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    Preface


    
       
    


    This study investigates the nature and consequences of the Battle for Smolensk, a series of military operations which took place in the Smolensk region of central Russia during the period from 10 July to 10 September 1941. The struggle as a whole began three weeks after Adolf Hitler’s Third German Reich commenced its invasion of Josef Stalin’s Soviet Union on 22 June 1941. Code-named Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion sought to defeat and destroy the Soviet Union’s Red Army, overthrow Stalin’s Communist regime, conquer large portions of the Soviet Union, and exploit these regions for the benefit of Nazi Germany. The ten weeks of fighting in the Smolensk region pitted the forces of German Army Group Center against the forces of the Red Army’s Western Main Direction Command, initially, the Red Army’s Western Front, but, subsequently, its Central, Reserve, and Briansk Fronts. As such, the battles involved over 900,000 German troops, supported by about 2,000 tanks, against roughly 1.2 million Soviet soldiers, supported by as many as 500 tanks.


    During the over 60 years since war’s end, most memoirists and military historians viewed the battles in the Smolensk region during July, August, and early September 1941 as little more than bothersome “bumps in the road” of an otherwise seamless offensive operation code-named Barbarossa. Hitler’s Wehrmacht [Armed Forces] commenced Operation Barbarossa on 22 June 1941 along a massive front extending from the Barents Sea southward to the Black Sea. Employing time-honored Blitzkrieg strategy and the tactics of high-speed panzer thrusts, the invading German forces smashed the Red Army’s forces defending the western border regions of Stalin’s Soviet Union in a matter of weeks. Thereafter, they spread out northeastward and eastward into the Soviet Union’s vast strategic depths.


    The battle for Smolensk proper began on 10 July 1941, when the forces of Field Marshal Fedor von Bock’s Army Group Center crossed the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and, in accordance with Plan Barbarossa, began a rapid exploitation operation eastward toward the city of Smolensk. The battle ended on 10 September 1941, the date when Army Group Center’s Second Army and Second Panzer Group began their southward advance which culminated in the encirclement and destruction of its Southwestern Front in the Kiev region, one of the Red Army’s most infamous wartime defeats. Therefore, the battle for Smolensk constituted the ten-week-long struggle for possession of and victory in the Smolensk region.


    Unlike previous histories of the fighting in Russia during the summer of 1941, this is a strictly “documentary” study. This is so, first and foremost, because, for the first time since the end of the Soviet-German War, this study exploits “ground truth,” specifically, the daily strategic, operational, and tactical records of the forces that participated in the fighting. Therefore, this study is also unique because most histories of the Soviet-German War, in general, or its component operations, in particular, have lacked the sound basis of “ground truth.” It is especially important since the struggle in the Smolensk region during the high summer of 1941 has also generated considerable controversy. In particular, this controversy involves heated debate over the wisdom of the decision by Adolf Hitler, Germany’s dictator, to delay Army Group Center’s advance on Moscow from early September to early October 1941 for the sake of destroying large Red Army forces fighting in the Kiev region.


    This study has to be “documentary” in nature because it challenges conventional wisdom, which maintains that the fighting in the Smolensk region was nothing more than a “bump in the road” to Moscow. In sharp contrast, on the basis of these fresh archival materials, this study argues that the battle for Smolensk was much larger-scale than previously believed, it damaged Army Group Center far more than previously thought, and, ultimately, it contributed significantly to the army group’s embarrassing defeat at the gates of Moscow in early December 1941. Finally, the study is also “documentary” because it restores a significant “forgotten battle” to the historical record, specifically, the Red Army’s massive September counteroffensive in the Smolensk region.


    Since this study relies heavily on “ground truth” to describe the fighting and reach its conclusions, its structure and contents rests heavily on the sound “shoulders” of extensive and direct documentation. Therefore, the first two volumes contain an unvarnished narrative of the course and outcome of military operations in the Smolensk region based largely on paraphrased versions of period directives, orders, reports, and critiques prepared by the headquarters of the forces which participated in the operations. In particular, these include documents prepared by the respective High Command (OKW and Stavka) and headquarters down to army and, sometimes, division level.


    Because accuracy is absolutely essential to validate the study’s many conclusions, a separate volume will contain unexpurgated and accurate literal translations of virtually all of the documents paraphrased in the two narrative volumes. These are referenced in the text of the volume’s narrative by notes in the margin citing the appropriate appendix and specific document number within each appendix. The inclusion of these documents is critically important for two cogent reasons. First, the verbatim documents are necessary to confirm the accuracy of the study’s contents. Second, the structure and contents of these directives, orders, reports, and critiques, as well as the language used, provide uniquely personal portraits of the commanders who prepared them. Specifically, the crispness, conciseness, logic, and wording of these documents, or lack thereof, reflects the intelligence, skill, and effectiveness of the leaders (or absence thereof), as well as such less tangible but equally important personal traits such as their egos, their ruthlessness, and their morale.


    In addition, the extremely detailed contents of the two-volume-narrative, which must be studied as well as read, makes maps absolutely vital to any understanding of the strategic and operational “flow” of the Battle for Smolensk. Therefore, by exploiting actual German and Soviet archival maps of the period, I have included just enough general operational and regional maps in the narrative volumes to permit readers to follow the general course of operations. However, since these maps do not provide enough tactical detail to reflect and explain the contents of the archival documents (either paraphrased in the narrative or un-expurgated in the supplements), I have also included an extensive array of detailed daily maps from the official records of many German and Red Army formations to support the supplemental volumes. A fourth volume in this series is also planned, featuring specially-commissioned colour maps tracing the progress of the operations described.


    Considering the vast amounts of new archival materials upon which this study is based, I must give special thanks to the government of the Russian Federation, which has released the documents essential for its creation. More important still, in light of the considerable work necessary to prepare these volumes, as in the past, my wife Mary Ann, deserves immense credit. First, it was she who correctly predicted that my anticipated 30-day effort to revise and expand a brief 100-page study of the Battle for Smolensk into a slightly more lengthy study of 200 pages would inevitably degenerate into this far more massive effort. Nonetheless, she deserves special thanks for her unconditional moral support during what turned out to be six months of virtual siege. Second, in addition to enduring the idiosyncrasies of her “hermit” husband, who sequestered himself midst his beloved books in his office for ceaseless hours, she also suffered through interminable hours proofing these volumes on behalf of someone (read me) whose impatience to move on to fresh topics and tasks routinely prevents him from engaging is such Herculean, mundane, and tedious tasks as proofing.


    In the last analysis, however, I alone am responsible for any errors found in these volumes, either in fact or translation.


    David M. Glantz


    Carlisle, Pennsylvania
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    Introduction: Plan Barbarossa, Opposing Forces and the Border Battles 22 June–1 July 1941


    
       
    


    Plan Barbarossa


    When Adolf Hitler, the Chancellor of Germany, began planning Operation Barbarossa in the summer of 1940, Germany had been at war for almost a full year. Before the Second World War began on 3 September 1939, the German Führer’s diplomatic and military audacity had exploited his foes’ weaknesses and timidity, producing victories that belied the true strength of the German Wehrmacht [Armed Forces].1 Defying the victor countries of the First World War, in March 1936 Hitler renounced the disarmament clauses of the Treaty of Versailles, which had ended the war. Then, in rapid succession, Germany’s fledgling armies reoccupied the Rhineland in the same month, annexed Austria in March 1938, dismembered Czechoslovakia in fall 1938 and early 1939, annexed the city of Memel’ in March 1939, and invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, all but the latter bloodlessly and with tacit Western approval. By mid-1939 perceived British and French “appeasement” of Hitler at the Munich Conference finally convinced Josef Stalin, the dictator of the Soviet Union, that the Western powers were simply encouraging Hitler’s ambitions to extend German dominance toward the East. This, in turn, prompted Stalin to negotiate a cynical non-aggression treaty with Hitler in August 1939, the so-called Molotov-Ribbentrop Non-Aggression Pact, whose provisions divided Poland and much of the remainder of Eastern Europe between Germany and the Soviet Union and granted Stalin his desired “buffer” zone with a potentially hostile Germany.


    Once the Second World War began, Hitler’s armies quickly conquered its half of Poland in September 1939, occupied Denmark and invaded Norway in April 1940, and vanquished the West’s most respected armies and occupied Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxemburg, and France in May and June 1940, driving the British Expeditionary Army from the continent at Dunkirk in utter defeat. Protected by its formidable moat, the English Channel, and its vaunted High Seas Fleet, Britain survived Hitler’s vicious and sustained air attacks during the ensuing Battle of Britain from September 1940 through June 1941, but only barely.


    It was indeed ironic yet entirely characteristic that military failure in the Battle of Britain would inspire Hitler to embark on his Crusade against Soviet Bolshevism. Even though German defeat in the skies during the Battle of Britain frustrated his plans to invade the British Isles in Operation Sea Lion, Hitler reverted to his characteristic audacity. Inspired by his army’s unprecedented string of military successes, he set out to achieve the ambitious goal he had articulated years before in his personal testament Mein Kampf [My Struggle], the acquisition of the “living space” [lebensraum] to which he believed the German people were historically and racially entitled. Conquest of the Soviet Union would yield that essential living space and, at the same time, would also rid the world of the scourge of Bolshevism.


    Militarily, a German ground invasion and conquest of the Soviet Union was a formidable task. The Wehrmacht had achieved its previous military successes in East-Central and Western Europe, relatively small theaters of operations that were crisscrossed by a well-developed communications network. It had done so by employing so-called Blitzkrieg [lightning war] tactics, employing armies spearheaded by highly-mobile and maneuverable panzer and motorized forces, supported by dense waves of ground attack (Stuka – assault) aircraft to defeat large but essentially immobile forces of France, Great Britain, and Belgium, which were completely unsuited to counter or endure these sorts of tactics and whose parent governments lacked the will to fight and risk replicating the carnage of the First World War.


    Hitler’s conquest of the Soviet Union was an entirely different matter. Although German military planners began contingency planning for an invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1940, Hitler did not issue Directive 21 for “Fall [Case or Operation] Barbarossa” until 18 December 1940. Once fully developed in separate plans and orders prepared by the Wehrmacht’s service arms in early 1941, Plan Barbarossa required the Wehrmacht to defeat the largest standing military force in the world and ultimately advance to a depth of up to 1,750 kilometers along a front stretching for over 1,800 kilometers from the Arctic Sea to the Black Sea. In addition to being larger than all of Western and Central Europe, the eastern theater of military operations was also an underdeveloped theater lacking the dense and efficient road and rail network so characteristic of the West. Nonetheless, Hitler and his senior military planners assumed that Blitzkrieg tactics would produce quick resolution of the conflict and planned accordingly.


    The overriding assumption of Plan Barbarossa was that Stalin’s Bolshevik Soviet Union would indeed collapse if and when the Wehrmacht destroyed the Red Army’s forces deployed in the Soviet Union’s border military districts, that is, when German forces reached the line of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. Hitler himself noted at his final planning conference on 5 December 1940 that the Red Army would likely collapse faster than the French Army had collapsed in 1940.2 During the same planning conference, Hitler also clearly stated his preference for orienting the Barbarossa campaign on the destruction of the Red Army rather than achievement of specific terrain or political objectives when he declared:


    
      
        
          The mass of the [Red] army stationed in Western Russia is to be destroyed in bold operations involving deep penetrations by armored spearheads, and the withdrawal of elements capable of combat into the extensive Russian land spaces is to be prevented. By means of rapid pursuit a line is then to be reached from beyond which the Russian air force will no longer be capable of attacking the German home territories.

        


        
          Consequently, the [central] army group aiming toward Moscow was to be made strong enough to be able to pivot northward with substantial forces… A decision whether or not to advance on Moscow or to an area east of Moscow could not be made until after the destruction of the Russian masses trapped in the anticipated northern and southern pockets. The cardinal point was the Russians must not be permitted to establish a rear defense position.3

        

      

    


    
       
    


    The German Army High Command’s [Oberkommando des Heeres – OKH] final amendment to Directive No. 21, which it prepared on 31 January 1941, accurately reflected Hitler’s strategic intentions:


    
      
        
          3. Concept. The first and foremost intention of the High Command of the Ground Forces, in accordance with the objectives articulated above, is to chop up the front of the Russian Army’s main forces concentrated in the western parts of Russia by rapid and powerful blows by mobile groups and, by exploiting this penetration, destroy the broken up groups of enemy forces.

        


        
          South of the Pripiat Marshes, Army Group South, under the command of General Field Marshal Rundstedt, by exploiting the decisive attacks of powerful panzer formations from the Lublin region, will cut off Soviet forces located in Galicia and Western Ukraine from their communications on the Dnepr, seize crossings across the Dnepr River in the vicinity of Kiev and to the south, and, in that fashion, secure free maneuver for the resolution of subsequent missions in cooperation with forces operating to the north or fulfill new missions in southern Russia.

        


        
          Army Group South, under the command of General Field Marshal von Bock, will attack north of the Pripiat Marshes. By introducing powerful panzer formations into combat, it will carry out a penetration from the Warsaw and Suwalki region in the direction of Smolensk and then turn the panzer forces to the north and, in cooperation with Army Group North (General Field Marshal von Leeb), attacking from East Prussia in the general direction toward Leningrad, will destroy Soviet forces located in the Baltic region. Then the forces of Army Group North and the mobile forces of Army Group Center, together with the Finnish Army and German forces transferred from Norway for this purpose, will finally deprive the enemy of his last defensive possibilities in the northern part of Russia. As a result of these operations, freedom of maneuver will be secured for the fulfillment of subsequent missions in cooperation with German forces attacking in the southern part of Russia.

        


        
          In the event of surprise and the complete destruction of Russian forces in the north of Russia, the turn to the north will fade away and the question about an immediate advance on Moscow can arise…

        


        
          Only by such means will we be able to stand in the way of a timely withdrawal by enemy forces and destroy them west of the Dnepr and Western Dvina River lines.4

        

      

    


    
       
    


    To achieve this victory, the German military planners sought to annihilate the bulk of the peacetime Red Army in the forward area, that is, the Soviet Union’s western military districts, before Stalin’s state could mobilize its large pool of strategic reserves. The German OKH planned to do so by orchestrating a series of dramatic encirclement battles inside the Soviet Union’s new western frontier.


    To destroy the Red Army, Hitler massed 151 German divisions (including 19 panzer and 15 motorized infantry divisions) in the East and equipped them with an estimated 3,350 tanks, 7,200 artillery pieces, and 2,770 aircraft.5 The Finnish government promised to support Operation Barbarossa with a force totaling 14 divisions, and the Romanians offered to contribute four divisions and six brigades to the effort, backed up by another nine divisions and two brigades.6 The German OKH, which controlled all Axis forces in the Eastern Theater, organized these forces into an Army of Norway, which was to operate in far northern Scandinavia, and three German army groups (designated North, Center, and South), which included four powerful panzer groups and three supporting air fleets, deployed across a broad front extending from the Baltic Sea southward to the Black Sea.


    Plan Barbarossa required Bock’s Army Group Center, which included German Fourth and Ninth Armies and Second and Third Panzer Groups, supported by Second Air Fleet, to conduct the Wehrmacht’s main offensive thrust. Spearheaded by its two panzer groups, which were to advance precipitously eastward along the flanks of the Belostok salient, Bock’s forces were to conduct the campaign’s first major envelopment operation in the Minsk region, destroy the encircled Red Army forces, and then proceed eastward through Smolensk to Moscow. Operating to the north, Leeb’s Army Group North, which included German Sixteenth and Eighteenth Armies and Fourth Panzer Group, supported by First Air Fleet, was to advance from East Prussia through the Soviet Union’s Baltic Republics to capture Leningrad. On the southern wing of the Barbarossa offensive, Rundstedt’s Army Group South was to advance eastward from southern Poland and northeastward from northern Romania to seize Kiev and the Soviet Ukraine. This army group consisted of German Sixth and Seventeenth Armies and First Panzer Group operating north of the Carpathian Mountains and a combined German-Romanian command formed from German Eleventh and parts of Romanian Third and Fourth Armies operating south of the Carpathians. The Fourth Air Fleet was to provide air support to Army Group South. Thus, the mass of German offensive power was located north of the Pripiat’ Marshes, the almost-impassible swampy region that divided the theater into distinct northern and southern halves.


    The plan for Operation Barbarossa sought to exploit the Soviet Union’s lack of adequate communications route, that is, roads and railroads extending laterally across the front as well as into the depths, by employing panzer forces, rapidly advancing cross country, to encircle and destroy Red Army forces in the forward area before they could regroup from one sector to another or withdraw eastward to escape encirclement and destruction. In this fashion, planners believed the three German army groups could destroy most of the peacetime Red Army’s force in their forward defensive positions before mobilized reinforcements could reach the forward area. However, this belief proved to be incorrect because German intelligence overestimated the number of Red Army divisions concentrated in the forward area and was totally ignorant of Soviet mobilization capabilities, specifically, the quantity of reserve armies the Soviet Union could raise and deploy forward into new defensive positions east of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers.


    According to the Barbarossa Plan, once the Wehrmacht won the battle of the frontiers (in Soviet terms, the border battles) and destroyed the Red Army’s forces in the forward area, the three German army groups could advance northeastward and eastward relatively unhindered, with Army Group North heading toward Leningrad, Army Group Center marching against Moscow, and Army Group South pushing on to Kiev. Thus, from its inception, Plan Barbarossa anticipated its three army groups would be able to seize all three of Hitler’s most vital objectives virtually simultaneously and without dangerously dissipating the Wehrmacht’s military strength.


    Soviet War Planning: Defense Plan-41 (DP-41) and the “Answering” Strike


    Ironically, the infamous Ribbentrop-Molotov Non-Aggression Pact, which Stalin negotiated with Hitler in August 1939, actually contributed to the catastrophic defeat the Red Army suffered during the initial stages of Operation Barbarossa. By signing the infamous pact, Stalin hoped to forestall possible German aggression against the Soviet Union and, while doing so, create a “buffer” or security zone by seizing eastern Poland and the Baltic States. However, the subsequent Soviet invasion and occupation of eastern Poland in September 1939 and the Baltic States in the fall of 1940 brought the Soviet Union into direct contact with German-occupied territory. This, in turn, compelled Stalin’s government to reevaluate potential strategic military threats to the Soviet Union and adjust its war, defense, and mobilization plans accordingly. In short, by July 1940, the Soviet Union assessed Germany as its most likely future strategic opponent, and the Red Army General Staff identified Hitler’s Wehrmacht as the most dangerous military threat to Stalin’s Communist state. Based on its analysis, when preparing its defense plan, the Red Army General Staff, then headed by its chief, Marshal of the Soviet Union Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov designated the region north of the Pripiat’ River and its adjacent marshes as the most likely axis of any future German military aggression.7 Stalin, however, disagreed with Shaposhnikov’s assumptions and, in October 1940, insisted the General Staff prepare a new plan based on his assumption that, if Hitler attacked, the Wehrmacht would likely strike south of the Pripiat’ Marshes to seize the economically vital region of the Ukraine.8 With minor modifications, the October variant of the defense plan became the basis for the Soviet Union’s Mobilization Plan (MP) 41 and associated war plans, specifically, State Defense Plan 1941 (DP-41).


    Mandated by Stalin and prepared in early 1941 by Army General Georgii Konstantinovich Zhukov, who was appointed chief of the General Staff in January 1941, the provisions of DP 41 were based on the cardinal assumption that “the Red Army would begin military operations in response to an aggressive attack.”9 Although clearly defensive in a strategic sense, because of the largely offensive focus of Soviet military thought in the 1930s, which was a period dominated by the development of the tactical and operational offensive concepts of “deep battle” and “deep operations,” DP-41 contained many offensive features, couched in terms of necessary and inevitable offensive reactions, that is, “counteractions,” to potential enemy aggression. For example, a contingency plan (predlozhenii or proposal) prepared by chief of staff Zhukov on 15 May 1941, which recommended the Soviet Union launch a preemptive attack against Germany in reaction to a perceived German military build up on the Soviet Union’s western borders, was ultimately incorporated as an “answering strike” in the Kiev Special Military District’s (wartime Southwestern Front’s) portion of DP-41.10


    State Defense Plan 1941 and its associated and supporting mobilization plan required the Red Army to deploy 237 of its 303 active rifle, cavalry, tank, and motorized divisions in the Baltic, Western, and Kiev Special Military Districts and the Odessa Military District’s 9th Separate Army, which, when war began, were to become the Northwestern, Western, Southwestern and, ultimately, Southern Fronts (a front is equivalent in size to a Western army group).11 As a whole, the Red Army organized its forces in the western Soviet Union into two strategic echelons both to provide depth to its defenses and reinforcements to strengthen any counteroffensive operations it undertook. The first strategic echelon was supposed to consist of 186 divisions assigned to its four western military districts (four operating fronts in wartime), while the second strategic echelon was to consist of 51 divisions organized into five armies, which, after mobilization, were to operate at greater depth, specifically, east of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, under the control of the wartime headquarters of the Soviet High Command (Stavka).


    In turn, the four military districts (operating fronts) making up the first strategic echelon were to deploy their forces in three successive operational echelons, in essence, three broad defensive belts arrayed along and behind the Soviet Union’s post-1939 western border. The first operational echelon consisted of relatively light covering forces in the form of fortified regions (consisting of artillery and machine gun battalions in fixed defensive positions) and the forward regiments from first echelon divisions of the military district’s armies deployed along the frontiers, cooperating with detachments of NKVD border-guards troops. The second and third operational echelons, of relatively equal size and strength, consisted, respectively, of the main forces of the military district’s armies and mechanized corps subordinate to these armies and the reserves of these armies cooperating with mechanized corps subordinate to the military district itself. These operational echelons added depth to the defense and provided forces with which to conduct the counterattacks and counterstrokes or full-fledged counteroffensives required by DP-41.


    However, many problems marred the Soviet Union’s seemingly coherent defense plan during the period from April through June 1941, the most serious of which were associated with a supporting mobilization plan that precluded full and timely implementation of DP 41. These included an inordinately slow alert notification process and frequent transportation difficulties that produced tardy concentration of forces. For example, when Stalin tried to orchestrate a covert partial mobilization of five armies between April and June 1941, the mobilization fell well behind schedule. As a result, by 22 June 1941, the Red Army’s first strategic echelon was not backed up by the strong second echelon envisioned by the Soviet dictator.


    By 22 June the first strategic echelon’s three operational echelons consisted of 57, 52, and 62 division equivalents, respectively, and 16 of the Red Army’s 25 mechanized corps stationed in the European Soviet Union. This was short of the 186-rifle division force envisioned by DP-41.12 Since Stalin’s partial preliminary mobilization of five armies from the Soviet Union’s internal military districts was incomplete, on 22 June the first strategic echelon was backed up by roughly 57 divisions assembling along the Western Dvina and Dnepr River lines. Partially compensating for the incomplete mobilization, the five new under-strength armies were virtually invisible to German intelligence. This fact largely negated the twin German assumptions that the bulk of the Red Army was situated in the Soviet Union’s western military districts and destruction of Soviet forces west of the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers would remove any military obstacles to a further advance to Moscow, Leningrad, and Kiev.


    Once fully concentrated, the mission of the Red Army’s second strategic echelon was to mount a general counteroffensive in conjunction with counterattacks and counterstrokes organized and conducted by the four forward operating fronts. However, since neither the forward military districts nor the five mobilizing reserve armies had completed their deployments in accordance with their mobilization and deployment plans by 22 June, the Barbarossa invasion caught the Soviet Union’s political and military leaders totally by surprise.13 The invasion also caught the Red Army in a transitional period, when the so-called Timoshenko reforms, which Stalin had instituted in the wake of the embarrassing Soviet-Finnish War of 1939-40, were only half complete, and it was not able to implement its mobilization and defense plan effectively. Exacerbating the situation, Stalin had fundamentally misjudged the strategic situation, and, since senior generals followed Stalin’s instructions to the letter, Soviet war planners concentrated the forces of the Red Army’s first strategic echelon too far forward and in areas vulnerable to quick envelopment, such as the Belostok salient. Worse still, since these planners expected the Germans to conduct their main attack south of the Pripiat’ Marshes, they concentrated the Red Army’s strongest forces along the southwestern axis. As a result, the offensive by the bulk of the Wehrmacht’s panzer and motorized forces further to the north left the Red Army totally off balance and conditioned to disastrous defeat.


    Opposing Forces


    Even though its stunning victories in 1939 and 1940 made it seem as if the Wehrmacht was at the height of its power in June 1941, it was by no means invincible. The German officer corps had traditionally prided itself on its doctrine, a unity of training and thought that allowed junior officers to exercise initiative because they understood their commander’s intentions and knew how their peers in adjacent units would react to the same situation. Although disagreements about the correct employment of armor had disrupted doctrinal unity in the mid-1930s, subsequent victories vindicated the faith of a minority of younger German theorists in mechanized warfare. The Wehrmacht’s panzer arm, supported effectively by a blanket of Luftwaffe assault aircraft, primarily Ju-87 Stukas, clearly demonstrated that massed mobile, offensive power could penetrate enemy’s defenses in narrow front sectors, exploit deep into his rear area to disrupt his logistics and command and control, and encircle large enemy forces. While follow-on infantry destroyed the encircled forces, the panzers then continued to exploit success deep into the enemy’s operational or strategic rear.


    In practice, however, earlier campaigns also demonstrated that some enemy forces could escape from these encirclements if the follow-on German infantry failed to advance quickly enough to keep up with the panzers and seal the encirclement. This frequently occurred because the German Army never had enough motor vehicles to equip more than a small portion of its infantry troops. Instead, the vast majority of the German Army throughout the Second World War consisted of foot-mobile infantry and horse-drawn artillery and supplies, which often forced the Army’s panzer and motorized spearheads to pause while their supporting units caught up by forced marches.


    Since panzer forces were vital to the implementation of German offensive doctrine, Hitler created even more of them prior to Operation Barbarossa by reducing the number of tanks in existing and new panzer divisions. For example, on paper the 1941 panzer divisions consisted of two to three tank battalions each, with an authorized strength of 150 to 202 tanks per division. In practice, however, many these divisions averaged 125 operational tanks apiece, and many of their tanks were under-gunned and virtually obsolete.


    At the time, most German panzer divisions were equipped with a mixture of the Pz. (Mark) I and Pz. (Mark) II light tanks, Pz. (Mark) III, and Pz. (Mark) IV medium tanks, and Pz. Befehl (command) tanks, plus Pz. 38t Czech-built medium tanks, with 37mm main guns, as substitutes for Pz. III models in many divisions. However, the light and command tanks, which constituted as much as one third of the divisions’ combat strength, were seriously under-gunned (with machine-guns and 20mm main guns) and, therefore, unable to contend with new model Red Army tanks such as the T-34 and KV. On the other hand, although the dependable second-generation Pz. III and Pz. IV tanks were more than a match for the older Soviet tanks, such as the T-26 light, T-8 medium, and T-35 heavy models, even they experienced difficulty destroying T-34 and KV-1 and 2 tanks. In 1941 Germany was in the process of re-arming all Pz. III’s with a medium-velocity 50mm main gun, while the Pz IV’s still retained a low-velocity 75mm gun. The velocity of these weapons was at least as important as the size of the shell because high velocity was necessary for effective armor penetration. Neither German weapon could penetrate the thick frontal armor of the T-34 medium tanks and KV-1 heavy tanks that were just coming off the assembly lines in Russia.


    In addition, the panzer division included five infantry battalions, four truck-mounted and one on motorcycles. Few of these motorized infantry units were equipped with armored personnel carriers; hence they inevitably suffered higher casualties. The panzer division, which also included armored reconnaissance and armored engineer battalions and three armored artillery battalions equipped with guns towed behind trucks or tractors, and communications, antitank, and antiaircraft units, totaled roughly 17,000 men. The slightly smaller motorized infantry divisions consisted of one tank battalion with roughly 30 tanks or assault guns, seven motorized infantry battalions, and three or four artillery battalions.14 The organization of the first four Waffen [combat] SS [Schutzstaffel – Hitler’s personal bodyguard] divisions was identical to that of regular army motorized infantry divisions, although they later evolved into lavishly-equipped panzer divisions. The 1941 motorized (panzer) corps consisted of two panzer divisions and one motorized infantry division, and two to four of these motorized corps formed a panzer group. During the battle for Smolensk and latter stages of Operation Barbarossa, several panzer groups were augmented by the addition of army (infantry) corps and renamed panzer armies.


    Since German operations in 1939 and 1940 were predominantly offensive, the German Army based its defensive doctrine largely on 1918 practices. Defending infantry relied on deep and elaborate prepared defenses, kept the bulk of forces in reserve, and relied on elastic defense and rapid counterattacks to defeat the attacker. Defensive doctrine rested on three assumptions, all of which proved invalid in Russia. The assumptions were that sufficient infantry would exist to establish defenses in depth, the enemy would make his main attack with dismounted infantry, and German commanders would be allowed to choose where to defend and be permitted to defend flexibly as the situation required. The typical German infantry division consisted of three regiments of three infantry battalions each plus four horse-drawn artillery regiments, for an overall strength of 15,000 men. Since the division’s principal infantry antitank weapon, the 37mm antitank gun, had already proven inadequate against French and British heavy armor, infantry divisions had to employ their 100mm or 105mm medium artillery battalion and the famous 88mm antiaircraft guns against enemy tanks.15


    The German Luftwaffe (Air Force) shared in the German Army’s lofty reputation. The 2,770 Luftwaffe aircraft deployed to support Barbarossa represented 65 per cent of Germany’s first-line strength.16 Although the Messerschmidt Bf-109f fighter was a superb aircraft, other German models were rapidly approaching obsolescence. The famous Ju-87 Stuka dive bomber could survive only when the enemy air force was helpless and the Dornier-17 and Ju-88, Germany’s primary bombers, and the versatile Ju-52 transport were inadequate both in range and load (bomb) capacity. Since German industry had not made up for losses during the Battle of Britain, Germany actually had 200 fewer bombers in 1941 than it had possessed the previous spring.17 Given these shortages and the requirement to operate from improvised forward airfields, it was exceedingly difficult for German pilots to provide effective air superiority or offensive air strikes over the vast expanse of European Russia. In short, the Luftwaffe was primarily a tactical air force, capable of supporting short-term ground offensive operations but not a deep and effective air campaign.


    Germany’s greatest weaknesses lay in the logistical realm. Only 40,000 miles of hard-surfaced, all-weather roads and 51,000 miles of railroads spanned the vast Soviet Union, and the railroads were of a wider gauge than those found in Germany. Even though they frantically converted captured railroad lines to Western gauge as they advanced, German logistical organs had to transfer most of their supplies forward employing whatever Soviet-gauge rolling stock they could capture. The same applied to vital railroad bridges, which often required long periods of time to repair and whose repair severely impeded adequate resupply of panzer and infantry forces alike.


    Nor did the German panzer and motorized divisions possess adequate maintenance capacity for a long campaign. The mechanical complexity of the tanks and armored personnel carriers, coupled with numerous models with mutually incompatible parts, confounded the German supply and maintenance system. Complicating matters, earlier campaigns had depleted stocks of repair parts, and trained maintenance personnel were also in short supply. Therefore, combined with fiercer than anticipated Red Army resistance, it was no wonder that German Blitzkrieg had lost much of its sharp armored tip by late 1941.


    Perhaps Germany’s most fundamental logistical vulnerability was the fact that it had not mobilized its economy for war. Severe shortages of petroleum and other raw materials limited German production and transportation throughout the war. This problem was exacerbated by the weak communications network in the Soviet Union, which often prevented timely resupply of German panzer and motorized forces with essential fuel and ammunitions stocks. Manpower for the German industrial economy was also a problem. Because of the Wehrmacht’s mobilization requirements, German industry was already dependent on three million foreign workers by June 1941, and this labor shortage became more acute with each new draft of conscripts for the army.


    As in the previous campaigns, for these and other reasons, Hitler was banking on a quick victory rather than preparing for a prolonged struggle. In fact, he was already looking beyond the 1941 campaign, planning to create new mechanized and air formations for follow-on operations in North Africa and Asia Minor. Hitler dedicated virtually all of German new weapons production to such future plans, leaving the forces in the east chronically short of materiel. Therefore, the Wehrmacht had to win a quick victory or none at all.18


    Despite its imposing size and paper strength, the Red Army was actually in serious disarray in June 1941. It was attempting to implement a defensive strategy with operational concepts based on the offensive deep battle [glubokii boi] and the deep operations [glubokaia operatsiia] theory developed in the 1930s to the detriment of effective defense at the operational (army) level. In addition, it was attempting to expand, reorganize, reequip, and reform its Armed Forces, simultaneously, in the wake the Red Army’s abysmally poor performance in Poland (1939) and the 1939-1940 Finnish War. Thus, the so-called Timoshenko reform program, which was to create a large and more effective Red Army with an armored nucleus of 29 powerful mechanized corps by the summer of 1942, was only half completed by June 1941. Complicating matters, Stalin’s military purges, which began in 1937 and were continuing when the Second World War began, produced a severe shortage of trained and experienced commanders and staff officers capable of implementing any concepts, offensive or defensive. In contrast to the German belief in subordinate initiative, the purges and other ideological and systemic constraints convinced Red Army officers that any show of independent judgment was hazardous to their personal health.19


    The Red Army’s troops also suffered from the political requirement to defend every inch of the existing frontier while avoiding any provocation of the Germans. The Red Army had already largely abandoned and cannibalized their pre-September 1939 defenses (the so-called Stalin Line) along the former Polish-Soviet frontier and was now erecting new “fortified regions” in the western portions of the so-called “Special Military Districts.” Despite prodigious efforts, however, the new defenses were woefully incomplete when the Germans attacked, while the older Stalin Line of fixed defenses had been stripped of most of its forces and heavy weaponry. The bulk of the Red Army’s forward rifle forces were garrisoned as far as 80 kilometers east of the frontier, and the NKVD’s (Peoples’ Commissariat of Internal Affairs) border troops and scattered rifle elements manned frontier defenses alongside specialized fortified regions.


    While the Red Army’s logistical system was in disarray, its soldiers were at least fighting on their own terrain. Even before the harsh Russian winter arrived, the Red Army’s soldiers demonstrated their ability to fight and survive with far fewer supplies than a typical Western soldier required. As German forces lunged ever deeper into European Russia, Soviet supply lines shortened, while German forces struggled with ever-lengthening lines of communication and with dealing with millions of prisoners and captured civilians. At the same time, the rapid German advance overran many of the Red Army’s logistical depots in the Western Soviet Union. In addition, since much of the Soviet Union’s vital defense industry was located west of Moscow, Soviet authorities had to evacuate 1,500 factories eastward to the Urals, often in near combat conditions, before German forces arrived. Although the evacuation effort was ultimately judged successful, the Soviets abandoned vital mineral resources and suffered enormous disruption of their wartime production in the process.


    Organizationally, the Red Army’s structure reflected its doctrinal and leadership deficiencies. First, it lacked any equivalent to the panzer group or panzer army that was capable of conducting sustained deep operations into the enemy rear area. Its largest armored formation was the mechanized corps, a rigid structure that contrasted unfavorably with the more flexible German motorized corps. Formed hastily in late 1940 and still forming when war began, each mechanized corps contained two tank divisions, one motorized division, a motorcycle regiment, and a wide variety of logistical units. Since the former, which theoretically fielded 10,940 men and 375 tanks, was tank-heavy and lacked sufficient support, the mechanized corps also included a motorized division and various support units. At least on paper, each of the unwieldy mechanized corps totaled 36,080 men and 1,031 tanks.20 In addition, most mechanized corps were mal-deployed, occupying scattered garrisons with the corps’ divisions often up to 100 kilometers apart. Some of these corps were subordinated to the headquarters of armies, with the mission of conducting local counterattacks in support of their parent army’s rifle corps, while others were to conduct major counterstrokes under the control of fronts. This made it impossible for the corps to perform the decisive offensive operations required of them by the State Defense Plan.21


    At least superficially, the Soviet rifle division, which was authorized 14,483 men organized into three rifle regiments of three battalions each plus two artillery regiments (one gun and one howitzer), a light tank battalion, and supporting services, was similar to the German infantry division. However, in reality, few of the rifle divisions fielded any tanks because the People’s Commissariat of Defense (NKO) had used them to equip its new mechanized corps. On paper, a Soviet rifle corps consisted of two-three rifle divisions, and a field army included three rifle corps (with three divisions each), one mechanized corps, several artillery regiments, and an antitank artillery brigade. In practice, however, the Red Army was woefully under-strength, with most divisions numbering 8,000-10,000 men or even less before the German onslaught.22 In late May 1941, the Soviet government attempted to remedy this problem by calling up 800,000 additional reservists in a covert training exercise (BUS – bol’shoi uchebnyi sbor) and accelerating the graduation of various military schools. Most of these additional personnel, however, had not yet joined their units when the attack came. In practice, most field armies mustered only six to ten divisions organized in two rifle corps, with an incomplete mechanized corps and little maintenance support.


    In addition, beginning in April 1941, Stalin ordered a covert partial mobilization of the Red Army. Under the cloak of a so-called “special threatening military period,” Stalin mandated “creeping up to war,” by conducting a concealed strategic deployment of forces. In practice, this involved the mobilization of five armies (16th, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd) in the Soviet Union’s internal military districts and their deployment forward to second strategic echelon positions along and behind the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers across the broad front extending from Polotsk in the north southward to the Kiev region. However, this partial mobilization was incomplete on 22 June and was finished in early July only after hostilities had commenced.23


    Thus, although Germany possessed clear qualitative and even quantitative advantages over the Soviet Union in a short struggle, if its first onslaught failed to knock out the Red Army west of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, the Soviet Union was capable of overwhelming Germany in the long term. In the first place, but unrecognized by the over-confident Germans, the Soviets had sizeable forces available in the internal military districts and Far East and an immense mobilization potential. In addition, the Red Army was beginning to field a new generations of weaponry, including multiple rocket launchers (the famous Katiushas) and new tanks (T-34 medium and KV heavy models) that were markedly superior to all current and projected German vehicles.


    The Red Air Force (Voenno-vozdushnikh sil – VVS) posed little immediate threat to the Luftwaffe, even though its approximate 19,533 aircraft, 7,133 of which were stationed in the western military districts, made it the largest air force in the world. Its equipment, however, like that of the Red Army, was obsolescent and suffering from prolonged use. The Great Purge had struck aircraft manufacturers and designers as well as military commanders, ending the previous Soviet lead in aeronautics.24 Newer types of aircraft, such as the swift MiG-3 fighter and the excellent Il-2 Shturmovik ground attack airplane, which were, in some ways, superior to their German counterparts, were just entering service in spring 1941, leaving the Air Force with a mixture of old and new equipment. Transition training to qualify pilots to fly these new aircraft lagged since Air Force commanders feared that any training accidents would lead to their arrest for “sabotage.”25 When Operation Barbarossa began, many Soviet fighter pilots in the forward area had as few as four hours’ experience in their aircraft. The changeover to new equipment was so confused that numerous Soviet pilots had not become familiar with the appearance of new Soviet bombers and erroneously fired on their own aircraft on 22 June.


    Doctrinal concepts for the employment of massed air power expressed by A. N. Lapchinsky, the “Russian Douhet,” the occupation of eastern Poland in 1939, and Soviet successes in the air during combat against Japan and Finland in 1939 and 1940 generated a false sense of superiority among many senior aviation officers. In the event of war, they expected to launch a massive air offensive from the new territories. However, relatively few airfields in the forward area were operational, with many being torn up for expansion in the spring of 1941, and the few that were lacked revetments and antiaircraft defenses to protect the crowded parking aprons. The VVS was also plagued by disunity of command and severe command turbulence. Some air divisions supported specific ground armies or fronts, others were directly subordinate to the Red Army General Staff, and still others were dedicated to the regional air defense of the homeland (PVO Strany). In the context of the chaotic opening campaign, where tenuous communications and chains of command evaporated, such divisions made it difficult to bring coordinated air power to bear at key points. Nor did most Soviet aircraft have radios in 1941. Further complicating matters, Stalin’s purges liquidated three successive Air Force commanders and many other senior officers, and the rippling effect of promotions left inexperienced officers in command at all levels. Few of these officers were capable of correcting the VVS’s overly rigid and essentially outdated tactics.26


    The Border Battles, 22 June–5 July


    Nowhere was the destruction produced by Operation Barbarossa more readily apparent and total than in the sector north of the Pripiat’ Marshes, where the Wehrmacht made its main attack with Bock’s Army Group Center.27 The army group’s initial mission was to penetrate Soviet defenses on both flanks of the Belostok salient, advance along the Minsk-Smolensk axis, and envelop, encircle, and destroy Red Army forces in the Minsk region west of the Dnepr River. Subsequently, it was to “achieve the prerequisites for cooperating with Army Group North…with the objective of destroying enemy forces in the Baltic region and proceeding to Moscow.”28


    See Map 1. The Border Battles, 22 June-7 July 1941


    
       
    


    Bock’s army group consisted of Colonel General Adolf Strauss’s Ninth and Field Marshal Günther von Kluge’s Fourth Armies and Colonel General Herman Hoth’s Third and Colonel General Heinz Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups.29 The Third Panzer Group included General of Panzer Troops Rudolf Schmidt’s XXXXIX and General of Panzer Troops Adolf Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps, cooperating with Colonel General Richard Ruoff’s V and General of Engineers Otto-Wilhelm Förster’s VI Army Corps. Hoth’s panzer group was to advance eastward through Vilnius, north of the Belostok salient, and then wheel southeastward to reach Minsk. The Second Panzer Group consisted of General of Panzer Troops Heinrich-Gottfried von Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI, General of Panzer Troops Joachim Lemelsen’s XXXXVII, and General of Panzer Troops Leo Dietrich Freiherr [Baron] Geyr von Schweppenburg’s XXIV Motorized Corps, cooperating with General of Infantry Walter Schroth’s XII Army Corps. Guderian’s panzer group was to attack eastward across the Bug River from south of Brest, advance eastward through Slonim and Baranovichi, and then turn northeastward to link up with the forces of Hoth’s panzer group at Minsk.


    Field Marshal Albert Kesselring’s Second Air Fleet [Luftflotte], with 1,500 aircraft, more than half of the total 2,770 aircraft committed to Operation Barbarossa, provided Bock with air support. Finally, Colonel General Maximilian Reichsfreiherr [Reich Baron] von und zu Weichs an der Glon’s Second Army was in OKH [Oberkommando des Heeres – Army High Command] reserve, with orders to prepare to deploy forward at the boundary between Army Groups Center and South.


    Opposing Army Group Center, Army General Dmitrii Grigor’evich Pavlov’s Western Special Military District, which became the Western Front the moment war began, was to deploy in a single echelon formation when war began, with three armies forward and the field headquarters of Lieutenant General Petr Mikhailovich Filatov’s 13th Army far to the rear.30 Lieutenant General Konstantin Dmitrievich Golubev’s 10th Army, supported by Major General Mikhail Georgievich Khatskilevich’s powerful 6th and Major General Petr Nikolaevich Akhliustin’s virtually tank-less 13th Mechanized Corps, was to defend the apex and immediate flanks of the Belostok salient. Lieutenant General Aleksander Andreevich Korobkov’s 4th Army, with Major General Stepan Il’ich Oborin’s 14th Mechanized Corps, was to deploy on 10th Army’s left flank, and Lieutenant General Vasilii Ivanovich Kuznetsov’s 3rd Army, supported by Major General Dmitrii Karpovich Mostovenko’s 11th Mechanized Corps, was to deploy on 10th Army’s right. The Western Special Military District’s reserve consisted of Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov’s 17th Mechanized Corps, which was stationed near Slonim, and Major General Andrei Grigor’evich Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps and Major General Aleksei Semenovich Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps, which were stationed in the vicinity of Minsk.
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    Map 1. The Border Battles, 22 June-7 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Faced with Bock’s onslaught on 22 June, which was preceded by a blanket of Luftwaffe air strikes that decimated Pavlov’s air force at its airfields before its aircraft could leave the ground, the Western Front’s command and control organs suffered immediate and almost total paralysis. The headquarters of Korobkov’s 4th Army was never able to establish reliable communications with headquarters above and below it. Even though Kuznetsov’s 3rd and Golubev’s 10th Armies maintained tenuous radio communications with Pavlov’s headquarters, they were hardly more functional as command elements. On the first day of the war, on Pavlov’s order, his deputy, Lieutenant General Ivan Vasil’evich Boldin, flew through a swarm of hostile German aircraft to 10th Army’s headquarters outside of Belostok with orders to organize a strong counterstroke to halt the German offensive. Golubev’s headquarters consisted of two tents in a small copse of wood alongside an airstrip, where the army’s commander was attempting to counter the German invasion despite shattered telephones, constant radio jamming, and total confusion caused by multiple teams of German Abwehr [counterintelligence] troops operating in his rear area. Through Boldin, Golubev tried in vain to launch a counterstroke on 23 June with his strong but scattered mechanized corps in accordance with prewar plans, but within days 10th Army ceased to exist except as fugitives seeking to break out of German encirclements.31


    Besides the sheer force and speedy advance of the vastly superior German forces, the greatest difficulty the Soviet defenders experienced was lack of virtually any information about the current situation at the front. The reality was far worse than anyone in Moscow believed, resulting in a series of impossible orders to counterattack with formations and units that had ceased to exist. For example, at 2115 hours on the evening of 22 June, Stalin and Timoshenko issued NKO Directive No. 3, which ordered its three fronts in the border region to conduct a general counteroffensive against the Germans. During the next several days, they stubbornly insisted the forward fronts implement this directive.32 In many cases subordinate commanders passed on these orders even though they knew the real situation, simply because those subordinates feared retribution for refusing to obey. After several days, however, the enormity of the initial defeat became obvious to all. Even then, however, the Red Army General Staff in Moscow was hard pressed to get accurate, timely reports from the front. Staff officers were sent out to patrol the forward area and report back each evening. On numerous occasions the staffs simply used telephones to call local Communist Party chiefs in various villages and collectives to determine the extent of the German advance.


    On Army Group Center’s left wing, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group struck eastward along the vulnerable boundary line between the Northwestern and Western Fronts, easily outflanking the latter’s 3rd Army, and reached the Lithuanian city of Vilnius by the evening of 23 June.33 Although badly rattled, on 24 June Pavlov once again urged his deputy, Boldin, to attempt to organize a counterstroke in accordance with DP-41. Assigning Boldin nominal control of Khatskilevich’s 6th and Mostovenko’s 11th Mechanized, as well as Major General Ivan Semenovich Nikitin’s 6th Cavalry Corps, he ordered the forces of the three mobile corps to mount a concerted attack northward from the Belostok region towards Grodno to prevent the exposed Soviet forces in the northern half of the Belostok salient from being encircled. Lacking effective communications, air cover, logistical support, and sufficient modern tanks, Boldin’s effort was doomed from the start.34 The few tanks, cavalry, and infantry that survived the gauntlet of intimidating air strikes arrived in the Grodno region long after Hoth’s panzers had raced eastward toward Vilnius and fell victim to devastating infantry ambush and antitank fire from German Ninth Army’s advancing V Army Corps. By the end of 25 June, 6th Cavalry Corps had suffered over 50 per cent casualties (mostly from air attack), the corps’ commander, Nikitin, was captured, and one tank division was already out of ammunition. Another tank division could muster only three tanks, 12 armored carriers, and 40 trucks.


    Although Boldin’s futile effort did permit many Red Army units to escape from the Belostok area eastward toward Minsk, the relief was only temporary. Hoth’s panzer group raced past Vilnius toward Minsk on the Western Front’s northern flank and, at the same time, Guderian’s Second Panzer Group penetrated Soviet defenses south of Brest and advanced precipitously toward Minsk on Pavlov’s southern flank.35 Faced with impending envelopment, Pavlov had no choice but to pull back but was in no position to do so in orderly fashion. Nevertheless, he attempted to orchestrate a general disengagement to new defenses behind the Shchara River at Slonim on the night of 25-26 June. However, the few units that actually received the orders to withdraw were not able to break contact. Having already lost much of their fuel, motor transport, and air support, Pavlov’s distraught forces withdrew eastward in disarray, on foot and under constant German air attack.36 To the east, advancing German armored spearheads ambushed the headquarters of Filatov’s 13th Army, Pavlov’s second echelon army, which was in the process of deploying its scattered divisions forward, and captured classified reports describing Soviet defense plans.37


    Since German aircraft had destroyed most of the bridges across the Shchara River, most of Golubev’s 10th Army was not able to cross the river. In a virtual state of panic, on 26 June Pavlov reported to Moscow that “up to 1,000 tanks [of Third Panzer Group] are enveloping Minsk from the northwest; …there is no way to oppose them.”38 In desperation, he then ordered his reserve, A. G. Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized and Major General Aleksei Semenovich Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps, to conduct a joint air-assault and ground operation to halt advancing German forces at Slutsk, but this effort too failed.39 By 30 June, despite Pavlov’s frenetic measures, Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups had closed their pincers around a huge pocket west of Minsk containing virtually all of Pavlov’s totally disorganized 10th, 3rd, 4th, and most of the reserve 13th Army. The Western Front virtually ceased to exist as an organized force. Within a month, Stalin tried and executed Pavlov, his chief of staff, Lieutenant General V. E. Klimovskikh, Korobkov, the commander of 4th Army, and several other senior officers on charges of “criminal behavior in the face of the enemy.”40 Pavlov’s immediate successor as commander of the Western Front, Marshal of the-Soviet Union Semen Konstantinovich Timoshenko, had no time to organize defenses along the Berezina River east of Minsk, and the German armored juggernaut pushed rapidly forward across the Berezina River toward the Dnepr River in early July.


    In eighteen days of combat, Bock’s Army Group Center advanced 600 kilometers to the approaches to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, occupied all of Belorussia, and inflicted 417, 790 casualties on the Western Front, including 341,073 soldiers killed, captured, or missing. In addition, the Western Front lost 4,799 tanks, many of which simply ran out of fuel, 9,427 guns and mortars, and 1,777 combat aircraft, most of these destroyed at their airfields on the ground.41 In essence, at least along the Western strategic axis, Army Group Center’s powerful juggernaut fulfilled the mission assigned to it by the Barbarossa Plan by utterly shattering and destroying much of the Red Army’s first strategic echelon west of the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. In accordance with Plan Barbarossa’s preeminent assumption, Hitler and most in the German High Command considered the war as won.


    Despite the dramatic German success in this first fantastic encirclement, there were vexing flaws in the German victory. Because the advancing Germans were not able to assemble forces necessary to seal off the encircled Red Army forces hermetically, large numbers of Red Army soldiers escaped, leaving their heavy equipment behind. Afraid that his panzer groups would advance too far too fast, Hitler ordered them to pause while his infantry eliminated the encirclement. This hesitation, in turn, prompted the first of many debates that would ensue in Germans command channels regarding how the campaign should be conducted. Fearing that conservative hesitation would permit the Red Army to regroup, Colonel General Franz Halder, the chief of the OKH, hoped that Guderian would continue the advance with his Second Panzer Group on his own initiative! The prescient Halder also noted that many Red Army troops were fighting to the death, and that German intelligence was incorrectly identifying many large Red Army formations.42 All of this boded ill for the future.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 2


    
       
    


    Army Group Center’s Advance to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and the Western Front’s Counterstroke at Lepel’, 2–9 July 1941


    
       
    


    German Command Decisions


    By design, Operation Barbarossa was to be a Blitzkrieg campaign modeled after the Wehrmacht’s previous lightning campaigns in Poland, France, and the Balkans. Specifically, the campaign’s duration was to be measured in a time span of weeks, during which the OKH expected the German Army to achieve a, by now, familiar series of double-envelopment encirclements to annihilate the defending Red Army forces before they could withdraw further into the interior and reorganize their defenses. By the skillful maneuver of his panzer groups, Bock’s Army Group Center had accomplished this classical pattern of destructive maneuver brilliantly during the battles for Belostok and Minsk, by doing so, liquidating the Western Front’s first echelon armies and savaging the Stavka’s first strategic echelon, whose mission was to defend the border region. As a result, Bock’s army group seized most of the Soviet republic of Belorussia with relative ease.


    Bock’s signal victory in the center of the vast Soviet-German front produced a state of euphoria in the OKW and OKH. Even the sober-minded Colonel General Franz Halder, the chief of staff of the Army (OKH), was carried away by this wave of optimism, stating:


    
      
        
          The objective to shatter the bulk of the Russian Army this [western] side of the Dvina and Dnepr [Rivers] has been accomplished…. east of [these rivers], we would encounter nothing more than partial forces… Thus, it is probably no exaggeration to say that the campaign against Russia has been won within a fortnight [two weeks].1

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Hitler himself was convinced that the Russians, for all practical purposes, had already lost the war.2 It was therefore not surprising that, during the weeks that followed, Hitler laid out ever more grandiose plans for the conquest of the Near and Middle East and North Africa, the political and economic administration of European Russia, a fundamental reshuffling of German war production, and even the reorganization of the army after the completion of Barbarossa.3


    In retrospect, however, such flights of fancy should have been viewed against the hard reality of the battlefields in the East. For example, Army Groups North and South had failed to match the success of Army Group Center. Owing to a shortage of armored forces, the OKH’s planners had been compelled to settle for conducting single-envelopments in the northern and southern sectors of the Eastern Front in the hope such a strategy would succeed. However, what had seemed feasible on the drawing board had failed in the field. This fundamental flaw in the concept and execution of the border battles was far more serious than the OKH and Hitler realized at the time because it also provided the Soviets with another chance to organize the defense of their heartland with a second echelon of armies and thus gain the time to mobilize the people and the vast resources of the Soviet Union.


    After the border battles ended, the OKH’s plan for conducting the second phase of Operation Barbarossa required Bock’s army group to cross the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, capture the land-bridge extending from Vitebsk and Orsha in the west to Smolensk in the east, which meant his army group had to break through the so-called Stalin Line, and continue its advance toward Moscow. If Bock’s army group was to accomplish these missions effectively and according to plan, it was obvious it needed to retain the two panzer groups. However, since neither Army Group North nor Army Group South been able to accomplish their missions with their single panzer groups, and there were no other reserves available, if the two army groups were to receive necessary armored reinforcements, they would have to come from Army Group Center. Therefore, the most critical and vexing questions Hitler and the OKH faced during the first week of July were, “What was to be done next?” and “Where would they employ Bock’s panzer groups?” Although neither Hitler nor the OKH could answer these questions definitely, they had two clear choices. First, they could leave the two panzer groups with Bock’s Army Group Center and order his army group to strike out eastward to Moscow. Second, they could divert some or all of Bock’s armor to the north or south to permit Army Groups North and South to achieve their missions. Hitler admitted this decision would be the most important he would make during the campaign, and, echoing his master, Lieutenant General Alfred Jodl, the OKW’s Chief of Operations, told Field Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the Army, it would be the most important decision of the entire war.4 Meanwhile, as Hitler was agonizing over the future course of operations, Stalin and his colleagues in the Stavka were frantically mobilizing the Soviet Union’s full strength in the expectation of a long, protracted, and bloody conflict.


    The Situation in Early July


    In a shockingly brief period of less than ten days, Bock’s Army Group Center had irreparably smashed the Western Front’s border defenses along the Brest, Minsk, and Smolensk axis, destroying its 3rd, 4th, and 10th Armies outright in encirclements at Belostok and Minsk, seriously damaging its 13th Army, and forcing the remnants of these armies to withdraw ignominiously to new defenses at varying depths to the rear. Exploiting a combination of surprise, experienced and skilled leadership, and local superiority, Bock’s army group had scored a spectacular and massive initial victory, which would have been strategically decisive anywhere else in Europe. However, neither Leeb’s Army Group North nor Rundstedt’s Army Group South had matched Bock’s accomplishments. Although Leeb’s army group had succeeded in smashing the Soviet Northwestern Front’s defenses, decimating many of its forces and forcing its remnants to withdraw in disorder to the Western Dvina River southeast of Riga, reinforcements dispatched by the Stavka enabled the front to organize credible resistance and conduct strong counterattacks along the Dvina River line. Likewise, to the south Rundstedt’s Army Group South had managed to pierce and shatter the Southwestern Front’s defenses along the Kiev axis only to encounter a massive and fierce if uncoordinated counteroffensive by multiple mechanized corps directed by Zhukov himself in the Dubno and Brody regions. Although Army Group South’s First Panzer Group had defeated and destroyed many of the attacking Soviet tank formations, the fighting indicated that a subsequent advance on Kiev would be no “cakewalk.”


    Thus, the only place during the first phase of Operation Barbarossa where the Wehrmacht was able to encircle and destroy the bulk of the opposing Soviet forces in accordance with the Barbarossa Plan was in the sector of Bock’s Army Group Center. And since Bock’s victory opened the way for a direct thrust across the Dnepr to Smolensk and Moscow beyond, depending on perspective, the defense or capture of the Soviet capital became symbolic for both powerful adversaries locked in this life or death struggle.5


    By 6 July Bock’s Army Group Center had driven more than 400 kilometers into the Soviet Union, the equivalent of a march from the German border to Paris. However, since this advance represented only one third of the distance from the border to Moscow, it was only the first step along the long road to the Soviet capital. The second step would propel the army group across the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers to their objective, the strategically vital Vitebsk-Orsha-Smolensk triangle. However, as the army group prepared to take this second step, the OKH had planned only Barbarossa’s second phase, but nothing more.


    Ironically, despite its rapid advance and overwhelming successes, at this juncture Army Group Center found itself in a difficult situation, in part because of those very successes. The vastness of its zone of operations, which was about 420 kilometers wide and 400 kilometers deep, measured from the border to the Berezina River, was comparable in size to Florida or post-World War II West Germany. This challenge was aggravated by the almost total absence of trafficable roads, a scarcity of rail communications, and warning signs of a beginning shortage of troops, all of which were portents of future difficulties.


    Of more immediate concern to Army Group Center was the problem of resolving the twin dual missions of completing its encirclement battle west of Minsk, while, at the same time, continuing its eastward drive. Ideally, as well as naturally, the former task fell to the infantry corps of Kluge’s Fourth and Strauss’s Ninth Armies, while the latter became the responsibility of Hoth’s Third and Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups. In practice, however, this neat scheme would not work because the immense Belostok and Minsk encirclements had evolved into two massive pockets, each requiring reduction. While thinly spread panzer forces contained the easternmost pocket, the bulk of Kluge’s and Strauss’s infantry were still dealing with the other pockets. If anything, the panzer forces needed to close ranks further to prevent large-scale escapes by the encircled Soviet forces before the panzers could regroup and resume the offensive eastward.


    From the Führer headquarters down the chain of command, the awareness grew that great distances still had to be covered, and time was limited. Every day spent on the efforts at Belostok and Minsk delayed the advance to the east and accorded the Soviets a breathing spell they could use to construct and reinforce a new defense line. German air reconnaissance already was reporting large-scale Soviet troop movements by road and rail toward Smolensk, and radio intercepts revealed the presence of Marshals Voroshilov and Timoshenko at the front. To Bock this meant that his opponent was “establishing a new line along the Dnepr and the gateway of Smolensk,” and, as a result, he would undoubtedly have a serious fight on his hands as he conducted the second phase of his offensive.6


    Even before the first week of the campaign was over, the OKH and Bock’s Army Group Center had begun worrying about how to manage the upcoming battles. Since both Halder and Bock realized the encirclement maneuver around the Soviet 3rd, 4th, 10th, and 13th Armies was creating a massive tangle of units, which was bound to interfere with an orderly transition between the campaign’s first and second phases, both also understood they could not expect the infantry corps to keep up with the panzer forces’ pace, a circumstance affecting the neighboring army groups as well, although to a lesser extent. In short, the infantry and panzer divisions could no longer be bound together in mutually supporting roles. Thus, battlefield realities and the principles of time and space compelled the OKH and Bock to alter their command and control arrangements during the next phase of the campaign so they could control the army group’s forces effectively.


    Brauchitsch had brought up this matter to Bock as early as 26 June during a visit to the latter’s headquarters at Rembertov outside of Warsaw. Citing the 1940 campaign in France as precedent, Brauchitsch wanted to subordinate Hoth’s Third and Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups, as well as all of the infantry divisions of Fourth and Ninth Armies that could disengage from the encirclement battles around Belostok and Minsk, to Kluge’s Fourth Army. Kluge’s expanded army would then become the so-called Fourth Panzer Army. Thereafter, Weichs’s Second Army, which had yet to be committed, would perform the task of liquidating the encircled pockets with its own infantry division and those already doing so from Kluge’s former Fourth Army and Strauss’s Ninth Army. In effect, Brauchitsch recommended dividing Army Group Center into two groups, each with separate missions, leaving Bock with overall responsibility but also inserting yet another command echelon between the army group and its field armies.7


    Bock, however, did not see the need for this reorganization, instead claiming the armies forming the two encirclement rings could best disentangle their forces themselves. Inserting Kluge’s headquarters between himself and the panzer groups was also incompatible with Bock’s style of personal command and, in his view, would inevitably slow down communications between headquarters. Although he did not do so, Bock could also have pointed out, since Kluge’s headquarters was organized to control an infantry army, it was poorly equipped to command and control panzer forces because it lacked adequate radio communications, cross-country mobility, and liaison aircraft necessary to fulfill its mission properly.8 In addition, the unpleasant specter of personality clashes between the equally strong-willed Kluge, Hoth, and especially Guderian seemed unavoidable. Indeed, Guderian threatened to resign if he had to serve under Kluge.


    Most of all, Bock resented the fact his control might be diminished, or at least significantly diluted and complicated. Therefore, in a compromise solution, Bock consented to permit Kluge’s Fourth Army to command the two panzer groups, but no other large infantry formations, such as armies. Weichs’ Second Army would replace Kluge’s Fourth Army, and Ninth and Second Armies would be left with the task of tidying up the Belostok and Minsk pockets in line with Bock’s desires. This reorganization was to take effect at midnight 2-3 July.


    Bock’s operational directive, which his army group issued on 1 July and should have been entitled “The Breakthrough toward Moscow,” codified these changes. In addition to the new command arrangements, the directive also wrestled with the dilemma posed by the necessity of performing two missions, the rapid advance toward Smolensk and Moscow and completing the tedious process of reducing the encirclements. Throughout the planning process, thoroughly confused German intelligence organs consistently underestimated the Red Army’s remaining strength and capabilities and erroneously assessed Soviet intent, not surprising given the enormity of the Red Army’s losses and the scarcity of fresh and accurate information concerning the Stavka’s strategic reserves. However, the Luftwaffe did detect large enemy troop concentrations along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, which Bock promptly tried to disrupt before they became a reality. In addition, the OKH’s Fremde Heere Ost and Army Group Center’s Ic (intelligence section) estimated only about a dozen Soviet rifle divisions and possibly half a dozen tank units, supported by about 400-500 aircraft, primarily a mixed bag of obsolete and modern models, were operating opposite the army group. Always pessimistic, Halder thought the army group might still run into as many as 1,500 tanks.9


    As of 4 July 1941, Bock’s army group consisted of 59 combat divisions (including 9 panzer, 5 motorized, and 1 cavalry), 1 training (Lehr) brigade (900th Motorized), and 1 regiment (SS Motorized Infantry “Grossdeutschland”), with a strength of roughly 430,000 men, supported by more than 1,000 tanks, 6,600 guns and mortars, and 1,500 combat aircraft. Of this force, 38 divisions were assigned to 15 first echelon army and motorized corps, and 28 divisions were operating along the forward edge.10


    See Table 1


    
       
    


    Table 1. Army Group Center’s Order of Battle (Schematische Kriegsgliederung), 4 July 1941


    [image: images]


    Abbreviations:


    Pz.G. – panzer group


    AC – army corps


    MotC – motorized (panzer) corps


    ID – infantry division


    PzD – panzer division


    MotD – motorized division


    CD – cavalry division


    MotB – motorized brigade


    IR – infantry regiment


    Although the Western Front was in a severe state of disorder during the first week of July, and the Stavka’s reserve armies were only dribbling into place along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, it is possible to develop a rough snapshot of its dispositions and strength by 4 July. By this time, Soviet archival records indicate that the Red Army was defending the approaches to the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and the river lines themselves with the remnants the Western Front’s 4th Army and its second echelon 13th Army, backed up by 19th, 20th, 21st, 22nd, and 16th Armies of Marshal of the Soviet Union Semen Mikhailovich Budenny’s Group of Reserve Armies, which totaled 35 newly-formed divisions.11 Although Budenny’s forces had begun moving into the region as early as late May, they were not yet fully assembled by 4 July. Stalin had appointed Timoshenko command of the Western Front on 1 July in place of the hapless Pavlov and, at the same time, had transferred four of Budenny’s reserve armies, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd, to Timoshenko’s front. A fifth reserve army, Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin’s weak 16th Army, was just beginning to move into and defend Smolensk, the Germans’ next likely strategic target on their path from Minsk to Moscow.


    Thus, by 4 July Timoshenko’s Western Front defended the so-called “Smolensk Gates” [Smolenskaia Vorot], the sector from the Western Dvina River in the north southward along the Dnepr River to the Rechitsa region, with the Western Front’s surviving 4th and 13th Armies and 16th, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd Armies transferred to Western Front from Budenny’s Front of Reserve Armies. Timoshenko placed five of these armies (21st, 13th, 20th, 19th, and 22nd) deployed from left to right (south to north) in his front’s first echelon along the line of the Dnepr and Western Dvina Rivers and held the weakened 4th and newly-arrived 16th Armies in second echelon.


    See Tables 2 and 3


    
       
    


    Table 2. The Dispositions and Command Cadre of the Western Front’s Armies on 4 July 1941


    First Echelon


    
      
        	Army

        	Commander

        	Sector
      


      
        	22nd

        	Lieutenant General Filipp Afanas’evich Ershakov

        	Idritsa-Polotsk
      


      
        	19th

        	Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev

        	Vitebsk
      


      
        	20th

        	Lieutenant General Pavel Alekseevich. Kurochkin

        	Vitebsk-Orsha
      


      
        	13th

        	Lieutenant General Petr Mikhailovich Filatov, Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitich Remezov on 8 July

        	Rogachev-Orsha
      


      
        	21st

        	Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko, Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov on 12 July, and Lieutenant General Mikhail Grigor’evich Efremov on 23 July

        	Rechitsa-Rogachev
      

    


    Second Echelon


    
      
        	Army

        	Commander

        	Sector
      


      
        	4th

        	Colonel Leonid Mikhailovich Sandalov

        	Withdrawing through 13th and 20th Armies
      


      
        	16th

        	Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin

        	Smolensk region
      

    


    Table 3. The Organization and Command Cadre of the Western Front on 10 July 1941 (rifle, cavalry, tank, and mechanized formations and units)


    Western Front – Marshal of the Soviet Union Semen Konstantinovich Timoshenko


    
      
        	•

        	4th Army – Colonel Leonid Mikhailovich Sandalov
      

    


    ♦ 28th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	6th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	42nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	55th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	143rd Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 47th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	121st Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	155th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	13th Army – Lieutenant General Petr Mikhailovich Filatov, Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitich Remezov on 8 July, Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko on 14 July, and Major General Konstantin Dmitrievich Golubev on 26 July
      

    


    ♦ 45th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	148th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	187th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 20th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	132nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	137th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	160th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 61st Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	53rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	110th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	172nd Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 4th Airborne Corps – Major General Aleksei Semenovich Zhadov


    
      
        	◊

        	7th Airborne Brigade
      


      
        	◊

        	8th Airborne Brigade
      

    


    ♦ 24th Rifle Division


    
      
        	♦

        	20th Mechanized Corps – Major General Andrei Grigor’evich Nikitin and Major General of Tank Forces Nikolai Denisovich Vedeneev on 13 July 1941
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	26th Tank Division – Major General Viktor Timofeevich Obukhov
      


      
        	◊

        	38th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Ivanovich Kapustin
      


      
        	◊

        	210th Motorized Division – Kombrig Feofan Agapovich Parkhomenko
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev
      

    


    ♦ 25th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	127th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	134th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	162nd Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 34th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	38th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	129th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	158th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd Mechanized Corps – Major General Mikhail Akimovich Miasnikov
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	48th Tank Division – Colonel Dmitri Iakovlevich Iakovlev
      


      
        	◊

        	51st Tank Division (to 31st Army on 10 July) – Colonel Grigorii Georgievich Chernov
      


      
        	◊

        	57th Tank Division (assigned on 10 July but never joined the corps) – Colonel Vasilii Aleksandrovich Mishulin
      


      
        	◊

        	220th Motorized Division – Major General Nikifor Gordeevich Khoruzhenko
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – Lieutenant General Pavel Alekseevich. Kurochkin
      

    


    ♦ 69th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	153rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	229th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	233rd Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 2nd Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	100th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	161st Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 18th Rifle Division


    ♦ 73rd Rifle Division


    ♦ 144th Rifle Division


    
      
        	♦

        	5th Mechanized Corps – Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	13th Tank Division – Colonel Fedor Ustinovich Grachev
      


      
        	◊

        	17th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Petrovich Korchagin
      


      
        	◊

        	109th Motorized Division – Colonel Nikolai Ivanovich Sidorenko
      

    


    ♦ 1st Motorized Division – Colonel Iakov Grigor’evich Kreizer


    
      
        	•

        	21st Army – Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko, Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov on 12 July, and Lieutenant General Mikhail Grigor’evich Efremov on 23 July.
      

    


    ♦ 63rd Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	61st Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	154th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	167th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 66th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	232nd Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 67th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	102nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	117th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	151st Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 75th Rifle Division


    
      
        	♦

        	25th Mechanized Corps – Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	50th Tank Division – Colonel Boris Sergeevich Bakharov
      


      
        	◊

        	55th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Mikhailovich Badanov
      


      
        	◊

        	219th Motorized Division – Major General Pavel Petrovich Korzun
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd Army – Lieutenant General Filipp Afanas’evich Ershakov
      

    


    ♦ 51st Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	98th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	112th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	170th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 62nd Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	174th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	179th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	186th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 50th Rifle Division


    ♦ 214th Rifle Division


    ♦ Separate tank battalion (48th Tank Division)


    
      
        	•

        	Front forces
      

    


    ♦ 44th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	17th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	64th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	108th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 49th Rifle Division


    ♦ 61st Fortified Region


    ♦ 62nd Fortified Region


    ♦ 63rd Fortified Region


    ♦ 65th Fortified Region


    ♦ 66th Fortified Region


    ♦ 68th Fortified Region


    
      
        	♦

        	7th Mechanized Corps – Major General Vasilii Ivanovich Vinogradov
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	14th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Vasil’ev
      


      
        	◊

        	18th Tank Division – Major General of Tank Forces Fedor Timofeevich Rezimov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	17th Mechanized Corps – Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	27th Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Osipovich Akhmanov
      


      
        	◊

        	36th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Zakharovich Miroshnikov
      


      
        	◊

        	209th Motorized Division – Colonel Aleksei Il’ich Murav’ev
      

    


    In accordance with the Soviet mobilization plan, which required the Red Army’s combined-arms armies be supported by mechanized corps, during the first half of July, the Stavka assigned six mechanized corps from the internal military districts to the Western Front to replace the mechanized corps destroyed during the border battles. These included 25th Mechanized Corps from the Khar’kov Military District, 23rd Mechanized Corps from the Orel Military District, 26th Mechanized Corps from the North Caucasus Military District (diverted from its initial assignment to the Southwestern Front), 27th Mechanized Corps from the Central Asian Military District, 5th Mechanized Corps from the Siberian Military District (also diverted from its initial assignment to the Southwestern Front), and 7th Mechanized Corps from the Moscow Military District. Ultimately, Timoshenko assigned 23rd Mechanized Corps to support 19th Army, 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps to support 20th Army, 25th Mechanized Corps to support 21st Army, 26th Mechanized Corps to support 24th Army, and 27th Mechanized Corps to support 28th Army. In addition, the Western Front included the remnants of two mechanized corps that survived the border battles, 17th Mechanized Corps, whose forces were allocated to 21st Army on 5 July, and 20th Mechanized Corps, which was later destroyed during the siege of Mogilev.


    See Table 4 and Appendix A


    
       
    


    Table 4. The Composition and Commanders of Mechanized Corps Supporting the Western Front in July 1941


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	5th Mechanized Corps (13th and 17th Tank and 109th Motorized Divisions) – Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko.
      


      
        	•

        	7th Mechanized Corps (14th and 18th Tank and 1st Motorized Divisions) – Major General Vasilii Ivanovich Vinogradov
      


      
        	•

        	17th Mechanized Corps (27th and 36th Tank and 209th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov
      


      
        	•

        	20th Mechanized Corps (26th and 38th Tank and 210th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Andrei Grigor’evich Nikitin and Major General of Tank Forces Nikolai Denisovich Vedeneev on 21 July 1941
      


      
        	•

        	23rd Mechanized Corps (48th and 51st Tank and 220th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Mikhail Akimovich Miasnikov
      


      
        	•

        	25th Mechanized Corps (50th and 55th Tank and 219th Motorized Divisions) – Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein
      


      
        	•

        	26th Mechanized Corps (52nd and 56th Tank and 103rd Motorized Divisions) – Major General Nikolai Iakovlevich Kirichenko
      


      
        	•

        	27th Mechanized Corps (9th and 53rd Tank and 221st Motorized Divisions) – Major General Ivan Efimovich Petrov
      

    


    
       
    


    
      
        
          Sources: Evgenii Drig, Mekhanizirovnnye korpusa RKKA v boiu: Istorii avtobronetankovykh voisk Krasnoi Armii v 1940-1941 godakh [The RKKA’s Mechanized Corps in Battle: A history of the auto-armored forces of the Red Army in 1940-1941] (Moscow: Transkniga, 2005), and Il’ia Moshchansky and Ivan Khokhlov, “Protivostoianie: Smolenskoe srazhenie, 10 iiulia-10 sentiabria 1941 goda, chast’ 1” [Confrontation: the Battle of Smolensk, 10 July-10 September 1941, part 1], in Voennaia letopis’ [Military chronicle], 3, 2003, 4-7.

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Stalin’s decision to commit Budenny’s reserve armies to combat in so hasty a fashion indicated just how desperate the Stavka had become in light of the Wehrmacht’s surprising and unanticipated offensive success. The commitment of Budenny’s reserve armies to action prematurely and in piecemeal manner demonstrated that Stalin had abandoned any hope of employing them as a unified strategic counteroffensive force. After releasing its strategic reserves to Timoshenko’s Western Front, the Stavka had no choice but to raise and field new reserve armies to restore depth to its strategic defenses. It did so between 5 and 10 July by accelerating its mobilization program and deploying fresh reserve armies into two defensive lines being constructed between Smolensk and Moscow.


    See Table 5.


    
       
    


    Table 5. The Organization and Command Cadre of the Stavka’s Reserves on 10 July 1941 (rifle, cavalry, tank, and mechanized formations and units)


    Stavka GK Reserves


    Group of Stavka Reserve Armies


    
      
        	•

        	24th Army – Major General Stepan Andrianovich Kalinin.
      

    


    ♦ 52nd Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	91st Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	133rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	166th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 53rd Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	19th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	107th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	178th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	248th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	26th Mechanized Corps – Major General Nikolai Iakovlevich Kirichenko.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	52nd Tank Division – Colonel Grigorii Mikhailovich Mikhailov.
      


      
        	◊

        	56th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Illarionov.
      


      
        	◊

        	103rd Motorized Division – Major General Grigorii Timofeevich Timofeev and Lieutenant Colonel V. P Sokolov on 22 July.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	28th Army – Lieutenant General Vladimir Iakovlevich Kachalov.
      

    


    ♦ 30th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	89th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	120th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	149th Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 33rd Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	145th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	217th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	222nd Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 27th Mechanized Corps – Major General Ivan Efimovich Petrov.


    
      
        	◊

        	9th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Gerasimovich Burkov.
      


      
        	◊

        	53rd Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Stepanovich Beloglazov.
      


      
        	◊

        	221st Motorized Division – Colonel Gersh Moiseevich Roitenberg.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	31st Army – Major General Vasilii Nikitich Dolmatov (Dalmatov in some sources).
      

    


    ♦ 244th Rifle Division


    ♦ 246th Rifle Division


    ♦ 247th Rifle Division


    ♦ 249th Rifle Division


    Separate Armies


    
      
        	•

        	3rd Army (headquarters) – Lieutenant General Vasilii Ivanovich Kuznetsov
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army – Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin
      

    


    ♦ 32nd Rifle Corps


    
      
        	◊

        	46th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	152nd Rifle Division
      

    


    ♦ 57th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Aleksandrovich Mishulin


    
      
        	•

        	Separate formations and units
      

    


    ♦ 119th Rifle Division


    ♦ 272nd Rifle Division


    ♦ 194th Mountain Rifle Division


    As it mobilized these new reserves, the Stavka concentrated 24th and 28th Armies, which had been the first two armies to be mobilized in wartime, into defensive positions in the Viaz’ma and Spas-Demensk regions east of Smolensk.12 Shortly thereafter, it raised 29th, 30th, 31st, 32nd, and 33rd Armies, which were formed using a nucleus of NKVD border-guards troops and people’s militia formations from the Moscow region, and ordered them to occupy defensive positions extending from Staraia Russa in the north southward to southeast of Viaz’ma. These armies formed a second defensive line protecting Moscow, behind the defenses established by 24th and 28th Armies.


    While the Stavka prudently mobilized additional armies and deployed them in new defensive lines to protect Moscow, persistent deployment problems and the chaos produced by the rapid German advance prevented Timoshenko’s Western Front from establishing a firm and coherent defense along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. Because of these problems, only 37 of Timoshenko’s 66 divisions succeeded in occupying their assigned defensive positions before the advancing German forces approached the two rivers, and only 24 of these divisions, with a total strength of roughly 275,000 men, 135 tanks, 2,116 guns, and 1,300 mortars, were able to man their first echelon defensive positions. Hence, discounting the Stavka’s reserves, when they arrived at the Dnepr River line, the forces of Bock’s Army Group Center outnumbered the Western Front’s defenders by more than 1.5 to 1 in infantry, 1.7 to 1 in artillery, and more than 7 to 1 in armor.13 However, subsequent Soviet commitment of all or parts of the reinforcing 5th, 7th, 23rd, 25th, 26th, and 27th Mechanized Corps, which fielded in excess of 2,000 armored vehicles, largely negated this initial German advantage.


    By the first week of July, all of the defending Soviet armies and divisions were already experiencing severe shortages in tanks, communications, antitank weapons, and anti-aircraft guns, and a nervous Stavka was juggling the senior commander cadre of these forces on almost a daily basis. Making matters worse, the Stavka’s hasty mobilization program accorded its newly-formed armies and divisions, as well as their officers and troops, precious little opportunity to prepare for battle. As a result, many officers and soldiers subsequently proved to be unreliable in combat.


    Still, often the advancing Germans had no knowledge of the existence of these forces until they bumped into them. The result was a series of poorly coordinated but intense struggles along the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and in and around Smolensk that lasted from early July through early September 1941, struggles that ultimately stopped the German forces in their tracks for the first time in the war.


    During the first week of July, while Army Group North’s Fourth Panzer Group was crossing the lower reaches of the Western Dvina River and advancing rapidly into Latvia, and Army Group South’s First Panzer Group was struggling to reach the western approaches to Kiev, Army Group Center’s Third and Second Panzer Groups raced forward virtually unimpeded to the western bank of the Dnepr River east of Minsk. Hoth’s panzer group marched on Polotsk and Vitebsk and Guderian’s on Bobruisk and Mogilev.


    Bock’s concept of the operation initially required his army group to liquidate the Belostok and Minsk pockets with Weichs’ Second and Strauss’s Ninth Armies and then disentangle the two armies and organize them into a second echelon to support the panzer groups’ thrust to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. Meanwhile, his army group’s main force and its spearheads, Kluge’s Fourth “Panzer” Army with its two panzer groups, were to jump off on 3 July “for the breakthrough toward Moscow.” Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, with Lemelsen’s XXXXVII and Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps advancing abreast from north to south, was to make the army group’s main effort in the south along the main highway via Borisov on the Berezina River to Smolensk, with his objectives on the high ground east of the town of Iartsevo, 50 kilometers east of Smolensk, and south of the city of El’nia, 80 kilometers southeast of Smolensk.


    Simultaneously, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, with Kuntzen’s LVII and Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps deployed from north to south, was to swing northeastward past the marshes along the Berezina River north of Borisov, cross the Western Dvina River at Polotsk and Vitebsk, and push forward to Beresnevo, Velizh, and the Iartsevo region with his main forces and further north to Nevel’ with a smaller element of his force. This offensive scheme, which projected the two panzer groups deeply forward along diverging axes, left the task of capturing the Vitebsk and Orsha land bridge to the infantry of Weichs’ Second and Strauss’s Ninth Armies, with the injunction they occupy this strategic sector as rapidly as they could by committing provisional motorized elements into the region as soon as possible.


    Although Bock’s operational concept was simple, and similar concepts had worked well before, as Colonel Günther Blumentritt, Kluge’s Chief of Staff, noted, this was a new and different kind of war. The “style of the campaign in the West,” the Ninth Army’s staff concluded, would be infinitely more difficult to maintain in Russia.14 In a prophetic letter to his ally, Mussolini, even Hitler had begun to recognize the awesome strength and vast resources of the Soviet Union and the fanatical heroism of the Russian soldier, and concluded had he postponed his attack any longer, “We would have lost the war.”15 As if with one voice, those closest to the action along the fighting front would frequently comment on the rigors of the terrain and weather and the vast endlessness of Russia.


    Therefore, a feeling of apprehension, if not outright foreboding, tempered the euphoria produced by the Wehrmacht’s initial victories. Yet the sheer magnitude of these victories misled even the sober and pedantic Halder, who went on record with the oft-quoted statement that the Army’s objective of destroying the bulk of the Red Army west of the Dvina-Dnepr line had been accomplished, and the adversary would no longer be in a position to interfere decisively with the German operation. Halder, however, was still disturbed about the wide-open spaces of Russia and the tenacity of her soldiers, obstacles he was certain would require many more weeks of intense battle to overcome, as he wrote on 3 July, “The sheer geographical vastness of the country and the stubbornness of the resistance, which is carried on by all means, will claim our efforts for many more weeks to come.”16 Conditioned to winning with a proven procedure, and reassured by past successes, senior German leaders still sensed a strange new phenomenon, only vaguely defined, which might upset the most carefully prepared plans.


    This feeling of unease was most pronounced in the logistical realm. Although the Wehrmacht had yet to encounter any serious logistical problems, it was already clear that the army’s lines of communication were rapidly lengthening, and the rail and road network was deteriorating markedly the further its forces advanced into the depths of the prewar Soviet Union. Accustomed to European standards where a field army could expect to control at least one double-tracked rail line, when it lunged into the Soviet Union, Army Group Center found it had to depend on just one main rail line to support its three armies and two panzer groups. Despite working around the clock, by 1 July its railroad engineers managed to restore the Brest-Minsk line only as far as Baranovichi, a distance of 300 kilometers, with one track operational on German gauge and the other on wider Russian gauge. Laboring feverishly, the engineers were able to push the latter to Stolbtsy on 3 July and Minsk a day later.17 Simultaneously, they also restored the tracks of the trunk line from Grodno to Molodechno, which would eventually serve Ninth Army and Third Panzer Group.


    These railroad lines were especially vital for the transport of essential fuel supplies, without which the panzer groups could not advance, since the panzers were consuming fuel at a far greater rate than the OKH anticipated, largely because of the terrible road conditions. Thus, while the OKH estimated the army in the East would consume 9,000 cubic meters or 2,621,049 gallons of fuel per day, by early July the actual figure was 11,500 cubic meters daily or 3,348,800 gallons. Therefore, instead of 22-tank car trains per day of fuel, now 28 would be needed. Complicating the work of logistical planners, the German forces would have to use their own tank cars because the Soviets had evacuated or destroyed most of their rolling stock. During the first phase of the campaign, the panzers had managed to sustain their march because they captured large Soviet fuel depots, which provided about one third of their daily needs.18 By the end of the first week of July, the OKH reckoned Army Group Center would need 21 supply trains per day, one third of which would have to carry fuel. However, the OKH was confident it could accomplish this objective if it established forward supply bases centered on Minsk, Molodechno, and Slutsk, with 73,000 tons of supplies, equal to one basic load of ammunition and five days of fuel and rations.19


    A more serious problem logisticians had to face was the high attrition rate experienced by tanks and the necessity of replacing those lost in the field. Added to the 85 tanks in the German Army’s tank parks in Germany on 1 July, the 210 tanks German industry planned to manufacture by month’s end was not sufficient to replace the projected loses of a single panzer group, much less four such groups. Underscoring the seriousness of this problem, Third Panzer Group, which began the campaign with 985 tanks, lost 154 tanks (15.6 percent) by 9 July, while another 264 tanks (26.8 percent) required major repairs.20 The attrition rate for motorized vehicles was similar or even worse. Nor would these problems go away or be alleviated in the future because the army’s maintenance system required all major repairs and reconditioning be accomplished at manufacturing plants in Germany proper. Therefore, while the army group could supply parts to its panzer forces, it had no facilities whatsoever for handling actual repairs. Worse still, shipping severely disabled tanks and vehicles to Germany and back placed additional demands on an already overburdened and inadequate rail system.21


    As far as aircraft losses were concerned, the Luftwaffe lost 491 aircraft, including 124 fighters, 196 bombers, and 171 others in the East by 5 July, while 316 aircraft, including 110 fighters, 119 bombers, and 87 others were damaged. Thus the Luftwaffe was operating at about 70 percent effective strength, with 1,933 aircraft compared to the 2,740 it fielded when the campaign began.22 Slightly more than one half of these aircraft were concentrated in Army Group Center’s sector.


    Personnel losses, which were more modest, amounted to about 54,000 soldiers or 2.15 percent of the two and one half million soldiers in the East on 3 July, slightly higher than in the equivalent period of the French campaign. Surprisingly, however, another 54,000 soldiers were also reported sick. Although these figures were low, officer casualties, totaling about 12 percent, of which 6.6 percent were killed in action, were more serious and still rising.23


    Pacification of his rear also began to worry Bock as early as 1 July. Although the Germans used the term “partisans” in their documents even before Stalin called for the formation of a partisan movement behind the German lines in a 3 July address, individually or in small groups, thousands of Red Army soldiers were roaming around no-man’s land through which the panzers had advanced too rapidly to round them up. Since the follow-on infantry still lagged far behind the panzer spearheads and had not yet cleared the bypassed regions, numerous bands of stragglers, some still armed, struggled eastward, disrupting German supply lines and impeding operations. Because the three security divisions the OHK allocated to Army Group Center to police the rear area were not sufficient to fulfill this task, Bock and the OKH had to divert regular divisions temporarily to perform this function.


    To ease Bock’s security concerns, the OKH finally provided him with a staff to form a headquarters of the Command of the Army Rear Area and, to assist with the civilian administration, a liaison officer to Reich Minister Alfred Rosenberg’s staff. However, as Bock soon learned, Belorussia was a poor and agriculturally unproductive area, a situation exacerbated by the terrible effects of war. This reality, plus the virtual administrative vacuum, would make it virtually impossible to feed, house, and protect the civilian population adequately and, in turn, would undermine Bock’s pacification efforts.24


    More serious still was the crisis of confidence between Hitler and his OKW staff, on the one hand, and Brauchitsch, Halder, and OKH, on the other. Since senior political and military leaders frequently held basically incompatible and diverging views, the resulting disagreements generated deep-seated mutual distrust between the two groups. At one extreme, as German Führer, Hitler believed he was personally responsible for the conduct of the war and military operations and acted accordingly. As his experience and successes mounted, he took an ever more active role in strategic, operational, and even tactical decision-making, which the OKH and the generals considered as their own prerogative. Given the clear distinction between what the General Staff termed mission-type instructions [Weisungen] and direct orders [Befehle], to senior officers Hitler’s interference ranged from simple meddling to outright interference. However, as long as successes quickly followed, the generals swallowed their pride and forgave and forgot this interference, since the results seemed to vindicate the means. Although this attitude persisted during the Wehrmacht’s successful Blitzkrieg campaigns, the situation would soon change, and, when it did, the general officer corps would become far less tolerant of Hitler’s interference.


    The changing nature of the Wehrmacht’s officer corps tended to exacerbate the growing tension between Hitler and his senior military leaders. In his euphoria after the fall of France, Hitler promoted too many generals to higher ranks and showered them with decorations. In the case of the rank of Field Marshal (Generalfeldmarschall), for example, the proliferation in their numbers cheapened this once august position and left the incumbents with little further incentive. Like Brauchitsch, whom Hitler had made beholden to him through extravagant gifts, the Führer sought to purchase the loyalty of many senior officers, even those who had declined to join the Nazi Party. Conversely, their eagerness to please him and accept these rewards only increased Hitler’s contempt for these senior generals, who he regarded as politically inept, short sighted, ideologically unreliable, and militarily bungling fools, who almost always gave him poor advice.25


    Brauchitsch increasingly became the butt of Hitler’s scorn, since Halder, who was unable to cope with Hitler, used Brauchitsch as his spokesman, even though the army’s commander in chief was not forceful enough to plead his case and invariably caved in when Hitler applied pressure or persuasion. As a result, while Halder vented his frustration in the pages of his diary, he also sought and found other ways of circumventing Hitler’s instructions, all the while dangerously underestimating the dictator’s intelligence and determination. For his part, Hitler, who had hand picked Halder to replace his predecessor, Colonel General Ludwig Beck, grew increasingly wary of Halder’s machinations, although the antagonism between Hitler and Halder remained invisible at this stage of the war, largely because the two contestants were not in daily contact. Although Hitler often went out of his way to please Halder, as he did when he visited him to celebrate his 57th birthday on 30 June, through it all, Halder was playing a dangerous game of cat and mouse.26.


    An incident that occurred on 29 June illustrated just how this game played out. Prior to this date, Hitler had consistently demanded Bock restrain his panzer groups until he cleared the Minsk pocket. Caught in between Hitler’s instructions and the wishes of his field commanders, Brauchitsch conveyed Hitler’s instructions to Bock, but then relented, permitting Guderian to conduct a reconnaissance-in-force toward Bobruisk on the Berezina River, if only to secure the army group’s flanks. Upset by this half measure, Halder, who had quietly encouraged Bock to advance forward in full force, principally with Guderian’s panzers, confided to his diary:


    
      
        
          Guderian, however, quite soundly from then operational point of view, is advancing on Bobruysk with two armored divisions and is reconnoitering in the direction of the Dnieper; he certainly does that not just to cover his flank, but indeed in order to cross the Dnieper as soon as there is an opportunity to do so. Were he not to do that, he would be making a grave mistake. I hope that he will take the Dnieper bridges at Rogachev and Mogilev still today, which would open for him the road to Smolensk and from there to Moscow. This is the only way right off to get around the dry gap [land bridge] between the Dnieper and Dvina, now fortified by the Russians, and so block the way to Moscow for the enemy forces in the gap. Let us hope that the CGs of corps and armies will do the right thing even without express orders, which we are not allowed to issue because of the Führer’s instructions to ObdH [Commander-in-Chief].27

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Lacking clear directives at a time when intermediate headquarters often did not know exactly what they were supposed to accomplish, Guderian, and to a lesser degree Hoth, simply interpreted their orders to suit their own conceptions. Exacerbating this problem, extremely poor signal communications often prevented the higher headquarters from determining precisely what was going on. For example, while Guderian was in the midst of his reconnaissance-in-force, Kluge assumed command over his panzer group at midnight on 2-3 July but had no communications with either panzer group. Kluge received his first report from Guderian at 1030 hours on 3 July and from Hoth’s panzer group three hours later, and communications between Bock and Kluge were also intermittent. Although these commanders attempted to exchange liaison officers delivered by light Fieseler Storch aircraft, the severe thunderstorms blocking radio communications also frequently prevented these aircraft from reaching their destinations.28 As a result, when Kluge conferred with Brauchitsch on 4 July, the former was unable to brief the latter on the status of Hoth’s motorized corps. Instead, having just received news of Hoth’s progress from his own liaison officers, Brauchitsch obligingly supplied Kluge the information.


    Following the tradition of the Great General Staff during the First World War, when preparing its estimates, proposals, and operational plans, the OKH also relied on first-hand, up-to-date, and independent information from other sources to supplement the reports it received through the chain of command. For example, while surveying the personnel and material status of panzer units subordinate to Guderian’s Second Panzer Group during mid-July, Major Claus Schenck Count von Stauffenberg determined communications between Kluge’s Fourth Army and Guderian’s panzer group were non-existent, those between Kluge and Hoth’s panzer group were poor, and a similar situation prevailed within Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, which was frequently out of contact with its XXIV Motorized Corps.29


    Nevertheless, in Bock’s words, Army Group Center was off to a running start in the race for the Western Dvina and Dnepr River crossings. Despite Hitler’s objections, the lack of an orderly concentration and regrouping, the absence of established forward supply bases, and the battles still raging on west of Minsk, with Bock’s approval, Guderian and Hoth were eager and willing to resume their drive. In short, all three commanders considered these risks necessary if Army Group Center was to achieve its objectives before the Red Army was able to reorganize its defenses.


    The Stavka’s and Western Front’s Dilemmas


    As Bock was preparing to launch the second phase of his offensive, the Stavka and its shattered Western Front were frantically making every effort to halt Bock’s juggernaut. Coming as it did on the heels of a full week of confusion and disintegration, the fall of Minsk on 28 June shocked the Stavka and threw Stalin into a rage. After recalling chief of the General Staff Zhukov from the Southwestern Front only two days earlier, Stalin immediately shook up his command and control organs along the Western axis. First, a wrathful Stalin relieved Pavlov and many of his senior staff officers and replaced the disgraced front commander with Colonel General Andrei Ivanovich Eremenko, a general who had earned a reputation as a genuine “fighter.” Soon after, Stalin arrested the relieved officers and had them tried, convicted, and shot for incompetence and malfeasance, the first of many to suffer, some innocently, for failures often not of their making.30


    When Eremenko arrived at his new headquarters at Mogilev on the morning of 29 June, he was briefed by Defense Commissar Timoshenko and found Voroshilov and Shaposhnikov already there as Stavka observers. Soon they were joined by Lieutenant General German Kapitonovich Malandin, the Stavka’s chief of operations, who would later became the chief of staff of the Main Command of the Western Direction (or more commonly the Main Western Direction Command), and Panteleimon Kondrat’evich Ponomarenko, the First Secretary of the Belorussian Communist Party, who, with Voroshilov, would later be responsible for organizing partisan and sabotage groups in the Germans’ rear. Together with Eremenko, the assembled senior officers began the impossible task of halting the German advance, hopefully west of the Dnepr River.31


    Eremenko’s severely damaged front had precious few units remaining with which to make a stand along the Berezina River. Late on 1 July, he ordered Filatov’s 13th Army, whose original orders were to save Minsk but whose army had been decimated while defending the city, to fall back to the Berezina River and hold firm to the sector between the towns of Kholkolnitza, Borisov, and Brodets, while remnants of Korobkov’s 4th Army, which tried but failed to defend the Slutsk region against Guderian’s panzers, were to occupy a line extending from Brodets southward along the Berezina through the town of Svisloch’ to the city of Bobruisk. By this time, Korobkov’s entire army was equivalent in strength to a single rifle division, its 14th Mechanized Corps numbered 1,825 men and 2 T-26 tanks, and the corps’ 22nd Tank Division had 450 fighters.32


    Thus, the defense of Borisov and Bobruisk was vital to the success of Eremenko’s initial plan. In addition to Filatov’s 13th Army and Korobkov’s 4th Army, both of which had suffered heavy losses in the withdrawal to the Berezina River and were no longer combat effective, the only fully combat-ready force Eremenko had at his disposal was Colonel Iakob Grigor’evich Kreizer’s elite 1st Moscow Motorized Division from Major General Vasilii Ivanovich Vinogradov’s 7th Mechanized Corps, which was being rushed forward to Borisov from the Moscow Military District. Kreizer’s division, the most famous formation in the Red Army, fielded two motorized rifle and one tank regiment and a full complement of supporting subunits and was at full strength, with 229 tanks, although only 24 of them were new KV and T-34 models. However, since Guderian’s forces had already crossed the Berezina River at Borisov and Svisloch’ on 29 and 30 June and at Bobruisk early on 2 July, Eremenko’s defense line along the river was already untenable.


    The Stavka had already taken measures of its own to shore up its defenses along the western axis. For example, in the wake of its failure to halt the German offensive at Minsk, late on 28 June, it ordered Lieutenant General Vladimir Iakovlevich Kachalov’s 28th Army, with Petrov’s 27th Mechanized Corps, to occupy defenses southeast of Viaz’ma, and Major General Stepan Andrianovich Kalinin’s 24th Army, with Major General M. A. Miasnikov’s 23rd and Kirichenko’s 26th Mechanized Corps, to do likewise east and northeast of Viaz’ma. Both armies were “to prepare [defensive] lines” and “a 20-30 kilometer belt of obstacles forward manned by forward detachments.”33 The next day, the Stavka formed its new Group of Reserve Armies under NKVD Lieutenant General Ivan Aleksandrovich Bogdanov, which would ultimately consist of 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd Armies, and ordered the four armies to prepare defenses along the Western Dvina and Dnepr River lines in Eremenko’s rear area.34


    Specifically, on 1 July the Stavka ordered Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko’s 21st Army, which was deploying forward from the Volga Military District, to take control of the remnants of Korobkov’s 4th Army, which was still fighting in the Bobruisk region, withdraw it for rest and refitting, and man new defenses along the Dnepr River in the vicinity of Rogachev and Zhlobin.35 By this time, Korobkov’s army numbered only 7,000 men, 42 guns, 3 armored cars, and 1 T-38 tank.36 The next day, the Stavka ordered Lieutenant General Filipp Afanas’evich Ershakov’s 22nd Army to occupy defenses protecting the approaches to Vitebsk, and Filatov’s 20th Army, whose commander would be replaced by Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitich Remezov, to do likewise on the approaches to Orsha.37


    At the height of this crisis, on 2 July Stalin assigned 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd Armies to the Western Front and appointed Timoshenko to command the front, with Eremenko and Budenny as his deputies. After a brief telephone conversation with Timoshenko on 2 July, Stalin was alarmed enough about the situation to assign his front Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin’s 16th Army, which initially consisted of two rifle divisions subordinate to 32nd Rifle Corps and Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko’s fresh 5th Mechanized Corps. Then only 46 years old, almost 20 years younger than Bock, Timoshenko’s legendary fame and close ties with Stalin, his prestige as Defense Minister and senior Marshal of the Soviet Union, and his acknowledged pragmatism and ruthlessness combined to give his crumbling Western Front a distinct psychological boost. Even the Germans showed high regard, bordering on admiration, for Timoshenko. For example, while pointing out he was an admirer of German efficiency and military traditions, a German intelligence report gave Timoshenko high marks as an innovator and protagonist for the modernization of the Soviet Army and credited him for his soldierly bearing, his straight-forwardness, common sense, personal bravery, modesty, and sense of humor. In short, among the many Soviet senior officers, the Germans considered Timoshenko as the toughest and most capable, a judgment that the Battle for Smolensk would prove to be true.38


    As of 2 July, Timoshenko’s orders from the Stavka were to “defend staunchly” the Western Dvina-Dnepr line, including the Vitebsk-Orsha-Smolensk land bridge, with seven armies, five of which the Stavka released to him from Budenny’s former reserve command. On Timoshenko’ right wing in the north, Ershakov’s 22nd Army, which had mobilized in the Ural Military District and was deploying to the Polotsk region with two rifle corps and six rifle divisions, was to defend the sector from Sebezh southward to the Western Dvina River and south along the river from north of Polotsk to Beshenkovichi, with its 51st Rifle Corps defending the Sebezh Fortified Region and its 62nd Rifle Corps the Polotsk Fortified Region. On Ershakov’s left, Remezov’s 20th Army, which was formed in the Orel Military District and consisted of 61st and 69th Rifle Corps and 18th Rifle Division, was to defend the sector of the land bridge from Beshenkovichi (southwest of Vitebsk) southward to Shklov, 30 kilometers south of Orsha. In addition, the Stavka assigned Vinogradov’s 7th and Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps, the former with 974 tanks, including 7 KV and 10 T-34 models, and the latter with 571 tanks, including 34 KV-1 and KV-2 and 29 T-34 models, to Remezov’s army.39


    At the junction of Ershakov’s and Remezov’s armies but to the rear, Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev’s 19th Army, which consisted of 25th and 34th Rifle Corps, 38th Rifle Division, and Major General Nikolai Iakovlevich Kirichenko’s 26th Mechanized Corps, regrouped northward from the Kiev region on 2 July, was to defend the Vitebsk region and back up the 22nd and 20th Armies. Kirichenko’s mechanized corps, which had been formed in the North Caucasus Military District and was originally earmarked to reinforce Kirponos’s Southwestern Front, initially consisted of about 200 tanks but received some reinforcements while en route to its new assembly area. Finally, on Timoshenko’s left wing in the south, Gerasimenko’s 21st Army, which included the 63rd and 66th Rifle Corps and Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein’s 25th Mechanized Corps, with 164 older model tanks but would be reinforced by 64 T-34s by 13 July, was to man the sector from Rogachev southward to Rechitsa, 60 kilometers west of Gomel’ and 40 kilometers south of the confluence of the Berezina and Dnepr Rivers, backed up by the remnants of Korobkov’s 4th and Filatov’s 13th Armies, which were to fall back from the Bobruisk region and regroup and refit their forces along the Sozh River in Gerasimenko’s rear. Timoshenko intended to keep Lukin’s 16th Army, which had been transferred first from the Trans-Baikal to Kirponos’s Southwestern Front and after 2 July to his Western Front, in his reserve in the Smolensk region.


    On 2 July, German intelligence estimated the first echelon of Timoshenko’s forces included roughly 24 divisions of various types. However, as indicated above, including the remnants of the largely destroyed 3rd, 4th, and 10th Armies, Timoshenko’s front actually fielded a total of 37 divisions along or forward of the Dnepr River, 24 of which were at 30-50 percent strength, and another 44 divisions either in position along the river or deploying forward into concentration regions between the Dnepr and Smolensk. Overall, including the reserve armies, this force numbered well over half a million men and more than 2,000 tanks.40 However, while only three of his reserve armies, 22nd, 20th, and 21st, were more or less in place when Kluge’s Fourth Army struck on 2 July, two more, 4th and 13th, had already been badly mauled, and the remaining two, 16th and 19th, literally had to fight their way through aerial bombardments as they disembarked from their troop trains and moved into their assembly areas. In the midst of this chaotic situation, Stalin relieved Korobkov from command of 4th Army, executed him for treason, and replaced him with Colonel Leonid Mikhailovich Sandalov in early July. Finally, as the Germans resumed their assaults, without counting the fresh 5th and entire 7th Mechanized Corps, which initially fielded 1,774 tanks, including 41 KV’s and 39 T-34’s, and the remaining mechanized corps subordinate to his reserve armies, Timoshenko had 135 tanks, 3,800 guns and mortars, and fewer than 40 aircraft supporting his defenses.


    In addition to severe shortages of antitank and antiaircraft guns, Timoshenko’s front also suffered from the hurried commitment of his fresh reserves along a defense line of more than 300 kilometers, inexperienced leadership at all levels of command, inadequate and disorganized communications and logistics, and the unrelenting pressure and interference from Stalin, which only added to its difficulties.41 Nevertheless, contrary to official postwar accounts, the strength and quantity of his ground forces exceeded that of Kluge’s attacking Fourth “Panzer” Army. However, while Guderian’s and Hoth’s panzer groups fielded 16 and one half divisions to the Soviet’s 37, the Germans did have a marked edge in tanks and more than twice the air support Timoshenko could muster.42 At the same time, the Soviets had the added advantage of falling back on their supply installations, while the German lines of communication were stretched far beyond customary and tolerable limits.


    Army Group Center’s Advance to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, 2-6 July


    Plans and Realities


    Bock’s initial target, the ancient walled city of Smolensk on the upper Dnepr River, was a historical symbol for all Russians. A vital crossroads contested by Poles and Lithuanians during the middle ages, the Russians had finally captured the city during the Seventeenth Century, and Peter the Great had employed Smolensk as a base of operations against Sweden’s Charles XII. By the time Napoleon’s Grande Armée seized the city in August 1812, European armies had repeatedly traced and retraced a bloody trail leading through it to Moscow. However, since crossing the Western Dvina-Dnepr line was Army Group Center’s principal initial objective during Operation Barbarossa, and Smolensk was at the point of its arrowhead aimed at Moscow via the Vitebsk-Orsha-Smolensk “land bridge,” this city was truly was the gateway to Moscow. Aware of the mortal danger to the capital if Smolensk was lost once again, Stalin was equally determined to hold it at all cost. As a result, the two-month long struggle for Smolensk would become far more significant than the fate of the city itself. In fact, the battles for Smolensk would largely decide the fate of Operation Barbarossa as a whole.


    From Bock’s perspective, the historic river of birches, the Berezina, was the chief obstacle on his path to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. While its headwaters, which drained a 400-square kilometer swampy region between Lepel’ and Borisov, was in the path of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, its central and southern reaches, which widened to up to 165 meters as it meandered southward 137 kilometers from Borisov to Bobruisk and had extensive swampy marshes along its eastern bank, formed a significant obstacle for Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. Since it required bridges up to 546 meters long to cross the river south of Borisov, the steel railroad bridges and other wooden bridges at Borisov, Svisloch’, and Bobruisk were critical for Guderian’s advance.43


    Only days before Kluge’s expanded Fourth “Panzer” Army assumed control over Third and Second Panzer Groups, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps from Hoth’s panzer group lunged toward the Berezina along the only decent road running from Minsk to Bobruisk, Model’s 3rd Panzer Division captured a bridgehead at Bobruisk from 47th Rifle Corps and a detachment of the Bobruisk Tractor School on 29 June, and the next day Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division captured the railroad bridge at Svisloch’ from 8th Airborne Brigade of Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps. In the process, the advancing panzers cut off the same corps’ 212th Airborne Brigade and most of A. G. Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps, whose force of less than 93 older model tanks had been attempting to thwart Guderian’s advance.


    Thus, by beginning his operations surreptitiously under the guise of a reconnaissance-in-force, against Hitler’s wishes but with Bock’s and Halder’s encouragement, Guderian had initiated the race to the Dnepr River, if only on Army Group Center’s southern wing. However, midst the confusion of the encirclement battles at Belostok and Minsk, which mixed up their forces and delayed their second echelon divisions and supply columns, neither Bock and Kluge nor Hoth and Guderian were able to form a clear picture of their subordinate units’ dispositions. Therefore, Hoth and Guderian decided to meet at Hoth’s headquarters at Krevo, 40 kilometers west of Molodechno, on 30 June to discuss the situation and coordinate the upcoming operations in a face-to-face meeting made all the more important since, in the absence of clear direction from the top, the two panzer group commanders were more or less left to their own devices.44


    During his flight to Krevo, Guderian conducted an aerial inspection of the densely wooded Belostok and Minsk pockets and concluded there were no significant Soviet troop concentrations in these regions. Therefore, contrary to Bock’s and Kluge’s views, there was no danger of a Soviet breakout toward the southeast. When the ensuing discussions revealed Guderian had allocated too few of his forces to contain the Minsk pocket and was instead using most of his forces to advance eastward, Hoth, even though he had two motorized corps to Guderian’s three, agreed to extend his lines into Guderian’s assigned sector south of Minsk. Furthermore, since this forced Hoth to employ all of his panzer group’s divisions except Funck’s 7th Panzer Division to close the encirclement ring and since of the infantry corps of Strauss’s Ninth Army were advancing too slowly to relieve Hoth’s panzers, Hoth was unable to follow Guderian’s example, despite Bock’s urgent request he at least capture Borisov.


    As a result, Guderian offered to send Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division from Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ eastward from Minsk to capture Borisov, thus relieving Hoth’s 7th Panzer Division of this mission. When Guderian did so on 1 July, Hoth regrouped Funck’s 7th Panzer Division toward Zembin, 16 kilometers north of Borisov. Thus, since Guderian’s forces had a 48-hour head start for their advance to the east, Hoth’s main forces required at least that long to regroup and begin their march toward the Dvina River crossings at Vitebsk and Polotsk. When Hoth was able to do so, Army Group North’s Fourth Panzer Group was to support him with a simultaneous advance toward Opochka and Ostrov on the Velikaia River.


    Meanwhile, the infantry of Strauss’s Ninth and Weichs’ Second Armies, which were engaged in a time-consuming fight with Soviet forces encircled west of Minsk, up to 242 kilometers to the rear of his panzer spearheads, were struggling to fulfill their dual missions to relieve the panzer units around the encirclement ring. At the same time, they were also attempting to close the ever-widening gap between their divisions and the advancing panzer divisions. Complicating their task, because the panzer group’s armor had exclusive rights to the few good highways, their infantry had to seek out and employ only secondary roads and trails. Only after the two armies finally liquidated the smaller Belostok encirclement on 30 June were their first infantry corps able to begin moving eastward to catch up with Hoth’s and Guderian’s armor.


    This “catch-up effort” required the two armies’ infantry columns to move eastward by forced march through oppressive and nearly tropical heat and suffocating clouds of dust. Advancing relentlessly to overtake the panzers, the worn out and overburdened men and horses trudged along the dreary, deeply rutted trails that passed for roads. As the soldiers and officers described it, this march was a bone-crushing but necessary effort.45 Experiencing first hand the monotony of the land stretching endlessly to the east, Major General Lothar Rendulic, a division commander who rose to army group command later in the war, recorded his Landsers impressions as they struggled through the vast oppressiveness of Belorussia. A poor region whose sandy soil produced only marginal crops of oats and potatoes, the area was strewn with patches of heavy woods punctuated by villages made up of wooden or adobe houses with thatched roofs and brick schools and government buildings. Unable to escape from clouds of mosquitoes breeding in the swamps adjacent to every river, lake, and stream, the soldiers were plagued by their assaults, particularly at sunset and at night, as well as by the teaming vermin in the houses of every village. Marching in column along side roads, the infantry divisions stretched for a distance of up to 32 kilometers, and it took up to 24 hours to cross major rivers, even without enemy interference:


    
      
        
          Continuously, the troops marched in thick clouds of dust that rose beyond the rooftops of houses, from the powder surfaced road, suspended, trapped by the walls of trees of the forest on either side of the road, which blocked any movement of air. Soon the trees themselves were covered by a grayish-white layer, leaving no trace of green. Faces were masked by the heavy coating of dust, distorted to the point of non-recognition.46

        

      

    


    
       
    


    One of the most serious problems for the infantrymen was the lack of water since, although the shallow wells in the villages sustained the local population, they were wholly inadequate to quench the thirst of a million and a half men and hundreds of thousands of horses. Nor was the water safe to drink without first boiling it and then purifying it with chlorine. While the intense heat forced the soldiers to march and fight bare-chested, nature provided some relief during thunderstorms, when the troops could bathe, and the lakes permitted them to swim. Although he decried the lack of lightweight safari shirts, which at the time were supplied only to the Afrika Korps, Hoth was also concerned lest such laxity in attire adversely affect unit discipline.47


    While the bulk of Bock’s two panzer groups finally began their general offensive on 2 July, the advance was neither well organized nor controlled because Kluge did not assume full command of the panzer groups until a day later, and, when he did, he had difficulty determining their exact locations. Although Bock had ordered the two panzer groups to begin their attack on 1 July, he then spent additional time arguing with Brauchitsch, and indirectly with Hitler through Halder, to prevent Hitler from halting his armor. Bock finally won his case, however, only by stating flatly it would be irresponsible to reverse orders already issued.48


    Hoth’s Advance


    To the north, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group was supposed to cross the Western Dvina River at Polotsk with Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps and at Vitebsk with Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps and then press on toward the town of Rudnia with Kuntzen’s corps and north past Smolensk toward Iartsevo with Schmidt’s corps. Leaving 12th Panzer and 14th and 20th Motorized Divisions behind to complete the reduction of the Minsk encirclement, Hoth’s panzer group would thus head toward the Western Dvina River with four divisions, LVII Corps’ 19th Panzer and 18th Motorized toward Polotsk and XXXIX Corps’ 7th and 20th Panzer toward Vitebsk. Hoth accepted the risks involved in attacking objectives 160 kilometers apart, thereby forsaking mutual support between his two corps, because he expected to encounter little or no Soviet resistance in his sector. This was so because Army Group North’s Fourth Panzer Group, which had already had broken through the Soviets’ defenses along the Western Dvina River to the north, was also resuming its advance toward Opochka on 2 July. Hoth also chose to advance across a broad front rather than conducting concentric attacks because this would exploit the road net more flexibly and avoid the swamps and marshes along the upper Berezina River. This route also had the advantage of bypassing Lake Naroch’ and the adjacent cluster of lakes north of Molodechno.49 Above all, Hoth assumed the roads he planned to use would be trafficable, enemy resistance would be light, and the dry weather would persist.


    Hoth planned to spearhead XXXIX Motorized Corps’ drive to Vitebsk with Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, the same division that had led his spectacular advance north of Smolensk only the week before. After capturing Smolevichi astride the main highway from Minsk to Borisov on 26 June and fighting off fierce Soviet counterattacks while temporarily cut off for several days, in accordance with Hoth’s agreement with Guderian on 30 June, Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division relieved Funck’s division on 1 July and pushed on to capture Borisov by late on 2 July. Meanwhile, still in the vanguard of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps, Funck’s panzers swept northward to seize a crossing over the Berezina east of Zembin, 24 kilometers north of Borisov.


    However, as luck would have it, all three of Hoth’s assumptions proved incorrect, first and foremost, in Schmidt’s sector of advance. Beginning on 2 July and throughout the next six days, Hoth’s forces were plagued by heavy thunderstorms, which turned the dusty roads and trails in the region into morasses. This incessant rain, plus the terrain with its seemingly endless succession of river courses, lakes, and swamps, which proved unexpectedly difficult to negotiate, suddenly slowed the forward progress of both 7th Panzer Division and its neighbor to the north, Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division. Worse still, once Hoth’s panzer corps began its advance, to its surprise, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps soon encountered the fresh Soviet 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps, backed up by elements of 20th Army, and Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps encountered 22nd Army’s prepared defenses when it reached the Western Dvina River.


    Therefore, at least in XXXIX Motorized Corps’ sector, the halcyon days of the French campaign, when 7th Panzer Division had “Rommeled” across northern France at a rate of up to 320 kilometers a day, were clearly over. Instead of capturing Vitebsk in a lightening raid, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division spent more than two days crossing the Berezina River north of Borisov and reaching Lepel’, a distance of only 73 kilometers. Making matter worse, when it reached the vicinity of Lepel’, 7th Panzer Division was not organized to continue a rapid advance because its forces were strung out along a single poor road, which was littered with vehicles mired in the mud. Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division, which was advancing in tandem with 7th Panzer, was unable to move forward because it was using the same road and had to cross the same bridge over the Essa River at Lepel’, the only one in the region. Hoth noted with displeasure the sloppy staff work and the failure of proper advance road reconnaissance, which now jeopardized the panzer groups’ further advance.50


    Meanwhile, on Schmidt’s left flank, Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division, which was leading the advance of Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps, made much faster progress eastward from the Postavy region because it was advancing over a far better road. However, when Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division, which was advancing on Knobelsdorff’s right flank via the town of Glubokoe, encountered heavier defenses protecting the approaches to Polotsk, late on 2 July, Kuntzen regrouped 19th Panzer Division northward toward Disna, on the southern bank of the Western Dvina River, 45 kilometers west of Polotsk. After advancing over 190 kilometers in 24 hours, with effective support from VIII Air Corps’ Stukas, Knobelsdorff’s panzers seized a bridgehead over the Western Dvina at Disna from 22nd Army’s 51st Rifle Corps on 4 July.


    Meanwhile, after being thwarted in its attempts to cross the Western Dvina at Polotsk by strong Soviet resistance, Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division sent its main body to support Knobelsdorff’s panzers at Disna while it waited to be reinforced by Lieutenant General Heinrich Wosch’s 14th Motorized Division from Kuntzen’s corps, which was in the midst of a long march forward from Minsk. Thus, by nightfall on 6 July and for the next three days, Kuntzen’s forces were locked in fierce struggle with the forces of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, whose 51st Rifle Corps tried to destroy Knobelsdorff’s bridgehead at Disna and whose 62nd Rifle Corps held Herrlein’s panzer-grenadiers at bay opposite Polotsk. Kuntzen could do nothing more until his engineers succeeded in restoring a bridge across the river at Polotsk.


    Since Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps was fully occupied at and northwest of Polotsk, there was little it could do to assist the advance of its southern neighbor, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps. And beginning on 6 July, Schmidt’s corps, which suddenly found itself beset by strong Soviet armor forces, indeed required assistance. Realizing Hoth’s panzers would need infantry assistance from his Ninth Army, three days before, Strauss had ordered his V, VI, and XXIII Army Corps, which were completing their missions in the region west of Minsk, to prepare to follow Third Panzer Group to the Western Dvina River and to begin by sending advance parties ahead immediately. Although Strauss’s three corps did so on 3 July against practically no opposition, the lead elements of XXIII and VI Army Corps were not able to enter the fray along the Western Dvina until 7 July.51 By that time, however, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps was engulfed in intense combat along its entire front.


    Guderian’s Advance


    Largely because of his panzer group’s previous success, the advance by Guderian’s Second Panzer Group to the Dnepr River was far more disorganized and haphazard than Hoth’s. At day’s end on 1 July, 4th and 3rd Panzer Divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps were already across the Berezina at Svisloch’ and Bobruisk, and, having relieved 7th Panzer Division at Smolevichi, 18th Panzer Division of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps was approaching the Berezina River bridges at Borisov. The remainder of Lemelsen’s Corps (17th Panzer and 29th Motorized Divisions) was still engaged in liquidating the encirclement southwest of Minsk, and the divisions of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps were still far behind, strung out for 24 kilometers, as far west as Baranovichi. At this point, Guderian’s objective, the high ground at El’nia, was indeed a distant target.


    Along the Minsk-Smolensk highway, which was the most critical of Guderian’s axes of advance, although his 18th Panzer Division was able to move, Nehring thought his division was on a suicide mission. When his division reached Borisov late on 30 June, it encountered strongly fortified defenses manned by scattered remnants of Soviet 13th Army and the students of the Borisov Tank School equipped with several tanks under the command of Corps Commissar I. Z. Susaikov. Eremenko had personally instructed Susaikov to destroy the important road and railroad bridges before the Germans could capture them. As Nehring concentrated his division for a formal assault, he formed a kampfgruppe under Major Teege, which consisted of a tank battalion and elements of the division’s motorcycle and the reconnaissance battalions, supported by artillery and antiaircraft battalions, and ordered it to seize the bridges. Although the kampfgruppe failed to dislodge the Soviets from their shallow bridgehead on the west bank of the Berezina on its first try, when 52nd Infantry Regiment and additional panzers reached the scene the next morning, an infantry platoon worked its way through the Soviet’s defenses and stormed the road bridge, surprising its demolition crew before it could activate the fuses. Rolling across the bridge at noon, Kampfgruppe Teege captured Borisov during the afternoon.


    No doubt, 18th Panzer Division’s success was aided by confusion and contradictory orders emanating from the Soviet side. For example, within a period of 24 hours, Eremenko first ordered 13th Army to attack toward Rakov, 32 kilometers west of Minsk, which the Germans had captured two days earlier, and then to withdraw to Borisov, 73 kilometers east of Minsk. Yet, even in a state of disorganization, the Soviets proved to be formidable opponents, for the battle of Borisov had just begun.


    When Timoshenko replaced Eremenko on 2 July, the Stavka had already directed him to restore the situation at Borisov with Kreizer’s 1st Moscow Motorized Division, the lead element of Vinogradov’s 7th Mechanized Corps.52 The 7th Mechanized Corps had begun its odyssey two days before the German invasion, after which the corps first moved to the Kaluga and Tula region, then back to Moscow, where it joined the Stavka’s reserve, and finally to Gzhatsk. Thereafter, the corps moved to Viaz’ma, Iartsevo, and finally Smolensk. Although officially designated a motorized division in consonance with the mechanized corps’ table of organization [shtat], Kreizer’s division was motorized rifle.


    Late on 26 June, Remezov, who had just replaced the wounded Filatov as 13th Army’s commander, ordered Vinogradov to move Kreizer’s division west from Orsha toward Borisov, while the remainder of his corps defended positions stretching from Vitebsk southward to Orsha. Since 22nd, 20th, and 21st Armies were just moving into position under constant air attack, Remezov had only one division near Polotsk, no forces south of Orsha, and only remnants of his army and the local garrison at Borisov. In addition to causing rail and road congestion, the hurried forward deployment of 22nd, 20th, and 21st Armies was also depriving Remezov of tactical intelligence and other elementary information such as the location of ammunition depots.53


    Nor were the Germans, most of whose intelligence came from Luftwaffe reconnaissance patrols, which it conducted only during the day, and from radio intercepts, very well informed about Soviet troop movements. Since air reconnaissance patrols reported heavy road traffic along the Smolensk-Borisov highway and toward Mogilev and Rogachev, as well as heavy rail movements at Vitebsk, Orsha, Smolensk, and Roslavl’, the appearance of 1st Motorized Division did not come as a total surprise. In addition, shortly after noon on 3 July, the Germans intercepted a Soviet radio message ordering an armored attack against Berezino by 1530 hours. Guderian had just inspected the Borisov bridgehead, which Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division had expanded by pushing 24 kilometers beyond. After receiving this intelligence, Guderian personally alerted the defenders at Borisov and ordered Weber’s 17th Panzer Division, then at Minsk, to send a kampfgruppe to reinforce the Borisov bridgehead, which it did by nightfall on 3 July.54 Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe warned Nehring about seemingly endless columns of motorized infantry astride the main highway and a strong motorized column with more than 100 tanks, among them many heavy models not previously identified, advancing on Borisov. These included many KV-1 and KV-2 and T-34 tanks, the latter with 152mm guns weighing almost twice as much as the Panzer IV’s with their short 75mm guns.55


    Kreizer’s division began its assault against 18th Panzer Division’s defenses east of Borisov on 3 July, with his division’s 12th Tank Regiment and a company of KV tanks in the lead, protected on the flanks by his motorized regiments. Initially, the surprise attack with such powerful tanks produced consternation and terror in the Germans’ ranks. However, by employing superior radio communications and tactics, combined with the liberal use of 88mm antiaircraft guns firing armor-piercing ammunition and concentrated bombing attacks, Nehring’s division managed to blunt Kreizer’s assault, inflicting heavy losses on his tanks, but not without suffering serious losses of its own. According to exaggerated Soviet reports, Nehring lost half of his roughly 180 tanks and much of his panzer-grenadiers.56


    Although Eremenko later blamed the Soviet failure on Kreizer’s faulty tactics, rather than their equipment or lack of fighting spirit, fighting in utter isolation and without air support was the principal reason for his defeat. However, the Germans noted that Kreizer split up his tank force into smallish groups, intermixing light tanks with medium T-34s and the KV’s, and, lacking radio communications, his attacks were poorly coordinated. Nehring’s panzers first knocked out the light tanks and then immobilized the heavier models by blasting their tracks, often at close range. Although German armor piercing shells could not penetrate the T-34 and KV hulls, as was the case elsewhere along the front, many of the tanks were captured intact after they ran out of fuel or fell into ditches. Impressed by the T-34’s he personally inspected, Guderian sent some back to Germany, where they were studied and imitated. However, it would be two more years before the Germans produced the Panzer V, “Panther” tank, a heavier and more powerful copy of the T-34.


    After his defeat at Borisov, on the night of 3-4 July, Kreizer withdrew his division behind the Nacha River, 73 kilometers west of Orsha, occupying new defenses along a 24-kilometer-side front north and south of Krypki to cover the forward deployment of 20th Army along the Dnepr River. Since by this time the Soviets were in full retreat across the entire front, it appeared as if the phalanx of new reserve armies moving into the Western Dvina-Dnepr positions might have arrived too late. Indicating declining morale might have become a problem, desertions increased; for example, 600 terrified Russians surrendered on 29 June near Minsk after the single salvo of a rocket projector battery [Nebelwerfer], a new weapon the Germans employed well before the Soviets committed their first “Katiusha” multiple-rocket launcher units near Rudnia, in 20th Army’s sector midway between Smolensk and Vitebsk, on 15 July.57 As with all new weapons, both sides ultimately learned to cope with the fear and terror caused by the howling rockets with their white (German) and red (Russian) comet tails.


    In another instance of mass desertion, Major General Aleksandr Vasil’evich Gorbatov, the deputy commander of 19th Army’s 25th Rifle Corps, which was soon committed in the Vitebsk region, lost an entire regiment, even after Gorbatov personally rallied the regiment twice. Ironically, Gorbatov himself had been released from a concentration camp, where he had languished after the purges, only months before. Rehabilitated, this former non-commissioned officer of the Tsarist cavalry, distinguished soldier, and staunch Communist, was shaken by the nightmarish experience.58 However, despite these signs of demoralization, the Red Army as a whole was not about to fold. German accounts are replete with examples of Soviet solders fighting to the last, often long after they had been left for dead or bypassed by the advancing panzer columns. And where possible, entire units worked their way back to their own lines, reorganized, and lived to fight further battles.


    After Nehring’s victory at Borisov, his 18th Panzer Division, with Weber’s 17th Panzer Division on its left flank, began a slow but steady advance toward Orsha on the Dnepr River, a process that ultimately took nine days to complete. On the opposite side of the front, although defeated at Borisov, 1st Motorized Division conducted a fighting withdrawal eastward toward the city of Orsha, an important way station to Smolensk, which Timoshenko had ordered it to defend. Backed up by the newly-arriving divisions of Lieutenant General Pavel Alekseevich Kurochkin’s 20th Army, whose commander had replaced Remezov in early July, Kreizer and his motorized division resolved not to repeat the mistakes they made at Borisov. Instead, they gave ground grudgingly as Kurochkin planned a counterstroke of his own, this time with the full 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps.


    While the divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps faced strong resistance west of Orsha, those of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps also became bogged down briefly at the Berezina River at and south of Pogost’, along the approaches to the city of Mogilev, on the Dnepr River’s eastern bank. While the lead elements of Hausser’s SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division managed to capture a small bridgehead at Pogost’ late on 2 July, Vietinghoff still had to bring Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division and the remainder of the SS “Das Reich” division forward. When he did so on 2 and 3 July, the former took over the Pogost’ bridgehead, while the latter seized a bridgehead about 16 kilometers to the south. Thereafter, after struggling for almost two days to overcome stubborn resistance by remnants of 13th Army’s 64th, 100th, 108th, and 161st Rifle Divisions and 4th Army’s 4th Airborne and 20th Mechanized Corps, Vietinghoff’s two divisions managed to reach only halfway between the Berezina River and Dnepr River at Mogilev by day’s end on 7 July.


    Ultimately, however, the more rapid advance by Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps further south broke the stalemate west of Mogilev. Facing only light opposition from the remnants of Sandalov’s 4th Army but contending with poor roads and the swampy ground along the Berezina River and west of the Dnepr River, Geyr’s forces broke out eastward from the Berezina on 2 July and raced eastward toward the cities of Bykhov and Rogachev, on the Dnepr’s western bank. While Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division expanded its bridgehead across the Berezina north of Bobruisk against heavy counterattacks by the remnants of 4th Army’s 6th, 42nd, 55th, and 155th Rifle Divisions, Model’s 3rd Panzer Division had to wait two days for the engineers to construct adequate bridging across the river. On 30 June alone, the Germans reportedly shot down more than 50 Soviet aircraft, which were attempting to destroy the bridge while it was being constructed.


    Although Rogachev was only 56 kilometers distant by a passable road, when it began its advance on 1 July, Model’s division reached the Ola River, 19 kilometers east of Bobruisk and one of three rivers along his route to Rogachev, only to discover the bridge destroyed. After outflanking its defenders and seizing a new bridgehead during a cloudburst, which again turned the roads to mud, Model’s reconnaissance battalion reached the Dobosna River at nightfall, 35 kilometers east of Bobruisk, only to learn this bridge too was down. Likewise, when his vanguard reached the bridge over the Drut’ River, 19 kilometers east of the Dobosna the next day, they also found it in ruins. Spearheading his advance on 3 July with a battalion of submersible tanks, once designed for a cross-channel landing in Britain, Model’s panzers finally crossed the Drut’ River and raced forward another 8 kilometers to reach the Dnepr River northeast of Rogachev by nightfall. Here nature once again intervened, since, as it had at the Drut’, the heavy rainfall had swelled the Dnepr to a width of 762 meters.


    Although Model’s 3rd Panzer Division had reached the vaunted Dnepr River, easing Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division’s advance to the river at Bykhov, 45 kilometers to the north, the floods prevented either division from seizing bridgeheads. They also forced Geyr to split his two panzer divisions into three parts, rendering each susceptible to counterattacks and possible defeat in detail (piecemeal defeat).59 Meanwhile, by nightfall on 3 July, the Western Front reported that, while remnants of 4th and 13th Armies had made it back across the Dnepr River, virtually no units of 3rd and 10th Armies had done so.60 The returning units included 13th Army’s headquarters, with the headquarters of 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps, 50th Rifle Division, the headquarters of 4th Army, with the headquarters of its 28th and 47th Rifle Corps, 6th, 42nd, 55th, and 155th Rifle Divisions, and 14th Mechanized Corps, and, from the front’s reserve, 20th Rifle Corps and 121st and 143rd Rifle Divisions. At the time, the majority of the divisions of 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps and 17th Mechanized Corps were still fighting west of the Dnepr River.


    To assist the withdrawal of his forces still west of the Dnepr, Timoshenko ordered Gerasimenko’s 21st Army to consolidate its defenses along the river and to send out forces to blunt Guderian’s advance. Although under no orders to launch a general attack, Gerasimenko’s local attacks convinced Guderian his forces indeed faced a major counterstroke. For example, on 6 July 117th Rifle Division of Major General Leonid Grigor’evich Petrovsky’s 63rd Rifle Corps struck across the Dnepr River in what was designed to be a reconnaissance-in-force. The night attack surprised XXIV Motorized Corps’ 10th Motorized Division, collapsed its right flank, and forced it to withdraw to the Bobruisk-Rogachev road. Although two panzer battalions from Model’s 3rd Panzer Division managed to restore the situation, in the process they lost 22 tanks, one half the complement of one full battalion.61 In addition to unnerving Guderian, this brief setback also underscored the sharply declining strength of his panzer divisions. For example, while the strength of his panzer divisions averaged 58 percent, 3rd and 18th Panzer Divisions, which were operating on the left and right wings of his Second Panzer Group’s advance from Minsk to the Dnepr River, fell to only 35 percent of their original tank strength. Since his probing operations along the Dnepr River indicated Rogachev was not a good choice for a bridgehead, on 7 July Guderian decided to shift his efforts to the north.62


    Determined to detect a weak spot in the Soviets’ Dnepr River defenses and exploit it with his armor without waiting for the infantry divisions to catch up, inevitably Guderian encountered strong resistance from his army commander, Kluge, who believed the armor was not strong enough and would need significant infantry support. Nevertheless, Guderian convinced Kluge to allow him to proceed with his plans, even though they hung on a “silk thread.”63 Contemporary records document the prevailing confusion regarding missions and objectives. While Brauchitsch, who was under Hitler’s watchful eyes, recommended restraint to permit the infantry armies to catch up, a course of action that was manifestly impossible given time constraints, since their sights were set on the distant objective of Moscow, Bock, Guderian, and Hoth were anxious to move on. Complicating matters, Kluge, whose Fourth “Panzer” Army had just taken control of the two panzer groups, had difficulty in controlling Hoth and Guderian, at least in part because he frequently did not know where they were located or where they were headed. When he complained about his lack of control to Brauchitsch, bypassing Bock, Brauchitsch urged Kluge to grant Hoth and Guderian freedom of action without interference, to confine himself to coordinating their actions, and, when one of the panzer groups gained freedom of maneuver, to exploit its success.64


    Although Bock largely agreed with Brauchitsch’s advice, he was concerned lest Kluge disperse his panzers across too broad a front like the spread-out fingers of a hand. As he told Kluge late on 6 July, “Make a fist somewhere.”65 However, since both panzer groups were committed beyond recall, by this time it was too late to make a fist, even though Kluge would have liked to do just that. In addition, the summer thunderstorms, poor roads, and swampy terrain made it difficult if not impossible to shift the panzer groups and corps laterally across the front. For example, although Hoth’s panzer group discovered a hard-surfaced road between Borisov and Lepel’ not on his maps, every one of its more than 100 wooden bridges along a 80-kilometer stretch had collapsed because of the heavy traffic, thereby preventing lateral movement by his two corps.66 Similarly, strong Soviet resistance had halted Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps on Guderian’s left wing halfway between Borisov and Orsha, and Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps ran into a dead end at Rogachev.


    Stubbornly refusing to be stymied by this dilemma, Guderian resolutely continued his search for a weak spot in the Soviets’ defenses, claiming he found one north and south of Mogilev. With characteristic audacity, he then began regrouping his panzers, at the same time urgently requesting infantry reinforcements from Weichs’ Second Army. Weichs then rushed General of Cavalry Kurt Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division and 52nd and 255th Infantry Divisions forward to protect Guderian’s southern flank, and Guderian sent two kampfgruppen up the Minsk-Smolensk highway to secure his panzer group’s boundary at Senno. With the infantry support assured, Guderian then moved resolutely to regroup his XXXXVII and XXXXVI Motorized Corps into the sector between Orsha and Mogilev and his XXIV Motorized Corps to concentration areas south of Mogilev. In Guderian’s judgment, leaving both of his flanks vulnerable to counterattacks was a fair price to pay for belatedly concentrating his forces in the center, if a breakthrough was the result.67 However, during the two days it took to reposition his forces, Timoshenko struck back with a vengeance, unleashing his two fresh mechanized corps in an attempt to break the back of Bock’s panzer thrust.


    In the northern half of Army Group Center’s sector, by late on 5 July, it seemed as if Hoth’s Third Panzer Group had run out of luck. While Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps still faced heavy resistance from Ershakov’s 22nd Army along the Western Dvina River at Disna and Polotsk, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps was facing equally heavy resistance from 62nd Rifle Corps’ 174th and 186th Rifle Divisions of Ershakov’s 22nd Army along the Western Dvina at Ulla, 56 kilometers west of Vitebsk, and from 69th Rifle Corps’ 153rd and 233rd Rifle Divisions of Kurochkin’s 20th Army in the Senno region, 65 kilometers east of Lepel’. As a result, after discovering the Soviets were reinforcing their defense west of Vitebsk and making excellent use of the difficult terrain south of the Western Dvina, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, which was supposed to lead Schmidt’s corps in a lightening raid from Lepel’ to Vitebsk, was still more than 48 kilometers short of its target. In addition, Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division was still making slow progress against Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Division and the remnants of 44th Rifle Corps along the Borisov-Orsha road and, as a result, was still 65 kilometers west of Orsha. Thus, responding to Timoshenko’s aggressive leadership, Kurochkin’s 20th Army had fought 7th Panzer Division to a standstill.


    To break this stalemate in the Vitebsk and Orsha regions, on 5 July Guderian instructed Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps to employ Weber’s 17th Panzer Division, which had just deployed forward from the Minsk region, in an advance on 18th Panzer Division’s left flank north of the Orsha road to outflank Kurochkin’s forces and break through to the Vitebsk region from the south. By this time, however, an increasingly discouraged Kluge was urging Bock to request the OKH divert Hoepner’s Fourth Panzer Group from Army Group North’s advance on Leningrad to assist him in jumpstarting his own offensive toward Moscow.68 Far more ominously, when the Germans began tapping into the Russian telephone lines at Lepel’, they learned Timoshenko was continuing to reinforce this sector, perhaps with more than just defensive intent.69 This time the German telephone intercepts correctly identified Timoshenko’s objectives – a major counteroffensive aimed at nothing short of halting the German juggernaut. As Bock would soon learn, two fresh Soviet mechanized corps, both from Stalin’s “Palace Guards” in the Moscow Military District and fielding a total of almost 1,000 tanks, would be charged with leading the advance.


    The Western Front’s Lepel’ Counterstroke, 6–9 July


    The Offensive Plan


    Several days before the Germans read Timoshenko’s “mail,” the Stavka had issued a new directive to its commander of the Main Western Direction Command, which ordered him to: “While holding off 3rd and 2nd Panzer Group’s onslaught, organize a reliable defense along the line of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and, after concentrating reserves arriving from the depth of the country, deliver a series of counterstrokes along the Lepel’, Borisov, and Bobruisk axes.”70 In response to the Stavka’s directive, at 2315 hours on 4 July, Timoshenko ordered Kurochkin’s 20th Army and Vinogradov’s 7th and Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps to conduct a counterstroke toward Senno and Lepel’ and Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Division to spearhead another assault along the Orsha-Borisov road to recapture the crossings over the Berezina River at Borisov. Declaring that, “The Western Front will firmly defend the line of the Polotsk fortified region, the Western Dvina River, Senno, and Orsha line, and further along the Dnepr River and prevent an enemy penetration to the north and east,” Timoshenko assigned the following missions1:


    See the complete order in Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix B, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy is concentrating up to two tank [panzer] and one-two motorized divisions along the Lepel’ axis for a future attack toward Vitebsk or Orsha.
      


      
        	•

        	Western Front’s Mission – firmly defend the Polotsk Fortified region, Western Dvina River, Senno, and Orsha line and prevent an enemy penetration to the north and east.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army (less 128th and 153rd RDs) – firmly defend the Polotsk Fortified Region and the Western Dvina River to Beshenkovichi, inclusively, and prevent the enemy from reaching the right bank of the Western Dvina.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army (61st RC’s 110th and 172nd RDs, 69th RC’s 73rd, 229th, and 233rd RDs, 18th, 53rd, 137th, 128th, and 153rd RDs, and 7th and 5th MCs) – create a strong antitank defense along the Beshenkovichi, Senno, Mon’kovo, Orsha, and Shklov line, prepare to conduct a counterstroke with 7th and 5th MCs toward Senno and Lepel’, and attack toward Borisov with 1st MRD to seize crossings over the Berezina River.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army – firmly defend the Dnepr River line and employ detachments to destroy the groups of enemy tanks and motorized infantry east of Bobruisk.
      


      
        	•

        	The Air Forces [VVS] of the Front – subordinate 23rd MAD to 20th Army to cooperate with the forces on the battlefield. The missions of the remaining forces:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Prevent enemy forces from crossing to the Western Dvina River’s right bank and penetrating to Orsha.
      


      
        	♦

        	On the night of 5 July, set fire to the forests in the Lepel’, Glubokoe, and Dokshchitsy region.71
      

    


    Thus, Timoshenko’s order required 7th and 5th Mechanized Corps, supported by the infantry of Kurochkin’s army, to halt and destroy Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps in the Senno region on the southern wing of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, while 1st Motorized Rifle Division’s attack toward Borisov tied down XXXXVII Motorized Corps on the left wing of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. Kurochkin reported to Timoshenko about the orders he assigned to his army and its two mechanized corps at 0030 hours on 5 July. Understandably, his order closely matched Timoshenko’s instructions:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), B, 2


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Mission – prepare and conduct an attack against the flank and rear of the enemy grouping operating along the Polotsk axis.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	7th MC – attack toward Beshenkovichi and Lepel’ at 0600 hours on 5 July, reach the Kublichi, Lepel’, and Kamen’ region, and, subsequently, attack the flank and rear of the enemy’s main mechanized Polotsk grouping.
      


      
        	♦

        	5th MC – attack toward Senno and Lepel’ at 0600 hours on 5 July, reach the Liudchitsy (10 kilometers southeast of Lepel’), Krasnoluchna, and Lukoml’ region, and, subsequently, attack through Lepel’ to Glubokoe and through Zembin to Dokshchitsy.
      


      
        	♦

        	1st MRD (with 115th TR) – hold on to its positions along the Bobr River and, upon receipt of a special order, counterattack toward Borisov;
      


      
        	♦

        	69th RC (153rd, 233rd, and 229th RDs) – hold on to its positions along the Vitebsk and Staiki line and prepare to follow 7th MC.
      


      
        	♦

        	61st RC (73rd, 137th, and 18th RDs) – hold on to its positions along the Staiki Station and Shklov line and prepare to follow 5th MC and 1st MRD.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Neighbors – 13th Army – holding its positions along the Berezina River at all costs.72
      

    


    Although on paper the two mechanized corps fielded 974 and 571 tanks, respectively, for a combined strength of 1,545 tanks as of 6 July, most of the corps’ tanks were old and obsolete BT, T-26, and T-37/38 models, leaving only 7 KV and 10 T-34 models in 5th Mechanized Corps and 34 KVs and 29 T-34s in 7th Mechanized Corps.


    See Table 6


    
       
    


    Table 6. The Number and Distribution of Tanks and Armored Cars in 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps on 6 July 1941


    [image: images]


    Source: Evgenii Drig, Mekhanizirovannye korpusa RKKA v boiu: Istoriia avtobronetankovykh voisk Krasnoi Armii v 1940-1941 godakh [The RKKA’s mechanized corps in combat: a history of the Red Army’s auto-armored forces in 1940-1941], 189 and 247.


    Notwithstanding these figures, other sources report that the two corps’ strengths in operable tanks were considerably lower. Specifically, one source claims that, when it went into battle on 6 July, Alekseenko’s 7th Mechanized Corps fielded 428 tanks, including 187 BT-7, 178 T-26, and 63 KhT-26s flamethrower tanks, over 100 less than its paper strength, with 192 tanks (176 BT-7 and 16 KhT-26s) in 14th Tank Division and 236 (11 BT-7s, 178 T-26s, and 47 KhT-26s) in 18th Tank Division.73 Thus, although the two mechanized corps fielded a total of over 1,500 tanks on paper, it is likely as many as two-thirds of their tanks broke down due to mechanical problems even before they reached the battlefield. In addition, when the two corps went into action, they lacked air support and were dangerously short of antiaircraft guns, fuel, and ammunition.74


    The day before Timoshenko unleashed his assaults, at 0549 hours on 5 July, on the Stavka’s behalf, chief of the General Staff Zhukov issued yet another directive confirming its continued optimism but also reflecting concerns over the Western Front’s sagging defenses further south along the Dnepr River:


    
      
        
          According to existing information, there is no enemy in front of 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps’, 20th Mechanized Corps’, and the airborne corps’ [4th] front, and only reconnaissance is being observed.

        


        
          Comrade Stalin believes that 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps must attack toward Borisov, crush the enemy, and reach the Lepel’ and Dokshchitsy region to encircle the enemy’s 57th Mechanized [Motorized] Corps. Without these attacks, 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps will have no success.

        


        
          Leave the airborne corps to protect the crossings over the Berezina River. Liquidate the enemy crossing at Rogachev; otherwise it will disrupt our plan.

        


        Zhukov75


        
           
        

      

    


    
       
    


    However, when Timoshenko, Kurochkin, and Zhukov issued their orders and instructions, they did not realize XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ 17th Panzer Division would reach the Senno region the next day. Therefore, when 20th Army began its assaults at about dawn on 6 July, Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps ran straight into 17th Panzer Division at Senno instead of Schmidt’s open right flank.


    Even before launching his attacks, Kurochkin was encountering difficulties in coordinating the forces under his control. For example, after the Germans resumed operations on 5 July by dispatching Weber’s 17th Panzer Division to Senno, that night Timoshenko reported the attack by Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Division and 2nd and 44th Rifle Corps against Borisov, which was already underway, had been repelled “in heavy fighting with the enemy’s 17th and 18th Motorized [Panzer] Divisions,” and Kreizer’s forces were “withdrawing to the Krupki, Cherniavka, and Brodets line,” that is, their jumping-off positions west of Orsha76 Therefore, when 7th and 5th Mechanized Corps commenced their assault the next morning, in addition to attacking Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, they would also encounter Weber’s 17th Panzer Division on their open right flank.


    Timoshenko’s order to 7th and 5th Mechanized Corps required the former to advance 126 kilometers from the Liozno region to the region northeast of Lepel’ and the latter to advance 135 kilometers from the region north of Orsha through Senno to Lepel’. Under the circumstances, both distances were utterly unrealistic, first because it took so long to traverse, second, because the two corps were subject to air strikes, and third, because many of the tanks’ engines and drive trains simply gave out, leaving the tanks stranded by the roadside. Once he reached his corps’ designated jumping-off positions, Vinogradov deployed 7th Mechanized Corps’s operable tanks, roughly two-thirds of its original 571, in single echelon attack formation. The 14th and 18th Tank Divisions were forward but with no appreciable reserve, since his third division, Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Rifle, was already operating along the Borisov road to the south. On the other hand, Alekseenko deployed his 5th Mechanized Corps, which had all three of its divisions and about two-thirds of its 974 tanks operational, with 13th and 17th Tank Divisions in first echelon and 109th Motorized Division in second echelon.77


    The Counterstroke


    Attacking at 1000 hours on 6 July, the two mechanized corps covered 48-58 kilometers the first day, reaching the region north and south of Senno. Late in the day, Vinogradov’s two tank divisions ran straight into the defenses of Funck’s 7th Panzer Division on the northeastern approaches to Senno, beginning two days of heavy fighting, during which Vinogradov perished. As Hoth later reported, “With a force of three divisions, two of which (tank) arrived from Moscow, the enemy delivered a strong counterstroke, which 7th Panzer successfully repelled, inflicting heavy losses on the enemy.”78 During the assault, Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Vasil’ev’s 14th Tank Division, which had marched unimpeded 116 kilometers from the region south of Vitebsk, attacked toward Lepel’ without any air cover and with inadequate maps through difficult heavily wooded terrain against an unknown enemy force. As the former chief of the division’s political department later reported, “Unfortunately, we had to operate practically ‘on the off-chance.’ We did not know who was in front of us – a battalion, regiment, or corps. There was no advanced reconnaissance.”79


    See Maps 2 and 3 The situation, 2300, 7 July 1941 and The Lepel’ counterstroke).


    
       
    


    Attacking at 1000 hours against virtually no resistance, Vasil’ev’s division reached the villages of Tepliaki and Parnevo, 16-19 kilometers northeast of Senno, at midday, where its force of 276 tanks, including 24 KV-2 and 49 T-34 tanks, drove off reconnaissance parties from 7th Panzer Division. Thereafter, Vasil’ev received three successive orders from Vinogradov, each of which altered the previous order “like a company on a field exercise,” which dispersed the division “like the extended fingers of a hand” rather than a “fist.”80 In this fashion, the division attempted to continue its march across the Chernogostitsa River, roughly 5 kilometers west of Parnevo, toward Beshenkovichi on the Western Dvina River, 30 kilometers further to the west-northwest. However, while Vasil’ev’s tanks were spending almost 12 hours crossing the swampy ground, Funck’s forces were constructing strong antitank defenses on the river’s western bank, virtually within Vasil’ev’s sight. Despite Vasil’ev’s protestations, Vinogradov insisted he attack early on 7 July. When 14th Tank Division did, it encountered murderous antitank fire and was decimated, losing half of its tanks, many of which simply stuck in the river’s bed, as well as the commander of its 27th Tank Regiment and three battalion commanders. To add insult to injury, at nightfall Vinogradov ordered Vasil’ev to halt his attack and turn his division southward to attack Senno, 15 kilometers away.


    Obeying his orders, Vasil’ev’s division spent two more days negotiating the forest tracks leading south, in the process losing another 2 KV and 7 BT tanks when 27th Tank Regiment became stuck in a flooded defile north of Senno. By the time it finally struck 17th Panzer Division’s positions north of Senno early on 9 July, 20th Panzer and 20th Motorized Divisions had already defeated General of Tank Forces Fedor Timofeevich Remizov’s 18th Tank Division and reached Vitebsk, in the process cutting Vasil’ev’s lines of communications and encircling his division. Therefore, “having failed to achieve even one of its objectives and having suffered heavy losses, 14th Tank Division withdrew eastward from the forests to the Liozno region, pursued by enemy tanks and aircraft,” where it took up defensive positions along the Vitebsk-Smolensk road.81 Exploiting his hard-won experience, Vasil’ev then dug his KV-2 tanks into the ground and managed to repel strong attacks by Harpe’s 12th Panzer Division, which had just reached the region south of Vitebsk. Underscoring the chaotic situation, on 11 July Kurochkin ordered Vasil’ev’s shattered tank division to conduct new counterattacks toward Vitebsk.


    Nor were the experiences of Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps any more positive. When his corps’ 13th and 17th Tank Divisions reached the approaches to Senno at about midday on 6 July, Colonel Ivan Petrovich Korchagin’s 17th Tank Division, which was deployed on the corps’ right wing with a force of roughly 430 tanks, including 6 KV-1 and 10 T-34 tanks, ran straight into Weber’s 17th Panzer Division south of Senno. At the same time, although it managed to find a relatively undefended sector and advanced even farther to the west, Colonel Fedor Ustinovich Grachev’s 13th Tank Division, with 411 tanks (including 7 KV-1 tanks and 10 T-34s), encountered elements of Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division, which attacked its left flank. After two days of heavy fighting, during which 12th Panzer Division entered the fray by attacking from the west, Alekseenko’s mechanized corps was a shambles. Therefore, as Soviet documents later reported, “A German [panzer] division, consisting of two battalions, had hardly more than 100 tanks.” However, after fierce battles, by 10 July it had succeeded in encircling and destroying Alekseenko’s forces. The two Soviet mechanized corps, which reportedly lost a total of 832 tanks and many soldiers in the struggle, withdrew eastward across the Dnepr River in considerable disorder. Once they reached the Orsha region, they received a defensive sector and were ordered to fight “as infantry,” although both corps soon received some replacement tanks, along with new orders to resume the attack on 11 July.82


    Although Soviet histories credit the two mechanized corps with “halting 3rd Panzer Group’s advance on Vitebsk,” during his debriefing by German interrogators, a Red Army soldier captured west of Smolensk about a week later told his captors:


    
      
        
          Rather than either poor equipment or weaponry, instead, the lack of success by the Russian tank forces resulted from the inability of the commanders and their lack of experience in maneuvering. The brigade, division, and corps commanders were in no condition to resolve operational missions. To a considerable extent, this regards cooperation of the various types of armed forces.83
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    Map 2. The situation, 2300, 7 July 1941.
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    Map 3. The Lepel’ counterstroke.

  


  


  
    This captured soldier was Iakov Dzhugashvili, a battery commander in 14th Tank Division’s 14th Howitzer Regiment, and Stalin’s son.


    Thus, after three days of heavy seesaw fighting in the region north and south of Senno, during which the town changed hands several times, 7th, 17th, and 18th Panzer Divisions, joined on 9 July by 12th Panzer Division, utterly savaged Vinogradov’s 7th and Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps. The only appreciable end the futile attacks achieved was delaying XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ capture of Orsha and 7th Panzer Division’s seizure of Vitebsk. In the end, superior German tactics, the inability of Soviet commanders to command and control their forces effectively, the inability of many of the Soviet tanks to even reach the battlefield, and air support from Richthofen’s VIII Air Corps decided the battle. The 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps were destroyed and ceased to be an effective force. Timoshenko had delayed Guderian’s planned attack south of Orsha and Hoth’s direct drive on Vitebsk, however, at an extremely high price.


