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Preface

A lengthy book stands most urgently in need of a short preface and this is no place to discourse on a wide range of Soviet contacts, but obviously such circumstances have directly affected the scope, content and organization of this study. The object of the present work can be set down briefly enough: it is designed to investigate the kind of war the Soviet Union waged, the nature of command decisions and the machinery of decision-making, the course of military operations, Soviet performance in the field and the economic effort behind the lines, the emergence of Soviet ‘war aims’ – beyond mere survival – and, finally, the Soviet style of war. In sum, it is an attempt to probe how the Soviet system functioned under conditions of maximum stress: from this point of view it is less military history per se and might more properly be regarded as a form of social history. That this is no fanciful extrapolation is perhaps demonstrated by the nature of Soviet investigation of the ‘Great Patriotic War’ of 1941–5, for recollection of past tragedy and triumph is closely connected with present preoccupations about the efficacy of ‘the system’ and the image of a future war. The role of the ‘surprise factor’ springs to mind at once: both the military and the Party had their reputations as guarantors of the nation’s security both to salvage and to reinforce, yet inevitably this proved to be the source of mutual recrimination. Simple assertions on the part of crude propagandists that the system worked were as unconvincing as they were irrelevant, if only because the military and operational technicalities of ‘surprise attack’ made nonsense of such sancta simplicitas. The Soviet military, on the other hand, found themselves in the unenviable position of claiming knowledge and awareness of the impending attack in 1941 yet thereby merely reinforcing criticism of them that it should have been met more energetically and effectively. Nor did Khrushchev’s tactic in 1956 of heaping all the blame on Stalin – with the caricature of the man sniffing earth and spinning a globe to divine an operational decision – solve much: in the long run it served only to confuse the issue of the culpability and ineptitude of one man, the failings of the ‘system’ and performance in the field.

To put it somewhat differently, for almost two years the Soviet Union tried to fight the formidably modern war machine of Germany with a pattern or model of organization drawn from the far-off days of the Civil War, for this was the only one known at the outset to be viable. Such a modus operandi produced a specific and initially disastrous relationship between doctrine, technology and tradition (under which I include that Soviet amalgam of ‘revolutionary will’ with orthodox military professionalism – but the ‘discipline of the revolver’, to use a Civil War phrase, could not of itself fuel stranded tank columns, compensate for plain tactical incompetence and operational ineptitude). It was to take virtually three years of war before these elements were brought more effectively into balance – the doctrine was adjusted but more important implemented with requisite ‘norms’ of armament and equipment (not simply sheer numbers) and the relationship of ‘will’ to professional competence substantially re-fashioned. It is, I believe, a great error to think only of the Russian emergence from near catastrophe in terms of numbers alone and here I would insist that one must listen to Soviet explanations that ‘numbers’ do not tell the whole story: reduced to their essentials, Soviet explanations do turn on this triad of ‘doctrine-technology-tradition’. To dismiss or to ignore this basic theme in Soviet military-historical writing (and reminiscence) means simultaneously missing what lessons have been derived from the last war and what signs have been discerned for the future. Nor is it a matter of that tired joke about generals preparing to fight the last war all over again: no doubt some aged senior Soviet commanders would like to, but the younger military technocrats turn less emotionally to their computers and to their studies in modern weapons technology, loss rates and cybernetics, using the war as a vast data base.

It is nonetheless true to say that a huge and persistent mythology still pervades the history of the ‘Great Patriotic War’, or the Russo-German war (even this search for a separate identification is revealing). It was in many respects, not least in its unbridled and atavistic savagery, a war set apart and here German attempts to minimize (or rationalize) their defeat combined with Soviet efforts to magnify their own victory have increased the general obfuscation. The obsessive cultivation of the ‘heroic image’ in the Soviet Union is itself designed to hinder rational explanation and effective investigation of military and civilian responses, yet such explanations are to hand – the consequences of technological inferiority (the ‘quality and quantity of armaments’), the failure to exploit existing resources, the anachronism of the ‘revolutionary’ theory of morale, the inefficiency of the Party as an administrative instrument, the shortcomings of Stalin’s ‘super-centralization’ and so on. And at the eye of the storm is Stalin – are these his shortcomings or those of Soviet society, or where, if at all, do these divide? It is not surprising that Soviet historians have been unwilling to grasp such political live wires, which still carry a dangerously high charge.

What, then, is the case for relying primarily upon Soviet sources and materials? With some 15,000 volumes now published on the ‘Great Patriotic War’ (including many invaluable items dating back to wartime days, though these are sometimes difficult to obtain) there is no immediate shortage of material. Add to these also the immense holdings of the captured German military documents, which contain a whole ‘sub-archive’ of items originally captured from the Russians as well as contemporary material on Soviet military performance – operational documents, intelligence appreciations, PW interrogations and data on the Red Army at large – plus information on the whole Soviet war effort. While these German collections provided both an additive and corrective to Soviet studies, let me hasten to add that my approach to many of these Soviet works was conditioned by contact and discussion with either the author or with the research group responsible for much of the work. Again, this is no place for a disquisition on the technicalities of Soviet sources, but I would stress the professionalism of the military researchers – the teams behind military histories bearing the names of Marshal Sokolovskii, Rokossovskii or Malinovskii, for example – or individual officers such as Colonel Proektor, or yet again such leading historians as Corresponding Member of the Academy of Sciences Professor A.M. Samsonov, himself the author of a major study of the Stalingrad battle. Though it would be impertinent and improper to associate Professor Samsonov with any of my findings (or my views), it would be churlish not to acknowledge my debt to him for much professional aid and counsel in making my way through a small mountain of books. Equally I was the beneficiary in discussions of Soviet findings with Soviet officer-historians, who displayed very considerable professional competence and a scrupulous regard for the integrity of source material (with ill-concealed criticism for those who did not). All this is to say that much Soviet work is far from ‘propaganda’ in the blatant or simplistic sense (though a somewhat perfervid patriotism is never entirely absent), an observation borne out by the reputation enjoyed by Voenno-istoricheskii Zhurnal (Military-Historical Journal) which is the vehicle of the professional military and its professional historians.

In an attempt to display this material in its widest possible context I have elected to compose the supporting notes to the chapters not in terms of single references but rather as summaries of and comparisons between Soviet accounts – a device which breaches some of the conventional practices but to which I have resorted in the hope that the reader unfamiliar with the Russian language may gain some insight into the substance of these Soviet studies and memoirs. Finally, the format of the notes notwithstanding, I have allowed myself no licence with the material and any descriptive point or passage, be it of persons, places or circumstances, is derived directly from participants’ accounts or the document of the day: I do not pretend to the skill or to the special accomplishment of writing a ‘war book’ in the sense of any literary re-creation of the drama and the agony experienced by both sides.

