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    Introduction


    I dedicate this book to my father, commander of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment of the Supreme Command Reserve, and his combat comrades, who fell in the fighting at Viaz’ma in October 1941.


    I have been writing this book for 41 years – ever since I seriously took up the effort to learn the circumstances of the death of my father, Colonel N. I. Lopukhovsky, commander of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, who went missing in action in October 1941.


    My father wrote his last letter home on 1 October 1941, upon his return to his regiment from a hospital in Viaz’ma. In particular, he wrote: “We are answering all the fascists’ threats with a hurricane of fire. They will not take artillerymen prisoner! An end has come to that which happened at the start of the war.” There ensued long months of silence. To a letter from my mother, his comrade-in-arms and a long-time acquaintance of the family who served in the Western Front’s artillery headquarters replied that the situation at the front had changed greatly and that he didn’t know anything about Nikolai Il’ich, nor had he recently run into any of his comrades. Then the official notice arrived – “Missing-in-action”. This at least left us with the hope that he wasn’t dead, that perhaps he’d been wounded and was now with some partisans. The war ended. To all the queries to various agencies, including archives as well, the answer was the same – missing-in-action.


    In April 1959 I received a more detailed notice from the Main Directorate of Cadres [GUK] of the USSR Ministry of Defense:


    
      Your father – Colonel LOPUKHOVSKY Nikolai Il’ich, according to records of the GUK, was listed as missing-in-action on 30 November 1941 in fighting with the German fascist aggressors on the Western Front. There is no other, more detailed information about his fate. He, unquestionably, has been killed, but in connection with the special situation that had developed at the front, it was impossible at that time to ascertain the fact of his death and report this to the proper agency or to his relatives.

    


    Naturally, I immediately wanted to find out more about what sort of special situation had emerged on the Western Front in November 1941. However, I was unable to find any traces of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment of the Supreme Command Reserve going back to November 1941. On the other hand, I did learn that in October 1941, this regiment had been part of the 19th Army, which had become encircled at Viaz’ma. To my query to the Central Archive of the USSR Ministry of Defense (TsAMO), I received the answer that the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment had been dropped from the roster of artillery units on 24 December 1941, and that the Archive possessed no documents or records on the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment from the war years.


    I began to seek out one of my father’s comrade-in-arms. First of all, I turned to the former commander of the 19th Army, Lieutenant General M. F. Lukin and sent him a letter. He replied on 3 December 1966, confirming that the regiment had been part of the 19th Army. However, he couldn’t recall its commander, since the regiment had joined the 19th Army in the middle of September, and he hadn’t had time to become acquainted personally with its commanders. I knew that Lukin was working on his own memoirs, so I didn’t give up hope that I might learn at least something about my father. In the winter of 1969 (a half year before the passing of M. F. Lukin, which occurred on 25 May 1970), I managed to gain access to him for a conversation. His family didn’t want to admit me, since Mikhail Fedorovich had just returned from the hospital and wasn’t feeling well. However, he overheard that someone had come to see him, and insisted that they let me in. He didn’t look well at all and couldn’t tell me anything new about my father, expressing the opinion that he might have perished in the encirclement or later as a German prisoner.


    When talking about the fighting at Viaz’ma, about the difficult situation that befell them in encirclement, and about the efforts to break out of it, the General became agitated. I was getting signals from the half-opened door to the office that I should leave immediately. Several times I rose to leave, but Mikhail Fedorovich ordered me to sit and continued his story. In passing, he asked if I had read the article by I. S. Konev that had been published in the Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal [Military-Historical Journal] at the end of 1966. To my negative response, the General said: “You young people will never learn the entire truth of the Viaz’ma tragedy as long as Konev, Budenny and the other men connected with these events are still living. Meanwhile, there is little chance my memoirs will be published …”


    The Army commander was mistaken – his recollections of the battle were published in the very same journal 11 years later, in 1981. The contents of the article differed significantly from that which Lukin had told me during our meeting. The editors had really doctored the text: back then, the time still hadn’t arrived to speak the truth about the events at Viaz’ma. However, General Lukin’s words prompted me to learn as much as possible about the 19th Army – perhaps in that way I might find some trace of my father? Open sources spoke very grudgingly and elliptically about the defeat suffered by the Soviet forces there. With difficulty, I received access to the TsAMO. While working with the documents there, I became convinced that much about the past war was being seriously distorted in Soviet publications. The omissions and lying only strengthened my desire to learn the truth.


    Concurrently I tried to locate some of my father’s comrades, who had returned from German concentration camps and had gone through the special vetting that all former prisoners had to endure. Their files were under the control of the KGB [Committee of State Security] and MVD [Ministry of Internal Affairs]. In the reception area, two colonels, who were representing their esteemed institutions, heard me out, and then told me: “Captain, drop this matter, or else you might find something quite different from that which you were seeking, and then you’ll regret it for the rest of your life …”


    However, I decided to continue my search, about which I will briefly relate at the end of the book. I will tell you here only that I learned about the circumstances of my father’s death only 38 years after it had occurred while emerging from encirclement at Viaz’ma.


    In the years of the Khrushchev “thaw”, the archives opened their holdings just a bit. This contributed to the appearance of books and reports, the contents of which didn’t always conform to the official point of view regarding the events of the past war. Many secrets began to be revealed, which frightened the authorities. On 3 March 1968, L. Brezhnev declared to his peers on the Politburo: “Recently we have been seeing the appearance of a lot of memoir literature … They are giving haphazard coverage to the Great Patriotic [War], somewhere getting documents in the archives, then distorting and misquoting these documents. … Where are the people getting these documents? Why have we become so lax with this matter?”1


    A. Grechko, who was the Minister of Defense at the time, assured the General Secretary that he would get a handle on this issue – and he did. Access to the documents held in the archives was again restricted – only official historians, who knew which way the official wind was blowing, were admitted to the files. Of course, their job was to prepare the ground for eulogizing the exploits of the next Party leader and those who had gained the favor of the military commanders, which would further hinder probing researchers.


    Sixty years after the end of the war, on 14 April 2005, the order came out to open the archives up to the level of the front inclusively (prior to that, scholars had access only up to the level of the army inclusively, but under strict controls). With the order, an institutional commission began to work, tasked to re-seal separate files that related to the most sensitive moments in our military history. A “wise” hand was directing its work. Nevertheless sometimes it was impossible to figure out the logic in the need to re-classify one or another document. Obviously, they were operating according to a familiar bureaucratic rule – it is better to go too far when carrying out the demands of the brass, than to commit any sort of “mutiny”.


    Attempts by scholars to recast certain events in the light of newly revealed facts are still met in Russia with dagger points from the direction of those scholars and historians, who are obliged by their official positions to defend any, even the most dubious, decisions and actions of the military and political leadership of the country in the war years. Just as before, the truth about battles, where the Red Army suffered crushing defeats, is being kept quiet or distorted. Certain high-ranking chiefs (true, now retired) publicly, over the television or in written denunciations through higher channels, are calling for the muzzling of those, who have “dared cast a shadow on the glorious history of the Soviet Armed Forces.” They are particularly aggrieved by attempts to expose the real losses of our forces in men, weapons and equipment. After all, a comparison of the genuine losses of the troops of the warring sides can pop like soap bubbles many of the myths and legends drilled into the consciousness of the citizens by Soviet propaganda. I have already had occasion to write about the manipulations with the numbers of losses of the Voronezh and Steppe Fronts in the Kursk battle.2


    History demands respect for itself, and it must not be altered – that, which happened, can be concealed only for a time. Lies and omissions only stir people to seek the truth. In the course of my search and analysis of archival documents I became convinced that the memoirs of certain prominent Soviet military commanders are significantly biased due to subjective reasons. In the effort to justify their decisions and actions they often interpret events so as to protect their reputations. Incidentally, even if they desired to tell the truth, authors of publications in the recent past couldn’t do so under the conditions of strict censorship. Or perhaps they did write it, but it never reached the reader, due to the zeal of editors and the “reviewers” of certain influential institutions. Indeed, in order to establish or at least approach the truth, a lot of meticulous work had to be done to collate evidence from various sources of information, including even alternative sources – the documents of the former adversary.


    Not much evidence has been preserved about the circumstances surrounding the encirclement and fighting at Viaz’ma. For the most part, the documents of the armies and formations that became encircled were destroyed. Only those that were transmitted to higher headquarters (and received) have been preserved. However, the greater portion of these, especially the discussions between the fronts and the Stavka, still remain classified. Thus many important aspects of the defensive operation, and the scale and causes of the catastrophe (many fear this word as it it was fire itself, though this is exactly what Marshal G. K. Zhukov himself called the events at Viaz’ma) are still unknown to the public.


    However, already in Volume 2 of the most recent Voennaia entsiklopediia [Military Encyclopedia] one can read that “the Front commanders (Konev and Budenny) in the course of the operation didn’t shift forces to the threatened directions, and didn’t direct their withdrawal and actions in encirclement.” However, do only the Front commands carry guilt for the Viaz’ma catastrophe? Why did the defense of all three fronts on the most important central strategic axis collapse simultaneously, literally in the course of just two or three days of fighting? Why, despite the presence of well-prepared defensive lines in their rear, were the main forces of the Western and Reserve Fronts encircled on the sixth day of the German offensive? Finally, why were the encircled forces unable to break out of the pocket and only able to tie up the enemy by holding out for just seven days?


    It is interesting that immediately upon the completion of the war, an order was issued for Soviet military servicemen to turn in all documents, diaries (despite the fact that it was forbidden to keep diaries, many soldiers did so anyway), notes and maps in their possession. High authorities were already then concerned about providing a single “correct” view of the war’s history. We are fortunate that the commander of the 2nd Rifle Division (the former 2nd DNO [diviziia narodnoe opolchenie, or Division of People’s Militia] from Moscow’s Stalinskii District) Major General V. P. Vashkevich failed to heed this order about turning in the documents, which he personally brought with him out of the encirclement. Now we have the opportunity to learn their contents without any deletions.


    I believe that the seven decades that have passed since the catastrophe is sufficient time to allow the investigation of what really happened to cause it, and to see how existing opinions and conclusions square with the facts, many of which have remained unknown to this point. The compilation of information from a large number of sources has permitted me to expose a whole array of instances of deliberate distortion of the truth in our official publications and memoir literature when describing the combat operations on the Soviet-German front and their results, and has allowed me to express my opinion on the subject of the real losses of the Red Army in men in the October 1941 fighting, which substantially exceeds the official data.


    The book is heavily based on the analysis of documents that I have gathered over the last 40-plus years of research, as well as on captured German documents preserved in the Russian Federation’s TsAMO and original documents of the defeated Wehrmacht, part of which were in the possession of the U.S. National Archive (NARA). Before returning the files to Germany, the Americans microfilmed them and now make them available to anyone willing to pay for them. It must be said that in the age of the Internet, the opportunity to gain access to a wide variety of foreign sources has significantly expanded. In the present edition, I also for the first time introduce additional evidence from the Federal and Military Archive of the FRG (BA-MA), which disclose details of the fighting during the attempts of Soviet forces to break out of the pocket southwest of Viaz’ma.


    Of course, the quotation of archival documents makes the reading somewhat heavier. However, I don’t believe it is possible to do without them, since in a number of instances I’ve had to demonstrate the invalidity of several dogmatic beliefs, which have stubbornly taken root in our public consciousness.


    There is still one more item, for which I must ask the reader’s indulgence ahead of time. The use of wartime documents generates the need to use maps. However, it is impossible to find some of the populated places mentioned in the documents on contemporary and generally-accessible maps. Many villages and settlements were wiped from the face of the earth during the war, or were later burned down by the fervent advocates of eradicating the differences between cities and villages because they were seen as having no prospects (now in those places, where every clump of ground had once been under cultivation, the fields are now becoming marshy and overgrown with bushes). They are present on the prewar topographical maps on the 1:100,000 scale, but to this date these are still classified. Fortunately, copies of these maps, which had wound up in German hands during the war, have appeared on the Internet. The Germans actively used them on the tactical level, and they reproduced some of the maps of the most important areas with the names of locations transliterated into German.


    Thus when describing the fighting, when one of these vanished villages or settlements is mentioned, I’ve placed its location relative to a better-known town in parentheses next to it. This somewhat complicates the reading of the text; so too, incidentally, will the listing of the numerical designation of all the numerous formations and units. However, I consciously chose this path in the hope that it will prove useful for those readers, whose near and dear ones perished or went missing-in-action in those regions. Yet they will also assist scholars, who desire a deeper understanding of the logic behind the command decisions and the troop movements on both sides. The material introduced in the book might also be useful to searchers when determining new areas for their fieldwork in locating the remains of fallen Soviet troops.


    A research project of this size could not be completed without the help of others. I consider it my duty to acknowledge everyone that assisted me in my work on the book. I owe a special gratitude to the staff of the Russian Federation’s TsAMO, who helped me locate the necessary archival materials.


    A. V. Asaev supported me in my work with the captured German documents from the files of the U.S. National Archive and the former FRG’s Federal and Military Archives, while Colonel (ret.) Iu. D. Chuprov and Colonel (ret.) A. A. Terent’ev helped with the translation. B. K. Kavalerchik, an expert on armor now living in the United States, rendered inestimable comradely assistance in gathering non-Russian sources and answered all my questions about the use of armor. D. B. Khazanov did the same with respect to the air forces of the two sides. Arkadii and Aleksei Purgin, grandsons of a fallen officer of the regiment, helped reveal the fates and clarify the personnel files of soldiers and officers of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment.


    The author also acknowledges Colonel (ret.) G. V. Vashkevich for sharing the original documents from his father’s [commander of the 2nd Rifle Division General V. P. Vashkevich’s] personal files, and scholars A. I. Kurbatov and A. Z. Eidel’shtein for sharing their materials on this division with me. Throughout the time of my work on this book, I sensed the moral support of division veterans and the chairman of the 2nd Rifle Division’s Veterans Council V. P. Lavrent’ev.


    When creating the maps for this book, other than the captured German operational maps from the TsAMO, NARA and BA-MA, I used the maps from the atlas of the American military historian and scholar, Colonel (ret.) David Glantz, with his kind permission. Lieutenant Colonels A. N. Garbatko and V. K. Chepig, as well as N. A. Lupinos, all gave me great assistance with the computerized rendering of the maps. Photographs for this book all come from the Central Archive of Film and Photograph Documents, the Federal and Military Archive of the former FRG, the archives of the journal Voenno-istoricheskii arkhiv, and the author’s personal collection.


    I took up the work on this book with a heavy heart – it is easier to write about victories. However, I felt it my duty to my father and his military comrades, and to the soldiers and officers who fell in 1941 while fighting for the freedom and independence of our Motherland. I worked with the intention to produce an honest account of the battles. The readers will judge how far I have accomplished this.


    Colonel (ret.) L. N. Lopukhovsky

    Doctor of Military Sciences, Professor of the Russian Federation’s Academy of Military Sciences, member of Russia’s Union of Journalists and the Association of
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    Instead of a Prologue


    The General Situation on the Soviet-German front by September 1941


    The fighting in the summer and autumn of 1941 had a most direct effect on the course and results of the Moscow defensive operation, to which this book is dedicated. Thus it is necessary to examine these battles, even if only briefly.


    It is well-known that in the initial stage of the war, in the course of three weeks the main forces of the Soviet Western border military districts suffered a heavy defeat. Out of the 170 divisions that staffed these districts at the start of the war, 28 were completely destroyed, while more than 70 additional divisions lost 50 percent or more of their personnel and combat equipment.1 The Red Army suffered heavy losses in tanks, artillery and aircraft.


    Many scholars and historians believe that main reason for the defeat of the Red Army in June-July 1941 lies in the fact that it had not been brought up to full combat readiness, and thus entered the war in a disorganized fashion and unable to repulse the enemy’s unannounced invasion. Therefore the start of the war may have gone completely differently, had the troops of the border districts been fully alerted in sufficient time before the invasion. At the same time some serious scholars disagree with this assertion. In other words, the argument leads to one question: Was the Red Army’s defeat in the initial stage of the war a matter of chance or a logical outcome?


    Here is not the place for a detailed analysis of the entire complex of causes that led our Red Army to defeats in the early phase of the war. However, it is worth dwelling on the factor of surprise that the Wehrmacht achieved, since it has a most direct relationship to the book’s subject. In reality, the invasion of the USSR by Nazi Germany on 22 June proved to be unexpected by our forces. Incidentally, here it is interesting to note that the words “unexpected” and “surprise” are synonyms in the everyday Russian language. However, military men construe surprise as something more complex than a simple, unexpected event. Here we’re speaking not about the actions of an individual hooligan or a group of bandits, but about an attack by a fully mobilized and well-prepared army of a country, the leaders of which broke agreements about “non-aggression” and “borders and friendship” with the Soviet Union.


    In the strategic sense, the war for our political and military leadership was not unexpected. They had prepared seriously for it. Much had been written about the prospect. However, the measures taken by the leadership to strengthen the country’s defensive capabilities and to increase the Red Army’s combat readiness turned out to be not only insufficient, but too late as well. On this subject, the well-known German military historian and veteran of the war K. Tippelskirch noted that “the Soviet Union had prepared for an armed conflict as far as it was able to do so. The German command could not count upon a strategic surprise. The most that was able to be achieved was to keep the timing of the offensive secret, so that the tactical surprise would ease the invasion of the enemy’s territory.”2


    However, the enemy managed to achieve complete tactical surprise, which at the same time thwarted the implementation of our plans to protect the borders. Having seized the initiative, the Germans on the first day of the offensive obtained maximal results with minimal expenditures of strength, equipment and time. Halder, the Chief of Staff of the OKH [Oberkommando des Heeres, or Army High Command], wrote the following into his diary on the first day of the war: “As a result of this tactical surprise, enemy resistance directly on the border was weak and disorganized. … On top of everything, the [Russian] command is too ponderous to effect swift operational regrouping in reaction to our attack, so the Russians will have to accept battle in the disposition in which they were deployed.”3 However, that wasn’t all.


    The adversary, having launched the invasion simultaneously with large forces, achieved operational surprise. Exploiting the overwhelming superiority in strength and equipment created by this surprise on selected directions of attack and the Lufwaffe’s supremacy in the air, the enemy achieved a rapid tempo for the offensive and over the first two days advanced 100-150 kilometers on the main axis, the Western strategic axis, thereby creating conditions for encircling and destroying the main forces of the Western Front. The German offensive developed so swiftly that on all three main strategic directions of combat operations, over the first week Wehrmacht forces managed to penetrate 200 kilometers and more into the depth of the country.


    That’s why G. K. Zhukov acknowledged that the main surprise for our command was not the fact of the invasion itself, but the strength of the invading Wehrmacht and the power of the blow it had inflicted. Although here indeed we can see a desire of the then Chief of the General Staff to duck the responsibility for the fact that the invasion proved to be such a surprise for the forces positioned on the border, in general he is of course correct. The question as to why the General Headquarters wasn’t prepared for such a start to the war, he left unanswered.


    Meanwhile, the defeat in the initial stage of the war had an adverse effect on subsequent Soviet operations. Defeats and failures of varying dimensions dogged the Red Army in the future as well – in both the autumn of 1941 and the summer of 1942, when one could no longer speak about a treacherous attack. Nevertheless, even then the Germans managed to obtain surprise and at times placed our forces on the precipice of catastrophe. That means the Germans’ success at the start of the war was not simply a matter of surprise. The defeat of the numerically large and well-equipped Red Army, considering the real situation with respect to its combat readiness and level of mobilization on 22 June 1941, was a fully logical outcome. It was not ready for just that sort of war that Hitler and his generals imposed upon the Soviet Union.


    As a result of the defeats and the subsequent retreats, which were not always organized, the Red Army suffered enormous losses in troops, weapons and combat equipment. The data presented in Table 1.1 speaks eloquently about this tragic fact.


    
      Table 1.1 Losses of the Red Army in the First Stage of the War
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    Thus, the Red Army over 15-18 days of combat operations lost 747,870 personnel, of which 588,598 were killed or missing and 159,272 wounded or sick. In comparison, by 6 July 1941, the Wehrmacht’s army losses on the Eastern Front (not including the sick) amounted to 13,869 (829) killed, 42,755 (1,588) wounded, and 5,010 (81) missing-in-action (the figures in parenthesis show officer losses, which were not included in the totals).4 Thus over the period in question, the Germans lost 64,132 soldiers and officers, of which 19,798 were killed or missing-in-action. The correlation of total personnel losses was therefore 11.7 to 1 against the Soviet side. The irrecoverable losses of Soviet military personnel proved to be almost 30 times larger than the Germans’, while so-called medical casualties [wounded and sick] were 3.6 times greater. The Soviet losses in weapons and combat equipment amounted to 11,703 tanks,5 18, 794 guns and mortars, 1,032,000 individual firearms of all types, and 3,985 combat aircraft. In addition, considerable materiel, which had been concentrated within the territory of the border districts, was lost. The adversary thereby gained an enormous superiority in the means to conduct an armed struggle. At the same time, as a result of the defeats in the initial stage of the war, the Red Army and the people of the country were deeply shaken psychologically, which took a long time to overcome. The consequences of these initial defeats continued to have an effect throughout almost the entire year of 1941.


    The greatest losses were suffered by the Western Front (two-thirds of its initial strength in personnel), in the zone where the Germans launched their most powerful attack with the forces of Army Group Center. By 10 July its panzer formations had advanced 600 kilometers, traveling more than a third of the distance from the national border to Moscow. At the same time, in June 1941 the Germans’ irrecoverable losses in armor and anti-tank were minimal: 118 tanks and assault guns, and 152 anti-tank guns (see Appendix V). All this gave Halder the reason already on the twelfth day of the war to note in his diary that the war with Soviet Russia had been won in the span of two weeks!6 In reality, not a single other army in the world, placed in such unimaginably difficult conditions and having suffered such enormous losses in the first days of the war, could have recovered. However, in the given case Halder was sorely mistaken. The Red Army had not been destroyed. It not only recovered, but it managed to turn the course of the war in its favor, and in the end, to achieve Victory. The road to this final result, however, proved to be long and extremely difficult.


    As the enemy successfully advanced into the depth of Soviet territory, its shock groupings had to operate in diverging directions, and the length of the Soviet-German front significantly increased. Correspondingly, the strength of the shock groupings, which had also lost heavily in men and equipment, became dissipated. The Wehrmacht no longer had the strength for a simultaneous offensive on all three strategic axes.


    Moreover, Soviet resistance increased with each passing day. However, as a result of the losses in personnel, including among the command staff, in the middle of July the Red Army’s mechanized and rifle corps were disbanded, and the remaining battered tank divisions were reformed into tank brigades. The authorized strength of other formations and units also had to be reduced.


    Soviet operations on the Western strategic direction


    The Main Command Headquarters [Stavka Glavnogo Komandovaniia] took all possible measures to strengthen the efforts on the Western Direction. On 2 July, Marshal S. K. Timoshenko took over command of the Western Front, while simultaneously remaining the commander-in-chief of all forces on the Western direction.7 The Western Front was then controlling the reserve 19th, 20th, 21st and 22nd Armies of the second strategic echelon (altogether 37 divisions). However, only 24 of these divisions were occupying designated lines. With regard for the possibility of the enemy’s further advance into the rear of the Front, four newly formed armies were deploying (the 29th, 30th, 31st and 32nd Armies), which together with the 24th and 28th Armies (19 divisions) from 14 July comprised the Front of Reserve Armies (55 divisions altogether).


    Having suffered defeat in the border battles, Western Front’s battered forces were withdrawing to the rear for reforming and refitting. Meanwhile, the reserve armies, which were arriving from the depth of the country, had still not fully assembled. Their divisions primarily consisted of hastily formed formations and units, or those which had received inadequately trained personnel replacements. In these conditions, one couldn’t speak of a firm defense. In such exceptionally difficult circumstances for our forces, the battle of Smolensk developed, in which the troops of four fronts took part: the Western, Reserve, Central and Briansk Fronts. The battle began on 10 July and stretched over the course of two months – a period of time completely unanticipated by the German command.


    Despite the measures taken by the Stavka, the Red Army was unable to stop the enemy. In the second 10-day span of July, the Germans managed to achieve a serious success. By 16 July, the Wehrmacht had broken through Western Front’s defenses and had seized Orsha, Smolensk and Dukhovshchina. The latter place was a district center lying 50 kilometers northeast of Smolensk and an important junction of roads leading to Iartsevo, Smolensk, Prechistoe and Demidov. Attacking from Dukhovshchina, the enemy’s 7th Panzer Division seized Iartsevo and cut the Smolensk – Moscow highway, and thereby triggered ceaseless savage fighting in this area. On 16 July, the commander-in-chief of the Western Direction reported to the Stavka: “We do not have prepared forces in adequate strength covering the Iartsevo – Viaz’ma – Moscow direction. Most importantly – there are no tanks.”


    On 19 July, units of the German 10th Panzer Division broke through the weak resistance of the 19th Rifle Division and seized El’nia with a sudden attack. Counterattacks undertaken at 0930 on 20 July by the 19th Rifle Division, supported by 20 T-26 tanks, had no success. The enemy managed to create a bridgehead in the area of El’nia which enclosed an important road hub, suitable for deploying forces designated for an offensive to cover the remaining 300 kilometers to Moscow. The situation of the 19th, 16th and 20th Armies, virtually encircled in the area of Smolensk, significantly deteriorated. Connection with them was maintained only by a narrow corridor in the vicinity of Solov’evo (south of Iartsevo).


    On the next day, I. V. Stalin in the course of discussions with Timoshenko over a direct line, told him:


    
      To this point you have been throwing two or three divisions at a time to the assistance of the Front, and have gained nothing substantial from this. Isn’t it time to refrain from such tactics and to begin to create fists of seven-eight divisions with cavalry on their flanks? Choose a direction … and aim this entire group at the area of Smolensk, in order to crush and chuck the enemy out of this area, chasing him beyond Orsha.


      I think it is time to reject hair-splitting and for us to go over to operations in large groups.8

    


    With this prompting, I. V. Stalin was demanding the creation of shock groups and the beginning of an offensive within the next several days. Pursuant to a directive from the Red Army’s General Staff, the Front of Reserve Armies (the 29th, 30th, 24th and 28th Armies), which were completing their concentration and deployment on the Ostashkov – Rzhev – El’nia – Briansk line, formed five operational groups under the command of Generals V. A. Khomenko, S. L. Kalinin, V. Ia. Kachalov, K. K. Rokossovsky and I. I. Maslennikov (20 divisions altogether). They were to launch a simultaneous offensive on converging directions toward Smolensk, and in cooperation with the 16th and 20th Armies, fighting in the enemy rear, crush the enemy grouping in the area of the city (see Map 1). In addition, a cavalry group consisting of three cavalry divisions was created with the purposes of disrupting enemy command and control and operating against supply lines, as well as to cooperate with the forces attacking from the front.


    The introduction of the Front of Reserve Armies into the fighting on the Western Direction tipped the balance of forces (primarily in troop numbers) on certain sectors of the front in our favor. Thus the Stavka made an effort to regain the initiative in the Smolensk battle. From 21 July until 7 August, the Soviet command attempted to organize and launch severel counterstrokes with the aim of frustrating the enemy’s offensive on the main strategic axis. Marshal Timoshenko reported to the General Headquarters: “I’ve done everything in my powers to gather and send reinforcements to Khomenko and Kalinin. You know, however, that I have no artillery, no aircraft, and very little manpower.”


    Lieutenant-General V. Ia. Kachalov’s group (two rifle divisions, one tank division) was the first to attack on 23 July from the area of Roslavl’ with the aim of seizing Pochinok and emerging in the rear of the enemy occupying the El’nia bridgehead. On the next day, Major-General V. A. Khomenko’s group went on the offensive from an area southwest of Belyi. This group, in addition to three divisions of the 30th Army (the 242nd, 251st and 250th Rifle Divisions), also had one division from the 19th Army, plus the 107th Motorized Rifle Division, which was equipped with approximately 200 tanks (more than half of which were T-26s). General S. A. Kalinin’s group of three rifle divisions received the mission to attack from an area 30 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo to the southwest, and in conjunction with V. A. Khomenko’s group, to destroy the enemy’s Iartsevo – Smolensk grouping. Unfortunately, instead of creating one powerful tank fist on one of the directions (the main one), it was decided to strengthen each division of these operational groups with one tank battalion consisting of 21 tanks (10 T-34s, and 11 BTs or T-26s). For this purpose, 60 T-34 tanks and 60 BT tanks were taken from the 110th and 102nd Tank Divisions.


    
      [image: ]


      Supreme Commander I. V. Stalin.
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      Commander-in-chief of the Western Direction, commander of the Western Front, Marshal of the Soviet Union S. K. Timoshenko.

    


    Lieutenant-General K. K. Rokossovsky’s small group of two rifle divisions and one tank division was unable to get started until 28 July. His forces with a sudden attack from the march liberated the city of Iartsevo, forced a crossing of the Vop’ River and seized favorable positions on its western bank, where they dug-in. All the enemy’s attempts to drive the Soviet troops back across the river and to recapture Iartsevo were successfully repulsed. K. K. Rokossovsky later recalled, “In the fighting for Iartsevo, we endured grievous attacks from the air. That we were able to achieve success despite this, speaks to the courage and heroism of the troops.”


    The final operational group to attack was General I. I. Maslennikov’s group. It consisted of three rifle divisions and two armored trains.


    The troops of the Western Front received the following directive:


    
      … 2. The Supreme Command has ordered to demand from all commanders and fighters the most decisive, active operations and not to lose a single hour in our offensive; therefore:


      1) All group commanders are to conduct an all-out offensive, not allowing the enemy to regroup and to recover from our attacks;


      2) Don’t overestimate the enemy’s strength, don’t think that he is strong, that he is not suffering losses, and thus is immovable and invincible. On the contrary, the enemy is suffering heavy losses and is holding up against our attacks with difficulty …9

    


    At this time the Germans, trying to close the ring of encirclement around the 16th and 20th Armies from the east, on 26-27 July attacked with the 7th Panzer and 20th Motorized Divisions from an area northwest of Iartsevo to the south, in the direction of Solov’evo, where there was a vitally important crossing over the Dnepr River for the encircled armies. Simultaneously from the south, from an area west of El’nia, units of the 17th Panzer Division began to attack toward the north. The defending Soviet forces met the attacks with counterattacks of their own, and the fighting was extremely bitter.


    Operating on the Roslavl’ axis, Group Kachalov initially met with success, advancing 80 kilometers. Sensing the threat to the Smolensk grouping, the Germans committed a mechanized formation and two infantry corps, altogether nine divisions, against the Group’s three divisions. Exploiting Group Kachalov’s open left flank, the enemy encircled units of the Group. According to German data, Guderian succeeded in smashing units from five Soviet divisions, in the process seizing 38,000 prisoners, 100 tanks and 250 guns. On 4 August, General V. Ia. Kachalov was killed in the fighting while attempting to break out of the encirclement. At the time it wasn’t possible to confirm his death, and in Moscow on the basis of unverified intelligence it was believed that he had given himself over to the Germans. By Stavka VKG Order No. 270, he was pronounced “a traitor and deserter”.10


    The Red Army command proved unable to organize the cooperation between the operational groups and with the forces of the encircled 16th and 20th Armies in the area of Smolensk, and the counteroffensive was unable to achieve its assigned goal. The adversary was able to shut the ring around 10 divisions of the 16th and 20th Armies. However, the encircled divisions continued to fight stubbornly in encirclement after 27 July, thereby tying down up to 10 enemy divisions (including three panzer and two motorized divisions). In addition, another six enemy divisions had been deployed on the outer ring of encirclement in order to repulse attempts to free the pocketed forces from without. As the fighting intensified in the areas of Dukhovshchina, Iartsevo and El’nia, the German command had to strengthen the outer ring with an additional two divisions. In the final analysis, all of this prevented Army Group Center from exploiting its success in the area of Smolensk in the direction of Dorogobuzh and Viaz’ma, and contributed to the creation of a firm Soviet line of defense east of Smolensk. In the OKH’s journal of combat operations it was noted that the opponent had managed for several weeks to avert a direct threat to Moscow and with this had achieved a great political success.


    Although the counteroffensive failed to crush the enemy’s Smolensk grouping, the active measures of the operational groups enabled units of the 16th and 20th Armies to escape from the pocket. In the course of the fighting Iartsevo, a small city in the Smolensk area, repeatedly changed hands. As a result of savage fighting to the south of it, in the area of Solov’evo a narrow corridor about 10 kilometers wide, encompassing five temporary bridges that had been constructed across the Dnepr River, was punched though the encirclement. With the aim of retaining these crossings, Rokossovsky created a mobile detachment headed by Colonel I. K. Liziukov11, strengthened with 15 tanks. This detachment played a large role in repulsing the enemy’s constant attacks from the north and south, trying to break through to these crossings.


    The main forces of the 20th Army, having escaped the encirclement, reached the Dnepr River in the vicinity of Zabor’e on a front of 20 kilometers, where by 0300 hours on 3 August, four pontoon bridges had been constructed. As the first order of business, the sick and wounded began to cross the river, followed by the infantry and wheeled transport. Altogether, approximately 3,000 sick and wounded of the 16th and 20th Armies managed to make it across the river. The heavy artillery and heavy trucks crossed at Solov’evo. The crossing, which continued for several days, was made under constant artillery fire and Luftwaffe attacks. Our troops suffered enormous losses. The divisions of the 16th and 20th Armies literally melted away in the prolonged, continuous fighting (in a number of instances, they were reduced to just 1,000 or 2,000 effectives). They fought under the handicap of an acute lack of ammunition and fuel, which over the last days had arrived in limited quantities only through nightly aerial resupply by 10 TB-3 heavy bombers acting as cargo transports. On 5 August, the 16th Army’s Military Council reported that there were now divisions that were no longer combat-effective, in which only a few dozen men remained without commanders or headquarters. Several days would be required in order to reform and re-equip them.12 As a result, they were withdrawn to the rear for reforming, and command of the Army’s remnants transferred to Rokossovsky’s operational group, which from this moment became the new 16th Army. Its previous commander, General M. F. Lukin, took command of the 20th Army.


    Altogether over the last ten days of July, between 21 July and 31 July, the Western Front suffered 105,723 casualties (including 46,827 missing-in-action, or 44 percent of the total losses). To this figure must be added the losses of the support units, which came to 6,157 casualties. Over this same period of time, the 19th Army lost 18,284 personnel, of which approximate 4,000 were killed, and twice as many went missing-in-action.13


    In the course of the combat operations, in addition to the areas of Smolensk and El’nia, an additional center of fighting had developed on the Sozh River and in the interval between the Dnepr and Berezina Rivers. A new Central Front was created on 24 July, under the leadership of Colonel-General F. I. Kuznetsov, in order to facilitate command of Western Front’s left-wing 13th and 21st Armies, as well as the 3rd Army, which had recently moved up from the reserve. On 30 July 1941, the forces from the Front of Reserve Armies and the Mozhaisk line of defense (with the exception of the 29th and 30th Armies, which remained with the Western Front) were merged to form the Reserve Front, commanded by General of the Army G. K. Zhukov after his recent dismissal from the post of Chief of the General Staff. At the end of July, offensive and defensive fighting in the Smolensk area flared up with renewed intensity.


    The German march on Moscow pauses


    The Germans plainly overestimated their successes. On 23 July 1941, in a discussion with the commander-in-chief of the OKH W. von Brauchitsch and the Chief of the OKH General Staff F. Halder, Hitler once again confirmed:


    
      … Basically there are three objectives: 1. The area of Leningrad. It is important as an industrial center and from the point of view of naval operations. It is the citadel of Bolshevism. 2. The area of Moscow. 3. The Ukraine with its industrial centers and its oil fields east of the Ukraine. Therefore, he explained, ‘after the end of fighting in the Smolensk area, the Second and Third Panzer Groups must diverge, one to the right and one to the left, in order to render assistance to Army Groups North and South. Army Group Center must conduct the offensive on Moscow with infantry divisions alone.’14
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      At Führer Headquarters; from left to right: Walther von Brauchitsch, Hitler, Franz Halder, 1941.

    


    However, considering that almost half of von Bock’s strength had been deployed to secure Army Group Center’s flanks, while the remaining divisions were tied up in active combat along the front, Hitler was soon compelled to issue a directive to suspend the offensive toward Moscow. On 30 July, Army Group Center was ordered to assume the defensive with its main forces. It was authorized to conduct only limited objective offensive operations.


    When von Bock’s forces had reached the line Gomel’-Pochep, Hitler decided to take advantage of the favorable situation that had developed for conducting a joint operation with the flanks of Army Group Center and Army Group South on converging axes. The objective of the operation was to encircle and completely destroy the Soviet armies that were opposing Army Group South, before they could manage to withdraw. Army Group Center was to detach sufficient forces for this operation to ensure its success, while at the same time leaving enough force on the central axis to enable the repulse of enemy attacks with a minimum expenditure of strength.
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      Chief of the OKH General Staff Colonel General Franz Halder.

    


    From 8 August 1941, the focus of combat operations shifted to the south. On this day, Colonel-General H. Guderian’s Second Panzer Group and General von Weichs’ Second Army (25 divisions in total, including six panzer and motorized divisions) went on the offensive against the Central Front in the directions of Mogilev, Gomel’, Roslavl’, and Starodub. The formations of the Front’s 13th and 21st Armies, thinly spread along a single line, were unable to withstand the enemy’s attack and began to retreat to the south and southeast. A large gap opened between the Reserve and Central Fronts, which facilitated the enemy’s appearance well in the rear of the Southwestern Front.


    Understanding the vulnerability of this axis, the Stavka on 14 August decided to create a new Briansk Front, comprised of the newly formed 50th Army and remnants of the 13th Army, and inserted it between the Reserve and Central Fronts. Later this Front included the 3rd Army. Lieutenant-General A. I. Eremenko, who would soon be conferred the rank of Colonel-General, became the commander of Briansk Front.15 He was summoned to the Stavka before assuming command, where Stalin personally gave him his assignment: to screen the Briansk axis securely and through active operations, destroy the main forces of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. The new commander was cocky and announced to the Supreme Commander: “Yes, the foe is unquestionably very strong and stronger than we anticipated, but of course it is possible to beat him, and at times this isn’t so difficult. One needs only know how to do this.” In following days he more than once assured Stalin that he would soon unquestionably smash the “scoundrel Guderian”. Unfortunately, during the war not only Eremenko was guilty of making such assurances.
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      Colonel-General A. I. Eremenko, the commander of the Briansk Front.

    


    Subsequent events demonstrated that it was a mistake to count upon the successful operations of the Briansk Front. The regrouping of the Front’s forces proceeded slowly. The enemy attacks on the other hand constantly disrupted the Briansk Front’s efforts to concentrate for counterattacks, thereby forestalling Eremenko’s planned operations. By 21 August, German troops had advanced to a depth of 120-140 kilometers, and having reached the Novozybkov – Starodub line, had enveloped the 21st Army from the east and west. The connection between the Central and Briansk Fronts was severed.


    On 24 August 1941, discussions took place over the telegraph between the Supreme Commander and the Chief of the General Staff Shaposhnikov on one end of the line, and Lieutenant-General Eremenko on the other, about the situation on Briansk Front’s sector. At first Eremenko reported to Shaposhnikov about the situation that had developed in detail, for each division. The following are excerpts from the transcript of the discussion:


    
      Shaposhnikov: What sort of plan do you have if Guderian’s attack comes tomorrow or day after tomorrow? Keep in mind that his main grouping is directed against the 217th and 279th Rifle Divisions [emphasis the author’s]. Therefore it is necessary to strengthen the second echelon here and to deploy mines, so as not to allow his attack to develop toward Zhizdra and to outflank Briansk from the north. That is all.


      Eremenko: If the enemy attacks on the front of Pochep and to the north, where I have three anti-tank belts, then I am thinking first to hammer him here, in these antitank lines, and then to finish him off with a counterattack by three rifle divisions and one tank division. Regarding the north, on the sector of the 217th and 279th [Rifle] Divisions, I will take immediate measures to dispatch combat engineers there, and I’ll send an assembling division in the area of Sel’tso on this axis.


      Shaposhnikov: Are you now replenishing the 13th Army? It needs to be rebuilt urgently …


      Eremenko: Regarding the 13th Army I am taking every measure to rebuild it. I’ve already given it 10,000 replacements and two divisions, which have arrived and been assigned to it. I’ve also allocated the 4th Cavalry Division to it. Seventeen tanks, which arrived to re-fit the 50th Tank Division, have been handed over to it.


      Shaposhnikov: You haven’t answered my previous question: How do you see the operations of the 55th Cavalry Division?


      Eremenko: Fine. The 55th Cavalry Division can go over to partisan operations, only first Kalmykov himself has to get some pepper in him [Eremenko’s favorite expression – the author]. I wanted to raise one more question about dive bombers in connection with the fact that enemy mobile forces are operating in front of us, and dive bombers can hinder their maneuvering. They are excellent chiefly for operating against bridges and narrow bottlenecks. This I know from experience, how the enemy hampered us at Smolensk with his own dive bombers; therefore I am requesting one regiment of Pe-2 dive bombers, preferably the 244th Red Banner Regiment. In addition, I am requesting one TB-3 squadron for conducting systematic night operations against the enemy, and also 10 U-2s for signal communications.

    


    Stalin then joined in the telegraphed discussion:


    
      Stalin: Stalin here. Greetings!


      The U-2s have already been sent to you, you’ll receive the TB-3, and two or even three Pe-2 regiments can be sent immediately to you. I have several questions for you:


      
        1.Does it not follow to disband the Central Front, unite 3rd Army with 21st Army, and subordinate them to you? I’m asking about this because Moscow isn’t satisfied with Efremov’s work.


        2.You’re calling for a lot of replacements in men and equipment. From your requests I see that you’re proceeding from the old table of organization and equipment [TO&E] of 17,000 men per division. However, we no longer authorize 17,000 men per division due to the bulkiness of the rear areas, and now have 11,000 men per division. If the old divisions had both artillery regiments, then there can be up to 13,000 men in the division. At the very extreme, up to 15,000 men, but no more than that. I request that you conform to these considerations when putting together your future requests for replacements.


        3.We can send you in some days, in a very short time, tomorrow or day after tomorrow, two tank brigades with a few KV tanks and two-three tank battalions. How badly do you need these?


        4.If you promise to beat the villain Guderian, we can send you a few more aviation regiments and some rocket artillery [Katiusha] batteries. Your reply?

      


      Eremenko: I’ll reply.


      1.My opinion about disbanding Central Front is as follows: In connection with the fact that I want to beat Guderian and really smash him, it is necessary strongly to secure that approach from the south, but that means solid cooperation from the shock grouping that will be operating in the Briansk area. I therefore request you subordinate the 21st Army united with 3rd Army to me. Regarding the replacements: Obviously, some sort of mistake has crept into my requests. On the contrary, I gave the order to bring those divisions, which are being rebuilt in the 13th Army, at first up to 6,000 men per division at least, and I was not requesting 17,000. Here, it would seem, it is just the case that our inexperienced staff workers simply messed up.


      I thank you very much for reinforcing me with tanks and aircraft. I ask you only to speed their dispatch; we need them very, very badly. As for the villain Guderian, we are trying at all costs to beat him, to fulfill the task assigned by you, Comrade Stalin.


      Stalin: We’re thinking that it might be possible to remove Efremov from command of the [Central] Front and make him your deputy, if you wish … Bear in mind that the 21st Army has already received or will receive 27,000 replacements. We think that you might be able to use the workers of the 3rd Army [headquarters] for strengthening your own Front headquarters. As for the front headquarters of the Central Front, we would like to receive its workers in Moscow.


      One question. How are your Il-2 ground attack aircraft operating? That is all. I have no more questions for you; do you have questions for me?


      Eremenko: I’ll answer your first question. I’m not against appointing Efremov as the deputy commander of the Briansk Front. Regarding the 3rd Army’s headquarters, I would request to use it as an army headquarters, inserting it between the 50th and 13th Armies and giving it three rifle divisions and one cavalry divisions, since presently the armies have up to 10 or 11 divisions each and it is difficult for me to handle them; I also request Major-General Kreiser, whom I have checked out and who has shown exceptional command skills in combat, to be placed in command of this army. He is now commanding Western Front’s 10th Motorized Division.


      A second question. Today I have sent you a report in cipher, in which I request Major-General Gorodniansky, who is presently commanding the 129th [Rifle] Division, to be appointed commander of the 13th Army. He has also been tested in battle and has shown high tactical capabilities and an unflagging will for victory. Regarding the Il-2 ground attack aircraft, the pilots and all the commanders are delighted with their performance. They in essence over two days significantly pounded the enemy and forced Guderian’s group to stand pat.


      Stalin: Fine. We’ll do what you are proposing … Good-bye, and I wish you success.


      Eremenko: Good-bye, Comrade Stalin! Fine, I’ll be waiting …16

    


    It is revealing that the Chief of the General Staff didn’t exclude the possibility that Guderian’s main blow would be directed against Zhizdra, outflanking Briansk from the north. Assessing the enemy’s intentions, in its Directive No. 001253 from 25 August 1941, the Stavka drew the mistaken conclusion that “The enemy … is concentrating his mobile forces against the Briansk Front, plainly with the aim of launching an attack within the next few days in the direction of Briansk and Zhizdra.”17 For the Soviet command it seemed inconceivable that the the Germans would decide to remove forces from the main Moscow axis, where the greatest success had been achieved, and turn to the south.


    The pivot of the Second Panzer Group and Second Army to the south was implemented with the aim of helping Army Group South, which was significantly lagging behind Bock’s Army Group Center due to the tough defense being put up by forces of the Southwestern Front. Any continued advance by Army Group Center to the east seemed to be a difficult assignment to carry out, given the ever-present threat posed to its extended southern flank by the Southwestern Front. After this menace was eliminated, both Second Panzer Group and Second Army would return for the intended offensive on Moscow.


    Soviet forces launch a counteroffensive


    On the Western Direction, the command of the Western Front initiated an offensive without waiting for the full assembly of forces. Gradually, the entire front became engaged in it on a sector of more than 200 kilometers, stretching southward from Toropets to Iartsevo. The troops of the 16th, 19th and 30th Armies, following Stavka orders, during the first half of August continued to attack with little success. Approaching reserves were thrown into the fighting without having adequate time to organize. The recently formed divisions lacked combat experience and were lightly equipped. They did not have enough artillery shells. The offensive made little headway. Thus, for example, in the period between 6 and 9 August, the 19th Army’s attacking 89th and 91st Rifle Divisions were only able to advance 500-700 meters a day while beating back numerous enemy counterattacks.18 The 16th and 19th Armies, each in its own sector, were attempting to penetrate the enemy’s defense. Yet when the Rokossovsky’s 16th Army achieved a modest success in the center, he was forced to divert part of his forces to cover his extending right flank, due to the lagging left-flank units of the neighboring 19th Army. There was no way to exploit the success.


    On 11 August 1941, Marshal Timoshenko had a discussion with Lieutenant-General K. K. Rokossovsky, the commander of the 16th Army, which by this date had seized the Balykino – Skachikino line, which lies 8 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo. Here are several of Timoshenko’s observations from the talk:


    
      … It seems that you’re not having any results. Perhaps tomorrow you will make more progress, without necessarily relying heavily on artillery. I’m afraid that you’re expending many more shells than required. Of course, if it is necessary, we won’t spare the shells.


      I’ve just summoned Konev [commander of the 19th Army] and ordered him to get his left flank going; that is to say, I’m hounding his left flank toward Hill 211.8.


      … Mainly today Konev has extracted Boldin,19 but I was anticipating more and expecting the enemy to be routed.


      … in front of Konev, and plainly before you as well, the enemy is placing battered composite units, created from fragments of other units, in isolated defensive strong points that lack depth and in general presenting no serious obstacle. This adversary must be thoroughly defeated, and for this one must have courage and decisiveness …20

    


    The circumstances surrounding Group Boldin’s withdrawal out of encirclement demands additional description. In Stavka Order No. 270 from 16 August 1941, his actions are presented as a model example, when “… units of our army, which inadvertently became separated from the army and wound up in encirclement, preserve their spirit of tenacity and courage, and refuse to surrender, … and use every possibility to defeat the enemy and to break out of encirclement.” Group Boldin moved through the German rear for 45 days with fighting. In so doing, the Stavka Order notes, they “destroyed the headquarters of two German regiments, 26 tanks, 1,049 light, transport and staff vehicles, 147 motorcycles, 5 artillery batteries, 4 mortars, 15 heavy machine guns, 8 light machine guns, 1 aircraft on an airfield, and a dump of aviation bombs. More than a thousand German soldiers and officers were killed.”21


    I. V. Boldin’s group, which completed a 500-kilometer raid through the enemy rear areas, at the moment of breaking out of enemy encirclement consisted for the most part of personnel from the units of Western Front’s 91st, 127th and 134th Rifle Divisions, which had become surrounded after the withdrawal of these divisions beyond the Vop’ River. The commissar of the 91st Rifle Division, Shliapin, on 24-25 July organized elements and scattered groups of fighters into a group, which from 30 July until 8 August operated in a forested area northwest of the settlement Zanino 2. During this time, the group’s combatants captured 11 German soldiers, two staff vehicles with documents and two trucks, conducted an attack on a headquarters and an enemy mortar battery. On 7 August, Lieutenant-General Boldin with approximately 100 men linked up with Shliapin’s group and assumed command of it. On this same day, four other groups from other divisions linked up with his own group in some woods south of Voskresen’skoe. Boldin’s group managed to establish radio contact with the 19th Army command, and agreed upon joint operations for the break-out attempt.


    At 0700 on the morning of 11 August 1941, the 19th Army’s artillery opened up a preparatory bombardment on the designated sector. Units of the 166th Rifle Division then attacked to meet Boldin’s group. At 1250 in the region of Priglovo (15 kilometers north of Kapyrevshchina), they managed to link up. In the process of withdrawing from encirclement, the units of the composite division with a total strength of 2,143 men killed 1,000 Germans, and destroyed 5 artillery batteries, 13 heavy and 7 light machine guns, up to 100 vehicles and 130 motorcycles. The division lost 211 men killed and 6 artillery pieces. A total of 1,664 men, including 103 wounded, escaped the encirclement, while bringing out 292 horses, 37 wagons, 13 medical two-wheeled carts, 5 field kitchens and 1 radio.22 In the Stavka order, several different figures for the enemy losses are provided, but one must acknowledge the Red Army troops’ courage and selflessness, which was displayed by the soldiers and officers in the most difficult conditions of encirclement.


    The Soviet leadership made every effort to seize the strategic initiative through the conducting of front offensives, coordinated in time, direction and phase lines. In doing so the Stavka demanded a well-organized and systematic reconnoitring at all levels to exclude any possibility of surprise from the enemy side. As the troops advanced, they were ordered to strengthen seized lines and points by immediately building defensive fortifications, and to establish tight coordination between the infantry, artillery, tanks, and aviation.


    In the last ten days of August, bitter fighting raged along a 600-kilometer-wide sector of the Soviet-German front extending from Toropets to Novgorod-Severskii. Events were developing in a particularly dramatic fashion on Western Front’s right wing. Back on 20 July, the Germans had seized Velikie Liuki. The possession of this area, on the boundary between Army Groups Center and North, was given great significance. Sixteen German divisions, including three panzer divisions, were attacking here. They were being opposed by six rifle divisions of the 22nd Army under the command of General F. A. Ershakov. On 25 August, divisions of the Third Panzer Group launched a strong attack at the boundary between the 22nd and 29th Armies. Both of the Front’s armies began to retreat to the north and northeast. Timoshenko ordered the commanding general V. A. Iushkevich to hold the area of Toropets at whatever the cost, “to forbid any retreat without an order, and not to change the location of his command post without permission. … Violators of the order were to be relieved of their duties immediately, arrested, and judged.”


    Despite fierce resistance, the Germans succeeded in encircling the 22nd Army and in inflicting very heavy losses upon it. On 29 August, Toropets fell.


    In order to clarify the situation and to render assistance, the Front’s chief of operations General Malandin was dispatched to the 22nd Army, who soon reported to the Front’s chief of staff General Sokolovsky: “… Emerging [out of encirclement] units are not full strength due to losses in personnel and equipment, and also in view of the significant breakdown in command.”23


    On 29 August, D. A. Lestev, a member of the Front’s Military Council, and General Malandin reported that they had gathered up everyone “loafing about in the rear areas” and that they had shot one of the commanders on the spot. By 1 September, the weakened units of the 22nd Army that had emerged from encirclement managed to halt the enemy west of Andreapol’. What the fighting in the area of Velikie Liuki had cost the troops of the 22nd Army is evident from the casualty figures. Before the start of combat, the Army had counted 71,613 men in its combat units on 20 August. Between 21 and 27 August, 7,271 wounded men were evacuated. On 7 September according to incomplete data, 20,025 men escaped from the pocket; 44,317 did not. This latter figure includes the number killed. Even so, many groups and isolated men who remained in the enemy rear continued to make their way back to their units. The Army had suffered enormous losses in arms and equipment as well. According to a report, the troops had managed to bring out of encirclement only 25 of its 354 heavy machine guns, 39 of its 486 light machine guns, 30 of its 261 mortars, and 39 of its 264 artillery pieces of all types. By 3 September, of the 1,273 vehicles that the 22nd Army had prior to the fighting, only 370 came out of the encirclement.24


    The neighboring 29th Army in the fighting from 23 July to 11 August lost 2,427 men in killed, wounded, or missing. Over this period 7 German companies, 18 mortars and 5 enemy tanks were destroyed by its troops. Another 3 anti-tank guns, 18 heavy machine guns, 8 machine pistols, 5 mortars and 4 vehicles were captured.


    On 29 August General V. A. Khomenko’s 30th Army came to the assistance of its neighbor, attacking and breaking through the German defenses east of Velizh. Major-General L. M. Dovator’s Cavalry Group (the 50th and 53rd Cavalry Divisions) passed through the gap torn into the German line by the infantry and initiated a deep raid through the German rear areas, which lasted for more than a week. With its actions, the Cavalry Group diverted three German divisions, which were re-assigned to guard the rear areas.


    Despite the initial success, the 30th Army’s offensive developed extremely slowly. Marshal Timoshenko’s agitation and frustration is evident in the following exchange with the 30th Army’s chief of staff General Abramov:


    
      Timoshenko: … Fourth: What are you doing in order to be attacking?