    The Capture of Vitebsk and Preparing the Advance on Smolensk, 7–9 July


    See Maps 4 and 5 The Dnepr River region from Polotsk southward to Rogachev and The situation, 2300, 10 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Despite Timoshenko’s and Kurochkin’s resolute counterstrokes in the Lepel’ and Senno region, to the north, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group pierced the defenses of Ershakov’s 22nd Army south of Polotsk and captured Vitebsk at day’s end on 9 July by employing an adroit flanking maneuver. While Funck’s 7th Panzer Division was locked in battle north of Senno, instead of reinforcing Funck’s division, Hoth ordered Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps to employ Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division to attack eastward across the Western Dvina River at Ulla, 55 kilometers northeast of Lepel’ and midway between Polotsk and Vitebsk. He then reinforced Stumpff’s panzer division with Zorn’s 20th Motorized Division, which had been at Lepel’, backing up 7th Panzer Division. After concentrating his two divisions along the Western Dvina at Ulla and Beshenkovichi on 7 and 8 July, Schmidt avoided the mistake Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps had committed at Disna, where the infantry had lacked armor and artillery support in its bridgehead, and bridge construction had taken too long, by ordering the engineers to construct a bridge over the river at night.


    The next morning Stumpff’s tanks, supported by massive air attacks, rolled across the Western Dvina, shattered the defenses of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, and drove 55 kilometers northeastward to the town of Gorodok, 32 kilometers north of Vitebsk and 62 kilometers south of the key road junction at Nevel’. Meanwhile, led by its panzer regiment, the main body of Stumpff’s panzer division wheeled southeastward toward Vitebsk. Exploiting Stumpff’s powerful assault, Zorn’s 20th Motorized Division backtracked, crossed the Western Dvina at Beshenkovichi, 25 kilometers southeast of Ulla, and advanced eastward toward Vitebsk along the river’s northern bank. Late on 9 July, Zorn’s motorized infantry captured the burning ruins of the western part of Vitebsk, while Stumpff’s panzers seized the city’s center.


    With his 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps already decisively engaged near Senno, his defenses along the Western Dvina River sector between Ulla and Beshenkovichi penetrated, and Konev’s 19th Army not yet assembled east of Vitebsk, Timoshenko was left with no choice but convert his defense of Vitebsk into a rear guard action. Nevertheless, before Kurochkin’s forces withdrew, they set fire to the city of 200,000 souls; demolition squads were still setting off explosives in public buildings as the Germans entered. In the confusion, the road bridges were only partially blown up. In a daring exploit, a lieutenant and a sergeant swam across the Western Dvina and deactivated the charges from the railroad bridge, saving it from certain destruction. Thirty-six hours later, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, after defeating Vinogradov’s 7th Mechanized Corps, then forded the Western Dvina River south of Vitebsk and established yet another bridgehead. Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps had thus crumbled the Soviets’ defenses along the Western Dvina River on a broad front, winning a strategic success and earning Schmidt an oak leaf cluster to the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross he had already received.84


    In addition to signaling the collapse of the Western Front’s right wing, the fall of Vitebsk also endangered the center of Timoshenko’s sagging front. Recognizing the importance of Hoth’s victory, which penetrated the defenses of 27th, 22nd and 20th Armies and threatened to encircle all three armies, as early as 9 July, the Stavka ordered the creation of a new reserve front in the Nevel’ and Vitebsk region to back up 22nd and 20th Armies. After Vitebsk fell, specifically between 12 and 14 July, the Stavka also ordered the formation of new 29th, 30th, 31st, and 32nd Armies in the region northeast of Vitebsk.85 All the while Stalin continued urging Timoshenko to take immediate action to prevent his front’s impending catastrophe.


    As a result, late on 9 July, Timoshenko ordered 22nd and 20th Armies, as well as Konev’s 19th Army, to attack to restore the breech developing in his defenses in and around Vitebsk. Although Timoshenko resolved not to repeat the mistake he had made at Senno, where he had squandered his precious armor in piecemeal attacks and was defeated, Konev’s 19th Army, much less its divisions and regiments, was not yet assembled. Nonetheless, he ordered Konev’s army into action with whatever forces he had at his disposal. These included 127th, 134th, and 162nd Rifle Divisions from his army’s 25th Rifle Corps, which were just then detraining, 20th Army’s 186th Rifle and 57th Tank Divisions, the latter just arrived from the Far East, and 23rd Mechanized Corps’ 220th Motorized Division, whose parent corps was not yet in the region.86 Russian radio messages intercepted by the Germans confirmed the confusion in Timoshenko’s and Konev’s ranks, while captured Soviet officers confirmed Timoshenko’s determination to hold his positions west of Smolensk by counterattacking. The Soviet refusal to withdraw meant that another decisive encirclement was in the making.87


    When Konev began his counterattack on 10 July, the assault faltered after two days of heavy fighting because it was uncoordinated, and the unfortunate army commander lacked any reserves. Although the remnants of 20th Army’s already decimated 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps supported 19th Army’s assaults by attacking toward Vitebsk from the south, in the process sacrificing another 100 tanks in heavy fighting against Schmidt’s 12th and 7th Panzer Divisions, the sacrifice was too late.88 By nightfall on 12 July, all of the divisions of Hoth’s two motorized corps were across the Western Dvina River, with the divisions of Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps at Disna and those of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps fanning out around Vitebsk. Complicating Timoshenko’s dilemma, all three of the infantry corps of Strauss’s Ninth Army, XXXXII, VI, and XX, had reached the Western Dvina River in strength, freeing Hoth’s panzers to exploit their success. Hoth began his exploitation early on 13 July, with Kuntzen’s panzers striking out northward toward Nevel’ and Schmidt’s armor lunging eastward toward Smolensk around and through the remnants of Konev’s phantom army, whose second rifle corps, the 34th, had yet to reach the region. By the time it did, Schmidt’s panzers had already reached the northern approaches to Smolensk. Meanwhile, to the south, the three motorized corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group reached the Dnepr River north and south of Mogilev and prepared to force the river near the towns of Bykhov, Shklov, and Kopys.
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    Map 4. The Dnepr River region from Polotsk southward to Chernigov.
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    Map 5. The situation, 2300, 10 July 1941.

  


  


  
    As a postscript to the heavy fighting in the Lepel’ and Senno regions, in response to the loss of Vitebsk to Hoth’s panzer group and the threat now posed by Guderian’s panzer group to its defenses along the Dnepr River, on 10 July at the Stavka’s request, the State Defense Committee (GKO) took extreme measures to improve command and control of their forward forces.89 In an attempt to solve the many problems associated with coordinating the actions of multiple fronts and armies operating along a single strategic axis, the GKO issued a directive organizing three so-called Main Commands of Directions [Axes]. These new commands, which, in reality, were theater of military operations’ headquarters, included the Northwestern Main Direction Command operating along the Leningrad axis, the Western Main Direction Command controlling operations along the Smolensk-Moscow axis, and the Southwestern Main Direction Command operating along the Kiev-Khar’kov axis. In addition, the decree transformed the Stavka of the High Command (GK) into a Stavka of the Supreme High Command (VGK).


    Commanded by Marshal Timoshenko, with Nikolai Aleksandrovich Bulganin as his Member of the Military Council (commissar) and Lieutenant General German Kapitonovich Malandin as his chief of staff, the Main Command of the Western Direction (Western Main Direction Command) consisted of the Western Front, under Timoshenko’s immediate control, and the Pinsk Military Flotilla. Although, in theory, this measure should have provided better strategic coordination of forces, in fact, it did not because the GKO failed to provide its main direction commanders with adequate staffs, necessary communications, or strategic reserves. This would become abundantly apparent when the forces of Bock’s Army Group Center soon mounted a concerted drive on Smolensk.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 3


    
       
    


    Army Group Center’s Advance on Smolensk and the Timoshenko “Counteroffensive” 10–15 July 1941


    
       
    


    The Advance across the Dnepr, 10–13 July


    By Soviet definition, the battle for Smolensk began on 10 July, when Hoth’s Third and Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups, supported by Second Air Fleet, commenced their twin thrusts across the Dnepr River. While Hoth’s panzer group had already captured Vitebsk, on this date Guderian’s panzer group commenced its drive across the Dnepr, initiating operations that would propel both of Army Group Center’s panzer groups forward to Smolensk. Since Timoshenko’s defenses were fragmented at best on 10 July, the Germans were able to mass their armor spearheads at critical points, maneuver their forces freely, and provide their advancing panzers with virtually unlimited air support, which the defenders could not neutralize because of the near total absence of antiaircraft guns and fighter aviation.


    See Maps 6 and 7: The Battle for Smolensk, 10 July-10 September and Army Group Center’s situation late on 9 July 1941.


    
       
    


    As the intense fight raged on in the Lepel’ and Senno regions from 6 through 10 July, Guderian was maneuvering his motorized corps to deliver assaults, which he hoped would be decisive, across the Dnepr River north and south of Mogilev. Since it took two days for Guderian to transfer his corps to their new concentration areas northwest and southwest of Mogilev, as late as 10 July, Bock remained skeptical over Guderian’s prospects for cracking Timoshenko’s defenses along the Dnepr. Moreover, given Hoth’s successes at Senno and Vitebsk, Bock strongly and consistently urged Kluge to take advantage of the opportunity to conduct an operational exploitation in Hoth’s sector by shifting forces from Guderian’s panzer group to Hoth’s command. However, Kluge was reticent, in part because he did not want to interfere with Guderian’s plans and also because inadequate roads and their gruesome condition would make a lateral shift too time-consuming.1 Ultimately, Kluge’s decision to support Guderian’s original plans was vindicated when, on 10 and 11 July, Guderian’s motorized corps burst across the Dnepr, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII at Kopys, Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI at Shklov, and Geyr’s XXIV at Bykhov.


    Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, with Weichs’s Second Army to its rear, was operating primarily south of the main highway stretching from Minsk eastward through Orsha, Smolensk, and Iartsevo toward Moscow. South of the highway, the Dnepr River turns 90 degrees sharply from the west to the south and, thereafter, flows southward from Orsha for roughly 242 kilometers, passing such key cities as Kopys, Shklov, Mogilev, Bykhov (Novyi and Staryi), Rogachev, and Zhlobin. Beyond the Dnepr River, the Sozh River flows southward from the region south of Smolensk past Krichev, Cherikov, and Propoisk [modern Slavgorod], and ultimately to Gomel’. Further to the east, the Desna River flows southward from El’nia southward east of Roslavl’ through Briansk, Trubchevsk, and Novgorod-Severskii, and westward past Chernigov and back into the Dnepr River, north of Kiev. Guderian’s ultimate target, the land bridge between El’nia on the Desna River and Dorogobuzh on the Dnepr River, which offered the most direct approach to Moscow via Viaz’ma and Mozhaisk, was a mere 322 kilometers distant. However, before reaching this goal, Guderian’s panzer group had to traverse the Dnepr, Sozh, and Desna Rivers, all the while overcoming whatever Soviet forces found in its path.
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    Map 6. The Battle for Smolensk, 10 July-10 September 1941.
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    Map 7. Army Group Center’s situation late on 9 July 1941.

  


  


  
    As the second week of July began, the Soviet forces defending the Dnepr opposite Guderian’s panzer group were in considerable confusion and disarray. Initially, the southern wing of Kurochkin’s 20th Army defended the western approaches to Orsha, Kopys, and Shklov opposite Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps, and the reconstituted 13th Army, now commanded by Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitovich Remezov, who replaced Filatov when the latter was wounded on 8 July, headquartered at Mogilev, defended the Dnepr River line from Shklov southward past Mogilev to Novyi Bykhov opposite Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps. Further to the south, Gerasimenko’s 21st Army defended the Dnepr line from Novyi Bykhov southward past Rogachev, Zhlobin, and Rechitsa to south of Gomel’, opposite Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps. Finally, the remnants of 4th Army, now commanded by Sandalov, were assembling and refitting in the Krichev region, along the Sozh River in Timoshenko’s rear. While all of these forces were trying valiantly to carry out Timoshenko’s orders to hold the Dnepr River line at all cost, they were also preparing to conduct counterattacks and counterstrokes whenever required.2


    At this time, the only reinforcements scheduled to become available for Timoshenko’s employment were the lead elements of Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev’s 19th Army and Major General Mikhail Akimovich Miasnikov’s 23rd Mechanized Corps. The former was in the process of regrouping from the Kiev region to Smolensk by rail and from Smolensk to Vitebsk by rail and road. The latter, whose home station was in the Orel Military District, had originally been designated to support the Western Front’s 24th Army but had received orders on 1 July to divert to the Vitebsk region and support Konev’s 19th Army. This was because Major General Semen Sergeevich Krivoshein’s 25th Mechanized Corps, which was stationed in the Khar’kov Military District and was supposed to support Konev’s army, was slow in deploying forward from its home station, Khar’kov. Consequently, it received new orders to divert to supporting 21st Army. At the time, 23rd Mechanized Corps consisted of 48th and 51st Tank and 220th Motorized Divisions, with a combat strength of about 413 tanks, including 21 new KV and T-34 models. The 25th Mechanized Corps’ 50th and 55th Tank Divisions fielded 163 tanks, but all older models.


    See Table 4.


    
       
    


    As far as Konev’s 19th Army was concerned, by day’s end on 13 July, 134th and 162nd Rifle Divisions of his army’s 25th Rifle Corps were closing into the region east of Smolensk. However, the remainder of his army, specifically, the divisions of his 34th Rifle Corps, were strung out along the dusty roads between Smolensk and the region east of Vitebsk. Ultimately, other elements of Konev’s army, for example, 129th and 38th Rifle Divisions, ended up defending the Smolensk region proper.


    Finally, midst the confusion of ongoing combat, the Western Front, after altering 23rd Mechanized Corps’ orders on 1 July, then changed the ultimate destination of its subordinate divisions. First it diverted the corps’ 48th Tank Division to the Nevel’ region further north, where it would subsequently fight under 22nd Army’s control in the struggle for Velikie Luki. Likewise, it dispatched the corps’ 51st Tank Division to the city of Rzhev in the Western Front’s deep rear, where it was to support the newly-formed reserve armies. Although Timoshenko planned to replace 23rd Mechanized Corps’ 51st Tank Division with Colonel Vasilii Aleksandrovich Mishulin’s 57th Tank Division (from 29th Mechanized Corps), this never occurred. Instead, Mishulin’s division would be diverted to the city of Orsha on 10 July, where it ended up fighting under Kurochkin’s 20th Army. Consequently, 23rd Corps’ 220th Motorized Division was left to fend for itself in support of 19th Army’s faltering defenses.3


    All of these changes, coupled with the slow movement of Red Army reserves in light of the Luftwaffe’s total dominance of the skies, left a hodgepodge of formations and units fighting in the salient east of Orsha formed by XXXIX and XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ panzer and motorized divisions advancing toward Smolensk. In addition to the 25th Rifle Corps of Konev’s 19th Army and Kurochkin’s entire 20th Army, this salient also contained the remnants of 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps, 57th Tank and 1st Motorized Divisions, 23rd Mechanized Corps’ 220th Motorized Division, and bits and pieces of divisions and regiments that had escaped eastward across the Dnepr River from the Minsk encirclement. The latter, traveling eastward as individuals or in small groups, were by now largely unarmed.


    Once his Second Panzer Group was regrouped and concentrated along the Dnepr River’s western bank, Guderian ordered Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps to concentrate Langermann’s 4th Panzer and Löper’s 10th Motorized Divisions opposite Staryi Bykhov on 7 and 8 July and assault across the river at first light on 10 July. Guderian later claimed he had to delay XXIV Motorized Corps’ assault for at least three days, during which the Soviets strengthened their defenses, because “Berlin” insisted on holding major forces around the Belostok and Minsk pockets. However, he remained convinced he would be able to bring enough strength to bear to shatter Timoshenko’s defenses along the Dnepr River line regardless of the danger to his flanks if he avoided using obvious crossings with major bridges. Concerned over the state of his panzer divisions, which been in constant combat without respite for sixteen days, Guderian deliberately sacrificed the principal of concentration by attacking on two successive days without any main effort by either his panzer group or his subordinate motorized corps.


    On Guderian’s right (southern) wing, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps was severely weakened by the Soviet 21st Army’s attack at Zhlobin, which drew Model’s 3rd Panzer Division to that city. As a result, Geyr’s corps was short one division until 10 July, when Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division relieved Model’s 3rd Panzer Division, permitting the latter to move northward to Bykhov. Likewise, on Guderian’s left (northern) wing, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps had to make do without Weber’s 17th Panzer Division, which became heavily involved supporting Hoth’s panzer group in the fighting near Lepel’ and Senno. Although Bock was displeased with Guderian’s lack of concentration, Kluge defended him by pointing out the Soviets seemed to be pulling out anyway, an argument Bock did not believe.4


    As for the assault itself, Brauchitsch had authorized it as early as 5 July, and Bock and Kluge had raised no objections other than Bock’s tentative proposal to strengthen Hoth’s panzer group at the expense of Guderian’s. Thereafter, Guderian accelerated XXIV Motorized Corps’ attack preparation twice, saving a total of 15 hours, to ensure no one would spoil his plans. Guderian ultimately chose Bykhov as his target over the more obvious choices of Orsha, Mogilev, or Rogachev because he had already failed to crack the Rogachev “nut,” and he intended to either bypass the others or, if necessary, turn their flanks and encircle and reduce them later. Finally, since the Dnepr River ranged in width from 250 to 350 feet at Bykhov and was no obstacle, the only problem he had to surmount was the swampy meadows and forests on the river’s eastern bank.


    Guderian’s long-awaited assault began at dawn on 10 July, when 4th Panzer and 10th Motorized Divisions of Geyr’ XXIV Motorized Corps crossed the Dnepr River at and north of Staryi Bykhov, 29-32 kilometers south of Mogilev. The timing of Guderian’s attack did not catch Timoshenko by surprise since, at 0800 hours the same day, his daily intelligence summary noted the concentration and correctly divined its intent:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – on 9 July and overnight on 9-10 July, the enemy along the Lepel’-Vitebsk axis forced the Western Dvina River with large motor-mechanized and infantry units (up to two army corps) and captured the city of Vitebsk. Along the Bobruisk axis, after concentrating a large grouping, he is preparing to force the Dnepr River. Along the Borisov axis – there is fighting of a local nature with large enemy motorized units.
      


      
        	•

        	The Sebezh axis – during the second half of the day and overnight on 9-10 July, an enemy force of up to three divisions (3rd, 28th, and 121st ID), supported by aviation, captured Sebezh, and reached the Sebezh, Lake Osveiskoe, and Ust’e front (7 kilometers southwest of Drissa).
      


      
        	•

        	The Polotsk axis – on 9 July, an enemy force of up to two divisions (14th MotD and 51st ID) and a tank regiment, supported by aviation, fought along the Borkovichi and Polotsk front.
      


      
        	•

        	The Lepel’-Vitebsk axis – the enemy forced the Western Dvina River in the Ulla and Beshenkovichi sector with elements of 8th and 39th AC (Mot), developed the attack toward Sirotino and Vitebsk, and reached the Zabor’e, Obol’, Sirotino, and Vitebsk front at dawn on 10 July. On 9 July large enemy motor-mechanized units were fighting west of Senno, while protecting their left flank with strong antitank regions [strong points] along the Chernogost’e, Ozera, and Novoselki line and supporting actions by bombers, dive-bombers, and heavy artillery.
      


      
        	•

        	The Borisov axis – an enemy force (4th and 10th Mot, 18th PzD, and part of 7th PzD) fought along our intermediate Kokhanovo (33 kilometers west of Orsha) and Drut’ River line. As a result, the enemy lost a significant number of tanks and personnel. The enemy advanced toward Shklov with individual detachments with up to a battalion of motorized infantry, a company of tanks, one-two battalions of artillery, and a sapper subunit in each, and, simultaneously, regrouped his forces from the Borisov region toward Mogilev.
      


      
        	•

        	The Rogachev-Zhlobin axis – on 9 July and overnight on 9-10 July, the enemy continued concentrating large forces from 24th AC (Mot), including 3rd and 4th PzDs, a motorized division, and 265th ID, on the western bank of the Dnepr in the Vishchin (15 kilometers northeast of Rogachev), Rogachev, Zhlobin, and Proskurin regions and, while conducting artillery fire against our units, prepared crossings in the Zborovo [8 kilometers north of Rogachev], Zadrut’e [5 kilometers south of Rogachev], Zhlobin, and Proskurin sector by the end of the day on 9 July and the night of 9-10 July.
      


      
        	•

        	Conclusions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The enemy’s main effort is along the Lepel’-Vitebsk axis, and large groupings have concentrated along the Bobruisk axis, where we can expect him to cross the Dnepr in the near future.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Borisov axis--the enemy is approaching the Dnepr River while fighting along our intermediate lines.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Sebezh axis – the enemy is striving to capture the Sebezh region.5
      

    


    However, as the report indicates, Timoshenko was expecting the assault in the Rogachev rather than the Bykhov sector. Therefore, he had concentrated most of 21st Army’s forces in the Rogachev sector, leaving only 13th Army’s 187th Rifle Division to defend the sector north of Bykhov.


    After four hours of fighting, Langermann’s 4th Panzer and Löper’s 10th Motorized Divisions, the first of Army Group Center’s forces to cross the broad Dnepr River, seized sizeable bridgehead on the river’s eastern bank, a truly historic event.6 After the panzer-grenadiers broke the Soviets’ resistance and pushed forward into the nearby forests, Guderian’s engineers began building two bridges across the river, while the panzer group commander planned his subsequent advance. The operational summary Timoshenko’s Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 10 July described the predicament of Remezov’s 13th Army:


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the front’s forces fought intensely with attacking enemy units in the Sebezh, Osveia, Borkovichi, Gorodok, Barsuki Station, and Borkolobovo region. Enemy forces of undetermined size (according to intelligence, units of 8th and 39th AC) penetrated 22nd Army’s front in the Ulla and Beshenkovichi sector and, developing their offensive toward the northeast, occupied Vitebsk. The front is directing its main efforts at liquidating the offensive by the enemy’s Vitebsk grouping.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army – overnight on 9-10 July and during the day on 10 July, the army’s units continued to fortify the eastern bank of the Dnepr River and the Mogilev bridgehead and, simultaneously, partially regrouped its forces. The enemy attacked at 1030 hours on 10 July, after an artillery and air preparation, and forced the Dnepr River in the Barsuki Station and Borkolobovo region, while bombing the eastern bank of the Dnepr River in the Buinichi and Staryi Bykhov region.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	61st RC [53rd, 110th, and 172nd RD] – repelled an enemy attack toward Shklov with a force of up to two infantry battalions and threw the enemy back to their jumping-off positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th RC [148th and 187th RD] – fighting with enemy units that crossed the river in the Barsuki and Borkolobovo region. At 1330 hours enemy tanks were detected along the Mogilev-Novyi Bykhov highway, and small groups of infantry are in the Lykovo region.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th MC – during the night, the enemy opposite the corps’ front conducted reinforced reconnaissance, forced the Drut’ River with small groups, and, by infiltrating in the Kuty, Ugol’ia, and Khanovo region, disrupted the mechanized corps’ supply routes. The corps held on to its previous positions, but no information has been received about the day’s fighting. Enemy aircraft interrupted railroad communications from Mogilev to Chausy.7
      

    


    In the same report, Timoshenko acknowledged, “According to air reconnaissance and ground observation, beginning on 9 July, the enemy has been regrouping motor-mechanized forces toward Mogilev.” However, by this time it was too late for Timoshenko to do anything about it, since Guderian was already across the Dnepr River.


    The next day, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII and Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps repeated Geyr’s performance by assaulting across the Dnepr at Kopys and Shklov. Because of the surprise produced by XXIV Motorized Corps’ attack at Novyi Bykhov, the defending Soviets simply lacked both the time and the forces to defend the Dnepr River everywhere. Eremenko later admitted, in addition to being taken by surprise, “The Soviet Supreme Command was unable to face up to accomplished facts. All it did was to issue orders to restore the situation as soon as a Nazi breakthrough occurred, which really amounted to a squandering of reserves.”8


    In accordance with Guderian’s plan, after conducting reconnaissances-in-force the day before, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps conducted its assault across the river at Kopys with Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division, which, in conjunction with Weber’s 17th and Nehring’s 18th Panzer Divisions advancing on Orsha from the west, was to outflank the Soviets’ defenses at Orsha from the south and then advance eastward toward Smolensk. Simultaneously, Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division from Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps, supported by the “Grossdeutschland” Motorized Infantry Regiment, was to assault across the river south of Shklov, while Hausser’s SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division concentrated on the Dnepr River’s western bank opposite the Soviets’ defenses at Shklov. After crossing the river, Vietinghoff’s corps was to exploit eastward toward Gorki and, ultimately, the El’nia region. The forward elements of kampfgruppen Usinger and Streich, from Weichs’s Second Army, were already in positions to protect Guderian’s left flank north of the Borisov-Orsha road.


    Mölder’s famous 51st Fighter Wing was already supporting Geyr’s motorized corps at Bykhov, and Richthofen’s and Fiebig’s VIII and II Air Corps were supporting the XXXXVII and XXXXVI Motorized Corps, respectively. The fact that this was the first time Bock employed his air power in unified and concentrated fashion indicated the vital importance he attached to crossing the Dnepr River.9 The rolling barrage of air strikes the Luftwaffe delivered on 10 July and planned for but cancelled for 11 July was especially vital since Guderian’s panzer group was experiencing a shortage of artillery ammunition.10


    See Map 8, Army Group Center’s situation late on 11 July 1941.


    
       
    


    In the sector of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Corps near Kopys, Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division overcame the defenses of 20th Army’s 100th Rifle Division, and two of its regiments seized secured a bridgehead by midday on 11 July. On Boltenstern’s right, Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division from Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps, which was assaulting across the river near the junction between 20th and 13th Armies, routed 53rd Rifle Division of 13th Army’s 61st Rifle Corps and seized a secure bridgehead of its own. Once again Timoshenko’s daily operational summary, which he dispatched to the Stavka at 2000 hours, related the action in detail, albeit a bit optimistically in regard to 20th and 13th Armies’ defense:
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    Map 8. Army Group Center’s situation late on 11 July 1941.
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        	•

        	General Situation – the front’s forces fought with attacking enemy units in the Sebezh, Osveia, Borkovichi, Gorodok, Vitebsk, Barsuki Station, and Borkolobovo region, while directing its main efforts at liquidating the enemy’s advancing Vitebsk grouping.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army [Ershakov] – conducted sustained fighting along its entire front against units of 8th and 39th AC.
      

    


    ♦ 51st RC:


    
      
        	◊

        	170th RD – attacked with its right wing at 1000 hours on 11 July, with its left wing fighting in its previous positions.
      


      
        	◊

        	112th RD – holding off numerically superior enemy forces in the Volyntsy region with its left wing and fighting intensely with enemy tanks penetrating from Iukhovichi toward Kliastitsy at 1000 hours 11 July.
      


      
        	◊

        	98th RD – repelling enemy attempts to force the Drissa River in its previous positions.
      


      
        	◊

        	126th RD – fighting defensively along the Ignatovo and Kulikovo line.
      

    


    ♦ 62nd RC:


    
      
        	◊

        	174th RD – occupying its previous positions at 1000 hours on 11 July, faced by an inactive enemy.
      


      
        	◊

        	186th RD – 238th Regiment is attacking toward Lovsha Station, with its forward units fighting in the vicinity of Lovsha Station and its remaining units concentrated in the Prudok and Bobrovshchina region (14 kilometers east of Trudy).
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army [Konev] – fighting intensely for Vitebsk with unknown results. Out of 350 trains that arrived on 11 July, 130 have been unloaded. 7th MC and 153rd, 186th, and 50th RDs were subordinated to the army.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army [Kurochkin] – withdrawing its mechanized corps [20th] behind the front lines, fighting defensively in its previous positions, and driving back an enemy group that crossed the Dnepr at Kopys and up to two battalions of enemy infantry with tanks that forced the river north of Shklov, with the enemy leaving 15 tanks on the battlefield. 7th MC and 19th and 153rd RDs were transferred from 20th to 19th Army.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army [Remezov] – held on to its positions in the Shklov and Novyi Bykhov sector and now fighting with enemy units penetrating in the Barsuki Station and Barkalabovo region and concentrating its approaching units.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	61st RC – holding on to the Shklov, Mogilev, and Buinichi line, while conducting reinforced reconnaissance north of Shklov, where an enemy force of up to two battalions attacked and forced the Dnepr with small groups of infantry and individual tanks on the morning of 11 July.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	53rd RD – holding on to the Shklov and Pleshchitsy line, while reconnoitering north of Shklov. At 1200 hours the enemy forced the Dnepr River, 2 kilometers north of Pleshchitsy, with a force of up to two battalions with tanks, but a counterattack threw them back to the river, inflicting heavy losses and destroying 15 tanks.
      


      
        	◊

        	110th RD – defending the Pleshchnitsy and Shapochitsy line.
      


      
        	◊

        	172nd RD – defending the Mogilev bridgehead, fortifying its defenses in the Shapochitsy and Buinichi sector along Dnepr River’s eastern bank, and blew up the bridge at Shklov.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	45th RC – fought with enemy units crossing the Dnepr in the Barsuki and Borkolobovo region, which now hold the Sidorovichi and Sladiuki region and the forest to the south, and concentrating its reserves in the Borkolobovo region.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	148th RD – concentrating and, simultaneously, fighting with enemy crossing the river.
      


      
        	◊

        	187th RD – fought with enemy units crossing the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	◊

        	137th RD – concentrating in the Sukhari and Pridantsy region on 10 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	20th MC – withdrawn from combat to behind the front for rest and refitting.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	21st Army [Gerasimenko] – completing its concentration and defending its previous positions at 1330 hours on 11 July against an inactive enemy.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	102nd RD and 63rd and 67th RCs – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC – 53rd RD’s 232nd and 110th RRs, after regrouping, occupied the Streshin and Belyi Bereg line, with 110th RR in the Streshin and mouth of the Berezina sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	75th RD – no new information.
      


      
        	♦

        	28th MtnRD – concentrated in the Bragin region.
      


      
        	♦

        	25th MC – 55th TD and 219th MD concentrating in their previous regions.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th TD – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	16th MC – concentrating in the Mozyr’ region (a MRR and 15th TD’s rear services arrived by 11 July).
      


      
        	♦

        	Armored Trains Nos. 51 and 52 – cooperating with the Colonel Kurmashev’s detachment and fighting in the Starushki Station, Rabkor Station, and Ratmirovichi region, where it destroyed up to 30 enemy tanks and armored vehicles from 7-9 July.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	4th Army [Sandalov] – completed regrouping, resting and refitting, and strengthening its defensive positions. Enemy aircraft bombed the Chausy, Propoisk, and Krichev regions on 10 July, killing 25 men and wounding 4 in 42nd RD.
      


      
        	•

        	The VVS of the Front – shot down 3 enemy aircraft in air combat and destroyed 8 aircraft on the ground during the second half of 10 July. Our losses: 1 aircraft shot down and 4 aircraft failed to return to their airfields.11
      

    


    However, the subsequent operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 13 July confirmed that Timoshenko’s optimism was misplaced:
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        	•

        	20th Army – after restoring the situation late on 12 July and overnight on 12-13 July by throwing the enemy infantry back at Bogushevskoe and Kopys’, now fighting with enemy tanks and motorized infantry penetrating into the depths of the defenses.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	69th RC – threw the enemy back and now defending:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	153rd RD – the Vorony, Zabolotinka Station, and Griada sector along the eastern bank of the Luchesa River.
      


      
        	◊

        	229th RD – the Griada, Luchi, and Bogushevskoe sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	233rd RD – the Kolen’ki and Staiki Station sector.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th RC – pushed the enemy behind the Dnepr River and now defending:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	73rd RD – the Selekta and Orsha line.
      


      
        	◊

        	18th RD – from the southeastern outskirts of Orsha to Kopys’ on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	2nd RC – fighting with enemy forces that crossed the Dnepr River and reached the corps’ flank and rear in the forests west of Gorki, with its positions being verified.
      


      
        	♦

        	5th MC (with 69th RC) – fighting to liquidate enemy forces that crossed the Dnepr and reached the Sofievka region [south and southeast of Gorki], while protecting the main road in the Vysokoe region with one battalion, with unknown results.
      


      
        	♦

        	57th TD – concentrating in the Gusino region [45 kilometers west of Smolensk].
      


      
        	♦

        	144th RD and 1st MRD – holding on to the crossings over the Dnepr River and fighting to destroy the enemy in the Kobryn’ and Lenino sector south of the Dnepr River [45-50 kilometers east of Orsha]
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	13th Army – fighting with enemy forces that crossed the Dnepr in the Shklov and Bykhov Station region [20-30 kilometers north of Mogilev] and penetrated eastward up to 20 kilometers.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	61st RC (with part of 20th MC) – under heavy pressure by large enemy motor-mechanized forces that crossed the Dnepr in the Shklov region and penetrated up to 15 kilometers to the Sas’kovka and Novyi Prudki line and farther along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River to Buinichi.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	53rd RD – defending the Shklov and Pleshchitsy line, subjected to the enemy’s main attack, withdrew, and its positions now unknown.
      


      
        	◊

        	Positions of its remaining units are unknown.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	20th MC – attacked from the Sos’kovka and Nichiporovichi line toward Bel’ at 0500 hours on 13 July, but was stopped by enemy artillery and aviation after advancing 2 kilometers.12
      

    


    In fact, Guderian’s armor had rendered Timoshenko’s defenses along the Dnepr River from Kopys southward to Mogilev and from Mogilev southward to Staryi Bykhov utterly superfluous. As a result, Timoshenko was losing control of the situation, a weakness Guderian was quick to exploit


    Thus, by midday on 11 July, Guderian’s three motorized corps had seized secure bridgeheads at Kopys, Shklov, and Novyi Bykhov, and, to his panzer group’s rear, Weichs’ Second Army had reached the Berezina River and was moving eastward toward the Dnepr River by forced marches. During the day, Guderian moved his headquarters 80 kilometers forward from Novyi Borisov to Tolochino, where Napoleon had situated his headquarters in 1812. There he met General Efisio Marras, the Italian Military Attaché, and Hitler’s Luftwaffe aide, Colonel Nicolaus von Bülow, where, satisfied with his forces’ progress, he invited his guests to join him on the next day’s tour of the battlefield.13


    After capturing the three bridgeheads, Guderian wanted Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps to advance directly toward Smolensk, Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps to move due east through Gorki to Pochinok, 48 kilometers south of Smolensk, and Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps to advance eastward through Chausy and Krichev to Roslavl’ on the old Moscow road, 100 kilometers southeast of Smolensk. Since Geyr’s forces were also supposed to defend Second Panzer Group’s right flank, Bock assigned General Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division, which had relieved Model’s 3rd Panzer Division on 9 and 10 July, to Guderian’s panzer group so that it could form the second wave attack of Geyr’s shock group. Initially, at least, Guderian wanted Geyr’s forces to eliminate Mogilev by enveloping it from the south with 3rd Panzer Division. However, when Model’s panzer division made slow progress on the poor roads and was stopped on 11 July by both a destroyed bridge 24 kilometers south of Mogilev and by determined Soviet resistance, with Kluge’s approval, Guderian decided to bypass Mogilev and have Model’s panzers follow in the wake of Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division via Bykhov.14


    After visiting the headquarters of Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division at Kopys at midday on 11 July, where the engineers were building a bridge so that the remainder of Lemelsen’s corps could cross the Dnepr, Guderian crossed the river in an assault boat in an attempt to reach the bridgehead of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Corps at Shklov. After failing to do so because the two bridgeheads had yet to be linked up, he returned to the river’s western bank and ordered Lemelsen to regroup Weber’s 17th Panzer Division southward from Orsha so that it could use the crossing at Kopys. While returning to his command post, Guderian briefed Kluge on his progress and gained his approval for “redirecting” 17th and 3rd Panzer Divisions.


    After spending less than three hours at Tolochino, where he briefed Hitler’s adjutant, Schmundt, who was collecting first-hand information for the Führer, accompanied by his operations officer, Colonel Fritz Bayerlein, Guderian spent three hours traversing the abominable roads to the bridgehead held by Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps at Shklov. Although Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division and “Grossdeutschland” Motorized Infantry Regiment had encountered stronger resistance at Shklov than Lemelsen’s forces faced at Kopys, the engineers had finally managed to repair the damaged bridges there. Guderian’s quick tour convinced him his assault crossing had been a success, and he urged the corps commander to push on ahead and exploit his success, even during the night. By the time he returned to his headquarters the next morning, his panzer group thus held bridgeheads about ten miles deep at Kopys, Shklov, and Bykhov. With their four new bridges, in Guderian’s opinion, these bridgeheads formed a more than adequate base from which to begin his exploitation.15 However, tempering Guderian’s optimism, on 12 July XXXXVII and XXIV Motorized Corps each lost one of these precious four bridges owing to over-use, which slowed down their operations.


    Taken aback by Guderian’s surprise gambit, Timoshenko was at a marked disadvantage because the German attack had struck the vulnerable boundary between his 20th and 13th Armies and broken it wide open. In addition, severe command turbulence was hindering his operations. Only days before, on 10 July the Stavka had appointed Timoshenko as commander of the Main Command of the Western Direction (in short, Main Western Direction Command), a new task which only complicated his command and control problems. Furthermore, after Remezov replaced the mortally wounded Filatov as the 13th Army’s commander on 8 July, Remezov was also wounded while personally leading a counterattack against Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps on 12 July. Thereafter, Gerasimenko, 21st Army’s commander, took command of 13th Army on 14 July, only to be replaced by Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov, ending a series of turbulent command changes, which were further aggravated by constant poor signal communications.16


    See Map 9. The situation, 2300, 13 July 1941.


    
       
    


    In sum, by day’s end on 13 July, when 17th Panzer Division of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps captured Orsha, Timoshenko’s defenses along the Dnepr River had simply collapsed. By this time, Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division had broken out of its bridgehead at Kopys and was already halfway to Smolensk. To the south, Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps had passed through Gorki toward Mstislavl’ on the road to the Sozh River, and Langermann’s 4th Panzer and Löper’s 10th Motorized Divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps were pushing westward from Bykhov, leaving a major portion of 13th Army threatened with encirclement in the Mogilev region.


    While Guderian’s panzer group was seizing crossings over the Dnepr River and beginning to carve a corridor with its armor toward Smolensk from the south, after routing Ershakov’s 22nd Army along the Western Dvina River northwest of Polotsk and Konev’s 19th and Kurochkin’s 20th Armies near Vitebsk, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group was again on the move, its left wing toward Nevel’ and its right wing toward Velizh and Smolensk from the north. By nightfall on 13 July, the spearheads of Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division and Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division, respectively, were about 55 kilometers apart and rapidly closing in on Smolensk from the north and south. Behind Guderian’s advancing armor, after completing their grisly work west of Minsk, three infantry corps of Weichs’ Second Army were crossing the Berezina River, followed closely by three more infantry corps only two days’ march behind. Threatened by the converging pincers of this German armored armada, the bulk of Timoshenko’s 19th, 16th, and 20th Armies fought desperately to survive.17


    The Timoshenko Offensive, 13–16 July


    As early as 11 July, the Stavka realized it faced a crisis in the sector of Timoshenko’s Western Main Direction Command. With Vitebsk and the Dnepr River crossings south of Orsha in German hands, desperate measures were required to restore the situation, if it could be restored at all. Accordingly, at 1545 hours on 12 July, the Stavka ordered Timoshenko, “Immediately organize powerful and coordinated counterstrokes from the Smolensk, Rudnia, Orsha, Polotsk, and Nevel’ regions with your forces at hand to liquidate the enemy penetration at Vitebsk,” but “do not weaken the Orsha-Mogilev front,” and, in addition, “Conduct active operations along the Gomel’ and Bobruisk axis to threaten the rear of the enemy’s Mogilev grouping.18


    However, Timoshenko and his chief of staff, Malandin, had already anticipated the Stavka’s intentions by issuing a series of preliminary orders of his own. First, at 2020 hours the previous evening, he had directed F. I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army to activate limited offensive actions to tie down the advancing forces of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group:
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    Map 9. The situation, 2300, 13 July 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        
          The enemy is not active on 21st Army’s front and, since he is not encountering any energetic actions from our side, he is maneuvering his mobile forces to other places while attacking toward Mogilev. I order:

        


        
          1. Tie down the enemy’s operations and force him to fear the possibilities of our attacks.

        


        
          2. Dispatch mobile detachments with sappers, antitank guns, and tank destroyer commands to operate toward Zborovo, Chigirinka, Gorodishche, Zhlobin, Parichi, and Bobruisk [west of Rogachev].

        


        
          3. Assign the detachments the missions to destroy enemy tanks, disorganize his rear area, destroy his transport, communications, radio transmitters, warehouses, and so forth, to destroy supply routes, and to emplace mine obstacles.

        


        
          Assign to the detachments operating toward Zborov and Gorodishche the mission to disrupt activity along the Bobruisk and Mogilev highway and wreck the enemy crossing in the vicinity of Bykhov Station.

        


        
          The detachments sent toward Bobruisk will disorganize the enemy’s rear, disrupt the provisioning of his Zhlobin group and, if possible, blow up the bridges at Bobruisk and destroy aircraft on their airfields.

        


        
          4. Organize radio posts to receive the detachments’ reports.

        


        
          5. Prepare an operation and keep forces ready to seize Bobruisk and Parichi by surprise.19

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Several hours later, at 0300 hours on 12 July, chief of staff Malandin dispatched special instructions to Konev and Ershakov, the commanders of the front’s 19th and 22nd Armies, underscoring the importance of the impending counterstroke toward Vitebsk, but also expressing his and Timoshenko’s uneasiness over the prospective attacks:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix C, 4.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          The Commander-in-Chief orders:

        


        
          1. Together with Ershakov, attack the enemy in the Vitebsk region on 12 July and throw him back behind the line of the Polotsk-Vitebsk road.

        


        
          2. Ershakov will attack at 0800 hours on 12 July toward Selo Station; and Konev – Vitebsk and Kniazhitsa Station. Support Konev’s attack with 1-2 battalions of tanks.

        


        
          3. The Air Forces have been given the mission to protect the area of operations of the attacking forces at 0800 hours.

        


        
          4. Place Konev’s headquarters in Iakuboshchina [the same as the Western Front], and get your command and control right.

        


        
          5. Put your forces in order.

        


        
          6. Comrade Konev must bear in mind that 134th RD has unloaded in the Smolensk region, and 127th RD has unloaded 14 trains in the Smolensk region.

        


        
          Prepare antitank positions along the Moshna River line with forces of the arriving trains, paying special attention to the direction of the road to Smolensk. Report on the course of operations every 3 hours.20

        

      

    


    
       
    


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix C, 5.


    
       
    


    Timoshenko’s complete full attack order, which he issued to his armies later on 12 July, underscored both the vast extent and totally unrealistic nature of his planned counteroffensive:


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy, after concentrating his 8th [sic] and 39th PzC [MotC] in Vitebsk and up to a tank corps along the Mogilev axis, forced the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and is developing his offensive toward Velizh and Gorki.
      


      
        	•

        	The Western Front’s Mission – destroy the penetrating enemy by combined operations with 22nd, 19th, and 20th Armies, in cooperation with aviation, and, after capturing the city of Vitebsk, dig in along the front of the Idritsa and Polotsk Fortified Regions, Sirotino, Khiazhitsa Station, Shilki, Orsha, and farther along the Dnepr River. Begin the offensive at 0800 hours on 13 July 1941.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army [Ershakov] – defend on the right wing and in the Polotsk Fortified Region and attack from the Voikhany Station and Gorodok front toward Vitebsk with 214th and 186th RDs, 56th and 390th HARs, 102nd ATBn, and 46th CAD to reach Sirotino and Kniazhitsa Station [30-40 kilometers northwest of Vitebsk] and dig in.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army [Konev] – while holding off the enemy group penetrating toward Velizh, attack from the Shumovshchina and Vorony front toward Vitebsk with 7th MC, 162nd RD and 220th MD, 399th HAR, and 11th CAD to capture Vitebsk, reach Voroshily and Pushkari [35 kilometers southwest of Vitebsk] by day’s end, and dig in.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army [Kurochkin] – destroy the enemy on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River by attacking toward Ostrovno with 5th MC, 153rd and 229th RDs, 57th TD (less 115th TR), 23rd CAD to assist 19th Army and reach and dig in along the Bogushevsk [35 kilometers south of Vitebsk], Pavlovichi, and Shilki [west of the Dnepr River] line.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army [Remezov] – destroy the enemy forces penetrating east of the Dnepr River and defend the Dnepr River line.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army [F. I. Kuznetsov] – attack from the Rogachev and Zhlobin front toward Bobruisk with 63rd RC’s 61st, 167th, and 154th RDs and toward Shatsilki and Parichi with 232nd RD to capture Bobruisk and Parichi, attack, simultaneously, from the Taimonovo and Shapchitsy regions with 102nd and 187th RDs to destroy enemy forces in the Komarichi and Bykhov regions, and move 117th RD forward to the Rogachev and Zhlobin front on the Dnepr River’s eastern bank to protect the Rogachev and Zhlobin axis.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front. Missions:
      

    


    
       
    


    
      
        	♦

        	Conduct air strikes against the enemy in the Gorodok, Ostrovno, and Vitebsk regions at 0730 hours on 13 July by operating chiefly against enemy artillery and tanks.
      


      
        	♦

        	Detect and immediately strike enemy centers of resistance along our forces’ movement routes by timely air observation.
      


      
        	♦

        	Protect the ground forces against enemy air strikes.
      


      
        	♦

        	Employ the long-range bomber aviation corps to strike the enemy in the Gorodok, Vitebsk, Beshenkovichi, and Shklov region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Employ all army aircraft to conduct strikes in support of the ground forces.21
      

    


    The detailed nature of all of these orders, to say nothing of Timoshenko’s and Malandin’s enjoinders to be careful, revealed the extreme over-centralization of the Soviet command system, its refusal to allow commanders on the scene to fight their own battles, and the uneasiness apparent in the headquarters of Western Main Direction Command. However, given the inexperience of many of these commanders, their anxiety was altogether reasonable.


    Timoshenko’s intent was to cut off and destroy Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups and restore the Western Front’s defenses along the Dnepr River. To do so, 22nd and 19th Armies were to capture Vitebsk and the Western Dvina River line, 20th and 16th Armies (the latter still assembling in the Smolensk region) were to restore the front’s defenses between the Orsha and Shklov regions, and 13th and 21st Armies, with the remnants of 4th Army, were to clear German forces from the Dnepr River east of Mogilev and Rogachev and also mount an advance on Bobruisk. Given the actual situation, no part of the Timoshenko’s plan was even remotely feasible.


    Illustrating the futility of Timoshenko’s order, at the hour he issued it, the left wing of Hoth’s panzer group, Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps, now cooperating with Ninth Army’s L and XXIII Army Corps, had already driven Ershakov’s 22nd Army from its defenses along the Western Dvina River northwest of Polotsk, cut his army into two parts, enveloped the army’s flanks, and was threatening both parts with encirclement. With only six divisions to defend a 274-kilometer front, Ershakov’s army was in full retreat. Although his 174th Rifle Division held out in the Polotsk Fortified Region until 16 July, Hoth’s armored spearheads forces bypassed Polotsk and drove rapidly northward toward Nevel’. As a result, within a matter of days, Timoshenko ordered Ershakov to withdraw his army to new defenses, although “while inflicting maximum damage on advancing German forces.”


    At the same time, by 13 July the right wing of Hoth’s panzer group, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps, with Lieutenant General Richard Ruoff’s V Army Corps in support, had smashed the first echelon of Konev’s 19th Army, capturing Velizh, and had sent Konev’s fragmented forces reeling back toward Smolensk in utter disorder. To the south, on the left wing of Guderian’s panzer group, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps had captured Orsha from Kurochkin’s 20th Army and was deeply enveloping Kurochkin’s left and right flanks. Although Konev’s and Kurochkin’s forces struck back twice, specifically on 11 and 12 July, lacking artillery and running short of both ammunition and fuel, their assaults did little to slow the Germans’ advance. For example, Konev’s troops literally counterattacked as they dismounted from railroad trains on 11-13 July in a futile effort to recapture the Vitebsk region. By the time Timoshenko’s attack order reached the two armies, they were both spent forces with no choice but to withdraw eastward.22.


    See Map 10, Army Group Center’s situation late on 13 July 1941.
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    Map 10. Army Group Center’s situation late on 13 July 1941.

  


  


  
    As far as Remezov’s 13th Army was concerned, his force had already been shattered by Guderian’s XXXXVI and XXIV Motorized Corps, which, by 13 July, were deep in his rear area. Soon after Remezov was wounded, the army’s new commander, Gerasimenko, withdrew the army eastward toward the Sozh River, and the Mogilev Group, as the Soviets termed it, was cut off from 13th Army’s main forces and came under the command of Major General Fedor Alekseevich Bakunin. However, Bakunin’s garrison at Mogilev enjoyed a stay of execution for only a few days as Guderian’s panzer divisions raced eastward toward the Desna River and closed in on Smolensk from the southwest. Only 21st Army, first under Gerasimenko’s command, and after 12 July under the command of F. I. Kuznetsov, managed to carry out Timoshenko’s orders with any degree of success, when the army was able to project a sizeable force across the Dnepr River and briefly threaten German communications at Bobruisk.


    Pressured unrelentingly by the Stavka, Timoshenko persisted in his “counteroffensive,” although, by now, it was largely imaginary. As a result, Timoshenko’s reports and orders convey a dreamlike atmosphere in his headquarters. For example, late on 13 July, his daily intelligence report began correctly by stating, “The enemy is directing his main efforts with his main grouping in the general directions of Nevel’ and Smolensk and secondary attacks toward Krichev and Roslavl’.” It ended accurately by concluding:


    
      
        
          1. The enemy, having concentrated large groupings of infantry and motorized units in the Sebezh, Obol’, and Gorodok regions and, while covering himself along the Polotsk axis, is striving to cut the communications to Nevel’, and encircle the units of 22nd Army by an attack in the general direction of Nevel’.

        


        
          2. The enemy along the Vitebsk-Orsha and Mogilev axes is trying to reach Smolensk with a concentrated attack by large motor-mechanized units. Simultaneously, he is trying to capture the railroad centers of Mstislavl’ and Krichev [by operating] with forward detachments.

        


        
          3. It is possible that the enemy’s withdrawal noted in the Bobruisk region is a maneuver aimed at attacking the flanks of our units in the Novyi Bykhov and Rotmirovichi region.23

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Also late on 13 July Timoshenko dispatched a personal report as commander-in-chief of the Main Western Direction Command to Stalin and Chief of the General Staff, Zhukov, which added significant operational details to the intelligence appreciation (Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix C, 8). Most importantly, this report also included Timoshenko’s plan for the immediate future:


    To Comrades Stalin and Zhukov


    
      
        	♦

        	General Situation – the enemy conducted uninterrupted attacks along the entire Western Front, other than 21st Army, on 12 and 13 July 1941. After bitter fighting with great losses, the enemy succeeded in capturing Vitebsk on 12 July and forced the Dnepr River in the direction of Shklov and Bykhov; however, his attacks along the remaining front were beaten off.
      


      
        	♦

        	22nd Army – holding on to the Idritsa region and the Polotsk Fortified Region, but along the Pribytki axis (10 kilometers west of Tolmachevskaia) the enemy pushed 98th RD back with a force of up to two IRs.
      


      
        	♦

        	19th Army – after suffering heavy losses in the fighting for Vitebsk, withdrew to the Western Dvina River’s southern bank and attacked toward Vitebsk with 162nd RD and 220th MD. The attack is taking place in difficult circumstances because 19th Army managed to concentrate only two rifle divisions. The enemy has penetrated into 19th Army’s rear with small groups in the Velizh and Liozno region.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th Army – liquidated the enemy penetration at Kopys with night operations and, together with 13th Army’s units, is continuing to liquidate the enemy penetration in the Shklov region. 153rd and 29th RDs, on the right wing, will attack toward Ostrovno to envelop Vitebsk, to support its seizure by 19th Army’s forces.
      


      
        	♦

        	13th Army – repelled enemy attacks in the Shklov, Bykhov, and Zarech’e region. Crack enemy units (11th and 30th SS Divisions) are operating along this axis. The forward tank units of 11th SS ID managed to penetrate into the Gorki region from the Shklov region with heavy losses by day’s end on 12 July; and at the remaining crossing sites, fighting is under way in the immediate vicinity of the crossings. 13th Army’s commander, Remezov, has been wounded.
      


      
        	♦

        	21st Army – attacked along the Rogachev and Chigirinka, Zhlobin and Bobruisk, and Rechitsa and Parichi axes on the morning of 13 July. The offensive is developing successfully.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Front’s Reserves (4th Army and 6th, 42nd, 143rd, and 55th RDs) – are filling out and re-organizing in rear positions in the Chausy and Propoisk region along the Pronia River.
      


      
        	♦

        	The VVS of the Front – conducted a strong strike against the enemy in the Vitebsk region on the morning of 13 July and are continuing systematic actions against enemy columns operating in that region. Simultaneously, the enemy’s crossings at Shklov are being destroyed by air strikes, and enemy tank columns in the Gorki region are being subjected to constant attacks.
      


      
        	♦

        	Decisions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	22nd, 19th, and 20th Armies, reinforced by aircraft, will capture Vitebsk with active operations by day’s end on 13 July and restore the front along the Sirotino, Kniazhitsa Station, and Luchesa River line.
      


      
        	◊

        	20th and 13th Armies will liquidate the enemy penetration of the front along the Bogushevsk, Shklov, and Bykhov axes by conducting flank attacks and cutting off the enemy tanks penetrating into the depth.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy the enemy grouping penetrating along the Gorki axis by continuous air strikes and operations by 57th TD’s motorized detachments.
      


      
        	◊

        	To avoid feeding 19th Army’s concentrating forces into combat in piecemeal fashion, I am designating the Iartsevo and Smolensk regions, behind the line of the Dnepr and Sot’ Rivers, as 127th, 129th, 38th, and 158th RDs’ concentration areas.24
      

    


    Elaborating on his front’s deteriorating situation and many problems after yet another day of dismal operations, on 14 July Timoshenko sent a longer explanation of the sad state of affairs to the Stavka. Acknowledging that the situation in the Western Front on 14 July “seems very complicated,” he admitted that “The enemy, having profited from his penetration in the Vitebsk, Bogushevsk, Shklov, and Staryi Bykhov region, is energetically committing large mechanized formations, supported by aviation “displaying great energy,” into the penetration. He then described the situation along each operational axis, underscoring that the Germans were obviously headed for Smolensk, but also asserting that his forces were counterattacking whenever and wherever possible. The implication of the German drive was clear to Timoshenko – they were simply seeking to encircle the entire Vitebsk-Orsha grouping. More ominously, while emphasizing the forceful reaction of his forces, he also added, “our forces are unstable owing to the protracted withdrawals, the recent sustained fighting, as well as the carelessness in bringing them up to strength and the great losses of weapons,” especially during tank and air attacks, when “there have been instances of our units running away from enemy air attacks and his forward tank detachments.”
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    Timoshenko then lamented the slow mobilization and forward deployment of critical reserves, which was “complicated by the fact that the arrival of new units is being slowed and disorganized by the railroads.” Consequently, “the rear service units are arriving in the lead trains and the combat units are lingering for prolonged periods en route,” As a result, “the front does not have any reserves and, organizationally, is forced to commit poorly prepared units hurriedly into the forward lines. Many divisions consist of differing units. As far as the tank formations are concerned, they do not have equipment and, in essence, are being turned technically into poorly equipped infantry.”


    Despite these many problems, Timoshenko promised to begin more vigorous counterattacks overnight and the next morning and, after pointing out specific enemy losses, in particular, in tanks and aircraft, he ended his report by asking for reinforcements, in particular, aircraft, tanks, trucks, and ammunition.25


    Despite these candid assessments, later the same day Timoshenko once again issued fresh combat orders with overly ambitious missions to his already hard-pressed and shopworn 22nd, 19th, 20th, and 21st Armies:
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        	•

        	General Situation – after concentrating large forces along the Vitebsk and Mogilev axes, the enemy penetrated the front in the Shklov and Bykhov regions, and reached the Velizh and Gorki regions with his mobile groups, while trying to reach Smolensk to encircle our Vitebsk-Orsha grouping. The size of the enveloping enemy force has reached four-five motorized corps. Other than the penetrations along the Vitebsk and Shklov axes, the Western Direction’s armies are firmly defending the remaining front.
      


      
        	•

        	Western Front’s Mission – to cut off the penetrating enemy from their rear in the Gorodok and Vitebsk and Orsha and Shklov sectors to strengthen the front’s stability, throw the enemy’s Velizh group back, and crush the grouping of enemy mechanized forces which have reached too far in the Gorki, Mstislavl’, and Shklov regions.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army [Ershakov] – smooth out the front in the center by withdrawing 98th and 112th RDs to the Iukhovichi and Baravukha line [north of the Western Dvina River], hold on to the Polotsk Fortified Region, attack toward Gorodok and Vitebsk to occupy and defend the Sirotino and Zuikovo front [northwest of Vitebsk], and keep at least one RD in army reserve behind the left wing.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army [Konev] (162nd, 134th, 129th, and 153rd RDs and 7th MC) – capture Vitebsk by a decisive attack by day’s end on 16 July and dig in firmly along the Gorodok and Zarech’e line.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army [Kurochkin] (229th, 233rd, 73rd, 18th, 100th, 161st, and 110th RDs and 5th MC) – liquidate the penetration along the Orsha and Shklov front by day’s end on 16 July and fortify the positions you occupy and attack from Krasnyi [45 kilometers southwest of Smolensk] toward Gorki with 57th Tank Division on the night of 14-15 July to destroy the penetrating enemy mechanized columns.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army [Gerasimenko] (172nd, 148th, 137th, 132nd, 160th, 151st, 187th, and 53rd RDs, 20th MC, and a mortar battalion) – liquidate the enemy penetration in the Staryi Bykhov region on 16 July, with 160th and 137th RDs, 20th MC, and 696th ATR conducting the main attack from Bosia River line toward Gorki and destroying the enemy Gorki grouping, and firmly hold on to your positions along the Dnepr River. I am assigning the decisive attack to 13th Army’s units as the most important mission and a matter of honor.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army [F. I. Kuznetsov] – fulfill your previously assigned mission more decisively.
      


      
        	•

        	4th Army [Sandalov] (42nd, 143rd, and 55th RDs – destroy the enemy mechanized grouping penetrating toward Gorki by attacking from the Riasna, Shirki, and Osinovka region [32 kilometers south-southeast to 45 kilometers southeast of Gorki] toward Gorki from the south, in cooperation with 13th Army, and by attacking from the Bakhrevka and Krichev region [35 kilometers south to 35 kilometers southeast of Mstislavl’] toward Mstislavl’ and Gorki with a separate detachment made up of 4th AbnC, 25th MC, and 6th RD, commanded by the commander of 4th AbnC [Zhadov].
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army [Lukin] (152nd and 46th RDs) –relying on an antitank region, prevent the enemy’s Velizh grouping from attacking southward from the Demidov and Dukhovshchina regions to reach the Smolensk and Iartsevo road, and, simultaneously, attack southward toward Gorki with your concentrated divisions and 17th MC to destroy the enemy’s mobile grouping in cooperation with 13th and 4th Armies.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Front aviation – cooperate with the ground forces to liquidate the enemy penetrations in the Vitebsk and Shklov regions by air strikes and systematically attack enemy ground forces in the Gorki, Mstislavl’, and Shklov regions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Army aviation – act in support of the ground forces.26
      

    


    Timoshenko ended his order with the frank appeal, “We demand all army men, commanders, and political workers display courage, decisiveness, and initiative.” In these circumstances, however, such an appeal was futile because nowhere did his order recognize the real state of affairs or in any way alter the objectives he had assigned to his armies on 12 July.


    Meanwhile, also on 14 July, in accordance with the Stavka’s instructions, Timoshenko attempted to combine command and control of all the forces fighting in the Smolensk region under the control of Lukin’s 16th Army, whose forces were just then beginning to arrive in Smolensk.
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          With the aim of combining the command and control and putting the defenses along the approaches to the city of Smolensk in order, I order:

        


        
          1. Subordinate all units of the garrison of Smolensk, units arriving by railroad for other armies and unloading in the vicinity of the city of Smolensk, as well as units occupying defensive sectors on the immediate approaches to Smolensk to the commander of 16th Army, Lieutenant General Lukin.

        


        
          2. The commander of 16th Army will combine the command and control of the above units and firmly hold on to the approaches to Smolensk.

        


        
          3. Encircle, blockade, and destroy the penetrating enemy units with counterattacks by mobile maneuver groups, while extensively exploiting the hours of darkness to achieve those aims.27

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Despite the bravado he displayed over the previous few days, Timoshenko’s optimism and offensive ardor seemed to ebb on 15 and 16 July, when he issued two far less ambitious orders. The first of these orders, dispatched on 15 July, directed his deputy, Eremenko, to take control of the shattered remnants of Konev’s 19th Army, establish a new defense line extending from Nevel’ southward to just north of Smolensk, and prepare to conduct yet another counterattack from Iartsevo toward Smolensk and Demidov:
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          I order:

        


        
          1. Fulfill the missions I assigned to you stubbornly and persistently.

        


        
          2. To fulfill them, employ all of 19th Army’s forces by directing their efforts at the overall aim to create a continuous front, while cutting the penetrating enemy tanks off from their bases and main forces, organize the new continuous front along the Alushkovo, Nevel’, Dubrovo, Surazh-Vitebsk, and Zabolotinka line, and prepare powerful counterattacks from the Iartsevo region toward Demidov and Smolensk.

        


        
          3. Inspire all personnel with the knowledge that, in the present situation and operations, the penetrating enemy tanks can themselves fall into encirclement and be destroyed.

        


        
          4. Demand that every garrison and village resist the tanks so as to scatter them and facilitate their destruction piecemeal along the approaches to Smolensk.

        


        
          5. Make Smolensk an impenetrable objective for the enemy.

        


        
          6. Considering 20th Army’s successful operations and help from the east and north, the enemy will be destroyed by displays of initiative, audacity, and energy by our command cadre and soldiers.

        


        
          7. Employ all personnel in the struggle with tanks and leave only minimal forces in the rear.

        


        
          8. I will maintain communications with you by using liaison delegates in combat aircraft, wire, radio, and armored cars. Be sure to organize air signal posts.

        


        
          9. Report measures taken and your plan of action.28

        

      

    


    
       
    


    However, in Timoshenko’s second order, which he issued on 16 July in his capacity as commander-in-chief of the Western Direction, he instructed Ershakov, the commander of 22nd Army, to withdraw his shattered forces, which were now nearly totally encircled, to new defenses further north, probably only because Funck’s 7th Panzer Division had just captured Iartsevo:
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          The situation on 22nd Army’s front permits and requires the defeat and destruction of the enemy by stubborn fighting along successive lines during a withdrawal to Alushkovo, Lake Ozerishche, and Dubrovo.

        


        
          You may not keep 174th RD in the Polotsk Fortified Region; instead you must immediately regroup this division to the left wing for active operations.

        


        
          Pay special attention to strengthening and preparing your flanks and conducting energetic actions toward Vitebsk to unite with 19th Army in the Vitebsk region.

        


        
          I order:

        


        
          1. While exhausting the enemy with fighting, quietly withdraw the army, successively, to the Zaprudy, Ozerishche, and Dubrovo line.

        


        
          2. Close the penetration that has formed between 98th and 112th RDs with all of the army’s forces at hand.

        


        
          3. Organize the destruction of the penetrating enemy tanks and inspire all personnel with the belief that the struggle with penetrating enemy tanks should not trouble anyone, and that tanks cut off from the infantry and their bases cannot threaten us with encirclement.

        


        
          To destroy the penetrating enemy tanks, create detachments in each division and, while combining their actions on an army-wide scale, encircle and destroy the enemy.

        


        
          4. Use all of the encircled population in the struggle with the tanks in order to limit the tanks’ maneuver by employing engineer works and subject the tanks to attack by the detachments.

        


        
          Everything will depend on how well you succeed in assembling all of the forces scattered in the divisions’ and army’s rear area.

        


        
          Report your decisions and measures taken to fulfill this order.29

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Essentially, with the exception to the attacks by 21st Army in the south, what Guderian later termed as Timoshenko’s “counteroffensive” never really materialized. Without pausing along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups continued to drive eastward with determination and without regard for their flanks, completely disrupting all Soviet offensive plans.


    Hoth’s Advance to Smolensk and Nevel’, 13–16 July


    After defeating Konev’s threadbare 19th Army at Vitebsk and assembling his two motorized corps around Vitebsk in the south and on the northern bank of the Western Dvina River opposite the city of Disna, 35 kilometers west-northwest of Polotsk, in the north, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group began a two-pronged advance to secure his assigned objectives. By 15 July Hoth’s twin drives propelled his panzer forces of well over 500 tanks to the northeastern outskirts of Smolensk and to Nevel’ proper. Although both spectacular and successful, his offensive along diverging axes also created unforeseen problems for Hoth in the future.


    In the southern half of Hoth’s offensive sector, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps began its exploitation from the Vitebsk region early on 13 July, with its divisions fanning out simultaneously to the east, northeast, and north. Essentially his forces bypassed the left flank of Ershakov’s 22nd Army defending along the Western Dvina River and the right flank of Kurochkin’s 20th Army south of Vitebsk, all the while driving the remnants of Konev’s 19th Army toward the southeast, where Lukin’s 16th Army was slowly assembling to defend Smolensk.


    Advancing eastward from Vitebsk, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division captured Demidov by nightfall on 13 July, reaching within 34 kilometers north of Smolensk by day’s end on 14 July. As it was driving from Vitebsk to Demidov early in its march, the panzer division encountered three full-strength rifle divisions from Major General Sergei Mikhailovich Chestokhvalov’s 25th Rifle Corps from Konev’s 19th Army, which had just detrained at the town of Rudnia, midway (50 kilometers) between Smolensk and Vitebsk, and occupied defensive positions nine kilometers southeast of Vitebsk. According to one Russian source, when Funck’s panzers approached, “In fact, 25th Rifle Corps ran away and even did not join battle because of their fear of the enemy’s artillery fire.” As a result, “General Chestokhvalov was captured together with his staff.”30


    Passing up the opportunity for assaulting Smolensk from the north, instead, Funck wheeled his panzer division still further to the east, capturing Dukhovshchina, 44 kilometers northeast of Smolensk, by noon on 15 July, where the panzers found a hard surfaced road. Exploiting the new-found road, Funck formed a kampfgruppe consisting of one panzer battalion, one battalion of motorized infantry, and motorized battalion, and engineer artillery and antiaircraft elements, and sent it speeding southward across the final 24 kilometers to Iartsevo. The kampfgruppe captured the vital town, near where the highway and railroad to Moscow crossed the Vop’ River, a tributary of the Dnepr River, at 2030 hours on 15 July and immediately blocked the main artery between Smolensk and Moscow by fire. Finding the highway clogged with traffic and all four of its lanes jammed with columns of troops and vehicles heading both eastward and westward, the kampfgruppe repelled the first of many Soviet counterattacks and held its position. This was the 7th Panzer Division’s finest hour.31 As Funck’s panzers were entering Iartsevo, only hours behind, Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps was entering the ancient city of Smolensk from the south, signaling Guderian’s equally rapid advance. Thus, by day’s end on 15 July, another grand encirclement was taking shape. An estimated, and later confirmed 300,000 Soviet soldiers of Timoshenko’s 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies, most of whom were still fighting far to the west, were now falling into a deadly trap.32


    See Map 11. Army Group Center’s situation late on 15 July 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 11. Army Group Center’s situation late on 15 July 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    As Funck’s 7th Panzer Division struck out on its bold dash to Iartsevo, Stumpff’s 20th Panzer and Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Divisions surged northeastward and northward from Vitebsk, protecting the motorized corps’ left flank, while Zorn’s 20th Motorized Division remained in Vitebsk and on 14 July began forming a cordon around the northwestern edge of Soviet forces encircled west of Smolensk. After capturing Velizh, 70 kilometers northeast of Vitebsk, on the evening of 13 July, Stumpff’s division seized the village of Bor, 75 kilometers to the northeast, early on 15 July and then turned northward to occupy blocking positions south of the town of Belyi, 115 kilometers north of Smolensk, where Soviet forces were reported to be concentrating. After capturing Belyi, Stumpff’s orders were to turn the bulk of his division to the south and cut the Smolensk-Moscow road east of Iartsevo.


    Meanwhile, operating on the extreme left wing of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps, Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division marched 58 kilometers due north from Vitebsk and occupied blocking positions near the town of Usviaty to defend Schmidt’s left flank. Thus, by nightfall on 15 July, Schmidt’s three mobile divisions and Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division were deployed along an extended arc stretching over 194 kilometers from north of Vitebsk through Usviaty and southeastward to Iartsevo, east of Smolensk. Although these forces formed a ring around Soviet forces in the Smolensk region, without supporting infantry it was a fragile ring susceptible to penetration by a determined force. For this reason, when it wheeled westward to face Soviet forces in the forming Smolensk pocket, Funck’s 7th Panzer Division also had to be aware of its vulnerable flanks and rear.


    Meanwhile, far to the northwest, the main body of Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps embarked on an equally heady advance against Ershakov’s already shaken 22nd Army, which found itself in a very precarious position after Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps captured Vitebsk on 9 July, separating it from its neighbor to the left, Kurochkin’s 20th Army. By this time, the Northwestern Front’s 27th Army, on Ershakov’s right flank, was falling back toward Opochka, 198 kilometers north-northwest of Vitebsk, pursued by Army Group North (Sixteenth Army’s LVI Motorized and X, XXVIII, and II Army Corps). This forced Ershakov to withdraw his right wing, Major General Akim Markovich Markov’s 51st Rifle Corps, to positions extending from Sebezh southward to Drissa on the Western Dvina River, from 95 kilometers north of Polotsk to roughly 40 kilometers north of Polotsk. But when LVI Motorized Corps’ SS “Totenkopf” [Death’s Head] Motorized Division captured Opochka late on 9 July and the divisions of Sixteenth Army’s XXVIII and II Army Corps captured Sebezh and Drissa, Ershakov’s right flank was turned, uncovering the approaches to Nevel’ from the west.


    Adding insult to injury, with Army Group North pressuring Markov’s 51st Corps on the right wing of Ershakov’s 22nd Army from the west, on 13 July Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps thrust northeastward from its bridgehead at Disna on the Western Dvina River 35 kilometers west-northwest of Polotsk. In addition to threatening to catch Ershakov’s army in a pincer, Kuntzen’s advance also threatened the city of Nevel’, an important road and rail communications hub the Stavka had been using as a collecting point for stragglers, primarily from Lieutenant General Nikolai Erastovich Berzarin’s 27th Army west of Opochka and 51st Rifle Corps from Ershakov’s 22nd Army, which was retreating from the Drissa region. In addition, Nevel’ protected the approaches to Velikie Luki, 50 kilometers further to the northeast, and served as a detraining point for reinforcements, first for Ershakov’s 22nd Army and, later, for 29th Army, which the Stavka formed on 12 July to help plug the growing gap between the Soviet forces facing Army Groups North and Center, the very gap Kuntzen was about to exploit. Commanded by Lieutenant General Ivan Ivanovich Maslennikov and consisting of four rifle divisions, one motorized division, and a variety of supporting artillery units, 29th Army was to assemble in the Bologoe region, along the Leningrad-Moscow railroad line 100 kilometers east of Demiansk and 370 kilometers north of Smolensk, and initially deploy forward into defensive positions between Staraia Russa and Ostashkov by mid-July.33


    Early on 14 July, Kuntzen unleashed Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division, backed up by a regiment from Wosch’s 14th Motorized Division, for a drive northeastward along the Polotsk-Nevel’ road. Smashing the defenses of Major General Ivan Petrovich Karmanov’s 62nd Rifle Corps, Knobelsdorff’s panzers covered 68 kilometers in two days, reaching the outskirts of Nevel’ on the evening of 15 July and capturing the city from Colonel Dmitrii Iakovlevich Iakovlev’s 48th Tank Division the next morning.34 By this time, 12th Infantry Division, in the vanguard of Sixteenth Army’s XXVIII Army Corps, which was advancing southeastward from Idritsa, was within 48 kilometers of Nevel’, poised to link up with Knobelsdorff’s panzers, trapping Ershakov’s army in a pocket southwest of Nevel’.


    Meanwhile, the infantry corps of Strauss’s Ninth Army were straining to keep up with Hoth’s two motorized corps. While Ruoff’s V and General of Infantry Friedrich Materna’s XX Army Corps of Strauss’s army raced toward Vitebsk to reinforce Schmidt’s cordon around the Smolensk pocket from the north, General of Infantry Albrecht Schubert’s XXIII and General of Engineers Otto-Wilhelm Förster’s VI Army Corps closed on the Western Dvina River between Drissa and Polotsk, capturing the latter from Ershakov’s 174th Rifle Division late on 15 July. Strauss retained his fifth corps, General of Engineers Walter Kuntze’s XXXXII, in reserve south of Drissa. The Polotsk Fortified Region was Ershakov’s last defensive bastion along the Western Dvina.35 Although Bock wanted to bypass Polotsk to save time and lives, instead of following his instructions, XXIII and VI Corps took the fortress by storm after very intense fighting. Nevertheless, the fall of Polotsk unhinged Ershakov’s defenses in the south and split his army in half, leaving four of his eight rifle divisions in danger of being encircled west of Nevel’, while his remaining four divisions, 50th, 174th, 214th, and 186th Rifle, were cut off and isolated between Nevel’ and Vitebsk. The divisions trapped in the Nevel’ pocket included 51st Rifle Corps’ 98th, 112th, and 170th Rifle Divisions, 62nd Rifle Corps’ 179th Rifle Division, and 27th Army’s 5th, 126th, and 188th Rifle Divisions.36


    In addition to Strauss’s five army corps, the OKH also assigned to his army Colonel General Georg Lindemann’s L Army Corps from its reserve, which it instructed Strauss to employ at the boundary between his army and Busch’s Sixteenth Army on Army Group North’s right flank. Since a Soviet courier captured by the Sixteenth Army had reported a total of 13 Soviet divisions were situated north and west of Nevel’, half from 22nd Army and the other half from 27th Army and most at reduced strength, the Army Group North commander, Leeb, wanted to use his Sixteenth Army’s XXVIII and II Corps, in conjunction with L Corps, to form the northern prong of an encirclement west of Nevel’.37 While the OKH sought to destroy this entire Soviet force by concentric assaults by Busch’s, Hoth’s, and Strauss’s forces, less sanguine than the OKH, Leeb thought the force might encircle and destroy at least five enemy divisions.38 This proposed encirclement was important because, if successful, it would eliminate the threat to Leeb’s right flank as he wheeled north to capture Leningrad in conjunction with Finnish forces. However, it would take several more days for the full encirclement operation to materialize, and, if it did, it was quite clear Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps would not be available to assist Hoth’s panzer group in any other sector of his broad front.


    From the vantage point of his headquarters, Timoshenko monitored Hoth’s forward progress with amazing calm, noting his progress, but insisting Ershakov’s 22nd and Konev’s 19th Armies conduct the counterstrokes that the Stavka had ordered. For example, while admitting Konev’s 19th Army was “withdrawing to the eastern bank of the Western Dvina River after suffering great losses in the fighting for Vitebsk,” on 13 July Timoshenko assured the Stavka 19th Army’s “162nd Rifle and 220th Motorized Division will attack toward Vitebsk on the morning of 13 July,” even though Konev’s army had concentrated only two rifle divisions at that time, and “small groups of enemy [had] penetrated into 19th Army’s rear at Velizh and Liozno.”39 That evening Timoshenko’s intelligence assessment recorded German forces had reached Idritsa and were “fighting to capture the Sebezh Fortified Region,” threatening 22nd Army with encirclement, and were “striving to attack in the general direction of Vitebsk and Smolensk.”40 Still optimistic, in an order the front commander issued to his subordinate armies later in the day about ridding themselves of their many problems, the front commander added:


    
      
        
          As a result of twenty days of sustained and fierce fighting with superior enemy forces, the units of the Red Army have already smashed the greater part of the best Fascist tank and motorized divisions.

        


        
          From prisoner-of-war interrogations and captured documents, it has been precisely determined that the tank and motorized divisions operating in front of our forces have been seriously worn down, suffered huge losses, and have, on average, 40-50 percent of their personnel.41

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Despite his display of bravado, late on 14 July, Timoshenko had no choice but to admit, “The situation in the Western Front has become very complicated,” because Demidov had fallen.42 Nevertheless, he stubbornly ordered Ershakov’s 22nd Army “to attack toward Gorodok and Vitebsk” and Konev’s 19th Army, which, in reality, no longer existed, “to capture Vitebsk by day’s end on 16 July by a decisive attack.”43 At this time Timoshenko believed Konev’s army consisted of 229th, 233rd, 73rd, 18th, 10th, 161st, and 110th Rifle Divisions and 5th Mechanized Corps. However, most of these forces were either scattered widely northeast of Vitebsk, in the pocket forming south of the city, or had not yet even reached the battlefield. The next day, however, he began issuing orders to establish new defensive positions north of Smolensk and around Smolensk proper. As events spun rapidly out of his control, not until late on 16 July was Timoshenko aware of the peril threatening his right wing. By this time, it was too late to repair the damage.
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    Map 12. The encirclement of Mogilev, 12-15 July.

  


  


  
    Guderian’s Advance to Smolensk and the Siege of Mogilev, 13–16 July


    While Hoth’s panzer group was savaging 22nd and 19th Armies on Timoshenko’s right wing, Guderian’s forces, which numbered roughly 450 tanks on 10 July, were doing the same to his left wing. As was the case with Hoth’s panzers, Guderian’s Second Panzer Group inflicted its damage simultaneously along two separate but interrelated axes, the first along the road to Smolensk and the second along two axes extending eastward south of Smolensk to the Sozh River.


    See Map 9.


    
       
    


    At nightfall on 12 July, Guderian had deployed his three motorized corps from north to south (left to right) in two major bridgeheads on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River. In the north, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII and Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps were firmly lodged in a deep bridgehead east of Kopys and Shklov, with their respective 29th Motorized and 10th Panzer Divisions in the Gorki region prepared to advance eastward, the former toward Smolensk and the latter toward Mstislavl’ on the Sozh. Further south, 4th Panzer and 10th Motorized Divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps were firmly ensconced in the Bykhov bridgehead south of Mogilev, ready to advance eastward toward the Sozh River at Krichev and Propoisk. However, Guderian’s most vexing problem regarded the fate of the fortress city of Mogilev, which was situated between his two bridgeheads, and was being stubbornly defended by the bulk of Remezov’s and then Gerasimenko’s 13th Army.


    A town of about 100,000 souls, Mogilev was important strategically for its location and famous because it was once the see of the Archbishop of all Catholics in the Russian Empire, the headquarters of the Russian Supreme Command during World War I, and the site where Tsar Nicholas II abdicated his throne on 15 March 1917. Ironically, although it was renowned for its health sanitarians and spas, Mogilev proved distinctly unhealthy when it served, in succession, as the command post of Pavlov’s Western Front, later of Remezov’s 13th Army and Major General Fedor Alekseevich Bakunin’s 61st Rifle Corps, and, finally, of Major General Mikhail Timofeevich Romanov’s 172nd Rifle Division.44 While Pavlov perished at Stalin’s hands, Remezov was severely wounded on 12 July in the fighting around Mogilev, and both Bakunin and Romanov ended up having to fight their way out of encirclements. The Soviets later accorded the city the sobriquets of “Gallant Mogilev” and “the Belorussian Madrid” after its heroic but futile three-week siege.


    See Map 12. The encirclement of Mogilev, 12-15 July.


    
       
    


    Guderian realized that assaulting Mogilev frontally was dangerous. Supported by tens of thousands of civilians, who burrowed into the soil and built formidable defenses around the city, 13th Army and the Western Front converted Mogilev into a veritable fortress, as only the Russians could, literally within days. For example, after Guderian’s breakthrough along the Dnepr, an aerial reconnaissance by Kluge’s headquarters reported, “Behind the Dnepr extends a precisely delineated Russian position. It is marked by a continuous network of connected trenches, bunkers, approach trenches, anti-tank ditches, complete strongholds, especially around villages, numerous artillery batteries with log-bunkers, altogether an impressive defense system several kilometers deep, reminiscent of World War I.”45


    After beginning work on fortifications around Mogilev in late June, along with forward defenses along the Drut River, 19 kilometers west of the city, the Soviets continued their work while Guderian’s forces were crossing the Dnepr River on 10 and 11 July. While special engineer units emplaced extensive mine fields, soldiers and civilians dug trenches, fortified every stone or brick building, and learned how to make and use Molotov cocktails, improvised incendiary missiles, chiefly fuel-filled bottles, to employ against German tanks. After the battle actually began, the surprised Germans were suddenly and unexpectedly exposed to bayonet charges and hand-to-hand fighting. The defenders of Mogilev thus held their own, turning back all direct attacks, especially from XXIV Motorized Corps, and later from XXXXVI Motorized Corps as well.


    Based on his assessment of Mogilev’s defenses, Guderian decided to avoid attacking the city frontally. Instead, he ordered Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI and Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps to bypass the city and head for the Sozh River, 97 kilometers to the east. Thus, when Guderian’s panzer group began its advance early on 13 July, this meant Guderian’s armored armada struck out eastward along three separate axes, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Corps toward Smolensk and Vietinghoff’s and Geyr’s XXIV Corps north and south of Mogilev. Like Hoth’s Third Panzer Group to the north, Guderian’s panzer group would fight two battles simultaneously.


    In the north, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps began its advance from Gorki early on 13 July, with Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division in the lead, followed closely by Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division. Protected by Weber’s 17th Panzer Division, which was tying down the bulk of Kurochkin’s 20th Army at Orsha, Lemelsen’s two divisions brushed aside the rifle divisions defending on Kurochkin’s left wing and captured the town of Krasnyi, 56 kilometers southwest of Smolensk, by nightfall. Although Lukin’s 16th Army was supposed to defend the southern approaches to Smolensk with his entire army, a force of six rifle divisions and 1,300 tanks transported from the Trans-Baikal Military District, by 13 July he fielded only two rifle divisions (46th and 152nd) and Colonel Mishulin’s 57th Tank Division. The latter had been diverted from its assignment to 23rd Mechanized Corps and 19th Army on 10 July to support Kurochkin’s 20th Army. Nevertheless, Lukin attacked 29th Motorized and 18th Panzer Divisions with a mixed group consisting of Mishulin’s 57th Tank Division, with two platoons of BT-7 tanks, 152nd Rifle Division, and a mobile motorized detachment and four-battalion militia brigade from Smolensk.46 This force contained Nehring’s division for three days and ultimately joined in the encirclement fight north and west of Smolensk.


    Leaving Weber’s panzers at Krasnyi to form the southern wing of Guderian’s intended encirclement, Boltenstern’s troops pressed forward, reaching the southern outskirts of Smolensk late on 15 July. The next morning Boltenstern’s forces began a three-day fight for possession of the historic center city of Smolensk by seizing its golden-domed Uspenskii Cathedral and its vital railroad bridge after heavy fighting with 16th Army’s 152nd and 129th Rifle Divisions. By that time the remainder of Lemelsen’s corps was stretched out for 112 kilometers all the way back to Orsha.


    See Map 11.


    
       
    


    With considerable effort and against desperate Soviet resistance, Weber’s 17th Panzer Division cleared Kurochkin’s forces from Orsha, compressing them into an elongated pocket along and north of the Dnepr River west of Smolensk. By day’s end on 15 July, the pocket extending from Smolensk westward toward Orsha contained the bulk of Kurochkin’s 20th Army, the remnants of 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps, and even portions of Konev’s shattered 19th Army. Specifically, the encirclement included at least 129th and 158th Rifle Divisions of Lieutenant General Rafail Pavlovich Khmel’nitsky’s 34th Rifle Corps and 127th, 134th, and 162nd Rifle Divisions of 25th Rifle Corps (whose commander, Chestokhvalov, had been captured on 13 July) from Konev’s 19th Army, 153rd, 229th, and 23rd Rifle Divisions of Major General Evdokim Andreevich Mogilevchik’s 69th Rifle Corps, 100th and 161st Rifle Divisions of Major General Arkadii Nikolaevich Ermakov’s 2nd Rifle Corps, and 18th, 73rd, and 144th Rifle Divisions from Kurochkin’s 20th Army, and the six tank and motorized division of 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps, for a total of 20 divisions of various types.


    However, evidencing the wear and tear of Lemelsen’s rapid advance, by the time it took up blocking positions at Krasnyi, Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division had fallen in strength to a force of just 12 operable tanks. Thus, much more arduous fighting was required if Guderian’s and Hoth’s forces were to destroy the forces they encircled.


    Meanwhile, advancing rapidly to the southeast from Gorki on 13 July through 13th Army’s already weakened defenses, Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps advanced 56 kilometers during the next two days, capturing the town of Mstislavl’ on the Sozh River by nightfall on 15 July. Hausser’s SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division protected Schaal’s right flank by occupying blocking positions north of Chausy to prevent Soviet forces from withdrawing northeast from Mogilev before following in 10th Panzer’s wake on 16 July.


    See Map 12.


    
       
    


    South of Mogilev, after spending a day regrouping Model’s 3rd Panzer Division southward from Mogilev into the Bykhov bridgehead, early on 14 July, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps burst eastward out of the bridgehead with Model’s 3rd and Langermann’s 4th Panzer Divisions advancing abreast toward the east and Löper’s 10th Motorized Division swinging northward to envelop the Mogilev fortress from the south. By nightfall, Model’s panzers also swung northward to extend the encirclement ring south of Mogilev to the east and captured Chausy on 15 July, while Langermann’s division turned southeast and captured Propoisk the same day. At the same time, Geyr regrouped Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division across the Dnepr River by day’s end on 15 July, moving it into positions on the eastern bank of the river east of Novyi Bykhov to fill in the gap between 4th Panzer Division and the river and to protect his corps’ right flank.


    Thus, by nightfall on 15 July, like the spread fingers of a hand, 3rd and 4th Panzer and 1st Cavalry Divisions of Geyr’s motorized corps had carved a broad salient east of the Dnepr River, which extended from south of Mogilev eastward to the Sozh River and then back to the Dnepr River. All the while, Geyr’s forces struggled to contain 13th Army’s forces encircled in Mogilev and also protect Guderian’s southern flank.


    At this point, Guderian was fighting three battles simultaneously. While Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps was struggling to maintain the southern face of the evolving encirclement around Soviet forces trapped between Orsha and Smolensk, Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps was advancing eastward toward El’nia and Iartsevo to clamp the Smolensk encirclement shut, at the same time forming the face of the encirclement ring around Soviet forces in the Mogilev region. Finally, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps was fighting on the southern face of the encirclement ring around Mogilev, while also trying to project his forces eastward to capture Krichev on the Sozh River to provide solid flank protection for Guderian’s panzer group along the Sozh River.


    The most serious problem Guderian faced at this juncture was resolving the struggle taking place around the fortress of Mogilev. Unless and until the supporting infantry corps from Weichs’ Second Army arrived forward to relieve his forces besieging the Mogilev bastion, 3rd Panzer and 10th Motorized Divisions of Geyr’s motorized corps would have to perform the onerous task, and, without their assistance, Geyr could not fully develop his attack toward the east.47 Furthermore, the intense fighting around the city meant it would not yield to an armored coup de main. Therefore, with the assistance of “Grossdeutschland” Motorized Infantry Regiment and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division advancing on Mogilev from the north, 3rd Panzer and 10th Motorized Divisions continued containing the 13th Army in Mogilev until 17 July.


    Indicative of the heavy fighting around the city, when the green “Grossdeutschland” Regiment was attacked during the night of 13 July and ran out of ammunition, it urgently requested resupply through Guderian’s nearby headquarters. However, since he was probably more amused than his Landsers in the line, Guderian recorded they received none, and their nervous firing at last subsided.48 Complicating matters for all of Guderian’s scattered corps, many of their units, particularly their rear services, continued encountering withdrawing Soviet units and suffering casualties as both his forces and those of Gerasimenko’s 13th Army made their way eastward, often along the same or parallel routes.


    By day’s end on 15 July, Mogilev was encircled, albeit loosely, and largely cut off from the remainder of 13th Army, although Gerasimenko and his staff managed to escape eastward to the Sozh River. By this time the city’s defenders included Bakunin’s 61st Rifle and A. G. Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps, now with the remnants of eight to ten divisions, including Kreizer’s 1st Moscow Motorized Rifle Division, for a total of about 100,000 men. Specifically, the defenders of Mogilev included at least 53rd, 110th, and 172nd Rifle Divisions from Bakunin’s 61st Rifle Corps, most of 132nd, 137th, and 160th Rifle Divisions from Major General Stepan Illarionovich Eremin’s 20th Rifle Corps’, part of 148th and 187th Rifle Divisions from Major General Rodion Iakovlevich Malinovsky’s shattered 48th Rifle Corps’, Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Rifle Division, and 26th and 38th Tank and 210th Motorized Divisions from A. G. Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps


    Meanwhile, Gerasimenko pulled his 13th Army’s headquarters back to Krichev on the Sozh River, and Sandalov withdrew the pitiful remnants of his 4th Army, including Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps, back across the Sozh after 4th Panzer Division captured Propoisk, admitting later, although he “decided to withdraw his troops, he could not reach his subordinate commands.” When a liaison officer informed Timoshenko of Sandalov’s predicament, he ordered Sandalov “to hold fast,” which meant defending Mogilev, and, failing in that, to withdraw his troops behind the Pronia River west of the Sozh.49 By this time, 13th Army’s defenses were totally shattered, and Gerasimenko and Sandalov had lost all communication with and control over their forces.


    Timoshenko reacted to the catastrophe developing on his wings with a strange mixture of resolve and disbelief. For example, late on 13 July, he informed the Stavka that “the enemy, during the course of 12 and 13 July 1941 conducted uninterrupted attacks along the entire Western Front, besides 21st Army.” As a result, he added, “After bitter fighting with great losses, the enemy succeeded in capturing Vitebsk on 12 July and forced the Dnepr River in the direction of Shklov and Bykhov; the enemy attacks along the remaining front were beaten off.” Timoshenko then described the situation in each of his subordinate armies.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix C, 8.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd Army – defending the Idritsa region and Polotsk Fortified Region, but the enemy drove 98th RD back toward Pribytki.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army – after suffering great losses fighting for Vitebsk, withdrew to the southern bank of the Western Dvina River, but attacking toward Vitebsk in difficult conditions with 162nd RD and 220th MD. However, small enemy groups penetrating toward Velizh and Liozno in the army’s rear.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army – after liquidating the enemy penetration at Kopys, continuing to liquidate the enemy penetration in the Shklov region and attacking toward Ostrovno to envelop Vitebsk with 153rd and 29th RDs.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army – repelling enemy attacks with “crack SS units” in the Shklov, Bykhov, and Zarech’e region and fighting for the Dnepr crossings, but enemy forces penetrating into the Gorki region.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army – attacking successfully along the Rogachev and Chigirinka, Zhlobin and Bobruisk, and Rechitsa and Parichi axes.
      


      
        	•

        	Front reserves (4th Army and 6th, 42nd, 143rd, and 55th RD) – reorganizing, filling out, and constructing defenses near Chausy and Propoisk along the Pronia River in the rear area.50
      

    


    Timoshenko ended his report by declaring he was organizing a series of counterattacks and other measures, including:


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd, 19th, and 20th Armies – to recapture Vitebsk and restore the front along the Sirotino, Kniazhitsa Station, and Luchesa River line.
      


      
        	•

        	20th and 13th Armies – to liquidate the penetration along the Bogushevsk, Shklov, and Bykhov axes and cut off enemy tanks penetrating into the depth.
      


      
        	•

        	57th TD – to destroy enemy forces penetrating along the Gorki axis.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army – concentrating 127th, 129th, 38th, and 158th RDs in the Iartsevo and Smolensk region behind the line of the Dnepr and Sot’ Rivers to avoid its piecemeal employment.51
      

    


    
       
    


    At 2000 hours that evening, Timoshenko’s intelligence summary accurately acknowledged, “The enemy is directing the main effort with his main groupings in general along the Nevel’ and Smolensk axes and secondary attacks – toward Krichev and Roslavl’,” specifying, “Five divisions…. are attacking toward Gorki,” and “four divisions…. are spreading out to the east [from Bykhov] and reached the Krasnitsa and Sidorovichi line at 1600 hours.”52 In a more depressing note he dispatched to Stalin and Zhukov later on 14 July, Timoshenko admitted, “Since the morning the group of enemy, which have penetrated at Shklov toward Gorki, have been trying to penetrate to Smolensk….. The enemy occupied Krasnyi and Mstislavl’ at day’s end and has his main grouping in the Gorki region.”53


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix C, 10.


    
       
    


    Despite this bad news, on 14 July Timoshenko issued new attack orders, the last he would issue before the fall of Smolensk, which utterly ignored the reality of the situation. By this time Bock’s forces had driven 22nd Army from the Western Dvina and were about to encircle Ershakov’s army, had collapsed the defenses of 19th, 20th, 13th, and 4th Armies along and east of the Dnepr River, were bearing down on Smolensk from the north and south, and were about to encircle and destroy his forces in Mogilev. Beset by superior German forces, his armies could not defend successfully, much less attack. However, Timoshenko simply did what the Stavka demanded of him, albeit with a touch of pathos, probably knowing full well that none of his forces were able to carry out his orders. With his front collapsed and in total disorder, only the Stavka had any chance to restore it. The best Timoshenko could do was rescue as many of his forces as possible, in itself no mean task.


    See Map 11.


    
       
    


    By day’s end on 15 July, Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups had demolished Timoshenko’s hopes to restore his defenses along the Dnepr River line. Hoth’s capture of Vitebsk, Velizh, Demidov, and Iartsevo had split Ershakov’s 22nd Army away from his front’s main forces, leaving Konev’s, Kurochkin’s, and Lukin’s 19th, 20th, and 16th Armies almost totally encircled north and west of Smolensk. Further south, Guderian’s thrust to Smolensk from the south outflanked 20th Army, encircled a major portion of Gerasimenko’s 13th Army in Mogilev, and forced the remainder of 13th and 4th Armies to fall back in disorder to the Sozh River. Unless a sizeable number of 13th Army’s forces encircled in Mogilev could break out to the east, there was little prospect Gerasimenko’s rump 13th Army could successfully defend the Sozh River line. If it could not, F. I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army would also be cut off from Timoshenko’s main forces.


    The Southern Flank: 21st Army’s Counterstroke in the Rogachev Region


    Under these circumstances, the only bright spot in this dismal mosaic of combat failures was the performance of F. I. Kuznetsov’s army, which was anchoring the Western Front’s southern flank. In fact, after its partially successful reconnaissances-in-force on 5 July, first, under Gerasimenko’s and, later, F. I. Kuznetsov’s control, 21st Army conducted a series of resolute and partially effective counterattacks against Guderian’s right flank. Indeed, the last of these, which 21st Army launched toward Rogachev and Zhlobin on 13 July, was the only part of Timoshenko’s “counteroffensive” to achieve any success whatsoever.54


    In fact, F. I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army represented a persistent and vexing thorn in Army Group Center’s side from the very moment Bock’s armored columns began their eastward advance toward the city of Smolensk in early July. In the wake of the reconnaissances-in-force 21st Army had conducted at the end of the first week of July, in response to the Stavka’s urgent demands for stronger actions to derail Guderian’s eastward thrust, on 11 July Timoshenko ordered Kuznetsov’s army to undertake even stronger actions. Justifying his order with the statement that, “the enemy is not displaying activity on 21st Army’s front and, while not encountering any energetic actions from our side, is maneuvering with his mobile units to other places, while conducting attacks toward Mogilev,” the front commander directed F. I. Kuznetsov’s army to “tie down the operations of the enemy and force him to fear the possibilities of our attacks” by dispatching “mobile detachments with sappers, antitank guns, and tank destroyer commands for operations in the direction of Zborovo, Chigirinka, Gorodishche, Zhlobin, Parichi, and Bobruisk.”


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix C, 3.


    
       
    


    The order required 21st Army’s detachments to destroy enemy tanks and disorganize his rear by “the destruction of transport, communications, radio transmitters, warehouses, and so forth, the destruction of supply routes, and the emplacement of mine traps.” Those detachments operating toward Zborov and Gorodishche were to “disrupt activity along the Bobruisk and Mogilev highway and wreck the enemy crossing in the vicinity of Bykhov Station,” and those advancing toward Bobruisk were “to disorganize the rear and provisioning of the enemy’s Zhlobin group and, if possible, blow up the bridges at Bobruisk and destroy aircraft on their airfields.” In addition, Timoshenko wanted Kuznetsov to “prepare an operation and keep units in readiness for a surprise seizure of Bobruisk and Parichi.”55


    Two days later, in reaction to Timoshenko’s order no. 060, which mandated a far more ambitious counterstroke to counter Guderian’s ongoing penetration, at 0241 hours on 13 July, Kuznetsov ordered his army to expand its offensive by conducting an assault against Guderian’s right wing in the Bykhov region jointly with Sandalov’s 4th Army. Echoing the situation as described by Timoshenko’s order, Kuznetsov ordered his army to attack to capture Bobruisk and Parichi and destroy Guderian’s forces operating along the Bykhov axis by simultaneous attacks from the Taimonovo and Shapchitsy region toward Komarichi:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix C, 6.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy, after concentrating 8th and 39th TCs in Vitebsk and up to a tank corps along the Mogilev axis, forced the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and is developing an attack on Velizh and Gorki.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army’s Mission – attack to capture Bobruisk and Parichi and destroy the enemy grouping operating along the Bykhov axis by simultaneous attacks from the Taimonovo and Shapchitsy region toward Komarichi.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	67th RC (102nd, 151st, and 187th RD, with 696th ATR and 15th Mortar Bn) – protect the army’s left wing along the Zimnitsa and Novyi Bykhov front against attack from the north, attack with your main forces at 0800 hours on 13 July toward Shapchitsy, Komarichi, and Bykhov to destroy the enemy grouping operating along the Bykhov axis, and quickly close the front to cut the enemy tanks off from their infantry.
      


      
        	♦

        	63rd RC (61st, 167th, and 154th RDs, with 387th HAR, 318th HAR (High-Power), and 5th and 6th Mortar Bns) – attack from the Rogachev and Zhlobin front, in cooperation with 66th RC, at 1700 hours on 13 July to destroy the enemy’s Rogachev and Zhlobin grouping, capture Bobruisk, and, subsequently, prepare to attack toward the north.
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC (232nd and 75th RDs, with 51st and 52nd Armored Trains) – defend the eastern bank of the Lan’ River with 75th RD and attack along the western bank of the Berezina River with your main forces to capture Bobruisk, prevent the advance of enemy reserves toward Bobruisk, and destroy his forces in piecemeal fashion. The 232nd RD’s jumping-off positions will be in Iakimovskoe and Strakovichi, and move 117th RD, with its 110th RR, 36th LAR, and 537th CAR, to the Zborovo, Rogachev, Zhlobin, Streshin, and mouth of the Berezina River sector on the Dnepr River’s eastern bank to protect the army’s offensive.
      


      
        	♦

        	25th MC (50th TD and 219th MRD) – concentrate 219th MRD in the Rudnia, Borkhov, and Pribor region, 15-25 kilometers west of Gomel’, and 50th TD will prepare to attack along the Bykhov and Bobruisk axes from its present positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	All Corps Commanders – capture the Novyi Bykhov, Shapchitsy, Zborovo, Rogachev, and Zhlobin regions on the Dnepr River’s western bank overnight on 12-13 July and prepare crossing sites for the attack by the army’s main forces.
      


      
        	♦

        	The VVS of the Army. Missions: beginning on the morning of 13 July:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Bomb enemy crossings over the Dnepr River at Bykhov.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy enemy aircraft on the Bobruisk airfield.
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect the army’s crossings of the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy the enemy on the battlefield, in cooperation with 67th and 63rd RCs’ ground forces.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	All Formation and Unit Commanders – organize the destruction of enemy tanks by artillery fire and stop cowardice and panic on the spot.56
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    Map 13. 21st Army’s counterstroke, 13-15 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Attacking on 13 July, Major General Leonid Grigor’evich Petrovsky’s 63rd Rifle Corps assaulted across the Dnepr River and drove 8-10 kilometers into the defenses erected by forward elements of LIII Army Corps’ 52nd and 255th Divisions, captured Rogachev and Zhlobin, and forced the defending Germans to withdraw to the west. Simultaneously, Colonel Filipp Feodos’evich Zhmachenko’s 67th Rifle Corps, reinforced by 300 tanks from Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein’s newly-arrived 25th Mechanized Corps, launched heavy but futile attacks against the right wing of Guderian’s forces south of Bykhov.57


    See Map 13. 21st Army’s counterstroke, 13-15 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Further to the south, in tandem with 63rd and 67th Rifle Corps’ attacks, Major General Fedor Dmitrievich Rubtsov’s 66th Rifle Corps also crossed the Dnepr between Rechitsa and Loev, assaulted the defensive positions of the forward elements of Second Army’s XII Army Corps, and began exploiting northwestward toward Bobruisk, deep in the Germans’ rear area. During this attack, Major General Sergei Ivanovich Nedvigin’s 232nd Rifle Division succeeded in advancing 80 kilometers to the west and capturing bridges over the Berezina and Ptich’ Rivers before being contained by 112th Infantry Division, which Army Group Center committed from its portion of the OKH reserves. After seizing Rogachev and Zhlobin, the advancing forces of Petrovsky’s 63rd Rifle Corps were finally halted by the main forces of LIII Army Corps’ 52nd and 255th Infantry Divisions, which managed to erect a credible defensive line in this threatened sector. Although 63rd Rifle Corps’ success was unique during this period of the war, it was also fleeting, since Second Army’s LIII Corps recaptured both Rogachev and Zhlobin within a week.


    The series of counterattacks conducted by Kuznetsov’s 21st Army posed so serious a threat to Guderian’s right wing that Bock, Army Group Center’s commander, was forced to commit his reserve XXXXIII Army Corps, with 131st and 134th Infantry Divisions, to deal with the threat. While these reserves managed to restore the situation and, ultimately, drove Kuznetsov’s forces from both Rogachev and Zhlobin, the premature commitment of this force temporarily deprived von Kluge’s Fourth Panzer Army of the infantry forces it critically needed for subsequent struggle in the vicinity of Smolensk proper. This shortage of infantry, in turn, forced Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer and motorized divisions to become decisively engaged in costly frontal fighting that deprived them of their advantage of maneuver and seriously eroded their combat strength. Although these panzer forces ultimately prevailed at Smolensk in July and August, the debilitating effects of a shortage of infantry would become far more pronounced and the consequences far more critical in the climactic operations along the Moscow axis during October and November.


    During this frenzy of offensive activity around Rogachev and Zhlobin, a three-division cavalry group subordinate to Kuznetsov’s 21st Army, commanded by Colonel General Oka Ivanovich Gorodovikov, raided deep into the German rear area southwest of Bobruisk from Rechitsa in conjunction with 66th Rifle Corps’s 232nd Rifle Division, which was continuing its advance northwestward along the Berezina River from Parichi.58 Gorodovikov’s cavalry group consisted of 32nd, 43rd, and 47th Cavalry Divisions. Although led by one of the most prestigious Red Army cavalry leaders during the Russian Civil War, who was now the Inspector and Commander of Red Army Cavalry Forces, this attempt to disrupt German command, control, communications, and logistics along Guderian’s lines of communications proved only partially successful. The subsequent German advance to the gates of Smolensk rendered it, as well as 21st Army’s temporary successes at Rogachev and Zhlobin, utterly superfluous.
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    Army Group Center’s crossing of the Dnepr River and deep advance into the Smolensk region was a fitting sequel to the army group’s dramatic victories in the border region and its rapid advance to the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. From Bock’s perspective, the relative ease with which 7th and 18th Panzer Divisions defeated the Soviet 5th and 7th Mechanized Corps in the Lepel’ and Senno region was equally encouraging since it scarcely delayed the advance of Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups. However, in no case did these victories compensate for the shock created in German headquarters, if not in Berlin, over the appearance of five fresh Soviet armies in defenses on the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers’ eastern bank. According to the assumptions of Plan Barbarossa, this was not supposed to occur. Moreover, when it did, it also indicated that more fighting would be required for Barbarossa’s objectives to be achieved. Making matters worse, the aggressive reaction by Timoshenko’s armies when German forces reached these river lines also came as a surprise to German commanders. As clumsy and ineffective as Timoshenko’s “counteroffensive” was, it still made an impression on German commander and soldier alike. However, at this point, as indicated by Hoth’s and Guderian’s subsequent easy advance to the Smolensk region, most in the Wehrmacht still considered the fighting west and east of the Dnepr River, as mere inconvenient “bumps in the road” en route to Moscow and victory.


    From the Soviet perspective, with his defenses along the Dnepr River irreparably torn asunder and his Western Front in complete disarray, Timoshenko now faced the Herculean task of saving his armies and restoring a stable front somewhere in the Smolensk region, which he could only do with the Stavka’s active assistance. Intuitively, Timoshenko understood the Battle for Smolensk would likely decide not only the Western Direction’s fate but possibly also the fate of the Soviet Union.
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    Army Group Center’s Encirclement Battle at Smolensk, 16-23 July 1941


    
       
    


    Context


    During the first seven weeks of Operation Barbarossa, Hitler’s Wehrmacht swept across the Soviet Union’s vast borderlands with the incredibly devastating force of a veritable flood. Although the Wehrmacht seemed to be maintaining its forward momentum in mid-July, the sheer wear and tear on its forces produced by near constant combat over such vast distances steadily eroded its strength and perceptively slowed the flood’s momentum. In short, the Soviet Union’s great expanse and the frequently desperate resistance by the Red Army and population were gradually exacting a heavy toll on the German invaders. This factor would become apparent to both Hitler and his senior commanders and the German Army’s officers and soldiers during the fierce seesaw fighting in the Smolensk region as the increasingly anxious Germans strove to prove the Blitzkrieg stage of their operations was not coming to an end.


    With good reason, Hitler and his generals remained both proud of the Wehrmacht’s accomplishments thus far and optimistic that it could still achieve the goals assigned to it. By 15 July Leeb’s Army Group North was already across the lower Luga River, only 98 kilometers from Leningrad, and five days earlier the Finns had joined Hitler’s crusade by beginning an offensive of their own on the Karelian Isthmus and at the northern end of Lake Ladoga. As a result, German and Finnish forces now posed a deadly threat to Lenin’s namesake city from both the north and the south. Along the critical Moscow axis, Bock’s Army Group Center was close to encircling the better part of three Soviet armies and the nucleus of Timoshenko’s Western Direction Command in the Smolensk region, and his panzer spearhead was at Iartsevo, 50 kilometers east of Smolensk and only 322 kilometers from Moscow. In the south, Rundstedt’s Army Group South was at Kiev’s western gate and was poised to encircle and destroy another two Soviet armies in the Uman’ region and begin a general advance into the Dnepr River bend.


    However, several stark realities marred this imposing mosaic of unprecedented German victories and tempered Hitler’s and the OKH’s optimism. First, the Wehrmacht’s spearheads at the eastern extremities of its advance along the Leningrad, Moscow, and Kiev axes were all relatively fragile panzer or motorized divisions, frequently operating in isolation from one another, which, without significant infantry support, were facing enemy forces of unknown size. Second, while the lagging infantry divisions were striving to liquidate bypassed enemy forces encircled far to the panzer divisions’ rear, the latter also had to contend with newly-mobilized Soviet armies that were intent on rescuing their beleaguered comrades. As a result, until supporting infantry relieved them, the relatively small number of mobile divisions frequently had to fight off heavy enemy attacks from all sides, a role they were not structured to perform. Third, as the army groups advanced further eastward, the front lengthened, and large gaps inevitably formed between them, inviting counterattacks or counterstrokes endangering their further progress. Fourth, even more debilitating though less apparent, the army groups had now advanced well beyond their logistical bases, hindering all resupply, in particular, the supply of fuel and ammunition upon which any further operations depended.


    Thus, by 15 July the campaign reached a critical stage for the Germans, as well as the Soviets, since both had to reorganize their forces and decide what strategy they would pursue during the next phase of the campaign. While doing so, the Wehrmacht and Red Army would fight a complex series of battles across a front of roughly 645 kilometers known collectively as the Battle for Smolensk. As they did, they knew full well they were engaging in a struggle that could determine the ultimate outcome of the war.


    Evolving German Strategy


    After Hoth’s Third Panzer Group completed its spectacular dash from Vitebsk to Iartsevo, and Guderian’s Second Panzer Group smashed Timoshenko’s defenses along the Dnepr River and advanced to Smolensk and the Sozh River, Bock realized his army group had satisfied the prerequisites for encircling and destroying the bulk of the Red Army’s Western Front in the Smolensk region. Moreover, Army Group Center had done so without suffering major damage to its forces.


    See Table 7.


    
       
    


    Table 7. The Organization and Command Cadre of Army Group Center Late on 17 July 1941


    Army Group Center – Field Marshal Fedor von Bock


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Fourth Panzer Army (Fourth Army integrated into two panzer groups) – Field Marshal Günther von Kluge
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Second Panzer Group – Colonel General Heinz Guderian
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXIV Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Leo Freiherr Geyr von Schweppenburg
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	4th Panzer Division – Major General Willibald Freiherr von Langermann und Erlencamp
      


      
        	▪

        	3rd Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Walter Model
      


      
        	▪

        	10th Motorized Division – Major General Friedrich-Wilhelm Löper
      


      
        	▪

        	1st Cavalry Division – General of Cavalry Kurt Feldt
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXXXVII Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Joachim Lemelsen
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	18th Panzer Division – Major General Walther Nehring
      


      
        	▪

        	17th Panzer Division – Major General Karl Ritter von Weber, Major General Wilhelm Ritter von Thoma on 17 July, and Major General Hans-Jürgen von Arnim on 14 September.
      


      
        	▪

        	29th Motorized Division – Major General Walter von Boltenstern and Major General Max Fremerey on 7 September.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXXXVI Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Heinrich von Vietinghoff-Scheel
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division – SS-Gruppenführer Paul Hausser
      


      
        	▪

        	10th Panzer Division – Major General Ferdinand Schaal and Major General Wolfgang Fischer on 2 August.
      

    


                    ▼ Infantry Regiment “Grossdeutschland”


    
      
        	♦

        	Third Panzer Group – Colonel General Hermann Hoth
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	LVII Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Adolf Kuntzen
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	19th Panzer Division – Major General Otto von Knobelsdorff
      


      
        	▪

        	½ 14th Motorized Division – Major General Heinrich Wosch
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXXIX Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Rudolf Schmidt
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	7th Panzer Division – Major General Hans Freiherr von Funck
      


      
        	▪

        	12th Panzer Division – Major General Josef Harpe
      


      
        	▪

        	20th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Horst Stumpff and Colonel Georg von Bismarck on 10 September.
      


      
        	▪

        	18th Motorized Division – General of Infantry Friedrich Herrlein
      


      
        	▪

        	20th Motorized Division – General of Infantry Hans Zorn
      


      
        	▪

        	½ 14th Motorized Division – Major General Heinrich Wosch
      


      
        	▪

        	900th Motorized Brigade “Lehr”
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXIII Army Corps – General of Infantry Albrecht Schubert
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	206th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	86th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	110th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Second Army – Field Marshal Maximilian Reichsfreiherr von Weichs
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XII Army Corps – General of Infantry Walter Schroth
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	34th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	31st Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	IX Army Corps – General of Infantry Hermann Geyer
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	292nd Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	137th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	263rd Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	VII Army Corps – General of Artillery Wilhelm Fahrmbacher
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	268th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	7th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	23rd Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	258th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XIII Army Corps – General of Infantry Hans Felber
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	78th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	17th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Headquarters, XXXV Army Corps – General of Artillery Rudolf Kämpfe
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	293rd Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	45th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	LIII Army Corps – General of Infantry Karl Weisenberger
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	167th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	52nd Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	255th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	267th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Ninth Army – Colonel General Adolf Strauss
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XX Army Corps – General of Infantry Friedrich Materna
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	129th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	256th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	VIII Army Corps – Colonel General Walter Heitz
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	8th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	28th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	161st Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	V Army Corps – Colonel General Richard Ruoff
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	5th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	35th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	VI Army Corps – General of Engineers Otto-Wilhelm Förster
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	6th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	26th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Rear Area Command Center
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	162nd Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	87th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	252nd Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	403rd Security Division
      


      
        	▪

        	221st Security Division
      


      
        	▪

        	286th Security Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Army Group Reserves
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	102nd Infantry Division (en route to Ninth Army)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXXXIII Army Corps (en route to Second Army) – Colonel General Gotthard Heinrici
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	131st Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	134th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	OKH Reserves
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	197th Infantry Division (en route to XXXXIII Army Corps)
      


      
        	▪

        	15th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	260th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	112th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXXXIII Army Corps (en route to Ninth Army) – General of Engineers Walter Kuntze
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	106th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	96th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	L Army Corps – Colonel General Georg Lindemann
      

    


    Therefore, with the OKH’s full backing, on 14 July Bock issued his forces a directive requiring them to commence what he considered would be the decisive battle for Smolensk.


    Bock’s directive required Kluge’s Fourth “Panzer” Army, with Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups still attached, to advance eastward to the Belyi, Iartsevo, and El’nia line and form an impenetrable cordon around the three Soviet armies and 12-20 Red Army divisions encircled north and west of Smolensk. At the same time, Strauss’s Ninth and Weichs’ Second Army were to perform two missions. First, they were to follow and support Kluge’s army and the bulk of the two panzer groups as they reduced the immense Smolensk cauldron, and, second, in conjunction with one motorized corps each from the respective panzer groups, they were to conduct offensive operations to protect the army group’s northern and southern flanks. Specifically, Ninth Army, together with Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps, was to advance from Nevel’ to Velikie Luki to protect Bock’s northern flank and maintain contact with Army Group North, and Second Army, cooperating with Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps, was to clear Soviet forces from the Sozh River line and protect Bock’s southern flank by attacking toward the Gomel’ region. Ultimately, Ninth, Fourth, and Second Armies were to reach the town of Baevo (48 kilometers south of Toropets), Smolensk, and Roslavl’ line.1


    Complicating this plan, before Bock’s infantry corps reached the Smolensk region, operating under Fourth “Panzer” Army’s control, Hoth’s and Guderian’s motorized corps were to erect and defend an outer encirclement line east of Smolensk to protect against Soviet efforts to rescue their armies encircled around Smolensk and, simultaneously, form an inner encirclement ring around the Smolensk pocket. Specifically, while screening the northeastern and eastern approaches to Smolensk with part of his corps, the remainder of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps was to compress the northern and eastern rims of the Smolensk pocket. To the south, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps was to cordon off the Smolensk pocket from the south, while Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps advanced eastward to erect an outer encirclement ring in the El’nia region.


    Once Bock’s infantry corps reached the Smolensk region, they were to relieve the motorized corps’ divisions and take over the task of forming the inner encirclement ring and liquidating the Smolensk pocket. Once his divisions at Smolensk were relieved, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps was to form an impervious outer encirclement ring extending from the Western Dvina River to Iartsevo to protect the northern, northeastern, and eastern approaches to Smolensk, while Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps did likewise in the sector from El’nia southward to the Sozh River. Once relieved by the infantry, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps was to revert to reserve and back up Vietinghoff’s corps. While sound on paper, this plan placed immense responsibilities on the two motorized corps operating along the broad arc girdling the eastern end of the Smolensk pocket because, before the infantry corps arrived, both were overextended and subject to attack and possible defeat from Soviet forces outside the Smolensk pocket.


    Even though Bock’s intentions were clear and his operational concept was sound, from Hitler’s and the OKH’s perspective, a series of difficult problems loomed, all of which affected Bock’s plan. Despite Army Group Center’s success, Hitler was probably the first to realize the entire campaign was in jeopardy because Army Groups North and South were not strong enough to achieve their missions and would thus require assistance. Although Hitler had not yet decided which army group to help, whether one or both, he did realize he could only provide help by diverting some of Bock’s armor, even if this required him to abandon temporarily his advance on Moscow, an idea that did not seem to disturb him as yet.2


    In addition, Hitler was increasingly agitated by what he perceived as an inability of his army groups to seal strategic and operational encirclements and thoroughly “digest” the encircled forces within them. Although not yet a major problem, as the Minsk encirclement demonstrated, when panzer and motorized divisions performed the encirclement maneuver and took over responsibility for holding part of the inner encirclement line, their inherent shortages of motorized infantry resulted in undue “leakage,” that is, Red Army escapees from the encirclement. Thus, he urged Bock to employ his infantry divisions to relieve the panzer and motorized forces initially forming the inner encirclement line around the pocket as soon as was feasible.


    Preoccupied with their own difficulties, Bock’s neighboring army groups were also surprisingly uninformed about the situation in Army Group Center.3 Leeb’s Army Group North, for example, was commencing a broad turning maneuver from the east toward Leningrad in the north, which, as it developed, had left his right flank between Nevel’ and Velikie Luki only weakly defended and threatened by the Soviet 22nd Army. To help eliminate this problem, the OKH had already required a reluctant Bock to send Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps from Hoth’s Third Panzer Group and L and XXIII Army Corps from Strauss’s Ninth Army to operate toward Nevel’ and Velikie Luki, a move diverting these three corps away from Army Group Center’s main axis of advance toward Smolensk and Moscow. However, since the distance from Velikie Luki to either Leningrad or Moscow was the same 400 kilometers, as he viewed the large-scale maps in his Führer bunker, Hitler probably perceived both objectives as equally approachable.


    Mirroring the frustrating situation in the north, in the south, the OKH’s plans to bypass the Pripiat’ Marshes until the two army groups crossed the Dnepr River created an almost 322 kilometer-wide gap between Bock’s right flank and Army Group South’s left flank. Worse still, Gerasimenko’s 21st and Potapov’s 5th Armies still clung firmly to the key communication hubs of Gomel’ and Kiev, respectively, using the two cities to supply their powerful armies, which, because they were dug into the northern and southern limits of the marshes, blocked direct communications between Bock’s and Rundstedt’s army groups. Increasingly irritated and worried by this Soviet “wedge” between his army groups, quite naturally Hitler was inclined to eliminate it and help Rundstedt’s stalled offensive by directing Guderian to turn his panzer group toward the south. Ironically, Hitler’s 10 July order halting the advance by Rundstedt’s Army Group South on Kiev only exacerbated the situation. Hitler issued this halt order because he wanted First Panzer Group’s forces to wheel sharply southward and encircle large Soviet forces in the Uman’ region, adjacent to Rundstedt’s right flank, before proceeding to Kiev. In this sense the order was consistent with his original concept for Barbarossa, that is, to destroy large Red Army forces threatening his army groups’ flanks before advancing on deeper terrain or political objectives.


    On 13 July Bock confided his growing frustration to his diary:


    
      
        
          Only in one sector of the eastern front – opposite Army Group Center – has the enemy in effect been defeated. If the panzer groups disperse to the south, east and north, it means forfeiting that success. The enemy has moved new forces toward the Dnepr. These were caught in their concentration and have suffered severely from our frontal attack. The objective is to finish this enemy and completely prevent him from establishing a new front forward of Moscow. Therefore, it is necessary to concentrate all of the armored forces sharply and quickly advance further to the east to a point where I can say that the enemy will no longer offer any resistance in front of Moscow. I consider turning Hoth, with elements, to the north, while others remain on a course toward the east, as hopeless. Because of extreme attrition of their material and equipment, the [two] panzer groups are only effective if they are employed as one entity. To commit panzer corps singly, I consider useless because their effective strength has been too greatly diminished.4

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Bock hoped to accomplish this objective somewhere between Smolensk and Viaz’ma.5


    In addition to his problems with Hitler, the OKH, and his fellow army groups, Bock also experienced repeated difficulties in controlling his subordinate commanders and imposing his operational concepts on them. First and foremost, he wanted to cure Kluge, Hoth, and Guderian of their tendency to disperse rather than concentrate their forces, a task that became even more difficult when they discovered their estimate of Soviet intentions was incorrect. For example, prior to 13 July, since ground and air reconnaissance indicated that the Red Army was withdrawing, Bock and Kluge assumed the Soviets were beginning a major withdrawal to more defensible lines. On 13 July, however, an ordered prepared by Timoshenko, which fell into German hands, directed his forces not only to repel the German attacks but also to recapture the positions it had lost along the Dnepr River. The Soviets’ stubborn defense of Mogilev, the fierce resistance by bypassed and encircled forces, and the renewed counterattacks by Gerasimenko’ 21st Army north of Gomel’ tended to validate the captured order’s authenticity.6 If this information was correct, Bock’s dispersed forces were more vulnerable than he anticipated.


    With his realistic view of the situation, Hoth generally agreed with the original intent of Operation Barbarossa. While he was acutely aware of such problems as the attrition that was weakening his forces and would undoubtedly limit their future capabilities, he believed it was essential to exploit the strategic successes achieved at Vitebsk. However, rather than exploiting this success by advancing directly to the east, Hoth recommended conducting a wider envelopment of the Smolensk region by advancing through Usviaty, Velizh, and Demidov to the region northeast of Smolensk. The only major unanswered question was, “Should the panzers wait for the infantry or conduct a pursuit toward Moscow by themselves?”7


    Hoth harbored no doubts regarding his panzer group’s ability to reach the region east of Smolensk. However, given their relatively heavy losses and the nature of the fighting in the East, he was less sanguine they could go beyond that point without rest and refitting and sizeable infantry support. Specifically, although the objectives were still within the range of those in previous campaigns, France for example, the physical and psychological stresses were far higher. When combined with the ubiquitous heat and dust, the abominable roads, and the desolation, monotony, and seeming endlessness of the Russians’ lands, the fierce tenacity and cunning of their more numerous foes tended to wear down the will and the spirit of the German soldier. “The Russian soldier,” Hoth stated, “does not fight out of fear, he fights for an idea. He will not return to the Czarist era. He fights against Fascism that is [aiming] to destroy the achievements of the Russian revolution.” Therefore, “Why,” the panzer-grenadiers were asking themselves, “do we have to carry the main burden of battle all alone?”8


    In addition, the supply and transportation situation in mid-July was sufficient to support operations as far as just east of Smolensk, but no further.9 Since Kluge’s enlarged Fourth “Panzer” Army had only one basic load of ammunition, four days of POL, and six days of rations on hand, deeper operations would require establishing a base of supply depots along the Dnepr River. But, even then, an insufficient number of trains were reaching the East, for example, only 5-6 trains per day to Molodechno and Minsk instead of the necessary 11. Furthermore, since supplies then had to be loaded on trucks for dispatch to Orsha, it was doubtful the truck transport columns themselves, each of which had a capacity of 9,000 tons, could survive many more trips along these crude Russian roads.


    Nor could the army group reduce its supply requirements. Regardless of victories or defeats, one basic load of ammunition still weighed 16,000 tons and required 32 trains; one day’s supply of POL (5,000 cubic meters) still weighed 6,000 tons and required 12 fuel trains; and one day’s supply of rations weighed 900 tons and required two trains. The actual daily supply requirement of the Fourth Army’s two panzer groups was 2,000 tons of ammunition or four trains, 4,000 tons of POL or eight trains, and 450 tons of rations or one train, for a total of 13 trains per day. Although logisticians suggested curtailing ammunition and rations supplies for the sake of more fuel, arguing, “Tactical operations are impossible without fuel,” the shortage of adequate railroad lines made even that expedient a questionable solution10


    As a result, Army Group Center could not project its offensive operations much farther than just east of Smolensk. Then it would require a significant breathing spell before advancing to Viaz’ma and yet another pause before launching its final thrust on Moscow. In short, given ammunition and fuel requirements and the realities of the railroad and road network, by mid-July it was already evident an advance by Army Group Center to Moscow in the immediate future would be logistically impossible. Even without any enemy resistance, which there undoubtedly would be, the army group’s three armies needed 33 railroad supply trains daily to mount such an offensive, while fewer than 24 trains were available to support the entire army group. Therefore, the discussions between Bock, Kluge, Hoth and Guderian regarding the capture of Moscow in the near future were purely an academic exercise. Logistical constraints dictated Bock’s infantry armies would have to halt east of Smolensk, and only a portion of his panzer forces were able to go farther forward and even then at great risk.11 Without any doubt, these realities reflected the most dangerous weakness in Plan Barbarossa, specifically, its calculations regarding logistical support necessary to sustain the campaign, whose explosive impact, which had previously been almost contemptuously ignored, was now being felt.12


    Lamenting the Soviets’ stubborn resistance east of Vitebsk, at Orsha and Mogilev, and on his northern and southern flanks at Nevel’, Rogachev, and Zhlobin, on 15 July Bock confided to Brauchitsch that the battle for Smolensk had been joined but not yet decided, nor was the enemy to be taken lightly. Agreeing, Brauchitsch enjoined Bock “to fight the battle of Smolensk to its conclusion,” but also warned him to guard his southern flank at Gomel’. Passing on Hitler’s order that there would be “no more storming ahead of armor” after Smolensk, Brauchitsch added, since the Soviet soldier was a new breed of fighting man, impervious to flank attacks, therefore he had to be destroyed without concern for territories gained. Since it was no longer possible to push the infantry beyond Smolensk, if only for supply reasons, Bock could employ mobile “expeditionary corps,” to pursue more distant objectives.13 While Brauchitsch did not name these objectives, it was clear to Bock they would not be in his army group’s sector. Therefore, for Bock, Smolensk immediately assumed the nature of a final great battle.


    The Red Army Regroups


    In the wake of the Red Army’s defeats in the border battles, Army Group Center’s destruction of Soviet defenses along the Dnepr River compelled the Stavka, NKO, and Red Army General Staff to act decisively to restore order and discipline to a badly shaken Red Army. As a result, while the Battle for Smolensk raged throughout July, Stalin instituted a plethora of reforms within the Red Army to improve its fighting capabilities, provide it with more effective logistical support, ensure tighter command and control, and restore its flagging discipline and morale. At the same time, the Stavka mobilized and deployed new armies to restore its strategic defenses, principally along the Smolensk and Moscow axis, to create the forces necessary to save Timoshenko’s Western Main Direction Command as well as the Soviet capital and, if possible, defeat German forces along the Moscow axis.


    In reality, the Stavka’s wholesale reorganization of the Red Army simply validated the damage the Wehrmacht had already done to the army’s force structure by abolishing those elements the Germans had already largely destroyed or had proved ineffective during the German onslaught. The Stavka simply sought to create smaller and more effective forces that its still largely inexperienced commanders could more effectively control in combat. Therefore, on 15 July it disbanded the Red Army’s unwieldy mechanized corps, replacing them with separate 100-series tank divisions earmarked to provide direct armor support to its field armies, and converted the mechanized corps’ motorized divisions into standard rifle divisions. Instead of the 375 tanks allocated to the tank divisions in the former mechanized corps, the new tank division was supposed to consist of two tank regiments, one motorized rifle regiment, one howitzer artillery regiment, an antiaircraft artillery battalion, and support units, with a strength of 11,000 men and 215 tanks, including 20 KVs, 42 T-34s, 143 light tanks, 10 small tanks, and several command tanks.14 It also eliminated all rifle corps headquarters and reduced the number of rifle divisions within field armies to five or six. The Stavka also reorganized and streamlined its severely damaged Air Force by abolishing its aviation corps headquarters, reducing the size of its aviation divisions to two regiments each, and cutting the strength of its aviation regiments from 60 to 30 aircraft. Finally, the Stavka established the position of Commander-in-Chief of the Red Army Air Force and appointed Lieutenant General Pavel Fedorovich Zhigarev to the post.


    German intelligence kept close track of these force structure changes through captured documents and intercepted messages, as evidenced by entries in the Halder and Bock diaries. For example, an intelligence circular of Third Panzer Group quotes an intercepted Russian message to the effect that, “Past experience of the war has demonstrated that our mechanized (tank) corps are exceedingly cumbersome units of limited mobility, flexibility, and unsuitable for quickly changing combat missions. In addition, they are easy targets for the enemy’s air force.”15


    Dictated as they were by the harsh reality of successive defeats and enormous losses of men and materiel, these structural changes were less significant than the need for forming and equipping new strategic reserves and training newly mobilized soldiers. This task was performed by a newly created reserve forces administration, which cooperated closely with the GKO, the NKO, the Stavka, and the Red Army General Staff. In addition to the over seven million men undergoing military training in September, on 17 September the GKO instituted universal military training for all Soviet citizens, resulting in the conscription of two-and-one-half-million more men between the ages of 16 and 50, and, by virtue of a 6 September decree, extended military training to the 8th through 10th grades in secondary schools. As fast as it raised these new formations, the NKO assigned them either to their operating fronts and armies in the field forces or to its strategic reserves (RGK) for employment in new defense lines or to conduct new counterstrokes or counteroffensives.16


    The most daunting problem Soviet field commander faced was the lack of training received by many of these newly-mobilized soldiers, both junior officers and enlisted men, and the ineffectiveness of many of the formations (divisions) and units (regiments) to which they were assigned. Since most of these soldiers were partially-trained reservists or untrained conscripts, soldiers often did not know how to use even their most basic weapons, much less heavier and crew-served weapons in their units (regiments and brigades) and subunits (battalions, companies, platoons, and squads).17 Moreover, the military organizations to which they were assigned were neither effective nor durable in combat. This was the case because they lacked cohesion, which resulted only from weeks if not months of combat exercises and battle drills. Thus, these formations, units, and subunits were not capable of performing the most basic combat functions, such as offensive, defensive, or other basic types of actions. Making matters worse, the new divisions did not have many of their authorized heavy weapons, such as heavy machine guns, 82mm mortars, antitank and antiaircraft guns, engineer equipment, and radios.


    While this applied to the first wave of armies that appeared along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers (16th, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd), it pertained to an even greater extent to the 200-series of rifle divisions, which were formed in late June, July, and early August and were assigned to the high-20s and 30-series of armies, such as 28th, 29th, 30th, 31st, 32nd, 33rd, and 34th Armies. A few examples drawn from period reports will suffice to illustrate this point. With regard to the state of 20th Army’s forces, a 27 July report by General Kurochkin, the army’s commander, provided a depressing portrait of the readiness condition of his army’s formations between 1 to 25 July:


    
      
        
          4. Having failed to concentrate fully before the operation, the army was considerably under-strength in personnel and equipment…

        


        
          a) Army formations: 73rd RD, 5th MC, 57th TD, 229th RD, 144th RD, and a TD arrived in the army at considerably reduced strength... Army divisional strengths range from 4,000 to 6,500 men, and, to a considerable degree, these people were in rear service and supporting units. The forces conducting continuous combat numbered considerably less. During this period we received 1,600 reinforcements, while we needed 70,000 men and 9,000 horses. Attempts to fill out the army with soldiers and NCOs which straggled from their units have had no effect since the majority of these are not armed and uniformed, and the army has no reserves of weapons and uniforms.

        


        
          b). Army signal units and formations have only 25-30 percent of their communications equipment and transport.

        


        
          c). The army has very few engineer and pontoon-bridge units. The strength of sapper [engineer] subunits amounts to 30-35 percent. Road building and bridging equipment are completely lacking.18

        

      

    


    
       
    


    In fact, most divisions, and other formations in these and subsequently formed reserve armies were not combat ready. Up to 80 percent of the divisions were manned at a truncated peacetime establishment of 6,000 men. Only after full mobilization was declared did they receive new personnel and additional equipment. Even then, their actual personnel strength seldom exceeded 60 percent of their authorized strength. Nor were the second wave of divisions, those mobilized between 22 June and 10 July, in much better condition. In fact, 13 of these 38 divisions were hastily mobilized and made up primarily of NKVD border guards personnel, the most readily available source of reliable, partially trained military manpower. An order the NKVD issued on 29 June mandated the formation of 25 such rifle divisions by 17 July, beginning with 15 rifle divisions (in the 240-260-series) and five mountain rifle divisions:


    
      
        
          In accordance with a decision of the USSR’s government, the NKVD of the USSR is charged with forming fifteen rifle divisions. In fulfillment of this decision, I order:

        


        
          1. Lieutenant General I. I. Maslennikov is entrusted with the task of forming fifteen rifle divisions of NKVD forces.

        


        
          2. Create an operational group under Lieutenant General Maslennikov consisting of Colonel Miroshichenko, Kombrig I. S. Sheredeg, Kombrig M. N. Shishkarev, and Lieutenant Colonel S. I. Frolov.

        


        
          3. Begin forming and deploying the [following] divisions immediately: 243rd Rifle Division, 244th Rifle Division, 246th Rifle Division, 247th Rifle Division, 249th Rifle Division, 250th Rifle Division, 251st Rifle Division, 252nd Rifle Division, 254th Rifle Division, 256th Rifle Division, 15th Mountain Rifle Division, 16th Mountain Rifle Division, 17th Mountain Rifle Division, 26th Mountain Rifle Division, 12th Mountain Rifle Division.

        


        
          4. To form the divisions designated above, assign 1,000 soldiers and non-commissioned officers and 500 command cadre from the NKVD’s cadre to each division. Request the Red Army General Staff to provide the remainder of the personnel by calling up [conscripting] all categories of soldiers from the reserves.

        


        
          5. Complete concentrating the NKVD cadre at the formation regions by 17 July 1941.

        


        
          6. Lieutenant General Maslennikov is responsible for approving the formation plan, providing material technical support, and also for allocating the personnel.19

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Once these divisions were parceled out to 29th through 33rd Armies, General Khomenko, the commander of 30th Army, provided a vivid assessment of his army’s readiness in a 27 July report he submitted to the Western Main Direction Command. In it he catalogued many deficiencies including the constant failure of staffs and commanders to transmit orders properly, poor march discipline, chaotic fire coordination and support, inefficient and ineffective rear service operations, command and staff violations of the most basic combat staff procedures, and, finally, ineffective party organ support of combat commanders.20 Thereafter, on 5 August Khomenko informed Western Front of the many problems his army experienced since mobilization, focusing on the chaotic process by which the new divisions were assigned to his army and the confusion caused by numerous and conflicting movement and assembly orders. For example, almost immediately after 119th, 242nd, 243rd, and 251st Rifle and 51st Tank Divisions were assigned to his army, their orders were altered and they were reshuffled among other forming armies. The three divisions ultimately assigned to his army, 242nd, 250th, and 251st, were required to move to their concentration areas on foot and, in his words, “were taken from their assembly points in the very midst of assembly, and, incomplete, they did not approach being “knocked together” and went into battle unprepared for combat.”21


    To illustrate his point, Khomenko cited the case of 251st Rifle Division. This division, which formed at the city of Kolomna, 100 kilometers southeast of Moscow, was dispatched to 30th Army’s concentration region near Belyi, a distance of well over 350 kilometers, on foot, under-strength, and “totally lacking in cohesiveness.” Before its dispatch to the front, the representative of the MVO [mobilization organ] assured the division’s commander that all shortages would be made up when it reached its concentration region. As Khomenko pointed out, this assurance was mere fiction:


    
      
        
          1) The division was forced to reach the concentration area on foot, and it lacked a number of subunits (artillery, chemical company, etc.). It had no logistical support units, because the personnel from these sub-units moved on three trains and reached the division’s operational area only at the beginning of August. To date, some of them have still not arrived;

        


        
          2) The division has not succeeded in forming and putting together any rear service organs;

        


        
          3) Party and Komsomol organizations have not been created in some of its units and subunits;

        


        
          4) An overwhelming number of divisional personnel were mobilized from the reserves. The entire division has only about 400 NKVD cadre soldiers;

        


        
          5) Because of the hasty formation, horses were improperly distributed. The artillery horses were left behind, and, for this reason, the artillery horses were received as replacements only after the artillery regiment was loaded on trains; and

        


        
          6). The hasty formation led to subunit commanders not knowing their subordinates and subordinates not knowing their commanders, and, as a result, discipline in the division’s units was poor.

        


        
          These and a series of other instances related to 251st RD, led to the fact that the division entered battle unprepared, fulfilled the missions assigned to it poorly, and suffered heavy losses.22

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Khomenko added that 250th Rifle Division was in a similar state, and 242nd Rifle Division was only slightly more combat ready. The same report listed all of the army’s deficiencies in detail, which included:


     


    
      
        	•

        	The army headquarters had only 40 percent of its required personnel, and only 50 percent were present for duty by 5 August.
      


      
        	•

        	The antiaircraft and aviation units [regiments] were missing altogether;
      


      
        	•

        	The artillery regiment was woefully under-strength, as were the road guide service and key service support organs.
      


      
        	•

        	The rear services had only 3 of 37 men required.
      

    


    Translated into specific weapons shortages, Khomenko’s 30th Army included 24 37mm and 12 76mm antiaircraft guns and only 46 percent of its required antitank guns, and 250th and 251st Rifle Divisions had no howitzers at all. Severe shortages also existed in field guns and mortars, and ammunition of all types was short. Finally, of the three battalions of tanks (65 tanks) issued to 110th Tank Division to support the army’s operations, by 5 August the division included only 24 operable tanks, with another 10 operable tanks at the army’s disposal.23 Due in part to these many deficiencies, 30th Army suffered over 18,000 men as casualties out of its total initial strength of roughly 45,000 men in the period from about 15 July to 5 August.24


    Khomenko ended his 5 August report by assessing his army’s many problems and providing stark conclusions regarding its state of combat readiness:


    
      
        
          1. 30th Army received its combat mission while it was forming and assembling. Because the army was formed from poorly-trained reservists, the army’s combat capabilities when it received its combat mission were not at the proper level as was confirmed by the outcome of combat operations.

        


        
          2. The provisioning of the army with weapons and combat equipment was unsatisfactory. The army had no air cover.

        


        
          3. Providing the army with all that was suitable and necessary by higher level supply organs occurred very slowly, partially, and was of insufficient quality.

        


        
          4. The army suffered heavy losses in personnel and equipment. We require accelerated dispatch of reinforcements and an increased tempo of army resupply...25

        

      

    


    
       
    


    These candid reports about the combat state of 30th Army will largely explain why 30th Army operates as it does during the Western Front’s three counteroffensives during late July, August, and early September 1941. Given these facts, the army’s performance was nothing short of amazing.


    Similar reports provide vivid descriptions of the condition of other forces assigned to the Western Front in July 1941. For example, a lengthy report prepared on 24 July by 19th Army’s chief of staff, Major General Rubtsov, described the army’s operations from 9 through 24 July, and, in particular, its deficiencies. Here, it is important to understand that 19th Army was initially assigned to the Southwestern Front as a reserve. However, immediately after reaching the Kiev region, Konev’s army had to turn around and redeploy northward to Smolensk.


    After indicating that the army’s 220th Motorized [Rifle] Division was “hardly formed as a motorized rifle division and had no tanks and vehicles and was under-strength in artillery,” Rubtsov then described the army’s readiness as follows:


    
      
        
          1. 25th RC’s units were mobilized at the precise moment they took the field. 34th RC’s forces were only in a state of reinforced combat readiness. The divisions were brought up to only 12,000 men, but were not fully mobilized. The 12,000-man divisions experienced immense difficulties in the field because they lacked transport and were unable to maneuver. They could not pick up required quantities of ammunition, could not carry mortars, etc.

        


        
          2. The artillery arrived late because the artillery had arrived in the Kiev region on the first trains and were the first to occupy firing positions in the former deployment region. For that reason, the artillery remained at the end of the loading queue, since they were located a great distance from the station. The artillery lost much time in moving to the railroad station.26

        

      

    


    
       
    


    These and literally hundreds of similar reports demonstrate just how threadbare these reserve and reinforcing armies were. And by mid-July, these armies found themselves forward, as fighting forces along the Western Front’s forward lines. More important still, since many of the junior command cadre and soldiers were so inexperienced in even the most basis of combat functions, their commanders had to instruct them on the matters. As the many orders and critiques in this study indicate, this meant that, in addition to task organization and specific missions, every order also included specific instructions regarding precisely what to do and how to do it. In the absence of these instructions, combat would have been simply suicidal. This explains why, unlike the mission orders in the Wehrmacht, Red Army orders were inordinately detailed, now and even to war’s end.


    As the Soviet GKO (State Defense Committee) and NKO (People’s Commissariat of Defense) reorganized the Red Army’s force structure in combat conditions, the GKO also began centralizing the Red Army’s logistical structure to improve the supply of rations, ammunition, weapons, and other supplies by placing all logistical, rail and road communications, transportation, and medical services under a newly established Main Directorate for the Rear (services), headed by Chief of the Rear (Chief Quartermaster) Lieutenant General Andrei Vasil’evich Khrulev. This reorganization relieved the General Staff of logistical responsibilities, which, in any case, it had been unable to handle.27 The Main Directorate included Chief of the Rear’s staff, the Military Transportation Directorate, Highway Administration, Chief Quartermaster Directorate, Fuel Supply Directorate, Military-Medical Directorate, and Veterinary Directorate. Only the supply of combat and technical equipment remained in the hands of the respective Red Army branch chiefs and their directorates. During this reorganization, Stalin also appointed Khrulev as one of 16 Deputy People’s Commissars of Defense, giving his officers even more visibility. Subsequent GKO decrees, issued on 31 July and 1 August, extended this reform down to the fighting forces by establishing Deputy Commanders for the Rear and associated directorates or departments at front and army level, all to be implemented within 48 hours.28


    When instituting these changes, in addition to his time-honored penchant for dividing authority among his subordinates, Stalin also believed effective war fighting required ironclad procedures for supplying the troops, exercised with dictatorial authority in both the Red Army’s fronts and rear areas. Since the Red Army’s rear services had proved complicated, cumbersome, and wholly inefficient in the face of the German invasion, it required enormous and utterly ruthless efforts to make them support fighting forces more effectively. Although Stalin and his key command and administrative organs made a positive beginning in July and August 1941, the results of these reforms would not bear fruit until much later.


    Coupled with its catastrophic defeats in the field and its immense territorial losses, the Red Army’s staggering manpower and equipment losses understandably produced serious morale problems in its ranks. “Manifestations of disorganization, confusion, and erosion of vigilance,” called for stern measures for strengthening the political dedication, morale, and discipline of soldiers within the Soviet Armed Forces.29 Stalin used both the military chain of command and the Party structure parallel to it within the armed forces to restore control, discipline, and morale, if necessary by force and intimidation. For example, on 14 July the Stavka issued a directive declaring the loss of a weapon in battle a crime equal to treason, punishable by death, even requiring the wounded to take their weapons with them as they were evacuated from the battlefield.30


    To further tighten political control, as instructed by the Party’s Central Committee, Lev Mekhlis, the newly appointed Chief of the Red Army’s Main Political Directorate (GPU), issued two decrees. The first directed the political commissars to intensify their political work and help improve discipline by setting an example and enjoined forces cut off from their units or encircled behind German lines to continue to fight as auxiliaries of the Red Army and actively disrupt the organization of the enemy’s rear areas. The second decree required Party and Komsomol’ members to serve as the army’s inspiration, backbone, and organizing force during crisis situations.31


    In fact, since Stalin no longer trusted the Armed Forces to fulfill their missions, on 17 July he abolished the single chain of command [edinonachal’stvo] and reintroduced political commissars. Henceforth, these commissars would be “representatives of the Party and the government,” bearing with the military commander full responsibility for a unit’s performance in battle and its “unflinching readiness to fight to the last drop of blood the enemies of our Native Land [Rodina].” The Commissars were empowered to deal without mercy with “cowards, panic-mongers, and deserters.”32 Three days later, Stalin officially assumed the post of Defense Commissar and on 7 August that of Supreme High Commander (Verkhovnyi Glavnokomanduiushchii). Thus, in this hour of gravest danger, Stalin had become his country’s supreme leader in the Great Patriotic War.


    Even in this moment of great crisis, Stalin did not consent to the transfer of his large forces in the Far East, literally his last strategic reserve, to the West, since he was not yet able to confirm with certainty the Japanese would remain quiescent in Manchuria. However, both he and the Stavka did their best to raise fresh forces to solidify their strategic defenses, particularly in Timoshenko’s sector.


    By mid-July Stalin was most concerned about the situation along the Smolensk and Moscow axis, where, according to Timoshenko’s reports, the Germans were already in the process of mounting a breakthrough. Therefore, to assuage the front commander’s increasingly frantic pleas for assistance, on 14 July the Stavka ordered the NKO to form two new armies, 31st and 32nd, and combine them with the 24th, 28th, 29th, and 30th Armies, which were already in its reserve, to form a new Front of Reserve Armies under the command of NKVD General I.A. Bogdanov.


    (see Table 8, also see Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix D, 1)


    
       
    


    Table 8. The Organization and Combat Missions of the Front of Reserve Armies on 14 July 1941


    Front of Reserve Armies


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Commander – Lieutenant General Ivan Aleksandrovich Bogdanov
      


      
        	•

        	Commissar – Commissar for State Security 3rd Rank S. N. Kruglov
      


      
        	•

        	Chief of Staff – Major General P. I. Liapin
      


      
        	•

        	Mission – Occupy the Staraia Russa, Ostashkov, Belyi, Istomino, El’nia, and Briansk line by day’s end on 14 July 1941 and prepare for a firm defense. Prepare an antitank and antiaircraft defense especially carefully.
      


      
        	•

        	Headquarters – Mozhaisk
      

    


    First Echelon


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	29th Army – Lieutenant General Ivan Ivanovich Maslennikov, Deputy Peoples Commissar for Internal Affairs (NKVD)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Strength – five divisions, two corps artillery regiments, three antitank artillery regiments, one fighter aviation regiment, one bomber aviation regiment, and one Il-2 squadron.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Defend the Staraia Russa, Demiansk, and Ostashkov line, paying special attention to defending the Staraia Russa-Bologoe, Kholm-Bologoe, and Ostashkov-Vyshnii Volochek axes.
      


      
        	♦

        	Boundary on the left – Toropets, Selizharovo, and Vyshnii Volochek.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Bologoe
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	30th Army – Major General Vasilii Afanas’evich Khomenko, former commander of forces in the Ukrainian Border District
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Strength – five divisions, one corps artillery regiment, and two antitank artillery regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Defend the Ostashkov, Selizharovo, Olenino, and Vasilevo line, paying special attention to defending the Toropets-Selizharovo-Kalinin and Velikie Luki-Rzhev-Volokolamsk axes.
      


      
        	♦

        	Boundary on the left – Il’ino, Nikishino, and Volokolamsk.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Rzhev
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	24th Army – Major General Stepan Andrianovich Kalinin, the former commander of the Siberian Military District (replaced in late July by Major General Konstantin Ivanovich Rakutin, former commander of forces in the Baltic Border District)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Strength – ten divisions, three gun, one howitzer, and three corps artillery regiments, and four antitank artillery regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Defend the Belyi, Izdeshkovo Station, Dorogobuzh, and El’nia line, paying special attention to defending the Iartsevo-Viaz’ma axis.
      


      
        	♦

        	Boundary on the left – Pochinok, Barsuki, the sawmill, Butyrlino, and Medyn’.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Viaz’ma
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	28th Army – Major General V. Ia. Kachalov, the former commander of the Arkhangel’sk Military District
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Strength – nine divisions, one gun, one howitzer, and four corps artillery regiments, and four antitank artillery regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	Missions – Defend the Desna River line from Logachevo to Zhukovka, Vysokoe, Sosnovka, and Sinezerki, paying special attention to defending the Roslavl’-Medyn’ axis and the Briansk region, and keeping four divisions, three of them tank, in the Zanoznaia Station and Kirov region as the army’s reserve.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Kirov
      

    


    Front Reserve


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	31st Army – Major General Vasilii Nikitich Dalmatov (Dolmatov), former chief of the Karelian NKVD Border Military District
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Strength – six divisions, one corps artillery regiment, and two antitank artillery regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Keep five rifle divisions, one tank division, one corps artillery regiment, and twp antitank artillery regiments in the Torzhok, Rzhev, Volokolamsk, and Kalinin region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Staritsa
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	32nd Army – Lieutenant General Nikolai Kuz’mich Klykov, former deputy commander of the Moscow Military District for Training
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Strength – seven divisions and one antitank artillery regiment.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Keep six rifle divisions, one tank division, and one antitank artillery regiment in the Ruza, Mozhaisk, Maloiaroslavets, Vysokinichi, and Naro-Fominsk region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Naro-Fominsk
      

    


    Source: Zolotarev, “Stavka VGK 1941,” 70-72.


    Bogdanov’s new front was to employ four of these armies to man a new strategic defense line extending from the city of Staraia Russa southward east of Smolensk to the Briansk region by day’s end on 14 July and place his two remaining armies in the rear to defend the immediate approaches to Moscow. In addition, Bogdanov’s forward armies were to be prepared to conduct counterattacks, counterstrokes, or even a counteroffensive when and where necessary to blunt and repel the advancing Germans.33


    Ultimately, the first defensive line consisted of Maslennikov’s 29th Army, headquartered at Bologoe, with five rifle divisions deployed from Staraia Russa southward through Demiansk to Ostashkov; Khomenko’s 30th Army, headquartered at Rzhev, with five rifle divisions deployed from Ostashkov southward through Selizharovo and Olenino to Vasilevo; Kalinin’s 24th Army, headquartered at Viaz’ma, with nine rifle divisions deployed from Belyi southward through Izdeshkovo and Dorogobuzh to El’nia; and Kachalov’s 28th Army, headquartered at Kirov, with nine rifle divisions deployed from Logachev southward through Zhukovka, Vysokoe, and Sosnovka to Sinezerki. To the rear, Dolmatov’s 31st Army, with its headquarters at Staritsa, concentrated its six rifle divisions in reserve assembly areas in the Torzhok, Rzhev, Volokolamsk, and Kalinin region along the northwestern approaches to Moscow; and Klykov’s 32nd Army, with its headquarters at Naro-Fominsk, assembled its seven rifle divisions in the Ruza, Mozhaisk, Maloiaroslavets, Vysokinichi, and Naro-Fominsk regions defending the southwestern approaches to Moscow.


    On 15 July, the day the lead elements of Second Panzer Group’s 29th Motorized Division reached the southern part of Smolensk, the Stavka began preparations to intervene in the battle for the city with its reserves. Late in the day, it ordered Kachalov’s 28th Army, which was already assembling along the Desna River, southeast of Smolensk, to move three of its rifle divisions forward into new defenses protecting the Smolensk and Viaz’ma axis by dawn on 17 July. Specifically, 145th Rifle Division was to erect defenses in the Roslavl’ region and be prepared “to conduct active operations toward Smolensk,” while 120th and 89th Rifle Divisions were to deploy forward into positions between Viaz’ma and El’nia, on his army’s right wing.34


    Then, to complete his defenses along the Moscow axis, on 18 July Stalin formed a strategic third echelon of forces by creating a new front designated the Front of the Mozhaisk Defense Line. Under the command of NKVD General P.A. Artem’ev, this front was formed around a nucleus of 32nd Army, plus five rifle divisions and 109th Tank Division taken from the Front of Reserve Armies, and, added to it, 32nd Army from Bogdanov’s front and the newly-raised 33rd and 34th Armies.


    See Table 9 and also Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix E.


    
       
    


    Table 9. The Organization and Combat Missions of the Front of the Mozhaisk Line on 18 July 1941


    Front of the Mozhaisk Defense Line


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Commander – Lieutenant General of NKVD Troops Pavel Artem’evich Artem’ev, chief of the NKVD’s Operations Directorate and commander of the Moscow Military District
      


      
        	•

        	Commissar – I. M. Sokolov
      


      
        	•

        	Chief of Staff – Major General A. I. Kudriashev
      


      
        	•

        	Mission – Occupy and defend the Kushelevo, Iaropolets, Koloch’ Station, Il’inskoe, and Detchino line.
      