My debt to persons and to previous publication are legion. In the composite bibliography destined for the final volume of this present work I hope to make my indebtedness to a multitude of monographs and articles plain, but at this juncture I would like to acknowledge that personal and private aid which is indispensable to a work such as this. In recording my thanks to the late Cornelius Ryan, with whom I worked in Moscow in 1963, I would like also to pay tribute to the man and his work: mention of Moscow impels me to record my thanks to all those Soviet officers, some of the highest rank, and to the specialists in military history who helped me unstintingly with their own verbal evidence and with materials culled from their own collections. Major-General E.A. Boltin was kind enough to read and comment on these first chapters: Professor A.M. Samsonov took great pains to keep me abreast of Soviet writing. Beyond the borders of the Soviet Union Professor Alvin D. Coox gave so generously of his vast expertise in Japanese military affairs and Soviet-Japanese relations, while I came to rely heavily on the writing and comments of Professor Alexander Dallin and Dr Matthew P. Gallagher, to mention but two of my American colleagues in the field of Soviet affairs. The late N. Galai of Munich, a man of rare experience and discernment, gave me enormous help over the Vlasov affair, while it was from Germany that I received such munificence in the form of papers, diaries and personal accounts. Nor can I fail to mention the reliance I have placed on Colonel Albert Seaton and his major studies of the Soviet-German war.

Finally, I owe a special debt to Mr Andrew Wheatcroft and Mrs Susan Loden of Weidenfeld and Nicolson: in this University Miss K.U. Brown and Miss T. Fitzherbert have laboured long and hard on my behalf, while my colleagues never stinted in their help. All this company, stretching from Moscow to the United States, made positive and essential contributions: as for the blemishes and the shortcomings, the responsibility for those is mine alone.

John Erickson
University of Edinburgh
1974

It is exactly thirty years since this book was conceived and planned in Moscow and work immediately started upon it.

Since then greater access to Russian archives and printed records, welcome as it is, has not appreciably altered the essentials of this narrative, serving only to magnify the horror, to deepen the riddle of the ‘surprise attack’ of 1941 and Stalin’s behaviour, to etch more sharply the detail of the subsequent tragedy and to confirm the scale of unparalleled human losses.

John Erickson
University of Edinburgh
April 1993


Introduction
On War Games, Soviet and German

In the winter of 1935, Marshal of the Soviet Union M.N. Tukhachevskii, First Deputy Commissar for Defence, Chief of Red Army Ordnance and potential commander-in-chief in the event of war, presented his own proposals for a special war-game to the General Staff. Tukhachevskii’s intention was to investigate the situation arising out of a German attack on the Soviet Union. From the outset this suggestion received only little support and encouragement, but in the end the idea was taken up. G. Isserson, deputy head of the General Staff Operations Section (Mezheninov was the head of the Section and ex officio Deputy Chief of the General Staff) was therefore assigned to draft an initial plan for the war-games and to prepare the briefings. To Tukhachevskii himself, by common agreement, went command of the ‘German party’, while Army Commander Yakir (commander of the Kiev Military District) was nominated to control ‘the armies of bourgeois Poland’, presumed co-belligerent with Germany.

What he thought of Germany’s war potential Tukhachevskii had already made plain in an article in Pravda, printed on 29 March 1935. He pointed to Marshal Pétain’s argument in the Revue des Deux Mondes (for March 1935), that no longer could the French Army rely on time to mobilize before the enemy engaged powerful forces. The French Army, in Tukhachevskii’s opinion, was incapable of active opposition to Germany, whose basic aggressive design lay to the east of Europe. By the summer of 1935 Germany would have an army of 849,000 – 40 per cent greater than the French and almost equal in size to the the Red Army with its 940,000 effectives. A powerful and expanding air force added to an already powerful army. In spite of the menace conveyed by these figures, however, they were hardly a guide to German strategic-operational intentions. This was one of the first difficulties encountered by Isserson in his formulation of the game, for the head of Red Army intelligence, S.P. Uritskii, could offer little by way of concrete data on German intentions. In particular, it was virtually impossible to predict how the Baltic states and Poland would converge in a joint attack, with Germany, on the Soviet Union. To assume that Germany would erase Poland as an independent state seemed, in 1936, to be a somewhat unrealistic proposition, for the Polish Army disposed of some fifty divisions, a threat which the Red Army itself had never been able to ignore. What was more likely was that by intrigue and pressure, Germany would inveigle Poland into a ‘military union’ and thereby draw her into war with Russia. Tukhachevskii was prepared to admit this possibility; nor was it one which impeded or neutralized his preoccupation with a completely secret concentration of German forces in the east. Thus, the ‘German party’s’ main strategic and political context was set.

Army Commander Uborevich (commander of the Belorussian Military District) took control of the ‘Red party’s’ forces, for whom a plan of strategic deployment from the Western Dvina to the Pripet Marshes was in process of being worked out. This ‘Western Front’ was deemed all-important. It met with no opposition, unlike Tukhachevskii’s design, which was held up for a month until ‘higher authority’ cleared it for the purposes of the war-game. Clearance having been finally gained, the problem of the actual strength of the ‘German party’ still remained. Hitler’s own statements spoke of a 36-division Wehrmacht; in addition, there were the unconfirmed reports of 3 Panzer divisions and an air force of some 4,000–5,000 machines. Little else could be adduced. Assuming that the German mobilization co-efficient was 1:3, then some 100 German divisions had to be accounted for; Isserson’s planning staff therefore assigned 50–55 German divisions in an eastern concentration from the north to the Pripet Marshes. With 30 Polish divisions which could be assumed to be deployed against the Soviet western frontier from the north to the marshes, this gave a round total of some 80 divisions.

For the purpose of the war-game, the German concentration was divided into two armies and a high command reserve, deployed between the river Narew and the mouth of the Niemen along the line Ostrolenko-Kaunas; its main strength was on the left flank. No operational plan and no predetermined axis of advance had been set for these forces, which were to operate strictly to the requirements of Tukhachevskii – a requirement upon which the marshal strenuously insisted. Only the objective had been pre-set, and it was the destruction of the ‘Red party’ from the north to the Pripet Marshes, with the seizure of Smolensk as a jumping-off area for an offensive against Moscow. Accepting this, Tukhachevskii reserved his objections for the actual strength of the ‘German’ forces placed at his disposal. He argued that if, in the opening phase of the First World War Germany could dispose of ninety-two divisions, then at the outset of a second this would be more than doubled, giving some two hundred divisions; without such a margin of superiority, it would be impossible for Germany to embark upon a major war. He was therefore disposed to think that in the area from the north to the Pripet Marshes all of eighty divisions would be deployed, and that these would be entirely German. At this juncture, such an idea was considered to be ill-founded or worse – for it established a relationship of forces severely, if not inadmissibly unfavourable to the Red Army at the beginning of military operations. Tukhachevskii, however, had not finished. What the war-game envisaged was merely a preliminary deployment after detraining from the railway networks; he suggested that his operational plan – operative in terms of the real time of the game – would forestall the ‘Red party’s’ concentration and he would initiate military operations. The ‘German party’ would, therefore, initiate its operations with a surprise blow.

At this point, Marshal of the Soviet Union Yegorov, Chief of the General Staff, intervened. As director of the war-game, he proposed a different notion, based on the preliminary mobilization of the ‘Red party’. He was in no way inclined to accede to Tukhachevskii’s views, since he no doubt wished to see the war-game fully validate the deployment plan for the Red Army which was then being worked out by the General Staff. As director, he categorically ruled out any German superiority either in terms of numbers or in time-margins; the ‘German party’ was to appear on the Soviet frontiers only after the concentration of the main Soviet forces. Tukhachevskii’s proposals, which in Isserson’s own phrase ‘met powerful opposition’, were rejected in their entirety. The war-game now proceeded on the assumption of the equality of opposing forces at the frontier, with no consideration of the problem of forestalling an enemy concentration and no digression into the actual initiation of military operations. The surprise factor was ignored. Stripped of any strategic acuity, the war-game represented nothing but a frontal, meeting engagement in the form of the frontier battles of 1914 – of indecisive outcome. Tukhachevskii was ‘deeply disillusioned’.

