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Preface

In early September 1941 Hitler’s armies cut the last roads leading into besieged Leningrad (now St Petersburg) and, in the words of the poet Olga Berggolts, ‘the noose of the blockade tightened around the city’s throat’. There followed the most horrific siege in history.

This book grew out of my work as a battlefield guide on the Second World War’s Eastern Front. I am grateful to Midas and Holts Battlefield Tours, who helped set up the Siege of Leningrad tour, and to Oleg Alexandrov, of our associated Russian travel company, who first facilitated meetings with Red Army veterans of the fighting. I want to take my readers on a journey, allowing them to experience the exceptional power of this story – its sheer horror, but also its capacity to inspire and move us.

My understanding of the siege is informed not by official Soviet records of the people’s valour but by actual accounts of those trapped in the city. I am deeply grateful to three veterans who have been a constant source of encouragement and support: Svetlana Magaeva, who generously gave me access to her psychological profiles of siege survivors; artist Elena Martilla, who allowed me to use her remarkable collection of sketches – drawn during the blockade – and Irina Skripachyova, head of the St Petersburg Siege Veterans’ Association, who arranged countless meetings for me. All have enormously enhanced this work.

I use an interview process that I employed with Red Army veterans in my previous book on the battle of Stalingrad, building up a rapport and then working together to establish the psychological contours of the story. I am deeply grateful to the siege survivors who have shared their experiences with me and who have pointed me towards diaries – published and unpublished – that are honest about the horror descending on the city. Their many contributions are acknowledged in the endnotes. A particularly moving meeting was with survivors of the Lychkovo train massacre on their first ever reunion, in March 2007.

Others have perished, and can speak to us only through their personal papers. I owe another debt of thanks to the director of the Blockade Museum for allowing me access to its many siege diaries and letters. Olga Prut, who oversees the Museum ‘The Muses Were Not Silent’, dedicated to cultural life during the siege, and especially the performance of Shostakovich’s Seventh, and musicologist Professor Andrei Krukov, have kindly given me additional material.

I also draw on accounts already published. The siege diaries of Vera Inber, Elena Kochina and Elena Skrjabina exist in translation, as does the groundbreaking compilation by Ales Adamovich and Daniil Granin, A Book of the Blockade. Cynthia Simmons and Nina Perlina have also brought out an important collection of siege experiences. More is available in Russian, and fresh material is emerging all the time – the most recent, from the Centre for Oral History at the European University of St Petersburg, came out in 2006. And I have greatly benefited from the major research on the siege undertaken by Richard Bidlack and Nikita Lomagin.

Lena Yakovleva undertook translation and interpretation work in Moscow, and Anna Artiushina did the same in St Petersburg, as well as locating many valuable references for me. Caroline Walton made a number of additional translations and kindly provided me with extracts from Alexander Boldyrev’s diary. David M. Glantz and Albert Axell have also helped me with a number of specific points. In general I have followed sources’ transliterations from Cyrillic script, although on occasions I have standardised spellings of forenames and word endings.

I am grateful to David Glantz for background material on the city map of Leningrad, and to Svetlana Magaeva and Albert Pleysier for help with the maps of the siege lines and the ‘Road of Life’. The German advance is drawn from information in Leon Goure’s The Siege of Leningrad; the dispositions in Operation Spark are from Robert F. Baumann’s ‘Operation Spark: breaking through the siege of Leningrad’, in Combined Arms in Battle since 1939, ed. Roger J. Spillar (Fort Leavenworth, 1992).

I owe a particular debt of gratitude to my agent, Charlie Viney, and to Roland Philipps and Rowan Yapp at John Murray, for their encouragement and support as this work developed. The first three chapters of the book are thematic, and look at the period leading up to the siege of Leningrad from the point of view of the advancing Germans, the Soviet authorities defending the city and finally the ordinary civilians. The subsequent chapters follow a roughly chronological sequence. Their focal point is the three-month period from mid-December 1941 to mid-March 1942 when conditions within Leningrad were at their worst.

In 1969 Harrison Salisbury brought out a book on the siege. Much new material has emerged since, and a complete retelling has now become possible. I am a military historian with a strong interest in battle psychology and the vital role of morale: what motivates people to fight on in the most desperate of circumstances. I look at German strategy and Russian tactics, but concentrate more on the inner battlefield of the psyche. The suffering of Leningrad’s civilian population and the resilience of many of the survivors move me deeply. Leningraders withstood the siege at extraordinary cost. I want to give readers a fresh understanding of what they endured, and how they emerged victorious.






Timeline

The siege of Leningrad – popularly known as the 900 days – lasted 872 days, from 8 September 1941, when the Germans first blockaded the city, to 27 January 1944, when their armies were finally repulsed from Leningrad. Here are some of the key dates.

22 June 1941: Germany invades the Soviet Union.

26 June: Manstein’s LVI Panzer Corps seizes the Dvina bridges.

8 July: Hoepner’s Fourth Panzer Group breaches the Stalin Line at Pskov.

11 July: Marshal Kliment Voroshilov is appointed commander of the North-Western Front and takes over Leningrad’s defence.

14 July: Reinhardt’s Panzers establish a bridgehead on the far side of the Luga river, ‘opening the gates to Leningrad’.

15–16 August: Manstein turns the Soviet position at Lake Ilmen, allowing a German advance on Leningrad from the south-east.

18 August: The Lychkovo train massacre: the Luftwaffe bombs a trainload of Leningrad children being evacuated from the city.

8 September: The Germans capture Shlisselburg, blockading Leningrad, and commencing an 872-day siege. The Badaev food warehouses are destroyed by incendiary bombs.

11 September: Voroshilov is dismissed by Stalin, and replaced by General Georgi Zhukov.

20 September: Zhukov sends Soviet forces across Neva river to establish the Nevsky bridgehead.

22 September: Hitler states: ‘All offers of surrender from Leningrad must be rejected, as the problem of housing and feeding the people cannot and should not be solved by us. In this struggle for survival, we have no interest in keeping even a proportion of the city’s population alive.’

5 October: Zhukov ordered back to Moscow. Andrei Zhdanov is left in overall charge of Leningrad’s defence.

8 November: The Germans capture Tikhvin, severing the last rail route bringing supplies to the city, via Lake Ladoga. Hitler announces triumphantly: ‘Leningrad is doomed to die of famine.’