      
        	 

        	 
      


      
        	•

        	32nd Army
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Commander – Lieutenant General Nikolai Kuz’mich Klykov, former deputy commander of the Moscow Military District for Training
      


      
        	♦

        	Member of the Military Council – G. N. Zhilenkov
      


      
        	♦

        	Chief of Staff – Colonel I. A. Kuzovkov
      


      
        	♦

        	Composition – five rifle divisions, including one NKVD and four peoples’ militia divisions, one RGK artillery regiment, and three antitank artillery regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Defend the Kushelevo, Iaropolets, Chubarovo, and Karacharovo line, paying special attention to defending the Rzhev-Volokolamsk and Sychevka-Volokolamsk axes.
      


      
        	♦

        	Boundary on the left – Savinki, Tarkhanovo, and Pavlovskaia Sloboda.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Volokolamsk
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	33rd Army
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Commander – Kombrig (brigade commander) Dmitri Platonovich Onuprienko, former deputy chief of the NKVD’s Directorate for Operational Forces and chief of staff of the Moscow Military District
      


      
        	♦

        	Member of the Military Council – M. D. Shliakhtin
      


      
        	♦

        	Chief of Staff – Lieutenant Colonel I. K. Prostov
      


      
        	♦

        	Composition – five rifle divisions, including three NKVD divisions and two peoples’ militia divisions, one tank division (109th), one RGK artillery regiment, and three antitank artillery regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Defend the Glazovo, Koloch Station, and Sosnovtsy line, paying special attention to defending the Gzhatsk-Mozhaisk-Kubinka axis.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	34th Army
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Commander – Kombrig Nikolai Nilovich Pronin, former chief of the Command Faculty at the Frunze Academy and 1st Moscow Rifle Division’s commander.
      


      
        	♦

        	Member of the Military Council – I. P. Voinov
      


      
        	♦

        	Chief of Staff – Kombrig A. G. Galkin
      


      
        	♦

        	Composition – five rifle divisions, including one NKVD division and four peoples’ militia divisions, one RGK artillery regiment, and three antitank artillery regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	Mission – Defend the Nikitskoe, Red’kino, and Nozdrino line, paying special attention to defending the Iukhnov-Medyn’-Maloiaroslavets axis.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters – Maloiaroslavets
      

    


    
      
        
          Note – Soon after, the Stavka also created a new 35th Army under the Front of Reserve Armies. Shortly thereafter, the Stavka renumbered 35th Army as 49th Army and formed a new 35th Army in the Far East.

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Underscoring the premium Stalin placed on the reliability of these forces, the front and most of its armies were commanded by senior NKVD generals. Stalin ordered Artem’ev’s new front to erect and man new defenses along the Kushelevo, Iaropolets, Koloch’ Station, Il’inskoe, and Detchino line, that is, a third defensive line between Viaz’ma and Moscow.


    In addition, to further strengthen these strategic second and third echelons, the Stavka also ordered the construction of three defense lines, roughly 300-kilometers deep, anchored on the Viaz’ma region midway between Smolensk and Moscow. However, the construction of these defensive lines did not indicate that Stalin had abandoned the idea of further offensive action in the Smolensk region. On the contrary, as his telephone conversation with Timoshenko on 20 July indicated, Stalin still insisted the Western Front conduct major offensive efforts with ever-stronger special operational combat groups.


    Meanwhile, German pressure against Timoshenko’s forces continued mounting. On 19 July the Stavka alerted Bogdanov to begin preparing an offensive operation with his 29th, 30th, and 28th Armies to rescue Timoshenko’s 19th, 20th, and 16th Armies, which, by now, were almost entirely encircled in the Smolensk region. Specifically, Maslennikov’s 29th Army was to attack from the Toropets region toward Velikie Luki with its 243rd, 256th, and 252nd Rifle Divisions, Khomenko’s 30th Army from north of the Western Dvina River toward Demidov with its 242nd, 251st, and 250th Rifle Divisions, and Kachalov’s 28th Army from the Roslavl’ region toward Smolensk with its 149th and 145th Rifle and 105th Tank Divisions.35 Within days Stalin, chief of the General Staff, Zhukov, and Timoshenko began planning a major offensive employing these reserve forces to rescue their threatened armies and halt the German drive along the Moscow axis. To facilitate this effort, on 19 July the Stavka appointed Eremenko to command the Western Front temporarily, with Lieutenant General Vasilii Danilovich Sokolovsky as his chief of staff, and assigned Shaposhnikov as the chief of staff of Timoshenko’s Western Direction Command (see below).


    While high drama was playing out in and around Smolensk in the Western Front’s central sector, an entirely distinct but nevertheless closely related struggle was unfolding along and west of the Sozh River on the left wing of Timoshenko’s front. On 23 July the Stavka began recognizing the distinctive nature of this struggle by splitting its Western Front into two new fronts, the Western, under Timoshenko, with 22nd, 16th, 20th, and 19th Armies, and a new Central Front, with 13th and 21st Armies. Once separated, the two fronts were to deal with the two separate battles developing on its northern and southern wings and fill the gap between the forces on Timoshenko’s left wing and the forces on the right wing of Kirponos’s Southwestern Front, which were fighting along the Dnepr River north and south of Kiev.36


    Led by Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov, the former commander of Northwestern Front and 21st Army, the new Central Front consisted of General Gerasimenko’s 13th Army and 21st Army, which was now commanded by Lieutenant General Mikhail Grigor’evich Efremov, the former commander of the Orel, North Caucasus and Trans-Caucasus Military Districts and, since January 1941, the Assistant General Inspector of Red Army Infantry. The Stavka assigned Kuznetsov’s new front responsibility for defending the Gomel’ region and specified that it establish a defensive line along the Sozh River. Finally, the Stavka directive abolished Sandalov’s shattered 4th Army and assigned its remnants to Gerasimenko’s 13th Army.37 Shortly thereafter, the Stavka assigned a new 3rd Army, which had been destroyed in the border battles but reformed in the Stavka’s reserves by mid-July, to F. I. Kuznetsov’s Central Front. Lieutenant General V. I. Kuznetsov, 3rd Army’s commander during the border battles, retained command of 3rd Army.


    See Table 10.


    
       
    


    Table 10. The Organization and Senior Command Cadre of the Western Front as of 1 August 1941 and the Central Front as of 23 July 1941


    WESTERN FRONT – Marshal of the Soviet Union Semen Konstantinovich Timoshenko


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin and Lieutenant General Konstantin Konstantinovich Rokossovsky on 8 August.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	32nd Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	46th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	129th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	152nd Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	34th Rifle Corps
      


      
        	♦

        	158th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	2nd Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	50th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	161st Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	25th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	89th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	91st Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	162nd Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – Lieutenant General Pavel Aleksandrovich Kurochkin and Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin on 6 August.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	69th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	73rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	144th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	233rd Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	153rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	229th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	5th Mechanized Corps – Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko, died of wounds on 2 August after escaping from encirclement.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	13th Tank Division – Colonel Fedor Ustinovich Grachev (disbanded 8 August)
      


      
        	◊

        	17th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Petrovich Korchagin (converted into 126th Tank Brigade on 28 August)
      


      
        	◊

        	1st Motorized Rifle Division – Colonel (Major General on 7 August) Iakov Grigor’evich Kreizer (converted into 1st Tank Division on 18 August).
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	57th Tank Division – Colonel (Major General of Tank Forces on 24 July) Vasilii Aleksandrovich Mishulin (converted into 128th Tank Brigade on 1 September).
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd Army – Lieutenant General Filipp Afanas’evich Ershakov and Lieutenant General Vasilii Aleksandrovich Iushkevich on 28 August.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	29th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	126th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	179th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	214th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	51st Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	98th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	112th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	170th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	62nd Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	174th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	186th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	256th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	48th Tank Division – Colonel Dmitrii Iakovlevich Iakovlev
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	28th Army – Lieutenant General Vladimir Iakovlevich Kachalov, killed in action on 4 August and the army destroyed and temporarily disbanded.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	145th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	149th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	176th Rifle Regiment
      


      
        	♦

        	104th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Gerasimovich Burkov
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	29th Army – Lieutenant General Ivan Ivanovich Maslennikov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	243rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	252nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	1st Motorized Rifle Regiment NKVD
      


      
        	♦

        	50th Cavalry Division – Colonel (Major General on 11 September) Issa Aleksandrovich Pliev
      


      
        	♦

        	53rd Cavalry Division – Kombrig Kondrat Semenovich Mel’nik
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	30th Army – Major General Vasilii Afanas’evich Khomenko
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	242nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	250th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	251st Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group of Forces of the Iartsevo Axis – Lieutenant General Konstantin Konstantinovich Rokossovsky to 8 August.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	44th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	38th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	64th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	108th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	14th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Vasil’ev (converted into 205th Separate Tank Regiment on 29 August).
      


      
        	♦

        	18th Tank Division – Major General Fedor Timofeevich Remizov (converted into 127th Tank Brigade on 1 September).
      


      
        	♦

        	101st (former 52nd) Tank Division – Colonel Grigorii Mikhailovich Mikhailov
      


      
        	♦

        	107th (former 69th Motorized) Tank Division – Colonel Petr Nikolaevich Domrachev
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Front Forces
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	24th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	134th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	61st Fortified Region
      


      
        	♦

        	62nd Fortified Region
      


      
        	♦

        	66th Fortified Region
      


      
        	♦

        	68th Fortified Region
      


      
        	♦

        	17th Mechanized Corps – Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov (converted into 147th Tank Brigade on 1 August).
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	27th Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Osipovich Akhmanov (disbanded on 1 August).
      


      
        	◊

        	36th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Zakharovich Miroshnikov (disbanded on 1 August).
      


      
        	◊

        	209th Motorized Division – Colonel Aleksei Il’ich Murav’ev (disbanded on 19 September).
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	114th Separate Tank Regiment
      

    


    CENTRAL FRONT (formed on 23 July and disbanded on 28 August) – Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov and Lieutenant General M.G. Efremov on 7 August


    
      
        	•

        	3rd Army (headquarters formed in the Stavka Reserve by 14 July and assigned to the Central Front on 1 August)– Lieutenant General Vasilii Ivanovich Kuznetsov and Major General Iakov Grigor’evich Kreizer on 31 August
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	66th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	75th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	232nd Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	214th Airborne Brigade
      


      
        	♦

        	65th Fortified Region
      


      
        	♦

        	18th Tank Regiment
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	13th Army – Major General Konstantin Dmitrievich Golubev and Major General Avksentii Mikhailovich Gorodniansky on 31 August
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	28th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	55th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	132nd Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	45th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	6th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	121st Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	137th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	148th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	4th Airborne Corps – Major General Aleksei Semenovich Zhadov
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	7th Airborne Brigade
      


      
        	◊

        	8th Airborne Brigade
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	21st Mountain Cavalry Division – Colonel Iakub Kulievich Kuliev
      


      
        	♦

        	52nd Cavalry Division – Colonel Nikolai Petrovich Iakunin
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	21st Army – Lieutenant General Mikhail Grigor’evich Efremov, Lieutenant General Vasilii Mikhailovich Gordov on 7 August, and Lieutenant General Vasilii Ivanovich Kuznetsov on 25 August
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	21st Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	42nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	117th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	187th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	63rd Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	61st Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	154th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	167th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	67th Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	102nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	151st Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	155th Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	25th Mechanized Corps – Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	50th Tank Division – Colonel Boris Sergeevich Bakharov (converted into 150th Tank Brigade on 17 September)
      


      
        	◊

        	55th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Mikhailovich Badanov (converted into 8th and 14th Separate Tank Battalions on 10 August)
      


      
        	◊

        	219th Motorized Division – Major General Pavel Petrovich Korzun (converted into 219th Rifle Division on 9 September)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Front forces
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	143rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	160th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	Cavalry Group – Colonel General Oka Ivanovich Gorodovikov
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	32nd Cavalry Division – Colonel Aleksandr Ivanovich Batskalevich and Colonel Aleksei Prokof’evich Moskalenko
      


      
        	◊

        	43rd Cavalry Division – Kombrig Ivan Kuz’mich Kuz’min
      


      
        	◊

        	47th Cavalry Division – Major General Andrei Nikonorovich Sidel’nikov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	109th Tank Division – Colonel Semen Pankrat’evich Chernobai
      

    


    Two weeks later, Stalin would replace Kuznetsov with Efremov and appoint General Gordov as commander of 21st Army. The Central Front’s mission was to protect the junction between the Western and Southwestern Fronts and assist the Western Front by conducting active operations northwestward along the Gomel’ and Bobruisk axes. This reorganization would leave Western Front, which was temporarily commanded by Eremenko, with 22nd, 16th, 20th, and 19th Armies, the bulk of which were still nearly encircled in the Nevel’ and Smolensk regions, to defend the Moscow axis in conjunction with Bogdanov’s Front of Reserve Armies. As makeshift as it seemed, this force concentration still presented Bock’s Army Group Center with some serious problems.


    The Encirclement Battle for Smolensk, 16–23 July


    Despite the many problems faced by Timoshenko’s fractured Western Front, Bock’s Army Group Center too faced some daunting problems as it strove to capture the Smolensk region. The most formidable of these problems at mid-month was the clear inability of Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized and Nehring’s 18th Panzer Divisions to envelop the entire Smolensk region from the south and east and then link up with Funck’s 7th Panzer Division of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps advancing from the north. The sad fact was that both of Guderian’s divisions were too weak to do so. For example, even before it began its advance toward Smolensk, Nehring, 18th Panzer Division’s commander, had noted that the heavy casualties must stop, “if we do not intend to win ourselves to death.”38


    See Map 14. The Smolensk region.
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    Map 14. The Smolensk region.

  


  


  
    No less formidable a problem was the ferocious Soviet resistance in the Smolensk region, which, although tardy in developing, would only compound the difficulties the attacking German panzer and motorized divisions faced. For example, Colonel Mishulin’s 57th Tank Division would distinguish itself in the heavy fighting near Krasnyi, southwest of Smolensk, when, with a dwindling quantity of armored vehicles, it succeeded in containing XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ assaults for nearly eight days. It was able to do so because of the high number of panzer grenadier casualties suffered by the corps’ panzer divisions. Subsequently, the Soviet State Defense Committee (GKO) presented the division commander, who was gravely wounded in the fighting, with the title of Hero of the Soviet Union for the bravery he demonstrated in the fighting for the Smolensk pocket.


    Although far out-manned and outgunned, Lukin’s 16th Army also performed well in the fighting. For example, Major General Avksentii Mikhailovich Gorodniansky’s 129th Rifle Division, which had been reinforced by scattered combat groups from other destroyed divisions, and Colonel Petr Nikolaevich Chernyshev’s 152nd Rifle Division both performed heroically in the unequal struggle. They fought unceasingly for ten days against German Ninth Army’s V Army Corps and Second Army’s IX Army Corps, which were closing in on Smolensk from the northwest and southwest.


    The configuration of the German assault on the Smolensk pocket also unknowingly assisted the beleaguered Soviet defenders. During its advance from the Vitebsk region, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group swung too far to the north, still roughly parallel to Guderian’s advancing panzer group but toward Polotsk and Velikie Luki, as well as Velizh, Demidov, and Dukhovshchina, north, northeast, and east of Smolensk. By permitting Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps to join Ninth Army’s advance toward Polotsk, Nevel’ and Velikie Luki, the multiple spearheads of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps reached the area east of Smolensk on 16 July, too late to assist the assault by 29th Motorized Division of Guderian’s panzer group on the city. Complicating matters, since 7th and 20th Panzer Divisions of Schmidt’s corps had to form both inner and outer encirclement lines north and east of Smolensk, and 18th Motorized Division had to protect the corps’ long left flank back through Velizh, this left too few forces in Schmidt’s corps with which to attack the northern face of the encircled Soviet forces, much less close the encirclement ring east of Smolensk.


    See Map 15, The situation, 2300, 16 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Therefore, it would fall to Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division of Guderian’s panzer group, later reinforced by part of Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division, to reduce Soviet resistance in the city. Ultimately, it would take three days of vicious house-to-house fighting for Boltenstern’s panzer grenadiers and Nehring’s tanks to pry the defending 129th and 152nd Rifle Divisions of Lukin’s 16th Army out of the northern half of the city, and, thereafter, both divisions would have to exert tremendous efforts to retain their prize. The fact that 18th Panzer Division had only twelve operational tanks left after the fighting was over bore mute witness to the ferocity of the fighting and the debilitating effect of it on German panzer forces when unsupported by infantry divisions. West of the city, General Weber’s 17th Panzer Division, which left Orsha to move eastward to support Nehring’s division, would experience similar difficulties.
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    Map 15. The situation, 16 July 1941.

  


  


  
    After mid-month, however, Hitler, Bock, Kluge, and Hoth were most preoccupied with the task of sealing off and destroying the almost encircled forces of 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies, which still clung resolutely to their defenses around the Smolensk “pocket.” Bock at Army Group Center, Kluge at Fourth “Panzer” Army, and Hitler’s own staff wanted to destroy as many of the newly located Soviet units as possible. Hoth, whose panzer group was split between the front northward from Dukhovshchina and Iartsevo and the northern and eastern flanks of the pocket, wanted link-up and destruction so as to release forces to man his increasingly threatened “eastern” front. By contrast, Guderian, who was still hoping to continue his advance on Moscow without delay, had already dispatched Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps eastward to secure a bridgehead over the Desna River at El’nia. This bridgehead he thought would form an ideal jumping-off position for a subsequent advance on Viaz’ma and the grand prize of Moscow. Schaal’s panzers and panzer grenadiers did so on 19 July. As it turned out, however, the violent Soviet attacks that continued against the two panzer groups’ flanks finally convinced Guderian that he had enough force available to either hold on to El’nia or bottle up Soviet 16th Army east of Smolensk, but not both.


    Despite these problems, the encirclement battle commenced on 16 July and would last until after month’s end. Although Funck’s 7th Panzer Division of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps captured the key road junction of Iartsevo, 50 kilometers northeast of Smolensk, late on 15 July, the encirclement sack around Timoshenko’s 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies was not firm. By this time, Schmidt’s corps had portions of Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division protecting Funck’s left flank east of Iartsevo and Zorn’s 20th Motorized Division closing in on Smolensk from the northwest, along an extended front from the Liozno region, 40 kilometers southeast of Vitebsk, northeastward to Demidov, 56 kilometers north of Smolensk. Overnight on 15-16 July, the 20th Motorized Division shifted eastward to form the northern ring of the encirclement, while Harpe’s 12th Panzer Division took over its positions east of Liozno, thus forming a nearly continuous encirclement ring around the northern half of the Smolensk pocket.


    See Map 16, Army Group Center’s situation late on 16 July 1941.


    
       
    


    However, although Schmidt’s corps of Hoth’s panzer group managed to form a fairly solid ring around the northern circumference of the pocket, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps of Guderian’s panzer group, whose 29th Motorized and 18th and 17th Panzer Divisions were still locked in heavy fighting at Smolensk, Krasnyi, and the Orsha region to the west, was unable to link up with 7th Panzer Division, leaving a gap along the swampy banks of the Dnepr River south of Iartsevo. Thus, the only exit for the Red Army’s nearly encircled forces was a narrow corridor of ground extending eastward from the pocket through the village of Solov’evo, 15 kilometers south of Iartsevo.


    After seizing Iartsevo, Funck wheeled his 7th Panzer Division toward the west to block any Soviet withdrawal from the Smolensk pocket to the east. Since he had to hold the 19 kilometer-wide sector from east of Dukhovshchina to Iartsevo with his panzers and two motorized infantry battalions, his forces were spread thin. Nevertheless, the shock and the impending catastrophe were enormous for Timoshenko’s Western Direction Command, as evidenced by a message the Germans intercepted from Timoshenko to the commander in Smolensk, which read, “Your silence is disgraceful, when will you finally understand? They are concerned about your health. Give your assessment of the overall situation forthwith,” and “hold Smolensk at all cost.”39 This the Soviet soldiers would do, partly because they obeyed orders, but partly because they could do nothing else.
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    Map 16. Army Group Center’s situation late on 16 July 1941.

  


  


  
    After briefly surveying the day’s disastrous developments, in particular, 29th Motorized Division’s penetration into the southern half of Smolensk, on the evening of 15 July, Timoshenko reported to the Stavka, “We have insufficient numbers of trained forces protecting the Iartsevo, Viaz’ma, and Moscow axis. The main thing is that there are no tanks.”40 The Stavka, however, was already taking measures to remedy the situation. Showing marvelous foresight, on 13 July it had ordered Lieutenant General Konstantin Konstantinovich Rokossovsky, the former commander of the Southwestern Front’s 9th Mechanized Corps, to report to Moscow for a new assignment to the Western Front.41 A veteran cavalryman, Rokossovsky had displayed extraordinary skill and resolve when his 9th Mechanized Corps had participated in Zhukov’s major armored counterstroke in the Dubno region in late June. Once Rokossovsky reached Moscow, the Stavka ordered him to form a special operational group whose sole mission was to block the linkup of German panzer forces east of Smolensk. Known as the Group of Forces on the Iartsevo Axis, or more simply Group Iartsevo, the group’s mission was to recapture Iartsevo, hold open a “hatchway” to Timoshenko’s three armies struggling in the Smolensk region, and conduct offensive operations with Bogdanov’s other reserve armies to stabilize the situation at Smolensk. Eremenko later described why this improvisation was necessary, “There were no troops east of Smolensk along the Smolensk-Moscow railway, [nor] south of the railway and northeast along the Moscow-Minsk highway, to prevent the enemy from crossing the Dnepr and then advancing in any direction he pleased, creating a perilous situation for our three [encircled] armies.”42 The Stavka’s order creating Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo clearly evidenced its intent not only to defend Smolensk but also to mount a decisive counteroffensive against the Germans in the near future.


    Adding further misery to Timoshenko’s and Stalin’s discomfort, on 16 July Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division brought the remainder of its forces forward and captured the entire city of Smolensk, other than its extreme northern outskirts, from 16th Army’s defending 129th Rifle Division. Already “beside himself” over the obvious fact that German forces had seized virtually the entire city, Stalin was especially embarrassed since his son, Senior Lieutenant Ia. I. Dzhugashvili, a battery commander in 7th Mechanized Corps’ 14th Tank Division, was taken prisoner by the Germans east of Smolensk.43 Apart from his personal loss, Stalin was also anxious about the situation in the Iartsevo sector, in particular, concerning the precarious Solov’evo corridor, for he realized German seizure of either or both would seal the fate of the Western Front’s 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies.


    The loss of Smolensk and the associated encirclement of a significant portion of Timoshenko’s forces prompted a characteristic reaction from Stalin. On 16 July, on behalf of the GKO, he accused all of the Western Front’s commanders of harboring an “evacuation attitude,” that is, too easily giving up the city. If this was indeed correct, Stalin declared, the GKO would consider such commanders as criminals who had committed treason against the Motherland. Stalin demanded that they, “a) Nip such an attitude, which disgraced the honor of the Red Army, in the bud with an iron hand, and b) Hold on to Smolensk at all cost.”44


    Recent Russian commentators now describe the dire conditions that prompted Stalin’s negative reactions:


    
      
        
          In reality, after the enemy panzer groups penetrated the defenses, some of the commanders lost their heads and did not know what to do. Finding themselves in such a situation, they either abandoned their positions without orders or moved in an eastern direction, while trying to conceal themselves in the forests. According to NKVD reports to the GKO, from the beginning of military operations up to 20 July, the NKVD Special Departments in the front and the armies halted 103,876 soldiers who had lost their units and were withdrawing in disorder, on the roads. The majority of those detained were then directed to new military units and sent back to the front.45

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Several days later, to underscore its determination to rid the Red Army of any and all “evacuators,” on 19 July the Stavka issued Order No. 0436, which temporarily replaced Timoshenko as commander of the Western Front with General Eremenko, who was supposedly more of a “fighter”. To add a leavening of experience to its higher headquarters along the Moscow axis, the same order assigned Marshal of the Soviet Union Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov, the creator of the General Staff and “brain” of the Red Army during the 1930s, as the Western Direction’s chief of staff, the experienced Lieutenant General Vasilii Danilovich Sokolovsky as chief of staff of the Western Front, and Lieutenant General German Kapitonovich Malandin, a penultimate staff officer, as the chief of the Western Front’s crucial Operations Department.


    Moreover, to ensure tight political control over his senior general, the order appointed Stalin’s Party sidekicks, Nikolai A. Bulganin, Panteleimon Kondrat’evich Ponomarenko, and Dmitri Mikhailovich Popov as commissar of the Main Command of the Western Direction and commissars for the Western Front, respectively.46 Despite these disciplinary and morale problems and outright threats to Timoshenko, Stalin’s appointment of Eremenko as Western Front commander was only temporary, and the dictator retained Timoshenko as commander-in-chief of the Main Command of the Western Direction, although with a new commissar and senior staff.


    Timoshenko, with his backbone stiffened by his new commissar, immediately demonstrated new resolve to carry out the Stavka’s orders to the letter and recapture Smolensk. On 17 July, in his capacity of commander-in-chief of the Western Direction, Timoshenko issued a new order that began with the direct quotes from the GKO’s decree of the day before regarding the criminal “evacuation mood:”


    
      
        
          A special order of the GKO indicates the Western Front’s command cadre are imbued with an evacuation mood and regard the matter of withdrawing their forces from Smolensk and surrendering the city to the enemy too lightly.

        


        
          If this mood accords with their actions, the GKO considers such a mood among the command cadre to be criminal, bordering on betrayal of the Motherland.

        


        
          The GKO has ordered us to eliminate this mood, which discredits the name of the Red Army, with an iron hand. Do not surrender the city of Smolensk under any circumstances.47

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Getting this “off his chest,” Timoshenko ordered his subordinate forces to stiffen their defenses and conduct decisive offensive operations to destroy Army Group Center’s advancing panzers and regain control of Smolensk “at all cost.” He was also careful to add Stalin’s demand, “Do not surrender the city of Smolensk under any circumstances.” Although meant to inspire all of the Western Front’s forces, it assigned specific missions only to 16th Army and the key elements of Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army [Lukin] – prevent the surrender of Smolensk by erecting an all-round defense with all of its forces and weapons in the Smolensk region, including 19th Army’s concentrated 129th, 127th, 38th, and 158th RDs, all of the Smolensk garrison’s artillery, 16th Army’s 46th and 152nd RDs and 57th TD, and 51st Armored Train.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Iartsevo [Rokossovsky]
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	44th RC [Iushkevich] (25th RC, 23rd MC, all units withdrawing to the Iartsevo region, an artillery regiment, and companies of T-26 tanks) – organize an antitank region in the vicinity of Zuevo, Gavrilovo, and Grishino regions and deploy it to defend the Iartsevo bridgehead and along the Dnepr River in the Iartsevo and Pridneprovskaia [along the Dnepr River] to prevent the enemy from penetrating from the Dukhovshchina region to Smolensk..
      


      
        	▪

        	101st TD [Mikhailov] – concentrate in the Svishchevo Station region by day’s end on 17 July and destroy the enemy’s motor-mechanized units in the Dukhovshchina region [25 kilometers northwest of Iartsevo and 50 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk] by 0400 hours on 18 July by decisive attacks along the Dukhovshchina and Smolensk axis. Move the division’s forward units to Iartsevo by the end of the day on 17 July.
      


      
        	▪

        	69th Motorized Division [Domracheev] – concentrate in the Dubrovitsa region and attack the enemy’s motor-mechanized units operating toward Kiriakino and Syro Lipki [north and northeast of Smolensk] at 0400 hours on 18 July.
      


      
        	▪

        	Both divisions – direct your further actions at the destruction of the enemy’s motor-mechanized units in the Smolensk region.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Command and Control – Major General Rokossovsky is entrusted with directing the operations of the mechanized units, and my deputy, Lieutenant General Comrade Eremenko, will support the fulfillment of this order.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – support 101st TD’s and 69th MD’s operations with a specially assigned group of fighter, bombers, and assault aircraft. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	Protect the arrival of the tank and motorized divisions in their concentration region in accordance with the instructions of their commanders.
      


      
        	▪

        	Strike the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping with all of the front’s aircraft at 0330 hours on 18 July.
      

    


    Despite Stalin’s worse fears, the situation in the Iartsevo region actually stabilized a bit late on 17 July, largely because Rokossovsky’s group finally became operational and began deploying forces to prevent the German pincers from closing around Smolensk. To assist Rokossovsky in his defense of Iartsevo and help prevent Funck’s 7th Panzer Division from severing the narrow corridor near Solov’evo, Timoshenko ordered the Western Front to form a small composite detachment consisting of the remnants of 5th Mechanized Corps under the command of Colonel Aleksandr Il’ich Liziukov and dispatched it to reinforce Rokossovsky. Liziukov was experienced in such matters since he had previously directed a small group of forces defending Borisov on the Berezina River in early July.48 His small detachment held the narrow Solov’evo corridor open for two weeks by fighting day and night under the most harrowing of conditions. For his distinguished service, the GKO later awarded Liziukov with the title of Hero of the Soviet Union.


    See Map 17. Army Group Center’s situation late on 17 July 1941.


    
       
    


    From his vantage point outside of the Smolensk pocket, Rokossovsky’s estimate of the situation was as desperate as Stalin’s, at least initially, since the Stavka had informed him, erroneously as it turned out, that the Germans had just conducted a large-scale airborne landing at Iartsevo.49 The acute weakness of his new group also bothered Rokossovsky because, as of 17 July, Group Iartsevo consisted of two truck-mounted quad (quadruple-mount) machine guns and their crews, a radio van, and a handful of staff officers. By evening, the small convoy carrying Rokossovsky’s headquarters arrived at Timoshenko’s headquarters, which had just moved eastward out of Iartsevo ahead of the Germans. By this time, Colonel Liziukov’s composite force from 5th Mechanized Corps was defending the crossing sites over the Dnepr River at Solov’evo and Ratchino, 15 and 25 kilometers south of Iartsevo, respectively, with a force of 15 tanks. Since Timoshenko and his staff were out of touch with his three encircled armies and not certain their information on the rest of the front was accurate, he ordered Rokossovsky to gather up any and all units he could find on the way to Iartsevo and immediately organize a makeshift defense in the region. This Rokossovsky did by assembling rear service units from the armies encircled in the pocket, a few combat units which had become separated from their main forces, and stragglers from a wide variety of broken-up units.


    Before long, however, Rokossovsky’s group grew into a far more credible force as reinforcements steadily flowed into the Iartsevo region. Ultimately, it included Colonel Mikhail Gavrilovich Kirillov’s 38th Rifle Division, which was a late arrival from Konev’s 19th Army; Colonel Grigorii Mikhailovich Mikhailov’s 101st Tank Division, formerly 26th Mechanized Corp’s 52nd Tank Division; an antitank artillery regiment and 240th Howitzer Artillery Regiment from Major General Vasilii Aleksandrovich Iushkevich’s 44th Rifle Corps; and various groups of soldiers which had already retreated to the Iartsevo region.50 By this time, Iushkevich himself had managed to “scrape up” a single rifle battalion and 21 guns, which he employed to defend a vital crossing over the Vop’ River 3 kilometers south of Iartsevo.51 To Rokossovsky’s delight, Mikhailov’s 101st Tank Division, which had been converted into a 100-series tank division only two days before, fielded about 220 tanks of various types on 17 July, although primarily old and obsolete models.52


    With this more formidable force at his disposal, Rokossovsky deployed Kirillov’s 38th Rifle Division to defend the crossings over the Dnepr River and contain 7th Panzer Division’s bridgeheads over the Vop’ River south and east of Iartsevo and Mikhailov’s 101st Tank Division to defend the 2.5 kilometer-wide sector from the village of Lagi on the northern outskirts of Iartsevo northward to the village of Dubrovo, which covered the man railroad line and highway to the east.
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    Map 17. Army Group Center’s situation late on 17 July 1941.

  


  


  
    As Rokossovsky described his subsequent defense, although “suffering considerable losses,” his forces succeeded in:


    
      
        
          Organizing resistance to the enemy within a very short time and preventing him from advancing to the east. Then we began going over to the offense by delivering blows against the Germans, first in one sector and then in another, frequently scoring appreciable tactical successes, which helped strengthen discipline among the troops and strengthened the confidence of the officers and men, who saw that they could actually beat the enemy, which meant a lot at that time.

        


        
          Our activity apparently also puzzled the enemy command, which encountered resistance where it was not expected; they saw that our troops not only fought back but also attacked (even if not always successfully). This tended to create an exaggerated idea of our forces in the sector, and the enemy failed to take advantage of his great superiority. The Fascist command “recognized” our existence, as it were. It fed more and more troops into the Iartsevo region, delivered massive air strikes against our crossings and battle formations, and intensified its artillery and mortar fire….

        


        
          The heavy continuous fighting at Iartsevo kept the German troops from fanning out to the south. This was our contribution to the Western Front’s general effort, the aim of which was to check the enemy, inflict the greatest possible losses, and, at the same time, prevent him from surrounding the armies fighting at Smolensk.

        


        
          Colonel A. I. Liziukov’s mixed detachment, which was defending the Dnepr crossings in the rear of 16th and 20th Armies, which had at first operated independently, was by the logic of the events eventually subordinated to our group.53

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Actually, the Western Front’s formation and deployment of Rokossovsky’s group created a real crisis for Funck’s 7th Panzer Division since, in addition to blocking the withdrawal of Soviet forces eastward along the Smolensk-Moscow highway from the Smolensk pocket, Funck’ forces now had to contend with Soviet forces attacking its positions at Iartsevo from the south and east. Complicating matters, Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division was unable to assist Funck’s forces, since it was busy erecting its defensive screen northeast of Smolensk. As a result, 7th Panzer Division’s forces were condemned to fighting near-constant battles with Rokossovsky’s forces for the next five days, during which Rokossovsky’s troops often penetrated to the eastern and southern outskirts of Iartsevo.


    All the while, entire formations [divisions], as well as numerous units [regimental size] and subunits [battalion-size], from 19th Army’s forces, which had been dispersed and often shattered in the fighting for Vitebsk region and the area north and northwest of Smolensk in previous days, continued escaping eastward to reinforce both 16th Army and Rokossovsky’s group. The most significant of these to reinforce Rokossovsky’s group included Colonel Domrachev’s 69th Motorized Division (from Trans-Baikal Military District, which was reorganized and renamed 107th Tank Division on 15 July), 64th and 108th Rifle Division of Iushkevich’s 44th Rifle Corps, although both were significantly undermanned, and the headquarters and two tank battalions from Vinogradov’s 7th Mechanized Corps. In addition, many company and battalion-size groups similarly reinforced 129th and 152nd Rifle Divisions of Lukin’s 16th Army at and northeast of Smolensk.


    While Funck’s 7th Panzer Division was contending with Rokossovsky’s burgeoning forces for possession of Iartsevo and straining to reach the vital crossings over the Dnepr River further to the south, 12th Panzer and 20th Motorized Divisions of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps continued compressing the northern half of the encirclement around 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies into an ever-narrower pocket extending from the Rudnia region eastward south of Demidov to the vicinity of the towns of Syro-Lipki and Spassk-Lipki, 28 and 36 kilometers southwest of Dukhovshchina, respectively, and 28 kilometers north of Smolensk. However, since the panzer and motorized divisions lacked sufficient motorized infantry to seal off the pocket from the west and north, Bock ordered Ninth Army to dispatch General Ruoff’s V Army Corps to Hoth’s support. Initially, 5th and 35th Infantry Divisions of General Ruoff’s corps marched southeastward from the Vitebsk region to relieve 12th Panzer and join the encirclement fight.


    The V Corps’ 5th Infantry Division reached the town of Liozno, 40 kilometers southeast of Vitebsk and 75 kilometers northwest of Smolensk late on 18 July, and 35th Infantry Division closed into the village of Dobromysl’, 25 kilometers southwest of Liozno and on 5th Division’s right, overnight on 18-19 July. Ruoff’s infantry subsequently pushed southeastward another 20 kilometers to the Rudnia region, 65 kilometers northwest of Smolensk, by the evening of 20 July, driving back the forces of Kurochkin’s 20th Army and eliminating most of the western half of the pocket. Ruoff’s task was eased as Lukin’s 16th Army removed its forces from the western and southwestern part of the pocket to concentrate them on the effort to recapture Smolensk. This, in turn, permitted Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps to transfer part of Harpe’s 12th Panzer Division to reinforce Funck’s 7th Panzer Division at Iartsevo and redirect Zorn’s 20th Motorized Division to reinforce the advance on the pocket from the Demidov region, 50 kilometers north of Smolensk.


    Throughout this prolonged and often fierce struggle for the shrinking Smolensk pocket, Kurochkin’s 20th and Lukin’s 16th Armies frequently shifted their forces within the pocket to counter the Germans’ blows. Specifically, 144th, 229th, and 233rd Rifle Divisions of 20th Army’s 69th Rifle Corps, together with the remnants of the army’s already shattered 153rd Rifle Division, defended the western and northwestern flanks of the pocket from the Borisov-Smolensk road northward to the Rudnia region, 46th Rifle Division of 16th Army’s 32nd Rifle Corps defended the Demidov sector, the remnants of 127th and 158th Rifle Divisions of Lukin’s 16th Army defended northeast of Smolensk, 38th and 158th Rifle Divisions of 19th Army’s 34th Rifle Corps defended the eastern and southeastern parts of the pocket, 20th Army’s 73rd Rifle Division and 5th Mechanized Corps, with the remnants of 18th Rifle Division, protected the southwestern portion of the pocket along the Dnepr River east and west of Krasnyi, 152nd Rifle Division and parts of 17th and 57th Tank Divisions defended the Dnepr River line west of Smolensk, and a special group formed from General Gorodniansky’s 129th Rifle Division struggled to retain a foothold in the northern outskirts of Smolensk. All the while, the Stavka and Timoshenko worked hard to plan for a concerted counterstroke to rescue their beleaguered armies and, if possible, recapture Smolensk.


    As was the case with Hoth’s Third Panzer Group north of Smolensk, south of the city, Guderian’s Second Panzer Group also had to fight two simultaneous battles during the week following the capture of Smolensk by Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division, one distracting his attentions from the other. From Bock’s standpoint, the more important of the two battles was the fight at Smolensk, where, beginning on 15 July, 29th Motorized and 17th and 18th Panzer Divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps fought to contain Soviet forces along the southern face of the Smolensk pocket. At the same time, however, the battles of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps at Mogilev and along the approaches to the Sozh River inevitably slowed the advance of Guderian’s third motorized corps, Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI, toward El’nia, ultimately preventing Vietinghoff’s forces from linking up with Funck’s 7th Panzer Division south of Iartsevo to seal off the Smolensk pocket.


    The heavy fighting around the city of Smolensk proper, in the Krasnyi region 48 kilometers to the southwest, and around the periphery of the Smolensk pocket continued with unabated intensity from 16 through 23 July. After 29th Motorized Division seized the city’s center by its 15 July coup de main, Lukin, 16th Army’s commander whom Timoshenko had entrusted with responsible for the city’s defense, assigned the task of recapturing the city to a special group formed around the nucleus of Major General Avksentii Mikhailovich Gorodniansky’s relatively fresh 129th Rifle Division. Reinforced by numerous subunits formed from stragglers from the west, Gorodniansky’s group was nearly at full strength with about 10,000 men. Approaching the city at 0500 hours on 16 July from the north, Gorodniansky’s forces attempted to recapture it but were forced to withdraw from their gains in the half of the city north of the Dnepr River with heavy losses after hours of repeated assaults and near constant German counterattacks. When Lukin issued fresh attack orders to Gorodniansky in the afternoon, 129th Division regained a foothold in the city’s northern section in a night assault on 16-17 July only to be driven back by another strong counterattack by 29th Motorized Division during the afternoon of the next day. Reflecting the seesaw nature of the fighting, Western Front noted in its operational summary of 0800 on 17 July simply:


    
      
        
          Sixth. 16th Army. The army prepared an attack on the northern outskirts of Smolensk on 16 July 1941. 46th RD attacked toward Demidov from the Kholm and Motyki region at 1300 hours on 16 July 1941. The results of the fighting are being clarified. 152nd RD is in the Motyki region. It is quiet on the division’s front.54

        

      

    


    
       
    


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 2).


    
       
    


    However, at 2300 on 17 July, the operational summary of Lukin’s 16th Army added significantly more details about its progress:


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – 16th Army is continuing to hold on to the Zagor’e, Maloe Vozmishche, Buda, Kuprino, and Katyn’ Station line [from 30 kilometers northeast of Smolensk southward to 25 kilometers west of Smolensk], with separate detachments from 46th RD, and the withdrawing units of 129th RD are attacking to capture Demidov and Smolensk.
      


      
        	•

        	32nd RC – 46th RD is attacking the northern outskirts of Demidov with two rifle and two artillery battalions, with the results being confirmed, and its remaining battalions are supporting Major General Gorodniansky’s Detachment (129th RD) in its attack on Smolensk.
      


      
        	•

        	152nd RD (five rifle battalions) – reconnoitering along the Zagor’e, Maloe Vozmishche, Buda, Kuprino, and Katyn’ Station line [28 kilometers north-northwest to 25 kilometers west of Smolensk] with no enemy to its front, with 1st Bn, 626th RR, supporting 46th RD at Demidov, 1st Bn, 480th RR, supporting 17th TD along the Svinaia River and Litivlia line [50 kilometers west-southwest of Smolensk], 3rd Bn, 544th RR, defending with 57th TD in the woods north of Krasnyi [50 kilometers southwest of Smolensk], and 3rd Bn, 480th RR, withdrawing toward Smolensk (but location unknown). The reconnaissance platoon of 646th RR encountered 4 enemy tanks in Blonnaia.
      


      
        	•

        	Major General Gorodniansky’s Detachment (46th and 129th Rifle Divisions) – attacking the northern part of Smolensk, with one battalion, 334th RR at Karmachi [Karmanichi] and Sitniki [in the northwestern suburbs of Smolensk], 1st Bn, 314th RR at Korolevka and Marker 251 [the northeastern suburb of Smolensk], and 3rd Bn, 457th RR attacking on its left wing. The detachment attacked toward Smolensk at first light on 17 July, together with 34th RC’s units, which are attacking toward the southeastern outskirts of Smolensk. 34th RC’s headquarters is in the grove 2 kilometers west of Berezhany [22 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk].55
      

    


    
       
    


    Meanwhile, along the extreme western extremity of the Smolensk pocket northeast and southeast of Orsha, on 17 July the remnants of Kurochkin’s 20th Army began what ultimately evolved into a 10-day fight to contain numerically superior German forces west of Smolensk. Northeast of Orsha, Colonel Aleksandr Ivanovich Akimov’s 73rd Rifle Division and the remnants of Alekseenko’s 5th Mechanized Corps fought tenaciously in near encirclement against the armor of Harpe’s 12th Panzer Division and 35th Infantry Division’s infantry until ammunition shortages forced them to fall back in stages through the Liubovichi region, 70 kilometers west of Smolensk, and then 16th Army’s lines near Buda, Kuprino, and Katyn’ Station, 25-30 kilometers northwest and west of Smolensk. At the same time, Colonel Iakov Grigor’evich Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Rifle Division, the latter a reorganized version of 7th Mechanized Corps’ 1st Motorized Division, fought with armor from Weber’s 17th Panzer Division and 137th Infantry Division’s infantry southeast of Orsha before its remnants withdrew northeastward toward Krasnyi, 50 kilometers southwest of Smolensk. During this struggle, Kurochkin’s forces reportedly employed their new “Katiusha” multiple rocket launchers [Stalin organs] for the first time with good effect.


    When Lukin’s 16th Army ordered Gorodniansky’s Detachment (129th Rifle Divisional Group) to resume its assaults on Smolensk on 18 July, this time Lukin took care to reinforce it with the remnants of 127th and 158th Rifle Divisions. Gorodniansky’s reinforced detachment launched its new assaults southward into Smolensk’s northern suburbs, while the cooperating 34th Rifle Corps’ under-strength 127th and 158th Rifle Divisions, just attached to Lukin’s army from Konev’s disbanded 19th Army, attacked Smolensk’s southeastern suburbs. However, these assaults scarcely dented 29th Motorized Division’s strongpoint defense in the city.


    Meanwhile, at 0130 hours on 18 July, in his capacity as commander-in-chief of the Western Direction, Timoshenko took another step in response to Stalin’s 16 July rebuke by issuing new attack and defense orders to his six armies. Addressed specifically to “To the commanders of 22nd, 20th, 13th, 4th, 16th, and 21st Armies,” Timoshenko pointed out that “16th Army is repelling attacks and holding on to Smolensk” and “is attacking toward Demidov with its right wing.” Using Lukin’s 16th Army as an example, he then assigned specific offensive and defensive missions to his army commanders, holding them personally responsible for their fulfillment:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 4.


    
       
    


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd Army – while fulfilling previously assigned missions, exhaust enemy forces with the decisive actions of detachments day and night, prevent an enemy penetration to Velikie Luki with local garrisons, reinforcements, the civil population, and 126th RD’s rifle regiment dispatched on vehicles, and conduct flank attacks toward Vitebsk on the left wing to paralyze enemy operations along that axis. Under no circumstance surrender the city of Velikie Luki. I will hold the army commander and member of the Military Council personably responsible for fulfillment.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army – while depending on 16th Army’s defenses along the Kholm and Sipochi Station front, hold on to your front, threaten the enemy’s Smolensk group with encirclement by attacks toward Gorki and Monastyrskie from the south and west, and tie down enemy forces in the Krasnyi region with attacks by 5th MC.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army – while holding on to your front, liquidate the penetration between the army’s Mogilev and Bykhov groups by attacking toward Bykhov with 151st RD, attack decisively along the Bykhov-Bobruisk axis, and decisively fulfill previously assigned missions, which were “unnecessarily delayed.” 13th Army’s commander, Gerasimenko, will direct the forces of 4th and 13th Armies.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army – continue to fulfill your assigned mission in accordance with Order No. 065 [prevent the enemy Velizh grouping from reaching the Smolensk-Iartsevo road and attack toward Gorki with concentrated divisions and 17th MC to destroy the enemy’s main mobile grouping], and prevent the enemy from seizing Smolensk.56
      

    


    
       
    


    Timoshenko cryptically reported about the little he knew about this action in Western Front’s operational summary issued at 2000 hours on 18 July but without even mentioning any action in the sector of Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo. While the summary acknowledged that Konev’s 19th Army had essentially dissolved and dispersed to the winds after its defeats in the Vitebsk region, it did indicate the other armies in the Smolensk region were doing what they could to halt the German juggernaut:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 5.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – on 18 July the Western Front’s forces continued fierce fighting with enemy units penetrating toward Nevel’, Demidov, Smolensk, and Propoisk and conducted an offensive toward Bobruisk.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army – withdrawing in disorder, the army’s units are assembling in the Viaz’ma and Dorogobuzh region, with 25th RC’s headquarters assembling in Viaz’ma, 162nd RD withdrawing to the Nelidovo region (100 kilometers west of Rzhev), after the battles in the Surazh and Vitebsk region, where it is now subordinate to 30th Army. There is no other information about the location of the army’s headquarters and the army’s other units because of a lack of communications, and liaison officers sent out have still not returned.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army – fighting intensely with enemy panzer and mechanized forces but running short of ammunition, fuel, and foodstuffs.
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	144th RD – attacking part of 12th PzD near Rudnia [65 kilometers west of Smolensk], but totally out of fuel.
      


      
        	▪

        	69th RC (229th and 233rd RDs) – defending south and southeast of Dobromysl’ [25-30 kilometers southward of Rudnia] against a concentration of enemy motorized infantry with 2,000 vehicles, which have apparently run out of fuel, and elements of 17th PzD and 35th ID in the Bogushevskoe region.
      


      
        	▪

        	73rd RD – repulsing attacks by an enemy panzer division (probably the 18th) attempting to cross the Dnepr River at Dubrovno and Rossasna [20-35 kilometers east of Orsha].
      


      
        	▪

        	5th MC – facing up to two enemy divisions in the Liady and Syrokoren’e region [60 kilometers west of Smolensk] and conducting a fighting withdrawal to the crossing at Gusino [45 kilometers west of Smolensk].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – defending the Grinevo sector [10 kilometers south of Smolensk] with [34th RC’s] 158th and 127th RDs and assembling 7th MC in the Sosnovka region [22 kilometers northeast of Viaz’ma], but no other information available [about Detachment Gorodniansky’s attacks at Smolensk].57
      

    


    The most revealing aspect of Western Front’s operational summary was the absence of anything but rumor about the situation in the critical Smolensk sector, which obviously demonstrated the chaotic communications in Timoshenko’s front. In fact, it would take more than 24 hours for Timoshenko to receive any credible reports from Lukin, a period of silence that only raised the level of anxiety if not outright anger in the Stavka. When the operational summary of Lukin’s 16th Army, which the army issued at 2000 hours on 19 July, finally reached Timoshenko, there was little in it that encouraged either the front commander or the Stavka:


    See Map 18. Army Group Center’s situation late on 19 July 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 6).


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – fought for Kholm and Demidov on 18 and 19 July, regrouped along the Zagor’e, Agafonovo, Borodenka, Kuprino, and Katyn’ Station line, attacked and occupied Smolensk’s northern suburbs in conjunction with 34th RC’s attack toward Smolensk from the southeast, and employed destroyer detachments to fight with enemy airborne landings in the Iartsevo and Terekhi region.
      


      
        	•

        	32nd RC – 46th RD is defending the Donets and Akatovo line [40-45 kilometers north of Smolensk] with three rifle and three artillery battalions and attacking toward Demidov. A rifle battalion of 527th RR contained an enemy attack from Kholm along the Donets and Akatovo line, but its right flank was enveloped by small enemy mobile groups, which penetrated from Bichno and Iushino. 3rd Bn, 314th RR and a battalion of 647th RR raided the headquarters of an enemy artillery regiment at Senino.
      


      
        	•

        	152nd RD – Regrouped its units, with 544th RR (less five rifle companies) along the Iavishche, Kasplia, and Bol’shoe Vozmishche line; 646th RR (less six rifle companies) along the Borodenka, Zyki, and Ermaki line; and 480th RR (less 5th RCo), along the Kuprino, Katyn’ Station, and to the Dnepr River line [from 30 kilometers northwest to 25 kilometers west of Smolensk], and with its reconnaissance groups in contact with the enemy, and observed the enemy preparing crossing sites over the Dnepr River in the Krasnyi Bor and Nizhnaia Iasennaia region on its left flank.
      


      
        	•

        	Major General Gorodniansky’s Detachment [129th RD] – fighting a seesaw battle in Smolensk, with 1st Bn, 340th RR, and one battalion of 720th RR on the western edge of Smolensk and the airfield; 3rd Bn, 457th RR, in the northern suburbs of Smolensk, and 343rd RR (less one rifle battalion) at the Marker 251 line. 32nd RC’s headquarters is in a grove 2 kilometers east of Senno.58
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    Map 18. Army Group Center’s situation late on 19 July 1941.

  


  


  
    After these two days of intense fighting, N. A. Bulganin, Timoshenko’s commissar, correctly informed Stalin on 20 July, “During the course of 17 and 18 July, separate regions of the city changed hands as a result of heavy fighting. The enemy occupied the greater part of the city by the morning of 19 July. Attacks by our forces on 19 July once again seized the northwestern part of the city.”59


    The same day, a mollified Stalin discussed the situation with Timoshenko by secure telephone, recommending his commander organize even more decisive offensive action than before. Understandably, Timoshenko agreed:


    
      
        
          Stalin – is on the phone. Hello. Up to this time, you have usually thrown in two or three divisions at a time to help the front and, in the meantime, nothing important has come of it. Is it not time to turn away from such tactics and to begin to create fists of seven to eight divisions with cavalry on the flanks? Choose the axis and force the enemy to regroup his forces in accordance with the will of our commands. For example, would it be possible to form [a group] for a time of three divisions of Khomenko, three divisions from Orel, and one tank division which is already fighting at Iartsevo, and add one motorized division and perhaps another two-three divisions from the reserve armies, augment this with one cavalry division, and direct this entire group toward the Smolensk region in order to smash and knock the enemy out of that region and drive them back beyond Orsha? I think that the time has arrived for us to turn away from hairsplitting [narrow pedantry] to operations by large groups. That is all.

        


        
          Timoshenko – I think that implementation of the concept expressed by you will be correct; moreover, the latest information says that the enemy is operating northwestward – toward Iartsevo with all of the forces of his tank units and motorized divisions along the Smolensk axis and, all the same, the main group of tanks – toward El’nia, while directly blockading Smolensk with tanks and motorized infantry. And, certainly, a threat has been created to Smolensk and along the narrow front immediately at Iartsevo. The attack recommended by you, that is, a powerful blow namely on Smolensk without a large envelopment, could turn out to be decisively to our benefit. Over.60

        

      

    


    
       
    


    This conversation clearly indicated that, while he wanted to recapture Smolensk, Stalin was now shifting his attention from the combat in the city proper and the adjacent encirclement pocket to the far broader front separating Kurochkin’s and Lukin’s armies from the main forces of Timoshenko’s Western Front.


    Despite Stalin’s new fixation on offensive operations, the fighting in Smolensk and the adjacent pocket intensified right through month’s end and involved the forces indicated in Table 11.


    Table 11. Opposing Forces in the Struggle for the Smolensk Pocket, 19-23 July 1941


    
       
    


    
      
        	Sector

        	German

        	Soviet
      


      
        	Western

        	V Army Corps’ 5th and 35th Infantry Divisions and VIII Army Corps’ 268th Infantry Division by 23 July

        	16th Army’s 152nd Rifle Division and 20th Army’s 73rd, 144th, 229th, and 233rd Rifle Divisions and 5th Mechanized Corps
      


      
        	Northern

        	XXXIX Motorized Corps’ 12th Panzer and 20th Motorized Divisions and XX Army Corps’ 129th Infantry Division after 26 July.

        	16th Army’s 46th Rifle Division
      


      
        	Eastern

        	XXXIX Motorized Corps’ 7th Panzer Division and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division by 23 July.

        	Remnants of 19th Army
      


      
        	Southern

        	XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ 17th, and 18th Panzer Divisions and 29th Motorized Division and IX Army Corps’ 137th Infantry Division and Fourth Army’s 5th Machine Gun Battalion by 23 July

        	16th Army’s 17th and 57th Tank Divisions, 129th Rifle Division, with part of 46th Rifle Division, and 34th Rifle Corps’ 127th and 158th Rifle Divisions
      

    


    
       
    


    After the first few days of the battle for Smolensk city, Kurochkin, the commander of 20th Army whom Timoshenko entrusted with controlling all of the forces in the pocket, began regrouping his forces, primarily to recapture Smolensk and maintain contact with Group Rokossovsky to the east. Therefore, Kurochkin ordered Lukin, the commander of 16th Army, who was responsible for conducting the assault on Smolensk, to turn his sector west and north of Smolensk to 20th Army, and, after their relief, to use 152nd and 46th Rifle Divisions to reinforce his shock groups attacking the city.


    Although this regrouping took time because most of these forces were in contact with the advancing Germans, Lukin managed to throw 152nd Rifle Division into the fight for Smolensk on 20 July. The combat orders and reports of 16th Army on 20 and 21 July and the same army’s operational summary late on 21 July describe the process and the effects.


    See Map 19. The situation, 2300, 20 July 1941 and see Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 7, 8, and 10.


    
       
    


    2000 hours on 20 July – 16th Army’s combat report


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy – deployed along the Smolensk, Donets, Kholm, and Demidov front [along the southern bank of the Dnepr River to 25 kilometers west of Smolensk, 30 kilometers northwest of Smolensk, 35 kilometers north of Smolensk, and along the northern outskirts of Smolensk], with at least one motorized division and two-three tank battalions, not counting the forces opposing 34th RC’s 127th and 158th RDs southeast of Smolensk.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army – defending in the north and attacking Smolensk in the south.
      


      
        	•

        	32nd RC – three motor-mechanized battalions of 46th RD repelled enemy counterattacks with tanks and infantry on trucks, supported by aircraft, withdrew its right wing to the Opol’e region [30 kilometers north-northwest of Smolensk] and its left wing to Peresudy Station [15 kilometers southeast of Demidov and 50 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk], and now faces up to two and one half enemy motorized infantry battalions and four tank companies.
      


      
        	•

        	152nd RD – defending the Alfimovo, Buda, and Katyn’ Station line at 1200 hours, but ordered to turn sector over to 20th Army and regroup to Muk and Iatsinino [5-7 kilometers northwest and north-northwest of Smolensk] to join 129th RD’s attack on the city, and engaged small enemy reconnaissance groups on its right wing and two battalions of enemy motorized infantry and up to a battalion of artillery brought up to the Borovaia region (on the southern bank of the Dnepr River).
      


      
        	•

        	129th RD (four battalions) – attacking Smolensk from the north, seized the airfield with its left wing and reached the Chernichka River, but facing two battalions of enemy motorized infantry with tanks, supported by massed mortar and automatic weapons fire and “impudently” operating aircraft.
      


      
        	•

        	Comments – experiencing shortages of food, ammunition, and radios, complicating command and control, and medical support “not as it should be.” Commander prohibited use of stragglers because “it has a negative influence on the combat steadfastness of the subunits.”61
      

    


    0145 hours on 21 July – 16th Army’s combat order


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – attacked toward Smolensk from the north at 0100 hours on 21 July, with 19th Army to attack southeastward and southward from the Dresna, Bublevka, and Shabanova line [5-10 kilometers southeast of Smolensk] at 0500 hours.62
      

    


    2000 hours on 21 July 1941 – 16th Army’s operational summary


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – after attacking toward Smolensk at 0100 hours on 21 July, conducting sustained street fighting for the northern part of the city all day, separate detachments engaged enemy tanks at Syro-Lipki [35 kilometers southeast of 30 kilometers and north of Smolensk] and repelled enemy attacks southeastward from Demidov, and the attack by 127th and 158th RDs of 19th Army’s 34th RC against the southern and southeastern outskirts of Smolensk failed because it was organized too late.
      


      
        	•

        	46th RD (three composite detachments) – defending the Syro-Lipki region, with two detachments encircling the enemy in Syro-Lipki region by day’s end and the third detachment, which attacked the enemy’s Demidov grouping, reaching the woods near Peresudy Station [15 kilometers southeast of Demidov and 50 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk].
      


      
        	•

        	152nd RD – conducting sustained street fighting in the northwestern outskirts of Smolensk, with 480th RR (less one battalion) capturing Smolensk Station and advancing 1 kilometer toward the city’s center and 544th RR reaching the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	•

        	129th RD (four under-strength battalions) – attacking the northern part of Smolensk at 0100 hours, with 343rd RR (330 men) at the road junction 1 kilometer north of Smolensk, and 457th RR (470 men) on the northern slope of Hill 251.9.
      


      
        	•

        	Comments – personnel losses have reached 40%.63
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    Map 19. The situation, 2300, 20 July 1941.

  


  


  
    The intense seesaw action within the city of Smolensk and along the city’s northern outskirts forced Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division to withdraw most of its forces in the part of the city north of the Dnepr River southward and resulted in heavy losses on both sides.64


    Midst this surge of violence within the city, Timoshenko’s Western Front documented the action in an operational summary it issued at 0800 hours on 21 July. As context, it asserted its forces “continued to conduct sustained fighting with enemy units that have penetrated toward Nevel’, Velikie Luki, Demidov, Smolensk, and Krichev and engaged in combat with enemy tank units that have penetrated into the Iartsevo region”:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 9.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – fighting in the Smolensk region on 20 July and overnight on 20-21 July:
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	127th RD – attacked at 0400 hours on 20 July along the Roslavl’ road by enemy motorized infantry with 20 tanks and heavy artillery, which penetrated the division’s combat formation and destroyed a battery of 391st AR, but repulsed the attack, destroying 9 enemy tanks and many vehicles. Attacked for a second time at 0800 hours on 20 July by motorized infantry and 9 enemy tanks, but repelled these attacks, destroying 15 enemy tanks, and is now defending the Dresna and Brilevka line [5-7 kilometers south of Smolensk].
      


      
        	▪

        	158th RD – defending Shtalov [10 kilometers southeast of Smolensk] and to the south.
      


      
        	▪

        	38th RD – 29th RR, with part of 129th RD defending Sortirovochnaia Station, the railroad bridge over the Dnepr, and Pokrovskaia Gora [30-40 kilometers east of Smolensk] and the remaining units fighting in the northern outskirts of Smolensk.
      


      
        	▪

        	50th RD – preparing defenses at Buliany and Pridneprovskaia Station on the Dnepr’s eastern bank [30 kilometers east-southeast of Smolensk] at 0600 hours on 21 July, with its headquarters in the woods 3 kilometers east of Kardymovo [30 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – concentrating along a new defensive line and counterattacking toward Rudnia [65 kilometers northwest of Smolensk].
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	144th RD – forced to abandon Rudnia at 2000 hours of 20 July by an enemy infantry division with artillery and tanks, with its right wing withdrawing to the Dvorishche and Bat’kovo line [20-25 kilometers northwest of Smolensk].
      


      
        	▪

        	153rd RD (800 men) – withdrew to 69th RC’s defensive region.
      


      
        	▪

        	The positions of the army’s remaining units are being confirmed.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – holding off enemy attacks from the Kholm and Donets region [20-35 kilometers north of Smolensk], withdrawing its right wing to the Opol’e region [30-35 kilometers north-northwest of Smolensk], and regrouping its forces to attack Smolensk from the north. Positions as of 2400 hours on 20 July:
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	46th RD – in Opol’e and to the southwest, organizing a counterattack against an enemy motorized battalion with 30-40 tanks in the Kholm region.
      


      
        	▪

        	152nd RD – concentrated in the Luk region.
      


      
        	▪

        	129th RD – fighting in the northwestern outskirts of Smolensk.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Major General Rokossovsky – fighting and regrouping.
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	101st TD – fought unsuccessfully against a strong enemy antitank defense southwest of Iartsevo.
      


      
        	▪

        	69th MD (107th TD to 17 July) – concentrating in the Belyi region at day’s end on 20 July under 30th Army’s control and preparing to attack toward Lake Shchuch’e and Dukhovshchina on 21 July.65
      

    


    Although not immediately apparent from this summary, its most important contents in terms of the viability of Kurochkin’s forces in the Smolensk pocket were the comments regarding 19th Army’s 38th and 50th Rifle Divisions. Despite the army’s virtual demise, its 50th Rifle Division had managed to escape eastward and was now organizing defenses along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River on the right flank of Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo. Additionally, 38th Rifle Division, which was a late arrival to 19th Army, was establishing defenses further south along the river and in position to support Rokossovsky’s efforts to maintain communications with Kurochkin’s forces.


    Also not covered in the summary were the more positive bits of information that 10th Panzer and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Divisions of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps had captured Pochinok and El’nia, 48 kilometers south and 73 kilometers southeast of Smolensk, respectively. This meant that the center of gravity of their operations, as well as Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, was toward El’nia and Viaz’ma beyond rather than a link up with XXXIX Motorized Corps 7th Panzer Division at Iartsevo. The assumption on Guderian’s part was that XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ 17th Panzer Division would effect that link up after it disengaged itself from the region south of Smolensk. Ultimately, however, vigorous Soviet action in the El’nia region would divert 17th Panzers’ attention, distracting it from the more elusive prize to the north.
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    Map 20. The situation, 2300, 22 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Days before, at Army Group Center’s headquarters, a distraught Bock had asked General Blumentritt on Kluge’s staff, “Please ask Guderian for me whether or not he is in position to carry out the order I gave him three days ago to link up with Panzer Group 3 near Yartsevo. If not, I have to commit other forces to do so.”66 Therefore, thanks to this lapse and the strenuous efforts of Group Rokossovsky, the “hatchway” to Smolensk from the east remained open.


    Meanwhile, on 22 July the fighting raged on in and around Smolensk as Kurochkin’s 20th Army struggled to defend its shrinking pocket, the forces marshaled by Lukin’s 16th Army pounded German 29th Motorized Division’s defenses in Smolensk, and 34th Rifle Corps’ 127th and 158th Rifle Divisions finally made their presence known southeast of the city. In fact, it was the heavy though futile assaults by the latter against the weak forces on 29th Motorized Division’s right wing south and southeast of Smolensk that forced Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps to dispatch 17th Panzer Division to the region. Now commanded by Major General Ritter von Thoma, who had replaced Weber after he was wounded on 17 July in the fighting for Krasnyi, Thoma’s panzers managed to stabilize the situation southeast of Smolensk in two days of heavy fighting but in the process lost their focus on the most important target – the Dnepr River south of Iartsevo.


    See Map 20. The situation, 2300, 22 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Once again, the operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 23 July captured the intensity and chaotic nature, if not the real significance of the fighting:


    See Map 21. The situation, 2300, 23 July 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 11.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – after regrouping to attack the enemy penetrating toward Smolensk, defending the Bol’shaia Ploskaia, Berezina River, and northern bank of the Dnepr River line, while repelling persistent enemy attacks from Rudnia and along the Orsha-Smolensk road.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	69th RC
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	144th RD – after sustained enemy attacks and air strikes, withdrew to the Molevo Boloto and Bol’shaia Ploskaia Station line [45 kilometers northwest of Smolensk] by 1100 hours on 22 July.
      


      
        	◊

        	233rd RD – fighting along the Bol’shaia Ploskaia Station and Shchedritsy line [45 kilometers northwest of Smolensk].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	229th RD – repelling enemy attacks and defending the Orlovka and Dubrovno line [30 kilometers west-northwest of Smolensk].
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – defending the Dubrovka and Mikhailovka line along the Dnepr River [45-30 kilometers south-southwest of Smolensk], while repelling enemy infantry conducting persistent attacks eastward along the Orsha-Smolensk road.
      


      
        	♦

        	57th TD – occupied Vydra [25 kilometers southwest of Smolensk], cutting off enemy forces there.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD and 5th MC – no changes in positions reported.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – conducting sustained street fighting in Smolensk, capturing the northern and northwestern parts of the city, with the enemy conducting a fighting withdrawal to the northern bank of the Dnepr River, and 34th RC finally attacking Smolensk from the southeast.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	32nd RC
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	152nd RD – captured the northwestern part of Smolensk.
      


      
        	◊

        	129th RD – seized the northern and northeastern parts of Smolensk, reaching the water tower and cemetery, while the enemy withdrew to the Dnepr River’s northern bank.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	46th RD – attacked by strong air strikes and enveloped by enemy mobile groups on both flanks, suffered significant losses and withdrew to the Pomogailovo, Dushatino, and Kholm line [25 kilometers north of Smolensk], where it is putting itself in order and preparing to attack Syro-Lipki and Domanov [35 kilometers north of Smolensk] to protect 16th and 20th Armies’ rear areas.
      


      
        	♦

        	34th RC – 127th RD (600 men) and 158th RD (100 men), armed but without any machine guns, attacked an enemy force of a regiment of infantry with a small number of tanks and armored cars at Riabtsevo Station [25 kilometers southeast of Smolensk] at 1200 hours on 20 July, but were repelled after a five-hour-battle and forced to abandon the station and withdraw to Lozyn’ at 1700 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 16th Army – the grove north of Zhukovo State Farm.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Rokossovsky – after fighting along the Vop’ River, the group’s units were concentrating along the eastern bank of the Vop’ River in jumping-off positions for an attack.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	107th TD – reached the Korytnia, Pochinok, and Pokikhino region [50 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	101st RD – no information received.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RD – after repeated raids by enemy aircraft and enemy artillery and mortar fire, withdrew and dug in along the Vop’ River’s eastern bank, destroying the crossings behind it.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, Group Rokossovsky – Krasnobaevka.67
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    Map 21. The situation, 2300, 23 July 1941.

  


  


  
    The Western Front’s intelligence summary, also issued at 2000 hours on 23 July, added enemy context to the operational mosaic by asserted the enemy was “straining every nerve to concentrate his main efforts along the Vitebsk and Smolensk axes” and bringing “considerable forces forward with the aim of liquidating our Smolensk grouping” on 22 and 23 July. It then summarized the situation along the most important axes and added its conclusion as to what all of this meant:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 12.


    
       
    


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy, while directing his main efforts along the Vitebsk and Smolensk axes, brought significant forces forward on 22 and 23 July with the aim of liquidating our Smolensk grouping. Along the Nevel’ axis, the enemy is trying to complete offensive action toward Nevel’ and Velikie Luki, while transferring part of his forces from the Nevel’ and Gorodok regions toward Il’ino and Toropets. Along the Mogilev axis, the enemy is going over to an active defense along the Sozh River and, simultaneously, continuing to encircle the Mogilev grouping. Along the Rogachev and Pinsk axes, the enemy is continuing to concentrate forces for a transition to a general offensive.
      


      
        	•

        	The Smolensk axis – the enemy brought three divisions forward (5th ID, an SS Division, and an unknown division) to the Kasplia, Rudnia, and Komissarovo region [northwest and north of Smolensk] and up to one motorized and one panzer division to the Lenino and Krasnoe region [west of Smolensk], and attacked toward Smolensk from the northwest and west on 23 July, driving our forces southeastward and eastward. The enemy is defending the El’nia and Pochinok regions with 17th and 18th PzDs in order to protect the concentration of SS “Das Reich” Division for an attack toward Smolensk and Dorogobuzh.
      


      
        	•

        	Conclusion – the enemy committed three-four fresh divisions along the entire front from 21-23 July, and, after regrouping his forces on the central axis, he concentrated his efforts on liquidating the Smolensk grouping (16th, 19th, and 20th Armies) by attacking with three divisions toward Smolensk from the west. Simultaneously, he tried to complete encircling our forces in the Iartsevo region, while protecting his main attacking force in the Kresty, Il’ino, and Solov’evo region against attacks by our forces [Group Rokossovsky] from the north.68
      

    


    
       
    


    In the wake of Timoshenko’s rather optimistic operational summary and accurate description of Army Group Center’s strategic and operational intentions, early on 24 July, Lukin and his commissar Lobachev described 16th Army’s actions on 23 July in a report that clearly dampened Timoshenko’s previous optimism:
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        	•

        	Enemy – stubbornly defending Smolensk, concentrating fresh forces in the Kasplia and Vydra regions, and captured Vydra with up two battalions.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army – failed to fulfill its missions of completely cleaning out the northern part of the city, and 34th RC’s units and 46th RD are continuing to assemble their personnel and put them in order.
      


      
        	•

        	152nd RD – fighting within the city, cooperating with 129th RD’s attacks to seize the northeastern outskirts of Smolensk, and still missing the two battalions “loaned” to 20th Army.
      


      
        	•

        	129th RD – fighting on the approaches to the northern part of the city, with its right wing reaching the airfield’s hanger and its left wing, Tantsovka.
      


      
        	•

        	46th RD – assembling and reorganizing its forces and regrouping to Shchetkino and Nikeevshchina, [4-5 kilometers east of Smolensk] to relieve 129th RD’s units and assault Smolensk.
      


      
        	•

        	34th RC (127th and 158th RDs) (about 500 men) – assembling and reorganizing its units near Hill 315 and Lozyn’, but still missing the motorized regiment promised by Rokossovsky.
      


      
        	•

        	Decisions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Seize the northern part of the city with 152nd, 129th, and 46th RDs on 24 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Continue assembling and concentrating 9th and 3rd RCs on 24 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Thereafter, prepare to force the Dnepr River and capture the southern part of Smolensk.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Requests:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Accelerate the arrival of the motorized regiment from Rokossovsky.
      


      
        	♦

        	Provide commanders and political workers for 20 companies and three battalions of 46th RD unloading and concentrating at Roslavl’.
      


      
        	♦

        	Return to 152nd RD the two battalions transferred to 20th Army.69
      

    


    As the heated and often desperate fighting raged in and around the city of Smolensk and on the periphery of Kurochkin’s pocket to the north, Army Group Center tried hard to disengage the divisions of its two panzer groups from the fight. Bock felt compelled to do so for two reasons. First, since clear indicators were emerging that the Soviets were about to strike back against his army group’s main front east of Smolensk, he had to eliminate the pocket completely before he could provide vital infantry to support the overextended panzer and motorized divisions along the “eastern” front. Second and even more important, Bock hoped, just perhaps, to restore some degree of momentum to his advance on Moscow.


    Therefore, as the pocket battle raged on, Guderian’s panzer group continued splitting its attentions between the pocket to the north, the road to Moscow through El’nia in the east, and the distracting fight along the Sozh River to the south. On Guderian’s left wing, 17th and 18th Panzer Divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps struggled to cordon off the southern perimeter of the Smolensk pocket by establishing defensive positions along the southern bank of the Dnepr River east and west of Krasnyi [45 kilometers west of Smolensk]. Without infantry support and suffering heavy losses, including the wounded Weber, the two panzer divisions engaged the remnants of 5th Mechanized Corps’ 13th and 17th Tank Divisions, Colonel Mishulin’s 57th Tank Division, and 73rd and 18th Rifle Divisions of Kurochkin’s 20th Army.


    However, when the infantry divisions of General Geyer’s IX Army Corps began reaching the region on 18 July, Thoma pulled his 17th Panzer Division out of line and moved it eastward, first, to help repulse the Soviet attempts to recapture Smolensk by an assault from the southeast on 19 and 20 July and, later, to reinforce the 10th Panzer and SS “Das Reich” Divisions of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps when they finally reached the El’nia region, only to come under heavy Soviet attack on 21 and 22 July.


    Thus, for about a week, the divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps faced the same dilemma as Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps to the north; they had to engage in close-in fighting with Soviet infantry and tanks to maintain the cordon south of Smolensk, all the while suffering heavy attrition. Only when the infantry arrived forward could they withdraw to obtain the rest and refitting period they so urgently needed. By early on 23 July, however, Schmidt and Lemelsen were finally able to withdraw their panzer and motorized divisions from the Smolensk encirclement ring, the former to reinforce his “eastern” front (outer ring) and the latter to reinforce the defenses of Vietinghoff’s motorized corps at and south of El’nia. It was not a moment too soon, since, instead of the rest they expected, they now faced attacks from new Soviet reserve armies.


    While Schmidt’s XXXIX and Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps were investing the Smolensk pocket from the north and south, Guderian’s second motorized corps, Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized, was striving to reach its objective line north and south of El’nia to form the outer encirclement ring protecting the eastern and southeastern approaches to Smolensk, a task he ultimately failed to achieve. Vietinghoff’s vanguard, Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division, wheeled northeastward from Mstislavl’ early on 16 July and headed through Pochinok toward his objective at El’nia, with the SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division in his wake. By day’s end Schaal’s panzers reached halfway to Pochinok against increasing resistance from 17th Mechanized Corps and remnants of 13th Army’s divisions withdrawing eastward from Mogilev. The 10th Panzer Division finally reached the outskirts of El’nia late on 18 July and captured the town with its important bridges over the Desna and Striana Rivers on 20 July, after a day of heavy fighting. As Schaal’s forces dug in, the SS division attempted to move northward from El’nia to reach the Dnepr River, capture Dorogobuzh, and link up with 17th Panzer Division at Iartsevo. However, despite three days of heavy fighting, principally with the 50th and 107th Rifle Divisions, the division failed to accomplish its mission and was forced to fall back to defensive positions northwest of El’nia.


    It was in the midst of this complex situation, with German attentions split between the “eastern” front north of Iartsevo, the city of Smolensk and the vexing pocket to the north, the forward bridgehead at El’nia to the east, and the fighting along the Sozh to the south, that Timoshenko chose to strike.
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    Army Group Center’s advance to Smolensk and encirclement of the Western Front’s 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies in the region northwest, north, and northeast of the city proved to be a textbook exercise in the conduct of an encirclement operations. First, Bock’s army group erected an outer encirclement line with the panzer and motorized divisions of Third Panzer Group’s LVII and XXXIX Motorized Corps northeast and east of the city and with the mobile divisions of Second Panzer Group’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps southeast of the city. Second, and simultaneously, Army Group Center formed an inner encirclement ring around the forces of 19th and 20th Armies, which were retreating to the Smolensk region, and 16th Army’s forces, already fighting in the Smolensk region, initially, with advancing armor and motorized infantry, and, as soon as they could reach the region, with the infantry of Ninth Army’s V Army Corps and Fourth “Panzer” Army’s IX Army Corps.


    However, despite the “clockwork” nature of this maneuver, some potentially serious problems resulted. First, in the absence of infantry, which was still trundling forward from the Dnepr River line, the armored divisions had to both man the outer encirclement line and contain the Soviet forces encircled in the pocket. Even an awkward situation in peaceful circumstances, if Red Army forces counterattacked, this placed the armored divisions, with their paucity of motorized infantry, in a trying situation. Second, because they were overextended, the armored divisions manning both the inner and outer encirclement lines were too transfixed by constant fighting to seal the pocket completely, in particular, the pocket’s eastern end, where the swampy and marshy terrain along the Dnepr and Vop’ Rivers made the “sealing off” process particularly difficult. Third, rather than crumbling in utter disorder, the Red Army forces trapped in the pocket managed to maintain relatively contiguous lines and made the encircling Germans fight for every meter of ground. Here, Timoshenko’s decision to fold the remnants of Konev’s 19th Army into Lukin’s 16th Army and assign Kurochkin overall command of the encircled forces helped maintain cohesion among the pocket’s defenders. Within the pocket, Kurochkin’s rapid reorganization of his and Lukin’s armies galvanized Soviet resistance and transformed a short encirclement battle into a lengthy one. Fourth, the prolonged Soviet defense of the “pocket” prevented the encircling infantry from relieving the armored divisions positioned along the outer encirclement line. As the next chapter will demonstrate, this subjected those divisions, which represented the sharp steel tip of Blitzkrieg operations, to a fight that undermined their offensive power.


    Thus, on 23 July Army Group Center was justifiably proud of what is had achieved in the course of one short week. The question was, could the army group digest the encircled forces without losing the high offensive momentum it had generated and maintained since 22 June? Much of this depended on the actions of the Stavka in Moscow and Timoshenko’s defeated and shattered but still not liquidated Western Front.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 5


    
       
    


    The First Soviet Counteroffensive and the Struggle for the Smolensk Pocket, 23–31 July 1941


    
       
    


    The Counterstroke by the Western Front’s Operational Groups


    Although the struggle to liquidate the Smolensk “pocket” dominated the attention of most senior German commanders in Army Group Center after mid-July 1941, a far more important fight was about to begin during the month’s final week along German Ninth and Fourth Armies’ so-called “eastern front.” Specifically, this fight would develop in two general regions. First, it would occur along Smolensk’s outer encirclement line northeast and east of the city, specifically, in the sector which extended from the vicinity of the upper Western Dvina River west of Belyi southward past the town of Iartsevo and along the Vop’ and Dnepr Rivers to the vicinity of the Solov’evo crossing site. This sector was defended by panzer and motorized divisions subordinate to XXXIX Motorized Corps of Ninth Army’s Third Panzer Group, including 19th Panzer, 18th Motorized, and 20th and 7th Panzer Divisions and 900th Motorized Brigade (Lehr) [Training]. The second region in which the fight would erupt was along Smolensk’s outer encirclement line southeast of the city, that is, in the sector extending from the Dnepr River east of Smolensk southeastward to the El’nia region, where the Germans occupied a bridgehead jutting eastward, and then southward along the Desna River to east of Roslavl’. This sector was defended by Second Panzer Group’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps backed up by elements of the panzer group’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps. Specifically, XXXXVI Corps’ SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division manned the sector from the southern bank of the Dnepr River east of Smolensk southeastward to the northern base of the El’nia bridgehead, the same corps’ 10th Panzer Division defended the El’nia bridgehead proper, and a composite force of “Grossdeutschland” Infantry Regiment (Motorized) and a kampfgruppe from SS “Das Reich” defended the Rudnia region, with their forces facing eastward toward the Desna River south of El’nia and southward toward the city of Roslavl.


    Actually, the Western Front’s Group Iartsevo, commanded by General Rokossovsky, had already initiated this struggle, when it fought in mid-July to keep open the communications routes into the Smolensk region from the east. Rokossovsky’s determined defense at Iartsevo, coupled with the limited counterattacks he conducted on his northern and southern wings, first led the Germans to believe they were opposed by relatively strong forces, an understandable impression since their forward forces lacked good intelligence and were themselves weak. In addition, the broken terrain and the considerable distances involved, for example, the 73 kilometers between Funck’s 7th Panzer Division at Iartsevo and Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division, which reached Pochinok on 17 July, prevented the Germans’ advancing panzer spearheads from cooperating with one another. At the time, however, these limited counterattacks reflected the Stavka’s determination to mount a far more ambitious general counteroffensive. Stalin and the Stavka were convinced the loss of the Dnepr River line and the strategic communications center of Smolensk raised the specter of an imminent Wehrmacht breakthrough toward Moscow. Therefore, while ordering Timoshenko to create an “insurmountable defensive position” in the Smolensk pocket, it also ordered him to recapture the city with Lukin’s 16th Army and maintain communications between the forces in the pocket and Group Rokossovsky. Meanwhile, the Stavka planned to employ Bogdanov’s Front of Reserve Armies, backed up by Artem’ev’s Front of the Mozhaisk Defense Line, to generate forces requisite for the conduct of a major counteroffensive in the Smolensk region.
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    Map 22. Army Group Center’s situation late on 23 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Since the situation around Smolensk had reached crisis proportions, the Stavka lacked time necessary to organize and concentrate its forces thoroughly for such a major effort. Therefore, while it strove to man the Mozhaisk Defense Line by 21 July, it decided to employ the bulk of Bogdanovâ€™s armies as special operational groups, either to block the Germansâ€™ advance or to conduct the general counteroffensive in close cooperation with the armies in the Smolensk pocket. In short, the Stavka insisted Timoshenkoâ€™s forces encircle the German forces encircling Smolensk.


    During a telephone conversation with Timoshenko on 20 July, Stalin pointed out:


    
      
        
          Up to this time, you have usually thrown two or three divisions in to help the front, and nothing has come of this. Is it not time to cease employing such tactics and to begin creating fists of seven-eight divisions with cavalry on the flanks? Choose the axes and force the enemy to regroup his forces in accordance with the will of our commands. For example, perhaps a group from three divisions of Khomenko, three divisions from Orel, and one tank division already sent to Iartsevo, and add one motorized division and perhaps another two-three divisions from the reserve armies, augment this with cavalry, and direct the entire group toward the Smolensk region to defeat and expel the enemy from this region and drive them back to Orsha. I think it is time to shift from hairsplitting [narrow pedantry] to operations by large groups.1

        

      

    


    
       
    


    When Timoshenko agreed, Stalin discussed the matter with Zhukov, who was supervising operations in the Smolensk region in his capacity as chief of the General Staff. As a result of this conversation, Stalin and Zhukov assigned Timoshenko the mission of preventing 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies from being destroyed in the Smolensk pocket, halting any further German exploitation to the east, and, if possible, encircling and destroying German forces in the Smolensk region. Representing the Stavka, on 20 July Zhukov prepared a directive transferring four armies, with a total of 20 divisions, from the Stavkaâ€™s Front of Reserve Armies to Timoshenkoâ€™s Western Front and requiring Timoshenkoâ€™s front to orchestrate a major counteroffensive aimed at encircling and destroying the enemyâ€™s Smolensk grouping.


    Hastily prepared and dispatched to Timoshenko at 2125 hours on 20 July, Zhukovâ€™s directive formed four operational groups around the nucleus of four reserve armies, each named for its commander, and a fifth group, a cavalry group consisting of two divisions. The four army operational groups were to launch attacks toward Dukhovshchina and Smolensk along converging axes, and the cavalry group, under the command of Kombrig Kondrat Semenovich Melâ€™nik, was to operate against objectives in Army Group Centerâ€™s rear area to disrupt its command and control and communications:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix G, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Mission â€“ conduct an operation to encircle and destroy the enemyâ€™s Smolensk grouping.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Maslennikov (29th Army) (252nd, 256th, and 243rd RDs and Armored Trains No. 53 and 82) â€“ attack southward from the Staro-Toropa region [25 kilometers south of Toropets and 165 kilometers north of Smolensk] toward Demidov, reach the Chikhachi (40 kilometers northwest of Toropets) and Lake Zhizhitskoe at Artemovo Station line by dayâ€™s end on 23 July, protect the Toropets axis, and dispatch a detachment of up to battalion to protect the groupâ€™s flank in the Knyazhovo region (25 kilometers north of Chikhachi). Situate the groupâ€™s headquarters in Selishche (22 kilometers west of Toropets).
      


      
        	•

        	Group Khomenko (30th Army) (242nd, 251st, and 250th RDs) â€“ attack southward from the region southwest of Belyi toward Dukhovshchina to reach the Maksimovka (22 kilometers southwest of Belyi) and Petropolâ€™e line by dayâ€™s end on 22 July, while preparing to attack in the general direction of Dukhovshchina on the morning of 23 July, and establish communications with 50th and 53rd CD, which have been ordered to concentrate in the Zhaboedovo, Shchuchâ€™e, and Zharkovskii Station region (40-50 kilometers west of Belyi) as a cavalry group (Cavalry Group Melâ€™nik) by dayâ€™s end on 21 July, for a joint attack toward Dukhovshchina. Locate the groupâ€™s headquarters in the Belyi region.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Kalinin (24th Army) (53rd RCâ€™s 89th, 91st, and 166th RDs) â€“ attack westward to the Vetlitsy (30 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo) and mouth of the Vopâ€™ River line by dayâ€™s end on 22 July and prepare to exploit Group Khomenkoâ€™s success, with 166th RD concentrated in the Miakishevo (20 kilometers southeast of Belyi), Petropolâ€™e, and Nikitinka Station region by dayâ€™s end on 22 July for operations in second echelon behind Group Khomenko.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov (28th Army) (149th and 145th RDs and 104th TD) â€“ concentrate in the Krapivenskii, Vezhniki, and Roslavlâ€™ region [110 kilometers south-southeast of Smolensk] by dayâ€™s end on 21 July and attack northward toward Smolensk on the morning of 22 July.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS [Air Forces] of the Red Army â€“ attach the following aviation [to the groups] by dayâ€™s end on 21 July:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Group Maslennikov â€“ 31st AD [aviation division].
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Khomenko â€“ 190th AAR and 122nd FAR.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Kachalov â€“ 209th AAR and 239th FAR.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Command and Control â€“ all groups will be subordinate to Comrade Timoshenko, the commander-in-chief of the Western Main Direction, from whom they will receive their missions, when they reach their jumping-off positions.
      


      
        	•

        	Reports â€“ report receipt and fulfillment of this directive.2
      

    


    The most serious flaw in the Stavkaâ€™s ambitious plan was the condition of the attacking forces. Hastily organized literally overnight, these new rifle and tank divisions consisted primarily of partially-trained reservists and largely untrained conscripts strengthened by a cadre of NKVD officers and a leavening of former border guards. For the most part, other than Rokossovsky and Kachalov, the army (and group) commanders were senior NKVD officers. In addition to the poorly-trained personnel, the divisions lacked the time necessary to conduct any sort of unit training at the platoon, company, and battalion level, much less at the level of regiment and division. Thus, the Western Frontâ€™s divisions and regiments proved unable to employ specialized forces such as the artillery and engineers in concert with their infantry. Worst of all, the divisions utterly lacked cohesiveness at all levels of command.


    Despite these serious shortcomings, early on 21 July, Zhukov issued two additional directives designed to strengthen Timoshenkoâ€™s counteroffensive. The first required the chief of Red Army Cavalry, General Gorodovikov, to reinforce a cavalry group already conducting operations toward Bobruisk on Army Group Centerâ€™s southern flank under the control of Kuznetsovâ€™s 21st Army. Specifically, Zhukov directed this group, which already consisted of 43rd and 47th Cavalry Divisions, to be reinforced by 32nd Cavalry Division.3 The second order required Groups Khomenko (30th Army), Kalinin (24th Army), and Kachalov (28th Army) to form tank groups consisting of 21 tanks each (ten T-34â€™s and 11 BTâ€™s or T-26â€™s) to support the riflemen as they advanced.4 At the time, Rokossovskyâ€™s group fielded a force of roughly 40 tanks, a far cry from the strong but unwieldy mechanized corps Red Army front commanders had at their disposal in previous operations.


    General Eremenko, who was to execute Timoshenkoâ€™s counteroffensive plan as temporary commander of the Western Front, later termed both of the plans as â€œutterly unrealistic.â€� On the other hand, Timoshenko, who had mixed feelings about his chances for success, nevertheless implemented Zhukovâ€™s directive on 21 July by issuing a formal order in his capacity as commander-in-chief of the Western Direction.5 Besides adding detail to the Stavkaâ€™s more general instructions (the differences between Zhukovâ€™s directive and Timoshenkoâ€™s order are italicized), Timoshenko strengthened the counteroffensive by ordering a sixth group, Rokossovskyâ€™s Group of Forces Iartsevo, which was already engaging German 7th Panzer Divisionâ€™s kampfgruppen in the Iartsevo region and further to the south, to join the counteroffensive once it halted the advancing German pincers.
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        	•

        	The General Situation â€“ the enemy is trying to encircle our forces in the Smolensk region, with large motor-mechanized units operating toward Iartsevo and Elâ€™nia. On 21 July the enemy concentrated 7th PzD in the Dukhovshchina region, 20th MotD in the Shchuchâ€™e and Ozera region, and more than a tank division with infantry in the Elâ€™nia region [75 kilometers southeast of Smolensk] and is trying to encircle the frontâ€™s forces in the Mogilev, Smolensk, and Nevelâ€™ regions with his main forces.
      


      
        	•

        	The Western Frontâ€™s Mission â€“ encircle and destroy the enemy east of Smolensk by concentrated attacks in the general direction of Smolensk by Group Khomenko from the Belyi region, Group Rokossovsky from the Iartsevo region; and Group Kachalov from the Roslavlâ€™ region.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Group Maslennikov â€“ reach the Chikhachi and Lake Zhizhitskoe line [30-45 kilometers south of Toropets] and protect the Toropets axis.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Khomenko (242nd, 250th, 251st, and 166th RDs, a cavalry group with 50th and 53rd CDs, and 190th AAR and 122nd FAR).
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Occupy designated jumping-off positions and immediately dispatch strong forward detachments to the Dubovitsa, Zamoshâ€™e; and Baturino line [45-60 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina] after protecting your left flank against attacks from the forested-swampy region toward the south.
      


      
        	◊

        	Attack toward the Kholm and Dukhovshchina line [45 kilometers north to 50 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk] on the morning of 23 July, with 166th RD echeloned behind the left wing to encircle and destroy the enemy in the Dukhovshchina region by 25 July in cooperation with Group Rokossovsky.
      


      
        	◊

        	Subsequently, prepare to operate toward Smolensk, while protecting against an enemy attack from Vitebsk.
      


      
        	◊

        	Cavalry Group (Melâ€™nik) â€“ attack from the Shchuchâ€™e and Ozero region [65 kilometers north-northeast of Demidov] on 23 July, reach the Demidov and Kholm line [65 kilometers northwest to 45 kilometers north of Smolensk] by 25 July, and send a strong flank detachment toward Velizh [45 kilometers north-northwest of Demidov] to destroy the enemyâ€™s rear area headquarters, communications, and groups and prevent the enemy from attacking the main forces from the Velizh region.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Group Rokossovsky, (101st and 107th TDs, 91st, 89th, and 38th RDs, and 509th ATR) â€“ occupy jumping-off positions along the Vopâ€™ River from Vetlitsy to the mouth of the Vopâ€™ River, with mobile units in the Dukhovshchina and Iartsevo region, attack along the Dukhovshchina axis on the morning of 23 July, destroy the enemy in the Shchuchâ€™e, Ozero, Demidov, Dukhovshchina, and Iartsevo region in cooperation with Group Khomenko, and subsequently, prepare to operate toward Smolensk.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Kachalov (145th and 149th RDs, 104th TD, and 209th AAR and 239th FAR) â€“ while protecting yourself against enemy attacks from Elâ€™nia, attack northward along the highway to Smolensk on 22 July, destroy the opposing enemy forces, reach the Engelâ€™gartovskaia Station, Pochinok, and Khislavichi line [50-55 kilometers southeast of Smolensk] by 23 July, and, subsequently, attack toward Smolensk while protecting against an enemy attack from the west.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th Army â€“ stubbornly defend your present positions and disrupt the enemyâ€™s rear area with groups operating actively toward Gorki [40 kilometers southeast of Orsha].
      


      
        	♦

        	22nd Army â€“ tie down enemy forces with local attacks beginning early on 22 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	13th Army â€“ capture Propoisk and Krichev [on the Sozh River 65 and 90 kilometers southeast and east of Mogilev, respectively].
      


      
        	♦

        	21st Army â€“ energetically fulfill previously assigned missions.
      


      
        	♦

        	VVS of the Army â€“ support the ground forces on the battlefield.
      


      
        	♦

        	VVS of the Front. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Protect the mobile groups of Rokossovsky and Group Khomenko during the operation.
      


      
        	◊

        	Attack enemy forces in the Dukhovshchina region and neutralize his resistance to our mobile groups.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent an enemy attack against Group Kachalov from the west.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	OP [operational post] of the Western Directionâ€™s headquarters â€“ Vadino Station beginning on 22 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reports â€“ report all orders given and received.6
      

    


    Each of the Western Frontâ€™s operational groups consisted of three-six rifle, tank, or cavalry divisions with modest combat support, and all of the groups were to penetrate Army Group Centerâ€™s defensive front and advance toward Smolensk along converging axes. Simultaneously, 20th and 16th Armies, under General Kurochkinâ€™s overall command and operating in near encirclement north of Smolensk, were to recapture the city and conduct local attacks along the periphery of the encirclement to link up with the Western Frontâ€™s six advancing operational groups. Finally, Timoshenko planned to support his counteroffensive with three aviation groups, each consisting of up to a full mixed aviation division. In the wake of Zhukovâ€™s directive, the Stavka would disband the Front of Reserve Armies on 25 July and assign its remaining armies either to the Western Front or to a new Reserve Front (see below).7


    Shortly after issuing his 21 July counteroffensive order, Timoshenko issued two more orders designed to improve command and control in both his Western Front and in all reserve forces defending along the Moscow axis. The first of these orders created a new headquarters at Vadino Station, 40 kilometers east of Iartsevo and outside the Smolensk pocket, which Timoshenko designated as an â€œoperational post of the Main Command of the Western Direction,â€� whose task was, â€œto control the forces attacking from the Belyi and Iartsevo regions toward Smolensk.â€� 8 He then appointed Konev to head this post, with instructions he coordinate Khomenkoâ€™s and Rokossovskyâ€™s operations. The second order, entitled, â€œA Report about the Creation of Reserves,â€� which provided interesting details about the frontâ€™s actual condition and personnel situation, created two new reserve armies, 19th Army stationed at Medynâ€™ and 4th Army located at Sukhinichi, to which he assigned partially destroyed forces withdrawing from the front for rest and refitting:
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          At the present time, the Western Front does not have the necessary reserves to counter enemy penetrations and surprises and develop success. According to the concentration plan, we should have had two reserve armies â€“ the 19th and 4th. However, the former was concentrated southeast of Vitebsk when the front extended along the Lepelâ€™ and Tolochin line, that is, 100-150 kilometers distant, and 4th Army was formed in the Propoisk region, with two divisions in the Novozybkov region, that is, 40 kilometers behind the front lines. This distance of the reserve armies from the front did not protect their formation and concentration, and, given present offensive tempos of 40 kilometers per day, these forces were subject to chance and continuous enemy air strikes.

        


        
          The course of operations during the enemyâ€™s second successive offensive [to Smolensk] confirmed all of the above. In addition to not being ready, the forces were committed into battle in piecemeal fashion, without their command and control organs and rear services (19th Army) and were poorly organized and equipped (4th Army), and, as a result, the front lost all of its reserves during the first few days.

        


        
          In order to avoid a similar phenomenon from reoccurring, I request you do [the following]:

        


        
          1. Withdraw all units that have suffered heavy personnel and equipment losses, such as 64th, 108th, 10th, and 161st RDs and the headquarters of 2nd and 44th RCs, with their corps units, to the Gzhatsk and Medynâ€™ region to fill them out and resupply them with equipment over the next 5-7 days.

        


        
          2. Together with 44th RCâ€™s headquarters, assign 13th Armyâ€™s 35th RC, with 158th, 127th, and 50th RDs, to 16th Army, and, after entrusting 35th RC with the task of assembling and re-forming 158th, 127th, and 50th RDs, also include in it the units arriving in the Roslavlâ€™ region. Re-form 50th RD at the front.

        


        
          3. Withdraw the headquarters of 19th and 4th Armies into the rear area, stationing 19th Army at Medynâ€™ and 4th Army at Sukhinichi and subordinate 34th RC, with 129th, 158th, 127th, 38th, and 134th RDs, to 16th Army.

        


        
          4. Withdraw the remnants of 7th and 17th MCs and 24th, 137th, 132nd, 148th, and 160th RDs to the Sukhinichi region, and form two [100-series] tank divisions from the mechanized corps. Entrust 4th Armyâ€™s headquarters with the task of forming the formations [divisions] indicated above.

        


        
          5. Assign 121st and 155th RDs, which are now forming, to 21st Army, which will be responsible for forming and reequipping them, and require the frontâ€™s Artillery Directorate to supply artillery weapons to these divisions.

        


        
          6. Form two automobile regiments each in 4th and 19th Armies at the expense of vehicles confiscated from units withdrawing along the roads from the front and employ these automobile regiments, exclusively, as front assets for maneuvering its reserves.

        


        
          7. Complete these withdrawals and reorganizing and reequipping 19th Armyâ€™s units no later than 27 July and 4th Armyâ€™s units no later than 3-5 August.9

        

      

    


    
       
    


    The attack order issued by General Kachalovâ€™s 28th Army to his operational group illustrated the form and nature of Timoshenkoâ€™s counterstroke by groups and set the stage for what would become the most ambitious but frustrating and disastrous portion of the counterstroke. Dated 2300 hours on 22 July, the order provided context for the attack by stating, â€œThe enemy, while protecting himself with separate detachments along the Krichev. Mstislavlâ€™, Khislovichi, and Pochinok line, is trying to encircle our forces in the Smolensk region.â€�10 It then laid out the force missions and operational and tactical objectives in standard format.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix G, 4.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Neighbors
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	On the right â€“ 24th and 28th Armies are defending the line of the Vopâ€™, Uzha, Elâ€™nia, and Desna Rivers to Zhukovka and the Zhagi, Krasnoe, and Sosnovka line.
      


      
        	♦

        	On the left â€“ 13th Army is tying enemy forces down with energetic short attacks in the Propoisk and Krichev sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	VVS of the Front â€“ is to prevent an enemy attack against our group of forces from the west.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Group of Forceâ€™s Mission (149th and 145th RDs, 104th TD, 31st MRR, 643rd and 364th CARs, 209th AAR, 239th FAR) â€“ while protecting your right flank toward Elâ€™nia, attack at 0400 hours on 23 July [a penciled entry read 2200 hours on 22 July] to destroy opposing enemy forces, advance toward Smolensk into the rear of the enemyâ€™s Elâ€™nia grouping, reach the Strigino, Pochinok, and Trutnevo line [55 kilometers southeast to 52 kilometers south of Smolensk] by dayâ€™s end on 23 July, and, subsequently, attack toward Smolensk.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	149th RD (with 320th RGK GAR and 1st Bn, 488th CAR) â€“ capture the Chernavka, Voroshilovo, and Likhnovo line [25 kilometers southeast of Pochinok] at first light on 23 July and, subsequently, seize crossings [over the Khmara River] in the Khmara and Machuly State Farm sector [10-15 kilometers southeast of Pochinok] with strong advanced guards and capture Pochinok.
      


      
        	♦

        	145th RD (with 643rd and 364th CAR, 3rd Bn, 649th CAR, 3rd Bn, 489th HAR, and 4th Bn, 753rd ATR) â€“ reach the Panasovka, Golubi, and Novyi Derebuzh region [25 kilometers south of Pochinok] by first light on 23 July, drive the enemy from the Stometâ€™ River line and capture the Vasâ€™kovo Station and Mikhailovka line [17 kilometers south of Pochinok] with strong advanced guards, and, subsequently, prepare to seize crossings over the Khmara River in the Roslavlâ€™-Smolensk road, Bolâ€™shaia Inochka, and Malye Lipki sector [10 kilometers south of Pochinok]. Allocate the Composite Regimentâ€™s 3rd Rifle Battalion to secure the Warsaw road toward Krichev.
      


      
        	♦

        	104th TD â€“ concentrate in Khmara and Gvozdovka region [15 kilometers southeast of Pochinok] by 1500 hours on 23 July and prepare to conduct combined operations with 149th and 145th RDs to seize the Pochinok region.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MRR â€“ concentrate in the woods near Dubrovka by 1400 hours of 23 July as my reserve and prepare to exploit success northward along the Roslavlâ€™-Smolensk road.
      


      
        	♦

        	VVS of the Army â€“ support the attacking units and suppress the enemy defending the crossings over the Stometâ€™ River from 0600-0800 hours on 23 July and, subsequently, over the Khmara River.
      


      
        	♦

        	Command and Control:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Headquarters, Operational Group â€“ the woods west of Lysovka beginning at 1200 hours on 23 July.
      


      
        	◊

        	Headquarters, Group of Forces â€“ Roslavlâ€™. 11
      

    


    At the last minute before his groups commenced the counteroffensive, at 1600 hours on 22 July, Timoshenko reinforced Group Kalinin by transferring 166th Rifle Division to it from Group Khomenko. The front commander then ordered General Kalinin to employ 166th and 91st Rifle Divisions in his armyâ€™s main attack toward Dukhovshchina, to keep his 89th Rifle Division in reserve to protect the Viazâ€™ma-Iartsevo road, and carefully coordinate his attack with that of Rokossovsky.12


    See Map 21.


    
       
    


    Beginning on 23 July, but in staggered fashion, Timoshenkoâ€™s operational groups advanced against Group Centerâ€™s forward positions along a 226-kilometer-wide front from Belyi in the north southward through Iartsevo to Roslavlâ€™ in an attempt to relieve Soviet forces partially encircled north of Smolensk. However, since his operational groups were not fully assembled when they began their attacks, most employed only two to three divisions instead of a complete army, and the total strength of the attacking force rose to 20 divisions only by 25 July. In the midst of Timoshenkoâ€™s counteroffensive, on 23 July the Stavka reorganized its command and control of the forces operating along the Smolensk-Moscow axis by splitting the Western Front into both Western and Central Fronts (see above).


    See Maps 21 and 23. The region from Belyi to Iartsevo.


    
       
    


    Despite the Stavkaâ€™s strenuous efforts to coordinate the operational groupsâ€™ attacks in terms of their timing and objectives, the counteroffensive developed unevenly at best and, therefore, achieved only partial success. For example, Group Kachalov attacked 18th Panzer Divisionâ€™s defenses north of Roslavlâ€™ on 23 July, and, on the 24th, Group Khomenko attacked 18th Motorized and 20th Panzer Divisionsâ€™ defenses west of Belyi, and Group Kalinin assaulted 7th and 12th Panzer Divisionsâ€™ defenses north of Iartsevo.13 By this time, however, Schmidt had reinforced his XXXIX Motorized Corpsâ€™ defenses north of Iartsevo with the three infantry battalions of 900th Motorized â€œLehrâ€� Brigade.


    The operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 23 July clearly attested to the piecemeal nature of these attacks, as well as considerable confusion regarding exactly which divisions belonged to each group:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix G, 6.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Maslennikov â€“ moved forward to the Chikhachi and Lake Zhizhitskoe line at 0600 hours on 23 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th and 251st RDs â€“ reached the Belyi line [90 kilometers north of Iartsevo] at 0600 hours on 23 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD â€“ still on the march at 0600 hours on 23 July [all three divisions were actually part of Group Khomenko].
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD â€“ unloaded at Skvortsovo Station [18 kilometers west of Toropets] at 1000 hours on 23 July to occupy the Dubrovka and Zasenovo line [30-40 kilometers southwest of Toropets].
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Headquarters â€“ Martiukhova.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Kalinin â€“ concentrated in their jumping off positions for the attack on 23 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	91st RD â€“ in the Vetlitsa [Vetlitsy], Pecheninki [Pechenichina], and Syrokorenâ€™e [Sorokarenâ€™i] region [20-30 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD â€“ in the Retaze and Ivanino region [20-25 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	166th RD â€“ no information received.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Group Headquarters â€“ Vadino Station.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Khomenko. â€“ no information received [see Group Maslennikov above].
      


      
        	•

        	Group Rokossovsky â€“ after fighting along the Vopâ€™ River, concentrating its units along the eastern bank of the Vopâ€™ River in jumping-off positions for the attack.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	107th TD [now reassigned to Group Kalinin] â€“ in the Korytnia, Pochinok, and Pokikhino region [50-55 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD â€“ no information received.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RD â€“ withdrew under heavy enemy air raids and artillery and mortar fire, destroyed the crossings over the Vopâ€™ River, and occupied positions along the riverâ€™s eastern bank.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Headquarters â€“ Krasnobaevka.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov â€“ dislodged enemy forward units by 1700 hours on 23 July and now fighting for crossings over the Stometâ€™ River, 18 kilometers southeast of Pochinok, but under constant attack by enemy aircraft. Group Headquarters â€“ Stodolishche.14
      

    

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 23. The region from Belyi to Iartsevo.

  


  


  
    The combat performance of Group Kachalov illustrated the daunting problems these hastily-formed ad hoc operational groups faced as they threw partially-trained troops, which lacked even small-unit training and basic cohesiveness, into combat with battle-hardened and far more experienced German forces. Late on 23 July, an obviously distraught Kachalov had his chief of staff, Major General Egorov, issue his forces an order harshly criticizing their failure to accomplish virtually anything whatsoever on the first day of combat. Although his forces had “thrown the enemy back behind the Stomet’ River,” they allowed them “to withdraw during the first and decisive onslaught,” while not fulfilling the missions assigned them for 23 July”.15 Specifically, he singled out:


    See Map 24. The Pochinok and Roslavl’ region.


    
       
    


    See Map 21.
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        	•

        	145th and 149th RDs’ completely inadequate tempo of advance;
      


      
        	•

        	104th TD’s failure to keep up with the advancing infantry;
      


      
        	•

        	The lack of audacity of the part of the commanders, beginning with the squad leaders;
      


      
        	•

        	The reliance on futile frontal attacks and failure to exploit the terrain (brush and woods) to envelop the enemy’s flanks;
      


      
        	•

        	Pursuit of the retreating enemy “on all fours” [at a snail’s pace];
      


      
        	•

        	Failure to exploit the infantry’s fire power to overcome enemy strong points;
      


      
        	•

        	Failure to provide timely and accurate artillery support; and
      


      
        	•

        	Poor reconnaissance of the enemy.
      

    


    Kachalov then ordered:


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	145th and 149th RDs – attack at 0400 hours on 24 July to fulfill the missions assigned them the previous day;
      


      
        	•

        	All units “eliminate the indicated deficiencies;”
      


      
        	•

        	Ensure cooperation between infantry and artillery, bring artillery forward in timely fashion and prevent it from lagging behind the infantry, echelon the artillery to provide continuous fire support, and move artillery forward within the infantry’s combat formations;
      


      
        	•

        	Conduct reconnaissance and night “snatches” in all regimental sectors overnight on 23-24 July to capture prisoners;
      


      
        	•

        	Move all command posts (CPs) forward so that commanders can control the fighting directly; and
      


      
        	•

        	Provide reports on the fighting, the situation, and enemy actions every four hours by messages, telegrams, radiograms, and signals.16
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    Map 24. The Pochinok and Roslavl’ region.

  


  


  
    In essence, because their forces performed so poorly, Kachalov and his chief of staff had no choice but to try to teach basic combined-arms tactics to their subordinate commanders while combat was underway. But it was clearly too late, at least for this operation, because the fact was that no amount of supervision and guidance could overcome the basic defects in these newly-formed formations. As a result, Group Kachalov’s assaults on 24 July once again achieved only local success and no significant gains. This prompted an even angrier Kachalov to issue an even sterner warning to his forces at 2300 hours that evening.17 Acknowledging that “combat operations on 24 July achieved success, and the units advanced forward only in the sector of 145th RD (along one axis),” he castigated Major General Fedor Dmitrievich Zakharov, the commander of 149th Rifle Division, for failing “to organize for combat” and the supporting RGK, corps, and force artillery for “operating at maximum distances without cooperating with the infantry.” Consequently, he noted, “the units, having encountered organized resistance by an insignificant enemy force, not only did not advance forward but also withdrew, losing points they seized the day before.” Kachalov then threatened, “The Military Council takes notice of and demands that commanders, commissars, and political workers directly control the fighting, be in their companies and battalions, and, in particular, when necessary, compel their units to fulfill their assigned mission by personnel example,” and assigned new missions to his subordinate commanders for 25 July:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix G, 8.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	All Commanders – fulfill your assigned missions, in particular, the commander of 149th RD, who allowed his units to withdraw from the positions they previously occupied, including:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Seize prisoners and capture separate points in the enemy’s defense system during the night by decisive reconnaissance raids and reconnaissances-in-force;
      


      
        	♦

        	Send “hunters” [okhotniki] [reconnaissance] and separate well-armed groups into the rear of the enemy’s defenses; and
      


      
        	♦

        	Warn soldiers, commanders, and political workers that we will take severe measures up to and including execution for the loss or abandonment of weapons of the battlefield and deploy commands from the Supply, Food, and other departments forward to the battlefield to collect weapons and trophies [captured equipment] from the dead.
      

    


    
      
        	 
      


      
        	•

        	104th TD – provide 5 T-34 tanks under a decisive commander to 149th RD in the Lysovka region by 0500 hours, prepare remaining forces overnight for possible operations toward the north and northwest, and strengthen reconnaissance and combat security.
      


      
        	 
      


      
        	•

        	145th and 149th RDs – replace losses in companies with detained straggler and rear service personnel and give all serviceable weapons to rifle and machine gun companies.
      


      
        	 
      


      
        	•

        	The Chief of Artillery – personally and with your staff, be present in the combat formations of the divisions’ artillery units and prohibit firing on unobserved targets without forward observation posts in the infantry battalions.18
      

    


    As his subordinate group commanders tried to correct deficiencies and reinvigorate their attacks, Timoshenko provided further clarification of his intentions and the course of the counteroffensive in a report he dispatched to Stalin and Zhukov on 24 July. In addition to describing the situation with characteristic optimism, the Western Direction commander also heaped special praise on the supposedly devastating effects of its new “Katiusha” multiple rocket launcher system.
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        	•

        	16th Army (Lukin) – continuing to hold on to the northern, northwestern, and eastern parts of Smolensk in sustained fighting and attacking the southern and southwestern parts of the city, with 34th RC’s 127th and 158th RDs, which were attacking in the south, withdrawing across the Dnepr River at Korolevo and Lozheikovo [15-20 kilometers southeast of Smolensk] after suffering heavy losses. 17th MC (1,600 bayonets) is regrouping from Iartsevo to support 16th Army.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army (Kurochkin) – while repulsing attacks by up to 7 enemy divisions, defeated two German divisions, including 5th ID attacking toward Rudnia with three volleys of “Katiushas,” causing heavy German losses and halting the German advance for a day. Began preparing 5th MC to strike the rear of the enemy’s Iartsevo grouping in cooperation with Group Khomenko
      


      
        	•

        	Group Iartsevo (Rokossovsky) – withdrew its forces west of the Vop’ River to the river’s eastern bank after three days of bloody and costly fighting and dug them in.
      


      
        	•

        	Groups Kalinin and Khomenko – attacked with 107th TD in the lead but encountered heavy German air strikes. Observed enemy forces concentrating in Velizh and west of Smolensk and preparing counterattacks against them.
      


      
        	•

        	The El’nia sector –observed enemy forces withdrawing from El’nia; however, Bogdanov’s front (of Reserve Armies) submitted no report because of poor communications. Recommended 19th RD, with tanks, pursue the enemy and then join Group Kachalov west of El’nia.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov – fighting in the region south of Pochinok.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army (F. I. Kuznetsov) – planning to rescue the Mogilev corps, which is surrounded by 5 enemy infantry divisions, by attacking in cooperation with 21st and 4th Armies.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army (Efremov) – facing three enemy corps, ordered to accelerate the concentration of Gorodovikov’s cavalry corps to operate in the enemy’s rear area “before it is too late.”
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army (Ershakov) – recaptured Velikie Luki and occupying defensive positions along the Lovat’ River [north and south of Velikie Luki], but with the enemy trying to encircle 51st RC in the Nevel’ region.19
      

    


    After Timoshenko asked the Stavka to send him two-three more “Katiusha” batteries, the Western Direction’s commander assured Stalin he was making every effort “to destroy the enemy north of Smolensk, straighten out the front to the south, and create routes to resupply the forces whose mission is to advance forward quickly to the Vitebsk, Orsha, and Mogilev line.”20


    As the intense fighting raged on in around the city of Smolensk and the shrinking encirclement pocket containing 20th and 16th Armies to the north and east, the Western Front described the action once again in an operational summary it dispatched to the Stavka at 0800 hours on 26 July:


    See Map 25. The situation, 2300, 25 July 1941. See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix G, 13.
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    Map 25. The situation, 2300, 25 July 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	Group Maslennikov – completed concentrating and preparing defenses along the Chikhachi and Lake Zhizhitskoe line [12 kilometers south of Toropets to 35 kilometers southwest of Toropets].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	256th RD – in the Chikhachi, Nazimovo Station, and Selishche region ([12 kilometers south to] 23 kilometers west of Toropets).
      


      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – in the Dubrovna, Borodkina, and Suslovo region [20-30 kilometers southwest of Toropets].
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – in second echelon, defending the Sementsevo, Ershevo, and Ladygovo region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reinforced RR – attacked Il’ino on the Western Dvina River [65 kilometers northeast of Demidov] on the night of 25-26 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Headquarters – Selishche (10 kilometers southwest of Toropets).
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov – continuing its attack toward Pochinok against strong enemy resistance on its right wing.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	104th TD – at Kovali and Zabor’e [35-40 kilometers southeast of Pochinok], with its forward elements at Riabtsy, Solovka, and Seminovo [30 kilometers southeast of Pochinok].
      


      
        	♦

        	149th RD – at Nikulino and Osinovka [20 kilometers south-southeast of Pochinok].
      


      
        	♦

        	145th RD – captured Maslovka Station and Dmitrievka [10 kilometers south of Pochinok].
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Headquarters – west of Kovrigin Kholm.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Khomenko – continuing to fight with enemy motorized infantry 2 kilometers north of Chernyi Ruchei on 25 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD – captured Okolitsa [20 kilometers southwest of Belyi] and now attacking toward Chernyi Ruchei against a battalion of 20th MotD, reinforced by an artillery battalion and 25-30 mortars.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – reached the Sergeevka line [20 kilometers south-southwest of Belyi] facing a battalion of infantry reinforced by an artillery battery and 25-30 mortars.
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD (minus one RR) – attacking from the Petropol’e line [25 kilometers south of Belyi] at 2000 hours on 25 July to assist 107th TD [on its left].
      


      
        	♦

        	50th and 53rd CDs – no information received.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Headquarters – west of Panovo.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Kalinin – fought for Lelimovo and Korytnia with 166th RD and 107th TD, which were forced to withdraw to the region between Pakikino and Pochinok and east of Korytnia [45 kilometers south of Belyi and 50 kilometers north of Iartsevo], and for northern Iartsevo with 89th and 91st RDs, which are digging in along the eastern bank of the Vop’ River from Sediba to Shamovo [17-30 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – passed through Lelimovo moving toward the south at 1100 hours on 24 July with one rifle regiment.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – after reaching a line 4-8 kilometers southwest of Pochinok, fought with enemy motorized infantry with tanks. By this time, after receiving an order to do so, 166th RD began to withdraw, but the enemy exploited 166th RD’s withdrawal by attacking from Erokhov toward Korytnia to envelop 107th TD’s right flank, which caused the latter to withdraw. By 0900 on 25 July, two regimental columns of 107th TD occupied a line 4-6 kilometers northwest of Pakikino, and one regiment was putting itself in order in the region 6 kilometers northeast of Pakikino.
      


      
        	♦

        	166th RD – after withdrawing its regiment from Lelimovo, reached the Korytnia region, protected 107th TD with its right wing and protected 107th TD’s left wing in the Pakikino region with its other regiment, while the third regiment of 166th RD concentrated in the region 6 kilometers east of Korytnia.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – as of 1420 hours of 25 July, fighting up to one enemy motorized division in the region 4-8 kilometers northwest of Pochinok and repulsed repeated enemy attacks by up to two battalions of tanks, one regiment of motorized infantry, and two artillery battalions by 1830 hours with heavy casualties on both sides.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st and 89th RDs – fortifying the Sediba and Shamovo sector along the Vop’ River’s eastern bank.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Rokossovsky – held on to the Dubrovo and Iartsevo sector on the Vop’ River’s eastern bank all day long with 38th RD and 101st TD in the face of enemy attacks, and preparing to attack at 1700 hours on 25 July to destroy the enemy’s Iartsevo grouping.21
      

    


    Only hours before, at 0100 hours on 26 July, an exasperated Kachalov once again demanded his forces seize crossings over the Khmara River by day’s end in orders that seemed starkly repetitive if not utterly superfluous:
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        	•

        	Group Kachalov’s Mission – seize crossings over the Khmara River on 26 July.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      


      
        	•

        	145th RD – seize crossings [over the Khmara River] in the Tsyganovka Commune and Kiselevka sector [10 kilometers south and south-southwest of Pochinok] with your forward units by day’s end.
      


      
        	•

        	149th RD (with 4 T-34 tanks) – destroy the opposing enemy and reach the Khmara River in the Ponizovka and railroad line sector [10 kilometers south and south-southeast of Pochinok] with your forward units by day’s end.
      


      
        	•

        	104th TD – facilitate the group’s rapid advance with a detachment of 5 T-34 and 5 BT-7 tanks and a battalion of motorized infantry commanded by the motorized rifle regiment’s commander and capture the Egorovka, Kazatchina, and Kukueva region [14-17 kilometers southeast of Pochinok]. The division’s remaining forces will remain in their positions and, without revealing themselves, reconnoiter eastward to establish communications with 53rd RD. Reconnoiter northeastward to Verbilovo [31 kilometers east of Pochinok] to determine if it is occupied by the enemy and northward to determine if the enemy are in the villages of Poguliaevka, Sviridovka, and Shumaevo [22-27 kilometers east-southeast of Pochinok].22
      

    


    All the while, Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo was already engaged in heavy fighting with Funck’s 7th Panzer Division as the latter attempted to push southward toward El’nia and was being subjected to constant Luftwaffe air strikes. As a result, it was unable to join Timoshenko’s general counteroffensive until after it contained 7th Panzer Division’s assault. After a week of very intense fighting, Rokossovsky’s forces finally halted 7th Panzer’s attacks and began an attack of its own on 28 July, all the while maintaining communications with Kurochkin’s three armies defending the Smolensk pocket.23


    Meanwhile, at the Western Front’s headquarters, Timoshenko, in response to constant Stavka pressure to reinvigorate his attacks, issued a spate of fresh offensive orders, specifically, on 25 July to the Central Front to attack and relieve the garrison encircled in Mogilev, on 26 July to Groups Khomenko, Maslennikov, and Kalinin, and on 28 July to all of his groups, in particular, Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo:
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        	•

        	25 July at 1810 hours – To the Central Front
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	General Situation – the Western Front’s forces are counterattacking against the enemy north and south of Smolensk. After capturing Krichev, the enemy facing the Central Front is continuing to encircle the Mogilev corps, and our cavalry are raiding in the enemy’s rear.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Central Front’s Mission – immediately clear Red Army soldiers and commanders scattered throughout the rear area and use them to fill out its divisions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Missions of 13th Army and 21st Army’s right wing – immediately exploit the cavalry raid by attacking toward Mogilev to link up with the Mogilev corps, protect Group Kachalov’s left flank with 13th Army, and prepare to advance to the Dnepr River.24
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	26 July at 0240 hours – To Group Khomenko
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	General Situation – a single regiment of 20th PzD is opposing Group Khomenko, and 7th PzD is defending the Dukhovshchina region.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Western Front’s Mission – destroy the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping with Groups Khomenko and Kalinin.
      


      
        	♦

        	Neighbors – 22nd Army and Group Maslennikov is on the right and Group Kalinin is on the left.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Khomenko’s Mission – push the enemy into the swamp and destroy him and then encircle the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping by attacking toward the southwest
      


      
        	♦

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	250th RD – destroy the enemy in the Okolitsa region [20 kilometers southwest of Belyi] and capture the Sutoki region [12 kilometers southwest of Okolitsa];
      


      
        	◊

        	242nd RD – attack toward Chalishchev, Berezovka, and Boldino and capture the Boldino, Deviatoe, and Tychinki region [35 kilometers south-southwest of Belyi];
      


      
        	◊

        	251st RD – attack toward Teribki and Baturino and capture the Pozhinki, Sukharevo, and Lelimovo region [40 kilometers south of Belyi];
      


      
        	◊

        	166th RD – attack westward with 107th TD to destroy the enemy and reach the Novo-Vysokoe, Krapivnia, and Pochinok front [45 kilometers south of Belyi];
      


      
        	◊

        	107th TD – attack toward Baturino, Pozhinki, and Lelimovo and cooperate with 251st and 166th RDs to destroy the enemy in the Baturino region and concentrate in the Lelimovo and Nivki region [35 kilometers south of Belyi];
      


      
        	◊

        	Cavalry Group (Mel’nik) – advance along the Komarovo and Dukhovshchina axis and, while avoiding frontal attacks, envelop the enemy’s flanks, disrupt his rear area, and reach the Ovsiannikovo and Muzhitskov line [60 kilometers southwest of Belyi].25
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	26 July at 0430 hours – To Group Maslennikov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Objective – quickly liquidate the enemy’s Iartsevo-Dukhovshchina grouping
      


      
        	♦

        	Specific Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Deploy two divisions to the Olenitsa and Sevast’ianovo sector [50 kilometers south of Toropets and 90 kilometers north of Demidov] along the Western Dvina River, cross the river, and attack southward toward Il’ino [65 kilometers north of Demidov] and Demidov, while protecting your flank toward Velizh with strong flank detachments.
      


      
        	◊

        	Leave one rifle division along the Sloboda, Nazimovo Station, and Zolotukhino front [35 kilometers west of Toropets] subordinate to 22nd Army to protect Toropets from the west.26
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	26 July at 2330 hours – To Group Kalinin
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	General Situation – the enemy is containing the attack by Group Khomenko’s 166th RD and 107th TD with 1 motorized division and tanks and attacking Group Rokossovsky, while trying to cross the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	◊

        	Neighbors – on the right, Group Khomenko reached the Okolitsa, Sergeevka, and Petropol’e front [20 kilometers southwest to 25 kilometers south of Belyi and 55-60 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina], with 166th RD and 107th TD on its front and left wing, and is attacking toward Dukhovshchina and, on the left, Group Rokossovsky is defending the Vop’ River’s eastern bank.
      


      
        	◊

        	Mission – attack westward toward Shchelkin with 91st and 89th RDs echeloned from left to right and reach Krivtsy, El’kovo, and Sushchevo [10-15 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina].27
      

    


    As Timoshenko struggled to energize his flagging offensive by urging his forces on, Kachalov, like Sisyphus rolling his boulder up a hill, tried to overcome the obvious incompetence of his forces by issuing by now daily orders to seize crossings over the Khmara River. An order he issued at 2100 hours on 26 July stated that his 104th Tank Division had reached the Pustosh’, Fadeeva Buda, Timakhovka, and Kalinovka line, 27-29 kilometers southeast of Pochinok; 149th Rifle Division, the Chernavka, Voroshilovo, and Lyndovka line, 24-26 kilometers south-southeast of Pochinok; and 145th Rifle Division, the Osinovka, Poluevo, Martynovka, and Barsukovskie Farm line, 24-28 kilometers south of Pochinok. Then, after acknowledging that his offensive was still stalled, he assigned new missions that his recalcitrant forces were to fulfill on 27 July:


    See Map 26. The situation, 2300, 26 July 1941 and see Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix G, 14.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – The group’s units, while attacking toward Pochinok on the right wing on 26 July reached [the following positions]:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	104th TD – Pustosh’, Fadeeva Buda, Timakhovka, and Kalinovka [27-29 kilometers southeast of Pochinok].
      


      
        	♦

        	149th RD – Chernavka, Voroshilovo, and Lyndovka [24-26 kilometers south-southeast of Pochinok].
      


      
        	♦

        	145th RD – Osinovka, Poluevo, Martynovka, and Barsukovskie Farm [24-28 kilometers south of Pochinok], without permitting a withdrawal on its left wing.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Operational Group’s Mission – while tying the enemy down in the Osinovka and Barsukovskie Farm sector and further along the Khmara River to Novyi Derebuzh [24-38 kilometers south of Pochinok], attack at 0500 hours on 27 July with its main forces to destroy the enemy, reach the Shumaevo and Machuly State Farm line [24 kilometers east-southeast to 10 kilometers southeast of Pochinok], and seize crossings over the Khmara River.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	104th TD – destroy the enemy’s Shumaevo grouping and capture crossings over the Khmara River in the Poguliaevka and Egorovka sector [24 kilometers east to 28 kilometers east-southeast of Pochinok]. Reconnoiter this grouping, smash it with short attacks, and report when you begin the operation.
      


      
        	♦

        	149th RD – destroy enemy forces in the Voroshilovo region and capture crossings over the Khmara River in the sector from Ponizovka to the railroad line [24 kilometers southeast to 7 kilometers south of Pochinok]. Retain at least one regiment in second echelon.
      


      
        	♦

        	145th RD – defend the Osinovka and Stomiatka sector and further along the Khmara River [24 kilometers south-southeast to 30 kilometers south of Pochinok] and, while keeping at least two companies in the Novyi Derebuzh region, prepare a subsequent advance with 149th RD’s 340th and 729th RRs, and entrench your forces during the night.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MRR – remain in the Kubarki region [10 kilometers southeast of Stodolishche] as my reserve and allocate one company to 145th RD to conduct reconnaissance.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	All divisions – send out reconnaissance units and separate reconnaissance groups overnight to determine enemy strength and composition and capture prisoners.
      


      
        	•

        	Reports – 149th RD and 104th TD – use radio signal tables or report by telephone or by special courier 28
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    Map 26. The situation, 2300, 26 July 1941

  


  


  
    Finally, to restore vigor to what was clearly a flagging counteroffensive, on 28 July Timoshenko issued a personal appeal to his commanders and soldiers, although couching his request within a more threatening context. Beginning with the premise that the enemy “seeks to disguise his unpreparedness for active operations with small attacks on various sectors of our front,” he demanded his commanders and soldiers conduct “the most decisive active operations” and lose “not a single hour” in the offensive.” Specifically, his group commanders were to “conduct the most decisive attacks, while denying enemy [the opportunity] to put his forces in order and collect himself after our attacks” and, while doing so, “do not overestimate the strength of the enemy and do not think that he is strong and that he does not suffer losses and, therefore, is steadfast and invincible,” because, “on the contrary, the enemy is suffering heavy losses and is holding on under our attacks with great difficulty.”29


    After these notes of encouragement, the front commander “categorically” demanded all commanders be “closer to their forces” on the field of battle, “observe the fighting personally, and immediately intervene” in operations when the troops displayed “insufficient energy [aktivnost’].” Timoshenko, after “categorically” demanding his commanders report on the situation every four hours, added a clear warning that “Those guilty of crimes will be punished right up to being handed over to the judgment of a military tribunal.”30


    Even before Timoshenko’s counteroffensive wound down, the Stavka moved quickly to shore up its defenses and, at the same time, reorganize its forces along the Moscow axis so that it could mount even stronger and more effective counteroffensive operations in the future. For example, after splitting the Western Front into the Western and Central Fronts on 23 July, two days later the Stavka divided Bogdanov’s Front of Reserve Armies into two “reserve” groups designed to back up Timoshenko’s Western Front and create a defense in depth to protect Moscow more effectively.31 Commanded by Bogdanov and headquartered at Bologoe, the first group consisted of Pronin’s new 34th Army and Rakutin’s 31st Army and was responsible for protecting the Rzhev axis north of Viaz’ma. The second reserve group, commanded by NKVD General Artem’ev and headquartered at Ugriumovo Station, 53 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma, consisted of Kalinin’s 24th, and Kachalov’s 28th Armies, 4th and 6th DNO’s (People’s Militia Divisions) from Moscow, 108th Tank Division, and the forces defending the Mozhaisk Defense Line. This reserve group was responsible for defending the approaches to Viaz’ma and Moscow.32


    Then, as previously mentioned, on 30 July the Stavka reorganized the Front of Reserve Armies into a proper Reserve Front by unifying the two previous groups of reserve armies, less 28th Army, which it assigned to the Western Front, into a single entity under Zhukov’s direct command. Headquartered at Gzhatsk, Zhukov’s front consisted of 34th, 31st, 24th, and 43rd Armies deployed from northwest of Vyshnii Volochek southward to the Kirov region, backed up by 32nd and 33rd Armies in the Viaz’ma and Spas-Demensk regions. The new 43rd Army was formed around the nucleus of 33rd Rifle Corps.33 In addition to exploiting Zhukov’s talents as an organizer, this measure unified the Stavka’s reserve armies into a more effective fighting force.


    Despite all of these measures and the extremely intense fighting raging along the entire front, the Western Front’s counteroffensive continued to falter in the face of determined German resistance. Timoshenko and his chief of staff, Shaposhnikov, explained why this was the case in a message he sent to Stalin early on 27 July. Although he emphasized the complexity of the counteroffensive and accused some of his subordinate commanders of “treachery,” he once again assured Stalin of his unyielding resolve.
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    After admitting that, “The operation to destroy the enemy’s Iartsevo-Dukhovshchina grouping has developed at a slower than desired tempo during the last two days,” the front commander asserted this was the case because of “constant enemy reinforcements” and effective enemy air support, but also because the “insufficiently ready” units of Group Khomenko entered combat in piecemeal fashion.” Therefore, Timoshenko informed Stalin he was sending his deputy, Eremenko, to Group Khomenko to ensure it cooperated more effectively with Group Kalinin. The commander-in-chief then described the situation elsewhere along the front [emphasis added]:


    
      
        	•

        	Group Khomenko – reached the Okolitsa, Sergeevka, and Petropol’e front [20 kilometers southwest to 25 kilometers south of Belyi], with the cavalry group fighting in the Chernyi Ruchei, Bulatovo, Volgino, Zaikovo, Efremovo and Dubovoe region [25-35 kilometers southwest of Belyi] and 107th TD and 166th RD in the Esennaia and Korytnitsa region [40-45 kilometers south of Belyi], and ordered to continue its attack on 27 July.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Kalinin – defending the Sediba and Shamovo sector [18-32 kilometers north of Iartsevo] on the Vop’ River’s eastern bank with 91st and 89th RDs and ordered to continue its attack on 27 July,
      


      
        	•

        	Group Iartsevo (Rokossovsky) – holding on to Iartsevo and the Vop’ River’s eastern bank north and south of the town, repelling enemy attempts to cut off its forces west of the Vop’ River and drive them back to the river’s eastern bank, and ordered to continue its attack on 27 July. 44th RC is being sent to Solov’evo on the Dnepr River to prevent a link up by the enemy’s Iartsevo and El’nia groupings.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army (Lukin) – continuing to fight successfully in and around Smolensk by smashing the newly-arrived German 131st [actually 137th] ID.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army (Kurochkin) – repulsed enemy attempts to envelop 16th and 20th Armies from the north, smashing five enemy infantry divisions, and now fighting with two approaching German panzer divisions. Since 16th and 20th Armies’ forces are fighting well but diminishing in strength, we must accelerate our attacks against the enemy Iartsevo-Dukhovshchina grouping.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov – facing stiffening resistance from Group Guderian south of Pochinok, since Guderian’s forces captured El’nia from 24th Army and sent reinforcements to Pochinok, and forced to halt its advance on Smolensk because Group Guderian sent a fresh enemy infantry division against its left flank west of Roslavl’. Therefore, the Germans must be driven from El’nia.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army – since 61st RC’s vigorous defense of Mogilev is tying down as many as 5 enemy infantry divisions, 13th Army was ordered to defend Mogilev at all cost, and 13th Army and the Central Front received orders to attack toward Mogilev and subsequently protect Group Kachalov’s left flank and reach the Dnepr River. However, when the commander of 13th Army failed to urge Bakunin, the commander of 61st RC, to stand fast, the latter “rudely violated his [previous] orders” and illegally abandoned Mogilev, this released enemy divisions to maneuver against 13th and 21st Armies. The Western Front immediately countermanded Bakunin’s order, replaced Bakunin with Colonel Voevodin, who steadfastly defended Mogilev, and turned Bakunin over to a military tribunal.
      


      
        	•

        	Cavalry Group Gorodovikov – although no news has been received, we know the Germans have been forced to escort their supply and personnel convoys with tanks.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – defending Velikie Luki against fresh enemy forces, but the enemy is sending the bulk of his forces in this sector to reinforce his Iartsevo-Dukhovshchina grouping. The Germans intend to link up their Iartsevo-Dukhovshchina group with their El’nia group and, after encircling our 16th and 20th Armies, also threaten Viaz’ma.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Maslennikov – dispatching two rifle divisions to attack the enemy’s Iartsevo-Dukhovshchina grouping and to attack toward Il’ino [65 kilometers north of Demidov] and the south.
      

    


    After describing the situation and providing his estimate of the situation, which was close to the truth, Timoshenko urged the Stavka to provide two additional cavalry divisions for use in a raid against Army Group Center’s rear in the Lepel’ and Vitebsk regions and personnel replacements and weapons with which to refit the Western Front’s 158th, 127th, and 38th Rifle Divisions and the Central Front’s many dilapidated divisions., especially those of 13th Army.34


    As the many orders and reports recorded above indicate, all of the Western Front’s attacking groups, including Group Kachalov, registered extremely limited gains against determined German resistance. Although Group Khomenko recorded some tactical successes in advances of 5-15 kilometers against the dug-in company-size kampfgruppen of 18th Motorized Division southwest and south of Belyi, Group Kalinin’s forces pushed forward only 2-5 kilometers against 20th Panzer Division’s hedge-hog defenses. In the Iartsevo region to the south, Group Rokossovsky achieved even less against 12th and 7th Panzer Divisions. Finally, Mel’nik’s cavalry group managed to begin its raid but penetrated only one third of its required distance before faltering in 18th Motorized Division’s rear area and then retreating as 19th Panzer Division moved into the region to reinforce XXXIX Motorized Corps’ defenses.


    See Map 27. The situation, 2300, 27 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Meanwhile, far to the south, although Group Kachalov finally reached the Stodolishche region, on the railroad line 28 kilometers south of Pochinok, before being brought to a halt by the forces of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, this was small reward for so ambitious a counteroffensive. Repeating himself parrot-like for the third time, at 2030 hours on 27 July, Kachalov ordered his forces to resume their attacks on 28 July and assigned them new but familiar missions:
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        	•

        	Group Kachalov’s Mission – continue the attack on 28 July and fulfill all assigned missions.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	104th TD – reach the Egorovka and Starinki region [15-18 kilometers east-southeast of Pochinok] and capture crossings over the Khmara River, while protecting yourself from the east and northeast and reinforcing your rear area security with scouting armored cars and tanks.
      


      
        	◊

        	149th RD – continue to fulfill your assigned missions by energetic attacks and, while preventing the enemy from digging in along intermediate lines, capture crossings over the Khmara River in the Ponizovka and railroad line sector and maintain close contact with 104th TD with your separate reconnaissance battalion.
      


      
        	◊

        	145th RD – while protecting the Dumanichskie and Novyi Derebuzh line [7 kilometers west to 13 kilometers south-southwest of Stodolishche] with one battalion, attack decisively with your remaining forces to capture crossings over the Khmara River in the Tsyganovka Commune and Kiselevka sector [10 kilometers south on Pochinok], and return the motorized rifle company to the Stodolishche region after reconnoitering and protecting the Khislavichi region with the forces of the reconnaissance battalion and an allocated battalion.
      


      
        	◊

        	Composite Regiment – after being relieved by 222nd RD, concentrate in the forest near Krapivinskii No. 1 by a night march.35
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    Map 27. The situation, 2300, 27 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Although Group Kachalov’s assaults on 28 July compelled German forces to withdraw to more defensible positions roughly 5 kilometers to the rear, still dissatisfied by the failure of his forces to exploit the withdrawal, Kachalov once again bombarded his group with fresh criticism and implied threats:
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          It is intolerable that the forces of the group of 28th Army have been delayed for far too long while trying to overcome individual centers of resistance and firing points of the German 263rd ID.

        


        
          The units have marked time in place for four days and sometimes have been stopped in front of groups of motorcyclists or separate antitank guns.

        


        
          I demand all commanders, political workers, and soldiers seize crossings over the Khmara River at all cost tomorrow on 29 July.

        


        
          The enemy in front of the units of the group has already begun a withdrawal and still one more blow is needed to destroy him in front of the crossings over the Khmara River 36

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Kachalov then issued a new set of orders that were virtually identical to those he dispatched the night before:


    
      
        	•

        	104th TD – exploit the withdrawal by German units, capture the crossings at Egorovka and Starinki [15-17 kilometers east-southeast of Pochinok], assist 149th RD’s advance, and attack Stupino and Zhary [15-18 kilometers southeast of Pochinok] with at least a company of tanks and a company of motorized infantry to cut off and destroy the enemy.
      


      
        	•

        	149th RD (with 104th TD) – destroy the enemy and seize crossings in the Ponizovka and Machuly sector by a decisive advance and keep one regiment in second echelon.
      


      
        	•

        	145th RD – while protecting the group’s left flank with at least one battalion, attack decisively northward along the road and railroad to Pochinok, with 403rd RR (less one battalion) echeloned behind your the left wing and 599th RR (less one battalion) in the division’s reserve.
      


      
        	•

        	31st MRR – reconnoiter toward Khislavichi with one company and defend Stodolishche with one company to support the operations toward the west.
      


      
        	•

        	Composite Regiment – concentrate in the Krapivinskii No. 1 region by 0800 hours on 29 July.
      


      
        	•

        	222nd RD – continue to defend the city of Roslavl’.
      


      
        	•

        	Armored Train – reach Stodolishche by 0600 hours and prepare to support 145th RD’s attack.
      


      
        	•

        	All Forces – attack at first light on 29 July 1941, maintaining cooperation with the artillery, and report when you begin the attack.
      


      
        	•

        	Reports – the beginning of the attack.37
      

    


    In the wake of Group Kachalov’s assaults on 28 July, which once again achieved virtually nothing, the commander, with his chief of staff and chief of operations, engaged in yet another exercise to educate and train his forces on the battlefield. An order issued that evening contained sad but accurate statements of indisputable fact accompanied by an equally frank demands:
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          Combat experience demonstrates that the extremely slow advance and destruction of the weakened enemy is occurring because of the weak leadership of the fighting on the part of the command cadre at all levels.

        


        
          The army’s Military Council demands that all command cadre be in the immediate vicinity of their forces, supervise the fighting on the battlefield, and personally intervene and demand an advance is those cases when the advance has been halted and the forces are displaying insufficient activity [energy]….

        


        
          Force reconnaissance organs, which have been sent out, have provided neither information about the enemy nor daily information not only about the enemy but also about their own locations, and the headquarters are not taking measures for the timely receipt of news about the enemy. Up to this time, the commanders of units and formations do not know the grouping of enemy forces in their sectors and, consequently, the forces are operating blindly and marking time in place.38

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Therefore, the order demanded:


    
      
        	•

        	Company commanders and their political workers will be in their platoons, battalion commanders in their companies, regimental commanders and commissars in their battalions, and division commanders in their regiment so that they can better observe the sector and more properly direct the fighting.
      


      
        	•

        	The headquarters of all divisions and regiments will be as close as possible to their forces and will place their OPs on the immediate battlefield.
      


      
        	•

        	I categorically demand you place artillery closer to the infantry and maintain close contract with the infantry.
      


      
        	•

        	To eliminate enemy resistance along individual axes and centers of resistance and depriving him of aviation support, conduct night operations with well-trained groups to infiltrate [the enemy’s defenses] and destroy separate centers of resistance, headquarters, communications centers, and rear service installations.
      


      
        	•

        	All commanders of units and formations must assign missions to the reconnaissance groups and detachments personally and exercise strict control of their fulfillment of these missions.
      


      
        	•

        	The Military Council demands from everyone decisive movement forward and destruction of the Fascists by any means, while denying them rest. Encircle and destroy them!39
      

    


    During the three days after he sent his message to Stalin, Timoshenko issued order after order exhorting his forces to fulfill their mission regardless of cost. However, the sad fact was Timoshenko now realized his counteroffensive had collapsed. Making matters worse, since the Western Front’s operational groups failed to crush the defenses of Army Group Center along its “eastern” front, Kurochkin’s almost encircled forces were clearly in jeopardy of complete destruction. If 16th and 20th Armies were to be rescued, the Stavka would have to take more decisive action, perhaps including giving permission to Lukin’s and Kurochkin’s armies to break out to the east.
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    Map 28. The situation, 2300, 28 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Although the Stavka’s first major counteroffensive in the Smolensk region had clearly failed by 31 July, the ferocity of the assaults forced Bock’s Army Group Center and Hoth’s Third and Guderian’s Second Panzer Groups to commit their last reserves to halt the multiple if largely ineffective onslaughts. For example, Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps was so hard-pressed northeast and east of Smolensk that Bock had to commit his training brigade, 900th Motorized “Lehr” Brigade, which had been in reserve, into combat between Stumpff’s 20th and Harpe’s 12th Panzer Divisions. Deprived of their ability to maneuver, the divisions of Schmidt’s motorized corps had to defend an extended front and, in some sectors, even give up some of the ground they were defending. The most serious impact of the counteroffensive on Army Group Center was the severe attrition among motorized infantry in Schmidt’s panzer and motorized divisions. Although the divisions as a whole remained well over 70 percent strength, their strength in motorized infantry fell as low as 30-40 percent. Therefore, when these divisions resumed their advance on Moscow in late September and early October, while their panzers drove forward spectacularly, at least initially, the shortage of infantrymen would seriously degrade their performance and “staying power” after several weeks of fighting.


    Complicating Bock’s cascading dilemmas, south of Smolensk, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII and Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps of Guderian’s panzer group, in addition to maintaining the southern half of the ring around the Smolensk pocket, also had to deal with the Soviet attacks south and southeast of Smolensk. The most threatening of these was the offensive by Group Kachalov, which was spearheaded by about 250 tanks from 104th Tank and 69th Motorized Divisions advancing northward toward Smolensk along and east of the Roslavl’ road. Still further to the south, General Gorodovikov’s Cavalry Group, which was operating under 21st Army’s control, managed to penetrate deeply into the region southwest of Bobruisk on 24 July, temporarily cutting Guderian’s and Second Army’s communications. Lacking forces with which to contain and defeat the pesky cavalry force, Bock requested and received three divisions from the OKH reserve to deal with the threatening cavalry raid.


    Thus, Timoshenko’s counteroffensive, as weak and uncoordinated as it was, brought Bock’s offensive to a screeching halt in most sectors and inflicted far heavier than anticipated casualties on his forces, particularly among the panzer grenadiers assigned to his precious panzer and motorized divisions. However, the counteroffensive failed to achieve its principal goal of crushing the Germans’ Iartsevo-Dukhovshchina grouping. Planned in haste, the offensive was poorly coordinated, badly timed, and too slow in developing. When it did begin, the attacking operational groups lacked adequate air support and suffered from severe shortages of tanks and artillery, which were only exacerbated by equally debilitating shortages of fuel and ammunition. In his after-action report to Stalin, Timoshenko noted, “I assembled and directed all of the reinforcements I could to Khomenko and Kalinin. But you know I have no guns and no aircraft and very few personnel.”40
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    Map 29. The situation, 2300, 31 July 1941.

  


  


  
    After the Stavka formed the Central Front on 23 July, reorganized Bogdanov’s Front of Reserve Armies into two reserve groups on 25 July, and then converted Bogdanov’s front into a Reserve Front on 30 July, Stalin spent the last few days of July and the first few days of August shaking up the Western Direction Command’s senior command cadre. First, acting on Zhukov’s recommendation, on 3 August the Stavka replaced Kalinin as commander of 24th Army with Konev and, on the same day, transferred 34th Army from the Reserve Front’s control to the Northwestern Front.41 Still later, on 4 August, the Stavka assigned Kachalov’s 28th Army to Zhukov’s Reserve Front, apparently in the hope Zhukov could reinvigorate its advance from Roslavl’ region toward Smolensk.42 In the meantime, while the Stavka reorganized its forces in preparation for yet another round of offensive operations, the Germans set about reducing the Smolensk pocket, in the process initiating five days of intense and often desperate fighting as the two Soviet armies in the Smolensk pocket fought their way out of encirclement to the east.


    Thus, although the Western Front’s counteroffensive really consisted of a hastily conducted series of partially coordinated counterstrokes, the effort placed immense pressure on overextended German panzer and motorized units and caused frightful casualties on both sides. Although they failed because they were badly coordinated and lacked adequate fire and logistical support, nevertheless, the cumulative effect of these actions deprived Army Group Center of its operational flexibility and seriously eroded its offensive strength. As a result, the struggle convinced Hitler and many other senior German commanders that it would perhaps be prudent to halt direct offensive action along the Smolensk-Moscow axis and instead mount a major offensive drive into the seemingly more vulnerable Ukraine. But first, Army Group Center had to rid itself of the vexing Smolensk pocket once and for all.


    The Struggle for the Smolensk Pocket, 24–31 July


    While Timoshenko’s operational groups pounded Army Group Center’s forces northeast, east, and southeast of Smolensk region, the surviving forces of the nearly encircled 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies, operating under General Kurochkin’s overall command, fought desperately to maintain their grip on the northern part of the city of Smolensk and their defensive positions north and east of the city, all the while keeping an escape hatch open to the east. At the same time, from 24 through 26 July, Zorn’s 20th Motorized Division of Third Panzer Group’s XXXIX Motorized Corps and Thoma’s 17th Panzer Division of Second Panzer Group’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps continued their determined efforts to slam closed the narrow Solov’evo corridor, which linked the forces of the three encircled Soviet armies with Timoshenko’s main defensive lines east of Smolensk. Try as they did, however, the two German panzer divisions proved unable to close the escape route, largely due to the diversionary assaults launched by 24th Army at El’nia and by Group Rokossovsky at and south of Iartsevo. This failure, however, also resulted from the acute shortage of panzer grenadiers in virtually all German panzer divisions.


    See Map 26 and Map 30. The Smolensk encirclement late on 26 July 1941.


    
       
    


    By this time, the infantry divisions of Ninth Army’s V and Second Army’s VIII Army Corps were pressing Kurochkin’s forces into an ever-shrinking pocket northeast and east of Smolensk. As the pocket shrunk, Bock was able to take forces dedicated to the encirclement battle and dispatch them to other more threatened sectors of the front. For example, between 22 and 24 July, he diverted 263rd and 292nd Infantry Divisions of Second Army’s IX Army Corps, which had previously been en route to the southern flank of the Smolensk pocket, to the southeast to help block Operational Group Kachalov’s advance, which had reached the Pochinok region only 50 kilometers south of Smolensk. Most important, XX Army Corps’ 129th Infantry Division marched southward and relieved Harpe’s 12th Panzer Division on the northern flank of the inner encirclement ring, increasing the number of infantry divisions pressing the northern half of the pocket from three to four. This permitted Harpe to deploy his division eastward to reinforce the hard-pressed defenses along XXXIX Motorized Corps’ “eastern” front between 7th and 20th Panzer Divisions. The 12th Panzer also took control of 900th Motorized “Lehr” Brigade, which, worn down in its defensive battles, welcomed 12th Panzer’s arrival.
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    Map 30. The Smolensk encirclement late on 26 July 1941.

  


  


  
    All the while, inside the inner encirclement ring, Kurochkin first shifted all of his remaining armor, 5th Mechanized Corps and 57th Tank Division, to the northeastern flank of the pocket with orders to attack toward Dukhovshchina and, not coincidentally, help keep the corridor to the east open. He then began dispatching a steady stream of forces, organized into special combat groups and detachments formed from the forces of his encircled armies, eastward through the Solov’evo corridor to the safety of Rokossovsky’s lines. Once out of encirclement, these forces either withdrew for reconstitution or immediately occupied new defensive positions east of Smolensk.


    Once again, the daily operational and intelligence summaries and associated orders and reports prepared by the forces within the encirclement ring captured the ferocity and complexity of the fighting in and around Smolensk and vividly underscored the increasingly desperate situation faced by Kurochkin’s forces:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 1 and 2.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	25 July at 2100 hours – 20th Army order
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Enemy Situation– defending the Dukhovshchina axis (Toporovo, Iushino, and Syro-Lipki sector) with 1 infantry division, the Negodiaevo, Anufrino, Bartikhovo, and Mokrushino region with 5th ID, attacking Mirskoe and Tishino with four battalions and tanks and artillery, and operating with small groups along the highway.
      


      
        	♦

        	Neighbors – Group Rokossovsky – attacking from Iartsevo region along the highway toward Dukhovshchina, and 16th Army – clearing the enemy from Smolensk.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th Army – defending and preventing an enemy penetration to Smolensk with:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	153rd RD – abandoned the Vydra and Hill 213.7 sector [22 kilometers northwest of Smolensk] by 2400 hours on 25 July and occupying and defending the Boloto, north of Kiseli, Bannyi Ostrov, and Verkhov’e line [1-8 kilometers east of Vydra] by 0400 hours on 26 July, with a regiment in reserve in the Bochary region.
      


      
        	◊

        	69th RC (144th and 229th RDs) – taking over the Vydra, Debritsy, and Zybki sector [from Vydra to 10 kilometers to the west] from 153rd RD and 57th TD at 2400 hours on 25 July and occupying and defending the Vydra, Hill 213.7, Zybki, Rebiaki, and Kurino line [from Vydra 10 kilometers to the west and southwest] by 0400 hours on 26 July, with a regiment in reserve in the Kholm region [20 kilometers northwest of Smolensk].
      


      
        	◊

        	57th TD – turning its sector over to 69th RC at 2400 hours on 25 July and concentrating in the Morzhovka, Kovshi, and Korelly region [12-15 kilometers northeast of Smolensk] by 0500 hours on 26 July.
      


      
        	◊

        	152nd RD’s attached battalion – concentrating in the Krasnyi Bor region [6 kilometers west of Smolensk] by the morning of 26 July, subordinate to 152nd RD.
      


      
        	◊

        	73rd and 233rd RDs and 5th MC – remaining in their existing positions.43
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	26 July at 0800 hours – Headquarters, Western Front
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	General Situation – fighting along the entire front, but especially intensely along the Velikie Luki, Smolensk, and Mogilev axes, while slowly moving new forces up to liquidate the penetration in the Smolensk region.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th Army [Kurochkin]
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	153rd RD, 57th TD, and 144th RD – conducting sustained fighting night and day against the enemy 5th ID occupying field fortifications at Vydra, Volkovaia, Hill 213, 7, Ershi, Garitsy, Savenki, and Bol’shoe and Maloe Vozmishche [8-10 kilometers west of Vydra], during which the enemy captured the last two points.
      


      
        	◊

        	5th MC’s motorized detachment – attacking westward toward Kasplia, defeated an enemy motorized company in 5th ID’s rear area, 4 kilometers southwest of Kholm, but halted by enemy fortifications.
      