Neither at this time, nor presumably later, did Marshal Tukhachevskii have ‘direct access’ to the Red Army deployment plans, illustration enough of the dissension and division within the Red Army command, split as it was by long-standing rivalries and Stalin’s penetrations. To the Defence Commissar, Marshal of the Soviet Union Voroshilov, whose competence had more than once been called into question, Tukhachevskii directed a stream of papers on strategic problems. Nor did he confine himself to the major problems of war-making, but subjected to rigorous scrutiny the new formations – mechanized, mobile and airborne – which he had been largely instrumental in creating. After the Moscow Military District manoeuvres of September 1936, he submitted these criticisms of the exercises:

Mechanized corps made frontal breakthroughs of enemy defence positions without artillery support. Their losses would have been enormous. Mechanized corps operations were jerky, the direction bad. Mechanized corps operations were not supported by aviation. Aviation was employed somewhat aimlessly. Signals, communications worked badly. Airborne drops must be covered by fighter aircraft. Staff work, in particular intelligence, was very weak in all units. Parachutists jumped without weapons. This must be changed.

To the theme of the German threat Tukhachevskii returned publicly in his address to the second session of the TsIK (Central Executive Committee) in November 1936; the scale of the German preparations for war on land and in the air made it imperative that the defence of the Soviet western frontiers be undertaken in all seriousness. Publicly and privily he appeared to lose no opportunity to stress the growing danger, though this can only have grated upon a Stalin who, at this same juncture, was sending his personal emissaries to Berlin, ostensibly to discuss trade but primarily to talk of possible political agreements. The ‘Kandelaki mission’, dispatched by Stalin, was about to settle down to its real business in Berlin.

At the close of 1936 also, when the work of the newly founded General Staff Academy was just beginning, Isserson (who held the Chair in Operational Art) and Pavel Vakulich (in the Chair of Higher Formation Tactics) approached Tukhachevskii to consult him about the work of the Academy. Isserson had three basic questions to put to the marshal: against which potential enemy should the operational assignments of the Academy be directed? What would be the operational situation in the opening phase of a war? What would be the nature of operations in this initial phase and what types of operations should be envisaged? To the first question Tukhachevskii returned unambiguous answer: Germany. The second was a much more complex problem, since the international situation did not lend itself to forecasts of the ‘concrete strategic situation’ in which war might begin. Nevertheless, it was clear that the ‘classic’ form of entry into war with phases of concentration and deployment was a thing of the past. War could begin with large-scale operations with sudden, surprise initiation, conducted by the belligerents on land, at sea and in the air. It followed that an enemy could, under certain unfavourable conditions, forestall the Russians and be the first to initiate military operations. And for this reason special ‘operational and mobilization measures’ would have to be enforced during peacetime; frontier forces would have to maintain secret operational groupings and sustain operationally-readied formations (covering armies), fully capable of going over to a decisive, offensive engagement on various axes. As for the aim of these operations, they must reckon on the complete destruction of the enemy and yet resolve only the problems connected with the initial period – namely, to seize and invest favourable strategic lines as a preliminary to the concentration of the main forces. The general operational plan could be nothing more – in time of peace – than a definition of general aims, and the assignment of strategic tasks in a given theatre. The investment of the strategic line, however, was a prime object of the initial period, and this in turn depended on the operational groupings which should be established secretly within the frontier forces. Much depended on the disposition of the ‘fortified districts’ (UR: ukreplennyi rayon) and the selection of the frontier forces’ operational groupings, so that they might take up flanking positions on those axes where enemy penetrations were thought most likely to occur. Tukhachevskii put it this way; that the ‘fortified districts’, the URS, should be the shield, absorbing the enemy offensive, and the ‘secret operational groupings’, the hammer, driving in the flank blows.

Early in 1937, during the General Staff Academy’s first large-scale operational assignment (devoted to a study of offensive operations at army level during the initial period of a war), Tukhachevskii was further able to refine his point. On the critical question of the nature of military operations in the initial period of a war – having rebuked Isserson for his excess of optimism, wherein the ‘peal of victory’ was too readily heard – the marshal went on to sketch it in outline:


Operations will be inestimably more intensive and severe than in the First World War. Then, frontier battles in France lasted for two to three days. Now, such an offensive operation in the initial period of the war can last for weeks. As for the Blitzkrieg which is so propagandized by the Germans, this is directed towards an enemy who doesn’t want to and won’t fight it out. If the Germans meet an opponent who stands up and fights and takes the offensive himself, that would give a different aspect to things. The struggle would be bitter and protracted; by its very nature it would induce great fluctuations in the front on this or that side and in great depth. In the final resort, all would depend on who had the greater moral fibre and who at the close of the operations disposed of operational reserves in depth.



And again, would these operations assume a positional or manoeuvre form? Since one of his fundamental ideas was that the time-factor is decisive in war, Tukhachevskii’s response was hardly surprising:


In general, operations in a future war will unfold as broad manoeuvre undertakings on a massive scale, massive also in their time scale. Even so, against the background of these operations and as part of the process of their development there will be separate phases of stalemate, which will produce positional warfare which cannot be excluded and which will be very rapidly quite inescapable.



For two hours Marshal Tukhachevskii enlarged on his strategic and operational ideas, in a talk confined to the directing staff of the General Staff Academy. The officer-students of the very first intake of the Academy knew nothing of it. The General Staff had the responsibility for laying down the study-courses of the Academy, but Tukhachevskii, at least on Isserson’s own evidence, had much to do with formulating the operational problems which the Academy undertook to examine.

In less than six months, in June 1937, Tukhachevskii was dead, shot together with Uborevich, Yakir, Primakov, Putna and Eideman for ‘treasonable’ activity. Stalin had unleashed the military purge, which slashed and tore at the Soviet armed forces for months, which began to creep into years. Marshal Yegorov vanished into the whirl of these murky and persistent murders in 1938. Marshal Blyukher, commander of the Soviet Far Eastern forces, was shot down in November 1938. The decimations snaked back into past enmities; Tukhachevskii himself had incurred the hatred of Stalin, and Voroshilov as far back as 1920, during the crisis of the Soviet-Polish War. Army Commander 2nd Grade Vatsetis, a former Bolshevik commander-in-chief in the Civil War, at this moment a lecturer at the Frunze Military Academy, was rudely seized. During the break in his lecture, Vatsetis failed to make an appearance. Military Commissar Kascheyev, commissar to the course, made a brief announcement: ‘Comrades! The lecture will not be resumed. Lecturer Vatsetis has been arrested as an enemy of the people.’ Corps Commander Gorbatov, who made no ‘confession’ during his interrogation and this in spite of being beaten bloody, after a brief appearance before ‘grinning judges’, was sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment. In two minutes, his life and career were crudely amputated. The list of the doomed men, distinguished and undistinguished alike, lengthened as the military purge gathered its dreadful momentum. The highest command echelons were hit hardest and longest; three out of five Marshals of the Soviet Union vanished, leaving only Voroshilov and Budenny to survey the wreckage. The Military Soviet attached to the Defence Commissariat was thinned out of existence. Army and corps commanders disappeared at no less a rate. In operational units there was, to use a Soviet euphemism, ‘severe shortage’ of trained commanders. The military purge, which remains even now a goad to the Red Army’s sense of its own honour, was no short-lived spasm, but a political process, years in its duration, of basic if perverse importance to Stalin’s rule in Stalin’s fashion. The killings continued, the threat and then the actual advent of war notwithstanding. Colonel-General Loktionov, until March 1941 commander of the Baltic Special Military District air force, was arrested and put to death in June of that same shattering year. His was no isolated case. Major-General (subsequently Marshal of the Soviet Union) Govorov, Deputy Inspector-General of the Main Artillery Administration of the Red Army was posted in May 1941, as head of the Dzerzhinskii Artillery Academy; he came perilously close to failing to take up his new appointment. The NKVD had him high on their arrest list, and only the personal intervention of M. Kalinin saved him. The ‘crime’ which brought this near-disastrous turn to Govorov’s fortunes was not less than being a former officer of Kolchak’s White armies – in 1919. Though still alive, many more Red Army officers languished, and would now continue to do so for many months, in distant penal settlements. Gorbatov, victim of a two-minute trial, was more fortunate; in March 1941, ‘rehabilitated’, he returned to Moscow, ultimately bound for the 25th Rifle Corps in the Ukraine but bound to explain his absence by reference to a ‘long and dangerous mission’. Though it was an officially enforced prevarication, it was no less than the truth.