22 November: First convoy of lorries brings in supplies across Lake Ladoga’s ‘Road of Life’.

10 December: The Red Army recaptures Tikhvin.

1 January 1942: Leningrad now has only a two-day supply of food in its reserve, and no supplementary fats or protein.

8 January: First hospital opens for the treatment of starvation.

25 January: Last working hydroelectric power station closes, leaving Leningrad without running water, heat or electricity.

27 January: Food supply and distribution breaks down within the city.

31 January: Leningrad’s registry office records 96,694 deaths this month; many more go unreported.

18 February: First reports of a dysentery outbreak in Leningrad.

28 February: 192,766 deaths reported for January and February. The unofficial figure is believed to exceed 20,000 a day.

27 March: All able-bodied citizens clean the city’s streets and courtyards.

1 April: Lieutenant-General Leonid Govorov takes command of Leningrad Front.

5 April: On 700th Anniversary of Alexander Nevsky’s victory over the Teutonic Knights, the Germans launch an air attack on the Baltic Fleet.

15 April: Tram services resume along three routes into the city.

27 April: The last Soviet defenders on the Nevsky bridgehead are overrun by the Germans.

18 June: A fuel pipeline is laid across Lake Ladoga, bringing petrol into Leningrad.

9 August: Performance of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony at Leningrad’s Philharmonic Hall.

4 September: Manstein has to divert forces intended for a fresh assault on the city and fight a battle of attrition south of Lake Ladoga.

18 January 1943: Operation Spark breaks German blockade.

6 February: First trainload of provisions reaches Leningrad along the overland route.

21 September: Army Group North prepares a fall-back position – the Panther Line – 150 miles west of Leningrad.

15 January 1944: Soviet assault against remaining German siege positions. The soldiers form up under their colours and make the oath: ‘We swear vengeance for the agony of Leningrad!’

27 January: Govorov’s offensive secures the complete liberation of Leningrad – ending the 872-day siege.






Bread Rations

The rationing system used by the city authorities during the siege of Leningrad was divided into three categories: the first was for blue-collar workers, who received the largest amount of food, the second was for white-collar workers, the third for their dependants, who received the smallest. This system reflected the priorities of the Soviet state – it was designed to maximise industrial output, and it provided minimal protection for the most vulnerable within the city. Many homeless refugees who arrived in Leningrad from the Baltic States or the surrounding countryside were unable to secure any ration cards at all. As the siege worsened, and supplies of flour diminished, the bread was increasingly adulterated with other substances, including sawdust and wood shavings.

These statistics tell a grim story – but it is not the full one. Towards the end of January 1942, several days after an increase in the bread ration was announced, there was a complete collapse in the food-distribution system and ordinary people were unable to obtain any food at all for about a week. Temperatures had dropped to below -30 degrees Celsius, and there was no longer any electricity, heating, light or water in the city. This catastrophe – which dramatically accelerated the death rate, and led to parts of Leningrad falling under the control of gangsters and cannibals – was subsequently suppressed in Soviet histories of the siege.

The lowest allowance – 125 grams – is the equivalent of three slices from a medium-sized loaf. Such a portion would ideally provide about 250 calories, but bread in besieged Leningrad – increasingly adulterated – contained far less. A man needs approximately 2,500 calories of food a day to sustain body weight and health, a woman 2,000, and a child 1,000 plus 100 for each year of life.





Leningrad bread rations – in grams:


	




	
	Factory
workers
	Office
workers
	Dependants


	




	


	18 July 1941
	800
	600
	400


	2 September 1941
	600
	400
	300


	11 September 1941
	500
	300
	250


	1 October 1941
	400
	200
	200


	13 November 1941
	300
	150
	150


	20 November 1941
	250
	125
	125


	25 December 1941
	350
	200
	200


	24 January 1942
	400
	300
	250


	11 February 1942
	500
	400
	300


	22 February 1942
	600
	500
	400


	







Figures reproduced courtesy of the Museum of the Blockade, St Petersburg






Introduction

WALKING THROUGH THE streets of St Petersburg one is overwhelmed by colour. This city of islands – the Venice of the North – is radiant with every hue. My eyes feast on the jewelcoloured buildings, the burnished golden domes, the rich amber stonework. Anyone experiencing St Petersburg feels profoundly in touch with the glories of its past. It is almost impossible to imagine a grey life being lived here. This is where Pushkin created his greatest poems, where Dostoevsky wrote The Brothers Karamazov and where Andrei Voronikhin – once a serf – built the cathedral of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God. All the richness of Russian artistic life finds expression in this place.

This was the birthplace of the Bolshevik Revolution – an ideology which replaced inherited power and privilege with a belief in the supremacy of the people – and its tsarist nomenclature mutated to Leningrad. I am intrigued that Bolshevism was born in the place where the creative soul of the Russian people most fully expressed itself. The battleship Aurora, which signalled the storming of the Winter Palace, is still maintained here as a memorial to that epoch-defining moment.

The city was always far more than just a community of artists. From its very inception, on 16 May 1703, when Peter the Great is said to have snatched a halberd from one of his soldiers, cut two strips of turf, and declared, ‘Here there shall be a town,’ it has had to struggle for its existence. Conditions were dire as a workforce recruited from prisoners of war and volunteers from the far reaches of the Russian Empire struggled against starvation, cold, disease and exhaustion to erect the wooden fortress in the marshes that was to evolve into a great city. But at no point in its turbulent history has it come closer to utter destruction than under the onslaught of Nazi Germany during the Second World War.

I am walking along the Liteyniy Prospect in central St Petersburg, one of the oldest streets in the city, running due north to the River Neva, and now a bustling shopping district. I turn off into Solyanoy Pereulok, a quieter residential area, looking for the distinctive shape of the twin anti-aircraft cannon which flank the entrance to a remarkable museum, devoted to the ‘blockade’, the three-year siege of Bolshevik Leningrad during the Second World War. Visiting the Blockade Museum is a profoundly moving experience. I go first to its centrepiece – a reconstruction of how a typical Leningrad apartment looked during the siege. The windows are boarded up and the walls blackened with smoke. There are few pieces of furniture – most have been burned as fuel on the tiny stove. This was an absolute struggle for survival. The trams stopped running, the power had given out, food was dwindling away. Day after dreadful day, people retreated into themselves and, through three abysmally cold Russian winters, tried to stay alive.