      
        	◊

        	Enemy Situation– reinforced by one infantry division (probably 15th Bavarian ID) and tanks, but lost 15-20 tanks and tankettes, 25 antitank guns, numerous machine guns and submachine guns, as many as 100 motorcycles with machine guns and automatic weapons, and 200 bicycles. “Katiusha” [multiple-rocket launchers or “Stalin Organs”] and flame weapons caused significant destruction and sowed panic in enemy’s ranks.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	16th Army [Lukin] – attacking to capture the southeastern part of Smolensk and clean out centers of enemy resistance, while fortifying the positions they seized:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	152nd RD – digging in on the northern bank of the Dnepr River and clearing enemy from the northern part of Smolensk.
      


      
        	◊

        	129th RD – fighting to capture the northeastern part of Smolensk44
      

    


    Kurochkin, the overall commander of encircled 20th and 16th Armies, dispatched a detailed report to Timoshenko on 27 July. In addition to providing a comprehensive account of the condition of his forces, the report also presented his front commander with Kurochkin’s proposed solutions to his forces’ many problems and a strong recommendation regarding the army’s future course of action:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 3.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	27 July at 1200 hours – 20th Army
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Situation, dispositions, and missions – while actively defending and conducting numerous counterattacks, 20th Army’s forces occupy the following positions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	57th TD – in the Shokino State Farm (20 kilometers north of Kardymovo Station), Zezerino, Prudishche, Isaevshchina, and Kornilovka region [30-35 kilometers northeast of Smolensk] to prevent the enemy from advancing to the south and preparing to attack toward Dukhovshchina into the flank and rear of the enemy 7th PzD, which occupies defenses along the Iartsevo and Stogova line.
      


      
        	◊

        	5th MC – in jumping-off positions along the Zaluzh’e, Pomogailova, Smugulino, and Koshelevo line [20-25 kilometers northeast of Smolensk] to prevent the enemy from reaching Smolensk and destroy the enemy’s Dukhovshchina tank grouping.
      


      
        	◊

        	233rd RD – moving northward [15-20 kilometers north of Smolensk] from reserve to prevent the enemy from advancing southward toward Smolensk, preparing to attack northward toward Krasnosel’e to protect the army’s defenses from the north, and counterattacking toward Dukhovshchina, with one regiment in second echelon in the Dubrovo and Penisnar region.
      


      
        	◊

        	153rd RD – protecting 144th RD’s withdrawal into army reserve overnight on 26-27 July and occupying defenses along the Nastas’ino and Nizhnaia Dubrovka line [15-18 kilometers northwest of Smolensk] by 1200 hours on 27 July to prevent an enemy penetration from west to east.
      


      
        	◊

        	73rd RD – protecting 229th RD’s withdrawal into army reserve overnight on 26-27 July and occupying defenses along the Nizhnaia Dubrovka, Gnezdovo, and Dnepr River line to Novosel’e [15 kilometers northwest to 15 kilometers west of Smolensk] by 1200 hours on 27 July to prevent the enemy from penetrating eastward along the Smolensk highway and forcing of the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	◊

        	144th RD – concentrating in army reserve in the Matiushino, Zamosh’e, and Kozarevo region [8-10 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk] by 1200 hours on 27 July.
      


      
        	◊

        	229th RD – concentrating in the Riasino, Pechersk, and Korokhotkino region [7-10 kilometers north of Smolensk] by 1200 hours on 27 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Enemy Situation– the encircling enemy forces consist of at least 4 infantry divisions and 1 panzer division, including:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	15th Bavarian ID – at Iushkino and Opol’e Station;
      


      
        	◊

        	5th ID – in Verkhov’e and Volokovaia;
      


      
        	◊

        	28th ID – in Buda and Kuprino;
      


      
        	◊

        	35th ID – in Kuprino and Borok; and
      


      
        	◊

        	18th PzD – along the southern bank of the Dnepr River.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	20th Army’s Condition
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Defends a 70-kilometer elliptical front with open flanks, interrupted communications, and no routine resupply of ammunition and fuel.
      


      
        	◊

        	Concentration incomplete before the operation began, with significant shortages in personnel and equipment, and 73rd, 144th, 229th, and 144th RDs, 5th MC, and 57th TD reached the army significantly under-strength
      


      
        	◊

        	Conducted 7-8 counterstrokes from 1-25 July and many division-level counterattacks
      


      
        	◊

        	Losses from 1-20 July – 24,000 men, and, from 20-26 July – at least 10,000 men.
      


      
        	◊

        	Current strength – All divisions at 30-35% of required strength, with 4,000-6,500 men each, with many lower quality rear service personnel and considerably fewer combat infantrymen and tank crews.
      


      
        	◊

        	Replacements – From 1-26 July received 1,000 replacements instead of the required 70,000 men and 9,000 horses and failed to make up for the shortages by gathering stragglers because most of these men were unarmed and without uniforms, and there are no reserves of weapons and uniforms.
      


      
        	◊

        	Other shortages:
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	25-30% of communications units and equipment;
      


      
        	▪

        	Very few engineer and pontoon units;
      


      
        	▪

        	30-35% of sapper subunits;
      


      
        	▪

        	No road and bridging equipment;
      


      
        	▪

        	Aircraft (on 28 July)--Il-2 fighter and SB-7 bomber aircraft, with SBs used only at night or at great altitudes during the day. Air Forces are unable to protect the army and/or conduct meaningful strikes against the enemy.
      


      
        	▪

        	Tanks (on 26 July) – 65-66, with 29 in 5th MC’s 17th TD, 29 in 5th MC’s 13th TD, and 7-8 in 57th TD.
      


      
        	▪

        	Guns – 177, with 28 in 229th RD, 18 in 233rd RD, 30 in 144th RD, 20 in 153rd RD, 47 in 73rd RD, 34 in 5th MC, and 98 in RGK corps artillery regiments, plus 120 antitank guns.
      


      
        	▪

        	75 artillery tractors, about 50 kilometers of cable, and 100 vehicles.
      


      
        	▪

        	Foodstuffs – adequate.
      


      
        	▪

        	Ammunition – on average, 0.5-1 combat loads of ammunition in the forces, and 0.3 combat loads in forward warehouses, with no reserves of 120mm mines, 76mm antiaircraft shells, and 152mm rounds in forward warehouses.
      


      
        	▪

        	Fuel – 1.5 refills.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Estimate of the Enemy Situation – Scanty information from above and from neighboring forces about the positions of the front’s and enemy’s forces prevents comprehensive analysis of the situation. My estimate is as follows:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Enemy – main mobile groupings in the Dukhovshchina and El’nia regions, and two divisions defending in Smolensk.
      


      
        	◊

        	Group Khomenko – attacking from the Belyi region in the northeast toward the southwest, with one tank division attacking toward Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	◊

        	Group Rokossovsky – digging in along the Vop’ River and attacking toward Dukhovshchina without noticeable success against 7th PzD and motorized infantry defending the Popova, Iartsevo Station, and Stogova front.
      


      
        	◊

        	Lukin [16th Army] – still clearing enemy from the northern part of Smolensk, and now opposed by the fresh 137th ID with tanks. The enemy cannot occupy all of Smolensk with this force.
      


      
        	◊

        	20th Army – defending successfully against 4 enemy infantry divisions and motorized units trying to defeat it and cut it off from the main front and simultaneously inflicting local defeats on the enemy with constantly regrouped reserves.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Options, Recommendations, and Decision – Based on these conditions and my estimate of the situation, the army can perform the following missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	While inflicting local defeats on the enemy, stubbornly defending its positions, and avoiding destruction by concentrated enemy attacks, the army can withdraw to the Dnepr River and temporarily occupy firm defenses until reinforced by Group Rokossovsky on the left.
      


      
        	◊

        	While defending its existing positions from the west and north, the army can attack across the Dnepr River with two weak divisions to help 16th Army seize the southern part of Smolensk. Despite the great political value of retaining Smolensk, this variant has little chance of success, and, if it fails, 20th and 16th Armies may be completely destroyed. Shortages of ammunition, aircraft, pontoon bridging equipment, the under-strength divisions, and the unfavorable operational situation when the enemy may penetrate into Smolensk from the west and north forces us to reject this mission; and
      


      
        	◊

        	While defending to the west, the army can prevent the enemy from advancing from the north with 153rd, 73rd, and 144th RD, and, simultaneously, attack the flank and rear of the enemy’s 7th PzD at Dukhovshchina from the southwest and south with 5th MC, 57th TD, and 229th RD and destroy the group in cooperation with Groups Rokossovsky and Khomenko. We can protect the northern flank of this attack with 233rd RD defending along the Zherespeia River. If successful, this attack would cut off one enemy pincer trying to envelop 20th and 16th Armies and Group Rokossovsky from the north. The destruction of the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping would provide the front’s right wing full freedom of maneuver and, by freeing 20th and 16th Armies from their unfavorable operational situation, would allow them to conduct more active operations in the future. Even if this attack fails, it would nevertheless expand the army’s maneuver space from south to north, which, at present, is exposed throughout by field artillery and, simultaneously, permit possible withdrawal of the army to a more favorable situation. I have decided to conduct the last variant.45
      

    


    Kurochkin’s report indicated his forces were still under heavy enemy pressure from the west and north and rapidly decreasing in strength. Nevertheless, in accordance with the Stavka’s orders, he was still striving to defend his pocket and, simultaneously, support 16th Army’s assault in the city of Smolensk. Most importantly, he was also actively trying to help destroy the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping and also keep open the “hatchway” to the east and safety. Specifically, while 73rd and 153rd Rifle Divisions contained advancing German forces by manning defensive lines in an arc extending from the Dnepr River, 15 kilometers west of Smolensk, northward and then eastward 15-18 kilometers from the city, he was establishing stronger defenses 10-15 kilometers north of the city with 233rd Rifle Division, concentrating his remaining armor (5th Mechanized Corps and 57th Tank Division, with just under 70 tanks) for an attack against Dukhovshchina from the southwest, and establishing a new reserve with 229th and 144th Rifle Divisions 8-12 kilometers north and northeast of Smolensk. Despite these perceptively forceful measures, it was also clear that, having lost over 34,000 men since 1 July, his army was simply melting away. By this time, in addition to its paltry armored force, Kurochkin’s encircled 20th Army counted no more than 40,000 men in its combat divisions, of which only about one third were actual combat troops. These forces faced six German infantry divisions (129th, 35th, 5th, 8th and 28th) and two motorized divisions (20th and 29th), with well over double Kurochkin’s combat strength.


    As Kurochkin frantically regrouped his forces for defense, attack, and possible breakout, Lukin’s 16th Army continued its futile fight for possession of Smolensk with fewer than 6,000 combat infantrymen in its attacking 152nd and 129th Rifle Divisions. The combat report Lukin submitted to Timoshenko at 2100 hours on 27 July made it abundantly clear just how futile the struggle was:


    See Map 31. The Smolensk encirclement late on 27 July 1941.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – the enemy is “firmly” defending Smolensk with a probable SS motorized division, reinforced by two battalions of tanks and 1-2 battalions of artillery, while suffering heavy losses, and 137th ID, which reinforced overnight on 25-26 July.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army:
      

    


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 4.


    
       
    


    
      
        	♦

        	After attacking Smolensk repeatedly day and night since 16 July, inflicted heavy losses on 137th ID, seriously undermining its morale in “especially fierce fighting since 0200 hours on 26 July.” However, the SS division, “whose soldiers do not surrender,” and which “fiercely” defends buildings and blocks, while “carrying away its dead and wounded,” remains the “backbone of the defense.”
      


      
        	♦

        	After occupying the entire northern part of the city of Smolensk early on 27 July and cutting off the enemy’s main withdrawal routes across the Dnepr River, is conducting “sustained street fighting” to liquidate enemy strongpoints and centers of defense.
      


      
        	♦

        	152nd and 129th RDs – displaying “organization, energy, and audacity in combat,” in particular, 129th RD, which is composed of detachments formed from “stragglers from the front” and separate subunits from other previously defeated divisions and which has now become “one of the more steadfast divisions.”
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Losses – the army has lost up to 500 dead and more than 230 wounded in the fighting, but the enemy’s losses are “considerably higher.”
      


      
        	•

        	Conclusions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Although the army has “smashed” more than an enemy infantry division during the 10-day battle, the remnants are defending city with “massive support of automatic guns and mortars, constant and almost unpunished bombing by aviation, and the use of obstacles by flamethrower tanks.”
      


      
        	♦

        	After fulfilling its mission to seize the northern part by early on 27 July, the army is preparing to force the Dnepr and seize the reminder of the city.46
      

    


    As the struggle raged on in and around Smolensk, Kurochkin and Lukin stubbornly maintained and displayed their air of optimism. Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo finally joined the fight by attacking toward Dukhovshchina early on 28 July. The report Rokossovsky sent to Timoshenko at 2400 hours on 28 July indicated his group was more concerned with its offensive toward Iartsevo than any rescue effort toward Smolensk:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – after encountering stubborn resistance by our forces and losing confidence in the development of offensive operations, the enemy is going over to the defense in the Skachikhino, Iartsevo, Svishchevo, and Solov’evo sector along the western bank of the Vop’ River.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 89th RD is attacking from the Kapyrevshchina and Shamova line [18-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo] toward Riadnyi and Kolkovichi, and on the left, Group Kachalov is attacking from the Roslavl’ region toward Pochinok and Smolensk.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Iartsevo’s Mission – attack from the Novosel’e and Solov’evo sector [4 kilometers north of Iartsevo to 15 kilometers south of Iartsevo] along the Vop’ River at 1100 hours on 29 July to destroy the enemy’s Iartsevo-Solov’evo grouping and, subsequently, attack toward Dukhovshchina by enveloping it from the southwest.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	101st TD (less 203rd and 202nd TR, but with 700th ATR) – attack westward in the Novosel’e and Khatyni sector [north of Iartsevo], capture Novosel’e (west of Kudinovo), and reach Marker 201.6, Samuilova, and Marker 221.3 line [8 kilometers northwest of Iartsevo] by day’s end on 29 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RD (with 509th ATR, 3rd Bn, 49th and 471st CARs, and a sapper company of 169th EngBn) – attack in the Iartsevo and Marker 174.7 sector [1-7 kilometers south of Iartsevo] to capture Hill 234.9, Pologi, and Pervomaiskii [5-7 kilometers west of Iartsevo], subsequently attack along the road to Dukhovshchina, and reach the Mal’tsova and Cheryshina line [10-12 kilometers west of Iartsevo] by day’s end on 29 July. Protect the right flank by leaving a detachment of two infantry companies with 6 antitank guns in the Chazhiki and Ozerishche sector to prevent the enemy from crossing the Vop’ River.
      


      
        	♦

        	44th RC (64th and 108th RDs, with a sapper company from 169th EngBn) – attack in the Svishchevo and Solov’evo sector [7-15 kilometers south of Iartsevo], protect the group’s left flank against enemy counterattack from the southwest, reach Starosel’e, Matrenina, and Popova [7-12 kilometers southwest of Iartsevo], subsequently attack toward Lopatkina and Grishino, and reach Dedeshina, Mushkovichi, and Bobry [12-17 kilometers west of Iartsevo] by day’s end on 29 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	7th MC (composite motorized regiment, with two battalions of 7th MC, 202nd and 203rd TRs, and two battalions of 18th HAR) – concentrate in Krasnobaevka, Poluliaevka, Volyntsovo, and Borovlevo [10-12 kilometers east of Iartsevo] as my reserve under 101st TD’s control, and, when the infantry reach Panina and Kuz’mina, attack toward Iartsevo behind 108th RD and along the road to Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery – prepare to fire a 30-minute artillery preparation by 0900 hours on 29 July. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress mortars, machine guns, and antitank guns at Hill 198.6, the southeastern outskirts of Novosel’e, the southeastern edge of the woods southwest of Novosel’e, the eastern edge of Khatyni, the grove north of Iartsevo, the eastern edge of the woods south of Marker 174.7, and enemy firing points along the forward edge of the enemy’s defenses.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy counterattacks from Kholm and Novosel’e, Semukhina and Soprykina, Semenova and Stogova, and the woods south of Matrenina and Porovaeva.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Engineer Group – construct permanent crossings over the Vop’ River at Novosel’e and Svishchevo with 42nd Miner’s Bn and 169th EngBn when the infantry reach Novosel’e, Panina, and Pologi and create obstacles in accordance with my instructions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Logistics – Supply station – Dorogobuzh Station. Transport – in accordance with the instructions of the commanders of divisions and separate units.
      


      
        	♦

        	Command and Control – Command post – the woods 1 kilometer southeast of Fedosovo. Observation post – the woods 1 kilometer southwest of Ol’khovo. The subsequent axis of movement is toward Iartsevo and, further, along the road to Dukhovshchina.47
      

    

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 31. The Smolensk encirclement late on 27 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Meanwhile, Lukin at 16th Army sent what he considered as a routine operational summary to Timoshenko’s headquarters at 1400 hours on 29 July, informing him of the day’s action, but unwittingly igniting a controversy which would ultimately spell doom for most of his army:
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        	•

        	16th Army’s Situation – defending along the Stabna River, Izoven’ka, Dnepr River, and Kolodnia line [northeast and east of Smolensk], with part of its forces attacking toward Smolensk.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	129th RD – 457th RR in the Muzhilovo and Isakovo State Farm sector along the Stabna River [6-7 kilometers northeast of Smolensk], and 393rd RR moving to the western edge of the Muzhilovo woods [7-8 kilometers northeast of Smolensk]
      


      
        	♦

        	152nd RD – 580th RR at Korokhotkino on the Smolensk road [6 kilometers north of Smolensk], and 544th RR south of Korokhotkino [5 kilometers northeast of Smolensk], both facing toward Smolensk.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th RD – 646th RR in southern Nikeevshchina [5 kilometers northeast of Smolensk], 518th RR at Izoven’ka and across the highway [6 kilometers northeast of Smolensk], and 29th RR from the highway to the Dnepr River [6 kilometers east of Smolensk].
      


      
        	♦

        	34th RC – along the Mokhraia Bogdanovka and Oblogino front [6 kilometers east to 15 kilometers southeast of Smolensk].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Action on 29 July – attacking toward the east since 0800 hours on 29 July
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	152nd RD – attacked by a regiment with “massive artillery and air support” at 1400 hours and pushed back eastward to 129th RD’s right flank at Tserkovishchi [10 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk] along the Stabna River with heavy losses. The division, with its twice wounded commander, Colonel Chernyshev, is concentrating in and defending the Sen’kovo region [10 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk] at 2300 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – “stubbornly” defending the Stabna River line [7-8 kilometers east and northeast of Smolensk] with 343rd and 457th RRs.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th RD – attacked by an enemy battalion along the old Smolensk road at 1600 hours, penetrated, driven back, and concentrating in and defending Sosnovka [13 kilometers east of Smolensk] at 2200 hours. Struck again by enemy forces who crossed the Dnepr River supported by mortars and numerous air raids by groups of 10-18 aircraft.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Current Situation
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	I am defending along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River from Mokhraia Bogdanovka to Oblogino, with mobile reserves protecting in the vicinity of the crossings along the Korolevo and Lozyn’ front [20-28 kilometers southeast of Smolensk], and the boundary with 20th Army is Zagor’e, Astragach State Farm, Ignatovshchina, and the airfield hangers, with all of 16th Army’s forces north of that line to be relieved overnight on 29-30 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	We are running out of ammunition of all calibers (see the original report).48
      

    


    After examining Lukin’s report, which clearly indicated his forces were no longer in the city, a distraught and already desperate Timoshenko interpreted the report to mean that both Kurochkin’s 20th and Lukin’s 16th Armies were not only thinking about withdrawing but had already begun doing so. In the process, he thought, they were intentionally abandoning the city and perhaps even fleeing from the Smolensk pocket as a whole. In reality, however, as German V Army Corps’ daily operational map on the morning of 29 and 30 July indicated, its 8th and 28th Infantry Divisions were pushing eastward across the lower half of the Stabna River, leaving Lukin’s bedraggled divisions no choice but retreat or die in place.


    See Map 32. The Smolensk encirclement late on 30 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Nonetheless, after informing the Stavka of the apparent violation of orders by 16th and 20th Armies, at about midday on the 29th, Timoshenko sent both of his apparently recalcitrant army commanders a blistering warning. The warning began by stating, “From your morning summary of 29 July, I ascertained, first, that you are carrying out a risky withdrawal despite orders to hold on to your positions, which is all the more intolerable in light of the operations being conducted by Groups Khomenko, Kalinin, and Rokossovsky, whose orders you are aware of.”49 Noting that none of their previous reports and messages indicated it was necessary to withdraw, and, on the contrary, that the armies were fighting successfully, Timoshenko pointed out that their withdrawal would help the enemy “create strong groupings to disrupt the operations we are conducting.” Therefore, he ordered them to, “Immediately halt the withdrawal of 16th and 20th Armies to positions west of Smolensk. Clear the enemy from Smolensk and keep it [the city] in your hands and do not abandon any position for any reason without my orders.” Otherwise, he promised, “You and Lukin will answer for this.”50


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 7..


    
       
    


    In the wake of this stark warning, at 1430 hours on 30 July Lukin issued a fresh order to his troops, this time responding in spades to the commander-in-chief’s criticism.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 8.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – the enemy attacked from the Pechersk, Piskarikha, and Oblogino line with up to two infantry divisions on 29 July, pushing the army’s right wing eastward and reaching the Stabna River line and western bank of the Dnepr River on 30 July.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 20th Army will attack early on 31 July to capture the northern outskirts of Smolensk with its left wing.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army’s Mission:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Defend the Kolodnia River, Kolodnia, and northeast bank of the Dnepr River line [10 kilometers east of Smolensk] and, in case of an enemy attack, “take not a single step back – die but do not withdraw!”
      


      
        	♦

        	Attack “decisively” at 0400 hours on 31 July with 46th, 152nd, and 129th RDs and, together with 20th Army’s left wing, capture the northeastern part of Smolensk and defend the Kolodnia and Dnepr River line with the rest of the army.
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    Map 32. The Smolensk encirclement late on 30 July 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	46th RD – defend the Sen’kovo line and, in case of enemy attack, “take not a single step back – die, but do not withdraw” and attack from jumping-off positions along the Kolodnia River at 0400 hours on 31 July to capture the western bank of the Izoven’ka River and subsequently attack toward Smolensk Station.
      


      
        	♦

        	152nd RD – immediately push a forward detachment to the Verkhniaia Kolodnia and Nizhnaia Kolodnia line to prevent an enemy penetration to the east and, after occupying jumping-off positions along the line of the forward detachment, attack at 0300 hours on 31 July to capture the northeastern outskirts of Smolensk, and subsequently advance along the railroad to Smolensk Station, while concentrating your main forces in the Grechishino, Tokari, and Koniuski region on 30 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – defend the Kolodnia River, Rogachevo, and Nemyt’ka Cooperative line and, in case of an enemy attack, “take not a single step back – die, but do not withdraw.” After relief by 73rd RD overnight on 30-31 July, concentrate in the Astragan State Farm and Koshaevo region, attack in second echelon behind 46th RD, and prepare to exploit and capture the northeastern part of Smolensk.
      


      
        	♦

        	All Divisions – will form at least two destroyer detachments made up of “the best [5-15 men] most attached to our Motherland” to conduct diversionary actions in the enemy’s rear.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Comments:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The country is conducting an unyielding struggle with a deadly enemy – Fascism – and will inflict a mortal blow on it. The country and the Stavka demand that we return Smolensk into our hands at any and all costs, all the more so to prevent the disruption and protect the conduct of the already begun large-scale operation to liquidate and destroy the overextended enemy.
      


      
        	♦

        	Retreat means death, and we have nowhere to withdraw – the crossings and bridges in the rear are being blown up by the enemy.
      


      
        	♦

        	Comrade commanders, political workers, and soldiers of 16th Army! Understand that our responsibility before our country is great. Without regard for our lives, we are obliged to fulfill our mission, and we will fulfill it.
      


      
        	♦

        	We will employ the severest measures on the spot to panic-mongers, cowards, and traitors according to laws of wartime.51
      

    


    Despite Lukin’s belligerent, emotional, and even threatening order, which 16th Army’s commander carefully worded to please his angry commander-in-chief, Timoshenko apparently did not receive a copy. Thus, convinced that Kurochkin and Lukin were still disregarding his orders, he issued yet another categorical order to Lukin’s army to defend. Hours later, shortly after midnight on 31 July, a new report from Lukin reached Timoshenko, this one explaining his army’s sacrifices, pain, and failures, along with a healthy dose of self-praise and bitter criticism of others for failing to support him properly, specifically, General Kurochkin:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 9.


    
       
    


    To Timoshenko


    
      
        	♦

        	16th Army’s Situation – the army’s 29 July attack is experiencing “very tense conditions complicated by the absence of genuine support from tanks,” [as well as 20th Army’s failure to provide support]. On the right wing, 129th RD has been constantly pressured by the enemy since 1400 hours on 29 July and its neighbor to the right, [20th Army’s] 73rd RD is either completely out of touch or withdrawing to the east without advanced warning.
      


      
        	♦

        	Coordination Problems with 20th Army:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	At 0100 hours Sliusarev [commander or chief of staff of 73rd RD], who met me at 20th Army’s headquarters, assured me his forces would be located in the Sukhodol, Korelli, and Stupino region [15-17 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk] when, according to his words in a telephone conversation at 1005 hours, his forces were situated in Sobol’ki, Pashkino, and Krasovo [20 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk].
      


      
        	◊

        	Thus, at 0400 hours, when 16th Army’s forces were fighting in the sector where the boundary with 20th Army was mutually agreed upon, their absence forced 129th RD to extend its flank to the north, exposing it to attack. As a result, enemy forces penetrated along the railroad from Korelli and Kolodnia with a force of at least a full division and reached Siniavinskii State Farm, tearing 16th Army in half.
      


      
        	◊

        	With no forces available to parry the attack, I feared being separated from 20th Army in the center and that 46th and 169th RD, which were concentrated in the north, as well as Comrade Kurochkin’s forces, were in difficulty… northern direction… [here the wording in the report even confused the editor of the document’s volume], but my requests about coordinating operations and about his forces going over to the attack to eliminate the penetrating enemy across a broad front… might lead to piecemeal destruction of either his or 16th Army’s forces… we were pressed ever farther to the east.
      


      
        	◊

        	20th Army’s commander [Kurochkin] turned down my request that he attack with 17th TD (which was 4 kilometers to my rear at Zevakino and Pomelniki) because he said the situation was still unclear, and 73rd RD, which had fled and could not provide real help, was at Zevakino. Thus, your order obliging 20th Army’s commander to assist me was not fulfilled.
      


      
        	◊

        	All of this was aggravated by the total destruction of 46th and 129th RDs’ heavy machine guns during the fighting and the artillery pieces that could not fire because they had no ammunition. For example, after preparing twice to fire, 129th RD did not fire a single shot.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Requests:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	I expressly ask you to force 20th Army to occupy the northern and southern front and assign a boundary line allowing me to coordinate operations with 34th RC south of the railroad.
      


      
        	◊

        	It seems to me, in this situation, 20th Army must consider the Smolensk axis as the most important. [signed] Lukin, Lobachev52
      

    


    Despite Lukin’s abject “surrender” to Timoshenko’s criticism, albeit with bitter swipes at Kurochkin, later on 31 July, Timoshenko once again tried to assuage the Stavka’s continuing anger with a candid and accurate explanation to his masters in Moscow about what actually occurred at Smolensk. Although accurately asserting the movements were “without my sanction,” this time he hedged his bets by cogently arguing that specific circumstances in the deteriorating situation made such movements necessary if not inevitable:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 10.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          To Comrade Stalin

        


        
          Copy: To Comrade Shaposhnikov

        


        
          1. 20th Army, together with 16th Army and without sanction of the command, withdrew eastward from Smolensk and abandoned Smolensk in the following circumstances.

        


        
          20th Army, from the beginning of its semi-encirclement, has been continuously attacked by large enemy forces of up to 6 infantry divisions and 1 tank division, supported by a large quantity of aircraft. The enemy was reinforced by two fresh divisions beginning on 27 July. During this period of fighting, 20th and 16th Armies have suffered immense losses.

        


        
          As a result, 20th Army, while fighting intense battles, withdrew toward the east north of Smolensk under heavy enemy pressure.

        


        
          20th Army, while withdrawing 73rd RD on its left wing on 28 July, uncovered the right flank and rear of 16th Army’s 152nd RD, which was fighting in the northern part of Smolensk. Observing 73rd RD’s withdrawal, 152nd RD, which, according to Lukin was under strong enemy pressure against its flanks and rear, began to withdraw eastward from Smolensk in accordance with its commander’s orders. Then 129th RD, which was behind 152nd RD, also withdrew from the northeastern part of Smolensk.

        


        
          2. The headquarters of the Western Direction and the front became aware of the situation in Smolensk from the reports of Kurochkin on the night of 27-28 and 29 July. We immediately ordered Kurochkin to halt 152nd and 129th RDs’ withdrawal and restore the situation. After clarifying the situation, on 29 July we ordered Kurochkin to take control of 20th and 16th Armies and use 20th Army’s reserves to restore the situation in Smolensk.

        


        
          3. The counterattacks 152nd, 73rd, and 46th RDs conducted on 29 July were unsuccessful, and their forces withdrew eastward from Smolensk to the Sukhodol and Tokari line with heavy losses.

        


        
          4. Kurochkin gave the order – “The remnants of 152nd, 129th, and 46th RDs will go over to the attack from the Sukhodol and Tokari line toward Smolensk once again at 0300 hours on 31 July.”

        


        
          5. The situation on 16th and 20th Armies’ fronts is now [as follows]:

        


        
          The enemy, including 129th ID, 15th Bavarian ID, the remnants of 5th ID and 35th ID, and 137th ID with tanks – have been attacking toward Veina, Perfilova, Korelly, and Sen’kovo [17-12 kilometers east of Smolensk] since first light on 31 July.

        


        
          20th and 16th Armies’ divisions, which have been melting away in prolonged and continuous intense fighting (only 1-2,000 fighters remain in the ranks of each of the divisions), are repelling enemy attacks along the Shokino State Farm, Berezhniany, Perfilova, Psardy, Tokari, Mokhraia Bogdanovka, and Oblogino front [from 25 kilometers northeast to 15 kilometers southeast of Smolensk]. Ammunition and fuel is running out, and the only resupply is by 10 TB-3 aircraft per night.

        


        
          6. The Western Direction Command and [Western] Front have decided to hold onto our defensive positions in the west and northwest and attack toward Iartsevo with 57th TD, 229th RD, and 5th MC to defeat the enemy’s Iartsevo grouping in cooperation with Group Rokossovsky and free up the supply routes to 16th and 20th Armies.53
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    Map 33. Army Group Center’s situation late on 31 July 1941.

  


  


  
    As German operational maps showing the fighting on 31 July indicate, Timoshenko’s explanation was “on the mark,” and his conclusions and decisions were reasonable ones given the circumstances Kurochkin’s and Lukin’s armies faced.


    See Map 33. Army Group Center’s situation late on 31 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Meanwhile, as Army Group Center tightened its cordon around 16th and 20th Armies and pushed both armies eastward, away from the city of Smolensk, Lukin and Kurochkin continued reorganizing their forces to break out to the east and took measures to secure the corridor to safety. As their forces drove eastward, they applied more pressure to the blocking positions manned by the divisions of Schmidt’s XXXIX and Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps than they could bear, since all of the German divisions were fighting a two-front battle against concentrated forces inside the pocket and Rokossovsky’s forces trying to break the cordon from the outside. As hard as they tried, physically, the Germans simply were unable to close the gap south of Iartsevo completely, even though Zorn’s 20th Motorized Division captured the crossings over the Dnepr River at Solov’evo and Ratchino on 27 July, largely because Thoma’s 17th Panzer Division, unable to drive to the river itself, had to settle for erecting a light security screen about 3 kilometers south of the river.54


    See Map 31 and Map 34. The outer encirclement line at Smolensk, 0200, 28 July 1941.


    
       
    


    The loss of the two vital crossings over the Dnepr unnerved Timoshenko, prompting him to turn to Rokossovsky to save the day. On 28 July he ordered Group Rokossovsky to reopen the threatened lifeline to Smolensk:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 11.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          On 27 July the enemy, with a force of up to 20 tankettes, a group of motorcycles, and a group of tanks operating from northwest of Iartsevo, pushed our covering battalion to the eastern bank of the Vop’ River and seized the Solov’evo crossing. By the end of the day, we noted his hurried entrenchment work along the western bank of the Vop’ in the sector south of Iartsevo and Zadnia.

        


        
          The main command orders:

        


        
          Beginning on the morning of 28 July, a group of forces consisting of 101st TD and 38th, 64th, and 108th RDs of 44th RC will destroy the enemy in the Iartsevo region and the Solov’evo crossing and subsequently develop the attack toward Dukhovshchina, while enveloping it from the southwest.55
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    Map 34. The outer encirclement line at Smolensk, 0200, 28 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Although Rokossovsky’s forces failed to reach their most important objective, Dukhovshchina, during three days of heavy fighting, his 101st Tank Division used its small number of KV tanks to recapture Iartsevo on 29 July, only to lose it again two days later, while the remainder of his force crossed the Vop’ River and dug in along its western bank. To the south, his forces strove hard to recapture the crossing at Solov’evo. The Western Front’s operational summary at 2000 hours on 29 July described the action.56


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 12.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Rokossovsky – firmly defending positions along the eastern bank of the Vop’ River, concentrating at crossings over the Vop’ River south of Iartsevo, and attacking westward with part of its forces against parts of 7th PzD and 20th MotD.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	101st TD – defending in its previous positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RD – fighting in the Khatyni and Iartsevo sector [northern edge of Iartsevo] and the forest to the southwest.
      


      
        	♦

        	7th MC [2 battalions of motorized infantry from 16th Army]—attacked across the Vop’ River at 1200 hours on 28 July and captured Svishchevo [6 kilometers south of Iartsevo] but found no enemy.
      


      
        	♦

        	152nd ATBn (108th RD) – defending the crossing over the Vop’ River at Pishchino [10 kilometers south of Iartsevo] with a half-company.
      


      
        	♦

        	44th RC (64th and 108th RDs) – concentrating along the line of the Vop’ River from Svishchevo southward to Solov’evo [7-15 kilometers south of Iartsevo] at 1300 hours on 29 July as follows:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	64th RD – concentrating in jumping-off positions for an attack across the Vop’ River in the Marker 169.9 and Skrushevskoe sector [7 kilometers south of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	◊

        	108th RD – forced the Vop’ River at 0900 hours on 29 July, capturing the western edge of the woods east of Bol’shie and Malye Gorki and Zadnia [12 kilometers south of Iartsevo], with 539th RR across the Vop’ River in the Skrushevskoe and Osinovskoe sector [8-9 kilometers south of Iartsevo]….
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	17th MRR [5th MC’s 17th TD] – capture Pnevo [5 kilometers southwest of Solov’evo].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – fighting all day on 27 July to repel “fierce enemy attacks” from the west, with mobile units attacking northward and northeastward toward Dukhovshchina.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	57th TD – captured Shokino State Farm and Hill 189.3, driving two battalions of the enemy 129th ID northeastward, and defending the Martianoe and Hill 231.6 line [25-30 kilometers northeast of Smolensk].57
      

    


    However, by this time, mobile detachments from Lukin’s 16th Army, which was operating eastward from Smolensk, managed to establish loose communications with 38th Rifle Division of Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo along the Dnepr River southwest of Iartsevo, ensuring the corridor between the Smolensk pocket and the rear remained open. On 30 July, Third Panzer Group’s 20th Motorized and 17th Panzer Divisions made one final attempt to break through Group Iartsevo’s positions east of Solov’evo, but Rokossovsky’s riflemen, supported by artillery and a few KV-1 tanks, contained the attacks with relative ease.58


    Kurochkin’s 20th Army provided context for Rokossovsky’s fight in a report it submitted to Timoshenko at 2000 hours of 30 July. In addition to describing the measures it was taking to solidify its defenses and protect its flanks, it also tried to assuage Timoshenko’s anger by assuring him it intended to recapture Smolensk.
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    Map 35. The Smolensk encirclement, early on 30 July 1941.

  


  


  
    To the Military Council of the Western Direction



    
      
        	♦

        	General Situation – before receiving your order at 1900 hours on 29 July to restore the situation in Smolensk, we organized a counterattack with 152nd RD, part of 73rd RD, and 46th RD, but the attack failed and our forces withdrew with heavy losses.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Situation of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	57th TD and 5th MC – slowly advanced northward in heavy fighting against the enemy 129th ID and captured the Shokino State Farm, Veina, Zaitseva, and Terekhia front.
      


      
        	◊

        	1st MRD and 233rd RD – penetrated at the boundary of the divisions near Lavrovo and Riazanovo [15-20 kilometers north of Smolensk] by an enemy division (15th Bavarian), which exploited eastward toward Koriavino before being halted by counterattack by parts of 1st MRD and 233rd and 144th RDs along the Smugulino and Perfilovo line [15-20 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk].
      


      
        	◊

        	153rd RD – driven back by 5-6 separate detachments that enveloped its flanks to Perfilova and Bukova [10-15 kilometers north of Smolensk].
      


      
        	◊

        	73rd RD – attacked toward Smolensk but forced to conduct a fighting withdrawal to the Stabna River [5-10 kilometers north-northeast of Smolensk].
      


      
        	◊

        	229th RD (reduced in size to a reinforced battalion) – fighting to clear the front’s communications routes east and north of Smolensk along the Morevo, Mashkino, Pokryshkino, and Kuz’mishkino line.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Reserves and Supplies:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Since I have no reserves at my disposal at 1900 hours on 29 July, early on 30 July, I will withdraw 17th TD into reserve near Voroshnia [25 kilometers northeast of Smolensk] and 73rd RD to Kotiki and Puzanovo [17 kilometers northeast of Smolensk].
      


      
        	◊

        	17th TD has 15 tanks and 1⁄4 refill of fuel and can fire only in place.
      


      
        	◊

        	The army’s artillery has 10-15 rounds per gun remaining and from one tenth to one refill of fuel. Without resupply of fuel and ammunition on 30 and 31 July, all transport and artillery will be paralyzed.
      


      
        	◊

        	Lukin [16th Army] – reported at 2340 hours that the enemy penetrated 46th RD’s defenses at Sheinovka [6 kilometers east of Smolensk] and is advancing eastward along the Smolensk and Moscow road. The division, which has no heavy machine gun ammunition, has sent its artillery to 152nd RD’s rear, and has suffered heavy losses, is withdrawing in small groups to Sukhodol and Sen’kova [10 kilometers east of Smolensk] to reassemble.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Decisions – I have decided to fulfill your order by:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Straining to find ammunition and fuel for the forces designated to attack toward Smolensk.
      


      
        	◊

        	Defending the Shokino State Farm, Veina, Petrovskoe, and Bukova front with the remnants of 1st MRD and 233rd and 144th RDs and will defend that line at “all human cost.”
      


      
        	◊

        	Attacking at 0300 hours on 31 July with 153rd and 73rd RDs from the Bukova and Sukhodol sector [12 kilometers northeast of Smolensk] southwestward through Korokhotkino and Korolevka to recapture the northwestern part of Smolensk.
      


      
        	◊

        	Attacking at 0300 hours on 31 July with 16th Army’s 152nd, 129th, and 46th RDs from the Sukhodol and Tokari sector [10 kilometers east of Smolensk] westward along the railroad to recapture the northeastern part of Smolensk.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroying enemy communications and seizing crossing sites with 229th RD.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Comments – Despite heavy losses and the absence of shells and fuel, the armies will nonetheless fight and strike a blow against the enemy, with “no sort of confusion.” Although “the troops will operate steadfastly,” so-called divisions actually amount to 2-3 battalions each, with no supporting regimental, divisional, or heavy artillery or operable tanks. The army, which has fought the enemy for more than ten days without resupply of ammunition and fuel, must be resupplied or else “the absence of supply can lead it to a catastrophe.”
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Requests – Direct [Group Iartsevo’s] 108th RD to capture the [Dnepr River] crossings with [our] 229th RD.59
      

    


    See Map 29 and Map 35. The Smolensk encirclement, early on 30 July 1941.


    
       
    


    At the other end of the tenuous Solov’evo corridor, Rokossovsky fulfilled his obligations to Timoshenko in the fight by ordering General Iushkevich’s 44th Rifle Corps to complete its operations to clear German forces from the eastern end of the “hatchway” between Kurochkin’s beleaguered armies and the safety of the Western Front’s main front lines. Demonstrating the moment-to-moment nature of Group Iartsevo’s attacks, Rokossovsky issued two successive orders to Iushkevich, the first at 1900 hours on 31 July and the second at 2245 hours that evening. Then, to ensure protection for 44th Rifle Corps’ forces, he dispatched a third order, this one to 101st Tank and 38th Rifle Divisions, sometime during the same evening:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix H, 14 and 15.
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    1900 hours on 31 July 1941 to the commander of 44th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	♦

        	Enemy Situation – employing a force of up to an infantry regiment with artillery and mortars to cut the withdrawal routes of Kurochkin’s army from the Kamenka region [25-30 kilometers northeast of Smolensk] to the Solov’evo crossing.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Iartsevo’s Mission – clear the enemy from the Solov’evo and Kamenka road for the movement of our supply transports and subsequent passage by Kurochkin’s forces.
      


      
        	♦

        	44th RC’s Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Halt 64th RD’s attack and dig in, with 30th RR protecting 38th RD’s left flank, 159th RR protecting the crossings over the Vop’ River at Svishchevo, and 288th RR subordinated to 108th RD.
      


      
        	◊

        	Attack toward Zadnia [0.5 kilometers north of Solov’evo] and Usinino [6 kilometers west of Solov’evo] with 108th RD’s 288th RR, a company of 101st TD’s T-26 tanks, and 17th MR (defending crossing at Solov’evo but under 108th RD’s control) to destroy the enemy along the road and allow for passage of ammunition an fuel supplies to 20th Army.
      


      
        	◊

        	Personally direct 108th RD’s combat operations and report fulfillment.60
      

    


    2245 hours on 31 July to the commander of 44th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation– attacking 20th Army’s weakened forces from the northwest and west and simultaneously trying to seize the crossings over the Vop’ River in the Iartsevo, Svishchevo, and Solov’evo sector.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Mission – protecting itself from the northwest and west and attacking along the Matrenina and Mushkovichi front (10 kilometers southwest and 12 kilometers west of Iartsevo) with a shock group of about one rifle division with tanks.
      


      
        	•

        	44th RC’s Mission – 108th RD (with attached units) will fulfill the missions assigned to it by order No. 12 of 31 July 1941 and, after capturing the Berezuevo and Usinino line [6 kilometers west of Solov’evo], will establish communications with Comrade Kurochkin and, subsequently, prepare to attack northward along the Aleksandrovka, Podvoshch’e, and Korolevo front in cooperation with Kurochkin’s shock group.61
      

    


    Late on 31 July to the commanders of 101st Tank and 38th Rifle Divisions, with a copy to the commander of 44th Rifle Corps


    
      
        	♦

        	Missions
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Halt any further attack, dig in and prepare to defend your positions firmly, and conduct combat reconnaissance along the divisions’ fronts
      


      
        	◊

        	101st TD – reliably protect your right flank
      


      
        	◊

        	38th RD – establish tight communications with 64th RD’s 30th RR, which occupies the woods south of Marker 174.7 and has the mission to protect 38th RD’s left flank.62
      

    


    The last chapter in the desperate Hegira of Kurochkin’s 20th and Lukin’s 16th Armies, as well as the strenuous efforts by Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo to rescue the encircled force, would play out during the first week of August. In the meantime, as if to remind Bock and Timoshenko that, although important, Smolensk was not the only focal point of vicious combat, equally complex and important fighting was taking place along Army Group Center’s long and increasingly vulnerable left and right flanks.


    Conclusions


    By mid-July 1941, both Hitler and Bock were justifiably optimistic about Army Group Center’s eastward progress and its future prospects for reaching and capturing Moscow in accordance with Barbarossa’s rough timetable. Less than week after crossing the Dnepr and Western Dvina Rivers, Army Group Center’s two panzer groups had shattered the Red Army’s defenses along the two rivers and plunged eastward up to 180 kilometers north and south of Smolensk. During this brief period, Hoth’s and Guderian’s forces had utterly routed the Red Army’s 19th and 4th Armies, seriously damaged its 13th Army, leaving almost half of the army encircled in Mogilev, confined the defeated 20th Army and newly-arrived 16th Army in a near complete pocket north of Smolensk, and captured most of the city of Smolensk. Although surprised by Soviet resistance, if not presence, along the Dnepr River, once again Blitzkrieg tactics had prevailed and rather easily overcome this second “trench” of Soviet armies.


    Yet the fighting during the second half of July also clearly demonstrated that this optimism was misplaced. Despite its spectacular advance from 11 through 16 July, over the course of the rest of the month, Army Group Center faced several new problems which it was unable to overcome and which “stole away” its offensive momentum, while seriously weakening its vital panzer spearheads. First and foremost, despite shattering the Red Army’s second echelon of armies along the Dnepr and Western Dvina Rivers during the second week of July, in the third week, it was surprised to encounter yet another echelon of armies. Although this “third” echelon was far weaker than the second, it engaged the advancing German forces when they were most vulnerable, specifically, before the infantry caught up with the advancing panzer and motorized troops. This, in turn, revealed two other problems that inhibited Army Group Center’s success; first, the army group’s inability to maintain a proper combined-arms mix in the forces spearheading its deep advance and, second, the acute vulnerability of panzer and motorized troops when advancing out of contact with their supporting infantry and artillery.


    This shortage of infantry was a direct result of the Stavka’s decision to order its forces defending Smolensk and Mogilev to “hold on at all costs.” As a result, the roughly 220,000 Red Army soldiers encircled in and around Smolensk and scattered throughout the region along and north of the Western Dvina River in the Demidov and Velizh regions tied down 8-10 German divisions for about two weeks, and the roughly 30,000 surrounded in Mogilev tied down another 4-5 divisions for ten days, denying the forward panzer groups, first, their complete panzer and motorized strength and, later, precious and vital supporting infantry reinforcements.


    Specifically, when Hoth’s and Guderian’s Third and Second Panzer Groups reached their distant objectives east of Smolensk, the absence of follow-on infantry required both panzer groups to operate simultaneously against Soviet forces to their front (the outer encirclement line against a third echelon of armies) and against Soviet forces encircled north of Smolensk (the inner encirclement line around 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies). Compounding this problem, an overly ambitious Hitler also ordered his two panzer groups to detach one motorized corps each to conduct operations to clear and protect Army Group Center’s lengthening northern and southern flanks. Thus, Hoth had to employ one of his two motorized corps (Kuntzen’s LVII) in operations toward the Nevel’, Velikie Luki, and Velizh regions on Army Group Center’s extreme left wing, and Guderian had to use one of his three motorized corps (Geyr’s XXIV) to operate toward and along the Sozh River on the army group’s southern flank.


    As a result, the spearhead of Hoth’s panzer group, his second motorized corps (Schmidt’s XXXIX), had no choice but to defend the “eastern front” east and northeast of Smolensk and also man the northern half of the inner encirclement line containing and compressing Soviet forces within the Smolensk pocket. Practically speaking, discounting the requirement for maintaining adequate reserves, this meant that the eight motorized battalions of XXXIX Motorized Corps’ 12th Panzer and 20th Motorized Divisions had to occupy and defend the almost 80-kilometer-wide northern face of the pocket, with, at best, an average battalion frontage of about 10 kilometers per battalion, from 17 through 24 July. Likewise, the 10 motorized infantry battalions of 18th Motorized and 20th and 7th Panzer Divisions, with roughly the same average frontages per battalion, had to defend the 100-kilometer-wide front east and northeast of Smolensk against the assembling forces of four Soviet armies. Although all of these mobile divisions tried to economize forces by assigning their reconnaissance (motorcycle), engineer, and other combat support battalions their own defensive sectors, their battalion frontages were far too wide to be effective either in defense or in attack. This, in turn, also caused inordinate casualties among the motorized infantry, which only exacerbated the problem of excessive frontages.


    The same adverse phenomena afflicted Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. With Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps tied up along the Sozh River front, from 10 through 21 July, 17th and 18th Panzer and 29th Motorized Divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps had to contain the southern flank of the Smolensk pocket, a frontage roughly 100-kilometers-wide, with only 10 battalions, while 10th Panzer and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Divisions of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps lunged on eastward into the El’nia bridgehead. Because the eight battalions of motorized infantry in Vietinghoff’s two mobile division were unable to man adequate defenses in the roughly 80-kilometer-wide sector around and adjacent to the El’nia bridgehead, Guderian had no choice but to shift 17th Panzer Division into the gap between Smolensk and El’nia between 17 and 24 July to both back up XXXXVI Motorized Corps and also fulfill Hitler’s and Bock’s orders to close the eastern end of the Smolensk “sack.” As the subsequent course of operations indicated, these tasks were far beyond 17th Panzer’s capability to fulfill.


    Although the arrival of follow-on infantry from German V, IX, and XIII Army Corps after 24 July allowed Bock, Hoth, and Guderian to push their panzers and motorized forces into their proper place in the army group’s vanguard, by this time Timoshenko’s assembling forces began their July counteroffensive. As disjoined as the counteroffensive was, nonetheless it inflicted further damage on Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer and motorized forces before the lagging infantry corps and divisions finally provided them with some respite shortly after month’s end. Even then, however, five German infantry divisions remained riveted to the Smolensk pocket until 5 August, leaving only two (106th and 268th) to reach the panzer group’s forward positions by 3 August and a total of five (106th, 5th, 161st, 8th, and 268th) by 6 August. It was no wonder then that, in early August, Hitler began turning his attentions away from Moscow and toward supposedly “softer” targets toward the south. Within days, therefore, Hitler’s new strategy would begin playing out as Guderian’s panzer group crossed the Sozh River and moved eastward on Roslavl’.


    As if to confirm Hitler’s changing strategy, Walter Brauchitsch, the commander-in-chief of the German Army, visited Bock’s headquarters on 1 August, followed by Wilhelm Keitel, the chief of Hitler’s OKW, two days later. Brauchitsch informed Bock that Hitler wanted Guderian to attack southward toward Gomel’, a course of action meaning the end of Bock’s dream for an immediate advance toward Moscow. Of course, all of this was still premature since the battle for Smolensk had not yet been won. In fact, on 27 July Bock had already issued a new directive ordering Strauss’s Ninth Army to employ its army corps to finish the battle for Smolensk, and, to that end, Bock subordinated Hoth’s panzer group to Strauss.


    While eliminating Kluge’s “super” Fourth “Panzer” Army headquarters, Bock now shifted the focal point of his operations further to the south. The army group commander ordered Guderian’s Second Panzer Group to hold the eastern and southern faces of the bulge south of Smolensk and assigned Guderian IX and VII Army Corps from Weichs’ Second Army with which to do so. While this measure elevated Guderian’s panzer group to the status of a full army group [Armeegruppe], he also assigned Guderian the mission of capturing Roslavl’ by conducting a sharp thrust to the south. This thrust, which was to begin in early August, was designed to eliminate the threat Group Kachalov posed to Smolensk. Finally, Weichs’ Second Army, which still consisted of seven infantry corps, was supposed to defeat and liquidate F. I. Kuznetsov’s Central Front, beginning with an advance against Rogachev and ending with the capture of Gomel’, the latter intended as a sequel to Guderian’s capture of Roslavl’.63 With this, the stage was set for the second phase of the Battle for Smolensk and, with it, Guderian’s famous southward turn.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 6


    
       
    


    The Battles on the Flanks and the Siege of Mogilev, 16-31 July 1941


    
       
    


    Background


    After the two panzer groups of Kluge’s enlarged Fourth “Panzer” Army closed their pincers around the Smolensk region, the most important fighting in the sector of Bock’s Army Group Center during the second half of July took place when the infantry of Bock’s army group struggled to liquidate Soviet 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies encircled in the Smolensk pocket and when new armies assigned to Timoshenko’s Western Front fought to penetrate the outer encirclement line erected by the army group’s two panzer groups northeast, east, and southeast of Smolensk. In addition to these nasty fights, however, intense and complex fighting also developed along Army Group Center’s extreme northern and southern flanks. This fighting occurred because, from Bock’s perspective, it was absolutely vital for him to secure his flanks so his main effort toward Smolensk and, ultimately, Moscow would succeed. In Berlin, far to the rear, Adolf Hitler too was anxious that Bock’s forces clear Red Army forces from its flanks, primarily because this was the guidance he had given to his senior commanders when they planned Operation Barbarossa.


    From Moscow’s perspective on the fighting, Stalin and his Stavka were convinced that, in addition to concentrating strong forces along the Moscow axis, it was equally crucial to maintain strong and active forces in threatening positions along Army Group Center’s flanks to erode the strength of its advance along the Smolensk and Moscow axis. Given this shared appreciation of the importance of Army Group Center’s flanks, the heavy combat in these regions surprised no-one.


    As Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps of Third Panzer Group was driving deep toward Smolensk in mid-July, on the northern wing of Bock’s Army Group Center, L, XXXIII, and IV Army Corps of Strauss’s Ninth Army and Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps of Hoth’s panzer group were still fencing with Ershakov’s 22nd Army in the Nevel’ region. This action was taking place along a front lagging almost 195 kilometers behind Bock’s spearheads along the Smolensk axis. Further to the north, while the main forces of Field Marshal Leeb’s Army Group North were well on their way northward to the region south of Leningrad, Sixteenth Army, on the army group’s right wing, which was also lagging behind, was engaging General Berzarin’s 27th Army of the Soviet Northwestern Front in the region northwest and north of Nevel’. Thus, by this time the two Soviet armies, Ershakov’s 22nd Army in the Nevel’ region and Berzarin’s 27th Army northwest and north of Nevel’, occupied a salient separating Army Group North’s right wing from Army Group Center’s left wing. Therefore, if permitted to do so, the forces on Bock’s northern wing, in conjunction with Army Group North’s Sixteenth Army, appeared to be ideally positioned to trap and eliminate the bulk of Ershakov’s army, which, with Berzarin’s army, still occupied a salient jutting westward between Bock’s and Leeb’s army groups.


    A similar situation had developed on Bock’s southern wing, where Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI and Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group had driven deeply eastward through the defenses of Timoshenko’s Western Front to the Smolensk and El’nia regions. This left Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps the task of driving the remnants of the Western Front’s 13th and 4th Armies back to the Sozh River and the infantry corps of Weichs’ Second Army to eliminate Soviet 13th Army’s forces encircled in Mogilev. Despite Guderian’s success, by mid-July Weichs’ and Geyr’s forces had to contend with near constant counterattacks and counterstrokes, delivered in ever-increasing strength by F. I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army in the Rogachev region and Gorodovikov’s Cavalry Group in the region south of Bobruisk. Bock felt he had to eliminate this threat to ensure the safety of his advance on Smolensk.


    In addition, as they sliced through Timoshenko’s armies, Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer groups left half a dozen large pockets behind, each of which remained a threat until follow-on armies could eliminate them.1 Although none of these pockets seriously interfered with Bock’s advance in and of themselves, collectively, and in combination with the Stavka’s counteroffensive at Smolensk, they appreciably slowed Army Group Center’s forward progress, hindered his defense against Timoshenko’s counteroffensive, and caused considerable confusion and even uneasiness within the OKH and OKW. Since the situation on Army Group Center’s flanks and rear disrupted the Wehrmacht’s Barbarossa timetable, it also revived the great debate between Hitler and the OKH regarding the Wehrmacht’s future objectives in the entire campaign.


    The Northern Flank: Nevel’ and Velikie Luki


    The so-called “Nevel’ diversion” was a case in note. When Hitler was developing his Barbarossa directive in December 1940, he altered the OKH’s original plan, which called for making the main attack toward Moscow, by adding advances into the Ukraine and the Donbas regions in the south and toward Leningrad in the north. Specifically, Hitler considered the destruction of Soviet forces in Belorussia by Army Group Center to be “a prerequisite for turning strong elements of the Armed Forces to the north” to destroy Soviet forces in the Baltic States opposite Army Group North and occupy the Leningrad-Kronshtadt region. Only “after the completion of this most essential mission,” could Army Group Center resume its offensive against Moscow, although Hitler admitted that any sudden collapse of Soviet resistance could justify the pursuit of both objectives at the same time.2


    During a conference with Brauchitsch and Halder on 3 February 1941, Hitler had mused that the Soviets might adopt the same strategy they had pursued in 1812 by withdrawing their forces in the Baltic region and the Ukraine to resist farther to the east. If this was the case, Hitler recommended the Wehrmacht avoid a frontal attack in the center and instead first concentrate its effort along the northern axis to capture “the Baltic States and Leningrad” to provide Germany with a solid lodgment and favorable supply bases from which it could strike into the Soviet rear from both north and south to outmaneuver, encircle, and destroy the Russian forces in the center.3


    By mid-July Hitler’s original strategic plan and the actual combat situation no longer coincided because, since the invasion had begun, the Wehrmacht had advanced far more successfully in the north and the center than it had in the south. Ironically, Bock’s success at Smolensk also undermined Hitler’s original intent to halt Army Group Center along the Western Dvina and Dnepr River line and shift Bock’s armor to assist Leeb in the north and Rundstedt in the south. This incongruent situation forced Hitler to adjust his military strategy in an agonizingly slow process that lagged behind the rapidly changing situation at the front until stronger Soviet resistance brought Bock’s army group to an abrupt halt in the Smolensk region during early August.4


    Fueled by Bock’s success, Hitler’s indecision regarding where to focus the Wehrmacht’s main effort, toward Moscow or along the flanks, began as early as 4 July and remained unresolved until Bock’s forces finally reduced the Smolensk pocket on 5 August. By this time, Bock’s army group was far ahead of its neighbors, which, while also failing to advance as fast as Bock, had also failed to encircle and destroy most of the Soviet forces facing them. As a result, Army Group Center’s flanks in the Nevel’ region to the north and along the Sozh River to the south were now relatively open and far more vulnerable. Although Hitler himself contributed to the threat against Army Group Center’s southern flank by halting Army Group South’s advance toward Kiev on 10 July, the situation on Bock’s northern flank in the Nevel’ region was quite different because Hitler had already decided when and how to resolve the problem. Ultimately, his decision to eliminate the salient would significantly influence how Army Groups Center and North conducted their future operations.


    Nevel’ fascinated Hitler for two reasons. First, situated 26 kilometers south of Leningrad and 116 kilometers north of Smolensk, the city was a key communications hub situated at the boundary of Army Groups North and Center and the junction of the Soviet’s Northwestern and Western Fronts. Second, the Nevel’ region was defended by the remnants of two Soviet armies, the Northwestern Front’s 27th Army and the Western Front’s 22nd Army, which were bunched together in the region and subject to quick encirclement and destruction. Elimination of the two armies would end the threat to Leeb’s right flank and Bock’s left flank and permit Leeb to advance more rapidly to Leningrad. However, to destroy the two armies, Hitler had to reinforce Strauss’s Ninth Army on his left wing with a portion of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, which, in turn, would significantly weaken Hoth’s advance along the Smolensk axis.


    Leeb supported Hitler’s decision to attack along the Nevel’ axis with part of Hoth’s panzer group because, if the operation was successful, Leeb could then concentrate his forces to mount an effective advance toward Leningrad. As a result, Nevel’ became a disproportionately important objective, a magnet attracting Hitler’s and the OKH’s attention, which required a portion of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group to resolve the problem. However, from Bock’s perspective, eliminating the Soviet force at Nevel’ was of only secondary importance since the important encirclement battle was already under way in the Smolensk region, and any diversion of Hoth’s armor further north would hinder his efforts at Smolensk.5 Thus, while Nevel’ was an enticing target, splitting up Hoth’s powerful panzer group by dispatching Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps toward Nevel’ weakened and delayed Bock’s efforts to close the gap south of Iartsevo and eventually seriously diminished his success at Smolensk.6


    Despite Hitler’s high hopes for what the battle around Nevel’ could achieve, the battle itself developed in relative isolation from the more important struggles taking place to the north and south and far differently than higher headquarters assumed. Furthermore, the difficult terrain and poor weather conditions in the Nevel’ region and the lack of wire communications, which prevented higher headquarters and the OKH from effectively monitoring and controlling the operation, prolonged the battle.7 According to German intelligence, on 15 July the Sovet 27th and 22nd Armies defended the region north and south of Nevel’ with a force of 17 divisions, including 13 rifle and 3 motorized divisions and 1 tank division. Beginning on 21 July, the Stavka reinforced these forces with four more rifle divisions from the Western Front’s 29th Army, which was deploying forward from Toropets, 112 kilometers east of Nevel’. German forces in the region included eight infantry divisions subordinate to X, XXVII, and II Army Corps of Army Group North’s Sixteenth Army operating north and west of Nevel’ and four infantry divisions from L and XXIII Army Corps of Army Group Center’s Ninth Army and 19th Panzer Division and one half of 14th Motorized Division from Third Panzer Group’s LVII Motorized Corps south of Nevel’.


    By day’s end on 15 July, Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division had already shattered the defenses of Ershakov’s 22nd Army north of Polotsk, carving a narrow corridor 113 kilometers northward through those defenses to the southern outskirts of Nevel’. When Knobelsdorff’s panzers captured the city the next day, XXIII Army Corps’ 112th Infantry Division approached Nevel’ from the northwest, threatening to encircle 22nd Army from the north. Farther to the east, the divisions of Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps had already shattered the Soviets’ front in the Vitebsk region and were fanning out rapidly to the north and east. For example, on 14 July Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division routed Soviet forces defending Velizh but failed in its attempt to advance on Belyi because retreating Soviet forces set fire to the town, delaying Stumpff’s advance. When Funck’s 7th Panzer Division encountered heavy resistance at Iartsevo on 15 July, Schmidt was forced to send Stumpff’s panzers southeastward to assist Funck and protect his division’s left flank.8 With 20th Panzer Division diverted to Iartsevo, Hoth dispatched Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division and one half of Wosch’s 14th Motorized Division from Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps northward to Usviaty, 58 kilometers north of Vitebsk, and part of Wosch’s division and 900th Motorized “Lehr” Brigade to Gorodok, 32 kilometers northwest of Vitebsk.


    See Map 36. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 15 July 1941.


    
       
    


    As a result, operating along three separate axes almost 73 kilometers apart in conjunction with the infantry corps of Strauss’s Ninth and Busch’s Sixteenth Armies on his left, Kuntzen’s armor split 27th and 22nd Armies into four major groupings, the first between Velizh and Vitebsk, the second between Gorodok and Nevel’, the third west of Nevel’, and the fourth between Opochka and Novorzhev, northwest of Nevel’. Compounding Kuntzen’s problems, the region where his forces were operating abounded with lakes, swamps, and forests, and lacked passable roads. The few existing roads resembled narrow causeways through marshy terrain, which severely restricted all movement. While they had shattered the defenses of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, Kuntzen’s armored columns were relatively isolated in this difficult terrain and subject to attack on their flanks and rear. As a result, the only forces Kuntzen could employ to spearhead his advance to Nevel’ were Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division and roughly half of Wosch’s 14th Motorized Division.


    Knobelsdorff’s advance toward Nevel’ was slow and tedious because the division’s tanks had to advance through the swamps and forests along a single, narrow logging trail not meant to bear heavy traffic. To hinder his advance, the Soviets also set fire to the town of Dretun’ [35 kilometers northeast of Polotsk and 60 kilometers southwest of Nevel’], and the fire soon spread to the adjacent forest, blocking the road to Nevel’ for about 24 hours. Nevertheless, after overcoming innumerable bogs, destroyed bridges, and sporadic Soviet resistance, Knobelsdorff’s forces captured Nevel’ late on 15 July and consolidated their hold on the city the next morning after a sharp fight with the 22nd Army’s 48th Tank and 170th Rifle Divisions. As Timoshenko reported that evening, “Part of 170th Rifle Division has attacked toward Nevel’, but the results are unknown. The detachment defending Nevel’ (units of the Nevel’ garrison and 48th Tank Division’s motorized rifle regiment) are withdrawing toward Velikie Luki [52 kilometers northeast of Nevel’] pursued by enemy motor-mechanized units.”9 The slow advance by Knobelsdorff’s panzers to Nevel’ permitted the forces of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, which were encircled in several pockets to the east, to escape northeastward out of the trap.

  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 36. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 15 July 1941.

  


  


  
    After Nevel’ fell, leaving five rifle divisions from 22nd Army’s 51st and 62nd Rifle Corps isolated west and southwest of the town, the army’s 179th and 170th Rifle and 48th Tank Divisions withdrew toward Velikie Luki, where Ershakov ordered them to erect new defenses.10 German air reconnaissance reported the Soviets retreating in considerable disorder but also said strong reinforcements were arriving in Velikie Luki. Since a comparatively good road connected Nevel’ with Velikie Luki, and Kuntzen saw no need to protect Nevel’ with his armor, he immediately ordered Knobelsdorff’s entire division to march directly toward Velikie Luki. This order left half of Wosch’s 14th Motorized Division to screen the Dretun’-Nevel’ road, link up with II Army Corps’ 12th Infantry Division, which was slowly advancing toward Nevel’ from Pustoshka to the west, and clear the road eastward to Gorodok. Thus, although Soviet forces west and southwest of Nevel’ were encircled, huge gaps existed between the encircling divisions of Army Group North’s X, XXVIII, and II Army Corps and Ninth Army’s L Army Corps. The weakest link in this emerging pocket was its eastern perimeter, which was screened by the over-extended 14th Motorized Division.


    Strauss was partly responsible for this problem because he committed more forces than required to storm the Polotsk Fortified Region on 15 July. This tied up five of the VI and XXIII Army Corps’ divisions. Thereafter, Ershakov’s forces delayed Strauss’s advance northward by destroying the bridge over the Western Dvina River, which it took 18 days for German engineers to rebuild. Thus, once again the panzers were outpacing their supporting infantry, a weakness Timoshenko was quick to exploit.11


    Mustering their remaining offensive strength, the roughly seven encircled divisions of Berzarin’s 27th Army, which were located west of the Opochka-Novorzhev road hemmed in by X Army Corps advancing from the north, and the six divisions of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, which were encircled west and southwest of Nevel’, simply slipped out of the developing pockets.12 The X Corps was unable to close the encirclement north of Nevel’ because difficult terrain and heavy enemy resistance prevented XXVIII Army Corps from advancing northward to link up with X Corps. As a result, by 17 July, Sixteenth Army reported capturing only 1,500 prisoners and destroying 24 tanks and several artillery batteries, even though it later doubled this tally during subsequent operations to clear the 242-kilometer-wide sector between Nevel’ and Lake Il’men’.13


    See Map 37. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 18 July 1941.


    
       
    


    Since Leeb’s army group had failed to encircle and destroy any sizeable Soviet force during the first several weeks of Operation Barbarossa, in light of its failure at Opochka and Novorzhev, Leeb did not want to replicate this performance in the future. Therefore, through the OKH, Leeb urged Bock to provide his army group with more support, in particular, by sending Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps on an even deeper sweep to the Velikie Luki region, 52 kilometers northeast of Nevel’. For his part, Bock was reluctant to send Kuntzen’s corps on such a “useless venture” on a secondary front because he wanted to concentrate Hoth’s entire panzer group between Belyi and Iartsevo.14 His orders to Hoth and Kluge stated clearly that Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division was to hold blocking positions at Nevel’ and send only reconnaissance elements toward Velikie Luki.


    However, probably because of the poor communications, Bock’s order reached 19th Panzer Division after it had already left the Nevel’ region. When the order finally reached Knobelsdorff, his forces had already routed the Soviet forces along their path, adroitly cut the railroad lines east of Velikie Luki, seizing a trainload of new tanks, and captured Velikie Luki, together with substantial stores of supplies, at nightfall on 18 July. Hoth had authorized 19th Panzer Division to advance to Velikie Luki because Knobelsdorff reported all opposition at Nevel’ had ended and had informed him 14th Motorized Division could handle the blocking mission at Nevel’ by itself. In addition, Hoth believed Kuntzen’s forces could reach Belyi more easily by advancing through Velikie Luki rather than Usviaty and Velizh because, although longer, the Velikie Luki route offered better roads and would save time.


    Exacerbating the communications situation, because Strauss did not realize Knobelsdorff’s panzers were dashing toward Velikie Luki, he failed to press his XXIII Army Corps forward hard enough to fill the gap in the encirclement ring south of Nevel’.15 Even Army Group North and its Sixteenth Army received only fragmentary information about LVII Motorized Corps’ progress. As a result, even though Hitler’s adjutant, Major Engel, spent 16 July at Sixteenth Army’s headquarters, he too was unable report much to the Wolfsschanze. Although Bock later concluded it was an unfortunate mix-up, in fact, all parties had lost control of operations at a very decisive moment, and, as a result, the bulk of Ershakov’s 22nd Army managed to escape destruction.16


    The Ninth Army’s XXIII and L Army Corps slowly increased their pressure against the western and southern flanks of the pocket west of Nevel’ on 18 and 19 July. As they did so, however, the six rifle divisions of 22nd Army’s 51st and 62nd Rifle Corps pressed against the light screen that 14th Motorized Division erected south of Nevel’ and 12th Infantry Division’s blocking positions at and north of Nevel’. When German intelligence determined the Soviets were trying to break out, Strauss immediately directed Hoth to make contact with II Army Corps’ 12th Infantry Division in the north and XXIII Army Corps’s divisions to the southwest and to reinforce his thin screen with field defenses prepared by engineers. Although he was aware of 14th Motorized Division’s weakness, since Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division was still fighting in the streets of Velikie Luki, Hoth had no choice but to pass the request to neighboring divisions, the very ones asking for assistance. Adding to the confusion, Strauss refused to assist Sixteenth Army because he believed his divisions, in particular 110th Infantry, were being threatened from the south. At this point, Busch, the commander of Sixteenth Army, concluded it would be “regrettable” if all the efforts leading up to this prospective encirclement turned out to be futile.17
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    Map 37. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 18 July 1941.

  


  


  
    See Map 38. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 21 July 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix I, 1. And see Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix I, 2


    
       
    


    As the “Nevel’ diversion” reached its climax on the night of 19-20 July, “All hell broke loose.”18 Concentrating a shock group estimated to consist of at least three divisions and spearheading his assault with two massed regiments, supported by his remaining tanks, Ershakov’s army attacked and overran a sector of 14th Motorized Division’s thin screening force around Nevel’. After a fierce fight lasting all night in the dense forests, the next morning Ershakov’s forces escaped into the no-man’s land south of Velikie Luki. Belatedly, Hoth ordered Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division to send a kampfgruppe southward to intercept them, and, although it attempted to do so, it encountered unexpectedly strong Soviet resistance and failed to cut off the retreating enemy. Adding insult to injury, hours later heavy Soviet assaults against his positions at Velikie Luki forced Knobelsdorff to withdraw his division from the town entirely.


    After his hard fight to capture the town, Knobelsdorff’s decision to abandon Velikie Luki was a serious mistake, which caused even greater confusion. In addition to failing to intercept the fleeing Soviet forces, when it arrived back in Nevel’, 19th Panzer Division was no longer needed because Ershakov’s army had already escaped. Hoth then ordered the Stukas of Richthofen’s VIII Air Corps to inflict whatever damage it could on the retreating Soviet columns. By this time the once imposing Nevel’ pocket had disintegrated into residual pockets and small, floating groups of stragglers, all of which were difficult to detect, engage, and destroy. While LVII Motorized and XXIII, L, and II Army Corps slowly mopped up stragglers from Ershakov’s army and pursued others over the next few days, the Stavka sent Maslennikov’s 29th Army forward to fill the vacuum at Velikie Luki, permitting Ershakov’s decimated 22nd Army to withdraw to new defenses along the Lovat’ River southward to Lake Dvin’e.19


    Early on 21 July, Ershakov triumphantly informed his 62nd Rifle Corps, which was still escaping from encirclement, “We have captured Velikie Luki. 29th Rifle Corps (179th and 214th Rifle Divisions) are attacking toward Nevel’ to destroy the enemy and support your withdrawal.”20 Furthermore, “An automobile column (50 vehicles) with ammunition, fuel, and food is being sent to you in the Zui region [35 kilometers south of Velikie Luki]…. 29th Rifle Corps (northwest of you) will remain in place… assemble your corps after the automobile column arrives from Toropets and reaches your positions”.21


    Later that morning, Ershakov addressed his army as a whole to provide them with guidance and assign specific missions in light of the recapture of Velikie Luki.


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – we are occupying Velikie Luki and the enemy is withdrawing southward and fighting with our 214th RD, which is attacking toward the north in the Porech’e and Staraia Reka regions.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	179th RD – take control of 366th RR, together with 48th TD, liquidate the remnants of enemy south of Velikie Luki by 1000 hours on 21 July, and wheel southward (without 234th RR and 48th TD) to destroy the enemy fighting with 214th RD. Fill out 234th RR by day’s end on 21 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	48th TD – after liquidating the enemy south of Velikie Luki, together with 179th RD, occupy defenses along the western, southwestern, and southern outskirts of Velikie Luki.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Appoint Major General Silkin as the chief of the garrison at Velikie Luki.22
      

    

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 38. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 21 July 1941.

  


  


  
    Subsequently, Ershakov reported that, although 62nd Rifle Corps’ 174th, 179th, and 186th Rifle Divisions managed to escape encirclement in the Nevel’ region, 51st Rifle Corps had lost its headquarters and its 98th and 112th Rifle Divisions, as well as 19th Army’s 134th Rifle Division, which had joined it after the fall of Vitebsk. Reporting on 22nd Army’s successes in the Nevel’ and Velikie Luki regions, at 0800 hours on 21 July Timoshenko informed the Stavka:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 9.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd Army – the army’s units are conducting a firm holding action on the right wing and withdrawing from encirclement in the center. Our forces cleared enemy units from Velikie Luki at 0500 hours.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	126th RD (with two rifle regiments) – after sustained fighting with an enemy force of up to an infantry division, withdrew and dug in along the Usadishche and Gory line.
      


      
        	♦

        	170th RD – fighting along the Stan’kovo and Lake Udrai line with one group at 0600 hours on 21 July, and a second group is encircled in the forests west of Ust’-Dolyssy and trying to escape encirclement, but without sufficient ammunition.
      


      
        	♦

        	51st RC (112th and 98th RDs) – escaped from encirclement at 2400 hours on 20 July and penetrating northeastward to link up with 170th RD’s units, with its forward units crossing the Pustoshka and Nevel’ highway in the Begunovo and Barkony sector at 1500 hours on 20 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	62nd RC (174th and 186th RD) – encircled and still fighting in the Novokholmsk region and unable to escape by 2400 hours on 20 July, but will try to escape toward 51st RC’s positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	214th RD – fighting with enemy motorized units attacking from Nevel’ toward the Reka Station region at 0600 hours on 21 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our forces occupied Velikie Luki completely at 0500 hours on 21 July, with the enemy withdrawing toward Nevel’.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Velikie Luki garrison (parts of 179th RD, two rifle battalions of 134th RD, two march-battalions [replacements], and the remnants of 48th TD’s MRR) – attacking the enemy from the east and southeast.23
      

    


    Two days later, at 2000 hours on 23 July, Ershakov had no choice but to admit that only remnants of the 22nd Army’s 51st Rifle Corps had been able to escape destruction:


    See Map 39. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 23 July 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix F, 11.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd Army – while organizing defenses along the Lovat’ River and Lake Serutskoe line, is assisting the escape by 51st RC’s units from encirclement.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	29th RC – defending the Pestovo, Velikie Luki, and Shchukino sector along the Lovat’ River, with part of the corps helping 51st RC escape from encirclement.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	126th RD – in its previous positions.
      


      
        	◊

        	179th RD – defending Velikie Luki and attacking toward Nevel’ with part of its force.
      


      
        	◊

        	214th RD – situated in the Rogatkino and Shchukino regions, but no news received on 23 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	62nd RC (174th and 186th RDs) – defending the Shchukino, Porech’e, and Lake Serutskoe line and helping the remnants of 19th Army’s 134th RD, which was discovered in the Prikhaby, Baranovo, and Karpovo region (all points 20-25 kilometers north of Velizh), escape from encirclement. Headquarters, 62nd RC – Teterkino (7 kilometers southwest of Mulina).
      


      
        	♦

        	51st RC (112th and 98th RDs) – fighting in encirclement, with as many as 2,000 men in corps’ medical facilities still not evacuated.
      


      
        	♦

        	170th RD – attacking southwestward from the Kozhemiachkino region on the morning of 23 July to assist the escape of 51st RC’s units from encirclement, but no news of the fighting received as of 1800 hours on 23 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 22nd Army – Nazimovo Station.24
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    Map 39. The situation in the Nevel’ region late on 23 July 1941.

  


  


  
    When the encirclement battle at Nevel’ ended on 23 July, Army Group North’s Sixteenth Army reported it had captured 12,500 prisoners and destroyed or dispersed the bulk of one tank, three motorized, and 13 rifle divisions, an overall “bag” of 17 divisions. In addition, Sixteenth Army’s II Army Corps claimed it captured another 10,000 Red Army soldiers between Nevel’ and Bezhanitsy [90 kilometers north-northwest of Velikie Luki]. By this time, the Soviets’ combat casualties probably equaled the number of soldiers captured, meaning a total loss of 50,000 soldiers, counting those lost by Berzarin’s 27th Army. Correctly concluding that he had eliminated the threat to the Sixteenth Army’s right wing, Leeb now began wheeling Busch’s Sixteenth Army northward toward Leningrad.25 Even in defeat, however, the Soviets had not lost their sting. If only as a reminder of their determination, Soviet aircraft bombed Sixteenth Army’s headquarters shortly before noon on 25 July, just as Busch was moving his staff from Pustoshka northward to Dedovichi, killing three men and wounding five more.26


    By 27 July Ershakov’s 22nd Army had reorganized its defenses along a line extending along the Lovat’ River through Velikie Luki to Lake Dvin’e, 45 kilometers to the southeast, with the mission of “holding on to Velikie Luki at all cost”:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix I, 3.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          To the commanders of 29th and 62nd Rifle Corps, with a copy to Major General Silkin (through the commander of 29th Rifle Corps)

        


        
          The commander-in-chief, under the signatures of Timoshenko and Shaposhnikov, once again confirms, “Hold on to Velikie Luki come what may. Liquidate the penetration by the enemy on the flank.”

        


        
          I demand greater steadfastness in the defense of their positions on the part of corps and division commanders.

        


        
          Do not permit withdrawals without orders.

        


        
          I am making General Samokhin [Major General Aleksandr Georgievich Samokhin, 29th RC’s commander] and Commissar Danilov personally responsible for defending Velikie Luki.

        


        
          Karmanov [Major General Ivan Petrovich Karmanov, 62nd RC’s commander] will firmly protect the boundary line with Samokhin and support him in so far as possible in the successful struggle for the Velikie Luki region and also prevent an enemy penetration or envelopment of Biriukov’s [Major General Nikolai Ivanovich Biriukov, 186th RD’s commander] left flank. Again form mobile groups.27

        

      

    


    
       
    


    By this time, Timoshenko had deployed Maslennikov’s 29th Army (Group Maslennikov) into position on 22nd Army’s left or southern flank and ordered it to attack southward toward Smolensk the next day.28 Maslennikov’s small army consisted of 252nd, 256th, 243rd Rifle Divisions, the latter transferred from Khomenko’s 30th Army, limited supporting artillery, and the 53rd Armored Train. After abandoning Velikie Luki, from 23 through 26 July, Hoth’s Third Panzer Group finally transferred Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps eastward toward the Belyi region, where it was to play a significant role in repelling Group Maslennikov’s assaults against Fourth “Panzer” Army’s left wing along the Western Dvina River north of Smolensk. After Kuntzen’s departure, Strauss’s Ninth Army filled in the front from south of Velikie Luki eastward to Kammenoe on the Western Dvina River, 116 kilometers north of Smolensk, but did not attempt to recapture Velikie Luki.


    The Stavka’s remarkably successful effort to reestablish viable defenses opposite Army Group Center’s left wing was due more to German inaction than it was to Soviet strength. More than a month would pass before Army Group Center resumed offensive action in this sector, and, when it did, the premature and ill-advised evacuation of Velikie Luki on 21 July made it necessary to recapture the town by storm all over again. As a result, sizeable Soviet forces would remain poised over Bock’s left flank for another 30 days.


    The “Nevel’ diversion, which never should have occurred in the first place, resulted from poor planning by the OKH, which dispersed Leeb’s and Bock’s force at a time when no reserves were available to plug the inevitable gaps in so wide a front. By permitting Army Group North’s Sixteenth Army to drift toward Nevel’ and its Eighteenth Army to turn northward into Estonia, little was available to strengthen Army Group North’s Fourth Panzer Group as it spearheaded Leeb’s advance on Leningrad. When the OKH corrected the problem by shifting one of Hoth’s motorized corps to help Sixteenth Army eliminate the problem at Nevel’, Hoth was left with insufficient forces to carry out his portion of the Smolensk encirclement. As a result, Bock’s army group lost an excellent opportunity to destroy Timoshenko’s 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies at Smolensk and was far more vulnerable than it should have been to the Stavka’s July counteroffensive in the Smolensk region. Nor did Strauss cover himself with glory, since he failed to concentrate his Ninth Army fast enough to destroy Ershakov’s forces encircled at Nevel’. Finally, and a bit ironically, it was Stalin himself who pulled some of Bock’s “chestnuts out of the fire” at Smolensk by issuing stand-fast orders to his armies at Smolensk. Given the weakness of Hoth’s panzer group, if he had not, it is unlikely Army Group Center would have encircled any forces whatsoever in and around Smolensk.


    Therefore, the battle of Nevel’ was a serious mistake on the part of the German High Command, a mistake symptomatic of a growing nervousness and touchiness about open flanks. Although this syndrome was strongest in Hitler, the OKH was not immune to it either. The problem on Army Group Center’s northern flank set the stage for an even more serious crisis on its southern flank, where this syndrome once again raised its ugly head. Following a pattern he established at Nevel’, step-by-step Hitler once more began diverting another of his precious panzer groups to a threatened flank, this time Guderian’s Second Panzer Group toward Army Group South and the enticing but elusive target, Kiev.


    The Southern Flank, the Fall of Mogilev and the Problem of 21st Army


    The Situation on 16 July


    The problems Bock faced on the southern wing of his army group were just as complex and daunting as those he faced in the north. The most serious of these were the encirclement at Mogilev, which distracted the attentions of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group and prevented it from fulfilling its vital role at Smolensk. Second was the persistent offensive activity by Soviet 21st Army in the Rogachev, Zhlobin, and Bobruisk regions, which slowed Weichs’ relief of Guderian’s forces at Mogilev and threatened the army group’s lines of communications in the south. As a result, the motorized corps of Guderian’s panzer group were dispersed and would remain so unless and until Weichs brought his infantry forward to take over the task of reducing the Mogilev encirclement.


    See Map 40. The situation on Army Group Center’s right wing late on 15 July 1941.


    
       
    


    By day’s end on 15 July, the three motorized corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group were fanned out across a 194-kilometer-wide front. Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps formed the southern face of the encirclement ring around the Smolensk pocket, Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps contained the northern face of the Mogilev pocket with its SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division and was preparing to strike eastward through Pochinok to El’nia with Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division. Further south, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps formed the southern face of the Mogilev pocket, with Model’s 3rd Panzer and Löper’s 10th Motorized Divisions facing north and protecting the panzer group’s southern flank from the Dnepr River eastward to the town of Propoisk on the Sozh River, 70 kilometers southeast of Mogilev, and northeastward along the river to the town of Cherikov, 80 kilometers east-southeast of Mogilev, with Feldt’s 1st Cavalry and Langermann’s 4th Panzer Divisions. Meanwhile, on the army group’s extreme right wing, the infantry of Weichs’ Second Army fended off Soviet attacks in the Rogachev, Zhlobin, and Bobruisk regions, all the while trying to assemble forces to relieve Guderian’s panzers around the Mogilev encirclement.


    In order of priority, Bock had to accomplish three tasks on his army group’s southern wing. First, he had to relieve Guderian’s panzers at Mogilev with Weichs’ infantry so that Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI and Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps could fulfill their main missions to the east. Second, he had to reduce the Mogilev pocket without disrupting the forward progress of Guderian’s two motorized corps. Third, he had to repel 21st Army’s attacks in the Rogachev, Zhlobin, and Bobruisk regions, also without hindering Guderian’s further advance. All of the operations on Bock’s southern wing were aimed at one priority mission, the eastward advance of Guderian’s two motorized corps to form a continuous and impermeable outer encirclement line to protect Bock’s larger encirclement in the Smolensk region.
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    Map 40. The situation on Army Group Center’s right wing late on 15 July 1941.

  


  


  
    However, if Bock was perturbed, Timoshenko faced even more daunting problems, which an operational summary his Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 16 July See Volume 3 1941 described in exquisite detail:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix J, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – on 16 July, the Western Front’s forces fought fiercely to liquidate the enemy forces penetrating along the Nevel’, Vitebsk, Smolensk, Gorki, and Propoisk axes and attacked toward Bobruisk.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – fought sustained battles with enemy units, especially along the Idritsa and Nevel’ and Dretun’ and Nevel’ axes.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	51st RC
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	179th RD – fought in the Zabel’e region, during which its headquarters was encircled and the majority of its staff commanders perished.
      


      
        	◊

        	170th RD – part of its forces attacked toward Nevel’, but there is no information about the results of the fighting.
      


      
        	◊

        	112th and 98th RDs – fought along the Lake Liva Gorbachevo and Dvorishche line.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The detachment defending Nevel’ (part of the Nevel’ garrison and a MRR of 48th TD)--withdrew to Velikie Luki, with enemy motorized units in pursuit.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 22nd Army – moved to the Nazimovo Station region at 2100 hours.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – regrouped during the day for an offensive to recapture the Vitebsk region and preparing antitank defenses along the Shalatoni and Lelekvinskaia Station line.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	7th MC (14th and 18th TDs) – preparing antitank positions along the Shalatoni and Bolotinka line and preparing for an offensive, together with 34th RC, toward Vitebsk.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	158th RD (720th RR and one rifle battalion) – assembled in the Novoselki region by day’s end, but no news about the rest of the division.
      


      
        	◊

        	162nd RD (25th RC) – assembled in the Baksheevo region to prepare antitank positions at Motyki.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	34th RC:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	129th RD – marching to jumping-off positions for the offensive by 2200 hours, with the head of its column at the intersection of the Moscow and Leningrad highway.
      


      
        	◊

        	38th RD – completed concentrating in the Iartsevo region.
      


      
        	◊

        	158th RD [sic] – moving from the Riabtsevo Station, Grinevo, Moksheevo, Sloboda, and Pan’skoe region to the Nikulino, Korovino, and Turovo region.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	There is no information about the army’s remaining units and the corps’ headquarters as of 16 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 19th Army – Bol’shaia Ploskaia, and the woods at Kapustino (10 kilometers southeast of Rudnia) from 2400 hours on 16 July.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – in sustained fighting along the Orshitsa and Dnepr Rivers lines.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	69th RC.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	73rd RD – fighting with enemy units in the Seletka and Orsha sector along the Orshitsa River, but no information about the corps’ other units.
      


      
        	◊

        	18th RD – occupied the Orsha, Oktiabr’ State Farm, and Prontsevka sector along the Dnepr River line, with its left wing regiment attacking the enemy in Kopys’ on the morning of 14 July, but soon forced to abandon Oktiabr’ State Farm by enemy artillery fire.
      


      
        	◊

        	144th RD – one battalion seized Liady from two companies of enemy infantry and 5-7 tanks.
      


      
        	◊

        	1st MRD – destroyed up to a battalion of motorized infantry of enemy 18th PzD in its rear area at 1800 hours on 15 July by attacking Chirino, and captured 150 prisoners, including 6 officers, 40 vehicles, a cash box, staff documents, and submachine guns.
      


      
        	◊

        	The enemy reinforced his attacks in the Orsha region, and up to 50 tanks and up to 180 vehicles with infantry were identified moving from Orsha to Dubrovno.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	5th MC – is in the region north of Krasnoe, where it was subjected to repeated fierce enemy bombing raids.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	13th Army – fought against penetrating enemy tanks and motorized infantry, which reached the army’s rear, disrupting command and control, communications, and logistics on the second half of 16 July and forcing the army to withdraw its units to an intermediate defensive line along the Pronia River. The army’s units withdrew to the following positions by 1600-1800 hours on 16 July:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	20th MC – the Orsha and Domany [27 kilometers northeast of Mogilev] front, with small groups of enemy on its front.
      


      
        	♦

        	110th RD – the Nichiporovichi and Nizhnyi Prudki [15 kilometers north to 24 kilometers north-northeast of Mogilev] front.
      


      
        	♦

        	172nd RD – Trebukhi [14 kilometers north of Mogilev] and Vil’chitsy [5 kilometers south of Mogilev], while slowly withdrawing toward Kureni.
      


      
        	♦

        	507th RR (148th RD) – the Dashkovka and Makhovo [24 kilometers south-southeast to 58 kilometers southeast of Mogilev] front.
      


      
        	♦

        	137th RD – Smolka and Kopani [25-32 kilometers southeast of Mogilev].
      


      
        	♦

        	132nd RD – Kopani and Usushek [32-40 kilometers southeast of Mogilev].
      


      
        	♦

        	The positions of the army’s other units are unknown.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 13th Army – the forest 5-7 kilometers east of Krichev [105 kilometers southeast of Mogilev].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	21st Army – continuing to attack toward Bobruisk, with small groups of enemy tanks withdrawing westward along the army’s front.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	67th RC (102nd and 151st RD) – forced the Dnepr River and reached the Rogachev-Bykhov Station railroad, but no information received about the positions of the corps’ units. Headquarters, 67th RC – in the forest 5 kilometers east of Guta. Opposes small enemy tank and motorized infantry subunits, with an infantry concentration in the Falevichi region and columns of infantry moving along the road from Bobruisk to Rogachev detected at 0645 hours on 15 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	63rd RC (167th and 154th RDs) – attacking westward but no other information received.
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	232nd RD – no information received.
      


      
        	◊

        	Colonel Kurmashev’s Detachment – reached the Drazhnia and Zapol’e front [30 kilometers south-southeast to 35 kilometers southwest of Bobruisk] at 1500 hours on 15 July and facing northwestward.
      


      
        	◊

        	24th RD (remnants) – combined into detachments and concentrated in the Kosarichi region [55 kilometers south of Bobruisk] and to the south.
      


      
        	◊

        	75th RD – withdrew to the Gulevichi and Vilcha front [130-150 kilometers southwest of Bobruisk] along the Sluch’ River and fighting with the enemy 40th ID.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	25th MC – arrived in the Krichev region at 0015 hours on 16 July to fulfill missions in accordance with front order no. 065.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 21st Army – Gomel’.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	4th Army – conducted defensive work in the Zarech’e and Malyi Propoisk sector along the Pronia River line [45 kilometers south-southeast to 70 kilometers southeast of Mogilev] and started liquidating enemy tanks and motorized units that penetrated into the Propoisk region on the morning of 16 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	28th RC:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	143rd RD – occupying the Zarech’e and Berezovka [45 east-southeast to 62 kilometers southeast of Mogilev] line.
      


      
        	◊

        	42nd RD – defending its previous positions along the Zakrupets [63 kilometers southeast of Mogilev] and mouth of the Pronia River line [just east of Propoisk], but 100 enemy tanks and motorized infantry penetrated at the boundary between 42nd and 55th RDs at 0300 hours on 15 July, seized Malyi Propoisk, and advanced along the highway to Krichev.
      


      
        	◊

        	55th RD – while defending the Propoisk and Kamenka Station [5 kilometers east of Propoisk] sector along the Sozh River, began liquidating penetrating enemy tanks and motorized infantry in cooperation with 6th RD and part of 4th AbnC.
      


      
        	◊

        	6th RD – after halting penetrating enemy tanks and motorized infantry along the Ozery and Aleksandrovka line [70 kilometers southeast of Mogilev and 10-23 kilometers northeast of Propoisk], began liquidating the penetration early on 16 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	No news has been received about the army’s remaining units.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 4th Army – the forest 6-7 kilometers east of Krichev.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – No news received.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front and Armies – destroyed enemy aircraft at their airfields, bombed the crossings over the Dnepr River, destroyed enemy tanks and motorized infantry, protected our most important objectives in the rear, and reconnoitered the enemy overnight of 14-15 July, during the day on 15 July, and overnight of 15-16 July.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	One enemy Me-109 aircraft was shot down. Our losses – one MIG did not return to its airfield.29
      

    


    As the summary indicated, by this time, Bock’s army group had torn open Timoshenko’s defenses along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers, captured Vitebsk, Polotsk, Orsha, most of Smolensk city, and Gorki, and exploited to the Nevel’, Velizh, Iartsevo, Mstislavl’ (95 kilometers east of Mogilev), and Propoisk regions. In the process the Germans had shattered 19th, 20th, 4th, and 13th Armies, seriously damaged 22nd Army in the north, and engaged 16th Army in Smolensk before it was fully assembled. In the process, Bock’s two panzer groups had almost encircled the bulk of Lukin’s 16th, Konev’s 19th, and Kurochkin’s 20th Armies in the region northwest and north of Smolensk.


    In fact, despite Timoshenko’s vigorous efforts to mount a counteroffensive, only F.I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army had succeeded in carrying out his offensive orders with any degree of success. Although promising, even 21st Army’s initial counterattacks at Rogachev, Zhlobin, and toward Bobruisk had failed to meet Timoshenko’s expectation. Actually, at this point, confusion and ignorance of the real situation clouded the full extent of the catastrophe Timoshenko’s Western Direction Command was facing. As if to emphasize how serious the situation was, on 22 July the Luftwaffe would conduct its first night bombing raids against Moscow.30


    The Siege of Mogilev


    On the positive side of the ledger, almost miraculously, the advancing Germans had not yet been able to close the trap shut around Smolensk, a corps from Gerasimenko’s 13th Army was holding out in Mogilev, the remainders of 13th and 4th Armies were erecting new defenses along the Sozh River, and, however futile, both armies were trying to carry out Timoshenko’s attack orders. Finally, spread out between the Rogachev and Gomel’s regions, F. I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army still posed a considerable threat to Army Group South’s southern wing.


    Both Bock and Timoshenko focused their attentions on the encircled city of Mogilev, but for altogether different reasons. From Bock’s perspective, the city was a thorn in his flesh because it disrupted his ambitious plans, particularly Guderian’s ability to march eastward to form the outer encirclement line around Smolensk. To Timoshenko, however, in addition to being the last sector his forces defended along the Dnepr River, Mogilev represented a serious obstacle to the Germans’ subsequent advance, and, if it could be relieved, it could become an important base for the counteroffensive plans both he and the Stavka were preparing. In short, if the garrison in Mogilev could hold out, or if 13th and 21st Armies could relieve it, its defense would prevent the Germans from concentrating their forces well enough to destroy the armies encircled in Smolensk and effectively resist the counteroffensive. Even if Mogilev fell, if its defenders held out long enough, their defense could provide time for 13th and 4th Armies to erect solid new defenses along the Sozh River from Krichev southward to its junction with the Dnepr.


    After Guderian’s panzers struck eastward across the Dnepr River and reached the Sozh River at Propoisk (now Slavgorod), 70 kilometers southeast of Mogilev, on 16 July, the bulk of Gerasimenko’s 13th Army found itself confined within an oval-shaped encirclement extending from Mogilev 40 kilometers eastward to just north of Chausy. Although the encirclement initially included much of 13th Army’s 61st Rifle Corps (110th and 172nd Rifle Divisions), 20th Rifle Corps’ 132nd and 137th Rifle Divisions, and 20th Mechanized Corps’ 26th and 38th Tank and 210th Motorized Divisions, the army’s 45th Rifle Corps had managed to escape southward and join 21st Army, and the army’s remaining divisions had withdrawn northward and eastward, although in near complete disorder. That night, after reporting on his army’s scattered dispositions, Gerasimenko ordered its forces, less Bakunin’s 61st Rifle and A. G. Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps, to withdraw eastward to the Sozh River. Ultimately, at dawn on 21 July, Gerasimenko once again reported on 13th Army’s current dispositions:


    See Map 41. The Mogilev encirclement, 16-27 July 1941.
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    Map 41. The Mogilev encirclement, 16-27 July 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	20th MC (26th and 38th TDs and 210th MRD):
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	26th TD – in Gladkovo, Sukhari, Bol’shoe Bushkovo, and Zhdanovichi, with its front facing east.
      


      
        	♦

        	210th MRD – defending the Ugly, Gromaki, and Ladyzhino line.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th TD – defending the Ladyzhino, Cherepy, Nichiporovichi line.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 20th MC – the forest 2 kilometers east of Rusenka.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	53rd RD (with 3rd Bn, 438th CAR, and 301st HAR) – while defending the Shklov and Pleshchitsy sector on the Dnepr River’s eastern bank, was smashed by enemy forces penetrating in the Shklov region, and its remnants withdrew to the Pochinok region. 223rd RR (company-size detachment) is operating with 110th RD.
      


      
        	•

        	61st RC – defending the Mogilev region and the fortifications of the Mogilev bridgehead.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	110th RD (with 1st Bn, 438th CAR, with 514th RR, less one battalion, but without 411th RR) – defending the Nikolaevka, Nizhnyi Prudki, and Pavlovka line.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	425th RR – defending the Nikolaevka, Nizhnyi Prudki, and Ozer’e sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	411th RR – corps reserve in the woods 2 kilometer north of Novyi Liubuzh.
      


      
        	◊

        	223rd RR (composite company), 457th AABn (without guns), and chemical company – division reserve in the woods northwest of Telegi.
      


      
        	◊

        	March-battalions with 850 men at the disposal of 110th RD on 18 July and concentrated in the forest southwest of Evdokimovichi.
      


      
        	◊

        	Headquarters, 110th RD – the woods southwest of Telegi.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	172nd RD (with 394th, 388th, and 747th RRs, 507th RR, 148th RD, less one battalion, one battalion each from 543rd RR, 161st RD, and 514th RR, 110th RD, 601st HAR, and 200th and 209th ATBns) – defending the Polykovichi, Pashkovo, Tishovka, Buinichi Station, Grebenovo, Poletniki, Bol’shaia Borovka, and Liubuzh line.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	394th RR – defending the Polykovichi and Zatish’e sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	388th RR – defending the Zatish’e and Buinichi Station sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	747th RR (with 507th RR, less one battalion, and one battalion of 543rd RR) – defending the Brody, Grebenovo, Poletniki, Bol’shaia Borovka, and Liubuzh sector facing toward the south.
      


      
        	◊

        	2nd Bn, 514th RR – reserve of 172nd RD in the Kholmy region and the forest to the southeast.
      


      
        	◊

        	Headquarters, 172nd RD – the southwestern outskirts of Mogilev.
      

    


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix J, 2.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	20th RC:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	137th RD – concentrated in the forest north of Ostrovy, with no information about its dispositions and strength.
      


      
        	♦

        	132nd RD – followed 137th RD on the morning of 20 July, but its location and strength is unknown.
      


      
        	♦

        	160th RD – its remnants formed into a composite detachment in the Poniatovka region, but its location and strength is unknown.
      


      
        	♦

        	143rd RD – no information received.
      


      
        	♦

        	187th RD – 236th RR is in the Rogi region as part of 21st Army, but there is no information about its remaining regiments.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	4th AbnC – is putting itself in order after days of fighting along the Krichev axis.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	8th AbnB – attacked toward Studenets on 20 July, but subunits of 39th TR were repulsed by the enemy and occupying the Pogumenskii and Bradzany sector along the Sazhenka River’s eastern bank of the Sazhenka River at day’s end on 20 July, while preparing to attack toward Krichev.
      


      
        	♦

        	7th AbnB – putting itself in order after withdrawing to the P. Velikan, Griazivets, Koronets, the grove north of Koronets, and Zamost’e line and preparing to attack toward Krichev.
      


      
        	♦

        	Composite battalion – concentrated in the Klimovichi region by 2000 hours on 20 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 4th AbnC – Klimovichi.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Colonel Grishin’s Detachment – moving along the highway between Aleksandrovka No. 1 and Aleksandrovka No. 2 on the morning of 20 July, but no information about its combat composition.31
      

    


    Obviously, by this time Gerasimenko’s 13th Army remained scattered to the winds. While the organized part of the army tried to mount an assault on Guderian’s forward units in the Chausy and Krichev regions, the army’s bypassed remnants east of Mogilev escaped eastward over the next several days, running a virtual gauntlet of fire through the advancing columns of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps. This left the ground defense of the shrinking perimeter around Mogilev proper, first, to General Nikitin, and after he was evacuated to the rear after 16 July, to Major General Fedor Alekseevich Bakunin, the commander of 61st Rifle Corps and garrison commander. The nucleus of the defending forces was a special group led by Major General Mikhail Timofeevich Romanov, the commander of 172nd Rifle Division, whose group ultimately consisted of his division, 110th Rifle Division, single regiments from or remnants of 132nd, 137th, 160th, and 143rd Rife Divisions, and the remnants of Nikitin’s 20th Mechanized Corps.32


    See Table 12.


    
       
    


    Table 12. The 61st Rifle Corps’ Defensive Dispositions around Mogilev, 0800 hours on 21 July 1941


    
      
        	•

        	61st Rifle Corps (110th and 172nd Rifle Divisions, 20th Mechanized Corps, 148th Rifle Division’s 57th Regiment, minus one battalion, and 132nd Rifle Division’s 453rd Regiment)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	20th Mechanized Corps – (eastern axis)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	26th Tank Division – Gladkovo, Sukhari, Bol’shoe Bushkovo, and Kirp sector (west of Chernevka);
      


      
        	◊

        	210th Motorized Rifle Division (minus one battalion) – Chernevka to north of Domany sector; and
      


      
        	◊

        	38th Tank Division – Nichiporovichi and Nikolaevka sector.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	110th Rifle Division (less 394th and 441st Regiment) and 514th Motorized Rifle Regiment (less one battalion) – Nikolaevka and Par (east of Polykovichi) sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	172nd Rifle Division (with one battalion, 110th Rifle Division’s 514th Regiment and 394th Regiments; 148th Rifle Division’s 307th Regiment, and one rifle battalion, 161st Rifle Division’s 543rd Regiment) – Polykovichi, Pashkovo, Tishovka, Buinichi, Pechery, and Bol’shaia Borovka sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	411th Rifle Regiment – in reserve in the Novyi Liubuzh region.
      

    


    
      
        
          Source: “Svedeniia shtaba 13-i Armii o polozhenii i sostoianii voisk na 21 iiulia 1941 g” [Report of the headquarters of 13th Army about the positions and condition of its forces on 21 July 1941], in SBDVOV, Issue 37, 196-197.

        

      

    


    
       
    


    For several days after the city’s encirclement, a foreboding stillness descended over Mogilev as the beleaguered garrison and its higher headquarters monitored German troop movements toward the east. However, this deceptive stillness only masked the steady advance of the next wave of German forces, the kampfgruppen leading the advance of four army corps from Weichs’s Second Army, which began reaching the Dnepr River on 16 and 17 July.33 As they did so, they relieved the SS “Das Reich” Motorized, 3rd and 4th Panzer, and 10th Motorized Divisions, which hurried eastward to join their parent corps. Once he relieved Guderian’s forces, on 16 July Weichs ordered General of Artillery Wilhelm Fahrmbacher, the commander of VII Army Corps, to take charge of the operations to capture Mogilev.


    After concentrating his forces, Fahrmbacher conducted his first assault against Mogilev’s defenses from the west on 20 July with his VII Army Corps’ 7th and 23rd Infantry Divisions. Since the defending Soviets were well dug in and supported by artillery, they repelled this attack, although German infantry managed to cross the Dnepr River on their northern and southern flanks. During this assault, 23rd Infantry Division also seized a tactically advantageous bridge over the Dnepr River and pierced the Soviets’ defenses near Buinichi in the more exposed southern part of the city, 8 kilometers from the city’s center.


    To complete the encirclement, Weichs assigned Fahrmbacher 15th and 78th Infantry Divisions, the former just released from the OKH’s reserve, and Fahrmbacher inserted 15th Infantry Division between the 7th and 23rd Divisions in the west and used 78th Infantry Division to close the encirclement ring from the southeast.34On 21 July Major General Hellmich’s 23rd Infantry Division used its reserve 9th Regiment to outflank the defenders and capture a bridge leading into Mogilev from the southeast after intense and costly fighting. After capturing the bridge intact, Hellmich’s division cracked the defenders’ inner defensive ring, which ran along the river bend, and repelled several furious Soviet counterattacks.35 Hard-pressed by the German assaults, late on 21 July Bakunin reported to 21st Army’s headquarters, “I have been conducting fierce combat with superior enemy forces for two days. I am holding on to my positions. Artillery shells have been used up. I ask you just when you will be able to provide us with ammunition.”36


    Although Soviet TB-3 bomber aircraft tried to drop supplies into Mogilev, many of the parachutes fell into the Germans’ line, and many of the air-dropped shells turned out to be the wrong caliber. In addition, some reinforcements arrived from Kreizer’s 1st Motorized Rifle Division, which fought its way into the encirclement from the north, leading Weichs to conclude the defense of Mogilev ranked high on the Stavka’s list of priorities. However, none of these efforts to re-supply their forces eased Bakunin’s and Romanov’s dilemma. The next day 78th Infantry Division repulsed Soviet forces attempting to enter the pocket from the northeast and held off an attempt by part of Bakunin’s forces to break out to the east. The fighting intensified during the night as the defenders struggled to retrieve the air-dropped supplies. However, overnight 78th Infantry Division penetrated the southern sector of Bakunin’s perimeter, capturing more than 5,000 prisoners and enough materiel to equip a division. As 13th Army reported on the evening of 23 July, 61st Rifle Corps had been attacked by up to five enemy infantry divisions in the Pleshchitsy, Kniazhitsy, Selets, Vil’chitsy, and Dary regions since early on 22 July, with the enemy seizing Lupolovo and covering Mogilev with aerostatic obstacles (see 21st Army’s daily operational summaries below).


    Weichs’ 23rd, 15th, 7th, and 78th Infantry Divisions closed the ring tightly around the center city on 24 July and began house-to-house fighting. Despite its weakened state, Bakunin’s force held out until 26 July, at least to this point admirably fulfilling Timoshenko’s order, “to defend Mogilev come what may.”37 Romanov’s 172nd Rifle Division performed particularly well during this heavy and complex fighting by tying down four German divisions (VII Army Corps’ 7th, 15th, 23rd, and 78th Infantry) in conjunction with 21st Army’s incessant attacks toward Mogilev from the south. However, by late on 25 July, Bakunin’s encircled forces had consumed all of their remaining ammunition, food, and fuel supplies. Complicating matters for the encircled group, by this time XIII Army Corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group had forced the neighboring 21st Army to withdraw its forward defenses 55-65 kilometers southward to the Sozh River line, far out of supporting range of Mogilev.


    With his forces almost totally out of ammunition, Bakunin finally ordered his forces to break out to the east overnight on 26-27 July despite orders from higher headquarters not to do so. Leaving thousands of wounded under the care of doctors, the defenders tried to escape, but only a handful managed finally to reach Soviet lines. The breakout attempt was costly in lives, and Romanov was wounded in the left shoulder. In the dark night and heavy rain, his small column managed to join a German convoy surreptitiously but was detected and destroyed. The general managed to escape to Barsuki, a village 32 kilometers west of Mogilev, by hiding under straw in a Panje wagon but was later captured, treated at a German hospital, and imprisoned at a German POW camp at Hammelburg, where he died in captivity in July 1943.38 Major General A. G. Nikitin, the commander of 20th Mechanized Corps, was also killed leading his forces eastward from Mogilev.


    After learning of Bakunin’s breakout attempt, although displeased with army commander Gerasimenko’s behavior, Timoshenko was simply livid over what he considered as Bakunin’s “treachery” under fire. As he explained to his masters in Moscow on 27 July:


    
      
        
          Since 61st Rifle Corps’ vigorous defense of Mogilev is tying down as many as 5 enemy infantry divisions, 13th Army was ordered to defend Mogilev at all cost, and 13th Army and the Central Front received orders to attack toward Mogilev and subsequently protect Group Kachalov’s left flank and reach the Dnepr. However, when the commander of 13th Army failed to urge Bakunin, the commander of 61st Corps, to stand fast, the latter “rudely violated his orders” and illegally abandoned Mogilev, this released enemy divisions to maneuver against 13th and 21st Armies. The Western Front immediately countermanded Bakunin’s order, replaced Bakunin with Colonel Voevodin, who steadfastly defended Mogilev, and turned Bakunin over to a military tribunal.39

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Despite their repeated desperate attempts to break out of the “Mogilev trap” and reach the safety of the Sozh River, the bulk of Bakunin’s and Romanov’s forces perished, fell captive to the Germans, or escaped individually or in small groups to join partisan units in the nearby forests. German forces entered Mogilev on 27 July. After they did, they reported capturing 23,000 prisoners and a considerable amount of equipment by late on 27 July and, ultimately, increased this tally to 35,000 soldiers and 245 guns by including the toll throughout the entire operation in and around the city. In fact, the casualty toll was unusually high on both sides as a result of this sustained fighting. By day’s end on 27 July, Mogilev was finally under VII Army’s complete control, with its vital bridge over the Dnepr River repaired and operational.


    Although Bakunin’s and Romanov’s defense of Mogilev deprived the Germans of a vital Dnepr crossing site for more than a week, the Germans actually managed to construct temporary bridges over the river in half a dozen other places, depriving Mogilev of major strategic significance. In addition, by the time the siege was over, Guderian’s panzers had managed to disengage from the city and resolutely press ahead eastward, ignoring its potential danger against their inner flanks. However, since Weichs’ infantry had to contend with both the situation at Mogilev as well as 21st Army’s attacks against his flanks, the heavy fighting delayed Second Army’s planned attack on Gomel’ for more than a week and severely depleted his ammunition stocks.


    By the last week in July, Mogilev’s gallant defenders had become just another neglected remnant of the shattered Western Front. Ordered to stand and fight, they did so with little assistance from 21st Army. However, their sacrifices did buy time for Timoshenko to bring forward fresh reserves and commit them in the more vital battle for Smolensk. In addition, although Red Army forces fought heroically at Mogilev, Krasnoe, Smolensk, Solov’evo, and tens of other points, on many occasions during this critical period, they failed to perform to Timoshenko’s and Stalin’s expectations. As Rokossovsky later noted in his memoirs:


    
      
        
          To my great regret, about which I have no right to be silent, I encountered a great number of instances of cowardice, panic, desertion, and self-mutilation to evade battle among the soldiers. At first, so-called “left-handedness” appeared when [soldiers] shot themselves in the palm of their left hand or had one or several fingers shot off. When we noted that, “right-handedness” began to appear, done in the same way only with the right hand. Self-mutilation occurred by agreement; a pair of soldiers would mutually shoot one another in the hands. Soon a law was issued that mandated the highest penalties (execution) for desertion, evasion of battle, “shooting oneself,” and insubordination to superiors in combat conditions.40

        

      

    


    
       
    


    The Problem of 21st Army


    While Bakunin’s and Romanov’s forces defending Mogilev were one problem interfering with Army Group Center’s operations, Bock’s forces faced an even more serious problem further to the south. In fact, from the very moment Bock’s armored columns began their eastward advance toward Smolensk, F. I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army represented the most vexing thorn in his side. Timoshenko had issued his initial orders to Kuznetsov’s army on 11 and 12 July, in the first instance, to conduct raids against Army Group Center’s right rear and, ultimately, to join 13th and 4th Armies’ counterattacks against Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. In the wake of these operations, at 2000 hours on 16 July, Timoshenko reported to the Stavka about 21st Army’s modest successes:


    See Maps 42 and 43. The situation on Army Group Center’s right wing late on 16 July 1941 and 21st Army’s dispositions and see also Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix J, 1)


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	21st Army – attacking in the general direction of Bobruisk, with small groups of Center’s right enemy tanks withdrawing westward before its front.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	67th RC (102nd and 151st RDs) – after forcing the Dnepr River, reached the Rogachev and Bykhov Station railroad line [20-30 kilometers north of Rogachev] 21st Army’s and faced with small tank and motorized infantry subunits.
      


      
        	♦

        	63rd RC (167th and 154th RD) – continuing its advance toward the west [west of the Dnepr River between Zhlobin and Rogachev].
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC (232nd RD) – positions unknown [between Iakimovskaia Sloboda and Strakovichi, roughly 35-45 kilometers south of Zhlobin].
      


      
        	♦

        	Colonel Kurmashev’s Detachment – reached the Drazhnia and Zapol’e front [30 kilometers south-southeast to 35 kilometers southwest of Bobruisk] at 1500 hours on 15 July and facing toward the northwest.
      


      
        	♦

        	24th RD (remnants) – combined into detachments in the Kosarichi region [55 kilometers south of Bobruisk] and to the south.
      


      
        	♦

        	75th RD – withdrew to the Gulevichi and Vilcha sector [130-150 kilometers southwest of Bobruisk] along the Sluch’ River and fighting with the enemy 40th ID.
      


      
        	♦

        	25th MC – in the Krichev region at 0015 hours on 16 July, with order to fulfill its previous mission41
      

    


    As the Western Front’s operational summary indicated, although 21st Army’s forces were still intact, its commander, Kuznetsov, also suffered from severe communications problems that denied him a complete picture of his army’s dispositions. The most interesting aspect of the report involved the detachments of Colonel Kurmashev and 24th Rifle Division, which were operating south and southwest of Bobruisk, threatening Weichs’ communications from the south. These were the forces Gorodovikov’s Cavalry Corps were supposed to reinforce.


    Timoshenko continued reporting on 21st Army’s operations in operational summaries his front issued late on 18 July and, once again, on the morning of 21 July. While demonstrating that Kuznetsov was determined to carry out his offensive orders, these summaries also indicated that Weichs’ Second Army intended to recapture Rogachev:


    See Appendices F, 9 and J, 3.


    
       
    


    2000 hours on 18 July 1941, Western Front’s operational summary


    
      
        	•

        	13th Army – no information received because liaison officers sent by aircraft have not yet returned.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army – attacking toward Bobruisk during the day against four enemy divisions which have conducted numerous counterattacks supported by mortars and artillery.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	67th RC – protecting the army’s right flank, with 187th RD securing its right, and 15th RD attacking toward Bykhov Station since 0300 hours on 18 July and 102nd RD attacking northwestward from Novyi Bykhov [35 kilometers east-northeast of Rogachev] since 0700 hours on 18 July, both with unknown results.
      


      
        	♦

        	63rd RC (61st, 167th, and 154th RD) – defending its previous positions and repelling local enemy counterattacks [west of the Dnepr between Rogachev and Zhlobin], with 15 killed and 300 wounded and 6 tankettes destroyed.
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC (232nd RD) – fighting along the Borovaia, Korolev Station, and Sloboda line [15-22 kilometers northwest of Parichi and 20-25 kilometers south of Bobruisk].
      


      
        	♦

        	117th RD and 110th RR, 53rd RD – defending its previous sector along the Dnepr River’s eastern bank,
      


      
        	♦

        	Detachment Kurmashev – no news,
      


      
        	♦

        	Pinsk Military Flotilla – a detachment fighting along the Berezina River near Novaia Belitsa (5 kilometers north of Parichi).
      


      
        	♦

        	24th RD (remnants) – concentrated in the Ozarichi region [40 kilometers south of Parichi].
      


      
        	♦

        	75th RD – defending the Lenino and Mlynok line along the Sluch’ River [120-140 kilometers southwest of Bobruisk] against at least one enemy infantry division (probably the 40th) and cavalry.
      


      
        	♦

        	25th MC:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	50th TD – in the Voshchanka and Aleshnia region [40-50 kilometers east-northeast of Rogachev and 15-20 kilometers east of Dovsk], with its detachment of 10 tanks and a motorized company destroying 70-80 wheeled vehicles, 10 tanks, and up to 500 soldiers and officers during fighting in the Mashevskaia Sloboda region [15 kilometers north of Propoisk] since 1300 hours on 17 July.
      


      
        	◊

        	219th MRD – concentrating in the Chechersk and Voronovka region [60 kilometers east-southeast of Rogachev].
      


      
        	◊

        	55th TD – in Novozybkov [140 kilometers southeast of Rogachev].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	4th Army – fighting with enemy forces penetrating along the Cherikov axis.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	28th RC – retreating to new defenses.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	42nd RD – withdrawing to the Zakrupets, Gizhenka, and Novinka line [20-25 kilometers west of Cherikov], where it faces the west and south.
      


      
        	◊

        	6th RD – defending the Dolgoe, Sokolovka, and Polepenskii line [15 kilometers west to 15 kilometers southwest of Cherikov] with two regiments.
      


      
        	◊

        	55th RD – 107th RR regrouped to defenses in the Kremianka and Kamenka Station sector [2 kilometers south to 10 kilometers southwest of Krichev] along the eastern bank of the Sozh River, with one rifle battalion along the eastern bank of the Udocha River in Cherikov; and the rest of the division in forests south of Cherikov [25 kilometers southwest of Krichev].
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	4th AbnC – protecting the crossings over the Sozh River at Khislavichi, Mstislavl’, and Krichev [40 kilometers north of Krichev] with two brigades and four battalions.
      


      
        	◊

        	Observed an enemy concentration of 28 tanks (including 4 heavy), 42 armored personnel carriers, 115 motorcycles, 17 guns (including 5 heavy), and up to 150 vehicles in the Krichev region being protected by 10 fighter and 10 bomber aircraft.
      


      
        	♦

        	The front is undefended from Krichev to Roslavl’.42
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    Map 42. The situation on Army Group Center’s right wing late on 16 July 1941.
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    Map 43. 21st Army’s dispositions


    
       
    

  


  


  
    0800 hours on 21 July 1941, Western Front’s operational summary


    
      
        	•

        	13th Army – defending the Mogilev region and fighting along the eastern bank of the Sozh River, while trying to restore defenses in the Krichev region.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	61st RC (110th and 172nd RD, 20th MC, 148th RD’s 57th RR, minus one battalion, and 132nd RD’s 453rd RR) – defending all-round positions as follows:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	20th MC – defending the eastern axis, with 26th TD along the Gladkovo, Sukhari, Bol’shoe Bushkovo, and Kirp (west of Chernevka) line, 210th MRD (minus one battalion) along the Chernevka and north of Domany line; and 38th TD along the Nichiporovichi and Nikolaevka line.
      


      
        	◊

        	110th RD (minus 394th and 441st RRs, but with 514th MRR, less one battalion, attached) – defending the Nikolaevka and Par (east of Polykovichi) line.
      


      
        	◊

        	172nd RD (with one rifle battalion of 110th RD’s 514th and 394th RRs, 148th RD’s 307th RR, and one rifle battalion of 161st RD’s 543rd RR) – defending the bridgehead along the Polykovichi, Pashkovo, Tishovka, Buinichi, Pechery, and Bol’shaia Borovka line.
      


      
        	◊

        	411th RR – in 61st RC’s reserve in the Novyi Liubuzh region.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	20th RC – positions unknown.
      


      
        	♦

        	4th AbnC – attacking toward Krichev, with 7th Brigade in Korenets and the forest to the west [10 kilometers east to 10 kilometers southeast of Krichev] and 8th Brigade in the forest east of Polokhovo [20-25 kilometers northeast of Krichev].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	4th Army – positions unknown.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army – fighting along the Rzhavka [15 kilometers west of Propoisk], Kulikovka [25 kilometers west-southwest of Propoisk], Pribor [on the Dnepr River 45 kilometers north-northeast of Rogachev], V’iun [43 kilometers north of Rogachev], Rekhta [22 kilometers north of Rogachev], and Rudnia line [10 kilometers west of Zhlobin] and along the Stasevka, Borovaia, Gleb, Rudnia, and Chernye Brody line [from 20 kilometers south-southeast of Bobruisk westward to 15 kilometers south of Bobruisk and southward to 38 kilometers south of Bobruisk] on the southern approaches to Bobruisk against LIII AC’s 255th, 267th, and 2nd IDs operating along the Rogachev and Zhlobin axes, and XXXXIII AC’s 131st and 134th IDs operating along the Stasevka, Gleb, Rudnia, and Chernye Brody front, and with 45th and 293rd IDs apparently operating along the Pinsk axis.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	67th RC (187th, 151st, and 102nd RDs) – defending their previous positions. A regiment of enemy infantry, which attacked at the boundary of 187th and 151st RDs and captured the northeastern outskirts of Obidovichi [20 kilometers north of Dovsk and 37 kilometers northeast of Rogachev] at 1400 hours on 20 July, was repelled by 50th TD when it subsequently tried to penetrate eastward along the highway to Dovsk [28 kilometers east-northeast of Rogachev].
      


      
        	♦

        	63rd RC (61st, 167th, and 154th RDs) – fighting in its previous positions and repelled repeated counterattacks by LIII AC.
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC – defending with 232nd RD against the enemy 131st and 134th IDs, with 797th RR protecting the Chernye Brody, Protasy, and Ugly sector [from 25 kilometers west of Parichi to 15 kilometers southwest of Parichi] on the corps’ left flank against counterattacks by the enemy 445th and 432nd IRs toward Parichi.
      


      
        	♦

        	Armored Train No. 52 – fighting with the enemy in the vicinity of Rabkor Station [68 kilometers south-southwest of Bobruisk] to hinder his concentration in the Karpilovka region.
      


      
        	♦

        	75th RD – defending Zhitkovichi [165 kilometers south-southwest of Bobruisk] against the enemy 45th and 293rd IDs, which are trying to envelop the town from the north and south, with unknown results.
      


      
        	♦

        	117th RD’s 110th RR and detachment (Group) Kurmashev – positions unknown.
      


      
        	♦

        	25th MC – attacking, with 50th TD on the southern outskirts of Obidovichi; 219th MRD trying but failing to capture Malyi Propoisk [10 kilometers south of Propoisk] with its motorized rifle regiment, and 55th TD concentrated in its previous area.
      


      
        	♦

        	Cavalry Group Gorodovikov– still assembling, with 47th CD marching from Nasavichi toward Ozarichi [from 70 kilometers south-southeast of Parichi to 40 kilometers south of Parichi], 43rd CD concentrating in the Kalinkovichi region [80 kilometers south of Parichi and 115 kilometers southwest of Zhlobin], and 32nd CD’s first trains reaching Vasilevichi Station [68 kilometers south-southeast of Parichi].43
      

    


    As these summaries indicated, the offensive Timoshenko hoped would unhinge the southern flank of Army Group Center and disrupt Guderian’s advance to the east was not working. Although 21st Army’s corps had recorded some local successes, German forces were flowing to the region, and the cavalry group the Stavka created on 14 July, consisting of 43rd and 47th Cavalry Divisions, reinforced by 32nd Cavalry Division on 18 July, had begun deploying forward but was not yet ready to conduct the deep operations along the Bobruisk axis that Stalin hoped would produce significant results.44 In the meantime, the numerous groups and detachments subordinate to 66th Rifle Corps’ 232nd Rifle Division, 24th Rifle Division, and Colonel Kurmashev’s detachment (group), which was supported by Armored Train No. 52, would simply have to hold out “like Red louses under the Germans’ hide” until reinforced by Gorodovikov’s cavalry.


    Worst still from Timoshenko’s perspective, when Kuznetsov’s 21st Army resumed its assaults from 16 through 18 July, the serious threat to Guderian’s right wing prompted Bock to commit his entire reserve, Heinrici’s XXXXIII Army Corps plus two additional infantry divisions, to support Weichs’ beleaguered forces. Although these reserves ultimately restored the situation on Army Group Center’s southern (right flank), the task of expelling Kuznetsov’s forces from the Rogachev and Zhlobin regions and back across the Dnepr River deprived Kluge’s Fourth Army of a significant infantry force he could have better employed in the Smolensk region. As a result, Hoth and Guderian had to use their panzer and motorized divisions in costly frontline fighting, which seriously eroded their strength.


    Meanwhile, on 21 July, Timoshenko set the tone for subsequent operations against Army Group Center’s left flank by issuing fresh orders to Kuznetsov’s 21st Army on Kuznetsov, in turn, at 1730 hours the next day, directed his tired forces to undertake yet another series of offensive operations:


    See Map 44. 21st Army’s counterstroke in late July 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix J, 4.


    1730 hours 22 July 1941, 21st Army’s order


    
      
        	•

        	21st Army’s mission – as before, to destroy the enemy’s Bobruisk-Bykhov grouping:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	25th MC (50th TD, 219th MRD, and 696th ATR) – capture Propoisk [65 kilometers southeast of Mogilev], destroy the enemy’s Propoisk grouping, cut the enemy’s Krichev-Propoisk supply route, prepare to destroy the enemy’s Bykhov grouping in cooperation with 67th RC, and prepare to attack toward Shelomy [7 kilometers west of Propoisk], Krasnitsa [35 kilometers northwest of Propoisk and 34 kilometers southeast of Mogilev], and Slobodka [50 kilometers northwest of Propoisk and 19 kilometers south of Mogilev].
      


      
        	♦

        	67th RC (102nd, 151st, and 187th RDs, 387th HAR, and 16th MtrBtry) – firmly defend the Prudok [18 kilometers southwest of Propoisk], Dobryi Dub [25 kilometers west-southwest of Propoisk], Stalin State Farm, and Dubrovskii [30 kilometers west-southwest of Propoisk] line, regroup overnight on 22-23 July, and prepare to attack [northward] on the morning of 23 July to destroy the enemy’s Bykhov grouping.
      


      
        	♦

        	63rd RC (61st, 167th, and 154th RDs, 110th RR, and 36th LAR) – fulfill your previously assigned missions [attack westward to seize Bobruisk in cooperation with Gorodovikov’s Cavalry Group].
      


      
        	♦

        	117th RD (with 387th HAR) – reach Dovsk [28 kilometers east-northeast of Rogachev] early on 23 July to reinforce 67th RC.
      


      
        	♦

        	155th RD – concentrate in reserve in the Dovsk region late on 23 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC (232nd RD, one rifle regiment of the fortified region, and 32nd CD’s tank regiment) – destroy the enemy along the Moshna Station [25 kilometers west-northwest of Parichi] and Ratmirovichi [30 kilometers west of Parichi] axis by a surprise attack at 1200 hours on 23 July.
      


      
        	♦

        	75th RD – defend the Beleva, Naida, and Liaskovichi line [150 kilometers south of Bobruisk] and prevent an enemy penetration toward the east.
      


      
        	♦

        	24th RD – dispatch strong partisans groups along the Glussk [45 kilometers southwest of Bobruisk], Selets [55 kilometers west of Bobruisk], BVO Collective Farm, and Novoselki [30 kilometers north of Kalinkovichi] axis to operate closely with 66th RC and protect the Cavalry Group’s operations.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Chief of Artillery – will combine command and control of 67th and 63rd RCs’ artillery on 23 July to employ all of their artillery in support of the offensive and prepare fire obstacles at the boundary between 67th and 63rd RCs.
      


      
        	♦

        	VVS (Air Forces) of the Army – destroy the enemy groupings in the Propoisk and Bykhov regions from 21-24 July, support 66th RC’s attack and defense, protect the movement of 115th RD, and support 75th RD and 25th MC and 67th RC with small groups of aircraft.
      


      
        	♦

        	Commander of all Corps and Divisions – command and control their units firmly in their own hands and suppress panic and cowardice by any and all means.45
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    Map 44. 21st Arm’s counterstroke in late July 1941


    
       
    

  


  


  
    The Western Front’s operational summaries for 23 and 26 July described the ensuing action and 13th and 21st Armies’ extremely limited accomplishments in the southern half of its sector.


    See Map 45. The situation on Army Group Center’s right wing late on 23 July 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix J, 5 and 7.


    
       
    


    2000 hours on 23 July 1941, Western Front’s operational summary


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – fierce fighting underway with superior enemy forces in the (Documents), Nevel’, Smolensk, and El’nia regions.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army – struggling in the Mogilev, Propoisk, and Krichev regions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	61st RC – attacked by up to five enemy infantry divisions in the Pleshchitsy, Kniazhitsy, Selets, Vil’chitsy, and Dary regions since early on 22 July, with the enemy seizing Lupolovo and covering Mogilev with aerostatic obstacles.
      


      
        	♦

        	4th AbnC – attacked Krichev from the east unsuccessfully on 22-23 July.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	4th Army – attacked toward Propoisk from the west:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	28th and 20th RCs (part) and 219th MRD – captured the northeastern outskirts of Propoisk, where they are still fighting.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th RC (the remainder) – reached crossings over the Sozh River at Aleksandrovka 1 and 2 [10-15 kilometers east-northeast of Propoisk] from the Pronia River line, with its commander, [Major General Stepan Illarionovich Eremin], wounded.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov – dislodged the enemy’s forward units and is now fighting for crossings over the Stomet’ River (18 kilometers southeast of Pochinok), but under heavy enemy air attack.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army – fighting in its positions against the enemy LIII, XXXXIII, and XXXV AC, 3rd and 4th PzDs, 1st CD, and 117th IR.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	67th RC –defending from Peregon to Bakhan’ [24 kilometers west-southwest to 23 kilometers southwest of Propoisk] with 187th RD, from Zatish’e to Iskany [29-36 kilometers southwest of Propoisk] with 151st RD, and captured the southwestern outskirts of Lazarovichi and Koromka [47-55 kilometers southwest of Propoisk and 35 kilometers northeast of Rogachev] with 102nd RD.
      


      
        	♦

        	63rd RC – in its previous positions [west of the Dnepr River from northwest of Rogachev to west of Zhlobin], with 117th and 155th RDs to concentrate in Dovsk on the morning and evening of 23 July, respectively.
      


      
        	♦

        	66th RC – fighting for Novaia Belitsa [4 kilometers northwest of Parichi] and Slobodka [15 kilometers west of Parichi] with 232nd RD, Kurmashev’s Detachment fighting near Rabkor Station [68 kilometers south-southwest of Bobruisk], Armored Train No. 52 fighting encircled in the Zales’e region [10 kilometers north of Rabkor and 55 kilometers south-southwest of Bobruisk], and Armored Train No. 50 located at Kontsevichi Station.
      


      
        	♦

        	25th MC (50th TD and 219th MRD) – fighting for Propoisk, and 55th TD passed through Zimnitsa [40 kilometers east-northeast of Krichev] with part of its forces. No information available about other units.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Army – destroyed enemy motor-mechanized units along the El’nia and Iartsevo axes and dropped supplies on the Mogilev airfield.46
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    Map 45. The situation on Army Group Center’s right wing late on 23 July 1941.

  


  


  
    0800 hours on 26 July 1941, Western Front’s operational summary


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – fighting along the entire front, but especially fierce along the Velikie Luki, Smolensk, and Mogilev axes, while slowly advancing with fresh forces to liquidate the enemy penetration in the Smolensk region.
      


      
        	•

        	13th Army – fighting sustained combat in the Mogilev and Propoisk regions.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	61st RC – abandoned Mogilev under pressure from up to five enemy infantry divisions reinforced by tanks and withdrew to the Bol’shoe Bushkovo [26 kilometers northeast of Mogilev] and Vas’kovichi [22 kilometers east of Mogilev] line. However, the units still holding on to Mogilev have been ordered to hold the city “at all costs.”
      


      
        	♦

        	20th RC – continuing to cross the Sozh River at Aleksandrovka 2 [12 kilometers east-northeast of Propoisk] and, simultaneously, attacking toward Propoisk from the east but unsuccessfully.
      


      
        	♦

        	4th AbnC – reorganizing in the Krichev Station No. 2, Mikheevichi, and Kamenka region [7-10 kilometers east of Krichev].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	4th Army – defending the Borisovichi [10 kilometers south of Krichev] and Kliny [5 kilometers south of Propoisk] sector on the southeastern bank of the Sozh River along with 28th RC, but unsuccessful in its attack on Propoisk.
      


      
        	•

        	21st Army – positions unchanged and no information received about Group Gorodovikov.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Army – cooperating with ground forces on the battlefield, with front aviation striking the enemy in the Demidov and Dukhovshchina region, supporting Group Khomenko by suppressing artillery fire in the region southwest of Baturino, and protecting the ground forces against enemy air attacks.47
      

    


    As the summaries indicated, 13th, 4th, and 21st Armies’ attempted attacks to relieve 13th Army’s 61st Rifle Corps isolated in Mogilev, halt the eastward advance of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group short of the Sozh River, and disrupt Guderian’s supply lines and Army Group Center’s rear area between Rogachev and Bobruisk quite literally aborted. Although an opportunity to do so existed in the first half of July, once Weichs’ Second Army reached the area after mid-month, the “window of opportunity” closed. By this time, the XXXXIII Army Corps’ 134th and 260th Infantry Divisions of Weichs’ Second Army had recaptured Parichi from 21st Army’s 66th Rifle Corps and, further to the southwest, were forcing Kurmashev’s Detachment back to Rabkor Station, in the process encircling and destroying Armored Train No. 53. Therefore, by now there were few if any units for Cavalry Group Gorodovikov to reinforce.


    While all of this transpired, even though preoccupied with the fighting in the Smolensk region, Stalin and the Stavka repeatedly expressed frustration with the armies on Western Front’s left wing. For example, on behalf of the Stavka, on 23 July Chief of Staff Zhukov sharply reproached Timoshenko for the inaction of his subordinate, Gerasimenko, in 13th Army, demanding he “immediately check the activities of the commander and staff of 13th Army” because, according to Stalin’s informants, “[13th Army’s] Military Council is not fulfilling the Western Front’s orders, leaves the command post without the front’s sanction, and does not supervise its units but instead leaves them to their fate.”48


    Also on 23 July, the Stavka attempted to solve command and control problems on Western Front’s left wing by splitting Timoshenko’s front into two fronts, the Western and Central Fronts, and appointing General F. I. Kuznetsov to command a new Central Front, which was to control 4th, 13th, and 21st Armies. General Efremov than took command of 21st Army:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix J, 6.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          With the aim of facilitating command and control of forces, the Stavka of the High Command orders:

        


        
          1. Divide the Western Front into the Western and Central Fronts.

        


        
          2. Place 22nd, 16th, 20th, and 19th Armies in the Western Front.

        


        
          3. Include 13th and 21st Armies in the newly-formed Central Front. Disband 4th Army, and include its formations in 13th Army.

        


        
          4. Establish as the boundary between the Western and Central Front: Briansk, Roslavl’, Shklov, and Minsk, all points inclusive for the Western Front.

        


        
          5. Consider the Gomel’, Bobruisk, and Volkovysk axes as the Central Front’s main operational axes.

        


        
          6. Appoint the commander of 21st Army, Colonel General Kuznetsov, as the commander of the Central Front. Deploy the front’s headquarters from the headquarters of 4th Army.

        


        
          7. Carry out the division of the fronts beginning at 2400 hours on 24 July.

        


        
          8. The commander of the Central Front will establish the order of battle of 13th and 21st Armies and submit it to the Stavka for approval.

        


        
          9. Report receipt and fulfillment.

        

      

    


    
       
    


    For the Stavka of the High Command Zhukov49


    
       
    


    However, neither exhortations nor criticism could alter the sad realities that Mogilev was lost, Guderian’s panzers were driving deep toward the east, and 21st Army’s repeated counterattacks were expiring in utter exhaustion. The most important reality of all was that, by the last week in July, three army corps of Weichs’ Second Army were now operating in the Bobruisk, Rogachev, and Propoisk regions, threatening 21st Army’s forces west of the Dnepr River with complete destruction. Faced with this See reality, Efremov, through his new front commander, Kuznetsov, requested permission from the Stavka to withdraw his 63rd Rifle Corps back to more defensible lines on the river’s eastern bank. Reacting with characteristic stubbornness, the Stavka denied Efremov’s request because:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix J, 8.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          1. A defense of the western bank of the Dnepr with small forces will be quickly overcome by the enemy, and the enemy will seize Zhlobin and Rogachev.

        


        
          2. The enemy, having seized the right bank of the Dnepr River, will quickly organize a defense with small forces and throw the freed up forces to the southeast or throw them to reinforce its Smolensk grouping.

        


        
          We believe it is extremely necessary to operate as actively as possible on the Central Front so as to tie down as many enemy forces as possible by active operations.

        


        
          The Stavka forbids you to withdraw 63rd Rifle Corps to the eastern bank of the Dnepr and demands you destroy the enemy by active operations. We especially need to expand extensive destroyer operations during the night and to destroy the enemy by small detachments, the fires of howitzer artillery and mortars and air strikes.50
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    Thus, by the end of July “the die was cast” for Kuznetsov’s Central Front. With 21st and 13th Armies clearly unable to mount any further offensive operations, with the former occupying exposed defenses west of Rogachev, and with the right wing of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group and Weichs’ Second Army fully concentrated forward, it was only a matter of time before both German forces descended on Central Front’s defenses with predictable results. However, it was also clear to Bock that, as was the case on his army group’s northern flank, any diversion of Guderian’s precious panzer forces southward to deal with the Central Front would also adversely affect Army Group Center’s prospective advance on Moscow. Thus, although the “final act” for Central Front, which would begin in a matter of weeks, would result in predictably catastrophic Soviet defeat, it would also generate high anxiety and concern within Army Group Center’s headquarters over the fate of Barbarossa.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 7


    
       
    


    Armeegruppe Guderian’s Destruction of Group Kachalov and the Reduction of the Smolensk Pocket, 31 July–6 August 1941


    
       
    


    Hitler’s Changing Strategy (Directives Nos. 33 and 34)


    Two weeks after Operation Barbarossa began, Hitler and Halder shared a rare degree of unanimity, if not euphoria, over the Wehrmacht’s spectacular performance, to the extent of even believing the war in the East was already won. However, as early as 3 July, Hitler began displaying signs of anxiety over the vulnerability of his treasured panzer units, first, because they were far outpacing their infantry support, and, second, because he had difficulty deciding where to direct them once the first phase of the campaign was over. Since this crucial decision would likely determine the future course of the war, it was the most important and toughest one Hitler would have to make.1 Hitler’s decision only made the German High Command more anxious to have Bock “finish the Russian armed forces….” and “open the road to Moscow.”2


    Although Bock was trying hard at Smolensk to replicate his victories at Belostok and Minsk, and was doing so without a noticeable pause, by mid-July it was clear that the Smolensk encirclement, even if it succeeded, would take far longer than the Belostok and Minsk operations. Hitler waited impatiently, taking out his growing frustration on Brauchitsch and Halder during their weekly joint strategy conferences. As he discussed his dilemma with his aides, he simply could not make up his mind whether to pursue strictly military objectives, such as the destruction of the Red Army’s forces, or political or economic objectives, such as obliterating the enticing symbols of Soviet power like Leningrad and Moscow, or seizing the grain and oil of the Ukraine and Caucasus, respectively.3 In the end, by seeking to reach a synthesis between military, political, and economic objectives, Hitler issued, altered, and reissued half a dozen directives and orders during the five-week period from mid-July through late August. His actions led Halder to complain bitterly that the Führer was meddling in matters he simply did not understand.4


    Hitler and the entire chain of command were also disappointed by the Wehrmacht’s failure to encircle and destroy the Soviet 27th and 22nd Armies at Nevel’ and much of 13th and 4th Armies at Mogilev. Coupled with Bock’s inability to shut the trap tightly around Soviet forces at Smolensk, the slow pace of operations on both flanks, which permitted large Red Army concentrations to escape capture, bothered Halder, the chief of staff, depressed Brauchitsch, the Army commander, and made Hitler both nervous and angry despite Halder’s counseling that great successes in the field must be allowed to develop in their own good time.5 Only Bock was relatively unconcerned about the failure at Nevel’ because it was peripheral to Army Group Center’s focus on Smolensk and because he was more concerned with the possible loss of his armor to Army Groups North and South, which would adversely affect his ability to march on Moscow.


    Hitler and the OKH began altering their strategy for conducting the next phase of the campaign during the second half of July, largely as a result of the stronger than expected Soviet resistance around Smolensk. Führer Directive No. 33 dated 19 July, announced, “The penetration of the Stalin Line along the entire front and the panzer groups’ further deep advance to the east has completed the second offensive in the East,” and ordered the Wehrmacht, “to prevent large enemy forces from escaping into the depths of Russian territory and annihilate them.”6 Entitled “The Further Conduct of the War in the East,” the directive admitted, “Army Group Center requires a considerable time to liquidate the strong enemy groups, which continue to remain between our mobile formations,” and, in particular, “The Kiev fortifications and the Soviet 5th Army’s operations on our rear have inhibited active operations and free maneuver on Army Group South’s northern flank.”


    The directive then established the Wehrmacht’s objectives during of the next phase of the campaign (emphasis added).


    
      
        	•

        	Army Group South’s immediate mission is to destroy the enemy’s 12th and 6th Armies by “a concentrated offensive west of the Dnepr River” and “prevent them from withdrawing beyond the river.” In addition, it is “to destroy the Soviet 5th Army by means of a closely coordinated offensive by the forces on Army Group Center’s southern flank and Army Group South’s northern flank.” As Army Group Center turns infantry divisions to the south, simultaneously, it is to commit fresh, primarily mobile forces into combat after they complete their previous missions, are re-supplied, and their flanks along the Moscow axis are protected. These forces will prevent Russian forces, which have crossed to the Dnepr River’s eastern bank, from withdrawing farther East, and destroy them;
      


      
        	•

        	Army Group Center, after destroying the numerous encircled enemy units and resolving its supply problems, is to sever communications between Moscow and Leningrad and protect the right flank of Army Group North’s advance to Leningrad with mobile formations not taking part in the advance to the southeast, while continuing its offensive toward Moscow with its infantry formations; and
      


      
        	•

        	Army Group North is to continue its offensive toward Leningrad as soon as Eighteenth Army reestablishes contact with Fourth Panzer Group and its Sixteenth Army can reliably protect its eastern flank. Simultaneously, it will capture the naval bases in Estonia, prevent Soviet forces operating in Estonia from withdrawing to Leningrad, and capture the islands in the Baltic Sea as rapidly as possible.7
      

    


    In effect, although the directive authorized Bock to resume his advance on Moscow with his infantry, its actual effect was to halt Bock’s advance on the Soviet capital until its neighboring army groups eliminated the threats to its flanks. The unstated assumption was that, once these flank problems were resolved, Bock would require little more than his infantry and a portion of his panzers to seize the Soviet capital. In the interim, the bulk of his panzer forces were to join Leeb’s drive on Leningrad and Rundstedt’s pincer movement against Kiev. When all was said and done, however, the directive, which reflected Halder’s concept all along, might also reflect Hitler’s testimony to the fiercer than anticipated Soviet resistance at and around Smolensk and an open admission that, in light of this resistance, an immediate offensive against Moscow was not yet feasible.


    At his command center in East Prussia, Hitler was surrounded by men of his own choosing and was actually living in a surreal world of isolation. Those in this “inner circle,” who exercised influence over the Wehrmacht’s command and control to varying degrees, included Göring, (Luftwaffe chief), Keitel (OKW chief), Jodl (OKW chief of operations), Major General Rudolf Schmundt (his Wehrmacht adjutant [aide]), Major Gerhard Engel (his army adjutant), Major Nicolaus von Below (his Luftwaffe adjutant), Navy Captain Karl-Jesko von Puttkammer (his naval adjutant), Major Willy Deyhle (Jodl’s adjutant), Luftwaffe General Karl Bodenschatz (Göring’s liaison to the Führer), and Oberstleutnant Eckhard Christian (Liaison to WFSt).8 On Monday, 21 July, however, Hitler managed to escape briefly from this protective cocoon by making his first round of visits to the army groups in the East. After visiting Leeb on 21 July, he followed with a visit to Bock on 4 August and Rundstedt two days later.9 However, as Hitler exercised ever-increasing influence over tactical operations, his visit to Army Group North was of special import.


    The Führer arrived at Malnava airfield at 0615 hours on 21 July in a big Junkers aircraft with an identical backup aircraft protected by two Luftwaffe fighters. Accompanied by Keitel and a small retinue, including SS bodyguards and newsreel and press photographers, Hitler drove the half mile to Leeb’s nearby command post in two special four-wheel-drive staff cars and three limousines, which Hitler’s staff had sent ahead the almost 660 kilometers from Rastenburg by road. According to observers, when he arrived at the gardening school serving as Leeb’s command post, the pale and nervous-looking Hitler wore a light tan raincoat over his self-designed field-gray uniform.10


    Briefing Hitler on the situation, but without informing him of the Soviet breakout at Nevel’, Leeb reported that Busch’s Sixteenth Army was already turning north against Leningrad, its next target, and that he would continue his main drive toward Leningrad with Hoepner’s Fourth Panzer Group as soon as Busch’s infantry caught up with the panzers. After adding that he intended to clear Estonia with a portion of Küchler’s Eighteenth Army and seize the Baltic Sea Islands of Saarema (ösel) and Hiiuma (Dagö), Leeb reviewed his past operations, heaping special praise on his infantry divisions for overcoming the severe terrain and weather conditions. Although Hitler listened in silence to Leeb’s description of the enemy situation and supply problems, he appeared preoccupied with thoughts about what to do next and was dissatisfied with the situation in the army group, which he said had failed to concentrate anywhere and “does everything wrong.”11


    In fact, Hitler was expecting the Red Army to collapse by the end of August and believed the capture of Leningrad would be the key to that collapse. In this regard, the Führer considered it essential to cut the Moscow-Leningrad rail line to deprive the Soviets of the ability of shifting forces from Moscow to Leningrad. Obviously Hitler was once again thinking of turning Hoth’s Third Panzer Group toward the northeast so its panzers could advance through the Valdai Hills and cut the Moscow-Leningrad railroad line at Vyshnii Volochek, which, in turn, would assist the advance of Leeb’s army group on Leningrad.


    However, as Hitler described it, the problem rested in Bock’s army group and its objective, Moscow, since, “Bock’s forces were still tied up for several days,” closing the ring around the Smolensk pocket. Hitler explained the critical decision would have to be made within five days whether or not to turn Hoth’s panzer group away from Moscow and to the northeast. If this course of action was taken, Guderian’s Second Panzer Group should turn toward the southeast, and Army Group Center should be left for its drive on Moscow with only the infantry armies, an option that did not bother the Führer, “since Moscow is only a geographic objective.”12 Only after Leeb pointed out the necessity for an early decision, since it would effect the deployment of Sixteenth Army south of Lake Il’men’, did Hitler ask to be shown an operations map.


    Although Hitler informed Leeb of the specifics of Directive No. 33, no one as yet had begun to implement the order. On the one hand, Halder suspected Keitel of having urged Hitler to have Hoth move to the northeast. On the other hand, Halder, and Bock as well, had long decided Moscow should be the main objective and sending Hoth to assist Leeb would be tantamount to giving up Moscow as a serious objective since infantry alone could not perform that task. In any case, the divergent opinions were once again out in the open since Halder had monitored the conference through his personal representative Colonel Reinhold Gehlen.13


    As late as 16 December 1940, Hitler had reminisced about his original concept, lamenting he had not assigned sufficient forces to Army Group North from the very beginning, and, although he realized this fact, he had been unable to make a change. Had he assigned Hoth’s panzer group to Army Group North earlier, the enemy’s forces south of Lake Ladoga would have been weaker, Leningrad would have been easily encircled, and Leeb could have linked up with the Finns.14


    On the day of his departure from Leeb’s headquarters, Hitler rudely declined to share breakfast with Leeb’s staff, even though they were already waiting for him in the officers’ mess. Descending the stairs from the briefing room, ominously, Hitler related how Voroshilov executed an army commander and ten of his staff for evacuating the Baltic States. All the while, SS officers watchfully guarded his aircraft and the headquarters building. Hitler’s plane took off from Malnava at 1130 hours. Left behind was a special SS courier, who had been instructed to report immediately to the Führer when Leningrad had fallen. After ten days had passed, and Leningrad was still in Soviet hands, the SS aide was recalled.


    Perhaps inspired by what he heard from Leeb, on 23 July Hitler issued a supplement to his Directive No. 33, which reiterated his intent to capture Leningrad before marching on Moscow and assigned Hoth’s panzer group to Leeb’s so that Army Group North could do so.15 Otherwise, the supplement simply amplified the more general concepts sketched out in the previous directive (emphasis added):


    
      
        	•

        	Army Group South must finally defeat and completely annihilate the enemy still located west of the Dnepr. As soon as the operational situation and logistical support permits, First and Second Panzer Groups, subordinate to Fourth Panzer Army’s headquarters [a new command to be established under Rundstedt], with the infantry and mountain infantry divisions following them, are to attack across the Don River into the Caucasus after capturing the Khar’kov industrial region. The priority mission of the main mass of infantry divisions is the capture of the Ukraine, the Crimea, and the territory of the Russian Federation to the Don. When that is accomplished, Rumanian forces will be entrusted with occupation administration of the regions southwest of the Bug River;
      


      
        	•

        	After the situation improves in the Smolensk region and on its southern flank, Army Group Center must defeat the enemy located between Smolensk and Moscow with sufficiently powerful infantry formations from both of its armies and advance with its left flank as far as possible to the east and capture Moscow. Temporarily assign Third Panzer Group to Army Group North to support the latter’s right flank and encircle the enemy in the Leningrad region. To fulfill the subsequent missions – the advance to the Volga – my intention is to return Third Panzer Group’s mobile formations to their former subordination [but not Second Panzer Group];
      


      
        	•

        	After received control of Third Panzer Group, Army Group North will be capable of allocating large infantry forces for the advance on Leningrad, thus avoiding the expenditure of mobile formations on frontal attacks in difficult terrain. Enemy forces still operating in Estonia must be destroyed. While doing so, it is necessary to prevent their transport by ship and penetration through Narva toward Leningrad. After fulfilling its missions, Third Panzer Group must once again be transferred to Army Group Center’s control;
      


      
        	•

        	Subsequently, as soon as conditions permit, the OKH will withdraw part of Army Group North’s forces, including Fourth Panzer Group, and also part of Army Group South’ s infantry force, to the Homeland. While doing so, the combat readiness of Third Panzer Group must be fully restored at the expense of transferring equipment and personnel to it from Fourth Panzer Group. If necessary, First and Second Panzer Groups must accomplish their missions by combining their formations [still under Army Group South].16
      

    


    Although the implications of Directive No. 33 and its supplement were as problematic for Bock as the battle of Smolensk itself, more ominously, in addition to an offensive toward Kiev, the directives also raised the specter of an enticing but extremely ambitious invasion of the Don and Volga areas and the still distant oil rich Caucasus region.17.


    Although intense fighting raged across Army Group Center’s entire sector during the second half of July, particularly along the Nevel’, Smolensk, and Sozh River axes, the battles that took place along its southern flank lasted longer, covered a far greater area, and would be far more decisive than those on its northern flank. For example, during the entire northeastern drive by Hoth’s panzer group and Strauss’s Ninth Army from across the Western Dvina River on 10 July to the Velikie Luki and Iartsevo line at month’s end, their front increased only from 165 kilometers to roughly 180 kilometers wide. On the other hand, Guderian’s Second Panzer Group and Weichs’s Second Army, which had three motorized and seven infantry corps to Hoth’s and Strauss’s two motorized and four infantry corps, began their operations along a front roughly 267 kilometers wide on 10 July but were operating across a more than 417 kilometers-wide front at month’s end.18 In addition, during this period Hoth’s and Strauss’s forces failed to close the Nevel’ encirclement, while Guderian’s and Weichs’ forces liquidated the Mogilev and Roslavl’ pockets. In recognition of this reality, on 27 July Bock removed the panzer groups from Kluge’s control, by doing so eliminating a headquarters he considered a nuisance and unnecessary link in his chain of command.19


    By late July both Hitler and the OKW were increasingly aware of the vast scope of their undertaking, and, for several reasons, it was clear to them, while still strong, the Wehrmacht was no longer capable of conducting simultaneous full-scale offensive operations along the Leningrad, Moscow, and Kiev strategic axes as called for by Plan Barbarossa. First, despite their enormously successful initial advances, by late July the army groups had outrun their fragile logistical support structure and lacked essential supplies. For example, Second Panzer Group’s embattled bridgehead over the Desna River at El’nia was 720 kilometers from the nearest German railhead, poor roads made it difficult for wheeled vehicles, let alone foot infantry, to keep pace with the dwindling number of tanks in the spearheads – the infantry was running short of boots – and now Army quartermasters indicated that winter clothing was available in only limited quantities.