Suppose, however, Marshal Tukhachevskii had lived. It is too much to presume that he alone, or even in the company of his able colleagues who were put to death more or less at the same time as himself, would have been able to turn back the German army at the frontiers in 1941, for all the prescience displayed in his 1936 predictions. Tukhachevskii, Yegorov, Blyukher, Yakir and Uborevich, to mention only the most famous, were able men, professionals who worked and studied hard, aware of developments in foreign armies and quick to seize upon the possibilities offered by Soviet innovations in weapons but they, too, would have had to make war under all the handicaps imposed by Stalin: Tukhachevskii in 1920 learned in the Polish campaign, where his own errors were not small, what Stalin’s political meddling could do. It was also beyond the competence of one man to remove that disparity between sophisticated theory as displayed in the 1936 Field Service Regulations, and the cumbersome tactical performance of the Red Army in the field. No special magic was destroyed along with the men decimated in the military purge, but the Red Army lost what it needed most at a time of major technical and tactical innovation, a command group which could have maintained effective continuity in military thinking and in military training; this group had shown a lively awareness of what was needed to improve the Red Army and would certainly not have needed the horrifying lesson of the Soviet-Finnish War in order to learn elementary lessons in troop handling. The men who followed Tukhachevskii lacked also that insight into the probable forms of modern mobile war which had so preoccupied the purged commanders; they lacked any intellectual curiosity simply because they disposed of no intellect, either singly or as a group. They mouthed slogans but understood nothing of principles, they paraded statistics about fire-power without grasping any of the implications of the new weapons their own designers were developing, they were martial in a swaggering sense without the least grasp of the professionalism necessary to the military. For this doltishness, by no means confined to the Soviet command but less excusable and explicable after it had seen the blitzkreig in action, the Red Army paid a staggeringly high price in men and machines in 1941.

At the end of 1940 and the beginning of 1941 there were more war-games, involving assumptions about attacking the USSR. Within weeks of each other, as if in some shadowy show-down, the German and Soviet commands played out their prescriptions for victory: this time, however, the reality of war was not very far away. On 21 July 1940, at one of his ‘Führer conferences’ in which he bestrode the world with whim and word, Hitler directed that preliminary studies for a campaign against the Soviet Union be set in motion.

It was now the turn of the German commanders to puzzle over piercing the Soviet western frontiers: Colonel-General Halder passed the Führer’s assignment to the Operationsabteilung of the General Staff, and by 1 August Major-General Marcks, chief of staff to the Eighteenth Army, had produced a preliminary operational outline, Operationsentwurf Ost. At the beginning of September Lieutenant-General von Paulus took over this project. By 23 November 1940, the first war-game to test possible Soviet responses, Kriegsspiel O Qu I – rote Partei, was ready. In December the supply question was thoroughly examined in war-game exercises which demonstrated beyond any doubt that supply must be as thorough and flexible as the combat arm of the Wehrmacht. The day after the opening of those games, on 18 December, Hitler signed the super-secret directive, of which only nine copies existed, setting out the instruction ‘to crush Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign’: the war plan for the east emerged from under its humble wraps of ‘Fritz’ and ‘Otto’ to assume its final and flamboyant code-name, arrogant in its recall of medieval splendours and menacing in its hints of medieval cruelties, Operation ‘Barbarossa’.

Meanwhile in Moscow the Soviet command was making a belated and somewhat haphazard attempt to bring itself up to date in matters of contemporary military theory and practice. The Soviet-Finnish war of such recent and lamentable memory had shown up a number of glaring deficiencies in the Red Army, above all in its inferior tactical performance: to these lessons Soviet commanders also had to add the implications of the German victory in the west, a triumph for the armoured forces which had earlier been pioneered by the Russians and which had enjoyed pride of place in the Red Army until their dismemberment after 1938. Late in December 1940 a high-level study conference convened in Moscow to discuss the present organization and main tactical ideas of the Red Army: in line with current Soviet thinking, a great deal of attention was paid to offensive operations and to a relentless insistence on the attack, with little heed for defensive forms. General Zhukov himself presented the paper on contemporary offensive operations, in which armour figures prominently, but it was left to only one critic – Romanenko – to point out that masses of tanks did not mean ‘armoured forces’ in the cogent sense of that term: Romanenko pleaded for the creation of ‘armoured armies’ consisting of at least three/four mechanized corps and with proper command and control facilities, as well as effective rear echelons. Zhukov simply brushed this aside and the meeting went along with him: some, in the light of the subsequent Soviet creation of no less than six full tank armies after 1942, have tried to interpret their own utterances in 1940 as support for the ‘tank army’, but this is wholly convenient hindsight, for the prevailing view of the use of armour was more akin to mechanized cavalry than the complex operational and logistical characteristics of the Panzer division.

The conference adjourned at the end of December 1940 and resumed in somewhat different form, as a major war-game which began at the end of the first week in January 1941. Under the supervision of the Defence Commissar, Marshal S.K. Timoshenko, and the Chief of the General Staff, General K.A. Meretskov, General Zhukov took command of the ‘Western’ forces opposing the ‘Eastern’ forces under Colonel-General (Tank Troops) D.G. Pavlov, sometimes described as ‘the Soviet Guderian’, though a calamitously misplaced comparison that proved to be. The general aim of the war-game involved Pavlov’s ‘Eastern’ forces putting up a stubborn resistance in the fortified regions and thus blunting the ‘Western’ attack north of the Pripet Marshes, thereby establishing the necessary conditions for his ‘Eastern’ forces to go over to a ‘decisive offensive’. The ‘Soviet Guderian’ went to work with a will, but much to his consternation the ‘Western’ forces under Zhukov mounted three powerful concentric attacks, ‘wiped out’ the Grodno and Bialystok concentrations of the ‘Eastern’ armies and smashed their way through to Lida.