      Abramov: The previously prevalent shortcomings are being stopped quickly and on the spot. A representative of the Special Department and a military procurator have been summoned to the front.


      Timoshenko: … I won’t begin to interrogate you, because I’m sick of hearing your excuses for the reasons. The main cause of the failures consists in three things: You have no-one with any sense in handling groupings, and they understand nothing about using artillery to ensure the success of the advance in front of the shock grouping … [and] your troops will continue to be dissipated along the front.


      [Abramov then offered excuses and requested permission to expend the shells that were available in the 30th Army’s stockpiles.]


      Timoshenko: In the future I am forbidding and I will not give you a single extra shell [emphasis mine]. Either attack … and you will receive shells for this; or tell me directly that you know nothing about conducting combat operations, don’t play games with us, and don’t fritter away ammunition completely in vain.25

    


    In the eyes of the Marshal, shells had more value than the lives of the soldiers and commanders …


    The Briansk Front was to go on the offensive on 2 September 1941 with the task of crushing Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, which was concentrating in the areas of Dubrovka, Pochep and Surazh, and was subsequently to reach the Petrovichi, Osmolovichi, Belaia Dubrava, Guta-Kuretskaia line. On 25 August, this Front received the troops of the Central Front, which was being disbanded.


    The Wehrmacht beat the Briansk Front to the punch. On 23 August, Weichs’ Second Army and Guderian’s Second Panzer Group turned to the south. The rest of Army Group Center was ordered temporarily to assume the defensive in readiness to repel possible Russian attacks, and to prepare for a subsequent offensive on Moscow. With these moves the Germans, pursuing the principle of economy of force, turned to the implementation of Hitler’s latest decision. On 25 August, Weichs’ and Guderian’s troops began an offensive in the direction of Chernigov, Nezhin and Konotop through Chernigov and Nezhin, and toward Priluki. Already on 27 August, an enemy panzer division and motorized division broke through the defenses of Briansk Front’s 13th Army in the Pochep and Starodub area, and began to advance in the direction of Novgorod-Severskii. By this time, the Soviet 21st Army, outflanked on the east and the west by the enemy and having lost its connection with its neighbors, began a hasty retreat to the south toward the Desna River. The gap between it and Briansk Front’s remaining forces grew to such an extent that it became impossible to control the 21st Army’s operations.


    With the pivot of significant enemy forces to the southeast into the rear of the Southwestern Front, the Soviet command came to the conclusion that in the nearest future, the adversary would be unable to continue a decisive offensive toward Moscow. In order to prevent the destruction of the troops of the former Central Front, the Stavka on 27 August gave an instruction to the commander of the Red Army Air Force, General P. F. Zhigarev, to prepare and conduct an aerial operation in the period 29 August – 4 September 1941 with the aim of pounding Guderian’s panzer group in the Pochep, Starodub, Novgorod-Severskii and Shostka area.


    The commander of the Briansk Front was ordered to go on the offensive, taking maximum advantage of the results of the air strikes, to destroy Guderian’s group, and to develop the offensive in the future toward Krichev and Propuisk. By 15 September it was to reach the Petrovichi, Klimovichi, Novozybkov, Shchors line. In addition, at dawn on 30 August the Reserve Front’s 24th and 43rd Armies were to launch a decisive offensive with the task of destroying the enemy’s El’nia grouping, to seize El’nia, and by 8 September to emerge on the Dolgie Nivy, Khislavichi, Petrovichi line. The forces of Western Front were to go on the offensive on 1 September with the aim of defeating the German Ninth Army and the objective of reaching the Velizh, Demidov, Smolensk line.


    However, as future events would show, the time still wasn’t ripe for seizing the strategic initiative. Guderian’s Second Panzer Group could not be crushed. The forces of Briansk Front were unable to take full advantage of the results of the week-long aerial campaign. The Front’s strongest army, the 50th Army, didn’t even attack Guderian’s panzer group, which presented the greatest danger, but instead the German Fourth Army, which had already assumed a defensive posture, and which had hardly been touched by the air strikes. The 3rd and 13th Armies were also unable to achieve any serious success.


    Despite the victorious communiqués from the headquarters of Briansk Front and the headquarters of the Red Army Air Force operational group, Guderian’s panzer and motorized units shrugged off the Soviet counterattacks and continued their offensive, and by 1 September, having forced a crossing of the Desna River, created a bridgehead on its left bank in the Novgorod-Severskii, Sobich and Shostka area. On Briansk Front’s left wing, a grouping under Colonel A. Z. Akimenko consisting of the 127th and 160th Rifle Divisions was hastily organized in the Ryl’sk sector. Group Akimenko deployed south of General A. N. Ermakov’s group (the 183rd Rifle and the 21st and 55th Cavalry Divisions, and the 121st and 150th Tank Brigades). All of these formations were well below authorized strength. For example, the tank brigades had only 20 tanks each. In the future both groups were merged into one under the command of General Ermakov.


    The Supreme Commander I. V. Stalin on 2 September over a direct line expressed his dissatisfaction to General A. I. Eremenko through the Briansk Front chief of staff:


    
      The Stavka is much displeased with your work. In spite of the efforts of aviation and ground units, Pochep and Starodub remain in enemy hands. This means you are just nibbling at the enemy, but you can’t budge him.


      The Stavka demands that the ground forces act in concert with the aviation, chuck the enemy from the Starodub and Pochep area, and truly crush him. Until this has been done, any discussions about the fulfillment of orders remain just empty words.


      The Stavka orders:


      Petrov to remain in place and with all the aviation’s available formations to contribute to the ground forces’ decisive success;


      Guderian and the whole of his group must be smashed into smithereens. Until this happens, all your statements about success are worthless. I await your reports about the destruction of Guderian’s group.26

    


    At the end of August and beginning of September 1941, the forces of Briansk Front launched attacks against the flanks of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, which was advancing in the direction of Roslavl’ and Konotop. However, due to serious miscalculations of the Front command in assessing the enemy’s intentions and the mistakes committed in organizing and conducting the combat operations, they only managed to pin down an insignificant portion of the enemy’s forces (one German motorized corps). They were unable to prevent the emergence of the Guderian’s main grouping in the rear of the Southwestern Front, and moreover they wound up in a difficult situation themselves.


    When Guderian’s panzers, having seized Romny, appeared in the deep rear of the Southwestern Front, its commander General M. P. Kirponos sent the Chief of the General Staff a telegram with a request to permit the Front’s withdrawal to the east, in order to avoid encirclement. Marshal Shaposhnikov replied that the Stavka still considered this proposal to be premature. The commander-in-chief of the Southwest Direction, Marshal S. M. Budenny, understanding the danger of an imminent catastrophe, supported Kirponos and asked for permission to withdraw the Southwestern Front. In a message to Stalin on 11 September, he reported:


    
      … A delay in withdrawing the Southwestern Front might entail the loss of troops and an enormous quantity of equipment.


      In the extreme case, if the question of a withdrawal cannot be re-examined, I request permission to withdraw at least the troops and the abundant equipment of the Kiev UR [Fortified District]; these forces and resources will undoubtedly help the Southwestern Front to resist encirclement by the enemy.27

    


    However, Stalin was apprehensive that a withdrawal to an unprepared line might turn into a rout with unforeseeable consequences. In teletype discussions with Kirponos on 11 September, he brought up the fact that during the Southwestern Front’s withdrawal from the area of Berdichev and Novograd-Volynskii to the Dnepr River, it had lost two armies, and the withdrawal had turned into a stampede. He demanded, “Cease, after all, searching for new lines to which to retreat, and search for new ways to resist.” The Supreme Commander ended the discussion with the declaration: “Do not leave Kiev and do not blow up the bridges without the Stavka’s permission …”28


    On the following day, 12 September, Budenny was relieved of command of the Southwestern Direction and his post was given to Marshal S. K. Timoshenko. In addition to the purely military aspects of the crisis situation that had arisen, Stalin’s refusal to allow a withdrawal of the Southwestern Front was also connected with his calculations to increase the military supplies from England and the United States. However, there were those in the ruling circles of these countries who were not ruling out that the aid they had promised to the USSR might fall into Hitler’s hands. For example, military experts in England at the time believed that the Germans would crush the Soviet Union within five to six more weeks, while American experts thought that this would take even less time.29 Stalin assured them that by the start of winter, the Soviet-German frontline would travel along a line stretching from southwest of Leningrad, east of Smolensk, to west of Kiev. By trying to convince his future allies of the Red Army’s capability to use their material aid effectively, Stalin was seeking to achieve an increase in the supplies. Vasilevsky later recalled that up until 17 September, Stalin flatly refused to discuss the question of withdrawing the forces of the Southwestern Front. He wanted to preserve the threat to Army Group Center’s right flank, since he was hoping that the offensive of three fronts – the Western, the Reserve, and the Briansk Fronts – would keep the enemy from shifting significant forces for an attack into Southwestern Front’s rear.


    Stalin had especially pinned his hopes on Eremenko, who had promised him that he would destroy the “scoundrel Guderian”. These hopes, however, were not justified. The hasty cobbling-together of armies under the Briansk Front command did not bring the desired results. Many of its formations were poorly equipped and had inadequate amounts of ammunition. Briansk Front’s offensive operation on the Novozybkov – Roslavl’ axis, initiated on 30 August, ended in failure by 12 September. The gap between the 13th and 21st Armies could not be closed. On the contrary, it increased from 30-35 kilometers up to 60-75 kilometers. Briansk Front suffered enormous losses: by October 1941 the Front had been bled white. Of the 261,696 men and 296 tanks that had been committed to the offensive, the Front lost approximately 100,000 men and 140 tanks.30


    The Stavka on 12 September demanded from the commander of the Briansk Front:


    
      In a most urgent and decisive manner finish with the enemy grouping in the Shostka, Glukhov, Putivl’ and Konotop area and link up with the forces of the Southwestern Front, for which halting the offensive on the Roslavl’ axis is being permitted. …


      Begin the operation on 14 September. It is desirable to complete this operation and fully eliminate the gap between the Briansk and Southwestern Fronts no later than 18 September …31

    


    The Dukhovshchina and El’nia offensives


    It was already too late, however. On 15 September, the panzer wedges of Guderian attacking from the north and von Kleist, attacking from the south out of the Kremenchug bridgehead, linked up in Lokhvitsa, thereby completing the encirclement of Southwestern Front’s armies. As a result, the affair ended with the complete destruction of this Front’s forces, and huge losses in men, weapons, combat equipment and material reserves. The main reason for this major failure of Soviet forces were the mistakes made by the Stavka itself. Stalin had rejected the General Headquarters’ proposal on the timely withdrawal of the Southwestern Front’s armies beyond the Dnepr River, thereby violating one of the cardinal principles of military strategy on the need to preserve the army even at the expense of the loss of territory. The loss of the main grouping of the Southwestern Front’s forces doomed the fate of all the Red Army’s other efforts to regain Smolensk and to seize the strategic initiative.


    As part of the general battle for Smolensk, a number of front-level and army-level offensive and defensive operations were conducted. We’ll take a look at two of these, in which the Red Army managed to achieve some success, though at a very high price.


    The Dukhovshchina offensive was conducted by Western Front’s 16th, 19th and 20th Armies in the period between 17 August and 8 September. The 19th Army, to which many pages of this book are dedicated, displayed the most activity in this operation. Its commander Lieutenant-General Konev on 16 August reported the plan of the forthcoming operation to Marshal Timoshenko. Already on the very next day, his army, reinforced with the 101st Tank and 64th Rifle Divisions, and with the support of the 43rd Composite Aviation Division successfully forced a crossing of the Vop’ River. Despite stubborn enemy resistance, units of the 19th Army had advanced 6 to 10 kilometers into the depth of the opposing German 161st Infantry Division by 18 August. Throughout that day, Il-2s of the 61st Storm Aviation Regiment (ShAP) had worked over the retreating German units in the area of the mouth of the Tsarevich River (a tributary of the Vop’). According to reports from ground units, over the course of two days the Il-2s destroyed or damaged no less than five panzers and up to 20 loaded vehicles. In the following days, the 61st ShAP operated against enemy reserves that were approaching the battlefield.


    In the 12-kilometer-wide wide Shatuny – Balashovo sectors, units of the 19th Army encountered organized resistance from the enemy’s 5th Infantry Division, which had all three of its regiments up in the first echelon. Further southward in the Kapyrevshchina – Kazakova – Chistaia – Krovopuskovo sector, units of the 161st Infantry Division were defending. The Germans were putting up dogged resistance and bringing up reserves. The Luftwaffe literally terrorized our troops. At some moments, up to 50 German aircraft were simultaneously in the air above the battlefield, striking our artillery positions, reserves, and temporary bridges across the Vop’ River. Gradually, units of the VIII Corps’ 8th and 28th Infantry Divisions were drawn into the fighting, as well as the 900th Lehr Motorized Brigade.


    The Germans, trying to hold their occupied line, repeatedly launched counterattacks. In the area of Pochepova, 25 German tanks were knocked-out by artillery fire, and an attack by the 101st Tank Division’s 202nd Tank Regiment destroyed another 15 German tanks. Our units took Kazakova and Muzhilova. Between 17 and 21 August, Colonel I. A. Volkov’s 91st Rifle Division, which was attacking without tanks, was supported by 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment. The 152mm howitzers suppressed the enemy’s artillery and mortars, and targeted the German network of observation, command and control. In order to detect firing German artillery batteries, our troops in the area of Kolkovichi used tethered observation balloons. However, there was no way to keep the enemy’s firing positions firmly suppressed – there weren’t enough artillery shells.


    On the evening of 20 August, the Germans brought up to a regiment of motorized infantry and 70 tanks to the area of the villages Zadniaia and Potelitsa for a counterattack. Their assembly was timely detected by our reconnaissance, which passed along target coordinates to the firing positions. Great damage was inflicted on the enemy by the fire of one of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s batteries and the counterattack was repulsed. The attacking Germans left 37 knocked-out tanks and armored personnel carriers behind on the battlefield. According to a dispatch from the 19th Army headquarters, as a result of the fighting on 21 and 22 August, approximately 80 German tanks had been destroyed. According to corrected data, in an area to the west of Potelitsa alone, on 22 August 22 German tanks and three armored cars were knocked-out. However, the enemy managed to recover 15 of these tanks, which had been damaged by our artillery fire, from the battlefield. On the next day yet another German counterattack, this time a frenzied one, on this same village was driven back by artillery and machine-gun fire.32


    Enemy documents from this period mention the intensive fire of large-caliber artillery. The Germans tried every means to disclose our observation posts and artillery positions. In particular, they made wide use of radio traffic intelligence. Their monitoring posts listened in on the work of our radio stations and calculated their positions through direction finding. Having detected a transmitting radio, which meant a command (headquarters) or observation post, the enemy would call in concentrated artillery fire or air strikes on it. The Germans even tried to suppress the artillerymen psychologically, scattering air-dropped leaflets over their positions, in which the artillerymen were threatened with every sort of retribution for their destructive fire.


    
      [image: ]


      Colonel N.I. Lopukhovsky, the commander of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment.
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      Senior Lieutenant A.A. Purgin, chief of staff of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s 2nd Battalion.

    


    Not just the infantry casualties speak to the bitterness of the fighting, but also the losses of the artillery. During the offensive, the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s battalion commanders were located in observation posts of the infantry commanders, directing their batteries’ fire. In the village of Kokhanovo, which lies 8 kilometers north of Iartsevo, during the repulse of a German counterattack on 27 August Lieutenant Z. A. Bogdanov, the commander of the signals platoon of the Regiment headquarters’ battery was killed at the observation post of the 2nd Artillery Battalion; Senior Artillery Technician A. I. Pogoditsky was mortally wounded, and the Regiment’s commander, Colonel N. I. Lopukhovsky was wounded. Shortly before this, the commander of the 1st Artillery Battalion Captain V. M. Zhloba and the assistant chief of staffof the 3rd Artillery Battalion Lieutenant G. I. Niunin had been wounded. On 5 September at the observation post in the same village of Kokhanovo the commander of the 2nd Artillery Battalion Captain F. M. Rabotnov was wounded, while the Battalion’s chief of staff Senior Lieutenant A. A. Purgin was killed. There were also losses among the artillery scouts, the spotters and the gun crews in their firing positions.


    Units of the 47th Aviation Division, strengthened with the 30 armored Il-2s of Major L. D. Reino’s 215th ShAP, took part in repulsing an enemy counterattack, which was trying to isolate our attacking units from their bridges on the Vop’ River. They attacked units of Major-General Hans von Funck’s 7th Panzer Division of the Third Panzer Group, which was advancing from the direction of Dukhovshchina toward the western bank of the Tsarevich River. In the course of two days, Il-2s from the 61st and 215th ShAP conducted 82 individual sorties, while fighters of the 129th Fighter Aviation Regiment [IAP] flew 69 individual sorties and bombers of the 140th Bomber Aviation Regiment [BAP] – 9 combat missions. Successive air strikes were conducted with intervals between the attack groups of 40 minutes to one hour. Up to 3 missions by the full 140th BAP were conducted per day. In these operations the Red Army Air Force made wide use of various incendiary bombs: granulated white phosphorus, S-4 incendiary and AZh-2 canisters containing the KS self-igniting fluid.33 For example, on 30 August the Reserve Front’s 12th SAD alone expended 290 kilograms of phosphorus, 56 liters of S-4, and 638 AZh-2 canisters. Due to the heavy use of incendiary bombs, the effectiveness of the air strikes on the German motorized columns was increased and the adversary suffered serious losses. The Germans had to work out special instructions for the struggle with the Russians’ incendiary means.


    The results of the Shturmoviks’ [the Russian nickname for the Il-2 ground attack aircraft] attacks proved to be so successful that the commander of the Western Front’s Air Force Colonel N. F. Naumenko on 22 August, after summarizing the results of the two-day action at Front headquarters, immediately telegraphed the 12th SAD’s commander O. V. Tolstikov:


    
      I’m exceptionally pleased with the successful operations of the Shturmoviks and fighters. Thanks to the crushing strike delivered by you on 21 and 22 August 1941, the counterattack by an enemy panzer division was beaten back. I’m confident that with subsequent successful operations the fascist panzer division will be totally destroyed. I express my gratitude to the entire personnel of the division’s regiments.

    


    On 23 August, Konev decided to continue the offensive in the general direction of Dukhovshchina with the objective of destroying the enemy between the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers. In order to develop the success, he decided to introduce the 45th Separate Cavalry Division into the fighting, which was to cut-off the enemy’s path of retreat across the Tsarevich River and to seize the woods west of Dukhovshchina by the end of 23 August. However, after three days of fighting, the 45th Cavalry Division had failed to break into the enemy rear due to the enemy’s heavy fire and engineered obstacles. The 19th Army’s offensive sputtered to a halt.


    Each army was trying to break through the enemy’s defenses on its axis of advance, with no cooperation between them. Instead of massing the few available tanks on the axis of a main attack, the tanks were parceled out equally among the divisions. There were not enough shells for the artillery. A preparatory bombardment had been foreseen in the orders, but there was only enough ammunition for at most a 10 to 15 minute barrage on pinpointed targets. However, at the same time the use of regimental artillery, and the company and regiment mortars was completely unsatisfactory. On 20 August General M. F. Lukin had this to say on this matter: “[This] harmful practice, in addition to the irrational expenditure of shells, not only lowers, but undermines the faith in the firepower of the infantry support weapons.”


    Considering the fairly successful start of the operation, the Supreme Commander on 25 August gave the Western Front the order to continue the offensive energetically, to smash the enemy resistance, and in conjunction with the left wing of the Reserve Front, to reach the Velizh – Demidov – Smolensk line by 8 September. The troops of the 19th Army were to develop the offensive with the immediate task of seizing Dukhovshchina, and subsequently with an attack to the southwest, to seize the area of Smolensk.34


    I. S. Konev gave a report to the Western Front headquarters on the preliminary results of the 19th Army’s offensive over the period between 17 and 30 August 1941:


    
      First. Army operations on the Kapyrovshchina – Dukhovshchina axis have liberated territory from the fascist forces to a depth of 10 to 12 kilometers extending to the west from the Vop’ River.


      Second. According to reports from division commanders, observation of the fighting, and statements made by prisoners, it has been established that significant damage in personnel and equipment has been inflicted on the fascist troops.


      The enemy 161st Infantry Division, which was defending in the sector of the Army shock group’s offensive, has been smashed.


      According to preliminary data, 86 tanks and 94 guns have been destroyed or seized by our troops, and 7 enemy aircraft have been downed. More than 4,000 German soldiers and officers have been killed and approximately 100 taken prisoner. In addition, many other types of weapons and equipment have been captured, the details of which have been included in the given report.


      Third. The offensive by the 19th Army has forced the German command to begin the transfer of forces from other sectors and thereby conditions are being created for conducting operations by the remaining armies of the Western Front. Moreover, the recent fighting has given our units a greater taste for destroying the enemy.


      Appendix. Tabulation of enemy losses and captured equipment.35

    


    The results of the Dukhovshchina offensive against the backdrop of the preceding failures are impressive. Troops of the 19th Army seized 20 mortars, 19 heavy and 84 light machine guns, 21 anti-tank rifles, 12 vehicles and 160 bicycles. Unfortunately, 30 damaged German tanks and a certain number of guns couldn’t be evacuated from the battlefield due to the lack of tractors and the heavy German mortar, machine-gun and rifle fire.


    After several days of unsuccessful attacks in the end of August, on 1 September troops of the 19th, 16th and 20th Armies resumed the offensive with the previous objective – the destruction of the enemy’s Dukhovshchina grouping. However, the Germans had managed to create a shallow, but very strong defense. It was based upon strong points they had retained, the gaps between which were swept by interlaced machine-gun fire and concentrated mortar fire. On the most important directions, the Germans used dug-in tanks, including previously disabled Soviet tanks, as immobile armored firing points. The Germans positioned a significant portion of their weapons on the reverse slope of hills in order to conduct flanking fire. On the basis of previous combat experience, it had been revealed that Soviet tanks easily caught fire under a barrage of high-explosive shells. Since the infantry’s own anti-tank weapons had proved to be insufficiently effective, each infantry battalion was allotted a minimum of one anti-tank gun. In order to destroy the tank riders, which the Russians had recently begun to use more often, it was recommended to open heavy machine-gun fire on the tanks.


    Four divisions of the 19th Army (the 50th, 64th, 89th and 166th Rifle Divisions) attempted to break though the enemy defense in the 13-kilometer-wide Novoselishche – Zaitsevo State Farm sector. Each attacking division was given its own breakthrough sector approximately 1.5 to 2 kilometers wide. Thus, the Army didn’t have a single, focused breakthrough sector, as such. The attack of units of the left-flank 50th Rifle Division was supported by 30 tanks of the 101st Tank Division’s 202nd Tank Regiment. There were no reserves for extending the attack into the depth of the enemy’s defenses. As before, the 19th Army had only the 45th Cavalry Division, which was designated for raiding in the enemy rear,36 for exploiting any success.


    All hopes were on the artillery, the fire of which was to clear a path for the attacking infantry by destroying enemy troops and weapons. On the designated breakthrough sectors, Konev insisted upon concentrated fire from all types of guns on a narrow section of the front, preparing the attack with machine-gun, mortar and artillery fire. He especially ordered the 45mm guns and regimental guns to lay direct fire on enemy positions. He demanded the division commanders to deal mercilessly with subordinate commanders and chiefs who were not employing the small-caliber and regimental artillery.


    On 3 September, one of the rifle division commanders reported that his units had breached the forward edge of the enemy’s defenses. Konev decided to commit the 45th Cavalry Division into the fighting. Lieutenant-Colonel A. T. Stuchenko, who commanded the 58th Cavalry Regiment at the time, recalls:


    
      I led the regiment into a ravine. To the left of us, several commanders were standing on a high knoll. Spurring my horse, at a gallop I flew up the slope of the hill. My eyes sought out the 19th Army commander.


      ‘I’m Konev,’ one of the commanders said.


      Presenting myself, I reported on the task I had received.


      ‘They’ve opened a hole for you. You may encounter only scattered groups of the enemy. This division commander here will confirm this.’


      ‘Exactly so! The infantry has ruptured the Germans’ forward edge, Comrade Army Commander,’ a division commander standing next to I. S. Konev rapped out.


      ‘You’ll soon see,’ said the Army Commander. ‘Waste no time; drive boldly through the enemy line! There is no return path, only forward!’


      About 500 meters remained to reach the enemy front line, when shells exploded among us. One could hear the groans of the wounded.


      The squadrons were now advancing at a gallop, when machine guns opened up from the ‘ruptured’ front line of the enemy defense. Everything became jumbled. The leading horses were falling. Those in the rear were flying toward them and were also falling. In the distance, the lead squadron of the 55th Cavalry Regiment following behind us appeared. It also began to suffer losses.


      Under fire, we rally the men. Raising our swords above our heads, we spring into a new attack. Again, machine-gun bursts blaze up right in our faces.37

    


    After this unsuccessful attempt to break into the enemy rear, the cavalry squadrons had to reform. They now numbered only 50 to 60 sabers.


    After the war, I. S. Konev recalled:


    
      I reported to Front commander Timoshenko on the results of the fighting near Dukhovshchina. Timoshenko thanked me and announced that a special commission would be coming to our army. Representatives from an artillery academy and from the General Staff arrived from Moscow, and from the Western Front headquarters; they surveyed the battlefield and counted the knocked-out German tanks and guns … 113 enemy tanks had been knocked-out.


      The advance made by troops of the 19th Army was quite significant; we advanced 15 or 16 kilometers and now stood on the approaches to Dukhovshchina [units of the 19th Army were actually stopped 22 kilometers from Dukhovshchina]. At the moment when such an auspicious situation had developed on the 19th Army’s front, Stalin phoned me through the Front headquarters. He was interested in the results of the offensive and asked, ‘Will you be able to take Dukhovshchina? The headquarters of the German Ninth Army is located in Dukhovshchina.’ I replied, ‘The Germans are putting up fierce resistance, constantly bringing up fresh forces. The German grouping is very strong.’ Then Stalin asked: ‘But can you bombard Dukhovshchina with your artillery?’ I answered, ‘I can. Dukhovshchina is just within the reach of our long-range army artillery.’ Stalin added, ‘It will be very good, if you can pound Dukhovshchina and keep it under constantly under fire.’ I set about fulfilling this order.


      … In Order No. 02/OP on 17 August 1941, Marshal Timoshenko noted the successful operations of the 19th Army. The order ended with an appeal from the Front’s Military Council: ‘Comrades, follow the example of the 19th Army! Develop the offensive more boldly and decisively!’ In Order No. 03/OP, forces of the Western Front reported on the enemy losses. In these battles, the 19th Army destroyed more than 100 tanks and many guns and mortars. The foe lost thousands of men in killed and wounded. The days of easy victories for the enemy were passing.38

    


    In 1973, shortly before his death, I. S. Konev met with veterans of the 19th Army. He had this to say about the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment: “[It was a] regular regiment, retreated from the frontier itself, and fought well at Dukhovshchina.”39 Having distinguished themselves in the war’s battles, the troops of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment were bestowed government honors and decorations. For example, for skillful operations and courage demonstrated during the Dukhovshchina offensive, the personnel of the 1st and 2nd Artillery Battalions received official gratitude, while 12 officers and sergeants (the commanders of guns) were written up for government decorations. Among their number were the Regiment chief of staff Major F. S. Mashkovtsev, battalion commanders Captains V. M. Zhloba and F. K. Rabotnov, and battery commander Senior Lieutenant N. V. Frizen. Later the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment was conferred the honorific title of “Guards”.40


    In the newspapers of those times, quite a few feature stories were published on the operations of the 19th Army and its separate units. It was common to see “The ‘Konevtsy’ are attacking”. It must be said that all the articles in the central newspapers hewed the line set by the country’s higher leadership. As a rule, they were written on the basis of positive examples offered by political dispatches and the summary accounts of commands, where “enemies” were never pitied. The publication of such articles in a time of war is completely natural and necessary. Troops in other formations had to learn from positive examples, and the Red Army and the people had to be inspired to new achievements. Unfortunately, the laudatory articles didn’t always correspond to the operational summaries and combat dispatches. Not all those pieces of captured enemy equipment, about which Konev speaks, can be found in the daily summaries, though everything was scrupulously counted. For example, among the captured items from the German quartermaster service, 610 greatcoats, 462 all-weather cloaks, 128 woolen blankets, one flag, 20 pairs of boots, two field kitchens and a headquarters tent were mentioned. Of course, to deprive the Wehrmacht of several hundred greatcoats without warm lining in the anticipation of an early winter – that’s a great success.


    Not surprisingly, many well-known writers, including even M. Sholokhov were drawn to the sector of the 19th Army; Konev knew how to cast his army’s successes in a favorable light. His skill in composing orders and reports had a lot of significance. In them, you often find such expressions as: “continuing an energetic and aggressive offensive”; “the divisions as a result of the night actions are to continue an aggressive advance”; or “the divisions are to carry out previously assigned orders”. If however you find on a map the settlements and other landmarks mentioned in the documents, then it turns out that the “aggressive offensive” meant an advance of only 500-700 meters over a day of combat. Therefore, despite the optimistic expressions in the orders, the 19th Army had no success in making any further headway to the west prior to 31 August. The enemy continued to hold the Tsarevich River and the western bank of the Loinia River on the sector Losevo – (excl.) Kazakova, and the 19th Army’s offensive was conclusively stopped.


    The chief editor of the newspaper Krasnaia zvezda D. I. Ortenberg writes:


    
      28 August. I remember this day. … A week or two prior to this it had become known to me that the Western and Reserve Fronts were trying to seize the initiative from the enemy on the main strategic axis – the Moscow axis. With this aim, six of our armies went on the offensive against the Dukhovshchina and El’nia groupings of the German-fascist forces.


      … Mikhail Sholokhov together with the secretary of the editorial staff Aleksandr Karpov had traveled to the 19th Army … Aleksandr Fadeev and Evgenii Petrov had joined him there.


      Beginning on 20 August, extensive dispatches began to appear daily in the newspaper under such headlines, for example, as: ‘Successful Battles of Commander Konev’s Units’; ‘New Successes for Commander Konev’s Units’; and ‘Commander Konev’s Units Continue to Develop Success’ …


      On 23 August a dispatch arrived from Khiren and Miletsky: ‘Commander Konev’s Units Continue to Destroy the Enemy’. It was a story for the front page. At 2:00 A. M. the newspaper pages entered the production department – under press. Then just at this moment, the special correspondents send in a new important report and ask that it be placed in the issue. It was entitled, ‘Glorious Konevtsy Destroyed an Enemy Division’. Well, indeed an important and joyful announcement. I said to hold up the presses. They set the new reporting from the 19th Army in bold type and place it next to the first dispatch from these same authors. The initial paragraph of the report looked like this:


      WESTERN AXIS, 24 August, 0200 hours. (By telegraph from our special correspondents.) Commander Konev’s units continue to inflict a serious defeat upon the German forces. Already now a fascist infantry division has been destroyed. The enemy division’s artillery has been seized by our units, 130 enemy tanks have been destroyed, and the headquarters have been overrun …’


      So, we continued day after day to highlight the course of the 19th Army’s battles … Everything seemed correct. However, on 28 August the Kremlin telephone on my editor’s desk began to ring. They warned me: ‘Now Stalin will be speaking with you.’


      Right away I heard his voice with its familiar accent. Having greeted me, Stalin pronounced only a single phrase: ‘Enough print about Konev.’ With that he hung up the phone. …


      One can imagine my astonishment …41

    


    Only that night did the chief of the Main Political Directorate explain the reason to Ortenberg. It turns out that foreign correspondents, relying on the reporting in Krasnaia zvezda, were overexaggerating this operation, and had begun to portray it as a general Red Army counteroffensive. Meanwhile, though, as the newspapers were emblazoning Konev’s successes, on other fronts our troops were abandoning Dnepropetrovsk, Novgorod, Tallinn, Gomel’ and other cities.


    Let’s tear ourselves away from the enthusiastic scribbling of the journalists and return to the harsh prose of war. K. K. Rokossovsky, summing up the general results upon the completion of the Dukhovshchina operation, wrote:


    
      … The task wasn’t carried out; they didn’t even break through the enemy’s defense to a tactical depth. The 16th Army advanced approximately 4 – 5 kilometers, but couldn’t develop the success. The remaining armies were stuck on the lines they occupied at the start of the offensive. In the process the armies suffered large losses. In particular the 16th Army over six days lost approximately 12,000 killed and wounded, while almost all the tanks of the 107th Tank Division and the 127th Tank Brigade were knocked-out.

    


    In his account of the operation, K. K. Rokossovsky in particular stressed that on the axes of the Western Front’s attacks, a superiority of force had not been created, and he pointed to the weak cooperation between the 16th and 19th Armies. Further he noted that one of the causes of the operation’s failure was “the skillfully constructed enemy defense, saturated with firing positions, the presence of anti-tank and anti-infantry obstacles, the capable handling of reserves and the effective counterattacks.” The enemy knew how to defend. In the Wehrmacht, the traditions of the First World War and the experience in organizing and conducting a defense had been passed on. The Germans quickly and ably created a system of fire carefully adapted to the terrain. They also stubbornly, with all possible strength, clung to strong points on the shoulders of the breakthrough sectors. The more sober assessment of Rokossovsky fundamentally differs from the triumphant reports of Konev, whose divisions by 10 September had been drained of nearly half their strength: in the 91st Rifle Division, out of 14,008 men there remained 5,159 (if you include the rear services, 5,954), in the 166th Rifle Division, 7,680 (out of 14,187). There remained only 5,787 men in the 89th Rifle Division and 6,984 men in the 244th Rifle Division. By 9 September, the 19th Army had 52,356 men in its combat units, and 68,997 in total (its authorized strength should have been 109,048).42


    Let’s try to take a look at the way the events developed in the sector of the 19th Army from the enemy’s side. The German VIII Army Corps managed to assemble forces in order to support the retreating units of the 161st Infantry Division in a timely fashion. By the evening of 18 August, it had organized a new defense on the line of the Loinia and Tsarevich Rivers, and all the Russians’ attacks were repulsed. From the heights at Poletitsa, which offered a fine view of the flanks of the attacking Russians, the 5th Infantry Division rendered substantial support to the retreating elements of the 161st Infantry Division.


    The following are excerpts from documents of the VIII Army Corps:


    
      … the situation sometimes becomes critical. Strong attacks on Chistaia, supported by exceptionally powerful Russian artillery fire.


      20.8 Thanks to counterattacks the forward line of defense was held.


      21.8 Again Russian attacks. The 7th Panzer Division counterattacked, but lost a lot of panzers. The 14th Motorized Division has been committed into the fighting, units of which on 27.8 occupied the hill with the church at Skachkovo.43 Only on 15.9 was this division withdrawn for rest.44

    


    The events north of Iartsevo also found reflection in the diary of the commander of Army Group Center, Field Marshal F. von Bock:


    
      19.8.1941 … Ninth Army reports that the enemy has broken into the left-wing of VIII Corps. The 161st Infantry Division there is at the end of its tether.


      20.8.1941 … The 7th Panzer Division is to launch a counterattack this afternoon to relieve the 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, didn’t arrive in time.


      21.8.1941 … The 7th Panzer Division’s counterattack in the hard-pressed 161st Infantry 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 the attack …45

    


    Thusly, the offensive of three Soviet armies on the Dukhovshchina axis created a lot of concern in Army Group Center’s headquarters.


    One can judge the intensity of the fighting in the sector of the Western Front in July-September 1941 from the Front’s casualty figures.46 For example, in the period between 17 August and 30 August, the Western Front lost 50,000 men, 40 tanks, 20 guns, 15 mortars and approximately 50 heavy machine guns, while for the entire month of August it lost more than 138,000 soldiers and officers, of which 48,700 were killed or missing-in-action (35 percent of the total losses). For the month of September 1941, the Front’s losses amounted to another 70,600 men, of which 39,600 (43 percent of total casualties) were killed or missing. Altogether for August-September 1941, the troops of the Western Front lost more than 218,000 soldiers and officers, of which almost 90,000 (38 percent) were killed or missing. The large number of personnel that went missing-in-action is striking – 49,163 men (24 percent of total losses), including 19,835 men (28 percent of total losses) in September.47


    Judging from German documents, most of these missing men wound up as prisoners-of-war. It seems paradoxical – our troops were attacking, even advancing, but the Germans were taking prisoners. However, German combat doctrine emphasized the need to counterattack immediately, in order not only to recover lost positions, but also to seize enemy prisoners, weapons and combat equipment. In addition, the unsuccessful attacks on the unsuppressed German defenses, and as a result, the heavy losses, caused Soviet combat morale to drop and generated a disbelief in the possibility of defeating such a foe. This explains the large number of deserters indicated in German documents.


    On 8 September 1941, Marshal V. M. Shaposhnikov, seeing the lack of prospects for further attacks, ordered a halt to the Dukhovshchina operation and a switch to defense. Although the objectives set by the Stavka were not achieved, the offensive did manage to inflict significant losses on the adversary in the course of the operation. I. S. Konev on 11 September 1941 was appointed commander of the Western Front and simultaneously promoted to the rank of colonel-general.


    The Germans also tallied the results of the fighting in the Dukhovshchina region:


    
      16.9: Defensive battles on the Dnepr and Vop’ have come to an end. By means of the exertions of all forces and the maximal commitment of divisions, after the loss of territory which had no decisive significance, we were able to repel Marshal Timoshenko’s offensive with the aim of recapturing Smolensk, undertaken with a numerical superiority in troops and equipment, and due to this to secured the possibility of a great success at Leningrad and Kiev. In so doing the divisions suffered heavy losses.


      Much larger, however, were the losses of the attackers, who in a primitive fashion sent their battalions into battle in wave after wave. The clumsiness of command, the ineptitude of the Russians to exploit local successes by launching further attacks permitted counterattacks by smaller forces to restore the situation and to take prisoners …


      Despite the severe crisis and enormous losses, the troops managed to continue to localize enemy breakthroughs. In these battles Timoshenko used up his divisions …


      The arriving replacements [of the Russians] were poorly trained. Thusly, the prerequisites for the uniquely exceptional successes in the following Viaz’ma battle were created.


      …


      In the course of the fighting, we took approximately 7,000 men prisoner. Captured equipment: 316 tanks and reconnaissance armored cars, 128 guns, 2,159 vehicles of all types, and 26 tractors.


      Our own losses: Total losses in killed, wounded and missing (in the 8th, 28th, 161st, 87th, 285th, 162nd and 86th Infantry Divisions, the 14th Motorized and the 7th Panzer Division) – 13,687 men (officers – 476).


      The VIII Army Corps consisting of the 8th, 28th and 161st Infantry Divisions lost 3,936 men alone in killed and missing-in-action (95 officers were killed and 11 went missing). The 161st Infantry Division, which couldn’t hold the front line on the Vop’ River, but prevented a penetration of the front, incurred the greatest losses – 3,822 (804 killed, including 27 officers, and 468 missing). The 28th Infantry Division lost 2,606 men (25 officers), the 14th Motorized Division – 2,250 men (13 officers).48

    


    If we attempt to compare the 19th Army’s losses from 21 July to 9 September, which were in the neighborhood of 45,000 men, against the losses of its main adversary the VIII Army Corps – approximately 7,000 men, plus those of the 7th Panzer Division (in the area of 1,000 men) and the 14th Motorized Division (2,250 men), which were called upon to launch counterattacks, then the correlation of losses amounts to approximately 4.5 to 1 in favor of the enemy.


    The El’nia offensive operation was conducted by the Reserve Front in the period from 30 August to 8 September 1941. However, the fighting in this area had begun back on 19 July and continued for more than seven weeks. On that July day at 1500 hours, 20 panzers and enemy motorcyclists had brushed aside the forward outposts of the 24th Army’s 19th Rifle Division and penetrated the city’s defenses.49 By 1900 hours, the Germans with a force of up to 60 panzers had taken control of the city. News of this didn’t reach the Red Amy command until the next day at 1350 hours, 20 July. A counterattack undertaken by units of the 19th Rifle Division at 0930 that morning with the support of 20 T-26 tanks failed. A second attack at 1500 hours was also repulsed.


    According to German sources, El’nia was seized on 19 July 1941 by units of the XXXXVI Panzer Corps’ 10th Panzer Division from Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. Its panzers broke into the city as they were consuming their final drops of fuel. The following day more fuel was brought up, and the panzer division, warding off poorly organized Russian counterattacks, managed to push a little further to the east. It lacked the strength to do more. By 22 July, the 10th Panzer Division’s panzer regiment was down to just nine operational tanks (five light Pz-II tanks and four medium Pz-III tanks) out of the 200 with which it had crossed the Soviet border a month before. The remaining panzers had either broken-down along the way, or been knocked-out in combat. The Germans went over to the defense to consolidate their bridgehead, which was approximately 30 kilometers wide and 20 kilometers deep, on the eastern bank of the Desna River. At first only units of the 10th Panzer Division and the SS Das Reich Motorized Division were defending the bridgehead, because the German infantry still lagged far behind Guderian’s mobile units.


    The 24th Army under the command of Major-General K. I. Rakutin attempted to eliminate the dangerous bridgehead at El’nia with attacks upon the base of the German salient. At a heavy cost, it managed to make only a small advance, but the Germans quickly restored the position with counterattacks. The Germans skillfully maneuvered their reserves, quickly shifting them to threatened sectors. Since their 37mm anti-tank guns had little effect on our T-34 and KV tanks, they employed the XXXXVI Panzer Corps’ assault guns and 88mm anti-aircraft guns used in a ground role to counter them. The Luftwaffe, especially its Ju-87 Stuka dive-bombers, rendered considerable support to the ground units.


    On 24 July, units of the SS Das Reich, which were defending the northern face of the El’nia salient on a sector of more than 30 kilometers, were attacked by Soviet infantry with the support of heavy tanks. On the next day, three of these tanks, striking the boundary between the Das Reich and the 10th Panzer Division, managed to break into El’nia itself. The Germans were able to restore the situation only because the tanks were not supported by Russian infantry, which had failed to keep pace. According to German data, 16 knocked-out Soviet tanks remained on the battlefield. Altogether according to reports, units of the 10th Panzer Division and the SS Division Das Reich destroyed 78 Soviet tanks on 25 July.50 Between 1 and 6 August, Das Reich and the newly arrived Motorized Infantry Regiment Grossdeutschland and 268th Infantry Division from the XXXXVI Panzer Corps, which were subjected to almost constant artillery barrages, managed to repel repeated Soviet attacks, but suffered heavy casualties in the process.


    The operation to eliminate the El’nia bridgehead dragged on. The enemy kept committing additional forces to the defense of the bridgehead, using the motorized transport of the panzer division and the XXXXVI Panzer Corps to carry the infantry. By 28 July the enemy had brought up the IX Army Corps’ 263rd and 292nd Infantry Divisions, which took up defensive positions on the salient’s southern face. By 17 August, the Germans had managed to replace all of the mobile divisions in the salient with infantry. Units of the 10th Panzer Division and the Motorized Infantry Regiment Grossdeutschland were withdrawn into the XXXXVI Panzer Corps’ reserve. In the course of the constant fighting for the bridgehead, the German divisions suffered large losses. The commanders of the IX and XX Army Corps now holding the bridgehead requested reinforcements. However, no-one in the higher German command wanted to take responsibility for the decision whether to retain the bridgehead at El’nia or to abandon it, since the offensive toward Moscow had been temporarily set aside.


    Even so, on 28 August 1941, General von Kluge, the commander of the German Fourth Army, handed a report to von Bock, in which it was stated that if the Russians began to attack with entire divisions in place of the battalions on narrow sectors of the front with the support of their artillery, the German defense would inevitably collapse. He reminded von Bock that the El’nia salient had been seized originally to serve as a bridgehead for an offensive, but to defend it was very difficult. With a width of only 18 kilometers, the entire salient was exposed to Russian artillery fire. Each of the defending divisions was losing on average 50 to 150 men daily. Only a single road was available to supply the troops. At the end of the report, von Kluge recommended either an immediate resumption of the offensive toward Moscow, or the abandonment of the salient.51


    Back on 30 July 1941 General of the Army G. K. Zhukov had been removed from his post as Chief of the General Staff and appointed as the commander of the Reserve Front. He was quite familiar with the difficult situation of the Front’s 24th Army, the troops of which didn’t have enough of what they needed: hand grenades, 122mm shells, shells for the rocket artillery, and communications equipment. One-third of the 84 aircraft available in the Reserve Front at the beginning of August was inoperable. Before departing for the front, Zhukov drew up a request for the replacements and equipment needed to bring the Reserve Front back up to full strength. He also asked for an additional two aviation regiments (64 aircraft) to be given to the Front. With his arrival at the Reserve Front headquarters, sensing that his requests might be denied, Zhukov telegraphed the following to the General Headquarters on 1 August:


    
      If the measures for supporting my plan are not adopted, I will cancel the plan and will not implement it, since an unsupported plan is a guaranteed failure.


      I ask that you send everything to the area of El’nia that I have requested.52

    


    It was a legitimate demand, to say the least, though not every front commander had the courage to make the point so bluntly. However, it mustn’t be forgotten that Zhukov was not a typical front commander; he was simultaneously a member of the Stavka. When on 3 August 5,000 unarmed men were sent to the 127th Rifle Division as replacements, Zhukov threatened to complain to Stalin personally.


    As before, the main task of the Reserve Front was the elimination of the El’nia salient, which was regarded by the Soviet military leadership as a suitable staging area for an attack toward Moscow. For this same reason the Germans decided to hold onto it at whatever the cost. For the first time in the Second World War, they’d been forced to go over to the defense, and they didn’t want to yield the El’nia bridgehead if only because of the matter of prestige.


    The stage was set for more savage fighting. On 6 August the Reserve Front was ordered “… to continue an energetic and decisive offensive at El’nia with the task of encircling and destroying the enemy’s El’nia grouping …”53


    On 17 August 1941, the 24th Army resumed its offensive against the El’nia bridgehead. By this time, five infantry divisions of the German Fourth Army were defending here. There was no success in overcoming their resistance. The matters reached the point that in the sector of the 120th Rifle Division, the best-prepared 5th Rifle Company of the recently-formed 6th DNO [People’s Militia Division] was thrown into the fighting. Commanding the company was Army Commander, 2nd Rank of the Reserve, Orlov. The company carried out its combat mission, driving the enemy from the village of Alekseevka. After the battle, only five men remained in the rifle company, including Orlov. A different rifle company already had to repulse the inevitable German counterattack. Despite every effort of our forces, they were still unable to eliminate the bridgehead.


    On 21 August, Zhukov reported to Stalin:


    
      Given the existing numerical weakness of our units, it is impossible conclusively to encircle and destroy 4-5 German infantry divisions. Further fighting with the existing strength will ultimately render the operating units combat ineffective.


      It is now necessary to replenish the units at least up to 60 percent of their authorized strength, bring up more shells, give the troops a rest, diligently identify weaknesses in the enemy line, and then attack impetuously.


      I ask your permission:


      1) to halt the general offensive until 24.8;


      2) to use this time to replenish the units with 14 arriving march battalions;


      …


      4) to begin the attack with fresh forces on the morning of 25.8.


      Zhukov54

    


    General Rakutin’s 24th Army received the order to suspend its attacks and to prepare for a new operation by 29 August. Analyzing the causes of the 24th Army’s previous failures, Zhukov noted the impermissible ignorance in the handling of tanks and tank units in combat, which as a result led to large losses in personnel and equipment. In a Front order on 21 August, he in particular demanded:


    
      1. Prohibit the introduction of tanks into combat without a thorough reconnaissance of the enemy’s system of fire and the terrain, and without working out on the battlefield collaboration between the commander of the tank platoon or company and the commanders of the rifle battalion and the artillery battalion or battery.


      1. Prohibit the introduction of tanks into combat without the thorough elaboration of measures for mutual identification and without establishing the signals for recall and ceasing fire.


      2. In the sternest fashion before each attack, warn all troops, junior and midlevel commanders about the impermissibility of lagging behind the tanks during an attack, which usually results in the collapse of the attack and large losses.


      3. Do not permit the subordination of the tanks to the rifle company commanders and, as a rule, subordinate the tanks to the rifle battalion and regiment commanders operating on the main axes …55

    


    Zhukov warned the commanders of the units and formations about the precise execution of orders: if a combat mission was not carried out, the command would be arrested and be tried in front of a military tribunal. In the course of the fighting, the commanders of the 103rd, 105th and 106th Rifle Divisions were relieved of command by Zhukov and reduced in rank.


    On 25 August 1941, the Reserve Front command received a Stavka directive, which stated in part:


    
      …


      2. The forces of the Reserve Front … on 30 August with the left-flank 24th and 43rd Armies will go on the offensive with the tasks: finish off the enemy’s El’nia grouping, seize El’nia, and launch future attacks in the directions of Pochinok and Roslavl’ to reach the front Dolgie Nivy – Khislavichi – Petrovichi by 8 September 1941 …


      b) The 43rd Army on 30 August will go on the offensive in the general direction of Roslavl’ and, having seized Roslavl’, by 8 September reach the front (excl.) Khislavichi – (excl.) Petrovichi …56

    


    According to this directive, the 24th Army would have eight rifle divisions, one tank and one motorized division for the offensive.


    The Stavka confirmed the operational plan proposed by Zhukov. The destruction of the El’nia grouping was anticipated to be completed by 3 September. The 24th Army, which was reinforced with three additional rifle divisions, entered the offensive with 13 divisions.57


    After breaking through the German defenses, it was planned to implement the encirclement and destruction of the enemy with the forces of nine divisions, including the 102nd and 105th Tank and the 103rd Motorized Divisions, amounting altogether to 60,000 men, 800 guns and mortars, and 35 tanks. The remaining four rifle divisions would remain on the defense on the Uzha River, north of the El’nia salient.


    The forces of 24th Army on a front of more than 70 kilometers were opposed by formations and units of the German Fourth Army’s IX and XX Army Corps (their deployment according to the situation on 30 August is shown on Map 2). Outside the perimeter of the bridgehead, units of the VII Army Corps’ 23rd Infantry Division were defending along the Striana River. In the Fourth Army reserve, the 7th Panzer Division (minus one regiment), the 10th Panzer Division and the Motorized Infantry Regiment Grossdeutschland were positioned in the area of Pochinok, more than 50 kilometers southwest of El’nia.58 Thus, an enemy grouping of a little more than four infantry divisions was defending the salient itself, but if you take into account those divisions operating on the flanks of the bridgehead, there were six German divisions present, numbering approximately 70,000 men with 500 guns and mortars. The correlation of forces between the two sides was nearly equal in men, but the Soviet 24th Army had more than one and a half times more artillery. At this time, the Germans no longer had any tanks or assault guns to counter the 35 Soviet tanks that would participate in the decisive offensive against the El’nia salient.


    Thus, what has come to be known to all as the El’nia offensive operation began only after 40-plus days of almost unceasing and bloody fighting for the bridgehead. The artillery preparation, delivered by 800 guns, mortars and rocket launchers, got underway at 0700 hours on 30 August. The adversary put up desperate resistance. Having determined the axes of our attacks, the Germans timely reinforced the threatened sectors through the maneuver of reserves, using every opportunity to counterattack. Over the first days of the offensive, only the southern assault group achieved something of a success by advancing 1.5 kilometers in the breakthrough sector. A whole series of factors slowed the pace of the attack. The divisions were attempting to break though the German defenses on isolated sectors, each in their own area of responsibility. Due to limited ammunition, particularly in artillery shells, the enemy’s defense was insufficiently suppressed. In addition, reconnaissance had not managed adequately to disclose the enemy’s system of fire or to detect his firing positions. Large losses among the battalion and company commanders, who personally led their troops into the attack, hindered the competent maneuvering of forces and weapons on the battlefield.


    At this critical moment, Zhukov demanded:


    
      … a termination of the conciliatory attitude toward cowardly complaints about enemy fire and the actions of his air force. End immediately such criminal manifestations and force the divisions, regiments and battalions to carry out my order [emphasis the author’s] and reach by the end of the day the precise line, indicated in the order of the army commander.


      … I demand that commanders and commissars of all levels to be in the first ranks of the attacking units, and to lead their units forward by their personal example.


      … I demand representatives of the army and front to report to me at the end of the day on all the commanders and commissars, who showed cowardice and excessive caution.59

    


    Such harsh demands by the Reserve Front commander in the given case were generated not so much by the situation, but more by Zhukov’s personal concerns about yet another failure. Later he recalled:


    
      The El’nia operation was my first independent operation, the first test of my personal operational-strategic skills in the great war with Nazi Germany. I think everyone can understand the agitation, the particular circumspection and attention with which I took up its organization and conducting.60

    


    As the former Chief of the General Staff, G. K. Zhukov carried not a small amount of responsibility for the Red Army’s defeats at the start of the war. He had just been removed from this post and given command of the Reserve Front. Thus he couldn’t allow the collapse of yet another of his attempts to liquidate the El’nia bridgehead. Characteristically, even at the end of the war – on the verge of final victory – in April 1945 now in front of Berlin, Zhukov accused the commanders of his subordinate formations and units of cowardice, and demanded that they personally lead the soldiers into battle. There, in the final days, many of those commanders were killed in action …


    Similar demands at El’nia in 1941 led to a rise in casualties among the senior (and not only the senior) command staff, of which there was already a shortage. It would have been better had they remained at their command posts and observation posts, calling in fire on revealed enemy strong points, thereby securing the advance of their units. It is not at all a coincidence that in 1942, changes were made to the Infantry Combat Manual, wherein the proper place for commanders in battle was precisely fixed – wherever he would be most able to direct the fighting.


    After bitter fighting on the northern face of the salient, our units managed to penetrate the enemy’s defense to a depth of 2 kilometers on a sector 3 kilometers wide. On 1 September they reached the village of Voloskovo and cut the railroad. On the morning of 3 September, units of the 24th Army’s southern grouping also resumed their offensive. They managed to drive the Germans from the villages of Leonovo and Shcheplovo, but south of Leonovo, all 15 tanks of the 103rd Separate Tank Battalion, which were supporting the attack of the 303rd Rifle Division’s infantry, became stuck in a swamp. This again points to a certain disregard of reconnoitring the terrain. By dawn of the next day, only nine of the tanks had been dragged out of the swamp.61


    By the evening of 3 September, forces of the 24th Army, repelling strong counterattacks, had deeply enveloped the enemy grouping. The German division commanders were reporting that they no longer had the strength to hold their positions. The threat of the front’s imminent collapse had arisen. The Germans’ difficult situation was made even worse by the fact that simultaneously with the El’nia offensive, Briansk Front had launched its Roslavl’-Novozybkov offensive, while on 1 September the 16th, 19th and 20th Armies of the Western Front had resumed the offensive in the area of Dukhovshchina. The limited German reserves were being stretched by the heavy fighting.