    But Hitler was reluctant to send more tanks and major items to the front because he wanted to retain them to form new panzer divisions and refit existing ones after the campaign season ended. Moreover, on 14 July he had increased the production of submarines and new model tanks at the expense of supplying the armies in the field. Illustrating the extent of Hitler’s micro-management, senior commanders had to plead with the Führer to release a mere 350 replacement engines for Mark III tanks during a conference at Army Group Center headquarters on 4 August.20 Compounding these logistical difficulties, German casualties were mounting without adequate replacements. For example, the three German army groups suffered 213, 301 casualties by 31 July, but received only 47,000 replacements.21 As a result, the OKH declared a halt on 30 July so that Army Group Center could rest and refit.


    Third, and perhaps most depressing to the German leadership, although the Red Army had suffered enormous losses, rather than collapsing as expected, its resistance became fiercer and more intense by the day. As a result, while the army groups’ advance slowed, it became increasingly difficult to close the gaps between them without adversely affecting their ability to accomplish their primary missions.


    Although not all German leaders saw the situation so clearly and pessimistically, many sought clearer guidance as to how to bring the war to a quick conclusion. Even Hitler grumbled that, had he known that Guderian’s prewar Soviet tank strength figures were so accurate, he might not have started the war.22 The solution Hitler and many of his senior commanders chose was to surround and destroy bypassed Soviet forces to prevent their cadres from escaping to fight another day. However, younger commanders like Guderian and von Manstein opposed this policy because it slowed their exploitation and allowed the enemy to reconstruct his defenses after each breakthrough. All of this had provided context for Hitler’s decision to issue a new directive to his Wehrmacht in the East


    As Hitler and his senior commanders pondered how to resolve their strategic dilemma, quite naturally they focused on Guderian’s recent success south of Smolensk. In short, within the context of obvious strategic realities and Hitler’s preoccupation with economic objectives, Guderian’s successful counterstroke at Roslavl’, which so easily eliminated the threat to Smolensk from the south, underscored the increased feasibility of a German advance to the south against the northern flank of Soviet forces defending Kiev. By exploiting a perceived “soft spot” in the Soviets’ strategic defenses south of Smolensk, Guderian’s panzers could eliminate the stubborn Southwestern Front, seize Kiev, and open the way for a subsequent advance into the Donets Basin (Donbas), later, even the Caucasus region. At the same time, by eliminating the threat to Army Group Center’s southern flank, it could also clear the way for a more leisurely and less costly advance on Moscow from the west and southwest.


    Based on these considerations, on 30 July Hitler issued Directive No. 34, which temporarily postponed “the fulfillment of the aims and missions described in Directive No. 33 and its addendum,” because of, “the course of events in recent days, the appearance of large enemy forces before the front, the supply situation, and the necessity of giving the Second and Third Panzer Groups 10 days to restore and refill their formations.”23 In logical progression from his previous directives, this one halted Bock’s drive on Moscow and directed the Wehrmacht’s armored strength toward Leningrad and Kiev (emphasis added):


    
      
        	•

        	Army Group North will continue the offensive toward Leningrad by making the main attack between Lake Il’men’ and the Narva River to encircle Leningrad and establish contact with the Finnish Army. Limit this offensive to the Volkhov sector north of Lake Il’men’ and south of this lake, continue the advance as deeply to the northeast as required to protect the right flank of forces attacking north of Lake Il’men’. Restore the situation in the Velikie Luki region beforehand. Transfer all forces not employed in the offensive south of Lake Il’men’ to the forces attacking on the northern flank. Do not begin Third Panzer Groups’ planned offensive toward the Valdai Hills until fully restoring its combat readiness and the readiness of its panzer formations. Instead, the forces on Army Group Center’s left flank must advance northeastward to such a depth as will be sufficient to protect Army Group North’s right flank. Eighteenth Army’s priority mission is to clear all enemy forces from Estonia, after which its divisions can begin to advance toward Leningrad;
      


      
        	•

        	Army Group Center will go on the defense by employing the most favorable terrain in its sector. Occupy favorable jumping-off positions for conducting subsequent offensive operations against the Soviet 21st Army and conduct limited objective offensive operations to this end. A soon as the situation permits, withdraw Second and Third Panzer Groups from combat and quickly refill and refit them;
      


      
        	•

        	For the time being, Army Group South will continue operations in the southern sector of the front with only its own forces to destroy the large enemy forces west of the Dnepr and create conditions for the subsequent crossing of First Panzer Group to the eastern bank of the Dnepr by seizing bridgeheads at and south of Kiev. Draw the Soviet 5th Army, which is operating in the swampy region northwest of Kiev, into combat west of the Dnepr River and destroy it. Prevent this army from penetrating northward across the Pripiat River.24
      

    


    In effect, because of the increased Soviet resistance along the Moscow axis, Hitler decided the Wehrmacht needed to pause before refocusing its main effort against Leningrad in the north and Kiev and the Ukraine in the south. To that end, he ordered Bock to cease his attacks toward Moscow, withdraw his panzer groups for rest and refitting, and then transfer them temporarily to Army Groups North and South. According to an OKH journal entry:


    
      
        
          Thus, the enemy was granted a month’s time to dig into an organized defense west of Moscow while simultaneously repelling an offensive conducted with insufficient forces in August. At the same time, in the last analysis, he achieved what was very important for him. He destroyed the unity of our forces by constant threats to their flanks. Simultaneously, he succeeded in eliminating the immediate threat to Moscow for several weeks and, by doing so, achieved a great political success.25

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Since the magnitude of the Soviets’ defensive success at Smolensk was not yet apparent to senior German commanders at this point, they made little mention of it in their memoirs. However, in reality, Blitzkrieg’s momentum was slipping away not only because of the German High Command’s indecision but also because of the Red Army’s stubborn resistance. By contrast, its limited victories around Smolensk raised the Red Army’s morale and provided precious time for Timoshenko and the Stavka to organize the defense of Moscow. Sadly, however, neither took advantage of the opportunity. Instead, inspired by its partial successes in July, and urged on by an ever belligerent Zhukov, Stalin ordered his Red Army to conduct an even more ambitious counteroffensive in the Smolensk region during August and early September.


    Early on 4 August, Hitler flew to Borisov to personally congratulate Bock on his historic victory at Smolensk and on 6 August met with Rundstedt, both meetings taking place within the context of Rundstedt’s success during the Battle at Uman’.26 While the total bag of prisoners captured at Uman’ was only one third of those captured at Smolensk, it was still far higher than managed by Leeb. As the numbers added up, at high noon on 6 August, with considerable fanfare, four “Special Bulletins” [Sondermeldungen] announced the totals to an astounded world, for the first time, also revealing the names of the army group, army, panzer group, and Luftwaffe commanders on the Eastern Front.27 Special Bulletin no. 4 listed the cumulative totals of 895,000 prisoners and 13,145 tanks, 10,388 guns and 9,082 aircraft destroyed or captured, about double the figure of 400,000 prisoners, 7,615 tanks, 4,443 guns and 6,233 aircraft released on 11 July. Although he did not announce it, Hitler estimated the Red Army had already lost three million men killed in action.28 In Hitler’s words, certain of final victory, the Wehrmacht now stood ready to continue the deadly struggle in a new operational phase.


    However, Hitler’s heart did not reflect this overwhelming public display of confidence. For example, during his preliminary visits in advance of Hitler’s arrival, Keitel described the Führer as extremely nervous. Hitler had admitted to his inner circle he was enduring sleepless nights while trying to determine the true status of Operation Barbarossa. On the one hand, the Wehrmacht’s territorial gains and the Red Army’s estimated casualties of three million soldiers killed and close to one million captured during the first six weeks of the war were as overwhelming as they were incomprehensible.29 Combined with the Soviets’ enormous material losses, these losses should have indicated the Red Army was no longer capable of undertaking large-scale coordinated attacks. On the other hand, they were still resisting and doing so relentlessly and repeatedly by attacking across the entire front. Understandably, then, Hitler wanted to hear first-hand about the status of his armor, primarily from the panzer group commanders themselves, because it was these groups that would carry the fight deep into the Soviet Union in accordance with his modified campaign plan.


    In this regard, Hitler heard mostly what he wanted to hear. While Guderian promised to rehabilitate 50 percent of his armor by 15 August, Hoth promised 60 percent by 20 August, but both only if they received necessary new tank engines. In turn, Hitler promised to withdraw their divisions from the front beginning 10 August, release 350 engines (one month’s production), and ship them east by air. Ironically, the OKH had already released these engines, half the amount the panzer groups actually needed, without Hitler’s consent or prior knowledge.30 Even so, Guderian’s and Hoth’s estimates were wildly over-optimistic since both panzer groups had been reduced to the strength of a corps, corps to divisions, and divisions to regiments. As a result, even Guderian was reluctant to commit his panzer divisions into combat singly for fear of losing them. In addition, the Special Bulletins did not mention German casualties, which by 31 July had risen to 213,301, including 8,126 officers and 205,175 enlisted men.31 Also, proportionally more had come from the panzer forces that had seen much of the fighting.


    While Hitler did not mention these losses to his generals, he also did not discuss his deeper concerns with them.32 These included his hope Japan would recognize its “hour of destiny” by supporting the German offensive with one of its own in the Far East, a hope which was not being fulfilled in time to influence Operation Barbarossa. In addition, he was troubled enough by the threat posed by the United State’s occupation of Iceland to order his U-boats to withdraw from those waters to avoid confrontation and possible war with the U.S. before the war with the Soviet Union was over. When asking himself the core questions, “How much time will it take to finish the war with Russia?” and “How much time do I have?” Hitler could find no clear answer. Thus, it was essential to produce that collapse at the earliest possible time. Ominously, the OKH had already begun assembling and storing winter clothing for Russia on its own.33


    Thus, the period encompassing the second half of July and early August was one of the war’s rare moments when its cascading course seemed to halt ever so briefly, when there was momentary freedom of action, and when decisions affecting its outcome could still be made. For almost the first time in his life, Hitler did not know what to do. Nor did his frenetic visits to the field to find a solution provide any respite. As a result, he issued, amended, cancelled, and reissued an unending string of directives, none of which was executed the way he intended, in part due to opposition from within the OKH and his army groups and in part because of Soviet actions. Reflecting this indecision, Directive No. 33 (19 July) required Army Group Center to advance on Moscow with its infantry, a supplement to this directive (23 July) assigned Guderian’s Second Panzer Group to Army Group South permanently and Hoth’s Third Panzer Group to Army Group North temporarily, and Directive no. 34 (30 July) halted Army Group Center’s offensive and withdrew the panzer groups for rest and refitting. Finally, when Soviet attacks continued interfering with the execution of these directives, after further debates with his senior generals, on 12 August Hitler capped this flood of conflicting orders by issuing a supplement to Directive No. 34, which required his three army groups to attack jointly with their inner wings at Velikie Luki and Gomel’.


    All of these directives and amendments led inexorably to Hitler’s decision to postpone his advance on Moscow and instead conduct a major envelopment operation against Soviet forces in the Kiev region. Thinking consistently in economic rather than military terms throughout this entire period, Hitler’s inner “compass” pointed in the direction of a new sequence of priority objectives, beginning with Leningrad, followed closely by Khar’kov and the Donbas in the eastern Ukraine, and only lastly toward Moscow. At least this was the impression Hitler left on Bock’s headquarters and the OKH on 4 August. However, still hedging his bets, Hitler informed Bock he was also considering a concentrated but limited attack from Army Group Center’s easternmost salient at El’nia, a course Guderian and Hoth were recommending.34 A delighted Bock assured him such an assault could be decisive because it would smash the Soviets’ last defensive concentration and open the way to Moscow.


    Despite all of these burning strategic issues, most of the decisions made at the 4 August conference regarded strictly tactical and organizational matters directly related to the situation on the ground, such as at Velikie Luki, on Bock’s left flank, El’nia in his center, and along the Sozh River from Roslavl’ to Gomel’ on his right flank because these were the pressure points vexing both Hitler and Bock. In a broader sense, although Hitler’s many directives were unequivocal, they were not binding because virtually the entire Army leadership and even Jodl’s and the OKW’s Operations Staff resisted them. As a result, the OHK implemented only his order to bomb Moscow, this with only meager tactical results.35 When all was said and done, while all of these changing directives reflected disagreements between Hitler, the OKH, and his field commanders as well as the Red Army’s surprisingly tough and unrelenting resistance, most importantly, they indicated Hitler’s quandary regarding the future course of operations.36


    The Destruction of Group Kachalov, 31 July–6 August


    During the waning stages of Bock’s battle to reduce the Smolensk pocket and Weichs’ struggle to liquidate the Mogilev pocket, XXXXVI and XXIV Motorized Corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group began perceptively “tilting” Army Group Center’s main effort southward to deal with one of the most dangerous threats to the ongoing operations against the Smolensk pocket. The strongest operational group that Timoshenko had created to participate in his counteroffensive toward Smolensk, Group Kachalov, which was formed from Kachalov’s 28th Army, began its offensive from the Roslavl’ region, 110 kilometers south of Smolensk and east of the Sozh River, northward toward Rudnia, Pochinok, and Smolensk early on 23 July. At the time Kachalov’s group consisted of 145th and 149th Rifle Divisions, attacking northward astride the Roslavl’-Smolensk road, with Colonel V. G. Burkov’s 104th Tank Division on their right flank east of the road, and 222nd Rifle Division, which Kachalov left west of Roslavl’ to protect his group’s left flank. At this time, Burkov’s division fielded 42 KV and T-34 tanks.


    See Map 21.


    
       
    


    Initially, Kachalov’s assaulting tanks and infantry struck “Grossdeutschland” Motorized Regiment and a kampfgruppe from Nehring’s 18th Panzer Division, both of which were protecting the open right flank of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps as it advanced toward El’nia, and slowly drove the German forces northward through Rudnia toward Pochinok. Although Nehring conducted his withdrawal skillfully, Kachalov’s forces threatened to envelop both of his flanks as well as the forward positions of Vietinghoff’s corps at El’nia from the south. Bock had no choice but to reinforce the threatened sector with IX Army Corps’ 263rd and 292nd Infantry Divisions, which moved into positions at Monastyrishche, adjacent to 18th Panzer Division’s right flank.


    Largely due to the ineffectiveness of Kachalov’s forces, in particular their tendency to conduct costly frontal attacks and their inability to employ armor en masse and provide the infantry with adequate artillery support, the combined weak kampfgruppen of IX Army Corps and 18th Panzer Division managed to halt Kachalov’s advance and even recaptured Rudnia at day’s end on 27 July. However, they were too weak to drive the Soviets back toward Roslavl’ since Nehring had to regroup his division northeastward to El’nia to help 10th Panzer Division repel Timoshenko’s repeated heavy assaults there. Frustrated by Kachalov’s inability to capture Pochinok, much less the crossings over the Khmara River, on 29 July the Stavka ordered him to bring 21st Mountain and 52nd Cavalry Divisions forward from 28th Army’s reserve to protect his left flank west of Roslavl’ and reorganize to renew his attacks. Thereafter, a brief lull ensued south of Smolensk as Bock and the OKH searched for a way to deal with Kachalov’s force, the most obvious of which was to assign the task to Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps.


    See Map 29.


    
       
    


    After consulting with the OKH, Bock decided to resolve the “Kachalov problem” once and for all by unleashing Guderian’s southernmost motorized corps, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized, in an all-out assault to capture Roslavl’, an important road junction and communications center in Kachalov’s immediate rear, and then encircle and destroy Kachalov’s pesky force. Guderian briefed Bock on his planned offensive at Borisov on 27 July, in the presence of Brauchitsch, where he received a go-ahead from his commander to prepare and conduct the operation.


    By this time, the OKH had elevated Guderian’s panzer group to the status of a full army group [Armeegruppe Guderian] and had withdrawn the shrunken headquarters of Kluge’s Fourth Army to Mogilev. Concurrently, the OKH also reassigned Hoth’s panzer group from Fourth Panzer Group to Strauss’s Ninth Army, but on 5 August Hoth assumed overall command of both forces when Strauss fell ill. With these changes, once again Bock found himself dealing directly with his armies without Kluge’s interference. To strengthen Guderian’s army group so that it could hold firm to Smolensk and El’nia, while, at the same time, attack toward Roslavl’ and rehabilitate some of his armor, Bock assigned Guderian seven infantry divisions, including XX Army Corps’ 15th and 268th Infantry Divisions to employ in the El’nia sector and VII Army Corps’ 7th, 23rd, 78th, and 197th Infantry Divisions to use along the Sozh River front.37


    See Map 24.


    
       
    


    The prospective battlefield around Roslavl’ stretched 130 kilometers from the Krichev region along the Sozh River eastward to the Desna River and roughly 56 kilometers from Pochinok southward to Roslavl’. The city of Roslavl’ itself was 65 kilometers beyond the Germans’ front lines, little more than a day’s march, at the crossroads of the Mogilev-Briansk and the so-called Moscow shosse [main highway], which led from Bobruisk through Rogachev, Krichev, and Roslavl’ to Moscow. Guderian assigned Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps the twin missions of protecting his army group’s right flank at Krichev against Soviet attacks from the Gomel’ region with 10th Motorized and 7th Infantry Division and attacking northeastward toward Roslavl’ with 3rd and 4th Panzer Divisions. The two panzer divisions were to link up with IX Army Corps’s 292nd, 263rd, and 197th Infantry Divisions, which were to attack southward from the Pochinok region toward Roslavl’.38 At the same time, VII Army Corps’ 7th, 23rd, and 78th Infantry Divisions were to follow XXIV Motorized Corps’ advance and join the fighting from its left flank to fill in the gap between the panzer divisions and IX Army Corps’ infantry, thereby completing the encirclement ring. Although fairly simple in concept, this operation was fraught with danger since Guderian conducted it at the height of Timoshenko’s counterstrokes against El’nia, where, on 30 July alone, the Germans turned back 13 assaults. The operation was also threatened by potential attacks against its flanks, however, only if Timoshenko could react quickly enough.


    See Map 24.


    
       
    


    Kachalov was decidedly unhappy with his army’s slow progress during the first six days of its offensive and chided his subordinates on their poor performance, particularly the commanders of his rifle divisions. Timoshenko agreed. Despite issuing numerous orders to correct these obvious deficiencies, at the Stavka’s instigation, at 2200 hours on 1 August, hours after Guderian’s panzers began their assault from the west, the front commander sent a blistering rebuke to Kachalov:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix K, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          In spite of the clear superiority of your group in tanks and artillery during the initial period of the operation, you have not achieved decisive success because you have incorrectly appreciated the tactics of the enemy, who are operating before you with separate detachments, while skillfully maneuvering equipment and raids by tanks and aircraft.

        


        
          You need to destroy the enemy’s strong points with strong groupings of infantry in cooperation with tanks and artillery. Your tanks are operating in isolation, and the majority of your artillery is operating at a great distance. The infantry is operating without adequate supporting artillery and tanks.

        


        
          [Therefore] I order [you to]:

        


        
          1. Decisively continue the offensive with the immediate mission to capture the Pochinok region. Assign the cavalry the mission of reaching the enemy’s rear from behind your flank.

        


        
          2. Employ the tank division in close cooperation with the infantry with obligatory strong artillery support.

        


        
          3. Use the artillery as antitank guns and infantry support groups in the division’s systems of combat formations.

        


        
          4. Destroy the enemy with destroyer detachments of infantry in skillful and decisive night operations.39

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Geyr’s two panzer divisions began their assault early on 1 August, followed the next day by IX Army Corps’ infantry divisions. In both instances, Guderian personally led his forces because he thought it necessary to encourage the infantry since neither of his corps was experienced in conducting joint armor-infantry operations with air support. The initial assault by Kühn’s 3rd and Langermann’s 4th Panzer Divisions immediately tore a gaping hole through the defenses of 13th Army’s 8th and 148th Rifle Divisions on Kachalov’s left flank, through which the armor and infantry then poured in a veritable flood. Once through Kachalov’s defenses, the two panzer divisions wheeled eastward along the Roslavl’ road, 3rd Panzer Division occupying blocking positions along the Krichev-Roslavl’ road and 4th Panzer Division heading straight for Roslavl’, while VII Army Corps’ 197th, 23rd, and 78th Infantry Divisions marched eastward along the same road. The assault overran 21st and 52nd Cavalry Divisions’ defenses, splitting them apart and forcing them to withdraw in disorder in separate directions, and turned 222nd Rifle Division’s left flank. As VII Army Corps’ infantry advanced on Roslavl’ from the west, driving the riflemen before them in disorder, IX Army Corps’ 137th, 292nd, and 263rd Infantry Divisions began their thrust to the south, turning both flanks of Group Kachalov.


    See Map 46. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 1 August 1941.
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    Map 46. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 1 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Somewhat belatedly and clearly confused about the strength and objectives of the attacking Germans, Kachalov finally gathered his wits enough to order his forces to take some modest protective measures. Acknowledging that “enemy mobile motor-mechanized forces… began an offensive along the Rudnia Novaia, Zharkovka, Shipenko, Pechersk, Burianka, Pecherskaia Buda, and Vydritsa front at 0500 hours on 1 August,” and, as a result, “about 100 tanks and motorized infantry” had already penetrated to Zvenchatka on the Roslavl’ highway at 1710 hours on 1 August, he ordered:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix K, 2.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	104th TD – reorganize your forces and reconnoiter and observe the enemy;
      


      
        	•

        	149th RD – reconnoiter and withdraw one regiment into second echelon;
      


      
        	•

        	145th RD – reconnoiter to the west, defend your positions, and withdraw 599th RR to the region 10 kilometers west of Stodolishche;
      


      
        	•

        	Separate reconnaissance battalion – concentrate 5 kilometers east of Stodolishche;
      


      
        	•

        	31st MRR – defend the region 10-12 kilometers south of Stodolishche, reconnoiter toward the northwest and southwest on foot, maintain contact with 599th RR on the left and the composite regiment on the right, and prepare to receive 12 antitank guns for use in repelling enemy tanks;
      


      
        	•

        	Composite Regiment – remain in the Krapivinskaia region, prepare to attack westward toward Novyi Derebuzh, maintain contact with 31st MRR in Novyi Derebuzh and Zabegaevka and with 222nd RD along the road north of Roslavl’, prepare to receive 3rd Bn, 758th ATR and 24 antitank guns, organize antitank defenses on the highway to Roslavl’, and reconnoiter along roads and the Warsaw (Roslavl’) highway.40
      

    


    In light of his group’s previous shortcomings, Kachalov also provided his subordinate commanders down to company level with detailed instructions about erecting more effective antitank defenses, including procedures for observation and warning of impending enemy tank attacks, the deployment and echelonment of antitank guns and cooperating artillery to ensure continuity of fires, and the use of all artillery to conduct direct fire against enemy tanks.41


    Despite these careful instructions, the German offensive developed at breakneck speed. By nightfall on 2 August, the tanks and panzer grenadiers of Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division were within 15 kilometers of the western outskirts of Roslavl’, in position to drive into the city from the west the next day. Further north, on 4th Panzer’s left, the infantry of VI Corps’ 23rd and 78th Infantry Divisions, cooperating with IX Corps’ 197th Infantry on their left, pressed Group Kachalov’s left wing eastward toward the Pochinok-Roslavl’ road, and the 197th actually cut the Roslavl’-Smolensk road midway between Kachalov’s headquarters near Stodolishche and Roslavl’. To the east, IX Corps’ 137th and 292nd Infantry Divisions lunged southward halfway between the Desna River and the Roslavl’-Smolensk road, turning Kachalov’s right flank and threatening to isolate the bulk of his forces in an elongated pocket stretching from north to south along and east of the road southward from Stodolishche.


    See Map 47. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 2 August 1941.
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    Map 47. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 2 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Kachalov, finally perceiving the deadly threat to his right wing, began regrouping his forces to meet the new challenge on the evening of 2 August. However, since he feared higher headquarters would judge him guilty of “passiveness” and “timidity,” if not outright “cowardice” in the face of the enemy, he stubbornly insisted his forces continue their advance toward the north:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix K, 3.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the army’s forces are holding off an enemy offensive along the Ivanovka, Zimnitsy, Osinovka, Efremovka, Novyi Derebuzh, Pechkury, and Roslavl’ front. The enemy is trying to wedge between the fortified lines along the Desna River and the right flank of the army. Especially tense fighting is under way along the Novyi Derebuzh, Pechkury, and Roslavl’ axis from the direction of Khislavichi, Mstislavl’, and Krichev [the west and southwest].
      


      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov’s Mission – hold on to the Stomet’ River, 6 kilometers northeast and northwest of Stodolishche, and the Roslavl’ region and attack toward Egorovka, Khmara, and Pochinok [20 kilometers northeast to 28 kilometers north-northwest of Stodolishche] into the rear of the enemy’s El’nia grouping.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	104th TD – protected by 31st MRR along the Novosel’e and Borisovka line, concentrate in Selibka, Chernavka, and Nedobraia [12-15 kilometers northeast of Stodolishche] overnight on 2-3 August, and prepare to attack northward under 149th RD’s control;
      


      
        	♦

        	149th RD (with 104th TD, 1st Bn, 488th CAR, and 3rd Bn, 320th GAR) – after relief by 145th RD, concentrate in the Postarok, Nikulino, and Voroshilovo region [7-10 kilometers north-northeast of Stodolishche], attack northward on 0500 hours on 3 August to capture crossings over the Khmara River at Egorovka and, subsequently, advance toward Pochinok while protecting the army’s right flank;
      


      
        	♦

        	145th RD (with 3rd Bn, 649th CAR, and 4th Bn, 320th GAR) – defend the Hill 212.6, Hill 192.1, Osinovka, Moshek, Shantilovo, and Dumanichskie line [6-7 kilometers west of Stodolishche] with two regiments, concentrate two regiments in the Stodolishche, Barsukovskie, and Borshchevka region [10 kilometers south of Stodolishche], and prepare to attack toward the west and south.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MRR (with 1st Bn, 18th ATR, and 1st Bn, 320th GAR) – defend the Novyi Derebuzh region [13 kilometers south-southwest of Stodolishche];
      


      
        	♦

        	Composite Regiment (with 3rd Bn, 578th ATR) – defend the Pechkury, Bytenka, and Krapivinskii No. 1 region [12 kilometers south of Stodolishche];
      


      
        	♦

        	222nd RD (with 2nd and 3rd Bns, 18th ATR) – defend the Chepishchevo, Astakovskaia, and Slobodishche line, with your main center of resistance in Roslavl; and
      


      
        	♦

        	21st and 52nd CDs – concentrate: 21st CD in the Stodolishche, Kruglikovskaia Dacha, and Tereshok region [7 kilometers south from Stodolishche] and 52nd CD in Krapivinskii, Kubarki, and Morgunovka, and prepare to attack northwestward from behind 145th RD’s left wing.42
      

    


    Thus, despite the danger of encirclement by the Germans, Kachalov tried to parry Guderian’s assaults by mounting a general assault toward the north, in a maneuver that was nothing short of suicidal. Meanwhile, his group’s 145th Rifle Division tried in vain to protect the army’s left flank and Roslavl’ in concert with the already routed 222nd Rifle Division and 21st and 52nd Cavalry Divisions, which were already recoiling southward in the face of Guderian’s advancing panzers.


    From his vantage point at the Western Front’s headquarters, Timoshenko reported to the Stavka about Group Kachalov’s situation in an evening operational summary issued at 2300 hours on 3 August. However, since communications were intermittent at best, the report described the situation as of late on 2 August rather than 3 August, thereby failing to convey the full scope of the disaster the group was experiencing:
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        	•

        	Group Kachalov – conducting sustained fighting with the enemy forces enveloping the group’s flanks and penetrating toward Roslavl’.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	104th TD – withdrawing to Nikitina, Borisovochka, and Egorovka [5-10 kilometers northeast of Stodolishche] at 1300 hours after an enemy onslaught from the Ivanino region.
      


      
        	♦

        	149th RD – fighting along the Zimnitsy, Storino, and Smychkovo line [5 kilometers north to 5 kilometers northeast of Stodolishche] at 1330 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	145th RD – defending the Smychkovo and Zhigalovo line [8-10 kilometers northeast of Stodolishche] with two regiments at 1330 hours and protecting the Dundukovka, Efremovka, Gorchilovka, and Dumanichskie front [6 kilometers northwest to 7 kilometers southwest of Stodolishche] from the west with the third regiment.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MRR – withdrew to Novyi Derebuzh [10 kilometers southwest of Stodolishche], pursued by a reinforced enemy battalion with 15 tanks and 30 motorcycles.
      


      
        	♦

        	Composite Regiment – attacking toward Andreevskie and Pechkury from the Markers 175.3 and 185.9 line against a battalion of enemy infantry with armored personnel carriers and motorcycles.
      


      
        	♦

        	52nd and 21st CDs – (according to the Central Front) withdrew southward to Krasnopol’e, Pozhyr, and Fedorovka.
      


      
        	♦

        	222nd RD – withdraw from the Oster River line (15 kilometers west of Roslavl’) toward Roslavl’ at 1300 hours with two regiments and toward the northeast with one regiment (774th).43
      

    


    Before Timoshenko and the Stavka could react to the deteriorating situation by dispatching reinforcements to Kachalov, Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division captured Roslavl’ on 3 August, blocking the Moscow shosse and encircling the bulk of Kachalov’s group north of the city. After spending the night with IX Corps, which he ordered to continue its assault overnight, Guderian personally remained with the forward elements of 292nd Infantry Division’s advancing infantry until they reached within eyesight of the Moscow shosse. There, as he performed the unusual feat of a panzer group commander closing an encirclement ring, he observed as 4th Panzer Division’s tanks deployed along the Roslavl’ road, in fact, those belonging to a tank company his son had recently commanded. Within minutes, the forward elements of XXIV Motorized Corps’ 4th Panzer Division and reconnaissance elements of IX Army Corps’ 292nd Infantry Division had linked up at a destroyed bridge over the Ostrik River, just east of the village of Kosaki and 17 kilometers northeast of Roslavl’. The German linkup slammed shut the door to the trap containing Kachalov’s forces.


    See Map 48. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 3 August 1941.
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    Map 48. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 3 August 1941.

  


  


  
    During the next few hours, thousands of Kachalov’s rear area troops threw down their weapons and surrendered. However, deeper within the encirclement pocket, Kachalov and his staff worked feverishly to identify prospective escape routes and organize their forces into shock groups capable of breaking out of the encirclement. The burning question that night was, “With German forces seemingly all around, which routes offered the best prospects for escape?”


    Meanwhile, higher headquarters finally learned of the impending disaster threatening to engulf Group Kachalov when Major General Petr Ivanovich Liapin, the chief of staff of the Front of Reserve Armies, dispatched a report to Zhukov, the new commander of the Reserve Front, at 1730 hours on 3 August. Admitting that the report was delayed “as a consequence of the absence of communications,” Liapin nevertheless was able to convey at least the general outlines of the situation but by no means its full extent:
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          1. I am reporting about the state of matters at Roslavl’. According to a report by Lieutenant General Zakharkin [the commander of 43rd Army], the enemy has launched an attack against the 222nd Division’s entire front. As determined by the chief of 43rd Army’s Operations Department, enemy forces number at least one infantry division, reinforced by tanks, armored vehicles, and motorcycles. The enemy attacked from the direction of Chernatka toward Polshino and strongly from the west toward Hill 234.0 (5 kilometers west of Roslavl’) and along a 3rd axis – Osinovka and also Hill 234.0. 10-15 tanks attacked along the highway to Roslavl’.

        


        
          Small groups are attacking along the remaining front. We have noted the absence of enemy artillery. Along all of the main axes, 1-2 infantry battalions are attacking behind the tanks, reinforced by a large numbers of mortars.

        


        
          The 222nd Division repelled the enemy’s attacks up to 1900 hours by employing its shock groups. By 2000 hours the enemy managed to penetrate along separate axes and approached Polshino and Hill 234.0. However, it was never threatening, and our infantry held on firmly. At 2300 hours on 2 August, the division’s commander and commissar reached the units to organize the defenses.

        


        
          Today at 0400 hours, Comrade Zakharkin spoke with the division’s headquarters, which consider the situation stable. The enemy operated chiefly with aircraft. Aircraft bombed constantly beginning at 1100 hours on 2 August and up to the fall of darkness. The Moscow-Roslavl’ road was also subjected to continuous bombing and strafing. Yesterday 4 bombers were shot down by the division’s light weapons.

        


        
          On the right flank, 53rd Division is conducting reconnaissance in both directions. The enemy’s 197th Infantry Division has been noted [operating] against 222nd RD.

        


        
          According to a report received by 43rd Army’s headquarters at 1400 hours on 3 August, as a result of the fighting, 222nd RD turned out to be half-encircled on the morning of 3 August and began a fighting withdrawal to the line of the Oster River at 0800 with the objective of blocking the Moscow and Briansk highway.

        


        
          The division suffered significant losses in the fighting on 1 and 2 August, the scope of which is being clarified, but, at the same time, also inflicted heavy personnel and tank losses on the enemy.

        


        
          The division’s 774th Regiment was cut off during the fighting and remained in the Laskovo and Zhabinskoe region. The division commander believes that this regiment will come out on Group Kachalov’s left flank.

        


        
          The 222nd RD seized operational documents from the enemy tank corps, according to which it is now known that the corps must capture the city of Roslavl’ by 1 August. According to a report by regimental commander Meshcheriakov, an enemy column of up to 1,000 men with vehicles was destroyed on the night of 2-3 August. At present, they are calculating the total number of trophies [captured equipment]….

        


        
          2. The 43rd Army’s commander requests permission to occupy a defense along the previously fortified Zhukovka and Stolby line (50 kilometers northwest and west of Briansk) with 258th RD, and, at the same time, the General Staff designated a defensive line for that division along the Gorodets, Opakhan’, and Hill 178 line.

        


        
          Lieutenant General Bogdanov [the deputy commander of the Front of Reserve Armies] approved General Zakharkin’s decision regarding the movement of 258th Division into the previously prepared line…. The 258th RD unloaded from 11 trains in the Sel’tso and Briansk region; and one regiment is already occupying this defense.

        


        
          3. Lieutenant General Bogdanov ordered me to present to the General Staff the matter of subordinating 222nd RD to the headquarters of the Front of Reserve Armies. Major General Vasilevsky promised to raise the matter of transferring the entire Roslavl’ axis to us, and, for that purpose, 109th TD is arriving in the Spas-Demensk region today…

        


        
          5. The General Staff has asked for your personal views with regard to the defense of the Briansk axis and the assignment of the Roslavl’ group to the Reserve Front.

        


        
          6. The chief of the General Staff, in spite of all of the information received from you about the operations at El’nia that we transmitted regularly, expressed the desire to receive a generalized report for a report to the Stavka under your signature.44

        

      

    


    
       
    


    As inadequate as this report was, it was enough to prompt the Stavka and Reserve Front to try to repair some of the damage done to the defensive front before the situation worsened and engulfed 28th Army’s entire defensive front along the Desna River in the sector from the El’nia salient southward to Briansk. As a first step, at 2030 hours that evening, on behalf of Stalin, Shaposhnikov, the Chief of the General Staff, ordered Group Kachalov and the remainder of 28th Army transferred from the Western Front to the control of Zhukov’s Reserve Front.
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          In light of the development of an enemy offensive at Roslavl’, the Stavka orders, effective 0600 hours 4 August:

        


        
          1. Transfer Group Kachalov, consisting of 145th and 149th Rifle Divisions, 104th Tank Division and all of the group’s reinforcing units, as well as 222nd Rifle Division with its attached units and the approaching 109th Tank Division, from the Western Front to the Reserve Front.

        


        
          2. Transfer 21st and 52nd Cavalry Division of Comrade Gorodovikov to the Central Front at the same time.

        


        
          3. Report fulfillment.45

        

      

    


    
       
    


    With characteristic vigor, Zhukov, the commander of the Reserve Front, took immediate action to rescue Group Kachalov and, if possible, restore his front’s defenses in the region. After sending the Stavka a stark and accurate description of the situation, including his assessment that “The 222nd RD was half encircled,” and the situation was “perilous,” Zhukov ordered Zakharkin’s 43rd Army to reinforce its defenses along the Desna River with the newly-arrived 258th Rifle Division and ordered General Rakutin, the commander of his front’s 24th Army, to intensify his assaults against the German defenses at El’nia to take the pressure off Kachalov.46


    After dispatching these orders, at 0510 hours on 4 August, Zhukov moved to salvage whatever remained of Kachalov’s group by instructing it precisely when and how to withdraw its forces to avoid additional disaster:
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          To General Kachalov

        


        
          I order you to withdraw the left wing and center of the group to the Faddeeva Buda and Ostrik River line, where you will establish contact with 222nd RD.

        


        
          Immediately withdraw the rear [services] and artillery units behind the defensive front of 53rd RD behind the Shat’kova, Borovka, and Krutogorka line. The main routes of withdrawing the rear [services]:

        


        
          a) Dudarevka, Borok, Mokhai, and Shat’kovo;

        


        
          b) Voroshilovo, Gerasimovka, Riabtsy, Postush’e, and Vetrovka; and

        


        
          c) Berezovka (4 kilometers northwest of Stodolishche), Lysovka, Kovali, Starosel’e, Bogdanovo, and Novosloveni.

        


        
          To secure the rear routes, immediately throw detachments, reinforced by artillery, to the Krasniki, Barsuki, Khateevka, Moshchanka, Rakovka, Vorovka, and Mikhailovka line and along the highway to the south.47

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Then, at 1240 hours on 4 August, after noting that, “Apparently, the headquarters of Kachalov is encircled,” Zhukov ordered General Zakharkin to “take the units of [Kachalov’s] group under your command and carry out order no. 0017/op [the withdrawal order]”.48
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    Meanwhile, within the encirclement pocket, with combat raging on all sides, General Kachalov apparently perished in a skirmish near the village of Starinka, 16 kilometers north of Roslavl’, along with many of his men.49 After Kachalov’s death, Major General Fedor Andreevich Zuev, Kachalov’s chief of staff, immediately assumed command. Shortly thereafter, at 1830 hours on 4 August, Zuev ordered the remnants of the group to withdraw. Still fearful of recriminations by higher headquarter, Zuev’s order began with the fiction that, “The group will halt the attack toward Roslavl’ and regroup for an attack along a new axis.” In reality, however, the order required the group’s forces to organize into two sub-groups and break out toward the east and southeast overnight on 4 August:


    See Map 49. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 4 August 1941.
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        	•

        	Group Kachalov’s Mission – protect the Khoski and Glinki front [from 15 kilometers northwest of Roslavl’ northward to southeast of Stodolishche] with reinforced battalions and attack [eastward] in two columns toward Riabinki [16 kilometers south-southeast of Stodolishche and 14 kilometers north of Roslavl’], Borovka, Malakhovka, Novaia Danilovka, Novyi Usokhi, and Staroe Kurgan’e [15 kilometers east-northeast of Roslavl’].
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Escape Columns:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Right column (340th RR, 516th HAR, and 2 tanks) – hold on to the Peshchikiand Krucha line to protect the main force’s attack and attack toward Riabinki, Krucha, Peshchiki, Trisel’e, Novyi Usokhi, and Staroe Kurgan’e [13 kilometers north to 15 kilometers east-northeast of Roslavl’] at 2000 hours of 4 August to destroy the opposing enemy.
      


      
        	♦

        	Left column (the Composite Regiment with one tank, 320th GAR, and 18th ATR) – protect the group’s combat formation along the northern outskirts of Bykovka and Hill 186.5 front up to 0200 hours on 5 August 1941 and attack along the Roslavl’ highway, southern outskirts of Bykovka [15 kilometers south-southeast of Stodolishche and 15 kilometers north of Roslavl’], Hill 179.1, Pavlovka, Borovka, Malakhovka, Prisel’e, Novyi Usokhi, and Staroe Kurgan’e axis at 2200 hours on 4 August to destroy the opposing enemy in cooperation with 145th RD and reach the woods northeast of Staroe Kurgan’e by the morning of 5 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	774th RR (with 3rd Bn, 649th CAR, and 3rd Bn, 364th CAR) – protect the regrouping by holding on to the Khoski and Glinki front up to 0200 hours on 5 August 1941, protect the group’s rear with rear guards, and attack along the march route of the right column at 0200 hours on 5 August to reach the woods south and southeast of Staroe Kurgan’e by day’s end on 5 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Transports and Rear Service Organs – follow the rear of the column, while protected by the rear guards.
      


      
        	♦

        	Command and Control – I [Zuev] will follow the right column. My deputy is the commander of 340th RR.50
      

    

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 49. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 4 August 1941.

  


  


  
    As 28th Army’s shock group prepared to run the fiery gauntlet back to the safety of the Reserve Front’s main lines, beginning shortly after midnight on 4-5 August, Zhukov and his staff focused their attention on restoring the Reserve Front’s defenses in the sector between El’nia and Briansk by issuing three directives designed to help prevent the Germans from exploiting their successes at Roslavl’. First, Zhukov dispatched a directive to 24th Army and all of its subordinate divisions that detailed the deficiencies apparent in Group Kachalov’s operations and demanded they be eliminated in Rakutin’s army. These included a virtual “laundry list” of problems, including:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix K, 9.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Poor reconnaissance of the enemy, in particular, his artillery firing points and an “absence of skill on the part of commanders and soldiers that prevents us from taking prisoners daily;”
      


      
        	•

        	Ineffective artillery fire due the excessive distance between the forward infantry and artillery OPs, poor cooperation between the infantry and artillery, infrequent use of artillery for direct fire, and complete lack of ricochet fire by howitzers.
      


      
        	•

        	Excessive expenditure of artillery ammunition by infantry commanders who order firing “for the sake of noise [sensation]” and to “satisfy farfetched demands” from below and “undue indulgence” by commanders and commissars at all levels of the “huge expenditure of shells and mines virtually without any benefit;”
      


      
        	•

        	Failure to create necessary densities of artillery and mortar fire against infantry objectives, and the infantry do not employ their own weapons effectively. Therefore, the infantry conduct late attacks under fire from undestroyed enemy firing points.
      


      
        	•

        	Poor command and control, which allows “the coward and the traitor full opportunity to escape into the rear at any time;”
      


      
        	•

        	Poor accounting of losses in personnel and horses, combat equipment, and the expenditure of ammunition.51
      

    


    Second, at 0312 hours on 5 August, Zhukov and his commissar, General Liapin, sent “instructions” to the rump headquarters of 28th Army that began what would become wholesale recriminations over the disaster that befell Kachalov’s group. Addressed to Comrade Zakharkin, the commander of 43rd Army [later 49th Army], which had taken control of 28th Army’s remnants, the order excoriated 222nd Rifle Division, blaming it for the Kachalov disaster, and detailed the actions Zakharkin was to take to restore coherence to his defensive front:
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        	•

        	“The actions of 222nd RD are clearly criminal. To date, the commander of the division and the commanders and commissars of its units have failed to put the division in order and are continuing to fight in disorganized fashion, while retreating to the east without any sort of orders. This panicky retreat places Group Kachalov in a very serious situation;”
      


      
        	•

        	“Warn the division commander and the commanders and commissars of the units that, if they do not correct the situation and continue to retreat further without orders, the commanders of the division and units will be arrested and tried in court as traitors to the Motherland;”
      


      
        	•

        	Withdraw Group Kachalov’s left wing and center after turning its left flank back toward Krasnaia Sloboda.
      


      
        	•

        	Destroy the enemy company that has penetrated into the Bogdanovo region [41 kilometers northeast of Roslavl’] and prevent it from reaching the west bank of the Desna River.
      


      
        	•

        	I am assigning you 109th TD for your reserve to prevent the enemy from penetrating the defensive front;
      


      
        	•

        	Dig unserviceable tanks with small numbers of motorized troops into the ground along the Moscow highway and dangerous tank axes;
      


      
        	•

        	Use the remnants of 222nd RD to reinforce 53rd RD, restore order to the remnants of Group Kachalov and place them in second echelon behind 53rd RD, and assemble the remnants of 104th TD in the Shat’kovo, Svetilovo, and Peredel’niki region [east of the Desna River]; and
      


      
        	•

        	Immediately send 217th Rifle Division’s reconnaissance to the Pustosel, Sviridovka, Asel’e, Dolgoe, and Novyi Krupets line and tie them in with 258th RD’s forces along the Zhukovka and Belogolovki line.52
      

    


    Third and finally, late on 5 August, Zhukov’s chief of staff, Liapin, embarked on yet another effort to educate his subordinate commanders. This time, the “corrective” order went to General Rakutin, the commander of 24th Army. In exquisite detail, it instructed Rakutin’s forces precisely how to employ their artillery based upon lessons learned from Group Kachalov’s experiences:
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        	•

        	Construct an artillery defensive system in 107th RD’s sector to be prepared to repel possible attacks by enemy motor-mechanized units toward Dorogobuzh from the south and southwest.
      


      
        	•

        	Deploy at least twenty guns from 533rd ATR along the line of Hills 232.5, 256.9, 240.6, 246.9 and 206.0 to close off the main axes of possible enemy movement.
      


      
        	•

        	The remaining artillery of 107th RD must be ready for action against enemy motor-mechanized units toward the south and southwest. The artillery group, which is operating on the front of 100th and 103rd Divisions, must be ready for action against enemy motor-mechanized forces from the west and southwest. The 880th ATR is assigned the mission of repelling possible attacks by enemy motor-mechanized units from the east and southeast from its occupied regions. All of the artillery attached to 120th and 106th RDs must be ready to repel possible attacks by enemy motor-mechanized units from the south and southwest. Prepare a mobile reserve of 12 guns at the expense of 879th and 880th RRs, while not removing guns from strong points before the receipt of a mission by the mobile reserve.
      


      
        	•

        	Period of readiness – by day’s end on 6 August 1941; and send a combat report with the scheme of fire by special messenger by 2400 hours on 6 August.53
      

    


    After Zhukov instructed 24th Army on what needed to be done to increase its effectiveness, at 0216 hours on 6 August, on behalf of the Stavka, Stalin and Shaposhnikov directed Zhukov’s front and Rakutin’s army to put theory into practice by attacking and liquidating the German salient around El’nia. Beginning with the statement, “For the purposes of the final defeat of the enemy’s El’nia grouping under the responsibility of the commander of the Reserve Front, Army General Zhukov,” the Stavka assigned the following missions:
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        	•

        	The Reserve Front’s Mission (Zhukov)– reinforce 24th Army with 107th Rifle Division and two regiments of 100th Rifle Division (with its artillery) from Western Front and conduct an “energetic and decisive offensive at El’nia” to encircle and destroy the enemy’s El’nia grouping.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Western Front’s Mission (Timoshenko):
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Transfer two regiments of 100th Rifle Division with its artillery and 107th Rifle Division to the Reserve Front by 2000 hours on 6 August, after relieving 107th Rifle Division in the Dorogobuzh, Usviat’e, Kas’kovo, and Kalita sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	Extend your left wing from the Solov’evo crossing along the Dnepr River south of Pridneprovskaia Station and further to the southeast along the railroad to Dobromino Station.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Rebase two light bomber and two fighter regiments from reserve of the High Command to the Reserve Front by 6 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Rebase two light bomber and one fighter regiments from the reserve of the High Command to the Roslavl’ axis by 6 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Confirm receipt and immediately submit a plan of the operation at El’nia.54
      

    


    In the wake of these directives and orders, at 0028 hours on 7 August, the headquarters of the Reserve Front issued a final report on Group Kachalov’s fate prepared on the basis of survivors who managed to escape from the pocket. This report became the definitive source regarding what actually transpired in the pocket:


    To Moscow and the Chief of the General Staff, Comrade Shaposhnikov
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    A Report


    
       
    


    
      
        
          [A report] about Group Kachalov, prepared on the basis of conversations by direct line on 6 August 1941 between Army General Zhukov, the member of the Military Council of Group Kachalov, [Brigade Commissar Vasilii Timofeevich] Kolesnikov, and the chief of Group Kachalov’s air forces, [Major General of Aviation Tikhon Ivanovich] Butorin, who escaped from encirclement.

        


        
          Before the encirclement, Group Kachalov occupied the following positions: the motor-mechanized division – Guta Bogovka; 149th RD – Rudnia, Berezhok, and Panasovka [27 kilometers southeast of Pochinok]; and 145th RD – Poluevo, Kupreevka, Stodolishche, and Maloe Stodolishche [25-30 kilometers south-southeast of Pochinok]. The headquarters of the army was located in Stodolishche and the Zasizh’e forest.

        


        
          The enemy attacked along the El’nia axis with one motor-mechanized division and occupied Starinka and Dubovka [30 kilometers southeast of Pochinok]. The enemy attacking from the Pochinok region occupied the Stomet’ River line [25-30 kilometers south-southeast of Pochinok] and crossed the Stomet’ River at several places. A group of enemy of unknown strength attacked from Krichev toward Maloe Stodolishche against 145th RD’s left flank. Simultaneously, large enemy motor-mechanized columns advanced from the Krichev region toward Roslavl’.

        


        
          By the evening of 2 August, the enemy pushed 104th TD’s right wing back and strengthened its activity on 149th RD’s front. Attacking from the direction of Krichev, the enemy occupied Roslavl’, advanced along the Roslavl’-Smolensk road, and captured the village of Krapivinskii Vtoroi [40 kilometers south-southeast of Pochinok], while spreading out [northward] toward Osinovka and Golaevka. The enemy group attacking from the direction of Khislavichi [32 kilometers southwest of Pochinok] actively operated against 145th RD’s left flank.

        


        
          According to an order of the German corps commander, which was found on the body of a German officer, the division operating from El’nia had the mission to capture Starinka and Ermolino and, after the southern group achieved success, encircle the “Reds” operating along the Roslavl’ axis.

        


        
          At day’s end on 2 August, the commander [Kachalov] decided to withdraw, and, as a result, 149th RD was to withdraw [southeastward] through Bogovka, Piataia, Eliseevskie, and Samodidino and further to the east; 145th RD was to withdraw [southeastward] through Misovka, Dubrovka, Starinka, Dorotovka, and Rakovka and further to the east; and the group of Colonel [Fedor Andreevich] Zuev was to withdraw [southeastward] through Shkuratovka, Pavlovka, and Budka and further to the east. The 28th Army’s headquarters was to move behind 145th RD.

        


        
          The forces began fulfilling the order to withdraw at 2000 hours on 2 August. The first encounter with the enemy during the withdrawal occurred at 0300-0400 hours on 3 August near the village of Starinka [40 kilometers southeast of Pochinok and 23 kilometers north of Roslavl’], where fierce fighting continued through 1700-1800 hours on 3 August.

        


        
          After bringing motorized units forward, the enemy exerted heavy pressure on 149th RD, pushing it back to Kovrigin Kholm and occupying the line of the hill west of Starinka to the forest 1 kilometer southeast of Dubovka, while creating a threat in the direction of Dubovka.

        


        
          Kachalov remained in the village of Starinka to restore order, while 145th and 149th RDs’ forces moved [southeastward], trying to punch through toward Ermolino [3 kilometers southeast of Starinka].

        


        
          Groups Egorov [Major General Pavel Grigor’evich Egorov, 28th Army’s chief of staff] and Kolesnikov [the commissar of Group Kachalov] began moving toward the northeast at about 0600 hours on 4 August and encountered organized enemy fire from the woods west of Budka and the village of Moshchanka [15 kilometers north-northeast of Roslavl’].

        


        
          With the help of tanks and artillery fire, the groups managed to occupy the village of Budka and advance toward Prisel’e and Novaia Lipovka [3 kilometers southeast of Budka]. Continuing its movement, Group Egorov reached the village of Murinka on the western bank of the Oster River [5 kilometers east of Prisel’e]. Around 200 vehicles and a considerable number of artillery and cargo assembled in this village by 1800 hours.

        


        
          At this time, the enemy began firing artillery from the direction of Utekhovo Vtoroe and Safronovo [2-4 kilometers north of Murinka], from the heights west of the village of Murinka, and from the village of Koski [elsewhere, Kosaki] [2 kilometers south of Murinka].

        


        
          After the artillery and machine gun bombardment of the village of Murinka, enemy tankettes and motorcycles appeared from the points indicated above, and, simultaneously, the enemy opened heavy mortar and machine gun fire on our units from the eastern bank of the river and from the villages of Lipovka, Maksimovka, and Nadvornoe [north, west and east of Murinka].

        


        
          Our forces, which lacked any crossing equipment, began to throw everything away and swam or forded their way across.

        


        
          Because the wheeled vehicles could not get down to and cross the river, the army was forced to abandon its equipment and vehicular transport in the village of Murinka.

        


        
          The personnel threw themselves into the river in panic and began crossing under enemy artillery and machine gun fire, while the ammunition vehicles burned from exploding shells in the village of Murinka to their rear.

        


        
          With a great deal of difficulty, the command cadre assembled some of its soldiers in the forest east of Murinka by about 2000 hours.

        


        
          Major General Egorov, who also ended up in this forest, decided to create three detachments and continue the withdrawal toward the east or northeast. As he was giving instructions regarding the order of the subsequent withdrawal, enemy mobile groups opened fire from all sides. After pushing a group of tanks forward, the column began to punch its way toward the east. Whether or not the entire group of Egorov punched through remains unknown. Only Major General Butorin, the chief of Kachalov’s air forces, succeeded in penetrating in a tank. The member of the Military Council, Kolesnikov, also escaped from encirclement with a group of 500 men. Other groups penetrated along the highway and assembled in Ekimovichi [on the Desna River 35 kilometers northeast of Roslavl’].

        


        
          On 5 August, in the fighting at Starinka, where they intended to penetrate, Kachalov participated in the attack with a tank. After the attack, he went in a southern direction from Starinka. A group headed by Battalion Commissar Krylov reached the Koski region but were halted there by the enemy.

        


        
          Group Kachalov escaped in broken up separate groups. Measures are being taken to search for the remaining units of Group Kachalov.

        


        
          Detachments reinforced with tanks and antitank guns are being sent to meet Kachalov.

        


        
          We are continuing the searches with aircraft escorted by fighters.

        


        
          [Annotation] – “Fulfilled. Sent by BODO [secure teletype] through Lieutenant Colonel Andreevo of the Operations Department of the General Staff. 0028 hours on 7 August 1941 [signed] Lieutenant Colonel Kuznetsov.”55

        

      

    


    
       
    


    From German records, it is now clear that, after encircling Group Kachalov on 4 August, the Germans systematically sealed off and liquidated the pocket in the brief period of 48 hours. Initially, on 4 August IX Army Corps’ 263rd and 292nd Infantry Divisions formed the northern and eastern flanks of the encirclement sack in the sector extending from just north of Stodolishche southeastward to the Roslavl’ road south of Murinka. On the western flank of the sack, VII Army Corps’ 197th Infantry Division pressed eastward from just west of Stodolishche southward west of the Smolensk-Roslavl’ road to the northern outskirts of Roslavl’. At the southern extremity of the sack, VII Army Corps’ 23rd Infantry Division occupied Roslavl’, relieved 4th Panzer Division, and manned blocking positions northeastward along the Roslavl’ road to south of Murinka. On 5 August, the cooperating German forces compressed the encirclement sack from all sides, smashing Russian would-be escapees in the Murinka region and driving the survivors into an even smaller sack east of the Smolensk-Roslavl’ road and midway between Stodolishche and Roslavl’. The next day, all resistance ended as the remnants of Kachalov’s groups surrendered en masse or in small groups.


    See Map 50. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 5 August 1941.


    
       
    


    As tragic as it was to Timoshenko, Group Kachalov’s defeat elicited a distinctly vindictive reaction from an irate Stalin, who on 16 August signed Stavka Order No. 270, which condemned the “cowardly actions” of the defeated and dead Kachalov and others who failed to resist with sufficient resolve. The order declared, “While in encirclement together with the group of force’s staff, Lieutenant-General Kachalov, the commander of 28th Army, displayed cowardice and fell captive to the German Fascists.”56 The disgraced Kachalov was not exonerated of these charges and rehabilitated until long after war’s end.


    Although it took two days more for German forces to clear the immense battlefield, Guderian reported to Hitler about his outstanding success on 4 August. When the Germans tallied up Kachalov’s losses, they counted 38,561 prisoners-of-war and 250 tanks and tracked vehicles, 713 guns of all types, and almost 2,000 trucks, vehicles, and prime movers either destroyed or captured. This amounted to well over 80 percent of Group Kachalov’s initial force.


    If the destruction of Group Kachalov represented a serious blow to Timoshenko’s counteroffensive, it also strengthened both his and the Stavka’s belief that the Smolensk-Moscow axis indeed remained the most vital sector of the front. Therefore, both parties resolved to do all in their power to thwart German intentions by mounting ever more imposing counteroffensive action in the future. This, of course, was predicated on extracting as many forces as possible from the Smolensk pocket to the north.


    From the German perspective, Kachalov’s defeat seemed to offer new opportunities, although serious disagreements existed over just what those opportunities were. For example, when he presented Hitler with the exciting news of his victory at Roslavl’, Guderian also informed his Führer that, since he had found hardly any enemy south of Roslavl’, it would be a propitious moment for his army group to continue its advance northeastward along the Moscow shosse toward Spas Demensk and Viaz’ma. If Hoth’s Third Panzer Group could also reach Viaz’ma from the west, Guderian suggested, it might just set the stage for the final drive on Moscow. However, since by now Hitler had decided to clear Army Group Center’s southern flank before attacking Moscow, the Führer listened to the only those parts of Guderian’s report regarding a possible advance toward Gomel’ from the north to close the growing gap between Army Groups Center and South. From Hitler’s perspective, Guderian’s success at Roslavl’ seemed to offer ideal circumstances for his army group to cooperate with Weichs’ Second Army in another major encirclement battle, this time centered on Gomel’. Logically, in Hitler’s mind, this encirclement battle might even become the initial phase of a far more immense and decisive encirclement battle in the Kiev region.
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    Map 50. Armeegruppe Guderian’s assault, 5 August 1941.

  


  


  
    The Reduction of the Smolensk Pocket, 1–6 August


    While XXIV Motorized and VII and IX Army Corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group were eliminating Group Kachalov from the Red Army’s order of battle, the final chapter in the German reduction of the Smolensk encirclement was being written to the north. By 1 August German forces were tightening their noose around the Soviet 16th and 20th Armies, which the Germans had virtually encircled northwest, north, and northeast of Smolensk in mid-July. East and northeast of the city, 12th, 7th, 20th, and 19th Panzer Divisions of Third Panzer Group’s XXXIX Motorized Corps, reinforced by 106th Infantry Division and 900th Motorized (Lehr) Brigade, still manned an outer encirclement line, which extended roughly 100 kilometers northward from the Solov’evo crossing over the Dnepr River, 30 kilometers east of Smolensk, along the Vop’ River through Iartsevo to the Chernyi Ruchei region, 25-30 kilometers southwest of Belyi.


    See Maps 51 and 52. The situation, 2300, 1 August 1941 and the Smolensk Pocket, 1 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Southeast of Smolensk, 17th Panzer Division from Second Panzer Group’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps was trying to erect the outer encirclement line southward from 7th Panzer Division’s right flank just south of Solov’evo southward across the Dnepr River to the northern approaches to El’nia. However, despite 17th Panzer’s best efforts to link up with 7th Panzer to form a contiguous outer encirclement line, the resistance by Soviet Group Iartsevo prevented the division from doing so. As a result, a 10-kilometer-wide gap in the outer encirclement line extended from just north of Ratchino on the Dnepr River southward to Malinovka, a village on the river’s western bank. This gap formed a virtual lifeline between the encircled 16th and 20th Armies and the Western Front’s main front lines east of Smolensk, through which reinforcements, fuel, and ammunition flowed to the encircled forces and through which those forces could withdraw to safety if ordered to do so.


    Beginning on 23 July, the Soviet Western Front launched a counteroffensive against the Germans’ outer encirclement line in an attempt to destroy the so-called German Dukhovshchina Grouping, recapture Smolensk, and, when those efforts failed, to withdraw its encircled armies to the east. As a result, four operational groups formed by the Western Front’s 29th, 30th, and 19th Armies, cooperating with special Operational Group Iartsevo, pounded the German outer encirclement line in attack after attack in an attempt to destroy German forces manning the outer encirclement line, destroy all or a part of the German forces, and rescue the encircled 16th and 20th Armies. By 1 August, however, the four operational groups, whose forces were poorly trained, barely cohesive, and lacked adequate artillery and armor support, had managed to register only limited gains (5-10 kilometers in some sectors), although they did prevent the Germans from closing the so-called Solov’evo corridor. By this time, it was also apparent that the encircled forces would perish if they were not reinforced or withdrawn from the Smolensk pocket.
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    Map 51. The situation, 2300, 1 August 1941.
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    Map 52. The Smolensk Pocket, 1 August 1941.

  


  


  
    By 1 August the dimensions of the encirclement pocket northeast and east of Smolensk had shrunken in size to 20 kilometers from east to west and 28 kilometers from north to south. The inner encirclement line around the pocket consisted of forces from German XXXIX Motorized Corps’ 20th Motorized Division and V and VII Army Corps’ 129th, 35th, 5th, 8th, and 28th Infantry Divisions deployed around the pocket’s eastern, northern, and western sides and XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ 29th Motorized and 17th Panzer Divisions along the southern and southeastern sides of the pocket. The pocket itself contained the remnants of 20th and 16th Army, all operating under the control of General Kurochkin, the 20th Army’s commander. Kurochkin’s force included his own army’s 73rd, 144th, 153rd, 229th, and 233rd Rifle Divisions, 1st Motorized Rifle Division, 57th Tank Division, and 5th Mechanized Corps, which were defending the northern half of the pocket, and 16th Army’s 127th, 129th, and 152nd Rifle Divisions and 34th Rifle Corps’ 46th and 158th Rifle Divisions, which were deployed in the southern half of the pocket. By this time, the strength of Soviet forces in the pocket had dwindled from over 220,000 men in mid-July to fewer than 100,000 men, and, more important, the defenders were running out of fuel and ammunition.


    The intelligence summary the Western Front issued early on 1 August, together with reports and orders prepared by the forces within and outside the encirclement pocket, made it abundantly clear by day’s end on the 1st that Timoshenko’s counteroffensive had failed, and the encircled armies faced certain destruction if they remained in the pocket. Dispatched to the Western Front at 0800 hours, the intelligence summary began optimistically, by stating, “The enemy did not conduct active offensive operations during the day on 31 July 1941,” but then qualified this optimism by acknowledging that the Germans “brought up reserves along Velikie Luki, Iartsevo, and El’nia axes.” The summary then provided the supporting evidence:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix x L, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	The Nevel’ axis:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The enemy counterattacked unsuccessfully during the day and concentrated two-three fresh divisions with artillery in the Shcherginikha and Bandina regions [30-40 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	♦

        	Reconnaissance identified up to a battalion of infantry and 50 cavalrymen with mortars and artillery in defensive positions 1.5 kilometers west of Ploskish’.
      


      
        	♦

        	Agent, documents, and POW interrogations indicated 110th, 206th, and 253rd IDs, 14th MotD, and 471st and 451st Security Regiments were trying to encircle our forces northwest of Nevel’.
      


      
        	♦

        	A German Abwehr agent captured on 30 July said about 200 aircraft conducting raids on Moscow are situated at the Borisov airfield.
      


      
        	♦

        	Instead of disbanding the collective farms in the regions they have occupied, the Germans are instead urging the collective farmers to harvest the grain and then seizing it by force.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Iartsevo axis:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The enemy’s 19th and 20th PzDs, 106th ID, 20th MotD, and 7th and 12th PzDs are fighting defensively along the Chernyi Ruchei, Iakovtsevo, Shelepy, Karpovo, Vetlitsy, and Riadnyi line.
      


      
        	♦

        	We have no information about enemy units operating northeast and south of Iartsevo, although combat has identified at least two battalions of 20th PzD, with artillery and three batteries of mortars in the Ostrov region, forces of 106th ID’s 240th IR south of Markovo, and at least two battalions of infantry in the Krasnitsa region.
      


      
        	♦

        	A corporal in 74th IR captured on 30 July in the Chamintsevo region said 19th PzD, which is located in the Chernyi Ruchei region, is severely worn down and under-strength, and another POW said three infantry divisions from the Smolensk region will relieve 19th and 20th PzDs on 2-3 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	A POW reported that 240th IR, which is being transferred to the combat region from Smolensk on trucks, reached Smolensk on foot.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th PzD suffered up to 600 men killed and wounded on 29 and 30 July, and our forces captured 10 tanks, 3 guns, automatic weapons, and other trophies.
      


      
        	♦

        	12th PzD is relieving 19th PzD so that the latter can rest and refit in reserve, but 12th PzD must also go into reserve after 10 days of fighting because it has lost up to 75% of its personnel and a significant number of supporting tanks in many of its companies, and its remaining tanks are severely run down. Politically and in regard to morale, the soldiers are ignorant of the war aims, they fear Soviet weapons, and they are unwilling to fight and are generally weary of the war.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Smolensk axis – The enemy has advanced to the Shokino region [30 kilometers northeast of Smolensk and 20 kilometers southwest of Iartsevo], with its front facing toward the south and, possibly, also Pnevo, Pnevskaia Sloboda, and Zabor’e (west of the Vop’ River) [6-10 kilometers southwest of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	•

        	El’nia – Information is pending about the situation along the El’nia axis.
      


      
        	•

        	Conclusions – After concentrating two-three divisions in the Plaksino and Bandina region [20-30 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki], the enemy apparently intends to attack northward toward Velikopol’e Station [15 kilometers east of Velikie Luki] to sever the communications of our Velikie Luki grouping.57
      

    


    The daily report submitted by General Lukin, the commander of 16th Army, to Timoshenko at the Western Front at 1900 hours on 1 August underscored the increasingly desperate situation faced by both his army and Kurochkin’s 20th Army within the shrinking encirclement sack northeast of Smolensk.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix L, 2.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The enemy attacked at 0600 hours on 1 August with at least an infantry division, reinforced by artillery and mortars and supported by large aircraft formations;
      


      
        	♦

        	After defeating 20th Army’s left wing and bypassing its 229th RD’s flank and rear, the enemy launched his main attack against 16th Army, exploited success at the boundary between 152nd RD and 34th RC, and is [now] reconnoitering toward Dukhovskaia [15 kilometers east of Smolensk].
      


      
        	♦

        	The withdrawal of 20th Army’s left wing immediately uncovered the [152nd] division’s flank and rear to a depth of 2-3 kilometers, and, while attracting the enemy’s main attack, the division fought fiercely and repeatedly launched counterattacks, but, after suffering heavy losses and lacking artillery and machine guns, it is conducting a fighting withdrawal to the east under the pressure of superior enemy forces. All the while, the division is holding on to the Mordvino line.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Neighbors – none to the right.
      


      
        	•

        	Situation of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	129th RD – suffering heavy losses and in a difficult situation because of continuous enemy attacks on its flanks.
      


      
        	♦

        	152nd RD – withdrawing eastward after two enemy regiments attacked its flanks and occupying the Dukhovshchina [should read Dukhovskaia] and Staroe Shishlovo line [15 kilometers east of Smolensk] at 1900 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	34th RC.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	158th RD – defending the Siniavino Station, Hill 215.2, and Mitino front [15-16 kilometers east-southeast of Smolensk] at 1700 hours after the enemy pushed the division’s right wing back and penetrated toward Dukhovskaia and Siniavino with two battalions.
      


      
        	◊

        	127th RD – defending the Mitino and Oblogino front [15 kilometers southeast of Smolensk], while the enemy is trying to penetrate at the boundary between 158th and 127th RDs, and detected enemy efforts to envelop the division’s left flank along the Dnepr River to the south.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	46th RD – concentrated in the Zalesovo and Hill 228.5 region [20 kilometers east of Smolensk] by the morning of 1 August, with 646th Regiment in the Dukhovskaia region [18 kilometers east of Smolensk] to prevent the enemy from developing success eastward along the railroad and cutting 34th RC off from the army.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Conclusions and Decisions
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The situation is “tense,” the army’s losses are heavy, there is no ammunition for the artillery, and the divisions lack most or all of their heavy machine guns.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our neighbor [20th Army] is providing no help; on the contrary, the “unrestrained withdrawal” of 20th Army’s left wing threatens us with envelopment and attacks on our rear.
      


      
        	♦

        	I am doing all in my power to hold on to the Mordvino, Dukhovskaia, Rogachev, and Kuznetsovo line [15-20 kilometers east to southeast of Smolensk].
      


      
        	♦

        	During the night I will move 46th RD to the Laptevo, Popovo and Tiushino line [24-27 kilometers east-southeast of Smolensk] and dispatch small groups southward to the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	♦

        	The enemy occupies the railroad crossing over the Dnepr River at Sobshino [30 kilometers east-southeast of Smolensk] with a company of infantry, a battery of artillery, and 10 tanks.
      

    


    [Annotation] “Sent at 0145 hours on 2 August”58


    Meanwhile, at the eastern end of the corridor separating the encircled 16th and 20th Armies from the Western Front’s main forces, Group Iartsevo made attempt after attempt to expand the corridor by driving 7th Panzer Division’s forces away from the Solov’evo crossing site. An order issued at 1900 hours on 1 August by General Rokossovsky, the group’s commander, indicated, first, that the group’s previous attempts to penetrate the German’s outer encirclement ring had failed and, second, that Rokossovsky was determined to succeed in the future. While admitting that his previous attack force, 38th Rifle Division, was “forced to withdraw because of its insecure flanks,” he also acknowledged that “the restoration of the lost positions [of 38th Rifle Division], once again with unsecured flanks, can also lead to failure and groundless losses in personnel.”59 Therefore, in characteristically cryptic but clear fashion, Rokossovsky ordered his forces “to attack at 2300 hours on 1 August” to reach the following positions and expel German forces from Iartsevo:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix L, 3.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	101st TD (with 101st MRR) – Novosel’e (west) and Hill 217.9 [3-5 kilometers north of Iartsevo];
      


      
        	•

        	38th RD – Hill 209.2, the unnamed hill 1 kilometer north of Pervomaiskii and the crest of the hill 1 kilometer west of Pervomaiskii; and
      


      
        	•

        	64th RD – After occupying the Svishchevo region [6 kilometers south of Iartsevo] with 159th RR and reliably securing the crossing over the Vop’ River, capture Pologi and the unnamed hill 1 kilometer west of Pologi [5-6 kilometers southwest of Iartsevo] with 30th RR.60
      

    


    Although these attacks failed to achieve their aims, smaller forces from Iushkevich’s 44th Rifle Corps managed to recapture the crossing at Ratchino, 11 kilometers south of Solov’evo, from detachments from German 20th Motorized Division late on 1 August. However, Iushkevich’s troops proved unable to recapture the crossing at Solov’evo to the north.


    Given this situation, Timoshenko’s only recourse was to extract as many forces as he could from the shrinking Smolensk encirclement and deploy them to fight another day in the region east of Smolensk. Consequently, late on 1 August, the Stavka and Western Front tacitly authorized 16th and 20th Armies, assisted by supporting attacks by Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo toward the west, to break out of the pocket to the east. Although the withdrawal was initially couched in terms of an “attack” toward Dukhovshchina, in reality it was a fully sanctioned withdrawal. As a result, 16th and 20th Armies issued their forces the following withdrawal orders on 2 August 1941:


    See Appendices L, 4 and 5.


    
       
    


    16th Army at 0900 hours on 2 August


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy is attacking eastward, threatening the army’s right flank and the boundary between 152nd RD and 34th RC, and pressing our forces toward the east.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 20th Army is defending the line of the railroad, with boundaries as before.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army’s Mission – defend the Bol’shoi Vopets River, Tiushino, Vernebisovo, and Dnepr River line [25-30 kilometers east and southeast of Smolensk] stubbornly and prevent the enemy from penetrating toward the east and southeast.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	129th RD – defend the Peresvetovo and Puzovo sector on the eastern bank of the Bol’shoi Vopets River, 28 kilometers east-northeast to 25 kilometers east of Smolensk, to prevent the enemy from penetrating toward Shchiurikovo and Liubkovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	152nd RD – defend the Puzovo and Tiushino sector on the eastern bank of the Bol’shoi Vopets River, 25 kilometers east to 28 kilometers east-southeast of Smolensk to prevent the enemy from penetrating to Liubkovo and Zavrazh’e.
      


      
        	♦

        	34th RC – defend the Tiushino, Popova, Zaluzh’e, and Vernebisovo sector [28 kilometers east-southeast to 32 kilometers southeast of Smolensk], with strong security detachments in the Sobshino and Malinovka sector on the western bank of the Dnepr River, 30 kilometers east to 35 kilometers east-southeast of Smolensk, to prevent the enemy from penetrating toward the east and northeast and reliably protect the crossings over the Dnepr River to prevent the enemy from penetrating from Sobshino into the army’s flank and rear.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th RD – Concentrating near the barn 2 kilometers south of Golovino, force the Dnepr River, reach the Bereznia and Sel’tso region [18 kilometers south of Solov’evo and 40-45 kilometers east of Smolensk], protect the crossings over the Dnepr River from the east and southeast, and, subsequently, advance to Suborovka and Vishniaki [6 kilometers south-southwest and 5 kilometers south-southeast of Bereznia, respectively], while protecting yourself against attack from the northeast and preventing the enemy from cutting the army’s withdrawal routes from Dobromino and Vasil’evo [4 kilometers south of Suborovka and Vishniaki, respectively].
      


      
        	♦

        	The Chief of Artillery – reliably protect the Golovino and Malinovka front along the Dnepr River with antiaircraft artillery.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Chief of Engineers – immediately begin constructing three crossings over the Dnepr River and five fords along the Malinovka and Golovino front.61
      

    


    20th Army at 1930 hours on 2 August


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – The enemy is pushing 16th and 20th Armies toward the Dnepr River, while trying to severe their communications, break up their front, and defeat them in detail. 20th and 16th Armies are defending the Il’ia Pustoi, Tveritsy, Kurdimova, Khmost’ River, and Bol’shoi Vopets line with part of their forces and withdrawing their remaining forces behind the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army’s Mission – firmly defend the Bol’shoi Vopets River with part of your forces, concentrate your main efforts on seizing and holding the crossings at Golovino and Voronitsy, and occupy and defend the Dnepr River in the same sector by 0500 hours on 4 August.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	57th TD and 1st MRD – while defending the Il’ia Pustoi, Trisviat’e, and Kurdimova line [30 kilometers northeast to 19 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk] and conducting a mobile defense along the Orleia and Los’mena line, penetrate to the crossings over the Vop’ River by attacking toward Mikhailovka and Pishchino [12 kilometers south of Iartsevo], occupy defenses along the Vop’ River from the forest to the mouth of the Vop’ River by 0500 hours on 4 August, and concentrate your rear services near the forest west of Prost’.
      


      
        	♦

        	5th MC (with 229th and 233rd RDs) – concentrate your main efforts along the Usinino, Zadnia, Pnevo, and Makeevka axis beginning at 0400 hours on 3 August, cross the Dnepr River at Solov’evo and Makeevka, and, while protected by 233rd RD’s defenses along the Khmost’ River, Orleia, and the Vodva River line, occupy defenses behind the Dnepr River in the sector from the mouth of the Vop’ River to the mouth of the Ustrom River by 0500 hours on 4 August. Concentrate your rear services near the forest south of Podkholmitsa and in 229th RD’s rear in the Terenino region.
      


      
        	♦

        	69th RC (144th and 153rd RDs) – firmly defend the Khmost’ River with part of your forces beginning at 0400 3 August and, while employing a mobile defense along the Nadva and Orleia Rivers, penetrate to crossings over the Dnepr River in the sector from Zabor’e to the mouth of the Ustrom River and occupy defenses along the Dnepr River in the same sector by 0500 hours on 4 August. Concentrate your rear services in the Novoselki, Borovka, Balakirevo, and Zaprud’e region.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – withdraw from your positions at 2200 hours on 2 August, seize crossing over the Dnepr River in the Zabor’e and Sarai sector (13-17 kilometers south of Solov’evo] by 0400 hours on 3 August, and dispatch strong forward detachments to seize the Kolodezi and Mileevo region and protect the passage of the army’s forces along the roads to the east. Concentrate your rear services in the Pleshcheevo, Smorodinka, and Krasnyi Kholm region.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Instructions for All Commanders and Commissars:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	You are personally responsible to the Motherland and government for taking all of your weapons with you during the withdrawal behind the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	♦

        	Organize the crossing using all of the crossing equipment available to troop formations, engineer units, and the local population, and pay special attention to constructing crossings that are concealed from enemy air observation, employed at night but dismantled during the day, constructed with their surfaces 15-20 centimeters under the water, to exploiting rafts, boats, ferries, and other local crossing means, to locating fords capable of crossing horse transports, cavalry units, and horse-drawn artillery, and to protecting the approach routes to the crossings in advance.
      


      
        	♦

        	Concentrate all of your antiaircraft weapons near the crossings.
      


      
        	♦

        	Defend the Khmost’ and Bol’shoi Vopets River lines at all costs through day’s end on 3 August and the Orleia and Nadva River lines until the end of the day on 4 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	During the crossings, give priority, first and foremost, to the wounded, to the artillery and tanks that lack ammunition and fuel, and to the army’s rear services, and, later, to the army’s troop formations and units.62
      

    


    By exploiting the limited successes achieved by Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo, the forces of Kurochkin’s 20th and Lukin’s 16th Armies began their eastward withdrawal in earnest on the night of 2-3 August, engaging company-size strongpoints manned by the forces of 20th Motorized Division, which were deployed facing westward along the line of the Orleia River from the village of Sushcheva, 35 kilometers northeast of Smolensk, southeastward to the hamlet of Babeeva, 2 kilometers north of Ratchino and 35 kilometers east of Smolensk. Since 20th Motorized Division had failed to extend its lines southward to Ratchino, this meant that the withdrawing Soviet forces could exploit a roughly 10-kilometer gap between 20th Motorized Division’s extreme left flank at Babeeva and 17th Panzer Division’s extreme right flank south of the Dnepr River opposite Malinovka. Since this gap included several crossing sites over the Dnepr at and south of Ratchino, Kurochkin’s and Lukin’s forces naturally gravitated to this sector. Those that did not had no recourse but to take the riskier course of trying to penetrate or infiltrate eastward toward the crossing at and north of Solov’evo through 20th Motorized Division’s defensive cordon.


    See Maps 53 and 54. The situation, 2300, 2 August 1941 and the Smolensk Pocket, 2 August 1941.
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    Map 53. The situation, 2300, 2 August 1941.
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    Map 54. The Smolensk Pocket, 2 August 1941.

  


  


  
    The Western Front’s periodic operational summaries, together with orders and reports prepared by 16th and 20th Armies, provide a vivid and detailed mosaic of the fighting that actually transpired during their escape from 3 through 6 August. During the same period, the Western and Reserve Fronts prepared to receive the remnants of the two armies and integrate them into their defenses. This was particularly important since Timoshenko, Zhukov, and their masters in Moscow well understood that 16th and 20th Armies’ withdrawal would immediately release the up to seven German divisions manning the inner encirclement line for use in offensive action against the Western and Reserve Fronts


    Timoshenko, after two days of referring to the withdrawal as an attack toward the east, finally recognized that it was indeed a tricky withdrawal in an order he issued at 1025 hours on 3 August. Addressed to “Comrade Kurochkin” at 20th Army, with copies to Lukin at 16th Army and Rokossovsky at Group Iartsevo, Timoshenko began by pointing out the first and most critical task was to smash the enemy forces blocking 20th and 16th Armies’ movement toward the east. He then spelled out precisely how the two commanders were to withdraw their forces:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix L, 6.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          The immediate mission is to destroy the enemy battalion which is disrupting the supply of ammunition and fuel to the Hill 165.9, Pnevo, and Mit’kovo region [5-9 kilometers southwest of Solov’evo] and help 108th Rifle Division crush the enemy southwest of Zadnia [1 kilometer west of Solov’evo], after protecting the arrival of all supply units to the eastern bank of the Dnepr in the Solov’evo sector and the Ratchino crossing [12 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo].

        


        
          Create a zone of obstacles between the Khmost’ [running from north to south 18 kilometers west of Solov’evo] and Dnepr Rivers on the front: to the right – the Zadnia-Smolensk road, and to the left – the El’nia-Smolensk railroad.

        


        
          After protecting yourself with obstacle detachments, withdraw your main forces to the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, where they will firmly dig in, while protecting themselves from the El’nia axis [the left].

        


        
          Timoshenko, Sokolovsky63

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Several hours later, at 1800 hours, Zhukov, the commander of the Reserve Front, through his deputy, General Bogdanov, ordered Rakutin’s 24th Army, which was defending the sector from just south from Solov’evo southward to El’nia, to facilitate the passage of lines by Kurochkin’s and Lukin’s forces and prepare to defeat the enemy should they pursue. After succinctly describing the situation by stating, “The 20th and 16th Armies are hurriedly withdrawing toward the east from the Smolensk region. The enemy is taking measures to penetrate into our defensive belt on the shoulders of the withdrawing soldiers,” Bogdanov ordered;
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          Prevent an enemy penetration into the defensive system of the divisions of 24th Army, for which it is necessary:

        


        
          1) After letting the main mass of our forces withdrawing along every separate axis pass through, halt the enemy movement with artillery obstacle fire. In the event the enemy approaches before our withdrawing units, when the enemy appears, immediately destroy them with all types of fire.

        


        
          2) Bring all sectors of mining for the destruction of bridges and roads by explosives to a state of readiness for immediate action and, when the enemy appears, immediately carry out the destruction along specific axes.

        


        
          3) Mine all sectors envisioned in the mining plan at the last moment and in the immediate threat of an enemy attack.

        


        
          4) Conduct reconnaissance with small parties on foot (from a squad to a platoon) 6-8 kilometers from the forward edge.64

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Then, at 0850 hours Zhukov himself moved to shore up discipline in Rakutin’s army by castigating Rakutin and each of his division commanders for failing to eliminate the Germans’ salient at El’nia and permitting deficiencies to occur in the army’s combat operations that might inhibit their success in the future. Addressed specifically to “To the commander of 24th Army, Major General Comrade Rakutin,” and “To the commanders of 19th, 103rd, 105th, 106th, and 120th Divisions,” Zhukov began by declaring, “The results of the one and one half day offensive against the enemy, which are occupying the El’nia region, do not respond to the requirements of my order,” and pointing out, “I demanded you advance no less than 8-10 kilometers toward El’nia in the initial days,” however, “The majority of your units advanced 2-3 kilometers, and some did not even advance a single meter.”65 He then catalogued specific deficiencies in specific formations and warned of dire consequences should the commander not eliminate them:
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          The 19th RD, after occupying Klematina in a daylight battle, abandoned the occupied point during the night and withdrew to their jumping-off positions. Such paltry results of the attack are consequences of the failure to fulfill my orders by the commanders of divisions and regiments concerning personal example and the punishment of all who, instead of attacking and decisively moving forward, sit in the brush and trenches and all of those who conduct themselves in a cowardly manner and do not serve as a personal example of bravery and courage.

        


        
          The 103rd Division, which had special reinforcements, artillery support – a battery of multiple rocket launchers [“Katiushas”], and aircraft support, up to this time, has disgracefully marked time almost in place. The commander and commissar of 19th RD will be arrested by us and will be immediately judged for cowardice and failure to fulfill orders, the commanders of the units which abandoned the Klematina region without orders will be immediately arrested, and all who will not precisely fulfill combat orders and conceal themselves out of cowardice in combat situations will be mercilessly brought to trial.66

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Zhukov then exhorted Rakutin’s forces to exploit their strengths by asserting that 24th Army’s forces were “many times superior to the enemy in artillery,” enemy forces “lacked even a full load of ammunition” and were “conducting very limited fires,” and were, “in essence, is half encircled.” Therefore, Zhukov promised “the enemy will be immediately smashed” if you can orchestrate “a sufficiently strong blow.” In the wake of his exhortations, Zhukov ordered:


    
      
        
          1. Completely encircle and take the enemy’s entire El’nia grouping prisoner on 4 August. Begin the attacks at 0700 hours on 4 August. Conduct a two-hour artillery preparation before the attack, while destroying enemy firing points.

        


        
          2. In light of the apparent weakness of company and battalion commanders, the commanders and commissars of divisions, regiments, and persons especially selected by the senior and higher command cadre and commissars will personally conduct the shock groups and battalions in the attacks. In the shock platoons, select commanders and political workers who have shown themselves to be especially brave in combat and who wish to distinguish themselves before the Motherland.

        


        
          3. Once again, warn the command cadre of 103rd RD about criminal behavior toward the fulfillment of orders, and I especially give notice that, if the enemy is not smashed and the divisions do not reach their designated regions on 4 August, the commanders will be arrested and sent for judgment to a Military Tribunal. Reinforce 103rd RD with another battery of multiple rocket launchers [“Katiushas”].

        


        
          4. Report fulfillment at 2400 hours on 4 August 1941.67

        

      

    


    
       
    


    At 2000 hours on 3 August, Timoshenko’s Western Front issued a daily operational summary that provided necessary operational context to 16th and 20th Armies’ withdrawal by describing the situation throughout the front’s area of operations:


    See Maps 55 and 56. The situation, 2300, 3 August 1941 and the Smolensk Pocket, 3 August 1941 and see Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix L, 9.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – fierce fighting continued along the entire front during the day.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – repelling enemy attacks along the entire front during the day and defending their positions by day’s end.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	29th RC:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	48th TD – repelled an attack by an enemy battalion toward Eremeevo and two battalions toward Malakhovo [18 kilometers west-southwest of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	214th RD – under attack by two enemy infantry regiments at Lazava with unknown results.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	62nd RC:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	170th RD – repelling an attack by a regiment of enemy infantry.
      


      
        	◊

        	174th RD – repelled an attack by an enemy battalion and counterattacked to capture Hill 127.4.
      


      
        	◊

        	186th RD – holding on to its present positions.
      


      
        	◊

        	256th RD – one regiment fighting with an enemy division in the Ploskosh’ region, another rifle regiment moving forward to assist, and the third rifle regiment is in its previous positions.
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    Map 55. The situation, 2300, 3 August 1941.
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    Map 56. The Smolensk Pocket, 3 August 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	Group Maslennikov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – preparing to force the Western Dvina River and organize antitank regions in Garabuchikha, Nikulino, Khlebanikha, Pozharishche, Olenitsa No. 1, and Krasnyi Sosny [50 kilometers south-southwest to 50 kilometers south of Toropets].
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – crossed southward over the Western Dvina River with two regiments and reached the Baevo, Voskresenskoe, and Poiarkovo line [55 kilometers south of Toropets] against elements of enemy 14th MotD.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Khomenko – attacking with its main forces in the morning, while overcoming strong enemy resistance.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD – defending along the Los’mino, Dvorishche, and Okolitsa line [18-25 kilometers southwest of Belyi] against 19th PzD’s 73rd and 74th PzGrRs.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – attacking toward Zhidki [38 kilometers south-southwest of Belyi] and blew up an enemy ammunition dump in the region with its artillery fire.
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD – attacking toward Zhidki and Pochinok No. 2 against small groups of withdrawing enemy
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – attacking toward Gorodno [8 kilometers south of Zhidki and 43 kilometers south-southwest of Belyi] with unknown results.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army [former Group Kalinin] – attacking across its entire front.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – advancing from the Brakudeno and Sechenki line [10-12 kilometers southeast of Gorodno and 35 kilometers east-northeast of Iartsevo] on its left wing, captured Gutarovo [32 kilometers east-northeast of Iartsevo], and fighting for Mamonovo [30 kilometers east-northeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	91st and 89th RDs – fighting in their previous positions [18-28 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – concentrated in the Vadino region.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – resting and refitting in its previous positions.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Rokossovsky – fighting along the Vop’ River’s western bank against enemy forces stubbornly defending the Novosel’e, Pologi, Bol’shie Gorki, Zadnia, and Pnevo line [5 kilometers north and west of Iartsevo to 5 kilometers southwest of Solov’evo], with no changes in the group’s positions.
      


      
        	•

        	16th and 20th Armies – conducting rear guard actions along the Pnevskaia Sloboda and the State Farm west of Morevo line [9-18 kilometers west-southwest of Solov’evo] and along the Khmost’ River to the Dnepr River at Malinovka [20 kilometers southwest of Solov’evo].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	229th RD (20th Army) – crossed to the Dnepr River’s eastern bank at Ratchino (5 kilometers east of Morevo).
      


      
        	♦

        	34th RC – moving from Morevo to the Dnepr River crossing at Ratchino and further south.
      


      
        	♦

        	Resupplying 16th and 20th Armies’ forces on the Dnepr River’s western bank with fuel and ammunition.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 20th Army – Dubrova (4 kilometers east of Morevo).
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Kachalov (as of 2 August) – continued sustained fighting with enemy forces enveloping the group’s flanks and attacked toward Roslavl’.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	104th TD – withdrawing to the Nikitina, Borisovochka, and Egorovka region under an “onslaught by the enemy from the Ivanino region.”
      


      
        	♦

        	149th RD – fighting along the Zimnitsy, Storino, and Smychkovo line.
      


      
        	♦

        	145th RD – defending the Smychkovo and Zhigalovo line [20 kilometers south-southeast of Pochinok] with two regiments and Dundukovka, Efremovka, Gorchilovka, and Dumanichskie front [20-30 kilometers south of Pochinok]with the third regiment.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MRR – withdrew to Novyi Derebuzh, pursued by an enemy battalion with 15 tanks and 30 motorcycles.
      


      
        	♦

        	Composite Regiment – attacked from the Markers 175.3 and 185.9 line toward Andreevskie and Pechkury against an enemy battalion with armored personnel carriers and motorcycles.
      


      
        	♦

        	52nd and 21st CDs – (according to the Central Front) fought in the Poniatovka and Novaia Dubovichka region but withdrew southward, the former to the Krasnopol’e region and the latter to Pozhyr and Fedorovka.
      


      
        	♦

        	222nd RD – withdrew under heavy enemy pressure from the Oster River line (15 kilometers west of Roslavl’) toward Roslavl’, with two regiments moving to establish defenses along the river 13 kilometers northeast of Roslavl’ and one regiment (774th) heading northeast.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – conducting reconnaissance and bombing in the Iartsevo, Zadnia, Kurdymovo, and Roslavl’ regions and protecting 20th Army’s crossings over the Dnepr River.68
      

    


    The contents of this summary demonstrated the close relationship between the ongoing destruction of Group Kachalov, which threatened to create a large gap in the Reserve Front’s defenses, and the withdrawal of 16th and 20th Armies, which, if successful, promised to provide forces capable of at least partially filling that gap. It also indicated that, although Timoshenko’s operational groups were still advancing, their gains were not commensurate with Timoshenko’s or the Stavka’s high expectations.


    Within this context, Kurochkin’s and Lukin’s forces accelerated their march toward the east. Fending off pickets deployed by 17th Panzer Division, the escaping forces began virtually to “run a gauntlet” eastward through the roughly 20-kilometer-wide and 16-kilometer-long corridor north of the Dnepr River, often under intense German air strikes and artillery fire, and began fording the river in places where it was less than two feet deep. The breakout itself lasted for just over two days and ended by daybreak on 5 August.69 Try as it did to close the corridor, which narrowed to roughly 10 kilometers as the escaping forces reached the Dnepr River, the small forces 17th Panzer Division allocated to the task simply were unable to break through Group Rokossovsky’s defenses and close the gap. Rokossovsky’s forces halted von Thoma’s panzers on the southern bank of the Dnepr River, barely 16 kilometers from Iartsevo.


    See Maps 57 and 58. Army Group Center’s situation late on 4 August 1941 and the Smolensk Pocket, 4 August 1941.


    
       
    


    General Kurochkin, the commander of the combined forces of 16th and 20th Armies, dispatched his first progress report on the withdrawal before midnight on 3-4 August. The report described the condition of his forces and their progress as they approached the safety of the Western Front’s line east of the Dnepr River:
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    Map 57. Army Group Center’s situation late on 4 August 1941.
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    Map 58. The Smolensk Pocket, 4 August 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – 20th and 16th Armies, while protected by strong covering forces to the north and west but under heavy pressure from the enemy 129th, 15th, 5th, 28th, 35th, and 137th IDs and an SS division, will force their way through to the Dnepr River on 3 and 4 August to occupy defenses on the river’s eastern bank.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	57th TD (with 1st MRD) – currently fighting in the Likhovskoe region [9-10 kilometers west-northwest of Solov’evo], will break through to the crossing at Pishchino [10 kilometers south of Iartsevo and 5 kilometers north of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	5th MC (with 229th RD) – protected by 233rd RD along the Khmost’ River and fighting in the Usinino region [8 kilometers west of Solov’evo], will break through toward the Solov’evo and Makeevka [Makeevo, 2 kilometers south of Solov’evo] crossings.
      


      
        	♦

        	69th RC (144th and 153rd RDs) – protected by 73rd RD along the Khmost’ River, is withdrawing behind the Dnepr River in the sector from Zabor’e to the mouth of the Ustrom River [5-9 kilometers south and south-southwest of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	16th Army – is withdrawing along the Zabor’e and Voronitsy front [9-19 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Condition of the Forces:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The army’s units are completely exhausted after almost 35 days of fighting. For example, 229th RD’s 783rd RR has 125 men, 1 heavy machine gun, and 8 sub-machine guns, and its 804th RR has 160 men, 3 heavy machine guns, 5 sub-machine guns, and 1 – 45mm gun, and 73rd RD has roughly 100 men and 4-5 machine guns in each of its three regiments.
      


      
        	♦

        	The combat strength of the army’s other divisions in no greater; moreover, they have been reinforced at the expense of their rear service units.
      


      
        	♦

        	The fighting to reach the Dnepr River will reduce the army’s strength even more.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	River Crossing Operations:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The army’s units began crossing the Dnepr on the morning of 2 August, but the enemy bombed two of the crossing sites 4-5 times and destroyed them.
      


      
        	♦

        	Since the enemy also destroyed the crossings we put in place at a different location overnight on 2-3 August, we carried the infantry, tanks, and horse-drawn artillery across the river on ferries.
      


      
        	♦

        	Assisted by the front, we are constructing new crossings overnight on 3-4 August, first and foremost, to transport heavy artillery, tanks, and other heavy cargo across the river, although we are worried that some units of heavy equipment remaining will not be taken out.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Conclusion – although the army has inflicted immense losses on the enemy during the past 35 days of combat, it desperately requires replacements.70
      

    


    As Kurochkin and Lukin struggled to extract their forces from the collapsing encirclement sack, in his capacity as front commander, Timoshenko issued new attack orders to all of his forces at 2225 hours on 4 August. As futile as these orders seemed, they were designed to apply maximum pressure against the Germans to prevent them from reinforcing their forces trying to crush the 16th and 20th Armies before they escaped. In particular, the Germans’ so-called Dukhovshchina grouping was the primary target of these attacks:
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        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy, who is resisting stubbornly across the entire front, is trying to encircle 16th and 20th Armies’ withdrawing forces and, simultaneously, is conducting active operations at the boundaries with neighboring fronts. The main enemy grouping consists of up to 16 infantry divisions operating along the Smolensk-Viaz’ma axis.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, the forces on 27th Army’s left wing are withdrawing to the Peno region, and, on the left, the Reserve Front’s forces, including Group Kachalov, are fighting in the El’nia and Stodolishche region.
      


      
        	•

        	The Western Front’s Mission – withdraw 20th and 16th Armies’ forces behind the Dnepr River and, while firmly defending the front’s left wing along the Dnepr River and repelling enemy attacks against its right wing, smash and destroy the enemy Dukhovshchina grouping in the front’s center.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	22nd Army – actively defend your positions and, simultaneously, destroy the enemy grouping advancing toward Volok in cooperation with 27th Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	29th Army [former Group Maslennikov] – destroy the opposing enemy with concentrated attacks by 243rd and 252nd RDs toward Il’ino [50 kilometers northeast of Velizh and 80 kilometers north of Demidov], and, after seizing crossings over the Western Dvina River at Kresty and Korelevshchina [60-70 kilometers north-northeast of Demidov] and sending strong covering forces toward Velizh, reach the Olenitsa and Zamoshchitsa front [50 kilometers north to 45 kilometers north-northeast of Velizh] by day’s end on 6 August, and subsequently attack toward Demidov.
      


      
        	♦

        	Cavalry Group [under 29th Army’s control] – envelop the enemy’s defenses, reach the Zakhody and Safonovo line [30 kilometers north-northeast to 60 kilometers northeast of Demidov] on 6 August, and conduct decisive operations toward Dukhovshchina in the enemy’s rear.
      


      
        	♦

        	30th Army [former Group Khomenko] – with the main grouping on your left wing, attack decisively toward Krasigovo [15 kilometers west of Dukhovshchina] to reach the Dubovitsa, Lomonosovo, and Krivtsy line [40 kilometers north to 16 kilometers north-northeast of Dukhovshchina] on 6 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	19th Army (166th, 91st, 89th, 50th, and 152nd RDs) – attack toward Dukhovshchina with your right wing to reach the Ploshchevo and Sushchevo line [12 kilometers north-northeast to 15 kilometers east of Dukhovshchina] on 6 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Rokossovsky – attack with your left wing toward Zadnia [3 kilometers west of Solov’evo] and Grishino [15 kilometers south of Dukhovshchina and 15 kilometers west of Iartsevo] while protecting 20th Army’s arrival at the Solov’evo and Pishchino crossings over the Dnepr River [10-15 kilometers south of Iartsevo] and, after 20th Army’s forces are behind the Dnepr River, attack with your right wing to reach the Vorotyshino, Stogovo, and Zadnia line [12 kilometers northwest to 15 kilometers south-southwest of Iartsevo] by 7 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th Army – continue your withdrawal behind the Dnepr River, occupy the Solov’evo, Zabor’e, Sel’tso, Ustrom River, and Brykino front [from 15 kilometers south of Iartsevo to 18 kilometers northwest of El’nia] by day’s end on 5 August, and, subsequently, withdraw the army’s main forces into reserve in the Dorogobuzh region for rest and refitting.
      


      
        	♦

        	16th Army – after reaching the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, withdraw your forces into front reserve in the Ostashkovo, Prudishche, and Stogovo Station region.71
      

    


    Even a cursory examination of the objectives Timoshenko assigned to his subordinate operational groups demonstrates they were utterly unrealistic in the circumstances his forces faced. In most cases, he was asking hastily formed, undermanned, under-equipped, and untrained rifle and tank divisions to advance as many as 20-30 kilometers in a single day through generally rough, rolling, and wooded terrain lacking any sort of adequate road network. Admittedly, the German panzer and motorized divisions manning, first, the inner and, later, the outer encirclement line, such as 19th, 20th, 12th, 7th, and 17th Panzer and 20th Motorized Divisions, had suffered unprecedented losses over the past two weeks, especially in their infantry (panzer grenadier) units, but also in terms of their armor. For example, after fielding 250 tanks on 22 June, by early September 7th Panzer Division’s daily average strength in operational tanks fell to 132. Similarly, 17th Panzer’s tank strength decreased from 192 to 47, 12th Panzer’s from 135 to 93, 20th Panzer’s from 227 to 86, and 19th Panzer’s from 220 to 92.72 Despite these losses, however, these divisions retained enough firepower to repel any attacks by the thoroughly outgunned and threadbare attacking Red Army divisions. Furthermore, immediately after liquidating the Soviet pocket near Smolensk, Army Group Center reinforced or replaced its beleaguered mobile divisions along the outer encirclement line with proper infantry divisions. This permitted Bock to withdraw his precious panzer and motorized divisions for rest and refitting prior to resuming offensive operations.


    As Timoshenko mustered support for his escaping 20th and 16th Armies by any means possible, Kurochkin kept the front commander well informed about the progress of 16th and 20th Armies, which were both still under his overall control. For example, in the midst of his river crossing operations, at 0130 hours on 5 August, Kurochkin reported with obvious glee, “The army’s units continued crossing through the Ratchino crossing on 4 August,” and, since the main direction command’s aircraft “brought huge benefit… the enemy did not manage to bomb the crossings.” Kurochkin then provided a status report on each of his subordinate formations:
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        	•

        	5th MC – began crossing after defeating the enemy’s Pnevo grouping and passing through Pnevo to freedom. The soldiers and weapons not destroyed in the fighting, including 144th, 153rd, 73rd, and 229th RDs’ light artillery and part of the heavy artillery and rocket launcher battery, crossed the Dnepr River, although some of the vehicles remained behind because of insufficient fuel.
      


      
        	•

        	144th RD (about 440 men) – occupied defenses from the mouth of the Ustrom River to 3 kilometers to the south by day’s end on 4 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	153rd RD (about 750 men) – occupied defenses southward to Pashkovo [4-10 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	•

        	5th MC (57th TD and 1st MRD) – assembling in the woods south of Podkholmitsa [20 kilometers southeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	•

        	229th RD – assembling in Terenino [16 kilometers east of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	•

        	73rd RD – assembling in Shegaki [16 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	•

        	233rd RD – crossed the Dnepr River in several groups.
      


      
        	•

        	Liziukov’s Detachment (Group Iartsevo) – defending the crossing at Ratchino with 20th Army’s forces and drove the enemy from the Kucherovo and Mileevo region [15-17 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] toward Hill 224.8.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army – assembling in the Kucherovo, Balakirevo, and Tiushino region [15 kilometers south to 15 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo], with a 100-man detachment being sent to the crossing over the Dnepr River south of Zabor’e [near Ratchino] to assist moving the army’s equipment across the Dnepr.73
      

    


    Kurochkin’s report indicated that, by this time, most of his forces were indeed safely across the Dnepr River.


    As Kurochkin’s and Lukin’s forces were reaching the relative safety of the Dnepr River’s eastern bank, Rokossovsky ordered his Group Iartsevo to cease its offensive operations and instead begin organizing more coherent defenses in the sector from Iartsevo southward to the region into which 20th Army’s forces were assembling. Issued at 1800 hours on 5 August, his order paid special attention to defining specific defensive sectors for his group and Kurochkin’s army and ensuring tight cooperation between the two forces in anticipation of possible renewed enemy offensive operations:
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        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy’s 18th and 107th IDs are operating in the Novosel’e, Iartsevo, Svishchevo, and Zadnia sector opposite our front, and there has been an “influx” of fresh enemy forces since 1200 hours on 5 August.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 89th RD (19th Army) is fighting along the Borodulino and Dubrovka front [12-17 kilometers north of Iartsevo], and on the left, 144th RD (20th Army) will occupy and defend the Korovniki and Osova sector [17-25 kilometers south of Iartsevo], with its forward edge along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	•

        	Group Iartsevo’s Mission – withdraw behind the Vop’ River after dark on 5 August and occupy defenses in the Dubrovo, Iartsevo, Rabochii Poselok, Skrushevskoe, and Pereles’e [4 kilometers northeast of Solov’evo] sector on the eastern bank of the Vop’ River, with combat security along the Novosel’e, Hills 247.9 and 209.2, the road junction 2 kilometers east of Zubovo, Svishchevo, the western outskirts of Brianka, and the western outskirts of Pishchino line to prevent the enemy from penetrating eastward across the Vop’ River. After withdrawing your forces, mine all crossings and fords and employ obstacles extensively within your defensive belt.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	101st TD (with 700th ATR, less one battalion) – occupy and defend a defensive belt with your forward edge in the Lesnoe Ozerishche and Gorodok sector on the eastern bank of the Vop’ River and place 202nd and 203rd TRs in the woods west of Vyshegor [22 kilometers east of Iartsevo] to be employed only on my instructions.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RD (minus two companies) (with 3rd Bn, 49th CAR, and 1st Bn, 700th ATR) – occupy a defensive belt with its forward edge along the eastern bank of the Vop’ River in the Gorodok, Iartsevo, and Marker 169.9 sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	44th RC (with 872nd ATR) – occupy and firmly defend a belt with its forward edge in the Marker 169.9, Skrushevskoe Farm, and Pereles’e sector along the eastern bank of the Vop’ River and its left flank anchored on the Dnepr River.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Special Instructions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Commander of 38th RD – secure the group’s right flank and establish communications with 89th RD by moving a detachment with two rifle companies and six antitank guns forward to the Padelishche and Chizhiki line [5 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	18th MRR (with a special designation battery) (my reserve) – deploy in the woods 1.5 kilometers southeast of Ozerishche and prepare to counterattack along the Vyshegor and Chizhiki and Vyshegor and Gorodok axes.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Supply Point – at Dorogobuzh Station, but transport will be the responsibility of division and separate unit commanders.
      


      
        	•

        	Command and Control – the group’s CP is in the woods 1 kilometer southeast of Fedosovo.74
      

    


    At about the same time Rokossovsky issued his defensive order, General Lukin, the commander of 16th Army, presented Timoshenko with a report detailing the situation in his army. More cryptic than that of Kurochkin, Lukin’s report painted a far more negative picture of his forces. The 16th Army commander began his report with the flat and unusually candid statement that, “Tens of persons have been left in the divisions, but without commanders; no headquarters remain, and the [army’s] rear services are being assembled in the Gorodok, Simonovo, Bogatkino, and Papovka region [25-45 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].”75 Lukin then added:
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          The 46th, 129th, 127th, 158th, and 152nd RDs are situated in the Kolodezi and Sel’tso, Slizovo, and Mileevo region [8-15 kilometers east of the Dnepr River and 15-18 kilometers south of Solov’evo]. Inasmuch as the units crossed at various crossings, therefore, they are moving in various directions.

        


        
          I consider that the divisions are still fighting, and, therefore, I can neither assemble them nor fill them out. It is not possible to assemble them in the regions you indicated, since, although in small groups, the enemy is located in those places. I request you point out the regions and provide several days to restore order in the army’s units.

        


        
          Details by post.76

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Within hours after the remnants of 16th and 20th Armies reached the Dnepr River’s eastern bank, Kurochkin, armed with guidance from Timoshenko and their neighbor, Rokossovsky, began integrating 20th and 16th Armies’ forces into the Western Front’s main defensive line. Kurochkin began this process at 2240 hours on 5 August by issuing an order defining the missions of his army and its subordinate forces and mandating the erection of a new defensive line along the Dnepr River’s eastern bank:


    See Map 59. The situation, 2300, 6 August 1941.
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    Map 59. The situation, 2300, 6 August 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy reached the western bank of the Dnepr River in the sector from Solov’evo to the forest south of Golovino with forward units of the fresh 20th Motorized Division and 8th Infantry and 7th Panzer Divisions, units of 17th Motorized [Panzer] Division are operating in the Kolodez, Monchino, Iazveno, and Mileevo region [east of the Dnepr River and 15-18 kilometers south of Solov’evo], and small units from this division are trying to penetrate northward toward Mileevo and Balakirevo [12 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, Group Rokossovsky is attacking toward Zadnia and Grishino, while protecting 20th Army’s forces as they cross the Dnepr River, and on the left, Group Kachalov is fighting in the Pochinok and El’nia region.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Mission – after completing its withdrawal to the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, defend the front along the Dnepr and Ustrom Rivers from Solov’evo to Brykino [30 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo and 18 kilometers northwest of El’nia], with its remaining forces in reserve in the Podkholmitsa, Zaprud’e, and Gorodok region [15-20 kilometers behind the front], where they will remain fully combat ready.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD (with the Detachments of Sakhno and Shepeliuk) – occupy and defend the eastern bank of the Dnepr River from the crossing at Solov’evo southward to the bend in the river 1 kilometer north of Zabor’e.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD (with the detachments of Golovin, Tarasov, and Kashchenko) – occupy and defend the Dnepr River line from the bend in the river 1 kilometer north of Zabor’e southward to the mouth of the Mertvaia River [12 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo] and southeastward to Kolodezi [16 kilometers south of Solov’evo], with Detachment Kashchenko in reserve in the Klimovo region subject to employment only with my approval.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – after relieving 16th Army’s forces along the Kolodezi, Sel’tso, Hill 236.5 (1 kilometer south of Slizovo), Hill 224.8, and Klemiatino line [16 kilometers south to 22 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo], occupy and defend this line and, simultaneously, conduct reinforced reconnaissance in the Klemiatino and Brykino sector along the Ustrom River until 161st RD arrives in this sector and also toward the El’nia-Smolensk railroad.
      


      
        	♦

        	My Reserve – the army’s main forces concentrated and combat ready in the [following] regions by 1600 hours on 6 August:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	5th MC – the woods south of Podkholmitsa [20 kilometers southeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	◊

        	57th TD – the woods 1 kilometer north of Gorodok [18 kilometers east of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	229th RD – Terenino and the woods south of Terenino [16 kilometers east of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	233rd RD – the Zaprud’e region [15 kilometers east-southeast of Solov’evo].77
      

    


    At 1525 hours the following day, in response to a directive from Timoshenko, Lukin, who was still titular commander of 16th Army, instructed his forces to complete their assembly and move forward to relieve the Reserve Front’s 107th Rifle Division, which had been occupying second echelon defenses in the region from 12 kilometers west to 20 kilometers southwest of Dorogobuzh on the front’s right flank:
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        	•

        	34th RC – relieve 107th RD’s 765th and 474th RRs along the Nedniki and Iakovskoe [5-10 kilometers southwest of Dorogobuzh] front by 2000 hours on 6 August and deploy reinforced combat security along the southern bank of the Dnepr River to Dorogobuzh.
      


      
        	•

        	152nd RD – relieve 107th RD’s 1st Bn, 586th RR along the Iakovskoe and Kalita front [30-32 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo and 18-20 kilometers north of El’nia] and dispatch reinforced combat security forward to the Osovo and Erilovo [8-15 kilometers south of Solov’evo] front.
      


      
        	•

        	Division Commanders – personally go to their defensive sectors to inspect and take over responsibility for defensive works, obstacles, and maps.78
      

    


    On 6 August the Stavka shuffled its senior command cadre within the Western Front by appointing General Kurochkin as the commander of 43rd Army in place of General Zakharkin and assigning General Lukin to take Kurochkin’s place in command of 20th Army. In addition, the Stavka promised to integrate the remnants of 16th Army into Lukin’s army and form a new 16th Army in the front’s rear area, however, under its own control. Lukin’s first act as 20th Army’s commander was to complete Kurochkin’s work by preparing a final order concerning 20th Army’s new defensive belt. Issued at 0120 hours on 7 August, this order assigned missions and defensive sectors to each of the army’s subordinate formations:
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        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy reached the Dnepr River crossings in the Solov’evo, Ratchino, Sel’tso, and Klemiatino [22 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] sector with 7th PzD, 20th MotD, 8th ID, and 17th MotD and is trying to force the Dnepr River at Pnevo and Ratchino to the south.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, the forces on Group Rokossovsky’s left wing are fighting for Zadnia [2 kilometers west of Solov’evo], and on the left, 24th Army’s forces are fighting for the Ushakovo [47 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo] and Lavrovo line.
      


      
        	•

        	20th and 16th Armies’ Missions – under my overall command, firmly defend the Dnepr River front from the Solov’evo crossing southward to the barn, 5 kilometers south of Zabor’e, Slizovo, Vasiuki, Mikhailovka, and Kazanka [17 kilometers northwest of El’nia] by concentrating their main forces on their left wing.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	20th Army:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	144th RD (with Shepeliuk’s and Sakhno’s Detachments) – defend the sector from the Solov’evo crossing southward to the bend in the Dnepr River 1 kilometer north of Zabor’e [8 kilometers south of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	153rd RD (with Tarasov’s and Kashchenko’s Detachments and a company of border troops) – defend the Dnepr River line from the bend in the Dnepr River (1 kilometer north of Zabor’e) to Marker 179.1 and to the woods 1 kilometer north of Kolodezi [15 kilometers south of Solov’evo] after sending detachments to the eastern bank of the Dnepr to prevent the enemy from forcing the river.
      


      
        	◊

        	73rd RD – after relieving 46th and 129th RDs, occupy and defend the Kolodezi, Slizovo, and Mileevo line [15 kilometers south to 16 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo by 0600 hours on 7 August and send a detachment to Korsun’ia to prevent the enemy from forcing the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	◊

        	161st RD (with 129th RD’s artillery) – occupy and defend the Vasiuki and Mikhailovka sector on the Ustrom River [18-21 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	46th RD – after turning your sector over to 73rd RD, occupy and defend the Mikhailovka, Goravitsy, and Kazanka line 21 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo to 17 kilometers northwest of El’nia] by 0700 hours on 7 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	Army Cavalry Squadron – reconnoiter toward the south;
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – after relieving 107th RD along the Dorogobuzh and Usviat’e line and along the Uzha River to Staroe Rozhdestvo with 127th, 152nd, and 158th RDs, fortify your positions, paying special attention to defending the El’nia and Dorogobuzh road.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	233rd RD – withdraw from your present positions at 0300 hours on 7 August, concentrate in the Balakirevo, Naidenovo, and Samoilovo region [15-18 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo] in my reserve by 0600 hours on 7 August, and prepare to operate toward west and south.
      


      
        	◊

        	129th RD – after turning your sector over to 46th and 161st RDs and temporarily transferring your artillery to 161st RD, concentrate in the Bobrovo (No. 1) region in my reserve by 0800 hours on 7 August and prepare to operate toward the southeast or south.
      


      
        	◊

        	229th RD – while resting and refitting in the Terenino region in my reserve, prepare to operate toward Chelnovaia [9 kilometers east-southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	1st MRD – remain in my reserve in the Gorodok region to rest and refit.
      


      
        	◊

        	5th MC (with 57th TD) – concentrate in the Korobkino, Romashkovo, and Nekrasovo region (20 kilometers southeast of Gzhatsk) by taking the highway through Dorogobuzh and revert to Western Front’s control.79
      

    


    A few hours later, 16th Army’s headquarters notified the Western Front it had fulfilled the Stavka’s promise to transfer all of 16th Army’s combat capable forces to Lukin’s 20th Army. In addition to declaring, “All of 16th Army’s units have been transferred to 20th Army and moved to their places of concentration,” 16th Army’s chief of staff, Colonel Ponomarev, also reported, “The hauling of equipment and material from the western bank of the Dnepr River by 16th Army has ceased,” the crossing sites have been “blown up by local means,” and “the enemy offered weak fire resistance during the crossings.”80 However, at the end of the report, Colonel Ponomarev, presumably with Lukin’s permission, took one last critical swipe at Kurochkin by asserting, “It is incorrect that 20th Army has assigned a guard battalion to the crossing and has undertaken energetic measures to haul out the equipment and materials, including the majority of the vehicles and artillery.”81
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    In the wake of 16th and 20th Armies’ withdrawal to safety and Western Front’s reorganization of its defenses east of Smolensk, at 2000 hours on 7 August, the front issued yet another operational summary describing the situation across its front by day’s end and confirming that a lull in the action was indeed under way:
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        	•

        	General Situation – occasional artillery firing and reconnaissance raids occurring across the entire front.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – positions unchanged, with sparse artillery exchanges and reconnoitering by both sides during the day and 256th RD attacking toward Volok.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Maslennikov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – 924th RR’s position unchanged, but 928th and 932nd RRs withdrew to the northern bank of the Western Dvina River under heavy enemy pressure, where 928th Regiment is defending the Vypolzovo and Petrovo line [40-45 kilometers south-southeast of Toropets] and 932nd RR, the Liubovitsy, Olenitsa, and Ust’e line [50-65 kilometers south of Toropets].
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – attacking toward Il’ino [58 kilometers south of Toropets] and fighting for the Tolkachi, Hill 193.8, Zakhody, Bodnevka, and Liubimovo line [45 kilometers south of Toropets] at 1630 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th and 53rd CDs – no news received. [Operational Summary No. 86 at 2000 hours on 8 August stated, “The Cavalry Group (50th and 53rd CDs) withdrew, 50th CD to the Emlen’ region [70 kilometers west of Belyi] and 53rd CD to the Ordynka region [55 kilometers west of Belyi] by 2200 hours on 6 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	30th Army – positions unchanged. [Operational Summary No. 85 at 0800 hours on 8 August stated, “30th Army halted its offensive at nightfall on 7 August. The enemy displayed no activity. By 0600 hours on 8 August, the army’s units occupied [the following positions]: 250th RD – Los’mino, Demiakhi (southern), and Buraia [-15-19 kilometers southwest of Belyi]; 242nd RD – Morokhovo Station, Novoe Morokhovo, and Dolgoe, with one battalion of 900th RR in the Klintsy region; 251st RD – (incl.) Guliaevo, eastern outskirts of Zhukova, and Sloboda; and 107th TD – Nazemenki and Hill 236.6].
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army – regrouping locally and attacking with limited success against stubborn enemy resistance since 0700 hours on 7 August.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – captured Demeshonki (Temiashenki) [34 kilometers north of Iartsevo] on its right wing, but positions unchanged elsewhere.
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – reached the eastern edge of the woods (1 kilometer west of Ust’e) [28 kilometers north-northeast of Iartsevo] on its right wing and fighting in the forests west of Zaovrazh’e on its left wing.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – advanced westward from Gorbatovskaia [25 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and to Dura on its right wing and in its center.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – positions unchanged
      


      
        	♦

        	303rd, 321st, and 11th Eng. Bns – conducting defensive work along the Neelovo and Gorodok line to the rear.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Group Rokossovsky – positions unchanged, with the group’s forces occupying defenses in the Kurganovo and Iartsevo sector on the Vop’ River’s eastern bank and at Solov’evo on the northern bank of the Dnepr River.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – after partially regrouping overnight on 6-7 August, occupying an echeloned defense along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River and in the Solov’evo, Zabor’e, Mileevo, Brykino, and Kazanka [18 kilometers south-southeast to 31 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo and 18 kilometers northwest of El’nia] sector.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – defending the Dnepr River crossings at Solov’evo and Zabor’e against small enemy groups on western bank of the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – defending the Zabor’e and Marker 179.1 line and liquidated an enemy platoon that crossed the Dnepr at Ratchino.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – after relieving 129th Rifle Division, occupying the Kolodezi, Slizovo, Mileevo, and Vasiuki line [16 kilometers south to 19 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – occupying and defending the Vasiuki and Mikhailovka line [19-25 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	46th RD – being relieved by 73rd RD along the Kolodezi and Mileevo line and preparing to occupy the Mikhailovka and Kazanka line [25-31 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	233rd RD – after crossing to the Dnepr River’s eastern bank, will reach the Balakirevo, Naidenovo, and Samoilovo region [15-20 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo] by 0800 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – preparing to turn its combat sector over to 73rd RD and move forward into the Bobrovo region.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD and 1st MRD – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	34th RC – after relieving 107th RD, occupying [the following] sectors:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	127th RD – Usviat’e and Vygor’ [25 kilometers east to 26 kilometers east-southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	158th RD – Vygor’ and Kas’kovo [26 kilometers east-southeast to 28 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	152nd RD – Kas’kovo and Kalita [28-33 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	5th MC and 57th TD – positions unchanged, but will move into front reserve in the region southeast of Gzhatsk overnight on 7-8 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd and 73rd RDs – will attack to capture Ratchino and Liakhovo regions [9-12 kilometers southwest of Solov’evo] to drive enemy forces from the Dnepr River crossings and protect the army’s logistical units and material as they cross to the Dnepr River’s eastern bank.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 16th Army – withdrawing into front reserve in the region north of Dorogobuzh by rail.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – reconnoitering in the front’s sector and cooperating with ground forces to destroy enemy motor-mechanized units and enemy artillery and infantry.82
      

    


    However, as subsequent events would indicate, this operational lull was only temporary.


    Precisely how many of Kurochkin’s and Lukin’s troops actually escaped from the Smolensk encirclement will probably remain disputed for many years, although new documentary evidence sheds considerable light on the matter. We know that the strength of the two armies in late 22 June totaled roughly 165,000 men, most of whom went into battle in early July. Since as many as 50,000 of 19th Army’s 110,000 soldiers also fell into encirclement, and other forces reinforced them in the Smolensk region, the pocket probably initially contained more than 220,000 troops, of whom as many as 170,000 were killed or captured by 7 August, and roughly 50,000 ultimately escaped, some as organized units but others as separate groups or individuals. For example, the Western Front reported losses of 105,723 men during the last ten days of July, including 46,827 men listed as missing in action, most lost during the encirclement battle at Smolensk.83 Records also indicate that Kurochkin’s 20th Army fielded 65 tanks, 177 field guns, and 120 antitank guns by the end of July.
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    Whatever the true cost of the battle, on 5 August Bock reported and the Wehrmachtbericht announced two days later that the preliminary count of Soviet losses during the entire Battle of Smolensk, including the fighting along the Dnepr River near Rogachev and at Mogilev, was 309,110 soldiers captured and 3,205 tanks, 3,120 guns, and 1,098 planes destroyed or captured. Although this figure ultimately rose to 350,000 prisoners, it is possible these figures were too low, rather than too high.84


    Thus, by 7 August as many as 50,000 soldiers of 16th and 20th Armies succeeded in escaping from the Smolensk “sack” and living to fight another day. When assigning credit for the escape of these forces from encirclement, Rokossovsky’s stolid defense of the Solov’evo corridor played an immensely important role. To forestall German efforts to close the corridor, for the first time in the war, Rokossovsky also created and employed an antitank defense based on a coherent system of interlocking antitank strong points, a practice that would later become routine in Red Army defensive tactics.


    In addition to the resolute performance of Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo, credit for 16th and 20th Armies’ escape also belonged to the two army commanders, Lukin and Kurochkin, who conducted the breakout by employing small shock groups to lead the escape and rear guards leapfrogging over one another to contain Ninth Army’s advance. For example, on the night of 31 July-1 August, while 129th, 46th, and 108th Rifle Divisions held the corridor open, 5th Mechanized Corps and 127th and 233rd Rifle Divisions moved east, protected by rearguards consisting of stay-behind detachments from 153rd, 144th, 229th, 73rd, and 158th Rifle Divisions, whose positions arced from the north to south. As each group of divisions moved eastward, the frontages of the rearguards shrank as selected rearguards units pulled out of line and joined those forces withdrawing through the corridor. Of course, all of these successes were predicated on Army Group Center’s failure to close the encirclement. This, too, was also the result of the stubborn Soviet defense of Mogilev and the Smolensk pocket, which robbed the Germans of forces necessary to form and man a complete encirclement ring.


    In addition and more important for the future, the many orders and reports issued by Red Army headquarters during the period of Kurochkin’s defense of the Smolensk “pocket” and Lukin’s attacks on Smolensk city, together with Timoshenko’s counteroffensive along Army Group Center’s “eastern” front, underscored the Stavka’s and Red Army’s undying fixation on the “offensive” amidst and despite obviously deteriorating and desperate circumstances. This, in itself, did not bode well for Hitler’s Wehrmacht and the future fate of Operation Barbarossa.


    Despite Kurochkin’s, Lukin’s, and Rokossovsky’s heroics, the effects of the Smolensk encirclement and the failed Red Army counteroffensive did seriously weaken Timoshenko’s Western Front. By early August, many of the front’s rifle divisions fielded only from 1,000 to 2,000 men each and far fewer combat infantrymen, and its tank forces were distinctly threadbare. Nonetheless, Timoshenko could still draw on a healthy supply of reserve armies while Bock at Army Group Center had virtually no reserves at all.


    A postwar comment by General Günther Blumentritt, the chief of staff of Kluge’s Fourth Panzer Army, was indicative of widespread German frustration over the results of the July fighting, in particular, their failure to destroy the entire encircled force:


    
      
        
          A large group of Russians were encircled in the Smolensk region. Two field armies… held on to three sides of the cauldron at the same time as our tanks blockaded the exit from it near Iartsevo. Once again, the operation was not crowned with success. During the night the Russian forces penetrated from the encirclement ring and exited to the east.85

        

      

    


    
       
    


    The desperate Soviet defensive and offensive efforts in the Smolensk region also exacted a heavy toll on German forces, both physically and psychologically. In addition to increasing German casualty rates dramatically, the incessant Soviet action also tied down and wore out Army Group Center’s forces, in particular, its panzer and motorized divisions. Describing the effects of the fighting in a report he wrote during this period, Bock wrote:


    
      
        
          I was now forced to commit all of my combat-capable divisions from the army group’s reserve into combat…. We needed every man forward… In spite of huge losses… the enemy attacked daily in several sectors so that, up to this time, it has not been possible to regroup forces and bring up reserves. If we do not strike a shattering blow against the Russians somewhere in the near future, it will become difficult to fulfill the mission of their complete destruction before the onset of winter.86

        

      

    


    
       
    


    At the very least, the strong and determined Soviet resistance around Smolensk prompted Hitler to revisit the offensive priorities he had established for this stage of Operation Barbarossa and provided context for his ultimate decision to turn Guderian’s panzers southward in late August..


    Conclusions


    By nightfall on 5 August, the warring parties and their respective high commands viewed the recent struggle for Smolensk from strikingly differing perspectives. From Bock’s perspective, the battle for Smolensk was over by 5 August, and his army group had won the struggle. In addition to routing Soviet forces threatening its flanks, his army group’s main forces had achieved their principal objective of defeating and destroying a large part of the Western Front and capturing Smolensk. Therefore, if provided a short period to rest and refit, Bock was convinced his army group could resume its successful march on Moscow. From Hitler’s perspective, however, and increasingly from the OKH’s perspective as well, Guderian’s victory at Roslavl’, coupled with Timoshenko’s and Zhukov’s fierce resistance east of Smolensk and the Southwestern Front’s stubborn defense of the Kiev region in the south, offered new opportunities to conduct a massive and decisive encirclement operation in the Kiev region east of the Dnepr River.


    However, the struggles for Nevel’, Smolensk, and Roslavl’ left entirely different impressions on Timoshenko and the Stavka. From their perspective, despite the loss of their prepared defenses along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and their failure to halt the German juggernaut short of Nevel’, Smolensk, and Roslavl’, they had rescued the better part of four encircled armies (16th, 19th, 20th, and 22nd) and reestablished a solid and continuous defense line along the entire front from Velikie Luki southward east of Smolensk to the Desna River west of Briansk. Most important, while doing so, they had inflicted significant damage on Army Group Center’s forces, particularly, the infantry component of its panzer and motorized divisions. In short, the Stavka was convinced its decision to conduct violent counteroffensive actions on an ever larger scale was bearing fruit. Furthermore, in light of its large number of uncommitted reserve armies and apparent increasing German weakness, the Stavka resolved to continue its determined war of attrition against Army Group Center in the firm belief its forces could ultimately halt and perhaps even destroy Bock’s army group. Therefore, at the very moment the Germans were concluding the Battle for Smolensk was over, Stalin and his Stavka were busily preparing a massive new counteroffensive marking what they were convinced would be the battle’s second and most decisive stage.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 8


    
       
    


    Armeegruppe Guderian’s and Second Army’s Southward March and the Fall of Gomel’, 8–21 August 1941


    
       
    


    The Stavka Regroups


    If doubts plagued the Germans about the progress of their campaign, Stalin and his Stavka were certain of their intent, which remained clearly counteroffensive in nature and aimed at the defense of Moscow at all cost. Although Timoshenko’s July counteroffensive around Smolensk had failed, he had avoided a major encirclement at Nevel’ and had withdrawn a sizeable portion of his three armies encircled at Smolensk. On Timoshenko’s flanks, while the Northwestern and Southwestern Fronts had blunted and slowed the German advance along the approaches to Leningrad and Kiev, they had not halted the Germans along those strategic axes. Yet, Stalin still considered the Moscow axis to be the most dangerous and decisive and expected Army Group Center to resume operations eastward after a short pause to regroup and replenish its forces. Therefore, Stalin ordered the Main Command of the Western Direction to hold firmly to the Velikie Luki and Gomel’ regions on Timoshenko’s right and left flanks to threaten Army Group Center with possible envelopment. All the while, however, the Soviet dictator bolstered his reserves along the Moscow axis and simultaneously ordered his forces to mount fresh large-scale counteroffensives in multiple sectors along the Smolensk-Moscow axis to preempt, blunt, or defeat the expected German thrust toward the Soviet capital.


    To this end, at month’s end, Stalin united all of the Stavka’s reserve armies operating west of Moscow, specifically, in the region extending from Rzhev southward to Viaz’ma, into a new Reserve Front subordinate to Timoshenko’s Western Main Direction Command and assigned his most trusted lieutenant, Army General Georgii Konstantinovich Zhukov, to command the new front. Furthermore, to generate maximum offensive power along the Smolensk-Moscow axis, he ordered Zhukov to move roughly half of his new front from second into first strategic echelon. At the same time, Stalin replaced Zhukov as chief of the General Staff with the penultimate Red Army General Staff officer, Boris Shaposhnikov. Stalin supposedly removed Zhukov from his post as chief of the General Staff because the latter persistently questioned the dictator’s strategic priorities, in this instance his decision to hold on to the Kiev region come what may, and had added insult to injury by warning Stalin that this could result in the defeat and destruction of General Kirponos’ Southwestern Front. In reality, however, although clearly annoyed by Zhukov’s insolence, Stalin also wanted a fighting general to direct the Reserve Front during the new counteroffensive, and Zhukov was a proven fighter.1


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix M, 1.


    
       
    


    Issued at 2245 hours on 14 August, the Stavka’s directive creating the Reserve Front read:


    
      
        
          1. Form the headquarters of the Reserve Front to combine the actions of the reserve armies operating along the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line.

        


        
          Appoint the Deputy People’s Commissar of Defense, Army General Zhukov, as the front’s commander and Comrades Kruglov and Popov as the members [commissars] of the front’s Military Council.

        


        
          Form the front’s headquarters from the First and Second Reserve Groups and locate it at Gzhatsk beginning on 30 July 1941.

        


        
          2. Include in the Reserve Front:

        


        
          a) 34th Army, with 254th, 245th, 259th, 262nd, and 257th Rifle Divisions, 25th and 54th Cavalry Divisions, 264th and 644th Corps Artillery Regiments, 171st and 759th Antitank Artillery Regiments, and 16th and 95th Armored Trains.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – Zarech’e (20 kilometers northwest of Vyshnii Volochek), Firovo, Naumovo (25 kilometers west of Ostashkov), and Lake Luchanskoe.

        


        
          Headquarters – Liubnitsa Station.

        


        
          b) 31st Army, with 249th, 247th, 119th, 246th, and 244th Rifle Divisions, 110th Tank Division, 43rd Corps Artillery Regiment, and 766th and 533rd Antitank Artillery Regiments.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – the Moscow Sea, Kniazh’i Gory, Pomel’nitsa Station, Shiparevo, and Shchuch’e.

        


        
          Headquarters – Rzhev

        


        
          c) 24th Army, with 248th, 194th, 133rd, 178th, 107th, 19th, and 120th Rifle Divisions, 102nd Tank Division, 103rd Motorized Division, 542nd, 392nd, and 685th Corps Artillery Regiments, 305th and 573rd Gun Artillery Regiments, 18th, 509th, 871st, 872nd, 874th, 876th, 879th, and 880th Antitank Artillery Regiments, and 43rd Antiaircraft Battery on railroad cars.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – Ugriumovo Station, Luzhki (60 kilometers south of Viaz’ma), Popovka (10 kilometers south of El’nia), and Pochinok.

        


        
          Headquarters – Semlevo.

        


        
          d) 43rd Army, with 53rd, 217th, and 222nd Rifle Divisions, 105th Tank Division, 106th Motorized Division, 448th, 364th, 643rd, and 207th Corps Artillery Regiments, 320th Gun Artillery Regiment, 760th, 753rd, and 761st Antitank Artillery Regiments, and 41st Antiaircraft Battery on railroad cars.

        


        
          Form 43rd Army on the base of 33rd Rifle Corps.

        


        
          Appoint Lieutenant General Comrade Zakharkin, the deputy commander of the Moscow Military District, as the army’s commander.

        


        
          Headquarters – Kirov

        


        
          e) 32nd Army, with 2nd, 7th, 18th, 13th, and 8th Peoples’ Militia Divisions [DNO] and 873rd and 875th Antitank Artillery Regiments.

        


        
          The army will concentrate in the Viaz’ma region by the morning of 4 August by foot march and occupy the Bogoroditskoe, Lysovo, Podrezovo, Panfilovo, and Godunovka line.

        


        
          Headquarters – Viaz’ma.

        


        
          3. Include 4th and 6th Peoples’ Militia Divisions and 761st and 765th Antitank Artillery Regiments in the Reserve Front once they complete their formation.2

        

      

    


    
       
    


    When ultimately formed by early August, Zhukov’s new Reserve Front included the remaining armies from General Bogdanov’s former Front of Reserve Armies and three armies from General P.A. Artem’ev’s Front of the Mozhaisk Defense Line, specifically, 24th, 31st, 32nd, 33rd, and 34th Armies. Zakharkin’s 43rd Army was a new one formed from separate divisions and supporting units previously assigned to the Stavka’s reserves.


    See Table 13.


    
       
    


    Table 13. The Organization and Command Cadre of the Reserve Front on 1 August 1941 (rifle, cavalry, tank, and mechanized formations and units)


    Reserve Front (formed 30 July) – Army General Georgii Konstantinovich Zhukov


    
      
        	•

        	24th Army – Major General Konstantin Ivanovich Rakutin
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd Rifle Corps
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	100th Rifle Division
      


      
        	◊

        	194th Mountain Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	19th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	107th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	110th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	120th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	133rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	178th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	248th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	4th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	6th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	102nd Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Illarionov
      


      
        	♦

        	103rd Motorized Division – Major General Ivan Ivanovich Birichev (converted into 103rd Rifle Division on 28 August)
      


      
        	♦

        	106th (former 106th Tank) Motorized Division – Colonel Alekseev in early August, Colonel Vasilii Petrovich Brynzov on 19 August, and Major Konstantin Sergeevich Monakhov on 28 August (converted into 106th Rifle Division on 28 September)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	31st Army – Major General Vasilii Nikitich Dolmatov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	119th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	244th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	246th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	247th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	249th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	110th Tank Division – Colonel Petr Georgievich Chernov (used to form 141st and 142nd Tank Brigades on 1 September)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	32nd Army – Lieutenant General Nikolai Kuz’mich Klykov and Lieutenant General Ivan Ivanovich Fediuninsky on 23 August
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	220th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	2nd People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	7th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	8th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	13th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	18th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	33rd Army – Kombrig Dmitrii Platonovich Onuprienko
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	1st People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	5th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	9th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	17th People’s Militia Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	21st People’s Militia Rifle Division
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	34th Army – Kombrig Nikolai Nilovich Pronin and Major General Kuz’ma Maksimovich Kachanov on 3 August
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	245th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	259th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	262nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	257th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	25th Cavalry Division – Kombrig Nikolai Ivanovich Gusev
      


      
        	♦

        	54th Cavalry Division – Colonel Iurii Vladimirovich Val’ts
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	43rd Army – Lieutenant General Ivan Grigor’evich Zakharkin (never took command), Lieutenant General Pavel Alekseevich Kurochkin on 6 August, and General Petr Petrovich Sobennikov in late August
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	53rd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	217th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	222nd Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	105th Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Stepanovich Beloglazov
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Front forces
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	127th Rifle Division
      


      
        	♦

        	444th Rifle Regiment
      


      
        	♦

        	108th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Alekseevich Ivanov (converted into 108th Tank Brigade on 2 December)
      

    


    Zhukov’s new front initially manned multiple defensive lines extending from north of Rzhev to south of Viaz’ma with 34th, 31st, 24th, 43rd, 32nd, and 33rd Armies. However, in the wake of encirclement battle at Smolensk and the destruction of most of 28th Army at Roslavl’, at 0220 hours on 6 August, the Stavka transferred the Reserve Front’s 34th Army to the Northwestern Front and replaced it with new 35th Army, which it renamed 49th Army on 11 August. Although the stated intent of the Stavka’s new directive was to “improve command and control” within the Reserve Front, in actuality it significantly strengthened the front to enable it to undertake fresh offensive action against the German-occupied El’nia salient. The Stavka’s directive read:
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          For the purpose of improving command and control of the Reserve Front, include in its composition:

        


        
          a) 31st Army, with 249th, 247th, 119th, 246th, and 244th Rifle Divisions, 43rd Corps Artillery Regiment, and 766th and 533rd Antitank Artillery Regiments.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – the Moscow Sea, Kniazh’i Gory, Pomel’nitsa Station, Shiparevo, and Shchuch’e.

        


        
          Headquarters – Rzhev.

        


        
          Commander – Major General Dolmatov

        


        
          b) 35th Army, with 248th, 194th, 260th, 220th, and 298th Rifle Divisions, 4th People’s Militia Division, and reinforcing artillery units allocated to it from 24th Army in accordance with the instructions of the Reserve Front’s commander.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – Vadino Station and Kasnia Station – inclusively for 35th Army.

        


        
          Form 35th Army’s headquarters from 35th Rifle Corps’ headquarters and locate it in Novo-Dugino.

        


        
          Commander – Lieutenant General Zakharkin.

        


        
          c) 24th Army, with 133rd, 178th, 107th, 19th, 120th, and 100th Rifle Divisions, 106th Motorized Division, and 6th People’s Militia Division. Add artillery reinforcements in accordance with the instructions of the Reserve Front’s commander.

        


        
          Keep 278th, 269th, 280th, and 309th Rifle Divisions in the army’s reserve.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – Ugriumovo Station, Luzhki, Popovka, and Pochinok, inclusively for 24th Army.

        


        
          Headquarters – Semlevo.

        


        
          Commander – Major General Rakutin.

        


        
          d) 43rd Army, with 53rd, 217th, 222nd, 145th, and 149th Rifle Divisions, 104th and 109th Tank Divisions, 448th, 364th, 643rd, and 207th Corps Artillery Regiments, 320th Gun Artillery Regiment, and 760th Antitank Artillery Regiment.

        


        
          Keep 211th, 279th, and 303rd Rifle Divisions in the army’s reserve.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – Brovka, Zhukovka, and Shumiachi.

        


        
          Headquarters – Kirov.

        


        
          Commander – Lieutenant General Kurochkin.

        


        
          e) 2nd Separate Rifle Corps, with 258th, 260th, and 290th Rifle Divisions, 2nd Rifle Corps’ artillery regiments, and 753rd and 761st Antitank Artillery Regiments.

        


        
          Headquarters – Briansk.

        


        
          Commander – Major General Ermakov.

        


        
          The Western Front’s commander will immediately send 2nd Rifle Corps’ headquarters and corps’ units to Briansk.

        


        
          f) In the front’s reserve:

        


        
          32nd Army, with 2nd, 7th, 8th, 13th, and 18th People’s Militia Divisions and 873rd and 875th Antitank Artillery Regiments.

        


        
          Headquarters – Viaz’ma.

        


        
          Commander – Lieutenant General Klykov.

        


        
          33rd Army, with 9th, 5th, 1st, 17th, and 21st People’s Militia Divisions and 877th and 878th Antitank Artillery Regiments

        


        
          Headquarters – Spas-Demensk.

        


        
          Commander – Kombrig Onuprienko.

        


        
          45th and 55th Cavalry Divisions and 765th Antitank Artillery Regiment.3

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Imposing on paper, the Reserve Front’s chief weakness rested in the fact that 12 of its 48 divisions were so-called people’s militia formations (DNO), which consisted largely of worker militiamen from Moscow’s factories, with a cadre of regular army officers. Although most of these divisions were near full-strength, at roughly 9-10,000 soldiers each, their soldiers were hastily trained and armed largely with rifles and machine guns. Because most of the former militiamen had operated either in workers’ detachments or battalions, the divisions themselves lacked any small unit training so necessary for building unit cohesion. Despite these drawbacks, the Stavka believed experienced commanders like Zhukov, Kurochkin, Rakutin, and Ermakov could whip them into shape.


    In fact, no sooner had the bulk of the remnants of 16th and 20th Armies crossed the Dnepr River to safety than the Stavka and Zhukov put the Reserve Front to the test, in particular, its 24th and 43rd Armies. They did so because the capture of Roslavl’ by Guderian’s panzer group on 3 August had created another “dangerous hole” in the defenses of Timoshenko’s Main Direction Command. If and when the Germans defeated Group Kachalov, that hole promised to turn into a major gap threatening the coherence of Timoshenko’s entire defense. Therefore, at 0216 hours on 6 August, the Stavka ordered Zhukov’s Reserve Front to destroy Guderian’s concentration in its key strategic bridgehead at El’nia and, simultaneously, also attack Guderian’s Roslavl’ grouping to save Group Kachalov. This directive, which assigned Zhukov “personal responsibility” for the attack, read:
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          For the purposes of the final destruction of the enemy’s El’nia grouping, the Stavka orders, under the personal responsibility of the Reserve Front’s commander, Army General Comrade Zhukov:

        


        
          1. Comrade Zhukov, after reinforcing his units operating at El’nia, will continue an energetic and decisive attack on El’nia with 107th Rifle Division and two regiments of 100th Rifle Division, with their artillery, to encircle and destroy the enemy’s El’nia grouping.

        


        
          2. Upon receipt of this directive, the Western Front’s commander, Marshal Timoshenko, will transfer two of 100th Rifle Division’s regiments with their artillery to the disposal of the Reserve Front’s commander.

        


        
          Relieve 107th Rifle Division with the Western Front’s units by 2000 hours on 6 August by occupying its positions along the Dorogobuzh, Usviat’e, Kas’kovo, and Kalita front [north of El’nia].

        


        
          3. The Western Front’s commander will extend his left wing [flank] from the Solov’evo crossings southward along the Dnepr River to Pridneprovskaia Station and farther southeast along the railroad to Dobromino Platform [Station] [25 kilometers south of Solov’evo and 35 kilometers northwest of El’nia].

        


        
          4. To conduct the operation at El’nia, on 6 August rebase two light bomber regiments and one fighter regiment subordinate to the chief of the Air Forces (VVS) from the Stavka’s Reserve to the Reserve Front’s commander.

        


        
          To reinforce the Reserve Front’s aviation, on 6 August rebase two light bomber regiments and one fighter regiment from the Stavka’s Reserve to the Roslavl’ axis.

        


        
          5. Confirm receipt and immediately submit a plan for the operation at El’nia.4

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Zhukov, acting hurriedly in an attempt to prevent further damage to Group Kachalov and restore offensive momentum to his front, responded to the Stavka’s directive by issuing two offensive orders on the evening of 6 August. Collectively, the two orders sought nothing short of the complete destruction of the German force occupying the El’nia salient and Guderian’s forces pummeling Kachalov’s operational group in the Roslavl’ region. Although it is doubtful whether Zhukov really expected his armies to actually achieve these feats, there is no doubt about his determination to regain the strategic initiative, if not permanently, at least temporarily.


    See Map 60. The situation at El’nia on 6 August 1941.


    
       
    


    The order Zhukov dispatched to 24th Army at 2000 hours required the army to attack and liquidate the salient round El’nia, which was defended by three divisions of Armeegruppe Guderian’s XX Army Corps. Addressed to Major General Konstantin Ivanovich Rakutin, the army’s commander, with a copy sent to the commander of 43rd Army, the order categorically stated, because the Stavka of the High Command attaches “exceptional significance to the El’nia region,” you are “to destroy the enemy El’nia grouping” in the following fashion:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix M, 4.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – in the El’nia region, the enemy’s 16th and 248th IDs, 20th PzD’s 49th MotR, 29th MotD’s 86th Mot, and 31st and 41st Eng. Bns occupy defenses along the Bykovo, Ushakovo, Semeshino, Klematina, Maloe Pronino, and Bol’shaia Lipnia front [from 11 kilometers north, to 10 kilometers east, and to 10 kilometers south of El’nia]. Although prisoners-of-war report that an SS Division and 10th PzD are being withdrawn from the region, the El’nia grouping has a significant quantity of artillery.
      


      
        	•

        	24th Army’s Mission –attaching exceptional significance to the El’nia region, the Stavka of the High Command makes Major General Comrade Rakutin personally responsible for destroying the enemy El’nia grouping, reaching the Dobromino Station, Berniki, Babarykin, Kholm, Staroe Shcherbino, and Svetilovo line [from 35 kilometers northeast, to 20 kilometers west, to 20 kilometers southwest, and to 25 kilometers south of El’nia] and linking up with the Western Front’s left wing in the vicinity of Dobromino Station.
      


      
        	•

        	24th Army’s Forces – an operational group consisting of 107th, 100th, 103rd, 19th, and 120th RDs, 106th MD, and 105th and 102nd TDs, with a company of T-34 tanks, 184 combat aircraft, and 275th and 488th CARs and 573rd and 305th GARs conducting the main attack from the Dubovezh’e and Ushakovo region [from 13 kilometers north-northwest to 11 kilometer north of El’nia].
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Main Attack– from the Dubovezh’e and Ushakovo region [13 kilometers north-northwest to 12 kilometers north of El’nia].
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	107th RD (with 102nd TD and two reinforcing artillery regiments) – attack from the Dubovezh’e and Ivanovskie Farm region [13 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia] southward toward Viazovka, Gur’evo, Lysovka, and Leonidovo [7 kilometers west of El’nia].
      


      
        	◊

        	100th RD (with 10 T-34 tanks) – attack from the Bykovo and Ustinovo line [12 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia] southward toward Chantsovo [7 kilometers northwest of El’nia] and the northwestern outskirts of El’nia.
      


      
        	◊

        	103rd RD – attack from the Ushakovo and Lavrovo line [12 kilometers north of El’nia] southward through Petrianino and Sofievka toward the northern outskirts of El’nia.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Secondary Attacks:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	19th and 120th RDs and 105th TD – attack toward the southeastern part of El’nia.
      


      
        	◊

        	106th MD – attack from the Mal’tsevo and Bol’shaia Lipnia line [10 kilometers south of El’nia] northward toward Bitiakovka and Leonidovo [7 kilometers southwest and west of El’nia].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Main Shock Group’s Subsequent Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	After advancing southward from the Dubovezh’e region, seize the Bezzabot State Farm, Novoselovka, Tishovo, Kharnia, and Leonovo line [15 kilometers northwest, 15 kilometers west, and 10 kilometers southwest of El’nia] and defend that line firmly to prevent the enemy from penetrating toward El’nia from the west.
      


      
        	◊

        	After liquidating the enemy in El’nia, move part of the shock group forward to the Dobromino Station, Berniki, and Staroe Shcherbino line and send reinforced detachments into the Svetilovo and Shat’kova region by day’s end on 7 August to protect your left flank and link up with the right flank of Western Front’s 53rd RD.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Planning Considerations:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Carefully reconnoiter enemy targets and dispositions on 6-7 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Carefully organize cooperation between infantry, tanks, artillery, the rocket launchers, and aircraft.
      


      
        	♦

        	Develop tactics and techniques with platoon, company, battalion, and artillery battery and battalion commanders to destroy enemy firing points by all types of forces, paying special attention to designating and identifying air targets to their own ground forces.
      


      
        	♦

        	Complete transporting shells, bombs, and fuel forward, organize airfield support services for aircraft, and organize communications and messenger services by day’s end on 7 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Special Instructions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Deploy 879th ATR and 6th DNO into defensive positions prepared in depth to protect the Borisovka, Gorodok, and Ugra River line.
      


      
        	♦

        	Deploy 533rd and 880th ATRs in antitank positions according with previous instructions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Place a tank company with 7 KV tanks at the disposal of 880th ATR’s commander as an antitank reserve.
      


      
        	♦

        	Conduct concealed ranging [adjustment] fire with 107th and 100th RD’s artillery before the attack and methodical fire to destroy enemy fortified positions during the attack.
      


      
        	♦

        	Send your operational plan to this headquarters by courier by 1200 hours on 7 August and be prepared to report on the terrain.5
      

    

  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 60. The situation at El’nia on 6 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Like other orders prepared by the Reserve Front, this order was extremely detailed because Zhukov and his staff understood that their forces and, in particular, their mid-grade, and junior command cadre, lacked experience in conducting military operations of any sort. Therefore, leaving nothing to chance, they literally instructed their division, regiment, and battalion commanders exactly what they were to do and how they were to do it. This ultimately established a pattern followed by virtually all senior Red Army commanders throughout the entire war.


    Less than an hour after sending 24th Army its attack order, Zhukov issued a second order, which assigned missions to all of his front’s armies, in particular, to Kurochkin’s 43rd Army, which he tasked with conducting the front’s second major attack, this one against the German Roslavl’ grouping. Issued at 2030 hours on 6 August, this order read:
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        	•

        	General Situation – the Reserve Front is defending the Ostashkov, Selizharovo, El’tsy, Olenino, Shentrapalovka, Aksiunina, Mal’tsevo, Nishnevo, Mitino Station, Blagoveshchenskoe, Dorogobuzh, Usviat’e, Rozhdestvo Station, Peredel’niki, Mikhailovka, Zhukovka, and Sosnovka front, and, simultaneously, 24th and 43rd Armies will conduct an operation to destroy the enemy’s El’nia and Roslavl’ groupings.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	31st Army (with 249th, 247th, 119th, 246th, and 244th RDs, 43rd CAR, 10 naval artillery guns, and 533rd and 766th ATRs) – defend your positions in accordance with Reserve Front order no. 2/op., and conduct reconnaissance along the Lake Luchane, Moshnitsa River, Andreapol’, and Belyi line.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	The boundary on the right – as before.
      


      
        	◊

        	Keep reserve divisions in their previous positions.
      


      
        	◊

        	The boundary on the left – the Moscow Sea, Kniazh’i Gory, Pomel’nitsa Station, Shiparevo, and Shchuch’e.
      


      
        	◊

        	Headquarters – Rzhev.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	35th Army (with 248th, 194th, and 220th RDs, 3rd Bn, 392nd CAR, and 765th ATR) – defend the Aksiunina, Ivashkov, and Bonakova line and further along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River to Sumarokovo.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Keep in reserve 298th RD in Sychevka, 4th DNO in Novo-Duginskaia, and 269th RD in Tumanovo.
      


      
        	◊

        	Conduct reconnaissance along the Vop’ River line.
      


      
        	◊

        	The boundary on the left – Kasnia Station and Badino Station.
      


      
        	◊

        	Form your headquarters from 35th RC’s headquarters and locate it in Novo-Duginskaia.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	24th Army (with 133rd, 178th, 107th, 19th, 120th, and 100th RDs, 102nd and 105th TDs, 106th MD, 6th DNO, 423rd LAR, 685th and 275th CARs, 305th and 573rd GARs, 20 naval artillery guns, 76th Separate “MRL” [“Katiusha”] Btry, 533rd, 872nd, 877th, 879th, and 880th ATRs, and 43rd AABtry on railroad cars) – defend the Serkova, Blagoveshchenskoe, Dorogobuzh, Usviat’e, and Kalita line, conduct an operation to destroy the enemy’s El’nia grouping in the Mitino, Popovka, and El’nia region.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Maintain in reserve 280th RD in the Sloboda region (15 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma), 278th RD in the Put’kova region, and 309th RD in the Voronovo region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Conduct reconnaissance in the Iartsevo and Gorodok sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	The boundary on the left – Ugriumovo Station, Luzhki, Popovka, and Pochinok.
      