In a fury Stalin dismissed General Meretskov out of hand and replaced him with Zhukov: Meretskov was installed as Chief of Combat Training and, though momentarily disgraced, lived to fight for many a day. Nor was this sheer blind malice on the part of Stalin. He was not impressed by the explanation that ‘victory’ in the war-game had been won by skilful manoeuvre: indeed, that was exactly his point, and he urged greater realism on Soviet commanders, who ought not to be deceived by propaganda statements about the capabilities of their divisions. Mobility and regrouping was not a monopoly of the enemy, even on paper as in this case and in spite of the primacy which the commitment to the offensive enjoyed, Soviet commanders should rein in their recklessness. Finally Stalin recommended that Pavlov, who commanded the Special Western Military District, should pay close heed to the lessons of the war-game.

Bloodless though these ‘battles’ on both sides were at this juncture, and though not a single soldier moved for the moment, the duel between Hitler and Stalin was already engaged. The German war machine had begun to click and whirr as its weight shifted to the east, while the Soviet apparatus seemed for the present to grind on almost mindlessly. Shadowy and symbolic these battles might have been, but as if in some giant mystic projection they showed, albeit dimly, the shape of catastrophes to come.*



* For a detailed analysis of the Soviet operational-strategic war game (operativnostrategicheskaya igra na kartakh) see Colonel P.N. Bobylev, ‘Repetitsiya katastrofy’, Voenno-istoricheskii Zhurnal 1993 No. 6, pp. 10–16, No. 7, pp. 14–21 and No. 8, pp. 28–35. Also The 1941 War Game of the Soviet High Command: An Archival Record. Moscow, Russian State Military Archive, (RGVA: fond 37977), East View Publications, Minneapolis USA: 35 documents, planning, participants, basic directions ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ sides, First and Second War Game, analytical documents. On 1941 war plans P.N. Bobylev, ‘K kakoi voine gotovilsya General’nyi shtab RKKA v 1941 godu?’, Otechestvennaya istoriya 1995 No. 5, pp. 3–20.


BOOK I

On Preparedness: Military and Political Developments Spring 1941



1

The Soviet Military Establishment: Reforms and Repairs (1940–1)



The Red Army emerged battered and bleeding from the brief but arduous winter war with Finland. So severely had Soviet military reputations been mauled in the earlier stages of the war that the final episodes took on the character of revenge for and restitution of a badly tarnished honour. Massed Soviet artillery tore open and often quite literally tore out of the ground the Finnish concrete forts of the ‘Mannerheim line’. The Finns were forced to fight it out on their timbered barricades, upon which rolled almost a thousand Soviet tanks. Soviet bombers, loosed initially against civilian targets, eliminated technical deficiencies, navigational ineptitude and operational inefficiency sufficiently to provide more effective support for ground operations. As the Red Army laboured to smash in the Finnish defences, Timoshenko in February 1940, prepared for the last major operation, the drive on Viipuri. From 7th Army reserve, the 28th Rifle Corps was specially assembled and ordered to cross the frozen ice of Viipuri Bay, there to establish a bridgehead on the north-western shore, west of Viipuri itself. The tanks, infantry and armoured sledges would be launched across the ice as mobile columns. The few bombers left to the Finns caught the Soviet troops on this terrifying journey, but blowing the ice and strafing the infantry failed to halt the inexorable movement. Early in March, the position for the Finns in Viipuri Bay was critical. The Finnish forces of the Isthmus Army had been ground to pieces, with battalions denuded and weapons smashed. The fighting ceased on 13 March, with a peace which perhaps more than any other was served at the point of a bayonet.

More than one million men, mountains of ammunition, mazes of artillery and powerful armoured formations, supported by a numerically formidable air force, had suffered reverse, humiliation and even annihilation at the hands of a Finnish army never more than 200,000 strong. In the earlier stages of the fighting, Soviet formations had been split into small pockets and then destroyed piecemeal. In December 1939, the 44th Rifle Division, strung out in its five-mile length as it advanced to assist the 163rd Rifle Division, was literally chopped to pieces by the Finnish mobile groups. The result was the hideous battlefield of Suomussalmi. The Soviet relief columns sent out to rescue the encircled were themselves often encircled. North of lake Ladoga, the 18th Rifle Division (8th Army) was encircled; the 168th Rifle Division (also 8th Army) was similarly encircled. Sent out to relieve the 18th Division, the 34th Tank Brigade, with its supply lines amputated, was itself encircled; it was besieged for 54 days until it was stormed and destroyed. Such was the havoc that at the end of December 1939, the entire Soviet effort was reorganized. The mass infantry attacks, which had presented the Finnish machine-gunners with such persistent and generous targets, were to be discontinued. The aimless artillery fire was to be directed henceforth against enemy fire-points. Newly arrived divisions or reinforcements were not to be committed to action without some acquaintance of the conditions under which they would have to fight. The Model 1939 rifle was issued to the infantry; the new KV tanks were brought into action. Armoured infantry sledges and electric digging machines were rushed to the front. The operational command was reorganized by 7 January 1940, when the North-Western Front was established under Timoshenko; this modified Marshal Voroshilov’s control and displaced General Meretskov (commander of the Leningrad Military District) far more completely.

The world at large combined with the Soviet command to view the war with Finland as a test of the Red Army as a modern military instrument. The winter war was not, however, the only military enterprise initiated in 1939; during that tense summer, when the final crisis had engulfed the west, Soviet troops had been engaged in heavy fighting against the Japanese on the Khalkin-Gol, the disputed zone on the Soviet-Manchurian border. The execution of the Soviet counter-stroke was entrusted to corps commander Zhukov; in mid August, 1939, he had some five hundred tanks at his disposal, some of them the latest A-1 (experimental T-34) type. In spite of heavy losses, the Red Army had scored an undeniable success against a formidable enemy in this Mongolian place d’armes. The armour, having accomplished its mission against the Japanese, was then hustled on its way to the west, for the Soviet invasion of Poland waited on a speedy and successful outcome in the east. The Soviet ‘liberating march’ into Western Belorussia, part of the noxious deal of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, appeared to impose no great strain on the Red Army. Yet appearances were deceptive. In his report on the westerly advance, the Chief of Staff of the Western Special Military District, General M.N. Purkayev, stressed that the ‘new situation’ was one in which ‘the negative considerably outweighs the positive’. Barrack-building resources were low. The network of operational aerodromes was still as it was, and there was a lack of concrete runways. The railway network was exactly what it had been on the eve of the First World War; road transport could use only two roads, going from east to west. In the event of a German attack, the military district forces had no ‘fortified districts’ upon which to fall back. To register positive gain would require a huge expenditure of time and effort, to say nothing of materials.

This was a serious note to strike at this early stage. It was to say that the westerly movement of the Red Army, advancing itself to confront the Wehrmacht, did not confer any automatic advantage. On the contrary, it put the Red Army at a temporary disadvantage, and one which was to be much intensified in the summer of 1940 when the Red Army moved into the Baltic states and into Bessarabia. At a point when the German Army was savouring all the triumphs of shatteringly successful blitzkreig, the Red Army was engaged on a serious, if not desperate, attempt to remedy the operational deficiencies revealed by war with Finland, and to make its new forward areas militarily useful. To make the Red Army fit to fight, and to have it fight in the right place, was the task, massive in its implications, assigned to the chastened Soviet command.