    By 4 September, the corridor into the collapsing German pocket had been reduced to a width of 6 kilometers. On this day, discussions took place between Zhukov, Shaposhnikov and Stalin:


    
      Zhukov on the line.


      Stalin, Shaposhnikov on the line. Greetings. It seems that upon the liquidation of the El’nia [enemy grouping] you are planning to send forces in the direction of Smolensk, leaving Roslavl’ in its present unpleasant situation. I believe this operation that you are thinking to carry out toward Smolensk should be implemented only after the elimination of the Roslavl’ [enemy grouping]. It would be better to wait for the meantime with Smolensk, and together with Eremenko eliminate the Roslavl’ [grouping] and then plant yourself on Guderian’s tail, moving a certain number of divisions to the south. The main thing is to smash Guderian; Smolensk won’t be going anywhere. Over.


      Zhukov: I wish you health, Comrade Stalin. Comrade Stalin, I’m not even beginning to think about an operation in the direction of Smolensk and believe that Timoshenko should occupy himself with this matter. I would now like to launch the attack of the 109th [Tank] and the 149th [Rifle] and 104th [Tank] Divisions in the interests of the most rapid destruction of enemy’s El’nia grouping, the elimination of which will free up 7-8 additional divisions for me in order to reach the Pochinok area [50 kilometers west of El’nia], and having set up a blocking force in the Pochinok area facing toward Smolensk, I could then with a powerful group launch an attack in the direction of Roslavl’ and to the west, that is to say, into the rear of Guderian. As experience shows, launching a deep attack with just 3-4 divisions leads to difficulties, since the enemy quickly envelops such small groups with his own mobile units. That is why I have asked your approval for such a measure. If you order an attack on the Roslavl’ axis, I can organize one. But it will be more advantageous if I first eliminated the El’nia [grouping]. Today toward the end of the day, the right wing of our own El’nia grouping seized Sofievka. The enemy’s bottleneck has been narrowed to 6 kilometers. I think tomorrow the full tactical encirclement will be completed. That is all.


      Stalin: I’m concerned that the terrain in the direction of Pochinok is wooded and swampy and your tanks might get stuck there.


      Zhukov: I’m reporting. It is planned to attack through Polugaevka … 30 kilometers northwest of Roslavl’, about 10 kilometers south of Pochinok. Moreover, an attack along the old axis isn’t appropriate. Today a German soldier deserted to our side, who indicated that this evening the 267th Infantry Division will relieve the beaten 23rd Infantry Division and that he also observed SS troops. The attack to the north is still advantageous because it will occur against the junction of two divisions. Over.


      Stalin: You should not place too much faith in prisoners of war. Interrogate him under torture and then shoot him. We do not oppose your proposed maneuver 10 kilometers south of Pochinok. You can get busy. Especially concentrate an air strike, also use the rocket artillery. When do you reckon to begin?


      Zhukov: I will complete my regrouping by the 7th. I will spend the 7th preparing, and then attack at dawn on the 8th. I especially request that you strengthen me with rocket artillery shells, 76mm, and also 152mm M09/30 shells, as well as 120mm mortar shells. In addition, if it is possible – one regiment of Il-2s and one Pe-2 regiment, and 10 KV tanks and 15 T-34 tanks. Those are all my requests. Over.


      Stalin: Unfortunately we have no rocket artillery shell reserves. When we have some, we’ll give them to you. You’ll receive rocket artillery. It is only unfortunate that Eremenko must operate alone against Roslavl’. Can’t you organize pressure on Roslavl’ from the northeast?


      Zhukov: There is no way, Comrade Stalin, no way. I can only do so with separate battalions, having strengthened them with artillery, but this will only be a diversionary attack, while I launch my main attack on the 8th; I will try, perhaps, to jump-off at dawn on the 7th. Eremenko is still distant from Roslavl’, and I think, Comrade Stalin, that an attack on the 7th or the 8th will not be too late. Over.


      Stalin: And will the celebrated 211th Division be sleeping long?”62


      Zhukov: At your command. I will get organized by the 7th. The 211th is now forming up and will be ready no sooner than the 10th. I will employ it as a reserve, and I will not let it sleep. I request your permission immediately to arrest and try all panic-mongers, about which I’ve been reporting. Over.


      Stalin: The 7th will be better than the 8th. We salute you and give you permission to judge them with all severity. Over. Farewell.


      Zhukov: Be healthy.63

    


    A short digression in connection with Zhukov’s request to allow him to judge panic-mongers (later he wouldn’t appeal to Stalin over such “trifles” – he would simply submit copies of his judgments, if the matter touched someone among the higher command). After a certain period of confusion, prompted by the surprise attack of Nazi Germany on the Soviet Union, the soldiers and commanders demonstrated collective heroism in battles. However, one also encountered incidents of the appearance among the military servicemen of cowardice, panic-mongering, desertion and self-mutilation to avoid battle. The commanders and troops of certain units didn’t display the necessary endurance and tenacity in combat. When enemy tank units broke through the Soviet defenses, these units without an order would abandon their positions, strive to take refuge in the woods, and voluntarily retreat to the east. Thus, from the beginning of the combat operations on 20 July, the NKVD’s Special Departments of the fronts and armies detained on the roads 103,876 military personnel, who had strayed from their units and were fleeing in disarray to the east. There were also cases of mass surrender. Already in June, at the initiative of the command of certain fronts, blocking detachments began to be created.


    The military-political leadership of the country with the aim of strengthening the discipline and fortitude of the troops had reinstated the institution of military commissars in the Army and the Navy. Unprecedented repressive measures were also adopted. On 16 August 1941 Stavka Order No. 270 was issued, addressed to all members and candidate members of the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolshevik), secretaries of the oblast and district committees, the Central Committees of the Communist Parties of all the Union Republics, the chairmen of oblast executive committees, the republic Councils of People’s Commissars, all the secretaries of the regional committees, the city committees, and the chairmen of the district and city executive committees. It was never published, but it was assigned to be read out in all companies, cavalry squadrons, batteries, aviation squadrons, commands and headquarters. According to the Order, commanders and political workers who surrendered were subject to extrajudicial treatment and summary execution. In the Order it was expressed thusly: “Each military serviceman, independently of his service rank, is obliged … to destroy them by all possible means.” The adult family members of servicemen, who had been condemned to the highest measure of punishment (to execution) for betraying the Motherland, were subject to arrest and to internal exile for a period of five years. The families of those Red Army men who surrendered were deprived of all government benefits and assistance. Judging from the text, Order No. 270 had been written by Stalin himself, who in his wrath confused the posts and ranks of generals who had surrendered. However, none of the military chiefs who signed the text had dared correct the Supreme Commander. In this fashion, the official attitude toward military prisoners already in the first months of the war was conclusively formulated. In the midst of battles, there was no time to sort things out, and at times both the innocent and the guilty came under this Order.


    On 5 September Stalin gave his consent to the creation of blocking detachments within the Briansk Front, and on 12 September the Stavka authorized this practice with Directive No. 001919:


    
      … in our rifle divisions there are a lot of panicky and outright hostile elements, who at the very first enemy pressure toss aside weapons and begin to shout: ‘They’ve encircled us!’ and carry along the remaining troops with them. As the result of such actions by these elements, the division flees, abandoning its equipment and then begins to emerge from the woods in solitary figures. Such incidents take place on every front. If the commanders and commissars of such divisions were on top of their work, the panic-mongers and hostile elements wouldn’t be able to take over the division …

    


    Subsequently the directive demanded the creation of blocking detachments in each rifle division formed from one company per regiment, with the basic task of “rendering assistance to the command staff in supporting firm discipline in the division, to halting the flight of panic-stricken military servicemen, not stopping short of the use of a weapon, and to the liquidation of the initiators of panic …”.64


    The problems were not limited to the ground forces. In certain Red Army Air Force units, incidents of pilots’ “concealed desertion” (declining combat due to “malfunctioning” weapons, various equipment problems, etc.) were also uncovered.


    In addition to the repressive measures, the Soviet command offered material incentives to the Red Army personnel for inflicting damage to the enemy. In order to encourage the combat work of the Air Force’s pilots, a new series of awards for successful combat sorties was introduced on 19 August 1941 by People’s Commissariat of Defense Order No. 0299. In accordance with this order, pilots flying ground attack aircraft were eligible for a combat medal and a monetary award amounting to 1,000 rubles for conducting ten successful daylight sorties, or five nighttime sorties to destroy enemy targets. For a subsequent ten combat sorties, the ground attack pilot could be recommended for a second medal and to a monetary award of 2,000 rubles. After 30 successful daytime combat missions or 20 successful nighttime missions, an Il-2 pilot had the right to be recommended for the title Hero of the Soviet Union. As the war progressed, the system of incentives was further developed and spread to other types of forces.


    The Wehrmacht also used strict measures to maintain combat discipline, and had worked out a system of punishments for military crimes. As long as the Germans were advancing, these measures were rarely applied. For example, in September 1941 two deaths sentences were pronounced and carried out in the units of the VIII Army Corps: one soldier was shot for desertion and one for self-mutilation.65 After the very first defeats, when the Germans began to retreat, the Germans also set up blocking detachments.


    However, it is time to return to the events at El’nia. As it later became known, back on 2 September Halder and von Brauchitsch had flown to the headquarters of Army Group Center in order to discuss the strained situation in the salient on the spot with von Bock. As a result of the discussion, the participants came to the conclusion that it wouldn’t be possible to resume an offensive toward Moscow any earlier than the end of September, and it would be impossible to hold the El’nia bridgehead until that time. So they made the decision to abandon it. The commander of the Fourth Panzer Army von Kluge was given direct control over the evacuation, and his headquarters immediately initiated planning for the withdrawal. It was decided to implement it in three stages: on the night of 4 September, the rear services and supply trains would be withdrawn, followed on the next night by the withdrawal of troops from the nose of the salient to positions west of El’nia. Finally, on the night of 6 September the remaining forces in the salient would abandon it and take up a line of defense along the Striana and Ustrom Rivers. Owing to the timely planning, the Germans managed to conduct an organized withdrawal from the closing pocket, almost without any losses. They were assisted by heavy rains and the accompanying heavy cloud cover, which continued for two days and contributed to the concealed withdrawal of the troops.66


    In Halder’s diary, the following note appeared:


    
      5.09 … Our units have yielded the bulge in the lines at El’nia to the enemy. For a long time after our units had already been withdrawn, the enemy continued to fire at these now abandoned positions, and only then cautiously occupied them with infantry. The concealed withdrawal from this bulge is a pretty good accomplishment of the command.67

    


    On 6 September our forces took possession of the city of El’nia, and by the end of 8 September had fully liquidated the Germans’ El’nia bridgehead. Pursuing the withdrawing enemy, troops of the 24th Army on 8 September collided with the previously prepared German defenses on the Ustrom River, and despite repeated attempts, could not crack them. Thus Zhukov could not fulfill the promise he had given to Stalin about a follow-up attack toward Roslavl’.


    Yet already by 13 September 1941, Stavka Directive No. 001941 about the shortcomings in the organization of the offensive was directed at Zhukov:


    
      The offensive of the 24th and 43rd Armies over the recent days is yielding no positive results whatsoever and leading to excessive losses, both in personnel and equipment.


      The basic causes of the failure are the absence of concentrated groupings in the armies necessary for an attack, the tendency to attack along the entire front, and the wholly disorganized aviation-artillery support, inadequate in strength and duration, of the attack of the infantry and tanks.


      It is necessary in the future to cease and not permit disorganized attacks by infantry and tanks which have been weakly prepared by aviation and artillery, and attacks that have not been assured the necessary reserves.68

    


    This was not the first rebuke that Zhukov received for the poor organization of an offensive and the high losses suffered in it.69


    The question about the Red Army’s losses in separate front operations and in the war as a whole remains a rather sharp issue, around which arguments continue to the present day. Too many researchers are not in agreement with the official casualty figures released after the war. The El’nia operation is not an exception.


    Here is an excerpt from Zhukov’s 8 September 1941 report to Stalin on the results of the operation:


    
      I am reporting briefly the results of the El’nia operation:


      In the area of EL’NIA in the period from 30 August to 6 September, the following enemy units were operating: the 137th Austrian Infantry Division, the 178th, 292nd and 268th Infantry Divisions, one regiment of the 7th Panzer Division and one regiment of the 293rd Infantry Division, two motorcycle battalions, and 200-240 guns. In the Austrian division the entire command staff is German. These enemy units arrived from various sectors in the period between 20.8 and 30.8 and replaced an SS division, the 15th Infantry Division, the 17th Motorized Division, the 10th Panzer Division, and the 5th, 31st and 41st Engineer Battalions. According to the testimony from all the prisoners, the SS Division, the 15th Infantry Division and the 17th Motorized Division were withdrawn to the rear in connection with the very heavy losses that these divisions suffered in the fighting for EL’NIA. Altogether over the period of the fighting in the area of EL’NIA, the enemy lost 45-47 thousand men in killed and wounded and a very large number of heavy machine guns, mortars and artillery that were destroyed by our artillery and aviation. According to prisoner testimony, certain units of the 137th, 15th and 178th Infantry Divisions have lost all their mortars and artillery. According to a report from a majority of commanders and the [German] corpses left behind on the battlefield, over the last 3 to 5 days the enemy lost no less than 5 thousand killed. In order to conceal their high losses from our forces, before the withdrawal the enemy swept away the traces of all their fraternal graves and masked them under the surrounding terrain.70

    


    In Zhukov’s report, there are a number of fully understandable inaccuracies regarding the force composition of the enemy El’nia grouping and the identity of the enemy divisions. However, the figures for the enemy’s losses given in it – 45,000-47,000 killed and wounded, which amounts to more than half the strength of entire German grouping defending the bridgehead – is a gross exaggeration. Even today on the basis of incomplete and fragmentary evidence, it is quite difficult to calculate them accurately. Thus, according to a summary from the XXXXVI Panzer Corps, its forces (the 10th Panzer Division, the SS Motorized Division Das Reich, the SS Motorized Regiment Grossdeutschland and the attached 268th Infantry Division) in the fighting for the El’nia salient between 20 July and 9 August lost 4,252 men: 924 killed, 3,288 wounded and 100 missing.


    Over this same period, according to German data, they killed 35,000 Soviet soldiers and officers, destroyed 212 tanks and armored cars, 82 guns, and 22 aircraft, and captured 8,495 prisoners. The number of 35,000 killed alone is also quite dubious. The exaggeration of the level of damage done to the enemy and the downplaying of your own losses is a typical manifestation in war. There can be no doubts that the German divisions defending the El’nia salient suffered heavy losses (from the German perspective), but not a single one of them was withdrawn from the Eastern Front for re-formation. They all participated in the final offensive on Moscow.


    So far, information about the losses in XX and IX Army Corps has not been uncovered. According to the evidence offered by Boris Kavalerchik, who researched this operation on the basis of German documents, over the entire period of fighting at El’nia, the Germans lost up to 25,000 soldiers and officers, killed, wounded or missing. From the very start of the war until 9 September, the Fourth Army and Second Panzer Group suffered aggregate losses of around 70,000 men, and more than a third of these fell in the fighting for El’nia. Thus, the Germans unsuccessful effort to hold the El’nia salient cost them the equivalent of almost two full-strength divisions.71


    In his report to the Stavka, Zhukov offered the following figures for the losses in the 24th Army from 30 August until 8 September: approximately 3,000 killed, 13,030 wounded and 1,116 missing; altogether, about 17,000 men.72 The indicated losses are much lower than the figure for the enemy’s losses offered in Zhukov’s report. It is impossible to believe this, given the nature of the fighting in the attempt to break through the enemy’s defenses. Moreover, among the enemy divisions that suffered losses, Zhukov’s report mentions the 10th Panzer Division, and the SS Motorized Division Das Reich, but these had been withdrawn from the bridgehead long before the start of the final Soviet offensive at El’nia. Meanwhile, Zhukov provides the losses of the 24th Army only over the period from 30 August to 8 September.


    According to the official losses, however, the losses of the Reserve Front in the El’nia offensive comprised 10,701 killed and missing (10 percent of the Front’s total strength of 103,200 men at the start of the offensive), and 21,152 wounded or sick, for a total of 31,853 men.73 The losses in the numerous poorly prepared and therefore fruitless attacks in the prior to the period between 20 July and 29 August 1941 remained concealed.


    What the elimination of the El’nia bulge really cost our forces can be judged from a report of the 24th Army’s Political Department to the Reserve Front’s Political Command. Over the period of the El’nia operation (at the time, the political workers didn’t know that after the war they would officially restrict the timeframe of this operation to the ten-day period between 30 August and 8 September 1941) according to preliminary data the 24th Army lost 77,728 men, including 3,579 of the command staff, 8,769 of the junior command staff, and 65,310 of the rank and file. The 19th Rifle Division suffered the greatest losses – 11,359 (correspondingly 592 – 1, 356 – 9,341 men).74 In connection with this, there is a request in the report to hasten the sending of replacements.75 The newly formed 6th DNO from Moscow was also committed into the fighting at El’nia, which on 31 August numbered 9,791 men; by 20 September, its strength had dwindled to 2,002 men.


    There is one more authoritative piece of evidence about the scale of the losses of the Reserve Front and its subordinate 24th and 43rd Armies that took part in the combat operations around El’nia, which has been overlooked by scholars. In connection with the enormous losses, the Stavka and the Front’s command were forced to scramble to find ways to replenish the combat units. Thus, Stalin in a discussion with Zhukov on 6 September, the day of El’nia’s liberation, in response to the latter’s request for replacements, offered him the example of the Western Front’s work on this matter, where its command had rounded up more than 21,500 men for the combat units by combing through the rear units and military institutions for young military servicemen. Then he threatened that if Zhukov also failed to achieve the desired results in this respect, he would halt the sending of replacements to the Reserve Front.


    In response, the headquarters of the Reserve Front reported that in the period from 1 August to 10 September 1941, the Front had lost 113,000 men. According to its status on 19 September 1941, it had received 60,000 replacements, of which 18,000 were unarmed (between 8 August and 6 September, Reserve Front had received 54 march battalions). From those swept up in the rear units, those arriving from hospitals and those detained by blocking detachments, the combat units had been sent 15,000 men. The Reserve Front’s deficit in personnel amounted to 68,000 men.76


    It is believed that only the inadequate number of tanks and aircraft prevented our troops from encircling and fully destroying the enemy at El’nia. From the fragmentary data, it is impossible to establish how many tanks and aircraft were available at the start of the fighting, and how many were lost in the poorly organized and unsuccessful fighting prior to 30 August. The fact is that many documents, including maps, regarding the first successful offensive by Soviet forces in the war remain classified to the present day. Why is this? Perhaps, the answer lies in the heavy losses? For example, the 103rd Division, which was first reformed as a tank division, then as a motorized rifle division, had available 46 tanks on its roster on 16 July 1941. How many of those tanks remained in the division by 30 August isn’t clear.


    It is believed that at the start of the El’nia operation, the 102nd Tank Division had 20 operational tanks. Then the 24th Army received the 103rd Separate Tank Battalion, which had 15 tanks. Accordingly then, the two shock groupings in the offensive had a total of just 35 tanks. It is difficult to believe this. If you recall, Stalin had expressed his concerns over how Zhukov’s tanks would be attacking through the difficult terrain toward Pochinok. At the same time, 164 of our knocked-out tanks were evacuated from El’nia after the battle, 34 of which were sent for repairs, while 130 had to be written-off. Of course, the larger portion of them had been lost in the unsuccessful attacks prior to 30 August. On 19 September, the Reserve Front now had 128 combat-ready tanks and 47 under repair.77


    As concerns the 40 German panzers that were supposedly present in the bridgehead, which receive mention in certain publications, at the time of the decisive Soviet offensive none were there. German sources unanimously maintain that all the panzer units had fully departed together with Guderian’s Second Panzer Group. Following their usual practice, the Germans had dug-in their own and Soviet knocked-out tanks, and used them as shelters and stationary firing points. At any rate, Zhukov in his report to Stalin on 8 September 1941, describing captured equipment, mentioned 31 tanks and noted that “the majority were ours, knocked out and burned.”


    Sometimes, considering the enormous losses in men, weapons and equipment, the question is posed: Was the taking of El’nia and the liquidation of the German bridgehead there really worth these sacrifices? Especially since the Germans at the last moment were able to avoid encirclement and managed to withdraw their battered units from the bridgehead. There’s no getting around the point that our troops learned the science of successful warfare at the cost of much blood. The elimination of the El’nia salient in September 1941 was our first genuinely successful offensive operation to overcome a rather strong enemy defense, albeit a local one. At the cost of enormous casualties, the threat to the flanks of our Reserve and Western Fronts that this salient represented was eliminated, and the enemy was deprived of an important road hub (incidentally, there were no good roads to the east through the large forested tracts).


    A Sovinformburo announcement after the battle declared:


    
      In the course of 8 September, our forces were engaged in fighting with the enemy on the entire front. On the Smolensk axis, the twenty-six days of combat for the city of El’nia concluded with the destruction of the enemy’s SS division, 15th Infantry Division, 17th Motorized Division, 10th Panzer Division, and the 137th, 178th, 292nd and 268th Infantry Divisions. Remnants of the enemy divisions hastily fled to the west. Our troops took El’nia.

    


    The announcements of this organization, as is known, were of a plainly propagandistic nature and were fully commensurate with Goebbel’s powerful apparatus in their approach to information in wartime. However, the liberation of El’nia was a victory, which had large significance for morale, and the first piece of good news, for which the people had been waiting.


    The Wehrmacht generals were very reluctant to yield the salient. In a conversation on 4 August, Guderian had told Hitler that El’nia was irreplaceable for a future offensive on Moscow, and even if one couldn’t be started soon, it was necessary to retain this bridgehead as a matter of prestige. Although Hitler had then told Guderian that they couldn’t let matters of prestige influence their decisions, the abandonment of the bridgehead was a strong blow to the reputation of both Hitler and the generals. The news about the Wehrmacht’s withdrawal from El’nia resonated widely throughout occupied Europe. Goebbels was forced to make excuses. In an announcement about a meeting at von Bock’s headquarters it was stated that the rumors circulating abroad about the German losses in the El’nia bridgehead (eight divisions and 108 guns) didn’t correspond to reality.78


    In Fourth Army’s Order No. 1 about Operation Typhoon from 23 September 1941, in information about the meeting at Army Group Center, information was presented about the losses up to the date of 7 September (plainly, from the start of Operation Barbarossa): “The Second Army – 23,000 men, the Fourth Army – 38,000 men, the Ninth Army – 48,000 men, the Third Panzer Group – 17, 000 men, the Second Panzer Group – 32,000 men for a total of 160,000 men. About 125,000 replacements have been received.”79


    Convinced that a continued offensive by our forces against the prepared enemy defenses would be fruitless, the Stavka in Directive No. 001805 ordered the troops of the Western Front to suspend the attacks and to go on the defensive:


    
      A prolonged offensive of the Front’s forces against a well-entrenched foe will lead to large losses. The enemy has fallen back to previously prepared defensive positions and our units our forced to gnaw through it.


      The Stavka orders the halt of further attacks on the enemy, to go on the defensive, to dig-in deeply and at the expense of secondary axes and by the strong defense, to withdraw six-seven divisions into the reserve, in order to create a powerful maneuver grouping for a future offensive.80

    


    By mid-September, the front on the Moscow axis had largely become stabilized. However, commanders were authorized to conduct limited operations in the interests of improving their tactical positions. Changes in the nature of Soviet actions were noted in OKH Operational Summary No. 92 for 15 September 1941, where in particular it was said:


    
      … On the entire front of the Red Army, the offensive spirit and the will to resist continue to fall, while the number of deserters has increased. Tank forces are ever more frequently encountered only in small detachments, and the crews are poorly trained.


      … on the central sector, the troops of the Western Direction have not been undertaking strong attacks since 13.9.41. The operations of aviation and artillery have perceptibly weakened. Captured officers talk about a switch to the defensive.


      … Such factors as the exhaustion of the troops, large losses and the lack of ammunition might also cause the Russians to cease making attacks.81

    


    Unfortunately, the analysis from the OKH headquarters was not far from the truth.


    Results of the Smolensk battles


    It is time to sum up the results of the battle of Smolensk, which continued for two months on an enormous expanse of territory, on a front of up to 650 kilometers and to a depth of up to 250 kilometers. Although efforts to counterattack had begun even before 10 July, this date has been taken as the official start of the Smolensk battle.


    As a result of the heavy defeats in the border districts and the subsequent battles, the troops of the Red Army’s first echelon had suffered enormous losses and had lost a significant portion of their weapons and equipment. In these conditions, a stubborn defense might be considered the most acceptable approach to conducting combat operations for the Red Army, in order to win time for the creation of reserves and their introduction into the fighting. However, it was impermissible to yield the initiative fully to the adversary, so that he could calmly concentrate strength for the next attack, wherever it would be most advantageous for him. Therefore the decision to conduct frequent counterattacks seemed fully justified, especially since the command was able to find the forces to conduct them. In the meantime, the armies of the second echelon were approaching.


    At the start of the battle of Smolensk, the Western Front had 66 divisions (17 of them tank or motorized divisions) and two brigades. In the course of the operations, three front headquarters, nine army headquarters, 59 divisions and two brigades were additionally committed on the Soviet side. According to I. V. Stalin, the Western Front in August alone received 2,000,000 soldiers (the human resources of the country at this time still permitted this to be done without any special exertion). After two of von Bock’s armies turned to the south, the situation seemed ripe for a counteroffensive against the deeply projecting salient on the Front’s sector with the aim of regaining Smolensk. Moreover, the country’s political leadership was insisting on active countermeasures against the enemy. Stalin was taking into account the enemy’s losses (although he didn’t believe in the fantastic figures being cited in reports and summaries from the fronts), and he was content with a war of attrition even given a correlation of losses of 1:5 or 1:6 in favor of the enemy. The boss was calculating that Germany with its limited human and material resources would not be able to hold up under the stress and that the Nazi regime would collapse under the weight of its crimes. Stalin’s promise to the allies, that the Leningrad, Smolensk, Kiev line would be held, also played a role. Continued foreign aid, given the danger that everything might fall into German hands, seemed to depend on the Red Army’s ability to hold these cities. It thus remained for the Red Army’s Supreme Command to decide where to attack, when, and with what objective.


    Attacks on converging axes should have shattered the front of an enemy, which had no major reserves, and led to the destruction of the enemy’s Smolensk grouping. However, the shock groupings created for this were too weak (just two to four divisions each), had a limited quantity of tanks and artillery, and were inadequately supplied with material resources, particularly ammunition. Some of the commanders of the operational groups (armies) lacked the requisite experience in preparing operations and in organizing combat actions on a grand scale.82 They didn’t know how to mass forces and means on selected axes of attack, and used tanks and the artillery ineffectively. Instead of creating a powerful tank fist on the main axis of advance, the limited quantity of tanks were distributed among the divisions.


    There was no chance to crack the enemy’s defenses by conducting an operation like the Brusilov Offensive, which was diligently studied in the Soviet military academies. The decision to launch attacks simultaneously with the forces of five operational groups on different axes led to a dissipation of strength. Possibly, sequential attacks on different sectors of the front might have been more beneficial. The adversary, which didn’t have major reserves (the panzer groups had primarily been shifted to Army Groups South and North), would have been compelled to strip forces from other sectors to meet each new attack, thereby weakening them. Obviously, it wasn’t worthwhile to assign such grandiose and unrealistic tasks, and it would have been better to focus on the destruction of the foe’s Smolensk grouping in a piecemeal fashion.


    The unsuccessful attempts to break through the enemy’s defense, the sluggish pace of the advance during the offensive, and finally the inability to develop the initial success are explained primarily by the absence of elementary cooperation between the different service arms, the insufficient air support for the attacking units due to the Luftwaffe’s superiority in the air, and also the extremely limited amount of time for preparing the operations. In connection with the limited availability of shells, attacks were often undertaken without artillery preparation. The introduction of formations arriving from the reserve into the fighting without adequate preparation was also a norm. The replacement march battalions, which didn’t have any military training at all, were also as a rule hurled into the fighting immediately upon their arrival at the front.


    The underestimation of the enemy also undoubtedly told upon the results of the battle. The outcome of battles and engagements depended not only on the quantity of troops and weapons, but also on something no less important, the quality of the troops and the command. The enemy troops by their equipment, level of training and prior combat experience were significantly superior to their Soviet counterparts. The Wehrmacht had been mobilized well in advance, the soldiers and officers were well trained and equipped, and had experience in conducting modern warfare. Germany was able to preserve its officer corps from the First World War, which now comprised the backbone of its command cadres. Officers at the level of battalion command and higher had an academic education.


    The Red Army commanders opposing them were inferior to them in all of these indicators. Formations and units were all too often commanded by men who didn’t have sufficient training or combat experience. The purge of the command cadres in 1937-1938 deprived the Army of almost 40,000 of its most experienced generals, admirals and officers. Yet if in the quantitative sense this void was successfully concealed, the qualitative level of the command cadres’ training sharply fell. Just before the war, practically the entire leadership of the People’s Commissariat of Defense, the General Staff, the main and central commands, and the command of the border district forces and fleets had been replaced. They were replaced with young, energetic, but as a rule, inexperienced officers and generals, who didn’t have the necessary knowledge or work routines for such important posts. Moreover, most of them were constantly looking over their shoulders due to the continuing repressions. Many of the commanders were afraid to make independent decisions, to take the slightest risk, and had suppressed any individual initiative out of fear of being suspected of subversive activity.


    Even back in 1940, in the act that transferred leadership of the People’s Commissariat of Defense from Voroshilov to Timoshenko, it was noted that the Armed Forces of the Soviet Union were not capable in their present condition of conducting either offensive or defensive operations. There was not enough time for a fundamental reorganization of the armed forces, while combat experience doesn’t come through orders and directives sent over the telegraph.


    This concerned not only those individuals occupying the high posts, like army commanders and corps commanders, but also to a great degree the lower commanders of units and detachments, whose level of tactical training didn’t meet the demands of contemporary warfare. They learned gradually how to fight in the war itself, but this schooling came at an excessively high price – the death of hundreds of thousands of soldiers and officers on the battlefields of the war. Each and every miscalculation and mistake in organizing and conducting the battle led to unjustifiably large losses in men, weapons and equipment. The constant failures and heavy casualties undermined faith in the command’s capability to organize and to ensure the success of an offensive.


    In this respect, the enemy’s own opinion is interesting: Russian divisions attacked as a rule on a narrow front, with the infantry advancing almost in closed ranks. The inability of junior officers to act independently always forced the Russians to conduct massed attacks, in dense combat formations. Owing to their superiority in numbers, this method at times enabled them to achieve major successes. However, such mass attacks can be withstood, if the defenders are well-prepared, sufficiently armed, and acting under the leadership of resolute commanders.


    Some consider that the main result of the Smolensk battle was that the Nazi command’s calculations for an unstoppable advance toward Moscow were upset, which forced the German troops to halt their offensive on the main axis and go over to the defense. This assertion doesn’t quite correspond to the facts. The Wehrmacht command made the destruction of the Red Army’s main forces a matter of top priority, after which, it believed, the Soviet capital would fall of its own accord. The Soviet counteroffensive didn’t prevent the Germans from removing two armies from Army Group Center and sending them to the south in order to destroy the forces of the Southwestern Front.


    The main result of the two months of fighting, plainly, should be considered the fact that the enemy was unable to achieve his aims of destroying the Red Army quickly. Having encountered the bitter resistance of Soviet troops, the German command was compelled to change its war plan, to search for new solutions and to alter the sequence of operations. As a result of the battle for Smolensk, the Stavka of the Supreme High Command won time for preparing the armed forces, the people, and the nation as a whole for a prolonged and uncompromising struggle. It is another matter, how this gain in time was used. One must also not exclude from consideration the fact that with each new combat and battle, the command and personnel of the Red Army were gradually acquiring invaluable combat experience, without which it would have been impossible to defeat a more powerful adversary.


    The cost of the Smolensk battle for the Red Army, however, was exorbitantly large – the killed and missing-in-action amounted to 486,171 men, while the number of wounded and sick equaled 273,803 men, for a total of 759,974 (these figures don’t include the losses of the border and NKVD troops). Over 63 days in the Smolensk battle alone, our forces lost 233,400 rifles, 1,348 tanks, 9,290 guns and mortars, and 903 combat aircraft. The Briansk Front alone by 30 September had to write-off 202 tanks (including 6 KV tanks, 79 T-34s, 18 BT types, and 99 T-26s). Including the Kiev (7 July – 26 September 1941) and the Leningrad (10 July – 30 September 1941) defensive operations, the total losses according to official data amounted to 1,804,300 personnel (including 1,316,600 killed or missing-in-action), 2,731,600 rifles, 3,251 tanks, 47,594 guns and mortars (which is 2.5 times more than were lost in the border battles), and 2,948 combat aircraft.83


    In the month of August, the fronts received approximately 2,000,000 replacements.84 However, by the start of the enemy’s next offensive, Operation Typhoon, they had not been able fully to replace such enormous losses in men, weapons and equipment, which adversely affected the staying power of the Soviet strategic defense.


    German statistics on the number of prisoners and amount of equipment captured by Army Group Center on the Western strategic direction from the start of the war until the start of the struggle for Moscow give some insight into the aggregate losses of the Soviet troops opposing them. See Table 1.2:


    The aggregate losses of Soviet troops, including those killed and missing-in-action significantly exceed the numbers given in the table.


    Enemy losses proved to be incomparably lower than ours, but even they were not light. For example, Army Group Center alone lost 219,414 men from the beginning of the campaign until the start of October. Its armies were also unable to fully replace their losses, having received only approximately 151,000 replacements.85 If by 31 July all three army groups had lost 213,301 men, then by the end of August the Wehrmacht’s losses reached 410,000 men (of which more than 107,000 were killed or missing), which is more than had been lost in all the preceding campaigns since the beginning of the Second World War taken together. As a result, the shortage of personnel relative to the authorized strength was more than 4,000 men in 14 divisions, more than 3,000 men in 40 divisions, more than 2.000 men in 30 divisions, and somewhat less than 2,000 men in 58 divisions.86


    
      Table 1.2 The Number of Prisoners and Amount of Captured Equipment Seized by Army Group Center in the Period between 22 June and 27 September 1941 [according to German data]
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    The enemy also suffered painful losses in weapons and combat equipment. Over a month of fighting from 4 August to 4 September 1941, the share of irrecoverably destroyed German tanks rose from 20 percent to 30 percent out of the 3,811 tanks, with which they had started Operation Barbarossa.87 (Appendix V shows the Wehrmacht’s irrecoverable losses in armor and anti-tank guns on the Eastern Front in 1941). At the same time, the percentage of tanks present in the repair shops fell from 30 percent to 23 percent. Thus, by 4 September, only approximately 47 percent of the initial number of tanks was still operational. The Germans themselves acknowledge that by the end of August, their motorized and panzer divisions alone had lost half of their personnel and equipment. The number of serviceable trucks had fallen to 77.7 percent of their authorized number, while the number of prime movers, including recovery vehicles, had fallen to 67.9 percent of authorized strength.88 By 30 September, the Wehrmacht’s Ostheer [Army in the East] had lost more than 552,000 men in killed, wounded and missing-in-action, which amounted to 16.7 percent of its initial strength.89 In aerial combats, 1,603 German aircraft had been shot down, and another 1,028 damaged.90 Although the losses of the Red Army were immeasurably greater, the Wehrmacht’s own combat strength had been sapped to a significant degree.
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    Before the Storm


    The plans of the Nazi command


    Over three months of combat operations, Nazi Germany had scored some notable successes. The Wehrmacht, having advanced 800 kilometers into the interior of the Soviet Union on a front of 1,650 kilometers, had reached the Lake Il’men, Ostashkovo, Iartsevo, El’nia, Poltava, Zaporozh’e line. The enemy had taken possession of important military and economic areas of the country, and seized the Baltic republics, Belorussia and a significant portion of the Ukraine. Leningrad was fully blockaded. An immediate threat to Moscow, the Khar’kov industrial region, the Don Basin and the Crimea had been created. However, despite all these achievements, the basic aims of Hitler’s Barbarossa plan – to capture Moscow and end the war by 1 October – had not been realized. Having completed the destruction of Soviet forces in the Ukraine by the end of September, the Nazi command again shifted its efforts to the central axis.


    The overall view of the German command’s plans for subsequent operations was laid out in Führer Directive No. 35, signed by Hitler on 6 September 1941. In it, the Führer demanded that the Wehrmacht go over to a decisive offensive on all three strategic directions, in order to destroy hostile forces before the onset of winter and to capture the Crimea, Khar’kov and Leningrad. On the northern sector of the Soviet-German Front, Army Group North with the Sixteenth and Eighteenth Armies was to strike from the Chudovo region toward Tikhvin, in order to sever the communications between Leningrad and Moscow and to link up with the Finnish Army on the Svir’ River in Karelia. Army Group South, with the Sixth and Seventeenth Armies and Kleist’s First Panzer Group, was to launch its main attack from the area of Poltava through the Donbas region toward Rostov and to seize the Khar’kov industrial zone and the Crimea, having in view a future offensive into the Caucasus.


    However, the primary efforts were again concentrated on the Moscow axis. The Directive spoke of conducting:


    
      … decisive operations … against Army Group Timoshenko, which is conducting unsuccessful attacks on the front of Army Group Center, and should be destroyed before the onset of winter. For this it is necessary to concentrate all air and ground forces which can be spared on the flanks.

    


    Here, Army Group Center should as soon as possible, no later than the end of September, go on the offensive in the general direction of Viaz’ma, in order to destroy Timoshenko’s group of armies, situated to the east of Smolensk, by a double envelopment with powerful panzer forces concentrated on Timoshenko’s flanks.


    To achieve this, it was proposed to form two main attack groupings: the first in the Fourth Army’s sector in an area lying northeast of Roslavl’ for an offensive to the northeast; and the second in Ninth Army’s sector for an offensive directed through Belyi. After destroying the enemy’s main forces in a decisive encircling operation, Army Group Center was to follow-up with a final advance on Moscow, having secured its right-flank on the Oka River and its left-flank on the upper reaches of the Volga River.
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      The commander of Army Group Center, Field Marshal Fedor von Bock.

    


    For all practical purposes, preparations for the new offensive began on 16 September, when the commander of Army Group Center Field Marshal F. von Bock worked out his directive for capturing Moscow. On 19 September, the new offensive received the code name Operation Typhoon. In distinction from Hitler’s Directive No. 35, which envisioned two main attacks with the Third and Fourth Panzer Groups, von Bock, utilizing the recently concluded successful operations to encircle and destroy the main forces of the Southwestern Front, decided to launch a third attack with the forces of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group from the region of Shostka on the Orel axis. Thus, three of the Wehrmacht’s four panzer groups were concentrated on a 400 kilometer front for the implementation of Operation Typhoon.


    If successful, the launching of three attacks on a wider front would enable the destruction of the main forces of all three Soviet fronts defending the approaches to Moscow from the west, thereby rendering the capital city defenseless. In order to maximize the strength of the initial blow and ensure a rapid breakthrough, Army Group Center was deployed in a single echelon with only a small force in reserve: the 19th Panzer Division, the 900th Lehr Motorized Brigade, and the Motorized Infantry Regiment Grossdeutschland. It was planned to augment the efforts in the course of the offensive by deploying the panzer groups and the majority of motorized corps in two echelons. Operation Typhoon was to begin on 28 September and to conclude by the middle of November.


    The Wehrmacht command not without reason believed that after the loss of Leningrad (plainly Leningrad had already been written-off) and the larger part of the Ukraine, the enemy would try to hold onto and defend Moscow until the start of winter with all possible forces. The goal would be the same – to win time. This conclusion was supported by intelligence data, including aerial reconnaissance photographs. Thus, the Germans had rather solid evidence about the prepared defensive lines in the depth of the Soviet defenses on the Viaz’ma – Moscow axis (see map on page 394). Von Bock wrote:


    
      Given his primitive forms of controlling the troops and the primitive forms of organizing battle, the enemy will just as before concentrate major forces to block and defend the road to Moscow, that is to say the highway between Smolensk and Moscow, as well as the Leningrad – Moscow road. Therefore, a German offensive along these main roads will encounter the strongest opposition from the Russian side.1

    


    Therefore, the plan alternative of an offensive toward Moscow along the shortest, direct route, which would undoubtedly lead to a slow, grinding advance through a well-prepared defense, was immediately cast aside.


    Von Bock continued:


    
      So far the Russian command has poorly directed its forces operationally. The Russian troops are distinguished by their insensitivity to the threat of our forces on their flanks and their lack of fear regarding encirclement, from which they were trained to break out back in peace time.2

    


    This time von Bock was most troubled by the fact that the enemy, having correctly assessed the situation as their front line began to crumble under the weight of the German attacks, might withdraw his main forces to the east to previously prepared defensive lines, in order to offer further resistance there.


    During the discussion of the operation’s final plan, several disagreements arose in the OKH over the question of where the panzer wedges should link-up after breaking through the Russians’ defenses. There were concerns that upon reaching widely separated objectives, the inner arms of the envelopment and inner ring of the resulting encirclement might be too thin. In that case, there would be a real possibility that major hostile forces might break out of the encirclement and withdraw to another prepared line of defenses, as had happened at Smolensk. As a result, it was decided to complete the double envelopment of Timoshenko’s group of armies in the area of Viaz’ma, and not Gzhatsk [present day Gagarin], as von Bock had proposed. Smaller encirclements offered a greater guarantee that the encircled forces would be destroyed.


    Thus, the intent of Operation Typhoon was to cleave the front of the Soviet armies with three powerful blows, envelop them, and then to surround and destroy their main forces. The attacks would be launched on merging axes with the use of a double envelopment of the Russians’ main groupings behind their prepared defensive lines. The plan was based upon achieving a breakthrough on the chosen sectors through the massing of an overwhelming superiority of force on them, disrupting the maneuver of the enemy’s reserves, and preventing an enemy withdrawal to prepared lines of defense in the rear.


    On 26 September General-Field Marshall F. von Bock signed-off on the order for the offensive:


    
      …


      2. The Fourth Army with the Fourth Panzer Group subordinated to it attacks in a general direction along both sides of the Roslavl’ – Moscow road. After executing the breakthrough, shielding itself from the east, it will pivot with its main forces in the direction of the Smolensk – Moscow highway on both sides of Viaz’ma.


      3. The Ninth Army with the Third Panzer Groups subordinated to it breaks through the enemy’s positions between the highway and the area of Belyi and penetrates to the Viaz’ma-Rzhev railroad. … a turn is assumed east of the upper course of the Dnepr River in the direction of the highway west of Viaz’ma with a simultaneous screening from the east. The Army’s offensive should be screened from the north.


      4. On the inner flanks of the Fourth and Ninth Armies between the area of El’nia and the highway, before obtaining the possibility of an offensive on this front, it is necessary to confuse the adversary, creating the appearance of an offensive and by means of individual, concentrated blows with limited aims, to pin down the enemy as much as possible.


      …


      9. The reinforced Luftflotte [Air Fleet] 2 destroys the Russians’ air power confronting the Army Group and supports the offensive of the armies and panzer groups with all the means available to it.


      Raids on the industrial enterprises in the Moscow area, in connection with these tasks, fall to a lower priority and will be conducted only when the situation of the ground forces permits this. In order to hinder the enemy’s supplies and movement of reserves, the railroads leading from the Briansk, Viaz’ma, Rzhev area to the east will be systematically cut.


      10. The day and hour of the offensive will be determined by me on the basis of the intelligence indications of 24.9.3

    


    With the aim of securing the best cooperation, von Bock considered it useful to strengthen the Ninth Army’s assault grouping by attaching one infantry division to each of the Third Panzer Group’s motorized corps. In addition, in order to enhance the shock (penetrating) force of the Third Panzer Group, the panzer regiments of the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions were combined to form one panzer brigade. It was to punch a gap into the enemy’s defense and quickly move on to its assigned objective. The infantry of the Ninth Army was to follow behind the panzers in order to create a solid inner ring of encirclement. Guderian’s Second Panzer Group, having received two infantry corps as reinforcements, was directly subordinated to Army Group Center’s command.


    In order to conceal the regrouping and obtain the element of surprise for the forthcoming operation, the OKH on 17 September issued a directive to the troops:


    
      The Oberkommando des Heeres calls attention to the fact that the regrouping of forces of Army Group Center, necessary for conducting Operation Typhoon, should remain concealed as much as possible from the Russians, in particular the movement of the motorized formations to the area of Army Group Center’s position, as well as the shift in the aviation’s main efforts.


      … in addition, it follows that much care be shown that the troops move into the areas of their jumping-off positions for the upcoming offensive as late as possible and with the use of disinformation measures [against] the Russians.


      The day of the start of the proposed offensive – ‘T’ – will be announced over three days (on ‘T’ day – 3, at noon).4

    


    In order to mislead the Russians regarding the preparations for the offensive, while building defensive positions it was recommended not to use any special measures to hide the construction work. In addition, in order to conceal the regrouping of Fourth Panzer Group from Leningrad to the Roslavl’ area, for example, a radio operator from Group Headquarters was left behind, who continued to communicate over the radio with dummy stations. Our signals intelligence was very familiar with his call sign. The assembly areas for the mobile formations of the panzer groups were selected so as to be some distance away from the directions of the designated attacks. At the same time, preliminary work was done to ensure the conditions for their rapid and concealed approach to the targeted breakthrough sectors. In this respect, the choice of the axis for the Third Panzer Group’s main attack is characteristic: it was in an area where there were no good roads. Therefore, the large-scale employment of tanks on the Kaniutino axis was completely unexpected for the command of the Western Front. Deceptive measures were also planned for when the operation was underway. Recall that the inner flanks of the Fourth and Ninth Armies between the area of El’nia and the Smolensk – Moscow highway were to launch strong diversionary attacks to give the appearance of an offensive on this sector.


    An addendum to Operational Order No. 13 from 26 September 1941 set the start date for Operation Typhoon:


    
      … 4) supplementary information:


      a) for the Ninth Army (including the Third Panzer Group), ‘T’-day – 2.10.1941.


      The order should be viewed as final, if a different order has not been issued prior to the evening of 28.9.


      …


      c) Time ‘x’ (the start of the artillery preparation) will be indicated for the entire Army Group on the prior evening. The start of the offensive: Either at dawn via a flashing signal in the event of possible mist (in order to take advantage of the element of surprise), or at 0930 (in order to secure the effective support of artillery and aviation).


      While preparing for the start of the offensive, take consideration of both alternatives.5

    


    An extract from Fourth Army’s ‘T’ Order No. 2 directed:


    
      Time ‘x’ is designated for 0530 [0630 Moscow time]. All preparatory measures must be completed by this time.


      At the indicated time, troops open intensive fire along the Army’s entire front.


      Time ‘x” is set independently of the weather conditions.6

    


    In connection with the offensive’s appointed start time, additional directives followed that were designed to ensure that the creation of the shock groupings would remain concealed and to achieve the element of surprise for their initial attacks. It was emphasized that it was necessary for as long as possible, at least until the evening prior to ‘T’-day, to maintain the appearance of a defense, to which the Russians had become accustomed. Tanks and motorized infantry were not to appear in the forward zone. Units and detachments designated to reinforce the infantry divisions were to arrive in the forward zone no earlier than the night before the launching of the offensive. Wherever it was possible, the attacking infantry was to leapfrog the infantry in the trenches, which would then move out behind the attacking infantry as a reserve.7


    The relative strength of the opposing sides


    According to German intelligence, the correlation of forces on the Eastern Front on 6 September looked as follows: Army Group South – 77 German divisions against 47 Russian divisions; Army Group Center – 55 German divisions against 86.5 Russian divisions (including the formation of 12 reserve divisions in the environs of Moscow identified by German intelligence); Army Group North – 31 German divisions against 25 Russian divisions. However, the OKH had significantly strengthened von Bock’s Army Group Center in a qualitative sense, by returning the Second Panzer Group (5 panzer divisions, 4 motorized divisions) to it, transferring the Fourth Panzer Group (3 panzer divisions, 2 motorized divisions) to it from Army Group North, as well as by giving it two fresh panzer division from the OKH reserve. By the end of September, Army Group Center was controlling three armies and three panzer groups, which included 13 army corps and eight motorized corps, an estimated 72 divisions (according to other data 74.5 divisions), including 14 panzer and eight motorized divisions, which comprised 64 percent of all the German mobile formations in the East. All these forces were concentrated in three groupings: A northern grouping in the Dukhovshchina area consisting of the Ninth Army, with the Third Panzer Group subordinated to it; a central grouping situated north of Roslavl’, consisting of the Fourth Army and the Fourth Panzer Group; and a southern grouping, positioned in the Shostka, Glukhov area, comprised of the Second Army and the Second Panzer Group. Army Group Center’s offensive would be supported by the Luftwaffe’s Luftflotte 2, which had approximately 1,390 combat aircraft, half of which were bombers. The composition of Army Group Center at the start of Operation Typhoon is shown in Table 2.1:


    On 1 October Army Group Center numbered over 1,800,000 men, with more than 14,000 guns and mortars,8 1,700 tanks and 1,390 aircraft.9 These numbers comprised almost half of the personnel, 75 percent of the tanks and 33 percent of the guns and mortars of their total numbers on the Eastern Front. Thus, the German command had assembled the strongest grouping, which the Wehrmacht had thus far managed to gather on one strategic axis. By the start of the offensive, the enemy had taken all measures to replenish the formations and units with men, weapons and combat equipment. However, according to German data, the infantry divisions as before lacked approximately 1,500 men each of their authorized strength, which means that their numerical strength was approximately 1,550 men in each division. The relative strength and combat equipment of a Soviet rifle division and a German infantry division in 1941 is shown in Appendix I.


    
      Table 2.1 The Order of Battle of Army Group Center, Operating in the Sector of the Three Soviet Fronts, at the Start of Operation Typhoon


      [image: ]

    


    Three Red Army fronts – the Western, Reserve and Briansk Fronts – opposing Army Group Center were defending an area approximately 800 kilometers wide. The main grouping – 12 armies of the Western and Reserve Fronts – were directly defending the Moscow axis. Three armies and one operational group were defending the Briansk and Orel directions. Altogether, the three fronts had 95 divisions (of which 83 were rifle, two were motorized rifle, one was a tank, and nine were cavalry divisions), 13 tank brigades and 11 aviation divisions. The composition of the fronts, their number of personnel, weapons and combat equipment at the start of the Battle of Moscow are presented in Table 2.2.


    
      Table 2.2 Organization and Strength of the Defending Fronts at the Start of Operation Typhoon
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    On 25 September 1941, the Western Front had numbered 574,995 men (including 61,574 command staff, 83,148 junior command staff, and 400,273 rank and file).10 Over six days, then, the Front’s numerical strength had declined by 29,000 men. This despite the fact that it had received replacements: to offset the losses that had been incurred, the fronts on the Western strategic axis received more than 193,000 replacements in the month of September – up to 40 percent of the total number called into the acting army.11 At the end of September, two divisions that had suffered particularly heavy losses were withdrawn from the Western Front, but they had minimal numbers: the 1st Motorized Rifle Division (two motorized rifle regiments with 600 men each) and the 64th Rifle Division (the regiments of which numbered on average 900 men).


    Thus, the enemy had 1.4 times more personnel than the forces of our three fronts. Incidentally, in Army Group Center’s journal of combat operations, the full number of troops was tabulated, including the Luftwaffe and the auxiliary forces (railroad and rear units) – a total of 1,929,406 soldiers and officers.12


    The large losses of the Red Army in men (including command staff), weapons and combat equipment in the initial month of the war, the continuing formation of new divisions and units, as well as the country’s lowered industrial output due to the evacuation of Soviet industry to the deep rear forced the Soviet command to introduce major changes in the organizational structure of the forces. Back on 15 July, the Stavka had the need at the first possibility, without harming current operations, to prepare a gradual shift to smaller armies “of five or a maximum of six divisions without corps commands”.


    According to the new Table of Organization and Equipment, adopted on 29 July 1941, the authorized numerical strength of a rifle division was decreased by almost 30 percent to 11,634 men (command staff – 862, junior command staff – 1,612, rank and file – 9,160). Already from 17 September 1941, the division’s artillery was reduced from two artillery regiments to one (with an authorized 16 76mm guns and 8 122mm guns), thereby reducing the number of artillery pieces in the divisions by half; the authorized number of vehicles was cut to 226 (of which 196 were trucks), 64 percent of the former number; and there remained 2,740 horses (of which 497 were equestrian). Under this new TO&E, our rifle division was now smaller than its German infantry counterpart: in men by 1.4 times, in rifles by 1.4 times, in guns and mortars by 2.1 times, and horses by 1.8 times (see Appendix I).


    However, a significant number of the rifle divisions, despite the replacements they had received, remained well below even their new, reduced authorized strength. The divisions of those armies, which despite the order to go over to the defense continued to conduct frequent attacks, were in the worst condition of all. In many divisions there was a palpable lack of artillery, machine guns and transport. Two divisions, the 170th Rifle and the 98th Rifle Division, had to be dissolved on 30 September 1941 due to a lack of materiel. The remaining personnel and equipment were transferred to the 22nd Army. On 20 September the rifle divisions of the 30th Army were at only approximately half strength. The tank divisions showed significant losses in both men and equipment. For example, the 101st Tank Division had only 55 percent of its authorized personnel and just 14 percent of its tanks; comparable figures for the 107th Tank Division were 58 percent and 57 percent. By 1 October, the rifle divisions of the 19th, 20th and especially the 16th Armies were in somewhat better shape, having 73 percent, 74 percent and 91 percent respectively of the officially reduced, authorized number of personnel.


    Already after the German offensive had started, in the period between 3 October and 7 October, 47 march companies and three companies of specialists arrived as replacements for the divisions of the Western Front. Unfortunately, the quality of the replacements was substantially lower than requested. They had little training and many arrived without weapons. So the German intelligence estimates that at the end of September 80 enemy divisions confronted von Bock’s forces, with an additional 10 divisions (the people’s militia divisions) in reserve, which by their staffing and weaponry were equivalent to 54 full-strength divisions, were not so far from the truth.