      
        	◊

        	Headquarters – Semlevo.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	43rd Army (with 53rd, 217th, 222nd, 145th, and 149th RDs, 104th and 109th TDs, 364th, 646th, and 207th CARs, 320th GAR, and 760th ATR) – defend the Popovka, Kholmets, Snopot, and Zhukovka line and organize an operation to destroy the enemy’s Roslavl’ grouping.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Keep in reserve 303rd RD in the Mamonovo region, 211th RD in the Baretka region, and 279th RD in the Liudinovo region.
      


      
        	◊

        	The boundary on the left – Borovka, Zhukovka, and Shumiachi.
      


      
        	◊

        	Headquarters – Kirov
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	2nd Sep. RC (with 258th, 260th, and 290th RDs, 151st CAR, and 753rd and 761st ATRs) – defend the Zhukovka, Vysokoe, and Makarovo line to protect the Briansk axis
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Keep one rifle division in reserve in the Sel’tso region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prepare a cut-off position along the Makarovo, Krupets, and Sosnovka line.
      


      
        	◊

        	Conduct reconnaissance along the Sukromlia, Mglin, and Pochep line.
      


      
        	◊

        	Headquarters – Briansk
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The Front Reserve:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	32nd Army (with 2nd, 7th, 8th, 13th, and 18th DNOs and 873rd and 875th ATRs) – prepare defenses along the Selo Station, Sapegino, Semlevo, and Bol’shoe Starosel’e line and conduct systematic unit combat training in accordance with Reserve Front’s order no. 016. Headquarters – Viaz’ma
      


      
        	◊

        	33rd Army (with 9th, 5th, 1st, 17th, and 21st DNOs and 878th and 876th ATRs) – prepare defenses along the Selishche, Ratki, and Podlesnaia line and conduct systematic unit combat training in accordance with Reserve Front’ order no. 016. Headquarters – Spas-Demensk
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	45th Cavalry Division – concentrate in the Gzhatsk region.
      


      
        	♦

        	VVS of the Front. Missions.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Cooperate with 24th and 43rd Armies on the battlefield and support the ground forces as they destroy the enemy’s El’nia and Roslavl’ groupings.
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect 24th and 43rd Armies’ regrouping.6
      

    


    Despite the Stavka’s firm intent to crush the German salient at El’nia and regain the strategic initiative by destroying German forces in the Roslavl’ region before they destroyed group Kachalov, within 24 hours Zhukov revoked the attack orders, primarily because he now understood his offensive would be futile for two reasons. First, by this time it was obvious that by virtually annihilating Group Kachalov, Guderian’s forces threatened to collapse the Reserve Front’s defenses. Second, Zhukov now fully understood just how poorly trained his forces were. Therefore, the front commander decided to postpone 24th and 43rd Armies’ offensive and, instead, spend time reorganizing his defenses and training his forces so that they could perform credibly both on the defense and offensively. Zhukov informed the Stavka of his decision in a situation report he dispatched to the General Staff at 2130 hours on 7 August:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix M, 6.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          1) 24th Army’s operational group did not conduct active operations along the El’nia axis. Artillery and machine guns exchanged fire along the front. Enemy aircraft conducted raids against 10th MD’s artillery observation posts (OPs) on 7 August. The positions of the El’nia Operational Group’s units are unchanged.

        


        
          2) 222nd RD was in sustained combat with the enemy in the Antonovka, Blagoveshchenka, and Monakhi sector along the Roslavl’ axis. Under the onslaught of an enemy force of at least one infantry regiment with tanks and aircraft, the division slowly withdrew toward the east.

        


        
          At 1630 hours an enciphered message was sent at the direction of the front commander about the withdrawal of the division to the forward edge of the main defensive belt.

        


        
          Information about the fulfillment of that order has not been received up to 2000 hours.

        


        
          3) 53rd RD is occupying its previous positions. During the day an enemy division opposite the division’s front gradually amassed its forces in populated points along the western bank of the Desna River.

        


        
          An especially strong enemy grouping (at least an infantry division) massed against the division’s right wing west of Shat’kova [20 kilometers south of El’nia].

        


        
          4) Along the remainder of the front, the Reserve Front’s armies are continuing to fulfill the front commander’s order no. 0021/op of 6 August 1941.7

        

      

    


    
       
    


    In fact, the directive the Stavka sent to Zhukov and the orders Zhukov dispatched to the Reserve Front’s armies at the end of the first week of August served as prelude to heavy fighting at El’nia during the second week in August and only a precursor to a much grander Stavka counteroffensive later in the month.


    In the wake of the Stavka’s attempts to destroy the El’nia grouping during the first week of August, it spent much of the second week reinforcing its defenses along the Moscow axis, in particular, by strengthening Zhukov’s front and rationalizing its command and control along this axis as desultory fighting went on in the El’nia region. It is also notable that on 8 August Stalin had himself appointed Supreme High Commander [Verkhovnyi Glavnokomanduiushchii] of the Soviet Armed Forces, by doing so converting the Stavka VK [Headquarters of the High Command] into the Stavka VGK [Headquarters of the Supreme High Command].


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix M, 7.


    
       
    


    The Stavka issued the first two of these directives aimed at strengthening its defenses on 9 August. The first, signed by Shaposhnikov and sent out at 1550 hours, noted that Timoshenko’s Western Front had failed to fulfill the 6 August directive to extend its left wing southward to the “Pridneprovskaia Station and Dobromino Station front” north of El’nia. Pointing out that 24th Army’s, “102nd Tank Division… is fighting at Leikino, Goravitsy, and Sel’tso, which are occupied by the enemy,” it asserted the failure to carry out its directives “creates a threat to the right flank of Rakutin’s group but also threatens to disrupt the operation for the destruction of the enemy’s El’nia grouping.” Since those three villages, located 15-20 kilometers northwest of El’nia, were astride the Western Front’s projected defense line, Shaposhnikov demanded Timoshenko “immediately” report “why the directive has not been fulfilled” and “what measures you are undertaking to protect Rakutin’s right flank reliably.”8 The second of these directives, dispatched by Shaposhnikov later in the day, declared the Stavka was taking one of the Western Front’s cavalry divisions and transferring it “to the Mglin and Unecha region to protect the junction between the Central Front and the 2nd RC” in the Briansk region.9


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix M, 8.


    
       
    


    On 11 August the Stavka issued two more directives, one directly related to defending the junction of Western and Reserve Fronts and the second announcing purely cosmetic changes to numerical designation of armies operating along the Western Direction. The more important of the two, which Shaposhnikov dispatched to Zhukov’s Reserve Front at 2100 hours on 11 August, was prompted by an inspection of the defenses at the junction of the Western and Reserve Fronts by Stavka representative, Colonel General Nikolai Nikolaevich Voronov, the Chief of the Red Army’s Artillery. Upon his return, according to Shaposhnikov, Voronov pointed out, “The dispositions Appendix on the left flank of 33rd Army’s defensive line hardly encompass the Roslavl’-Moscow M, 9.highway and, therefore, are protecting that axis insufficiently reliably.” Adding, “The forward edge of 33rd Army’s defenses has many open approaches from the enemy’s side and is difficult to defend,” Voronov proposed constructing an additional defensive line along the Snopot River [50 kilometers east and southeast of El’nia] and deploying the forces of 43rd and 33rd Armies along it.”10 The second directive simply renumbered 35th Army as 49th Army, primarily because the Stavka was forming a new 35th Army in the Far East.11


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix M, 9.


    
       
    


    With the creation, reorganization, and reinforcement of the Reserve Front, as well as the adjustment of its boundaries with adjacent fronts, the die was cast for Stalin’s main act to materialize along the Moscow axis. Stalin anticipated that Zhukov’s new front, in combination with the Central Front, should have been able to contain any further advance by Guderian’s Second Panzer Group (now Armeegruppe Guderian) southward from the Krichev and Roslavl’ regions. His greatest hope, however, was that his new “fighters,” Zhukov in command of Reserve Front, and Eremenko still in temporary command of Western Front, would together be able to savage Bock’s Army Group Center.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix M, 10.


    
       
    


    By this time, the fierce fighting in the Nevel, Smolensk, El’nia, and Roslavl’ regions had forced Army Group Center to reorganize its forces significantly to provide greater weight to its flanks and retain sufficient forces to checkmate Timoshenko’s Western and Zhukov’s Reserve Fronts east of Smolensk.


    See Table 14.


    
       
    


    Table 14. The Organization and Command Cadre of Army Group Center in early August 1941


    Army Group Center – Field Marshal Fedor von Bock


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Armeegruppe Guderian (Second Panzer Group) – Colonel General Heinz Guderian
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VII Army Corps – General of Artillery Wilhelm Fahrmbacher (to Fourth Army in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	7th Infantry Division (to XXIV Motorized Corps in early August)
      


      
        	◊

        	23rd Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	78th Infantry Division (to Army Group Reserve in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	197th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	IX Army Corps – General of Infantry Hermann Geyer
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	137th Infantry Division (early August)
      


      
        	◊

        	263rd Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	292nd Infantry Division (to XX Army Corps in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XX Army Corps – General of Infantry Friedrich Materna (activated from reserve by mid-August and to Fourth Army in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	15th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	292nd Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XXIV Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Leo Freiherr Geyr von Schweppenburg
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	3rd Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Walter Model
      


      
        	◊

        	4th Panzer Division – Major General Willibald Freiherr von Langermann und Erlencamp
      


      
        	◊

        	10th Motorized Division – Lieutenant General Friedrich-Wilhelm Löper
      


      
        	◊

        	7th Infantry Division (from VII Army Corps in early August and to Army Group Center’s reserve in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XXXXVI Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Heinrich von Vietinghoff-Scheel (to Army Group Center’s reserve in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	10th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Wolfgang Fischer (2 August)
      


      
        	◊

        	18th Panzer Division – Major General Walther Nehring (mid-August but to XXXXVII Motorized Corps in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division – SS-Gruppenführer Paul Hausser (to Army Group Center’s reserve in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	15th Infantry Division (to XX Army Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	268th Infantry Division (to XX Army Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	“Grossdeutschland” Infantry Regiment (Motorized) – Colonel Hörnlein
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XXXXVII Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Joachim Lemelsen
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	17th Panzer Division – Major General Wilhelm Ritter von Thoma
      


      
        	◊

        	18th Panzer Division – Major General Walther Nehring (mid-August to XXXXVI Motorized Corps)
      


      
        	◊

        	29th Motorized Division – Lieutenant General Walter von Boltenstern (mid-August in Second Panzer Group reserve)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Reserve:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	HQ, XX Army Corps (early August, with no divisions assigned, activated by mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	29th Motorized Division – Lieutenant General Walter von Boltenstern (to XXXXVII Motorized Corps in late-August)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Third Panzer Group – Colonel General Hermann Hoth
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XXIII Army Corps – General of Infantry Albrecht Schubert (Group Schubert from early to mid-August and to Ninth Army in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	86th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	110th Infantry Division (to Group Stumme’s LVII Motorized Corps in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	206th Infantry Division (to Ninth Army’s XXXX Motorized Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	251st Infantry Division (from Army Group North’s L Army Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	253rd Infantry Division (from Army Group North’s L Army Corps in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XXXIX Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Rudolf Schmidt (HQ, Group Schmidt in Sixteenth Army in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	7th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Hans Freiherr von Funck (to LVII Motorized Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	12th Panzer Division – Major General Josef Harpe (with Group Schmidt)
      


      
        	◊

        	18th Motorized Division – General of Infantry Friedrich Herrlein (after mid-August and to Sixteenth Army’s I Army Corps in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	20th Motorized Division – General of Infantry Hans Zorn (with Group Schmidt)
      


      
        	◊

        	5th Infantry Division (mid-August to Ninth Army’s V Army Corps)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	LVII Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Adolf Kuntzen (Group Stumme in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	7th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Hans Freiherr von Funck (mid- to late August, but to Ninth Army’s VIII Army Corps in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	19th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Otto von Knobelsdorff
      


      
        	◊

        	20th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Horst Stumpff
      


      
        	◊

        	14th Motorized Division – Major General Heinrich Wosch (to Ninth Army’s VI Army Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	18th Motorized Division – General of Infantry Friedrich Herrlein (in mid-August but to XXXIX Motorized Corps after mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	110th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	129th Infantry Division (to Ninth Army’s V Army Corps in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Second Army – Field Marshal Maximilian Reichsfreiherr von Weichs
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XII Army Corps – General of Infantry Walter Schroth (to Fourth Army in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	31st Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	112th Infantry Division (in XXXXIII Army Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	167th Infantry Division (to XIII Army Corps in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XIII Army Corps – General of Infantry Hans Felber
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	17th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	34th Infantry Division (to Group Behlendorff in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	131st Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	258th Infantry Division (to Group Behlendorff in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	1st Cavalry Division – General of Cavalry Kurt Feldt
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XXXXIII Army Corps – Colonel General Gotthard Heinrici
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	34th Infantry Division (mid-August but temporarily to Fourth Army’s XII Army Corps)
      


      
        	◊

        	45th Infantry Division mid-August but temporarily to XXXV Army Corps Command)
      


      
        	◊

        	112th Infantry Division (mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	134th Infantry Division (to XII Army Corps in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	258th Infantry Division (late August but temporarily to Fourth Army’s XII Army Corps)
      


      
        	◊

        	260th Infantry Division (to XII Army Corps in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	267th Infantry Division (mid-August and to LIII Army Corps in Army Group Center’s reserve in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	LIII Army Corps – General of Infantry Karl Weisenberger
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	52nd Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	252nd Infantry Division (in late August)
      


      
        	◊

        	255th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	267th Infantry Division (to XXXXIII Army Corps in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XXXV Army Corps – General of Artillery Rudolf Kämpfe
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	45th Infantry Division (to XXXXIII Army Corps temporarily in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	293rd Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Group Behlendorff (disbanded in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	34th Infantry Division (in mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	258th Infantry Division (in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Fourth Army – Field Marshal Günther von Kluge
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	No assigned divisions until mid-August
      


      
        	♦

        	VII Army Corps – General of Artillery Wilhelm Fahrmbacher (in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	23rd Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	197th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	IX Army Corps – General of Infantry Hermann Geyer (in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	15th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	137th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XII Army Corps – General of Infantry Walter Schroth (in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	31st Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	XX Army Corps – General of Infantry Friedrich Materna (in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Ninth Army – Colonel General Adolf Strauss
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	V Army Corps – Colonel General Richard Ruoff
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	5th Infantry Division (mid-August)
      


      
        	◊

        	35th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	106th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	129th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VI Army Corps – General of Engineers Otto-Wilhelm Förster
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	6th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	14th Motorized Division – Major General Heinrich Wosch
      


      
        	◊

        	26th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VIII Army Corps – Colonel General Walter Heitz
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	8th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	28th Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	161st Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Group Schubert (HQ, XXIII Army Corps and L Army Corps from early to mid-August)
      


      
        	♦

        	Group Stumme – General of Panzer Troops Georg Stumme (HQ, XXXX Motorized Corps in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	LVII Motorized Corps (late August)
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	19th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Otto von Knobelsdorff
      


      
        	▪

        	20th Panzer Division – Lieutenant General Horst Stumpff
      


      
        	▪

        	110th Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	XXIII Army Corps – General of Infantry Albrecht Schubert (from Third Panzer Group as Group Schubert in late August)
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	86th Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	251st Infantry Division
      


      
        	▪

        	253rd Infantry Division
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	102nd Infantry Division
      


      
        	◊

        	206th Infantry Division (to VI Army Corps in early September)
      


      
        	◊

        	256th Infantry Division (mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Reserve
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	256th Infantry Division (to XXXX Motorized Corps in mid-August)
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Rear Area Command Center
      


      
        	•

        	Army Group Reserves
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	HQ, Fourth Army (to mid-August)
      


      
        	♦

        	HQ, XXXX Motorized Corps – General of Panzer Troops Georg Stumme (to Ninth Army in mid-August and Group Stumme in late August)
      


      
        	♦

        	1st Cavalry Division – General of Cavalry Kurt Feldt (to Second Army’s XIII Army Corps in early August)
      


      
        	♦

        	15th Infantry Division (to Second Panzer Group’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps in early August and XX Army Corps in mid-August)
      


      
        	♦

        	131st Infantry Division (to Second Army’s XIII Army Corps in early August)
      


      
        	♦

        	161st Infantry Division (to Ninth Army’s VIII Army Corps in early August)
      


      
        	♦

        	7th Infantry Division (in mid-August)
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd Infantry Division
      

    


    These frequent changes in the composition and task organization of Army Group Center’s armies, panzer groups, and corps, in particular, the formation of temporary groups, illustrates the extreme flexibility of German command and control organs in response to the changing operational conditions.


    Armeegruppe Guderian’s Advance across the Sozh River and the Krichev Encirclement, 8–14 August


    Amidst this flurry of strategic decision-making, beginning on 8 August, when his forces advanced southward across the Sozh River, the operations by Guderian’s Second Panzer Group became the catalyst for both the Stavka’s and Hitler’s subsequent strategic decision-making. The destruction of the Western Front’s Group Kachalov (28th Army) did not solve all of the problems on Guderian’s southern wing. After capturing Roslavl’, Guderian slowly replaced the divisions of Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps, which were defending the El’nia bridgehead on his left wing, with infantry from General of Infantry Walter Schroth’s XX Army Corps. By doing so, by 7 August Vietinghoff was able to withdraw 10th Panzer and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Divisions into reserve west of El’nia, replacing them in the bridgehead with XX Corps’ 15th and 268th Infantry Divisions and part of 292nd Infantry Division. However, the local attacks Rakutin’s 24th Army launched against the bridgehead during the following week forced Guderian to retain the two divisions as backup for the bridgehead’s defenses.


    During the same period, while Guderian rested and refitted 3rd and 4th Panzer and 10th Motorized Divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps in assembly areas west of Roslavl’, in stages, he moved Geyer’s IX and Fahrmbacher’s VII Army Corps into positions along the Desna River east of and south of Roslavl’. At the same time, 18th Panzer and 29th Motorized Divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps also rested and refitted south of Smolensk, while the corps’ 17th Panzer Division clung to defenses southeast of Smolensk, fending off attacks by Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo.


    However, before Guderian could undertake any further operations in any direction, he had to secure his left flank along the Sozh River east and west of Krichev, where the remnants of Central Front’s 13th and 4th Armies were firmly dug in. By this time, XIII and XII Army Corps of Weichs’ Second Army had defeated all attempts by the Soviet 21st Army to recapture Bykhov and were manning positions from the Dnepr River eastward to the Sozh and northeastward along the Sozh on Guderian’s right flank. The remainder of Weichs’ army, LIII and XXXXIII Army Corps, were west of the Dnepr River south of Rogachev, ready to cross the river and begin a concerted assault on Gomel’, which Weichs had repeatedly postponed, first, for lack of forces, and then for inclement weather, poor roads, a shortage of ammunition, and possibly for a lack of nerve.


    Thus, by the end of the first week in August, Guderian was in position to strike southward across the Sozh River in concert with a general assault by Weichs’ Second Army into the Rogachev and Gomel’ regions. In this sense, while a continuation of his battle at Roslavl’, Guderian’s attack on Krichev coincided with and reinforced Weichs’ larger operation to seize Rogachev and Gomel’. Most important, these operations satisfied the spirit and requirement of Führer Directive No. 34 that Hitler had issued on 30 July. Specifically, as the battle for Roslavl’ indicated, a further advance to the south satisfied three of the directives’ key requirements. First, it promised to eliminate large Red Army forces threatening Army Group Center’s right wing. Second, as at Roslavl’, the maneuver of large panzer forces seemed to take advantage of acute Soviet vulnerabilities and, accordingly, produce heavy Red Army losses. Third, and most important, such a strategy avoided the strongest concentrations of Red Army forces, specifically, the armies the Stavka deployed in depth along the Moscow axis and, by doing so, avoided the heavy German casualties which were likely if Bock’s army group drove head-on toward Moscow.


    Guderian began implementing Hitler’s Directive No. 34 shortly after dawn on 8 August when Model’s 3rd and Langermann’s 4th Panzer Divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps struck southward across the Sozh River between Roslavl’ and Krichev. With 78th and 197th Infantry Divisions of Fahrmbacher’s VII Army Corps protecting Geyr’s left flank and the same corps’ 7th Infantry Division covering the motorized corps’ right flank, Löper’s 10th Motorized Division marched in the two panzer divisions’ wake. The concerted German attack collapsed the fragile defenses on the right wing and in the center of Golubev’s 13th Army and subsequently produced almost a week of heavy fighting, during which the defending 13th Army was virtually demolished.


    See Map 61. Armeegruppe Guderian’s attack across the Sozh River, 8 August 1941.


    
       
    


    The Stavka, anticipating just such a move, had created the new Reserve Front on 30 July in order to strengthen the defenses on the left wing of the Western Main Direction Command. In fact, during the ten days before Guderian’s new attack, Stalin had also shaken up the Central Front’s command cadre in the hope that such a measure would improve its defensive capabilities. Therefore, on 26 July he had replaced Gerasimenko as commander of 13th Army with Major General Konstantin Dmitrievich Golubev. The latter had commanded Western Front’s 10th Army during the border battles, when he had earned the dictator’s praise by orchestrating the ambitious but failed counterstroke at Grodno and later escaping from the Minsk encirclement. Then, on 7 August he had relieved the front’s commander, General F. I. Kuznetsov, and replaced him with General Efremov, the former commander of the front’s 21st Army. At the same time, he replaced Efremov with Lieutenant General Vasilii Mikhailovich Gordov, 21st Army’s chief of staff. The dictator also considered Golubev, Efremov, and Gordov as proven “fighters.” At the same time, Stalin also reiterated the Central Front’s critical mission, which was to protect the junction between the Southwestern Front and Reserve and Western Fronts and assist Zhukov’s and Timoshenko’s fronts by conducting active operations northwestward along the Gomel’ and Bobruisk axes to weaken Army Group Center’s thrust toward Smolensk.
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    Map 61. Armeegruppe Guderian’s attack across the Sozh River, 8 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    Despite these command changes, once again the Central Front proved unequal to the task of halting Guderian’s juggernaut and protecting the approaches to Gomel’. Despite the fact that General Efremov had reinforced Golubev’s 13th Army only days before by moving Colonel Zhadov’s 4th Airborne Corps and 52nd Cavalry and 21st Mountain Cavalry Divisions into the yawning gap created by the destruction of Group Kachalov on the army’s right flank, Guderian’s vigorous assault caught 13th Army totally unprepared. During three day’s heavy fighting, Model’s and Langermann’s panzer division shattered 13th Army’s defenses and sent Golubev’s forces reeling southward in a mad dash to escape encirclement. On 9 August, for example, Model’s division wheeled westward and captured the town of Klimovichi, encircling three-four divisions in 13th Army’s 45th Rifle Corps in a pocket east of Krichev. As Model’s panzer grenadiers, now supported by 7th Infantry Division and a kampfgruppe from 10th Motorized Division, reduced the small encirclement, 4th Panzer Division erected a defensive screen on the northern approaches to the town of Kommunary, well south of Krichev, to prevent Golubev from rescuing his encircled forces.12


    See Map 62. Armeegruppe Guderian’s attack across the Sozh River, 10 August 1941.


    
       
    


    After liquidating the Krichev encirclement, late on 12 August, the three mobile divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps began assembling in new concentration areas east of Krichev from which to continue their thrust toward the south. To the east, VII Army Corps’ 78th and 197th Infantry Divisions formed a 20-kilometer-long defensive cordon east and south of Roslavl’ to protect the left wing of Geyr’s motorized corps during its planned southward thrust. By late on the 14th, Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division captured Kommunary and positions along the Besed River north of Surazh, while the lead elements of Model’s 3rd Panzer Division moved forward into the vicinity of the town of Cherikov, 25 kilometers southeast of Krichev. Within six days after beginning its attack, Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps reported capturing more than 16,000 prisoners, 76 guns, 15 tanks, and an armored train.13


    See Map 63. Armeegruppe Guderian’s concentration south of the Sozh River, 12 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Second Army’s Advance on Gomel’, 12–18 August


    Adding insult to the Central Front’s injury, only days after Geyr’s motorized corps began its southward advance, the forces of Weichs’ Second Army joined the offensive, striking southward across the Sozh River toward Gomel’ with the eight infantry divisions subordinate to its XII and XIII Army Corps.


    From Bock’s perspective, an offensive to capture Gomel’ had been a virtual necessity ever since F. I. Kuznetsov’s 21st Army attacked his army group’s right wing in mid-July, recapturing Zhlobin and Rogachev and even threatening Bobruisk with a cavalry corps for a time. Therefore, when Guderian began his march southward across the Sozh River on 8 August, Bock viewed it as an opportunity to eliminate all Red Army forces between Sozh and the Dnepr Rivers once and for all by carrying out a wide pincer envelopment maneuver against Gomel’ by Guderian’s forces from the northeast and by Weichs’ Second Army from the northwest and west.


    Weichs’ army consisted of 17 divisions subordinate to XXXV, XXXXIII, LIII, XII, and XIII Army Corps and Group Behlendorff, a provisional corps deployed along a 320-kilometer-wide front from the Sozh River in the north to the Pripiat’ Marshes in the south. In addition to being unable to concentrate his forces in any single sector, much less in two, Weichs’s only mobile shock force, General of Cavalry Kurt Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division, had already suffered about 2,000 casualties, most of them during the heavy fighting near Bobruisk in July, and was less than fully effective. Weichs also lacked sufficient mobile forces with which to form and close an encirclement.14 Therefore, Bock and the OKH ordered Guderian to assist Weichs’ northern pincer with at least one panzer division. Although Guderian flatly refused, to the point of insubordination, in the end he found himself supporting Weichs’ offensive with Geyr’s entire motorized corps, not so much because he wanted to help Weichs but for his own flank protection.15
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    Map 62. Armeegruppe Guderian’s attack across the Sozh River, 10 August 1941.
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    Map 63. Armeegruppe Guderian’s concentration south of the Sozh River, 12 August 1941.

  


  


  
    See Map 63.


    
       
    


    Although Weichs intended to begin his offensive in concert with Guderian’s advance, a shortage of artillery ammunition, muddy roads, and his army’s inability to line up its corps, particularly on the southern wing, prompted Weichs to postpone the attack three times. Exploiting Guderian’s success at Krichev to the east, Weichs’ army began its long-awaited offensive early on 12 August when its left wing assaulted southward across the Sozh River, and the next day its right wing crossed the Dnepr River northwest of Gomel’. While Group Behlendorff formed a bridgehead across the Sozh River on Second Army’s left wing (on Guderian’s right flank), spearheaded by 1st Cavalry Division, eight infantry divisions of Weichs’s XIII and XII Army Corps pressed southward toward Gomel’, splitting 21st Army, now under Gordov’s command, apart and linking up with 267th, 260th, and part of 134th Infantry Divisions of XXXXIII Army Corps, which advanced eastward across the Dnepr River. By 14 August, this pincer maneuver by Weichs’ infantry encircled the bulk of 21st Army’s 63rd and 67th Rifle Corps, a total of at least six rifle divisions, in a pocket on the eastern bank of the Dnepr northwest of Gomel’.16


    See Map 64. Second Army’s advance on Gomel’, 14 August 1941.


    
       
    


    However, the Soviets’ efforts to break out to the south and southeast toward Gomel’ forced Weichs to commit all of his forces other than XIII Army Corps and his cavalry division to contain the two Soviet corps in the pocket. The Soviet forces encircled in the Zhlobin-Rogachev-Gomel’ pocket finally surrendered or escaped in small groups on 17 and 18 August, but only after successive German assaults on their perimeter.17 During this fighting, General Gordov, the commander of 21st Army, requested that Stalin allow 63rd Rifle Corps to withdraw to the safety of Gomel’. After Stalin denied his request, the corps was surrounded and annihilated, and its commander, General Petrovsky, perished near the village of Skepnia. In recognition of his gallant defense, in an act of chivalry rare on the Eastern Front, the Germans buried the general with full military honors and erected a cross over his grave with an inscription attesting to his bravery.18


    See Map 65


    
       
    


    By late on 16 August, the main forces of Weichs’ Second Army, which were situated on the northern outskirts of Gomel’, now formed an anvil against which the divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps could strike like a hammer to encircle Soviet forces occupying a deep salient northeast and east of the city. By this time, Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division had captured Kommunary, 115 kilometers northeast of Gomel’. After resisting Geyr’s advance fiercely but in vain, Golubev ordered the remnants of his shattered 13th Army to withdraw southeastward to the Unecha region, 115 kilometers east of Gomel’, while Gordov ordered the remnants of his 21st Army to withdraw southward to the defenses around Gomel’ proper.


    See Map 65. The encirclement of 21st Army’s 63rd and 67th Rifle Corps, 14-18 August 1941.
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    Map 64. Second Army’s advance on Gomel’, 14 August 1941.
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    Map 65. The encirclement of 21st Army’s 63rd and 67th Rifle Corps, 14-18 August 1941.

  


  


  
    The Stavka Reacts: the Formation of the Briansk Front


    Because the forces of Zhukov’s Reserve Front were still attacking El’nia, the OKH cancelled plans for any further advance eastward across the Desna River as counseled by Guderian and left it to Bock to decide whether or not to abandon the El’nia bridgehead, and when. The OKH did so because Vietinghoff’s SS “Das Reich” Division and “Grossdeutschland” Regiment were still in the line near El’nia and would remain there until 18 August, thus depriving Vietinghoff’s motorized corps, which had been in near constant combat since 22 June, of much needed time to rest and rehabilitate its forces.


    Meanwhile, Stalin assigned Zhukov’s reinforced Reserve Front the multiple tasks of backing up the Western Front, eliminating Army Group Center’s bridgehead at El’nia, and continuing to fill in and defend the growing gap between the Western and Central Fronts southward from El’nia to the region northwest of Briansk.


    From the Stavka’s perspective, the obliteration of the defenses of Golubev’s 13th Army along the Sozh River and the withdrawal of Gordov’s 21st Army toward Gomel’, both of which were now threatened with encirclement in the Gomel’ region, permitted a sizeable gap to form between the Western Front east of Smolensk and Southwestern Front defending Kiev. For the moment, however, the Stavka expected Zhukov’s Reserve Front and the remnants of Efremov’s Central Front to help fill this gap. Compounding the Stavka’s problems, on 11 August it received news that General V. I. Kuznetsov’s 3rd Army, which it had reestablished by 1 August and deployed on the western bank of the Dnepr River west of Gomel’ to protect the Central Front’s left flank, was withdrawing without authorization to do so.19 Reacting angrily, Shaposhnikov sent a scathing message to Timoshenko, the Main Western Direction commander:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix N, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          Despite the absence of overwhelming enemy superiority, Kuznetsov is continuing to withdraw without proper resistance, at the same time creating a serious situation for Potapov [5th Army on 21st Army’s left flank]. The front’s military council must compel Kuznetsov to fight as he should and not abandon his positions to the enemy without a fight. This situation cannot continue any longer.20

        

      

    


    
       
    


    When reinforcement of the Reserve Front and threats to the Central Front and 3rd Army proved inadequate to solve “the Guderian problem,” on 14 August the Stavka acted even more decisively to block Guderian’s southward advance by forming the new Briansk Front to plug the gap between the Reserve and Central Fronts and assigning the “fighter,” General Eremenko, as its commander. By doing so, it also kept its hopes alive for a new and more powerful offensive against Army Group Center. The Stavka’s directive read:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix N, 2.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          1. For the sake of improving command and control, organize the Briansk Front, with it directly subordinate to the Supreme High Command. Appoint Lieutenant General Eremenko as commander of the Briansk Front, Major General Ermakov as deputy front commander, and Major General Zakharov as the front’s chief of staff.

        


        
          Employ the command and control organs of 20th Rifle and 25th Mechanized Corps to form the front’s headquarters.

        


        
          The front’s headquarters will be in the Briansk region.

        


        
          The boundary lines of the Briansk Front will be:

        


        
          – With the Reserve Front – Mtsensk, (incl.) Zhizdra, Pochinok, and (incl.) Smolensk; and

        


        
          – With the Central Front – Novgorod-Severskii, (incl.) Gaishin, and Mogilev.

        


        
          2. The composition of the Briansk Front will be:

        


        
          a) 50th Army, with 217th, 279th, 258th, 260th, 290th, 278th, 269th, and 280th Rifle Divisions, 55th Cavalry Division, 2nd and 20th Rifle Corps’ corps artillery regiments, and 761st and 753rd Antitank Artillery Regiments.

        


        
          Form the army’s headquarters on the base of 2nd Rifle Corps’ headquarters.

        


        
          Appoint Major General Petrov as the army’s commander.

        


        
          Headquarters – in the Vygonichi region.

        


        
          The boundary line on the left – Trubchevsk, Severnaia Rassukha, Klimovichi, and (incl.) Moliatichi.

        


        
          b) 13th Army, with 137th, 121st, 148th, 132nd, 6th, 155th, 307th, and 285th Rifle Divisions, 50th Tank Division, 52nd and 21st Cavalry Divisions, and an airborne corps.

        


        
          c) Keep 229th, 287th, and 283rd Rifle Divisions and 4th Cavalry Division in the front’s reserve.

        


        
          3. Confirm fulfillment.

        


        
          The Supreme High Commander, I. Stalin

        


        
          The Chief of the General Staff, B. Shaposhnikov21

        

      

    


    
       
    


    See Map 66. Armeegruppe Guderian’s advance, 15 August 1941.


    
       
    


    In addition to plugging the gap between the Western and Reserve Fronts operating along the Smolensk and El’nia axes and the Central Front along the Gomel’ axis, the Stavka ordered Eremenko’s Briansk Front to prevent the Germans from turning the Central Front’s right flank and protect the northern approaches to Kiev. Perhaps most important from Stalin’s perspective, the Briansk Front was also to join the Western Main Direction’s planned counteroffensive against Army Group Center. In addition to assigning Petrov’s new 50th Army to Eremenko’s new front, the Stavka also assigned it the remnants of Golubev’s 13th Army, which were in the process of making their way back to safety after their staggering defeat south of the Sozh River. In short, the Stavka now expected Eremenko to deal effectively enough with his illustrious namesake to justify his sobriquet, the “Russian Guderian.”


    Armeegruppe Guderian’s Advance to Starodub and Second Army’s Capture of Gomel’, 15–21 August


    Despite the Stavka’s careful precautions, over Guderian’s protests, on 15 August the OKH ordered Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps to continue its southward drive. At the time, Model’s 3rd and Langermann’s 4th Panzer Divisions were already in the Klimovichi and Kommunary regions, midway between Roslavl’ and Gomel’ and only 64 kilometers north of Unecha, a key railroad station on the main rail line from Roslavl’ to Novgorod-Severskii on the Desna River. Advancing on Geyr’s left (eastern) wing, 24 hours later, Model’s 3rd Panzer Division severed the railroad line at Mglin, 30 kilometers north of Unecha, although on Geyr’s right wing, Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division encountered stiff resistance from 13th Army’s withdrawing forces at the Besed’ River, 60 kilometers northwest of Unecha. After Geyr reinvigorated his offensive by committing Löper’s 10th Motorized Division at the junction between his two panzer divisions, Löper’s motorized infantry captured Surazh, 30 kilometers northwest of Unecha, late on 17 August, while Model’s panzers captured Unecha and bridgeheads over the nearby Guta River.
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    Map 66. Armeegruppe Guderian’s advance, 15 August 1941.
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    Map 67. Armeegruppe Guderian’s advance, 18 August 1941.

  


  


  
    The same day Guderian unleashed 29th Motorized and 17th Panzer Divisions of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps, the former toward Briansk to screen his panzer group’s right flank along the Desna River, and the latter to reinforce 3rd Panzer Division’s advance southward from Unecha. By nightfall on 18 August, Thoma’s 17th Panzer Division was approaching the outskirts of Pochep, 50 kilometers east of Unecha, and Model’s panzers captured Starodub, 25 kilometers south of Unecha, the next day. On Model’s right, Loper’s 10th Motorized Division lunged southward from Surazh toward the town of Klintsy, halfway between Surazh and Novozybkov, midway between Starodub and Gomel’. On Model’s left, Thoma’s 17th Panzer Division, followed by Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division, which was marching southward from the Roslavl’ region, began screening Guderian’s long left flank from east of Roslavl’ southward west of Briansk to the northern approaches to Pochep. By this time, Guderian’s forces had carved a 115-kilometer-wide and 120-kilometer-deep salient south of the Sozh River between Eremenko’s Briansk Front and Efremov’s Central Front and threatened the latter with isolation and encirclement in the Gomel’ region.


    See Map 67. Armeegruppe Guderian’s advance, 18 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Since Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps threatened to outflank the Central Front from the east, the focus of the fighting now shifted inexorably westward, where the infantry of Weichs’ Second Army was bearing down on Gomel’. Protected by II Air Corps, whose support was vital in capturing bridgeheads across the Dnepr River at Zhlobin and Rogachev, Weichs’ infantry reached the northern outskirts of Gomel’ on 19 August. While Group Behlendorff and Schroth’s XII Army Corps screened his army’s left flank and policed up bypassed Red Army soldiers in its rear, General of Infantry Hans Felber’s XIII Army Corps and General Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division captured the city on 20 August. In desperation, Gordov’s 21st Army enlisted workers’ battalions and detachments to defend the vital city, but in vain.


    At the climax of Weichs’ advance on Gomel’, Zhukov, the commander of the Reserve Front, sent what amounted to a general strategic assessment of the situation to Stalin. Zhukov’s 19 August report, while taking a swipe at so-called “criminal” elements in high places, emphasized the likely perils facing the Central and Reserve Fronts should Guderian’s and Weichs’ forces penetrate further southward. Most important, the assessment raised the specter of a possible subsequent German advance on Kiev:
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          The enemy, having satisfied himself that we have concentrated large forces along the routes to Moscow and, while having the Central Front and the Velikie Luki grouping of our forces on his flanks, has temporarily abandoned an advance on Moscow and, going over to an active defense against the Western and Reserve Fronts, has thrown all of his mobile and panzer shock units against the Central, Southwestern, and Southern Fronts.

        


        
          The possible plan of the enemy is to crush the Central Front and, by reaching the Chernigov, Konotop, and Priluki region, to smash the armies of the Southwestern Front by a strike into their rear, after which to launch a main attack on Moscow bypassing the Briansk forest and a blow into the Donbas.

        


        
          I believe that the enemy well knows our defense system and the entire operational-strategic grouping of our forces and knows our immediate capabilities.

        


        
          Apparently, we have among our very senior workers those who are closely connected with the general situation, and the enemy has his own people. Apparently, Kachalov and Ponedelin are playing a criminal role in this matter. According to the account of the participants in the fighting of Group Kachalov, as soon as small groups of enemy tanks appeared, he sat in a T-34 tank and left in an unknown direction. All say that Kachalov purposely went over to the German side. In the T-34 tank in which Kachalov left, he forbade even his personal adjutant to sit.

        


        
          2. To oppose the enemy and the inadmissible destruction of the Central Front and the enemy reaching the Southwestern Front’s rear, I believe it my duty to report my thoughts about the necessity to assemble a large grouping in the Glukhov, Chernigov, and Konotop region as soon as possible. Deploy a covering echelon concentration along the Desna River right now.

        


        
          It is necessary to include in this grouping:

        


        
          1. Up to 1,000 tanks, which can be assembled at the expense of the mechanized corps of the Trans-Baikal Military District, tanks of the RGK, and a further 300 tanks taken from the Far Eastern Front.

        


        
          2. Up to 10 rifle divisions.

        


        
          3. 3-4 cavalry divisions.

        


        
          4. 400-500 aircraft, assembled at the expense of the Trans-Baikal Military District, the Air Forces of the Navy, and the Air Forces of the Moscow PVO [Air Defense] Zone.

        


        
          If we ourselves erect more active means of opposing this very dangerous action of the enemy, we need to assemble the entire proposed grouping in the Briansk region immediately from which we can strike the enemy in the flank. Now, without waiting for the final concentration of the Briansk grouping, it would be expedient to reinforce the right wing of the Western Front with another 4-5 rifle divisions and 8-10 heavy RGK regiments and immediately go over to the attack with the aim of reaching the Polotsk, Vitebsk, and Smolensk front.

        


        
          A strike by the right wing of the Western Front with the aim of reaching the Polotsk, Vitebsk, and Smolensk front will be very beneficial with our forces’ operations along the Desna River.22
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    Stalin, ignoring Zhukov’s comments about criminality on the part of several senior officers, dispatched a favorable reply to his front commander and former chief of staff later in the day, stating:


    
      
        
          I consider your report concerning the likely movement of the Germans toward Chernigov, Konotop, and Priluki to be correct. An advance by the Germans in that direction will mean the envelopment of our Kiev grouping from the eastern bank of the Dnepr River and the encirclement of our 3rd and 21st Armies. As is well known, one column of enemy has already traversed the Unecha River and reached Starodub. In anticipation of such an undesirable case and to forestall him, the Briansk Front has been created with Eremenko at its head. Othermeasures are being taken, about which I will report to you in person. We hope you stop the Germans.23

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Within fewer than ten days, Zhukov’s proposal would provide at least a partial basis for a new and grander Stavka offensive plan, this time involving all of the Red Army’s fronts operating along the Western axis.


    Meanwhile, along the Gomel’ axis, in addition to leaving V. I. Kuznetsov’s 3rd Army, with its single reinforced 66th Rifle Corps in semi-isolation west of the Dnepr, the loss of Gomel’ forced roughly half of Gordov’s 21st Army to retreat eastward and southeastward. En route, the withdrawing Soviets encountered 10th Motorized and 3rd and 4th Panzer Divisions of Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps, backed up by 17th Panzer Division of Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps, whose panzers and panzer grenadiers were establishing blocking positions extending from Mglin southward to Starodub.24 By now Geyr’s prospective wall of armor and motorized infantry also formed a massive wedge separating Efremov’s Central Front from Eremenko’s Briansk Front, which was just beginning to assemble in the Briansk region to the east.


    See Map 68. Armeegruppe Guderian’s and Second Army’s advance, 19 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Immediately after the fall of Gomel’, Stalin ordered Efremov, the commander of Central Front, to withdraw Kuznetsov’s 3rd Army eastward across the Dnepr River to prevent it from being encircled. The directive, issued at 2010 hours on 19 August, read:
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          In connection with the situation that has taken shape, the Supreme High Commander orders: while holding on to the Klintsy, Gomel’, and Gorval’ front, begin the successive withdrawal of the forces of 3rd Army behind the Dnepr River to the Gorval’ and Loev sector [south of Gomel’].

        


        
          Carry out the withdrawal in organized fashion from line to line. Without fail, all of the Mozyr’ Fortified Region’s weapons must be evacuated before the withdrawal, and the Mozyr’ Fortified Region’s installations must be destroyed before the withdrawal begins.25
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    To ensure 3rd Army’s safe withdrawal behind the Dnepr River and guarantee the coherence of the Briansk and Central Fronts’ new defenses, on 20 August Shaposhnikov sent specific instructions to the commanders of both fronts, which coordinated their new defensive lines and required them to deploy special reserves to back up the vulnerable areas near and behind their new boundaries. These directives demonstrate just how pre-occupied the Stavka was with maintaining firm contact between the Briansk and Central Fronts. The first directive, sent at 2200 hours on 20 August, read:
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    Map 68. Armeegruppe Guderian’s and Second Army’s advance, 19 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    
      
        
          According to a report by Colonel Argunov, 13th Army is withdrawing to occupy a defensive line along the Sudost’ River [running through Pochep from south to north].

        


        
          In connection with the threat created from the direction of Starodub, I draw your special attention to protecting the boundary with the Central Front.

        


        
          The right wing of the Central Front’s 21st Army is withdrawing to the Luzhki, Lobanovka, and Zamyshevo line [eastward south of Gomel’]. In this regard, 13th Army will withdraw to the Solovo, Borshchevo, and Pogar line and further along the Sudost’ River. Keep the front’s reserve behind the boundary.

        


        
          2. Report fulfillment.26

        


        
          Shaposhnikov sent the second directives at precisely the same time:

        


        See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix N, 7.


        
           
        


        
          1. In connection with the situation at Starodub and the gap that has been created with the Briansk Front’s left wing, 21st Army will withdraw to the Luzhki, Lobanovka, Zamyshevo, and Novoe Mesto front and further along the Iput’ River and Sozh River to Babovichi.

        


        
          The Briansk Front’s 13th Army will withdraw to the Solovo, Borshchevo, and Pogar front and further along the Sudost’ River.

        


        
          2. Pay attention to protecting the boundary between 21st and 3rd Armies, for which you will situate 3rd Army’s right flank on the western bank of the Uza River from Babovichi to Teleshi and further to Chernoe. Additionally, keep your reserve behind the boundary.

        


        
          3. Report fulfillment.27

        

      

    


    
       
    


    See Map 69. Armeegruppe Guderian’s and Second Army’s advance, 21 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Meanwhile, sealing Central Front’s fate, Geyr’s motorized corps completed constructing a line of imposing blocking positions late on 21 August. Model’s 3rd Panzer Division consolidated its positions around Starodub, Langermann’s 4th Panzer Division closed into positions in Model’s rear, and Löper’s 10th Motorized Division Army’s captured Klintsy and erected a virtually solid armored screen extending northward to block any withdrawal by 21st Army’s forces to the east. Roughly 10 kilometers to the east, Model’s and Langermann’s panzer divisions established a second and far more impregnable barrier of armor facing west from Starodub northward to Mglin to back up 10th Motorized Division. Still further to the east, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps protected the left flank and rear of Geyr’s motorized corps with Thoma’s 17th Panzer Division, whose reconnaissance elements now spread southeastward from Pochep toward Trubchevsk on the Desna River.


    The consequences of the seizure of Gomel’ by Weichs’ Second Army were indeed far reaching. Soon, Weichs’ army reported capturing more than 50,000 Red Army soldiers, almost 500 guns, and more than 100 tanks and tractors.28 Together with Second Army’s share of the successful encirclement at Krichev, this brought the total “bag” of prisoners and booty seized by the army since 14 August to 78,000 prisoners, 700 guns, and 144 tanks.29 Weichs’ casualties during the same period amounted to 5,190 officers and men, including 1,468 killed in action, 3,367 wounded, and 355 missing. From Hitler’s perspective, this certainly confirmed the wisdom of his Directive No. 34.
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    Map 69. Armeegruppe Guderian’s and Second Army’s advance, 21 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    Conclusions


    In addition to liquidating the persistent threat to Army Group Center’s southern flank, the capture of Gomel’ helped precipitate the collapse of the entire Soviet defensive system west of the Dnepr and Desna Rivers. Within days, in part due to the loss of Gomel’, Colonel General Kirponos’s Southwestern Front was compelled to withdraw its 5th Army from its lodgment west of the Dnepr River at Korosten’ and its 26th Army from its bridgehead on the western bank of the Dnepr River south of Kiev. As a result, by 24 August First Panzer Group’s 11th Panzer Division succeeded in crossing the Dnepr River north of Kiev, and, roughly 645 kilometers farther south, First Panzer Group’s main body also crossed the Dnepr River at Dnepropetrovsk and Zaporozh’e. In this sense, part of what Hitler scheduled as a follow-on phase to the battle of Gomel’ simply fell into his hands as Army Groups Center and South finally linked their flanks together on the western bank of the Dnepr River. Combined with Army Group South’s victories farther south, the fall of Gomel’ also dispelled any lingering doubts Hitler may have harbored about the wisdom of the “southern turn” he postulated in his Directive No. 34.


    Thus, by 20 August the Stavka realized the measures it had taken to halt Guderian’s southward advance had proved ineffective. With Gomel’ in German hands, the Central Front essentially hors de combat, and Guderian’s panzers edging southward relatively unimpeded, the Stavka’s strategic defenses along the western axis were in jeopardy of collapsing unless Guderian could be halted.


    However, on the positive side of the ledger, Timoshenko’s Western and Zhukov’s Reserve Fronts had fought Bock’s army group to a standstill in the Smolensk region, where they were still pounding the Germans’ defenses and inflicting substantial casualties. Therefore, with sizeable strategic reserves still at his disposal, Stalin decided he had no other recourse but to unleash even more massive counteroffensives, first with the Western and Reserve Fronts, and ultimately with all three fronts subordinate to Timoshenko’s Western Main Direction Command.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 9


    
       
    


    The Second Soviet Counteroffensive: the Western Front’s Dukhovshchina Offensive, the Initial Phase, 6–19 August 1941


    
       
    


    Preliminaries, 6–13 August


    The Stavka ordered its Western and Reserve Fronts to intensify their attacks in the Smolensk and El’nia regions as early as 3 August, initially to help rescue 16th and 20th Armies withdrawing from the Smolensk pocket and to assist the remnants of Group Kachalov (28th Army) escaping from Guderian’s savage assaults in the Roslavl’ pocket. For example, after ordering Rakutin’s 24th Army to capture El’nia to take the pressure of Kachalov, on 3 August Zhukov criticized Rakutin’s army, asserting, “The two and one half day attack on the enemy in the El’nia region failed to respond to my orders’ demands. While I insisted you advance no fewer than 8-10 kilometers during the first few days, the majority of your units advanced 2-3 kilometers, and some advanced no more than a single meter.” Zhukov then ordered Rakutin, “to encircle the enemy’s entire El’nia grouping completely and capture it on 4 August,” adding:
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          2. In light of the apparent weaknesses of company and battalion commanders, the commanders and commissars of divisions, regiments, and persons especially selected by the senior and higher command cadre and commissars will personally lead the shock groups and battalions in the attack. In the shock platoons, select commanders and political workers who have shown themselves to be especially brave in combat and who wish to distinguish themselves before their Motherland.

        


        
          3. Once again, warn the command cadre of 103rd RD about criminal behavior toward the fulfillment of orders, and I especially give notice that, if the enemy is not smashed and the divisions do not reach their designated regions on 4 August, the commanders will be arrested and sent for judgment to a Military Tribunal… 1
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    The next day, Timoshenko issued a “gentler” attack order to Maslennikov’s 29th, Khomenko’s 30th, and Konev’s 19th Armies and Rokossovsky’s Group Iartsevo, demanding they support 16th and 20th Armies’ final breakout eastward through the Ratchino corridor by attacking the German Ninth Army’s defenses along its entire front from west of Belyi southward east of Dukhovshchina to the Iartsevo region.2 Once the remnants of Lukin’s 16th and Kurochkin’s 20th Armies escaped from the Smolensk pocket, on 8 August the Stavka assigned the remnants of Lukin’s army to 20th Army and Group Iartsevo and designated Rokossovsky’s group as 16th Army, still under Rokossovsky’s command. It then appointed Lukin to command a reorganized and refitted 20th Army and Kurochkin to command 43rd Army.


    Although Rokossovsky’s and Konev’s assaults in the Iartsevo region succeeded in keeping the escape corridor at Ratchino open, Rakutin’s fierce assault on El’nia collapsed after two days of particularly bloody and costly fighting. Characteristically, once this round of fighting ended, Zhukov once again sent a scathing message criticizing Rakutin’s performance.3 Undeterred by this failure, in response to new Stavka orders, on 6 August Zhukov ordered Rakutin to resume his attacks, this time in concert with an assault by Kurochkin’s 43rd Army, against the IX Army Corps’ defenses east of Roslavl’.4 Although none of these assaults achieved their intended ends, they did tie down Guderian’s 17th and 10th Panzer and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Divisions in the region south of Ratchino and the El’nia region and convinced Bock it was no longer feasible to conduct any operations east of the Desna River.


    By this time, like Verdun during World War I, El’nia had become a symbol for both sides. For Guderian, Bock, and Halder, retaining El’nia meant holding the doorway open for a future attack on Moscow; to Stalin, Timoshenko, and Zhukov, eliminating the El’nia bridgehead was tantamount to protecting Moscow itself. In fact, heavy and costly fighting had taken place at El’nia ever since 10th Panzer and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Divisions had captured the town on 18 July and would continue until Bock ordered El’nia evacuated on 6 September, ironically, the same day Hitler issued Directive No. 35, which ordered Bock to resume his offensive against Moscow. In the interim, 10 German divisions would be bled white defending the bridgehead. The fact the bridgehead held out at all was largely due to effective air support by Kesselring’s Second Air Force.5 However, during his 4 August conference in Borisov, Hitler resolved to hold firm to El’nia come what may.


    See Map 70. Army Group Center’s situation late on 8 August 1941.


    
       
    


    During the assault by Timoshenko’s Western Front on 8 August northeast and east of Smolensk, only Konev’s 19th and Khomenko’s 30th Armies achieved any success. Although they suffered heavy losses, 106th, 5th, and 161st Infantry Divisions of Ninth Army’s V Army Corps, which had relieved XXXIX Motorized Corps’ 19th and 12th Panzer Divisions only days before, were able to parry Konev’s and Khomenko’s attacks east and northeast of Dukhovshchina (50 kilometers northeast of Smolensk). However, they did so only after they employed their last tactical reserves, and 900th Motorized “Lehr” Brigade, then in reserve, conducted desperate local counterattacks to restore the front.6 In the wake of Timoshenko’s assaults, Bock noted cryptically on 12 August, “9th Army was also attacked; the day before yesterday the Russians broke through as far as the 5th Division’s artillery positions.”7 These ferocious Soviet assaults, as uncoordinated as they were, also prompted Halder to note with dismay on 11 August:


    
      
        
          The whole situation makes it increasingly plain that we have underestimated the Russian colossus, who consistently prepared for war with that utterly ruthless determination so characteristic of totalitarian states. This applies to organizational and economic resources as well as the communications system and, most of all, to the strictly military potential. At the outset of war, we reckoned with about 200 enemy divisions. Now we have already counted 360. These divisions indeed are not armed and equipped according to our standards, and their tactical leadership is often poor. But they are there, and if we smash a dozen of them, the Russians simply put up another dozen. The time factor favors them, as they are near their own resources, while we are moving further and further away from ours. And so our troops, sprawled over an immense front line, without any depth, are subjected to the incessant attacks of the enemy. Sometimes these are successful, because too many gaps must be left in these enormous spaces.8

        

      

    


    
       
    

  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 70. Army Group Center’s situation late on 8 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    See Map 71. Army Group Center’s situation late on 12 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Shortly after Guderian’s panzers began operations southward across the Sozh River on 8 August, the Stavka ordered Timoshenko’s Western and Zhukov’s Reserve Fronts to commence massive coordinated assaults against German Army Group Center’s defenses in the sector from east of Dukhovshchina southward to El’nia. However, the first round of assaults, which began on 11 August, ended in failure late the same day. In a report he submitted to the General Staff at 1800 hours on 12 August, Timoshenko described the attacks and the impact they had on the Germans and, after proposing two variants for future offensive operations, recommended his preferred course of action:
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        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy has gone over to the defense opposite the Western Front and is opposing the attacks by Khomenko [30th Army], Konev [19th Army], and Lukin [20th Army] with small reserves. Konev, Khomenko, and Rokossovsky continued their attacks on 11 August to penetrate the enemy’s defenses and link up with General Boldin’s group of 1,500 men and were successful by evening. Group Boldin escaped with 1,500 armed men and with a large number of carts and three guns, and, according to Konev, the enemy’s 5th Infantry Division lost up to 2,000 men. Lukin’s divisions inflicted heavy losses on the enemy and advanced forward slowly protecting the right flank of the Reserve Front’s El’nia grouping.
      


      
        	•

        	Observations – the enemy is exhausted and lacks reserves in many sectors, and our forces, which suffered heavy losses in men and weapons, are severely weakened and cannot conduct operations with “decisive aims.” As a result, the enemy may be able to shift forces from the Smolensk axis to the Roslavl’ axis and, after defeating our forces there, once again assemble forces for a major attack against the Western and Reserve Fronts.
      


      
        	•

        	Judgments – we must attract enemy forces away from the Roslavl’ axis by defeating and destroying enemy forces along the Smolensk axis in two possible variants:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	First variant:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Reinforce the Western Front with three rifle and two tank divisions and one cavalry divisions and assign them to Konev’s 19th Army and Khomenko’s 30th Army.
      


      
        	◊

        	Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	Konev’s 19th Army and Khomenko’s 30th Army, cooperating with Maslennikov 29th Army, will attack toward Dukhovshchina and Smolensk;
      


      
        	▪

        	Lukin’s 20th Army and Rokossovsky’s 16th Army, cooperating with the Reserve Front’s El’nia Group (24th Army), will attack toward Smolensk and Pochinok;
      


      
        	▪

        	The El’nia Group (24th Army), if 16th and 20th Armies are successful, and after destroying the enemy at El’nia, will attack toward Roslavl’ in the rear of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group operating southward from Roslavl’; and
      


      
        	▪

        	The Central Front will attack to tie down Guderian’s Second Panzer Group.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	In favorable circumstances, this variant might include operations by the Western Front with limited aims, such as exhausting the enemy’s Smolensk group and distracting enemy forces from the southern axis.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Second variant:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Reinforce the Western Front with at least eight rifle, three tank, and two cavalry divisions;
      


      
        	◊

        	Missions – The Western Front, cooperating with the Central Front and the Reserve Front’s El’nia Group (24th Army), will attack to reach the region west of Smolensk and decisively defeat the enemy’s main forces operating along the Smolensk and Roslavl’ axes.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Objective – If successful, this offensive will “inescapably compel the enemy to conduct only passive operations along the Velikie Luki and Gomel’ front for a prolonged period.”9
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    Map 71. Army Group Center’s situation late on 12 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Soviet Offensive Planning, 14–16 August


    As indicated in his 12 August assessment, Timoshenko concluded the Germans might already be weakening their forces opposite his Western Front east and northeast of Smolensk so that they could conduct a larger offensive from the Roslavl’ region against 24th and 43rd Armies of Zhukov’s Reserve Front at and south of El’nia. Therefore, he urged the Stavka to consider mounting a major offensive with his front’s 29th, 30th, 19th, and 20th Armies to recapture Dukhovshchina, 50 kilometers northeast of Smolensk, and then Smolensk itself. When that was done, he suggested his front could continue its offensive by recapturing Roslavl’ in conjunction with Zhukov’s 24th and 43rd Armies, attacking from the El’nia region on his left flank. At the time, the remaining armies of Zhukov’s Reserve Front, 31st, 32nd, 33rd, and 49th Armies, were still constructing, manning, and improving second echelon defenses north and south of Viaz’ma in the rear areas of both Timoshenko’s and Zhukov’s fronts. As for his second possible offensive variant, Timoshenko argued that his and Zhukov’s Reserve Fronts could conduct a joint offensive to recapture both Smolensk and Roslavl’.10 Of course, to conduct either variant, both Timoshenko’s and Zhukov’s fronts would have to be reinforced by most of Zhukov’s second echelon armies.


    Acting on Timoshenko’s recommendations, the Stavka ordered his and Zhukov’s fronts, arrayed from north to south, to mount a coordinated offensive on 17 August, which, by the end of the month, would engulf the entire front from Toropets in the north to Briansk in the south. However, even though the Stavka insisted that the two front commanders plan and coordinate their offensives carefully, the chaotic combat situation forced Timoshenko to conduct his offensive in piecemeal fashion, and prevented him from coordinating his attacks with those by Zhukov’s armies to the south.


    While Timoshenko and his staff worked on their final offensive plan, his subordinate armies continued mounting local attacks in an attempt to mask preparations for a general offensive. As an example of this maskirovka [deception], at 1100 hours on 15 August, General Rokossovsky ordered his 16th Army, which had been attacking incessantly for days along the Iartsevo axis, to mount yet another assault on the 16 August to distract German attention from the remainder of the front:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O. 2.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy is defending the western bank of the Vop’ River with four infantry divisions, whose forward edge takes the form of reinforced rifle company centers of resistance with full-profile foxholes along the Chistaia, Novosel’e, Khatyni, Pologi, Alferova, Bol’shie and Malye Gorki, and Zadnia line and with reserves in the Kokhanovo, Makeevo, and Krovopuskovo; Samuilova, Semukhino, and Soprykino; and Luk’ianovo, Chadovishchi, and Mamonovo regions
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 19th Army’s 89th RD is along the Dubrovka, Kuz’mino, and Kharina line, and on the left, 20th Army’s 144th RD is along the Korovniki and Osova line.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army’s Missions – the army will regroup overnight on 15-16 August and concentrate its forces for an attack on its right wing.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	64th RD – turn your sector over to 108th RD, concentrate in the Podylishche, Chizhiki, and Liada region overnight on 15-16 August, protect the crossing site over the Vop’ River near Prisel’e with a reinforced rifle battalion, and attack toward Miagchenki and Skachkovo with your entire force.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD (with 18th MRR) – attack toward Novosel’e (eastern) and Kholm with your entire force.
      


      
        	♦

        	44th RC (38th and 108th RDs) – occupy and firmly defend the Hill 207.2, Iartsevo, Skrushevskie, and Buianovo sector.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Supply Station – Dorogobuzh Station.
      


      
        	•

        	Timing – be ready to regroup at 2000 hours on 15 August 1941, and carry out the regrouping according to my additional instructions.
      


      
        	•

        	Command and Control: Headquarters, 16th Army – the woods 1 kilometer southeast of Khotenova.11
      

    


    Meanwhile, to compensate for the inexperience of the troops and junior officers in mounting attacks of any sort, the staff sections in the Western Front’s headquarters exploited past experiences to bombard its subordinate armies with special instructions regarding how best to conduct offensive operations. For example, one such order, probably prepared by the front’s Operations Department but signed by the front’s entire Military Council, provided an appreciation of the strengths and weaknesses of German tactics and recommended all commanders exploit a perceived inability of the Germans to fight effectively at night. Beginning with the defiant declaration that, “The experiences of the 52-day struggle with the German Fascists, who have encroached on our holy land, vividly reveal the characteristics of the tactics of the German Army,” the order then catalogued the characteristics of German tactics, tinged with a bit of bravado to improve Red Army morale:
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        	•

        	The Strongest Aspects of German Tactics--mortars and antitank guns, operations by motorcyclists and deeply penetrating small groups of tanks, cooperating with aircraft, which create the “outward appearance” of encirclements and well-organized system of fires (interaction of fire and maneuver).
      


      
        	•

        	The Weakest Aspects of German Tactics– cowardice in the face of our infantry and cavalry, reluctance to resort to bayonet attacks (instead, they “withdraw, lay low, and repel by fire”), and an inability of panzer and motorized units to repel surprise night attacks against tanks, armored vehicles, and motor transport bivouacking overnight in villages and along the roads. While in night lager [camps] in populated points, Germans usually post weak security at short distances, which attackers can destroy fairly easily by energetic actions, panzer and motorized divisions are already very exhausted and have suffered heavy losses, and, during surprise attacks at night, the Germans abandon their tanks, guns, vehicles, and machine guns.
      


      
        	•

        	The Nature of Enemy Defenses – primarily company-size centers of resistance with large intervals in between them deployed across a broad front, and, in some sectors, separate mortar batteries defend without any infantry protection.
      


      
        	•

        	Enemy Logistical Weaknesses – the enemy is operating in unfamiliar territory isolated from his bases, and his communications are vulnerable to partisan attacks.
      


      
        	•

        	Conclusion – these factors create favorable conditions for raids and operations by separate small detachments under the cover of night,
      


      
        	•

        	My Orders – immediately employ extensive night operations by night shock detachments in accordance with the attached brief instructions (“Short Instructions on the Organization of Night Shock Detachments, dated 15 August 1941) to exhaust the enemy and destroy his forces and weapons, which, in the final analysis, will create intolerable conditions for the enemy and prepare the ground for our decisive offensive operations.12
      

    


    With these necessary preliminaries out of the way but before finalizing his offensive order, Timoshenko sent his basic concept of operations to Stalin for approval at about midday on 15 August. The concept began with Timoshenko’s intent “to prevent the enemy from restoring order in his units, and also to destroy the enemy grouping in the Dukhovshchina region” and followed with specific aspects of the offensive:
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        	•

        	Overall Objective – to encircle and destroy the enemy’s 106th, 5th, and 28th IDs and 900th MotR by launching concentric attacks with two shock groups, the first from the Staroe Morokhovo and Markovo front [38-55 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and the second from the Potelitsa and Prisel’e front [12-24 kilometers north-northeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	•

        	Attack Groupings:
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Northern – 30th Army’s 242nd, 251st, and 166th RDs, 107th TD, and 45th CD under the command of Khomenko;
      


      
        	♦

        	Southern – 19th Army’s 89th, 50th, and 64th RDs and 101st TD under the command of Konev; and
      


      
        	♦

        	Covering (Secondary) – 91st and 162nd RD along the Markovo and Potelitsa front [24-38 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Timing – begin the counteroffensive on 17 August, after regrouping and organizing on 15 and 16 August.
      


      
        	•

        	Regrouping:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Withdraw 101st and 64th RDs from 16th Army’s front and move 38th and 108th RDs into their sectors;
      


      
        	♦

        	Withdraw 45th CD from the Gzhatsk region, dispatch it along the Andreevskaia and Kaniutino march-route, and concentrate it in the forest in the Kaniutino region by day’s end on 17 August to operate in second echelon during the operation’s first stage.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Exploiting Success – move a covering force of two rifle divisions toward Vorontsovo, Starina, and Teterino and send 45th CD and 107th TD from behind the Northern Group’s right flank into the enemy’s rear to envelop Dukhovshchina from the west.
      


      
        	•

        	Deception – to conceal the intended operation, 30th and 19th Armies’ units will continue local attacks on 15 and 16 August to destroy individual enemy centers of resistance and occupy more favorable jumping-off positions for the offensive.
      


      
        	•

        	Reinforcements – I request you reinforce me with two rifle divisions, one to Maslennikov [29th Army] to preclude the possibility of an enemy penetration toward the north and the second to reinforce Khomenko’s grouping [30th Army] and 100 tanks to equip a motorized rife division, consisting of one tank and two motorized regiments, for combat along Group Konev’s axis [19th Army].13
      

    


    After Stalin approved his plan, presumably at about 1500 hours on 15 August, at about 1800 hours the same day, Timoshenko signed and issued the Western Front’s Combat Order No. 01, which read:
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        	•

        	General Situation – the enemy, after shifting his main forces against the Central Front, has gone over to the defense along the entire Western Front, with up to three infantry divisions and one panzer division defending opposite 30th and 19th Armies’ fronts and, presumably, up to one motorized division in reserve in the Zviakino region.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 27th Army [Northwestern Front] is tasked with liquidating the enemy in the Kholm region with its left wing, and on the left, the Reserve Front conducting an offensive to liquidate the enemy’s El’nia grouping.
      


      
        	•

        	The Western Front’s Mission – encircle and destroy the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping by conducting concentric attacks with 30th and 19th Armies toward Dukhovshchina and reach the Starina, Dukhovshchina, and Iartsevo line in its center.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	22nd Army – fulfill its assigned missions and hold firmly to the positions it occupies.
      


      
        	♦

        	29th Army – attack toward Il’ino and reach the Velizh and Il’ino line on 19 August, with Cavalry Group Dovator penetrating into the enemy’s rear at dawn on 16 August to destroy rear area objectives and supply bases in the Velizh, Demidov, and Dukhovshchina regions.
      


      
        	♦

        	30th Army (250th, 242nd, 251st, and 162nd RDs, 107th TD, and 45th CD, reinforced by 46th MAD, 392nd and 542nd CARs, 30th M-13 Btry [Katiushas], 871st ATR, 263rd and 291st Sapper Bns, and 51st Pontoon-Bridge Bn) – while protecting your right flank toward Belyi, attack toward Dukhovshchina on the morning of 17 August, destroy the enemy by decisive operations, commit 45th CD and 107th TD into the enemy’s rear by the end of the day to exploit the attack by enveloping Dukhovshchina from the west, and reach the Velitsa River line with the main forces by 19 August. Subsequently, while protecting against attack from the west with two divisions along the Dubovitsa, Starina, and Verdino line, prepare to develop the attack northwestward of Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	♦

        	19th Army (166th, 91st, 50th, 64th, and 89th RDs and 101st TD, reinforced by 43rd MAD, 120th HAR, one battalion of 302nd HAR, 596th HAR, 311th GAR, 6th and 19th M-13 Btrys, 874th ATR, 321st Sep. Sapper Bn, and 42nd Eng. Bn) – leave reinforced 166th RD along the Markovo and Potelitsa front and attack from the Potelitsa and Prisel’e front toward Dukhovshchina with five divisions on the morning of 17 August to encircle and destroy the enemy in the region east of Dukhovshchina in cooperation with 30th Army, with your forward units along the Khmost’ River. Subsequently, while protecting your operations from the west, attack southward with your main forces.
      


      
        	♦

        	16th Army (38th and 108th RDs) – firmly defend the positions you occupy, paying special attention to defending the Iartsevo and Dorogobuzh axes and, as 19th Army advances, deploy strong forward detachments to protect 19th Army’s left flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th Army – continue fulfilling your previously assigned missions while preparing to exploit 19th Army’s attack to south of Dukhovshchina by attacking from the Zabor’e and Pridneprovskaia Station front [10-24 kilometers south of Solov’evo] toward Kardymovo Station [27 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk] with a force of three divisions on the morning of 19 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	VVS of the Front. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Conduct air strikes in 30th and 19th Armies’ main attack sectors overnight on 15-16 August and 16-17 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	Conduct strikes with all bomber aircraft against the forward edge of the enemy’s defenses along 30th and 19th Armies’ main attack axes from 07000715 hours on 17 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent the approach of enemy forces from the Dukhovshchina region from the southwest and west.
      


      
        	◊

        	Support 30th and 19th Armies’ forces in accordance with their commanders’ requests.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Command and Control – operational CP of the front’s headquarters – Vadino14
      

    


    Thus, Timoshenko’s plan for his front’s so-called “Dukhovshchina offensive” required his armies to regroup their forces for two days and then conduct their assault on 17 August with two shock groups, one in the south and the other in the north. The southern group, commanded by Konev and consisting of five rifle divisions (since 101st Tank Division had no tanks) of his 19th Army was to assault westward across the Vop’ River in the 9-kilometer-wide sector from Prisel’e northward to Potelitsa, 12-24 kilometers north of Iartsevo, penetrate the Germans’ defense in the center and on the left wing of VIII Army Corps’ 161st Infantry Division, and exploit due westward to cross the Tsarevich River and capture Dukhovshchina. One rifle division, the 166th, was to defend the 14-kilometer-wide sector from Potelitsa northward to Markovo on 19th Army’s right wing opposite German V Army Corps’ 5th and 35th Infantry Divisions and join the offensive if it proved successful.


    See Map 72. Timoshenko’s offensive plan, 15 August 1941.
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    Map 72. Timoshenko’s offensive plan, 15 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Simultaneously, the northern shock group, which was commanded by Khomenko and consisted of four rifle divisions, one tank division, and one cavalry division from his 30th Army, was to attack southward from the 17-kilometer-wide sector from Markovo, 38 kilometers north of Iartsevo, northwestward to Staroe Morokhovo, 55 kilometers north of Iartsevo, respectively, penetrate the defenses on the left wing and in the center of Ninth Army’s V Army Corps, and advance toward Dukhovshchina. Once Dukhovshchina fell, both shock groups were to continue their advance toward Smolensk to link up with the forces of Zhukov’s Reserve Front, supposedly advancing on Smolensk from the southeast.


    To ensure the attack had the requisite strength to succeed, Timoshenko transferred 101st Tank and 64th Rifle Divisions from Rokossovsky’s 16th Army to Konev’s 19th Army and reinforced Konev’s southern group with 43rd Mixed Aviation Division, two gun-artillery regiments, three artillery battalions, and two batteries of “Katiusha” multiple rocket launchers. Timoshenko reinforced Khomenko’s northern group with 107th Tank and 45th Cavalry Divisions from his front’s reserves and ordered him to employ the two mobile divisions to spearhead his exploitation toward Dukhovshchina. In addition, Khomenko and Konev were to conduct local diversionary attacks on 15 and 16 August to deceive the Germans regarding the exact location of their main attacks.15


    Finally, as he had tried to do during his July offensive, Timoshenko formed a special cavalry group consisting of Colonels Issa Aleksandrovich Pliev’s 50th and Kombrig Kondrat Semenovich Mel’nik’s 53rd Cavalry Divisions, placed it under the command of Major General Lev Mikhailovich Dovator, and deployed it on the right flank of Khomenko’s shock group. Once Khomenko’s forces penetrated the defenses on Ninth Army’s left wing south of the Western Dvina River, Dovator’s cavalrymen were to raid deep into the Germans’ rear area, and, if possible, capture Dukhovshchina. Zhukov’s preparations for his offensive against the Germans’ El’nia bridgehead, which was defended by three infantry divisions from General of Infantry Friedrich Materna’s XX Army Corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Army, were equally elaborate. He planned on conducting his assault with virtually all of Rakutin’s 24th Army, plus a portion of Kurochkin’s 43rd Army, which was to attack westward across the Desna River south of El’nia.


    See Map 73. 20th Army’s area of operations.


    
       
    


    As Timoshenko planned his offensive, on 16 August General Lukin’s 20th Army sent a summary of his army’s combat operations from 8 through 15 August in the wake of its escape from the Smolensk encirclement. The report painted a fascinating mosaic of the operations Lukin’s army conducted to fill in the persistent gap between the left flank of Timoshenko’s Western Front and the right flank of Zhukov’s Reserve Front. By revealing the army’s lamentable weakness in personnel and weapons, it also vividly underscored the Stavka’s desperation in these dire times, which compelled it to assign a significant operational role to an army whose soldiers and leaders had just survived such a harrowing experience only weeks before. To a lesser extent, the dilapidated condition of Lukin’s army also reflected the similar state of affairs in many other Red Army divisions about to embark on so ambitious and dangerous an offensive:16


    See Appendices O, 6 and 7.
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    Map 73. 20th Army’s area of operations.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	The Nature of Operations – from 9-15 August 1941, the army’s main forces conducted an offensive toward the southwest to reach the Pridneprovskaia Station and Dobromino Station line [38-45 kilometers northwest of El’nia] along the railroad, while simultaneously tying down enemy forces on the western bank of the Dnepr River.
      

    


    Tempo of the Offensive


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Dispositions – 20th Army’s forces deployed for their offensive with 144th, 153rd, 73rd, 161st, and 129th RDs along the western bank of the Dnepr River from Makeevo, Hill 165.9, Liakhovo, Ratchino, and Pashkovo to Golovino [1-12 kilometers south of Solov’evo] and further east of the river from Hill 179.1, Kucherovo, Mileevo, Vasiuki, Mikhailovka, and Belovost’ to Kazanka [32 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo], with 229th RD in reserve in the Terenino [16 kilometers east of Solov’evo and Mikhailovka region [16 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo] and 127th and 152nd RDs in a second defensive belt in the Usviat’e, Kas’kovo, and Kamenka sector [25 kilometers east to 30 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo] along the eastern bank of the Uzha River, and the army’s headquarters in Novoselki [10 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	•

        	Dispositions and Actions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th and 153rd RDs (with 3-4 reinforced battalion-size forward detachments on the Dnepr River’s western bank).
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	144th RD – captured the Makeevo, Hill 165.9, and the woods to the south line from 9-12 August and approached Makeevo, Pnevo, and Mit’kovo, where it encountered heavy enemy resistance and dug in. Subsequent attempts to capture this line were unsuccessful. From 9-15 August, the forward detachments advanced 1.5-2 kilometers, for a tempo of advance of 300-400 meters per day.
      


      
        	◊

        	153rd RD – heavy enemy fire halted its forward detachments along the line of the heights east of Liakhovo, Dubrova, and the southwestern edge of the woods south of Golovino. Repeated enemy counterattacks from the vicinity of Morevo State Farm toward Pashkovo prevented any further advance. From 9-15 August, the forward detachments advanced 1.5-2 kilometers, for an average tempo of advance of 300-400 meters per day.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – attacking toward Kucherovo, Kolodezi, Belaia Griva, and Erdetsy, reached the Baidik, Poganoe, and Erdetsy line with its forward detachments by day’s end on 15 August, an advance of 8 kilometers on the right, for an average tempo of 1-1.4 kilometers per day, and 13 kilometers on the left, for an average tempo of 1.5-1.75 kilometers per day.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – attacked toward Vasiuki, Hill 236.5, and Motovo and reached the Mukhino State Farm, Motovo, Chuvakhi, and northern outskirts of Klemiatino line by day’s end on 15 August, where it was stopped by enemy fire. From 9-15 August the division advanced 10 kilometers on its right, for an average tempo of 1.3-1.5 kilometers per day, and 3 kilometers on its left, for an average tempo of 400-500 meters per day.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – attacked from the woods south of Chentsovo toward Klemiatino with one rifle regiment, which penetrated into Klemiatino and fought street battles by day’s end on 15 August. The regiment advanced 2 kilometers, for an average tempo of 250-300 meters per day. The division’s other two regiments captured the line from the crossing over the Ustrom River, 1.5 kilometers northeast of Novyi Iakovlevichi, to Mar’ino, an advance of 7 kilometers, for an average tempo of 1 kilometer per day.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Critique
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The army’s units generally recorded extremely insignificant advances and, in places, have been “marking time in a single place;”
      


      
        	♦

        	First and foremost, this resulted from the “disorganization of the offensive,” the “aimlessness” of the commanders of attacking units, and their “unwillingness to search for the enemy’s flanks” (457th RR in the Klemiatino region);
      


      
        	♦

        	The absence of “sufficiently thoughtful and organized cooperation between infantry with artillery and with neighbors” led to frontal attacks with extremely limited success and unnecessary personnel losses.
      


      
        	♦

        	Units and subunits were halted by fire from one or two machine guns and two of three mortars. As the commander of 20th Army wrote, “These insignificant weapons are halting the attacks of entire units” [Order No. 0016 of 13 August 1941].
      


      
        	♦

        	When two or three enemy tanks or aircraft appear, units become flustered and withdraw without concern for enemy infantry and their own weapons. The infantry either dig in or find cover in foxholes, where they are very vulnerable to enemy artillery fire and air strikes.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Composition and Strength on 8 August
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	According to Order No. 0014 of 8 August 1941, 20th Army includes:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	HQs, 34th RC;
      


      
        	◊

        	144th, 153rd, 73rd, 161st, 129th, 229th, 127th, and 152nd RDs; and
      


      
        	◊

        	7th and 126th CARs.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Thereafter:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	HQs, 34th RC and 158th RD were disbanded and incorporated into 127th RD.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th and 233rd RDs were used to fill out 129th and 73rd RDs, respectively.
      

    


    [image: images]


    
      
        
          Note: These figures do not include 5th MC, 1st MRD, and a few other units dispatched to the rear after 16th and 20th Armies’ escape from encirclement. [Author’s note: These figures substantiate the assertion that roughly 50,000 men escaped the Smolensk encirclement]

        

      

    


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Correlation of Opposing Forces:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Overall:
      


      
        	

        	Infantry

        	6: 1 in our favor
      


      
        	

        	Artillery

        	13: 4 in our favor
      


      
        	

        	Tanks

        	2: 1 in the enemy’s favor
      


      
        	♦

        	In forward position

        	(less the one-third of 20th Army’s forces in the depth):
      


      
        	

        	Infantry

        	5: 1 in our favor
      


      
        	

        	Artillery

        	8: 1 in our favor
      


      
        	

        	Tanks

        	2: 1 in the enemy’s favor
      

    


    
      
        
          Note: Our great superiority in infantry and artillery on the offensive is not being exploited by our commanders, who usually distribute their forces more or less uniformly across the front

        

      

    


    
       
    


    
      
        	♦

        	Losses – (based on reports by the army headquarters from 9-15 August):
      

    


    
      
        	

        	 

        	Killed

        	        

        	105 men
      


      
        	

        	 

        	Wounded

        	      

        	441 men
      

    


    
      
        	

        	 

        	Died of wounds 89 men
      

    


    
      
        	

        	 

        	Total

        	               

        	635 men
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Hospitalized – (based on incomplete information from the Medical Department, from 10-11 August alone):
      

    


    
      
        	

        	 

        	Front hospitals

        	879 men
      


      
        	

        	 

        	Army hospitals

        	1,265 men
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Replacements Received – (based on Manning Department reports from 9-15 August):
      

    


    
      
        	

        	Army hospitals

        	1,265 men
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	9 march-battalions

        	9,000 men;
      


      
        	♦

        	9 march-battalions (640 men each)

        	5,760 men (sent to 152nd RD);
      


      
        	♦

        	2,100 horses
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    See Map 74. 19th Army’s area of operations. See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 8.


    
       
    


    After the Western Front issued its completed offensive plan late on 15 August, the front’s subordinate armies prepared their plans and quickly submitted them to Timoshenko for his approval early the following morning. Thus, the available planning time at the armies’ headquarters was extremely limited, in fact, amounting to little more than several hours. General Konev, the first to respond, dispatched his plan to front headquarter at 0200 hours on 16 August. The opening paragraph of Konev’s order, which read, “Received your order No. 01/op at 1845 hours, deciphered it by 1130 hours [should read 2130 hours], and studied it fully. All is understood,” highlighted the short planning time:


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Combat Formation and Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Main Attack – I will deliver my main attack with five divisions (91st, 50th, 89th, 64th, and 101st) from the Gorbatovskaia and Prisel’e front [12-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo] toward Dukhovshchina to reach the Semenovo, Sirotinka, Popova, and Novosel’e line [4-10 kilometers west of the Vop’ River and 4-14 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end on 17 August. All of the divisions will be in one echelon, and the division sectors will be 2-3 kilometers wide.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – in the Borodulino and Prisel’e region [12-14 kilometers north of Iartsevo] on the left wing, and the tanks in my reserve will develop the penetration.
      


      
        	♦

        	166th RD – defending along the Zaria, Priglovo, Zanino 1, and Kaniutino front, will launch a supporting attack toward Losevo from the Kaniutino and Gorbatovskaia No. 2 front.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Artillery Preparation – one half hour by means of fire raids.
      


      
        	•

        	Requests – send 100th RD to the Drozdovo (22 kilometers northwest of Dorogobuzh), Aleshino, and Vasil’eva region, and I will report when it arrives.
      


      
        	•

        	I will organize cooperation on the ground on 16 August and submit the order and plan of operations to you later.17
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    Map 74. 19th Army’s area of operations.

  


  


  
    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 9.


    
       
    


    At precisely the same time he notified Timoshenko of his intentions, Konev also directed his forces to occupy their designated jumping-off positions for the impending offensive:


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation--forces of 900th MotB and 5th and newly-arrived 35th IDs are defending in the army’s sector.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 30th Army, and, on the left, 16th Army are fulfilling their assigned missions.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Mission – regroup and occupy jumping-off positions by 0200 hours on 17 August.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – firmly hold on to the Pogorel’tsy, Shestaki 2, Zaria, Priglovo, Zanino 1, Lopatchinka, and Gorbatovskaia 2 sector [25-44 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – occupy jumping-off positions along the Gorbatovskaia 2, Dura, and Shuklino line [22-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by 0200 hours on 17 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – occupy jumping-off positions along the Turova and Dubrovka line [18-21 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by 0200 hours on 17 August;
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – occupy jumping-off positions along the Dubrovka, Kuz’mino, and Novyi Riadnyi line [15-18 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by 0200 hours on 17 August;
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – occupy jumping-off positions along the Tserkov’ and Novyi Riadnyi, eastern slope of Hill 203.4, and Borodulino line [12-15 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by 0200 hours on 17 August;
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – occupy jumping-off positions along the Prisel’e and Skachikhino line [9-12 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by 0200 hours on 17 August; and
      


      
        	♦

        	202nd TR – my reserve in the region of the woods 0.5 kilometers northwest of Liada.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Special Instructions to All Commanders::
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Conduct commanders’ reconnaissances [rekognitsirovka] and organize cooperation between infantry and artillery on the terrain, while paying special attention to cooperation of infantry and artillery at the battalion, company, and battery level.
      


      
        	♦

        	Move forces exclusively at night and strictly observe maskirovka [camouflage].
      


      
        	♦

        	Organize active reconnaissance on the night of 16-17 August to determine the enemy’s grouping and capture prisoners in the sectors of 166th, 91st, and 89th RDs.
      


      
        	♦

        	Submit operational and reconnaissance summaries by 0100, 1300, and 2000 hours daily.18
      

    


    Khomenko, the commander of 30th Army, submitted his attack plan for approval at 0550 hours, three hours after Konev, perhaps because of communications problems associated with the long distances between his headquarters and the front’s headquarters. Using what was by now a standard format, his order read:


    See Map 75. 30th Army’s area of operations and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 10.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation--defending the Los’mino, Chernyi Ruchei, Staroe Morokhovo, Erkhovo, Staroe Selo, Sechenki, Ol’khovka village, and Torchilovo line opposite the army’s front with forces of 19th and 20th PzDs 106th ID, with tactical reserves at Chichata, Gorodno, and Pavlovshchina, operational reserves at Zviakino, and a motorized division in Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, the cavalry group, with 50th and 53rd CDs, will penetrate into the enemy’s rear at first light on 16 August and advance along the Evlen’ axis into the Velizh, Demidov, and Dukhovshchina region, and, on the left, 19th Army is attacking toward Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army’s Mission – 30th Army (250th, 242nd, 251st, and 162nd RDs, 107th TD, and 45th CD, reinforced by 46th MAD, 399th and 542nd CARs, 30th M-13 Btry, 871st ATR, 263rd and 291st Sapper Bns, and 51st Pontoon-Bridge Bn) – while protecting the right flank toward Belyi with 250th RD, attack with the main force at 0800 hours on 17 August toward Shanino, Dorofeevo, and Ponomari to destroy the enemy by decisive operations, exploit success with 45th CD and 107th TD committed into the enemy’s rear to envelop Dukhovshchina from the west, reach the Velitsa River line with its main forces by 19 August, and, after protecting against an attack from the west along the Dubovitsa, Starina, and Verdino line with 242nd and 251st RDs, exploit the attack toward the region northwest of Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD (with 2nd Bn, 542nd CAR, 12th Mortar Bn [less 1 company], and a battery of 871st AR) – protect the positions you occupy, prevent an enemy penetration toward Belyi, and prepare to attack in the general direction of Dubovitsa.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD (with 1st Bn, 392nd CAR)--while protecting the Orlovo, Staroe Morokhovo, and Novoe Morokhovo line with one RR, attack toward Erkhovo and Churkino with two RRs to destroy the enemy, with the immediate mission of reaching the Rekta River at Staroe Sochnevo, and subsequently develop the attack in the general direction of Starina [35 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina].
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD (with two battalions of 392nd CAR, one company of 12th Mortar Bn, two batteries of 871st AR, and one company of 51st Pontoon-Bridge Bn) – while blocking the enemy center of resistance in the Staroe Selo region with two battalions, attack toward Shelepy and Pominki with the main forces, with the immediate mission of reaching the Staroe Sochnevo and Khadobuzha line, and subsequently prepare to develop the attack in the general direction of Verdino.
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD (with 542nd CAR, less one battalion, a battery of 871st ATR, and one company of 263rd Sep. Sapper Bn) – destroy the opposing enemy by attacking with the main forces toward Gordienki, Sechenki, and Maloe Repino, with the immediate mission to reach the Khadobuzha and Staroe Selo line, and subsequently prepare to develop the attack toward Ponomari.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – conduct a secondary attack toward Bol’shoe Repino, Novoselki, and Petrovo Selo with one RR, and, after concentrating your main forces in the Novovysokoe Farm region by 0400 hours on 17 August, while following 251st RD’s main forces from the Nekliudovo and Staroe Selo line, 2 kilometers northeast of Dorofeevo, penetrate with 45th CD into the enemy’s rear to envelop Dukhovshchina from the west, and subsequently prepare to develop the attack toward the region northwest of Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – concentrate in the Kvoktushino, Pod’ezzhalovo, and Lakashevo region and be prepared to penetrate from the Nekliudovo and Staroe Selo line with 107th TD to attack into the enemy’s rear and envelop Dukhovshchina from the west. The commander of 45th CD is entrusted with overall command of the penetration group.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reserve (one battalion of 134th RD and the tank battalions of 250th, 242nd, and 251st RDs) – concentrate in the forested region 0.5 kilometers south of Podzaitsevo by 0400 hours on 17 August and prepare to move toward Lelimovo, Sopino, and Mikhailovshchina.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery – be ready at 0400 hours on 17 August to fire a 45-minute artillery preparation. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Destroy enemy firing points along the forward edge during the artillery preparation;
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy centers of resistance, mortar batteries, and artillery;
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect our infantry and tanks on the main axes of 162nd and 251st RDs, and fire a barrage to a depth of one kilometer;
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent counterattacks by enemy tanks and infantry from Iakovtsevo and Gorodno;
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy reserves from moving from the Grivets and Pavlovshchina region; and
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect the successful advance of infantry and tanks into the depths, while constantly supporting by fire and maneuver.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Air Forces. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Conduct repeated raids against the Zviagino Farm, Shilovichi, and Pavlovshchina regions and in the Iakovtsevo, Novosechnevo, Shelepy, Shanino, Maloe Repino, Gorodno, and Punino regions to destroy enemy reserves after first light;
      


      
        	◊

        	Attack the march-routes Vorontsovo, Bor, and Prechistoe and Bol’shoe Repino, Voropaevo, Shilovichi, and Dukhovshchina with smoke rounds to paralyze the enemy movements and the approach of enemy reserves from the west;
      


      
        	◊

        	Conduct reconnaissance in the Prechistoe and Dukhovshchina and Budnitsa, Shchuch’e, and Prechistoe regions; and
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect the army’s main forces from the air.19
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    Map 75. 30th Army’s area of operations

  


  


  
    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 15.


    
       
    


    As was often the case, when Timoshenko and his staff reviewed 30th Army’s offensive plan, they found it wanting in several respects. This led him to send corrections to Khomenko at about midday on 16 August:


    I approve your basic decision with the following corrections:


    
      
        	◊

        	Alter the direction of 251st RD’s exploitation toward Zviagino;
      


      
        	◊

        	Leave existing tanks in the divisions, and do not withdraw them into reserve.
      


      
        	◊

        	When it arrives in the Simonovo region early on 18 August, place 244th RD in reserve, echeloned behind 251st RD’s right wing;
      


      
        	◊

        	162nd and 251st RDs and 107th TD, after seizing the crossings over the Vop’ River, must reach the Nekliudovo and Selo Station line by day’s end on 17 August to pass 45th CD and 107th TD along that axis on the morning of 18 August to fulfill their assigned mission; and
      


      
        	◊

        	Begin the artillery preparation at 0900 hours on 17 August.20
      

    


    Whereas 30th Army’s commander ordered 251st Rifle Division to “attack toward Shelepy and Pominki with the main forces, with the immediate mission of reaching the Staroe Sochnevo and Khadobuzha line, and subsequently prepare to develop the attack in the general direction of Verdino,” Timoshenko directed him to exploit instead toward Zviagino, 9 kilometers south of Verdino and closer to Dukhovshchina, to tighten the anticipated envelopment. In addition, he ordered Khomenko to keep his precious few tanks in the divisions to provide fire and shock support to the infantry. Finally, to give 30th Army time to complete its concentration, Timoshenko directed Khomenko to begin his artillery preparation at 0900 hours and his ground attack 45 minutes later.


    Later still, at 1430 hours on the 16th, General Lukin, the commander of 20th Army, finally issued his attack orders. However, this seemingly inordinate delay was justified, since Lukin’s army, because of its weakness, was required to conduct only supporting and diversionary assaults to draw attention away from Khomenko’s and Konev’s main efforts farther to the north:


    See Map 73 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 11.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation– defending the Makeevo, Mit’kovo, Dubrova, the woods south of Golovino, Malinovka, Suborovka, Klemiatino, and Novyi Iakovlevskii line with up to five IRs, while trying to contain our attacks with unsuccessful counterattacks.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Mission – while firmly defending the Dnepr River line and the heights west of Ratchino and Pashkovo, is continuing its offensive with its left wing to capture Sopshino, Dobromino, Klokovo, and Glinka.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 16th Army is defending the Dnepr River, and, on the left, 24th Army’s 107th RD is attacking toward Bezzabot State Farm.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – defend the Dnepr River in the sector from the crossing at Solov’evo southward to the woods 2 kilometers east of Lagunovo, with forward detachments at Makeevo, Pnevo, and Mit’kovo, and relieve 153rd RD from the bend in the Dnepr River to the woods east of Lagunovo on the night of 17 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – defend the Dnepr River in the sector from Lagunovo to the inscription “barn” (4 kilometers south of Golovino), and attack to seize the heights west of Ratchino, Golovino, and the eastern part of the woods south of Golovino at all cost. After turning the sector from Golovino to the barn over to 229th RD on the night of 17-18 August, occupy jumping-off positions at Liakhovo, Dubrova, and Golovino for an attack toward Fedurno.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – attack to capture Sopshino and the railroad bridge by day’s end;and, while holding on to the meadow west of the barn, seize the southern edge of the woods east of Kolpino and Malinovka with forward detachments, and, after protecting the region you occupy, subsequently prepare to attack toward Malinovka, Kolpino, and Goncharovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – attack on the morning of 16 August to capture Dobromino and Klokovo Station by day’s end, and, after firmly holding that line, subsequently capture Sopshino and the railroad bridge east of Pridneprovskaia Station with one regiment, while protecting 73rd RD’s left flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – attack on the morning of 16 August to capture the Klokovo and Glinka line by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – while fortifying the Kovali and Borovka line, concentrate in the woods 2 kilometers northwest of Kolodezi by 2400 hours on 17 August, and, after crossing the Dnepr River, relieve 153rd and 73rd RDs by 0400 hours on 18August, occupy jumping-off positions for an attack in the sector from Golovinoto the inscription “barn” on the western bank of the Dnepr River, and prepare to attack toward Morevo State Farm. Retain no fewer than one and one half rifle regiments on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River.21
      

    


    Completing this intensive round of attack preparations, late in the afternoon Konev finished his plan, first, by notifying the front’s chief of staff about his final preparation for the offensive and, second, by dispatching a final attack order to his subordinate formations. The first of these reports, prepared at 1500 hours on 16 August by his chief of staff, Colonel V. F. Malyshkin, informed the front’s chief of staff that 19th Army’s shock forces “reached their appointed regions on the morning of 16 August and are situated in the following positions”:22


    See Map 74 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 12.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	50th RD – concentrated by 0430 hours, with 2nd RR (less 1st Bn) in the woods 1 Documents), kilometer east of Zavod, 49th RR in the woods northwest of Gavrilovo, and 359th RR in the woods 1.5 kilometers east of Vasilisino, the separate rifle battalion and 68th and 81st Sep. Sapper Bns in the woods 2 kilometers southeast of Zavod, 10th MRBn in the woods west of Novaia Guta, 41st Automobile Bn in the woods 1.5 kilometers southeast of Baran’i Gorki [25-32 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo], and the divisional CP in the woods north of Marker 232.7.
      


      
        	•

        	101st Sep. TD – concentrated by 0700 hours, with 101st Pontoon-Bridge Bn in the woods north of Subor; 202nd TR in the grove southwest of Radiukino; 101st Sep. AABn in the grove east of Novo-Aleksandrovskoe; 101st AR in the grove west of Novo-Aleksandrovskoe; and 101st MRR (less two battalions relieving 38th RD) in the woods west of Kozhykhovo, and the division CP in the woods north of Lanino.
      


      
        	•

        	64th RD – reached the Rybki and Starosel’e region [18-20 kilometers east-northeast of Iartsevo] and the woods to the southeast by 0730 hours.23
      

    


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 13.


    
       
    


    Just 20 minutes later, Konev issued his army’s formal attack order, which, in addition to the normal matters, also addressed the vexing problem of recognition of friend and foe, particularly in regard to the aircraft supporting “friendly’ infantry and tanks:


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – the forces of 900th Mot [Lehr] Brigade and 5th ID, both exhausted from previous fighting, and the newly-arrived 35th ID are defending on the army’s front and are trying to halt our offensive with individual centers of resistance and counterattacks with small company-size groups. The enemy reserve is presumably one motorized division in the Zviakino region.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 30th Army will go over to the offensive in the general direction of Dukhovshchina on the morning of 17 August, and, on the left, 16th Army is defending along the eastern bank of the Vop’ River.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Mission – actively defend on the right wing and attack in the center and on the left wing on the morning of 17 August to encircle and destroy the enemy’s Dukhovshchina Grouping in cooperation with 30th Army, capture the Novo-Losevo 1, Barsuki, Zamiatina, Hill 218.5 (2 kilometers west of Muzhilovo), Osinovki, and Novosel’e line by day’s end on 17 August and subsequently attack toward Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD (with 3rd Bn, 874th ATR) – defend the Shupeki, Shestaki 2, Zaria, Priglovo, Zanino 1, and Zaovrazh’e line, and attack toward Motevo with your left wing, while protecting the junction with 30th Army’s left flank and preventing an enemy penetration toward Lopatchinka and Sediba.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD (with 120th HAR, 1st Company, 111th Mortar Bn, and 5th and 874th ATRs) – penetrate the enemy’s defenses in the Potelitsa and Zadnia sector, with the main attack toward Potelitsa, Balashova, and Shchelkina, capture the Semenkova and Sirotinka line by day’s end on 17 August, and subsequently attack toward Shchelkina and Pavlovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD (with 4th Bn, 302nd HAR, 2nd and 3rd Companies, 111th Mortar Regiment, and 4th Bn, 874th ATR) – penetrate the enemy’s defense in the Staraia Korov’ia and Hill 202.2 (north of Dubrovka) sector, with the main attack toward Dubrovka and Novaia Korov’ia, capture the Zamiatino and Shishkino line by day’s end on 17 August, and subsequently attack toward Kulagino and Mishino.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – penetrate the enemy’s defense in the Hill 205.1 (1 kilometer northwest of Kuz’mino) and Novyi Riadnyi sector, with the main attack toward Bulanina and Batyeva, and capture the Hill 218.5 (2 kilometers west of Muzhilova) and western edge of the groves (west of Zaitsev State Farm) line.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD (with 596th HAR and 1st and 2nd Bns, 874th ATR) – penetrate the enemy’s defenses in the Staryi Riadnyi and Hill 203.4 (1.5 kilometers west of Kharino) sector, with the main attack toward Hill 203.4 and the northern outskirts of Kolkovichi, seize crossings across the Tsarevich River in the Siniakova and Petrova sector by day’s end on 17 August, and subsequently attack toward Sel’tso, Stepanovka, and Hill 228.2 (in the Labrevo region).
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD (less 202nd TR) – attack with the right wing toward Miagchenki, Kokhanovo, and Makeeva in cooperation with 64th RD, capture the Kokhanovo and Novosel’e line by day’s end on 17 August, and subsequently attack toward Krovopuskovo and Borki, while protecting the junction with 16th Army’s right flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reserve (101st TD’s tank regiment in the wooded region north of Mostishche) – prepare to exploit success in 64th RD’s sector, together with the division’s second echelon, toward Leskovki, Kolkovichi, Petrova, Miagchenki, Skachkova, and Bortniki to destroy the enemy in the Osipova and Skachkova region and seize crossings over the Tsarevich River at Siniakova and Petrova.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery – be ready at 0300 hours on 17 August to fire a 45-minute artillery preparation. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress firing points on the forward edge of the Potelitsa and Miagchenki front;
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery in the Potelitsa and Kriukova region and prepare DON [definition unknown] against the Losevo, Balashova, Makov’e, and Nefedovshchina regions; and support the commitment of the tank reserve in 64th RD’s sector and 101st TD with fire from 3-4 battalions;
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of 19th Army. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress personnel and firing points in the Staraia Korov’ia and Hill 200.2 (north of Dubrovka) sector;
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery in strong points in the Kriukova and Stepankina region;
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent the approach of enemy reserves from the Loinia River and suppress concentrations of enemy infantry in the Balashova, Makov’e, Nefedovshchina, and Stepankina region;
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect regrouping army forces in the Potelitsa, Vasilisino, and Prisel’e region and the main grouping in the same region; and
      


      
        	◊

        	Prepare to support the tank reserve.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of the Front – strike enemy personnel, artillery, and mortars with bombers in the Hill 205.1 (2 kilometers southwest of Dubrovka), Hill 208.0 (2 kilometers southwest of Miaksheva), Sel’kovo, Leskovki, Potelitsa, and Zadnia regions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Signals for Cooperation:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	From Air Force aircraft--“I am your aircraft.”
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	On 17 August 1941 – the main signal during the day – a red rocket. Duplicated: in daylight – a displayed undercarriage, and in darkness – firing from all the side weapons for 30 seconds.
      


      
        	▪

        	On 18 August 1941 – the main signal during the day – a green rocket. Duplicated: in daylight – several continuous right and left banks, and in darkness – the same as on 17 August 1941.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	From the infantry to aircraft on 17 and 18 August 1941 – In daytime – an angle iron made from white material with its corner toward the enemy, and at nighttime – a yellow rocket fired toward the enemy.
      


      
        	◊

        	From tanks and motor-mechanized forces to aircraft. During the day – a white circle on the turret and cockpit with a radius of 25 centimeters.
      


      
        	◊

        	Signals between infantry, artillery, and tanks will be established by division commander, except for the following:
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	Shift artillery fire – a series of red rockets or by radio – 222;
      


      
        	▪

        	Cessation of fire – a series of white rockets or by radio – 555;
      


      
        	▪

        	Target designation – tracer bullets.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Reports – Submit operational and reconnaissance summaries at 0100, 1300, and 2000 hours daily.24
      

    


    See Map 76. Army Group Center’s situation late on 16 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 14.


    
       
    


    The Western Front’s second daily operational summary, issued at 2000 hours on 16 August from Timoshenko’s headquarters in the woods near Vasilisino, 4 kilometers east of the Vop’ River, described the situation across the entire front and described the readiness of its armies’ shock groups to commence their new offensive:


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the situation is unchanged on the right wing, the forces are fighting locally to improve their jumping-off positions in the front’s center, a regrouping of forces is under way, and attacks by the forces on the left wing are developing slowly against stubborn enemy resistance.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – positions unchanged, with the forces strengthening the positions they occupy.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army – strengthening its defensive positions and partially regrouping to strengthen its left wing, while 50th and 53rd CDs are moving from the Lakes Plovnoe and Emlen’ region [80-90 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina] to fulfill the missions assigned by the Western Front’s Order No. 01/op.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – fighting to improve its jumping-off positions and preparing to attack in accordance with Order No. 01/op.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – reached the Shurkino, Zamosh’e, and Kurganovo region (18-20 kilometers southeast of Staroe Morokhovo).
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – marching to the Lukashovo, Klokutino, and Pod’ezzhalovo region (15 kilometers southeast of Staroe Morokhovo) and will arrive overnight 16-17 August and finish concentrating by the morning of 17 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – fighting to improve its jumping-off positions and preparing to attack in accordance with Order No. 01/op, with its forces concentrated [as follows] by 0930 hours on 16 August:
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – Zavod (20 kilometers west of Vadino Station) [28 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo];
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – Sergeikovo and Rybki (25 kilometers southwest of Vadino Station) [18-20 kilometers east-northeast of Iartsevo]; and
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD –Liada and Kozhukhova (12-15 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo).
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – regrouping, digging in, and repelling local enemy attacks.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	38th RD – repelled an attack by an enemy battalion from the Ust’e and Tsarevich River toward Dubrovo [4 kilometers north of Iartsevo] with artillery fire at 0600 hours on 16 August and inflicted heavy losses.
      


      
        	♦

        	108th RD – repelled and dispersed two enemy companies attacking from Zadnia [1 kilometer west of Solov’evo] toward Solov’evo with artillery and machine gun fire at 0600 hours on 16 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – attacking with its left wing against stubborn enemy resistance and counterattacks
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th and 153rd RDs – strengthening their positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – attacking toward Zlydnia with its right wing and trying to capture Erdetsy with its left wing.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – repelling enemy counterattacks from Suborovka and Samodurovka [22 kilometers south of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – 475th RR captured Klemiatino [24 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo], and the other regiments are attacking toward Iakovlevichi from the Shiparevy and Mar’ino line [25-28 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – cooperated with ground forces and reconnoitered during the first half of the day.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	1st Heavy AR – bombed enemy airfields at Smolensk and troops concentrations and warehouses in the Gorodok, Nevel’ Station, and Novosokol’niki regions on the night of 16 August, with 13 aircraft sorties dropping 95 FAB-100, 49 FAB82, 9 FAB-70, 16 AO-25, 10 AO-8, 20 AO-2.5, and 10 ZAB-50 bombs, 32 KS ampoules, and 350,000 leaflets.
      


      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – conducted 32 aircraft sorties on 20th Army’s front.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – conducted 24 aircraft sorties on 19th Army’s front.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – conducted 11 aircraft sorties on 30th Army’s front.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD cooperated with the units of 22nd Army and conducted 17 aircraft sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RAS – conducted photography of the enemy’s defensive belt in the Karpovo and Zamosh’e sector along the Vop’ River.
      


      
        	♦

        	The divisions conducted 88 aircraft sorties, including 51 fighter, 31 bomber, and 6 assault [ground attack], and dropped 10 FAB-100, 34 FAB-50, 8 ZAB-50, 30 AO-25, 40 AO-15, 140 ZAB-1, 39 RS, 650 BS, 7,210 ShKAS, and 2,430 ShBAK bombs.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – no information available.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – 2 TB-3 aircraft, including 1 destroyed during landing and 1 failed to return from its mission.25
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    Map 76. Army Group Center’s situation late on 16 August 1941.

  


  


  
    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 16.


    
       
    


    With planning complete, in accordance with Timoshenko’s instructions, during the pre-dawn hours of 17 August, the Western Front’s attacking armies reported their readiness status for the offensive. For example, Konev’s 19th Army, whose planning seemed far more efficient than that of his neighbors, sent his morning operational summary, which confirmed his shock groups had reached their jumping-off positions, to the Western Front’s headquarters promptly at 0500 hours. The report also provided some information concerning combat losses on both sides during this critical period and the fighting to seize jumping-off positions and also demonstrated division commanders were heeding the “advice” to place their CPs closer to the fighting troops:


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – 19th Army’s forces occupied their jumping-off positions and prepared to fulfill our Order No. 028 overnight on 16-17 August.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – fortifying the positions it occupies and prepared to fulfill assigned missions by 2000 hours on 16 August against an inactive enemy. The division’s losses on 15 August were 15 enlisted men killed and 33 wounded and 2 horses killed. During the seizure of jumping-off positions in the grove west of Bitiagovo, we captured 72 37mm shells, 30 37mm mines, 18 81mm shells, 6 75mm shells, 15 hand grenades, 2,000 rounds of rifle ammunition, and 6 greatcoats. CP – the grove 1.5 kilometers northeast of Shushlovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – preparing to fulfill its assigned missions, with 613th and 561st RR occupying their previous positions and 503rd RR reaching the southern edge of the grove at Dura at 2400 hours on 16 August. CP – the brush 500 meters northeast of Bukhvalova.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – arriving in its jumping-off positions but still moving at 2400 hours. CP – the woods 1 kilometer northeast of Bobrovitsa.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – regrouping after nightfall, while handing its sector on the right to 49th RR and on the left to 288th RR. Losses on 16 August were 2 enlisted men killed and 19 wounded. CP – the ravine 500 meters west of Novoselki.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – moving into its jumping-off positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – now reaching its designated line.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Communications – working, but with interruptions due to breaks in the wire caused by moving forces.
      


      
        	•

        	Road Conditions--satisfactory.26
      

    


    After the Western Front received readiness reports from its subordinate armies, on the eve of the offensive, it provided the Stavka and General Staff with details about its dispositions in an operational summary issued at 0800 hours on 17 August.
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        	•

        	General Situation – unchanged on the front’s right wing, with desultory rifle, machine gun, and artillery fire and raids by reconnaissance scouts along the front, in the center the forces are continuing to regroup and are reaching their jumping-off positions, and the offensive by 20th Army on the left wing is developing slowly against stubborn enemy resistance.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – positions are unchanged.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army –defending their existing positions and preparing to attack.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – occupying its jumping-off positions but no news about the arrival of 45th CD.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army – occupied jumping-off positions for the attack in accordance with Order No. 01/op, with its divisions situated as follows:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – along the Shupenki, Shestaki 2, Zaria, Priglovo, Zanino 1, and Zaovrazh’e front and ready to attack with its left wing.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – the Gorbatovskaia and Shuklino front.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – the Shuklino and Dubrovka front.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – the Dubrovka and Novyi Riadnyi front.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – the Novyi Riadnyi front.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – the Kurganovo and Manchina front.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses on 16 August – 17 killed and 52 wounded.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – after regrouping, the forces are fortifying the eastern bank of the Vop’ River against an inactive enemy as follows:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	38th RD – the Lake Ozerishche and Marker 169.9 sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	108th RD – the Marker 169.9 and Buianovo sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	Army headquarters – the woods 1 kilometer northeast of Khotenova.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – fighting in the positions it occupies, while repelling enemy counterattacks from the Chuvakhi region, and, overnight on 16-17 August, we withdrew 5 guns, 13 trucks, 2 boxes of explosives, 2 field kitchens, and 3 carts [transports] from the western bank of the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – cooperating with ground forces and conducting reconnaissance in the second half of the day on 16 August, with 108 aircraft sorties, including 78 fighter, 31 bomber, and 9 assault, which dropped 44 FAB-100, 104 FAB-50, 2 ZAB-50, 25 AO-25, 64 AO-15, and 440 ZAB-1 bombs, 94 KS ampoules, and 25,800 ShKAS and 5,030 ShVAK.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – bombed enemy troop concentrations in the Vasil’evo, Mit’kovo, and Pnevo regions and enemy troop columns along the Pochinok-El’nia road, protected marches by our motor-mechanized columns in the Pan’tiukhi region, and conducted reconnaissance for 20th Army, with a total of 31 aircraft sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – destroyed enemy motor-mechanized units and artillery in the Dukhovshchina region and along the road to Iartsevo and conducted reconnaissance in the Dukhovshchina and Smolensk region, with a total of 38 aircraft sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – conducted repeated raids against enemy infantry and artillery in the Shelepy and Shanino region, with 4 aircraft sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – attacked enemy forces in the Tserkovishche region, bombed fuel warehouses in Danchenko, and conducted reconnaissance in the sector of 22nd Army, with 35 aircraft sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – 1 He-111 and 1 Ju-88 shot down.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – 1 I-16 aircraft shot down by antiaircraft fire but landed on our territory and 1 LAGG-3 aircraft and 4 IL-2 aircraft failed to return to their airfields, of which 3 were forced to land in their own territory with undetermined damage, and 1 IL-2 has not been found.27
      

    


    Thus, by dawn on 17 August, the Western Front’s shock groups were either in or nearing their jumping off positions. Either way, the steady movement of Guderian’s and Weichs’ forces southward toward Gomel’ made it essential for Timoshenko to launch his offensive on schedule. Although Maslennikov’s 29th Army was supposed to participate in the offensive, for many reasons, the most important of which were associated with movement and concentration and the late arrival of 246th Rifle Division into its assembly area, his army would not join the effort in a major way until 19 August. Until then, Timoshenko relied on the northern and southern shock groups to do their deadly work


    The Western Front’s southern shock group, consisting of 91st, 50th, 89th, and 64th Rifle and 101st Tank Divisions of Konev’s 19th Army, concentrated in attack positions on a roughly 15-kilometer-front extending from the eastern bank of the Vop’ River east of Prisel’e northward along the river to Pechenichino. The army’s 166th Rifle Division, which deployed on its extended right wing northward to Markovo, was to conduct a supporting attack toward Morevo, on the division’s left wing roughly 6 kilometers north of Losevo. The five divisions of Konev’s shock group faced the German 161st Infantry Division, which was commanded by Lieutenant General Hermann Wilck, whose 336th, 364th, and 371st Regiments were deployed in a single echelon on the left wing of General Walter Heitz’s VIII Army Corps. The remaining two divisions of VIII Corps, 28th and 8th Infantry, defended the corps’ center and right wing in the sector extending from the right boundary of 161st Division, just north of Iartsevo, southward along the western banks of the Vop’ and Dnepr Rivers to the vicinity of the famous Ratchino crossing.


    The 166th Rifle Division, on 19th Army’s right wing, faced 5th Infantry Division of General Ruoff’s V Army Corps. Commanded by General of Infantry Karl Allmendinger, 5th Infantry’s 14th, 56th, and 75th Regiments defended the 14-kilometer-wide sector extending from east of Losevo northward to Markovo. It was backed up by the single tank and two grenadier battalions of 900th Motorized Lehr (Training) Brigade and General of Infantry Walther Fischer von Weikersthal’s 35th Infantry Division, which was assembled in reserve positions in the rear. Elements of 900th Motorized Brigade were already supporting the forward infantry regiments, and the remainder of this brigade, as well as the entire 35th Infantry Division, would be inserted on 5th Infantry Division’s left wing once the Soviet offensive began.


    The Western Front’s northern shock group, which consisted of 242nd, 251st, and 162nd Rifle Divisions of Khomenko’s 30th Army, backed up by the army’s 107th Tank and 45th Cavalry Divisions, deployed on the left wing and in the center of 30th Army’s sector, was poised to strike and penetrate the Germans’ defenses along the 15-kilometer-wide front extending from Markovo northwestward to Novyi Morokhovo. These forces faced German V Army Corps’ 106th Infantry Division, which was commanded by General of Infantry Ernst Dehner and consisted of 239th, 240th, and 241st Regiments. On Khomenko’s long right flank, one regiment of 242nd Rifle Division defended the sector from Novoe Morokhovo westward to Orlovo, 5 kilometers east of the Belyi-Dukhovshchina road, and 250th Rifle Division defended positions stretching 15 kilometers northeastward along the Belyi road between the villages of Zyki and Lukino. The 250th Division faced the bulk of V Army Corps’ 129th Infantry Division, whose forces were defending a salient jutting northward to Frolovo and Lukino.


    Thus, Timoshenko’s two shock groups were able to concentrate each of their divisions on attack frontages of roughly 2-3 kilometers. This enabled both Konev and Khomenko to establish local superiorities of between 5 and 8 to 1 in infantry and slightly less in artillery. However, the Germans retained air superiority and, counting the supporting 900th Motorized Brigade, rough parity in armor. However, although the OKH had just dispatched LVII Motorized Corps and 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions northwestward to operate in the Velikie Luki region and XXXIX Motorized Corps’ 12th Panzer and 18th and 20th Motorized Divisions to support Army Group North’s Sixteenth Army, German Ninth Army still retained General Funck’s 7th Panzer Division in operational reserve northeast of Smolensk. Funck’s division numbered roughly 100 tanks, with 70-80 operational on any given day.


    The German infantry divisions defending against Timoshenko’s shock groups operated in sectors 15-18 kilometers wide in the case of 8th, 28th, 161st, and 106th Infantry Divisions, 8 kilometers wide for 5th and 35th Infantry Divisions, but only after the latter was committed to action, and over 30 kilometers wide for 129th Infantry Division. As such, the German divisions normally defended with all three regiments forward, backed up by battalion-size tactical reserves at regimental level and company-size reserves at battalion level. Therefore, the forward defenses amounted to company and platoon strongpoints strung out across the front, with gaps between these strongpoints supposedly protected by pre-planned and on-call interlocking artillery and mortar fire. The most durable elements of these defenses were strongpoints anchored in and around villages, whose defenses were interlaced with bunkers and communications trenches. Coupled with the vaunted German air support, these strongpoints often proved to be hard nuts to crack.


    See Map 77. The situation on Ninth Army s “Eastern Front” late on 17 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Timoshenko’s Offensive, 17-19 August


    17 August


    Several hours after dawn on 17 August, Zhukov’s and Khomenko’s armies unleashed their offensives. After Soviet artillery pounded German defenses for 60 minutes and Red Army aircraft followed to deliver several waves of bombing strikes and strafing runs, led by sappers who cut through the tangled web of obstacles to their front, battalion-size assault groups from the first echelon regiments of 19th Army’s five assaulting divisions moved forward in waves. The infantry, supported by 76mm regimental guns, pulled forward by hand by their crews, struck the forward line of scattered German security patrols. As the security forces withdrew as best they could, the waves of infantry moved forward, if possible through gaps between German strongpoints. Where no gaps existed, the infantry simply rose with a collective “hurrah” and rushed the German positions with fixed bayonets. As German machine guns raked the advancing ranks of infantry, mortar rounds began erupting midst the rows of grey-clad infantry as they advanced. Where lead battalions faltered under the steadily intensifying fire, new battalions appeared, whose massed ranks simply passed through their decimated comrades to keep the momentum of the advance moving forward. Where the withering fire did its most deadly work, the advance simply halted as the surviving infantry went to ground. Where the advance succeeded, the multiple ranks of infantry, now turned by shellfire into clumps and individual groups of men, pushed forward in between the strongpoints and their bunkers, as if seeking some sort of respite from the incessant fire.


    In some sectors, the combination of resolute infantry, supported by creeping barrages and occasional Red Air Force fighter strikes, overcame the German defenses, killing or wounding the defenders and forcing the survivors to seek refuge in new trenches to the rear. As they did, the commanders of the lead regiment ordered their second echelon and reserve battalions to advance, and, further to the rear, the division commanders committed their second echelon regiments into the fight. The results were predictable. Where German defenses were stout and their artillery and mortar fires effectively coordinated, the “hurrahs” of the assaulting troops faded once the advance faltered. Where the defenses proved weak or the men defending them less resolute, the advancing Soviet infantry and assault guns tore gaping holes, which even reserves could not repair.


    The same pattern repeated itself along the front of Khomenko’s 30th Army, but with one important exception. Here, not all of the forces managed to reach their jumping-off positions before the attack order was issued. Unwilling to mar what was supposed to be a coordinated offensive, Khomenko simply ordered his forces to attack as they reached their jumping-off positions. As a result, the forces that did so shortly after 1000 hours reaped the reward of surprise. Those that did not were condemned to pay the price of attacking the forewarned, with predictably mixed results. As for Maslennikov’s 29th Army, it participated in the first wave of assaults by attacking the defenses of German 106th Infantry Division along the Western Dvina River north of Il’ino.
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    Map 77. The situation on Ninth Army’s “Eastern Front” late on 17 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Timoshenko, appreciating the anxiety and impatience of higher headquarters, dispatched his first report on the offensive’s progress to the Red Army General Staff even before he received initial reports from his armies about their progress. Accordingly, at the front commander’s direction, at about 1030 hours on the 17 August, Timoshenko’s chief of staff, General Malandin, notified his counterpart in the General Staff, Marshal See Shaposhnikov, that the offensive was indeed underway:
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    I am reporting fulfillment of Western Front’s Order No. 01/op.


    
      
        	◊

        	The units occupied their jumping-off positions in timely fashion.
      


      
        	◊

        	The artillery preparation began at 0900 hours on 17 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	The attack at 1000 hours was preceded by air strikes by all of front’s Air Forces except 31st FAD.
      


      
        	◊

        	246th RD was dispatched by 1000 hours on 17 August on 11 trains, of which 5 have been unloaded and 3 are still loading.
      


      
        	◊

        	244th RD is on the march, with its 907th RR sent on trucks at 1900 hours on 16 August, its horse-drawn echelon beginning its movement at 0130 hours on 17 August, and the 1st vehicular echelon of its main forces dispatched at 0800 hours. The division will be concentrated in the Simonovo region by the morning of 18 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	The tank battalion from Kubinka was unloading at Vadino Station [42 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo] at 0500 hours on 17 August.28
      

    


    However, despite Timoshenko’s and Malandin’s optimistic reports, as the first combat reports from the field would indicate, the offensive did not begin precisely as planned. The fact was that regrouping problems caused by the poor road network delayed the arrival of some forces at their designated jumping-off positions, particularly in 29th and 30th Army. As a result, while Konev’s forces attacked as planned, Khomenko’s went over to the attack in piecemeal fashion and without 244th Rifle Division, with predictably poorer results, and Maslennikov’s 29th Army conducted only limited actions until the arrival of 246th Rifle Division on 19 August.


    See Map 78. 19th Army’s situation late on 17 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 17.


    
       
    


    Timoshenko received the first clearly positive news about the offensive in early afternoon, when word reached the front headquarters that two divisions of Konev’s shock group had indeed recorded significant progress. A copy of an order dispatched by Konev to the commanders of his two successful divisions explained why:


    
      
        
          Large-scale tactical success has been noted along the Kriukova axis. Makov’e [19 kilometers north of Iartsevo], where an enemy antiaircraft battery has been destroyed, has been captured by the units of 50th RD.

        


        
          The commander of 19th Army orders:

        


        
          1) 91st RD – will commit its second echelon from behind its left wing and develop success toward Pochepova [4 kilometers west of Makov’e].

        


        
          2) 50th RD – will commit its second echelon toward Kriukova and Makov’e.

        


        The deputy chief of staff of 19th Army, Colonel Maslov29
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    Map 78. 19th Army’s situation late on 17 August 1941.

  


  


  
    In fact, the lead elements of Major General Nikita Fedotovich Lebedenko’s 91st Rifle Division had lunged across the Vop’ River and advanced roughly 3 kilometers to capture the village of Makov’e. On the 91st Division’s left, Colonel Arkadii Aleksandrovich Borieko’s 50th Rifle Division kept pace with its neighbor by capturing the heights 2 kilometers south of Makov’e. Konev quickly grasped the opportunities offered by this limited success by ordering Lebedenko’s 91st Division to shift the axis of his attack northward toward Pochepova and the larger village of Losevo, 5 kilometers to the north, where a German strongpoint was halting the forward progress of the left wing regiment of Colonel Nikolai Fedorovich Kolkunov’s 162nd Rifle Division. Meanwhile, Borieko’s forces were to consolidate the 91st Division’s gains and push eastward to Kriukova, halfway between the Vop’ and Tsarevich Rivers.


    The vicious assault by 91st and 50th Rifle Divisions tore a gaping hole in the defenses of the regiment on the right wing of German 161st Infantry Division. As the soldiers of the defending regiment either perished in bypassed defensive positions or withdrew in disorder to new defenses along the Tsarevich River, the divisions in the center and on the left wing of Konev’s shock group outflanked or simply overran the defenses of 161st Division’s other regiments. A general assault by 89th and 64th Rifle and 101st Tank Divisions ultimately forced both German regiments to withdraw, often also in disorder, eastward to the presumed safety of the Tsarevich River. At 1700 hours on the 17 August, a proud Konev was able to report:
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        	•

        	General Situation – 19th Army’s forces attacked from 1000-1030 hours on 17 August 1941, after a 60-minute artillery preparation and air strikes against the forward edge of the enemy’s defense, and are in sustained fighting with enemy forces along the Pogorel’tsy, Shestaki 2, Zaria, Priglovo, Zanino 1, Lopatchinki, Gorbatovskaia, Shuklino, Dubrovka, Kuz’mino, Riadnyi, Prisel’e, and Skachikhino line, while encountering strong enemy fire and intense machine gun and mortar fire.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – protecting the army’s right flank with part of its forces, attacked at 1000 hours and was fighting for the Pogorel’tsy, Shestaki 2, Priglovo, Zanino 1, and Lopatchinki line at 1300 hours, with losses of 12 killed and 44 wounded.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – attacked at 1000 hours and reached the grove 300 meters south of Zubova, the eastern edge of the grove at Dura, the western edge of the long grove east of Tserkov’, and Shuklino line by 1200 hours. The headquarters of the division is in the brush 500 meters northeast of Bukhvalova.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – attacked at 1000 hours and captured Turova, the northern edge of the grove south of Turova, the western edge of the grove south of Turova, Marker 200.2, and the western edge of the grove 500 meters to the west. The headquarters of the division is in the woods 1 kilometer northeast of Bobrovtsy.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – attacked at 1020 hours and fighting along the Marker 212.4 and Novyi Riadnyi line by 1200 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – attacked at 1030 hours and captured Tserkov’, Staryi Riadnyi, and Marker 208.4 by 1200 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – attacked at 1000 hours and, by 1200 hours, 101st MRR captured Prisel’e and the northwestern slopes of Marker 216.5, 18th MRR is fighting for Hill 216.4 and Skachikhino, and 202nd TR is concentrated in the woods 1 kilometer east of Padylishche.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	CP of the Army – the woods north of Korovenka.
      


      
        	•

        	Road Conditions – satisfactory.
      


      
        	•

        	Communications – working in good order.30
      

    


    See Map 79. 30th Army s situation late on 17 August 1941.


    
       
    


    If 19th Army succeeded in penetrating the Germans’ tactical defenses throughout its sector, Khomenko’s 30th Army achieved far more limited results. While all four of its divisions attacked more or less on schedule, they encountered intense German machine gun and mortar fire and effective artillery fire in most sectors. In the main attack sector from east of Krapivnia northwestward to Staroe Morokhovo, 162nd, 251st, and 242nd Rifle Divisions advanced from 150-400 meters against stubborn resistance but were halted before registering any significant gains. The only exception was 107th Tank Division’s sector on the army’s extreme left flank, where its 120th Motorized Rifle Regiment, cooperating with the regiment of 162nd Rifle Division’s left wing, smashed through the defenses on German 106th Infantry Division’s right flank. After the Soviet riflemen quickly overcame the German forward defenses, the tank regiment of Colonel Sergei Alekseevich Ivanov’s 107th Tank Division exploited roughly 4 kilometers deep and captured the strongpoint at Karpovo at 1030 hours.


    Thereafter, fierce fighting went on for hours as 106th Infantry Division’s reserve battalions, possibly reinforced by some infantry from 35th Infantry Division and tanks from 900th Motorized Brigade, launched several counterattacks to dislodge Ivanov’s forces. Although the German counterattacks failed, reportedly leaving hundreds of dead Germans on the battlefield, 107th Tank Division’s advance halted abruptly after seizing the Karpovo strongpoint. Overnight, German Ninth Army’s V Army Corps bolstered its defenses in this region by inserting its 35th Infantry Division into front line position in the northern half of 5th Infantry Division’s sector and just south of the Soviet’s small salient at Karpovo.


    While Konev’s and Khomenko’s armies hammered Ninth Army’s defenses east and northeast of Dukhovshchina, by now referred to by the Germans as Ninth Army’s “eastern front,” Timoshenko adjusted his deception plan by ordering Lukin’s 20th Army to continue its attack along and south of the Dnepr River. For example, at 1800 hours on 17 August, he ordered 20th Army to resume its attack with five of its under-strength rifle divisions:
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    To Comrade Lukin


    
      
        	◊

        	Commit 161st RD in the Sopshino, the railroad bridge over the Dnepr River, and Dobromino sector [25 kilometers south-southwest to 25 kilometers south of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	◊

        	Commit 129th RD in the Dobromino and Klokova sector [25 kilometers south to 30 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo], after leaving one regiment at the boundary with 24th Army to protect the Novyi Iakovlevichi and Glinka axis.
      


      
        	◊

        	Have 153rd, 229th, and 73rd RDs begin their attack west of the Dnepr River when 161st and 129th RDs reach the El’nia-Smolensk railroad.31
      

    

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 79. 30th Army’s situation late on 17 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    At 2000 hours on 17 August, Timoshenko’s chief of staff, General Sokolovsky summed up the day’s action in the Western Front’s evening operational summary:
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        	•

        	General Situation – unchanged on the front’s right wing, but the offensive is developing slowly in the front’s center and on its left wing against stubborn enemy resistance.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army – situation unchanged, with its forces preparing to fulfill Order No. 01/op. Cavalry Group (50th and 53rd CDs) – advanced southeastward from the Lakes Plovnoe and Emlen’ region on the night of 16 August, dislodged small enemy mounted patrols in the Borki, Nizhi, and Karakovo sector [30-35 kilometers west of Belyi] along the Mezha River, reached Kotovo, Filino, Budnitsa, and reached Frolovo [25-32 kilometers west-southwest of Belyi], which was occupied by up to two squadrons of enemy cavalry, with its forward detachments on 16 August, but no further news.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – defending on its right wing, but attacked with 4 divisions in the Staroe Morokhovo, Novoe Morokhovo, and Gordeenki sector in its center and on its left wing, after an hour-long artillery preparation.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD and the regiment on 242nd RD’s right wing – defending the Los’mino, Sel’tso, Chalishchevo, and (incl.) Staroe Morokhovo line.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – attacked in the Staroe Morokhovo and Erkhovo sector with two regiments, advanced 150-200 meters, but was halted in front of the barbed wire by strong enemy fire.
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD – attacked in the Pochinoi 2 and Guliaevo sector and is fighting to capture Gordeenki from the north with its left wing.
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – attacked in the Mikhailovshchina and Beskhvostovo sector, advanced 400 meters, but was halted by intense enemy fire.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – attacked and captured Karpovo, where it repelled a counterattack by a battalion of enemy infantry from the grove west of Karpovo at 1030 hours, which left 200 bodies on the battlefield, and is fighting along the Nazemenki, Sekachi, and Torchilovo line.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – attacked between 1000 and 1030 hours, after an artillery preparation and air strikes against the enemy’s forward edge, and was successful in its center and on its left wing by 1400 hours, where the enemy withdrew westward in small groups, leaving their weapons and other equipment on the battlefield.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – protected the Shupeki, Zanino, and Kaniutino front and attacked with one regiment in the Kaniutino and Zaovrazh’e sector on its left wing, where it had no success.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – attacked the Gorbatovskaia and Staroe front at 1000 hours and captured the eastern outskirts of Zadnia with its left wing by 1400 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – attacked the Gurova and Dubrovka front at 1000 hours, advanced 1.5 to 2 kilometers on its right wing by 1400 hours, and captured Kriukova and Staroe, while its forward units captured the eastern outskirts of Makov’e, and the forces on its left wing are fighting for the eastern edge of the grove southeast of Kriukova.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – attacking along the Dubrovka and Novyi Riadnyi front at 1020 hours with limited success.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – attacked in the Riadnyi and Borodulino sector, reached the sector from the church in Staryi Riadnyi to the heights with Marker 203.4 by 1200 hours, and is continuing its attack.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – attacked the Kurganovo and Chizhiki sector at 1000 hours, captured Prisel’e, the north-western slope of Hill 216.4, and Skachikhino at 1200 hours, and is continuing its attack against small groups of enemy withdrawing toward Miachenki.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army – continuing its offensive toward Pridneprovskaia and Dobromino Stations [30-44 kilometers southeast of Smolensk and 35-50 kilometers northeast of El’nia] against stubborn enemy resistance.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – relieved 153rd RD in the sector from the bend in the Dnepr River east of Pnevo to the woods 1 kilometer northwest of Marker 195.6, occupied the Solov’evo and Marker 195.6 line, and fortified the positions of its forward units on the western bank of the Dnepr River.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – occupied the Marker 195.6 and Baidik line and fortified the positions of its forward units on the Dnepr River’s western bank.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – reconnoitered toward Titkovo and Zlydnia, fought for Marker 169.7 east of Sopshino with its forward detachment, and captured Zlydnia at 1345 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – attacked at 1300 hours, with 603rd RR reaching the line of the stream west of Suborovka to Marker 249.9; 242nd RR, the cemetery west of Chuvakhi; and 477th RR, the northern slope of Marker 228.0 northwest of Klemiatino.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – 457th RR repelled an enemy counterattack before dawn and now attacking toward Marker 228.0 since 0500 hours, and 343rd and 348th RRs are attacking toward Novyi Iakovlevichi against strong enemy resistance.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – preparing to attack the Kolodezi region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Overnight on 17 August, 6 trucks, 4 guns, 48 rifles, 1 tractor, 7 carts, and 1 field kitchen were withdrawn from the Dnepr River’s western bank.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – cooperated with ground forces, reconnoitered, pressured enemy reserves approaching the front, and protected truck transport along the Rzhev and Belyi axes, with 151 sorties overnight and during the first half of the day on 17 August, including 69 fighter, 73 bomber, and 9 assault, and dropped 262 FAB100, 74 FAB-82, 92 FAB-70, 70 FAB-50, 10 ZAB-50, 34 FAB-32, 213 AO-25, 223 AO-15, 204 AO-10, 48 AO-8, 2 SAB-3, 54 ZAB-3, and 556 AO-2.5 bombs, 99 KZ ampoules, 66 RS, 2,700 ShBAK, and 8,500 ShKAS, and 553,000 leaflets.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd AD and 1st and 3rd Heavy ARs – bombed enemy force concentrations and airfields in the Lake Shchuch’e and Dukhovshchina regions, transport columns in Usviat’e and El’nia, rail centers at Vitebsk and Orsha, Smolensk airfield, and the supply station at Gorodok, conducting 23 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – supported 19th Army, reconnoitered, and protected our forces in the Ust’e and Prisel’e region with 31 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – supported 30th Army with 33 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – supported 19th and 30th Armies, destroyed enemy reserves approaching the front, and protected auto-transport along the Rzhev and Belyi march-routes, with 43 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – supported 22nd Army with 16 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RAS – reconnoitered the Iartsevo, Arkhipovka, and Ploskoe and Zadnia, Smolensk, Gusino Station, Pochinok, and El’nia axes, with 5 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – none reported.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – one SB aircraft shot down.32
      

    


    Thus, while Timoshenko’s two main shock groups went into action, 29th Army, still awaiting the reinforcing 246th Rifle Division, was only “preparing to fulfill Order No. 01/op,” although Dovator’s cavalry group was ostensibly going into action. Timoshenko, reservedly optimistic over the results of the previous day’s fighting, ordered his two shock groups to intensify their attacks on 18 August and did all in his power to reinforce them with whatever forces he could generate. In particular, he sought to capitalize on the success of Konev’s 19th Army before German operational reserves intervened and to reinforce Khomenko’s 30th Army so it could match Konev’s progress. To that end, at 0200 hours on the 18th, Konev issued fresh orders to his army designed to propel them forward to their initial objective, the line of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers, 5-9 kilometers west of his army’s initial jumping-off positions along the Vop’ River:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation– the army’s forces successfully penetrated the enemy’s defenses in the Potelitsa and Miaksheva sector [8-24 kilometers north of Iartsevo] on 17 August, forcing the enemy’s 900th MotB, 5th ID, and 312th and 336th IRs to withdraw westward and northwestward in small groups with heavy losses, but it is possible the enemy will commit reserves of up to one infantry division with 15-20 tanks from Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – continuing to fulfill their previous missions.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Mission – develop the success achieved in 50th RD’s sector by attacking with 91st RD’s left wing and 50th RD’s right wing during the night and continue the attack on the morning of 18 August. Encircle and destroy the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping in cooperation with 30th Army by reaching the Tsarevich River line by day’s end and subsequently attacking toward Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	•

        	166th RD – fulfill the mission assigned by Order No. 028.
      


      
        	•

        	91st RD – attack on the left wing during the night and fulfill the mission assigned by Order No. 028 by day’s end on 18 August by reaching the Myshkovo and Sel’tso line with your forward units.
      


      
        	•

        	50th RD – attack toward Makov’e and capture the Tsesnevo and Sushchevo line by day’s end on 18 August and with 159th RR and 202nd TR now assigned to you, capture the crossings at Sushchevo and Siniakovo and destroy and cut off the enemy’s routes of withdrawal.
      


      
        	•

        	89th RD – attack from Stepankina toward Bolotina and fulfill the mission assigned by Order No. 028 by day’s end on 18 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – capture Sel’kovo and Leskovki on the night of 17-18 August and fulfill the mission assigned by Order No. 028 by day’s end on 18 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD (minus 202nd TR) – fulfill the mission assigned by Order No. 028 on 18 August and protect the army’s left flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Support the exploitation of success in 91st, 50th, and 89th RDs’ sectors and 89th RD with one battalion of 596th GAR.
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect the commitment of 202nd TR and 159th RR into the penetration and their operations in the depths.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy counterattacks against the flanks of the penetrating units and the approach of enemy reserves from the depths.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of 19th Army:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Cooperate with 91st and 50th RDs by suppressing the enemy in Balashova, Pochetsova, Hill 217.0 (2 kilometers east of Balashova), Bolotino, Nefedovshchina, and Batyeva.
      


      
        	◊

        	Assist 202nd TR when committed into the penetration in the Kriukovo and Stepankina sector and in the depths up to the line of the Loinia River and, subsequently, up to the Tsarevich River toward Sushchevo.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy reserves from approaching from the lines of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers.
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect army grouping in the Potelitsa, Balashova, Leskovki, and Vasilisino regions.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Signals – in accordance with Order No. 028.
      


      
        	♦

        	CPs and Headquarters – as before.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reports – submit operational and reconnaissance summaries at 0100, 1300, and 2000 hours.33
      

    


    Although 30th Army’s attack order for 18 August is not available, undoubtedly Khomenko too urged his forces on, demanding they complete their tactical penetration and keep pace with Konev’s army. Meanwhile, to the south, General Lukin issued new orders to his army at 0250 hours, with greater urgency than before given the successes achieved by 19th Army and the increased possibility that Konev’s forces might actually reach Dukhovshchina region:


    See Map 73 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 24.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation--defending the Suborovka, Hill 249.9, Hill 221.3, Hill 228.0, Kolzaki, and Novyi Iakovlevskii line with two regiments.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Mission – while preparing for an offensive toward the west, protect the left flank with part of the forces, and attack to reach the railroad at Pridneprovskaia and Glinka Stations [midway between Smolensk and El’nia].
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – defend the bridgehead you occupy on the Dnepr River’s western bank and prepare to seize Mit’kovo [8 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – defend the bridgehead you occupy on the Dnepr River’s western bank at all cost and prepare to attack toward Mashkino [10 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD--hold on to the bridgehead you occupy on the Dnepr River’s western bank and prepare an attack toward Morevo State Farm [13 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – attack to reach the Dnepr River in the sector from the farm, 3 kilometers south of Zabor’e, to the mouth of the Nerupeno River and Sopshino [15-25 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo] by day’s end on 18 August and seize the grove northeast of Kolpino and Malinovka with forward detachments.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD (with 302nd HAR, 467th CAR, and three batteries of 872nd ATR) – attack from the Chuvakhi and Hill 224.8 line toward Samodurovka, Orly Farm, Vasilevo, and Dobromino at 1000 hours on 19 August and capture Dobromino and Dobromino Station [25 kilometers south of Solov’evo] by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – attack from Klemiatino toward Obzhorovka and Alekseevo at 1000 hours on 19 August and capture Vasilevo [32 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] by day’s end.34
      

    


    Most important from the Western Front’s perspective, Lukin’s army was to retain its bridgeheads on the Dnepr River’s western bank so that, in the event 19th Army’s offensive toward Dukhovshchina developed successfully, 20th Army’s forces could advance on Dukhovshchina from the south. Equally important, Timoshenko hoped Lukin’s forces could sever German communications line between their Dukhovshchina and El’nia groupings by seizing key railroad stations along the Smolensk-El’nia railroad line.


    As combat was about to resume on 18 August, at 0800 hours, the Western Front issued an operational summary describing the forward progress of its shock groups during the preceding night:
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        	•

        	General Situation – unchanged on the front’s right wing, but the offensive is developing slowly in the center against stubborn enemy resistance, while the forces on the left wing are still fighting in the positions they have reached.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army – attacking along concentric axes toward Il’ino [68 kilometers south of Toropets, 50 kilometers northeast of Velizh, and 80 kilometers west of Belyi] since 2130 hours on 17 August; its forces are advancing slowly forward against stubborn resistance and heavy enemy machine gun, mortar, and artillery fire.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – forced the Western Dvina River at Klinok [16 kilometers north of Il’ino] with its right wing by 0300 hours on 18 August and is attacking toward Marker 169.8, and fighting 2 kilometers southwest of Agryzkovo [12 kilometers north of Il’ino] with its left wing.
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – fighting along the line from 1 kilometer northeast of Andreevskaia to Malyi Borok [11-12 kilometers northeast of Il’ino], with 1st MRR fighting for the crossings over the Mezha River at Kanat and Krivaia Luka [15-18 kilometers] to the east and 29th CR protecting the army’s left flank in the Lakes Plovnoe and Emlen’ region [30 kilometers east of Il’ino and 80-90 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina].
      


      
        	♦

        	Armored Train No. 53 – protecting the Zharkovskii Station and Borki axis [3540 kilometers east-southeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	246th RD – one rifle regiment arrived on 17 August and is concentrating in army reserve in the Turlachikha, Pichevakha, and Mikhalevo region [south of Zapadnaia Dvina], and the division’s remaining trains are continuing to arrive.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	30th Army – fighting in its previous positions on the second half of 17 August and will continue its offensive at 0900 hours on 18 August, with 45th CD concentrating in the Kvoktushino, Pod’ezzhalovo, and Lukashevo region. Losses on 17 August were 185 men killed or wounded.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army – attacking along its entire front since 0700 hours on 18 August to develop success in 50th RD’s sector.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	50th RD – captured Makov’e with its forward units and reached the Loinia River at Kazakova by 2100 hours on 17 August with one company but, after an enemy counterattack, withdrew to the eastern outskirts of Kriukovo and the woods to the south by 2300 hours. Its current positions are being determined.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – captured Novaia Korov’ia and Stepankina.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – captured Hill 203.4.
      


      
        	♦

        	The army’s remaining forces – occupying their previous positions at 0500 hours on 18 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses on 17 August –according to preliminary count: 12 guns of various calibers, 5 sub-machine guns, 10 bicycles, 1 radio station, and 1 prisoner in the fighting in the Zadnia, Makov’e, and Kriukova region and one enemy battery and one tank destroyed in Makov’e.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses on 17 August: 37 killed and 43 wounded.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – positions unchanged, and the enemy is inactive.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army – fighting in its previous positions and partially regrouping late on 17 August and early on 18 August.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – captured Novaia Malinovka with one rifle regiment and fighting along the Novaia Malinovka, Zlydnia, the stream southeast of Zlydnia, Marker 169.7, and the western edge of the woods at Erdetsy line at 1600 hours on 17 August, but its repeated attacks against Marker 169.7 repelled by enemy mortar and machine gun fire and tanks.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – fighting intensely against up to two enemy battalions in foxholes, two-three mortar batteries, and two dug in tanks defending the centers of resistance at Suborovka, Chuvakhi, and Hill 228.0. Losses on 17 August – 29 men killed and 93 wounded, including the commander of 477th RR, Major Minshikov.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – 453rd RR abandoned the western outskirts of Klemiatino under pressure of intense enemy mortar and machine gun fire from Marker 228.0 and Gorodok, and the attacks by 343rd and 438th RRs toward Novyi Iakovlevichi failed, after which the regiments withdrew to the sector from the farm south of Mikhailovka to Brykino along the Ustrom River, while leaving covering forces along the Podenkovo, Ustrom River, and Mar’ino line.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – concentrated in the vicinity of Marker 179.1 and the woods to the northwest to relieve 153rd and 73rd RDs in the sector from Zabor’e to the farm 2 kilometers west of marker 179.1.
      


      
        	♦

        	Other forces – in their previous positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	On 17 August 2 trucks, 1 light vehicle, 1 cart, and 1 field kitchen were withdrawn to the eastern bank of the Dnepr River.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – cooperated with the ground forces, reconnoitered, blocked the approach of enemy reserves, and protected auto-transport on the Rzhev and Belyi march-routes during the second half of the day on 17 August, while conducting 108 sorties, including 34 bomber, 68 fighter, and 8 assault, which dropped 26 FAB-100, 81 FAB-50, 4 AO-25, and 126 AO-8 bombs, launched 47 RS, 550 BS, 2,150 ShBAK, and 19,900 ShKAS, and scattered 68,200 leaflets.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – bombed enemy troop concentrations and artillery positions in the Losevo, Azerinki, Batyeva, Nefedovshchina, and Gorodno regions, escorted bombers, and protected the railroad center and airfield at Viaz’ma.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – supported 19th and 30th Armies, operated against vehicular columns on the road 15 kilometers northwest of Dukhovshchina, bombed groups of enemy tanks and vehicles in the Sushchevo, Medvedevo, and Pliushchevo regions, and protected transport on the Rzhev and Belyi march-routes, with 29 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – supported 30th Army, attacked infantry, artillery, and tank concentrations in the Shelepy region, and bombed automobile columns on the road in the vicinity of Dukhovshchina, with 41 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – attacked enemy forces on the southern bank of Lake Dvin’e and reconnoitered the Velikie Luki and Lake Dvin’e region, with 33 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RAS – reconnoitered the Iartsevo, Arkhipovka, and Bol’shoe Ploskoe and Zadnia, Smolensk, and Gusino Station axes.
      


      
        	♦

        	23rd and 46th MADs – no information received.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses in the second half of the day – 1 Me-109 shot down.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – 1 SB shot down, 1 I-16 lost in an accident, and 4 LAGG-3 did not return to their airfields.35
      

    


    Once again, the most disappointing aspect of the day’s action for Timoshenko was the slowness of 29th Army’s advance due to the tardy arrival of 246th Rifle Division.


    18 August


    Shortly after 19th Army resumed its assaults at 0800 hours on 18 August, its forward elements noticed that German forces had already withdrawn or were in the process of withdrawing to new defensive lines, most likely, they thought, along the Tsarevich River. Accordingly, at 0915 hours Konev ordered his forces to initiate the pursuit. To ensure the pursuit developed successfully, he also ordered his small tank reserve to enter the fighting:


    To the commanders of 50th and 91st RDs, 89th, 64th, and 166th RDs, and 101st TD
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        	◊

        	The enemy has begun to withdraw, and many trophies are being seized in 64th RD’s sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	The commander of 50th RD will immediately commit 202nd TR toward Makov’e.
      


      
        	◊

        	The commander of 91st RD will decisively assist 50th RD’s attack.
      


      
        	◊

        	The commander of 64th RD will attack [more] decisively along his front.36
      

    


    After the pursuit developed too slowly throughout the remainder of the morning, at 1404 hours Konev, who was apparently unhappy about chaotic command and control by his division commanders, sent them new orders through his chief of staff demanding they move the locations of their CPs closer to the fighting so that they


    See could communicate with their forces: Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 28.


    
       
    


    To the commanders of 91st, 50th, 89th, and 64th RDs and 101st TD


    
      
        	◊

        	The dispositions of your CPs do not provide for reliable command and control of your forces in the conditions of modern battle.
      


      
        	◊

        	Immediately move them forward to the following locations and establish reliable communications with your units: 91st RD – the grove at Dura, 50th RD – the grove south of Turova, 89th RD – the Kuz’mino region, 64th RD – Novyi Riadnyi, and 101st TD – Prisel’e.37
      

    


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 30.


    
       
    


    Still later in the day, at 1640 hours Konev had his chief of staff send a new situation See report to assuage his impatient front commander and inform his neighbors, Khomenko Volume 3 and Lukin, about his army’s progress:


    
      
        The army’s forces are continuing the offensive, with success in the Potelitsa, Kriukovo, Bulanina, and Leskovki sector. The forward subunits of 64th RD and 101st TD were approaching the Loinia River in the Gorodno, Miagchenki, and Skachikhino sector by 1300 hours, against enemy forces who are withdrawing behind the Loinia River in small groups. 202nd TR is being committed in the Kriukovo and Korov’ia Novaia sector to exploit 50th RD’s success. There are losses and trophies, and the offensive is continuing.38

      

    


    
       
    


    Later still, leaving nothing to chance, between 2120 and 2150 hours, Konev sent a barrage of orders to his division commanders specifying who was to do what, when, and how during the supposed exploitation:


    See Map 80. 19th Army’s situation late on 18 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 33.


    
       
    


    2120 hours – to 89th Rifle Division


    Energetically continue the attack to reach the Loinia River, where you will dig in with one rifle regiment. Continue the cleanup of your attack sector up to the Loinia River with your main forces. 50th RD reached the Loinia River and is linking up with 64th RD, whose right wing regiment has occupied the Zaitseva State Farm region, and is conducting an attack toward Muzhilova and Batyeva.


    2125 hours – to 50th Rifle Division


    Capture and dig in along the Zamiatina and Hill 218.1 line. Send detachments to pursue and reconnoiter the enemy in your sector. Establish communications with the units of 64th RD in the Muzhilova region to your left.

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 80. 19th Army’s situation late on 18 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    2130 hours – to 91st Rifle Division


    Energetically attack to reach the Loinia River, where you will dig in. Send detachments to pursue and reconnoiter the enemy. 50th RD [already] reached the Loinia River.


    2140 hours – to 101st Tank Division


    Capture the Hill 222.8 and Chistaia line, where you will dig in. Send detachments to pursue and reconnoiter the enemy in your sector. 64th RD [already] captured Kolkovichi and is fulfilling analogous missions.


    2150 hours to 166th Rifle Division:


    Energetically attack with your left wing to seize the Moteva and Hill 220.5 line, where you will dig in. Send detachments toward Losevo and Azarinki to pursue and reconnoiter the enemy. 91st RD’s forces have the mission to reach the Loinia River in the Balashova and Kazakova sector.39


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 29.


    
       
    


    While Konev pressed his attacks, at Timoshenko’s direction, at 1530 hours General Lukin issued new orders to the commanders of 20th Army’s 144th, 153rd, 229th, and 73rd Rifle Divisions emphasizing how vitally important is was for them to hold firm to their small bridgeheads on the western bank of the Dnepr River southeast of Smolensk, “To Pronin, Gagen, Kozlov, and Akimov.” “The commander of the army once more reminds you about the necessity for holding on to the bridgeheads on the western bank of the Dnepr River at all cost and in spite of possible counterattacks by the enemy.”40


    Much farther to the north, where 30th Army was still expecting reinforcements, which were vitally necessary for it to develop its offensive more successfully, at 1400 hours on the 18th, the army’s commander, Khomenko, was finally able to report some good news about the impending arrival of the fresh 244th Rifle Division. This division, which was supposed to arrive several days before, was destined to reinforce 107th Tank Division’s success in the Markovo sector, on 30th Army’s extreme left wing:


    See Map 79 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 27.


    
       
    


    To the commander of 244th Rifle Division, with a copy to the commander of 107th Tank Division:


    
      
        	◊

        	244th RD – while remaining in its concentration area at Simonovo, Kholopovo, Tarasovo, and Novo-Aleksandrovskoe [20-25 kilometers north of Markovo], will be ready to operate [from Karpovo and Markovo] toward Mikhailovshchina, Fomenki, Nekliudova, and Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	◊

        	Relieve 107th TD’s 120th MRR along the Zhukovo, Sloboda, Nazemenki, and Karpovo line with one regiment of your division by 0400 hours on 19 August, and attack with the 120th, while delivering your division’s main attack on the right wing [westward] toward Bol’shoe Repino, Novoselki, and Petrovo Selo, while protecting the left wing with small groups.
      


      
        	◊

        	244th RD’s boundaries are: on the right, with 251st RD – Krapivnia, Beskhvostovo, Krechets, and Dorofeevo; and on the left, with 166th RD – Shurkino, Markovo, and Berdino.
      


      
        	◊

        	The division will reconnoiter at the boundary between 30th Army and 19th Army’s 166th RD.41
      

    


    However, Khomenko’s hopes for 19 August did little to affect his army’s progress on 18 August as the operational summary he issued on the evening of 18 August revealed, his forces made precious little progress during the day’s fighting:


    See Map 81. 30th Army’s situation late on 18 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 31.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – resisting stubbornly while conducting periodic counterattacks.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – attacked after an artillery preparation at 0800 hours and bombing strikes at 0820 hours, but without success.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD – 926th RR concentrated in the Baturino and Pozhimki region and the forest northeast of Pozhimki at 1200 hours on 18 August, from which it will attack Dolgoe and Koreshelepy, while the other regiments occupied their previous sectors. Division headquarters – in Lukin near Toropino.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – 900th RR captured Hill 212.2 at 0945 hours on 18 August but was driven out of its jumping-off positions at 1045 hours by an attacking enemy reinforced battalion, supported by artillery and mortar fire. Division headquarters – in the grove west of Sukharevo.
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD – fighting for Staroe Selo and Gordeenki.
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – 720th RR is fighting for Hill 218.7 against stubborn enemy resistance and well-organized defenses and fires and 627th RR is fighting in close combat amidst enemy gun positions on Hill 220.9. Division headquarters – on Hill 216.3.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – positions unchanged, and, at 1520 hours on 18 August, two enemy aircraft bombed the division southeast of Lukashevo. Division headquarters – in the grove west of Barinovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – fully concentrated in jumping-off positions in the Vinokurovo region.
      