Although he held as yet no military rank or appointment, Stalin was indisputably master of the Red Army. As a result of the military purge, which had only very recently swept away whole echelons of officers, the new command was his creature. Among those senior officers who had survived the military purge – this far at least – one distinguishing feature was very apparent, namely association with the First Cavalry Army which had been raised during the days of the Civil War. Commanded by Voroshilov and Budenny the First Cavalry Army had aided and abetted Stalin in his insubordinate struggle with Trotsky in the far-off days of Tsaritsyn (Stalingrad). For his part, Stalin had encouraged both Budenny and Voroshilov to defy the military directives of the Central Committee, an activity which had a disastrous outcome in the 1920 Soviet-Polish War. From this time forward the enmity of Stalin and Tukhachevskii was firmly sealed, and contributed not a little to the latter’s eventual destruction. It was as Stalin’s man that Voroshilov had come to command the Soviet military establishment, although he was – until the 1937 purge – much overshadowed by Tukhachevskii and the group of highly talented officers associated with him. In the days of the Civil War, Trotsky had formed an abysmally low opinion of Voroshilov’s military abilities; subsequent events seemed to confirm this pessimistic assessment. His incompetent leadership had been forcefully criticized by senior Soviet officers in 1928. During the period of experiment with mechanized formations, early in the 1930s, Voroshilov had spoken out against their establishment. In 1932 he was prepared to envisage only the mechanized brigade. Two years later, during the special meetings of the Military Soviet attached to the Defence Commissariat called to discuss mechanization, he made his opposition even more explicit: ‘For me it is almost axiomatic that such a powerful formation as the tank corps is a very far-fetched idea and therefore we should have nothing to do with it.’ Voroshilov had to wait five years before the mechanized corps were disbanded, although even in 1934 he succeeded in slowing down the rate of mechanization. To his military cronies of the Civil War days Stalin could also add the military commissars with whom he was associated at that time. The erstwhile tailor Shchadenko was one such commissar who came to wield great power in the Red Army; another, commissar on the Southern Front, was Mekhlis, who seems to have combined a monumental incompetence with a fierce and unbending detestation of the officer corps. Both of these men played vital parts in securing the success of the 1937 purge, not least in taking control of the Red Army Political Administration at a time when the military commissars had become, at least in Stalin’s eyes, too readily identified with the command staff. Mekhlis evidently played a lamentably successful role in stalking and finally bringing down Marshal Blyukher, the legendary Soviet Far Eastern commander, who was put to death in November 1938. Stalin did not deny himself the wolfish pleasure of issuing personal arrest orders; to Army Commander Yakir, who wrote a death-cell letter affirming his loyalty to the Party, Stalin returned only curses. Mekhlis rooted out ‘treason’ in commissar and officer alike. Shchadenko watched the commissars. Beria and his NKVD officers compiled their own lists. Voroshilov stayed silent. In a welter of complicity and denunciation, private vengeance and public humiliations, the Soviet officer corps was bent and broken to the will of Stalin.

Yet even Voroshilov could not escape the upheaval which followed on the war with Finland. It was painfully obvious that public, and possibly private bombast about the Red Army’s ‘invincibility’ would no longer suffice. Voroshilov, moreover, was plainly implicated in the disastrous defeats of the preliminary stages of the war with Finland. If the Leningrad Military District had miscalculated, so had the Defence Commissariat. While Voroshilov retained the general direction of operations after December 1939, the burden of real command had fallen on Timoshenko as front commander. In what can only have been acrimonious sessions, the Main Military Soviet (Glavnyi Voennyi Soviet) attached to the Defence Commissariat had examined the reasons for the failures in Finland. This inquest on the dead divisions followed immediately after the cease-fire and lasted throughout April. At the beginning of May 1940, the ‘new’ Soviet command began to emerge. Marshal Voroshilov was removed from effective day-to-day control of military affairs by being appointed deputy chairman of the Defence Committee (Komitet Oborony pri SNK). His post of Defence Commissar went to Timoshenko, though this marked no break with the ‘tradition’ of the First Cavalry Army, in which Timoshenko had been a cavalry commander attached initially to Budenny. Although by no means a military intellectual, Timoshenko had at least passed through the higher command courses of the Red Army and was a fully trained ‘commander-commissar’. During the critical period of the military purge, Stalin had used Timoshenko as a military district commander who could hold key appointments while their incumbents were liquidated or exiled. His services in the war with Finland had been considerable, for Voroshilov had shown that he was incapable of handling large-scale operations. If anything Timoshenko was a realist, impressed by the idea that the Red Army would have to be retrained as a combat force.

At the same time, Timoshenko was appointed Marshal of the Soviet Union, together with Shaposhnikov and Kulik. These appointments of the 7 May 1940, restored the number of marshals to the 1937 figure of five, although there could be no comparison in capacities. Shaposhnikov was a career officer of the Imperial Russian Army, who volunteered his services to the Red Army in 1918. As a trained and obviously able staff officer, Shaposhnikov had taken part in planning many of the major operations of the Civil War. His subsequent career kept him closely aligned with the development of Soviet strategic doctrine and staff functions, though not until 1930 did he become a member of the Communist Party. After 1937, his was the main hand on the General Staff; in this capacity he took part in the abortive negotiations with the British and French in Moscow in the late summer of 1939, he drew up the plans for the occupation of Eastern Poland by the Red Army, and his was evidently the brain behind the revised Soviet operational plans used in the later stages of the war with Finland. His experience was vast, even if his power was less substantial. He had obviously been unable to prevent the disbanding of the large mechanized armoured formations in which the Red Army had come to specialize. Of even greater consequence was the disregarding of his advice on the deployment of the Red Army after the advances to the new frontier lines in the north and south-west. His professionalism manifestly failed to compete with the brash and idiotic opinions purveyed by men like Lev Mekhlis.

G.I. Kulik, artillery specialist, was altogether a different case. While Shaposhnikov had much to recommend him by way of seniority and services already rendered, Kulik was a nonentity. His prime qualification was that Stalin had known him during the days of the defence of Tsaritsyn in 1918. It was this which ultimately transformed him, in 1937, into the overlord of Soviet artillery, head of the Main Artillery Administration, Deputy Defence Commissar. There is no other evidence of his fitness for this post. He had held hitherto no position or responsibility which might have prepared him for these new duties. Almost at once he tangled with the Defence Industry Commissar B.L. Vannikov over the 1938 artillery developments plans; Kulik demanded ‘handsome guns’, a requirement which Vannikov, occupied with the complexities of the draft artillery plan, dismissed as mere foolishness. When, however, Vannikov somewhat later ventured to oppose one of Stalin’s own ideas, he was forthwith arrested. N.N. Voronov, as Head of Artillery (Nachal’nik artillerii RKKA), first deputy to Kulik, has composed an unflattering verdict on him:


Disorganized but with a high opinion of himself, Kulik thought all his actions infallible. It was often difficult to know what he had in his mind, what he wanted and what he was aiming at. Holding his subordinates in a state of fear was what he considered to be the best way of working.



Voronov, Head of Artillery, with his committee, had had a rough passage over the new designs. The 76-mm Model F-22 field piece, for example, had proved unsatisfactory; when Voronov approached the Defence Commissariat, he found no encouragement, so he turned to the Central Committee. Here he found even less support. He was told that quantity production was in progress and the gun would have to be put right – not scrapped. Finally, the Model USB was modified; the issue was partially solved only to be overtaken by that of mechanical towing equipment for artillery. Kulik opposed this, as he opposed the suggestion that special factories should be built to supply this equipment; he had the support of the armoured specialist, Pavlov, who was in charge of mechanization-motorization. In fact, two special factories were built in the Urals by 1939, but more were needed.