The museum has more than 35,000 exhibits, including personal belongings of the defenders of the city, army newspapers, diaries, soldiers’ letters from the front, photographs, weapons and decorations. But there is one item I return to, again and again. It is a drawing by a nine-year-old boy, made in January 1942. He had sketched a loaf of bread and written underneath it: ‘Starvation – how hungry I am!’ Within months he was dead, along with countless thousands of others, victims of the most terrible siege in history.

This suffering was no accident. The German armies besieging Leningrad were deliberately starving the city’s inhabitants. Much denial of this stark fact still remains, and it came to a head in 2004 with the opening of a cemetery on the sixtieth anniversary of the lifting of the blockade, for Wehrmacht soldiers who had died during the siege. Photographer Michael Stephan, who spoke with many of the German veterans returning to the site, stated bluntly: ‘I have a problem with this big cemetery and some of those who come here to remember their fallen comrades, with their banners and medals, claiming that they were unaware of civilian deaths. Many still speak of themselves as victims. I ask them, “Victims of what – Hitler? You were soldiers. You cannot be unaware of the fact that you were encircling a really big city. You must have seen it. You can’t be blind.” ’

At the Nuremberg tribunal in 1946 a German prisoner of war testified that the besieging army punctiliously shelled Leningrad in the morning from 8.00 to 9.00, then from 11.00 to 12.00, in the afternoon from 5.00 to 6.00, and in the evening from 8.00 to 10.00. ‘This way’, he said, ‘the shelling would kill as many people as possible, destroy factories and vital buildings, and most importantly, attempt to destroy the morale of the Leningraders.’ Alongside this onslaught, famine was a weapon of conscious choice.

This vibrant, cultured city of more than two and a half million people was facing a calculated assault. Its very right to exist was at stake. Siege survivor Lidiya Lifanova has not thrown away a piece of food for over sixty years, stating simply that ‘For me, bread is priceless.’ By the winter of 1941 many Leningraders’ daily ration of bread was a mere 125 grams. This was adulterated with cottonseed, flax cake and mouldy grain. The Blockade Museum demonstrates these pitifully small rations, together with the scales used to measure them.

Vladimir Moroz remembers the pain of climbing up stairs in a state of emaciation: ‘It was like a bad dream – where you can’t move despite repeated, desperate attempts.’ In the struggle against famine people were to face horrors we would now find unimaginable. Starvation tore apart families, tore apart the very fabric of life. One account in the Blockade Museum by a siege survivor is chilling: ‘I watched my mother and father die. I knew perfectly well they were starving. But I wanted their bread more than I wanted them to stay alive. And they knew that. That’s what I remember about the blockade: the feeling that you wanted your parents to die because you wanted their bread.’

The Blockade Museum exhibits some of the diaries of those who survived the siege. Many more are kept in its archives. I am drawn to the story of Vera Lyudyno. Lyudyno was seventeen when the siege began. She had been born with slightly deformed joints and was in a cast due to surgery performed on her legs, so was unable to retreat to the air-raid shelter when the warnings sounded, and had to stay above ground. Her father remained to comfort and reassure her. They would play chess, and when she became too frightened he would gently remind her, ‘Your move.’

Vera Lyudyno could do nothing but stare out of the window of her apartment and describe what she subsequently recorded in her diary: ‘I wrote honestly about the frightful hunger, constant bombardments, the frozen bodies of dead people.’ Her account reflects not just the city’s heroic struggle, but a darker story also – the story of the inability of the Soviet state to protect its citizens and the cruelty the siege sometimes brought out in its victims. ‘It was a time that revealed the worst and the best qualities of people, most of whom already lived by one instinct – to eat.’ One of her neighbours, an opera singer, devoured his entire monthly ration of seven ounces of meat all at once so that no one would steal it. Another neighbour wore a bag on her chest where she kept her bread portion, fearing her daughter or grandchildren might tear it from her. ‘That woman died later with the bag still on her chest.’

There was widespread looting and cannibalism. Children in her building disappeared, only for their clothes and bones to be found later in the apartment of a violinist neighbour. The violinist’s five-year-old son also disappeared. Lyudyno’s family resorted to cooking gelatine from leather belts, or glue flavoured with bay leaves: ‘When you ate it your stomach felt like it was on fire and you got very thirsty. But the trick was not to drink anything, to preserve the feeling of satiety.’

Lyudyno’s mother lost her ration card when she left the city to help build the defences. Party officials confiscated it. ‘My mama told me that many people were dying there from hunger, because they had almost no food. But someone in authority really wanted to hide that fact, so the bodies of these people were put in carts, propped up as if they were sitting, and then driven off somewhere.’ These were unwelcome truths to the Soviet authorities, and within a month of the 900-day siege being lifted, on 27 January 1944, Lyudyno had been arrested and her diary confiscated as anti-state propaganda. Within a few years, the original Museum of the Defence of Leningrad suffered a similar fate. It had put on its first exhibition in 1944 and the building was officially opened in 1946. But the starkness of what it contained was deemed too painful and it was closed within three years, its contents dispersed, its director imprisoned. It was not until 1989 that the Blockade Museum was eventually founded.

State censorship was rigorous and arbitrary. Official policy never allowed the release of any photograph of war-torn Leningrad that showed more than three dead people. When Harrison Salisbury’s book on the siege was published in 1969,on the twenty-fifth anniversary of its ending, Pravda brought out a full-page attack, charging Salisbury with besmirching the heroism of Leningrad and demeaning the Communist Party’s role in the city’s defence.

What Salisbury fought to establish is now openly acknowledged. But what Leningrad endured was far more horrifying than he described. In 2002 secret police records were released. They reveal that during the siege at least 300 people were executed for cannibalism and over 1,400 imprisoned for it. In the early days of the blockade, morale was often desperately low. New research shows that in the winter of 1941 law and order began to break down and parts of the city fell under the control of gangsters and cannibals. Leningrad was teetering on the very edge of the abyss, but, remarkably, that collapse did not happen. It was not merely the Red Army that saved Leningrad from utter ruin. This book will tell the story of this city’s survival, and what made that possible – how the people of Leningrad found the resources within themselves to endure and to survive.

For, while some of the city’s inhabitants disintegrated under the strain, others fought to preserve their human values. In the midst of horror, as the siege survivor Irina Skripachyova described it, ‘helping others was crucial to survival’. People moved in with relatives and friends, supporting each other. ‘Sharing became our way of life,’ Skripachyova said, ‘and helping others, keeping busy, working, taking responsibility, gave strength to people.’ She emphasised the importance of morale and motivation, even in the most desperate of circumstances. Daniil Granin, who spent many years interviewing siege survivors, also said: ‘Morale was one of the major characteristics of the heroic battle for Leningrad, not patriotism, but rather the perseverance of the intellect, the protest against the humiliation of hunger, against the dehumanisation. Those who saved others were saved themselves. Art and culture helped.’