    The artillery regiments of the Supreme Command Reserve also transitioned to a reduced table of equipment, which cut their firepower in half. The anti-tank brigades were replaced by anti-tank regiments, which had at first five batteries, but then just four batteries of 16 guns each.


    By an order of the commander of the Western Front from 19 September 1941, all measures for changing to the reduced TO&E were to be completed before 10 October.13 The compulsory move to smaller units and formations with a reduced quantity of weapons and combat equipment, almost totally lacking in mechanization, sharply reduced their combat strength and maneuverability. Moreover, our divisions were badly worn out by the preceding defensive and offensive battles, and needed both rest and refitting, while the Reserve Front’s newly formed divisions of popular militia had no combat experience.


    It is more difficult to calculate the relative strength of the two sides in armor by the start of Operation Typhoon, since some scholars consider the total number of armored vehicles in the formations (including commanders’ tanks and assault guns), while others use only the combat-ready tanks. In the Wehrmacht, tanks equipped the panzer divisions, which gave them great shock and firepower and a high degree of maneuverability. They were the basic instrument for converting a tactical breakthrough into an operational one, and for outflanking and enveloping major enemy groupings. The panzer divisions contained one panzer regiment consisting of two or three battalions, which were equipped with Pz I, Pz II, Pz III (with either the 37mm or 50mm main gun) and the Pz IV, as well as the Czech-manufactured Pz 35(t) and Pz 38(t) tanks. The organization and inventory of the Wehrmacht’s panzer divisions at the start of the war, as well as their strength in numbers and armor in comparison with the USSR’s 1941 tank divisions, are shown in Appendices II and III. However, it shouldn’t be forgotten that the total number of tanks in the German panzer divisions could exceed the authorized amount. In practice, each Wehrmacht panzer division had its own table of equipment, which depended a lot on the division’s history, traditions and the types of armor with which they were equipped. For example, the 6th Panzer Division, which had the 11th Panzer Regiment, also for some reason had the 65th Separate Panzer Battalion, which was equipped with Pz 35(t) tanks. Oddly, the 65th Separate Panzer Battalion had more tanks than there were in the two-battalion 11th Panzer Regiment (see Appendix VI)!14


    The Werhmacht’s 14 panzer divisions, which operated on the Eastern Front, numbered 1,700 tanks, of which approximately 40 percent were light Pz I and Pz II tanks.15 According to the data of an American specialist on Soviet and German military history, Bryan I. Fugate, on 2 October Army Group Center had a total of 1,217 tanks.16 In reality, since the start of the war, the Germans had lost suffered heavy losses in armor on the Eastern Front. The dynamics of the Wehrmacht’s irreplaceable losses in armor and anti-tank guns in the course of 1941 can be tracked in the data in Appendix V. In general, only 47 percent of the German armor on the Eastern Front remained combat-ready by October 1941, and another 23 percent were in the repair shops. This means the remaining 30 percent had been written-off. In Army Group Center, however, matters stood much worse: only 34 percent of its tanks remained operational. By the start of the operation, it was reinforced with the 2nd and 5th Panzer Divisions, and given 316 new tanks and armored vehicles as replacements.17 On 11 September, Halder had noted in his diary that in accordance with a report from General Quartermaster Wagner, there was a 40 percent deficit of tanks in the panzer divisions.18 However, on 14 September the OKW received a report from a different department of the OKH, in which the deficit of tanks was now estimated at 53 percent. The difference in the quantity of tanks between the two reports comprised 543 vehicles! Hitler was strongly agitated by this report: how could he plan an operation, believing 1,000 armored vehicles could be employed, when the panzer divisions only had 500?19


    The German losses in tanks on the Eastern Front can be traced by the example of the Third Panzer Group’s divisions (see Appendix VI). For example, the 6th Panzer Division at the start of Operation Barbarossa had 256 tanks, but by 10 September there remained only 181 combat-ready tanks in formation, or 70 percent of its starting total (15 tanks were under repair, 62 had been written-off, and two had been received as replacements). In the 7th Panzer Division, which had been substantially mauled at Dukhovshchina, on 6 September 1941 only 130 of its original 278 tanks remained in formation, or 47 percent (87 tanks were under repair, 82 had been lost irrevocably, and 21 had arrived as replacements).20 Guderian’s panzer divisions after the fighting east of Kiev were in the worst shape. For example, on 19 September 1941 Halder noted in his diary that the panzer divisions of the Second Panzer Group by the middle of September had only 20 to 31 percent of their tanks still serviceable. By the start of Operation Typhoon, the Germans were counting upon raising this percentage to 60 percent. In fact, by the start date for the offensive, Guderian had managed to achieve a level of combat-ready tanks in his panzer group equal to only half of their authorized number.21


    Most often, the difference in the total number of tanks, cited by different sources, can be directly explained by the presence of the repair pool, the size of which fluctuated on a daily basis, as well as the differing dates of reports submitted to higher headquarters. A lot depended upon the amount of damage received by the armored vehicles and whether or not the necessary parts and components were available, both of which affected the time required for repair. The Army Groups in 1941 didn’t have a sufficient number of repair units, and those they had could make only minor repairs. Heavily damaged tanks had to be sent back to Germany for factory repair. Since the loss of tanks in combat, as well as due to the unanticipated wear and tear caused by the poor roads and weather conditions, was significantly higher than expected, the central repair and maintenance service frequently couldn’t keep up with the growing volume of repair work. In addition the lack of spare parts, especially for the captured Czech Pz 35(t) tanks, the manufacture of which had ceased in 1938, complicated repair and maintenance.22 The centralization of the tank repair service led to a significant increase in the time required for repairs (and correspondingly to a strain on the already small carrying capacity of the railroads). Therefore tanks sent back for repair or major overhauls to Germany, as well as to repair shops in Minsk and Vil’nius, were not included on the books in the panzer divisions.23


    The OKH had only 126 tanks in its immediate reserve for replenishing the panzer divisions. This was because Hitler was confident that the Red Army would be destroyed in the near future and that the war would shift to the phase of “economic suppression” in the Soviet Union. Therefore he had announced his intention back on 8 July to keep all newly produced panzers in Germany, which would be needed “in the period after Barbarossa”.24 At the same time, Hitler was hoping to keep secret the latest improvements in German tank design and construction. Therefore, he issued a directive not to make large-scale replacements for the tank losses at the front, but to amalgamate those panzer divisions that had suffered heavily. The surplus personnel created in this process would be returned to Germany to outfit newly formed panzer divisions equipped with the latest tanks.


    Of course, the Germans strove to take maximum advantage of the time remaining before the start of Operation Typhoon to restore knocked-out and damaged tanks to service. The delivery of repaired tanks to the units continued until the very last moment. According to German documents, Guderian’s divisions were issued 134 Pz IIIs and 15 Pz IVs. Of them, 56 percent were to arrive on the evening before the new offensive, that is to say on 29 September, while the remaining tanks would be delivered two days later. At the same time, tanks that had only radio receivers were equipped with radio transmitters recovered from knocked-out vehicles.25


    On the Soviet side, the number of tanks in the acting army had sharply fallen as a result of the enormous losses in the preceding battles. The industry, in transit to new locations in the east, was not able to supply the troops with enough tanks to offset all these losses. At the end of September, the mechanized corps were dissolved. Their tank divisions, which had suffered heavy losses in equipment, were reformed into motorized rifle divisions and tank brigades. Thus, the primary tactical formation of the Red Army’s armored forces became the tank brigade, which by its composition and combat possibilities was in no way comparable to the Wehrmacht’s panzer division. The tank brigades (and even more so the separate tank battalions) were poorly suited for independent operations. On the defense they were used primarily to provide direct support to the infantry during counterattacks. Consequently, our forces were deprived of a powerful instrument for developing an offensive into the depth and for eliminating enemy penetrations in the defenses. A picture of the types and quantities of tanks found in the tank units of that time can be seen in a report submitted by the Western Front on 1 October (see Table 2.3):


    
      Table 2.3 The Number of Tanks in the Western Front’s Tank Formations as of 1 October 1941
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    A more realistic picture of the relative strength between the two sides in tanks can be obtained if one considers only the combat-ready vehicles. In the process of doing so, I will base my analysis on the following. The actual number of combat-ready tanks in the German divisions assigned to Operation Typhoon, as of the end of August-beginning of September 1941, is shown in Appendix VI. Only the 2nd and 5th Panzer Divisions, which had freshly arrived at the Eastern Front, were fully equipped, and had 194 and 186 tanks respectively. In the 13 panzer divisions (excluding the reserve 19th Panzer Division) assigned to Operation Typhoon, altogether at the beginning of September 1941 there were 1,435 serviceable tanks, and an additional 742 tanks were under repair (see Appendix VII).26


    At the same time, the tank losses over the second half of September were approximately equal to the number of repaired tanks returned to service (the intensity of the fighting, except for the divisions of the Second Panzer Group, had somewhat subsided). While preparing for the offensive, the Germans tried to return the maximum number of vehicles from the repair pool – up to 25 percent of the 742 under repair, which would yield an additional 185 tanks. In this case, by the start of Operation Typhoon the Germans might have no less than 1,620 combat-ready tanks. These figures are little different from the historical research data about Operation Barbarossa published by the U.S. Army in March 1955. There it is mentioned that according to a German estimate, if all the new panzers from the reserves of the German Supreme Command had been transferred to the troops, the share of serviceable tanks in Army Group Center by the start of the offensive on Moscow might have increased to 60.5 percent of authorized strength, which corresponds to approximately 1,643 combat-ready tanks.27 As the basis for further calculations, we will assume a figure of 1,620 serviceable tanks in Army Group Center just prior to Operation Typhoon.


    According to the data of the well-known Russian tank specialist M. V. Kolomiets, considering only combat-ready tanks, the Western Front on 1 October had 475 tanks (of which 51 were T-34s), the Reserve Front on 2 October had 177 tanks (23 T-34s), and the Briansk Front on 25 September had 245 tanks (59 T-34s), for a total of 897 serviceable tanks (including 133 T-34s).28 This is less by 147 tanks than the comparable figure indicated in Table 2.2. The difference in the number of tanks in the Reserve Front is particularly large. Apparently, M. V. Kolomiets counted only the tanks of four tank brigades (leaving out the 147th Tank Brigade, which was refitted and transferred to the Western Front at the start of Operation Typhoon), and excluded the T-37, T-38 and T-40 light tanks equipping the tank battalions of three rifle divisions (the former 2nd, 8th and 13th DNO) from his number. Let us assume that the Reserve Front on 1 October numbered 219 serviceable tanks (excluding 47 non-serviceable tanks and 35 light tanks in the rifle divisions).


    In this case, the enemy at the start of Operation Typhoon was superior to the Soviet forces in the number of tanks (excluding assault guns) by 1.7 times (1,620 tanks versus 939). Based upon this assumption, one can calculate the approximate correlation in tank strength in the sector of each Soviet front as well (setting aside the 19th Panzer Division in von Bock’s reserve): the Third Panzer Group (the 1st, 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions against Western Front – 0.9 to 1 (442 : 445); the Fourth Panzer Group (the 2nd, 5th, 10th, 11th and 20th Panzer Divisions) against Reserve Front – 3.3 to 1 (720 : 219); and the Second Panzer Group (the 3rd, 4th, 9th, 17th and 18th Panzer Divisions) against Briansk Front – 1.9 to 1 (458 : 245).


    When analyzing the qualitative difference between the opposing sides’ tank forces, it should be remembered that a significant portion of the Soviet tanks consisted of outdated types. Thus, the Western Front had only 72 heavy and medium tanks of recent models, which was just 15 percent of all its tanks. At the same time, medium Pz III and Pz IV tanks comprised 45 percent of all the tanks equipping Army Group Center. The outdated BT and T-26 tanks, which made up the majority of the tank park of our units, could not stand up to these medium enemy tanks, since they had an inferior main gun (the comparative technical-tactical characteristics of Soviet and German tanks and their armament in 1941 are shown in Appendix VIII). Equipped with aircraft engine variants and very poorly located gas tanks, the BT tanks, as a rule, burst into flames from the very first hits. Their light armor, like the armor of the other outdated Soviet tanks, was easily penetrated by all types of the Wehrmacht’s anti-tank weapons. The light Pz I, Pz II and Pz 35(t) were approximately equivalent in their vulnerability, although the medium Pz III and Pz IV, as well as the latter modifications of the Pz 38(t), which had thicker armor, were notably superior in this respect to the majority of the Soviet combat vehicles. Only the new T-34 and KV tanks surpassed them in this regard. In order to counter them, the Germans used high-velocity armor piercing discarding sabot shells, but also called upon 88mm anti-aircraft guns in a ground role and powerful 105mm corps artillery guns.


    The firepower of Soviet tanks, especially the new designs, didn’t look too bad on paper. However, in field conditions it was substantially and adversely affected by the acute shortage of 76mm armor-piercing shells and the low quality of a significant portion of the 45mm shells. Particularly noticeable was the superiority of German tanks in spotting targets and targeting them due to the higher quality of optics and the presence of cupolas for the commanders. In the Pz III and Pz IV, this superiority was even greater because the commander was freed of any other duties. The accuracy of German fire was also increased by electrical firing mechanisms, which operated significantly faster than their Soviet mechanical counterparts. An important advantage of all the Wehrmacht’s armored vehicles without exception was their high quality and reliable means of communications. Thus according to many of the most important indicators, the Soviet tanks lagged significantly behind the German tanks. However, the German panzers’ main shortcoming was their poor cross-terrain performance due to their high ground pressure and operational range.


    Thus, it should be noted that not a single type of tank in 1941 possessed such plain superiority over its adversaries, which would permit it to dominate the battlefield without a challenge. For the achievement of victory, the level of the crews’ tactical and gunnery training, their ability to exploit their own equipment’s advantages and the shortcomings in the adversary’s equipment became decisive. In the enemy’s assessment, the low effectiveness of our tank units in 1941 was explained by the poor training of the crews, especially the driver-mechanics. The outcome of tank battles was also determined by the proficiency of the battalions, regiments and divisions, the ability of the tankers to cooperate both with each other and with different types of forces, as well as the command’s competent use of the tanks. It was precisely in these areas that the German tankers and their commanders were significantly superior to their Soviet counterparts at that time, and it is just here wherein the secret of their impressive successes lies.


    At the same time, the quantity and quality of the Soviet armored vehicles, especially the new T-34 and KV tanks, came as quite an unpleasant surprise to the Germans. In the summer of 1942, Hitler was compelled to acknowledge that:


    
      … in a technical sense the Russians have achieved an extraordinary success. This is a great surprise in the Russian campaign. It was impossible even to think that the Soviet could produce such an enormous quantity of military materiel. Even the quality of this equipment is good. The Russian tanks, doubtlessly, are the best that have opposed the German army at any time.29

    


    Another important factor was the relative strength of the opposing sides in aviation. The Germans viewed aviation as the main long-range means of striking enemy troops, which as a result of its mobility was capable of shifting quickly to any region, especially in crisis situations. The primary task of the Luftwaffe was to provide battlefield support to the ground formations and to strike important enemy targets in the immediate rear. Continuing to maintain the aerial supremacy it had gained, the German Luftwaffe was to play an important role in achieving the goals of Operation Typhoon. However, the effectiveness of the Luftwaffe’s strikes had significantly declined owing to losses it had suffered.


    As in the case with tanks, there also exists a divergence of opinion regarding the number of aircraft in Luftflotte 2, which is explained by taking data from different time points. For example, according to the data of one authority in the realm of the air war over the Eastern Front, Christer Bergstrom, at the start of Operation Typhoon Luftflotte 2 had a total of 550 aircraft, of which 158 were bombers.30 Possibly, he was considering only serviceable aircraft and excluded formations that were added to General Field Marshal A. Kesselring’s grouping for the operation. In addition to General Loerzer’s II Fliegerkorps [Air Corps], General W. von Richthofen’s VIII Fliegerkorps, returning from Army Group North, rejoined Luftflotte 2 before the start of Typhoon.


    According to Soviet data, at the start of Operation Typhoon Luftflotte 2 numbered 1,390 combat aircraft against 545 Soviet, which is a ratio of 2.5:1 in favor of the Germans.31 In the well-known research of D. B. Khazanov, the comparable figures vary somewhat from those cited above: in the middle of September there were only 300 aircraft supporting Army Group Center, but on 30 September 1941 their number had surged to 1,320.32


    Our aviation had also suffered heavy losses. For example, the irreplaceable losses of the Western Front’s air force, which had 248 aircraft on its roster for 1 September 1941, comprised more than 100 combat aircraft (77 of which had been either shot down in aerial combat or destroyed on the ground at their airfields). After the bitter fighting in August-September, its largest formation, the 43rd Aviation Division, counted only 5-7 combat-ready aircraft in each of its seven aviation regiments. Nevertheless, by 1 October it managed to bring its total number of serviceable aircraft up to 272. In connection with the disbanding of the aviation corps and the lack of aircraft, so-called composite aviation divisions were formed, consisting of two regiments of up to 30 aircraft each, which were equipped with a variety of fighters, bombers and ground attack aircraft. This didn’t contribute to an effective use of aviation, especially under conditions of enemy aerial supremacy, but they couldn’t find a different way out of the difficult situation in 1941.


    The 545 aircraft present in the front aviation on the Western strategic axis were distributed among the fronts in the following manner:


    
      •Western Front’s VVS [voenno-vozdushnye sily, or air force]: the 23rd BAD [Bomber Aviation Division], and the 31st, 43rd, 46th and 47th SAD; its armies had separate signals squadrons, medical evacuation aircraft, and artillery spotter aircraft. Altogether, the Western Front had 253 aircraft;


      •Reserve Front’s VVS actually had no aviation units. However, two of its armies in the first echelon did have their own air forces. The 24th Army’s VVS consisted of the 38th SAD, the 10th and 163rd IAP, and the 66th ShAP, while the 43rd Army’s VVS consisted of the 10th and 12th SAD, for a combined total of 126 aircraft;


      •Briansk Front’s VVS had the 24th BAP [Bomber Aviation Regiment] and the 6th RAG [Reserve Aviation Group] (consisting of one bomber aviation regiment and one storm aviation regiment). Its 13th Army’s VVS contained the 11th, 60th and 61st SAD. Altogether, Briansk Front had 166 aircraft.

    


    According to different data, Soviet front aviation on the Western strategic axis had 568 aircraft (of which 389, or 68 percent, were serviceable). The slight difference in the total number of aircraft between these two sources is primarily due to the changing size of the aircraft repair pool.


    When calculating the relative strength in combat aircraft of the opposing sides for Operation Typhoon, Khazanov proposes to include as well the VVS of the Moscow Military District, consisting of the 6th IAK [Fighter Aviation Corps] of the Air Defense Organization (17 fighter aviation regiments), the 77th SAD, and the 441st IAP, altogether 432 aircraft (of which 343, or 80 percent, were operational). Moreover, he indicates that according to records of the German command, all the Luftwaffe formations and units planned for the operation arrived on the central axis only by 10 October. Meanwhile, the Stavka within several days after the start of the battle brought up five additional bomber aviation divisions from the Long-Range Bomber Aviation (the 40th, 42nd, 51st, 52nd and 81st BAD) for strikes against the German forces. On this basis he concludes that it is possible to speak of an approximate numerical equality with the Luftwaffe at the start of the battle for Moscow.33


    It is difficult to agree with such a conclusion. The fighters of the 6th IAK, the main task of which was to defend the skies above Moscow, could not be fully employed in the struggle against the enemy ground forces and to cover our own ground troops from enemy air strikes. At the same time, the Luftwaffe command, which had encountered the strong and well-organized anti-aircraft defenses of Moscow in July and August, objected in every way to diverting a significant number of bombers for more raids against the Soviet capital.


    The German command managed stealthily and quickly to concentrate almost two-thirds of its available aircraft on the Soviet-German front in the area of the forthcoming operation. In contrast, our command on the Moscow strategic axis controlled only 17 percent of the Red Army’s total number of aircraft, or 33 percent of their aggregate number in front aviation. In this fashion, the enemy managed to create a higher concentration of air strength on the most important strategic axis. If we accept that until the middle of October not more than half of the Moscow Defense District’s 6th IAK was actively employed in the fighting against the attacking enemy, then the correlation of combat aircraft at the start of the battle and in the first days of Operation Typhoon could be estimated as approximately 1.6 – 1.8 : 1 in favor of the adversary. The Luftwaffe’s numerical superiority, as well as the more effective use of available air strength by the German side, hindered the operations of our ground troops in the course of the defensive stage of the battle. However, as the enemy drew nearer to the Moscow Defense District itself and its VVS, the quantitative correlation in combat aircraft gradually evened out, and then even changed in our favor.


    All the aforementioned organizational changes in the Red Army’s formations, troop types and types of arms had been compelled by the acute shortage of military personnel, weapons and combat equipment. Thus, the Soviet forces at the start of the Battle of Moscow were inferior to the foe in manpower and combat equipment, particularly in tanks and aircraft, as well as in the training and combat experience of the troops.


    The Stavka orders a rigid defense


    The Soviet forces went on the defense on the Western strategic direction on 10 September 1941. However, the Stavka didn’t forbid attacks with the aim of improving, for example, the tactical position of the units. Therefore, practically all the armies of the Western Front continued to attack unsuccessfully in their own sectors even after 10 September, while Briansk Front’s 13th Army and Group Ermakov were engaged in heavy fighting throughout the month. Such a dual approach not only distracted the attention of the commanders and diverted forces and resources from preparing a solid defensive line, it also led to large and not always justified casualties. As a result, not a single one of the three fronts on the western axis was able to prepare well to repulse strong enemy attacks. This, first of all, concerned the hardening of their positions with fortifications.


    Indeed, only on 27 September, having detected the enemy’s obvious preparations for an offensive, did the Stavka issue a directive for the forces of the Western Front to adopt a rigid defense:


    
      In connection with the fact that, as became clear in the course of fighting with the enemy, our troops are still not ready for serious offensive operations, the Stavka VGK orders:


      1. On all sectors of the front to go over to a rigid, stubborn defense, while actively scouting the enemy forces, and only in case of necessity undertaking local offensive operations in order to improve our defensive positions … (emphasis the author’s)


      2. The directions toward Rzhev, Viaz’ma and the boundaries with neighboring fronts should be particularly well covered with both fortifications and fire.34

    


    Similar directives were issued on this day to the Southwestern and Briansk Fronts. For the latter it was directed that the Briansk, Sevsk and Kursk directions, and its boundaries with neighboring fronts, should be especially well covered. Strangely, the Reserve Front received only a copy of the directives this time, and no orders of its own. Some scholars fully believe that its task consisted only of covering the gap between the Western and Briansk Fronts.


    The Stavka was plainly tardy with the directive for adopting a “rigid” defense, the nature of which incidentally was not foreseen by regulations or field manuals. Apparently, the higher military leadership wanted by this directive to emphasize the responsibility of the commanders for preparing to defend against enemy attacks. Yet nevertheless, on 29 September (just a couple of days before the start of the enemy’s offensive), the Chief of the General Staff sent a directive to the troops with instructions on how to prepare offensive operations! Once again the higher military leadership was of two minds on such an important question as the creation of a firm defense, even though it now had a lot of information about the time and scale of a possible enemy offensive.


    Hence, on 26 September 1941 at 1530 hours the Western Front’s Military Council sent the following report to the Stavka:


    
      Through the information of all types of intelligence and the interrogation of a captured Feldwebel fighter pilot, the following has been established:


      I. The enemy is constantly bringing up reserves from the depth …


      1. [The enemy] is creating groupings: opposite the Western Front on the front of the 19th, 16th and 20th Armies in the area of Dukhovshchina, Iartsevo, the Solov’evo crossing, Kardymovo Station and Smolensk, and opposite the Reserve Front in the area of Roslavl’ on the Spas-Demensk axis.


      2. According to the testimony of the captured pilot, the enemy is preparing for an offensive in the direction of Moscow with the main grouping along the Viaz’ma – Moscow highway. The enemy has already brought up approximately a thousand tanks, of which around 500 are in the Smolensk, Pochinok area. Altogether for the offensive, according to the evidence obtained from this captured pilot, up to 100 divisions of all types of forces will be brought up for the offensive.


      …


      4. The start of the offensive will be 1 October. Keitel and Goering, who are expected to arrive any day now in Smolensk, will be directing the operation toward Moscow …


      …


      3. Our front reserves are being brought up to the Iartsevo – Viaz’ma axis, the area of Dorogobuzh Station and to the north. Anti-tank lines are being constructed. Front reserves are limited: altogether four rifle divisions and three tank brigades. I ask that you inform me whether or not the front will be given additional reserves, in what number and when.


      Konev, Lestev, Sokolovsky35

    


    The captured prisoner laid out everything that he knew or had heard. What was the mention about Keitel’s and Goering’s pending arrival in Smolensk worth alone? It was impossible to hide the assembly of such a large number of tanks and aircraft from the soldiers and officers. Indeed, the command of Army Group Center organized a trickle of necessary information among its officers. The disinformation from the pilot seemed fully plausible – the launching of a powerful, cleaving blow with the adjacent flanks of two field armies on the shortest path to Moscow along the Smolensk – Moscow highway.


    For the Soviet troops there remained all of three or four days (in reality, even less) to prepare a defense. Naturally, over the remaining time our forces couldn’t take all the measures necessary for the creation of a strong defense. The personnel of the formations were exhausted from three months of uninterrupted fighting. The defense proved to be so unprepared that in the course of punching through it, the German command couldn’t even come to a unified opinion as to whether the Russians had intended to conduct a stubborn defense or not.


    The defensive fronts organize their defenses


    The organization of the defense on the most important strategic axis was put together on the fly as the battle unfolded, and to a great degree was determined by the enemy’s preceding moves. The main intent of the measures consisted of preventing an enemy breakthrough to the approaches of Moscow by relying upon a deeply echeloned defense and prepared lines. The primary efforts were concentrated on the defense of the most accessible and shortest routes to the capital. The strongest defense was set up along the roads Smolensk – Moscow (the Minsk highway) and Roslavl’ – Moscow (the Warsaw highway). Twelve armies of the Western and Reserve Fronts were defending these two directions. To the south, three armies and Ermakov’s operational group of the Briansk Front were defending the approaches to Moscow from the Briansk and Orel directions. Four armies of the Reserve Front comprised the second echelon, which was defending the first belt of the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line.


    As an example, we’ll take a more detailed look at the construction of Western Front’s defense, the troops of which from 12 September 1941 were commanded by Colonel-General I. S. Konev.36 At the end of September six of his armies were occupying a defense in a sector 347 kilometers wide along the line: Lake Seliger, west of Andreapol’, Iartsevo, northwest of El’nia. Western Front had 35 divisions (30 rifle, 2 motorized rifle and 3 cavalry divisions), meaning each division was responsible for approximately a 10-kilometer sector of the front. According to our intelligence, 36 enemy divisions (29 infantry, 4 panzer and 3 motorized) and one SS brigade were operating in front of Western Front. In reality, the enemy had concentrated 23 divisions (18 infantry, 3 panzer and 2 motorized) against Western Front.


    The Front had concentrated its main defensive efforts along the main highway running from Smolensk, through Iartsevo, to Viaz’ma. It was here where the Front’s reserves were positioned, consisting of seven divisions (four rifle divisions, two motorized rifle divisions and one cavalry division) and four tank brigades, which was larger than a typical army of the time. It was on this axis where the defenses were the densest. If on average each division in the Western Front had to cover 9.9 kilometers of frontage, then in the sector along the Minsk highway this figure shrank to 3.5 to 4 kilometers per division. For example, in the 19th Army on 1 October, four divisions were defending a 29-kilometer sector of the front north of the highway – three in the first echelon (the 91st, 89th and 50th Rifle Divisions) and one, the 166th Rifle Division in the second. However, its right-flank 244th Rifle Division, upon which the main attack of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group would fall, was defending a sector that was 13 kilometers wide.


    The Western Front’s defensive plan expressed its task as follows: “… having entrenched the line it occupies, to prevent an enemy breakthrough to the east by creating strong reserves at the expense of secondary directions.” It was the command’s intent:


    
      … with an active defense and a system of strong, echeloned fortifications in the tactical zone of defense, and the preparation of army-level lines with switch positions to create a stubborn defense of the first combat echelon and simultaneously to secure the broad maneuver of army and Front reserves for the destruction of the attacking enemy.


      Withdraw into Front reserve no less than 5 – 6 rifle divisions and into army reserve – up to a division for each army.37

    


    A little more than half of the total strength in personnel of the Western Front was allotted to its reserves.


    The plan indicated six possible avenues of enemy attack (one for each army of the Western Front), four of them north of the Minsk highway, plus the Iartsevo axis along the highway itself, and finally the Dorogobuzh axis leading into 20th Army’s rear. This section of the plan ended with the phrase, “The main efforts of the Front’s forces should be directed to the defense of these most important directions (emphasis the author’s).” The plan designated counterattacks in the event of an enemy penetration:


    
      •On the Rzhev operational axis in the area of Belyi: with the 107th Motorized Rifle Division, situated in Western Front reserve, and the 30th Army’s 251st Rifle Division. If necessary, the 29th Army’s 243rd Rifle Division would also be committed to the counterattack.


      •On the Viaz’ma operational axis to the west of Vadino and Izdeshkovo: with the divisions directly under Front subordination (the 134th and 152nd Rifle Divisions, the 101st Motorized Rifle Division and the 45th Cavalry Division) and the 126th, 128th and 143rd Tank Brigades. The counterattack on this axis would be supported by the 16th and 19th Armies and by all of Western Front’s VVS.

    


    In case of the counterattacks’ failures, it was planned to fall back to the prepared rear army-level line of defense and continue the battle there.


    However, the plan allotted only two to three days for the organization of the counterattack force groupings and their movement into the jumping-off positions! In addition, the planners completely failed to consider the disruptive effects of the Wehrmacht’s panzer divisions and the difficulty of moving reserves by rail under the Luftwaffe’s active operations.


    The fundamental decision a defender must make is to select the axis or area for concentrating the main efforts. It is impossible to defend everything – there aren’t enough forces for this. The widely circulated expression, “He who defends everything defends nothing” is well-known. It could hardly be expected that the enemy would attack the Western Front on five or six directions simultaneously, as did our armies during the Smolensk battle, each on their own sector. Among all the possible axes of the enemy offensive, the most likely avenue of enemy attack must be selected, which means the most dangerous one for the defending forces, in order to confront it with the strongest defenses. Ideally, the defense should be strongest where the adversary chooses to launch his main attack, which can only be determined by means of a deep analysis of all available information about the enemy’s intentions. Indeed this is most difficult when the enemy has the initiative, and can select the time and place for an attack of his own choosing. Moreover, the defender must always take into account the possibility of disinformation from the enemy side. However, herein resides the art of military command.


    The Stavka determined for Konev the two directions where he should focus his main efforts: toward Rzhev and toward Viaz’ma, viewing Smolensk – Viaz’ma as the shortest and most accessible route leading directly to Moscow for the German mobile formations. Even so, judging from his previous operations, one could hardly draw a definitive conclusion that the Germans would launch their main attack where the Red Army had marshaled its greatest strength. In this respect the Stavka had plainly underestimated the capabilities of German intelligence and the German command’s high level of operational training. In any case, it should have been anticipated that the Germans would attack the defense wherever it was weakest, in order to outflank the front’s main grouping and encircle it.


    In connection with the disaster that befell the Southwestern Front, several divisions had to be withdrawn from the western axis in order to close the yawning gap that was forming in the strategic defense. B. M. Shaposhnikov summoned Konev to discuss this matter. However, the commander of the Western Front reported:


    
      The armies are occupying broad fronts, are poorly equipped, and have a lack of machine guns and artillery; on a number of sectors of the defense front they are stretched out into a single line, having no second echelons in the regiments and divisions. There are regiments with only 130-200 men. … I request that you hasten the dispatch of reinforcements to us. I repeat that our front is very fluid.38

    


    
      [image: ]


      Colonel-General I.S. Konev, commander of the Western Front.

    


    Because of the lack of strength, Western Front’s defenses were arranged in a single echelon with a depth of 20-25 kilometers. Only on the Viaz’ma direction, where the Front’s reserves were positioned, did the depth of the defenses extend to 55 kilometers. Each army was supposed to construct a rear fortified line 15-20 kilometers behind the front line. The average density of artillery pieces and mortars was low – only 11.5 guns and mortars per kilometer of front. However, on the anticipated axis of the main attack, where the Western Front had concentrated the artillery of the Supreme Command Reserve, the average density of guns and mortars rose to 38 per kilometer of front. For example, on the boundary between K. K. Rokossovsky’s 16th Army and M. F. Lukin’s 19th Army in the area of Iartsevo, in addition to sectors designated for concentrated barrages, artillery counter preparatory fire was planned, for which 300 guns of 76mm caliber or greater had been drawn from both armies. On the enemy panzers’ probable axis of attack along the Smolensk – Viaz’ma highway, several consecutive lines of concentrated artillery fire had been prepared.


    Upon receiving the Stavka directive, work accelerated in all the armies to fortify their lines. An order was issued to replace isolated foxholes and emplacements with trenches and communications trenches. The problem was that the natural succession in the Red Army’s officer corps had been disrupted. The valuable experience of the First World War in organizing and constructing defensive fortifications had to a great extent been lost, and those who had it – the officers of the Tsarist Army – had been driven from the ranks of the Red Army, and most of them had become victims of the purges. For the most part, the Red Army’s commanders had to start from scratch. Entrenchments were indisputably superior to foxholes and emplacements. They allowed the battalion and company commanders to handle their troops during the battle and execute concealed maneuvers of their men and weapons. A fully developed, echeloned system of trenches and fighting positions with communications trenches, barbed wire and anti-tank obstacles was much tougher nut for an enemy to crack, and moreover conserved the defender’s strength, allowing the creation of second echelons and reserves. However, the construction of such elaborate fortifications requires a great deal of time, which the Western Front simply did not have.


    The Front commander determined where each of his subordinate armies should concentrate its defensive efforts. In connection with this, their commanders were to create the necessary arrangement of forces, system of fire and obstacles to prevent an enemy breakthrough on the indicated axes. For example, the 30th Army, which controlled three divisions39 and was defending a sector 66 kilometers wide, was instructed to block two primary axes – the Belyi and Kaniutino directions. As a general reserve, it was only able to detach a few classes of junior lieutenants who were undergoing Army training – the 30th Army had nothing else. The commanding general Khomenko, accurately assessing the terrain on his sector, correctly determined that the Kaniutino axis was likely where the Germans’ main attack would come, so he concentrated his main strength on the left flank of his 30th Army. At the expense of a critical weakening of the army’s other sectors of defense, the 162nd Rifle Division, which was defending the boundary with the adjacent 19th Army, was assigned a sector with a width of only 6.5 kilometers. This enabled the division to arrange its combat formation in two echelons on this axis, which was vulnerable to tanks. Two rifle regiments of this division plus an additional regiment from the neighboring 242nd Rifle Division in the first echelon were defending the interval between the Osotnia and Votria rivers, which narrowed from 8 kilometers to just 5 kilometers. An additional regiment was in the second echelon.


    The primary weight of the Army’s artillery (three artillery regiments and one separate mortar battalion), which was supposed to participate in the counter preparatory artillery fire, was also deployed here. On this critical sector, the 30th Army had only a total of 618 guns and mortars. This provided for a concentration of no more than 10 guns and mortars per kilometer of front. For purposes of comparison, the 19th Army, which was defending a sector 42 kilometers wide, had 855 guns and mortars (144 of which were anti-tank guns), or twice as many guns and mortars per kilometer of front. Unfortunately, the divisions of the 30th Army were experiencing an acute shortage of artillery, rifles and engineer assets. For example, its 162nd Rifle Division had on 20 September 1941 (later data could not be found in the archive): 32 heavy machine guns, 39 light machine guns, 28 guns (including 12 45mm, 8 76mm, and 8 122mm howitzers), 3 anti-aircraft guns, and 9 anti-tank rifles. There was even a shortage of bottles and inflammable KS liquid for creating Molotov cocktails, which were widely used at that time to combat enemy tanks.


    The neighboring 244th Rifle Division of the adjacent 19th Army had more guns; 49 (including the regimental artillery): 18 45mm, 23 76mm and eight 122mm howitzers. However, this division’s defense frontage of 13 kilometers was twice as wide as that held by the neighboring 162nd Rifle Division, so its average density of artillery was less than four guns per kilometer. The 244th Rifle Division had a total of only 700 meters of barbed wire and 550 landmines in front of its forward zone. It has been proposed to use the remaining 627 anti-tank mines in the course of the fighting on the likely routes of enemy tank movement. By plan, the boundary with the 162nd Rifle Division was supposed to be covered by the fire of five of 30th Army’s artillery battalions.


    Judging by German documents, the enemy managed to disclose the Soviet system of defenses. The tragedy resulted from the fact that the Germans didn’t launch its main attack along the Smolensk – Viaz’ma highway, where the Soviet command believed it would come, but at its weakest spot – the boundary between the 30th Army and the 19th Army – where despite all the measures taken, the average density of artillery was much lower than on average and where the anti-tank defenses were particularly weak, and in no condition to repulse a heavy attack of enemy armor. The author is not at all maintaining that it would have been possible to stop Hoth’s armored battering ram by simply increasing the amount of defensive fire. A successful defense against enemy attack depended upon the intensity of fire in combination with constructed obstacles and the possibility of increasing the defensive fire on the threatened axis. There was a reason why the German command, when assigning tasks to its intelligence, required that it establish whether or not the weak enemy infantry in its front had a strong artillery component, and whether the enemy was keeping a significant portion of its forces in reserve.


    Lieutenant-General K. K. Rokossovsky, the commander of the 16th Army who had studied well the enemy’s favorite operational methods for breaking through a defense, didn’t exclude the possibility that the battle would go in such a way as to necessitate the withdrawal of his army. In the 16th Army’s plan of defense, which he presented to the Western Front commander for confirmation on 27 September, he had sagely spelled out a sequence of actions by his Army’s troops in the event of a compulsory withdrawal.


    I. S. Konev overruled his subordinate in his written response to the 16th Army plan:


    
      To Rokossovsky. Your plan doesn’t reflect the tasks of a tenacious defense; on the contrary, the staged withdrawal from line to line foreseen by the plan gives indications of only a mobile defense. The withdrawal of the 112th Rifle Division on the Vop’ River will expose the flank of the 50th Rifle Division.


      In addition, the construction of the 38th Rifle Division’s defenses in three echelons leads to the possible sequential destruction of these echelons and weakens the first echelon’s strength of resistance in the better prepared positions along the Vop’ River.


      I order:


      1. Conduct a tenacious defense of the present line on the Vop’ River. … Fight stubbornly. Eliminate any thought of a mobile defense. …


      2. … Revise the plan of defense and submit it to me for confirmation by 29.9.41.40

    


    Even in his worst nightmares, I. S. Konev couldn’t imagine that within just several days, he’d be forced to issue a withdrawal order to his armies.


    The Reserve Front, commanded by Marshal S. M. Budenny,41 who had replaced G. K. Zhukov, controlled six armies. His force grouping had essentially remained unchanged since the completion of the El’nia operation. The 24th and 43rd Armies with 10 rifle divisions were deployed in the first echelon between the Western and Briansk Fronts on a front of 108 kilometers – from the area of El’nia to the Roslavl’ – Kirov railroad (with an operational density of approximately 10 kilometers per division). The 31st, 32nd, 33rd and 49th Armies were positioned on the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line behind the Western Front, with the right-flank units of the 31st Army covering the boundary between the Northwestern and Western Fronts. Yet only the left-flank 33rd Army was positioned immediately behind the first-echelon 24th and 43rd Armies. Thus, these four rear armies were deployed on a front that extended for 258 kilometers. In essence, they comprised a second strategic echelon of defense, but out of inertia they had remained subordinate to Marshal Budenny, who was commanding the forces of Reserve Front from his headquarters in Gzhatsk – which was located 200 kilometers behind the front line of defense of his 43rd Army. The fact that Budenny was responsible for a sector of the front and controlled the only major reserves in the region was problematic. As further events would show, this “overlapping of responsibilities” would complicate the organization of cooperation between the fronts and tightly restrict the maneuvers of the Western Front. This Stavka miscalculation, which had a most negative influence on the course of combat operations, is difficult to explain.


    The operational density of the Reserve Front, in comparison with the Western Front, was two times lower and amounted to 20.9 kilometers per division (including the 33rd Army). The divisions of the 24th and 43rd Armies, which were in direct contact with the enemy, were poorly equipped. Even so, they had continued to launch attacks. For example, the 24th Army spent 30 September fighting fruitlessly to improve the positions of its 103rd, 19th and 309th Rifle Divisions. Between 20 and 29 September, these divisions lost a combined 1,825 killed and wounded. On 24 September, the 43rd Army’s 222nd Rifle Division together with the 145th Tank Brigade had attempted to drive the Germans from a bridgehead they possessed on the eastern bank of the Striana River. In this fighting alone, the tank brigade lost 163 men, four T-34 tanks and 10 T-26 tanks.42


    Major-General A. I. Rakutin’s 24th Army was defending a sector up to 40 kilometers wide with four divisions in the first echelon and one division, the 106th Motorized Division, in the second echelon. Moreover, the Army had a combined arms reserve consisting of a rifle division (the 160th Rifle Division, formerly the 6th DNO), the 144th and 146th Tank Brigades, and the 879th and 880th Anti-tank Artillery Regiments. The operational density in the Army’s sector was 6.3 kilometers per division.


    In the first line of Major-General P. P. Sobennikov’s 43rd Army, which was defending a 70-kilometer-wide sector between Kuvshinovo and Frolovka covering the Iukhnov axis, three rifle divisions and a battalion of the 145th Tank Brigade were defending in the first echelon, with the 113th Rifle Division in the second echelon. The 148th Tank Brigade comprised the Army’s tank reserve. The depth of the 43rd Army’s defenses extended to 15-20 kilometers, with an operational density of 17.5 kilometers per division, which was almost three times lower than that of the 24th Army.


    Judging from the composition of these armies and their respective operational densities, the Reserve Front’s main efforts as before were concentrated on the El’nia direction. This contradicted the demands of the Stavka for securely covering the Roslavl’ – Moscow axis and the boundary with the neighboring Briansk Front, for which Marshal Budenny was responsible. Moreover, arriving intelligence pointed to the fact that the enemy was concentrating forces precisely on the Roslavl’ – Spas-Demensk axis. Thus, on 23 September, the headquarters of the 43rd Army reported:


    
      In the course of 22 and 23.09, the movement of major enemy motorized columns with artillery, covered by fighters, along the Smolensk, Roslavl’, Briansk highway has been established by aerial reconnaissance. The enemy, apparently, is bringing up major forces to the area of Roslavl’ and to the south. A threat may be created to the Front’s left flank and on the Briansk axis.43

    


    Additional intelligence arrived that the enemy was continuing to strengthen his grouping opposite the Front’s left flank. The 24th Army’s intelligence summary from 26 September speaks directly to this:


    
      The enemy is shifting units from the El’nia axis to the Roslavl’ – Pochinok direction, and by this is striving to create a superiority of force, plainly in readiness for an offensive within the next few days on the Roslavl’ axis.44

    


    Apparently, the Reserve Front command believed that with the 33rd Army, which had taken up defensive positions behind the 43rd Army, the axis of the possible enemy attack along the Warsaw highway was adequately covered. Unfortunately, Budenny, in distinction from Konev, had been left with only one of the five tank brigades that had been directly subordinate to him, the 147th Tank Brigade – which was immediately removed from his command, refitted, and transferred to the Western Front. Remember too that all the air units available here belonged to the VVS of the individual armies. Taken together, this sharply reduced Budenny’s possibilities to exert any real influence on the course of combat operations if the situation took a bad turn.


    The defensive lines on the approaches to the capital


    The Soviet command strove to offset its lack of strength and resources through the construction of strategic defensive lines, which began on the distant approaches to the capital at a decision of the State Defense Committee (GKO) back on 18 July 1941. The defensive lines were intended to be occupied by formations coming up from the rear. To build the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line and the Mozhaisk line of defenses, in addition to engineer and construction units, wide use was made of the local population, including residents of Moscow. The contingent of laborers was quite diverse: professional construction workers from the Moscow Industrial Construction firm, volunteers and the mobilized population, and even prisoners. For example, the construction of the fortifications in the area of Olenino (50 kilometers west of Rzhev) was led by the 4th NKVD Field Construction unit.


    The Rzhev-Viaz’ma line was supposed to consist of two defensive belts. The first continuous belt followed the line: Valdai, Vel’e Lake, Seliger Lake, Ostashkov, Selizharovo, left bank of the Volga River, Olenino, Bulashevo (Bolyshevo), left bank of the Dnepr River, Izdeshkovo, Dorogobuzh, El’nia, Frolovka, left bank of the Desna River, Zhukova, Pochep, left bank of the Sudost’ River (see Map 11). Its second belt, approximately 35-45 kilometers east of the first one, was incomplete due to the lack of manpower and time, and only guarded the most important axes along the line Kuvshinovo, Rzhev (and further south, east of the Rzhev – Briansk railroad), Sychevka, Kasnia, Viaz’ma, Kirov, Liudinovo, Diat’kovo, Briansk, Sven’, Navlia. The lines consisted of a network of entrenchments, permanent emplacements and engineered obstacles of various types. Anti-tank ditches with scarps and counterscarps were constructed in the defensive belts, covered by the fire of bunkers, pillboxes and armored turrets. Particular attention was paid to building fortifications along the Minsk highway running toward Viaz’ma, and the along the Warsaw highway between Roslavl’ and Iukhnov.
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      Marshal of the Soviet Union S.M. Budenny, commander of the Reserve Front.

    


    Positioned behind the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line was the Mozhaisk line of defense, which included three belts of mainly entrenchments. The main belt encompassed four fortified regions in Volokolamsk, Mozhaisk, Maloiaroslavets and Kaluga. The Moscow zone of defense was created in the immediate environs of Moscow. The total depth of the defenses on the Moscow axis, from the front lines back to Moscow, totaled 300-350 kilometers. By the end of September 1941, for understandable reasons, the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line was better prepared for defense than the Mozhaisk line. It had 853 pillboxes, 10,000 bunkers, and over 81,169 anti-tank mines had been laid.45 According to the planned volume of work, this line was still only half-finished.46


    The creation and composition of the Moscow militia


    The defensive fortifications could play their role only if they were occupied by trained troops, which the Soviet command lacked. In order to complete the construction of the defensive lines and to occupy them, it was decided to use people’s militia divisions, which were created on the basis of a GKO decree from 4 July 1941 (its full text is given in Appendix IX). In response, over the course of several days 168,470 Muscovites came forward with a request to join the ranks of the people’s militia of the city of Moscow. In 25 districts in the Moscow area alone, approximately 50,000 collective farm workers voluntarily joined the militia. Specialists from all sorts of professions were enlisted: workers, engineers, technicians, scientists, and workers in the arts. They had no military training, but they were filled with the spirit of the highest patriotism, fortitude and confidence in victory. Over four days, 12 people’s militia divisions in Moscow formed up, with a total strength of approximately 160,000 men (initially it had been planned to form 25 divisions). In correspondence with the GKO Decree, the command staff of these divisions to a significant degree came from the cadres of the RKKA. For example, on 5 July approximately 400 lieutenants arrived in the 2nd DNO, who had been given their commissions ahead of schedule from among students in the second year of training at military specialist schools. They became the main source of the division’s company and battery commanders and deputy commanders.


    The militia divisions took a most active part in the construction and development of the defensive lines. Simultaneously they engaged in basic military training and the breaking-in of the units. Initially, not all the volunteers had uniforms. The divisions and regiments were poorly armed, lacked transportation, and didn’t have enough communications and engineering equipment. For example, the artillery batteries were equipped with French 75mm guns, which had been adapted to fire our 76mm shells. Most often, the tales about how unarmed and untrained militia was hurled into the furnace of war are based upon information about the militia’s early days of existence. In August, the people’s militia divisions were completely refitted and properly armed, and provided with transportation and engineering equipment according to wartime norms.


    By the end of September, all 12 divisions were fully staffed and equipped with the primary types of weapons. At the same time, 15,000 men were discharged due to age or health reasons, which were replaced by draft-age soldiers from arriving replacements. Almost all the foreign weapons were replaced by Soviet models. In several of the militia divisions there was actually more troops, guns, mortars, vehicles and horses than in the regular divisions according to the new, reduced TO&E (see Appendix I). Three of the people’s militia divisions had tank battalions equipped with T-27 (T-37) light tanks: 25 in the 2nd DNO, 18 in the 8th DNO and 29 in the 13th DNO.47


    As an example, the 2nd DNO had three rifle regiments, a reserve rifle regiment, a tank battalion, three separate artillery battalions (equipped with 45mm, 76mm and 122mm guns respectively), a separate reconnaissance company, a combat engineer company, a separate signals company, a medical-sanitation battalion and a motorized transport company.48 By 1 October, the division numbered (by TO&E in parentheses): 11,320 (11,796) men; 8,090 rifles and carbines, including 1,671 submachine guns; 197 (108) heavy machine guns; 161 (162) light machine guns; 147 (162) PPD submachine guns; 58 guns, including 22 45mm guns; 6 120mm mortars, 18 82mm mortars and 27 50mm mortars; 321 heavy and other vehicles; 12 tractors; and 2,770 horses.49


    With a General Staff directive from 15 September, Moscow’s people’s militia divisions were included among the regular divisions of the Red Army. On 26 September they were converted into rifle divisions, acquiring the numerical designations of divisions that had been dissolved by this time due to high losses (the list of Moscow’s people’s militia divisions, which entered the acting army by the start of Operation Typhoon, is presented in Appendix X). The larger portion of these divisions went to the Reserve Front’s 32nd and 33rd Armies. The 139th Rifle (formerly the 9th DNO) and 160th Rifle (formerly the 6th DNO) Divisions joined the 24th Army, which already in September was participating in the fighting at El’nia. Thus, despite the widely-held opinion, by the end of September the militia divisions were well-armed and fully prepared to fulfill combat assignments. At least, they were not any worse than the newly formed regular divisions. Of course, they lacked combat experience, but they possessed quite high morale. It is not at all coincidental that these volunteer formations, after they had acquired combat experience, later became superb combat divisions.
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      Moscow citizens at work on building a defensive line.
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      Militia volunteers of Moscow’s Dzerzhinksy District, July 1941.

    


    The process of creating the people’s militia divisions and their later conversion into Red Army rifle divisions can be traced following the example of the 2nd DNO,50 according to this lengthy extract from the memoirs of its commander, Major-General V. P. Vashkevich:


    
      On 12 July the 2nd DNO marched off to the west to carry out combat duties. It was ordered to build defensive zones on a number of lines, which covered the immediate approaches to Moscow from the west.


      The division was assigned a sector of terrain from 12 to 20 kilometers in frontage and 4 to 6 kilometers in depth. In this sector, especially on the roads over which the German tanks were likely to attack, it was supposed to build anti-tank obstacles consisting of ditches, scarps, and fallen trees. In addition, it was required to dig main and reserve rifle entrenchments and machine-gun and gun emplacements, and to construct command posts and storage facilities for a full-strength rifle division. According to existing norms, seven days should have been dedicated to building such a defensive zone. The divisions of people’s militia were given just five days. We were spurred on by the general military situation, which continued to take shape unfavorably for us. Each soldier of the division grasped the entire gravity of the situation and worked with the utmost effort.


      … In order to get finished within the allotted time period, the men toiled day and night. Only four or five hours a night was dedicated to sleep. We just had one or two morning hours daily for combat training. The training of the squads and platoons and the breaking-in of the companies had to be conducted in rotation, pulling them out of the line to the immediate rear to a firing range.


      … In the middle of July, five of the Moscow people’s militia divisions (the 2nd, 7th, 8th, 13th and 18th DNO) joined the 32nd Army. Its commander was Lieutenant General N. K. Klykov, and its chief of staff – Colonel I. A. Kusovkov.


      On 25 July, the 2nd People’s Militia Division received an order from the 32nd Army headquarters to move to the Viaz’ma River by 31 July, and there prepare and occupy a defense along an 18-kilometer stretch of this river from Ordulevo to Serezhan’ [3 kilometers north of the highway – author’s note]. The Army was part of the Reserve Front, which was deploying to defend the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line while creating a second strategic echelon. The division completed the march from Lama to the Viaz’ma River (190 kilometers) in five days, with one day of rest. The physical conditioning acquired during the heavy labor digging the trenches helped.


      On the Viaz’ma, approximately 2,000 soldiers and sergeants of draft age arrived in our division. This allowed us to bring companies and batteries up to strength and to create a divisional school for creating sergeants from among the approximately 800 soldiers of young age, who had already received combat training.


      On the Viaz’ma River, the division and its regiments were reformed on the basis of the TO&E for their regular Red Army counterparts and received new numerical designations identifying them as regular Red Army units. The division began to be called the 2nd Rifle Division; its 4th Regiment became the 1282nd Rifle Regiment, its 5th Regiment became the 1284th Rifle Regiment, and its 6th Regiment became the 1286th Rifle Regiment. Its artillery regiment was designated as the 970th Artillery Regiment. It was here that we also received weapons. The rifle squads were each given two SVT rifles [a semi-automatic rifle] and light machine guns. Each machine-gun company received 12 heavy machine guns, while each mortar company was equipped with six mortars. The regimental artillery batteries each received four 76mm M1927 infantry support guns. The artillery regiment turned in its old French-made 76mm guns in exchange for 27 Soviet-manufactured 76mm guns, eight howitzers and four mortars. The division’s motorized transport was also replenished and the transportation problem largely resolved, though there were still no tow vehicles for the guns. Only at the end of September, when already on the Dnepr, did the division receive draft horses for the artillery. However, they arrived without harnesses.


      On the Viaz’ma River the division constructed its main defensive belt with its front along the river, a band of obstacles, as well as a second (rear) defensive belt. This sector had a forward edge along the line Lomy – Mar’ino – Pekarevo – Bogoroditskoe and further to the southeast along the eastern bank of a swampy branch of the Bebria River, with a general length of approximately 18 kilometers [emphasis the author’s – the reader should remember this particular line].


      The soldiers day and night also dug trenches here into the dry clay soil and created anti-tank obstacles. If at Lama the work had proceeded in a relatively calm situation, then on the Viaz’ma there was hardly a day when a solitary enemy aircraft or sometimes entire groups didn’t strafe our laboring soldiers with machine-gun fire.