In 1940, Kulik embarked on another ‘experiment’. He abolished the post of Nachal’nik artillerii, no doubt to cow the resistance, and operated this key position himself, assisted by a triumvirate of three deputies: N.N. Voronov, G.K. Savchenko and V.D. Grendal’. It was an impossible and pointless arrangement, although it deprived the specialists of their power. Grendal’ was both specialist and commander. He had served as deputy to Rogovskii, who had done much to reorganize Soviet artillery before 1937. Rogovskii had been liquidated. Grendal’, dozent of the Artillery Academy, survived to work on the 1938 artillery development plan and to continue his technical work as president of the Artillery Committee of the Main Artillery Administration. During the Finnish war, he was brought in to take command of the 13th Army which in February-March 1940, smashed into the ‘Mannerheim line’. Twice Grendal’ attempted to get Kulik to change his mind over the artillery ‘triumvirate’; Kulik refused. Interference with the structure and functions of the Main Artillery Administration had, moreover, repercussions felt far beyond the field of artillery, for the Administration played a leading role in organizing military-scientific research. In that also, Kulik appears to have blundered ominously. In the June 1940 promotions Grendal’ became a Colonel-General of Artillery, a consolation perhaps even though he was dying of cancer. In November he was dead.

The May revolution meanwhile continued. In sum, it was to amount to nothing less than the reconstitution of the Red Army after the agonies of the military purge. The formal ranks of general and admiral, hitherto shunned as symbols of the ancien régime, were brought into new use. And the men to assume these novel splendours, the ‘Army Commanders 1st Grade’ transformed into ‘colonel-generals’ (a rank unknown in the Imperial Russian Army), were found. One of the immediate consequences of the ‘Timoshenko era’ was the release of some 4,000 officers from their servitude or disgrace to take up command positions in the Red Army. In all probability, the officer losses of the Finnish war, if nothing else, provided one army lever against the political bosses who pushed the armed forces around. There was the case of Colonel K.K. Rokossovskii, an example of that limbo to which invaluable officers were too often consigned. Rokossovskii, veteran of the Civil War, divisional commander in the Soviet Far East and a specialist in modern, mobile operations, had been accused of participation in an ‘anti-Soviet conspiracy’. At his trial, before mocking judges, he was faced with the ‘evidence’ obtained from one Yushkevich; this fully implicated Rokossovskii. The defendant, however, confessed not his guilt but his astonishment: Yushkevich had been killed in action at the Perekop in 1920. Colonel Rokossovskii’s case was held back for ‘investigation’. But he survived, to become in June 1940, one of the new 479 major-generals of the Red Army. In a few months he was to take over command of one of the newly-constituted mechanized corps.

The June promotions involved some 1,000 senior officers. G.K. Zhukov (the victor of the Khalkin-Gol), G.K. Meretskov (much less than victor in Finland) and I.V. Tyulenev (stalwart of the First Cavalry Army) were appointed full generals of the Red Army. Apanasenko and Gorodovikov (Civil War cavalry commanders) took the new rank of colonel-general. Among the new lieutenant-generals were a number who had distinguished themselves in Finland – Kirponos (70th Rifle Division commander) was one – as well as corps or military district commanders of some repute: Koniev, Vatutin, Yeremenko, Malandin, Remizov, Reiter, Sokolovskii, Chuikov (soon to be nominated for duty with the Soviet mission in China), Tsvetayev, Romanenko and Golikov. Recent graduates of the General Staff Academy, of the Frunze Academy and graduates – in a more rigorous sense – of the prison camps and interrogation chambers were crammed into this emergent command group. Prominent among the major-generals were armoured commanders: Rotmistrov, Rokossovskii, Lelyushenko, Panfilov. Shaposhnikov’s protégé, A.M. Vasilevskii, was promoted, as were Biryuzov and Antonov. There were parallel promotions in the arms and services: Ya.N. Fedorenko became a lieutenant-general of tank troops, A.F. Khrenov a major-general of engineering troops, V.I. Kazakov, L.A. Govorov and K.S. Moskalenko major-generals of artillery. Like V.D. Grendal’, N.N. Voronov, first deputy to Marshal Kulik of the Main Artillery Administration, was promoted to Colonel-General of Artillery.

The Soviet Navy (VMF), which had had a tortuous history and suffered severely during the purge of the officer corps, now acquired admirals. N.G. Kuznetsov (chief of the naval forces), L.M. Galler and I.S. Isakov (both of the Naval Staff) were the new Soviet admirals; V.F. Tributs (commander of the Baltic Fleet) and I.S. Yumashev (commander of the Pacific Fleet) became vice-admirals, and A.G. Golovko (Northern Fleet commander) and F.S. Oktyabrskii (Black Sea Fleet commander) appeared now as rear-admirals. The Soviet Air Force (VVS) received a new batch of lieutenant-generals, P.F. Zhigarev, G.P. Kravchenko, S.F. Zhavoronkov among them. The former commander of the Air Force, Ya.I. Alksnis, received nothing but the final death sentence at this time, which put an end to his languishing in prison. The purge and the restitutions, plus the promotions, hardly balanced out. Promotions did not bring experience with the generals’ stars, and behind the generals came the brand-new colonels with their regiments. The Inspector-General of Infantry (Red Army) discovered, in his samplings of autumn 1940, that of 225 regimental commanders, not one had attended a full course at a military academy, only twenty-five had finished a military school and the remainder, 200 in all, had merely passed a junior lieutenant’s course. It was, therefore, no wonder that Marshal Shaposhnikov dragged in from all military highways and by-ways officers by the score to attend high-pressure training courses on staff work, and to sit on the rigorous, protracted study-sessions of the failures in Finland.

The Red Army, officer and man alike, had to be retrained. On the surface, it appeared that this was being done in all seriousness. April saw the beginning of a positive turmoil of conferences and meetings which ran on until the end of the year. The first of these gatherings, and clearly one of the most important, was that summoned by the Central Committee of the Communist Party, when senior military commanders were to discuss the results of the Finnish operations. This was, however, no ‘discussion’ in the normal sense of the word. Stalin took this opportunity, which he had manufactured himself, to refurbish the image of the Soviet armed forces. He announced that the Red Army was striding along the road leading to its being a new, modern army; in the course of its operations in the winter war, the Red Army had mastered not only the Finnish forces, but also the equipment, tactics and the strategy of those leading European powers which had schooled and armed the Finns. It was an extravagant claim, to say the least, for an army which had been so severely mauled, and whose imperfections had even earlier been exposed – admittedly, rather more gently – in the ‘liberation drives’ into eastern Poland in 1939. It was a claim which Soviet historians record rather sourly today.