How was it possible to keep a sense of human values during this mind-numbing catastrophe? Dmitry Likhachev, who maintained his scientific research during the siege – more as an act of faith than anything else – wrote movingly: ‘The human brain was the last to go. When limbs stopped moving and the fingers could no longer do up buttons, and there was no strength left to close the mouth, the skin grew darker and stuck to the teeth, the brain continued working. People wrote diaries, philosophical treatises and demonstrated unbelievable tenacity.’

Faced with unimaginable suffering, extraordinary inner resources also came to life. Nine-year-old Klara Taubert was one of the few survivors of the Lychkovo massacre of 18 August 1941 – when the Luftwaffe deliberately bombed a trainload of children who were being evacuated from Leningrad. She made the journey back into the city in a state of total shock, and when she arrived at the family home – her face blackened, barefoot and in rags – she was so dishevelled that at first no one recognised her. But that autumn everything changed. As the city’s food supplies diminished Klara found that she loved helping people, and she began to thrive on this sense of responsibility. During the winter of 1941–2, as starvation took hold, and the bodies of neighbours were found lying in the passageway, Taubert’s family locked their last, emergency supply of bread in a small cupboard and gave Klara the key. They told her that they trusted her strength of character. ‘That trust sustained me,’ Taubert said proudly, ‘and gave me a supreme sense of self-belief.’

The Blockade Museum testifies to that tenacity and shows how people managed to survive against such brutal odds. All around the main hall are clustered exhibits on artistic life during the siege. Despite the lack of resources, several theatres and concert halls continued to function throughout. Even in the winter of 1941–2, when temperatures plummeted to –40 degrees Celsius, Leningrad’s starving inhabitants managed to attend exhibitions and concerts. Radio Leningrad was the lifeline that held people together and through it they shared their culture and encouraged one another. The sound recording of the poet Anna Akhmatova, speaking to her fellow citizens in September 1941, is preserved and it catches the mood of defiance. Akhmatova had heard the ‘dragon’s shriek’ of falling bombs, as with a gas mask over her shoulder she guarded roofs, made sandbags and wrote verses. She spoke quietly: ‘The Germans want to destroy our city – the city of Peter, the city of Pushkin, of Dostoevsky and Alexander Blok, the city of great culture and achievement. This city is part of my life. In Leningrad I became a poet. I, like all of you, live with one unconquerable belief – that Leningrad will never be fascist.’

The greatest symbol of this defiance was an extraordinary orchestral concert. On 9 August 1942 the besieged city put on a performance of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony. Another museum, at School No. 235 in St Petersburg’s suburbs, is dedicated to it. A huge bronze of Shostakovich – along with the famous poster announcing the concert – dominates the museum anteroom. We see sketches of the orchestra on display, visual records of this remarkable event: battered music-stands, torn sheet music and some of the original instruments. The outsize concert outfit of the emaciated conductor, Karl Eliasberg, is exhibited. Wasting away through hunger, he conducted the orchestra with his dinner jacket hanging from him like a shroud.

The symbolic importance of this concert was enormous. Composer Dmitry Shostakovich had stayed in Leningrad and begun work on his Seventh Symphony during the first month of the blockade. Later, Stalin insisted that he be evacuated, but Shostakovich dedicated the finished symphony to his native city. In March 1942 the musical score was flown into besieged Leningrad by special military plane.

Trombonist Viktor Orlovsky is one of the two surviving musicians who performed at the Leningrad premiere of the Seventh Symphony on 9 August 1942. ‘Being an artist during the siege was both an overwhelming and heartbreaking experience,’ Orlovsky recalls. ‘The halls were always packed, which I thought was extraordinary.’ The Radio Committee Orchestra held its first rehearsal on 30 March 1942. It lasted a mere twenty minutes, with Eliasberg so feeble that he had to be driven in on a sledge. The orchestra had been re-formed with one powerful idea in mind – to give a sense of dignity and worth to starving Leningraders living without electricity or heat. The Germans had boasted that they would capture the city on 9 August and hold a victory celebration at Leningrad’s Astoria Hotel. The date for the Seventh Symphony’s premiere was thus deliberately chosen.

Orlovsky vividly remembers the atmosphere of the concert: ‘People were all dressed up and some had even had their hair done. It felt like a victory. At the end, our conductor, Eliasberg, received one bouquet of flowers from a teenage girl. She turned to the orchestra and said simply, “My family did this because life has to go on as normal – whatever happens around us.” ’

It was this unconquerable spirit which saved Leningrad. Many years after the war Karl Eliasberg was approached by a group of German tourists, who said that they had come to the city especially to see him. They had been in the besieging army outside the city, so close that they were able to intercept Leningrad’s radio signals, and hear the broadcast of Shostakovich’s Seventh. Now these veterans said: ‘It had a slow but powerful effect on us. The realisation began to dawn that we would never take Leningrad. But something else started to happen. We began to see that there was something stronger than starvation, fear and death – the will to stay human.’

Before leaving St Petersburg for the first time, I travelled to the city’s northern suburbs, to visit the Piskaryov Memorial Cemetery. At the nadir of the siege, in the winter of 1941–2, the mass burials had begun here. Nobody had the strength to dig the frozen ground, so sappers blasted pits into which the mass of unidentified bodies was tipped. Over half a million were buried like this. With wood desperately needed for heating Leningraders’ frozen apartments, few could afford coffins. After the war, it was decided to transform the site into a memorial to the siege. The inscription on the entrance gate declares: ‘To the victims of the blockade. Your heroic deed will rest eternal in the hearts of generations to come.’ As I walked down the cemetery’s main central avenue I saw a succession of low grassy mounds. There were 186 in all, with each marked by a granite slab, simply recording the year of burial of those lying beneath it. Then, by the memorial fence, overlooking a small lake, I found a stunning image: a burial urn and a sprig. The urn represents the city’s grief; the sprig is a symbol of life that continues.

To my Western eyes, the lack of crosses in the cemetery is disconcerting. The sheer enormity of this place creates a sense of remoteness – the suffering and the courage of ordinary civilians is somehow lost in the vastness which, for all its solemnity, is not on a human scale. By using the scattered fragments of Leningraders’ war diaries and personal reminiscences I want to bring humanity back into this extraordinary story and allow these lost voices to speak again.