      As before, we could devote only two morning hours each day to combat training. Again, the companies and batteries were withdrawn in turn to a firing range and training area in the rear.


      By the middle of August the division now presented itself as a model military formation. In response to Order No. 270 from 16 August 1941, which demanded a sharp increase in the operating proficiency, combat readiness and tenacity of the troops in combat, the skillful command of them, as well as a merciless struggle against cowards, panic-mongers and deserters, the division commander at 1930 hours of the same day reported to the Supreme Command that the 2nd People’s Militia Division was working intensively and reviewing its previous marches, and showing high morale in its work and its dedication to the Party and the Motherland.


      In the second half of August, live firing exercises and tactical training of the companies began. By the end of August, the division had prepared companies and roughly hammered-together battalions and regiments. However, the absence of any counter to enemy aircraft, the lack of horse teams or powerful vehicles with better cross-country performance to tow the artillery, and the deficiency in means of communication all worked to pin down the division’s maneuverability and to a significant degree complicated the command’s handling of it. The latter circumstance would particularly painfully manifest itself in the October battles.


      On 1 September the 2nd Rifle Division replaced the 133rd Rifle Siberian Division in the Serkovo – Spichino – Iakovlevo sector on the Dnepr River, saddling both the Minsk – Moscow highway and railroad line. Its left flank extended 2 kilometers south of the railroad. The 133rd Rifle Division departed for the El’nia area in order to take part in the 24th Army’s counterattack there.


      The sector now occupied by the 2nd Rifle Division had particularly important significance. It covered the most important axis toward Moscow. Therefore the reinforced concrete highway bridge and railroad bridge across the Dnepr River were both prepared for demolition by remote control. Demolition teams, consisting of Reserve Front combat engineers, joined the ranks of the division.


      … In each battalion sector of defense there were two to four pillboxes equipped with anti-tank guns. The construction of additional pillboxes continued. Along the entire valley of the left bank of the Dnepr we erected two belts of barbed wire and densely mined the ground with anti-tank and anti-personnel mines. Between the primary and secondary positions of the main belt of defense on the Shatilovo – Iakovlevo and Goriainovo – Kostenki sectors, electrified fences were erected. The militiamen converted the 133rd Rifle Division’s patchwork of foxholes and gun pits into continuous trenches with communications trenches, which tied together all the positions of the main sector of defense. Machine-gun and gun emplacements were supplemented with two or three reserve positions.


      Each platoon had a solidly-built bunker. The command posts of the division and two rifle regiments consisted of reinforced-concrete constructions. The 57th Heavy Artillery Battalion and the 596th Howitzer Artillery Regiment were attached to the division. The amount of available ammunition grew to eight daily allotments for the small arms and up to six daily allotments for the artillery guns. Thus, the division’s sector of defense presented itself as a developed and strongly fortified field position with pillboxes and bunkers, and a high density of artillery and rifle and machine-gun fire. It was held by stout-hearted and courageous personnel, prepared to fight selflessly against the foe.51
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      Commander of the 2nd Rifle Division (formerly the 2nd People’s Militia Division) Major-General V. P. Vashkevich.

    


    A. A. Leliaichev, a private in the 1286th Rifle Regiment (formerly the 2nd DNO’s 6th Regiment) recalls:


    
      The 1st Battalion with two rifle companies and one machine-gun company occupied defensive positions on both sides of the highway from the village of Ivanniki to the village of Il’ino. One company of the 1st Battalion was located in a combat outpost across the Dnepr River in the village of Nadezhda. Between the villages of Nadezhda and Kamchatka there were minefields that protected this company. The regiment’s combat outpost was located 6-7 kilometers from the Dnepr in some detached barracks on Hill 288. The 2nd Battalion held positions along the Dnepr between the highway and railroad. The 3rd Battalion, saddling the railroad, occupied defenses along the Dnepr to the village of Zviagino, which is 1.5 kilometers east of the railroad. The regiment headquarters were housed in bunkers, dug into some scrub brush about 500 meters southeast of the village of Ivankino. Division headquarters was in Kablukovo.52

    


    Unfortunately, the defenses were arranged to repulse frontal assaults by the enemy. Therefore cutoff lines and positions in case of a German breakthrough in a neighboring army or front were, with rare exceptions, not constructed. An inspection of the prepared sectors of the defensive belts of the Reserve Front demonstrated that the positions of many of the defensive works, including the pillboxes, were selected without regard for the terrain. The majority of them were positioned and built to conduct only frontal fire, even though the directive stressed that the intervals between them should be laced with crossing fire and flanking fire. In this case, it would have been better to conceal the pillboxes in folds of the terrain, which at the same time would have increased their survivability. From many of the constructed firing positions, it was impossible to cover the engineered obstacles (antitank ditches, scarps and counterscarps) and natural obstacles with more effective crossfire and flanking fire. It was impossible to eliminate many of the identified shortcomings, while there wasn’t time to correct others. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to fit out both defensive lines (the Rzhev-Viaz’ma and the Mozhaisk lines) to their full extent before the start of Operation Typhoon – by the end of September their readiness didn’t exceed 40 to 50 percent of the plan.53


    In order to reinforce the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line, at the beginning of August 1941 by a directive from the General Headquarters of the Navy, a special artillery grouping was formed. It consisted of two artillery battalions, staffed with experienced naval gunners from warships of the Baltic Fleet and cadets from the Leningrad naval specialist schools. The battalions were equipped with 100mm, 130mm and 152mm naval guns, which had been intended for newly constructed ships and the coastal artillery. Several more naval guns were supplied by the Black Sea Fleet. In addition, the artillery grouping had two additional 152mm batteries attached to it: one an experimental mechanized battery, and the other that had guns removed from the cruiser Riurik after it had blown up on a mine in the First World War (they had been employed in one of the Kronshtadt fortresses).


    The 199th Separate Artillery Battalion deployed on the Rzhev axis in the vicinity of Olenino Station and was placed under the command of the 31st Army. The battalion consisted of three immobile batteries: one with 152mm guns and two with 100mm, for a total of 10 guns. The 200th Separate Artillery Battalion, which was more powerful, received the assignment to cover the highway and railroad on the Viaz’ma axis from the area of Izdeshkovo Station. This battalion had three batteries of three 100mm B-24 guns each54 and four batteries of two 152mm B-13 guns each,55 for a total of 17 guns. The guns of the batteries were mounted on stationary platforms on the line Shabalino – Alekseikovo – Kablukovo – Khar’kovo – Popovo. In addition, the 200th Separate Artillery Battalion had a battery of three ML-20M (naval) 152mm guns with vehicular tows.56 The 200th Separate Artillery Battalion had 631 personnel (28 short of its authorized strength of 659), but with the attached ML-20M 152mm battery, the battalion had approximately 800 men.57


    The commander of the 200th Separate Artillery Battalion, Captain-Lieutenant A. E. Ostroukhov reported:


    
      All the personnel, vehicles and tractors were located under ground. Over three months, an underground town had been created. The positions were well-camouflaged. Camouflaging units of the Red Army helped in this. Altogether, several thousand cubic meters of earth was excavated. From the artillery battalion’s command post, an underground passage of more than 500 meters as the crow flies ran to the village of Kablukovo (where the headquarters of the 32nd Army and the artillery battalion were located).58

    


    General Eremenko neglects his defenses and instead attacks


    The Briansk Front under the command of Colonel-General A. I. Eremenko, which consisted of the, 3rd, 13th and 50th Armies, plus Major-General Ermakov’s operational group, was defending on a sector with a length of 345 kilometers. It had 30 divisions (25 rifle divisions, one tank division and four cavalry divisions) and four tank brigades, yielding an operational density of 11.5 kilometers per division. Despite the Stavka’s order of 10 September to switch to the defensive, the Front’s armies continued active combat operations in pursuit of local objectives. By 30 September the Front had lost 202 tanks (including six KV tanks, 79 T-34s, 18 BTs and 99 T-26s), leaving it with 257 tanks. In the second ten-day stretch of September the Front lost 18,750 men (whereas in the first ten days of the month, it had lost 31,260).59 By 1 October, the 50th Army numbered 63,919 men, which was just 77 percent of its authorized number of personnel60 -- the other armies were in even worse shape. The reserve 108th Tank Division with 3,487 men was at just 64 percent of its authorized number of personnel and had only 35 tanks (three heavy tanks, 15 medium tanks, one BT, 16 T-37) and 408 (by TO&E: 698) vehicles.61


    The Briansk Front command completely failed to anticipate that the Germans would so quickly manage to disengage its mobile formations, which had participated in the encirclement and destruction of the Southwestern Front, and redirect them toward Moscow. Thus the left-flank formations of the 13th Army and Group Ermakov62 over the last ten days of September continued to attack without any particular success, trying to seize the area of Glukhov. Even the security battalion of the 13th Army headquarters was thrown into the fighting. The 13th Army in the previous ten days of fighting had lost 8,263 men (and in the first ten days of September, 14,188 men). In the unsuccessful fighting for the possession of Glukhov, in the period between 20 and 24 September just the 2nd Guards Division’s 395th Rifle Regiment alone had lost more than 1,500 men, including 150 killed, 405 wounded, 150 missing, and 870 men scattered and not yet located. Despite this, the division continued the battle on 25 September.


    The adversary, skillfully employing his reserves, repeatedly repulsed the inadequately organized attacks of our troops. Progress could be measured literally in hundreds of meters a day, which wasn’t worth the casualties suffered and the expended resources. For example, the 155th Rifle Division reported it had captured a mortar, rifles and many cartridges in the fighting. From Army headquarters immediately came a query: Were these trophies from among the weapons abandoned by our troops in past battles, or did they really belong to the enemy?


    Arriving intelligence pointed to the enemy’s preparations for an offensive. However, the Briansk Front commander, incorrectly assessing the situation regarding how soon the Germans would be ready to attack, repeatedly ordered the 13th Army and Group Ermakov to seize Glukhov and “deprive the enemy of tactical advantages on the Front’s left wing.” What tactical advantages did Eremenko have in view? What would the possession of Glukhov yield, when in addition to an infantry division, according to dated Front intelligence, there were only elements of a motorized division and 20 German tanks in that area? Later we will dwell on the possible reasons for General Eremenko’s persistent attempts to attack on this compromised axis.


    According to Eremenko’s plan, Group Ermakov launched an attack to outflank Glukhov from the south, while the 13th Army with its left flank attacked from the north in the Shatrishchi, Antonovka, Kalievka direction, in order to cut the enemy’s path of retreat from the city. The attack with the forces of the 132nd, 307th and 143rd Rifle Divisions was designated to begin at 0630 hours, while the 298th Rifle Division was to move out on the attack at 0600 hours. The depth of the combat tasks amounted to 7-8 kilometers.


    However, in connection with the receipt of the Stavka directive to assume a rigid defense, the 13th Army received the following combat order:


    
      1. Do not implement the offensive designated for 27.9.


      2. Immediately create reserves and second echelons – a division, a regiment. Urgently receive replacements and quickly proceed with their training.63

    


    “Immediately”; it is only on paper that one can so simply create second echelons and reserves. In reality this requires a corresponding regrouping, replacing units and formations withdrawn from the first echelon, the handing over of positions and weapon emplacements, and the re-organization of the system of fire and cooperation. The troops withdrawn from combat must occupy new lines (sectors, areas), become familiar with the terrain and fortify it.


    In these days, 8,000 to 9,000 replacements were assigned to the Front, which requested up to another 800 unarmed men. When asked how many men the Front could arm by its own available means, the Front headquarters replied that it could accept up to five companies of unarmed replacements.


    Eremenko signed the directive about the Front’s forces going over on the defensive at 1330 hours on 28 September, with the indication that “within the next several days an enemy offensive toward Briansk and toward Sevsk or L’gov must be expected.” Judging from the positioning of the bulk of the Briansk Front’s reserves (the 154th and 287th Rifle and the 108th Tank Divisions), Eremenko evidently believed that the most likely direction of the enemy’s main attack would be toward Briansk. Indeed, only the 42nd Tank Brigade was located in the Sevsk area, closer to the Front’s left wing.


    We will note that the task given to the Briansk Front didn’t fully respond to the possible character of the enemy’s operations. The Stavka’s serious miscalculation consisted in the fact that it didn’t accurately identify the likely direction of Army Group Center’s main attacks. Correspondingly, it also failed to choose accurately where to concentrate the main efforts of the defending fronts. As a result, even though the Germans had no substantial overall superiority of force over the Soviet defenders, by massing its available strength and resources, Army Group Center managed to obtain a large superiority of force on the selected breakthrough sectors. By the time that the concentration of Guderian’s panzer divisions against the left flank of Briansk Front was confirmed, it was already too late to change anything. Already in the course of the German offensive, when the foe’s plan had for the most part already become clear, Briansk Front received an order not to defend the most dangerous axis – the Tula direction, which led to the approaches of Moscow from the south – but the Tambov and Voronezh axes!


    In the directive for going over to the defense, the Front commander in particular ordered:


    
      … 3. The armies of Briansk Front and Major-General Ermakov’s group are to go over to a stiff, stubborn defense of the lines occupied. … Complete the primary tasks to fit out the occupied line by 1.10.41.


      In certain cases, local offensive actions for improving defensive positions are allowed at my authorization.64

    


    Eremenko demanded to call upon all engineer units, all field forces, all rear personnel and all unarmed troops to begin the digging of entrenchments, communication trenches, gun pits and ditches and to work day and night; to create several lines of finished trenches with communication trenches spanning the entire front, barbed wire barriers, and anti-tank obstacles; and as the first order of business to emplace mines. Subordinate commanders were ordered to submit progress reports every five days regarding the completion of work, especially those parts concerning the construction of trenches. The first report was to contain a map of the occupied and rear defensive lines and cut-off positions, a work schedule, and information regarding the finished work by 2 October 1941.


    Having formally implemented the Stavka demand, Eremenko kept for himself the opportunity to continue offensive operations, and this was in spite of the plain signs of enemy preparations for launching an offensive. He didn’t believe that this could occur within the next few days, even though intelligence had established that the enemy was strengthening his grouping on the boundary between the Reserve Front’s 43rd Army and the Briansk Front’s 50th Army, as well as in the area of Shostka and Glukhov opposite the 13th Army and Group Ermakov (see Map 10). For example, Reis,65 a Wehrmacht soldier taken prisoner on the evening of 28 September, indicated that the headquarters of the enemy’s 17th and 18th Panzer Divisions were located in Shostka, and there was an aggregation of vehicles in Mironovka. This information triggered a great alarm in the Stavka, which demanded verification of the intelligence about the enemy’s panzer divisions.


    How far the Front’s armies had been weakened can be judged from a 29 September report of Major-General Ia. G. Kreizer, commander of the 3rd Army, to General A. I. Eremenko. In it he indicated that his army was occupying a defense along a front of 68 kilometers (with 17 kilometers per division on average) with the understrength 137th Rifle Division and an insufficient amount of artillery and mortars in all the other divisions. The 3rd Army, stretched into a single line, had no reserves. It wasn’t possible to withdraw the 137th Rifle Division into the reserve; the 148th Rifle Division had no artillery and wasn’t a real reserve, since it was positioned en echelon in order to secure the 3rd Army’s left flank. In reality, the 4th Cavalry Division was no stronger than a single cavalry regiment.66


    At the start of the enemy’s offensive, the 13th Army’s operational order of battle remained just as it had been while attempting to achieve its offensive objective. Of the eight divisions in the first echelon there remained six, including the left-flank 55th Cavalry Division. One division (the 298th Rifle Division) was located in the second echelon, and one more (the 121st Rifle Division) had been withdrawn to the rear for refitting. The report about the 13th Army’s defensive posture was transmitted in code over the telegraph in an operational summary at 1400 hours on 29 September. It was promised to submit the Army’s defense plan to Briansk Front headquarters on 30 October 1941. Army commander Lieutenant-General Gorodniansky, repeating the demands from Eremenko’s directive, issued orders to his troops about the urgent construction of fortifications and anti-tank obstacles and the laying of barbed wire and mines. However, it was too late – only a single night remained before the start of Operation Typhoon.


    To the south of 13th Army, the divisions of Major-General A. N. Ermakov’s operational group were to go on the defensive. On its right flank, units of a cavalry group consisting of the 21st and 52nd Cavalry Divisions, which were subordinate to Ermakov, were operating. To the south of this cavalry group, the 2nd Guards Rifle Division went on the defensive on 28 September. Thus, three weak cavalry divisions (the 13th Army’s left-flank 55th Cavalry Division, and Group Ermakov’s right-flank 21st and 52nd Cavalry Divisions), which had already suffered heavy casualties in preceding fighting, were screening the boundary between the 13th Army and Group Ermakov.67 The measures taken by the 13th Army command at 1330 hours on 29 October with the aim of securing its boundary with Group Ermakov are interesting:


    
      1. In order to guard the boundary between the 55th Cavalry Division and the 52nd Cavalry Division, send a rifle company, reinforced with additional firepower, from the 121st Rifle Division to the Nepliuevo railroad station (6 kilometers north of Iampol’). The missions: Prevent enemy infiltration along the rail line and destroy the railroad bed, making it unsuitable for the movement of wheeled and tracked vehicles.


      2. Occupy Nepliuevo Station by 1800 hours 29.9. The commander of the 55th Cavalry Division is to yield this sector [to the rifle company] and stay continually in touch with it.

    


    Thus, the boundary between the 13th Army and Group Ermakov, opposite which two German panzer divisions were assembling, was being guarded by a single rifle company, which also had the assignment to tear up the railroad tracks!


    Meanwhile, General Ermakov has still not canceled the order to seize Glukhov, even though clearly one operational group alone lacked the strength to take the town. By this time, Group Ermakov consisted of the 2nd Guards, 160th and 283rd Rifle Divisions, the 21st and 52nd Cavalry Divisions, the 121st and 150th Tank Brigades, and the 113th Separate Tank Battalion. According to statistical analysis, Group Ermakov numbered 33,562 men, had 103 tanks and 132 guns and mortars. Only it isn’t clear whether these figures include the casualties it suffered on 27 September, which amounted to 4,913 men killed, wounded or missing.68


    However, Colonel-General A. I. Eremenko with stubbornness worthy of a better purpose remained obsessed with the capture of Glukhov, even though this would not bring him any tactical benefits. There was not even any hope to destroy at least any part of the forces “of this villainous Guderian”. So what was the cause of such maniacal hard-headedness? According to a dispatch, two battalions of the 535th Rifle Regiment and two battalions of the 875th Rifle Regiment, both from the 2nd Guards Rifle Division, had now been fighting in encirclement for three days in the area of Sleporad, Poloshki, and Semenovo (which lay correspondingly 3, 5 and 8 kilometers southwest of Glukhov). There were no communications with the trapped units. A small group of soldiers from one of the 875th Rifle Regiment’s battalions managed to make their way out of the encirclement together with the regiment commander. He and the regiment commissar, however, were immediately sent back to Poloshki with the assignment to find the battalions and lead them out of encirclement.


    If they succeeded, Group Ermakov’s attacks might save the remnants of the encircled battalions, and four rifle battalions represented almost half of an infantry division! Moreover, the taking of Glukhov, a district center in Suma Oblast, by troops of the Briansk Front, contrasted against the other fronts’ defensive postures and the backdrop of the Sovinformburo’s routine summaries, would have made quite the impression on the Stavka. Just imagine, even the Krasnaia zvezda newspaper might have written about Ermakov’s successes in the same glowing words that it had written about “Commander Konev”. However, the main point was that if Ermakov had succeeded in taking Glukhov, his operational group’s enormous casualties in men might have been written-off without any particular problems and Eremenko could have requested additional replacements.


    Just then a remark slipped into an operational summary from the Briansk Front headquarters, stating that 1,161 Red Amy men had surrendered in the area of Glukhov. Immediately, questions rained down from the General Staff: “Why didn’t you report on Group Akimenko’s genuine situation?” “What are you doing to support the 2nd Guards Rifle Division?” Report immediately! In response, Eremenko and his staff tried to explain that this was a mistake: these men simply hadn’t returned from battle or been found yet. Again a query from above: Then just what had those who signed the operational summary been thinking?! After all, the information had already been passed up to the Marshal [Shaposhnikov, Chief of the General Staff] and the “Boss”! In the Soviet Union, there was just one “Boss” at the time. The deputy chief of operations in Briansk Front’s headquarters, Colonel Dolgov, had to take the rap on behalf of the Front command. After a “consultation” with the command, he reported to the Stavka that an investigation was underway, and the results would be reported.69 However, by this time the Germans had launched their offensive and the loss of the encircled battalions was forgotten. Eremenko got away with other things as well …


    In a dispatch, the 2nd Guards Rifle Division reported on its shift to a defensive posture and its combat deployment. However, the report spoke not of regiments, but battalions! One battalion of the 535th Rifle Regiment, strengthened by a battery, was defending a line of woods east of Belokopytno and Kuliga; one battalion of the 875th Rifle Regiment was on Hill 143.3 (a half kilometer east of Zarutskoe); and remnants of the 395th Rifle Regiment were occupying the eastern outskirts of Chernevo and Hill 139.8 (3 kilometers east of Kholopkovo). By this time the 2nd Guards Rifle Division numbered a total of 5,359 men, armed with 4,350 rifles, 16 machine guns (4 heavy, 9 light, and 3 anti-aircraft machine guns, including one large-caliber), 13 machine pistols, 24 guns (1 45mm, 15 76mm, 8 122mm) and 13 mortars (2 50mm, 11 82mm).70


    Thus, the division had lost half its strength! Moreover, the dispatch concluded with the words, “The units are organizing and preparing for an offensive” (in the original, the latter phrase “preparing for an offensive” has been crossed out). They may have dropped the phase, but they didn’t abandon the idea of an offensive. A Briansk Front directive from 28 September 1941 lays out in detail a sequence of actions for the operational group and supporting forces to take in order to seize Glukhov on 30 September. According to the plan, the Front’s air force was “from 0700 to 1000 to conduct an uninterrupted strike against the enemy’s combat formations”. Further:


    
      An artillery preparation is implemented between 1000 and 1200. At 1210 after a salvo of the Guards’ mortars [a reference to a salvo of Katiusha rockets] the tanks attack, moving out 1-2 km in advance of the infantry, suppressing enemy firing positions … the infantry closes up to the tanks. With the infantry’s approach, the tanks make a new bound and thusly, cooperating among themselves (tanks, artillery, and infantry) the offensive proceeds until the combat order is carried out.71

    


    There is no sense in citing more of this document. Just what was the Front commander hoping? That the enemy would submissively wait until the jaws closed around him? Considering the Front’s meager combat possibilities, especially given the prolonged exposure to the enemy’s fire and such a method of cooperation, one couldn’t speak of possible success on this compromised axis.


    At 0500 hours on 29 September, General Ermakov issued the order for another attack in the direction of Glukhov. The 283rd Rifle Division with 10 tanks of the 121st Tank Brigade, the 2nd Guards Rifle Division with the 113th Separate Tank Battalion (29 tanks), and the 150th Tank Brigade (20 tanks) were to go on the attack. The cavalry group on the right and the 160th Rifle Division on the left were to pin down the enemy units opposite them with diversionary attacks. A reserve – the 121st Tank Brigade (with its five remaining tanks) and the remnants of a motorized rifle battalion – stood by ready to exploit any success. The artillery was to be ready at 0800 on 30 September 1941, while the infantry and tanks would move out at 1210.72


    By the morning of 30 September, the troops of Ermakov’s operational group were poised for the attack. However, the Germans preempted it with an attack of their own – Operation Typhoon had begun.

  


  
    3


    The Typhoon Gathers Strength


    Guderian initiates Operation Typhoon


    The troops of the Briansk Front were the first to become engaged in the battle for Moscow. Early on the morning of 30 September, the divisions of the XXXXVII and XXIV Motorized Corps on the left-wing of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group went on the offensive. Literally just hours before the start of the enemy offensive, at 0102 hours on 30 September 1941 the commander of the 13th Army reported to Briansk Front headquarters:


    
      … the enemy is continuing to concentrate major forces in the Shatrishchi, Antonovka, Iampol’, Shostka area. Dubrovka has been taken by the enemy. There is speculation about the appearance of a new mechanized division in an area north of Iampol’. I have relieved Regiment commander Colonel Belogurov and regiment commissar Battalion Commissar Poliakov from their posts for voluntarily fleeing the occupied area without the authorization of the division commander and their case has been turned over to a military tribunal.1

    


    The German capture of Dubrovka was a reconnaissance-in-force, which demonstrated that the Russian were still occupying their positions. The German command was concerned that they might pull their troops back from their forward positions in order to avoid casualties from the German preparatory barrage. The German barrage began just as units of General A. N. Ermakov’s operational group were preparing to attack Glukhov. Air strikes coincided with the artillery preparation. General Eremenko’s inordinate ambition and his miscalculation regarding when the enemy would be ready to go on the offensive cost the troops on the left-wing of his Front dearly. The German barrage and the Luftwaffe’s air strikes caught the units exposed in their jumping-off positions and inflicted heavy casualties. The poorly prepared defense in the sector of Group Ermakov and on 13th Army’s left flank was totally inadequate to repulse a massed attack by enemy tanks and motorized infantry. The combat deployment of the defending divisions and units, having no depth, could not withstand the strength of the enemy attack, and they were thrown back to the east and southeast.


    There were no changes whatsoever on this day on the Western and Reserve Fronts. In his memoirs, General Guderian explained the earlier start of his attacks in comparison with the rest of Army Group Center in this way:


    
      This [difference in start times for the offensive] was done at my request. In the area across which Panzer Group 2 would now be attacking there were no hard-surfaced roads available and I wished to make full use of the limited period of fine weather which we might still expect in order to reach the good roads around Orel before the mud set in and to secure the transverse Orel-Briansk road so that I might have a decent supply route. Another consideration that influenced my decision was the fact that I could only expect strong air support if I could arrange for the bomber missions to be flown two days before the attacks by the other armies of Army Group Center were due to start.2

    


    The earlier start time for Guderian’s attack was also determined by the fact that he would have to advance more than 200 kilometers to reach the Orel area as quickly as possible. His forces were located some distance away from the right flank of the main attack grouping, Fourth Army and the Fourth Panzer Group. Von Bock calculated that the effect of Guderian’s panzer operations would begin to tell on the Soviet defenses only after 4-5 days from the start of his offensive. Given this, doubtlessly the enemy had in view another aim with the staged beginning of Operation Typhoon – to confuse the Soviet command regarding the overall plan and the scale of the offensive, and to divert its attention and forces from the axis of Army Group Center’s main attack.


    This goal was not only achieved, Guderian’s initial successes exceeded all the expectations of the German command. As concerns the air support, Guderian received it in full measure: the enemy employed approximately 300 combat aircraft of the VIII Fliegerkorps, including a significant number of Stukas and ground attack aircraft. The Lufwaffe’s main efforts were concentrated on the breakthrough sector. The Briansk Front was only able to put up a total of 130 serviceable combat aircraft to oppose the VIII Fliegerkorps, all of which belonged to the three defending armies.


    The Germans were in such a hurry to begin the offensive that they didn’t wait for the complete assembly of the XXXXVIII Motorized Corps, several divisions of which had been tied down in fighting on the Suma axis. In his diary, F. Halder wrote that there was a danger in this, that the gap between Guderian’s panzer group and Army Group South’s Seventeenth Army would widen, which would give the adversary an opportunity for a counterstrike. He was seeing things quite clearly. During an attempt to push the enemy away from Second Panzer Group’s southern flank, the XXXXVIII Motorized Corps’ 25th Motorized Division on 1 October was subjected to a sharp Russian tank attack and compelled to retreat, leaving behind the vehicles of an entire regimental transport column that had become bogged down in the mud.


    On the very first day of the operation, the enemy managed to punch through the defenses of Briansk Front relatively easily at the boundary between Group Ermakov and the 13th Army, having outflanked the latter from the southeast. The connection with Group Ermakov was disrupted. Matters stood no better on 13th Army’s front. Major-General A. M. Gorodniansky reported an enemy breakthrough and the seizure of Khil’chichi by noon. A counterattack by the 132nd Rifle Division’s 498th Rifle Regiment had no success. Gorodniansky came to the conclusion that “… the enemy has the opportunity to exploit his success toward Seredina-Buda and further in the direction of Sevsk. I don’t have the strength to stop the enemy’s advance on this axis.”


    Eremenko on this same day in discussions with the 13th Army commander declared:


    
      Eremenko: This should have been expected. According to your own intelligence the enemy has been continually gathering strength. It is necessary to take all measures to destroy the enemy, to prevent his breakthrough to the northeast.


      Regarding counterattacks, judge for yourself. You have a better view [of the situation] on location. I believe it is necessary with fixed fire of all types to destroy the enemy tanks and the motorized infantry, following behind them, and only then finish him off with a counterattack.


      The main thing is not to allow a disorganized retreat to occur. Exceptional stubbornness must be displayed. …


      Gorodniansky: I have no intention of committing the 42nd Tank Brigade. …


      Eremenko: Aviation will receive the task of supporting you.3

    


    It isn’t totally clear what Eremenko was trying to express with his comment: “This should have been expected.” Was it a rebuke addressed to Gorodniansky? Confidence that the enemy would launch a diversionary attack here? An acknowledgement of his miscalculation and expression of regret over his risky venture to capture Glukhov? This we’ll never know, since later Eremenko would do everything in order to explain away his blunder, and even begin to maintain that the enemy had not launched his offensive on 30 September, but on 1 October. In any case, the Front commander understood that the shallow defenses of his divisions, weakened as they’d been in the previous unsuccessful battles, would break quickly. From this flowed his concern that a disorganized retreat might begin. At the same time Eremenko avoided assessing the situation on the boundary between the 13th Army and Group Ermakov, saying nothing about his intentions, especially regarding the use of the Front’s reserves, even though Gorodniansky had let Eremenko understand that he didn’t have enough strength to stop the enemy advance. All this after just several hours of fighting!


    At 1835 hours on 30 September, Briansk Front’s Military Council reported to the Chief of the General Staff that the enemy had committed up to 170 tanks into battle on 13th Army’s left flank, launching the main attack in the direction of Seredina-Buda; on Group Ermakov’s sector, the enemy was making the main effort in the direction of Sevsk with up to 70 tanks and motorized infantry. Given this information, a conclusion was made that the enemy’s primary objective was Orel, and that two panzer divisions and one motorized division had been committed.


    In reality, Guderian was employing the forces of four corps in the attack! The main attack in the direction of Glukhov, Sevsk was launched by the adjoining flanks of the XXIV and XXXXVII Motorized Corps. General of Cavalry L. Geyr von Schweppenburg’s XXIV Motorized Corps attacked in the Glukhov, Sevsk, Orel direction, led by the 3rd and 4th Panzer Divisions with the 10th Motorized Division following in the second echelon. General of Artillery J. Lemelsen XXXXVII Motorized Corps with the 17th and 18th Panzer Divisions was attacking on the left in the direction of Iampol’ and Sevsk. Its 29th Motorized Division was attacking en echelon to the left toward Seredina-Buda with the assignment to emerge in the rear of the 13th Army. On the flanks of the breakthrough sector, echeloned to the right and the left, the divisions of the XXXXVIII Motorized Corps and the XXXV Infantry Corps advanced, securing the flanks of the main shock grouping (see Map 10).


    By the end of the first day of the offensive, the enemy had broken through the initial line of defenses and had penetrated to a depth of 15-20 kilometers. A 30-kilometer gap between General Ermakov’s operational group and the 13th Army now yawned. Having suffered significant losses in its recent attacks, the 13th Army by the second day of fighting no longer had sufficient strength to repulse the enemy. On its right flank, the enemy had no success against the sector of the front occupied by four divisions (the 6th, 132nd, 155th and 307th Rifle Divisions), but the attacks did pin down these divisions with fighting for some time. Gorodniansky decided to withdraw the 121st Rifle Division and the 55th Cavalry Division, both of which had suffered heavy losses, to a wooded area north of Seredina-Buda to bring them back to order. He also decided to pull back the 307th Rifle Division to the same place with the aim of preparing a counterattack in the direction of Khutor-Mikhailovsky (15 kilometers behind the front lines), in an attempt to cut off the attacking enemy spearheads.


    At 0210 on 1 October, Colonel-General A. I. Eremenko was summoned to a high-frequency communications device (I have added my own bracketed comments):


    
      Eremenko: Eremenko here.


      Stalin: Stalin here. Greetings, Comrade Eremenko! Report the situation.


      Eremenko: Greetings, Comrade Stalin! I am reporting the situation. [Eremenko, who had promised Stalin in September to destroy the “villain Guderian”, was this time more restrained in conversation with him. In essence, he repeats the language of the dispatch sent by Briansk Front’s Military Council, employing some carefully chosen words.]


      … As a result of the fighting, the enemy has pressed several of our units and now occupies a few settlements [emphasis the author’s].


      As a result of the fighting, the 121st Tank Brigade, having destroyed up to 18-20 enemy tanks and suffering losses of its own, fell back to the Sopich area.


      The 150th Tank Brigade after a battle that inflicted a defeat upon the enemy and incurring losses fell back to the Lemeshovo area.


      I have decided: to group the units of the 121st and 150th Tank Brigades together, move the 42nd Tank Brigade down here, and in cooperation with rifle units and a cavalry group, which is located in the same area, to destroy the enemy grouping at first in the direction of Group Ermakov, and then on the 13th Army’s left flank.


      Stalin: Fine. Has the rocket artillery been working?


      Eremenko: Yes, it has been working. It gave nine salvoes, and three salvoes remain. The rocket artillery inflicted heavy damage on the enemy. Over the last three days, he has tried to go over on the offensive, but has been driven back [a bald-faced lie]. I am taking all measures to destroy the enemy. It is unfortunate that today in the area of operations, snow has fallen and it is raining; aircraft are grounded and it is impossible to maneuver wheeled vehicles, including the rocket artillery.


      Stalin: How’s your situation with aircraft?


      Eremenko: There are still 100 serviceable aircraft, but no Il-2s whatsoever.


      Stalin: We’ll give you planes.


      Eremenko: Thank you, Comrade Stalin


      Stalin: How is the Guard’s division doing? [The “Boss” had a sharp memory; he recalled the ill-fated operational summary.]


      Eremenko: It is doing well. We’re helping it. I ask you to supply several more salvoes of rocket artillery. [Eremenko is immediately changing the topic of conversation, for the fully understandable reason that the 2nd Guards Rifle Division, which had only just received this honorific designation, had lost half its strength in the senseless attacks on Glukhov prior to the German offensive]


      Stalin: Where should the rocket artillery shells be sent?


      Eremenko: To Orel, and from there we’ll send them on to where they are needed.


      Stalin: It is necessary to destroy the attacking enemy.


      Eremenko: Yes sir, he will be destroyed!


      Stalin: Well, I wish you all the best. Goodbye.


      Eremenko: Thank you. Goodbye, Comrade Stalin.4

    


    However, the counterattack of the 42nd Tank Brigade (the sole Front reserve on the Orel axis) with the aim of blocking the direction toward Sevsk, never took place. As it was determined later, the brigade under the command of General N. I. Voiekov, which was positioned near Sevsk, missed the suitable moment for attacking into the flank and rear of the enemy’s tank and motorized infantry column, which was advancing along a road just 3 kilometers away.


    Later, Eremenko would speak unambiguously about the incident:


    
      Unfortunately, a completely negligent, tactically illiterate man, lacking in all initiative, was leading this brigade …. He stood idle for days and only accepted battle when it was forced upon him by the enemy’s second echelon, and then retreated to a boggy wooded area, which was unsuitable for tank operations. When I found out about his actions, I immediately traveled to his position, but it was already too late to correct fully General Voiekov’s tactical blunders.5

    


    This extremely eloquent fact speaks first of all to the Front command’s loss of control over its subordinate forces and its ineptitude in organizing and conducting reconnaissance in its own rear. The unexpectedly strong enemy attack on the Orel axis and the rapid breakthrough of the defenses of the first echelon of divisions (I can’t bring myself to call it the main defensive belt), despite the assurances of his favorite Eremenko, extremely shook Stalin. He knew what this might cost him. The Supreme Commander placed Lieutenant-General I. G. Zakharkin’s 49th Army of Reserve Front under direct Stavka control and sent it heading southward by rail. Already on the night of 30 September, the Stavka was making the decision to block the Orel, Kursk and Khar’kov axes in Briansk Front’s rear.


    The four rifle divisions (the 194th, 220th, the 248th, the 303rd) and three cavalry divisions (the 29th, 31st and 41st) of the 49th Army that had previously been occupying defenses on the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line were sent by rail according to the following timetable: the 194th Rifle Division from the Semlevo area was to begin entraining at 1800 2 October; correspondingly, the 248th Rifle Division at Kasnia Station at 1800 3 October; the 220th Rifle Division at Sychevka Station at 1800 4 October; and the 303rd Rifle Division at Pavlinovo Station and Spas-Demensk at 1800 4 October were to entrain.6 The movement was to proceed at a tempo of no less than ten trains a day.


    The decision to regroup the 49th Army from the most important Moscow axis seems spontaneous and hasty only at first glance. Such a conclusion can be drawn from the present day perspective, when we know that only two or three days later, bitter fighting would develop in the areas of these divisions’ assembly and their entraining stations, and that they would be sorely missed as the Reserve Front struggled to halt Army Group Center’s powerful main offensive. By all appearances, the possibility of regrouping the troops of the 49th Army had been envisioned beforehand. In this contingency, it was foreseen to compensate the weakening of the grouping on the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line by transferring two divisions of the 32nd and 33rd Armies to it. The fact that there could be no opposite train movements as the 49th Army traveled to the south is another indication that this movement had been arranged beforehand.


    In addition, it turns out even earlier under this regrouping a decision had been made to transfer the 33rd Army’s 18th Rifle Division to the 32nd Army’s sector in the Sychevka, Novogudinaskaia Station area.7 Already by 1800 on 30 September, the forward units of this division had arrived at the entraining station in Liudinovo. By 0600 2 October they had managed to send 11 trains ahead; eighteen hours later another 17 trains had been dispatched, while three trains were still being loaded at the stations in Liudinovo, Lompat’ and Ivano-Sergeevsk. The remaining units would require three more trains. However, in connection with the destruction of railroads and disruption in communications, empty cars weren’t available.8 The 32nd Army’s 140th Rifle Division (formerly the 13th DNO) also marched out to its new area and on the morning of 2 October arrived to take over a sector of defense from the 248th Rifle Division’s 905th Rifle Regiment and the 194th Rifle Division on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River. As a result of the planned regroupings, the already broad front held by the divisions of the 32nd and 33rd Armies had to be extended even further.


    With the launching of the enemy’s offensive on the Moscow axis, the General Staff altered the points of destination and stations for unloading: at 0530 on 3 October, the 49th Army’s 194th and 303rd Rifle Divisions were ordered to concentrate in the Karachev area (in the Briansk Front sector), while its 248th and 220th Rifle Divisions moved to the Belev area behind the Reserve Front. Army headquarters began to deploy not in Kursk, as had originally been intended, but in Sukhinichi.


    On the early morning of 1 October at 0420, the Stavka also issued a directive for the activation of four long-range bomber aviation divisions and Colonel A. E. Golovanov’s 81st Special-Purpose Aviation Division in order starting on 2 October to target the enemy panzer grouping that was breaking through in the Glukhov, Sevsk area. Colonel Rukhle was assigned command of this aviation grouping and ordered to arrive at Briansk Front headquarters at the disposal of the Front commander on 2 October. The responsibility of providing fighter cover to the bomber aviation group’s missions was entrusted to the Briansk Front’s air force commander, Colonel Polynin.


    Meanwhile, the situation on the axis of the enemy’s breakthrough proved to be much more serious than had been reported to Stalin. This is apparent from the orders given by the Front commander to Ermakov at 1200 hours on 1 October:


    
      a) Hold the line Svessa, Pustogorod, Bol’shaia Sloboda, Iastrebshchina, Khar’kovka and further along the Kleven’ River. Do not allow the enemy to exploit in the Sevsk, Dmitriev direction and destroy his tanks.


      b) The 42nd Tank Brigade, which I am subordinating to you from 15.00 1 October, is to cover the line along the eastern bank of the Sev River, on the sector (excl) Nov. Iamskoe – north of Sevsk [55 kilometers behind the front line of defense].


      c) Use the [Guards] mortar group [of rocket artillery] at full strength, both in cooperation with the 42nd Tank Brigade and with other units. Ammunition for the mortar group has been sent to Orel.


      d) I’m letting you know that in the area of Evdokimovka Station (30 kilometers north of Sevsk), the 287th Rifle Division and the 441st Artillery Regiment of the Supreme Command Reserve will be assembling by the end of 2.10.41.9

    


    Eremenko ordered the 13th Army to prevent the development of the enemy’s offensive north of Khil’chichi, the Sviga River, Kamenka and Khutor-Mikhailovsky. He demanded particular attention to be paid to the left flank and the compulsory use of the Guards mortar battalion against the enemy. By holding the designated lines, the Front command hoped to localize the penetration and to create conditions for launching a counterstroke on converging axes: with the 13th Army from the north in the direction of Seredina-Buda, Khutor-Mikhailovsky and Svessa; and with Group Ermakov from the south in the direction of Lokot’ Station, Esman’ and Svessa.


    Thus, Eremenko was planning to destroy the enemy grouping that had broken through with the available forces on the Front’s left wing. The point is that Eremenko, basing his decisions on the intelligence that he had received, believed that not more than two enemy infantry divisions with the support of up to 200 tanks and armored vehicles were operating against the Front’s left flank.10


    Judging from everything, the commander of the Briansk Front was confident that the enemy had launched only a diversionary attack on the Sevsk axis with the forces of one corps, and that his main attack should be anticipated on the Briansk axis. The Front’s primary reserves remained stationary in the area of Briansk. Thus the reserve 108th Tank Division was located in the Pil’shino, Krasnoe area, in readiness for counterattacks jointly with the 287th Rifle Division toward Zhukovka, Pochep and Pogar. For three days, there remained an unchanged expression in the Front’s operational summaries: “Front reserves – no changes.”


    In addition to all else, as a result of enemy air strikes on the command posts of the Front and the armies, communications with the 3rd and 13th Armies, Group Ermakov, and with the General Staff were knocked out for most of 1 October. Normal operation of the Front’s signal stations could only be restored by evening. In connection with the enemy advance, General Ermakov had to change the location of his command post several times. As a result of one enemy air raid, two of his radio sets were knocked-out.


    The operational group did launch a counterattack on 1 October in order to close the gap that had been created in the defenses. However, this attempt proved unsuccessful, because the weakened units dispersed their available strength by attacking in several directions without serious tank and air support. A counterattack by the 13th Army’s 6th and 298th Rifle Divisions in the direction of Seredina-Buda also failed. The given assignment proved beyond the strength of the divided, weak forces, and the scattered counterattacks undertaken on 1 October brought no real results.


    Nevertheless, Halder noted in his diary:


    
      1 October. Panzer Group 2 has had trouble disengaging its right flank cover from the enemy. One regiment of 25th Motorized Division remained pinned down. Furthermore 9th Panzer Division had to be committed again, as a result of which closing up to the north again will be delayed.11 On the whole, however, the operation to break through the front of the enemy, whose strength and disposition were accurately estimated, is making good progress.12

    


    Meanwhile the enemy, repulsing the isolated counterattacks of our forces on the flanks of the breakthrough sector, continued to press the offensive with the main forces of the panzer group. The XXIV Motorized Corps drove toward Orel. The divisions of the XXXXVII Motorized Corps, having seized Seredina-Buda by 1900 hours, lunged to the north into the rear of the 13th Army. With that, two of the 13th Army’s divisions became encircled, while the enemy’s forward unit with a force of 25-30 tanks broke through to Komarichi Station, which lies 60 kilometers northeast of Seredina-Buda. The Germans, encountering no serious opposition, over the first two days of the offensive expanded the gap in Briansk Front’s defenses up to 60 kilometers and advanced up to 100 kilometers to an operational depth, thus creating the conditions for the deep envelopment of Briansk Front’s left wing with major forces of panzers and motorized infantry. Having penetrated the army-level defensive line in the area of Sevsk and having seized the Briansk-L’gov railroad south of Komarichi, the enemy had completed the breakthrough of Briansk Front’s defenses. Guderian, in essence, had managed in one bound to burst through to the boundary of the rear Orel Military District. Simultaneously, XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ 17th and 18th Panzer Divisions advanced to the north to the vicinity of Karachev – into the rear of not only Gorodniansky’s 13th Army, but also Major-General Ia. G. Kreizer’s 3rd Army.


    By the end of 1 October, Eremenko realized that Guderian’s attack was not a diversion. He moved up part of the Front’s reserve to the Nerussa River, in order to block the enemy advance to the north. However, neither this nor the frantic regrouping initiated that morning had any success. The regrouping took too much time, while the enemy’s panzer divisions had advanced too far into the Briansk Front’s defenses. The contrast in mobility between the hostile and Soviet formations became obvious from the first day of the enemy’s offensive. In essence, there was no way to block the Orel axis.


    Stalin was quite alarmed by the developments on the Orel axis. Doubtlessly, he understood that the attack there was likely to be followed by additional attacks elsewhere. Guderian’s unanticipated rapid advance and the pivot of his main forces into the rear of Briansk Front spoke for themselves. One could expect a similar attack from the north to link-up with Guderian, and unquestionably the Stavka forsaw this. However, what and where could anything be done, other than to warn the commands of the Western and Reserve Fronts right away? Let’s refrain from offering advice in hindsight, recalling the well-known words of the Georgian poet Shota Rustaveli: “Everyone is a strategist, who looks at combat from the side.”


    On the morning of 2 October, Eremenko was again summoned for discussions. However, the Front commander had driven off to visit the 13th Army, so the Front’s chief of staff Major-General Zakharov took the call. Here is the transcript of the discussion:


    
      Stalin: What is going on there?


      Zakharov: On the morning of 30.9, the enemy conducted an offensive from the Dubrovka, Godunovka, Esman’ sector in two directions: 1) Seredina-Buda, Sevsk; and 2) Esman’, Pustogorod, Sevsk.


      By the end of 1.10, the enemy has seized Sevsk with a motorized infantry regiment and tanks. Approximately 25-30 enemy tanks have passed through Komarichi, heading toward Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii.


      I estimate that altogether roughly two tank divisions (250-300 tanks) and two motorized divisions have broken through.


      Stalin: Your measures?

    


    Zakharov:


    
      1. The 42nd Tank Brigade has been committed to battle in the Sevsk area and the 287th Rifle Division is moving to Evdokimovka Station by rail; the brigade and the division have the assignment to delay and [in the transcript, the words ‘delay and’ have been crossed out] to destroy the enemy, preventing his expansion east of Sevsk. Eremenko has traveled to the area of combat in order to direct the fighting.


      2. Aviation has been given the mission to destroy the enemy which has broken through to our rear,


      3. An agreement has been reached with the Orel Military District for the latter to occupy the line of the Puka and Oka Rivers in the area of Kas’ianovo, using for this purpose the 447th Anti-tank Artillery Regiment and a rifle regiment located in Orel.


      4. Directly at the front it is being proposed to launch an attack on the flanks of the breach in the general direction of Khutor-Mikhailovsky and Lokot’ Station;


      
        a) on the north – with the 307th Rifle Division, the 55th Cavalry Division and remnants of the 121st Rifle Division from the region of Seredina-Buda in the direction of Khutor-Mikhailovsky and Svessa;


        b) on the south – with the 2nd Guards and 160th Rifle Divisions from the region of Lokot’ Station in the direction of Lokot’ Station, Esman’ and Svessa.

      


      Stalin: Fine, get busy. Two tank brigades and two rifle divisions are being sent to you by 3-4.10 through Orel. On the morning of 2.10, Comrade Rukhle will be flying in; he has four aviation divisions. Take measures to destroy the enemy.


      Zakharov: Understood. I’ll send a representative to Orel.


      Zakharov, 2.10.4113

    


    The Front’s deputy chief of staff Colonel L. M. Sandalov was with General Zakharov during the discussion; later in his memoirs he commented that General Zakharov significantly downplayed the gravity of Briansk Front’s situation in his report to Stalin. For example, when familiarizing the commander of the 3rd Army General Kreizer with the situation, Zakharov announced that forward units of the enemy had seized Sevsk, approximately 200 enemy tanks and a motorized division had broken through, and that Gorodniansky’s left flank had been crushed. There was insufficient strength for launching a counterattack from the south. Nothing was known about Group Ermakov, except that in the morning its commander was in the process of moving to Ryl’sk. A deputy had been sent to him by airplane. In the Front headquarters there was no information about the 42nd Tank Brigade either, which had been planned to subordinate to Ermakov (this was totally impossible to implement, because Group Ermakov had been cut off from the Front’s main forces). In Briansk Front’s journal of combat operations, there are the contents of an intelligence summary for 2 October, in which there is the conclusion that the enemy’s main attack was on the Sevsk – Orel axis.


    According to German records, the tanks of the 4th Panzer Division, having reached Sevsk already by 1100 hours on 1 October, had seized an undamaged bridge north of the city. The forward units were 25 kilometers northeast of Sevsk. A Russian attack across the Kleven’ River south of Svarkov was driven back. Units of the XXXXVIII Panzer Corps restored the situation with a counterattack. On 2 October the 4th Panzer Division at 1130 hours captured Koshelevskaia. The 18th Panzer was forcing a crossing of the Sev River between Sevsk and Kukushino.


    By the end of 2 October on the left flank of the 13th Army, the enemy had taken Suzemku, Ulitsa and Golubovka (18 kilometers west of Seredina-Buda), and in the process had emerged in the rear of its main grouping. The adversary’s rapid advance to the northeast was threatening the collapse of the entire Briansk Front. The command of the Front and the armies simply didn’t have time to react to the numerous penetrations. Instead of immediately reporting all the significant changes in the deteriorating situation up the chain of command, the headquarters adhered to the existing timetable for delivering reports, while the reports themselves frequently show a desire to conceal their blunders and gloss over their consequences in the hope of fixing the situation in the near future. Yet when this didn’t happen, they had to appeal to higher headquarters with requests, which could no longer change anything. Already on the evening of 2 October, the Briansk Front Commander requested permission to withdraw his forces to the rear line with a simultaneous attack on the enemy troops that had broken through. Shaposhnikov categorically rejected Eremenko’s request.


    On 2 October, the four bomber aviation divisions did start launching strikes against the enemy’s tank and motorized divisions. They were later joined by the 81st Bomber Aviation Division. The commander of the Red Army Air Force P. F. Zhigarev and its deputy chief of staff Colonel N. I. Rukhle arrived at Briansk Front to coordinate the air operations. Long-range bombers struck at approaching enemy reserves. Briansk Front’s own fighters covered the bombers. The Front air force attacked the enemy’s mobile formations that had broken through into our rear. However, our bombers operated in small groups of three to six aircraft and at high altitudes, and thus their attacks inflicted little damage. H. Guderian himself witnessed this, as he was next to a road over which units of the 3rd Panzer Division were moving when it came under aerial attack.


    In order to eliminate the enemy breakthrough in the Glukhov, Sevsk area, the Stavka at 0520 on 2 October ordered the formation of the 1st Guards Rifle Corps, consisting of the 5th and 6th Guards Rifle Divisions, the 4th and 11th Tank Brigades, a reserve aviation group and a rocket artillery regiment. The corps was to assemble in the Mtsensk, Otrada area no later than 5 October, while anti-tank artillery regiments attached to it were to concentrate in Orel, so as to be ready on the morning of 6 October to launch an attack against the enemy grouping that had broken through.14 It was necessary to hold out, however, until this time arrived.


    Von Bock sets his troops in motion


    To profoundly complicate the situation, also on 2 October the main forces of Army Group Center joined the expanding battle on the Moscow axis. It is impossible to lay out the further events over the days of the operation, which occurred in a sector almost 700 kilometers wide, in a sufficient degree of detail. Therefore, the actions of the forces on both sides will be examined within each front in turn, with their linkage according to time. With the start of the enemy offensive on the Orel axis, measures were taken in the remaining fronts to increase reconnaissance and to prepare the troops to repulse enemy attacks, including the acceleration of work in fortifying positions.


    On the Western Front, intelligence from one of the 19th Army’s divisions established that behind enemy lines in the area of Dukhovshchina, intense work was going on with the use of the local population to repair the field roads leading to the northeast, including the laying of corduroy roads across swampy sections of the terrain. Even so, the Front command continued to reinforce the Viaz’ma axis. The 134th Rifle Division was moved from the Rzhev axis to an area southwest of Vadino Station. Six trains carrying the 45th Cavalry Division stopped at this same station on 1 October and unloaded. Three trains of the 126th Tank Brigade unloaded at Dorogobuzh Station.15 The 152nd Rifle Division was ferried from the east bank of the Dnepr River to the west bank. By 1300 hours on 29 September it was assembling southeast of Safonovo in the Nikitino, Svoboda, Tushnevo area. At this same time, in correspondence with the Stavka directive, the divisions of the 49th Army in the rear of Western Front began moving out to the entraining railroad stations for departure to their newly assigned areas.


    These moves all served to concentrate the primary bulk of Western Front’s reserves on the Viaz’ma axis – along the highway. Konev’s deputy General I. V. Boldin and a group of staff officers from Western Front headquarters moved up to the vicinity of Vadino on 30 September in order to take command over the troops assembling on the Vadino axis,. An auxiliary command post and a front signals station were also set-up here. By its composition of forces, Boldin’s operational group was approximately equivalent to an army. German intelligence on these days noticed that “the Russians are displaying heightened vigilance and conducting reconnaissance probes in many sectors. The enemy is bringing up artillery and, perhaps, troops and replacements along the Smolensk road.”