      
        	♦

        	244th RD – reached the Turinka, Samsonikha, and Tsvetushino region [2025 kilometers south of Belyi] at 0930 hours on 18 August, and at 1530 hours the commander was ordered to relieve 107th TD’s 120th RR in the Sloboda, Karpova, and Hill 230.3 region with one regiment on the night of 19 August and to prepare to develop the attack along the army’s main axis.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses – 327 men killed and wounded.
      


      
        	♦

        	Trophies – 5 enemy prisoners captured and a large number of enemy troops killed and wounded.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Road Conditions – it rained in the army’s sector at 1540 hours, making road movement difficult.
      


      
        	•

        	Communications – the rainy weather interrupted telephonic communications with the divisions.42
      

    


    See Map 82. The situation on Ninth Army’s “Eastern Front” late on 18 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 32.


    
       
    


    The most unpleasant news in this summary was that 244th Rifle Division, probably due to the rain, was situated 10 kilometers north of its previously assigned concentration at nightfall, meaning it would take additional time for it to move into its assigned attack positions.


    Timoshenko’s Western Front summarized the day’s actions in the operational summary it issued at 2000 hours on 18 August:
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    Map 81. 30th Army’s situation late on 18 August 1941.
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    Map 82. The situation on Ninth Army’s “Eastern Front” late on 18 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – unchanged along the Velikie Luki axis, but the offensive is continuing in the center and on the front’s left wing against stubborn enemy resistance.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – fortifying their positions and conducting reconnaissance.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army – developing its offensive toward Il’ino in sustained fighting.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – 924th RR drove the enemy from the Sumari region and reached Bobrovo [16 kilometers west-northwest of Il’ino], with the enemy slowly withdrawing toward the south; 932nd RR forced the Western Dvina River near Ust’e and reached the Rudnia region [10 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino], where it encountered strong enemy resistance; and 927th RR captured Glazovo and is fighting for the strong point of Pishchulino [10 kilometers north-northeast of Il’ino] against strong enemy resistance.
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – conducting night operations against stubborn enemy resistance and heavy artillery and mortar fire, reached the 1 kilometer east of Trubniki to the unnamed heights north of Pesochek front [11 kilometers northeast of Il’ino], enveloped the strong point at Pesochek from the north, and is fighting for the unnamed heights south of Andreevskaia [10 kilometers northeast of Il’ino] with the regiments on its right wing and in its center, while the regiment on its left wing is fighting for the Bodievka and Vias’kovo line [15 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino] against stubborn enemy resistance, with strong enemy fire from the strong point at Katkovo and numerous blindages and bunkers. The division destroyed up to four enemy companies.
      


      
        	♦

        	1st MRR – fighting to capture the strong points at Katkovo, Kanat, and Krivaia Luka [15 kilometers east-north to 15 kilometers east of Il’ino], with the enemy leaving over 250 bodies on the battlefield in the Krivaia Luka and Zabornitsa region.
      


      
        	♦

        	29th CR – protecting the army’s left flank in the Zekeevo sector and from Borki to Zekeevo along the Mezha River [35-40 kilometers east of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	BEPO [Armored Train] No. 53 – protecting the army’s left flank and exchanging fire with the enemy toward Zharkovskii Station.
      


      
        	♦

        	246th RD – after unloading from trains, is to concentrate in the Ust’e, Petugovo, and Anashchiki region [18 kilometers north-northwest to 20 kilometers north of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 29th Army – Bentsy [28 kilometers north of Il’ino].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	30th Army – defending the Los’mino, Demekhi, Sel’tso, Chalishchevo, Staroe Morokhovo, and Novoe Morokhovo front, resumed the offensive at 0830 hours on 18 August against stubbornly resisting enemy forces defending individual centers of resistance, with its divisions situated as follows at 1030 hours:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD – in its previous positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – captured Hill 215.2 but withdrew to its jumping-off positions after enemy counterattacks from the Shelepy region.
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD – fighting to capture the crests of Hills 218.7 and 220.9.
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – fighting in its previous positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – advanced 400 meters by 1030 hours but was halted by strong enemy mortar and machine gun fire.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – concentrated in the Kvoktushino, Pod’ezzhalovo, and Lukashevo region at 1000 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	244th RD – 907th RR concentrated in the Simonovo region (20 kilometers south of Belyi) by truck, but the horse-drawn echelons will complete their concentration by day’s end on 19 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – attacking successfully at 1800 hours, while overcoming stubborn enemy resistance.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	91st RD – drove the enemy westward, reached the eastern outskirts of Zubovo, the grove south of Zubovo, and individual houses west of Zadnia [23 kilometers north of Iartsevo], and is continuing its advance.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – recaptured Makov’e by a “decisive dash,” after an enemy counterattack seized the village on the night of 17-18 August, recaptured both Makov’e and Hill 219.4 [19 kilometers north of Iartsevo], while inflicting heavy losses on the enemy, and continuing its advance. 202nd TR is advancing toward Sushchevo [18 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo] to exploit the division’s success.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – attacking westward, driving the enemy back toward Gorodno [16 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – forced the Tsarevich River, captured Zaitsevo State Farm and the villages of Popovo and Osipovo [11-13 kilometers north of Iartsevo], and is continuing its attack.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD (minus 202nd TR) – forced the Tsarevich River, dug in on the heights along the river’s western bank, and is continuing its attack toward the west.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army – attacking toward Pridneprovskaia and Dobromino Stations and regrouping for a subsequent offensive northwestward toward Dukhovshchina.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – its forward units fighting in the sector from the farm south of Makeevo to the farm west of Marker 165.9 and to the ravine south of Mit’kovo [2-8 kilometers south of Solov’evo] on the Dnepr River’s western bank, and its main forces fighting in the sector from the farm 1 kilometer west of Korovniki to Marker 195.6 along the Dnepr’s eastern bank against heavy enemy resistance and intense artillery fire from Makeevo, Pnevo, and Liakhovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – occupying the Logunovo and Pashkovo sector [8-11 kilometers south of Solov’evo] along the Dnepr River’s western bank with its main forces and preparing to attack toward Mashkino, with 505th RR concentrated in the woods south of Osovo by 0600 hours on 18 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – occupying the sector from Pashkovo to the barn 3 kilometers south of Golovino [11-15 kilometers south of Solov’evo] by 0400 hours on 18 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – fighting on the eastern outskirts of Sopshino and on Hill 169.7 and Erdetsy [16-22 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo], with its 413th RR occupying Bereznia [20 kilometers south of Solov’evo] and protecting 161st RD’s flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – fought in its previous positions [20 kilometers south to 24 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo] overnight and during the morning of 18 August, repelling enemy counterattacks at Mogilitsy Farm and Samoboltaevka and destroying one enemy mortar and machine gun with its artillery, while regrouping for an attack toward Obzhorovka. Attacks by the division’s units on the night of 17-18 August were unsuccessful.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – digging in from the farm south of Mikhailovka to Novaia Brykino [25-32 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo], while protecting the grove 2 kilometers southeast of Podenkovo and east of Mar’ino and regrouping for an attack toward Alekseevo and Vasil’evo. Its 457th RR repelled an enemy attack, supported by mortar fire and accompanied by provocative shouts in the Russian language, and there were exchanges of mortar and machine gun fire in the rest of the division’s sector.
      


      
        	♦

        	On the night of 17-18 August, we withdrew 3 trucks, 1 light vehicle, 2 150mm guns, and 5 carts from the western to the Dnepr River’s eastern bank.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – cooperated with the ground forces, conducted reconnaissance, and protected the concentration of our reserves on the first half of the day on 18 August, conducting 129 sorties, including 46 by bombers and 83 by fighters, and dropping 43 FAB-100, 1 FAB-82, 4 FAB-70, 38 FAB-50, 5 FAB-32, 96 AO-25, 162 AO-8, 910 AO-2.5, and 206 bombs of various caliber, 177 KS ampoules, and 145,000 leaflets.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd MAD – bombed the airfield at Kamenka on the night of 17-18 August, setting three large fires and one explosion.
      


      
        	♦

        	41st MAD – supported 19th Army and destroyed a group of enemy forces in the Rakhmanino and Zamiatino region.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – supported 19th and 30th Armies and conducted reconnaissance, conducting 20 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – supported 20th Army and protected the Rzhev and Belyi auto-transport march-routes, conducting 46 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – supported 22nd Army, protected the unloading of our forces at Toropa Station, and conducted reconnaissance, conducting 31 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RAS – conducted reconnaissance in the Iartsevo, Gusino Station, Monastyrshchina, Pochinok, and El’nia region with 5 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – one Me-109 aircraft was shot down.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – 2 SB aircraft were shot down by enemy antiaircraft fire, and 1 SB aircraft tipped over while landing and burned. One TB-3 aircraft failed to return from its mission, and the LAGG-3 aircraft which did not return from its mission on 17 August has been discovered intact on its own territory.43
      

    


    In general, because 19th Army managed to reach the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers in its sector and 20th Army retained its footholds on the Dnepr River’s western bank, Timoshenko considered the day’s action successful. However, the difficulties 29th and 30th Armies were experiencing in concentrating and employing their fresh reserves qualified that success. Nor could Timoshenko discount the possibility of a major German counterattack to restore the sector lost to Konev’s troops. In fact, based on past experience, it was a virtual certainty the Germans would attempt to liquidate the penetration in less than 48 hours, and, if past experience was a guide, they would do so successfully. In this case, however, both Timoshenko and Konev understood this reality and prepared to deal with it.


    19 August


    Shortly after midnight on 18 August, Timoshenko ordered his shock groups to resume the offensive early the next morning. Before doing so, however, they were to submit revised plans to his headquarters for his approval. Although this applied, first and foremost, to the sector of Konev’s 19th Army, whose forces were now fighting west of the Vop’ River, where success seemed closest at hand, it also applied to Maslennikov’s smaller 29th Army, whose forces were now fighting along the approaches to Il’ino and Katkovo to the east, south of the Western Dvina River. As Timoshenko well understood, if Maslennikov’s forces could defeat and collapse German Ninth Army’s relatively weak left wing along and south of the Western Dvina River, such a victory might spell success for Timoshenko’s counteroffensive as a whole. At the very least, a successful advance by 29th Army would certainly “tip the scales” in the Western Front’s favor. The “left wing” of Ninth Army to which Timoshenko was referring was the nearly 100-kilometer-wide sector stretching eastward from Olenitsa, on the Western Dvina River 15 kilometers west of Il’ino, eastward to Los’mino, just west of the Belyi-Dukhovshchina road and 20 kilometers south of Belyi. This sector in Army Group Center’s defenses was especially weak because just two and one half German infantry divisions, VI Army Corps’ 26th and 6th, were responsible for its defense.


    See Map 83. 29th Army’s area of operations.


    
       
    


    This excessively long sector of primarily heavily forested and brush-covered marshy ground, which was traversed and crisscrossed by the Western Dvina and Mezha Rivers and their many tributaries, was defended by elements of three divisions subordinate to two German army corps. Specifically, VI Army Corps’ 26th Infantry Division defended the sector east and west of Il’ino, VI Corps’ 6th Infantry Division was astride and east of the Western Dvina River, and V Army Corps’ 129th Infantry Division protected the sector west of and along the Belyi-Dukhovshchina road. These three German divisions, each under-strength because of prior fighting and each defending sectors roughly 30 kilometers wide, now faced Maslennikov’s 29th Army, which consisted of 243rd and 252nd Rifle Division, the newly-arrived 246th Rifle Divisions, 1st NKVD Motorized Rifle Regiment, a newly-formed Composite Motorized Rifle Brigade with three motorized rifle regiments, and the separate 29th Cavalry Regiment.


    In addition, Colonel Dovator’s Cavalry Group, with 50th and 53rd Cavalry Divisions, had already been tasked with raiding though and behind the German 6th Infantry Division’s sector, and 30th Army’s 250th Rifle Division literally “hung over” the defenses of German 129th Infantry Division, which defended an elongated salient stretching northward along and west of the Belyi-Dukhovshchina road. Since Maslennikov’s army possessed a greater than four-fold numerical superiority over the opposing Germans in terms of infantry, Timoshenko reasoned this army could indeed collapse Ninth Army’s left wing, but only if Maslennikov could energize his offensive.


    In fact, an interesting cat and mouse game between the Soviets and the Germans was about to play out in this sector. Realizing the vulnerability of Army Group Center’s left wing, Hitler and the OKH had just ordered Bock, the army group’s commander, to dispatch the bulk of the armor and motorized forces of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group northward to reinforce Army Group North’s flagging offensive toward Leningrad and to deal with the perceived threat to Bock’s left flank. Specifically, General Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps, together with 12th Panzer and 18th and 20th Motorized Divisions, marched northward toward Staraia Russa and Leningrad, while LVII Motorized Corps (re-designated as Group Stumme) and 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions, wheeled northwestward to attack and crush Soviet 22nd Army, in the Velikie Luki region on the Western Front’s extreme right. Hitler firmly believed that Stumme’s attack on Velikie Luki would not only crush Soviet 22nd Army but would also lead to the defeat and destruction of Maslennikov’s 29th Army and a German advance eastward to the Toropets region, in the process negating any danger to Ninth Army’s left wing.
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    Map 83. 29th Army’s area of operations.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    From the perspective of Timoshenko, who soon realized the German armor was leaving his sector but knew not where they were headed, Hitler’s decision left only 7th Panzer Division, 14th Motorized Division, and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division to back up the infantry of Ninth Army’s VI, V, and VIII Army Corps in the sector from Il’ino eastward to the Belyi-Dukhovshchina road and southward to the Dnepr River south of Iartsevo. In addition, the heavy fighting along the Vop’ River in mid-August drew in both 14th Motorized and 7th Panzer Divisions, leaving no operational reserves whatsoever to back up the infantry divisions facing both Maslennikov’s 29th and Khomenko’s 30th Armies. This encouraged both the Stavka and the Soviet marshal commanding the Western Direction Command.


    The realities of the situation, however, were far more foreboding then Timoshenko realized because both Hitler and Bock willfully accepted the risks of temporarily denuding Ninth Army of armor for the sake of even greater gains. While Timoshenko reckoned on collapsing Ninth Army’s defenses while German panzer and motorized forces were absent, Hitler and Bock planned on using at least part of that armor, in this case, LVII Motorized Corps’ 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions, to defeat not only the Soviet 22nd Army at Velikie Luki but, subsequently, also Maslennikov’s 29th Army along and north of the Western Dvina River. It simply came down to a question of timing, on the one hand, “Could 29th Army defeat Ninth Army’s infantry north of Smolensk before German armor intervened?” or on the other, “Could LVII Motorized Corps’ armored fist crush both 22nd and 29th Army before the infantry on Ninth Army’s left wing simply collapsed?”


    This deadly cat and mouse game began on 17 August when Maslennikov’s 29th Army was supposed to begin its southward march. As subsequent events indicated, the game would last for only five days.


    Meanwhile, shortly after midnight on 18 August, the commanders of the Western Front’s shock groups submitted their final attack plans to Timoshenko for approval. Although Khomenko’s plan is as yet unavailable, as was customary, Konev’s proposal included his concept of operations and plan, as well as requests for additional support:


    To Timoshenko, with copies to the commanders of 30th and 16th Armies


    See Map 80 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 36.


    
       
    


    
      
        	◊

        	Enemy Situation under attack by the army’s forces, the defeated forces of enemy 161st Infantry Division withdrew to the western bank of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers. The enemy withdrew in disorder in the army’s center and on its left wing, abandoning a large number of bodies on the battlefield and throwing away personal weapons and equipment.
      


      
        	◊

        	19th Army’s Mission – smash enemy resistance by a decisive offensive and, while exploiting success, seize the western bank of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers in the Zamiatina, Muzhilova, Zaitseva State Farm region and the vicinity of Hill 209.9, 3 kilometers northeast of Novosel’e.
      


      
        	◊

        	Recognition – I must mention the special impetuosity and bravery of 50th and 64th RDs and 101st TD, to which the army is indebted for today’s success.
      


      
        	◊

        	19th Army’s Situation – 166th RD is occupying its previous positions on the right wing, while conducting active reconnaissance, and 91st RD captured Potelitsa and Hill 216.5, 1.5 kilometers southwest of Zadnia.
      


      
        	◊

        	Decisions – I have decided to exploit success on 19 August by attacking in the general direction of Dukhovshchina to destroy and pursue the defeated units of enemy 161st ID and reach the [following] lines:
      

    


    
      
        	▪

        	166th RD – Borniki and Balashova [23-26 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	▪

        	91st RD – Myshkovo and Mashutino [19-22 kilometers west of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	▪

        	64th RD – Sushchevo and Popova [12-18 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	▪

        	101st TD – Popova and Novosel’e [4-11 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	▪

        	My reserves are 89th RD in the Sel’kovo, Trukhanova, and Stepankina region and 202nd TR in the forest southeast of Bolotino.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Requests – I request fighter reinforcement, since, in the first half of the day today, enemy aircraft have conducted raids with groups of 9-12 aircraft against the army’s units along the main attack axis and against the crossings over the Vop’ River in the Kopyrovshchina region.44
      

    


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 34.


    
       
    


    After receiving Timoshenko’s immediate approval, Konev issued a fresh attack order to his army at 0200 hours on 19 August:


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – after committing 900th MotR and 5th and 161st IDs into combat, the enemy has been beaten, unit by unit, and is withdrawing westward while trying to dig in along intermediate lines along the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers. It is possible that some enemy reserves of motorized infantry with tanks and artillery will approach from the Dukhovshchina region.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – continuing to fulfill their assigned missions within existing boundaries.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Missions – beginning at 0800 on 19 August, develop success in the general direction of Dukhovshchina by pursuing and destroying the defeated and withdrawing forces of 161st ID and encircling and destroying enemy in the Balashova and Pochepova region and the forests to the east with part of its forces.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – defend on the right wing and attack toward Zubova and Losevo with your left wing to destroy the enemy in the Motevo, Hill 220.5 (1 kilometer northwest of Potelitsa), and Losevo region, together with 91st and 50th RDs, and capture the Losevo and Azarinki line by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – exploit success by conducting the main attack with your right wing toward Balashova, Pochepova, and the woods to the east, reach the Myshkovo and Mashutino front by day’s end on 19 August, and seize and hold crossings over the Tsarevich River at Maleevka and Pavlovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD (reinforced by a composite tank battalion) – exploit success toward Kolugino with your main forces and toward Pochepova and Balashova with a quick strike by one rifle regiment and the tank battalion, encircle and destroy enemy forces in the Balashova and Pochepova regions and the forest to the east, together with 91st and 166th RDs, reach the Mashutino and Sushchevo front by day’s end, and seize and hold the crossings across the Tsarevich River in the vicinity of the House of Invalids with your forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – destroy the enemy in the Muzhilova, Turishchevo, and Zaitseva State Farm region, dig in along the line from Turishchevo to the groves west and south of Zaitseva State Farm line, and seize and hold crossings across the Tsarevich River at Navol’nia and Sloboda with your forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – capture and dig in along the Popova and Novosel’e (eastern) line, while sending detachments to pursue and reconnoiter the enemy to the Potapova and Samuilova line.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reserve:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	89th RD – clear enemy remnants from the Sel’kovo, Batyevo, and Trukhanova region and concentrate in the Sel’kovo, 1 kilometer southwest of Batyevo, Trukhanova, and Miaksheva region by 1000 hours on 19 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	202nd TR and the army’s Composite [Tank] Bn – transferred to 50th RD at 0400 hours on 19 August, after concentrating in the woods east of Makov’e and occupying all-round defense in the vicinity of the woods south of Bolotino, be prepared to operate against enemy reserves approaching from the Dukhovshchina region and enemy columns withdrawing from the Myshkovo, Pesnevo, Sushchevo, and Rakhmanino region.
      


      
        	◊

        	159th RR – in its previous positions.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Artillery Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery batteries in the Borniki, Kastalanova, Losevo, Barsuki, Ivaniki, and Balashova regions;
      


      
        	◊

        	Prohibit the enemy from withdrawing to crossings in the Balashova, Kazakova, Bolotino, Zaitseva State Farm, and Kal’kovichi region; and
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent the approach of enemy reserves from Losevo, Rakhmanina, and Sushchevo.
      


      
        	◊

        	Ammunition expenditure on 19 August – 0.5 combat loads.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of 19th Army. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Conduct reconnaissance to determine the nature of enemy forces in the Markovo, Voskresensk, Shatuny, and Vrakulino region and the approach of enemy reserves from the Dukhovshchina axes and to determine the grouping and nature of enemy operations in the Berdino, Kepeshnia Station, and Ponizov’e region;
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy reserves from approaching the Tsarevich River;
      


      
        	◊

        	Be prepared for combined operations with 202nd TR to destroy enemy forces at the crossings over the Tsarevich River;
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect the army’s grouping of the army in the Ust’e, Balashova, Bolotino, Trukhanova, and Vasilisino regions; and
      


      
        	◊

        	Pay special attention to providing cover for 89th RD and 202nd TR.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Reports: – submit operational and reconnaissance summaries at 0100, 1300, and 2000 hours.45
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    Map 84. 19th Army’s situation late on 19 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    In addition to focusing his forces and attentions forward toward the vital crossing sites over the Tsarevich River, Konev also took special care to anticipate the German armored counterstroke he knew was inevitable. Based on his training and previous experience, Konev identified the northern flank of his army’s bridgehead west of the Vop’ River as the most likely focal point for the armored assault. Therefore, he ordered 50th, 91st, and 166th Rifle Divisions to concentrate their attacks in the 5-kilometer sector from Pochepova northward through Balasheva to Losevo on his army’s right wing. From this posture, Konev reasoned, the three divisions could wheel half of their forces to the right to defend against any German armored thrust from the north. To strengthen this sector further, he directed 202nd Tank Regiment, with the composite tank battalion attached, a total of roughly 50-60 tanks, to move into the 50th Rifle Division’s rear area, 5-6 kilometers south of the likely place from which the German panzer counterthrust would emanate. Once they reached their assigned area, the two tank units were to establish strongpoints with all-round defenses, dig some of their tanks into the ground, and organize tank ambushes with cooperating antitank artillery subunits and infantry. To complete his defenses, Konev ordered Colonel Tit Fedorovich Kolesnikov to regroup his 89th Rifle Division into reserve positions near Batyevo, 5 kilometers south of the expected point of German attack, and, as a fillip to his efforts, concentrated both artillery and aircraft strikes on the region.


    Although 19th Army resumed its attacks at 0800 hours on 19 August, it did so without 50th Rifle Division, primarily because Kolesnikov’s forces failed to regroup in time to join the attack at its designated H-hour. Konev reported the problem to the Western Front‘s headquarters and two adjacent armies at noon, stating, “The army’s forces went over to the offensive to fulfill the mission set forth by Order No. 030 at 0800 hours on 19 August, except 50th RD, whose units did not succeed in regrouping and occupying their jumping-of positions during the night. They attacked at 1100 hours.”46


    See Map 84. 19th Army’s situation late on 19 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents, Appendix O, 37.


    
       
    


    Despite this problem, as of 1200 hours, 50th and 64th Rifle Divisions drove forward another kilometer westward from the villages of Kazakov and Muzhilovo. To the south, two battalions of 101st Tank Division’s 101st Rifle Regiment reached the eastern bank of the Tsarevich River opposite Skachkova and Chistaia, and 89th Rifle Division cleaned up the battlefield to the rear, counting more than 200 enemy bodies and a great amount of captured German equipment (see the front’s daily summary below). The most valuable prizes seized were maps and orders belonging to 161st Infantry Division’s 336th Regiment and the reported 12 enemy tanks destroyed in the previous day’s fighting. Qualifying these successes, Konev also reported that Senior Lieutenant Korshunov, the commander of 202nd Tank Regiment’s 3rd Battalion, had “died a hero’s death” along with his crew when his command tank was destroyed. All the while, 19th Army reinforced the defenses on its right wing in anticipation of a German counterstroke.


    Elsewhere across the front on 19 August, the northern shock group (30th Army) registered only modest gains. Although Khomenko’s 162nd Rifle and 107th Tank Divisions advanced roughly 2 kilometers to reach the eastern outskirts of Shelepy, the assaults by the army’s remaining divisions stalled against heavy German resistance primarily because the reinforcing 244th Rifle Division still failed to complete its regrouping in time to join the attack Likewise, the offensive by Maslennikov’s 29th Army also stalled south of the Western Dvina River north of Il’ino not only because of the stout German defense but also 246th Rifle Division’s failure to reach its concentration area and join the attack toward Il’ino. Other than on Konev’s front, the only other successes recorded in the Western Front sector occurred when Dovator’s Cavalry Group went into action in the gap between 29th and 30th Armies. By noon, Dovator reported his forces had “thrown the enemy back from the northern bank of the Mezha River to his main defensive line from Tukolovo to Vasil’evo, Ust’e, and Frolovo [25-55 kilometers west-southwest of Belyi],” in the process, “destroying 2,000 infantrymen and dispersed the headquarters of 4th IR (Ust’e) by night raids,” after which, the enemy reportedly “retreated in panic.”47


    See Map 85. 30th Army’s situation late on 19 August 1941.
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    Map 85. 30th Army’s situation late on 19 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    Perhaps compensating for its lackluster performance during the day on 19 August, at 1900 hours Maslennikov was able to send more optimistic news to the Western Front’s headquarters. This took the form of a detailed attack order that spelled out force missions and announced the arrival and impending commitment of 244th Rifle Division into combat:


    See Map 83 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 35.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – defending opposite the army’s front, strengthening his field fortified region at Il’ino and centers of resistance in the Katkovo and Hills 195.0 and 209.6 regions, assembling forces in the Liubovitsy and Khlebanikha region, as well as possibly two infantry regiments in the Bol’shaia Zheleznitsa, Podzhogi Farm, Krivaia Luka Farm, and Prudok regions opposite the army’s left wing and more infantry in the Borok region, while increasing air activity.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army’s Mission – with a main attack by two divisions from the Baevo and Ias’kovo Farm line on its left wing and a secondary attack by two regiments from the Ust’e and Vypolzovo line toward Il’ino, destroy the enemy’s Il’ino grouping and exploit success toward Demidov, while protecting its right flank with antitank defensive regions established by 252nd RD’s 924th RR in Krivets, Samodumova, Osinovka, Olenitsa 1, and Krasnye Sosny and its left flank by a cavalry screen set up by the Composite Brigade’s 29th CR along the Mezha River.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 22nd Army defending the positions it occupies and, on the left, 30th Army attacking toward Dukhovshchina and protecting its right flank toward Belyi.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD (with two batteries of 309th ATBn and a battery of 644th CAR) – defend the Krivets, Samodumova, Osinovka, Olenitsa 1, and Krasnye Sosny sector [23 kilometers west-northwest to 14 kilometers northwest of Il’ino] with 924th RR, attack with two regiments [southward] toward Sinichino and Velishchi [15 kilometers southwest of Il’ino] by exploiting toward Belyi Lug Farm, Ivan Trud Farm, Vas’kovo, Starosel’e, and Velishchi to capture Marker 171.6 (1 kilometer southwest of Velishchi), and, while protecting the army’s main forces as they fulfill their missions, force the Western Dvina River in the Ust’e and Vypolzovo region [18-20 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino], combine the two regiments along the Marker 197.6 and Sinichino line, and exploit the attack toward the southwest [toward Velizh].
      


      
        	♦

        	246th RD (with one battery of 309th ATBn and two batteries of 644th CAR) – concentrate in jumping-off regions in the Baevo and Poiarkovo region [10-13 kilometers northeast of Il’ino] overnight on 19-20 August and attack toward Shelygany, Andreevskoe, Andreevskie Farm, Iur’evo, and Klin to capture Il’ino and destroy the enemy’s Il’ino grouping, together with 243rd RD, while protecting the main force’s right flank by attacking toward Trubniki, Sokovichino, Belozeritsa, Pushniki, and Grablino 3 with one regiment and protecting the Belozeritsa region further north with one company, the ground between the lakes, 1 kilometer south of Timofeevo Farm, with one company, and the Grablino 3, Hill 202.0, and Kochegarovo region with one battalion.
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD (with one battery of 303rd ATBn and one battery of 644th CAR) – conduct your main attack along the Novinka Farm, Tselpino Farm, Porosiatnikovo Farm, and Parakhino axis [from 12 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino] to reach Marker 194.3, Tselpino Farm, and Tiul’ki line and, together with 246th RD, capture the eastern outskirts of Il’ino and destroy the enemy’s Il’ino grouping by reaching the Reshetki, Markovo, Berezino, and Il’ino region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Composite Brigade (less 2nd MRR) – after capturing the center of resistance at Katkovo [15 kilometers northeast of Il’ino], attack, together with 243rd RD, toward Vysochert, Khaltomino Farm, and Gavril’tsevo [5 kilometers east of Il’ino], while protecting the main attack force’s left flank and protecting the Vysochert, Erzovo Farm, and Khaltomino Farm axes.
      


      
        	♦

        	29th CR – protect the Mezha River line on the army’s left flank with separate mounted patrols and pickets along the Zabornitsa, Krivaia Luka, Glinskoe, Zekeevo, Viazovnia, and Borki axes to prevent enemy reconnaissance from penetrating northward and northeastward.
      


      
        	♦

        	BEPO No. 53 – under the composite brigade’s control, illuminate and protect the Zharkovskii Station and Borki axis.
      


      
        	♦

        	Army Reserve – 2nd MRR (of the Composite Brigade) concentrated in the Demidovo, Korotyshi, and Pikalikha region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery – be prepared to perform the following missions by 1300 hours on 20 August.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy firing systems and strongpoints with 252nd and 243rd RDs’ artillery.
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect the infantry’s transition to the attack with a 20-minute fire raid.
      


      
        	◊

        	Forestall enemy counterattacks from the forests east of Belozeritsa and block enemy reserves from reaching Il’ino, Kanat, and Bol’shaia Zheleznitsa.
      


      
        	◊

        	Antitank Reserve – two batteries of 303rd ATBn in the Bentsy region will prevent enemy tanks from approaching from the north and occupy a strongpoint in the Sevast’ianovo and Brod region with one armored company.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of 29th Army – 31st MAD’s Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Protect 246th and 243rd RDs’ concentration and attack in the Baevo, Putnoe Farm, and Zabor’e region beginning at first light on 20 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	Reconnoiter and destroy columns of enemy identified along the Velizh and Il’ino, Nikolaevskoe and Kanat; and Il’ino and Prudok roads.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy enemy airfields and division headquarters southeast of the Lake Kolodno.
      


      
        	◊

        	Set fire to the Katkovo Fortified Region at 1400 hours on 20 August.
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery and mortar batteries in the Rudnia, Sutrmino, and Porosiatnikovo region.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The Deputy Commander for the Rear [Rear Services] – provide ammunition and forage support for the operation and determine supply and evacuation routes for 246th and 243rd RDs, while considering road junctions and supply stations given limited number of roads in the immediate rear.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Chief of Engineer Troops – repair roads along the main axes of advance of the divisions and laying bridges across the Western Dvina River in the vicinity of Ust’e, Vekishkino, Sevast’ianovo, and Brod.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reports – submit reports about readiness for the offensive, the occupation of jumping-off positions for the offensive, when you reach the Sokovichno, Novinki Farm, Borat’kovo Farm, Volokhovo Farm, Belozeritsa, Tselpino Farm, and Tiul’ki line; and the capture of Il’ino.48
      

    


    The operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 19 August, while describing the front’s progress in detail, clearly evidenced Timoshenko’s certainty that the offensive was about to produce positive results. However, it also demonstrated the front commander had little or no appreciation of Army Group Center’s future plans, it particular, the armored onslaught it was preparing for Western Front’s right wing:


    See Map 86. The situation on Ninth Army’s “Eastern Front” late on 19 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 38.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – unchanged along the Velikie Luki axis, but the offensive is continuing in the center and on the left wing against stubborn enemy resistance.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – fortifying their positions and conducting reconnaissance.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – 924th and 932nd RRs withdrew to their jumping-off positions on the northern bank of the Western Dvina River under heavy enemy pressure, and 928th RR abandoned Agryzkovo and withdrew to Glazkovo [on the Western Dvina River’s northern bank, 13 kilometers north of Il’ino], where it is fighting attacking enemy forces. [Special note] – 924th RR destroyed the headquarters of the enemy’s 3rd Bn, 78th IR [26th ID] on 18 August, capturing one gun, ammunition, and documents, which indicated the enemy had begun its attack on the army on 17 August. A colonel and senior lieutenant in the regiment perished.
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – captured Pesochek [10 kilometers northeast of Il’ino] at 1500hours on 19 August and fighting along the Trubniki and Andreevskaia line, while subjected to strong air strikes and counterattacks. [Special note] – in the Shelygany region on 18 August, Sergeant Musenko, a squad leader in the division’s 912th RR, helped repel an enemy company attacking from Sokovichinofor 18 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	1st MRR – blockading the enemy strongpoint at Katkovo [15 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	29th CR and BEPO No. 53 – protecting the army’s left flank
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Cavalry Group (50th and 53rd CDs) – drove the enemy from the Mezha River’s northern bank back to his main defensive line from Tukolovo to Vasil’evo, Ust’e, and Frolovo [25-55 kilometers west-southwest of Belyi].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	50th and 53rd CDs – reached Filino, Trusilovo, Ivashkina, and Pristan’ [28-30 kilometers west-southwest of Belyi] and Boiarshchino, Lomonosovo Station, and Zaikova [35-40 kilometers west-southwest of Belyi], respectively, by day’s end, with orders to advance toward Lake Velisto [50-53 kilometers southwest of Belyi].
      


      
        	♦

        	The group’s reconnaissance units destroyed 2,000 enemy infantry and dispersed 4th IR’s headquarters in Ust’e [35 kilometers southwest of Belyi] by night raids, forcing the enemy to “retreat in panic,” while burning the villages of Solov’evo, Ivashkino, Murav’evo, and several others and driving off the livestock.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses – 10 killed and 71 wounded.
      


      
        	♦

        	2nd ID, just arrived from Germany, is operating on the cavalry group’s front.
      


      
        	♦

        	Group headquarters – the woods 1 kilometer north of Filino.
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    Map 86. The situation on Ninth Army’s “Eastern Front” late on 19 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	30th Army – attacked at 1330 hours on 19 August against stubborn enemy resistance, with the following results by 1600 hours:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – advancing forward slowly after capturing Hill 200.0 (southwest of Zhidki [50 kilometers north of Iartsevo]).
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – destroyed opposing enemy forces in cooperation with 107th TD’s tanks and reached the eastern outskirts of Shelepy [47 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina], where fighting is still underway.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – committed to combat to exploit 162nd RD’s success and attacking toward Shelepy.
      


      
        	♦

        	244th RD – concentrated its main forces in the Novo-Vysokoe region [10-12 kilometers east of Shelepy] and one rifle regiment in the Sloboda and Torchilovo [4-5 kilometers east of Zhidki] sector, but its horse-drawn echelon is expected to arrive at 1800 hours on 19 August, although this has not been confirmed.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses – 45 killed and 451 wounded.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – attacked at 0800 hours on 19 August to exploit success in its center and on its right wing against the defeated forces of 161st ID, which are conducting a fighting withdrawal toward the west.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	50th and 64th RDs – advancing westward successfully from the Kazakova and Muzhilovo line [14-19 kilometers north of Iartsevo] at 1200 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – Two battalions of its 101st RR fighting in the Skachkova and Chistaia sector [6-9 kilometers north of Iartsevo] on the Tsarevich River’s western bank.
      


      
        	♦

        	166th RD – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – concentrated in second echelon in the Sel’kovo, Gorodno, and Miakishevo region [16-18 kilometers north-northeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – up to 200 bodies abandoned in the Kolkovichi region, and according to preliminary data, 4 105mm guns with 1,000 shells, 45 boxes of mines, 3 light vehicles, 21 rifles, 1 mortar, and 1 headquarters vehicle were captured, three batteries of 45mm guns, 4 antitank guns, and up to a battalion of infantry were destroyed, and, according to a subsequent report, 9 105mm guns, 3 150mm guns, 2 75mm guns, 1,500 shells, and topographic maps and orders of 161st ID’s 336th IR were seized.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – 8 tanks burned and 4 destroyed, and “the commander of 202nd TR’s 3rd Bn, Senior Lieutenant Korshunov, died a hero’s death” when he and his crew perished in a burning tank.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – assisting 19th Army’s offensive and protecting its left wing with an attack by 38th RD in the general direction of Novosel’e and Samuilova [3-5 kilometers north and north-northeast of Iartsevo] on the army’s right wing to capture the Samuilova and Kudinova line.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	38th RD – reached the western bank of the Vop’ River in the sector from the southern slope of the heights with the Marker 200 near Skachikhino to Hill 196.6 with its main grouping by 1800 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	108th RD – positions unchanged.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – after regrouping and an artillery preparation, attacked southward at 1000 hours on 19 August, while also preparing an attack in its center toward the northwest [Dukhovshchina].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – fortifying its positions and attacked unsuccessfully toward Mit’kovo [8 kilometers south of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – strengthening its positions, with 505th RR concentrating in the region west of Zabor’e [10 kilometers south of Solov’evo] by 2400 hours on 18 August in the face of methodical enemy artillery fire against the Zabor’e and Osova region and the crossings over the Dnepr River overnight on 18-19 and on the morning of 19 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – fortifying its positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – attacking toward Kolpino [18 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo] since 0940 hours against stiff enemy resistance.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – attacked along the Chukhachi and Hill 224.8 front [20 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] at 1000 hours on 19 August after an artillery preparation and, overcoming strong enemy resistance, captured the northwestern slopes of Hill 224.8 by 1300 hours, seizing 30-40 boxes of 37mm shells, and is continuing its attack.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – attacked at 1000 hours on 19 August after an hour-long artillery preparation and fighting fierce street battles in Klemiatino [22 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] at 1600 hours, with its 343rd RR approaching the eastern outskirts of Gorodok.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Front reserves – 1 tank division in the woods south of Vadino [47 kilometers north-northeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – supported the ground forces, struck approaching enemy reserves, and protected our force concentrations with 107 sorties, including 51 bomber and 56 fighter, 36 of which were conducted at night, and dropped 24 FAB-100, 6 FAB82, 6 AO-82, 99 FAB-70, 40 FAB-50, 2 SAB-25, 44 AO-32, 34 AO-10, and 146 AO-2.5 bombs, 5,172 KS ampoules, and 427,000 leaflets.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd MAD – struck enemy forces, set fires to the forests in the Boldino, Skaliaevka, Lomonosovo, Ushchapovo, Ivoshino, Sushchevo, Khudkova, Butsevo, Bykhovo, Krivtsy, and Ponkratova region, and noted many large fires and powerful explosions.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – set fire to the forest in the vicinity of Lake Shchuch’e, creating many large fires and explosions, and supported 30th Army on the morning of 19 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – bombed enemy forces on the night of 18-19 August, set fires to a radius of 5-6 kilometers around the Dukhovshchina region, and supported 19th Army on the morning of 19 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – supported 19th Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – supported 29th Army.49
      

    


    [Author’s note: the paragraph in this summary describing the Cavalry Group’s operations was erroneously included under the section referring to 19th Army but has been restored to its correct location]


    Despite 29th Army’s assertions that the Germans were reinforcing Ninth Army’s left wing south of the Western Dvina River, these movement reports, apparently received from aerial observations, most likely involved the forces of LVII Motorized Corps regrouping westward toward the Velikie Luki sector. Timoshenko, although encouraged by the actual progress of 19th Army and the anticipated advance by 30th Army, did understand the likelihood of a German armored counterstroke. However, he anticipated the counterstroke against 19th Army’s penetration west of the Vop’ River and still failed to appreciate the danger to his front’s right wing posed by the departure of Third Panzer Group’s panzer and motorized divisions toward the northeast. This was entirely understandable since Army Group North’s forces had just suffered a near defeat in the Staraia Russa region south of Lake Il’men’ and needed fresh panzer forces to reinvigorate their advance on Leningrad. Thus, although critical developments were about to occur in several sectors of the front, Timoshenko failed to grasp their full importance.
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    The action during the first phase of the offensive by Timoshenko’s Western Front met, if not exceeded, the front commander’s wildest expectations. And both Stalin and the Stavka were equally encouraged. The violent assault by Konev’s 19th Army north of Iartsevo had torn a gaping hole in the defenses along German Ninth Army’s “eastern front” and severally damaged VIII Army Corps’ 161st Infantry Division and inflicted grievous losses on 5th and 28th Infantry Divisions and the reinforcing tanks of 900th Motorized Brigade. Even though the German Ninth Army’s defenses bent but did not break, by nightfall on 19 August, Konev’s 19th Army carved a firm lodgment on the western bank of the Vop’ River north of Iartsevo, while Maslennikov’s 29th Army pushed Ninth Army’s left wing back south of the Western Dvina River to the approaches to Il’ino. If Khomenko’s 30th Army failed to replicate Konev’s success, at least his heavy assaults managed to push Ninth Army southwestward along and south of the Belyi-Dukhovshchina road. More encouraging still, the fact that the errant 244th Rifle Division was now forward encouraged Khomenko’s belief his forces could be far more successful in the near future.


    From General Strauss’ perspective at Ninth Army, with his right wing pierced and his center and left wing under intense pressure, he had no choice but to turn to Army Group Center for assistance. At the army group, Bock, like Strauss, had no choice but to “scrape the bottom of the barrel” to generate reserves necessary to sustain Ninth Army’s defense. Complicating matters further, Hitler’s decision to send the bulk of Third Panzer Group’s armor northward left Bock and Strauss with barely adequate reserves with which to solidify their defenses along the army group’s “eastern front.” Thus, with the impact of Hitler’s gamble still in question, Bock and Strauss had no choice but deal with the crisis with those forces they had at hand. On the night of 19 August, the fate of Ninth Army, and with it Bock’s hopes of renewing his army group’s advance on Moscow, rested firmly on the shoulders of his meager panzer reserves. Accordingly, shortly before nightfall, the alarm order was dispatched to General Funck’s 7th Panzer Division, directing it to move northward to restore Ninth Army’s defenses before they utterly collapsed. Within 12 hours, Timoshenko’s counteroffensive would be put to its hardest test.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 10


    
       
    


    The Second Soviet Counteroffensive: the Western Front’s Dukhovshchina Offensive, the German Counterstroke, and Aftermath, 20–24 August 1941


    
       
    


    The Red Army’s Western Front, commanded by Marshal of the Soviet Union Timoshenko, did very well during the second week of August 1941. After experiencing embarrassing defeats along the Dnepr River and in the Smolensk region in early and mid-July, in the last two weeks of July and the first week of August, Timoshenko’s front managed to rescue a sizeable portion of its forces encircled in the Smolensk region and also mount a credible, if unsuccessful, counteroffensive in the region northeast, east, and southeast of Smolensk. Capitalizing on these modest successes, Timoshenko then orchestrated another major counteroffensive in mid-August, which inflicted heavy damage on Army Group Center’s Ninth Army and seemed to presage even greater success in the future. In fact, the victories the Western Front achieved along the Vop’ and Western Dvina Rivers, which were unprecedented for the Red Army, convinced Timoshenko and his masters in Moscow that perseverance in the region east of Smolensk might force the Wehrmacht to halt the prolonged victorious advance by Armeegruppe Guderian and German Second Army southward toward Kiev.


    Within this context, the fighting in the Smolensk region was reaching its climax. Only time would tell whether Army Group Center could regain its equilibrium and contain Timoshenko’s attacking armies, by doing so permitting Guderian’s panzers to wreak further havoc on the Red Army’s strategic defenses. At this point, the center of gravity of Operation Barbarossa as a whole, and Army Group Center in particular, focused on two specific points: first, the “eastern front” of the army group’s Ninth Army, where the army group commander, Bock, was about to unleash his last panzer reserves to defeat Timoshenko’s offensive, and, second, the vast forested region in and around the city of Velikie Luki, where, in accord with Hitler’s bold strategic gamble, a large portion of Army Group Center’s Third Panzer Group was about to fall upon the right wing of Timoshenko’s Western Front.


    German Ninth Army’s Counterstroke, 20–22 August


    See Map 86.


    
       
    


    20 August


    By nightfall on 19 August, General Wilck’s 161st Infantry Division was a wreck. After being suddenly struck by Konev’s 19th Army on the morning of 17 August by an attack that decimated the combat battalions of 336th and 364th Regiments on its left wing and in its center, it had tried to conduct a fighting withdrawal back to the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers with the remnants of its three regiments on 18 and 19 August. By nightfall on the 19th, its combat strength had dropped precipitously to roughly 25 percent of its initial strength, prompting Army Group Center’s commander, Bock, to note in his diary late in the evening, “9th Army reports that the enemy has broken through into the left wing of VIII Corps. The 161st Infantry Division there is at the end of its tether.” Bock added, gratuitously, “It almost looks as if the Russians noticed the departure of the motorized divisions behind 9th Army’s front,” which they indeed had.1


    The following day, Bock revealed what Timoshenko had expected, stating:


    
      
        
          The break-in against the 161st Infantry Division is so serious that Hoth, who has assumed command of the Ninth Army from the ailing Strauss, has called in his last available reserves – 7th Panzer and 14th (Motorized) Divisions. The 7th Panzer Division is to launch a counterattack this afternoon to relieve 161st Infantry Division. I asked Hoth to commit the 14th (Motorized) Division as well; but Hoth reported that this division, held up by the approach of the 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions [movement toward the Velikie Luki region], did not arrive in time.

        


        
          I instructed Guderian to have the SS Division [Das Reich] start out for Smolensk and north, in case something happens with 9th Army – especially VIII Army Corps, which has become very thin.2

        

      

    


    
       
    


    See Map 87. Army Group Center’s situation late on 19 August 1941.


    
       
    


    By 20 August VIII Army Corps’ defenses were very thin indeed. Because 161st Infantry Division had been savaged in the fighting on 17 and 18 August, on the 18th and 19th, the corps commander, General Heitz, tried to bolster the defeated division’s right wing with a battalion-size kampfgruppe from 28th Infantry Division, its neighbor on the right. On the 161st Division’s left, V Army Corps committed its 35th Infantry Division into front-line positions on 5th Infantry Division’s left wing, permitting the 5th Division to shift forces southward to strengthen its defenses south of Losevo, on the right flank of 19th Army’s penetration.


    However, since these were clearly only stop-gap measures, as early as 18 August, General Strauss, the commander of Ninth Army, moved to raise an even larger force with which to conduct a powerful counterstroke. That day, after sending forces from 900th Motorized Lehr Brigade to back up 5th and 161st Infantry Divisions, he ordered 7th Panzer Division’s commander, General Funck, to move most of the division’s 25th Panzer Regiment, 7th Panzer Grenadier Regiment, and 84th Flak-Abteilung [antiaircraft battalion] northward from their assembly areas northeast of Smolensk to concentration areas 15 kilometers northeast of Dukhovshchina and less than 10 kilometers west of the Tsarevich River opposite 19th Army’s penetration. Strauss’ initial inclination was to strike a blow directly at the nose of Konev’s penetration. However, because it would be too tricky and dangerous to attempt a counterstroke due eastward across the Tsarevich into very the teeth of Konev’s advancing forces, Strauss changed his mind. Instead of the direct attack, on 19 August he decided to move 7th Panzer’s kampfgruppe further north into the region north of Losevo, from which it could strike 19th Army’s supposedly vulnerable right flank. When finally concentrated by midday on 20 August, 7th Panzer Division’s kampfgruppe, with a force of roughly 110 tanks, was situated in final assembly areas in the Loinia River valley north and northwest of Losevo. Funck’s attack plan called for his division’s panzer regiment, supported by panzer grenadiers and antiaircraft guns for antitank support, to strike southward in the sector between Gorbatovskaia and Ivaniki, east and west of Losevo and 25 kilometers north of Iartsevo, to crush the defenses of Soviet 19th Army, capture the village of Riadnyi in the heart of Konev’s bridgehead west of the Vop’ River, and collapse and perhaps cut-off and destroy the bulk of 19th Army’s forces defending the bridgehead. However, Funck was unaware of the fact that the routes of advance he had chosen would propel his forces into the center of Konev’s antitank defenses in and west of Makov’e.

  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 87. Army Group Center’s situation late on 19 August 1941.

  


  


  
    While 7th Panzer Division was concentrating in the region northwest of Losevo on the night of 19-20 August, Konev was preparing for the next day’s fight. Although his army’s exploitation westward across the Tsarevich River was foremost in his mind, the order he issued at 0215 hours also indicated his growing concern over a possible German armored counterstroke against his army’s right flank:


    See Map 84 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 39.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – after throwing in insignificant reserves from the Dukhovshchina region and neighboring sectors of the front, attempting to withstand the army’s offensive along the western bank of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Mission – while conducting an active defense on its right flank, attack at 0900 hours on 20 August 1941 to destroy the remnants of 5th and 161st IDs and approaching enemy reserves in the Myshkovo, Sushchevo, and Muzhilova region, reach the Myshkovo, Sushchevo, Rafenina, and Novosel’e front [4-24 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo], and seize crossings over the Tsarevich River in the Zhukovo, Pavlovo, and Novo-Nikol’skoe State Farm (House of Invalids) region with forward units by day’s end.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – actively defend the Shupeki, Krasnitsa, Zaria, and Zanino 1 line and attack with the left wing to destroy the enemy in Moteva and Zubova [2426 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – attack with 613th RR to destroy the enemy in the woods south of Zubova in support of 166th RD and attack with the main force toward Shchelkina to capture the Myshkovo and Mashutino line [22-24 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and seize the crossings over the Tsarevich River at Zhukovo and Pavlovo by day’s end, while protecting left flank toward Ivaniki and Krotovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD (with 202nd TR) – attack toward Kalugino, capture the Mashutino and Sushchevo line [18-22 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end, and seize a crossing over the Tsarevich River in the vicinity of Novo-Nikol’skoe State Farm (House of Invalids) with forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – attack toward Petrovo, Sel’tso, and Kulagino and reach the Sushchevo and Rafenino front [14-18 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – attack toward Krovopuskovo and reach the Rafenino and Novosel’e front [4-14 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end, while protecting the army’s left flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reserve – 89th RD – concentrate in the Staraia Korov’ia, Kriukovo, Hill 217.0, and Stepankina front [20-22 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. Have antitank artilleryalong the Zadnia and Kriukovo line and be prepared to attack from behind the right wing of 91st RD and at the boundary between 91st and 50th RDs.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery – be prepared to fire a 30-minute artillery preparation by 0500 hours on 20 August. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy mortar batteries and personnel in the Hill 190.3, Kazakova, Hills 212.6, 216.1, and 211.6, Muzhilova, Popova, Petrova, and Hill 222.8 sector and conduct massed fire raids along 50th and 64th RDs’ main axes of attack.
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery in the Moseevka and Borniki, Ivaniki and Barsuki, and Rakhmanino and Kalugino region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy counterattacks from the Losevo, Semenovo, and Bykova region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prepare DON [defensive fire raids] against the crossings over the Tsarevich River in the Zhukova, Novo-Nikol’skoe State Farm, and Sushchevo region.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of 19th Army. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Destroy enemy personnel, tanks, and artillery in 91st and 50th RDs’ attack sectors, in cooperation with the ground forces.
      


      
        	◊

        	At 0855 hours on 20 August, destroy the enemy tanks and mortar batteries in the Zamiatino, Hill 216.1 (2 kilometers west of Bolotino), Shishkino, Hill211.6, and Kulagino sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy the enemy at the crossings over the Tsarevich River in the Zhukovo and Sushchevo sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy enemy reserves approaching along the Dukhovshchina axis.3
      

    


    Konev’s preparations proved extremely timely. At 1400 hours, a time chosen by the Germans because they believed the Russians would never expect an attack that late in the day, the kampfgruppe of Funck’s 7th Panzer Division struck. Supported by smaller kampfgruppen formed by 5th Infantry Division and 900th Motorized Brigade, and supported by the separate 643rd Antitank Abteilung [Battalion], Funck’s forces swept southward past Losevo and into 19th Army’s supposedly open and defenseless right flank. This armored assault began a two-day struggle during which the advancing See Maps Germans found themselves enmeshed in a deadly web of dug-in tanks, interlocking infantry and antitank strongpoints and under a hail of Soviet artillery and mortar fire. The records of the Soviet forces participating in the short but vicious fight documented assault, 20 its course and outcome.


    See Maps 88 and 89. 7th Panzer Division’s assault, 20 August 1941 and Army Group Center’s situation late on 20 August 1941.


    
       
    


    The first documentary mention of the German counterstroke appeared in the Group evening operational summary issued by the Western Front at 2000 hours, even though Center’s it was imbedded within a detailed mosaic of the fighting taking place elsewhere along the front:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 43.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – unchanged along the Velikie Luki axis but fighting still raging in the center and on the front’s left wing, where the front’s forces are overcoming stubborn enemy resistance.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – fortifying their positions.
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army – positions generally unchanged.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	1st MRR (NKVD) – fighting in the Katkovo region [15 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino], Katkovo is ablaze, and artillery and mortar exchanges elsewhere along the front.
      


      
        	♦

        	246th RD – completing its concentration in the Baevo, Shelygany, and Poiarkovo region [20-24 kilometers northeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – about 300 men killed or wounded in the Andreevskaia and Katkovo region (in 243rd RD’s sector) and 2 mortar batteries destroyed on 19 August.
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    Map 88. 7th Panzer Division’s assault, 20 August 1941.
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    Map 89. Army Group Center’s situation late on 20 August 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	Cavalry Group (50th and 53rd CDs) – no news received.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – attacked along the Novoe Morokhovo, Guliaevo, Beskhvostovo, and Sloboda front [45-50 kilometers north of Iartsevo] at 1300 hours after an hour-long artillery preparation and bomber strikes and, in the main attack sector along the Shelepy axis, penetrated [1-2 kilometers] to Pochinoi 2 and Shelepy.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	251st and 162nd RDs – fighting fiercely to widen the penetration in the Pochinoi 2 and Shelepy sector [45-46 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	244th RD and 45th CD – in their previous positions, preparing to exploit success along the main axis.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – attacking toward Dukhovshchina since 0900 hours on 20 August, but facing fierce counterattacks since the afternoon by at least one panzer division, supported by tanks and aircraft, which are being successfully repelled. The army’s units were fighting as follows by 1700 hours:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – fighting in its previous positions after the attack by its left wing toward Motevo [24 kilometers north of Iartsevo] failed.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – repeatedly failed to capture the center of resistance in the woods northeast of Potelitsa [23 kilometers north-northeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – repelled enemy counterattacks southward along the Loinia River and fighting along the line from the Loinia River to the western edge of the grove west of Makov’e and Bolotino to the woods south of Bolotino [17-19 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – repelled enemy counterattacks from the vicinity of Zaitsevo State Farm and Popova, forced the Loinia River, and fighting along the eastern outskirts of Muzhilovo, Zaitsevo State Farm, Popova, and Osipova front [10-16 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – fighting in the sector from brushy region 1 kilometer east of Osipova, to the church at Skachkova, and the southern outskirts of Chistaia front [4-10 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – concentrated in army reserves in the Staroe Korov’e, Kriukova, and Bulanina region.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – attacking with its right wing to reach the Samuilova and Kudinova line [5 kilometers northwest of Iartsevo] in support of 19th Army.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	38th RD – fighting along the Novosel’e and Khatyni line [1-4 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	Other units – positions unchanged.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – fulfilling its previous missions.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – fighting for possession of Makeevo [2 kilometers southwest of Solov’evo] against SS “Empire” [Das Reich] Division, with remaining units in their previous positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – fighting in its previous positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – fighting along the Golovino and Sarai [barn] line.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – positions unchanged against stubborn enemy resistance, repelled an enemy “close order” attack from the forest east of Remenishche toward the bend in the Dnepr River, 2 kilometers southwest of the barn, and 392nd RR fighting to capture Sopshino [25 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo].
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – continuing its attacks, with 542nd RR capturing the grove northwest of Vishniaki [23 kilometers south of Solov’evo] and continuing its attack, but attacks toward Pogubilka failed.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – attacked toward Obzhorovka early on 20 August but forced to abandon Klemiatino [22 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] at 0700 hours when counterattacked by an enemy battalion but still fighting in the outskirts of the town.
      


      
        	♦

        	Trophies captured – 2 mortars, 1 antitank gun, 1 sub-machine gun, 3 automatic weapons, 30 mines, and boxes with a great quantity of ammunition.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Front Reserves – 1st TD – in the woods south of Vadino [42 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo], and 152nd RD in the Kakushkino region.
      


      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – supported the ground forces, reconnoitered, and struck approaching enemy reserves on the night of 19-20 and the morning of 20 August with 139 sorties dropping 58 FAB-100, 17 FAB-82, 142 FAB-50, 2 ZAB-50, 13 FAB-32, 110 AO-25, 347 AO-15 and AO-10, and 498 AO-2.5 bombs, 6,509 KS ampoules, and 118,000 leaflets.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd MAD – struck enemy troop concentrations and set fire to the forests in the region east, southeast, and southwest of Dukhovshchina and in the El’nia region on the night of 19-20 August with 22 sorties and observed a large number of fires and many explosions.
      


      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – supported 19th Army, destroyed enemy troop concentrations in the Klemiatino and Shishkino region, and conducted deep reconnaissance in the Iartsevo, Smolensk, Pochinok, and El’nia sector with 17 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – raided an enemy troop concentration in the region 20 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina overnight on 19-20 August with 4 sorties, noting many fires, and reconnoitered approaching enemy reserves and protected 19th Army on 20 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – bombed enemy troop concentrations in the Krivets and Gorodno region overnight on 19-20 August with 9 sorties, noting many fires and supported 20th Army and bombed the enemy’s forward edge in the region northwest of Gorodno, Churkino, Mashutkino, Fomenko, and Ploskoe during the first half of the day on 20 August with 40 sorties, noting effective strikes against enemy foxholes and artillery positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – supported 29th Army, protected the unloading of forces at Velikopol’e Station, reconnoitered the Nevel’ and Usviat’e region, and attacked columns of tanks and artillery on the morning of 20 August with 26 sorties, noting direct hits that set fire to the columns.
      


      
        	♦

        	38th RAS – conducted photo reconnaissance in the Iartsevo, Dukhovshchina, Arkhipovka, Smolensk, and Zadnia region with 7 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – shot down five enemy aircraft, including two Me-109, 1 ME-110, and 2 Iu-88 aircraft, during the first half of the day on 20 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – 1 TB-3 lost in a crash and 1 IL-2 aircraft failed to return to its airfield.4
      

    


    The evening summary made it clear that neither 29th nor 30th Armies made significant gains on 20 August, although both sides were suffering heavy losses in the fierce fighting at the Germans’ strongpoint at Katkovo, a fortified town held by German VI Army Corps’ 26th Infantry Division 15 kilometers northeast of Il’ino and midway between the Western Dvina and Mezha Rivers. Katkovo had been under attack by Maslennikov’s 1st NKVD Motorized Regiment for several days. In the sector of Khomenko’s 30th Army, once again, the failure of 244th Rifle Division to reach its forward assembly areas confounded the army’s offensive plans. Thus, Timoshenko’s attentions remained riveted to 19th Army’s sector, where the fate of his offensive seemed in the balance.


    Later in the day on 21 August, either just prior to or just after rendering its evening operational summary, but certainly because of growing concern over the situation in 19th Army’s sector, Timoshenko ordered reinforcements to Konev’s assistance. Addressed to “the commanders of 1st Tank Division and 509th Antitank Artillery Regiment” with copies to “the commander of 19th Army, in Vadino, and to Naidenov and Vorob’ev,” the commanders of the tank division and antitank regiment, the order directed both forces move to the Kapyrevshchina, Manchino, and Avdiukovo region [east of the Vop’ River to the rear of 19th Army’s bridgehead] on the night of 20-21 August. Once there, they were to remain under the Western Main Direction Command’s control but establish communications and liaison with Konev by sending “a responsible representative” to his CP. Most important, the forces were to be “constantly aware of the situation on 19th Army’s front and be prepared for operations to exploit the success of 19th Army.”5


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 41.


    
       
    


    The fresh 1st Tank Division, with a sizeable number of armored vehicles, was the descendent of the famous 1st Moscow Motorized Rifle Division, which had taken part in the July fighting for Smolensk and had been largely destroyed in the fighting. After being withdrawn from the front in early August, it was reorganized into a tank division around the town of Kokushkino, 15 kilometers north of Dorogobuzh. Its reorganization was essentially completed by 18 August, two days before receiving orders to return to the front. Although it arrived too late to assist 19th Army along the Vop’ River, by month’s end it would be assigned to Rokossovsky’s 16th Army, where it would play a more significant role in the Western Front’s expanded offensive in late August.


    21 August


    In the meantime, while the cat and mouse game continued playing out north of Smolensk, Konev continued to fight his own personal duel with counterattacking German 7th Panzer Division. Before the deadly duel resumed on 21 August, at 0240 hours in the morning Konev reiterated the situation to his subordinate units and adjusted his defenses to meet the new armored challenge:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 39.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – the defeated units of enemy 5th and 161st IDs and 900th MotB are trying to dig in along the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers, and reserves are approaching from the depths.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Mission – attack in the general direction of Dukhovshchina at 0800 hours on 21 August.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – firmly defend the army’s right wing, organize antitank defenses in the Lopatchinki and Gorbatovskaia sector [25-28 kilometers north of Iartsevo], prevent enemy tanks from penetrating that sector, and liquidate the enemy’s center of resistance at Zubova.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – organize firm antitank defenses in the Gorbatovskaia, Potelitsa, and Hill 217.0 (2 kilometer west of Zadnia) sector [23-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and attack toward Pochepova and Shchelkina [22-23 kilometers north of Iartsevo] with the left wing.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD (with 202nd TR) – attack toward Kalugino to capture the Mashutino and Sushchevo sector [18-22 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end and seize crossings over the Tsarevich River in the Novo-Nikol’skoe (House of Invalids) sector with the forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – attack toward Petrovo, Sel’tso, and Kulagino and reach the Sushchevo and Rafenino front [14-18 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – attack toward Krovopuskovo and reach the Rafenino and Novosel’e front [4-14 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end, while protecting the army’s left flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – organize antitank defenses facing north, northwest, and west in the region you occupy and prepare to attack northward toward Makov’e, Kalugino, and Sushchevo.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery – be ready at 0500 hours. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Fire an artillery preparation from 0730 to 0800 hours.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy tanks from penetrating in the Losevo and Balashova region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery in the Moteva, Kastalanova, Balashova, and Hill 220.5 regions.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prepare one battalion of 311th AR to fight with enemy tanks along the Gorbatovskaia and Potelitsa axis.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of 19th Army – Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Support the ground forces and destroy the enemy in the Lozevo, Ivaniki, Bykovo, Sushchevo, and Makov’e region, with a first strike against the enemy tank group in the Moteva, Losevo, Semenkovo, and Balashova region and a second strike against the enemy along the Sirotinka, Afanas’evo, Shishkina, Muzhilova, and Sushchevo region at 0750 hours in coordination with 50th and 64th RDs.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy the enemy motor-mechanized units approaching from the depths in the Losevo and Semenkovo region by successive strikes and the crossings over the Tsarevich River at Novo-Nikol’skoe and Sushchevo.6
      

    


    The fighting in 19th Army’s bridgehead resumed with ferocity at about 0800 hours, when the 50th and 64th Rifle and 101st Tank Divisions of Konev’s main shock force continued their efforts to consolidate their hard-won footholds along the Tsarevich River and expand the offensive beyond the river’s western bank. Simultaneously, 91st and 166th Rifle Divisions reorganized their antitank defenses and, protected by artillery and mortar fire, engaged in close combat with 7th Panzer Division’s kampfgruppe, which itself struggled to extricate itself from the morass of Soviet antitank defensive positions. With 202nd Tank Regiment now reinforcing 50th Rifle Division’s thrust toward the west, Colonel Kolesnikov’s 89th Rifle Division formed an antitank barrier southeast of Makov’e and prepared to attack northward into the teeth of Funck’s now faltering panzers, whose tanks were being destroyed one by one in the maze of Soviet antitank defenses.


    See Maps 90 and 91. 7th Panzer Division’s assault, 21 August 1941 and Army Group Center’s situation late on 21 August 1941.


    
       
    


    As this fight increased in intensity throughout the day, Timoshenko decided, since it appeared as if 30th Army’s attacks were going nowhere, it would be more useful to transfer its fresh forces into 19th Army’s sector, where they could both help defeat the German panzer counterstroke and also guarantee a more significant penetration and exploitation. Accordingly, at midday the front commander and his chief of staff, Sokolovsky, directed Khomenko to release 45th Cavalry and the fresh 244th Rifle Division, neither of which had seen much combat, from his army and transfer them southward to reinforce Konev’s 19th Army:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 45.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          To the commanders of 19th and 30th Armies

        


        
          I order:

        


        
          1) 45th CD, while remaining at my disposal, will be transferred to the Klinets, Starosel’e, and Kobelevo region [15-20 kilometers northeast of 19th Army’s bridgehead] on the night of 21-22 August. Place the division’s antitank weapons in the region indicated during the day on 21 August and prepare an antitank defense along the Kislaevo and Shershiki and Konishchevo and Pechenicheno axes [east of the Vop’ River behind 19th Army’s bridgehead].

        


        
          Prepare the cavalry division for commitment into the penetration sector of 19th Army on the morning of 22 August, while ensuring it establishes direct communications with 19th Army and sends a responsible representative to 19th Army’s CP.

        


        
          2) Transfer 244th RD to 19th Army to relieve 166th RD in the Markovo, Zanino, and Hill 213.9 sector [28-40 kilometers north of Iartsevo] during the day on 21 August, and complete the relief, rifle and artillery battalion by battalion, by the morning of 22 August.

        


        
          166th RD, after its relief by 244th RD, will occupy the Hill 213.9 and Gorbatovskaia sector [25-28 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by first light on 22 August and be prepared to attack on 22 August.

        


        
          Lieutenant Colonel Baderko, 30th Army’s chief of staff, is personally responsible for the timely dispatch of 244th RD to relieve 166th RD and for 244th and 166th RDs’ timely occupation of their designated sectors, and 19th Army’s chief of staff is responsible for them to be ready to attack on 22 August.

        


        
          3) 152nd RD will move into the front’s reserve and concentrate in the Afanas’kovo, Neslovo State Farm, Logunovo, and Rozhnovo State Farm region by first light on 23 August. It is responsible for defending the Neslovo State Farm and Nikola Kremianyi State Farm line with its forward units and creating antitank defenses along the Obukhovo, Egor’evskoe, and Nikola Kremianyi axes.

        


        
          4) The Assistant Commander of Forces for Auto-Armored Units will concentrate 18th TD in the forest south of Vadino for further reorganization.

        


        
          Confirm receipt of this order and the course of its fulfillment.7
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    Map 90. 7th Panzer Division’s assault, 21 August 1941.
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    Map 91. Army Group Center’s situation late on 21 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Thus, by nightfall on 21 August, 1st Tank, 244th Rifle, and 45th Cavalry Divisions were en route to 19th Army’s sector. While the 1st Tank and 45th Cavalry were to provide Konev with new forces with which he could exploit westward across the Tsarevich River, the 244th Rifle’s transfer would release 166th Rifle Division so that is could participate in the fight with 7th Panzer Division by assaulting its penetration from the east.


    As these forces began regrouping, the intense fighting continued in 19th Army’s bridgehead as Konev struggled to parry Funck’s panzer assaults. In fact, Konev’s forces were demonstrating they could handle 7th Panzer Division even without the fresh reserves. At Army Group Center, Bock provided a cryptic yet accurate description of the day’s action as he penned in his diary:


    
      
        
          The 7th Panzer Division’s counterattack in the hard-pressed 161st Division’s sector had no success. It is bogged down; the division has lost a large number of tanks in the process. I should have persevered in my efforts to commit stronger forces to this attack.8

        

      

    


    
       
    


    After heavy fighting continued along the northern flank of 19th Army’s bridgehead for several hours more, the sheer density and deadly effectiveness of Konev’s antitank defenses left Funck with no choice but to withdraw the bulk of his panzer kampfgruppe back to its jumping-off positions by late on 21 August. Given the ferocity of the fighting, it proved a difficult task for the Germans to dislodge themselves from the Soviets’ maze of antitank defenses. Yet, the experienced Germans did so, apparently, towing back half of their destroyed and damaged tanks.


    The operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 21 August explained, at least in part and within the context of fighting elsewhere along its front, just how 7th Panzer Division’s ambitious counterstroke, which began on 20 August, aborted in a welter of destroyed tanks and dead panzer grenadiers on the 21st. While doing so, by highlighting the offensive by Ershakov’s 22nd Army on the front’s right wing, it also demonstrated Timoshenko’s utter ignorance about the real situation in the sector south of Velikie Luki and Toropets on the front’s right wing:
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        	•

        	General Situation – the Western Front is attacking toward Dukhovshchina with its center and, simultaneously, launching an offensive with its right wing to destroy the enemy forces in between 22nd and 29th Armies.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – while defending on its right wing, attacked in its center and on its left wing at 1300 hours on 21 August to destroy the opposing enemy.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	51st RC – protecting the army’s right wing with an active defense by 126th RD’s 366th RR and 48th TD [northwest and southwest of Velikie Luki], attacking southward toward Kuznetsovo [14 kilometers south of Velikie Luki] with 214th RD, which penetrated 2-3 kilometers, and operating toward Novosokol’niki [25 kilometers west of Velikie Luki] in the enemy’s rear with the separate cavalry division.
      


      
        	♦

        	29th RC – attacked [southward] from the Strizhevo, Gusakovo, and Sopki line [10-32 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki] at 1300 hours on 21 August and advanced 2-3 kilometers, with 126th RD toward Leonovo; 179th RD toward Plaksino and Pirogovo; and 170th RD toward Mulina and Pronino, with 98th RD in reserve in the Rudnitsa and Leskovo region.
      


      
        	♦

        	62nd RC – defending the Shcherganikha and Berezniki line [40 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] with 174th RD, attacked from the Bakutino and Matskova line [35-38 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] toward Nesterova with 186th and 174th RD, advancing up to 3 kilometers against strong enemy resistance, and protecting the boundaries with 27th and 29th Armies with forward detachments.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	29th Army – preparing for an offensive and occupying jumping-off positions with part of its forces in accordance with Order No. 9.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – “putting itself in order” and preparing for an offensive in its present positions, while facing enemy artillery and mortar fire in 250th and 162nd RDs’ sector.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	244th RD – began moving to relieve 19th Army’s 166th RD in the Markovo, Zanino, and Hill 213.9 sector [28-40 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – preparing for a night march to the Klinets, Starosel’e, and Kobelevo region [35-40 kilometers east-northeast of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	Trophies captured --2 heavy machine guns, 5 rifles, and 1 bicycle.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses on 20 August – 1,312 men killed and wounded.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – attacking toward Dukhovshchina since 0800 hours on 21 August, after up to 50 enemy tanks with infantry counterattacked from the Hill 220.5 region toward Potelitsa [23 kilometers north of Iartsevo] against 91st RD on the army’s right wing at 1400 hours on 20 August, and, simultaneously, up to two battalions of infantry counterattacked toward Pochelovo [20 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The enemy, which attacked 91st RD overnight on 20-21 August, withdrew after losing two tanks and leaving many dead belonging to 42nd PzBn on the battlefield (requires verification).
      


      
        	♦

        	The enemy attack toward Pochelovo encountered “decisive resistance,” and we are still fighting successfully.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – advanced successfully, despite strikes by 30 bombers, seizing 80 prisoners, including two officers from the enemy 28th ID.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – captured Skachkovo and Chistaia [4-7 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Cavalry Group (50th and 53rd CD) – no news received.
      


      
        	•

        	16th Army
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	38th RD – attacking in support of 19th Army, captured the eastern half of Novosel’e [3 kilometers north of Iartsevo] at 1600 hours on 21 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	108th RD – position unchanged.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – fighting along the Makeevo, Pnevo, Pashkova, Golovino, Sarai [barn], Sopshino, Motevo, Vishniaki, Pogibilka, Chuvakhi, Samodurovka, Klemiatino, Novo-Aleksandrovka, and Brykino line.
      


      
        	•

        	Front Reserves:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	1st TD (with 509th ATR) – regrouped from the Vadino region [38 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo] to the Kapyrevshchina, Chizhiki, and Avdiukova region [20-22 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo] overnight on 20-21 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	152nd RD – preparing to move from the Kakushkino region [54 kilometers east of Iartsevo] to the Afanas’kovo, Neslovo, Lagunovo, and Razhnovo State Farm region.
      


      
        	♦

        	134th RD – filling out and refitting in the Vladimirovskaia region, 30 kilometers southeast of Belyi.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – poor weather conditions limited air operations during the first half of the day, with only 46 sorties conducted.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – supported 19th Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – supported 30th Army with 5 sorties.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – supported 19th Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	Nine IL-2 aircraft, escorted by 9 MIG-3 fighters, struck an enemy tank column on the Zamiatino and Balasheva road at 1200 hours and at 1355 hours with unknown results.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – Additional information confirms 4 enemy aircraft were shot down on 20 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses—two I-16 failed to return to their airfield, and the MIG-3 aircraft that previous reports indicated did not return to its airfield was confirmed as shot down by enemy fighters.9
      

    


    Within hours after the Western Front issued this operational summary, Konev dispatched two documents to the front’s headquarters; the first, a copy of his combat order for 22 August and, the second, a more personal account of the battle with 7th Panzer Division to Timoshenko himself. The order issued at 2340 hours informed both Timoshenko and his subordinates of the current situation and Konev’s immediate intent of 22 August:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – the enemy, once again bringing reserves forward, has been trying to halt the army’s offensive since the morning of 21 August by counterattacks with motor-mechanized units in the Potelitsa, Pochepova, and Zaitseva State Farm region, supported extensively by aircraft, but the army’s forces are repelling the impudent enemy’s counterattacks and driving them back to their jumping-off positions with heavy losses in personnel and equipment; the testimony of prisoners indicated 161st ID has been routed.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Mission – continue its offensive at 0930 hours on 22 August in the general direction of Dukhovshchina to destroy enemy forces between the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers and reach the Krotovo, Mashutino, Sushchevo, Potapova, and
      


      
        	•

        	Samuilova front [5-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end, while seizing the Kislova, Rytvino, Ponizov’e, Lupshevo, and Griaznoki front [17 kilometers northwest to 28 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo] with forward units.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	244th RD – protect the army’s right flank by defending the Shupeki, Shestaki 2, Krasnitsa, Zaria, and Priglova Farm line [32-40 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and attack with your main forces toward Zanino 2 and Isakovka [27-32 kilometers north of Iartsevo and 4 kilometers northwest of Losevo] to capture the Moseevka and Borniki line [26-32 kilometers north of Iartsevo and 2-8 kilometers north-northwest of Losevo] by day’s end and seize Novolosevo 1 and Novoselishche [in the Loinia River valley] with your forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	166th RD (with 36th and 874th ATRs) – attack toward Moteva and Losevo to capture Krotovo [6 kilometers west of Losevo] and the western edge of the grove southwest of Krotovo.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD (with 120th GAR and 1st, 2nd, and 5th Bns, 874th ATR) – attack westward toward Balashova and Myshkovo, capture Hills 230.0 (0.5 kilometer north of Myshkovo) and 226.2 (0.5 kilometer south of Myshkovo), and seize the Rytvino and Ponizov’e line [10 kilometers west of the Tsarevich River and 23-25 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD (less 390th RR but with a howitzer battalion of 311th AR) – attack westward toward Hill 220.3 and Sel’tso and capture the Hill 224.9 (0.5 kilometer north of Sel’tso) and Mashutino line [8 kilometers west of the Tsarevich River and 21-23 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo] by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD (with 4th Bn, 302nd HAR, 1st Bn, 596th AR, and 874th ATR) – attack westward toward Afanas’evo and Kulagino, capture the Mashutino and Sushchevo line [18-21 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo] by day’s end, and seize the grove 1 kilometer east of Butsevo with forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD (with 596th AR, less 1st Bn) – attack toward Sel’tso and Kulagino with your main force, reach the Sushchevo and Khudkova front [14-18 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo] by day’s end, and seize the Lupshevo and Griaznoki line [13-15 kilometers northwest of Iartsevo] with forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – make your main attack toward Krovopuskovo [15 kilometers west of the Vop’ River and 10 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo], capture the Potapova and Novosel’e line [4-8 kilometers northwest of Iartsevo and 15-18 kilometers southeast of Dukhovshchina] by day’s end, and capture the Uzval’e and Vorotyshino line [11-13 kilometers southeast of Dukhovshchina] with forward units, while protecting the army’s left flank.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reserve – 390th RR in the Potelitsa and Zadnia region.
      


      
        	♦

        	Artillery – be ready at 0500 hours on 22 August to fire an artillery preparation from 0900 to 0930 hours. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery in the Rakhmanino, Shchelkina, and Kulagino region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy mortar batteries and personnel along the forward edge.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy counterattacks from the Moseevka, Borniki, Losevo, and Krotovo region with the fires of three battalions.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	VVS of 19th Army. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy personnel and mortars along the forward edge in the Losevo, Balashova, Sirotinki, Zamiatina, Hill 216.1 (1.5 kilometers south of Zamiatina), Shishkino, Siniakova, and Sloboda regions, with the first strike against personnel along the forward edge.
      


      
        	◊

        	Suppress enemy artillery in the Shchelkina and Rakhmanino region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Destroy enemy tanks in the Losevo, Shchelkina, Sushchevo, and Balashova region.
      


      
        	◊

        	Prevent enemy reserves from approaching along the Dukhovshchina axis.
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect ground forces’ operations in the Lopatchinki and Makov’e and Miagchenki and Vasilisino sectors.
      


      
        	◊

        	Reconnoiter the Zanino, Moseevka, Novo-Losevo 1 and Kastalanova and Krotovo, Ponizov’e, and Sushchevo regions.10
      

    


    Given Konev’s emphasis on pushing his army’s forces westward to positions from 8 to 5 kilometers west of the Tsarevich River and the forces he allocated to this task, by this time it was clear 19th Army’s commander had concluded the threat posed by 7th Panzer Division’s kampfgruppe was now insignificant – if fact, insignificant enough to be handled by 244th and 166th Rifle Divisions, supported by artillery fire and air strikes. As if to underscore this fact, Konev assigned his reserve 89th Rifle Division the mission to join the westward advance.


    In a more personal vein, shortly before midnight, Konev dispatched a more detailed report to Timoshenko, with copies to his neighbors, Khomenko and Rokossovsky, which explained more precisely what had transpired over the previous 48 hours and spelling out clearly what he was trying to achieve:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 42.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – during the day on 21 August, the army fought with approaching enemy reserves, which were trying to halt our offensive by launching counterattacks along the Gorbatovskaia, Potelitsa, and Pochepova line and further [south] along the Loinia River to Muzhilova, the woods 2 kilometers west of Muzhilova, Popova, Skachkovo, and Chistaia.
      


      
        	•

        	Specifics:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The fighting in the Potelitsa sector, where the enemy apparently conducted his counterstroke with as many as 70-80 tanks and a regiment of motorized infantry, and in the Pochepova and Kazakova sector, where he counterattacked with a force of as many as 50 tanks and a battalion of motorized infantry, was exceptionally bitter.
      


      
        	♦

        	We repelled the enemy counterattacks, while inflicting heavy losses on his forces. Preliminary information indicates we destroyed more than 70 enemy tanks and numerous vehicles in these sectors. By evening the enemy managed to wedge into 91st RD’s dispositions south and southeast of Hill 220.5 (1 kilometer northwest of Potelitsa), but all the while, 91st RD’s forces held on to Potelitsa, Zadnia, Hill 217.9, the woods to the east of Balashova, and Pochepova.
      


      
        	♦

        	The enemy abandoned the bodies of more than 300 dead on the battlefield in the Popova and Petrova region and another 250 bodies in the Pochepova region, and we captured 54 prisoners (including 2 officers) from 7th and 364th IRs [probably 71st and 364th IRs of 28th and 161st IDs].
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy aircraft operated all day long, and especially before evening, by employing dive bombers on the battlefield and in the immediate rear area behind the crossings over the Vop’ River, where they destroyed the crossings at Kapyrevshchina and Podylishche. During some periods of the air battle, more than 30 enemy aircraft were in the skies at one time, in particular, along 50th RD’s axis.
      


      
        	♦

        	Incomplete information also indicates we seized 1 75mm gun, about 10 heavy and light machine guns, one radio, and one antitank gun, while we lost 12 tanks.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	My Decisions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	During the night, liquidate the enemy group which has wedged into 91st RD’s dispositions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Resume the offensive at 0930 hours on 22 August to destroy the enemy between the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers with an attack by 166th, 91st, 89th, 50th, 64th, and 101st Divisions in single echelon.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reach the Krotovo, Mashutino, Sushchevo, Potapova, and Samuilova front [5-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by day’s end, while seizing the Kislova, Rytvino, Ponizov’e, Lupshevo, and Griaznoki line [17 kilometers northwest to 28 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo] with forward units.
      


      
        	♦

        	244th RD will conduct a secondary attack toward Zanino 2 and Isakovka [26 kilometers north of Iartsevo] with its left wing.11
      

    


    More than satisfied that Konev had his situation well in hand, Timoshenko continued reinforcing 19th Army’s forces along the Vop’ River and ordered both 29th Army on Konev’s distant right and 20th Army on Konev’s distant left to intensify their attacks in order to maintain constant heavy pressure against the front of Army Group Center’s Ninth Army northeast and east of Smolensk, as well as the northern wing of the army group’s Fourth Army southeast of Smolensk.


    For example, at 1745 hours on the evening of 21 August, Timoshenko somewhat caustically directed Maslennikov, the commander of 29th Army, to heed his advice and reorganize his offensive against Ninth Army’s left wing along the Western Dvina River. After beginning his order in complementary fashion, declaring, “I agree with the overall concept of your plan for destroying the enemy’s Il’inskoe Grouping,” Timoshenko chided Maslennikov for frittering his forces away by adding, “Clarity is lacking in your order for fulfilling your plan for destroying the enemy. The enumeration of the missions to the companies and battalions obscures the mission of the divisions.”12 Therefore, Timoshenko categorically demanded, “252nd RD, protected on the right, will attack [south-southeastward] from the Ust’e and Vypolzovo line [20 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino] toward Kozino and Il’ino, and 246th [RD], together with 243rd RD, [will attack] from the Baevo and Ias’kovo line [15 kilometers northeast of Il’ino] in the general direction of Il’ino.” Leaving no doubt as to his intentions, Timoshenko ended by stating,” Under no circumstances allocate subunits or units from these divisions to fulfill secondary missions. You entrust the composite brigade with protecting your left flank.”13
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    By the same token, at 2230 hours on 21 August, the commander of 20th Army, General Lukin, responded to Timoshenko’s appeals for support for 19th Army by ordering his forces to attack to expand their bridgeheads on the western bank of the Dnepr River and reach and capture Kardymovo Station, a key junction on the main railroad line 25 kilometers northeast of Smolensk and 35 kilometers south of Dukhovshchina:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – SS Division “Great Germany” [Grossdeutschland] is defending the Pnevo, Mit’kovo, Liakhovo, Dubrova, the woods south of Golovino, and Malinovka line [6 kilometers southwest to 20 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo and west of the Dnepr River], with prepared centers of resistance at Pnevo, Mit’kovo, and Titkovo and with reserves in Fedurno and Vachkovo State Farm. 263rd ID, which the SS division relieved, is defending the Suborovka, Klemiatino, and Iakovlevichi line [23 kilometers south to 35 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo and east of the Dnepr River].
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 19th Army’s 108th RD is defending the Vop’ River, and on the left, 24th Army’s 107th RD is attacking toward Bezzabot State Farm [12 kilometers northwest of El’nia].
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Mission – while defending against the enemy’s southern grouping, attack at 0900 hours on 22 August in the general direction of Kardymovo [28 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk] to smash the SS division and reach the Khmost’ River [25 kilometers east of Smolensk].
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – firmly defend the Dnepr River from the crossing at Solov’evo southward to the woods 1 kilometer north of Zabor’e [8 kilometers south of Solov’evo] and attack Mit’kovo [on the Dnepr River’s western bank, 10 kilometers south of Solov’evo] at 0900 hours on 22 August and capture it by day’s end, while protecting right flank of the army’s shock group.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – attack from your positions west of Logunovo and Ratchino [8-12 kilometers south of Solov’evo] toward Liakhovo and the hill west of Ratchino at 0900 hours on 22 August to destroy the enemy and capture the Mashkino and Fedurno [Fedurnovo] line [25-26 kilometers east of Smolensk] by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – attack from the positions you occupy (from the southwestern outskirts of Pashkovo to Golovino and 300 meters east of the edge of the grove south of Golovino) [12-15 kilometers south of Solov’evo] toward Pashkovo and Babeeva at 0900 hours on 22 August and, after smashing the enemy, capture Fedurnovo and Starinovo [28 kilometers east to 30 kilometers east-northeast of Smolensk] by day’s end.
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – while defending the sector from the barn, 1 kilometer north of Baidik, to Sopshino [18-25 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo] and protecting your left flank, attack with the remainder of your forces at 0900 hours on 22 August from jumping-of positions occupied by its subunits on the western bank of the Dnepr River [15-18 kilometers south of Solov’evo] toward Ryzhkovo and Remenishche [34 kilometers east of Smolensk].
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD … defend your positions, and prevent an enemy advance north of the Motovo, Hill 205.9, Chuvakhi, Hill 224.8, and Klemiatino line [20 kilometers south to 23 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] at all cost.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – defend along the eastern bank of the Ustrom River in the Klemiatino and Novoe Brykino Farm sector [23 kilometers south-southeast to 32 kilometers southeast of Solov’evo] and prevent an enemy penetration toward Goravitsy, Krasnosel’e, Mikhailovka, Safonovo, and especially Klemiatino and Chentsovo, at all cost.14
      

    


    22 August


    Konev, as was his custom by this time, shortly after midnight on the night of 21-22 August, shared his perception of 19th Army’s general situation in the bridgehead west of the Vop’ River and his intentions for the following day’s operations with the commander of the Western Front. The report, signed Colonel V. F. Malyshkin, 19th Army’s chief of staff, began, “I am reporting on a plan of operations for developing the army’s operations in the immediate future”:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – on 20 and 21 August, the enemy assembled reserves along the Dukhovshchina axis from the sectors of neighboring 30th and 16th Armies to oppose the offensive by our 19th Army.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	During this period, the enemy succeeded in assembling and employing no fewer than two regiments of motorized infantry and up to 150 tanks against our forces during the second half of 21 August, which apparently included units of 42nd PzD, 15th MotR, and 900th MotB along the Potelitsa and Losevo axis [on the army’s right flank, 22 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and 28th ID’s 7th IR along the Osipova and Bortniki axis (south of the Tsarevich River) [11 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	Up to this time, enemy motor-mechanized units had not been identified along these axes since the beginning of the army’s offensive. Therefore, the primary means of resisting our offensive had been an active defense by infantry and operations by enemy dive-bombers. Evidently, the Tsarevich River formed an obstacle for the regrouping for enemy motor-mechanized units operating to its north.
      


      
        	♦

        	Significant losses were inflicted on the approaching enemy reserves during the fighting on 21 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Decisions – based on this assessment of the enemy, the perceived weakness of his forces south of the Tsarevich River, and the suitability of the terrain for the employment of cavalry, I consider it expedient:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	To maintain the army’s present grouping and, without weakening our attack toward Makov’e and Pavlovo [20 kilometers north of Iartsevo] in the center, also to launch an attack toward Miagchenki, Stepanova, and Dukhovshchina [on the left, 10 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	To employ 45th CD along the Miagchenki, Stepanova, and Dukhovshchina axis during the second half of 23 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	To concentrate [the cavalry division] in the Maslikhi, Matveenki, and Malinovka region by 0400 hours on 23 August from which, depending on the situation, it can be sent to develop success, if required, also in the center.
      


      
        	♦

        	To commit the cavalry division into combat after 64th RD and 101st TD to capture the Navol’nia, Sel’tso, Makeeva, and Novosel’e line in order to capture the forest west of Dukhovshchina by day’s end on 23 August, from which it can be used along either the northern or southwestern axes.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Requests:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Provide fighter protection over the cavalry division’s concentration region beginning on the morning of 23 August for its advance from this region to the Loinia River and during its commitment into the penetration during the second half of the day on 23 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Place one artillery regiment at my disposal and additional communications are especially necessary for the inclusion of 244th RD and 45th CD to my army.15
      

    


    Konev’s report once again evidenced his confidence that his forces had already beaten the German forces which conducted the counterstroke and would now be able to accomplish their primary mission – penetrating to and capturing Dukhovshchina. Since Timoshenko believed the reserves he was providing Konev were adequate for 19th Army to fulfill its missions, on 22 August he permitted Khomenko’s 30th and Lukin’s 20th Armies either to rest and refit or conduct only local attacks. For example, at 0820 hours, at roughly the same time Konev’s forces were resuming their attacks, Lukin issued fresh orders to his 20th Army to resume their attacks, only this time after a day’s delay and toward the main railroad line connecting Smolensk with El’nia instead of the railroad line east of Smolensk, probably because Timoshenko was confident Konev’s army could reach Dukhovshchina itself:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – defending on the army’s right wing, west of the Dnepr River, with a SS division, and, opposite our left wing, brought 263rd ID forward to take the place of the “Great Germany” Division.
      


      
        	•

        	20th Army’s Mission – while defending the Dnepr River line with two divisions [73rd and 144th] and holding on to bridgeheads on the river’s western bank, will attack on the morning of 23 August with four rifle divisions [229th, 153rd, 161st, and 129th], reinforced by heavy artillery, to smash the enemy 263rd ID and reach the railroad at Dobromino and Glinka Station [25 kilometers south of Solov’evo and midway between Smolensk and El’nia].16
      

    


    Thus, from the Western Front’s perspective, the heaviest fighting on 22 August took place in 19th Army’s bridgehead west of the Vop’ River, where Konev’s army used two rifle divisions to eliminate the last vestige of the gains achieved by 7th Panzer Division’s counterstroke, while the remainder of his army pressed westward along and across the Tsarevich River. However, much farther to the north, in the sector of 22 August 1941 and General Ershakov’s 22nd Army, what Timoshenko initially perceived as merely local German attacks of no immediate importance would ultimately morph into a major German effort with an immense impact on the ultimate fate on his Western Front’s situation August counteroffensive.


    See Maps 92 and 93. 19th Army’s situation, 22 August 1941 and Army Group Center’s situation late on 22 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Once again, the operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 22 August described the day’s action in fair detail that underscored the ferocity of the fighting across the entire front:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 48.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – the front’s forces, overcoming stubborn enemy resistance, are developing the offensive toward Usviat’e on the right wing and toward Dukhovshchina in the center, while the forces on its left wing are fortifying their positions and regrouping their forces.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – defending on its right wing and continuing its offensive in its center and on its left wing. Relying on a well-developed system of obstacles, the enemy is resisting stubbornly, especially in the forested regions, by extensively employing organized artillery and mortar fires and counterattacks.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	186th RD – attacked at 0600 hours on 22 August by the enemy’s 110th ID, supported by artillery and mortars, which captured Bardino, Sopki, and Dreki [36-37 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki], and enemy sub-machine gunners penetrated into Slonovo [35 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki], but measures are being taken to liquidate the enemy penetration.
      


      
        	♦

        	174th RD – captured Viazoviki [10 kilometers east of Dreki] on 21 August, inflicting heavy losses on the enemy and seizing 4 heavy machine guns.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 22nd Army – Nazimovo Station [32 kilometers east of Velikie Luki].
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    Map 92. 19th Army’s situation, 22 August 1941.
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    Map 93. Army Group Center’s situation late on 22 August 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	29th Army – attacked at 1400 hours on 22 August to destroy the opposing enemy and encountered stubborn resistance along the entire front and strong artillery and mortar fire and air raids.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – defending the Krivets, Samodumova, Olenitsa 1, and Krasnyi Sosny sector [24 kilometers west-northwest to 15 kilometers northwest of Il’ino] with one regiment and, after forcing the Western Dvina River in the Ust’e and Vypolzovo region [18 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino] with two regiments, developed the attack toward Sinichino.
      


      
        	♦

        	246th RD – attacking from the Baevo region [15 kilometers northeast of Il’ino] toward Andreevskie and Iur’evo [10 kilometers northeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – attacking from the Zakhody and Ias’kovo line [12 kilometers northeast of Il’ino] toward Porosiatnikovo and Parakhino [6 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino].

        	♦
      


      
        	♦

        	1st MRR (NKVD) – operating toward Katkovo [15 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	29th CR – protecting the army’s left flank along the Mezha River [30 kilometers east of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	BEPO No. 53 – protecting the Zharkovskii Station and Borki axis [35-40 kilometers east-southeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	2nd MRR (NKVD) – in the army’s reserve in the Demidovo, Korotyshi, and Pikalikha region [18-20 kilometers north-northeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 29th Army – 0.5 kilometer south of Poiarkovo.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Cavalry Group (50th and 53rd CD) – concentrated in the forest north of Ust’e and Podviaz’e [35-45 kilometers southwest of Belyi and 55 kilometers north of Dukhovshchina], but all of its attempts to punch through Shikhtovo, Podviaz’e, and Brekhalovo line with separate detachments or regiments have failed because of stubborn enemy resistance. The group began reaching the Marker 194.9, the woods north of Nikulino, and the woods southeast of Podviaz’e line at 2000 hours on 22 August, is cooperating with partisan groups, and has reported insignificant losses (but this is being clarified).
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – regrouping, restoring order in its units [at the following locations], and preparing to resume the offensive against a largely inactive enemy.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD – 918th RR in the Los’mino and Bulatovo sector [18-20 kilometers southwest of Belyi and 78 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and its remaining forces are concentrating in the Pozhinki region [60-65 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – the Staroe Morokhovo, Novoe Morokhovo, and Zhidki region [50-60 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – the Dolgoe and Staroe Selo region [47-50 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD – west of Mikhailovshchina and the edge of the woods 1 kilometer southeast of Sechenki [44-47 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD (minus 120th MRR) – concentrated in the Dolgoe region.
      


      
        	♦

        	120th MRR – when relieved by 244th RD’s 911th RR from 30th Army, will defend the Zhukovo, Sloboda, Nazemenki, Karpovo, and Torchilovo line [in second echelon].
      


      
        	♦

        	244th RD and 45th CD – transferred to 19th Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	134th RD – filling out and resting in the Vladimirskoe region [30th Army’s rear area], with one rifle regiment to concentrate in the forest 2 kilometers northeast of Podzaitsevo by day’s end on 22 August in the army’s reserve.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	107th TD – suffered heavy personnel losses in the recent fighting, with 11 tanks destroyed on 20 August. 237th MRR has only 180 active riflemen on 22 August, and 143rd TR has lost 115 men, including the regimental commander, who was killed, and two battalion commanders and almost all of the company commanders wounded.
      


      
        	◊

        	251st RD – the military commissar of its headquarters and Battalion Commissar Zaitsev and the acting commander of 927th RR, Captain Shamko, were killed.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses and trophies – one 30mm gun with 28 shells, 8 rifles, and one mortar seized, 8 heavy machine guns, 9 sub-machine guns, 7 mortars, 5 antitank guns, and one artillery battery destroyed, 800 German soldiers and officers killed, and one enemy transport aircraft was shot down by antiaircraft fire on 22 August.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – relieved the units on its right wing during the day, regrouped its forces, and simultaneously attacked in the center and on the right wing at 0930 hours to destroy enemy forces between the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	The enemy, bringing reserves forward from the depths, resisted stubbornly by trying to halt our advance with local counterattacks with infantry supported by tanks, in particular, in the Potelitsa, Pochepova and Popova, and Skachkova sectors.
      


      
        	♦

        	Preliminary reports indicate the enemy suffered heavy losses in these sectors, including up to 2,000 soldiers killed since 17 August and more than 70 tanks and many vehicles destroyed on 21 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	On 22 August the enemy used a new type of mortar battery [the Werfer] on the battlefield, which launches eight shells simultaneously. As of 1700 hours, the army’s forces are fighting at the following locations:
      


      
        	♦

        	244th RD – relieved 166th RD in the Shupeki and Hill 213.9 [28-32 kilometers north of Iartsevo] sector by 1500 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	166th RD – regrouping in the Hill 213.9 and Gorbatovskaia sector [24-28 kilometers north of Iartsevo] for an attack toward Motevo and Losevo.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – attacking the center of resistance in the Hill 220.8 region with its right wing and, after repelling a counterattack by up to two infantry companies with 15-20 tanks, attacked toward Pochepova at 1100 hours on 22 August and is continuing to advance toward the western edge of the grove east of Pochepova [20-24 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – assisting 91st RD’s attack toward Hill 220.8 with one of its regiments and moving its other two regiments into jumping-off positions to attack the front from the unnamed heights (1 kilometer east of Pochepova) to the grove 0.5 kilometer east of Makov’e [18-20 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – fighting fiercely with enemy forces along the Loinia River line [12-8 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – repelled a counterattack by up to two infantry companies from the groves south of Petrovo at 1230 hours and continuing its advance [8-12 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – attacking from the Skachkova and Chistaia line [3-8 kilometers north of Iartsevo] against strong enemy resistance.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – concentrated in the vicinity of the forests east of Golobachevo, Zhukova, and Fedoseeva.
      


      
        	♦

        	Trophies captured – one 75mm gun, 10 heavy and sub-machine guns, one radio, and an antitank gun.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses on 22 August – 12 tanks destroyed while repelling the enemy tank counterattack.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – fighting in support of 19th Army.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	38th RD – attacked unsuccessfully, abandoned Novosel’e [4 kilometers north-northeast of Iartsevo] because of heavy enemy artillery and mortar fire, and fighting from the southeastern slopes of Hill 108.6 to the eastern outskirts of Khatyni [1-2 kilometers north of Iartsevo] at 1700 hours on 22 August opposite the enemy 7th IR [probably 28th ID’s 71st IR].
      


      
        	♦

        	108th RD – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	Documents from prisoners captured in the Novosel’e region indicated 49th IR [28th ID] is defending from the grove, 1 kilometer south of Hill 174.7, to Sel’tso, at least an infantry regiment is defending south of Sel’tso, and at least an infantry regiment of unknown designation is defending the sector opposite 108th RD. The enemy is generally inactive.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – preparing to fulfill its assigned missions.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th, 73rd, 161st, and 129th RDs – are fortifying their present positions.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th and 153rd RDs – on the march to their new concentration areas.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – supporting the ground forces, conducting reconnaissance, and operating against enemy reserves approaching the front overnight on 21-22 August and during the first half of the day on 22 August, with 160 sorties.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd BAD – bombed the enemy in the Pesnevo, Leonovo, Rafenina, Osinovka, Losevo, and Zamiatino regions on the night of 21-22 August with 21 sorties and observed many fires and separate explosions.
      


      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – supported 19th Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – bombed the forward edge of the enemy in the Novoselki, Karpovo, and Shelepy region in three consecutive raids on the night of 21-22 August; the crews observed several fires and heard explosions. In addition, supporting 30th Army, protecting force regroupings, and attacking enemy tanks, infantry, and auto transport in the Pokhovichitsy and Shalovichi region since on 22 August, with several direct hits on enemy auto transports and personnel.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – supporting 22nd Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – striking enemy motor-mechanized units, artillery, and infantry in the Loseva and Balasheva region, in 19th Army’s sector, with two consecutive attacks destroying 10-15 tanks and about 22 vehicles, burning one water truck, blowing up an ammunition warehouse, suppressing the fires of two batteries, and destroying up to two enemy infantry companies.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – one Iu-88 aircraft during the first half of the day.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – according to additional information, one I-16 aircraft was shot down on 21 August.17
      

    


    As was the case on previous days, Konev’s 19th Army submitted two reports to the Western Front late on 22 August, the first, a copy of an order it dispatched to its subordinate forces and, the second, a detailed report to Timoshenko and his chief of staff about the day’s action and the measures he intended to carry out on 23 August. The combat order issued at 2240 hours read:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 50.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation– suffered heavy losses while attempting to conduct his counteroffensive on 21 August and is now trying to erect defenses along the line of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers. We destroyed about 80 enemy tanks on 21 and 22 August.
      


      
        	•

        	19th Army’s Missions – continue its offensive in the general direction of Dukhovshchina at 0830 hours on 23 August to destroy the enemy between the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers and cut off his withdrawal routes to the crossings over the Tsarevich River.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	244th, 166th, 91st, 89th, 50th, and 64th RDs and 101st TD (with previous reinforcements) – fulfill the missions assigned by my combat order No. 033 of 21 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th, 64th RDs and 101st TD – prepare for the commitment of 45th CD into the penetration in their sectors.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – exploit the penetration toward Sel’tso, Meikovo, and Dukhovshchina to prevent enemy forces from withdrawing back behind the Tsarevich River, seize the crossings over the river in the Navol’nia and Zhukovo sector [14-15 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo], and capture the forested region west of Dukhovshchina by day’s end. Be prepared for commitment into the penetration in 50th RD’s sector toward Sushchevo, Mishina, and Dukhovshchina.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Chief of Artillery – be prepared by 0500 hours on 23 August to fire a 30-minute artillery preparation from 0800 to 0830 hours. Missions:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Protect 45th CD’s commitment into the penetration with five battalions.
      


      
        	◊

        	Protect the cavalry division against machine gun and artillery fire from the flanks.18
      

    


    Konev then sent his personal observations and what amounted to an after-action-report on the fighting on 20-21 August to Timoshenko shortly before midnight:
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        	•

        	First – On 22 August the army completed regrouping on its right wing and continued destroying approaching enemy reserves along the remainder of the front. As a result of sustained fighting along the Potelitsa and Balashova axis, 91st and 89th RDs inflicted heavy losses on the enemy, throwing him back toward the northwest and west, and reached the western edge of the woods east of Balashova and captured Pochepova [20 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. Verified information indicates that 22 German tanks and 3 armored vehicles were destroyed and remained in our hands in the region west of Potelitsa [23 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. In addition, the enemy succeeded in towing away 15 tanks which were knocked out by our artillery. The enemy suffered at least the same losses in the Pochepova region, where our artillery fire knocked out 25 German tanks, and 202nd TR destroyed another 15 enemy tanks.
      


      
        	•

        	Second – As a result of the army’s successful fighting on 21 August, the enemy significantly decreased his activity but nevertheless clung to the western bank of the Loinia River in the Losevo and Kazakova sector [18-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. To the south, our units captured Kazakova, Muzhilova, and the woods 1 kilometer southeast of Muzhilova [13-18 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. On the army’s left wing, a combined attack by 64th RD and 101st TD continued destroying the remnants of enemy 364th IR in the Skachkovo and Kakhanovo region [8-12 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	•

        	Third – On 23 August, we [the Military Council] have decided to resume the offensive at 0830 hours in the general direction of Dukhovshchina to destroy the enemy between the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers. 45th CD will be committed in 64th RD’s sector [10-12 kilometers north of Iartsevo] to exploit success toward Miagchenki, Sel’tso, and Dukhovshchina to cut off the enemy’s routes of withdrawal across the Tsarevich River and capture the woods west of Dukhovshchina by day’s end on 23 August.19
      

    


    Although Konev’s orders and reports indicated his forces had achieved significant victories, the actual forward progress of his divisions also demonstrated that, while they had defeated and inflicted heavy losses on 7th Panzer Division’s counterstroke force, the effort had also considerably weakened 19th Army’s offensive punch. In fact, as subsequent combat indicated, the damage done by Funck’s assault, combined with Bock’s decision to release 14th Infantry Division (Motorized) for commitment along the Tsarevich River, ultimately thwarted 19th Army’s exploitation.


    Despite the Western Front’s victories along the Vop’ River and the Dukhovshchina axis, 22 August proved to be a fateful day for other reasons, the most important of which was the resolution of the “cat and mouse” game Hitler and Timoshenko had been playing since 17 August. Unknown to Timoshenko, who had been enjoying basking in the light of good fortune since 17 August, his fortunes were just beginning to “turn.” Although his front’s operational summary on the night of 22 August spoke only of local defeats in 22nd Army’s sector, those local defeats were the harbinger of an impending operational disaster – a disaster whose immense proportions would begin to take shape the next day.


    The Aftermath, 23–24 August


    23 August


    Combat in the Western Front’s sector began innocently enough on the 23rd. Timoshenko’s northern and southern shock groups (Khomenko’s 30th Army and Konev’s now reinforced 19th Army) resumed their offensives at dawn, and, simultaneously, Maslennikov’s 29th Army also continued its attacks along and south of the Western Dvina River. However, midst the wave of optimistic reports reaching the Western Front’s headquarters during the day was increasingly unsettling news from Ershakov’s 22nd Army, ostensibly still on the attack south and southeast of Velikie Luki. By day’s end, in fact, the news was bad enough to force Timoshenko to alter his plans significantly.


    See Maps 94 and 95. Army Group Center’s situation late on 23 August 1941 and 19th Army’s situation late on 23 August 1941)


    
       
    


    On the 23rd, Konev’s 19th Army sent its scheduled combat report to Timoshenko at about 1100 hours. The cryptic report, which indicated nothing was amiss at this hour, read:
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          1. The army’s forces went over to the offensive at 0830 hours on 23 August after a one hour and 30-minute artillery preparation.

        


        
          2. 45th CD was concentrated [as follows] by 0500 hours on 23 August: 52nd CR – in the woods southeast of Maslikhi and 0.5 kilometer southwest of Matveenki.; 55th CR – in the woods in the Hill 224.6 region; and 58th CR – in the woods northeast of the lumber mill at Raifa.

        


        
          The division’s headquarters – 1 kilometer east of the lumber mill at Raifa.20

        

      

    


    
       
    


    
      Khomenko’s 30th Army, after a seemingly uneventful day in its sector, during which it recorded some gains and positioned its forces for an even more decisive advance on the 24th, reported on its actions at 2130 hours:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – throwing in his final reserves, is straining all of his efforts Appendix trying to hold on to his present positions.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army’s Situation – 250th RD captured Hill 220.0, and 162nd RD captured Hill 218.7 and Pochinok [45-48 kilometers north of Iartsevo], the latter with its 120th RR fighting along the approaches to Bol’shoe Repino [40 kilometers north of Iartsevo] on the right wing, but no success elsewhere along the front.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	250th RD – develop success during the night by operating with reconnaissance and specialized detachments in separate sectors.
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – fortifying its positions and preparing to exploit the night to develop success by operating with small reconnaissance and specialized detachments.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – 237th RR, cooperating with 162nd RD’s right wing, will exploit success by operating in small groups overnight, the tank regiment will concentrate in the forest west of Dolgoe [47 kilometers north of Iartsevo] to rest, refit, and prepare to exploit 250th and 162nd RDs’ success early on 24 August; and 120th MRR will dig in and operate actively with reconnaissance toward Bol’shoe Repino overnight.
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD – identify the boundaries in the enemy’s combat formations, begin penetrating these boundaries by sudden attacks overnight, and be prepared to exploit these penetrations on the morning of 24 August.21
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    Map 94. Army Group Center’s situation late on 23 August 1941.
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    Map 95. 19th Army’s situation late on 23 August 1941.

  


  


  
    Confident over the previous day’s successes in 19th Army’s sector, even Lukin’s 20th Army continued its attacks on 23 August and reported on these actions after nightfall: The report claimed, “The enemy’s 263rd ID, numbering no more than 3,000 men, is defending the Suborovka, Vishniaki, Pogubilka, Klemiatino, and Iakovlevichi front [24 kilometers south to 28 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] with all three regiments in a single line,” and informed the Western Front that, “229th, 153rd, 161st, and 129th RDs will continue their attack at 1030 hours on 24 August and fulfill the missions assigned to them by Order No. 58 by day’s end.”22
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    Capping what was clearly a good day for both Timoshenko and 19th Army, shortly after nightfall the obviously jubilant front commander issued a general order to all of the Western Front’s armies heaping praise on 19th Army for its unprecedented accomplishments over the past four days:
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    Order No. 03/op to the Forces of the Western Front


    
       
    


    
      
        
          23 August 1941 Operating Army

        


        
          Comrade Red Army men, commanders, and political workers!

        


        
          It has been four days since our 19th Army went over to the offensive against the German-Fascist forces. As should be expected, the initial blow has inflicted a serious defeat on the overextended enemy. The forces of 19th Army, and especially the Red Army men, commanders, and political workers of 64th and 50th Rifle Divisions and 101st Tank Division’s 202nd Tank Regiment, showed themselves to be valorous soldiers of our Red Army. Over the three days of battle, they crushingly defeated the Fascist 161st Infantry Division, seized its artillery, smashed its headquarters, seized maps and combat orders, and slaughtered no fewer than three thousand soldiers and officers.

        


        
          The enemy tried to halt the advance of our forces on 21 and 22 August. He committed large forces of tanks and motorized infantry and attacked our units with great independence. But the days of easy enemy victories have already passed. The German-Fascist forces already know this. The glorious 64th and 50th Rifle Divisions – the leaders of our front, and the valiant 47th Aviation Division and its 61st and 215th Assault and 129th Fighter Regiments, destroyed the Fascists’ tanks and forced the Fascists to retreat in disorder. The enemy lost up to 130 tanks, more than 100 trucks, many guns, ammunition, and thousands of dead and wounded.

        


        
          I order:

        


        
          The commander of 19th Army and the commander of the Air Forces to give state awards to all Red Army men, pilots, commanders, and political workers who distinguished themselves in combat and also to the units and formations that distinguished themselves.

        


        
          Comrade Red Army men, commanders, and political workers! Comrade infantrymen, artillery men, tankists, cavalrymen, and pilots of the Western Front!

        


        
          If 19th Army and the pilots of 47th Aviation Division alone inflicted a serious defeat on the enemy, then we will increase this success tenfold with the efforts of all of the forces of the front and strike an even more shattering blow against the enemy.

        


        
          Comrades! The strength of the Fascists has been sapped. They cannot withstand our general decisive pressure. Move decisively forward. Deny the enemy either a break or a minute’s rest, and do not let him collect himself. Be stoic to the end. Forward to victory!

        


        
          Read this order in all companies, batteries, aviation and cavalry squadrons, commands, and headquarters.

        


        
          The commander of the Western Front, Timoshenko

        


        
          The member of the Military Council of the Western Front.23

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Although Timoshenko’s laudatory order was indeed justified, and it certainly raised the morale of Red Army soldiers throughout the entire Western Front, it was also at least a bit premature. Within a matter of hours, a deep foreboding began enveloping the previously happy Marshal of the Soviet Union, as he finally realized he was engaged in a deadly game of cat and mouse. And his foreboding was worsened by the ever-clearer realization that he was now losing the game.


    What prompted this new wave of impending doom was, at first, a trickle of unsettling reports indicating that all was not well on the extreme right wing of his seemingly victorious front. The 22nd Army barely mentioned the possible problem in its evening report on 22 August, when it simply noted that, “186th RD was attacked at 0600 hours on 22 August by the enemy 110th ID, supported by artillery and mortars, which captured Bardino, Sopki, and Dreki, and enemy sub-machine gunners penetrated into Slonovo.” However, this report quieted Timoshenko’s concerns by claiming, “Measures are being taken to liquidate the enemy penetration.” The quiet, however, was only temporary because, by midday on 23 August, 22nd Army’s neighbors began describing a German attack in 22nd Army’s sector that was far most serious than “local attacks” against just one of its divisions.


    See Map 96. 22nd Army’s area of operations.


    
       
    


    The clearest evidence of a growing crisis in 22nd Army’s sector was embedded in an order Maslennikov issued to his 29th Army at 1430 hours on 23 August. The order began by describing what could only be portrayed as a major breech in 22nd Army’s defenses, “According to information about the fighting in 22nd Army’s sector, at least an enemy panzer division has penetrated toward Velikie Luki from the west, and forward reconnaissance subunits (up to 10 tankettes and infantry) have been detected in the vicinity of Kun’ia Station, Artemovo Platform, and Gruzdovo [27-35 kilometers east of Velikie Luki] on the morning of 23 August 1941. A threat is being created to 22nd Army’s rear area and 29th Army’s flank.” Worse still, Maslennikov added, “An enemy grouping with active offensive intentions remains in the Khlebanikha and Borok region [24-26 kilometers west-northwest of Il’ino and 37 kilometers southwest of Staraia Toropa] and in the Liubovitsy and Selishche sector [25 kilometers west-northwest of Il’ino and 35 kilometers south-southwest of Staraia Toropa] on the southern bank of the Dvinka River on 29th Army’s right flank.”
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    After providing this alarming context, the 29th Army’s commander described his army’s situation and the measures he was taking to meet the new threat:


    See Map 83.
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    Map 96. 22nd Army’s area of operations.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	29th Army’s Situation – on the right, a composite battalion made up of men selected from a junior officers’ course and seminar of junior political workers are protecting the Zasenovo and Pashivkino sector on the isthmus between Lakes Kodosno and Zhizhitskoe [47 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino and 20 kilometers west of Staraia Toropa]. On the left, the army’s shock group (246th and 243rd RDs) is attacking decisively southward toward Il’ino [8 kilometers south of the Western Dvina River and 40 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa], and a sniper company is protecting the Belianka Farm and Sevast’ianovo sectors [15 kilometers north-northeast of Il’ino and 25-27 kilometers south-southeast of Staraia Toropa].
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – erect a firm all-round defense at nightfall on 23 August, with separate company and platoon strongpoints and antitank regions formed into battalion defensive regions in Cheremukha Farm, Olenitsa 1, Krasnye Sosny, Ust’e, Averkovo, and Petrovo [on the northern bank of the Western Dvina River, 23-28 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino and 20-25 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa] sector to protect the Krasnye Sosny, Krivets, Osinovka, Olenitsa 1, Ust’e, Petrovo, Bukharikha, and Averkovo sectors along the Western Dvina River and prevent an enemy penetration from the south and west. Begin work by 0700 hours on 24 August and be ready to defend by 0400 hours on 24 August. The division’s CP will be in the forest west of Goluby [3 kilometers north of the Western Dvina River and 20 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa].
      


      
        	♦

        	The Chief of Engineer Troops – create extensive engineer obstacles and mine fields along the approaches to 252nd RD’s defensive positions, present a plan immediately, and complete the work as soon as possible by using all obstacle means and reserves of mines.
      


      
        	♦

        	Reports – submit reports on the beginning of the transition to the defense; upon concentrating the units in their defensive sectors; and about the readiness of the defenses no later than 0500 hours on 24 August.24
      

    


    As this order and many other reports indicated, by mid afternoon on 23 August, Timoshenko was now beginning to realize that, while his Western Front was taking advantage of the absence of German panzers along the Vop’ River front, over Bock’s objections, OKH and Army Group Center were preparing a riposte of their own with roughly half of the army group’s armored forces, which had “disappeared” only four days before. Worse still from Timoshenko’s perspective, judging by the size of the German force attacking his front’s right wing and the depth of its initial advance, this German gambit seemed to be the beginning a genuine counterstroke rather than only a “local counterattack” designed to restore lost ground.


    The lengthy operational summary the Western Front released at 2000 hours on 23 August vividly expressed Timoshenko’s increasing concerns, while also demonstrating that heavy fighting was still underway across most of the front:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 53.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – after going over to an offensive with all of its armies on the morning of 23 August, the Western Front was met with strong enemy counterattacks along its right wing, and the attacking forces are encountering stubborn enemy resistance along the remainder of the front.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – in the wake of the enemy penetration on its left wing, organizing a counterstroke to destroy the penetrating enemy grouping, while protecting itself from the west.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Enemy Actions – penetrated 186th RD’s sector on 22 August with at least a motorized division with tanks and an infantry division and “rushed” toward the north and northwest, seizing Velikopol’e Station and Ushitsy State Farm [15 kilometers east and southeast of Velikie Luki, respectively] on the morning of 23 August and reaching Kun’ia and Ushitsy Stations [25-27 kilometers east of Velikie Luki] with the advanced elements of two motorized columns (150 vehicles each) by 1200 hours on 23 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	22nd Army’s Response:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	In addition to sending two vehicular detachments to the Kun’ia region, dispatched a regiment of 98th RD to the Palashkovo, Zemlianichino, and Piskunovo region [15-20 kilometers south of Kun’ia Station] to destroy the penetrating enemy.
      


      
        	◊

        	179th RD – moving into the Lukino region [22 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] at the disposal of 22nd Army’s commander.
      


      
        	◊

        	A detachment of signalmen formed by 22nd Army’s headquarters fought small groups of enemy (infantry, motorcyclists, and 4-5 armored vehicles) in the region directly north of Begunovo and Kun’ia.
      


      
        	◊

        	Aircraft from 22nd and 29th Armies and the front are attacking the enemy columns.
      


      
        	◊

        	A detachment of 250 men has been sent to the Zhizhitsa Station region [50 kilometers east of Velikie Luki and 30 kilometers south-southwest of Toropets] to defend the space between the lakes and prevent the enemy from spreading toward the east.
      


      
        	◊

        	48th TD – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	◊

        	No information about the army’s remaining forces.
      


      
        	◊

        	22nd Army’s CP – moved to the location of 29th Rifle Corps’ CP.
      


      
        	◊

        	The army’s rear service units have been struck by air strikes and artillery fire and, threatened by enemy motorized forces, are regrouping from Nazimovo Station to Toropets.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	29th Army – continuing their offensive along the entire front.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – attacked with two regiments, halted by repeated enemy counterattacks in the Shinkino and Marker 160.2 sector (1 kilometer northeast of Vypolzovo) [22 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino and 25-27 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa] along the Western Dvina River’s southern bank by enemy forces trying to penetrate toward the north and northeast, but repelled the counterattacks.
      


      
        	♦

        	246th and 243rd RDs – attacking successfully and throwing the enemy back toward the west, while destroying more than two enemy battalions in the fighting on 22 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	1st and 2nd MRRs (NKVD) – fighting to capture Katkovo [15 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	29th CR and BEPO No. 53 – fulfilling their flank protection missions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Obstacles and mines have been emplaced north of Lake Kodosno [22 kilometers west of Staraia Toropa].
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 29th Army – Bentsy and the forest one half kilometer south of Poiarkovo [15 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	The Cavalry Group (50th and 53rd CDs) – no news received.
      


      
        	•

        	30th Army – attacked at 1300 hours on 23 August after an hour-long artillery preparation and encountering prepared defenses and intense fire from as many as three enemy infantry divisions.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	242nd RD – defending the Ust’e 1, Moshki, Orlovo, and Staroe Morokhovo line [53-65 kilometers north of Iartsevo] and attacking [southwestward] toward Erkhovo and Marker 215.2 [60 kilometers north of Iartsevo] in cooperation with 250th RD and 107th TD’s 143rd TR.
      


      
        	♦

        	250th RD (minus 918th RR) – fighting for Pochinok 2 [50 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	162nd RD – fighting for Staroe Selo [48 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	251st RD – forced to abandon Sechenki [44 kilometers north of Iartsevo] by a counterattack, fighting to recapture the village at 1700 hours.
      


      
        	♦

        	107th TD – 120th MRR defending its previous positions, and 237th MRR attacking in second echelon behind 250th RD’s right wing.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – attacked at 0830 hours after a 30-minute artillery preparation but encountered heavy enemy artillery and mortar fire, exchanged fire in the first half of the day, but began a slow advance during the second half of the day, with its formations located as follows at 1700 hours:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	244th RD – defending the Shupeki, Zaria, and Priglovo sector [32-40 kilometers north of Iartsevo] on the right wing, attacking elsewhere unsuccessfully, and now exchanging fire with centers of resistance in the Kuchino, Shcherdina, and Priglovo sector. Losses: 4 men killed and 21 men wounded and 3 horses killed and 2 wounded.
      


      
        	♦

        	166th RD – advancing forward slowly in the center [28-32 kilometers north of Iartsevo], enveloping Kaniutino from the north and south, and fighting for the village, while capturing the heights south of Zaovrazh’e with the left wing.
      


      
        	♦

        	91st RD – overcame stubborn enemy resistance and reached the Loinia River in the sector from Azerinki to the northern outskirts of Pochepova [24-28 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. Losses – 28 men killed and 45 men wounded and one 76mm gun, one 45mm gun, and one heavy machine gun destroyed.
      


      
        	♦

        	89th RD – attacking toward Sel’tso with two regiments [20-24 kilometers north of Iartsevo], with its right wing fighting to capture Pochepova and its left wing to reach the Loinia River. Losses: 29 soldiers and 2 sergeants dead, 6 soldiers and 1 sergeant wounded, and 6 horses killed and 1 wounded.
      


      
        	♦

        	50th RD – attacked and captured the eastern outskirts of Kazakova and Ivanova [16-20 kilometers north of Iartsevo] despite intense fire from the heights south of Afanas’evo, repelled a counterattack, and continuing the attack.
      


      
        	♦

        	64th RD – forced the Tsarevich River and attacked toward Siniakovo with its right wing and reached the grove 1 kilometer southwest of Osipova with its left wing [12-16 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	101st TD – fighting in its previous positions [6-12 kilometers north of Iartsevo], with a negligible advance.
      


      
        	♦

        	45th CD – resting and refitting in its previous assembly area.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	16th Army – positions unchanged.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	38th RD – attacked toward Novosel’e [4 kilometers north of Iartsevo] unsuccessfully against heavy enemy artillery, mortar, and machine gun fire.
      


      
        	♦

        	108th RD – positions unchanged.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	20th Army – attacked with its left wing southward toward Dobromino Station [26 kilometers south of Solov’evo] at 1100 hours on 23 August, and the attack is developing successfully.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th RD – defending the Dnepr River from the crossing at Solov’evo [southward] to Ratchino [10 kilometers south of Solov’evo], repelled an attack from the Solov’evo region, with its forward detachments in Makeevo and Pnevo [on the Dnepr’s western bank].
      


      
        	♦

        	73rd RD – defending along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River from Zabor’e to Sopshino [10-25 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo], while holding on to the Ratchino, Pashkovo, and Golovino region on the western bank.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – attacked [southward] from the Motovo and southern edge of the grove 1 kilometer east of Motovo line toward Suborovka and Dobromino [2325 kilometers south of Solov’evo] at 1110 hours on 23 August and, bypassing Suborovka from the west, reached the line from the stream on the northern outskirts of Suborovka to Hill 249.9 by 1200 hours, driving the enemy southward and capturing 23 prisoners from enemy 263rd ID.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – attacked from the Mogilitsy and Vishniaki line toward Vasilevo against strong enemy resistance and reached the line from the northern slopes of the hill, 0.5 kilometer southeast of Suborovka, to the northern edge of the woods, 0.5 kilometer southwest of Vishniaki [25-26 kilometers south of Solov’evo] by 1430 hours, forcing the enemy to withdraw in disorder toward Vasilevo and capturing two prisoners.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st RD – attacked from the Hill 205.9, northern outskirts of Chuvakhi, and Samodurovka line [25-28 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] toward Alekseevo and fighting to recapture Pogibilka, but held up by intense enemy flanking fire from Hill 228.0.
      


      
        	♦

        	129th RD – defending along the Ustrom River [22-30 kilometers south-southeast of Solov’evo] and, attacking toward Prokhlopovka with 457th Regiment since 1100 hours, overcame strong enemy resistance and approached the eastern outskirts of Klemiatino once again by 1300 hours.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – supported the ground forces, conducted reconnaissance, and destroyed enemy reserves approaching the front during the first half of the day on 23 August with 116 sorties, dropping 12 FAB-100, 144 FAB-50, 11 AO-8, bombs and 1,440 AZh-2 KS.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	23rd MAD – Fulfilled “special missions” [unidentified further] with 11 TB-3 aircraft overnight on 22-23 August, while two aircraft dropped leaflets in the Mogilev region.
      


      
        	♦

        	43rd MAD – supported 19th Army and struck enemy troop concentrations in the Novo-Nikol’skoe, Pesnevo, and Kulagino region, with the crews observing many fires caused by the bombing.
      


      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – bombed the enemy in the Shikhtovo and Komarova region with 6 aircraft on the night of 22-23 August, setting many fires, supported 29th Army during the first half of the day by bombing 50 enemy vehicles and tanks in the vicinity of Kun’ia Station.
      


      
        	♦

        	47th MAD – attacked enemy motor-mechanized units, artillery, and infantry in the Sirotinka, Sushchevo, Turishchevo, Afanas’eva, and Siniakova region and protected the unloading of forces at Sychevka Station, destroying up to 500 enemy infantrymen, up to 15 horses, and one gun and suppressing the fire from two antiaircraft batteries and two field artillery batteries, although with unknown results against the tanks because they were hidden in the forest.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – supported 22nd Army, but flights were curtailed before 1130 hours due to poor weather.25
      

    


    24 August


    Despite, or perhaps because of, the maturing strategic game of cat and mouse the German and Soviet commands were playing across the central sector of the Soviet-German front, intense combat raged on as Hitler and Bock formulated and carried out their strategy, and Stalin and Timoshenko pursued theirs. This combat, captured in the operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours on 24 August, provided an essential context for what would occur in late August and early September:


    See Map 97. Army Group Center’s situation late on 24 August 1941 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 54.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	General Situation – continuing its offensive in its center and on its left wing, the Western Front is organizing on its right wing to liquidate the penetration and destroy the enemy forces which have broken into our rear.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army – under attack by a large enemy force.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Enemy Situation – operating in the army’s rear with 110th and 206th IDs and 19th and 20th PzDs and a panzer brigade, which a captured order indicates are trying to encircle 22nd Army and reached the Lake Artemovo, Borok, and Velikopol’e line [15-20 kilometers east of Velikie Luki] with their forward units and the Peski, Ushitsy Station, and Kun’ia line [15-28 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] with their penetrating motor-mechanized forces at 1200 hours on 24 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	22nd Army’s Situation – occupying the Velikie Luki and Lake Savinskoe front, with the situation on 62nd RC’s left wing unclear, but with the enemy penetrating 174th RD’s front in the Podol, Kotin Bor, and Zabolot’e sector [25-35 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] on the morning of 24 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Decisions – after concentrating part of 126th and 179th RDs, Ershakov [the army’s commander] attacked [eastward] toward Ushitsy Station [16 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] to defeat the penetrating enemy group and seized Ushitsy at 1115 hours on 24 August (unverified).
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    Map 97. Army Group Center’s situation late on 24 August 1941.

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	29th Army – defending on its right wing but attacking toward Il’ino on its left wing against enemy forces occupying separate centers of resistance with dug in tanks and intense mortar and artillery fire.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – organizing all around defenses with strong points on the northern bank of the Western Dvina River [23-28 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino and 20-25 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa] to protect the army’s right flank, with no enemy activity.
      


      
        	♦

        	246th RD – attacked enemy strongpoints on the outskirts of Trubniki and the forest to the south [15 kilometers north-northeast of Il’ino] at 0800 hours on 24 August after a half-hour artillery preparation, while its left wing cooperated with 243rd RD’s attack on Hill 209.6 and advanced 0.5 kilometer to envelop it from the south.
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – attacked and captured the northeastern outskirts of Malyi Borok [15 kilometers northeast of Il’ino] and is fighting for Hill 209.6, while enveloping it from the south.
      


      
        	♦

        	1st and 2nd MRRs – fighting for Katkovo [15 kilometers east-northeast of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	29th CR – fulfilling its previous mission of flank protection [30 kilometers east of Il’ino].
      


      
        	♦

        	Composite Student Bn – defending the isthmus between Lakes Kodosno and Zhizhitskoe in the Zasekovo and Pashivkino line [30 kilometers south-southwest of Toropets], where the enemy is firing artillery and mortars on Zhizhitsa Station.
      


      
        	♦

        	Losses for 22 and 23 August – 227 killed, 653 wounded, and 38 missing in action.
      


      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 29th Army – Bentsy. CP, 29th Army – 0.5 kilometer south of Poiarkovo.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	30th Army – fighting in the center sector but resting and refitting elsewhere along the front.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	162nd RD (reinforced by two rifle regiments and 30 tanks) – attacked toward Shelepy and Zarech’e [48 kilometers north of Iartsevo] in the morning, unsuccessfully, but committed 251st RD at 1600 hours, and 251st and 162nd RDs penetrated into Sechenki [45 kilometers north of Iartsevo] at 1640 hours, where they are still fighting. As a result, the enemy withdrew from Gorodno and Krechets [40-42 kilometers north of Iartsevo], taking the livestock and population with them
      


      
        	♦

        	Positions unchanged elsewhere along the front.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	19th Army – defending the Shupeki and Priglovo line [32-40 kilometers north of Iartsevo] with part of 244th RD and attacked with its remaining forces at 1230 hours on 24 August but encountered fresh enemy reserves from the depths trying to contain the army’s attacks by fierce counterattacks.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	166th RD – captured Kaniutino and is fighting in the woods 300-400 meters west of the village, while the left wing captured Zubovo [28-32 kilometers north of Iartsevo].
      


      
        	♦

        	On the army’s left wing, the enemy counterattacked at the boundary of 64th RD and 101st TD from Kokhanovo [9 kilometers north of Iartsevo] at 0930 hours with up to an infantry battalion in close order formation, but was driven back with heavy losses
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – one four-gun battery (the caliber is being determined), two antitank guns, 5 bicycles, and 2 motorcycles captured and five burned-out tanks and two trucks were discovered on the battlefield.
      


      
        	♦

        	Fierce fighting with counterattacking enemy tanks is underway along the rest of the front.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	16th Army – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	20th Army – attacking toward Dobromino Station [26 kilometers south of Solov’evo], while defending the Dnepr River line from the Solov’evo crossing south-southwestward [25 kilometers] to Sopshino.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	144th and 73rd RD – positions basically unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	229th RD – advancing slowly toward Suborovka [23 kilometers south-southwest of Solov’evo] against stubborn enemy resistance.
      


      
        	♦

        	153rd RD – forced to abandon the woods northeast of Vishniaki [24 kilometers south of Solov’evo] by an enemy counterattack with tanks, withdrew to the Hill 249.9, but resumed its attack at 1130 hours, driving the enemy southward and capturing the grove northwest of Vishniaki.
      


      
        	♦

        	161st and 129th RDs – positions unchanged.
      


      
        	♦

        	CP, 20th Army – the woods southwest of Novoselki [10 kilometers east-southeast of Solov’evo]..
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	VVS of the Front – cooperated with 19th Army’s forces and struck enemy forces penetrating 22nd Army’s front on 24 August, but poor weather limited the number of flights to 35 sorties.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	46th MAD – bombed penetrating enemy motor-mechanized units and tanks in the vicinity of Kun’ia Station and Nazimova and enemy troop concentrations in the Il’ino region in support of 22nd and 29th Armies on 24 August, observing many direct hits on tanks and vehicles in the Kun’ia station and Nazimova region and a large number of fires in the Il’ino region.
      


      
        	♦

        	31st MAD – attacked enemy forces near Kun’ia Station on the night of 23-24 August and bombed an enemy column in the Peski and Zhigalovo region on the morning of 24 August in support of 22nd Army.
      


      
        	♦

        	23rd BAD, 43rd and 47th MADs, and 38th RAS – did not conduct combat flights due to poor weather conditions.
      


      
        	♦

        	Enemy losses – One Me-109 aircraft confirmed as shot down on 23 August.
      


      
        	♦

        	Our losses – One MIG-3 aircraft did not return to its airfield, and confirmed that the 3 IL-2 aircraft that did not return on 21 and 22 August landed in their own territory.26
      

    


    While this summary was most notable for its description of the rapidly deteriorating conditions in 22nd Army’s sector on the Western Front’s right wing, it also indicates Timoshenko’s fixation on his front’s offensive operations in several respects. First, despite 22nd Army’s travails, Maslennikov’s 29th Army was persisting in its assaults in the Il’ino region and immediately to the east, at a cost of about 1,000 casualties in a single day. Second, Khomenko’s 30th Army was still trying to achieve its long sought-after penetration, in this instance, in the Sechenki sector with its 162nd and 251st Divisions, although the remainder of the army was resting and refitting for fresh offensives soon to come. Despite heavy fighting locally, Konev’s 19th, Rokossovsky’s 16th, and Lukin’s 20th Armies too were restoring order in their formations, expectantly awaiting new attack orders. Finally, as indicated by 19th Army’s report, a new phase of operations was beginning along the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers. This was so because, overnight on 23-24 August, at Strauss’ direction, German 14th Motorized Division moved forward and replaced the remnants of 161st Infantry Division along the western banks of the two rivers. Therefore, by midday on 24 August, the exhausted divisions of Konev’s army now faced 14th Motorized Division’s 11th and 53rd Infantry Regiments and 54th Reconnaissance (Motorcycle) Battalion, supported on the left by a regiment of 28th Infantry Division and on the right by a battalion from the same division, in the sector from Pochepova southward to Novosel’e. Therefore, henceforth, it would be far more difficult for 19th Army to resume its advance. Despite this brief lull in the Western Front’s offensive actions, Timoshenko concentrated virtually all of his air power against German forces attacking 22nd Army, though the weather seriously hindered his air efforts on 24 August.


    See Map 98. 19th Army’s situation late on 24 August 1941.


    
       
    


    More than week later, on 1 September, the Military Council of Konev’s 19th Army prepared an overall summary and assessment of the operations it conducted during the last two weeks of the month and submitted it to Timoshenko and the Stavka. Since most of this report related to the heavy but only partially successful fighting from 17-24 August, its contents provide a succinct and accurate view of what transpired in this vital but bloody sector along the Vop’ River. Most important, it noted the Germans significantly bolstered their defenses along the army’s front by 24 August.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix O, 55.


    
       
    


    The report began with a curt summary statement, “After sustained fighting along the Vop’ River, the enemy began a withdrawal to the west, after which the grouping of German forces was as follows:”


    
      
        	•

        	First. 35th ID operated to the north of the Krasnitsa, Brakulevo, and Morozova line [34-38 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. South of this line, 5th ID (with 14th, 56th, and 75th IRs and 44th AR) withdrew and then went over to the defense in the Shatuny [Priglovo] and Balashova sector [22-34 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. This division went over to the defense with the forward edge of its main defensive belt along the Panova, Shakhlovo, Novoselishche, Ivaniki, and Balashova line. The Germans conducted a delaying action in front of this defensive belt, at first along the Mamonovo and Gorbatovskaia line [24-30 kilometers north of Iartsevo], and then along the Zanino and Zubova line. 5th ID occupied its defenses with its three regiments in single echelon. Its defensive front extended 11-12 kilometers. Evidently, because of the comparatively broad front, 5th ID did not have large reserves. During the period of the fighting, two reserve groups were established, including, first, up to an infantry battalion in the woods northwest of Shakhlovo [30 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo], and, second, up to an infantry battalion in the Staraia Kazarina region [25 kilometers north-northwest of Iartsevo]. A total of 5-6 artillery batteries operated in 5th ID’s sector, of which one battery was heavy.
      


      
        	•

        	Second. 161st ID (with 336th, 364th, and 371st IRs) operated in the Kapyrevshchina, Kazakova, Chistaia, and Krovopuskovo sector [5-22 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. This division, while conducting a fighting withdrawal, went over to the defense in the Kazakova and Chistaia sector [3-24 kilometers north of Iartsevo] along the line of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers. 161st ID occupied its defense with all of its regiments in single echelon, and the width of its defensive sector reached 12-13 kilometers.
      


      
        	•

        	Third. The forces of 312th IR, 900th MotB, and even 1st Bn, 34th IR of 35th ID were detected operating in the space between the 5th and 161st IDs.
      


      
        	•

        	Fourth – At the beginning of 19th Army’s offensive operation, the Germans’ densest combat formation was north of the Potelitsa and Balashova line [20-24 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. The main mass of enemy artillery was situated in the forest in the Zanino, Losevo, and Moteva regions. This circumstance can be explained only by the fact that, before the offensive operation began, especially in the period of Group Boldin’s escape from encirclement, 19th Army mounted its main effort on its right wing. In addition, camouflage [maskirovka] measures played a significant role during the preparation for the operation and deceiving the enemy in regard to the actual direction of the main attack.
      


      
        	•

        	Thus, the offensive by 19th Army, which conducted its main attack in the Balashova and Nefedovshchina sector, found the German forces in an unfavorable grouping. The main attack, which 91st 89th, 50th, and 64th RDs conducted, focused primarily on the enemy’s 161st ID, and, therefore, during the period from 17 through 21 August, this division lost more than two-thirds of its personnel and more than half of its weapons. The German command had to remove the remnants of 161st ID from the front, and, in order to prevent a penetration of the front, it began to throw units in from the depths and remove units from passive sectors of the front (16th Army). 8th ID’s 84th IR and 28th ID’s 83rd IR were thrown into the Pochepova and Zaitseva State Farm sector [13-20 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. The remaining regiments of 28th ID (7th and 49th IRs) occupied the Popova and Chistaia line [3-11 kilometers north of Iartsevo], after relieving the remnants of two battalions of 336th and 364th IRs.
      


      
        	•

        	During the period from 18 through 23 August, the enemy threw his tanks into the Losevo and Muzhilova sector [15-25 kilometers north of Iartsevo], and, on the evening of 20 August, his tank subunits made an attempt to penetrate to the crossing over the Vop’ River by attacking from the Losevo region toward Potelitsa and Zadnia [23 kilometers north-northeast of Iartsevo]. In addition, during the period from 20 through 22 August, he tried to conduct attacks by separate groups of tanks (10 to 30) in the Pochepova, Bolotino, and Muzhilova regions [15-20 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. However, all of these attempts ended as enemy failures. After losing more than 130 tanks, the enemy was forced to cease his counterattacks. According to documents taken off the dead, we determined that units of the 7th PzD participated in these counterattacks.
      


      
        	•

        	Fifth. The fighting during the period from 17 through 22 August forced the German command to “thicken” the combat formations of German forces south of the Borniki and Novoselishche line [27 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. By day’s end on 26 August, by virtue of the heavy losses suffered by 8th ID’s 84th IR and 28th ID’s 7th IR, the forces of the enemy’s 44th and 87th IDs and 14th MotD began to approach 19th Army’s front. Based on the interrogation of prisoners on 28 and 29 August, we determined that units of 44th ID were moving toward Balashova [22 kilometers north of Iartsevo], and units of 87th ID were moving further south, toward Stepanidino [northeast of Dukhovshchina]. At the same time, 14th MotD’s 53rd IR relieved 28th ID’s 7th IR in the Siniakovo and Osipova sector [10-12 kilometers north of Iartsevo]. Thus, during 18 days of combat, 161st ID, 8th ID’s 84th IR, and 28th ID’s 7th IR were smashed along 19th Army’s front. The enemy then brought forward forces from three fresh divisions by 1 September, but the grouping of these has yet to be determined. Units of 35th ID, 5th ID, 8th ID, 28th ID, 44th ID, 87th ID, 14th MotD, and 7th PzD have been identified along the front. Overall, 30 enemy batteries are operating along the army’s front.
      


      
        	•

        	Sixth. During the period from 28 through 31 August, the army’s forces reconnoitered the enemy’s defenses, while conducting offensive fighting. This is shown on the attached scheme [unavailable].27
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    Map 98. 19th Army’s situation late on 24 August 1941.
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    By the evening of 24 August, the main forces of Timoshenko’s Western Front, specifically, Konev’s 19th and Khomenko’s 30th Armies, had weathered the most powerful counterstroke Strauss’ Ninth Army could throw at them. In the two days of bitter fighting on 20 and 21 August, Konev’s 19th Army met and defeated Ninth Army’s reinforced 7th Panzer Division, destroying or damaging roughly two-thirds of its tanks and forcing it to withdraw from combat to lick its wounds. For the first time in the war, Red Army infantrymen, cooperating closely with field and antiaircraft artillerymen, a handful of tanks, sappers, and some supporting pilots and their crews were able to repulse a German armored thrust and, by doing so, keep the 19th Army’s bridgehead intact. However, as he penned his after-action-reports to Timoshenko, Konev also understood his victory had a price. Specifically, the heavy losses his army suffered during the recent fighting had severely sapped its combat effectiveness. Unless reinforcements arrived, Konev concluded, it would be exceedingly difficult for his army to match its recent performance in the near future. To the north, Khomenko reached the same conclusion regarding his threadbare 30th Army. Thus, in this sense, the victories the two armies had won over the past week were largely Pyrrhic in nature.


    At the Western Front’s headquarters, Marshal Timoshenko was also enough of a realist to understand that, without reinforcements, his most important shock groups had “shot their bolt.” Thus, while encouraged by 19th Army’s performance west of the Vop’ River, he was already gathering the reinforcements to sustain his counteroffensive. As a matter of fact, with the Stavka’s agreement and support, in his capacity as commander-in-chief of the Western Main Direction Command, he was already considering expanding his more modest second counteroffensive with the forces of two fronts into an even more ambitious general counteroffensive employing the forces of three fronts.


    From the perspective of Bock and Strauss at Army Group Center and Ninth Army, it was now very apparent that, with their armored counterstroke defeated and no other panzer forces at hand, their infantry divisions would have to continue “bleeding” along what both considered to be the army group’s unfortunate and senseless “eastern front.” Thus, while Bock desperately scraped the bottom of the barrel in his search for fresh infantry, as reflected by his personal diary, his protestations over what he perceived as the Führer’s misguided military strategy increased in ferocity. Moreover, while frustrated, Bock was also now convinced that only a signal victory on his army group’s left wing would end the carnage in the army group’s center. As the next chapter demonstrates, that victory was indeed close at hand.

  


  


  
    


    Chapter 11


    
       
    


    The Second Soviet Counteroffensive: the Reserve Front’s El’nia Offensive, Altered Strategic Plans, and the Struggle for Velikie Luki, 8–24 August 1941


    
       
    


    The Reserve Front’s (24th Army’s) El’nia Offensive, 8–21 August


    The First Phase, 8–17 August


    When the Stavka initially formulated its offensive plans in mid-August, it fully intended to conduct offensive operations along the Moscow axis with both Timoshenko’s Western and Zhukov’s Reserve Fronts. In fact, in the wake of Group Kachalov’s defeat and the destruction of much of 28th Army during the first week of August, Zhukov, the Reserve Front’s commander, did all in his power to have Rakutin’s 24th Army, then containing German forces in the El’nia bridgehead, support Kachalov by striking hard at the German-occupied salient around the city.


    Both before and after Group Kachalov’s defeat and destruction, the Germans and the Soviets alike agreed that the El’nia bridgehead was key terrain for one basic reason – it represented an important jumping-off position for a German advance on Moscow. Therefore, because it seemed so important to the Germans, the Stavka made it one of its prime targets as it prepared its counteroffensives to halt the German advance. In addition, like the Soviet’s famous Kursk Bulge in the summer of 1943, which the Germans saw as an opportunity to destroy a large Soviet force, although in miniature compared with Kursk, the El’nia bridgehead in the late summer of 1941 appeared to offer the Soviet command an excellent opportunity to smash and destroy at least three German divisions, a feat the Red Army had never before accomplished.


    See Map 99. The El’nia Bridgehead, 8 August 1941.


    
       
    


    By 8 August, the German-occupied El’nia bridgehead on the eastern bank of the Desna River was 22 kilometers wide and up to 12 kilometers deep. It extended from the town of Ushakovo, 12 kilometers north of El’nia, southward along the Desna River’s eastern bank to just south of the village of Lipnia, 10 kilometers south of El’nia, and then eastward in a rough arc to a distance of 10-12 kilometers. The bridgehead’s eastern extremity was anchored on the villages of Klematina, 12 kilometers east-northeast of El’nia, and Pronino, 10 kilometers east of the city, both of which the Germans converted into strongpoints bristling with weapons.


    By this time the bridgehead was defended by 15th and 268th Infantry Divisions of General of Infantry Friedrich Materna’s XX Army Corps, which had just relieved the original occupants of the salient, XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ 10th Panzer and SS “Das Reich” Motorized Divisions, both of which were subordinate to Armeegruppe Guderian. In fact, on 8 August, SS “Das Reich” was still in the process of turning its sector of perimeter along the bridgehead’s eastern front to XX Corps’ 292nd Infantry Division, a process it completed the next day.1 The SS Division then moved northwestward to assume control of the front between El’nia and the Dnepr River. Throughout the entire relief operation, heavy fighting raged around the El’nia perimeter and along the slightly more than 40-kilometer front from El’nia to the Dnepr River, as the Western Front’s 20th Army and the Reserve Front’s 24th Army tried to crush the bridgehead and sever its communications with Smolensk.2
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    Map 99. The El’nia Bridgehead, 8 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    Because of the incessant heavy fighting around the bridgehead, Guderian’s temporary Armeegruppe, which was responsible for operations in the El’nia sector until Fourth Army took control on 26 August, retained XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ 10th and 18th Panzer Divisions in assembly areas west of the Desna River and El’nia to rest and refit their forces and, if necessary, back up Materna’s infantry in the bridgehead. However, as the focal point of Guderian’s forces shifted steadily southward throughout the month, 18th Panzer Division also gravitated southward under XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ control, leaving only 10th Panzer Division to back up German forces in the bridgehead after 18 August. SS “Das Reich” Division also shifted southward after it turned its sector northwest of El’nia over to IX Army Corps’ 263rd and 137th Infantry Divisions on 18-19 August.


    On 8 August, the northwestern flank of the El’nia salient, specifically, the 35-kilometer-wide sector extending from the village of Mitino, 11 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia, northwestward to the Dnepr River, 2 kilometers south of Ratchino, was defended by 17th Panzer Division and part of 29th Motorized Division. However, by 10 August, these forces were relieved by SS “Das Reich” Division, which took control of the 22-kilometer-wide sector from Mitino northwestward to Klemiatino, and “Grossdeutschland” Infantry Regiment, which took control of the 15-kilometer-wide sector from Klemiatino to the Dnepr River. This defensive line was vital because it protected the approaches to the Smolensk-El’nia railroad line, situated only 10 kilometers to the south. Quite naturally, this vital railroad line and the clusters of villages and towns to the north became prime objectives for Lukin’s 20th Army, which defended the Western Front’s extreme left flank and was responsible for maintaining close contact with General Rakutin’s 24th Army, which defended the extreme right wing of Zhukov’s Reserve Front and was responsible for containing and destroying German forces in the El’nia bridgehead.


    During the entire period from 8-24 August, the divisions of Lukin’s 20th Army repeatedly attacked the most important towns and villages north of the railroad, in particular, Mileevo, Klemiatino, Bereznia, and Kolodezi, as its forces struggled to break through the German defenses and reach the Smolensk-El’nia railroad line. 20th Army’s objective was to cut the railroad line by seizing Pridneprovskaia Station, on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, 32 kilometers southeast of Smolensk, and Dobromino Station, 10 kilometers further toward the southeast. Understandably, Lukin’s forces tried to coordinate their assaults with those of Rakutin’s 24th Army against the German bridgehead at El’nia. However, most of these attempts to coordinate operations proved unsuccessful.


    On the southern flank of the El’nia bridgehead, the left wing of the Reserve Front’s 24th Army and 43rd Army manned defenses which ran southward along the Desna River’s eastern bank to the bridge where the Roslavl’-Spas-Demensk railroad line crossed the river and then southwestward to tie in with the defenses on the Central Front’s right flank south of Roslavl’. After Armeegruppe Guderian’s forces captured the Roslavl’ region in the first week of August and then marched southward in mid-August, forcing the Central Front’s forces to withdraw southward, the Reserve Front had no choice but to extend the defenses on its left wing inexorably southward along the Desna River’s eastern bank, ultimately to the city of Zhukovka, 50 kilometers northwest of Briansk.


    As for the opposing forces in and around the El’nia bridgehead, the quality of the troops and the nature of their weaponry were roughly similar to the opposing forces in other sectors of the front. While XX Army Corps’ infantry divisions were well-equipped formations manned largely by combat veterans, the opposing Red Army divisions were recently mobilized, partially-trained, and often poorly equipped rifle formations stiffened somewhat by under-gunned tank and motorized divisions left over from the defeated or disbanded pre-war Soviet mechanized corps.


    As of 30 July, General Rakutin’s 24th Army consisted of nine rifle divisions (19th, 100th, 107th, 110th, 120th, 133rd, 178th, 194th Mountain and 248th) and three supposedly mobile divisions (103rd and 106th Motorized, and 102nd Tank), backed up by 4th and 6th People’s Militia Divisions (divizii narodnogo opolcheniia or DNO), which were made up largely of poorly-trained workers’ militiamen from the city of Moscow. By 1 September, however, Rakutin’s army would lose 194th and 248th Rifle Divisions and 4th DNO to 49th Army, 133rd Rifle Division to the front’s reserve, and 178th Rifle Division to 29th Army, while receiving in return 303rd and 309th Rifle Divisions raised in the Orel Military District and 105th Tank Division from 43rd Army. Although most of these divisions were at or near full personnel strength, those that fought in the El’nia region prior to 8 August had already suffered losses.


    The Soviets conducted their initial attacks against the El’nia bridgehead during the last week of July and first week of August, first, to reinforce the offensive by Western Front’s shock groups toward Smolensk and, later, to assist Group Kachalov and, if possible, prevent its destruction (see “The Stavka Regroups,” above). After being assigned command of the Reserve Front on 30 July, General Zhukov sharply criticized 24th Army’s previous offensive efforts and began organizing a new offensive to eliminate the bridgehead. Pressed by Stalin and the Stavka, after Rakutin’s forces once again failed to dent the Germans’ defenses in several days of fighting during the first week of the month, on 6 August Zhukov ordered Rakutin’s 24th Army to eliminate the El’nia bridgehead once and for all. To help it do so, he reinforced 24th Army with the more experienced 100th and 107th Rifle Divisions from the Western Front and aviation units from the Stavka’s Reserve.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendices M, 3 and 4.


    
       
    


    The objective of Rakutin’s assault, originally planned for 7 August but ultimately postponed to 8 August, was to “destroy the enemy’s El’nia grouping, reach the Dobromino Station, Berniki, Babarykin, Kholm, Staroe Shcherbino, and Svetilovo line [35 kilometers northeast of El’nia to the Desna River 25 kilometers south of El’nia], and link up with the Western Front’s left wing in the vicinity of Dobromino Station.” To support Rakutin’s offensive, 73rd, 161st, and 129th Rifle Divisions of Lukin’s 20th Army were to assault the defenses of “Grossdeutschland” Regiment and SS “Das Reich” Division along the entire front from northwest of El’nia to the Dnepr River. The forces and missions assigned to 24th Army’s shock groups included:


    
      
        	•

        	Operational Groups’ Mission (107th, 100th, 103rd, 19th, and 120th RDs, 106th MD, and 105th and 102nd TDs, reinforced by a company of T-34 tanks, 184 combat aircraft, and 275th and 488th CARS and 573rd and 305th GARs) – conduct the main attack from the Dubovezh’e and Ushakovo region [13 kilometers north-northwest to 11 kilometers north of El’nia].
      


      
        	•

        	Main Shock Group’s Mission (107th RD, 102nd TD, and 100th and 103rd RDs)
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Attack southward from the Dubovezh’e region [12 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia], seize the Bezzabot State Farm, Novoselovka, Tishovo, Kharnia, and Leonovo line [15 kilometers northwest to 10 kilometers southwest of El’nia], and defend that line to prevent enemy forces from penetrating toward El’nia from the west.
      