The terrible siege of Leningrad was not all heroic deeds and selfless actions. People were driven to ugly extremes, and in such desperation not every citizen behaved as a hero of the revolution should. When the human fullness of the story is lost – the struggle, the failures, the horror – a vital dimension of the experience is lost with it. Real courage lies not in unthinking heroism, but in the very act of overcoming fear and despair.

After the war the poet Olga Berggolts visited this vast cemetery. Somewhere under one of those immense monuments her own husband lay buried. She herself had endured the entire blockade, but was shaken by the mile-long avenue with its markers and laconic inscriptions: ‘1941’, ‘1942’, ‘1943’, ‘1944’. So many nameless victims, she reflected. Later her words were to be carved on the granite memorial in the cemetery:

Know you who gaze upon these stones,
None is forgotten, and nothing is forgotten!


1

‘An Almost Scientific Method’

The German Advance

IT HAD BEEN a quiet night shift for signals operator Mikhail Neishtadt at the Leningrad Military District HQ. Then suddenly, just before 4.00 a.m. on 22 June 1941, the telegraph machine came to life. It was Red Army HQ – Leningrad’s military commander was ‘wanted urgently for consultation’. Neishtadt was nonplussed. Something was clearly up – but what? The commander wasn’t even in the city that night, so he decided to put a call through to his chief of staff.

The staff officer thoroughly resented being woken up and arrived at HQ forty minutes later in a foul mood. ‘This had better be im portant,’ he snarled. A second telegram had arrived and Neishtadt passed it to him. Its single, stark sentence read: ‘German troops have crossed the borders of the Soviet Union.’ Operation Barbarossa – Hitler’s invasion of Russia – had begun.

‘It was like a nightmare,’ Neishtadt said, ‘and we all desperately wanted to wake up from it, and find everything normal again.’ Nobody could quite believe that Germany had launched an attack. The two countries had agreed a peace treaty, after all, and Hitler was fighting a war against Britain in the west. At 5.20 a.m. Marshal Timoshenko, the Soviet Union’s defence minister, came on to the line. ‘Prepare our troops for war – but do not engage,’ Timoshenko said carefully. Then, struggling to master his emotions, he repeated several times, ‘We must not be provocative. Under no circumstances must our troops retaliate.’

Hearing these words, Neishtadt felt a chill pass through his body. ‘Our supreme command could not comprehend what was happening,’ he admitted.


Still reeling in shock, they decided that our army – which was under a devastating attack – should nevertheless not respond. With hindsight, such a reaction was clearly nonsensical, but we were imagining that the war would somehow just go away. My shift was supposed to finish at 8.00 a.m., but the city authorities kept us locked in the building until midday. In those first, terrible hours, they didn’t want anyone to know about the German invasion – they hoped against hope that it might be some kind of misunderstanding, that it all might still be rectified.



It soon became clear, however, that this was not some little misunderstanding on the border, but a colossal assault involving three million German troops and thousands of tanks and planes, advancing along an 1,800-mile front running from the Baltic to the Black Sea. ‘A cascade of explosions reverberated around us,’Wehrmacht infantryman Wilhelm Lubbeck remembered. ‘Our artillery unleashed a short but devastating bombardment of the enemy’s positions, and the flashes of light from the explosions lit the entire eastern horizon. Then, as dawn broke, a ceaseless droning echoed in the sky above us. Wave after wave of planes were appearing – Heinkels and Junkers, Stukas and Messerschmitts – all flying east.’ Then Lubbeck heard something different. A deep, powerful rumbling shook the ground around him. Hundreds of tank engines were revving up. The Panzers were on the move.

Orders had reached Wilhelm Lubbeck’s unit just a few days earlier announcing that ‘the invasion of Russia was at hand’. The men were assembled in East Prussia close to the little town of Tilsit, where the Emperor Napoleon of France and Tsar Alexander of Russia had conducted their abortive peace negotiations a century and a half earlier. The apparently cordial discussions had availed nothing: in 1812 Napoleon had launched a massive invasion. Now another was commencing on the same gigantic scale. ‘Preparations in the previous few weeks had suggested an attack against the Soviet Union might be imminent,’ German infantryman Walter Stoll recalled, ‘but we could hardly believe it when it happened.’ A vast chain of events was being set in motion.

It was a moment the Führer had long awaited. At 3.00 a.m. on 22 June, an hour before the attack began, his order of the day was read to the troops:


Soldiers of the Eastern Front, weighed down for many months by grave anxieties, compelled to keep silent, I can at last speak openly to you. At this moment, a military build-up is taking place which has no equal in world history... You are going into action in order to save the whole of European civilisation and culture. German soldiers, you are about to join battle – a hard and crucial battle. The destiny of Europe, the future of the German Reich, the existence of our nation, now lies in your hands alone.


The invasion had been kept secret from those on the front line, but Hitler had been planning it for many months. Just before the Second World War Germany and the Soviet Union had signed a non-aggression treaty, an alliance of expediency allowing them together to carry out the brutal partition of Poland before Hitler turned his attention to the war in western Europe. But in the autumn of 1939, shortly after the treaty was signed, the Führer’s adjutant, Nicolaus von Below, remembered the German dictator saying that the war in the west was only a brief diversion, ‘so that he would not be stabbed in the back when he launched his decisive confrontation with Bolshevism’.

In July 1940 Hitler began informing chosen army leaders of these plans. He instructed a small team, headed by General Friedrich Paulus, to work out how the invasion might be conducted and then report back to him. That summer the Führer ordered a large military complex to be built in the forests of eastern Prussia, near the town of Rastenburg. It masqueraded as a chemical plant, but in fact it was a sprawling warren of offices, bunkers and conference rooms. Hitler had already chosen its name – the Wolf ’s Lair. It would be the headquarters of his predatory war in the east.

At the beginning of December 1940 Paulus’ team presented their findings, and preparations gathered momentum. On 18 December the Führer signed a directive for his secret operation, which was intended ‘to crush the Soviet Union in a rapid campaign’. It was given a grand codename, ‘Barbarossa’, deliberately recalling the twelfth-century German emperor who had launched a crusade against the Slavs. Hitler would now launch his own twentieth-century crusade against Bolshevism. The onslaught would commence on 22 June 1941, and Joseph Goebbels recorded one discussion about it with his leader. ‘The Führer estimates the operation will take four months,’ Goebbels wrote confidently. ‘I reckon fewer. Bolshevism will collapse like a pack of cards.’