    The commander of the 30th Army General Khomenko believed that enemy’s most likely attack would be in the direction of Prechistoe and Kaniutino. He estimated that the opposing enemy army grouping consisted of eight infantry divisions (in the Front’s assessment, five), not including motorized and panzer divisions. He also reported that the 162nd, 242nd and 250th Rifle Divisions had suffered significant losses in personnel, that the 251st Rifle and 107th Motorized Rifle Divisions were also weak in strength, and that no replacements were arriving. Therefore the defenses were thinly manned, and he could not detach more than a division in reserve. In case of an enemy breakthrough on the Belyi or Kaniutino axes, there would be almost nothing available to counter the attack.16


    On the basis of intelligence data and an operational summary from the 30th Army’s headquarters, a note appeared in the Front’s journal of combat operations: “Subsequently one can expect the main enemy attack on 30th Army’s front, and that he will develop it to outflank our fortifications on the Vop’ and Dnepr’ Rivers from the north.”17 Essentially, this prediction was accurate. One can see from it that our intelligence officers could work effectively: their information directly pointed out the likely axis of enemy attack. It was also determined that the Germans had concentrated 17 divisions against the eight divisions of the 30th and 19th Armies. In sectors held by other of Western Front’s armies, the number of opposing divisions was approximately equal.18


    Unfortunately, the Red Army’s high command didn’t always pay heed to the conclusions of the intelligence officers in 1941. On a captured German map (see Map 3), the enemy grouping opposite the boundary between the 30th and 19th Armies is shown. The forces of four German corps were fully prepared to go on the offensive there: the XXXXI and LVI Motorized Corps (each of them with an attached infantry division) of the Third Panzer Group, and the V and VI Army Corps that had been temporarily subordinated to it. Further south, the VIII Army Corps was to attack. The Ninth Army held in reserve the 14th Motorized Division and the 900th Lehr Motorized Brigade. Altogether there were 16.5 divisions in this grouping, including three panzer and two motorized divisions. The enemy had concentrated eight divisions on a 16-kilometer-wide sector opposite the 162nd Rifle Division and the adjacent units of the 30th Army’s 242nd Rifle Division and the 19th Army’s 244th Rifle Division to the right and left of it (altogether less than two divisions).


    Since the Stavka still believed that the enemy’s main attack would come on the Viaz’ma axis, the 44-year-old Colonel-General I. S. Konev, who had become the commander of Western Front only on 12 September 1941, had decided not to begin his work in his new role with arguments over such an important question. Moreover, there was no longer sufficient time for changes in the operational deployment of the Front’s formations.


    By Western Front command’s estimates, the relative strength in artillery of the two sides on the Viaz’ma axis in the 42-kilometer-wide sector of the 19th Army was approximately equal: 523 Red Army guns and mortars versus 552 German guns and mortars. In reality, the superiority in artillery on this axis was on our side. However, in the sector of the 30th Army, the enemy had nearly 1.4 times more guns and mortars than our side. The 30th Army plainly needed additional artillery, especially since the Army commander, with the aim of disrupting the enemy’s preparatory measures for an offensive, had decided upon a preemptive artillery barrage. It was conducted between 1100 and 1130 hours on 1 October.


    A report to higher commands fancifully claimed that the fire targeted newly revealed and visible concentrations of enemy armor, infantry and guns. In particular, the fire concentrated on aggregations of infantry sheltering in ravines in front of the 162nd Rifle Division. The 392nd and 542nd Corps Artillery Regiments fired at tanks, infantry, and pinpointed enemy batteries. Altogether in those 30 minutes, ⅓ to ½ of the daily allotment of artillery shells and mortar rounds of various calibers was expended. The report noted that the enemy’s return fire was weak. On our side, only two 76mm guns were temporarily disabled.


    However, as was often the case, the information passed up to higher command was misleading at best, or utterly false at worst. The reason for the weak German return fire to the preemptive barrage was that according to the German command’s instructions, the reinforcing artillery was supposed to occupy firing positions only on the night before the start of the offensive. Once in position, they were to remain silent until the morning of T-day, firing only in case of necessity and only upon special orders.19 In addition, there were actually no German tanks at all within range of our artillery.


    What did this preemptive barrage achieve? An excerpt from the Operational Summary No. 195 from 2 October 1941 at 0800 hours:


    
      As a result of the conducted preemptive artillery barrage on 1.10 by the artillery of the [30th] Army, the enemy received significant damage: 17 motor vehicles and 18 wagons were destroyed; 10 bunkers and 15 fighting positions with infantry were smashed; 2 artillery batteries and 22 firing positions were suppressed; an ammo dump in Krechets was destroyed; in the Zamosh’e area up to a battalion of infantry was scattered; in an area west of Panaskino, a motorized column and up to two companies of infantry were dispersed. According to approximate data, up to 200 German soldiers and officers were killed and wounded. As a result of machine-gun fire from units of the Army at enemy reconnaissance groups, up to 50 German soldiers were killed.20

    


    The reader himself can judge the effectiveness of the artillery barrage by comparing the strength of the enemy grouping (see Map 3) that was poised for the offensive with the damage it received.


    T-day arrived. Hitler was so confident of a rapid victory that in his address to the soldiers of the Eastern Front, which was read to all the troops before sunrise on 2 October – immediately before the attack – he declared:


    
      During these three and a half months, my soldiers, the precondition, at least, has been created for a last mighty blow that shall crush this opponent before Winter sets in.


      All preparations, so far as human beings can foresee, have been made. Step by step, this has been prepared systematically to maneuver into such a position that we can now strike a deadly blow.


      Today begins the last great, decisive battle of this year. … (The full text of Hitler’s Order of the Day for 2 October 1941 can be found in Appendix XI.)21

    


    Halder on this day noted in his diary, “Favored by sparkling fall weather, army group opened the Typhoon offensive today at 0530.” Hoth’s Third Panzer Group together with divisions of the Ninth Army launched an attack from an area northeast of Dukhovshchina at the boundary between Western Front’s 19th and 30th Armies. On this same day, General Hoepner’s Fourth Panzer Group in cooperation with divisions of the Fourth Army struck Reserve Front’s 43rd Army at its boundary [again at a boundary!] with Briansk Front. Now three steel wedges of Army Group Center had split asunder the Soviet defenses.


    The enemy’s offensive against the Western Front opened with preparatory air strikes and an artillery barrage across the entire front sector. The Germans made frequent use of smoke, in order to make the Russians’ return fire more difficult and to confuse them regarding the designated breakthrough sectors.


    A dispatch from the headquarters of the 16th Army stated:


    
      1. At 7.00 2.10 the enemy initiated a hurricane of artillery and mortar fire on the sector Kholm (4 kilometers north of Iartsevo), Kudinovo, Pomogi. The fire was less intense on the rest of the front.


      2. Our artillery quickly answered with counter-fire according to the previously developed plan. As a result of the entire power of our artillery fire, the enemy’s attack has been disrupted, and his fire has been silenced.


      3. We are expecting an attack by tanks and infantry. Everything has been made ready to repulse it. The fire of three artillery regiments has been prepared to assist the 50th Rifle Division [the left-flank division of the 19th Army]. Communications at all levels are functioning well.22

    


    
      [image: ]


      Colonel-General Hermann Hoth, commander of the Third Panzer Group.
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      Colonel-General Adolf Strauss, commander of the Ninth Army.

    


    The artillery and mortars of the 16th Army’s 38 th, 108th and 112th Rifle Divisions, altogether six artillery regiments, took part in the counter-battery fire, as well as an attached battalion of rocket artillery and the artillery of the 19th Army’s 50th Rifle Division. The anticipated enemy attack was in fact evidently disrupted. This first example of a successfully conducted counter-preparation entered the manuals of all Soviet military training institutions. However, as often happens, the manuals “forgot” to mention that on this sector of the front, the Germans were only feigning an offensive. Here, the Wehrmacht’s 255th Infantry Division alone was opposing three divisions of the 16th and 19th Armies. So the powerful artillery strike of these armies fell primarily on empty space.


    According to the Western Front’s Operational Summary No. 195, the enemy on the morning of 2 October after a short artillery preparation went on the offensive on the front of the 30th, 19th and 16th and 20th Armies. On the Front’s right flank, units of the 22nd Army in the course of this day nevertheless continued an offensive that it had started earlier.


    Already in the first hours of fighting, alarming reports began to arrive from the headquarters of the 30th Army. At 1330 on 2 October, it reported:


    
      The enemy with up to two infantry divisions supported by tanks and up to 120 aircraft penetrated the front of the 162nd and 242nd Infantry Divisions. By 1130 they had reached the line Krapivnia – Aklimovo – River Osotnia.


      The 242nd Rifle Division’s 897th Rifle Regiment and the 162nd Rifle Division’s 501st Rifle Regiment are fighting in encirclement.


      … On the sector of the 250th Rifle Division, small groups of the enemy have infiltrated to Zazer’e, and in the area of Murav’evo there are an unestablished number of tanks.


      Simultaneously, the enemy has bombed Belyi three times (in groups of 20-40 aircraft at a time) and Kaniutino Station with 20 aircraft.


      I request the assistance of the Front’s aviation.23

    


    The artillery counter-preparation, which had been conducted the day before on this sector of the 30th Army, had effect on the course of the fighting. Given the reconnaissance and intelligence means that existed at that time, it was impossible for the artillery even to weaken seriously the enemy grouping, much less to break up the offensive. Moreover, it had been conducted prematurely – the enemy units didn’t enter their jumping-off positions for the offensive until the night of 1 October. In addition, the artillery devoted to conducting it proved to be totally insufficient. If the threatened axis had been timely reinforced by bringing up artillery units from the left-flank 19th Army, doubtlessly the results might have been more impressive. In that case the attacked units of the 19th and 30th Armies might have been able to put up more stubborn resistance to this, the enemy’s strongest attack.


    After a 45-minute artillery preparation, the adversary attacked 30th Army’s 242nd and 162nd Rifle Divisions and the neighboring 19th Army’s 244th, 91st and 89th Rifle Divisions on a front of up to 45 kilometers, concentrating the main efforts on a breakthrough sector only 16 kilometers wide. A large number of tanks participated in the initial attack. The massed use of armor on an axis where there were no good roads leading to our defenses or in their depth was totally unexpected for the Western Front command. The intelligence reports about the German construction of corduroy roads across swampy sectors weren’t given any significance at the time they came in.


    General of Panzer Troops F. Schaal’s LVI Motorized Corps launched the main attack in the direction of Novoselki, Kholm-Zhirkovskii and Viaz’ma. In the sector of the 162nd Rifle Division alone, up to four German infantry regiments of the 129th and 35th Infantry Divisions attacked in the first echelon with the support of tanks. Immediately after the breaching of the first line of defense, armored units of the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions were committed. In order to increase their shock force, the panzer regiments of both these panzer divisions had been consolidated into a panzer brigade with a total of no less than 330-350 tanks, which advanced between the Osotnia and Votria Rivers on a sector only 5 kilometers wide. Altogether not less than 200 tanks with motorized infantry attacked in the first echelon in the 162nd Rifle Division’s sector of defense; they were supported by approximately 100 aircraft which were literally hanging over the defense, suppressing pockets of resistance and the division’s artillery in their emplacements. Our fighters, trying to cover the ground troops, tangled with the enemy air force.


    North of the LVI Motorized Corps in the sector of the 242nd Rifle Division, the XXXXI Motorized Corps’ 6th Infantry Division and 1st Panzer Division attacked, followed by the 36th Motorized Division, ready augment the attack. South of the LVI Motorized Corps, the V Army Corps’ 35th and 5th Infantry Divisions went on the offensive (its 161st Infantry Division attacked in the second echelon), with the assignment to expand the breakthrough sector and to protect the right flank of the main shock grouping. Still further south, on the 16-kilometer-wide sector Kazarinov – mouth of the Loinia River (Kolkovichi), the VIII Army Corps’ 28th, 8th and 87th Infantry Divisions attacked with the assignment to forces a crossing of the Vop’ River that same day, if possible, and to seize a section of the highway between Drozdovo and Neelovo, thereby securing the right-flank of Hoth’s attack grouping.


    Thus, on the Kaniutino axis, four enemy corps consisting of 12 divisions, including three panzer divisions (460-470 tanks) and one motorized division went on the offensive simultaneously. On the very first day after the initial breakthrough, the Ninth Army’s VI Army Corps joined the offensive as well, units of which began to move on Belyi. The enemy had successfully uncovered our troops’ defensive dispositions and system of fire. The Germans exploited intervals between the strongpoints to advance into the depth of the defenses, then enveloped and encircled the units that continued to hold their positions. The Germans even employed cavalry to slip through the gaps that were weakly covered by fire into the depth of the defenses. Thus, in order to outflank the fairly compact combat formation of the 162nd Rifle Division, the Germans took advantage of the weak defense on the sector of its neighbor on the left, the 244th Rifle Division’s 911th Rifle Regiment. Already within the first three hours of fighting, certain units of the first echelon 242nd and 162nd Rifle Divisions were encircled. The positions of the 1st Battalion of the 242nd Rifle Division’s 897th Rifle Regiment were attacked by up to a regiment of motorized infantry supported by 70 tanks. Almost every soldier of the battalion perished in the unequal struggle with the foe, but they refused to abandon their positions. The radio operator, who was reporting to regiment headquarters about the battalion’s tenacity, announced in his final radio message: “I’m blowing up the set. Farewell, dear comrades.”24


    On this day the enemy’s Ninth Army headquarters received a messaged based upon an intercepted radio communication: “The 30th Russian Army reported to front headquarters about the German offensive and informed it that the 162nd Rifle Division has been compelled to retreat by the attack of tank forces along both sides of Krapivnia.”25 At 1435, up to 40 enemy tanks were detected in the Malaia Korytnia, Bogoliubovo area – 14-15 kilometers behind the Soviet front line. A company from the 22nd Army’s combat engineer battalion was ordered to mine the direction toward Kaniutino.


    To the left of the 162nd Rifle Division, separated from it by a 1.5-kilometer gap that was being covered by only a single reconnaissance platoon, was the 19th Army’s right-flank 244th Rifle Division. Its situation was no less difficult. The division, which was defending a 13-kilometer sector, had in its 776th Artillery Regiment a total of 34 guns (including 21 76mm guns and eight 122mm howitzers) and had received no additional artillery to strengthen it. The 19th Army commander General Lukin, concentrating his main strength on his left wing, was relying on the 30th Army on his right, which was responsible for guarding the boundary between the two armies. In reality the 162nd had a more compact combat position, defending a sector half as wide – less than 7 kilometers – as the 244th Rifle Division’s, and had the 251st Rifle Division backing it up. In the archives, I didn’t succeed in finding documents that might clarify how cooperation was organized on the boundary between the two divisions. However it is known that the boundary with the 244th Rifle Division was supposed to have been covered by the fire of five artillery battalions.


    The 244th Rifle Division’s commander concentrated his main strength on his left flank, where the terrain was more suitable for the German tanks. The terrain elsewhere in his sector was marshy. Here on the right of the division’s line, the 911th Rifle Regiment (minus its 3rd Battalion, which was operating separately from the rest of the regiment – on the boundary with the 91st Rifle Division) was defending a front of 9 kilometers. A battalion of the division’s 776th Artillery Regiment was supporting the regiment with its fire. The intervening 1.5-kilometer gap between the 911th Rifle Regiment and the 162nd Rifle Division’s 501st Rifle Regiment to the north was covered by only a single platoon of the 244th Rifle Division’s separate reconnaissance battalion! The enemy here easily overran the first line of positions and began to expand the breach to the right and the left, striving to turn the flanks of the regiments in the first echelon of both divisions. Who could summon the fire of the 162nd Rifle Division’s artillery and how, when that division itself at this time was trying to repulse the attack of four enemy infantry regiments? A platoon commander? A battalion?


    As a result of the enemy attack, the 244th Rifle Division’s left-flank 913th Rifle Regiment was outflanked and cut off from the rest of the division. The 907th Rifle Regiment came to its aid. Its counterattack, led by its commander M. Ia. Usanov, freed the 913th Rifle Regiment and it linked back up with the other units of the division. Usanov was killed in this counterattack. At 1825, the enemy with a force of two battalions and 15 tanks managed to split the division’s combat position in two. The remnants of the 911th Rifle Regiment were hurled back to the northeast and continued fighting in the area of Sergeevka. The bulk of the division under pressure from superior enemy forces fell back to the east, where they became threatened with encirclement.


    According to Soviet reports, simultaneously the enemy struck the boundary between the 244th Rifle Division and the 91st Rifle Division to its south with two infantry regiments and 10 tanks, broke through the defenses of the latter, and reached the Vop’ River on the sector Serova, Tarasova and Dura. The 91st Rifle Division’s 503rd Rifle Regiment with two companies of the 613rd Rifle Regiment retreated in disorder to the eastern bank of the river. Units of the 19th Army’s second-echelon 166th Rifle Division on the eastern bank of the Vop’ River covered the crossing of the retreating units of the first-echelon divisions. In the 89th Rifle Division’s sector, part of its 526th Rifle Regiment headed by the regiment commander wound up fighting in encirclement. Here, too, the reports say that the enemy infantry attacks were supported by up to a battalion of tanks. On the sector of the 50th Rifle Division, the enemy displayed no substantial activity. An attack by a battalion of German infantry here was driven back. During the retreat of the 91st and 89th Rifle Divisions, the artillery battalions and batteries, left without infantry cover, suffered large losses.


    Here it should be mentioned that the sector of defenses of the 89th and 91st Rifle Divisions was attacked by the enemy’s VIII Army Corps, which had no tanks. I was unable to find evidence in the German documents that this corps’ infantry divisions had been reinforced with tanks. There shouldn’t even have been any there, since the Germans employed their panzers in a massed formation on the main axis, and didn’t scatter them in penny-packets across the front. Apparently, our troops mistakenly took enemy assault gun that were attached to the divisions to be tanks. The VIII Army Corps’ main attack was with the 8th and 87th Infantry Divisions, which were striving to reach and force a crossing of the Vop’ River as quickly as possible.


    The attack began at 0600 (0700 Moscow time) on 2 October. After brief but bitter fighting, the VIII Corps attack broke through the Russian positions on the Loinia River, threw back an enemy counterattack, and by evening had established bridgeheads on the eastern bank of the Vop’ River. The right-flank 87th Infantry Division repulsed a Russian counterattack with tanks at Dubrovka. On the following day, the bridgehead was expanded and fortified, and bridges were laid across the river. Units of the 8th Infantry Division penetrated 3 kilometers into the depth of a forest, in which the 19th Army’s command post was situated at Vasilisino. The 87th Infantry Division crossed the river at Kapyrevshchina and secured the VIII Corps’ right flank on the line Kolkovichi – Kamenka.


    As soon as the breach had been created on the boundary with the 30th Army, the commander of the 19th Army General I. F. Lukin took measures to prevent his now exposed right flank from being turned. He shifted troops and artillery from less heavily attacked sectors to the threatened axis.


    An excerpt from the 19th Army’s Operational Summary No. 063 for 2 October 1941:


    
      1. The enemy has broken through the defense … in the directions:


      
        a) Panovo – Brakulino


        b) Berniki – Kaniutino and reached the Vop’ River on the Krasnitsa, Brakulino, Semovka, Turino sector, threatening to envelop the 244th and 89th Rifle Divisions.

      


      2. The neighbor on the right has withdrawn to Dobrosel’e and Solov’evo …


      3. The 19th Army is going on the defense with its right flank and center on the intermediate Army line along the Votria and Vop’ Rivers.


      4. The 244th Rifle Division on the night before 3.10 is to withdraw its units and to defend the sector Pogorelitsy – Ust’e (along the Votria River), to prevent a breakthrough … special attention is to be paid to covering the gaps between foci of resistance with flanking machine-gun fire …


      …


      6. The 166th Rifle Division is to occupy and defend the line along the Vop’ River on the sector Kapyrevshchina – Kurganovo. Be prepared to counterattack in the Kuz’mino, Kriukovo, Potelitsa direction [on the western bank of the Vop’ River].


      7. The 50th Rifle Division is to defend the Riadyni, Leskovka, Kolkovichi line.

    


    Lukin reported to Rokossovsky over the telephone that he had been forced to pivot his right flank to face north and that he had lost connection with the 30th Army. Through the maneuver of forces and weapons, Lukin tried to prevent the Germans from emerging in the 19th Army’s rear, while simultaneously preparing to participate in a Front counterattack.


    In his memoirs, Lukin recalls:


    
      We also had to bend the right flank back. The 45th Cavalry Division was sent to the breakthrough area. However, division commander Major-General N. M. Dreier [misspelled in the memoir as “Dreer”] didn’t arrive at the designated sector. This might have cost us very dearly, so under my own authority I removed Dreier from command. Lieutenant-colonel A. T. Stuchenko [presently a General of the Army] was appointed to replace him, who indeed carried out the assigned task. Dreier according to wartime laws should have been sent before a military tribunal and shot. However, to be honest, I was never an advocate of such harsh punishments, so I simply sent him to Front headquarters. There in all the commotion, they apparently forgot about him. As far as I know, Dreier later fought quite successfully, obviously having drawn conclusions from his errors.26

    


    In the book Komandarm Lukin [Army Commander Lukin], written on the basis of Mikhail Fedorovich’s memoirs, there is a somewhat different version of this episode:


    
      The Army commander, seeing that the cavalry was retreating, demanded to know why the horsemen were not carrying out their assigned task. The division commander in a thick slur reported that he had decided to withdraw the units of his division in order to guard Army headquarters. Lukin understood that he was simply drunk.27

    


    According to the testimony of the former artillery chief of staff of the 19th Army Colonel P. S. Semenov (who subsequently rose to the rank of Colonel-General of Artillery), an unknown artillery regiment (some sources say that it was the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment) transferred to the Pechenicheno area (25 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo), where it alone and without infantry cover held the advancing enemy in check until nightfall. With its fire it inflicted heavy casualties on an enemy infantry unit, which was moving along a narrow piece of higher ground among the swamps, broke up a long wagon train, and even seized some of its equipment. After this success, the artillery regiment for the first time had horses and horse-drawn wagons in addition to its tractors and motor vehicles.


    Exploiting the overwhelming superiority of force on the axis of the main attack, the Germans with the strongest Luftwaffe support already by the end of the first day of the operation had broken through the defenses of the first-echelon divisions at the boundary between the 19th and 30th Armies and advanced to a depth of 10-15 kilometers. General Konev demanded that General Khomenko, commander of the 30th Army, restore the situation. He was hoping to localize the penetration and to gain time for moving reserves up to the threatened axis.


    At 1630 on 2 October, the commander of the 30th Army issued his own combat order:


    
      1. The enemy is continuing to develop the attack with mobile units in the Baturino, Bogoliubovo direction.


      2. The 251st Rifle Division – leaving up to one regiment on the Efremovo, Bogoliubovo front as cover and stubbornly defending the crossing on the Rekon’ River, with its main forces in cooperation with the 162nd Rifle Division is to attack in the Lukashevo, Krapivnia direction.


      The task: together with the 162nd Rifle Division, destroy the enemy units that have broken through and prevent an enemy expansion in the direction of Bogoliubovo and restore the position of the 162nd Rifle Division.


      3. Begin the operation immediately once the units are ready for the attack …28

    


    Analogous orders at the same time went out to the 107th Motorized Rifle Division and the 162nd Rifle Division. The latter was ordered to establish a connection with the 251st Rifle Division and with a joint attack in the general direction of Krapivnia, to encircle and destroy the enemy that had broken through and regain its previously occupied positions. The 107th Motorized Rifle Division was to attack in the general direction of Baturino and Smetishche and cooperate with the 242nd Rifle Division in destroying the advancing enemy.


    The 107th Motorized Rifle Division with its 127 tanks was being held in Front reserve in the area of Belyi, 35 kilometers north of the German breakthrough sector. The forward unit of the division, consisting of a motorized rifle battalion and a tank battalion, began moving out from Belyi that night. At 0300 3 October it bumped into enemy units in the area of Poselitsa (20 kilometers south of Belyi and 10 kilometers north of Baturino) and became engaged in combat with them. The remaining units of the 107th Motorized Rifle Division didn’t start moving out until 0900 3 October. At an order of the Front commander, General L. M. Dovator, who commanded a cavalry group, was to replace the units of the 107th Motorized Rifle in the Belyi area immediately with one of his cavalry divisions, and having occupied the prepared defenses here, to prevent an enemy penetration to the northeast and east.


    The orders given to the troops took no account of the enemy strength: it wasn’t small groups of panzers that had broken through (as was noted in the dispatches), but motorized infantry units with the support of tanks and concentrated air strikes. One of the time-held basic conditions for achieving success in counterattacks was also absent: they should be conducted suddenly and swiftly, if possible at the flanks and rear of the enemy force that has breached the defenses, after the advance has been stopped, but before the enemy has had time to dig-in and bring up reserves. In the given situation, the enemy’s superior forces had not been stopped; they were rapidly pressing the attack into operational space. In addition, the commitment of the 251st and 107th Motorized Rifle Divisions to the battle was delayed and piece-meal. One could hardly expect as well that the battalions of the 162nd Rifle Division, which had just been driven from their prepared defenses, would immediately be able to turn around and launch a counterattack.


    Not only did the counterattack fail to destroy the enemy, it couldn’t even stop the enemy in front of the advantageous line of defense on the Vop’ River. The left flank divisions of the 30th Army began to retreat to the east.


    Plainly, it would have been wiser to use the reserves for occupying defensive lines on the enemy’s routes of advance and to whittle down the enemy’s armor and infantry strength with fire from fixed emplacements, as had been foreseen in the Front’s defensive plans. Then launch a counterattack on the threatened axis only once the enemy had approached the Front’s reserves.


    However, it would require two or three days for the divisions and units to move into their jumping-off positions for a counterstroke. The enemy had to be held up at any cost. Possibly, that is why the 107th Motorized Rifle Division and the 251st Rifle Division were in fact thrown into battle bit by bit on the second day, having been given the unrealistic task to restore the front line defenses. It probably would have been better to place the 251st Rifle Division in defensive positions behind the Vop’ River while bringing up reinforcements to the axis of the enemy tank breakthrough.


    According to one veteran of the Wehrmacht’s 7th Panzer Division, the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions’s panzer regiments were not at full strength. As previously mentioned, with the aim of increasing their shock power, upon which a successful breakthrough depended, they were combined into a panzer brigade and placed under the command of the 6th Panzer Division. More than 300 panzers of the 11th and 25th Panzer Regiments were formed into two echelons on a sector just 2 kilometers wide. This was the first time such a concentration of armor within the division had been achieved. Units of the 7th Panzer Division went on the offensive (without its panzer regiment) on 2 October at 0615 (0715 Moscow time) after a heavy artillery preparation (more than 100 artillery guns had been concentrated for each kilometer of the breakthrough sector). The attack through the Kokosh’ sector was successful owing to the diligent preparation and the effective artillery support. The forward units reached the Vop’ River before the onset of darkness (at 1700), quickly established a bridgehead vital for the further offensive across it, and then the 37th Anti-tank Battalion crossed the river into it to secure it.


    The next day, almost without losses, the Germans pushed on over the poor roads and log planking across swampy places. By the evening of 3 October they had crossed the Dnepr River. Only here did they collide with a still occupied and fortified position, where some bitter fighting took place. After breaking through these positions, the German tanks began to advance toward Viaz’ma.29


    The Luftwaffe disrupts command and control


    At 1930 on 3 October, a group of German tanks crossed the Vop’ River and began to advance in the direction of Verkhov’e-Malyshkino and Kaniutino (15 kilometers west of Kholm-Zhirkovskii). General H. Hoth constantly reinforced the forces, which were attacking in two directions. The main axis of attack was to the east, toward Kaniutino, while the secondary axis was to the northeast, toward Belyi. The offensive of the panzer divisions was supported by almost uninterrupted strikes of the Luftwaffe, which was operating in large groups. On the right flank of the 19th Army alone on the first day of the operation, 340 individual sorties of German aircraft were counted. According to German data, on 2 October formations of the Luftflotte 2 conducted 1,387 individual sorties.30


    The 7th and 318th Separate Anti-aircraft Battalions, which were attached to the 19th Army, were attempting to cover the Army’s command post, artillery and the units on its left flank. The five divisions of the 19th Army had a total of 35-40 anti-aircraft guns (of which 15-20 were large-caliber), which is equivalent to only one anti-aircraft gun per kilometer of the defense front. The weak anti-aircraft defenses of our troops were suppressed on the very first days of the battle and could not oppose the enemy’s massed strikes from the air. This circumstance had the most adverse influence on the operations of our forces.


    In accordance with the defensive plan, the Western Front’s air force was given the assignment “to crush the enemy’s air force in the air and on [its] airfields.” However, it didn’t have the capabilities for such a mission, given its low numerical strength, disorganized state and ineffective handling. Nevertheless, starting on 2 October, Soviet aircraft bombed enemy tank and motorized infantry columns, and in some cases quite successfully, though often the results were exaggerated in the reports. Thus, in Istoriia Moskovskogo okruga PVO [“History of the Moscow District PVO [Air Defense Organization]”], for example, there is a report about a successful air strike by units of the 6th Aviation Division PVO on enemy motorized columns in the area of Belyi. In the attack, “40 Pe-3s of the 95th IAP under the command of Majors A. A. Sachkov and A. V. Zhat’kov and 60 fighters of the 120th and 27th IAP took part … Sachkov’s combat group alone destroyed 40 motor vehicles carrying infantry and ammunition and 43 enemy tanks.” Later there is the assertion that “over a short time, the aviation group of the Moscow zone of anti-air defense destroyed and damaged 120 tanks.”31 One can only guess the origin of such impressive figures for the damage inflicted upon the enemy. Usually in such cases, the unreliable reports of the air crews are blamed. However, in this instance, the pilots’ reports described more modest results to the attacks, and didn’t even mention the destruction of any tanks. Plainly, propagandists did a lot of work over the history of the Moscow District PVO. If the reported results of the air strikes had been true, the enemy’s successes would not have been so striking.


    The number of individual sorties launched by our aviation was significantly lower than the number conducted by the Germans. Indeed, attempts to check the advance of the enemy’s motorized units by air attack had no real success. Amazingly, the Front aviation on the first days of the battle, in addition to conducting combat sorties, were also busy scattering leaflets, calling for the German soldiers to come over to our side. The aviators plainly didn’t choose the most propitious time for conducting propaganda operations.


    The adversary used his aviation more purposefully. With the aim of disrupting the command and control of the Russian forces, the Luftwaffe from the very first day of the operation struck at revealed command posts and signal stations on all three fronts. Thus, starting at 1800 on 2 October, groups of 14-16 dive bombers attacked the command post of the Western Front situated in Kasnia (18 kilometers north of Viaz’ma). Simultaneously, command posts of almost all the Front’s armies were also subjected to air strikes. As a result, communications between the Front and its subordinate headquarters were severed, which significantly disrupted the handling of the troops. According to German records, 18 Ju-88 dive bombers took part in the attack upon the command post in Kasnia. The Germans had previously revealed the anti-aircraft system in this area. Assuming such an important headquarters would be housed in solid shelters, the enemy air force used not only small and medium-sized bombs, but also heavy bombs weighing 1,000 kilograms and larger. A day later the Luftwaffe repeated the attack on the previous location of the Western Front command post.32


    In his memoirs, I. S. Konev attempted to gloss over the consequences of this air raid. He wrote, “As a result of the air strike on the command post located in Kasnia, we had losses, but since all the means of communication were dug-in, command over the troops wasn’t disrupted.”33 Incidentally, later Ivan Stepanovich would complain that the communications with the forces were unreliable, and that there were interruptions in communications even with the Stavka.


    For almost three months, the headquarters of the Western Front had been located in one and the same place. Everyone knew about this, including refugees. The Germans knew about it as well, but for the time being they left it alone. However, according to a story told by a frontline veteran, at the end of September a curious incident took place. One evening a German Ju-88 reconnaissance plane conducted a forced landing on the forward airstrip at Dvoevka (7 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma). Under interrogation the crew members revealed that they had been conducting reconnaissance over the Viaz’ma – Mozhaisk – Moscow axis. During the flight the radio direction finder had stopped working, and having run low on fuel, the crew landed at the nearest airfield, where they were taken prisoner. According to this story, the crew turned out to be a family: the commander was a colonel; the navigator and pilot were his two sons, both with the oberleutnant rank. The radio operator, a gefreitor, was his daughter! They behaved haughtily at the interrogation and bragged about their accomplishments. Fortunately, the Germans hadn’t had time to destroy their flight maps and reconnaissance camera. On the developed film, the Kasnianskoe Lake and the cleared paths leading through the brush to a prominent building were clearly visible. Numerous overhead lines suspended from poles led from different directions into a patch of woods next to the building. When asked what the isolated large building was, which was circled on the map, the navigator declared: “That’s Marshal Timoshenko’s headquarters, but it won’t be around much longer.”34


    A check through German records showed that this episode is nothing more than a frontline tale: the Germans had nothing like a “family” crew. Moreover, no crew went missing at the end of September.


    However, various departments of the Front’s headquarters actually were located in the white, columned building and in other premises on the banks of the lake. The paths had been strewn with yellow sand. Not far away staff officers were quartered in tents and there was an antenna field. Supplementary measures to strengthen the anti-aircraft defenses of the command post and to camouflage it were urgently taken. Someone proposed even draining the lake next to the building, which might serve as a fine orienting point for enemy aviation, but nobody wanted to destroy the beauty of the former manor house.


    As a result of the Luftwaffe attack, the premise that housed the Front’s operations department, Military Council and command of the Front’s air force was completely demolished, while the wire communications capabilities were knocked-out. Among the staff of the Front’s field command alone, 13 were killed and 60 wounded.35 Elements of the Front’s signals regiment also suffered many casualties. If we include these, the total losses were even higher: 29 were killed, including 20 officers (of which there were 3 colonels, 3 civilian employees and 6 whose remains could not be identified). Several surgical teams and an ambulance were rushed from the city of Viaz’ma to the Front headquarters to render aid to the wounded.36


    Only after several more such cruel lessons did our command learn to conceal thoroughly the location of command posts and headquarters. On this account, detailed instructions for camouflaging such installations in both summer and winter conditions were developed.


    Meanwhile, by the evening of 3 October conditions on the right flank of the 19th Army had deteriorated. The enemy had forced a crossing of the Vop’ River and driven back its units approximately 3 to 5 kilometers to the east. Lukin at 0105 on 4 October 1941 issued an order for a counterattack that noon with the aim of destroying the enemy units that had crossed the river and re-establishing the defense along the Vop’ River. The 89th, 91st and 166th Rifle Divisions were supposed to take part in the counterattack. The latter would attack with its right wing in cooperation with the 127th Tank Brigade in the direction of Neelovo (2 kilometers southeast of Kapyrevshchina). The left-flank 50th Rifle Division, still in its initial positions, was to assist the attack of the 166th Rifle Division and the 127th Tank Brigade with the fire of no less than five artillery battalions. The 19th Army’s air force received the mission to cover the attacking units.


    In sum, the main attack launched by the enemy in Western Front’s sector with Hoth’s Third Panzer Group was not where the Front command had expected it, but significantly north of the highway. The defense on the boundary between the 19th and 30th Armies was breached on the very first day of the enemy’s offensive. The initial stage of the operation, the selection of the breakthrough sectors at the boundaries between armies and against weakened formations and units – everything indicates that the Germans had clear knowledge of the defensive layout of the Soviet forces opposing them and had prepared well for the offensive. Army Group Center managed to obtain surprise both with respect to the direction of the attack and its strength.


    Already at 1215 on 2 October, communications were arriving in the intelligence department of Ninth Army headquarters: from the VI Army Corps: “the enemy is offering light resistance …”; from the Third Panzer Group: “ … Enemy resistance has proved to be much weaker than anticipated; interdiction by artillery was especially weak.” Ninth Army headquarters summarized the results: “The first positions have been breached everywhere. The surprise was successful. The opponent is weak in numbers but resisting stubbornly, without strong artillery support [emphasis the author’s].”37


    On the afternoon of 2 October, German aerial reconnaissance reported on the movement of a dense column of vehicles with infantry, stretching for 20 kilometers, just 3 kilometers from Iartsevo. To the command of Army Group Center, it was unclear whether the enemy was intending to attack the deep flank of the Ninth Army.38 Plainly, the Germans had spotted the movement of the 214th Rifle Division from General Rokossovsky’s 16th Army into the sector of the 19th Army, as well as the movement of the 73rd Rifle Division (minus one regiment) of General Ershakov’s 20th Army to the 16th Army for taking up the line Safonovo – Kr. Kholm. With the transfer of divisions from quiet sectors of the Front, Konev was reinforcing the Viaz’ma axis, where he was expecting the enemy’s main attack and, just in case, shifting divisions closer to the breakthrough sector.


    On the front of Western Front’s remaining armies, the Germans launched only light diversionary and probing attacks against the Soviet defenses. The 16th Army, which was defending the sector straddling the highway, on the first day of Operation Typhoon, gave a commendable rebuff to the opponent. The Germans, suffering losses in men and equipment, suspended their attacks here. On the second day of the offensive, the enemy on this axis limited themselves to conducting heavy fire from position and didn’t even attempt an attack.


    A 16th Army report from 3 October continued to note as before:


    
      1. In the Army’s front, the enemy had more than two infantry divisions in the first echelon and up to eight infantry divisions and two panzer divisions in the second echelon [Emphasis the author’s – this dated information continued to be reiterated in summary report after summary report, deluding the Front command].


      In the course of the day [there were] powerful artillery barrages. At 7.00 – an artillery barrage. At 8.20 following an artillery preparation, the enemy tried to go on the attack. The enemy’s attempt was foiled by a counterattack. At 16.40 – an attack with up to a company …39

    


    The 19th Army’s left-flank 50th Rifle Division commanded by A. A. Boreiko reported that “fighters of the 2nd Rifle Regiment destroyed 5 tanks, and then 2 more that were ironing the trenches.”40 In the memoirs of veterans of those distant events, including those of K. K. Rokossovsky himself, many examples are given of the heroic actions of Soviet troops, who destroyed enemy panzers on this axis. They even give figures for the number of enemy combat vehicles that were knocked-out and torched by Molotov cocktails on the 16th Army’s sector. However, the operational summaries from the first days of the offensive contain no information about the number of destroyed German armored vehicles. Even so, in the memoirs of the artillery commander of the 16th Army V. I. Kazakov, the Soviet reader could learn that, as it turns out, “having suffered failure on 2 October [having in mind the 16th Army’s sector], the enemy brought up fresh forces and went on the offensive on other directions.”41 In reality, the German 255th Infantry Division, which was opposing three divisions of the 16th and 19th Armies here, was only supporting the attack of the VIII Army Corps’ 87th Infantry Division with fire from its positions, and only sometimes feigned going on the offensive. In accordance with the plan of Operation Typhoon, the German divisions positioned between the sectors of attack were only supposed to launch demonstration attacks to pin down the opposing Russian divisions, and only upon detecting their withdrawal were they to go in pursuit. Information about the attachment of tanks and assault guns to reinforce the German XXVII Army Corps or its 255th Infantry Division has not been found in the German archives. However, the Wehrmacht divisions did have numerous tracked and half-tracked armored vehicles mounting guns or machine guns in order to transport and support infantry on the battlefield. When repulsing hostile attacks our infantry, which didn’t have at that time much experience in identifying the different models of German armor, might confuse them with tanks.


    
      [image: ]


      A German halftrack mounting a 37mm gun on the left, and a 47mm gun on a self-propelled carriage on the right.

    


    The casualty figures reported for the 16th Army in the first 10 days of October speak eloquently about the light nature of the fighting on this sector of the front: altogether only 891 men were lost (yes, that’s right, including 7 men killed, while 554 men were lost due to “other reasons”). For example, on 3 October at 1220 Rokossovsky reported that the enemy had started an artillery preparation at 0830 that morning, and at 0915 had attacked the 112th and 108th Rifle Divisions. The attack was repulsed and the Army’s units continued to hold their present positions. Apparently, the 16th Army’s operational summary from 4 October was referring to this same attack when it said, “… on the sector of the 112th Rifle Division the enemy launched frenzied attacks with up to two infantry regiments, which were repulsed. Our losses: 4 killed and 10 wounded. Captured equipment: 2 mortars, 1 antitank gun, 10 rifles, and 1,500 cartridges.”


    As it turns out, there were also ambitious generals on the German side who wanted to distinguish themselves before the high command. Halder in his diary entry for 3 October grumbled: “The sudden advance of the XXVII Army Corps’ 255th Infantry Division proved to be unsuccessful and premature, bringing us large losses. The cause of the untimely start of this offensive was the ambition of the corps commander General Wäger.”42


    For the Western Front command, the magnitude of the enemy’s success in breaking through the prepared line of defense on the Kaniutino axis and its rapid exploitation into the depth of the Front’s defenses was unexpected. Already from the results of the fighting on 2 October and the reports of major tank and motorized infantry forces striking the boundary between the 30th and 19th Armies of General V. A. Khomenko and General M. F. Lukin, it was possible to draw the conclusion that the Germans were concentrating their main efforts on the Kaniutino axis. However, it was still too early to exclude fully the possibility that this was only a diversionary attack. The Western Front commander, counting upon giving a check to the enemy by committing the reserves of the armies, didn’t take immediate countermeasures against the enemy grouping that had broken through.


    The Western Front’s counterstroke. In the Western Front’s summary for 2 October it was noted that the enemy was developing the offensive in the directions of Belyi and Kaniutino Station. At the same time, it also still noted the presence of up to two enemy panzer divisions on the relatively quiet front of the 16th Army. Konev, somewhat in the dark given the disruptions in communications with his subordinate armies, hesitated to release the Front’s reserves until the situation became fully clarified. The reserves were still located in their assembly areas on the Viaz’ma axis. Judging from everything, the commander of the Western Front didn’t finally grasp the situation until the pre-dawn hours of 3 October, when he decided upon a counterattack. By this time, however, the situation on the Kaniutino axis had deteriorated significantly. Soviet reconnaissance flights discovered an enemy column 20 kilometers behind the former front lines, with its head at Krutitsy – already 42 kilometers beyond the former front line of defense.


    On the morning of 3 October, Konev resolved to smash the enemy and restore the situation by attacks against the flanks of the enemy salient using the Front’s reserves and units of the 19th Army attacking from the south and divisions of the 30th Army attacking from the north. The Front command placed great hopes on this counterstroke. The 30th Army was to attack with the 242nd Rifle Division and the 107th Motorized Rifle Division in the direction of Baturino, and by the end of 4 October to restore the front along the Votria River. Khomenko’s deputy Lieutenant-General Murav’ev was to coordinate the actions of these divisions. The 19th Army, with the 89th, 166th and 214th Rifle Divisions was to destroy the enemy grouping that had crossed the Vop’ River and to re-establish the defenses along the river. To support this attack, General Lukin also received the 127th Tank Brigade (56 tanks: 5 KV, 14 BT and 37 T-26) and a rocket artillery battalion.


    The commander of the 30th Army issued a combat order at 0500 on 3 October:


    
      1. The enemy continues to develop the attack with mobile units in the directions: Baturino – Podselitsa and Bogoliubovo – Martynovo. His infantry units have reached the Krapivnia, Osotnia River line.


      2. To the right of Group Dovator, stubborn fighting is going on with up to two regiments of enemy infantry …


      30th Army in conjunction with Group Boldin will counterattack the penetrating enemy units and destroy them in the Baturino, Smetishche, Vasil’evskoe area. By the end of the day, restore the situation and reach the Osotnia River front …43

    


    The main role in the counterstroke was to be played by the Front’s reserves, which were consolidated into an operational group under the command of Lieutenant-General I. V. Boldin. Group Boldin consisted of the 152nd Rifle, the 101st Motorized Rifle (69 tanks)44 and the 45th Cavalry Divisions, and the 126th and 128th Tank Brigades (each with 61 tanks). Later Group Boldin also received the 147th Tank Brigade (50 tanks) from the Reserve Front. Thus, Group Boldin had no less than 240 tanks. Unfortunately, the operational group was not reinforced with artillery or anti-aircraft defense units. Konev ordered Boldin to attack resolutely to the northwest to encircle and destroy the enemy grouping in the Kholm-Zhirkovskii, Lenino, Kaniutino, Nakitinka Station (which lay 14 kilometers west of Kaniutino) area, before attacking in the Kurbatovo, Efremovo direction to restore the front along the Vop’ River. Front aviation was to provide fighter cover for Group Boldin and the 19th Army, while using ground attack aircraft and dive bombers to cooperate in the destruction of the enemy in front of Group Boldin.45


    The main forces of Group Boldin were positioned on both sides of the Moscow highway, far from the enemy breakthrough sector. As the crow flies, there were 45-55 kilometers between it and the region where it was to destroy the enemy’s grouping that had broken through. Thus on 3 October, as the 30th Army’s 107th Motorized Rifle and 242nd Rifle Divisions were already attacking the left flank of Hoth’s grouping south of Belyi, the forces of Group Boldin had only started to move out toward the designated area. The situation they confronted can be judged through an extract of General Boldin’s Combat Order No. 1, which he signed at 0705 on 3 October 1941:


    
      1. The enemy has broken through the defense of the 30th Army. Tank groups in the size of 15 and 40 tanks have reached the Baturino, Verkhov’e, Malyshkino area.


      2. The 30th Army is attacking with the 107 Motorized Rifle Division and the 242nd and 162nd Rifle Divisions in the direction of Simonovo [19 kilometers east of the former front line of defense].


      3. The operational group consisting of the 152nd and 251st Rifle Divisions, the 45th Cavalry Division, the 126th and 128th Tank Brigades and the 101st Motorized Rifle Division is to liquidate the enemy breakthrough on the Kaniutino axis and restore the 30th Army’s position.46

    


    According to the order, the 45th Cavalry Division was to assemble in the Samusevo, Aleksandrovskii State Farm area in readiness to cooperate with the 251st Rifle Division in destroying the enemy. On the same axis, the 126th Tank Brigade moved out as well in readiness to cooperate with the 251st Rifle Division and the 45th Cavalry Division. The 101st Motorized Rifle Division started out at 0300 3 October along the route Antsiperovo – Bulycheva – Iakovskaia – Noviki – Lukashino. Upon reaching its assembly area, it was to subordinate itself to the 126th Tank Brigade. The 128th Tank Brigade and the 152nd Rifle Division were to move to the area 6-8 kilometers north and northwest of Kholm-Zhirkovskii and there stand ready for joint operations. A tank regiment of the 147th Tank Brigade, which comprised Group Boldin’s reserve, assembled in Kholmianka (4 kilometers east of Vadino Station), but by 1100 3 October it had moved to Bulychevo (4 kilometers east of Iakovskaia Station).


    Noteworthy in the order is the sharply understated figure for the enemy tank strength of the penetrating grouping – just 50-60 tanks. This underestimate of the enemy strength doubtlessly influenced Konev’s decision to counterattack, as well as the directives given to Group Boldin. Pursuant to their orders, its units were moving to the north along two axes, separated by 15-20 kilometers of swampy terrain. Since there was no concrete information about the enemy’s location, the operational group’s advancing divisions did not receive any combat instructions. They began to move out on the basis of Boldin’s preliminary directives prior to the delivery of the combat order.


    Incidentally, the 134th Rifle Division was located 20 kilometers closer to the area designated for the 152nd Rifle Division. However, the Front commander chose not to alter Boldin’s counterattack plan. He believed that it was more useful to keep the 134th Rifle Division on the Viaz’ma axis, where it had already prepared a defensive line along the Vopets River north of the Moscow highway. Therefore Konev transferred it to General Lukin’s 19th Army with the task to occupy a defense between Neelovo (7 kilometers west of Vadino) and the highway on a front of 15 kilometers.


    The enemy, exploiting its superiority in mobility, forestalled the gathering of our forces on the threatened axis: German units had already reached the areas of assembly designated in General Boldin’s order. Hoth’s forward panzer groups by 1330 on 3 October were already fighting in the vicinity of Kaniutino Station (see Map 5).


    The chief of Viaz’ma’s garrison General I. S. Nikitin reported at 0645 that morning:


    
      3.10 Forward units of the enemy are in Bel’kovo. The chief of 30th Army’s operations department and its chief of artillery are organizing a battalion of military students and an anti-aircraft battalion on the line Shchitiki-Pervye – Berezovka. There is still no contact with the 162nd and 251st Rifle Divisions. The 162nd Rifle Division’s 720th Rifle Regiment is in the Igorevskaia area.47

    


    In Western Front headquarters’ operational summary from 3 October 1941 it is reported that the 152nd Rifle Division, the 126th and 128th Tank Brigades and the 107th Motorized Rifle Division together with units of the 30th Army were attempting to liquidate the enemy penetration on the Kaniutino axis. However, this report doesn’t correspond with reality. The main forces of Group Boldin had only just moved out for their designated areas. At this time, only the 128th Tank Brigade (7 KV, 1 T-34, 39 BT and 14 T-26 tanks), which was pushing along the right-hand route, had become tied up in combat with enemy motorized infantry in the area of Kholm-Zhirkovskii. By 1615, the head of the 152nd Rifle Division following behind it was only then closing on Nikolo-Pogorelovo (35 kilometers south of Kholm-Zhirkovskii), having covered 30 kilometers over the past 6 hours. The 101st Motorized Rifle Division (3 KV, 9 T-34, 5 BT and 52 T-26 tanks) by 1600 had only traveled a total of 28 kilometers. It still had to go another 40 kilometers to reach its designated area, but the enemy was already blocking this route in the area of Tiukalovo with a motorized regiment. The 126th Tank Brigade (1 KV, 19 BT and 41 T-26 tanks), moving at the head of the division (it was supposed to become subordinated to the 30th Army commander), collided with the enemy before having advanced another 12 kilometers toward the designated assembly area.


    Savage fighting erupted on 3 October in the region of Kholm-Zhirkovskii on the west bank of the Dnepr. Control over the Group’s units was handled by orders delivered primarily by messenger (I will mention here that Front headquarters only provided Boldin with two radio sets – a clear indication of how badly communications and control in the Red Army lagged behind the Wehrmacht). The forces were fed into the fighting piece-meal, operating on two isolated axes separated by 20-25 kilometers. On neither axis did Group Boldin succeed in creating a superiority of force over the enemy. The tank brigades at the head of the columns became engaged in meeting battles under disadvantageous conditions for our troops, since the artillery units of the rifle divisions lagged well behind and arrived significantly later. The weak fighter protection against enemy air attacks also weighed upon the maneuvering of our units. Under such conditions, it was pointless to count upon the fulfillment of the order to destroy the enemy grouping that had broken through.


    The Wehrmacht command, knowing our views on conducting a defense, always paid particular attention to securing the flanks of their shock groupings when breaking though a defense, especially in those cases when the enemy hadn’t yet exhausted its reserves. Halder, commenting in his diary about a Russian order intercepted by Army Group Center, wrote: “… the Russian command is striving to separate our panzer divisions from the infantry through counterattacks on the flanks. Theoretically this idea is a good one, but its implementation in practice is possible only given a quantitative superiority and a superiority in operational leadership ….”48 The Germans set up strong anti-tank artillery barriers on the flanks of the breakthrough sectors, thereby preserving freedom of maneuver for the panzer formations. Guderian, in particular, always stressed that in such a case the panzer unit must not in any circumstances be diverted from carrying out its orders.


    The enemy timely detected the approach of our reserves and took corresponding measures. The Luftwaffe repeatedly attacked the advancing columns. On the southern flank of Hoth’s panzer group, anti-tank guns and artillery of the 6th Panzer Division were deployed. The adversary also used dug-in tanks to repulse the Russian counterattacks, although the Germans in principle avoided using this tactic in the struggle against enemy tanks. Units of the 129th Infantry Division then arrived to bolster the panzer division’s defense. Simultaneously, divisions of the V Army Corps, expanding the breach in the Western Front’s defenses, began to bypass a swampy area between the Vop’ and Sveta Rivers, striving to emerge on the flank of Group Boldin.


    On 4 October the German VIII Fliegerkorps conducted 152 individual sorties by dive bombers and 259 bomber attacks. The Luftwaffe’s main efforts were directed against the Western Front’s movement of reserves. With the aim of disrupting the maneuver and shifting of forces along the important lateral railroad behind the Western Front, German aircraft attacked the Rzhev and Ugra rail stations. According to TsAMO records, the day of 4 October marked the most intense aerial combat. Our air force conducted 328 individual sorties, 221 of which were for the purpose of covering the ground forces and 62 for attacks against ground targets. According to various data, 28 to 31 enemy aircraft were shot down, against 11 of our own. However, according to German archival data, the groups of the VIII Fliegerkorps operating in this area lost only a total of four aircraft. Such an insignificant loss is explained by the high activity of the enemy Messerschmidts, operating in groups of 12-20 fighters, which were covering their strike aircraft and ground forces. It was difficult for the Soviet bombers and ground attack aircraft, which were flying in small groups of three to six planes, to break through to their designated targets. The pilots of the 6th IAK [Fighter Aviation Corps], which remained operationally subordinate to the Moscow District PVO command, over the three days between 2 and 4 October flew 1,014 individual sorties, of which only 178 (less than 18 percent of the total number) were directly against enemy’s motorized and mechanized units. However, several days later Stalin totally prohibited the taking “of either units of the PVO or their equipment without the special permission of the People’s Commissar of Defense.”49 Even so, aerial attacks on the enemy columns, including with the participation of Moscow Military District PVO fighters, only increased.


    According to official but incomplete German records, the formations of the VIII Fliegerkorps between 2 and 5 October inclusive conducted approximately 2,500 individual sorties, losing 13 aircraft (not including army liaison aircraft). In contrast to Soviet records, which describe 4 October as the day of most intense aerial battles, German sources consider 2 October to be the costliest day for the VIII Fliegerkorps, when no less than 10 aircraft of all types (including reconnaissance planes) and eight crewmen were lost in combat. Apparently, the Soviet air defense forces were better coordinated on the first day of the operation, when the front line was still stable, and because of this they were not experiencing interruptions in the delivery of fuel and ammunition.


    Over this same period of time, the pilots of the Western Front’s air force carried out 1,399 daytime individual sorties (of which 383, or 27 percent of the total were bombing and ground attack missions against enemy troops), losing 36 aircraft in the process. While conducting 173 night sorties, our air forces lost two bombers, one SB high-speed bomber and one heavy TB-3 bomber. On 3 October, a group of aircraft from the Front’s 47th SAD consisting of three Il-2s from the 215th ShAP covered by six MiG-3s from the 129th IAP struck a German motorized-mechanized column in the area of Karpovo with 12 FAB 50-kilogram bombs, 24 RS-132 rockets and over 1,000 shells from ShVAK [Shpital’ny-Vladimirov aviation large-caliber] 20mm cannons. The group damaged or destroyed up to 12 loaded vehicles and two or three batteries of field artillery.