      
        	♦

        	After liquidating enemy forces in El’nia, advance westward to the Dobromino Station, Berniki, and Staroe Shcherbino line [35 kilometers west to 20 kilometers southwest of El’nia], dispatch reinforced detachments westward into the Svetilovo and Shat’kova region by day’s end on 7 August, protect your left flank, and link up with the right flank of Western Front’s 53rd Rifle Division.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	107th RD (with 102nd TD and two reinforcing artillery regiments) – attack from the Dubovezh’e and Ivanovskie Farm region [12 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia] southward toward Viazovka, Gur’evo, Lysovka, and Leonidovo [7 kilometers west of El’nia].
      


      
        	♦

        	100th RD (with 10 T-34 tanks) – attack from the Bykovo and Ustinovo line [11 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia] southward toward Chantsovo [7 kilometers northwest of El’nia] and the northwestern outskirts of El’nia.
      


      
        	♦

        	103rd RD – attack from the Ushakovo and Lavrovo line [10 kilometers north of El’nia] southward through Petrianino and Sofievka toward the northern outskirts of El’nia.
      


      
        	♦

        	19th and 120th RDs and 105th TD – attack the eastern and southeastern flank of the bridgehead defenses and advance toward the southeastern part of El’nia.
      


      
        	♦

        	106th MD – attack from the Mal’tsevo and Bol’shaia Lipnia line [10 kilometers south of El’nia] northward toward Bitiakovka and Leonidovo [7 kilometers southwest and west of El’nia].3
      

    


    Thus, Rakutin’s plan called for his main shock group to attack from north and northwest of El’nia and advance southward to envelop the city from the west, while also creating an inner encirclement line to destroy the encircled forces and an outer encirclement line to halt any interference from German reserves. The problem was that Rakutin’s shock group had to attack into the teeth of SS “Das Reich” Motorized and 15th Infantry Divisions’ defenses north and northwest of the city. Given the difficulties already experienced in assaults against well-prepared German defenses, the results were predictable.


    Attacking at dawn on 8 August, the 20th Army’s 73rd, 161st, and 129th Rifle Divisions assaulting on 24th Army’s right advanced 2-5 kilometers in three days of intense fighting. At a cost of very heavy casualties on both sides, the three divisions captured the villages of Kolodezi, Bereznia, and Mileevo from “Grossdeutschland” Regiment and SS “Das Reich” Division. To the east, however, despite herculean efforts, 24th Army’s shock group seized only a small sector (roughly 500 meters square) of 15th Infantry Division’s defenses due east of Ushakovo. Therefore, at the end of the first day of fighting, Rakutin issue a scathing order to his subordinate division commanders criticizing their lackluster performance:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix P, 1.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          To the commanders of 107th, 100th, 102nd, and 19th Rifle Divisions

        


        
          1. Combat during the first half of 8 August 1941 demonstrated that, in spite of our clear superiority, especially in the sectors of 107th and 100th RDs, the advance by our units was extremely slow. In two hours of fighting, 107th RD advanced 2 kilometers and 100th RD approximately 1.5-2 kilometers in three hours. The remaining divisions are marking time in place and, while not moving forward, with countless complaints about intense enemy fire.

        


        
          2. The infantry are not exploiting the artillery fire in order to move forward rapidly, and the artillery, while firing many rounds, are having little effect.

        


        
          3. The infantry artillerymen are firing at blank spaces. Eliminate all of the shortcomings noted above.4

        

      

    


    
       
    


    The same day, Rakutin’s military commissar, N. I. Ivanov, underscored the many problems 24th Army was experiencing in a message he dispatched to the military commissar of 107th Rifle Division and the head of 106th Motorized Division’s political section, which described numerous disciplinary problems and established a pattern of warning and punishment that would endure for days, if not weeks:


    
      
        
          In 106th MD’s units, during the period from 31 July through 8 August 1941, 45 men have been tried by military tribunal, of which 32 were tried for self-mutilation, 10 for desertion, 2 for violating security regulations, and 1 for negligence toward military service. I demand you establish such a high spirit of Soviet patriotism and soldierly duty that there will be no place for or any instances of violation of discipline, desertion, crimes, or self-mutilation.5

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Capping this criticism, front commander Zhukov, who resolved to end these problems once and for all by whatever measures necessary, issued an order of his own the following day lambasting the army’s division commanders for gross neglect if not outright incompetence:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix P, 2.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          To the commanders of 19th, 100th, 102nd, 103rd, 106th, 107th, and 120th Rifle Divisions

        


        
          The combat practices employed in the El’nia region demonstrate that, in addition to heroic commanders and commissars, we have commanders and commissars who, during the three days of the offensive, did not advance a single kilometer. Such commanders usually use strong [enemy] mortar and automatic weapons fire and heavy bombing by enemy aircraft to excuse their inactivity and their failure to fulfill combat orders, and naïve senior commanders and commissars react liberally to such commanders and, up to this time, however strange it may be, they consider marking time in place and a failure to fulfill orders about advancing to a designated region a usual matter, and the guilty commanders and commissars bear no kind of responsibility.

        


        
          Unfortunately, there are those commanders who, having reached a line, withdraw to their jumping-off positions without any sort of permission and, the next morning, once again begin to attack a point which was abandoned by them the previous evening without any basis.

        


        
          I DEMAND:

        


        
          1. You make all platoon, company, battalion, and unit [regiments] commanders aware of the fact that any marking time in place and any failure to fulfill orders about advancing forward will be viewed as a display of cowardice and a failure to fulfill orders, with all the resulting consequences.

        


        
          2. You conduct the struggle most decisively – do not stop at extreme measures – with all commanders and commissars who liberally tolerate subunit commanders who mark time in place or fail to fulfill orders about advancing forward to their designated line because of selfish motives or fear of losses.

        


        
          3. You make all commanders and commissars who mark time in place with their units for several days aware that, in fierce combat, it is far better to suffer losses and achieve your mission than not to achieve any sort of aims and suffer losses every day by marking time in place from day to day under enemy fire.

        


        
          4. You report to me personally about what you have done to fulfill these instructions through the commander of 24th Army, Comrade Rakutin.

        


        
          The commander of the Reserve Front, Army Commander Zhukov6

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Most important, this message expressed principles that would guide Zhukov throughout his entire wartime career – the simple belief that, “In fierce combat, it is far better to suffer losses and achieve your mission than not to achieve any sort of aims and suffer losses every day by marking time in place from day to day under enemy fire.” In fact, Zhukov’s application of this principle at Leningrad and Moscow in September and November 1941, at Stalingrad in August and September 1942, to a lesser extent, at Kursk in July 1943, and along the Oder River east of Berlin in April 1945, while resulting in heavy losses, would indeed produce great strategic victories.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix Q, 4, for examples of 24th Army’s daily orders and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix P, 3.


    
       
    


    In the meantime, at Zhukov’s direction, Rakutin’s army continued its assaults virtually every day from 12 through 20 August, scarcely ever modifying the army’s missions, but constantly shuffling forces, reprimanding and replacing commanders and commissars, and reducing others in rank, sending them to command combat units at ever lower levels. Rakutin and Zhukov illustrated this liberal use of threats, warnings, and demotions in orders they issued to their forces on 10 and 11 August, respectively:


    
      
        
          10 August – Zhukov, the Commander of the Reserve Front

        


        
          Lieutenant Colonel Gruzdev, the former chief of staff of 100th RD, having displayed confusion and inactivity, is transferred to command a regiment…. [Gruzdev was demoted to command 85th RR on 11 August]

        


        
          I am announcing a reprimand to the commander of 100th RD, Major General Russianov, and the commissar of 100th RD, Senior Battalion Commissar, Comrade Filiashkin, for failing to fulfill my orders and am warning that, if the division does not fulfill its assigned mission on 11 and 12 August, I will consider the matter of relieving them of their duties and turning them over for judgment [to a military tribunal].

        

      

    


    
       
    


    
      
        
          11 August 1941 – Rakutin, the Commander of 24th Army

        


        
          The 100th RD achieved no success over the course of 7, 9, and 10 August. The division marked time in place, and, as a result, frustrated the group of forces’ fulfillment of its overall operational mission. The division commander failed to organize forward movement, failed to organize the struggle with deserters and panic mongers, and obscenely treated this phenomena in 331st RR and 85th RR too liberally.7

        

      

    


    
       
    


    See Maps 100 and 101. The situation at El’nia, 11 and 14 August 1941.


    
       
    


    24th Army’s shock groups, driven on relentlessly by Rakutin and Zhukov, advanced only 1-4 kilometers into the Germans’ defenses from 12-14 August and suffered heavy losses in the heavy fighting. For example, 107th and 100th Rifle and 102nd Tank Divisions, attacking near the boundary between SS “Das Reich” and 15th Infantry Divisions, 15-20 kilometers northwest of El’nia, penetrated up to 4 kilometers and seized the villages of Gorovitsy, Luginovo, and Novoe Brykino during this period. However, 24th Army’s other divisions failed to even dent the German perimeter defenses elsewhere around the El’nia bridgehead. Underscoring the intensity of the fighting, although it lost no ground, German 15th Infantry Division lost 15 officers killed and another 20 wounded and probably several hundreds of its infantrymen in these battles. However, 24th Army’s shock group suffered even greater attrition, in particular, the attacking 107th and 100th Rifle and 102nd Tank Divisions.


    By mid-August, the heavy losses suffered by XX Army Corps’ divisions prompted General Materna, the corps’ commander, to turn to Guderian for help. As army group commander Bock recorded in his dairy late on 14 August, General Materna informed him, “He had only one battalion in reserve,” and “El’nia could not be held in the long term.”8 From his vantage point in the OKH, General Halder confided to his diary, “I warned Greiffenberg [Army Group Center’s chief of staff] against abandoning Yelnya. No matter how badly off our troops are, it is even worse for the enemy.”9


    After several intense discussions between XX Corps and Armeegruppe Guderian’s headquarters, on 15 August Guderian promised to relieve the beleaguered SS “Das Reich” Division and “Grossdeutschland” Regiment with IX Army Corps’ 263rd and 137th Infantry Divisions and replace XX Army Corps’ severely worn-down 15th Infantry Division in the bridgehead proper with the fresher 78th Infantry Division. By this time, SS “Das Reich” Division had repelled 83 separate Soviet attacks and delivered 27 counterattacks of its own during the previous four weeks, and 15th Infantry Division had lost 2,254 soldiers and 97 officers, most of them from its combat units, just in the previous week’s fighting.10 Accordingly, IX Corps’ 263rd and 137th Divisions conducted their relief operation overnight on 18-19 August, and 78th Division its relief on the nights of 20-21 and 21-22 August. All the while, Lukin’s 20th and Rakutin’s 24th Armies continued their relentless but futile assaults whenever and wherever thought feasible.


    See Maps 102 and 103. The situation at El’nia, 18-19 August and 21-22 August.
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    Map 100. The situation at El’nia, 11 August 1941.
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    Map 101. The situation at El’nia, 14 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    The Second Phase, 18–21 August


    In the wake of countless days of futile frontal assaults, on 18 August the Stavka intervened in an attempt to halt the carnage and reinvigorate 24th Army’s offensive. Signed by Shaposhnikov, the Stavka’s new directive “suggested” Zhukov direct Rakutin to reinforce the operational group on his army’s right wing and attack once again:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix P, 6.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          Copy to: The commander-in-chief of the forces of the Western Direction

        


        
          1600 hours on 18 August 1941

        


        
          The operation at El’nia has become dragged out, and, each and every day, the enemy is improving his positions and replacing the units exhausted in the fighting.

        


        
          We have determined that you have not reinforced your right flank to the degree necessary by conducting your offensive from the Sadki and Gur’evo front [12 kilometers northwest to 12 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia] toward Leonidovo [8 kilometers west-southwest of El’nia] with [only] 102nd Tank Division and 107th and 100th Rifle Divisions.

        


        
          Assign 103rd Motorized Division instead of 100th Rifle Division [to the shock group], and move 19th Rifle Division into the sector of the former for an attack on Sofievka [7 kilometers north of El’nia].

        


        
          Occupy the Vydrina and Klemiatino line [11 kilometers east-northeast of El’nia] with two regiments of 309th Rifle Division for an attack toward Prilepy [east of El’nia].

        


        
          Reinforce 105th Tank Division at the expense of 120th Rifle Division.

        


        
          Thus, you can achieve success only with a strong right wing.

        


        
          Report your conclusions.11

        

      

    


    
       
    


    In fact, Rakutin did accept the Stavka’s recommendations by incorporating them into the combat order he issued to his army on 18 August. Specifically, the addition of 103rd Motorized Division and a supporting attack by 19th Rifle Division appreciably increased the strength of the army’s main shock group. However, it did nothing to degrade the strength of the Germans’ defenses. At the same time, Zhukov used the occasion to add a memorandum of his own to the order, in what would prove to be his last attempt to cajole and threaten combat leaders before taking even more drastic measures to fulfill the Stavka’s orders:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix P, 5.


    
       
    


    
      18 August – Combat Order No. 019 (paraphrased)


      
        24th Army’s units will conduct the main attack on the army’s right wing, a decisive blow to slam the encirclement ring shut …

      


      
        107th RD and rested and refitted 102nd RD, the latter with the remnants of 105th TD, will conduct the army’s main attack in the general direction of Gur’evo, Lysovka, and Leonidovo to close the encirclement ring in the Leonidovo region. Capture the Vypolzovo and Lysovka line at day’s end on 18 August….

      


      
        In the center, 103rd RD will attack toward Semeshino and Sofievka and reach the Hill 242.3 and Shilovo line by day’s end….

      


      
        19th RD will capture Prilepy and Iur’evo line by day’s end on 18 August.
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    Map 102. The situation at El’nia, 18-19 August.
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    Map 103. The situation at El’nia, 21-22 August.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    
      
        18 August – Memorandum of Zhukov, the front commander, accompanying Order No. 019:


        
          1. 105th TD, despite my categorical warning about moving forward, has marked time in one place for 10 days and, without achieving any kind of results, has suffered losses.

        


        
          In light of its inability to resolve independent combat missions, 105th TD is disbanded and will turn its personnel and equipment over to 102nd TD.

        


        
          Demote the commander of the division, Regimental Commissar Biriukov, in rank because he could not cope with his duties.

        


        
          2. Relieve the commander of 106th MD, Colonel Alekseev, who has been repeatedly warned about his unsatisfactory fulfillment of combat mission, from his assigned duties and appoint him, at reduced rank, to command 309th RD’s 955th RR.

        


        
          3. Appoint Colonel Brynzov, the former commander of 158th RD, as commander of 106th MD.

        


        
          4. Relieve Major Mita, the commander of 955th RR, from his duties because of the panicky conduct of the regiment and appoint him to the post of battalion commander in the regiment.

        


        
          5. I am announcing a reprimand of Major General Petrov, the commander of 120th RD, for unsatisfactory and passive fulfillment of his combat missions and am warning him that, if he continues to fulfill assigned missions as poorly, he will be relieved from command and reduced in rank.

        


        Zhukov12

      

    


    
       
    


    After three more days of intense, costly, and often frenzied fighting, which achieved virtually nothing, at 0445 hours on 21 August, Zhukov finally “bit the bullet” by informing Stalin himself that further offensive action would be futile without a significant pause to rest, refit, reinforce, and train Rakutin’s dwindling forces;


    See Map 103 and Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix P, 7.


    
       
    


    
      
        
          0445 hours on 21 August 1941

        


        
          The units of the Reserve Front’s 24th Army in the El’nia region have completely failed to encircle and destroy the German units by 20 August 1941.

        


        
          In addition, on 19 August the enemy committed 137th Infantry Division, which was previously stretched out along 43rd Army’s front, in the Gur’evo and Sadki region [12 kilometers northwest to 12 kilometers north-northwest of El’nia].

        


        
          The enemy has committed a new unit, whose number we have yet to determine, in the Klemiatino and Grichano region [28-30 kilometers northwest of El’nia].

        


        
          During the 10 days of operations, I was in all of the divisions and personally familiarized myself with the combat conditions and how the units were conducting themselves.

        


        
          The majority of the soldiers and commanders are conducting themselves well. They do not fear losses and are already learning the techniques and tactics for destroying the enemy, but all of the units are very under-strength and run down from offensive operations and enemy fire, which has not ceased even in the night over the last few days.

        


        
          Given the essential numerical weakness of our units, it is not possible to encircle and destroy 4-5 German infantry divisions once and for all.

        


        
          Further conduct of the battle in our present state will lead to the final loss of the combat effectiveness of the operating units.

        


        
          It is now necessary to replenish the units to at least 60% in personnel, to bring up more ammunition, to allow the soldiers to rest, and to find weak places in the enemy carefully, and, after that, to attack impetuously.

        


        
          I request your permission:

        


        
          1) To cease the general offensive until 24 August;

        


        
          2) To refill the units with replacements from 14 march-battalions arriving during that period;

        


        
          3) To familiarize the replacements with the nature of conducting battle and prepare them for action; and

        


        
          4) To begin the attack with the new forces on the morning of 25 August. If the situation does not become more difficult along other axes, to employ 303rd Rifle Division, which is situated in my reserve at Khoteevka, in the attack.

        


        
          Before 25 August, the enemy will be destroyed by systematic artillery and mortar fire and air strikes, and prisoners will be seized.13

        

      

    


    
       
    


    When Stalin approved Zhukov’s request later in the day, Zhukov ordered Rakutin to cease his attacks and begin preparing to conduct a stronger, better organized, and more thoroughly supported offensive later in the month. In effect, this temporarily ended 13 days of bloody combat that engulfed both Soviet and German forces in the El’nia region. Although indecisive, however, the fighting in and around the El’nia bridgehead exacted a terrible toll on attacker and defender alike.


    The fighting around the Germans’ El’nia bridgehead during the first three weeks of August yielded no significant results operational or tactically. In essence it was a draw. But it was a costly draw for both sides. As a virtual magnet for heavy combat, 24th Army’s persistent but poorly organized and conducted assaults decimated the forces conducting them. Although the Russians have yet to release casualty figures for the August fighting around El’nia, the Reserve Front as a whole lost 103,147 irreplaceable casualties, including 45,774 killed, captured or missing, and 57,373 wounded, from 30 July through 10 September. Since the front lost 31,853 men out of 103,200 committed to combat at El’nia from 30 August to 10 September, including 10,701 irreplaceable casualties, and another 20-25,000 men during the destruction of Group Kachalov from 1-7 August, this means that 24th Army, which did the bulk of the front’s fighting during August, lost upwards of 40-50,000 men during the fighting at El’nia from 8 through 24 August.


    Making matters worse, if 24th Army’s attacking divisions did not know how to conduct effective offensive operations before 21 August, their horrendous losses in officers and men and the thousands of partially-trained men they received to replace these losses made it unlikely the army would fare any better in the future. For this reason alone, Zhukov requested four days of rest in the hope Rakutin’s army could operate more effectively after the pause. Understandably, it did not.


    For the Germans, El’nia proved to be a killing field for an army that could not afford to suffer even a sizeable fraction of the casualties the Red Army suffered. As was the case in German Ninth Army, where its 161st Infantry Division lost more than three-quarters of its combat strength in one week of fighting along the Vop’ River, and other infantry divisions, such as the 5th, 8th, 26th, 28th, 35th, 106th, and 129th, also suffered unprecedented and unsustainable losses in this and other sectors, the same thing occurred at El’nia. For example, XXXXVI Motorized Corps had suffered 4,788 casualties from 22 June through 25 July 1941, including 1,182 dead, 3,445 wounded, and 161 missing in action. Yet, one of the two medical companies in SS “Das Reich” Division reported treating about 800 wounded and sick on 28 July alone.14 During just over a week of fighting from 8 though 15 August, XX Army Corps reported losing 2,254 men, including many line officers, most of them from the combat battalions of 15th, 268th, and 292nd Infantry Divisions. Other lamentable loss figures included 1,200 casualties in 263rd Infantry Division in seven days of fighting, 1,115 dead in two weeks in 78th Infantry Division (although most of these after 25 August), and about 2,000 casualties in 137th Infantry Division. In general, most of the German infantry divisions that fought at El’nia either in August or September, or in both months, lost between 20-30 percent of their combat strength in the fighting.15


    It is no wonder that the bloodletting in the El’nia sector, like that in Ninth Army’s sector east and northeast of Smolensk, only increased Hitler’s reluctance to continue the likely costly advance on Moscow at a time when there were far softer and more lucrative prizes to be won to the north and south.


    Altered Strategic Plans, 18–21 August


    German Strategy


    Despite Timoshenko’s clear discomfiture over the deteriorating situation on his front’s right wing, the success Konev’s 19th Army achieved in the center was having a clear impact on German decision-making, in particular, involving the question of whether or not German forces should immediately resume their advance on Moscow. The fact was that, while Bock, the commander of Army Group Center, ostensibly Halder and the OKH, and also many of Bock’s subordinate army commanders argued for an immediate advance on the Soviet capital, Hitler and his advisers in Berlin were now certain the advance must be delayed until after they dealt with the crises on the Army Group Center’s flanks.


    The most important aspects of these crises were the Soviet counterstroke in the Staraia Russa region to the north, which, while unsuccessful, ultimately stalled the advance by Field Marshal Leeb’s Army Group North on Leningrad by at least a full week, and the obstinate resistance of Soviet 5th Army west of the Dnepr River, which had been delaying the advance of Field Marshal Rundstedt’s Army Group South on Kiev for well over a month. In Hitler’s view, the only feasible solutions to these problems were to divert a sizeable chunk of Army Group Center’s Third Panzer Group northward to assist Army Group North and unleash Guderian’s Second Panzer Group (with Weichs’ Second Army) on a drive southward to help Army Group South. Hitler declared as much in the supplement he issued to his Directive No. 34 on 12 August


    It is also abundantly clear that the pummeling many German divisions were experiencing northeast and east of Smolensk and in the El’nia region, which by now confirmed that the Soviets were reinforcing and fortifying their defenses along the Moscow axis, contributed to Hitler’s decision to strike northward and southward rather than move directly eastward to Moscow.


    In fact, on 21 August, four days after 19th Army’s impressive drive across the Vop’ River, three days after Bock reported 161st Infantry Division was “at the end of its tether,” and the very day Bock admitted 7th Panzer Division’s counterstroke was a bloody failure, Hitler released a new Führer Directive which read:


    
      
        
          The army’s [OKH’s] proposal for the continuation of the operation in the east of 18 August does not correspond with my plans [intentions]. I am ordering the following:

        


        
          1. The most important objective yet to be achieved before the onset of winter is not the capture of Moscow, but rather, in the South, the occupation of the Crimea and the industrial and coal region of the Donets, together with isolation of the Russian oil regions in the Caucasus, and, in the north, the encirclement of Leningrad and link-up with the Finns.

        


        
          2. The operational solution, uniquely favorable to us, which was brought about by our reaching the line Gomel-Pochep, must at once be exploited for a concentric operation by the inner wings of Army Groups South and Center. The operation must be so conducted that the Soviet Fifth Army is not merely pushed behind the Dnieper by an attack of Sixth Army alone, but rather that this army is destroyed before he can break out to take shelter behind the line Desna River-Konotop-Sula River. This would make it safe for Army Group South to establish itself east of the middle Dneiper and to continue the operation in the direction of Rostov-Kharkov with its central portion and left wing.

        


        
          3. Regardless of subsequent operations, Army Group Center must employ forces on a scale sufficient to achieve the objective of destroying the Russian Fifth Army, while retaining enough troops to be able to repel enemy attacks against the central sector of its front in a position that can be held with a minimum of losses. There is no change in the plan to advance the left wing of Army Group Center to the high ground around Toropets, where a linkup is to be effected with the right wing of Army Group North.

        


        
          4. Capture of the Crimean peninsula is of paramount importance for safeguarding our oil supply from Romania. Therefore all available means – including armor – must be employed to cross the Dneiper quickly in the direction of the Crimea, before the enemy can bring up fresh forces.

        


        
          5. Not until we have tightly encircled Leningrad, linked up with the Finns, and destroyed the Russian Fifth Army, shall we have set the stage and can we free the forces for attacking and beating the enemy Army Group Timoshenko with any prospect of success, as specified in the supplement to Directive 34 of 12 August.16

        

      

    


    
       
    


    The same day, Halder, the chief of staff of the German Army and the driving force in the OKH, noted in his dairy that Hitler’s memorandum accompanying the Führer directive castigated the commander of the Army (ObdH), Field Marshal Walter Brauchitsch, for “failing to conduct operations on the lines desired by the Führer,” and for allowing the OKH “to be swayed by the special interests of the individual army commanders.” This prompted Halder to add the prescient notation, “It is decisive for the outcome of the campaign.”17 In a more lengthy critique of Hitler’s behavior, Halder caustically remarked:


    
      
        
          I regard the situation created by the Führer’s interference unendurable for OKH. No other but the Führer himself is to blame for the zigzag course caused by his successive orders, nor can the present OKH, which is now in its fourth victorious campaign, tarnish its good name with those latest orders. Moreover, the way ObdH is being treated in absolutely outrageous. I have proposed to ObdH to request his relief together with mine. ObdH refuses on the grounds that the resignations would not be accepted, and so nothing would be changed.18

        

      

    


    
       
    


    If Halder was angered by Hitler’s decision, Bock was even more irate. Although he avoided any comment in his diary the day he received the directive, the next day, 23 August, he discussed matters with Halder, who called Hitler’s proposal “a crime.” In response to the claim Hitler supposedly made in his memorandum that it “was necessary to smash the Russian Army,” Bock argued, “But the bulk of the Russian Army is standing opposite my eastern front and the opportunity to smash it is being taken away from me by the attack to the south!”19 Unwittingly, this comment by Bock simply confirmed the primary basis for Hitler’s judgment, specifically, that the Russians were indeed strongest along the Moscow axis. As if to add a “fillip” to this point, Bock ended his conversation with his diary on 23 August by adding, “”Further furious attacks against 9th Army’s front by the Russians.”20 Furthermore, based in the harrowing experiences of 161st Infantry and 7th Panzer Divisions in mid-August, if not the overall erosion of the strength of Army Group Center’s divisions caused by the fighting in July and August, Hitler was convinced the immediate capture of Moscow was a risky “bridge too far.” He indeed wished to destroy the Russian Army, but piece by piece rather than in one fell swoop.


    If the intense fighting during the first three weeks of August was not proof enough that Hitler’s judgment was correct, the even more intense costly fighting in late August and early September would be proof positive.


    Soviet Strategy


    While Hitler agonized over his future strategic course and his senior marshals and generals fulminated in anger over his decision, Timoshenko, too, faced a dilemma founded on two realities. First, his front’s accomplishments during the third week of August, especially the unprecedented destruction of one German infantry division and the damage inflicted on many German panzer and infantry divisions impressed and encouraged Stalin and his Stavka. Despite the heavy casualties suffered by Timoshenko’s Western and Zhukov’s Reserve Fronts, both commanders were determined to destroy Army Group Center’s forces in the Smolensk region. Convinced that Bock’s forces, in particular, his infantry divisions along his army group’s forward defenses, were about to collapse, both Stalin and the Stavka were confident this could be done but only if Timoshenko expanded the scope and power of his offensive. Therefore, beginning on 21 August, the Stavka began releasing vital strategic reserves to Timoshenko and, on 25 August, issued new orders to Timoshenko to capture Velizh, Demidov, and Smolensk once and for all. Swept away by over-optimism, it also ordered the two forward armies of Zhukov’s Reserve Front to destroy the German forces in the El’nia bridgehead and advance westward to capture Roslavl’, and Eremenko’s newly-formed Briansk Front, reinforced by Efremov’s sagging Central Front, to block Guderian’s southward advance and protect the right flank of Kirponos’ Southwestern Front.


    However, midst this air of unrequited optimism in Moscow and the grandiose plans this optimism engendered, a second more grim reality intervened. Three days before the Stavka issued orders for its culminating general counteroffensive, Hitler’s gamble suddenly materialized. On 22 August two German panzer divisions and seven cooperating infantry divisions subordinate to Ninth Army’s Group Stumme abruptly ended the week-long game of cat and mouse by striking a massive blow against the right flank of Timoshenko’s Western Front. Although it would take almost two full days before Timoshenko and Stalin fully recognized what was happening, when they did, both understood the climax of the battle for Smolensk was at hand. From this point forward, a new race materialized, specifically, a deadly race between three Red Army fronts trying to cripple Army Group Center and Army Group Center’s Group Stumme attempting to demolish the Western Front’s right wing. It was also clear to all parties that whoever won this contest would likely become the ultimate victor in the battle for Smolensk.


    The Northern Flank: the Struggle for Velikie Luki, 21–24 August


    Competing Plans


    Although the capture of the city of Gomel’ by Weichs’ Second Army on 20 August and the simultaneous advance by Guderian’s panzers to Starodub resolved the problems on Army Group Center’s southern flank, the confusion on his army group’s northern flank continued to worry Bock and Hitler. This problem was particularly vexing because the infantry divisions of the Army Group Center’s V, VIII, IX, and XX Army Corps northeast, east, and southeast of Smolensk and at El’nia were under immense pressure. For Hitler, the Soviet strongholds at Velikie Luki and Toropets represented a red flag, since Soviet operations from these two regions still posed a threat to Strauss’ Ninth Army and Hoth’s Third Panzer Group.21 While Konev’s and Khomenko’s 19th and 30th Armies pounded the German defenses between the Western Dvina River and Iartsevo, and Rakutin’s 24th Army did the same at El’nia, Ershakov’s 22nd and Maslennikov’s 29th Armies threatened Ninth Army’s and Third Panzer Group’s left flank. As a result, Bock’s over-extended divisions lacked necessary reserves and were running short of ammunition. Since the defense of the El’nia bridgehead, in particular, was consuming an inordinate quantity of resources, Bock proposed he be allowed to withdraw XX Army Corps from the exposed bridgehead, a proposal Hitler categorically denied.


    Only after Gomel’ fell and the situation east and northeast of Smolensk stabilized was Strauss’ Ninth Army able to assemble a large enough force to mount a concerted offensive operation to capture Velikie Luki. However, his decision to regroup 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions of Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps from the region north of Smolensk to new assembly areas south of Velikie Luki provided the Stavka with yet another opportunity to strike at Bock’s weakened infantry divisions east and northeast of Smolensk. Hitler, however, accepted the risk, in part because the Velikie Luki offensive fulfilled the requirements of his cherished Directive No. 34.


    Even as the Stavka was preparing fresh orders for Timoshenko’s, Zhukov’s, and Eremenko’s fronts to resume their offensives, on 20 August Bock began implementing Hitler’s addendum to Directive No. 34 by regrouping LVII Motorized Corps’ 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions from their rest areas on the left wing of Hoth’s panzer group west of Belyy northwestward into assembly areas north of Usviaty. There the two panzer divisions joined 206th, 110th, 102nd, and 256th Infantry Divisions to form a special composite group under XXXX Motorized Corps’ headquarters, commanded by General of Panzer Troops Georg Stumme. Protected on the left by 253rd, 251st, and 86th Infantry Divisions of Ninth Army’s XXIII Army Corps and spearheaded by LVII Motorized Corps’ two panzer divisions, Group Stumme was to penetrate the defenses of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, envelop Velikie Luki from the east, encircle and destroy Ershakov’s army, drive it and Maslennikov’s 29th Army eastward, and capture the Toropets region. If successful, in addition to clearing Soviet forces from Army Group Center’s left flank, the offensive would align the advance in the north with the front lines of Army Group Center’s forces struggling east of Smolensk.


    Before the German storm broke over 22nd Army’s defenses on 22 August, neither 22nd Army and Timoshenko nor Stalin and his Stavka seemed to have any idea about what was about to happen to the Western Front’s right wing. In fact, only the day before, Ershakov’s 22nd Army had begun an offensive of its own and was already sending optimistic reports back to Moscow about its progress. Timoshenko had approved Ershakov’s proposed offensive plan on 18 August, telling him to begin the offensive on 21 August and “when the army’s shock group reaches the Lake Siverskoe region [42 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki], subsequently exploit the offensive toward Usviat’e [33 kilometers northwest of Velizh],” and protect his main attack force against any threat from the west with two rifle divisions. Timoshenko cautioned Ershakov he would have to rely on his own forces for success because “at the present time, the front cannot reinforce the army with artillery and aircraft.”22


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix Q, 1.


    
       
    


    Ershakov issued a warning order about the offensive to his forces at 0345 hours on 19 August so that they could make necessary preparation and the full offensive order at 2145 hours that evening:


    See Map 96 and Volume 3 (Documents)Appendices Q, 2 and 3.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – on 22nd Army’s front, the forces of the enemy’s 253rd, 110th, 86th, and 206th IDs, totaling seven infantry regiments, have gone over to the defense.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbors – on the right, 27th Army’s forces have the mission to capture the Kholm region, and, on the left, 29th Army’s forces are conducting an offensive to destroy the enemy in the Il’ino region.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army’s Mission – attack on 21 August to destroy opposing enemy forces and reach the Pozhari (on the Lovat’ River, 16 kilometers south of Velikie Luki), Lake Porech’e, Lake Odgast, Lake Siroto, Lake and Lake Ordosno [45 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] line and subsequently exploit the attack toward Usviat’e, while protecting the right flank.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	51st RC (366th RR, 48th TD, and 214th RD, with artillery support) – protect the army’s right flank, defeat enemy forces with an active defense by 366th RR and 48th TD, prevent enemy detachments from infiltrating eastward north of Velikie Luki, attack on the left wing with at least two regiments of 214th RD, and reach the Rozhakovo, Lake Kupuiskoe, and Lake Sekui line [14 kilometers south of Velikie Luki], with a forward detachment in the sector along the Lovat’ River.
      


      
        	♦

        	29th RC – (126th RD, minus 366th RR, 179th, 170, and 98th RDs, minus one rifle regiment, with supporting artillery) – conduct a main attack with 179th, 170th, and 98th RDs from the Vas’kovo and Mokhoniki Farm region [20 kilometers southeast to 10 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki] and a secondary attack with 126th RD from its present positions [6-8 kilometers south of Velikie Luki], destroy the enemy, and reach the Lake Sekui and Lake Psovo line and, subsequently, the Lake Sekui, Lake Porech’e, and Lake Odgast front [20 kilometers south-southwest to 25 kilometers south of Velikie Luki] with 126th RD and the Orekhovo and Vinogradovo line, and, subsequently, the Lake Odgast, Lake Orel’e, and Lake Siverskoe front [25 kilometers south to 42 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki] with the main grouping by exploiting the attack southeastward and preventing the enemy from withdrawing south of the lakes.
      


      
        	♦

        	62nd RC (174th and 186th RDs, with artillery support) – while defending 174th RD’s right flank and 186th RD’s left flank, attack from the Gorki and Kurilovo line toward Savino (2 kilometers west of Lake Ordosno) with at least four regiments to prevent an enemy counterattack against the army’s shock group (29th RC) and its left flank, with the immediate mission to destroy enemy forces in the Vliazoviki, Slepnevo, and Luzhki region [38-42 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] and capture Nesterovo and Stolbtsy, with strong forward detachments in the Pasika and Bol’shoi and Malyi Potemki region, and, subsequently, exploit to the Lake Siverskoe, Lake Ordosno, and Alekseenki (7 kilometers east of Lake Ordosno) front [50-55 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] with the main grouping.
      


      
        	♦

        	Senior Lieutenant Pervushin’s Detachment – (a cavalry squadron of the cavalry division) – while conducting active operations in the lake region, prevent the enemy from penetrating between Lakes Dvin’e and Zhizhitskoe and into the isthmus between Lake Dvin’e and Lake Velinskoe [50 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	♦

        	4th RR, 98th RD (the army reserve) – remain in the Ushitsy region [18 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] and be prepared to advance [southeastward or southward] along the Ushitsy State Farm, Mokriki, Chudino; Mulina and UshitsyState Farm, Annino, Bukatino, and Bolychi; and Annino, Akhromtseva, and Redkino lines.
      


      
        	♦

        	Separate CD (less one squadron) – after concentrating in 366th RR’s sector, move to the line of contact and advance toward Novo-Sokol’niki [25 kilometers west of Velikie Luki] to destroy individual enemy units, headquarters, and rear service installations to disrupt his command, control, and communications it the rear.23
      

    


    Presuming his subordinate commanders could understand, much less carry out, such a complex order, Ershakov directed his army’s main shock group, the six divisions of 62nd and 29th Rifle Corps advancing southward from Velikie Luki, to keep pace and closely coordinate with Maslennikov’s 29th Army, which was attacking southward toward Il’ino roughly 50 kilometers to the east. Ershakov did so because Timoshenko wanted 22nd and 29th Armies, together, to maintain maximum pressure against the left wing of Army Group Center’s Ninth Army, which was anchored on the heavily forested and vast lake region north of the Western Dvina River and the town of Velizh. The 22nd Army’s offensive was also a risky venture because, even if there were no large German armored forces in the region, as its main forces advanced southward, the army planned to leave only the weak forces of its 51st Rifle Corps to protect its right wing north, west, and south of Velikie Luki. Consequently, if some large German force should magically appear on the army shock group’s front and shatter it, the Western Front’s entire right wing in the sector from Velikie Luki eastward to Toropets, deeper in the front’s rear, was essentially wide open and lightly defended.


    See Map 104. The situation in the Velikie Luki region, 21 August 1941.


    
       
    


    22nd Army’s Offensive, 21–22 August


    Despite the risks, Ershakov’s army attacked as planned at 1300 hours on 21 August, after a brief artillery preparation. It conducted its main attack with six rifle divisions subordinate to Major General Ivan Petrovich Karmanov’s 62nd and Major General Aleksandr Georgievich Samokhin’s 29th Rifle Corps, which were deployed in situation in jumping-off positions across the roughly 42-kilometer front from Lake Dvin’e in the east westward to the eastern bank of the Lovat’ River south of Velikie Luki. The operational summary the Western Front issued at 2000 hours that evening recorded the attack’s progress on the first day of the offensive:


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix N, 46.


    
       
    


    
      
        	•

        	22nd Army’s Situation – defending on its right wing, attacked in its center and on its left wing at 1300 hours on 21 August to destroy the opposing enemy.
      


      
        	♦

        	51st RC – defending the army’s right wing, attacking southward with two regiments, and raiding westward with cavalry.
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	126th RD’s 366th RR – defending the Sidorovshchina, Veret’e 1, and Kudelino region [3 kilometers northwest to 14 kilometers north of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	48th TD – defending the Sergievskaia Sloboda, Eremeevo, Kikino, Mordovishche, and Kon’ region [3 kilometers west to 5 kilometers southwest of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	214th RD (one regiment) – defending the Kon’ and Pronino line [5 kilometers west to 10 kilometers south of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	214th RD (two regiments) – attacking southward from the Pronino and Strizhevo sector [10 kilometers south to 10 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki] toward Kuznetsovo, wedging 2-3 kilometers into the enemy’s defenses.
      


      
        	◊

        	Sep. CD – raiding westward toward Novosokol’niki [25 kilometers west of Velikie Luki] and the enemy’s rear area.
      


      
        	◊

        	Corps headquarters – Vlaskovo [44 kilometers east of Velikie Luki].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	29th RC – attacking from the Strizhevo, Gusakovo, and Sopki line [10 kilometers south-southeast to 35 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] in the army’s center at 1300 hours on 21 August, and advancing 2-3 kilometers by 1500 hours, with its forces located at:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	126th RD – Leonovo [10 kilometers south of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	179th RD – Plaksino and Pirogovo [20-23 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	170th RD – Mulina and Pronino [23-25 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	98th RD – in army reserves, with two regiments in the Taraskino, Rudnitsa, and Leskovo region [20-25 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] and one regiment in the Ushitsa State Farm region [18 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	Corps headquarters – Vatolino [18 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	62nd RC – defending the army’s left wing with one regiment of 174th RD along the Shcherganikha and Berezniki line [40 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki], and attacking on the right wing [35-45 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki].
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	174th RD (two regiments) – from the Bakutino and Matskova line [32-34 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] toward Nesterova, advancing 3 kilometers by 1500 hours.
      


      
        	◊

        	186th RD – defending the Kurilovo, Beliushina, and Karpova line [25-30 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] with one regiment and attacking with two regiments from the Matskova and Merino line [30-32 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] toward Luzhki, in cooperation with 174th RD’s shock group, but held up by very heavy enemy resistance.
      


      
        	◊

        	Corps headquarters – Annino [35 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Boundary Protection
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	With 27th Army – forward detachment from 98th RD in the Kniazhovo region (on the Kun’ia River 35 kilometers southwest of Kholm); and
      


      
        	◊

        	With 29th Army – an army detachment in the Iamishche, Krasnoe, and Sosny region [50 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki].
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Headquarters, 22nd Army – Nazimovo Station [32 kilometers east of Velikie Luki].
      

    

  


  


  
    [image: images]


    Map 104. The situation in the Velikie Luki region, 21 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    As 22nd Army’s offensive developed as planned, the Intelligence Department (RU) of Ershakov’s army informed him late on 21 August that the enemy forces to his front consisted of three to four tired German infantry divisions ripe for defeat. In essence, as indicated by a report 22nd Army’s Intelligence Department prepared retrospectively on 5 September, neither it nor the Western Front’s intelligence organs had any idea there were any German panzer divisions in the region:
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          On the basis of information from all types of reconnaissance, the enemy situation before the army’s front seems to be as follows:

        


        
          1. At the time of the penetration of the army’s front on the night of 22 August 1941, the enemy opposite the army’s front had:

        


        
          253rd ID (453rd, 463rd, and 464th IRs and 253rd AR) – operating on the army’s right wing and, according to the testimony of prisoners, has only 50-60% of its required personnel.

        


        
          86th ID (184th, 216th, and 176th IRs and 86th AR) – operating on 253rd ID’s left [should read “right”], and severely worn down.

        


        
          206th ID (301st, 312th, and 413th IRs and 206th AR) – fought continuously at Polotsk, Nevel’, and Velikie Luki, suffering heavy losses, supposedly relieved by 256th ID, and now refitting in reserve.

        


        
          110th ID (262nd, 254th, and 255th IRs) – defending the Viazoviki region.

        


        
          256th ID – concentrated in the vicinity of Lake Dvin’e.

        


        
          Thus, up to four infantry divisions are located along the army’s front, and a new grouping of enemy was appearing in the region of Lake Dvin’e.24

        

      

    


    
       
    


    This report was clearly wanting because, according to German daily records, in addition to Group Stumme, with LVII and XXXX Motorized Corps and 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions, seven German infantry divisions were operating in the region (253rd, 251st, 86th, 206th, 110th, 102nd, and 256th) under the control of XXXX and LVII Motorized Corps and XXIII Army Corps. In fact, by 5 September, 22nd Army’s Intelligence Department had no choice but to admit:


    
      
        
          On the morning of 22 August, the enemy penetrated the army’s front with mobile detachments and, during the second half of the day, captured Kun’ia Station [28 kilometers east of Velikie Luki], Velikopol’e [18 kilometers east of Velikie Luki], and Ushitsy State Farm [18 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki]. From seized documents – maps and attack orders from 19th PzD – it has been determined that 57th PzC’s 19th and 20th PzDs, reinforced by 110th and 206th IDs, and 40th AC, penetrated 22nd Army’s front.25

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Thus, in mid-morning on 22 August, the divisions of 22nd Army’s main attack force were in for a surprise. No sooner had 62nd and 29th Rifle Corps’ lead divisions resumed their southward advance than they suddenly ran straight into multiple German panzer wedges attacking northward through their advancing combat formations, protected by screaming Stuka dive bombers blasting a path with their deadly bombs. The force they encountered was German Group Stumme, whose mission was to destroy 22nd Army and capture Velikie Luki.


    Group Stumme’s Offensive and the Velikie Luki Encirclement, 22–24 August


    22 August


    Group Stumme, which was formed from the headquarters of newly-activated XXXX Motorized Corps and was commanded by General of Panzer Troops Georg Stumme, consisted of armored forces from 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions of Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps and supporting infantry from 102nd, 110th, 206th, and 256th Infantry Divisions. Group Stumme’s plan was to strike due north in the 4-kilometer-wide sector east of the village of Dreki, 38 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki, with 20th and 19th Panzer Divisions abreast, while 206th, 110th, 102nd and 256th Infantry Divisions followed and supported in the 18-kilometer-wide sector from Viazoviki, 35 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki, eastward to the western bank of Lake Dvin’e, 45 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki. While Group Stumme’s force thrust northward, on its left, 86th, 251st and 253rd Infantry Divisions of General Schubert’s XXIII Army Corps were poised to attack toward Velikie Luki from the south and west in concert with Stumme’s armor from the east.


    See Map 105. Group Stumme’s counterstroke, 22 August 1941.


    
       
    


    The German assault surprised, paralyzed, and shattered 22nd Army’s main shock groups in short order. The headlong northward assault by Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division struck 62nd Rifle Corps’ right wing and 29th Rifle Corps’ left flank, literally crushing and rolling over Major General Nikolai Ivanovich Biriukov’s 186th Rifle Division, which had just begun its southward advance. Tearing into and through the Soviets’ advancing units, Knobelsdorff’s panzers sped northward 24 kilometers in a single day, capturing Kun’ia Station, 28 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki, and severing all communications between 22nd Army’s headquarters at Nazimovo Station, 32 kilometers east of Velikie Luki, and the army’s main forces operating 2035 kilometers southeast of the city.


    Echeloned on 19th Panzer Division’s left, Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division plunged through the defenses of 29th Rifle Corps’ 170th Rifle Division and raced northward 20 kilometers to cut the Velikie Luki-Toropets main road [shosse] near Vatolino, 18 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki. Stumpff then wheeled his panzers westward toward the city. In the two panzer divisions’ wakes and along their flanks, 206th, 110th, 102nd, and 256th Infantry Divisions exploited the massive hole created by the advancing tank columns to march northward and spread out fanlike across the broad front from the village of Podol, 25 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki, northeastward to the main highway and then eastward to the village of Vas’kovo, 40 kilometers east of Velikie Luki.


    By nightfall, 22nd Army was in a state of utter shock. In addition to having its main shock group shattered by a powerful German offensive, the deep panzer strike disrupted communications between Ershakov’s main headquarters in Nazimovo Station and 22nd Army’s three rifle corps fighting in the Velikie Luki region. The day before, Ershakov had moved westward an operational group of his headquarters to a new field CP near Romanovo, a village 7 kilometers west-northwest of Kun’ia, from which he hoped to direct his army’s offensive. However, after being struck by German aircraft and threatened by advancing German tanks, he transferred his headquarters to that of 29th Rifle Corps near the town of Mikhal’ki, 11 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki, on the night of 22-23 August. Since his command radios failed to reach his new command post, thereafter, Ershakov had no communications with the army’s main headquarters far to the east. In addition, since the German attack smashed Biriukov’s 186th Rifle Division, as well as most of 98th Rifle Division, which Ershakov had immediately sent southward to support Biriukov’s division, and forced 62nd Rifle Corps 174th Rifle Division to flee northeastward, Ershakov also had no communications with those forces.
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    Map 105. Group Stumme’s counterstroke, 22 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    23 August


    With 22nd Army’s communications disrupted, Ershakov immediately set about trying to defend Velikie Luki as best he could, while simultaneously attempting to organize a credible breakout by his army’s rump forces to the east or northeast. Meanwhile, out of contact with Ershakov, 22nd Army’s main headquarters formed a new operational group under the chief of the army’s Operations Department, Colonel Nyrianin. Since he had only occasional contact with Ershakov’s command group, Nyrianin, who was soon appointed as the army’s chief of staff, struggled to manage the chaotic situation from outside of the encirclement. A flurry of messages then flashed between the Western Front’s headquarters, Nyrianin’s operational group, and Maslennikov’s 29th Army. Timoshenko, as soon as he realized something nasty was up on his front’s right flank, ordered Maslennikov to assist 22nd Army by detaching forces to protect the approaches to the cities of Toropets and Staraia Toropa, situated in both 22nd and 29th Armies’ immediate rear, to which the attacking Germans seemed to be heading.


    The many messages flying between these headquarters overnight on 22-23 August and during the day on 23 August underscored the utter chaos reigning on the Western Front’s right wing. Most important, having apparently lost the “cat and mouse game” with German Army Group Center, front commander Timoshenko now faced a crucial decision – basically, whether to cease his offensive and repair the damage on his front’s right wing or to parry the German thrust while preparing an even larger-scale counteroffensive against Army Group Center.


    See Map 106. Group Stumme’s counterstroke, 23 August 1941.


    
       
    


    Meanwhile, exploiting the success it had already achieved, Group Stumme unleashed Knobelsdorff’s 19th and Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Divisions in a headlong assault against Velikie Luki from the east, while XXIII Army Corps’ 253rd, 251st, and 86th Infantry Divisions invested the city from the south and west. Further to the east, Stumme’s 110th, 102nd, and 256th Infantry Divisions liquidated the remnants of 22nd Army’s 62nd Rifle Corps and began pushing slowly eastward north of Lakes Dvin’e and Zhizhitskoe into 29th Army’s rear area and toward the grander prize of Toropets city.


    See Volume 3 (Documents), Appendix Q, 4.


    
       
    


    While Ershakov reorganized the remnants of his three corps in the Velikie Luki region, early on 23 August, General Sokolovsky, Timoshenko’s chief of staff, sent a combat report to Marshal Shaposhnikov, the chief of the Red Army General Staff, informing him about what had occurred and what Ershakov was doing to remedy the potentially disastrous situation:
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    Map 106. Group Stumme’s counterstroke, 23 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – penetrated 186th RD’s front along the Klemiatino axis with a motorized division with tanks and an infantry division and is developing success toward the north and northwest, with two motorized columns of 150 vehicles each approaching Ushitsy State Farm (18 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki) and Kun’ia Station [26 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] at 1200 hours, their forward units reaching Artemovo Platform and Velikopol’e Station [40 and 15 kilometers east of Velikie Luki, respectively], and a cavalry regiment is moving along the western shore of Lake Zhiditskoe and entering the Pershkovo region [38 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] at 1200 hours.
      


      
        	•

        	Actions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	29th [should read 22nd] Army – employing 98th RD and 170th RD to liquidate the enemy penetration and protect the northern axis, but they will withdraw eastward if they fail.
      


      
        	♦

        	Western Front – expects 22nd Army to destroy the enemy penetration and dispatched two motorcycle regiments, two batteries, a tank battalion with 19 T-26 tanks, and a sapper battalion to occupy a defensive line from Toropets to Staraia Toropa [70 kilometers east-northeast to 70 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] to prevent the enemy from penetrating toward the towns of Andreapol’ and Zapadnaia Dvina [30-40 kilometers to the east].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Conclusions – Since 22nd Army has insufficient forces to encircle and liquidate the penetrating enemy, and the front has no reserves along that axis, 29th Army will allocate two divisions to attack from the Toropets and Staraia Toropa regions to encircle the enemy in cooperation with 22nd Army.26
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    At 1200 hours Timoshenko, who was still unaware of the full scope of the disaster that had befallen 22nd Army, simply ordered Ershakov to restore the situation. The cryptic and utterly unrealistic order read, “Your principal mission on 23 and 24 August is to hold on to your front. The commander of 62nd RC [Major General I. P. Karmanov] and the commander of 186th RD are personally responsible for closing the penetration. Employ all of your forces and your attached aircraft to destroy the penetrating enemy on 23 and 24 August.”27
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    At the same time, the front commander ordered Maslennikov’s 29th Army to do all in its power to support Ershakov, but without ceasing its offensive. In response, at 2350 hours on 23 August, Maslennikov issued what amounted to an operational summary ordering a detachment commanded by Colonel Antosenko to erect blocking positions on the army’s right flank to prevent any further German advance and so informed Timoshenko:


    
      
        	•

        	Enemy Situation – penetrated 186th RD’s front with two divisions, one of them a motorized division with a tank regiment, and exploiting toward Velikie Luki and from the Kun’ia region toward Toropets with two motorized columns, while stubbornly defending previously prepared fortified positions along 29th Army’s front and trying to attack from the Medveditsa, Rumishche, and Dubrovka region [on 29th Army’s right flank].
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army’s Mission – attacking successfully from the Western Dvina River toward Il’ino and protecting its right flank with one division transferred to the Krivets, Ust’e, Petrovo Farm, and Krasnye Sosny front [24 kilometers west-northwest to 15 kilometers northwest of Il’ino[.
      


      
        	•

        	Neighbor on the Right – 22nd Army – fighting along the Velikie Luki and Plaksino front [20 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki] and organizing to liquidate the enemy penetrating into the Kun’ia region [38 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Colonel Antosenko’s Composite Detachment (8th and 9th MtrcRs, 45mm and 76mm batteries, and a tank and sapper battalion) – unload at Toropa Station and occupy and defend the Toropets, Toropa River, Staraia Toropa, and Luk’ianovo line [30 kilometers east-northeast to 35 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] to prevent an enemy penetration toward Andreapol’ and Zapadnaia Dvina. Defend the eastern bank of the Toropa River with regimental defensive sectors organized for all-round defense, with the forward edge along the Toropa River’s eastern bank and with combat security along the Terebekhovo, Selishche, Babkino, Zadem’ian’e, Iakovlevo, and Ostashkovo line.
      


      
        	♦

        	Forward detachments (from 22nd and 29th Armies under Antosenko’s control) – operate west of Skvortsovo and Zhizhitsa Stations [50 kilometers east of Velikie Luki] to control key road junctions and protect the composite detachment’s main defensive belt.
      


      
        	♦

        	BEPO No. 53 (also under Antosenko’s control) – operate along the Zhizhitsa and Staraia Toropa Station railroad line.
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Reports – submit reports upon completion of the unloading at Staraia Toropa; upon the detachment’s arrival in the defensive regions; and about the readiness of the defense.28
      

    


    24 August


    Finally, after Timoshenko assigned 29th Army responsibility for erecting defenses in 22nd Army’s rear area, at 0115 hours on 24 August, Maslennikov ordered the garrisons at Toropets and Staraia Toropa, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Orlov and Colonel Devi, respectively, to prepare defenses of their own in conjunction with the measures he was taking. Beginning with the statement, “Until the forces assigned to defend the Toropa River defense line in the Toropets and Staraia Toropa sector arrived,” Maslennikov ordered the local garrisons to:
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        	•

        	Organize force and agent reconnaissance along the Nazimovka and Kun’ia Stations axis at all cost to determine enemy concentration regions and axes of advance;
      


      
        	•

        	Occupy prepared defensive regions with the garrisons of Toropets and Staraia Toropa, under no circumstance withdraw, and fight until reinforcements arrive;
      


      
        	•

        	Employ soldiers from subunits and units that willfully withdrew from their forward positions to man your defensive regions;
      


      
        	•

        	Prepare and improve your defenses along the eastern bank of the Toropa River in the Toropets and Staraia Toropa sector by employing force sappers and the local population, mine the sector to the north of Toropets and also the Komlovo and Romanovo sector, leaving a passage open along the railroad bed; and
      


      
        	•

        	Detain all soldiers who willfully abandon their forward position, organize them into companies, and send them to the eastern bank of the Toropa River south of Staraia Toropa to occupy prepared defensive positions.29
      

    


    Meanwhile, Timoshenko’s chief of staff, Sokolovsky, began an almost surreal exchange of messages with Colonel Nyrianin (sometimes referred to as Nyprianin), the chief of 22nd Army’s Operations Department, who was situated with 22nd Army’s new operational group somewhere west of Toropets, in 22nd Army’s deep rear. During an hour-long conversation from 0400-0500 hours on 24 August, Sokolovsky did all in his power to elicit information from Nyrianin, while the distraught operations officer tried to clarify an utterly chaotic situation:
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        	Nyrianin – Ershakov left at 1800 hours for the CP of 29th RC’s commander [Major General A. G.] Samokhin.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – When did you last speak with him?
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin – The last radiogram was at about 0800 hours on 23 August.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – Up to what hour did you have communications with 29th RC?
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin – We had communications with 29th RC until 1900 hours on 23 August.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – Did you receive a telegram?
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin – We radioed a message to Ershakov at about 1500 hours on 23 August, but no receipt was received.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – Did you try to transmit it a second time?
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin – I tried, and I also sent a copy to the commander of 62nd RC, [Major General I. P.] Karmanov.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – Did Karmanov confirm receipt?
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin – I sent it between 1800 and 1900 hours but am not confident it was received. I would be more confident if it had been an order.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – Fix your communications with Ershakov and with the formation commanders using radio and aircraft.
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin –Today, we sent out a second detachment numbering 200 men at 1800 hours on 23 August. Orders have also been given to the Air Force commander, and, apparently, I will receive news in the morning.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – What do you know about the enemy and your forces?
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin – Ershakov was going to bring 179th RD out [of the encirclement] at 0800 on 23 August and requested aviation support. The 179th is being thrown against the enemy’s flank and rear, and 48th TD’s positions were unchanged as of 1200 hours. They [Ershakov] received a radiogram from Sazonov [179th Rifle Division’s commander or chief of staff] asking, “What should we do?” Ershakov’s answer was, “Remain in place, maintain communications with Samokhin [29th RC], and protect Samokhin’s right flank.
      


      
        	

        	Sokolovsky – What is the enemy doing?
      


      
        	

        	Nyrianin – His infantry have penetrated to Kun’ia in the north with their forward units by 2100-2200 hours, with 7 tanks at three points, and the remainder of his force, a panzer division and 110th ID, have penetrated to the west and northwest. After penetrating [our defenses], 110th ID spread out across a broad front. From 1600-1700 hours on 23 August, this division’s battalions were advancing from Kun’ia [northward] toward Nazimovo, [westward toward] Ushitsy, and [northwestward toward] Peski, and the panzer division was concentrating in the Ushitsy, Peski, and Kun’ia region. The situation along the remainder of the front at day’s end on 22 August is as follows:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Zygin (174th RD) [Major General Aleksei Ivanovich Zygin] – withdrew because of the defeat in Biriukov’s (186th RD’s) sector.
      


      
        	◊

        	126th RD and 48th TD – the situation is stable, with our forces slowly advancing forward.
      


      
        	◊

        	Ershakov, Leonov, and Pigarevich are all right and are situated in Sazonov’s (51st RC’s) sector.
      

    


    
      
        	They [22nd Army] have captured a German order indicating that 110th and 206th ID, an SS IB, 59th ID, and armored groups from 19th and 20th PzDs, combined under a corps headquarters, were to attack toward Ushitsy, capture Velikie Luki, and erect centers of resistance with infantry and construct pillboxes in the Kun’ia, Zabolot’e, and Shubkovo regions with sappers to prevent our units from withdrawing toward the east. We request air support.
      


      
        	Sokolovsky –Was an order received?
      


      
        	Nyrianin – An order was received. Communications are chancy.
      


      
        	Sokolovsky – Check on your communications. What does Ershakov intend to do?
      


      
        	Nyrianin – 179th and 126th RDs conducted reconnaissance raids toward Ushitsy but without any results because of strong enemy aviation.
      


      
        	Sokolovsky – Use aircraft to strike the enemy. Has our penetration to the south been liquidated?
      


      
        	Nyrianin – We are protecting it with scattered composite detachments.
      


      
        	Sokolovsky – The primary mission is to defeat the enemy trying to encircle us. Pass this on to Ershakov.30
      

    


    See Map 107. Group Stumme’s counterstroke and the Velikie Luki encirclement, 24 August 1941.


    
       
    


    As confusion and uncertainty reigned in the Western Front’s headquarters and Maslennikov’s 29th Army tried to do all in its power to stave off further disaster on the front’s right flank, Group Stumme’s offensive proceeded apace. While the bulk of Ershakov’s 51st and 29th Rifle Corps defended their positions west, south, and southeast of Velikie Luki as best they could by taking feeble measures to counter the advancing Germans, on 24 August Knobelsdorff’s 19th Panzer Division captured Velikopol’e Station and advanced westward to erect blocking positions only 4 kilometers east of Velikie Luki by nightfall. On 19th Panzer’s left flank, Stumpff’s 20th Panzer Division advanced westward and then wheeled southward to form a 12-kilometer long inner encirclement line facing south along the highway from 6 kilometers northwest to 6 kilometers southeast of Ushitsy and Ushitsy State Farm. With the three divisions of German XXIII Army Corps arrayed to the south and west, the remnants of Ershakov’s 22nd Army, perhaps 40,000 men strong, were now confined to a pocket extending 12-15 kilometers from north to south and 16-20 kilometers from east to west in the region around and southeast of Velikie Luki. Farther to the east, Group Stumme’s 110th Infantry Division and part of 102nd Infantry Division encircled and destroyed the remnants of 62nd Army Corps’ 86th and 174th Rifle Divisions southeast of Kun’ia Station, while, still further to the east, the remainder of 102nd Infantry Division and all of 256th Infantry Division formed an outer encirclement line which, moving steadily eastward in tandem, captured Nazimovo Station and Artemovo Platform, 32 kilometers east-northeast and 40 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki, respectively, by day’s end.


    See Map 96.


    
       
    


    Meanwhile, within 22nd Army’s shrinking pocket, Ershakov tried desperately to formulate a breakout plan to preserve as many of his forces as possible. Because German dispositions were unclear, his first breakout order, issued at 1015 hours on 24 August, required his forces to break out due eastward along and south of the main railroad and highway from Velikie Luki to Toropets:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – penetrated the defenses on the army’s left wing with two panzer divisions, reinforced by one infantry division, and reached the Kun’ia and Ushitsy State Farm region to encircle and destroy our Velikie Luki grouping and is now attacking toward Velikie Luki from the east and southeast, while protecting the Kun’ia region with an active defense.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army’s Mission – defend in 48th TD’s and 214th and 170th RDs’ sectors until the evening on 24 August, destroy enemy forces in the Ushitsy State Farm region [16 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] and his penetration toward the east, and, beginning at 1600 hours on 24 August, start withdrawing eastward to occupy the Zadorozh’e, Mishovo, Pleshkovo, Begunovo, and Lake Zhizhitskoe line [35 kilometers east-northeast to 40 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] by day’s end on 26 August, while protecting the withdrawal with strong groups consisting of a company from each battalion saturated with automatic weapons and mortars.
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    Map 107. Group Stumme’s counterstroke and the Veliki Luki encirclement, 24 August 1941.


    
       
    

  


  


  
    
      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	51st RC (48th TD and 214th RD):
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	48th TD – prevent the enemy from entering Velikie Luki on 24 August, withdraw your main forces eastward beginning at 1600 hours on 24 August along the Velikie Luki, Novosel’e, Dubrovka, Tret’iakov’y Farm, and Iablonitsy axis on the right and the Kon’, Malkina, Grechukhina, Ivanovo, Mishovo, and Filiptsevo axis on the left, and, after withdrawing, occupy defenses in the Zadorozh’e and Mishovo sector [30-35 kilometers east-northeast of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	214th RD – withdraw in close cooperation with 48th TD along the axis of the boundary with 48th TD on the right and the Bor, Zadezha (north), Taraskino, Fedorikha, Gorovastitsa Farm, Grishino, Kun’ia, and Kuznetsovo axis on the left, and revert to army reserve in the Morozova, Novo-Ivantsova, and Zagoskina region [38-40 kilometers east of Velikie Luki] after the withdrawal.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	29th RC (126, 170th, and 179th RDs):
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	126th RD – attack eastward, penetrate the Ushitsy State Farm region, and withdraw to defend the Mishovo and Pleshkovo line [35 kilometers east of Velikie Luki].
      


      
        	◊

        	170th RD – withdraw to the Vskuia, Zhukovo, Ushani, and Kun’ia River line [20 kilometers east to 30 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] at 1900 hours on 24 August, hold that line until 48th TD and 214th and 126th RDs withdraw behind the Vskupitsa River [35 kilometers east to 38 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki], and withdraw after 179th RD toward Vtorikovo and Zakhartsevo to occupy defenses along the Pleshkovo and Begunovo line [40 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki]. Be sure to capture the crossing at Zelenova [over the Kun’ia River] until the withdrawal begins.
      


      
        	◊

        	179th RD – attack from the Krasnaia Gorka and Monastyrek front [20 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] to penetrate enemy defenses and destroy enemy forces along the Vtorikovo and Zakhartsevo axis, protect the army’s withdrawing forces against attacks from the north and southeast, and concentrate in army reserve in the Ovechkina, Belodetkovo, Ivantseva, and Fedosovo region [40-45 kilometers east of Velikie Luki] after the withdrawal.
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	62nd RC – operating south of 179th RD, withdraw toward Begunovo and Lake Zhizhitskoe [40-42 kilometers east of Velikie Luki].
      

    


    
      
        	•

        	Special Instructions:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	Detachments left to protect the withdrawal will withdraw only after receiving an order from higher headquarters no lower than regimental level.
      


      
        	♦

        	All division commanders and commissars are personally responsible for the full withdrawal of equipment, rear services, and the wounded.
      


      
        	♦

        	Army CP – with 29th RC, escorted by 126th RD’s 550th RR.31
      

    


    As Ershakov developed his first breakout plan, the Western Front was pressed unmercifully by Stalin, the Stavka, and General Staff to provide any information it could about the actual situation on its right wing. Yet another conversation between Sokolovsky at front and Nyrianin at 22nd Army’s operational group took place late on 24 August, once again demonstrating the unclear situation but also producing a few more bits of information regarding Ershakov’s future intentions:
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        	Nyrianin – We received a report from Ershakov, which is being retransmitted to you by radio. Its contents are:
      

    


    
      
        	◊

        	Two commands of [Colonel E. V.] Bedin [126th RD] and Dvorkin [unknown command] are to attack Ushitsy [16 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki]. At 1115 hours Ushitsy may have already been taken, but this information is not yet verified.
      


      
        	◊

        	In the event of failure, I will strike from Ushitsy toward the northeast, and assemble a strike force for that during the night.
      


      
        	◊

        	Ershakov assessed, based on a captured enemy order, 19th and 20th PzDs, 110th and 206th IDs, regiments of 59th and 112th IDs, a sapper battalion, and 92nd AR are operating against us.
      

    


    
      
        	Sokolovsky – Where is Ershakov now?
      


      
        	Nyrianin – With Samokhin [29th RC], but he was at 51st RC from 0400-0500 hours when he conducted the telephone conversation. The rear elements of Biriukov (186th RD), Gvozdev (179th RD), and [Colonel D. I.] Iakovlev (48th TD) are reaching Toropets in disorder, but we are restoring order. We have assembled 5,000 men, half of them armed, including men from penal battalions, and, after forming them into a detachment with vehicles, we are sending them along the northern road to Velikie Luki with orders to protect that route. We can confirm that Ershakov’s primary mission is to defeat the enemy in his rear, but his attack axis will depend on the situation.32
      

    


    Armed with this scanty new information, Sokolovsky contacted Shaposhnikov so that the chief of the General Staff could include it in his midnight report to Stalin and the Stavka. Although Sokolovsky’s report essentially echoed that of Nyrianin, he added his own assessment that “Since Ershakov has no tanks at all, it is not likely to expect … [he] will succeed in defeating so strong an enemy group so saturated with tanks.” Therefore, because he assessed the enemy had insufficient forces to conduct operations simultaneously toward the west and east, Sokolovsky suggested, “An opportunity exists on our side to encircle the overextended enemy if we strike from Toropets and Staraia Toropa with two-three rifle divisions, along with a simultaneous attack by Ershakov from the west.” Since his Western Front had no reserves along that axis, Sokolovsky added, “For a second time, I am requesting you transfer, if only temporarily, at least two rifle division from the Reserve Front to the disposal of the Western Front and move them to the Toropets region”.33
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    Before Shaposhnikov could respond, Sokolovsky turned to Maslennikov, 29th Army’s commander, for a solution, ordering him to take control of 22nd Army’s sector, take all necessary measures to defend the Toropets and Staraia Toropa axes, and report back to him in the morning. Maslennikov did so at 0700 hours on 25 August, while also describing the situation as he knew it:
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        	•

        	Enemy Situation – penetrated 186th RD’s (22nd Army) front with a force of up to two divisions and developed success toward Velikie Luki and from the Kun’ia region toward Toropets with two motorized columns and is stubbornly defending in previously prepared and fortified positions along 29th Army’s front, while trying to attack in the Medveditsa, Rumishche, and Dubrovka region [15-20 kilometers northwest of Il’ino].
      


      
        	•

        	29th Army’s Situation – attacking southward from the Tolkachi, Trubniki, and Pesochek line [13 kilometers north-northeast to 12 kilometers northeast of Il’ino], while protecting the right flank with one division defending strongpoints in the Krivets, Ust’e, Petrovo Farm, and Krasnye Sosny region [24 kilometers northwest to 15 kilometers north-northwest of Il’ino], and strengthening and improving its defense along the Western Dvina River.
      


      
        	•

        	22nd Army’s Situation – fighting along the Velikie Luki and Plaksino [20 kilometers south-southeast of Velikie Luki] front and organizing to liquidate enemy forces that penetrated into the Kun’ia region.
      


      
        	•

        	Missions of Subordinates:
      

    


    
      
        	♦

        	252nd RD – strengthen and improve your defenses in the Krivets, Olenitsa 1, Ust’e, Petrovo, and Bukharikha sector [55 kilometers south of Toropets] along the Western Dvina River and fortify the Arestovo, Poliany, Kokovkino, Zabor’e, and Lake Deviatoe sector on the isthmus between Lake Zhatko and Lake Dvin’e [50 kilometers southwest of Toropets] by protecting road junctions, defiles, and key heights.
      


      
        	♦

        	246th RD – attack to destroy the enemy’s Il’ino grouping in accordance with the army’s Order No. 10 and, in coordination with the Composite Brigade, place obstacles and mines on the roads leading from Lake Plovnoe to Mikhailovskoe, from Emlen’ across the Rovnyi Bor River, and at the junction of the Mel’nitsa, Ozery, and Zabor’e roads [45 kilometers southwest of Staraia Toropa], while leaving passages open for 29th CR to reconnoiter to the Mezha River.
      


      
        	♦

        	243rd RD – emplace obstacles and mines on the road junctions and roads along the Katkovo and Kanat [15 kilometers east-northeast and 15 kilometers east of Il’ino and 35-42 kilometers south-southeast of Staraia Toropa] and the Khalotomino and Prudok axes [35-40 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa], while blowing up the bridges, crossings, and roads, and closely coordinate with the Composite Brigade.
      


      
        	♦

        	Composite Brigade – improve your positions on the heights and defiles and dig in on 25 August by employing all necessary obstacles along the front and in the depth and subsequently strengthening and reinforcing your fortifications in accordance with Order No. 10.
      


      
        	♦

        	Colonel Antosenko’s Composite Detachment – fulfill the missions of the army’s Order No. 6.
      


      
        	♦

        	29th Army – In accordance with Western Front Order No. 04/op, block an enemy advance on Rzhev by preparing a main defensive belt along the Podolina, Toropets, Staraia Toropa, and Elovikovo line [70 kilometers northeast to 75 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] and a forward defensive belt along the Chernost’ River, Dubrovka, Ivantsevo, Barsuki, Levkovo, and Lakes Kodosno, Zhizhitskoe, and Velinskoe line [30 kilometers northeast and 42 kilometers east to 60 kilometers southeast of Velikie Luki] facing toward the west by exploiting the efforts of local garrisons and the local population.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Toropets Garrison (Colonel Devi) – erect a defensive belt with main and forward lines bounded by the junction of the Kun’ia and Chernost’ Rivers and Podolino [35 kilometers northeast of Velikie Luki] on the right and Sharapovo and Lake Sel’skoe [12 kilometers south of Toropets] on the left, using all of your force and equipment and the local population.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Staraia Toropa Garrison (Lieutenant Colonel Orlov) – erect a defensive belt with main and forward lines bounded by Sharapovo and Lake Sel’skoe [12 kilometers north of Staraia Toropa] on the right and Ravon’ and Zarech’e [5 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa] on the left with the local garrison and population.
      


      
        	♦

        	The Chief of the Army’s Engineer Forces – construct a defensive belt with main and forward lines bounded Ravon’ and Zarech’e [5 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa] on the right and Malashaty and Elovikovo [35 kilometers south of Staraia Toropa and 13 kilometers north of Il’ino] on the left with all forces and equipment at your disposal and exploiting the local population and anticipate preparing a defensive line on the Lake Velinskoe, Elovikovo, Sevost’ianovo, and Pikrevo front [35 kilometers southwest of Staraia Toropa to 30 kilometers southeast of Staraia Toropa] on the northern bank of the Western Dvina River.
      


      
        	♦

        	Operational Group (22nd Army’s headquarters, headed by the deputy chief of staff of 29th Army, Lieutenant Colonel Fedorov) – supervise preparation of the defensive lines.
      


      
        	♦

        	Timing – begin work immediately, complete the first and second stages by 27 August and the third stage and final stage by 29 August and submit work plans, together with calculations of the [required] forces, equipment, and time, to me at 1600 hours on 25 August.34
      

    


    As the Western Front and 29th Army struggled to create order out of chaos and bolster their defenses protecting the front’s right flank and wing, the deteriorating situation near Velikie Luki forced a frustrated Ershakov to sharply alter his plan to break out of encirclement by attacking toward the east. As the 22nd Army’s commander later reported, after 126th and 179th Rifle Divisions’ assaults toward Ushitsy State Farm on the night of 23-24 August failed, in part because Colonel Gvozdev, the commander of 179th Rifle Division, “lost control of his units,” Ershakov ordered one more assault on 24 August. In his words:
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          The 179th and 126th RDs’ forces once again attacked toward Ushitsy State Farm [16 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki] on 24 August, but stubborn resistance by enemy infantry and intense enemy aircraft, tank, and mortar fire forced 179th RD to withdraw westward behind the Kun’ia River [12 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki], and 126th RD’s attack also failed. At 1400 hours enemy tanks struck 179th RD, inflicting heavy losses and forcing its left wing to withdraw to an intermediate line, while 170th RD held stubbornly to its positions.

        


        
          At 1600 hours air reconnaissance confirmed a concentration of tanks and artillery in the Ushitsy State Farm, Zhigalovo State Farm, Peski, and Zabolot’e region [17 kilometers east to 18 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki]. Beginning at 1600 hours, the Zabolot’e group [19th PzD] advanced on Velikie Luki with up to 40 tanks and two battalions of motorized infantry. Enemy fighter and bomber aircraft repeatedly struck our forces all day on 24 August, and communications were lost with 186th and 98th RD.

        


        
          The measures the army command took to liquidate the enemy penetration did not produce the desired results, primarily because we failed to assemble a single fist, and there was no well-organized control and effective communication between the units [regiments] sent to liquidate the penetration and the formations [divisions] that sent the forces that were supposedly sufficient to liquidate the penetration.

        


        
          By 1700 hours it become clear that we had failed to liquidate the penetration, the army’s units were encircled, their supply lines had been severed since 22 August, only a quarter of the combat load of ammunition remained, fuel and food was being used up, and the combat formation of all of the forces were exposed to artillery fire.

        


        
          An order taken from a dead German officer on the night of 23 August revealed that the enemy was attacking west of Lakes Dvin’e and Zhizhitskoe with two corps, 57th Panzer and 40th Army, to liquidate our Velikie Luki grouping. Considering all of these difficult conditions, the army commander decided to organize a withdrawal from the encirclement to the north, in the direction Bol’shie and Malye Usviaty [30 kilometers northeast of Velikie Luki], having changed his initial plan for withdrawing toward the northeast.

        


        
          The combat formation for the penetration was organized as follows: 126th RD and 48th TD were in the first echelon of the penetration, the remnants of 179th RD and 214th RD were in the second echelon, followed by the units of 62nd RC, and, in the last echelon was 170th RD, whose mission was to protect the rear of the withdrawing units. During the penetration, 126th RD was to remain as a covering force at Ushitsy State Farm and blockade Zabolot’e [15 kilometers east to 16 kilometers east-southeast of Velikie Luki], and 48th TD and 366th RR were to leave a covering force along the Ovechkino and Ivantsevo line [7-25 kilometers east-northeast of Velikie Luki].

        


        
          The units began moving at 2200 hours on 24 August.

        


        
          By the evening, the enemy moved along the road from Zabolot’e to Velikie Luki, regiment by regiment, and occupied all populated places with fighting positions, as well as the high ground between the high road to Ushitsa State Farm and the railroad from Velikie Luki to Velikopol’e Station [16 kilometers east of Velikie Luki]. The equipment (artillery and auto-transport) of 214th and 126th RDs and the corps’ rear services were stretched out on the road along 214th RD’s axis of attack, and, on the morning of 25 August, it began moving forward behind the penetrating units. The equipment of 48th, 179th, 170th, and 174th [RDs] moved immediately behind their own units.

        


        
          During this movement, the artillery and auto-transport were subjected to heavy attacks by enemy aircraft, artillery, mortar fire, and tanks. As a result, a large quantity of artillery and auto-transport was destroyed on the approach to the penetration, and the forces themselves were partially destroyed.35

        

      

    


    
       
    


    
      Thus, beginning on the night of 24-25 August, the remnants of 22nd Army, perhaps as many at 15-20,000 men, began running the gauntlet northward out of Velikie Luki, squeezing in between the panzers and panzer grenadiers of 19th Panzer Division, which was advancing into the city from the east, and XXIII Army Corps’ 253rd Infantry Division, approaching the city from the west. The remainder of Ershakov’s army, about 25,000 men, left behind in small pockets south of the city, and a larger one 15-20 kilometers southeast of the city, fought to the death or surrendered individually or in small groups over the next two days.

    


    
      The deadly deed of crushing the encirclement pocket fell to XXIII Army Corps’ 253rd, 251st, and 86th Infantry Divisions, which formed a cordon extending from Velikie Luki southeastward 20 kilometer to Vas’kovo, while 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions occupied blocking positions along and south of the railroad and road from just east of Velikie Luki southeastward to Vatolino, 17 kilometers east-southeast of the city. As these forces crushed the pocket, elements of 253rd Infantry Division and German artillery and dive bombers pummeled Ershakov’s columns moving northeastward along dirt roads toward Ovechkino, Usviaty, and later Ivantsevo, on the back roads to the Toropets region.
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    See Map 97.


    
       
    


    By the evening of 24 August 1941, the crushing defeat German Ninth Army’s Group Stumme inflicted on the Western Front’s 22nd Army in the Velikie Luki region fundamentally altered the tactical and operational situation along the left wing of Bock’s Army Group Center and the right wing of Timoshenko’s Western Front in several important respects. First, the strength and devastatingly effective nature of the surprise attack against a force deployed for attack rather then defense paralyzed 22nd Army’s strongest and most capable divisions and permitted Group Stumme’s massed armor to defeat and destroy them in piecemeal fashion before they could react and establish any sort of credible defense. Second, the surprise nature of Group Stumme’s counterstroke knocked both the Western Front’s and 22nd Army’s headquarters totally off balance, forestalled recognition of what was actually occurring for a time, and prevented both from reacting quickly and effectively to the blow. Third, recalling the recent past, the rapid maneuver by Stumme’s two panzer divisions quickly encircled most of 22nd Army, utterly negated its worth as a fighting force, and forced the Western Front to tap its own meager resources and those of 29th Army in ultimately futile attempts to restore some sort of cohesion to the defenses on the front’s right wing.


    Above and beyond these tactical and operational realities, depending on how Group Stumme’s counterstroke developed in the near future, at the very least, it promised to alter fundamentally the strategic situation along the Western (Moscow) axis in two important respects. First, the defeat and likely destruction of Ershakov’s 22nd Army promised to remove an entire army from the Western Front’s order of battle, by doing so, leaving a gaping hole in the defenses on its right wing. Second, the Stavka’s and Timoshenko’s hasty attempts to plug the “gaping hole” on the Western Front’s right wing with fresh forces depleted their operational and even strategic reserves, required Maslennikov’s 29th Army to weaken its offensive by transferring critical forces away from its offensive sector, and ultimately compelled the Western Front to weaken its main effort by transferring vital reserves away from Konev’s 19th and Khomenko’s 30th Armies.


    Second, and perhaps more important, Hitler’s successful gambit with Group Stumme on the Western Front’s right wing seriously undermined the pervasive “air of unrequited optimism” in Moscow and in the Western Front’s headquarters as well. At the same time, it also materially damaged some aspects of Stalin’s and Timoshenko’s “grandiose plans.” It addition to surprising both Soviet leaders, it forced them to alter their planned counteroffensive significantly just as the climax of the battle for Smolensk was approaching. Indeed, if a new race was underway between three Red Army fronts determined to cripple Bock’s Army Group Center and Ninth Army’s Group Stumme trying to do the same to Timoshenko’s Western Front, at the very least, the shock generated by 22nd Army’s total defeat in the Velikie Luki region certainly undermined Soviet confidence that all would go well with its climactic general counteroffensive.


    In short, although the ultimate outcome of the twin struggles along Army Group Center’s northern and southern flanks was still in doubt late on 24 August, the defeats the Red Army suffered in the Gomel’ and Starodub regions in the south and the Velikie Luki region in the north clearly undermined Stalin’s, the Stavka’s, and Timoshenko’s certainty that their general counteroffensive with three fronts would yield strategic victory.
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    Conclusions


    
       
    


    Army Group Center’s July Battles


    Adolf Hitler, Germany’s Führer, and Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, the commander of Army Group Center, the Third Reich’s premier fighting force in the East, had every reason to be proud of the victories Bock’s army group achieved during the first five weeks of the Soviet-German War. In the wake of the spectacular victories it achieved during the first ten days of Operation Barbarossa in June 1941, Army Group Center seemed to replicate these feats once again in July. Having destroyed three Soviet armies (the 3rd, 4th and 10th) outright during the initial phase of the Barbarossa campaign, during the first two weeks in July, Bock’s army group pierced the defenses of five more Soviet armies (the 13th, 19th, 20th, 21st, and 22nd) along the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers with astonishing ease. Then, without pausing to take a breath, Bock’s forces drove boldly eastward, brushing aside yet another Soviet army (the 16th), seizing Smolensk, and encircling the remnants of Soviet 16th, 19th, and 20th Armies north and northeast of the city.


    While the infantry of Army Group Center’s Fourth and Ninth Armies, helped by a handful of panzer and motorized divisions, contained and attempted to destroy the Soviet forces it encircled in and around Smolensk during the final two weeks of July, most of Hoth’s and Guderian’s Third and Second Panzer Groups held four more newly-created Soviet armies (the 29th, 30th, 19th, and 24th) at bay along his army group’s “eastern front,” northeast and southeast of the city. Simultaneously, Strauss’ Ninth Army, with part of Hoth’s panzer group, protected the army group’s northern flank by seizing Nevel’. Weichs’ Second Army and part of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group pressed Soviet forces arrayed along the army group’s southern flank back to the Rogachev and Zhlobin region and the Sozh River.


    Thus, in an astonishingly brief period of just over three weeks, Bock’s forces smashed the Red Army’s second strategic echelon defenses along the mighty Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and captured Smolensk, the historical eastern gateway to Moscow. While doing so, they captured as many as 300,000 Red Army soldiers and inflicted grievous losses on Timoshenko’s Western Front. By any measure, this was indeed a Herculean feat. At this point, the German command, if not the entire world, expected nothing short of a rapid German advance on Moscow and a resounding victory in yet another Blitzkrieg-style German war.


    Appearances, however, often deceive, and this was the certainly case in late July 1941. Although the initial month of Operation Barbarossa was replete with German victories, it also produced German disappointments, some of which were far from trivial. The most ominous and disheartening of these disappointments was the discrediting, if not the outright destruction, of several key German assumptions regarding the nature and future course of the war. Foremost among these false assumptions was the firm German belief that the Soviet Union and its Red Army would inevitably collapse if the Wehrmacht could destroy the bulk of the Red Army west of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers. Yet, even though Bock’s army group accomplished this goal in spectacular fashion, the assumption proved patently incorrect. After destroying three Soviet armies and part of a fourth by the end of the first week of July, when Bock’s forces reached the rivers which were supposed to signify total victory, they instead encountered another five Soviet armies willing and able to fight. Quite naturally, the Germans then altered their assumption slightly by rationalizing that the defeat and destruction of this “row of armies” in the Smolensk region would produce promised victory. Clearly it did not. In fact, after deploying one “row” of armies along the Dvina and Dnepr Rivers and another east of Smolensk, the Red Army would subsequently raise and deploy three more “rows” of armies along the Moscow axis later in the summer and fall of 1941.1 Mesmerized by an assumption that proved false, the Germans engaged and defeated two of these rows in October and November 1941, only to be defeated themselves at the gates of Moscow in early December by the third row.


    Another key German assumption regarding the war in the East was that Blitzkrieg-style war that had produced easy victory in the West would result in equally spectacular victory in the East. It did not, primarily because the “eastern kilometer” differed fundamentally from the “western kilometer.” In short, operationally and logistically, the Wehrmacht proved unable to conduct sustained Blitzkrieg war in such a vast and underdeveloped theater of military operations. In particular, this assumption proved false by mid-July, after which the Wehrmacht was forced to conduct virtually all of its offensive operations in ad hoc fashion, by advancing in distinct offensive “spurts,” followed inevitably by extended periods of time necessary to rest, refit, and resupply its forces.


    The final false German assumption regarded the Red Army itself, in particular, its officer cadre and soldiers. This assumption, which was rooted firmly in Nazi ideology and racial theories, maintained that, inherently, Soviet officers and soldiers could not or would not fight on a level commensurate with their German counterparts. By late July, combat itself gave this assumption the lie. While Red Army soldiers did indeed surrender or defect by the hundreds, tens if not hundreds of thousands more fought, often in suicidal fashion, and died in the face of German invasion so that hundreds of thousands more would prevail. Thus, midst the enthusiasm born of numerous spectacular victories, intelligent and perceptive German officers and their soldiers had every reason for reflection and dismay by late July 1941.


    All of these things notwithstanding, the Soviet political and military leadership and the Red Army’s officers and soldiers too faced unprecedented and daunting trials during July 1941. By every standard of measure, the fighting in July produced catastrophe after Soviet catastrophe and a seemingly endless series of major crises. Writ large, the Red Army lost up to a third of its peacetime compliment during the first five weeks of war, perhaps as many as 1.5 million officers and soldiers, a figure that would rise to almost 3 million by the end of August 1941. Thus, deprived early on of its best-trained soldiers, increasingly over the summer, it would have to make do with partially-trained reservists and largely untrained conscripts raised from across the vast extent of the Soviet Union. This left the Red Army with no choice but to educate and train its officers and soldiers during the course of combat. The long roster of destroyed armies replaced by new armies rising phoenix-like over time only underscored the scope of these disasters.


    Compounding and often exacerbating this situation, the Red Army’s officer corps, which was itself replete with “political” generals and generals who had survived the purges of the late 1930s only to find themselves commanding in war at levels well above their competence, experienced a literal “purge by combat.” This Darwinian process saw the incompetent perish with their soldiers, quite literally, by their own hand. Conversely, and perhaps surprisingly, the July fighting also proved that, among this vast officer corps of mixed quality, there were many generals who proved their competence in combat and, as a result, knew how to fight and survive. Interestingly enough, in addition to the famed General Zhukov, other generals, such as Konev, Rokossovsky, and Kurochkin, would survive the July battles to lead entire fronts in the victorious conquest of Berlin in April and May 1945.


    In short, despite the many defeats, crises, and problems the Red Army experienced and endured in July 1941, by month’s end Stalin proved able to identify and employ a solid nucleus of “fighting” generals. It was through the Herculean if not desperate efforts of these senior commanders, together with the stoic endurance of tens of thousands of Red Army soldiers, that the Stavka was able to convert defeat and retreat into resolute defense and vigorous counteroffensive.


    Army Group Center’s August Battles


    On the surface, at least, as well as in the pages of most histories of this period, the fighting in Army Group Center’s sector during the first three weeks of August 1941 was notable, first and foremost, for the dramatic victories Bock’s forces recorded at the beginning of the period and the equally imposing victory they won at the end. During the first week of August, for example, Bock’s army group recorded two cardinal successes. First, the infantry of Ninth and Second Armies finally liquidated the Smolensk encirclement, ostensibly swallowing up the forces of three Soviet armies and restoring a solid front east of the city. Second, and virtually simultaneously, Armeegruppe Guderian’s XXIV Motorized Corps abruptly interrupted the bothersome counteroffensive by Timoshenko’s “Operational Groups” by crushing Group Kachalov’s forces in the Roslavl’ region. Within ten days, Guderian’s forces then wheeled southward across the Sozh River, beginning what would become a seemingly endless series of bold dashes by Guderian’s panzers and the infantry of Weichs’ Second Army, which ultimately culminated in the capture of Gomel’ and a crisis within the Soviet High Command as a genuine threat materialized against Kiev from the north.


    At the other end of this three-week time spectrum, in the third week of August, Hitler, over Bock’s strenuous objections, required Army Group Center to unleash yet another successful blow against Timoshenko’s Western Front. This time, a sizeable proportion of Third Panzer Group’s armor, in the form of Group Stumme, which Army Group Center secretly regrouped to its left wing, struck a devastating blow in the Velikie Luki region against Ershakov’s unsuspecting 22nd Army. Attacking by surprise, in only a week’s time, the forces of Group Stumme shattered and decimated the attacking 22nd Army, captured Velikie Luki, liquidated half of Ershakov’s army in a pocket southeast of the city, and, with scarcely a pause to catch its breath, began driving eastward to threaten Toropets and Toropa, forcing Maslennikov’s 29th Army to weaken its offensive by dispatching forces to stave off disaster on the Western Front’s right wing.


    Thus, during the first three weeks of August, Army Group Center eradicated the bulk of three armies (16th, 19th, and 20th) from the Red Army’s order of battle in the Smolensk region, destroyed a fourth (28th) in the Roslavl’ region, decimated a fifth (22nd) in the forests around Velikie Luki, forced a sixth (21st) to abandon Gomel’, and compelled a seventh (29th) to weaken its role in the Western Front’s planned counteroffensive in late August and early September. Underscoring the impressive scale of these victories, Bock’s army group killed or captured more than 40,000 Red Army soldiers northeast and east of Smolensk, roughly 90,000 in the Gomel’ region, and another 60,000 Soviet soldiers in the Roslavl’ and Velikie Luki regions. By any measure, the figure of over 190,000 soldiers and officers eliminated from the Red Army was indeed an impressive count.


    As dramatic as these German victories were, several other grim realities proved these victories were deceptive, at least in part. First, although the Western and Central Fronts’ loss of more than 190,000 troops in just three weeks time was indeed lamentable, these losses paled in comparison with the well over 400,000 men the Red Army’s Western Front had suffered during the roughly six weeks since war began. In fact, despite these losses, the Soviet mobilization system tapped into its mobilization pool of more than 10 million men, generating 800,000 men by the end of June and another 600,000 men in July, and perhaps almost as many in August, dispatching over half of these men to the Western, Reserve, and Central Fronts operating along the Western (Moscow) axis. During this period, the Soviet People’s Commissariat of Defense (NKO) mobilized and fielded rifle divisions numbered from 250 to roughly 316 in July and from 317 to 384 in August, as well as the 100-series of tank divisions in early August, and roughly half of these divisions went to fronts operating along the Western axis. As poorly trained and equipped as most of these divisions were, their combat employment demonstrated the old adage that “quantity has a quality of its own.”


    Furthermore, and more important, as the records cited in the study clearly indicate, despite the Red Army’s plethora of problems, the generals and colonels who survived the first six weeks of war to command armies and divisions in August 1941, men such as Konev, Liziukov, Iushkevich, and tens of others, were indeed learning how to fight the German Heer, Europe’s most accomplished army.


    Second, although Timoshenko’s Western Direction Command and the Western, Reserve, and Central Fronts indeed suffered dramatic defeats during the first and third weeks of August, sandwiched in between was a major counteroffensive orchestrated by Timoshenko which inflicted serious harm on Bock’s Army Group Center, first, in terms of combat losses, but even more significantly, in terms of German confidence and morale. Even if the most of the armies carrying out Timoshenko’s counteroffensive in mid-August failed to achieve operational, much less strategic, success, they did score unprecedented tactical victories that genuinely hurt Bock’s army group. This applied in particular to the attack by Konev’s 19th Army along the Vop’ River, which decimated the German 161st Infantry Division and severely damaged 28th and 5th Infantry Divisions, and, for the first time in the war, defeated a major counterattack by German 7th Panzer Division. To a lesser degree, it also applied to the attacks by Khomenko’s 30th Army, which, while disjointed, inflicted costly casualties on 106th Infantry Division, to the slow but damaging assaults by Maslennikov’s 29th Army along the Western Dvina River, which sorely damaged the German 26th and 6th Infantry Divisions, and to the ferocious though futile assaults on El’nia by Rakutin’s 24th Army, which, while unsuccessful, inflicted grievous losses on SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division, XX Army Corps’ 15th, 268th, 292nd Infantry Divisions, and IX Army Corps’ 263rd and 137th Infantry Divisions.


    The situation along German Ninth Army’s front east of Smolensk was indicative of the problem and the increasing frustration in higher German command circles. After reporting on 3 August that Ninth Army Corps’ VIII and V Corps “suffered considerable casualties, especially in officers,” during the encirclement battle at Smolensk, on 12 August, the army group’s commander, Bock, confided to his diary, “If the Russians don’t soon collapse somewhere, the objective of defeating them so badly that they will be eliminated will be difficult before the winter.”2 The situation on the front east of Smolensk had become so desperate by the end of the third week in August that Bock wrote:


    
      
        
          It [my eastern front] can’t hold much longer the way things look now. I am being forced [by Hitler] to spread the reserves which I have so laboriously scraped together for the hoped for attack behind my front just to have some degree of security that it will not be breeched.

        


        
          If, after all the successes, the campaign in the east now trickles away in dismal defensive fighting for my army group, it is not my fault.3

        

      

    


    
       
    


    Of course, this reflected Bock’s discomfiture over Hitler’s insistence over clearing Army Group Center’s flanks before marching on Moscow.


    Making matters worse for Bock, as well as other the other commanders of German army groups, they lacked the reserves necessary to replace their losses. For example, on 2 August Halder informed his diary that Army Group Center had lost 74,500 men and received only 23,000 replacements since the first day of the Barbarossa invasion. As a result, by this time, it was experiencing a manpower deficit of 15,000 men in Ninth Army, 30,000 men in Second Army, 4,000 men in Third Panzer Group. Later still, on 28 August he recorded that the panzer divisions in Army Group Center’s Second and Third Panzer Groups were operating with average daily tank strengths of 45 percent, with 7th Panzer Division the lowest at only 24 percent strength.4 In the case of many of these divisions, they had suffered most of these losses (as well as staggering losses in panzer-grenadiers) in late July and early August, while operating along the outer encirclement ring at Smolensk, in isolation from supporting infantry divisions.


    If Army Group Center’s panzer divisions and, in particular, their motorized infantry forces, suffered a high proportion of the army group’s casualties during the second half of July, in August it was the turn of the army group’s infantry divisions. Thus, with most of Hoth’s panzers absent, operating toward the north, and most of Second Panzer Group’s panzers driving toward the south, Ninth and Fourth Armies’ infantry divisions ended up defending against Timoshenko’s fierce and persistent assaults east and northeast of Smolensk and against Zhukov’s attacks in the El’nia region. It was here that as many as ten infantry divisions saw their strength dwindle and their combat rating fall from “strong” and “medium strong” to “weak” or even “exhausted.”


    It was this bloodletting east of Smolensk and at El’nia which gradually persuaded Hitler to undertake his “cat and mouse game” with Timoshenko, that is, to cease his costly eastward advance and instead deal with the threats to Army Group Center’s northern and southern flanks. Hitler’s decision to do so was clearly rooted in his frustration at Army Group Center’s failure to liquidate the Smolensk encirclement in what he considered timely fashion. It was only reinforced by the agonies experienced by and damage inflicted on Hoth’s and Guderian’s panzer divisions as they struggled to hold the outer encirclement lines east of Smolensk against increasingly powerful and frenzied Soviet counterattacks, as well as Guderian’s seemingly easy victory at Roslavl’. It was further reinforced in mid-August by the continued “bloodying” of German infantry divisions east of Smolensk and at El’nia, coupled with another easy victory by Guderian’s panzers along the Sozh River and at Krichev.


    All of this provided both context and impetus for the game Hitler played with Timoshenko’s Western Front after mid-August. Reluctant to tempt fate by driving straight on Moscow through what appeared to be the strongest Soviet defenses, instead Hitler decided to follow the path of least resistance and cost by striking the flanks of Soviet defenses along the Western axis. By the end of the third week of August, despite significant opposition from Bock, Guderian, and other senior officers, Hitler’s decision was paying significant dividends, first and foremost, because the Fuhrer had won the game. By this time, Guderian had not only collapsed the Central Front but was also threatening to separate the Reserve Front from the Southwestern Front defending the approaches to Kiev. At the same time, and at minimal cost, Third Panzer Group’s Group Stumme had demolished the right wing of Timoshenko’s Western Front by savaging the Soviet 22nd Army and forcing 29th Army virtually to end its participation in the Western Front’s ambitious counteroffensive.


    In turn, the apparent favorable outcome of Hitler’s gambit in the third week of August provided context and impetus for what was about to occur in the last week of August and early September. From Timoshenko’s perspective, despite the German victories on his front’s left and right wings, the main direction commander, as well as his masters in Moscow, in late August still firmly believed the ultimate outcome of the summer campaign would be decided in the Smolensk region. If Hitler’s calculated risk to strip the Moscow axis of his armor by dispatching the army’s group’s two panzer groups to its flanks facilitated the tactical successes the Western Front achieved east of Smolensk by 24 August, perhaps, the Stavka reasoned, persisting in a strategy of striking Army Group Center’s almost tank-less “eastern front” in late August and early September could produce future operational and even strategic success.


    Based on these judgments, and with Stalin’s and the Stavka’s complete approval, when the last week of August began, Timoshenko began orchestrating a new and expanded counteroffensive, this time with the forces of three fronts instead of two, and with reinforcement provided by the Stavka. In turn, this new counteroffensive would determine, once and for all, the strategy Hitler would employ to achieve the objectives set forth in Plan Barbarossa.
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    Field Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch, commander-in-chief of the German Army (Biblio Verlag)
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    Adolf Hitler, with Field Marshal Walter von Brauchitsch, commander-in-chief of the German Army (left), and Colonel General Franz Halder, chief of the General Staff of the German Army (OKH) (right)
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    Colonel General Franz Halder, chief of the German Army General Staff (OKH) (Biblio Verlag)
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    Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, commander of Army Group Center (Bundesarchiv 146-1977-120-11)
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    Colonel General Heinz Guderian, commander of Second Panzer Group and Armeegruppe Guderian (Biblio Verlag)
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    Field Marshal Guenther von Kluge, commander of Fourth Army
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    Colonel General Hermann Hoth, commander of Third Panzer Group (center)


    Soviet
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    Josef Stalin, First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
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    1. Marshal of the Soviet Union Semen Konstantinovich Timoshenko, commander-in-chief of the Western Main Direction Command and Western Front
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    2. Marshal of the Soviet Union Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov, Chief of the Red Army General Staff
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    3. Lieutenant General Pavel Aleksandrovich Kurochkin, commander of 20th Army
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    4. Lieutenant General Mikhail Fedorovich Lukin, commander, 16th Army
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    5. Lieutenant General Konstantin Konstantinovich Rokossovsky, commander of Group Iartsevo and 16th Army
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    6. Lieutenant General Fedor Nikitovich Remezov, commander of 13th Army
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    7. Lieutenant General Vasilii Filippovich Gerasimenko, commander of 21st and 13th Armies
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    8. Colonel General Fedor Isidorovich Kuznetsov, commander of the Northwestern Front, 21st Army, and the Central Front
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    9. Army General Georgii Konstantinovich Zhukov, Chief of Staff of the Red Army and commander of the Reserve Front
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    10. Lieutenant General Ivan Stepanovich Konev, commander of 19th Army
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    11. Major General Vasilii Afanas’evich Khomenko, commander of Group Khomenko and 30th Army
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    12. Lieutenant General Vladimir Iakovlevich Kachalov, commander of Group Kachalov and 28th Army
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    13. Major General Konstantin Ivanovich Rakutin, commander of 24th Army
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    14. Major General Konstantin Dmitrievich Golubev, commander of 13th Army


    [image: images]


    15. Colonel General Andrei Ivanovich Eremenko, deputy commander of the Western Front and commander of the Briansk Front
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    16. Lieutenant General Mikhail Grigor’evich Efremov, commander of 21st Army and the Central Front
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    17. Lieutenant General Ivan Ivanovich Maslennikov, commander of Group Maslennikov and 29th Army
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    18. Lieutenant General Vasilii Mikhailovich Gordov, commander of 21st Army
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    19. Major General Lev Mikhailovich Dovator, commander of the Western Front’s Cavalry Group
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    General K.K. Rokossovsky (left), commander of Group Iartsevo, meeting with General G.K. Zhukov, Chief of Staff of the Red Army
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  The Composition, Dispositions, Command Cadre, and Armored Strength of Mechanized Corps supporting the Western Front in July 1941


  
     
  


  
    
      	•

      	5th Mechanized Corps (Trans-Baikal Military District)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General of Tank Forces Il’ia Prokof’evich Alekseenko.


  ♦ Composition:


  
    
      	◊

      	13th Tank Division – Colonel Fedor Ustinovich Grachev (killed in action in mid-July 1941).
    


    
      	◊

      	17th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Petrovich Korchagin.
    


    
      	◊

      	109th Motorized Division – Colonel Nikolai Ivanovich Sidorenko.
    

  


  ♦ Mobilization assignment – 16th Army, Western TVD.


  ♦ Actual deployments:


  
    
      	◊

      	25 May-26 June 1941 – with 16th Army to Ostrug, Iziaslavl’, and Shepetovka, Kiev Special Military District.
    


    
      	◊

      	26-29 June 1941 – with 16th Army to Orsha, Western Front.
    


    
      	◊

      	4 July 1941 – reassigned to Western Front’s 20th Army.
    


    
      	◊

      	5 July 1941 – attacked toward Lepel’ under 20th Army control in coordination with 7th Mechanized Corps.
    


    
      	◊

      	19 July 1941 – 109th Motorized Division converted into 109th Rifle Division and, later, 304th Rifle Division.
    


    
      	◊

      	10 August 1941 – 13th Tank Division destroyed and disbanded.
    


    
      	◊

      	Late August 1941 – 17th Tank Division, severely damaged in the Smolensk encirclement, converted into 126th Tank Brigade.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 6 July 1941


  
    
      	◊

      	Headquarters – 7 tanks (BTs) and 12 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	13th Tank Division – 441 tanks (7 KVs, 10 T-34s, 238 BTs, 112 T-26s, 26 KhTs, and 48 T-37/38s) and 97 armored cars. 77 BT-7 and 32 T-26 tanks on 10 July.
    


    
      	◊

      	17th Tank Division – 413 tanks (237 BTs, 130 T-26s, 35 KhTs, and 11 T-37/38s) and 74 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	109th Motorized Division – 113 tanks (113 BTs) and 11 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	8th Motorcycle Regiment – 19 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	Total – 974 tanks (7 KVs, 10 T-34s, 595 BTs, 242 T-26s, 61 KhTs, and 59 T-37/38s) and 213 armored cars.
    

  


  
    
      	•

      	7th Mechanized Corps (Moscow Military District)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General Vasilii Ivanovich Vinogradov.


  ♦ Composition:


  
    
      	◊

      	14th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Vasil’ev.
    


    
      	◊

      	18th Tank Division – Major General of Tank Forces Feodor Timofeevich Rezimov.
    


    
      	◊

      	1st Motorized Division – Colonel Iakov Grigor’evich Kreizer.
    

  


  ♦ Mobilization assignment – Strategic reserve.


  ♦ Actual deployments:


  
    
      	◊

      	24 June 1941 – to Viaz’ma.
    


    
      	◊

      	26 June – to Smolensk and Orsha under 13th Army’s control.
    


    
      	◊

      	26 June – to Orsha under 20th Army’s control.
    


    
      	◊

      	28 June – to Rudnia under 20th Army’s control to block German advance on Smolensk.
    


    
      	◊

      	5 July – attack toward Lepel’ under 20th Army’s control in cooperation with 5th Mechanized Corps.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 6 July 1941


  
    
      	◊

      	14th Tank Division – 293 tanks (24 KVs, 29 T-34s, 179 BTs, 20 T-26s, 17 KhTs, and 24 T-37/38s) and 55 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	18th Tank Division – 272 tanks (10 KVs, 11 BTs, 193 T-26s, 54 KhTs, and 3 T-37/38s) and 46 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	9th Motorcycle Regiment – 17 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	251st Separate Signal Battalion – 6 tanks (6 BTs).
    


    
      	◊

      	Total – 571 tanks (34 KVs, 29 T-34s, 196 BTs, 269 T-26s, 71 KhTs, and 27 T-37/38s) and 118 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	1st Motorized Division (operating separately from 7th Mechanized Corps after 5 July) – 229 tanks (205 BTs and 24 T-37/38s) and 39 armored cars.
    

  


  
    
      	•

      	17th Mechanized Corps (Minsk, Western Front)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General Mikhail Petrovich Petrov.


  ♦ Composition:


  
    
      	◊

      	27th Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Osipovich Akhmanov.
    


    
      	◊

      	36th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Zakharovich Miroshnikov.
    


    
      	◊

      	209th Motorized Division – Colonel Aleksei Il’ich Murav’ev.
    

  


  ♦ Deployments


  
    
      	◊

      	4 July – ordered to Bobruisk region with 204th Airborne Brigade and 56th Rifle Division.
    


    
      	◊

      	5 July – subordinated to 21st Army.
    


    
      	◊

      	Late July – withdrawn to Sukhinichi region under 4th Army and incorporated into 27th Tank Division.
    


    
      	◊

      	1 August – converted into 147th Tank Brigade.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 7 July 1941 – no armored vehicles.


  
    
      	•

      	20th Mechanized Corps (Baranovichi, Western Front)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General Andrei Grigor’evich Nikitin, Major General of Tank Forces Nikolai Denisovich Vedeneev on 21 July 1941.


  ♦ Composition:


  
    
      	◊

      	26th Tank Division – Major General Viktor Timofeevich Obukhov.
    


    
      	◊

      	38th Tank Division – Colonel Sergei Ivanovich Kapustin.
    


    
      	◊

      	210th Motorized Division.
    

  


  ♦ Deployments:


  
    
      	◊

      	22-27 June – fought in the vicinity of Minsk.
    


    
      	◊

      	9-27 July – fought and destroyed in Mogilev encirclement.
    


    
      	◊

      	27-28 July – escaped the Mogilev encirclement with 100-200 men.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 7 July 1941


  
    
      	◊

      	26th Tank Division – 3,000 men and 3 152mm howitzers.
    


    
      	◊

      	38th Tank Division – 3,800 men and 5 guns.
    


    
      	◊

      	210th Motorized Division – 5,000 men and 9 guns.
    


    
      	◊

      	Total – 12,000 men, 27 guns, and no tanks.
    

  


  
    
      	•

      	23rd Mechanized Corps (Orel Military District)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General Mikhail Akimovich Miasnikov.


  ♦ Composition:


  
    
      	◊

      	48th Tank Division – Colonel Dmitrii Iakovlevich Iakovlev.
    


    
      	◊

      	51st Tank Division – Colonel Grigorii Georgievich Chernov.
    


    
      	◊

      	220th Motorized Division – Major General Nikifor Gordeevich Khoruzhenko.
    

  


  ♦ Mobilization assignment – Strategic reserve.


  ♦ Actual deployments:


  
    
      	◊

      	27 June 1941 – assigned to 24th Army, which was deploying westward from the Siberian Military District.
    


    
      	◊

      	1 July – assigned to Western Front’s 19th Army to replace 25th Mechanized Corps and deployed to Vitebsk and Liozno region.
    


    
      	◊

      	10 July – 51st Tank Division assigned to 31st Army, but its replacement, 57th Tank Division, never arrived.
    


    
      	◊

      	11 July – to Mogil’no and Berezino region in 19th Army’s reserve.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 29 June 1941


  
    
      	◊

      	48th Tank Division – 104 tanks (3-T-34s and 101 T-26s).
    


    
      	◊

      	57th Tank Division – unknown.
    


    
      	◊

      	220th Motorized Division – unknown.
    


    
      	◊

      	Total – 413 tanks (21 KVs and T-34s).
    

  


  
    
      	•

      	25th Mechanized Corps (Khar’kov Military District)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General Semen Moiseevich Krivoshein.


  ♦ Composition:


  
    
      	◊

      	50th Tank Division – Colonel Boris Sergeevich Bakharov.
    


    
      	◊

      	55th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Mikhailovich Badanov.
    


    
      	◊

      	219th Motorized Division – Major General Pavel Petrovich Korzun.
    

  


  ♦ Mobilization assignment – Strategic reserve.


  ♦ Actual deployments:


  
    
      	◊

      	24-29 June 1941 – deployed by rail to the Kiev region.
    


    
      	◊

      	30 June – assigned to 19th Army in Kiev region.
    


    
      	◊

      	3-8 July – transferred by rail to the Novozybkov region under 21st Army’s control.
    


    
      	◊

      	13 July – prepared to counterattack toward Bykhov and Bobruisk with 21st Army.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 1 July 1941


  
    
      	◊

      	50th Tank Division – Unknown.
    


    
      	◊

      	55th Tank Division – Unknown.
    


    
      	◊

      	Total – 163 tanks (6 BTs and 157 T-26s), reinforced by 64 T-34s by 13 July.
    

  


  
    
      	•

      	26th Mechanized Corps (North Caucasus Military District)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General Nikolai Iakovlevich Kirichenko.


  ♦ Composition


  
    
      	◊

      	52nd Tank Division – Colonel Grigorii Mikhailovich Mikhailov.
    


    
      	◊

      	56th Tank Division – Colonel Ivan Dmitrievich Illarionov.
    


    
      	◊

      	103rd Motorized Division – Major General Grigorii Timofeevich Timofeev, Lieutenant Colonel V. P Sokolov on 22 July, and Major General Ivan Ivanovich Birichev on 11 August.
    

  


  ♦ Mobilization assignment – Strategic reserve.


  ♦ Actual deployments


  
    
      	◊

      	28-29 June – dispatched to the Kiev region with 19th Army but diverted to 24th Army on 13 July.
    


    
      	◊

      	8-16 July – corps disbanded, with 52nd and 56th Tank Divisions converted to 101st and 102nd Tank Divisions and 103rd Motorized Division to 103rd Tank Division, all in 24th Army’s reserve.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 7 July – unknown.


  
    
      	•

      	27th Mechanized Corps (Central Asian Military District)
    

  


  ♦ Commander – Major General Ivan Efimovich Petrov.


  ♦ Composition:


  
    
      	◊

      	9th Tank Division – Colonel Vasilii Gerasimovich Burkov.
    


    
      	◊

      	53rd Tank Division – Colonel Aleksei Stepanovich Beloglazov.
    


    
      	◊

      	221st Motorized Division – Colonel Gersh Moiseevich Roitenberg.
    

  


  ♦ Mobilization assignment – Strategic reserve.


  ♦ Actual deployments:


  
    
      	◊

      	25 June – received alert order for deployment to the West beginning on 4 July.
    


    
      	◊

      	27 June – began rail movement to Voronezh.
    


    
      	◊

      	10 July – assigned to 28th Army and began moving to Kirov region.
    


    
      	◊

      	11-15 July – 27th Mechanized Corps was disbanded, with 9th Tank Division converted into 104th Tank Division, 53rd Tank Division into 105th Tank Division, and 221st Motorized Division into 106th Tank Division. All situated in the Spas-Demensk region subordinate to 28th Army.
    


    
      	◊

      	19 July – 106th Tank Division renamed 106th Motorized Division and moved to the Smolensk region.
    

  


  ♦ Strength on 15 July 1941


  
    
      	◊

      	104th Tank Division – 208 tanks (50 BT-7s, 19 BT-5s, 3 BT-2, and 136 T-26s) and 51 armored cars.
    


    
      	◊

      	53rd Tank Division – unknown.
    


    
      	◊

      	Total – unknown.
    

  


  Note: KhTs means chemical [khimicheskaia] tanks equipped with flamethrowers or smoke generators.


  
    
      
        Sources: Evgenii Drig, Mekhanizirovannye korpusa RKKA v boiu: Istorii avtobronetankovykh voisk Krasnoi Armii v 1940-1941 godakh [The RKKA’s Mechanized Corps in Battle: A history of the auto-armored forces of the Red Army in 1940-1941] (Moscow: Transkniga, 2005); and Il’ia Moshchansky and Ivan Khokhlov, “Protivostoianie: Smolenskoe srazhenie, 10 iiulia-10 sentiabria 1941 goda, chast’ 1” [Confrontation: the Battle of Smolensk, 10 July-10 September 1941, part 1], in Voennaia letopis’ [Military chronicle], 3, 2003, 4-7.
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  Comparative Orders of Battle, 1 July 1941


  
     
  


  GERMAN *


  ARMY GROUP CENTER


  NINTH ARMY


  XX Army Corps


  129th Infantry Division


  256th Infantry Division


  VIII Army Corps


  8th Infantry Division


  28th Infantry Division


  V Army Corps


  161st Infantry Division


  5th Infantry Division


  35th Infantry Division


  VI Army Corps


  6th Infantry Division


  26th Infantry Division


  XXIII Army Corps (reserve)


  206th Infantry Division


  86th Infantry Division


  FOURTH (PANZER) ARMY


  Third Panzer Group


  LVII Motorized Corps


  19th Panzer Division


  18th Motorized Division


  XXXIX Motorized Corps


  7th Panzer Division


  20th Panzer Division


  20th Motorized Division


  12th Panzer Division


  14th Motorized Division


  Second Panzer Group


  XXIV Motorized Corps


  4th Panzer Division


  3rd Panzer Division


  20th Motorized Division


  XXXXVII Motorized Corps


  18th Panzer Division


  17th Panzer Division


  29th Motorized Division


  XXXXVI Motorized Corps


  SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division


  10th Panzer Division


  1st Cavalry Division


  Infantry Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ (Motorized)


  SECOND ARMY


  XII Army Corps


  34th Infantry Division


  31st Infantry Division


  IX Army Corps


  292nd Infantry Division


  137th Infantry Division


  263rd Infantry Division


  VII Army Corps


  268th Infantry Division


  7th Infantry Division


  23rd Infantry Division


  258th Infantry Division


  XIII Army Corps


  78th Infantry Division


  17th Infantry Division


  XXXV Army Corps


  293rd Infantry Division


  45th Infantry Division


  LIII Army Corps


  167th Infantry Division


  52nd Infantry Division


  255th Infantry Division


  267th Infantry Division


  ARMY GROUP REAR


  162nd Infantry Division


  87th Infantry Division


  403rd Security Division


  221st Security Division


  286th Security Division


  ARMY GROUP RESERVE


  XXXXIII Army Corps


  131st Infantry Division


  134th Infantry Division


  252nd Infantry Division


  102nd Infantry Division


  900th Motorized Brigade “Lehr” [Training]


  OKH RESERVES


  XXXXII Army Corps


  110th Infantry Division


  106th Infantry Division


  96th Infantry Division (out of theater)


  197th Infantry Division (en route to XXXXIII AC)


  15th Infantry Division (en route to XXXXIII AC)


  260th Infantry Division (en route to XXXXIII AC)


  112th Infantry Division (en route to XIII AC)


  * German subordination as of 4 July


  SOVIET


  WESTERN FRONT


  3rd Army


  56th Rifle Division


  85th Rifle Division


  58th Fortified Region


  152nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  16th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  11th Mechanized Corps


  29th Tank Division


  33rd Tank Division


  204th Motorized Division


  4th Army


  28th Rifle Corps


  6th Rifle Division


  42nd Rifle Division


  47th Rifle Corps


  55th Rifle Division


  143rd Rifle Division


  155th Rifle Division


  75th Rifle Division


  121st Rifle Division


  62nd Fortified Region


  420th Corps Artillery Regiment


  477th Corps Artillery Regiment


  455th Corps Artillery Regiment


  462nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  12th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  10th Army


  2nd Rifle Corps


  3rd Rifle Division


  86th Rifle Division


  66th Fortified Region


  6th Cavalry Corps


  6th Cavalry Division


  36th Cavalry Division


  311th Gun Artillery Regiment


  124th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  4th Tank Division


  29th Motorized Division


  208th Motorized Division


  13th Army


  9th Rifle Corps


  100th Rifle Division


  161st Rifle Division


  21st Rifle Corps


  24th Rifle Division


  37th Rifle Division


  50th Rifle Division


  44th Rifle Corps


  64th Rifle Division


  108th Rifle Division


  63rd Fortified Region


  8th Antitank Artillery Brigade


  56th Corps Artillery Regiment


  151st Corps Artillery Regiment


  467th Corps Artillery Regiment


  301st Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  390th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (17th RD)


  86th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  20th Mechanized Corps


  26th Tank Division


  38th Tank Division


  210th Motorized Division


  275th Separate Engineer Battalion


  Front Forces


  1st Rifle Corps


  8th Rifle Division


  17th Rifle Division


  5th Rifle Corps


  49th Rifle Division


  4th Airborne Corps


  7th Airborne Brigade


  8th Airborne Brigade


  214th Airborne Brigade


  58th Fortified Region


  61st Fortified Region


  64th Fortified Region


  65th Fortified Region


  29th Corps Artillery Regiment


  49th Corps Artillery Regiment


  130th Corps Artillery Regiment


  156th Corps Artillery Regiment


  262nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  315th Corps Artillery Regiment


  444th Corps Artillery Regiment


  587th Corps Artillery Regiment


  293rd Gun Artillery Regiment


  611th Gun Artillery Regiment


  360th Howitzer Artillery Regiment


  375th Howitzer Artillery Regiment


  5th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  120th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  318th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  612th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  32nd Separate Special-Power Artillery Battalion (RGK)


  24th Separate Mortar Battalion


  71st Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  17th Mechanized Corps


  27th Tank Division


  36th Tank Division


  209th Motorized Division


  43rd Fighter Aviation Division


  12th Bomber Aviation Division


  13th Bomber Aviation Division


  23rd Mixed Aviation Division


  47th Mixed Aviation Division


  1st Bomber Aviation Regiment


  3rd Bomber Aviation Regiment


  4th Assault Aviation Regiment


  313th Reconnaissance Aviation Regiment


  314th Reconnaissance Aviation Regiment


  22nd Engineer Regiment


  STAVKA RESERVES


  Group of Reserve Armies 19th Army


  25th Rifle Corps


  127th Rifle Division


  134th Rifle Division


  162nd Rifle Division


  442nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  471st Corps Artillery Regiment


  23rd Mechanized Corps


  48th Tank Division


  51st Tank Division


  220th Motorized Division


  111th Motorized Engineer Battalion


  238th Separate Sapper Battalion


  321st Separate Sapper Battalion


  20th Army


  61st Rifle Corps


  18th Rifle Division


  110th Rifle Division


  172nd Rifle Division


  69th Rifle Corps


  73rd Rifle Division


  229th Rifle Division


  233rd Rifle Division


  137th Rifle Division


  438th Corps Artillery Regiment


  537th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  7th Mechanized Corps


  14th Tank Division


  18th Tank Division


  1st Motorized Rifle Division


  9th Motorcycle Regiment


  12th Separate Armored Train Battalion


  60th Pontoon-Bridge Battalion


  21st Army


  45th Rifle Corps


  53rd Rifle Division


  148th Rifle Division


  187th Rifle Division


  63rd Rifle Corps


  61st Rifle Division


  117th Rifle Division


  167th Rifle Division


  66th Rifle Corps


  154th Rifle Division


  232nd Rifle Division


  67th Rifle Corps


  102nd Rifle Division


  132nd Rifle Division


  151st Rifle Division


  546th Corps Artillery Regiment


  645th Corps Artillery Regiment


  387th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  130th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  158th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  311th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  25th Mechanized Corps


  50th Tank Division


  55th Tank Division


  219th Motorized Division


  12th Motorcycle Regiment


  6th Separate Armored Train Battalion


  22nd Army


  51st Rifle Corps


  98th Rifle Division


  112th Rifle Division


  170th Rifle Division


  62nd Rifle Corps


  153rd Rifle Division


  174th Rifle Division


  186th Rifle Division


  336th Corps Artillery Regiment


  545th Corps Artillery Regiment


  273rd Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  Separate Armies


  16th Army


  32nd Rifle Corps


  46th Rifle Division


  152nd Rifle Division


  126th Corps Artillery Regiment


  112th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  5th Mechanized Corps


  13th Tank Division


  17th Tank Division


  109th Motorized Division


  8th Motorcycle Regiment


  24th Army


  52nd Rifle Corps


  91st Rifle Division


  119th Rifle Division


  166th Rifle Division


  53rd Rifle Corps


  107th Rifle Division


  133rd Rifle Division


  178th Rifle Division


  392nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  542nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  685th Corps Artillery Regiment


  524th Heavy Gun Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  28th Army


  30th Rifle Corps


  19th Rifle Division


  149th Rifle Division


  217th Rifle Division


  33rd Rifle Corps


  89th Rifle Division


  120th Rifle Division


  145th Rifle Division


  222nd Rifle Division


  364th Corps Artillery Regiment


  643rd Corps Artillery Regiment


  69th Motorized Division


  Separate Formations


  20th Rifle Corps


  144th Rifle Division


  160th Rifle Division


  3rd Airborne Corps


  5th Airborne Brigade


  6th Airborne Brigade


  191st High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  440th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  302nd Gun Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  267th Corps Artillery Regiment


  275th Corps Artillery Regiment


  390th Corps Artillery Regiment


  596th Corps Artillery Regiment


  644th Corps Artillery Regiment


  40th Separate Special-Power Artillery Battalion (RGK)


  6th Separate Mortar Battalion


  15th Separate Mortar Battalion


  26th Mechanized Corps


  52nd Tank Division


  56th Tank Division


  103rd Motorized Division


  28th Motorcycle Regiment


  57th Tank Division


  38th Fighter Aviation Division


  30th Bomber Aviation Division


  31st Mixed Aviation Division
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  GERMAN *


  ARMY GROUP CENTER


  NINTH ARMY


  XX Army Corps


  129th Infantry Division


  256th Infantry Division


  VIII Army Corps


  8th Infantry Division


  28th Infantry Division


  161st Infantry Division


  V Army Corps


  5th Infantry Division


  35th Infantry Division


  VI Army Corps


  6th Infantry Division


  26th Infantry Division


  FOURTH (PANZER) ARMY


  Third Panzer Group


  LVII Motorized Corps


  19th Panzer Division


  ½ 14th Motorized Division


  XXXIX Motorized Corps


  7th Panzer Division


  20th Panzer Division


  20th Motorized Division


  12th Panzer Division


  ½ 14th Motorized Division


  18th Motorized Division


  900th Motorized Brigade “Lehr”


  XXIII Army Corps (reserve)


  206th Infantry Division


  86th Infantry Division


  110th Infantry Division


  Second Panzer Group


  XXIV Motorized Corps


  4th Panzer Division


  3rd Panzer Division


  10th Motorized Division


  1st Cavalry Division


  XXXXVII Motorized Corps


  18th Panzer Division


  17th Panzer Division


  29th Motorized Division


  XXXXVI Motorized Corps


  SS ‘Das Reich’ Motorized Division


  10th Panzer Division


  Infantry Regiment ‘Grossdeutschland’ (Motorized)


  SECOND ARMY


  XII Army Corps


  34th Infantry Division


  31st Infantry Division


  IX Army Corps


  292nd Infantry Division


  137th Infantry Division


  263rd Infantry Division


  VII Army Corps


  268th Infantry Division


  7th Infantry Division


  23rd Infantry Division


  258th Infantry Division


  XIII Army Corps


  78th Infantry Division


  17th Infantry Division


  XXXV Army Corps


  293rd Infantry Division


  45th Infantry Division


  LIII Army Corps


  167th Infantry Division


  52nd Infantry Division


  255th Infantry Division


  267th Infantry Division


  ARMY GROUP REAR


  162nd Infantry Division


  87th Infantry Division


  252nd Infantry Division


  403rd Security Division


  221st Security Division


  286th Security Division


  ARMY GROUP RESERVE


  XXXXIII Army Corps (en route to Second Army)


  131st Infantry Division


  134th Infantry Division


  102nd Infantry Division (en route to Ninth Army)


  OKH RESERVES


  XXXXII Army Corps (en route to Ninth Army)


  106th Infantry Division


  96th Infantry Division


  197th Infantry Division (en route to XXXXIII AC)


  15th Infantry Division (en route to XIII AC)


  260th Infantry Division (en route to XXXXIII AC)


  112th Infantry Division (en route to XXXXIII AC)


  * German subordination as of 12 July


  SOVIET


  WESTERN FRONT


  4th Army


  28th Rifle Corps


  6th Rifle Division


  42nd Rifle Division


  55th Rifle Division


  143rd Rifle Division


  47th Rifle Corps


  121st Rifle Division


  155th Rifle Division


  455th Corps Artillery Regiment


  462nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  420th Corps Artillery Regiment (forming)


  447th Corps Artillery Regiment (forming)


  13th Army


  45th Rifle Corps


  148th Rifle Division


  187th Rifle Division


  20th Rifle Corps


  132nd Rifle Division


  137th Rifle Division


  160th Rifle Division


  61st Rifle Corps


  53rd Rifle Division


  110th Rifle Division


  172nd Rifle Division


  4th Airborne Corps


  7th Airborne Brigade


  8th Airborne Brigade


  24th Rifle Division


  398th Corps Artillery Regiment


  438th Corps Artillery Regiment


  649th Corps Artillery Regiment


  301st Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  302nd Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  20th Mechanized Corps (without equipment)


  26th Tank Division


  38th Tank Division


  210th Motorized Division


  275th Separate Engineer Battalion


  19th Army


  25th Rifle Corps


  127th Rifle Division


  134th Rifle Division


  162nd Rifle Division


  34th Rifle Corps


  38th Rifle Division


  129th Rifle Division


  158th Rifle Division


  442nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  360th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  399th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  23rd Mechanized Corps


  48th Tank Division


  220th Motorized Division


  27th Motorcycle Regiment


  111th Separate Engineer Battalion


  238th Separate Sapper Battalion


  321st Separate Sapper Battalion


  20th Army


  69th Rifle Corps


  153rd Rifle Division


  229th Rifle Division


  233rd Rifle Division


  2nd Rifle Corps


  100th Rifle Division


  161st Rifle Division


  18th Rifle Division


  73rd Rifle Division


  144th Rifle Division


  49th Corps Artillery Regiment


  151st Corps Artillery Regiment


  467th Corps Artillery Regiment


  587th Corps Artillery Regiment


  592nd Gun Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  7th Mixed Artillery Regiment


  12th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  71st Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  76th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  123rd Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  5th Mechanized Corps


  13th Tank Division


  17th Tank Division


  109th Motorized Division


  1st Motorized Rifle Division


  12th Separate Armored Train Battalion


  47th Bomber Aviation Division


  23rd Mixed Aviation Division


  89th Engineer Regiment


  122nd Separate Sapper Battalion


  226th Separate Sapper Battalion


  21st Army


  63rd Rifle Corps


  61st Rifle Division


  154th Rifle Division


  167th Rifle Division


  66th Rifle Corps


  232nd Rifle Division


  67th Rifle Corps


  102nd Rifle Division


  117th Rifle Division


  151st Rifle Division


  75th Rifle Division


  191st Corps Artillery Regiment


  546th Corps Artillery Regiment


  318th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  387th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  696th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  3rd Bn, 420th Corps Artillery Regiment


  5th Separate Mortar Battalion


  6th Separate Mortar Battalion


  15th Separate Mortar Battalion


  130th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  158th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  344th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  25th Mechanized Corps


  50th Tank Division


  55th Tank Division


  219th Motorized Division


  12th Motorcycle Regiment


  6th Separate Armored Train Battalion


  13th Bomber Aviation Division


  11th Mixed Aviation Division


  1st Separate Engineer Battalion


  23rd Separate Engineer Battalion


  22nd Army


  51st Rifle Corps


  98th Rifle Division


  112th Rifle Division


  170th Rifle Division


  62nd Rifle Corps


  174th Rifle Division


  179th Rifle Division


  186th Rifle Division


  50th Rifle Division


  214th Rifle Division


  56th Corps Artillery Regiment


  390th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (17th RD)


  397th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  Separate tank battalion (48th Tank Division)


  12th Bomber Aviation Division


  46th Bomber Aviation Division


  22nd Separate Engineer Battalion


  115th Motorized Engineer Battalion


  Front Forces


  44th Rifle Corps


  17th Rifle Division


  64th Rifle Division


  108th Rifle Division


  49th Rifle Division


  61st Fortified Region


  62nd Fortified Region


  63rd Fortified Region


  65th Fortified Region


  66th Fortified Region


  68th Fortified Region


  29th Corps Artillery Regiment


  336th Corps Artillery Regiment


  444th Corps Artillery Regiment


  471st Corps Artillery Regiment


  545th Corps Artillery Regiment


  596th Corps Artillery Regiment


  645th Corps Artillery Regiment


  293rd Gun Artillery Regiment


  311th Gun Artillery Regiment


  5th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  120th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  403rd High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  375th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  537th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  699th Antitank Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  32nd Separate Special-Power Artillery Battalion (RGK)


  40th Separate Special-Power Artillery Battalion (RGK)


  16th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  86th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  7th PVO [Air Defense] Brigade


  Baranovichi PVO Brigade Region


  Kobrin PVO Brigade Region


  Vitebsk PVO Brigade Region


  Smolensk PVO Brigade Region


  Gomel’ PVO Brigade Region


  7th Mechanized Corps


  14th Tank Division


  18th Tank Division


  17th Mechanized Corps


  27th Tank Division


  36th Tank Division


  209th Motorized Division


  43rd Fighter Aviation Division


  1st Bomber Aviation Regiment


  3rd Bomber Aviation Regiment


  410th Bomber Aviation Regiment


  313th Reconnaissance Aviation Regiment


  314th Reconnaissance Aviation Regiment


  STAVKA RESERVES


  Group of Reserve Armies


  24th Army


  52nd Rifle Corps


  91st Rifle Division


  133rd Rifle Division


  166th Rifle Division


  53rd Rifle Corps


  19th Rifle Division


  107th Rifle Division


  178th Rifle Division


  248th Rifle Division


  275th Corps Artillery Regiment


  392nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  542nd Corps Artillery Regiment


  685th Corps Artillery Regiment


  524th Gun Artillery Regiment


  573rd Gun Artillery Regiment


  514th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  18th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  509th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  700th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  738th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  26th Mechanized Corps


  52nd Tank Division


  56th Tank Division


  103rd Motorized Division


  28th Motorcycle Regiment


  28th Army


  30th Rifle Corps


  89th Rifle Division


  120th Rifle Division


  149th Rifle Division


  33rd Rifle Corps


  145th Rifle Division


  217th Rifle Division


  222nd Rifle Division


  207th Corps Artillery Regiment


  364th Corps Artillery Regiment


  643rd Corps Artillery Regiment


  644th Corps Artillery Regiment


  754th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  756th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  760th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  761st Antitank Artillery Regiment


  27th Mechanized Corps


  9th Tank Division


  53rd Tank Division


  221st Motorized Division


  31st Motorcycle Regiment


  538th Motorized Sapper Battalion


  31st Army


  244th Rifle Division


  246th Rifle Division


  247th Rifle Division


  249th Rifle Division


  646th Corps Artillery Regiment


  761st Antitank Artillery Regiment


  766th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  Separate Armies


  3rd Army (headquarters only)


  16th Army


  32nd Rifle Corps


  46th Rifle Division


  152nd Rifle Division


  126th Corps Artillery Regiment


  112th Separate Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion


  57th Tank Division


  Separate Formations


  119th Rifle Division


  272nd Rifle Division


  194th Mountain Rifle Division


  43rd Corps Artillery Regiment


  267th Corps Artillery Regiment


  390th Corps Artillery Regiment


  488th Corps Artillery Regiment


  637th Corps Artillery Regiment


  138th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  440th High-Power Howitzer Artillery Regiment (RGK)


  171st Antitank Artillery Regiment


  533rd Antitank Artillery Regiment


  753rd Antitank Artillery Regiment


  758th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  759th Antitank Artillery Regiment


  11th Separate Mortar Battalion


  12th Separate Mortar Battalion


  51st Tank Division


  69th Motorized Division
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      	Western Front

      	(16th, 19th, 20th, 22nd, 29th, and 30th Armies)

      	558,000
    


    
      	Reserve Front

      	(24th, 31st, 32nd, 33rd, 43rd, and 49th Armies)

      	448,000
    


    
      	Briansk Front

      	(3rd, 13th, and 50th Armies and Group Ermakov)

      	244,000
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      2 OKW, WFst (Abt. L.), War Diary (MS-C-065-k), 5 Dec 40, 19-20. This is a translation on the German original, Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht (Wehrmachtfuhrungsstab) [The War Diary of the High Command of the Armed Forces or OKW War Diary] (The Armed Forces’ Headquarters)], Band I: 1. August 1940-31. Dezember 1941, complied by Hans-Adolf Jacobsen (Frankfurt am Main: Bernard & Graefe Verlag, 1965), item 41, 981-982.


      3 Gotthard Heinrici, The Campaign in Russia, Volume 1 (Washington, DC: United States Army G-2, 1954). An unpublished translation by Joseph Welch of a German-language manuscript in the US National Archives, 85 and OKW War Diary, WFSt War Diary, 27-28. See this important document in, “Vortrag beim Fuhrer am 5. Dezember 1940” [A Talk with the Führer on 5 December 1940], Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht (Wehrmachtfuhrungsstab), Band I: 1. August 1940-31. Dezember 1941 [OKW War Diary, WFSt War Diary] complied by Hans-Adolf Jacobsen (Frankfurt am Main: Bernard & Graefe Verlag, 1965), item 41, 981-982. This talk is vital to understanding Hitler’s insistence on clearing large Russian forces from Army Group Center’s flanks before advancing to capture Moscow.


      4 See, “Directive for the Concentration of Forces (Plan “Barbarossa”),” No. 050/41, dated 31. 1. 41., issued by the General Staff of the German Army High Command’s [OKH’s] Operations Department, in Sbornik voenno-istoricheskikh materialov Velikoi Otechestvennoi voiny, vypusk 18 [Collection of military-historical materials of the Great Patriotic War, issue 18] (Moscow: Voennoe Izdatel’stvo Ministerstva Oborony Soiuza SSR, 1960), 56-57. Hereafter cited as Voenizdat, with year of publication. This translation was prepared by the Military-Historical Department of the Soviet Army General Staff’s Military-Scientific Directorate and classified secret.


      5 The original Plan Marcks had called for employing a force of 147 German divisions, including 24 panzer and 12 motorized divisions. The total force deployed for combat in the East amounted to 138 German divisions (104 infantry and 34 mobile) in the three forward army groups, 9 security divisions, 4 divisions in Finland, 2 divisions under the OKH’s control, and a separate regiment and motorized training brigade. The most recent Soviet sources claim the strength of the German invasion force was 153 divisions and 3 brigades manned by 4.1 million men and equipped with 4,170 tanks, 40,500 guns and mortars, and 3,613 combat aircraft. See V. A. Zolotarev, ed., Velikaia Otechestvennaia voina 1941-1945, Kn. 1 [The Great Patriotic War 1941-1945, Book 1] (Moscow: “Nauka,” 1998), 95. Hereafter cited as VOV with appropriate page. See also, Schematische Kriegsgliederung, Stand: B-Tag 1941 (22.6) “Barbarossa.” This document is the original German order of battle for Operation Barbarossa.


      6 Ibid., Army Group South’s Eleventh Army controlled the forward Romanian forces, and Romanian Third and Fourth Armies controlled the remaining forces.


      7 In July 1940 Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov, Chief of the Red Army General Staff, approved a plan drafted by his deputy, Major General Aleksandr Mikhailovich Vasilevsky. Vasilevsky’s plan assumed an attack by Germany, supported by Italy, Finland, Romania, and possibly Hungary and Japan. This plan envisioned an attacking enemy force totaling 270 divisions, 233 of which would be massed along the Soviet Union’s new western borders. Vasilevsky assessed that the Germans would conduct their main effort with 123 infantry divisions and 10 panzer divisions deployed north of the Pripiat’ Marshes, and this force would subsequently advance toward Minsk, Moscow, and Leningrad. Therefore, he proposed deploying the bulk of Red Army’s forces into the same region. For details on Soviet prewar military planning see, David M. Glantz, Stumbling Colossus: The Red Army on the Eve of World War (Lawrence, Ks: The University Press of Kansas, 1998), 90-98, and the Russian translation, David Glantz, Koloss poverzhennyi: Krasnoi Armii v 1941 godu [Staggering Colossus: The Red Army in 1941] (Moscow: “Iauza” “Eksmo,” 2008).


      8 Peoples’ Commissar of Defense, Marshal of the Soviet Union Semen Konstantinovich Timoshenko, rejected Vasilevsky’s plan because he anticipated Stalin’s objections. When Army General Kirill Afanas’evich Meretskov became Chief of the General Staff in August 1940, he had Vasilevsky and the rest of the General Staff draft a new plan. The second draft provided for two strategic variants, concentrating the bulk of Soviet forces either north or south of the Pripiat’ Marshes depending on the political situation. Stalin reviewed this draft on 5 October. While he did not openly reject the northern option, he remarked that Hitler’s most likely goals were the grain of the Ukraine and the coal and other minerals of the Donbas region. Therefore, the General Staff presented Stalin with a new plan, which was approved on 14 October 1940 and oriented the bulk of the Red Army’s forces along the projected southwestern axis.


      9 Zolotarev, VOV, 108.


    10 As the tension increased during the first five months of 1941, Zhukov tried to persuade Stalin of the need for a preemptive attack. The new chief of staff wrote a “Report on the Plan of Strategic Deployment of Armed Forces of the Soviet Union to the Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars on 15 May 1941,” in essence a contingency plan, and convinced Timoshenko to co-sign the document. In this hand-written proposal, Zhukov argued for an immediate offensive, using 152 Red Army divisions to destroy the estimated 100 German divisions assembling in Poland. The plan required the Southwestern Front to attack westward across southern Poland to separate Germany from her southern allies; the Western Front was to grapple with the main German force and capture Warsaw. Although Timoshenko cosigned Zhukov’s plan, Stalin either never saw the plan or, as indicated by the absence of Stalin’s usually profane notations on the original document, he rejected it, first, because he realized that the Red Army could never meet the plan’s mobilization requirements and, second, he refused to take any overt actions against Hitler for fear of reprisals. Zhukov’s plan, in particular, the portion of it dealing with the employment of a large mechanized force to launch an offensive along the southwestern axis into southern Poland, formed the basis for the Southwestern Front’s “answering strike” (counterstrokes or counteroffensive) called for in DP-41. In any case, given the many problems the Red Army was struggling with during the summer of 1941, launching such an attack would have been a desperate gamble. For the genesis of this document and the ensuing controversy over its validity, see David M. Glantz, The Military Strategy of the Soviet Union: A History (London: Frank Cass, 1992), 87-90, and Glantz, Stumbling Colossus.


    11 Ibid.


    12 The four military districts along the Soviet Union’s western border fielded 170 divisions, 2 separate rifle brigades, and 12 airborne brigades on 22 June 1941. The first operational echelon, which was situated 10-50 kilometers from the border, consisted of 56 divisions (53 rifle and 3 cavalry) and 2 separate rifle brigades. The second operational echelon, deployed 50-100 kilometers from the border, included 52 divisions (13 rifle, 3 cavalry, 24 tank, and 12 motorized)). The third operational echelon, which stretched 100-400 kilometers eastward from the border, consisted of 62 divisions, most of which were deployed west of the Western Dvina and Dnepr Rivers in the military districts’ reserves. See Zolotarev, VOV, 108-109.


    13 For example, 13 divisions designated for assignment to the Southwestern Front and the new reserve armies and the 3 divisions of 21st Mechanized Corps, which were destined for 22nd Army in the High Command Reserve (RGK), had not yet assembled, and another 10 divisions were still moving forward from the Soviet Union’s internal military districts.


    14 See Thomas L. Jentz, ed., Panzer Truppen: The Complete Guide to the Creation & Combat Employment of Germany’s Tank Force, 1933-1942, Volume 1 (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Military History, 1996); Jonathan M. House, Toward Combined Arms Warfare: A Survey of 20th Century Tactics, Doctrine, and Organization (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies Institute, 1984), 81-83 and 96-97; and F. W. von Senger und Etterlin, Die Panzergrenadiere: Geschichte und Gestalt der mechanisierten infanterie 1930-1960 (Munich: J. F. Lehmanns Verlag, 1961), 72-77.


    15 Timothy Wray, Standing Fast: German Defensive Doctrine on the Russian Front During World War II: Prewar to March 1943 (Fort Leavenworth, KS.: Combat Studies Institute, 1986), 1-21.


    16 To avoid telegraphing German intentions, many of these aircraft had remained in the West, continuing the air attacks on Britain until a few weeks before the offensive.


    17 Similarly, the May 1941 airborne invasion of Crete had devastated German parachute formations and air transport units; 146 Ju-52s had been shot down, and another 150 were seriously damaged. See Williamson Murray, Luftwaffe (Baltimore, Md.: Nautical and Aviation Publishing Co. of America, 1985), 79, 83.


    18 For the best German assessment of the first six months of the war, see Klaus Reinhardt, Moscow – The Turning Point: The Failure of Hitler’s Military Strategy in the Winter of 1941-1942, trans. Karl B. Keenan (Oxford and Providence: Berg Publisher, 1992), 26-28.


    19 For a detailed description of the condition of the Red Army in June 1941, see Glantz, Stumbling Colossus.


    20 The 1941 Red Army tank division consisted of two tank regiments, one motorized infantry regiment, and reconnaissance, antitank, antiaircraft, engineer, and signal battalions. For details on the structure of the Red Army’s mechanized forces, see O. A. Losik, ed., Stroitel’stvo i boevoe primenenie Sovetskikh tankovykh voisk v gody Velikoi Otechestvennoi voiny [The formation and combat use of Soviet tank forces during the Great Patriotic War] (Moscow: Voenizdat, 1979), and, in English, David M. Glantz, Soviet Military Operational Art: In Pursuit of Deep Battle (London: Frank Cass, 1991), 74-121.


    21 The actual strength of the Soviet mechanized corps varied widely. Some had a considerable amount of new equipment. For example, as of 20 June 1941, the Baltic Front’s 3rd Mechanized Corps had 669 tanks, of which 101 were new KV-1 heavy and T-34 medium tanks, 431 were BT-7s, and, the remainder older model T-28 and T-26 tanks. Other corps, especially those farther away from the frontier, were far weaker. In the Western Front’s 4th Army, for example, 14th Mechanized Corps had only 534 aging T-26 light, T-37/38 medium and heavy, and 6 BT tanks instead of its authorized complement of 1,031 medium and heavy tanks. Draconian factory discipline could only do so much to make up for past neglect in weapons production. The Southwestern Front’s 19th Mechanized Corps had only 450 of its authorized tanks; all but 7 were obsolete models. Moreover, this corps was expected to use requisitioned civilian trucks for its wheeled transportation; when the war actually began, the “motorized rifle” regiments in its two tank divisions had to march on foot 190 kilometers to battle, slowing the movement of the available tanks. As new equipment became available from the production lines, that equipment was distributed to select corps among those in the forward area. The paucity of new machines (1,861), however, was such that even full-strength mechanized corps included a hodgepodge of different vehicles. All this complicated maintenance to an enormous extent. In addition, Soviet formations remained notoriously weak in radio communications and logistical support, making coordinated maneuver under the chaotic conditions of the surprise German invasion almost impossible. For details on Red Army strength on 22 June 1941, see Evgenii Drig, Mekhanizirovannye korpusa RKKA v boiu: Istoriia avtobronetankovykh voisk Krasnoi Armii v 1940-1941 godakh [The RKKA’s mechanized corps in combat: a history of the Red Army’s auto-armored forces in 1940-1941], 135, 375, and 489; and Boevoi i chislennyi sostav vooruzhennykh sil SSSR v period Velikoi Otechestvennoi voiny (1941-1945 gg.): Statisticheskii sbornik No. 1 (22 iiunia 1941 g.) [The combat and numerical composition of the USSR’s Armed Forces in the Great Patriotic War (1941-1945); Statistical collection No. 1 (22 June 1941)] (Moscow: Institute of Military History, 1994). Hereafter cited as BICS.


    22 See BICS.


    23 See David M. Glantz, Soviet Mobilization in Peace and War, 1924-1942: A Survey (Carlisle, PA: Self-published, 1998).


    24 At least one Soviet aircraft designer was shot for “sabotage” when an experimental aircraft crashed, and many other engineers were put to work in prison design shops. To put it mildly, such sanctions did not encourage innovative design solutions.


    25 On 12 April 1941, Timoshenko and Zhukov complained to Stalin that training accidents were destroying two or three aircraft each day and demanded the removal of several senior Air Force officers. For the best English coverage of the state of the Red Air Force in 1941, see Van Hardesty, Red Phoenix: The Rise of Soviet Air Power, 1941-1945 (Washington, DC: The Smithsonian Institution Press, 1982).


    26 Throughout the disastrous summer of 1941, Soviet bombers stubbornly attacked at an altitude of 8,000 feet, too high to ensure accurate bombing but high enough for German fighters to locate and attack them. Despite the bravery of individual Soviet fighter pilots that repeatedly rammed German aircraft, their combat formations were too defensive to be effective against their dog-fighting opponents.


    27 Less Third Panzer Group, which was attacking in the Northwestern Front’s sector, Army Group Center numbered approximately 635,000 men and attacked with 28 divisions, including 4 panzer divisions, forward. Bock’s army group fielded 51 divisions and a third army headquarters (Second) and 15 divisions in OKH reserve. These forces faced Pavlov’s 671,165-man Western Front, which had only 13 rifle divisions deployed near or along the border.


    28 Heinrici, The Campaign in Russia, 87-88.


    29 Kluge’s force consisted of 10 army and 5 motorized corps, backed up by 3 security divisions and 2 army corps in reserve, for a total of 20 infantry, 3 panzer, and 3 motorized divisions. See Schematische Kriegsgliederung.


    30 The 13th Army had no combat forces assigned. Pavlov’s Western Special Military District fielded 671,165 men (including 71,715 soldiers in schools), 14,171 guns and mortars, 2,900 tanks (2,192 operational), and 1,812 combat aircraft (1,577 operational) on 22 June 1941. See BICS, 16-17. Only 13 of Pavlov’s rifle divisions manned border defenses, and most of these divisions had only one regiment forward and the remaining two in garrison.


    31 For a detailed account of the hectic first days of war in the Western Front’s sector, see Sbornik boevykh dokumentov Velikoi Otechestvennoi voiny, vypusk 35 [Collection of combat documents of the Great Patriotic War, Issue 35] (Moscow: Voenizdat, 1958). Prepared by the Military-Scientific Directorate of the Red Army General Staff and classified top secret [sovershenno sekretno], this is hereafter cited as SBDVOV, with appropriate volume. See also the memoirs of General Boldin, in I. V. Boldin, Stranitsy zhizni [Pages of a life] (Moscow: Voenizdat, 1961).


    32 Zolotarev, VOV, 138. The appendices to this volume (498-499) contain the full texts of NKO Directives Nos. 1, 2, and 3.


    33 Schmidt’s XXXIX Motorized Corps consisted of 7th and 20th Panzer Divisions, commanded by Major General Hans Freiherr von Funck and Lieutenant General Horst Stumpff, respectively, and 14th and 20th Motorized Divisions, commanded by Major General Heinrich Wosch and General of Infantry Hans Zorn, respectively. Kuntzen’s LVII Motorized Corps included 12th and 19th Panzer Divisions, commanded by Major General Joseph Harpe and Major General Otto von Knobelsdorff, respectively, plus General of Infantry Friedrich Herrlein’s 18th Motorized Division. See Schematische Kriegsgliederung.


    34 Khatskilevich’s 6th Mechanized Corps, the best equipped in the Red Army, fielded 1,212 tanks, including 452 new T-34 and KV tanks, 416 BTs, 126 T-26s, and 127 other older models, and 229 BA-10 and BA-20-armored cars. However, it lost most of its tanks during its movement to forward assembly areas, largely because of air attacks and mechanical breakdowns. Complicating the situation, the estimated 200 tanks that made it to their attack positions ran out of fuel by the end of the day. Mostovenko’s 11th Mechanized Corps, which received orders to attack toward Grodno the next day, had 243 mostly older model tanks and suffered the same fate. See Drig, Mekhanizirovannye korpusa RKKA, 221, and Zolotarev, VOV, 139.


    35 Geyr’s XXIV Motorized Corps included Lieutenant General Walter Model’s 3rd and Major General Willibald Freiherr von Langermann’s 4th Panzer Divisions, Major General Friedrich-Wilhelm Löper’s 10th Motorized Division, and General of Cavalry Kurt Feldt’s 1st Cavalry Division, cooperating with 267th Infantry Division. Vietinghoff’s XXXXVI Motorized Corps consisted of Major General Ferdinand Schaal’s 10th Panzer Division, SS-Gruppenführer Paul Hausser’s SS “Das Reich” Motorized Division, and “Grossdeutschland” Infantry Regiment. Finally, Lemelsen’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps included Major General Karl Ritter von Weber’s 17th and Major General Walther Nehring’s 18th Panzer Divisions, Major General Walther von Boltenstern’s 29th Motorized Division, and 167th Infantry Division.


    36 The Western Front lost 738 aircraft, fully 40 percent of its total strength, on the first day of the war.


    37 Filatov’s order was to assemble 21st Rifle Corps, 50th Rifle Division, and other withdrawing forces and employ them to mount an effective defense protecting the approaches to Minsk. The reserve 44th Rifle Corps was to defend Minsk proper.


    38 “Boevoe donesenie komanduiushchego voiskami Zapadnogo fronta narodnomu komissara oborony ot 26 iiunia 1941 g. ob obkhode gor. Minsk tankovoi kolonnoi protivnika” [Combat report of the commander of the forces of the Western Front to the People’s Commissar of Defense of 26 June 1941 about the envelopment of the city of Minsk by an enemy tank column], in SBDVOV, Issue 35, 48.


    39 The 20th Mechanized Corps, whose divisions were scattered about the Minsk region, was to attack southward and link up with 4th Airborne Corps’ 214th Airborne Brigade, which was to conduct an air-assault into the region. The mechanized corps dutifully attacked with its 93 older model tanks, but since they lacked the aircraft necessary to launch the air-assault, the airborne corps deployed forward on foot. Neither force posed any threat whatsoever to Guderian’s panzers, and the advancing German armored tide swept both forces aside. See Drig, Mekhanizirovannye korpusa RKKA, 487.


    40 For the sordid tale of Pavlov’s arrest and execution, see “Delo No. P-24000 generals Pavlova Dmitriia Grigor’evicha’ [Case no. P-24000 of General Dmitri Grigor’evich], Kommunist vooruzhennykh sil [Communist of the Armed Forces] 8 (April 1991): 70-75; 9 (May 1991): 68-73; 11 (June 1991): 54-60; 13 (July 1991): 63-68; and 14 (July 1991): 57-67.


    41 Zolotarev, VOV, 147. During this period, 24 divisions of Pavlov’s initial force of 44 divisions perished entirely, and the other 20 lost from 30 to 90 percent of their personnel.
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