Hitler had long detested this rival ideology. When he wrote Mein Kampf he expounded on his unique sense of mission, to lead Germany from misery to greatness through creating a racially pure Aryan community. To safeguard this community, his long-term goal was to destroy Soviet communism and create Lebensraum, living space, for the German people by conquering Slav lands in the east. In Mein Kampf Bolshevism was portrayed as part of an international Jewish conspiracy, allied to a primitive Slavic culture that Hitler both despised and feared. He believed that war against Russia was an absolute necessity for the survival of the German people.

This deeply felt conviction, and the hateful prejudice which accompanied it, always underlay the Führer’s foreign policy. A treaty with the Soviet Union could only be a temporary measure, a ploy to buy him time, before the execution of his grand design. At a small conference at his Bavarian mountain retreat, the Berghof, on 22 August 1939 – the day his foreign minister Ribbentrop flew to Moscow to sign the non-aggression pact – Hitler reassured the party faithful. He spoke with consummate assurance. ‘There is no time to lose,’ he said to his assembled followers. ‘War must come. This pact is only meant to stall for time. We must crush the Soviet Union.’

When Hitler briefed his army leaders some eighteen months later he was rather more circumspect. Nineteen-forty had been a year of glorious victories, but Britain had not yet been subdued, and the Führer was asking the Wehrmacht to fight a war on two fronts. Knowing that some at least would find this prospect unpalatable, he devised a military justification for Barbarossa, using a clever falsehood, that the Soviet Union itself was planning to break the treaty and attack Germany, and thus it was vital to forestall them. Those of the Führer’s generals steeped in the Nazi ideology quickly grasped his real motives and enthusiastically embraced them. Foremost among them was Colonel-General Georg von Küchler, leader of the Wehrmacht’s Eighteenth Army. On 25 April 1941 Küchler declared to his divisional commanders:


We are separated from Russia, ideologically and racially, by a deep abyss. Russia is, if only by the mass of her territory, an Asian state. The Führer does not wish to palm off responsibility for Germany’s existence to a later generation; he has decided to force the dispute with Russia before the year is out. If Germany wishes to live in peace for generations, safe from the threatening danger in the east, this cannot be a case of pushing Russia back a little – or even hundreds of kilometres – but the aim must be to annihilate European Russia, to dissolve the Russian state in Europe.



Sixty-year-old Küchler was a committed member of the Nazi Party and a fanatical hater of communism. An artillery officer in the First World War, he then fought for the volunteer Freikorps in the Baltic after the war had ended. These soldiers believed they had been entrusted with a sacred mission, to combat communism. Recognising a kindred spirit, Hitler promoted Küchler to army commander and then, at the outbreak of the Second World War, gave him a key role in his spreading offensive – in 1939 Küchler led German troops into Danzig, and in 1940 he headed the invasion of the Netherlands and Belgium. After the fall of Paris, he triumphantly reviewed the victorious Wehrmacht forces on the Champs Elysées.

Now, in 1941, as Hitler’s attention turned east, Küchler and his Eighteenth Army were moved to Poland, to watch carefully over the Red Army forces on the other side of the partition line with the Soviet Union. Hilter instinctively sensed his commander’s visceral hatred of the foe. On 6 June 1941 the notorious ‘Commissar Order’ was drawn up, asserting – once the invasion of Russia commenced – the army’s right to shoot all Communist Party officials found in its path. Küchler enthusiastically supported the order. ‘The political commissars’, he stated robustly, ‘are criminals. They are to be put before tribunals and sentenced to death. In a campaign in the east, these measures will save us German blood and we shall make headway faster.’The June 1941 issue of the Wehrmacht’s army bulletin built up this hate propaganda for the troops:


Anyone who has ever looked into the face of a Red Commissar knows what Bolsheviks are. There is no need here for theoretical reflections. It would be an insult to animals if one were to call the features of these – largely Jewish – tormentors of people, beasts. They are the embodiment of the infernal, of personified hatred of everything that is noble humanity. In the shape of these commissars, we witness the revolt of the subhuman against the noble blood.


In Barbarossa, Hitler envisioned a special role for Küchler and his Eighteenth Army. They would spearhead a German assault on Leningrad.

Leningrad would have been a target for any invasion force. The city – originally named St Petersburg after its founder, Peter the Great – was formed in 1703 in the crucible of Peter’s great northern war with Sweden, a war bitterly fought for domination of the Baltic Sea. Peter wrested supremacy from this rival power, creating a mighty city on the mouth of the River Neva to maintain his hard-won access to the Baltic and give Russia a ‘window to the west’. St Petersburg became a seat of imperial splendour – the capital of the Russian Empire and a symbol of its political, administrative and cultural vitality. Its imposing shipping and ordnance industries made it the country’s most important military centre. In 1918 Russia’s revolutionary Bolshevik regime – facing a dangerous civil war – transferred the capital to Moscow, but this great city on the Baltic Sea – renamed Leningrad in 1924 – remained home to the country’s major armament factories and was the base of its powerful Baltic Fleet.

Hitler well understood Leningrad’s economic and military significance. But he perceived the city primarily as a centre of political revolution and the birthplace of Bolshevism – the ideology he so loathed and detested. Lenin had founded his Union for the Struggle of the Working Class in St Petersburg in 1895 and had begun introducing Marxist socialism to the city’s workers. The city became a hotbed of unrest against tsarist authority and in October 1917 was the focal point of the revolution that saw the Bolsheviks seize power in Russia. A year later, the Bolsheviks’military arm, the Red Guard – the future Red Army – was created within the city.

Leningrad was a major objective for Hitler. Operation Barbarossa envisaged a three-pronged assault on the Soviet Union. Army Group South would strike at the Ukraine, aiming for Kiev, the Donets industrial region and the Crimea. Army Group Centre would drive towards Minsk, Smolensk and then Moscow. Army Group North would fight its way through the Baltic region and capture Leningrad. Although these army groups would advance simultaneously, the offensive was nonetheless sequenced, and, crucially, the seizure of Leningrad was given strategic priority over the assault on the Soviet capital, Moscow. The Führer and the German high command fully understood the city’s importance.