    However, on the whole the units of the Front’s air force could not effectively counter the Luftwaffe. For example, on 4 October only 12 planes from the 43rd SAD were sent to cover Boldin’s operational group. Among them was a flight of LaGG-3 fighters armed with Shpital’ny’s 37mm cannons. However, this powerful weapon couldn’t be fully employed due to numerous design and manufacturing flaws in the airplanes. Even so, the cannon’s designer, Shpital’ny, believed that the use of the new weapon in combat conditions was successful, and he reported to Stalin that five German medium tanks had been destroyed.50


    At 1950 on 4 October, Lieutenant-General Kalinin, deputy commander of the Western Front, sent the following dispatch: “The 101st Motorized Rifle Division with the 128th Tank Brigade have taken Kholm-Zhirkovskii. Between 1600 and 1700 hours, I personally witnessed 4 enemy aircraft being downed by our fighters.”51 This is a relatively rare case where our records almost match the German archival documents: on 5 October the German VIII Fliegerkorps actually confirmed the loss of three Ju-87 Stukas in this area.


    In the fighting for Kholm-Zhirkovskii, the troops and officers of the 128th Tank Brigade demonstrated exceptional courage and heroism. They repulsed three enemy tank attacks with infantry support by the 6th Panzer Division, which lost five tanks burned-out and 38 more knocked-out. Four tanks of the Brigade’s 128th Tank Regiment under the command of Captain Tarinov and three KV tanks under the command of battalion commander Korpenko destroyed 11 tanks with stationary fire from a flanking position. Commissar of the 1st Company of the Regiment’s 1st Battalion, Political Instructor Soldatov led two KV tanks on the attack and in a 20-minute meeting engagement knocked-out five enemy tanks. Crews of two of the enemy tanks abandoned their vehicles and fled, without even turning off their engines.52


    The Germans seize Dnepr River bridges


    Despite the selfless deeds of the Soviet tankers, the spearheads of the enemy panzer divisions managed to break through to the Dnepr River and from the march seized two bridges across the river, at Glushkovo (5 kilometers east of Kholm-Zhirkovskii) and Tikhanovo, which was 4 kilometers downstream. This occurred in the sector of the 49th Army’s 248th Rifle Division, which just that day had received the order to cease loading onto the trains and to re-occupy their positions. In connection with the confusion that arose during the handover of its former positions along the river, they didn’t have time to blow up or at least set fire to the bridges.


    Only on 4 October did Boldin manage to introduce the remaining forces of his operational combat into the battle. Heavy fighting developed in the Kholm-Zhirkovskii area and to the west, as a result of which Group Boldin succeeded in only delaying the advance of Hoth’s divisions. According to reports, the 152nd Rifle Division went on the attack to the northwest at 1200 4 October. By 1700, units of the division were struggling against defending enemy infantry and dug-in tanks southwest of Kholm-Zhirkovskii on a 12-kilometer-wide front. They were unable to break through to the road. Moreover, as a result of the counterattack, the enemy managed to press the division’s units somewhat further to the south. On the following day the division resumed the attack on a front of just 3 kilometers, and according to a dispatch, began driving slowly forward. At the same time the 126th Tank Brigade attacked Igorevskaia, repelling enemy counterattacks from the direction of Komianigo.


    Troops of the 19th Army were supposed to take part in the counteroffensive on a sector approximately 15-kilometers wide, which was separated from Group Boldin by swamps. In its sector the enemy continued to develop the offensive in two directions: Dedovo – Berdiaevo (according to the 19th Army commander’s information, with the 28th and 23rd Infantry Divisions and the 257th Infantry Regiment) and Dedovo – Briukhachi. Units of the 19th Army offered stubborn resistance to the enemy, launching repeated counterattacks. However, the tasks assigned by the Army commander could not be fulfilled. On 3 October after an intense artillery preparation on the 19th Army’s entire front, the enemy attacked in division strength (in reality, parts of three infantry divisions were attacking here), and despite dogged resistance, by 0900 had seized the area of Pechenicheno, Bukhvalovo and Novoselki.


    General Lukin decided (Combat Order No. 65, command post – Gavrilovo) with a counterattack at 1200 4 October to attempt to re-establish a defense along the Vop’ River. The 89th Rifle Division was supposed to attack in the direction of Balyki and to seize the line Ulynskaia – Pechenicho. The 91st Rifle Division was to attack alongside the 89th Rifle Division and reach the line Pechenicho – Zavozni. Meanwhile, the 166th Rifle Division with the 126th Tank Brigade were to attack in the direction Avdiukovo – Bulikhi – Neelovo (3 kilometers southeast of Kapyrevshchina) – Balyki, that is to say, along the river. However, by this time enemy in fact had fully driven the right-flank 244th and 91st Rifle Divisions from the sector of defense they had been holding. In connection with the threat of envelopment this created on his army’s right flank, General Lukin considered it inadvisable to commit his army to a frontal counterattack on this day. He ordered the commanders of the 89th, 214th,53 and 166th Rifle Divisions and the 127th Tank Brigade to be prepared to counterattack the enemy the next day – at 0500 5 October. However, the army commander ordered the 91st Rifle Division strongly to secure its flank and to hold its line, “repulsing enemy attacks just as steadfastly as it had done on 2, 3 and 4 October.”


    According to German records, the VIII Corps’ 28th Infantry Division on 4 October emerged from the forested area east of the Vopets River and found columns of retreating Russians massed on the single road leading into the Russians’ rear. The main forces of the 28th Infantry Division, heading toward a crossing of the Vopets River at Neelovo, bumped into strong enemy resistance at Berdiaevo, 20 kilometers northwest of Neelovo, dug into the edge of some woods. It was here, according to a German document that “the most savage fighting of the entire [Viaz’ma] battle occurred.” A battalion of the 49th Infantry Regiment bypassed the defensive positions through the woods and emerged at Slashchevo in the rear of the enemy position. On 5 October, stubborn fighting flared up on the left flank of the 28th Infantry Division when a major Russian force with tanks attacked. One German battalion was compelled to retreat, but a counterattack reversed the situation. Remnants of the Russian units retreated through Neelovo to the east. At the same time, units of the 87th Infantry Division swept clear the triangle of land between the Vop’ River and the Tsarevich tributary feeding into it, thereby finally opening a path for the 255th Infantry Division.


    Apparently, it was just this collision at Berdiaevo that General Lukin had in mind when he discussed a “trap” he had set for the Germans on the single road through the forested area northwest of Neelovo. In his words, the ambush knocked out 10 enemy tanks and more than 100 vehicles and armored personnel carriers. The entire road was literally strewn with damaged and destroyed enemy equipment. Naturally, the two sides differ in their respective assessments of the results of this battle. However, the words “most savage fighting of the entire battle” and the need to bypass the Russian positions through the woods speak for themselves.


    The enemy under the cover of heavy artillery and mortar fire managed to seize Slashchevo, deeply outflanking the 19th Army’s right wing. However, despite the heavy pressure from VIII Army Corps’ three infantry divisions, for four days the 19th Army repelled their attacks, preventing the enemy from driving into the rear of the 16th and 20th Armies. General Lukin’s troops, under the heavy pressure of superior enemy forces, were compelled to make a fighting withdrawal, but never once did they permit a German breakthrough of their defenses. Nevertheless, despite the fairly widespread opinion based upon the memoirs of Red Army commanders and certain authors, the 19th Army was almost fully pushed out of its initial defenses (save for a small sector along the Vop’ River south of Kharino). Still, the 19th Army on 5 October continued to hold a line 8-12 kilometers north of the Moscow highway.


    According to an operational summary from Western Front headquarters at 2000 on 4 October, up to seven German infantry divisions and 150 tanks were operating opposite the 19th Army. It also believed that a panzer division was operating against the 30th Army and up to 100 tanks were confronting Group Boldin.54 With the initial failures at the start of the battle, certain Red Army commanders and officers deliberately understated the enemy forces that had penetrated into the rear of the defense, hoping to put the situation right before the full truth became known. Now, however, when it had become impossible to conceal the real situation, they rushed to the other extreme and began to exaggerate the German strength, in order to rationalize their further failures and to justify their appeals for assistance. The unreliable reports didn’t allow the higher commands adequately to assess the developing situation and to make the correct decisions. In the first stage of the operation, the German command employed the panzer divisions in a compact grouping on the main axis of attack; all the more so because the LVI Motorized Corps’ 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions would become separated from the following infantry. Using part of their strength with the help of approaching units of the 129th Infantry Division to screen against the approach of Group Boldin, they strove from the march to overcome the Russians’ defensive line on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, in order to break through to their primary objective, Viaz’ma, as quickly as possible. In this regard, they were operating under a concise directive from the command of Army Group Center:


    
      Strive to attack the enemy positions on the Dnepr with mobile units with the aim of breaking through them, before he has fully prepared for their defense with major forces. If this cannot be done from the march, then a planned breakthrough of the hostile positions must be undertaken.55

    


    Under the conditions of enemy superiority in the air and his superiority in force and maneuvering capabilities on the ground, the Western Front’s counterattack did not achieve its objective. The decision to launch it came too late. Inferior to the adversary in mobility, our troops were late in assembling for the counterattack and launching it – the Germans had broken through to Kholm-Zhirkovskii and had reached the Dnepr River before the counterattack could ever really get underway. In the situation that had developed, considering the overall correlation of forces, there could no longer be even any talk about destroying the advancing enemy grouping and restoring the situation. Even as the Western Front’s forces were moving out toward the breakthrough sector, they came under enemy air attack and suffered losses, especially the tank brigades. The divisions of General Boldin’s operational group entered the fighting piece-meal, which permitted the enemy to defeat their attacks in sequence. The Western Front was unable to create a superiority of force and materiel on the axis of the counterattack. With the normal complement of artillery and without additional artillery, Group Boldin could not organize an effective artillery preparation and fire support for the attack. It also failed to organize suitably the cooperation between the tank and rifle units, either in the time or place of attack. The Front’s air force also failed to render adequate support to the operational group. Consequently, our side had neither any quantitative superiority nor any advantage in operational leadership. As a result, General Boldin’s troops could not fulfill even a limited, but important task – to cut the single road in the region with relatively strong coverage of Baturino and Kholm-Zhirkovskii and to prevent a German crossing of the Dnepr River. Nevertheless, the active use of the Front’s reserves did pin down the main forces of the Third Panzer Group for a period of time, delayed its advance and inflicted losses upon it. Unfortunately, as we will be convinced later, the time won at such a high price was not used in the best manner.


    Let’s take a glance at the events just described from the side of the enemy. An excerpt from an after-action account of the Third Panzer Group’s combat operations over the period from 2 October to 20 October 1941:


    
      3.10: Units of the LVI Motorized Corps smashed hostile motorized formations, conducting a march to the north, in an area west of Kholm [as Kholm-Zhirkovskii was labeled on the old maps being used by the Germans56]. … On the afternoon of 3.10 the panzer brigade with uninterrupted fighting broke through to the Dnepr east of Kholm, where it seized two intact bridges.

    


    However, already in the next breath, so to speak, an intelligence summary for 4 October notes strong attacks by the “smashed” enemy: “South of Kholm, the 101st Tank Division (its combat capability significantly exceeds the average) is putting up bitter resistance.” Further we read:


    
      South of Kholm, a panzer battle erupted with Russian tank divisions approaching from the south and north, which suffered painful losses under the blows of the units of the 6th Panzer Division and the 129th Infantry Division, as well as from the aerial attacks by formations of the VIII Fliegerkorps. The enemy here was crushed in the course of multiple battles.


      However, this offensive was disrupted because of the poor rate of supplies received by the Third Panzer Group. Due to the difficult road conditions, on 4 October the Third Panzer Group wound up to be almost out of fuel, and the offensive of the panzer divisions bogged down. A proposal by the command of Luftflotte 2 to deliver them fuel by air was rejected, since the tankers believed they could organize its delivery by their own efforts. However, when the supply columns became decisively stuck on the impassable roads, on the evening of 4 October the command of the Panzer Group was nevertheless compelled to turn to the Luftwaffe for help. Thus, more than a day was lost, and the divisions of the Third Panzer Group were able to resume the offensive only on the afternoon of 5 October.57

    


    As usual, the Germans attributed the delay in the offensive to the poor roads and fuel shortages. In actual fact, the cause was that Hoth was hesitant to cross the main forces of the panzer brigade to the opposite bank of the Dnepr before the rather heavy counterattack by Group Boldin was repulsed, for which purpose he had to detach significant forces. The Germans repelled the attacks of our troops with fire from fixed positions, including the use of dug-in tanks. Group Boldin continued its attacks on 4 and 5 October with the aim of diverting at least part of the enemy’s forces from the main axis, to delay the Third Panzer Group in order to gain time for strengthening the defense of the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line. The important road hub of Kholm-Zhirkovskii changed hands at least twice in the course of 4 October. Here’s how the former commander of the Third Panzer Group Colonel-General Hoth assessed the fighting:


    
      It was planned to execute the breakthrough on the Novoselki – Kholm – Viaz’ma axis with the concentrated forces of the Third Panzer Group, to which the neighboring V and VI Army Corps had been subordinated. Enemy resistance on the panzers’ breakthrough sector proved to be less stubborn than anticipated. Panzer units of the LVI Panzer Corps quickly penetrated through the wooded region along the Vop’ River, at the midway point between Novoselki and Kholm. Stubborn fighting developed southwest of Kholm. A Russian tank brigade approached this area from the south, which fought not for life, but to the death. These battles delayed a forced crossing of the Dnepr (Emphasis the author’s).58

    


    Fighting in the Belyi area. After the breakthrough of the 30th Army’s defense, while the LVI Motorized Corps headed toward the Dnepr River and its ultimate objective of Viaz’ma, units of the German XXXXI Motorized and VI Army Corps began to develop the offensive in the direction of Belyi. Counterattacks failed to stop their advance. General N. F. Lebedenko was sent there with a group of three staff officers in order to organize the city’s defenses and to coordinate the actions of our forces in the area, but unfortunately, without any communications equipment. He was to take all possible measures to prevent an enemy advance in the direction of Sychevka. According to Lebedenko’s report, upon arriving he had only the 53rd Cavalry Division from Group Dovator, which was defending a front of up to 18 kilometers, under his command at 1000 on 3 October. It had a total of only 1,100 troopers (its authorized complement was 3,476 men), 5 45mm guns, 18 heavy machine guns and 27 light machine guns.59 Thus its combat strength was equivalent to a cavalry regiment, which had an authorized strength at the time of 1,098 men. Its division commander K. S. Mel’nik reported that the division had another 800 riders, though without weapons. He urgently requested the supply of 800 rifles, as well as the reinforcement of at least one artillery battalion and one rifle regiment.


    By order of the Front commander, the 29th Army’s 29th Motorized Rifle Brigade60 was shifted to the area of Belyi, which together with the cavalry division was to occupy a prepared defensive line and hold the city. However, the brigade had no motorized transport, so the bulk of its complement, including three of its four battalions, traveled at first by rail to the east – from Zamosh’e Station to Nelidovo Station (45 kilometers north of Belyi). From there, the brigade’s units moved out primarily on foot toward Belyi. By 1400 4 October, only its lead battalion with an artillery battery had reached a wooded area lying 4 kilometers north of the city, where it came under air attack and lost up to 50 men killed and wounded, as well as several vehicles. When this battalion finally reached the city three hours later, the Germans were already holding the southern portion of Belyi. The brigade’s artillery regiment was held up on the approaches to the city by enemy air strikes until 1930 4 October. By the morning of 5 October, another battalion of the motorized brigade came up. Its 3rd Battalion was closing in on Belyi, but its 4th Battalion was still back in Nelidovo. With only half its battalions, the 29th Motorized Brigade together with squadrons of the 53rd Cavalry Division struggled to contain the enemy advance on the northeastern outskirts of the city.


    The 250th Rifle Division set out on foot for the Belyi axis, but it never managed to reach it. In the course of 4 October, the Luftwaffe struck the division’s units three times, as well as the 53rd Cavalry Division and the city itself. Up to 170 German aircraft took part in the attacks, in groups of 40, 50 and 80 bombers and fighters. The units of the 250th Rifle Division were scattered and failed to occupy the fortified positions of the Belyi anti-tank region. With the limited forces available to him, General Lebendenko couldn’t hold the city.61


    The situation on the Belyi axis deteriorated further after the failure of the 30th Army’s counterattack. The 107th Motorized Rifle and the 251st Rifle Divisions suffered heavy losses and were thrown back to the east. On 5 October at 0719, General Khomenko reported to Front headquarters that the 280th and 242nd Rifle Divisions and the 107th Motorized Rifle Division had been fighting in encirclement for two days. They had run out of ammunition, and the enemy had seized Belyi the day before. He noted that the 29th Motorized Rifle Brigade still hadn’t fully arrived. In view of the situation that had developed, he requested permission to allow the aforementioned divisions to break out of encirclement and to withdraw to the northeast.62


    Nevertheless, the stubborn resistance of our troops on the Belyi axis did play its role. According to Hoth, the XXXXI Motorized Corps, struggling against the densely wooded and swampy terrain and lacking sufficient artillery, couldn’t take Kholm (not to be confused with Kholm-Zhirkovskii; Kholm lies 30 kilometers southwest of Belyi) on the first day of the offensive. On 4 October, Hoth’s subordinate corps reached the area south of Belyi, where they pivoted to the east. The VI Army Corps was given the task of taking Belyi. Its units very slowly ground their way to the north against bitter Russian resistance, primarily along the main roads and in large settlements.


    The fighting on the approaches to the city, and then in Belyi itself, forced Hoth to send the formations of the XXXXI Motorized Corps, including the 1st Panzer Division, to the south through Komary, where it could take advantage of the success gained by the LVI Motorized Corps.


    Halder gave his own interpretation to this fact in his diary: “On Hoth’s northern wing there are complaints about the deficient mobility of 1st Panzer Division. Small wonder, for the division comes straight from the battle of Leningrad, without a pause for rest and refitting.”63


    By the end of 3 October, units of Hoth’s Third Panzer Group had advanced 50-55 kilometers and had established two bridgeheads across the Dnepr River: the 7th Panzer Division at Glushkovo, the 6th Panzer Division at Tikhanovo. They had another 55-60 kilometers to go to reach Viaz’ma. The Western Front’s defense had been ruptured to its full depth, and three of its armies (the 19th, 16th and 20th Armies) had been deeply enveloped from the north. At the same time, a 30-40 kilometer gap had formed between the 30th and 19th Armies.


    On the Reserve Front they had also been preparing for an enemy attack. On 1 October, the Front’s radio monitoring service detected a new German radio station operating in the Roslavl’ area and serving a formation no smaller than a corps. This was another piece of evidence of the strengthening of the opposing enemy grouping. The commander of the 43rd Army Major-General P. P. Sobennikov had concentrated most of his available strength on his left flank, where it was expected that the enemy’s main attack would fall. The vulnerable axis along the highway, which was suitable for tanks, was being guarded by his strongest division, the 53rd Rifle Division, which was defending a sector 24 kilometers wide.64 The front line here ran along the Desna River. In addition, anti-tank ditches blocked those lines of advance vulnerable to German panzers. The troops had also constructed scarps and counterscarps on the slopes of hills and the banks of rivers and streams, and put up wire obstacles.


    The 53rd Rifle Division was deployed in two echelons, with a depth of defense of 6-8 kilometers. Three anti-tank regions were set up within the defensive sector. By the start of the enemy offensive, however, only one, which was situated 4-6 kilometers behind the front line had been equipped. It was armed with four anti-tank guns and two anti-aircraft batteries. Behind the 53rd Rifle Division in the 43rd Army’s second echelon was the 149th Rifle Division, which had previously been occupying a defense on the eastern bank of the Shiutsa River. In its former positions along the Shuitsa and Snopot’ River, the 113th Rifle Division (the former 5th DNO), which had been transferred to the 43rd Army, was occupying the Gar’ – Sergeevka – Iasnaia Poliana sector.


    Reconnaissance information alerted the command that the enemy was preparing for an offensive. Observation posts along the Desna River observed increasing traffic on the German side. In the early morning hours of 2 October, a group of three Wehrmacht soldiers, Czech by nationality, voluntary came into the 43rd Army’s lines in the vicinity of Kozlovka. One of the deserters indicated that on the night of 29 September, combat engineers of the 23rd Infantry Division had carried out an urgent order to clear lanes through the antitank and anti-personnel minefields and remove wire obstacles in the Troianovo – Lipovka – Kozlovka sector. At Zabor’e, the Germans crossed tanks over to the eastern bank of the Striana River. As a countermeasure, at 0030 1 October, units of the 139th Rifle Division (the former 9th DNO) took over a sector in the first echelon of the 24th Army that had previously been held by just a battalion of the 309th Rifle Division.65 The divisions of the 33rd Army, which was in Reserve Front’s rear echelon, went to work building reserve lines in order to increase the depth of the defenses. Unfortunately, they ran out of time to finish the new lines and positions or lay out an organized system of fire.


    At 0850 on 2 October 1941, the headquarters of the Reserve Front reported to the Stavka that “at 0615 the enemy opened a hurricane of artillery and mortar fire on the entire front of 43rd Army and at 0630 went on the attack with up to a battalion in the Novosel’tsy area and up to a battalion in the center. Serebniaka has been taken.”66 According to dispatches, up to an enemy infantry division attacked in the sector of the 222nd Rifle Division; another division and a half together with a tank battalion attacked in the sector of the 211th Rifle Division. On the 53rd Rifle Division’s sector, the enemy committed up to two infantry divisions and two tank battalions, launching its main attack south of the Warsaw highway. By noon of 2 October, having breached our defenses with infantry units supported by tanks and the Lufwaffe, the enemy was already committing a panzer and a motorized division into the hole torn into the Soviet line, developing the offensive toward Spas-Demensk.


    In reality, the enemy had attacked with five corps of Field Marshal von Kluge’s Fourth Army and the XIII Army Corps of Colonel-General von Weichs’ Second Army. Altogether, 15 divisions went on the attack against Reserve Front, four of which were panzer divisions (numbering no less than 600 tanks). The main attack was delivered with powerful artillery and air support by 11 German divisions, including two panzer divisions, on a 60-kilometer front between the Warsaw highway and the railroad to Kirov – at the boundary between the Reserve and Briansk Fronts. The concentrated armor of Colonel-General E. Hoepner’s Fourth Panzer Group, consisting of the XXXX and XXXXVI Motorized Corps, attacked on a front of 25 kilometers (the 10th Panzer Division had a narrow front of only 3 kilometers). Their flanks were protected by infantry divisions of the XII and VII Army Corps, reinforced with assault gun battalions.67 Additionally, the LVII Motorized Corps consisting of the 20th Panzer, the 3rd Motorized and the SS Das Reich Divisions advanced in the second echelon of the Fourth Panzer Group, ready to exploit any success on the main axis. To the south, the Second Army’s XIII Army Corps attacked (see Map 6).


    Thus, on the Spas-Demensk axis at the boundary between the Reserve and Briansk Fronts, the Werhmacht activated 17 divisions, including four panzer divisions, against just five Soviet divisions. The enemy had created on the breakthrough sector a twelve-fold superiority in artillery and had eight times the number of tanks. Only the IX Army Corps, which was facing General Rakutin’s 24th Army in the area of El’nia, showed no particular activity on his day.


    The 53rd Rifle Division, unable to withstand such a massive blow, withdrew by its left flank into some woods northwest of Zhilino. By 1430, a group of up to 100 enemy tanks had broken cleanly through the Soviet defenses in the direction of Lipchaty and Mamonovka (22 kilometers northwest of Betlitsa Station) and was continuing to drive to the northeast. The enemy seized Betlitsa Station, which was 22 kilometers behind the front lines. By 1700, up to 40 enemy tanks advancing in two columns had penetrated to Osipovka-1 and Zabudskaia. The commander of the 43rd Army decided, leaving one rifle regiment to screen the front, with the rest of the 149th Rifle Division in cooperation with the 149th Tank Brigade to destroy the enemy attacking along the Warsaw highway. He also ordered the 144th Tank Brigade (which apparently Budenny, the Front commander, had placed under his temporary command) to assemble by 1900 in the area of Uvarovo in readiness to participate in the counterattack.68
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      Field Marshal Günther von Kluge, commander of the Fourth Army.
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      Colonel-General Erich Hoepner, commander of the Fourth Panzer Group.

    


    On 2 October, Budenny, having reported to the Stavka about the enemy penetration in his defenses, offered his proposal regarding how to eliminate it:


    
      1. The enemy at 6.30 2.10 with a force of six infantry divisions with tanks went on the attack on the entire front of the 43rd Army, and breaking through the front lines on the entire front of the 211th and 53rd Rifle Divisions, by 14.00 2.10 had driven a 4-6 kilometer wedge into the tactical depth (emphasis the author’s).


      2. Enemy attacks on the Western Front have been beaten back [it turns out, Soviet commanders were lying not only to superiors, but also to neighbors: out of the best motives, of course].


      3. In order to liquidate the enemy breakthrough on the 43rd Army’s front, I propose that it will be useful to move the 32nd Army’s 2nd, 8th and 29th Rifle Divisions from their present positions, and assemble them in the Barsuki [on the Snopot’ River 3 kilometers north of the Moscow highway], Babichi, Khoteevka, Shirkovo, Kamenets area together with the 24th Army’s 106th Rifle Division and 144th Tank Brigade, which are presently in army reserve, with the task, depending on the situation, to attack either in the Ivanovka, Novo-Sloveni direction and further south along the Desna River, or in the direction of Khoteevka and Lezhnevka and further along the Shiutsa River. The 148th Tank Brigade and 149th Rifle Division will attack from the southeast or the south according to the situation. The commander of the 32nd Army will be charged with coordinating the actions of the 2nd, 8th, 29th, 106th Rifle Divisions and the 144th Tank Brigade.


      4. With the use of motorized transportation and daylight hours, the regrouping will require 2 to 2.5 days. With movement only at night – 3 to 3.5 days.


      5. I request that you confirm this proposed measure and secure the attack of this group with aviation of the Supreme Command.”69
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      Colonel-General Maximilian von Weichs, commander of the Second Army.

    


    In his report, S. M. Budenny plainly glossed over the entire crisis on the left wing of his Front. In actual fact, by 1700, its main belt of defense had been totally breached. The proposal to launch a counterattack on the flanks of the enemy salient, which was correct from a theoretical point of view, was impossible to implement in practice, since a lot of time would be required for such a large-scale regrouping of the reserves. The three indicated rifle divisions of the 32nd Army were located on the Viaz’ma axis in the area of Dorogobuzh and to the north, which was approximately 90-100 kilometers from the designated assembly area for the counterstroke. It isn’t at all clear what Budenny was counting upon; after all, he knew full well that the Reserve Front didn’t have enough vehicles for such a large regrouping. There wasn’t enough in the former people’s militia divisions either. Where would the Germans be after 48 hours, if they had in less than 8 hours breached the most-prepared tactical zone of defense? Possibly, he was counting upon delaying the enemy advance with the second echelon divisions and the reserves of the armies of the first echelon. In that case, why was he asking permission to use them, instead of activating the tank brigades that had been allocated to the armies as quickly as possible? Secondly, how could it be possible to launch a counterstroke from the south, if the enemy had broken through on the left wing of the Front?


    Plainly, Budenny didn’t know the situation in the sector of the neighboring 50th Army of Briansk Front. Its divisions had also been attacked on its entire front, but the Germans achieved their greatest success here only in the sector of the right-flank 217th Rifle Division, which was trying to defend a sector 46 kilometers in extent.70 Its right-flank 766th Rifle Regiment couldn’t withstand the enemy’s concentrated attack and fled in panic. In the very first hours, a battalion of the 668th Artillery Regiment that had been supporting it lost 12 guns.71 Even those whose duty it was to combat signs of panic succumbed to the feeling. According to notes in the diary of the chief of the 50th Army’s Special Department, a commissar of the 217th Rifle Division whom he had met in Briansk had the following to say about his division’s destruction:


    
      On 2 October 1941 the Germans conducted a heavy artillery preparation, destroyed [our] machine-gun emplacements and went on the attack. German aviation didn’t give us the chance to deploy. As a result the division was smashed. The 766th Regiment, located on the right flank, has been lost. Only around 20 men remained of the 755th Regiment. The division is leaderless. The Red Army men have been abandoned to the whim of fate.

    


    In panic, this political officer himself had abandoned his post. Meanwhile, the division, even as it suffered enormous losses, continued to engage the enemy.


    Events on the Reserve Front continued to unfold in a most threatening manner. By the end of 2 October, the forward divisions of Hoepner’s panzer group, having advanced 40 kilometers, attacked the divisions of Reserve Front’s second echelon 33rd Army, commanded by brigade commander D. P. Onuprienko. Simultaneously, troops of the Second Army’s XIII Army Corps attacked in the direction of Zhizdra, trying to envelop the right flank of Briansk Front’s 50th Army. The Front command took measures to counter the enemy, but under the conditions of enemy aerial supremacy, it was difficult to maneuver the reserves.


    The Luftwaffe’s activity goes far to explain the success of the enemy shock grouping. The good weather, which settled in at the beginning of October, allowed the massed application of air power on the main axis of operations of all three of von Bock’s panzer groups. Altogether, 1,387 aircraft of the Luftflotte 2 took part in the initial stage of Operation Typhoon. Luftwaffe officers accompanied the attacking units of Hoepner’s Fourth Panzer Group in armored personnel carriers specially-equipped with powerful radio sets. Aerial observers and forward air controllers on the ground directed the German aircraft to their targets. Units of the II Flak Corps covered the mobile divisions of Fourth Panzer Group from air attack. Characteristically, in the Wehrmacht anti-aircraft assets belonged to the Luftwaffe. This facilitated closer cooperation between the air and ground forces when covering troops and other important targets against enemy air strikes. At the same time, the anti-aircraft artillery covering the troops when necessary actively participated in repelling counterattacks against the ground units.


    The 43rd Army’s 10th SAD was unable to provide adequate cover to the 43rd Army’s defending troops.72 The attempt to restore the situation with the counterstroke by the 149th Rifle Division with the support of the 148th Tank Brigade was broken up by enemy air attacks. One dispatch has the following to say about the Luftwaffe’s effectiveness: “Enemy aviation in the number of 45 aircraft from 1400 to 1700 repeatedly attacked the 149th Rifle Division and prevented it from moving out to carry out its assignments.”73


    The 24th Army’s VVS were activated on the El’nia axis, where the enemy went on the offensive at 0640 on 3 October. By 1800 on the same day, it had managed to penetrate the defenses of the 19th Rifle Division in the Petrovo – Shcheplevo sector. Rakutin, the commander of the 24th Army, decided to cover its now exposed left flank with the 8th Rifle Division and the Army’s combat engineer battalion. For this purpose, he also appealed to Budenny for authorization to use the 202nd Rifle Division, the units of which at this time were marching to Spas-Demensk in order to board trains there. The Front’s permission never arrived, and the 202nd Rifle Division continued its movement. Either Budenny didn’t receive Rakutin’s request, or he simply refused to reverse the Stavka’s order.


    On 3 October at 1130, von Kluge reported to Army Group Center headquarters that Geyer’s IX Army Corps was 4 kilometers from El’nia and fighting off strong enemy counterattacks. In one voice, Russian prisoners were saying that they’d been given the order to hold out unconditionally. To this point, 2,500 prisoners had been taken. In connection with this, von Kluge wanted to issue an order to alter the XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ axis of attack to the north in the general direction of Shuia. General Stumme’s XXXX Motorized Corps would continue to advance directly toward Spas-Demensk and Iukhnov.


    Despite the repeated instructions and directives for strengthening the defense on the boundaries of armies and divisions, the Reserve Front had still neglected this matter. At least, that is the opinion that can be drawn from the report of a former member of the 24th Army’s Military Council, division commissar K. Abramov to Bulganin, which was made well after the events in question on 9 March 1942:


    
      … Between the 43rd and 24th Armies there existed a gap of 8-10 kilometers, covered [only] by the 309th Rifle Division’s combat engineer battalion, and later by one battalion from the 9th Rifle Division. Opposite this gap, the enemy had up to a regiment of infantry; however, it showed no activity and remained in a defensive posture.


      … at 20.00 2 October, six enemy aircraft struck the [24th] army headquarters. … The Germans attacked in large masses, advancing in densely-packed ranks [as in the text]. Enemy infantry, strengthened with tanks, subjected the positions of the 19th Rifle Division to particularly strong attacks. The strongpoint at Levkovo repeatedly changed hands. By the evening of 4 October, the 32nd Rifle Regiment of this division ceased to exist.74

    


    This political officer, who was not highly educated in military matters, undoubtedly knew about the orders’ demands that there be no significant gaps between adjacent formations and units, and that the boundaries themselves should be blocked with barriers and covered by fire. According to Abramov, the flanks of both armies were dangling in the air, and the single rifle battalion, which was attempting to defend a front of 8-10 kilometers, was plainly inadequate to cover this gap. However, it must be considered that according to regulations, primary responsibility for guarding a boundary belonged to the right-hand neighbor. In this case it was the 24th Army that was responsible – and Abramov was a member of this army’s Military Council. We will have need again to return to his report, which is rather detailed and describes the day to day combat path of the 24th Army right to the very end at Viaz’ma. Undoubtedly, he was keeping notes (which was categorically forbidden in the Red Army), although he reported to Bulganin that he was writing from memory.


    In a serious study by the Institute of Military History it is stated that three rifle divisions of the 24th Army were defending in its first echelon – the 309th, the 103rd and the 19th Rifle Divisions. In reality, according to the Reserve Front’s operational map, to the left of the 19th Rifle Division, the 139th Rifle Division (the former 9th DNO) had been inserted into the line by 0030 1 October. Apparently the 24th Army commander was aware of this poorly defended gap on his left flank, and at the last moment he managed to strengthen the defense in this area. Behind the gap, in the area of Bibirevo, a focal point of resistance was created. However, it is another matter entirely whether or not the former militiamen had time to fortify fully their new positions and to create an adequate system of fire.


    On 3 October, Budenny finally looked into the situation and came to the conclusion that the enemy, conducting an offensive on the entire front of 43rd Army, was launching its main attack in the sector of the 53rd Rifle Division at its boundary with the neighboring 217th Rifle Division of Briansk Front’s 50th Army.75 At 1600 on 3 October, in connection with the unauthorized withdrawal of all of the 43rd Army’s divisions, he was compelled to issue an order directing them to occupy a new line along the Shuitsa and Snopot’ Rivers, 35-40 kilometers behind the former front lines:


    
      1. The enemy, developing the offensive on the entire front of 43rd Army with the forces of seven infantry divisions, one tank division and one motorized division is launching the main attack along the highway toward Dudar’ and to the south. His forward units at 12.00 had infiltrated to the Mamonovka area and at 14.00 up to 500 motorized infantry and 30 armored vehicles – to the area of Pogrebki (7 kilometers west of Kirov).


      2. The 43rd Army with all its divisions is continuing to withdraw to the southeast and east.


      3. I order: the 43rd Army (without the 222nd Rifle Division) to occupy and defend the line of the Shuitsa and Snopot’ Rivers … and to prevent an enemy breakthrough to the east of this line. Retake the ford in the area of Vysokoe with a separate detachment.


      Destroy all of the small enemy groups that are east of the Shuitsa and Snopot’ Rivers. In order to liquidate enemy attempts to breach the Army’s defense, create a mobile reserve – the 148th Tank Brigade, one rifle regiment with vehicles and two batteries of an anti-tank artillery regiment…76

    


    Simultaneously, Budenny specified the tasks for Rakutin’s 24th Army as well, having transferred the 43rd Army’s 222nd Rifle Division and the 32nd Army’s 8th Rifle Division to his operational control. The 24th Army was supposed to defend firmly the front along the eastern banks of the Ustrom and Striana Rivers, having regained the positions in the sector of the 19th Rifle Division. The following fact testifies to the clumsiness of our command and its outdated methods of handling the forces. Instead of specifying areas or directions where the armies should concentrate their main efforts in the defense of the designated line and demanding the unconditional execution of the combat order, the Front commander ordered Rakutin and Sobennikov to present their ideas about organizing the defense of the new line for his approval no later than 2100 3 October 1941. In general, it was as if they were conducting a training exercise, only instead of neutral evaluators, there was a cruel adversary that did not pardon errors or delays.


    At 2300 on 3 October, Budenny informed the commander of the 43rd Army by telegraph that the Germans had introduced a mechanized group of two panzer and one motorized division into the breach they had created, and that two infantry divisions with tank support were operating against El’nia. He personally confirmed his order to Sobennikov to organize a defense along the Shuitsa and Snopot’ Rivers. However, his order could not be carried out due to our divisions’ lack of readiness to conduct a rapid maneuver of personnel and equipment along the front and in the depth, including by means of a timely withdrawal; especially when the enemy panzer divisions exceeded the mobility of our forces.


    Having breached the defenses in one location, the enemy immediately committed its armor to develop the offensive into operational space. Upon encountering resistance, the Germans would vigorously attack, concentrating artillery fire and air strikes on the designated location. On the rest of the front, they usually only conducted demonstration attacks, striving to pin down the opposing forces. With forceful reconnaissance, the enemy detected weaknesses in the defense, gaps in the opposing line inadequately covered by fire, and exposed flanks, after which they would maneuver to envelop the exposed flank so as to attack the defenders from the rear. Most often, this led our formations and units to abandon the line they occupied.


    When acting in the operational depth and with possession of the initiative, the enemy didn’t need to show concern over exposed flanks. Having lost control of their forces, the Soviet command was unable to exploit this circumstance in order to inflict losses on the enemy and to delay his advance. Much time was wasted in order to track down the units’ location and to give them orders. The planned counterstroke never occurred, but isolated counterattacks by weak forces had no success. When occupying the defense in depth, primary attention had been paid first of all to the creation of a continuous defense front (though here too they were not always successful, as we have seen), without regard for likely avenues of enemy attack, which moreover reconnaissance failed to reveal.


    In the course of 3 October the enemy continued to push units of the 43rd Army to the northeast and east. In the assessment of the Front’s Military Council, up to three infantry divisions and one panzer division were attacking along the highway between Roslavl’ and Iukhnov. It believed up to two infantry divisions, one panzer and one motorized division were advancing along the railroad running between Roslavl’ and Kirov. In reality, in the 43rd Army’s sector alone, up to nine infantry and four panzer divisions were operating, attacking along the highway and to the south of it. By the end of 3 October, the enemy had reached the Snopot’ River in the Kuz’minichi – Iamnoe sector with up to 100 tanks. Exploiting a gap between the 33rd Army’s 17th and 173rd Rifle Division, the Germans had managed to emerge in the rear of the 43rd Army. Up to 20 tanks and an unknown amount of infantry by 1830 took Gaiduki. In connection with the retreat of Briansk Front’s 217th Rifle Division, the flank of the 33rd Army also became exposed. Up to two German infantry divisions, advancing in the direction of Kirov, pushed past the left flank of its 173rd Rifle Division.


    In a report to the Supreme Commander, the Front’s Military Council concluded that the Front lacked the reserves, which might have checked the enemy’s offensive before it had driven into the rear of the 43rd and 24th Armies. The decision that was reached amounted to the following: the units of the 43rd Army were to defend along the Snopot’ River, while the units of the 33rd Army were to defend their present positions. The 32nd Army’s 29th Rifle Division together with the 533rd Anti-tank Artillery Regiment were to move by vehicle from the Dorogobuzh area to the vicinity of Kuzemki on the line of the Malaia Vorona River, in order to block the highway to Iukhnov. However, the enemy offensive could not be stopped on the line of the Snopot’ River, and the 29th Rifle Division was late in moving out to its designated area.


    In Combat Dispatch No. 48/op at 1420 on 4 October, the Reserve Front headquarters reported:


    
      1. From the morning of 4.10, the enemy continued to develop the attack with armored units into the flank and rear of the 43rd Army in the general direction of Spas-Demensk. A secondary attack – along the Moscow [today the Warsaw] highway. By 0845 the enemy had cut the highway.


      …


      3. The army commander (of the 43rd Army), despite an order of the Front commander to defend the Snopot’ River, issued an order for the retreat of the 53rd Rifle Division in the direction of Nikolskoe and further on toward Spas-Demensk, and of the 149th and 113th Rifle Divisions and the 148th Tank Brigade to the area of Novo-Aleksandrovskoe, where they were to take up a defense.77

    


    Since communications lines had been severed and radio contact could not be made with the 43rd Army, the Front commander at 0400 on 4 October sent his deputy Lieutenant-General Bogdanov to it with an order to restore order in the army and if necessary, assume command of it. The Front headquarters also had no communications with the 33rd Army. A liaison aircraft that had been sent to it failed to return.


    Marshal Budenny was mistaken in his assessment of the enemy’s intentions and the dimensions of the enemy’s plan. The Germans’ main attack was delivered along the Warsaw highway toward Iukhnov with the two motorized corps of the Fourth Panzer Group, which had four panzer divisions under their command. They were striving to break through into operational space, where according to their intelligence there were no longer any major Soviet forces, and only then with one corps encircle the main forces of not only the Reserve Front, but also the Western Front. With each passing hour, the situation facing our troops was deteriorating. Simultaneously the Second Army’s XIII Army Corps developed the offensive toward Kirov, while the divisions committed against the 43rd Army drove toward Zhizdra, striving to envelop the right flank of Briansk Front.


    The evaluation of the results of the first days of the operation by the command of the German Fourth Army is interesting:


    
      The enemy positions that were occupied with weak forces have been breached; the Russians are withdrawing with combat. The Army doesn’t believe that we are speaking of a previously prepared, planned withdrawal.


      2.10 The Army’s offensive was unexpected for the enemy and according to prisoner testimony and in certain cases even stunned him. His positions were broken through in many places … However enemy resistance, which was in the beginning weak, began to grow in the course of the day, especially in front of the units of the VII and XX Army Corps – in the woods north of the Roslavl’ – Moscow road.


      … The adversary is stubborn, but weak, first of all in numbers and with respect to artillery. … Intact railroad bridges southeast of Buda are in our hands….


      3.10 Over two days of heavy fighting with the enemy, which offered in places an extremely stiff defense together with reserves of the 43rd Soviet Army that had come up, our units successfully forced a crossing of the Bolva, the Snopot’ and the Shuitsa Rivers and overcame the wooded area north of the motor road.


      The offensive of the XX Corps which began at dawn on 3.10 ran into bitter enemy resistance, as a consequence of which it had to commit its reserve division.


      4.10 The IX Army Corps successfully repulsed several company-sized to battalionsized enemy counterattacks, which were supported by artillery (including large-caliber) with the participation of up to 3-4 battalions. Signs of enemy retreat have still not been detected.


      Units of the 3rd Motorized Division that used the reconditioned sector of the Roslavl’ – Moscow road found numerous cases of its demolition.78

    


    A dispatch from Second Army headquarters: “… the railroad bridge across the Desna 15 kilometers southeast of Dubrovka has not been destroyed. … The attack by a Russian armored train has been repulsed.” The XIII Army Corps reported: “The 52nd Infantry Division has seized a bridge across the Desna; the 260th and 17th Infantry Divisions have forced a crossing of the Desna on a front of 5 kilometers.”79


    The command of Army Group Center concluded:


    
      The enemy, at least with respect to the timing, didn’t expect our offensive. His defensive capability proved to be weaker than anticipated. The opinion of the armies regarding whether the enemy is withdrawing according to plan or in response to the situation is varied. … The adversary, caught off-balance by Army Group Center’s offensive is so far not in the condition to organize a concentrated, organized resistance … and is fighting from line to line, depending on the combat-capability of the individual formations.80

    


    It is difficult to explain: Why did the Red Army leave behind undestroyed bridges and other important installations? After all, this was occurring in the first days of October, and not on 22 June! The impression is of complete confusion, which gripped the troops and command of the Reserve Front. So the air force had to be sent to target the bridges, and special demolition teams were created. For example, a squad commander of the 76th Separate Railroad Track Construction Battalion Sergeant V. P. Miroshnichenko, carrying out a command assignment, at the cost of his life blew up a bridge across the Snopot’ River (55 kilometers east of Roslavl’).


    In order to get a picture of how the Germans managed from the march to break through weak blocking forces, let’s examine one curious document. While the commanders and staffs were busy with rallying and restoring order to the troops, and with organizing the defense of new lines, the procurators and other interested parties were busy with a different matter – they were already searching for those to blame for the defeat. In particular, they decided to investigate why the enemy couldn’t be held on the 33rd Army’s prepared line. Later, on 9 October, the 33rd Army’s Military Council reported to the Deputy People’s Commissar of Defense and Chief of the Red Army’s Main Political Directorate L. Mekhlis about the reasons for the enemy’s rapid penetration of the Army’s defenses:


    
      1. The breakthrough of enemy tanks and motorized infantry on the sector of the 33rd Army was implemented by the enemy at a gap between the left flank of the 17th Rifle Division and the right flank of the 173rd Rifle Division in the Latyshi, Khotozhka sector.


      This 14-kilometer-wide gap was screened by isolated detachments of only rifle company strength. There were no defensive works in this gap whatsoever. The 33rd Army had no reserves to plug this gap. The adversary all day and night of 3 October probed the flanks of these divisions with small groups and motorized infantry and worked their way around them.


      2. The 17th Rifle Division south of the highway had a total of 30 kilometers to defend (Starye Blizhnevichi – Khotozhka), with the 1316th Rifle Regiment alone extended on a front of 15 kilometers [this was the former sector of the 113th Rifle Division, which had been transferred to the 43rd Army].


      3. The divisions of the 33rd Army were defending the following lines:


      60th Rifle Division: Myshkovo – Singaevo (more than 24 kilometers)


      17th Rifle Division: Singaevo – Podlesnoe (approximately 35 kilometers)


      173rd Rifle Division: Nizh. Paderki – Hill 215.0 (approximately 16 kilometers)


      Such an attenuation of the divisions’ fronts was caused on 30.9.41 by the departure of the 193rd, 113th and 18th Rifle Divisions from the Army.


      4. We reported [this] to Budenny, but no measures were taken.81

    


    L. Mekhlis loved to collect rationales and explanations of any type, storing them as potentially useful dirt with which to smear military commanders. It is true that the 33rd Army had three divisions, two of which were former people’s militia divisions, stretched across a line covering more than 75 kilometers. But what could Budenny have done? He planned to firm up the defense on the Snopot’ River with the divisions of the 43rd Army that had retreated to this line.


    Unfortunately, this plan could not be implemented. The Germans beat the retreating Red Army columns to the river and attacked the gap between the 17th and 173rd (the former 21st DNO) Rifle Divisions in the direction of Gaiduki, Bariatinskaia and Miliatino, and then using the highway, which lies 4 kilometers north of the railroad, they surged toward Kirov. The 50th Army’s 217th Rifle Division, which was operating south of here, continued to roll back to the east. By the end of 3 October, it had retreated to the line Budchino (25 kilometers southwest of Kirov) – Vet’ma River, where it turned and tried to halt the enemy units that were attacking toward Liudinovo.


    In connection with the tragic fate of the commander of the 17th Rifle Division, Colonel P. S. Kozlov (the tale of which lies ahead), let’s examine the circumstances of the German breakthrough in its sector in more detail.82 On the eve of the German offensive, the 33rd Army conducted a regrouping within its divisions with the aim of creating a second echelon. Since each division’s sector of responsibility remained the same, the sectors of the first echelon regiments had to be extended. Thus, the 1316th Rifle Regiment of this division was now defending a 15-kilometer stretch of the front. These thinly-manned fronts were in addition to the 14-kilometer interval that existed between the 17th and 173rd Rifle Divisions, which was screened only by the companies of a single rifle battalion. In this fashion, by the morning of 3 October the 17th Rifle Division, reinforced with the 876th Anti-tank Artillery Regiment, was holding a line along the Snopot’ River and to the south that stretched 39 kilometers in length.


    Having allowed the retreating, badly battered remnants of the 43rd Army’s 53rd, 149th and 113th Rifle Divisions to pass through its ranks, Colonel Kozlov’s division was then subjected to a heavy bombardment from the air and a tank attack. The enemy penetrated the division’s left flank and seized Kovalevo and Latyshi. By 2000 3 October, the Germans were driven from these two villages with a counterattack. In the course of the fighting for possession of the villages, 14 German prisoners were taken and four enemy tanks were knocked out. Red Army troops were able to retrieve German staff maps from the burning tanks that yielded much information about the situation. However, in the sector of the neighboring 173rd Rifle Division on the left, at 1700 the Germans broke through to the area of Pogrebki (10 kilometers west of Kirov) with up to two infantry regiments supported by tanks. A dozen enemy tanks emerged in the rear of the 17th Rifle Division and reached the airfield at Mamonovo (15 kilometers northwest of Kirov), while the Germans conducted a paratroop drop in the region of Ostraia Sloboda. Despite the stubborn resistance of its units, by the end of 4 October the 17th Rifle Division’s left flank had been enveloped and the division was practically encircled. There were no communications with the 33rd Army headquarters, because the division command post, situated 60 kilometers behind the front lines, had been attacked at 1800 by a group of German armor, most likely from a German reconnaissance battalion.


    Only a telephone link with Major-General Kotel’nikov’s neighboring 60th Rifle Division on the right remained operational. The two division commanders, lacking any communications with higher command, had to reach a decision based on their own assessment of the situation. Kotel’nikov, who was the senior in rank, was concerned that the enemy would fully close the pocket around the two divisions, so he made the decision to retreat. In order to cover the withdrawal, each division detached one regiment. The rearguard 1314th Rifle Regiment of the 17th Rifle Division pulled out of its positions in order to escape the pocket at 0230 on 5 October.


    By dawn on 5 October, several tanks from units of the 43rd Army linked up with the division within the closing pocket. However, the attempt to break out of encirclement with their help was unsuccessful. Colonel Kozlov decided to filter out of the pocket in groups of 150-200 men, keeping them within touch of each other if possible. By 12 October, remnants of the 17th Rifle Division (558 men) emerged from encirclement in the area of Maloiaroslavets and were sent to the Ugodsky Factory for reforming. The militiamen brought out the regimental colors and the following equipment: 141 rifles, 57 machine guns, 2 submachine guns, 2 portable two-way radios and 12 vehicles. The division over nine days of fighting had lost more than 90 percent of its personnel. Remnants of the 60th Rifle Division were withdrawn to the area of Taturino, the 149th Rifle Division to Naro-Fominsk, and the 33rd Army headquarters to Voronovo.


    The German Fourth Army’s Chief Intelligence Office reported in an evening dispatch:


    
      On 4 October the enemy attempted with fresh forces (3-4 divisions) to hold the line of the Snopot’ River and to the east along both sides of the highway, however on the remaining sectors retreated to the east, offering only light resistance. In the area of El’nia as before, major forces are operating. The intense and exclusively eastward movements allow one to conclude that the enemy is focused primarily on retreating.83

    


    By 5 October, intelligence came in that indicated major enemy forces had turned to the north. However, S. M. Budenny no longer had any forces available to hinder the enemy advance to the east and northeast.


    The situation in the sector of Briansk Front was deteriorating even further. On the Front’s left wing, the divisions of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group were continuing to roll ahead almost without meeting any resistance. Its panzer divisions over the first two days had advanced an average of 60 kilometers per day. There was no way to stop them, and a crisis quickly developed on the Orel axis. By the end of 2 October the situation became even more critical. The formations of von Weichs’ Second Army, going on the offensive and taking advantage of the Second Panzer Group’s success, began to exploit in the direction of Zhizdra. It became clear that the enemy was striving to turn the right flank of the 50th Army and get behind it. I. V. Stalin wasn’t confident that Eremenko and his staff understood the full gravity of the situation that had arisen. He already knew that the enemy had gone on the offensive against the Western and Reserve Fronts on 2 October, and he was spurring Briansk Front’s command to deal with the enemy on the Orel axis as quickly as possible. The Front’s chief of staff General Zakharov, receiving additional directives from the Stavka expressed in a categorical form (one can sense Stalin’s hand), immediately handed it over to the Front commander:


    
      Extremely urgent.


      Through the headquarters of the 13th Army to Colonel-General Eremenko


      The Stavka demands no later than the morning of the 3rd to go on the offensive; launch a concentrated blow. Don’t strike with an opened palm.


      
        A) With the forces of the 307th and 6th Rifle Divisions, and if possible the 137th Rifle Division [attack] from the woods north of Seredina-Buda in the direction of Khutor-Mikhailovskii and Svessa.


        B) Leaving the 160th Rifle Division in position, the 2nd Guards Rifle Division [attacks] from the region of Ekaterinovka [12 kilometers east of Glukhov] to the north in the direction of Esman’ and Svessa.

      


      It has been ordered to inform you that it is necessary to destroy the enemy at whatever the cost and to chase him back beyond our front line.


      An order has been given to Ermakov about the offensive. Ermakov and the remnants of his staff are in Sal’sk.


      Chief of staff Zakharov


      3.10.41.84

    


    The swift advance of enemy motorized columns into operational depth was a complete surprise to the Soviet command. The Chief of the General Staff, seeing that the Briansk Front had allocated inadequate forces to the task of localizing the enemy breakthrough, decided to intervene and to speak personally with the Front command. Below is a transcript of the discussions:


    
      Marshal Shaposhnikov is requesting Major-General Zakharov immediately to the phone (in the latter’s absence, Colonel I. A. Dolgov – the Front’s representative to the General Staff – came to the phone).


      Shaposhnikov: Comrade Dolgov, I ask you to answer whether or not you are aware that the enemy at 8.20 broke through the front on the line Zimnitsy, Mileikovo and seized Iashnaia and Betlitsa Station, developing the offensive toward Kirov …?


      
        1) It is not known from where the 6th and 307th Rifle Divisions will attack.


        2) The same thing about Akimenko’s attack. Give me a briefing.


        3) For the attack, the 6th and 307th Rifle Divisions alone are not enough. Take a look, in my opinion the 137th Rifle Division can be moved out, having turned over its sector to its neighbors [the 137th Rifle Division was from the 3rd Army].


        4) What reserves do you have – the 242nd Tank Brigade?


        5) What is the stance that you are offering – an actually adopted decision or your presumptions?


        6) More than anything else, Karachev must be screened, or else the enemy will overrun your airport. Allocate at least a regiment with a battery from the 290th Rifle Division.


        7) In view of the sharpening of the situation on your front, I order you under your personal responsibility to report the latest information every three hours.


        8) All the forces that you have assembled for the attack … must be concentrated, so as not to strike with an open palm, but instead with a fist. Do not let time pass for all of this. It is important to be quick with the regroupings and to not give the enemy the opportunity to build fortifications and to dig in the tanks.