There were, in effect, many debates but few decisions, and even those were questionable. That is the burden of retrospective Soviet criticism. Closer inspection of the 1940 ‘reforms’ tends to give credence to these views. After Stalin’s April address, the Main Military Soviet turned its attention to the problem of training, most immediately that for officers. The syllabuses and programmes of the military academies were renovated, with greater emphasis on exercises in the field. In the military schools, junior officers were trained more rigorously in controlling their units as well as being taught to handle a variety of weapons and equipment. The general training directive, Order No. 120 (May 16 1940), On combat and political training of troops for summer period 1940, laid great emphasis on realistic programmes, to teach the Red Army what it would need to know in war, and only that. The basis task was to implement that condition of being ‘ever ready to administer a rebuff to an aggressor’. All-weather training, day and night training, close combat training, infantry-tank-artillery-aviation co-operation training, assault training (storming field and prepared fortifications) – the overriding need was for well-trained infantry. The wasteful, murderous and repetitive mass attack, which had been swept away by Finnish machine-guns, the disorganized battalion or the unco-ordinated division were to be eliminated by strenuous exercise. The weight of concern was directed to the individual soldier, to the small unit and its control in operational conditions. Timoshenko himself had admitted frankly that ‘We’ve got to work at it’; in the particular conditions of the Finnish war, where the robot-soldier was at a loss, the point was plain to see. Yet something had gone wrong on a grand scale, for which the Red Army soldier had had to pay a merciless price. Even if the retraining of the lower ranks had been the only problem, too soon that gave evidence of being no startling success. By the end of the year, the ‘intensive’ training programme was in real trouble.

At the same time, the Red Army soldier was subject to a new disciplinary code, which marked an important departure from the established path of what might be called the Soviet ‘theory of morale and discipline’. Although the Red Army, from its inception, had always wielded a heavy authoritarian hand, the idea of ‘coercion’ (prinuzhdeniya) had been officially eschewed. In line with the general theories of the role of communist ‘consciousness’, that is, political consciousness, the soldier was ‘educated’ to his battlefield duties and to his responsibilities towards the socialist motherland. The work of the military commissars, with their responsibility for political education, the utilization of Party members as ‘stiffeners’ in combat formations, the function of ‘political education’ in the widest sense were all elements of an official voluntaristic approach. While egalitarianism and the military profession had long since been discerned as incompatibles, the formalism of ‘bourgeois armies’ – the obligatory salute, for example – had been kept out. Now this was changed, first with the introduction of a deliberately rigid military discipline, strongly coercive and avowedly punitive, and second with the innovation of military forms and courtesies demonstrably ‘bourgeois’. Clearly what was at stake was the authority of the officer, which had suffered severely during the most searching period of the military purge; in the same way, the military commissar had lost face, for the purge had fallen on commissar alike. Discipline had broken down during the war with Finland. It was going to be restored quite drastically.

In July 1940 the Supreme Soviet rubber-stamped the decree on increased penalties for ‘voluntary absence’ and desertion. The revised disciplinary code, Distsiplinarnyi Ustav, was promulgated in August. Far from being a monument to ‘communist morality’, the code represented, in the view of at least one Soviet historian, a reactionary move in the literal sense. It embodied to a large extent the opinions of ‘certain officers’ who had begun their military careers in the Imperial Russian Army, and who, whatever their persuasiveness in 1940, idealized the relationship between officer and man in the tsar’s forces. The pre-1917 Russian officer corps was assuredly not that model of enlightenment, competence and charity which these erstwhile ‘Imperials’ had come to think it; the Russian soldier did not enjoy either his punishment or his murder by incompetence. The 1940 code visibly increased the number of punishable offences for rank and file. Obedience was henceforth to be unconditional, the execution of orders prompt and precise, Soviet discipline to be marked by ‘severer and harsher requirements than discipline in other armies based upon class subjugation’. The ‘liberal commander’, the officer who fraternized with his men, was declared an official menace. The officers themselves, subject also to the formal disciplinary requirements, were henceforth liable to the strictures of the Honour Court, an institution which went right back to the Imperial Russian Army. All this deliberate, even archaic formalism seemed to run counter to Timoshenko’s public protestation: ‘We are all for individual initiative!’ How much this punitive approach actually smothered it, the political officers were soon to discover.

The breakdown in discipline was testimony also to the degeneration of the Political Administration, which, during and after 1937, became a powerful repressive agency within the armed forces. The relationship between commander and commissar had never been easy. The military commissar, as a watchdog over the commander, inhibited command; as an ‘assistant’ to command, he merely confused it. When the reliability of the armed forces was in doubt, ‘dual command’ – commissar-commander control – was enforced; in the interests of military efficiency, and as some recognition of the general adherence of the armed forces to the regime ‘unitary command’ (edinonachalie) – command exercised without commissar control – had been instituted. The Red Army flourished under ‘unitary command’ from 1925–37. In 1937, ‘dual command’ was hammered on with the purge. ‘Military Soviets’, the command-and-control device of a senior officer flanked by ‘political members’, blanketed the major commands and institutions. The bearded and brilliant Army Commissar 1st Grade Yan Gamarnik, head of the Political Administration, had, allegedly, shot himself in May 1937. In his place came Lev Mekhlis, now promoted to senior Army Commissar and Deputy Defence Commissar. Like Kulik, Mekhlis was an old acquaintance of Stalin; after serving as a military commissar to a division on the Civil War Southern Front (against Wrangel), he had worked in the Workers-Peasants Inspectorate (Rabkrin) with Stalin, and operated subsequently as one of Stalin’s special group dealing with the Party political apparatus. He stepped in as Stalin’s man to edit Pravda. In 1937 he had every opportunity to wreak his private vengeances on the Red Army command. At the head of a brigade of new commissars, he arrived in May 1938 in Khabarovsk to do his master’s bidding. The first occasion for him to show his military incompetence came later that year at lake Khasan in the Soviet Far East, when Soviet and Japanese forces clashed. Mekhlis showed an almost criminal predilection for frontal assaults; the Soviet troops were charging Japanese machine-guns on the heights. Stupid and self-deceiving bombast about Soviet ‘valour’ accompanied snide and sinister denunciation of the field commanders. Shortly after Mekhlis’s Far Eastern ‘inspection’, Marshal Blyukher was recalled to Moscow and killed. Mekhlis and Kulik had worked together during the Finnish war, to what sum of Soviet casualties can only be guessed. In the late summer of 1940, Mekhlis was appointed to the State Control Commission, a general inspectorate with wide powers. In this capacity, and as a Deputy Defence Commissar, his responsibilities were very considerable and his influence on Soviet military planning great. His military commissars, however, were under considerable fire for their work during the Finnish war.

In July 1940, the Political Administration of the Red Army (Politupravlenie RKKA) was reorganized as the Main Administration for Political Propaganda of the Red Army (Glavnoe upravlenie politicheskoi propagandy RKKA), a change in name which coincided with a modification in the nature of political work within the armed forces. (In August, the same institutional modification was carried out in the Soviet Navy, where the Political Administration was replaced by a Main Administration for Political Propaganda.) Political and tactical training were more closely linked, even in the physical sense by taking the political work into the field. The July decree dealing with shortcomings in local Party organs attempted to correct the abuses in the admission of new Party members; the principle of ‘voluntary application’ had been persistently infringed, especially during the war with the Finns. In the place of ‘hurrah-patriotism’, the political agitators now switched to amplifications of the military achievements of Red Army divisions, so that, as M.I. Kalinin suggested, the Red Army soldier should know not merely the number of his regiment but its revolutionary achievements. Nevertheless, although ‘hurrah-patriotism’ (which was a sarcasm coined in the reports of senior political officers) had been somewhat displaced, the propaganda ‘line’ had not been altered in any basic sense. One set of clichés replaced another. Drawing the political staff more and more into military training inevitably cramped their ‘ideological-educational work’. And although the vacuous nonsense about easy victory over a weak enemy had been dropped right out of the propaganda schedules, there was
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