For Army Group North, Hitler chose his commanders carefully. Alongside Küchler’s Eighteenth Army he placed the Sixteenth of General Ernst Busch. The fifty-seven-year-old Busch was, like Küchler, a fanatical Nazi, who had won a rapid series of promotions after Hitler came to power. He liked to remind his men of the Führer’s vision, ‘a National Socialist Greater Germany, united and strong in its belief and with an iron will for victory in its struggle for Lebensraum’. The struggle for living space would take place in the east, and at the start of Operation Barbarossa Busch declared to his soldiers: ‘I am certain we shall not only defeat but destroy the enemy, and thereby create the preconditions for the total annihilation of the Bolshevik system.’

Shortly before he launched his invasion Hitler visited Army Group North’s HQ, and stressed to its commanders and staff the crucial importance of their target. ‘The fall of Leningrad will deprive the Soviet state of the symbol of its revolution,’ he told them, ‘a symbol which for the last twenty-four years has deeply sustained the Russian people. Reverses in battle will undermine the spirit of the Slavic race, but the loss of Leningrad will cause a complete and utter collapse.’ He was well aware of the task facing these men. They had a considerable distance to cover and were opposed by Soviet forces dispersed over an immense area, from the recently occupied Baltic countries right back into the territory which had been the heartland of the old Russian Empire. Encirclement of the enemy would not be feasible in this vast landscape. Instead, having punched a hole in Soviet defences, Army Group North would have to keep pushing forward and maintain sufficient momentum to keep its adversary off balance. With this in mind, the Führer asked Field Marshal Ritter von Leeb to take overall command. In 1940 Leeb had broken France’s much vaunted Maginot Line, the fortress line that was supposedly impregnable. Hitler now wanted him to do the same for the Stalin Line, the deep defensive system created by the Soviet dictator many miles behind the frontier. This string of well-constructed bunkers and strongpoints was the principal obstacle on the road to Leningrad.

Leeb was a veteran commander, sixty-five years old at the start of the Russian campaign. He had served in China during the Boxer rebellion, then as an artillery officer during the First World War, when he had been awarded the Bavarian military order of Max Josef for extreme valour. During the occupation of the Sudetenland in 1938 he had commanded the German Second Army and two years later, in July 1940, after his troops successfully breached France’s Maginot Line, Hitler had promoted him to the rank of field marshal and awarded him the prestigious Knight’s Cross. The Führer trusted Leeb’s experience, believing that he could ably co-ordinate the northern offensive and execute the agreed strategy of fast forward movement. To assist him, and the two armies under his overall command – the Eighteenth and Sixteenth – he was also given a Panzer group. This consisted of three of the Wehrmacht’s best tank divisions, with three motorised infantry divisions and the SS Totenkopf – Death’s Head – Division in support.

Before reaching the Stalin Line, Leeb would be confronted with another, entirely natural barrier, the River Dvina, which marked the frontier between the Baltic States of Lithuania and Latvia. In the first, frenetic days of the war, it was vital to seize bridgeheads quickly across this major river, and not allow the devastated Red Army the chance to form up behind it. At Barbarossa’s onset Leeb made a good decision. He split his Panzer forces, keeping back one tank corps to destroy the Soviet armour massed near the border that might threaten his advance, and unleashing the other in a race for the Dvina crossings. Motorised infantry commander Gustav Klinter was in one of the leading detachments: ‘Heat, filth and clouds of dust were the characteristic snapshot of those days. We hardly saw any enemy apart from the occasional drive-by of prisoners. But the country had totally altered after we crossed the Reich border. Lithuania gave us a little taste of what we were to find in Russia: unkept sandy roads, intermittent settlements and ugly houses, which were more like huts.’

Here we first encounter the Germans’ reflex distaste for their opponents and their ‘primitive’ way of life. Klinter’s unit maintained their rapid momentum and were already sixty miles ahead of the main army group, the Panzers speeding towards the Dvina and the two vital bridges that spanned it, at Dvinsk, more than 180 miles east of the frontier. Klinter remembered closing in on the town:


The air had that putrefying and pervasive burnt smell reminiscent of the battle zone and all nerves and senses began to detect the breath of war. Suddenly all heads switched to the right. The first dead of the Russian campaign lay before our eyes like a spectre – a Mongolian skull smashed in combat, a torn uniform and bare abdomen split by shell splinters. The column drew up and then accelerated ahead – the picture fell behind us. I sank back thoughtfully into my seat.



With Klinter racing towards the Dvina, Leeb’s other armoured corps was about to pounce on the Red Army’s tank force. Unwisely, the Soviet north-western command had massed all of its armour in one place, situated far too close to the frontier. German aerial reconnaissance quickly discovered its location, near the small Lithuanian town of Raseinai. Here were some of the Red Army’s mightiest tanks, the KV-1s and KV-2s, monsters weighing forty-three and fifty-two tons respectively. A German tank man brought out the drama of the clash:


The KV-1 and KV-2, which we first met here, were really something! Our company opened fire at about 800 yards, but it remained ineffective. We moved closer and closer to the enemy, who for his part continued to approach us unconcerned. Very soon we were facing each other at 50 to 100 yards. A fantastic exchange of fire took place without any visible German success. The Russian tanks continued to advance, and all armour-piercing shells simply bounced off them.



But, tellingly, the Germans triumphed at Raseinai in spite of such Soviet strength, and did so through sheer professionalism. They devised a way to counter their opponents, ensuring that all their units were working together and in touch through radio communication. The Panzers changed gear, reversed and carried out a close-combat slugging match with the Russians: ‘Our tank regiment about-turned, and rumbled back with the KV-1s and KV-2s, roughly in line with them. We succeeded in immobilising some of them with shells at very close range – 30 to 60 yards.’ The Germans then herded the Russian giants towards their own heavy artillery, whose barrels were brought down to the horizontal to fire point-blank at the advancing behemoths. Over 200 Soviet tanks were destroyed, with twenty-nine of the super-heavy KV-1s and KV-2s left gutted on the battlefield. The bulk of the Soviet armoured forces in the Baltic countries were annihilated and any threat to the German advance from the flanks removed.

The Dvina crossings were now within Leeb’s grasp. Early on the morning of 26 June 1941, his 8th Panzer Division sped along the Kaunas–Leningrad motorway, its tank commanders propped up, field glasses at their eyes, as the tracks clanked and diesel engines roared. They had covered an astonishing distance of over 180 miles and were now approaching the outskirts of Dvinsk.

Three miles from the town the tanks suddenly ground to a halt and a strange column of four captured Soviet lorries overtook it, their drivers in Russian uniforms. This was a special unit of German military intelligence – its mission was to drive into the town, seize the bridges, prevent the Russians from blowing them up and hold on until the Panzers were able to join them.

The Russians remained completely unsuspecting. When the lorries reached the checkpoints the undercover drivers were asked by the sentries, ‘Where are the Germans?’ They received a cheery answer: ‘Oh – a long way back!’ They moved into the suburbs, threading their way past local traffic, but, as soon as the great road bridge across the Dvina appeared, the lorries accelerated hard and sped across. The first reached the other side; the second, challenged by a Russian soldier, opened up with its machine guns. A firefight broke out at the far end of the bridge. The moment gun flashes were seen above the town the waiting German tanks moved into action. Hatches were slammed down and the Panzers raced forward. At 8.00 a.m. Leeb received the signal: ‘Surprise of Dvinsk and Dvina bridges successful. The road bridges are intact.’ This was the type of warfare the Germans excelled in – Blitzkrieg, lightning war, constantly throwing the enemy off balance and keeping one step ahead of him. Their Army Group commander was jubilant: the Dvina bridgehead represented ‘a stake in the heart of the enemy’.

Now Leeb could focus his attention on the Stalin Line, ahead of him. This long belt of fortifications had been constructed with considerable technical skill and, as his reconnaissance reports made clear, it was a formidable bulwark:


It is a dangerous combination of concrete field works and natural obstacles, tank traps, mines, marshy belts around forts, artificial lakes enclosing defiles, cornfields cut according to the trajectory of machine-gun fire. Its whole extent, right up to the position of the defenders, is camouflaged with a consummate art. Along a front of 120 kilometres, a dozen barriers, proofed against shells and light bombs, have been constructed and sited in skilfully chosen fire positions.


The line had to be breached quickly and Leeb once again decided to entrust the mission to his Panzers. But, first, the infantry needed to catch up.

Wilhelm Lubbeck’s 58th Division was heading the Eighteenth Army’s march through northern Lithuania. ‘We plodded countless miles through the stifling heat and thick clouds of dust,’ Lubbeck recalled. ‘We could hear the perpetual din of gunfire and explosions in the distance. In drainage ditches, and out in the fields that lined the road, hundreds of still warm, contorted bodies lay where they had fallen. The enemy tanks we passed were wrecked hulks, often still belching an oily black smoke.’ The Red Army’s troops and tanks had been caught in the open by German aircraft as they attempted to retreat. ‘Such attacks were particularly devastating when our planes swept along roads crowded with Russian men and vehicles,’ Lubbeck continued. ‘They destroyed everything in their path.’

Seeing these casualties, he and his fellows thought about the meaning of this great war. The Baltic States had been occupied by the Soviet Union in 1940, and the evident relief of some of the population when Lubbeck’s division arrived, and their calls of ‘Liberator!’, reinforced the men’s sense of a just cause. ‘I was fighting out of a belief that Soviet communism posed a grave threat to all of Europe and Western civilisation,’ Lubbeck said. ‘If we did not destroy the communist menace, it would destroy us.’ He was aware of Nazi propaganda, which portrayed the Slavs as Untermenschen, subhumans, but he did not believe the soldiers around him embraced such extreme racial views. However, he added tellingly: ‘For us, the Slavs were not a biologically inferior race of human beings; they were simply the ignorant inhabitants of an uncivilised and backward country.’

In truth, Lubbeck and his fellow fighters were being drawn into a struggle far darker and more complex than they could comprehend. On 25 June forward units of Ernst Busch’s Sixteenth Army had entered the Lithuanian capital of Kaunas. Accompanying them were SS commandos from the newly formed Einsatzgruppe A, headed by Police General Walter Stahlecker. The Einsatzgruppen had been created shortly before the Russian invasion. Their name literally meant ‘Task force’, and they were officially designated as security detachments, safeguarding the movement of army supplies and policing newly conquered territory. Their unofficial purpose was to kill Jews, commissars and other ‘undesirables’.

The forty-one-year-old Stahlecker was a well-educated Nazi and a long-standing police chief. He compiled a detailed private report setting out the activities of his group. On 25 June he personally led his detachment into Kaunas alongside regular troops of the Sixteenth Army. He wanted to start a massacre of the town’s large Jewish population. ‘Our security force was determined to solve the Jewish question with all means at its disposal, and as quickly as possible,’ he stated. But his men decided to encourage Lithuanians to do the actual killing. ‘At the beginning,’ Stahlecker continued, ‘it was preferable that our force kept in the background, since the harsh measures we were planning might upset some German circles of opinion.’

Stahlecker’s commandos incited a group of Lithuanian partisans to start rounding up Jews. This action took place in broad daylight, in the streets and squares of a busy city, right under the nose of the Wehrmacht. On 26 June over a thousand Jews were herded together and then clubbed to death at the Lietukis Garage, less than 200 yards from Sixteenth Army’s HQ. Large numbers of German soldiers stood by and watched. No one attempted to stop the killing.

Stahlecker had come to a private agreement with Sixteenth Army’s commander, General Ernst Busch, who promised that his soldiers would not intervene in what were described as ‘spontaneous self-cleansing actions’. The head of Einsatzgruppe A reported that more than 3,800 Jews were murdered in cold blood and then added: ‘These self-cleansing operations went smoothly because the army authorities, who had been informed beforehand [italics added], showed understanding for this procedure.’ A German ordnance sergeant from the 562nd Bakery Company later recalled: ‘I saw these people being rounded up and then just had to look away, as they were clubbed to death right before our eyes. It was all so cruel and brutal. A great many German soldiers, as well as Lithuanians, stood there watching. They did not express either assent or disapproval – they just stood, totally indifferent.’

Decent Wehrmacht officers were outraged by what had happened. Franz von Roques, head of Army Group North’s Rear Administration, personally inspected the sites and then, fearing that General Busch was complicit in the murder, appealed directly to Field Marshal von Leeb. Leeb became extremely defensive. After listening to Roques, he merely said that he had no influence over such measures, and all that one could do was to keep one’s distance. In early July 1941 Hitler’s chief adjutant, Colonel Rudolf Schmundt, visited Kaunas. When he heard of the massacre he said: ‘Soldiers should not be burdened with these political questions – it is a matter of necessary cleaning-up operations.’ The German army was well aware of the mass killing of Jews in Kaunas at the end of June 1941. By
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