      


      Let Eremenko know that it is necessary to destroy the enemy at whatever the cost and to chase him back beyond our front line.


      That is all. Good-bye.


      The 287th [Rifle Division] must now no longer be sent to Sevsk, but to Komarichi and even more to the north. Over.


      Ancillary note: the discussions were terminated at 2.20 3.10.85

    


    Given the rapidly changing situation, the existing schedule of reports didn’t satisfy Shaposhnikov. He sensed that the Briansk Front headquarters didn’t grasp the situation fully, wasn’t reporting everything it did know, and he was disturbed by the sluggish implementation of orders. Therefore he had to become immersed in tactical questions involving divisions and regiments, pushing Eremenko to be bolder in using forces from quiet sectors of the front. However, the Front really did dawdle and failed to strengthen the threatened axis by transferring units from quiet sectors, even though an opportunity to do so did exist.


    As a result of successful reconnaissance probes by scouts of the neighboring 3rd and 13th Armies, important information had been obtained about the German 1st Cavalry Division, units of which were defending the western bank of the Sudost’ River from Pochep southwards to the river’s mouth. On this 70-kilometer stretch of the front, it alone was facing three of our divisions – two from the 3rd Army and the 155th Rifle Division of the 13th Army. This made it possible, leaving behind a small screening force on the Sudost’ River, to use the divisions of the 3rd Army to launch a counterattack or to reinforce the threatened axis without any particular risk. Moreover, as it is now clearly known from the contents of German operational maps, two enemy divisions – the 167th Infantry and the 1st Cavalry Divisions – were tying up six divisions of Briansk Front’s 50th, 3rd and 13th Armies on a front of up to 140 kilometers.


    At 0315 on 3 October, Briansk Front headquarters issued General Ermakov a combat order:


    
      1. The Stavka is demanding that the 2nd Guards and 283rd Rifle Divisions and the 150th and 121st Tank Brigades go on the offensive immediately (no later than 0800 3.10) from the area of Ekatarinovka [12 kilometers east of Glukhov] in the direction of Esman’ and Svessa.


      2. Immediately report the location of the Guards units (four battalions) [ofrocket artillery].


      3. Report on the situation every three hours.86

    


    By this time, according to a message from General Ermakov, the 283rd Rifle Division, the 150th Tank Brigade and a cavalry group consisting of remnants of the 21st and 52nd Cavalry Divisions were already involved in fighting in the area of Marchikhina Buda, east of Svessa. He ordered the cavalry group to conduct a fighting withdrawal in the direction of Amon’ (25 kilometers north of Ryl’sk). Ermakov received a second order to organize an attack with the 2nd Guards Rifle Division and the 121st Tank Brigade toward Esman’ with the aim cutting the enemy’s supply line and by this to cooperate in his destruction. The division, or more accurately, its remnants, was ordered on the night before 4 October to assemble its units in the Popovka – Khar’kovka – Krupets area, having first turned its sector of the front over to the 160th Rifle Division. The attack order was supposed to follow later.


    Due to the constant interruptions in communications and the disruption of command and control over the forces, the measures undertaken by the Soviet command were plainly too late. The troops, which were unschooled in rapid maneuvering and inferior to the opponent in mobility, didn’t have time to prepare for the counterattacks. The headquarters of the 13th Army on the afternoon of 3 October (the message arrived at 1500 and was handed over for decoding at 1700) reported that the enemy was showing no activity on its right flank, but had taken Golubovka, Ulitsa and Suzemki on its left flank with tanks and infantry. The commander decided to regroup the forces on the left flank for an attack in the direction of Khutor-Mikhailovskii – into the rear of the enemy that had broken through. He gave the divisions the following orders:


    
      •298th Rifle Division with two BT tanks was to attack toward Seredina-Buda at dawn and take it by the end of 3 October;


      •6th Rifle Division with two KV tanks and two T-34s by the end of the day was to seize the Suzemka – Ulitsa line and to firmly fortify it, then develop the offensive toward Zernovo;


      •143rd Rifle Division was to destroy the enemy in Golubovka (18 kilometers west of Seredina-Buda) and to develop the offensive to the northeast.

    


    Thus, for this counterattack with three divisions, they only managed to gather six tanks! Given the relative strength of the two sides and the German superiority in the air, it was difficult to count upon any serious success from the counterstroke; even more so because the enemy had already taken countermeasures to thwart a possible maneuver with divisions withdrawn from quiet sectors. The headquarters of the Second Panzer Group at 0245 on 3 October appealed to Army Group Center’s operations department with a request for the Second Army’s LIII Army Corps to attack immediately in order to prevent the unhindered removal of Russian forces from its front for their use in the Briansk area or in front of Second Panzer Group’s northern flank. The Germans were prepared for Group Ermakov’s and the 13th Army’s counterstroke, having deployed covering forces.


    Luftwaffe activity was heavy. The aircraft of the German II Fliegerkorps under the command of B. Loerzer, as a rule, operated in large groups against targets directly on the battlefield. This tactic guaranteed the highest effectiveness of the air strikes and the suppression of our weak air defense capabilities. The dive bombers and fighters of the IV Fliegerkorps on 4 October conducted 202 and 188 sorties respectively for attacks on the rear and supply lines of the Reserve and Briansk Fronts. On this same day, crews of Luftflotte 2 reported the destruction of 22 tanks (including four heavy tanks), three petroleum storage tanks and no less than 450 vehicles.87 In comparison, Briansk Front’s air force was only able to conduct a total of 57 sorties.


    As a result the enemy managed to repulse the counterattacks of General Ermakov’s operational group, the badly battered units of which retreated to the east. The weak counterattack by the 13th Army in the area of Khutor-Mikhailovskii also had no success. By 4 October, the divisions of the Army had suffered heavy losses in personnel and in heavy weapons.88


    On 3 October, armored vehicles of the XXIV Motorized Corps’ 4th Panzer Division, having advanced over 200 kilometers over the previous four days, at 1640 burst into Orel from the march. The chief of staff of the Orel District only had time to shout through the telephone to Briansk Front’s chief of staff General Zakharov: “German tanks have broken into Orel! The headquarters is now leaving the city.” According to Guderian’s testimony, the German tanks rolled through the streets of the city alongside the electric trolleycars filled with local residents going about their daily business.


    Orel lay outside the area assigned to Briansk Front. Responsibility for its defense was placed upon the Orel Military District’s Military Council. According to his own words, Eremenko had alerted the District’s chief of staff Major-General Glinsky (the District commander Lieutenant-General A. A. Tiurin at this time wasn’t in the city) that the Germans on 30 September had broken through the left wing of his Front. The District chief of staff responded via the telephone that he was aware of the situation and that they would take the proper steps to defend Orel. He even supposedly assured Eremenko that Orel would never be surrendered to the Germans. There are great doubts, however, that the District headquarters was kept informed about the ever deteriorating situation on the Orel axis in the course of 1 and 2 October. In any case, if the District headquarters had known about the enemy’s approach, Guderian’s panzers hardly would have been able to roll into the city center alongside the trolleycars.


    Within the city there was sufficient infantry and artillery to delay for at least a short time the 4th Panzer Division, which was advancing down the highway in virtually a march column. Briansk Front’s bombers repeatedly struck at the column, but with little effect due to the overcast skies. It is known that all communications with Orel were lost after 1800 3 October. Three separate groups of staff officers were sent there at different times, but none of the officers returned. According to a vague report, at 1700 there was fighting on southwestern outskirts of Orel against a group of 50-60 enemy tanks.


    On this day, Shaposhnikov twice summoned the command of the Briansk Front for talks over a direct line. The Front chief of staff Zakharov at 2000 on 3 October reported that he’d had no contact with the Front commander for the past two days. Through the Front’s VVS it became known that he was in the area of Lokot’. The deputy chief of the Front’s operations department Colonel Argunov was sent to brief him on the situation. Zakhorov asked the Stavka for operational control over the 194th Rifle Division; the first two trains carrying lead elements of the division had arrived in Briansk. Another 30 trains carrying the rest of the division and its equipment was due to arrive by 6 October. Shaposhnikov immediately ordered Zakharov to get in touch with Eremenko and to inform him of the situation on the entire front. The Marshal demanded that each army of the Briansk Front and Group Ermakov send reports by radio to the General Headquarters daily at 0800, 1400 and 2200, regardless of whether or not they would be sending them to Briansk Front headquarters.


    When at last he managed to contact Eremenko, Shaposhnikov briefed him on where reserves were unloading in the Front’s rear. By this time 11 trains carrying the 287th Rifle Division had been unloaded at Brasovo Station (75 kilometers south of Briansk). He emphasized:


    
      … now it is important to stop the enemy infantry behind the tank divisions, and for this you must crush him under your heel.


      Second, don’t allow the enemy to seize space on the Karachev axis, and don’t allow him the opportunity to penetrate to the north.


      …


      Fourth, with the transfer of your command post to Khvastovichi, you’ve moved yourself away from your forces, and in particular away from Group Ermakov, the 13th and 3rd Armies.


      Fifth, I ask that you impress upon your chief of staff the need to use the radio, through which all reports must be transmitted according to schedule.


      Sixth, whenever you depart for the front, you must maintain communications with the chief of staff. Over.89

    


    The Chief of the General Staffhad been forced to communicate to the Front commander all the elemental and generally known truths, without which it is impossible to maintain command and control over the troops, whether they flow from Front headquarters or from the Stavka of the Supreme High Command. In connection with the serious situation and the possible encirclement of the Front’s forces, Eremenko informed the Marshal of his plan to withdraw the armies of Briansk Front to the rear line. However, the Stavka’s coded reply could not be deciphered, because the headquarters’ encryption device had already been trucked off to Khvastovichi (see Map 7).


    Here is how Eremenko later explained some of the circumstances surrounding the Germans’ capture of Orel:


    
      Despite the fact that two days prior to the enemy’s approach to Orel, the chief of staff of the Orel District had been ordered by me to organize a firm anti-tank defense of Orel, and moreover, that the headquarters of the Orel Military District had been given one howitzer artillery regiment by me especially for defense of the city, nonetheless the headquarters of the Orel Military District did not organize a defense of the city.


      Five fully-equipped artillery regiments and several regiments of infantry, which were under the command of the Orel Military District headquarters for the defense of the city, offered no resistance to the Germans. Without fighting, 13-15 enemy tanks entered the city and then, somewhat later, motorized infantry as well.90

    


    After the German breakthrough of the Briansk Front, it would have been hardly possible to hold the city even given the presence of five artillery regiments and with the 10,000 bottles of Molotov cocktails that the city garrison possessed for the struggle against enemy tanks. However, it was possible to delay the German advance for at least a certain time. Among other things, this would have allowed the evacuation of valuable property from the city, the demolition of important infrastructure, such as the railway terminal, and the continued attrition of the German panzer units. Indeed, the lack of requisite information doesn’t at all absolve the responsibility of the District command, which demonstrated a lack of vigilance and even failed to organize reconnaissance in the direction of the front. For the shameful capitulation of Orel practically without fighting, the District commander Lieutenant-General A. A. Tiurin, the chief of staff Major-General P. E. Glinsky and the District commissar Brigade Commissar N. E. Efimov were brought to trial in front of a military tribunal. A. A. Tiurin was sentenced to seven years of imprisonment; P. E. Glinsky and N. E. Efimov were given five years each. Later all three were pardoned and sent to the front with a reduction in rank and post. Subsequently they all served well and their former ranks were restored.


    Now let’s again take a listen to what A. I Eremenko had to say in his memoirs:


    
      Still on the night of 2 October I reported to B. M. Shaposhnikov about the draft of the plan for the Front’s operations. In the discussions, member of the Front’s Military Council P. I. Mazepov, Front chief of staff G. F. Zakharov, Front chief of the political department A. P. Pigurnov, and the recently arrived chief of the Front’s operations department L. M. Sandalov took part. By the end of 2 October, we had already established the direction of the enemy’s main attack, since it was clearly visible from the advance into the depth of our rear area. I briefly familiarized Boris Mikhailovich [Shaposhnikov] with the situation, which had taken shape very unfavorably for the troops of the Briansk Front, because the enemy had launched enveloping attacks.


      Now that we had timely figured out the enemy’s intentions [after three days!], we had already formulated the plan for immediate countermeasures. I reported about this to the Chief of the General Staff in order to obtain his approval, without which we were not authorized to implement any sort of fundamental changes in force operations. Our plan was as follows: in the event of the enemy’s emergence in our rear areas, while screening our former front with small rear guards, using for this a quarter or a third of the troops, quickly to begin the withdrawal of troops and to attack the enemy in the rear and to reach new lines, as designated by the Stavka.


      With his characteristic affability, Shaposhnikov replied that the Stavka was adhering to a different opinion; that it was better to hold the occupied lines firmly than to maneuver. I knew that it was useless to differ. It was necessary to adopt measure to hold our current lines.91

    


    Judging from the text, this conversation occurred prior to the shameful surrender of Orel. Eremenko even names witnesses to this conversation. Indeed, among them was the Front chief of staff General Zakharov, who at 2000 on 3 October had reported to Shaposhnikov that he had been totally out of contact with the Front commander for the last two days, which leads one to wonder whether Eremenko is being honest. Yet Eremenko would have us believe that by the third day of the enemy offensive – by the end of 2 October – he had figured out the direction of the enemy’s main attack. As a rule, everything is always clear to some memoir authors, but with hindsight, and sometimes even before some or another events have even taken place.


    To a great extent, the successful advance of Guderian’s panzer group can be explained by the tremendous support it received from units of the German Luftflotte 2. The Germans had approximately 300 combat aircraft operating on the Orel axis. The enemy superiority in the air neutralized every attempt by the Front to maneuver forces with the aim of localizing the penetration. In this respect, Guderian’s calculations arguing for an early start to his offensive were fully justified. In connection with this, it should be recognized that in the Wehrmacht, cooperation between the Luftwaffe and the ground forces had been well-established. Each German army had a Luftwaffe signals staff, which took requests for attacks on enemy targets and transmitted them to the supporting squadrons. Luftwaffe liaison officers, who maintained constant direct communications with the combat groups in the sky, were situated with the command group of each corps and the divisions that were operating on the main axis of attack.92


    On 4 October, the enemy’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps occupied Lokot’, 45 kilometers north of Sevsk, and exploited in the direction of Navlia and Briansk. Its 17th and 18th Panzer Divisions pivoted to the north toward Karachev and Briansk. As a result, major enemy forces had deeply enveloped the 13th Army from the east, and had emerged in the rear of Ia. G. Kreizer’s 3rd Army. To the north of Briansk, the enemy captured Liudiniovo and with the XXXXIII Army Corps began to develop the offensive toward Zhizdra. It became clear that Guderian’s forces were striving to link-up with elements of the Second Army east of Briansk and to encircle the bulk of Briansk Front. The headquarters of Army Group Center specified the task for the Second Panzer Group: upon achieving the Orel – Briansk road, it was in conjunction with the Second Army to destroy the enemy forces opposing it, and with the forces not required for carrying out the first task, to advance further with its right flank along the Oka River, in order to reach the region east of Sukhinichi.93


    The right-flank 217th Rifle Division of the 50th Army, under pressure from two enemy infantry divisions, by 1700 3 October had fallen back to the line Budchino (25 kilometers southwest of Kirov) – Vet’ma River. The 299th Rifle Division was inserted into the gap that existed between it and the 279th Rifle Division. However, this had little effect. More decisive measures were necessary. So the Briansk Front commander decided to regroup his forces with the aim of averting the outflanking of Briansk from the northeast. For this he ordered the reinforcement of the 50th Army with the 1st Guards Mortar [Katyusha] Regiment by 2200 4 October, and directed that trees to be cut down to obstruct the forest roads and for crossings to be mined. At 0200 on 4 October, Eremenko ordered the Front troops to destroy enemy tanks and motorized forces in the areas of Zhikhov, Chernatskoe, Sevsk, Dmitriev-L’govskii, Kromy and Orel. At 2340 on 4 October, the 13th Army was ordered to assume a defensive posture, for which it was to prepare a second defensive belt. Simultaneously with the 6th Rifle Division it was to attack and capture Suzemka. Orders were given, only it wasn’t clear with what forces and means they were to be carried out.


    The measures adopted by the Front were insufficient to eliminate the threat of encirclement. The situation continued to worsen. On 4 October at 2100, the 50th Army’s headquarters reported that the 217th Rifle Division at the end of the day was retreating to the Ol’shanitsy – Volynskii crossroads – Hill 197.6 area.94 The 108th Tank Division occupied Pavlovichi, but couldn’t hold it.95 By 0600 5 October, it emerged in the Karachev area in order to strengthen the defense there.


    On 5 October, the commander of the 3rd Army General Kreizer sent a request to Eremenko: “In connection with the situation that has arisen and the possibility of operations in isolation, when it will be necessary to take independent decisions exclusively, I ask that you inform me of your intended general plan of further operations.”96


    It is quite odd, but according to Eremenko’s own words, on 5 October he was located with the 3rd Army. Here is an excerpt from his book:


    
      The actions of the 42nd Tank Brigade and the 287th Rifle Division should especially be noted. They exhibited marvels of courage and resolve in the course of counterattacks on 3, 4 and 5 October. I and Mazepov, a member of the Military Council, were with these divisions and helping their commanders direct the fighting. On 5 October enemy tanks nevertheless penetrated our combat formations and pressed our VPU (temporary command post) into a swamp. The vehicles, which were carrying us and the radio sets, became bogged down in a quagmire. The Military Council member, officers of the operations department and I wound up on foot and without communications. The situation nevertheless demanded urgent discussions with Moscow and the adoption of a number of measures for regrouping the forces and making command of them more orderly. Having found a ford, we crossed a river and located a truck, and made our way to Lokot’; from there, aboard a Po-2 [also known as the U-2] we flew to Front headquarters. This flight in proximity to the front was far from safe, considering the enemy’s superiority in the air and that the aircraft, designed for only one passenger, was carrying both Mazepov and me. Arriving at an airfield near Briansk, on the evening of 5 October we returned to the Front command post in the vicinity of Sven’ Station.


      At the Front command post I listened to a report from Front chief of staff Zakharov about the changes that had occurred in the Front’s position during our absence, and then I immediately reported on the situation to the General Headquarters.97

    


    Possibly, General Kreizer sent his query after Eremenko had already fled his army’s situation in such haste? Incidentally, the Front commander’s adventures didn’t end with this one. Indeed, soon he would again wind up at the 3rd Army’s command post, but this time not of his own volition. I hope the reader noted how courageously and resolutely the 42nd Tank Brigade was operating this time under the personal leadership of the Front commander? Only who was directing the Front over those two days?


    The news of the enemy’s surprise capture of Orel rang out through the Soviet command like a clap of thunder from a clear blue sky. An important administrative center and a major railway terminal and road hub had fallen into enemy hands, and became a staging area for the German forces’ further offensive. The enemy now had the opportunity to use an excellent highway for supplying the troops. The abandonment of the city to a great extent disrupted the plans of the Soviet command. At this time, units of the recently created 1st Guards Special Rifle Corps under the command of D. D. Leliushenko were supposed to be assembling north of Orel. It was originally intended to use the corps to land a powerful blow against the enemy grouping that had penetrated the Briansk Front. In connection with Orel’s loss, it was given a new assignment – with a counterattack from the Mtsensk area to stop the further advance of the enemy’s panzer forces. When giving Leliushenko his orders, I. V. Stalin drew a line along the Zusha River with a red pencil and said, “Don’t let the enemy get beyond Mtsensk under any circumstances.”


    Leliushenko’s corps was supposed to have the 5th and 6th Guards Rifle and the 41st Cavalry Divisions, the 4th and 11th Tank Brigades and two artillery regiments. Moreover, the corps was given the 36th Motorcycle Regiment, three Guards mortar battalions, the cadets and instructors of the Tula Artillery School, and the 6th Reserve Aviation Group consisting of four aviation regiments. The Stavka took measures to secure the assembly of the 1st Guards Rifle Corps’ formations. By means of announcements, the People’s Commissariat and the commandants of railroad stations were given instructions to hasten the movements of the trains of the Corps, the 49th Army’s headquarters, and the 5th Guards and 194th Rifle Divisions to Tula and Kaluga.


    The 5th Airborne Corps (the 10th and 201st Airborne Brigades), commanded by Colonel S. S. Gur’ev, was urgently transferred by air from Iaroslavl’ to the Orel and Mtsensk areas to join the 1st Guards Special Rifle Corps. It had been intended to land the corps on the airfield in Orel, but in connection with its seizure by the enemy, its destination was changed. However, one of its battalions, evidently failing to get this change in plans, nevertheless made an attempt to land at the Orel airfield under enemy anti-aircraft artillery fire. In a short period, approximately 5,500 airborne soldiers with their weapons and equipment had been moved approximately 500 kilometers. The airborne troops quickly organized a defense 5-6 kilometers from the northeast outskirts of the city along the banks of the Optukha River. They held that line until the approach of Colonel M. E. Katukov’s 4th Tank Brigade.


    From the memoirs of 1st Guards Special Rifle Corps commander General D. D. Leliushenko:


    
      The 132nd Border [Guards] Regiment under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Piiashev, who tried to get in touch with [his] old command, was in the area of Orel. The regiment was given the order to block the highway 8-10 kilometers to the northeast of Orel and to hold that line until the Corps’ main forces approached. Since the Border Guardsmen were only armed with rifles and grenades, th 36th Motorcycle Regiment transferred two BA-6 armored cars, 12 motorcycles with machine guns and more than 200 anti-tank mines to them as a reinforcement.


      At 2100 an enemy reconnaissance unit of two light tanks, six armored personnel carriers and 15 motorcycles attacked the regiment’s position. The enemy retreated, leaving behind one tank, two armored personnel carriers and eight motorcycles, but also around 20 killed and wounded. The regiment commander sent us eight prisoners, who had been captured in this fighting. According to their information we learned that units of the 4th Panzer Division of the XXIV Motorized Corps of Guderian’s Second Panzer Group was located in Orel. This intelligence was very opportune.


      On 4 October, Colonel M. E. Katukov’s 4th Tank Brigade in Mtsensk arrived aboard several trains … Immediately upon arrival the first echelons of the brigade were split into two strong reconnaissance groups and given the mission to reveal the strength and intentions of the enemy grouping occupying Orel. Battalion commander Captain V. G. Gusev was placed in command of the first group, which had seven T-34 and KV tanks. It was to burst into Orel unexpectedly, and through fighting reconnoiter the enemy in the city and seize prisoners. The second reconnaissance group of eight T-34s under the command of tank company commander Senior Lieutenant A. F. Burda received the assignment to swing around Orel via the route Mtsensk – Domnino – Grachevka and break into the city from the southeast, probe the enemy strength and take prisoners. The 36th Motorcycle Regiment was as before to continue to reconnaissance on a broad front along the previously indicated axis, to figure out the enemy’s intentions timely and to make certain that the enemy didn’t get around our flanks.


      Both tank reconnaissance groups on 4 October set out to fulfill the given orders. At noon Captain Gusev’s group reached the northeastern outskirts of Orel. In order to scout the city, it sent forward a patrol consisting of a tank platoon (3 T-34 tanks) headed by platoon commander Junior Lieutenant G. F. Ovchinnikov. With a bold attack, the scouts destroyed two German guns and rushed into the city. In order to reinforce the patrol, Captain Gusev dispatched two KV tanks under the command of Lieutenant V. I. Rakov. Remaining with the core of the group on the northeastern outskirts of the city, he also sent out patrol tanks to the flanks.


      Gusev’s tankers acted daringly, destroying enemy tanks, armored personnel carriers, trucks and light vehicles with fire and ramming. When on the verge of running out of fuel and ammunition, there occurred an unexpected collision with five enemy armored personnel carriers. With a lightning attack, the Germans were finished; eight soldiers and one officer were taken prisoner. Among the spoils an operational map was discovered and it together with the officer was urgently sent to Moscow. Chief of the General Staff Marshal of the Soviet Union B. M. Shaposhnikov congratulated the scouts over the telephone for the valuable evidence and promised to expedite the arrival of the divisions that had been assigned to the corps.98

    


    Thanks to the captured map, they managed to discover the composition of the German grouping on this sector of the front.


    On 3 October, Colonel M. E. Katukov’s 4th Tank Brigade received a tank regiment (49 tanks), a motorized rifle battalion, an anti-aircraft artillery battalion, a repair and maintenance company and other specialized auxiliary units. The tank regiment had two battalions, the first of which was equipped with BT-7 tanks; the second had a company each of medium (T-34), light (T-60) and heavy (KV) tanks. The brigade’s personnel were drawn from veterans of the 15th Tank Division, which had been withdrawn from the front for reforming, and was replenished by recruits of the Stalingrad Oblast Military Commissariat. Katukov, using the combat experience of the frontline tankers, managed over a short period (a little more than a month) to train and hammer together the brigade, and to forge effective cooperation among the crews and units of the brigade.


    In a complex sequence of actions at Mtsensk, units of the 4th Tank Brigade in cooperation with the 11th Tank Brigade, under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel V. A. Bondar’, and other units of the 1st Guards Rifle Corps inflicted heavy losses on the divisions of the enemy’s XXIV Motorized Corps, delaying its advance toward Tula for two weeks. The brigade commander employed the tactic of tank ambushes, skillfully exploiting the superiority of the T-34 tanks in armor, armament and cross-terrain capabilities over the German tanks. The brigade’s tankers, repulsing enemy attacks, demonstrated uncommon skill and courage. For example, the 2nd Tank Battalion under the command of Captain A. A. Raftopullo, which was equipped with BT-7, T-26 and T-60 tanks, inflicted serious damage to the enemy in a battle at the village of Il’kovo. Altogether, 43 enemy tanks were knocked-out. Raftopullo was wounded but remained remained at his post. He was awarded the title Hero of the Soviet Union.


    M. E. Katukov’s tankers over the eight days of fighting lost 87 men (of which 27 were killed) and 28 tanks (nine of which were totally destroyed, six which went missing, and the remainder were evacuated from the battlefields). In return, the brigade claimed 133 German tanks knocked-out. In addition, the enemy lost two armored cars, two tankettes, four field guns, six long-range guns, eight aircraft, 12 vehicles, two railroad tank cars, 15 anti-tank guns, 15 prime movers, four anti-aircraft guns, and up to a regiment of infantry.


    After the fighting at Mtsensk, the German 4th Panzer Division had only 38 serviceable tanks.99 In connection with the heavy losses, a special investigation of the division was conducted. Guderian was forced to acknowledge that his adversaries had gained experience. Here is how he recalled these battles:


    
      On October 6th our headquarters was moved forward to Sevsk. 4th Panzer Division was attacked by Russian tanks to the south of Mzensk [Mtsensk] and went through some bad hours. This was the first occasion on which the vast superiority of the Russian T-34 to our tanks became plainly apparent. The division suffered grievous casualties. The rapid advance on Tula which we had planned had therefore to be abandoned for the moment.


      … Descriptions of the quality and, above all, of the new tactical handling of the Russian tanks were very worrying … The Russians attacked us frontally with infantry, while they sent their tanks in, in mass formation, against our flanks. They were learning … I decided to visit the 4th Panzer Division at once and find out for myself what the situation was. On the battlefields that had been fought over during the 6th and 7th of October the commander of the battlegroup that had been engaged there himself described the course of the fighting to me. The tanks knocked out on either side were still in position. The damage suffered by the Russians was considerably less than that to our own tanks.100

    


    Halder observed in his diary on 6 October: “Guderian’s Panzer Army [Guderian’s Second Panzer Group had been renamed the Second Panzer Army] has come under heavy attack from the northeast on its way from Orel to Tula (4th Panzer Division).”101


    It is interesting that prior to the fighting at Mtsensk, the T-34s, unlike the KV tanks, hadn’t made any special impression on the enemy, judging from the published memoirs of German authors, even though the KV tanks were significantly fewer in number than the T-34. This situation can be explained perhaps by the fact that the KV crews were staffed by officers; only the driver-mechanic could be below officer rank. Their level of training was much superior to that of the crews, which fought in tanks of other types. They fought with more skill, which is why the Germans recalled them.


    
      [image: ]


      Commander of the 4th (from 11 November 1941, the 1st Guards) Tank Brigade M. E. Katukov.

    


    The successful actions of Colonel M. E. Katukov’s 4th Tank Brigade demonstrated once again that the training level of the crews, their combat know-how, and the capability of the command to correctly employ the tank forces were just as important as the tactical-technical characteristics of the tanks. Soon the 4th Tank Brigade was converted into the 1st Guards Tank Brigade.


    Soviet aviation played a large role in delaying the offensive of the enemy’s XXIV Motorized Corps. Units of the reserve aviation group, which primarily operated in small groups usually consisting of a single flight, repeatedly struck the enemy’s columns. The flights took off to attack the enemy columns one after the other with the idea of keeping the Germans under constant harassment. Under attack the enemy columns, as a rule, would come to a halt, while the motorized infantry would hastily scatter in every direction, trying to find shelter in ditches and slight depressions in the ground. At the low altitudes of attack, the effectiveness of German anti-aircraft fire was sharply reduced, so the losses of our ground attack planes were correspondingly lower.


    A raid by pilots of the 74th ShAP and 42nd IAP on the airfield of Orel-West was also not badly organized. Two aviation regiments – it sounds impressive, but they had no more than six ground attack planes and 12 fighters. The group took off, despite the forecast of bad weather, and managed to catch the adversary completely unawares. Four runs on the target resulted (according to Soviet data) in the damage or destruction of up to 70 German aircraft. The group returned without losses. According to eyewitness statements from Germans on the ground, the appearance of the Russian airplanes from out of the rising sun was completely unexpected. However, they were already very ready for a second attack, and patrolling fighters and anti-aircraft gunners shot down all the Soviet ground attack aircraft that took part in a repeat attack. Even in this case, as usual, each side tended to exaggerate the adversary’s losses. Later, captured German pilots estimated the losses from the first raid as just 10-12 aircraft.102


    Let’s now shift our focus back to the north, in order to examine the situation in Western Front’s rear area. By the end of 3 October, the enemy had managed to break through the Front’s defenses and to seize two small bridgeheads on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, along which ran the forward edge of the first belt of the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line. In the circumstances that had arisen, this previously prepared line might have played an important role in halting an enemy offensive. However, it was just here and now that the Stavka’s neglect of clearly delineating lines and areas of responsibility, and its failure to organize cooperation between the Western Front and the armies of the second echelon Reserve Front, made itself known. Troops of the Reserve Front’s 32nd Army and those units of its 49th Army that still hadn’t boarded trains were now involved in combat with the Germans. The Stavka at this moment should have taken upon itself the organization of cooperation between the two Fronts on this axis, or should have operationally subordinated the 31st and 32nd Armies to the Western Front. In the course of 3 and 4 October, neither one nor the other thing was done!


    It was also at this time, when the troops of Boldin’s operational group were locked in savage fighting with superior enemy forces on the right bank of the Dnepr, that the divisions of the 49th Army, which had been occupying prior to this a prepared line from the mouth of the Viaz’ma River northwards, were continuing the regrouping that had started on 2 October in accordance with the Stavka decision. Before the start of the regrouping, the 49th Army’s divisions had been holding rather wide sectors. For example, the 220th Rifle Division, which had been assigned to the regrouping, was at the end of September deployed on the Valutino – Bulashovo sector that stretched for 35 kilometers. Now its units were turning over their sectors of the defense and moving out toward entraining stations. The engineered works and minefield sectors were left with minimal protection. In order to cover the abandoned sectors of the fortifications, the divisions of the 31st and 32nd Armies had to extend their fronts.


    Thus, units of the 32nd Army’s 140th Rifle Division on the morning of 2 October had just begun to take over the sector of defense previously held by the 248th Rifle Division’s 905th Rifle Regiment and the line occupied by the 49th Army’s 194th Rifle Division on the banks of the Dnepr from Shabrykino to Sopotov (12 kilometers north of the highway). The division command post was deployed in Mikhalevo. At this time, there was no communication link with the neighboring 19th Army.103 It was just then when the Germans seized bridgeheads in the sector of the 248th Rifle Division, units of which were loading onto trains at that time. Therefore the bridges over the Dnepr River as well remained without adequate guard, and there was no-one to demolish them.


    Although the upper reaches of the river are not wide (25-40 meters) or particularly deep (0.7 to 3.0 meters), it presented a major anti-tank obstacle. The approaches to it were covered by the fire from a variety of defensive works on its eastern bank. Concrete information on the readiness of the defensive line on this sector could not be found. However, judging from German aerial reconnaissance, the results of which had been marked on a map, the density of field works in the area where the Germans seized their bridgeheads was significantly lower than it was in the sectors of defense of the 140th and 2nd Rifle Divisions.


    It is possible to assess the general condition of Rzhev-Viaz’ma line on 1 October by a report from the 31st Army’s Military Council, according to which a fortified defensive belt extending for 265-270 kilometers had primarily been completed in the sector between Ostashkov and Valutino (30 kilometers west of Sychevka). Altogether, four 76mm pedestal gun mounts, 20 [20] reinforced concrete DOT-4 combination 45mm anti-tank gun/twin-mounted 7.62mm machine gun casemates; 119 [119] NPS-3 (KP0-3) bunkers for Maxim heavy machine guns; 110 [94] 76mm anti-tank artillery emplacements, including four cruciform-mounted guns; 80 [80] 45 mm anti-tank artillery emplacements, 17 machine-gun emplacements, 178 log bunkers for artillery, 723 log bunkers for machine guns, and 26 concealed firing positions were constructed (the numbers within the brackets indicates the quantity of the specific type of works that were manned by troops). Altogether 1,277 fortifications and emplacements were built, of which 317 were occupied by troops on 1 October.


    The belt was divided into 61 battalion centers of resistance, of which 41 were in the first echelon. However, only 18 battalions manned the first echelon – on average, one battalion for each regiment-sized sector. The troops were extended into a single line. The companies, battalions, regiment and divisions had no second echelons, therefore the depth of the defense was no more than 4-6 kilometers. There was a need for 10 additional machine-gun battalions and two or three more divisions. Simply put, the divisions simply didn’t have the manpower to occupy the all the fortifications in their wide sectors of defense (the 110th Rifle Division – 22 kilometers; the 249th Rifle Division – 80-85 kilometers; the 247th Rifle Division – 70 kilometers, the 119th Rifle Division – 55 kilometers). The report ominously noted that the empty pillboxes and bunkers could easily be occupied by the enemy.104


    No matter how strange it may seem, the command of the 32nd Army had no communications link with the Western Front and knew nothing about the dire situation in front of it on the approaches to the Dnepr River. Judging from everything that happened, it had no clue that major enemy forces were closing in on its positions. Therefore, no active measures whatsoever were taken to buttress the defense on the threatened axis. In the 31st and 32nd Armies they learned of the enemy’s capture of Kholm-Zhirkovskii only on 4 October, that is, after its fall, from a message from the 42nd Army headquarters (as before, they still had no communications with the Western Front). Obviously, the divisions that had begun boarding trains as part of the Stavka-initiated regrouping had conducted no reconnaissance across the Dnepr. Therefore, the enemy’s arrival on the river came as a complete surprise for them. The Germans managed from the march to seize two intact bridges across the Dnepr east of Kholm-Zhirkovskii, and immediately crossed several tanks to the eastern bank. On the next day, under the cover of heavy artillery and mortar fire, they also forced crossings of the Dnepr in the sector of the 220th and 248th Rifle Divisions, brought 25-30 tanks over the river to the eastern bank, and dug in around the two small bridgeheads.


    Strangely, despite the worsening situation in the Western Front’s sector, the regrouping of the divisions underway continued even in the following days. The 110th Rifle Division moved out to the area of the 247th Rifle Division’s defense, leaving behind the 1287th Rifle Regiment, which passed to the operational control of the 249th Rifle Division, in the Zaplav’e – Pokrovskii State Farm sector. The boundary here with the 119th Rifle Division at Stepankovo was screened by the 9th Company and a company of the Division’s blocking detachment. The 247th Rifle Division with the 510th Howitzer Artillery Regiment from the Supreme Command Reserve, the 873rd Anti-tank Artillery Regiment, and the 297th Machine-Gun Battalion was in turn supposed to defend the fortified sector on the front Lipovka – Valutino. However, not everything went smoothly. For example, already later the 126th Rifle Division (which had been transferred from the 22nd Army to reinforce the 31st Army) had assembled at its designated entraining points by 2000 4 October. However, by 0200 5 October, not a single train had shown up to move the division. The Luftwaffe systematically bombed the vital lateral railroad behind the Soviet lines, obstructing the maneuvering of reserves.


    From the memoirs of Major-General Vashkevich, the commander of the 2nd Rifle Division:


    
      Commanders of the 32nd Army’s divisions learned that the enemy had gone on the offensive only on 3 October. Prior to this they had to rely on fragmentary and contradictory reports. On the evening of 3 October, the commander of the 32nd Army Major-General S. V. Vishnevsky informed me of the situation in only the most general terms, and mentioned that in the area of Kholm-Zhirkovskii, up to 100 enemy tanks had appeared opposite the 13th People’s Militia Division [the 140th Rifle Division, the 2nd Rifle Division’s right-hand neighbor] from Moscow’s Rostoskinskii District.


      On the sector of our neighbor on the left – the 7th People’s Militia Division from the Baumanskii District [the 29th Rifle Division, which at 1400 4 October was occupying the line Dorogobuzh – Boldino – Shtarm – Belomir], which was occupying the left bank of the Dnepr as far as Dorogobuzh – fascist forces had still not appeared. For us, what had happened in the El’nia area and to the south remained unknown. All signals links had been severed, and reconnaissance still wasn’t sending us reports.


      … At this time, information arrived that major enemy tank forces had taken Spas-Demensk and Mosal’sk.105

    


    The situation in the Belyi area continued to deteriorate and the real threat of encirclement arose. It isn’t clear why the commander of the Western Front made no attempt at least to establish communications with the Reserve Front’s 32nd Army through Moscow, in order to organize cooperation with it. Or at least why he didn’t raise this issue on 3 October. It isn’t fitting to rebuke Konev formally for the situation that had developed. The organization of cooperation between fronts, especially given the sharp change in the situation – that’s a matter for General Headquarters. Now this constant foot-dragging with coming to decisions and delays with their implementation had in fact led to multiple crises. There was a reason why the adversary had taken into account the Soviet command’s “primitive forms of command of the troops and primitive forms of directing the combat” when making their plans for Operation Typhoon. Unfortunately, to a large extent the Germans proved to be correct in their expectations.


    By this time, all the attention of the Reserve Front commander was totally focused on localizing the enemy breakthrough on the Iukhnov axis. Budenny had lost control over the 43rd Army, and he was showing little concern about the situation in the sector of the 31st and 32nd Armies, which he viewed only as a source of reserves for his front. Meanwhile Konev, the Western Front commander, was responsible for the defense of the Viaz’ma axis. He believed that the Reserve Front’s 31st Army, 49th Army and part of the 32nd Army were deployed behind his front. However, in his own words, it was only from his conversation with Budenny on the night of 5 October that he supposedly found out that the divisions of the 49th Army had abandoned their positions at the Stavka’s direction. If so, he is having us believe that he hadn’t even been informed that an entire army was being withdrawn from a well-fortified line behind his front. Perhaps someone had simply forgotten to notify him or they didn’t consider it necessary to inform him about the Stavka directive? However, Ivan Stepanovich Konev in this case is plainly dissembling. He forgot that he had sent his deputy, Lieutenant-General S. A. Kalinin to clarify the situation on the Dnepr, and that the latter had informed him that several divisions of the 49th Army were being sent to railway stations for loading onto trains.


    Thus, on 4 October at 1950, General Kalinin reported to Konev regarding the situation on the eastern bank of the Dnepr:


    
      … [the enemy’s] forward units, having infiltrated beyond the Dnepr River, continue to occupy the villages Tikhanovo, Glushkovo, Alad’ino and Ust’e [the latter two locations are on the western bank of the Dnepr 5-6 kilometers east of Kholm-Zhirkovskii]. His strength in this region is not more than a battalion with 20 tanks.


      On the prepared line along the eastern bank of Dnepr River, the 140th Rifle Division is occupying the sector between the mouth of the Viaz’ma River and Sopotov. It reached this line on 2.10; its front is 25 kilometers. Two regiments are in the first echelon, one in the second. It [the line] is poorly occupied. Prepared entrenchments and log bunkers are not being utilized. [Here and further, the emphasis is mine – the author.]


      North of the river mouth, the defenses should be occupied by the 248th Rifle Division.106 It had been withdrawn to Novoduginskaia for entraining and is now returning. Division commander Major-General Sverchevsky is now with me in the village of Tychkovo. The regiments will arrive by the middle of the night. There is now in front of us only a company from a special battalion and there are two battalions of the 952nd Rifle Regiment opposite Glushkovo. The division commander intends to toss the enemy back beyond Dnepr River at dawn on 5.10.


      With the arrival of the 248th Rifle Division the situation will improve, but it must not be considered secure. Intervention is required. I would consider it completely necessary to unify command on this front, including the prepared line on the Dnepr River, in your hands.


      I am driving off for the Dnepr River and will continue to carry out your instructions.


      My health and that of my adjutant are fine. I’ve been bandaged, the bullet didn’t remain embedded, and my skull wasn’t damaged.


      S. Kalinin107

    


    The commanders of Briansk Front and Western Front request permission to withdraw


    The German bridgeheads on the eastern bank of the Dnepr came as a very unpleasant surprise to the Soviet command. Now everything depended upon the promptness and resolve displayed by the 32nd Army commander. According to the information in the Reserve Front headquarters’ Operational Summary No. 138 from 4 October at 2100, the situation of the 32nd Army’s forces was as follows:


    
      •At 1800 on 4 October, two regiments of the 248th Rifle Division that had returned from entraining station were locked in combat over the Dnepr River crossing at Glushkovo. By 2000, it had assembled its previously withdrawn units along the Dnepr in the sector running from Parshino to the mouth of the Viaz’ma River. An attack by two enemy infantry companies had been driven back in the vicinity of the Tikhanovo crossing.


      •The bulk of the 220th Rifle Division was still in its occupied positions, but one regiment was in the process of entraining at Sychevka Station. The 389th Howitzer Artillery Regiment (of the 194th Rifle Division) was moving toward Semlevo Station for entraining.


      •After its unloading, the 18th Rifle Division had reached the Dnepr River in the Mostovaia – Volochek (the present-day settlement of Nakhimovskoe in a bend of the Dnepr River 50 kilometers northwest of Viaz’ma) sector on a 12-kilometer-wide front, ready to attack in the second echelon. The 2nd Rifle Division was defending its former line along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River. Communications with the 140th and 2nd Rifle Division were normal, but the 32nd Army headquarters could only communicate with the 222nd, 248th and 18th Rifle Divisions via messengers.108

    


    From this operational summary, it is impossible to grasp how critical the situation was that had developed in this area. There is not a word about the capture of two bridges by the enemy and the establishment of German bridgeheads on the eastern bank of the Dnepr. Urgent measures had to be taken before the enemy could reinforce the bridgeheads, and aviation had to be given the assignment to destroy the bridges. However, the commander of the 32nd Army had neither aircraft nor Katiusha rocket launchers at his disposal. There were also no communications with the Western Front, while Konev was back-pedaling. Marshal Budenny had one concern: how to find the forces to halt the enemy in the 43rd Army sector. He had no interest in what was happening on the Viaz’ma axis.


    Konev recalls:


    
      In connection with the situation that had arisen, on 4 October I reported to Stalin about the situation on the Western Front and the breakthrough in the sector of the Reserve Front in the area of Spas-Demensk, as well as about the threat of the emergence of a major enemy grouping in the rear of the Western Front’s 19th, 16th and 20 Armies from the direction of Kholm-Zhirkovskii. Stalin heard me out; however, he took no decisions. The connection was lost and further conversation came to a halt. I immediately reported to Chief of the General Staff Marshal Shaposhnikov in more detail about the breakthrough on the Western Front in the direction of Kholm-Zhirkovskii, and that an especially threatening situation had arisen on Reserve Front’s sector [emphasis the author’s – it isn’t clear which sector he is talking about]. I requested permission to withdraw the troops of our front to the Gzhatsk defensive line.109 Shaposhnikov listened to my report and said that he would pass it along to the Stavka. However, the Stavka decision didn’t come on this day.110

    


    Konev proposed to withdraw his troops immediately to the Gzhatsk line. Apparently he was planning to fall back through the line on the Dnepr River that was being occupied by the Reserve Front forces, and under their cover take up a defense and restore order among the formations of his front. However, in the first place the Gzhatsk line had not been prepared for defense, and secondly, Konev’s proposal meant a bound of 140-150 kilometers all at once from the line then being occupied by the 16th and 20th Armies, in order to take up a new defense 45-50 kilometers behind the prepared Rzhev-Viaz’ma line. Considering the proximity of the capital, who would assume such a responsibility? Such a deep withdrawal would also entail the sacrifice of the advantageous defensive line along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, which the weak forces of the 32nd Army were hardly in a condition to hold on their own. Shaposhnikov was not the sort of man to make such a proposal to Stalin (and moreover defend it). Moreover, Konev hadn’t told him the entire truth about the situation in his sector of the front. We’ll return later to Konev’s conversations with Shaposhnikov.


    Marshal Budenny, having acknowledged that he didn’t have the strength to stop the enemy or at least to delay the German advance on the Iukhnov axis, in distinction from Konev didn’t venture to raise the question about the withdrawal of the Reserve Front to a prepared line in the rear. He remembered well the thematic lesson, taught to him by Stalin, when he (Budenny) had supported Southwestern Front’s proposal to withdraw and to abandon Kiev. Meanwhile, the threat of a deep encirclement of the armies of the southern wing of the Reserve Front, and then of the Western Front as well, was rising.


    On 5 October at 1620, the Reserve Front headquarters reported to the Chief of the General Staff in Combat Dispatch No. 049/op about the difficult operational situation that had taken shape on the Front’s left wing:


    
      1. According to unverified reports, disorganized units of the 43rd Army were continuing to retreat to the north and northeast. Signalers from Ugra Station are reporting that the area of Vskhody, 20 kilometers southwest of Ugra Station, has been seized by enemy forward units. At 7.00 5.10.41, information was received from the 43rd Army headquarters about the situation at the end of 4.10.41. The situation of the 43rd Army’s forces at 12.00 5.10.41 is unknown. There are no communications by wire or radio.111


      2. According to aerial reconnaissance, Iukhnov and Mosal’sk are under enemy control. According to a message from the 24th Army’s VVS at 10.30 on 5.10.41 a reconnaissance flight over Kuvshinovo, 10 kilometers northeast of Iukhnov, spotted two armor columns of up to 1,000 vehicles along the road and highway to the southwest as far as the Popolta River [emphasis here and further the author’s].


      3. The 33rd Army’s situation is unknown [there had been no communications with it for more than 24 hours].


      4. The situation on the left flank of the Reserve Front has become extremely serious. There is nothing with which to block the breakthrough created along the Moscow highway. The 29th Rifle Division and an anti-tank battalion sent from the 32nd Army to Iukhnov haven’t had time to reach it. They will close up to it only at the end of 5.10. Aircraft observed the forward units of the division at 16.00 5.10 on the march to Iukhnov from the directions of Dobraia and Slobodka.


      5. The 5th Rifle Division numbering 2,580 men and the 119th Rifle Division from the 31st Army, the latter relieved by units of the 247th Rifle Division, are being sent to the Gzhatsk area instead of the Vskhody area for operating against Iukhnov or Viaz’ma and Ugra, according to the situation.


      The officer sent to Miatlevskaia Station in order to organize the detraining of the 17th Tank Brigade and to deliver orders for the defense of Iukhnov apparently never reached Miatlevskaia. There are no communications with Miatlevskaia. I can’t arrange to change the area of the 17th Tank Brigade’s detraining and to give it orders.


      6. The Front cannot hold the enemy offensive with its own forces. Measures taken by the Front are weak in strength and are late in time. In addition to systematic air strikes against the enemy motorized and mechanized columns, it is necessary for the Front to send to the Gzhatsk area no later than the morning of 7.10 two rifle divisions, two tank brigades, two or three anti-tank artillery regiments, two or three M-13 battalions, and to send to the area of Medyn’ no less than one rifle division, two to three tank brigades, and two anti-tank artillery regiments.


      Anisov, Karasev, Bogoliubov112

    


    The situation on Briansk Front also required a comprehensive solution. On the evening of 5 October Eremenko again appealed to the General Headquarters with a proposal to withdraw his forces to a rear line. Here’s an excerpt from a second message he had to send: “… The seriousness of the situation at the front compelled me again on 5.10 to layout my plan for withdrawing the armies to you in conversations over a direct line. However, the response I received from you on 5.10 cannot be deciphered, since without my authorization the cipher machine was trucked off to Khvastovichi on 5.10.” Again, his negligent aides had let him down ….


    Here, it should apparently be explained that in the Red Army an encrypting device was used in headquarters from the division and higher, with the aim of encrypting communicated messages. Encryption technology accelerated the processing of telegrams by 5 or 6 times over manual encryption and decryption, while preserving the absolute security of the communicated messages. However, there was a limited quantity of such machines. German cryptanalysts from the very beginning of the war unsuccessfully tried to read intercepted Soviet cryptograms that had been processed by the encrypting machines. The unique system of machine encryption could be revealed only by obtaining the device itself and the keys for it. It is unknown whether or not the Germans managed to crack our codes. If the Germans indeed managed to do something in this respect, then it was only in the tactical radio nets. However, we’ve gotten ahead of ourselves.


    The German command observed that Russians were much less sensitive to threats to their flanks than the French had been. In the situation that had arisen by 4 October, though, this insensitivity exceeded all sensible boundaries. The Stavka, plainly, had a poor grasp of the developing situation at the front due to the misleading reports it was receiving. The General Staff on 2 and 3 October had received glowing messages about the successful actions of the 16th, 20th and even the 24th Armies, which were repulsing enemy attacks. The 19th Army was also stubbornly fighting; though indeed it had fallen back from the main defensive belt on the right flank, it had not allowed the enemy to crack its resistance anywhere. Konev even held up Lukin’s successful actions as an example for the other army commanders. There also were reassuring dispatches from Boldin about his divisions’ attacks on their designated axes. True, each time for some reason they were launching their next attempt from start lines that had crept in the opposite direction – to the south. However, who bothered to look into the names of such little villages?


    By the end of 3 October, though, alarm bells were now ringing. In the sector of the Western Front, the enemy had advanced 55 kilometers, and in the sector of the Reserve Front, by 80 kilometers. The situation on the Briansk Front was even worse, where the enemy, having penetrated to a depth of more than 200 kilometers, had seized Orel with a sudden lunge. By 4 October, the spearheads of Hoth’s panzer group was located just 55 kilometers from Viaz’ma. The main forces of the Second and Fourth Panzer Groups, having breached the defenses of the Briansk and Reserve Fronts, had broken into operational space and were continuing an unchecked advance to the northeast. At the end of 4 October, the leading 10th Panzer Division of Fourth Panzer Group’s XXXX Motorized Corps was located just 90 kilometers from Viaz’ma, having seized Mosal’sk. The distance between it and the units of the Third Panzer Group, which had seized the bridgeheads across the Dnepr River, was 140-150 kilometers.


    At this time, forces of the left wing of the Western Front and Reserve Front’s 24th Army, which were continuing to hold the front between the breakthrough sectors, were successfully repulsing weak enemy probes, conducted by the Germans only with the aim of learning whether or not the Russians had started to retreat. They were 100-130 kilometers from Viaz’ma. Three armies of the Briansk Front, which were deeply enveloped from the north and the south, also remained far to the west. It could hardly be expected that the enemy formations would stubbornly continue to advance to the east, leaving such large Soviet groupings in their rear. The enemy’s plan grew increasingly clear – the encirclement and destruction of major portions of the Western and Reserve Fronts. The danger of their encirclement with each hour was becoming more tangible. The same thing threatened the Briansk Front as well.


    The causes for the collapse of three Soviet Front defenses


    The higher Soviet command most likely now understood the full danger of the situation that had developed, though it continued to act indecisively. I. V. Stalin, doubtlessly sensing his complicity in the recent – just two weeks ago – catastrophic defeat at Kiev, could in no way anticipate a repetition of the same course of events on the Moscow axis. He wavered. The Chief of the General Staff Shaposhnikov, who had more military experience, might have, pointing to the tragic fate of the Southwestern Front, tried to convince Stalin of the need to withdraw the armies; especially after two of the front commanders, Konev and Eremenko, had requested permission to withdraw their troops. However, the Stavka on 4 October evaded the difficult decision, although its members still had the image of the recent destruction of the Southwestern Front fresh in their minds. We’ll dwell on this extremely important question, about when and under what circumstances the decision to retreat the forces was made, in the next chapter.


    Meanwhile, we’ll attempt to sum up some of the results of the first days of the Moscow strategic defensive operation and simultaneously examine the reasons for the quick collapse of the defense of the three fronts on the western strategic direction that led to the most important political, economic and military center of the country. On all three fronts, the main defensive belt was breached on the very first day of the offensive, allowing the enemy’s spearheads on this same day to advance 40-60 kilometers into the depth of the Briansk and Reserve Fronts. The pace of the enemy advance in the sector of the Western Front averaged more than 25 kilometers a day for the first two days of the offensive. For the third time since the start of the war, a Soviet strategic line of defense was broken through simultaneously in three sectors.


    Each of the fronts had their own specific reasons for their individual failures, but there were also common causes. In the official history, as is common in such cases, emphasis is placed on the Germans’ superiority over our forces and their possession of the strategic initiative, which allowed it to choose the time and place of attack. However, the enemy’s advantage in strength and resources at the start of Operation Typhoon wasn’t as significant as sometimes presented. The given relative strength of the opposing sides allowed the front commands sufficient forces if not to repel the attacks, then at least to check the enemy offensive long enough to bring up reserves from the depth and shift forces from quiet sectors of the front to the threatened sector. However, this didn’t happen. What was it that hindered our command from using the advantages of the defense, including the defensive lines in the rear that had been prepared beforehand? It was for the most part the mistakes and miscalculations committed in the preparation and conduct of the defense on all levels of command, starting with the Stavka and the General Staff.


    To the first place belongs the Stavka’s underestimation of the strength and capabilities of the enemy groupings operating against our three fronts. Having underestimated the enemy’s ability to reinforce the central axis so quickly, the Stavka members were mistaken in assessing how long the enemy would need to prepare for a new operation on such a massive scale. Soviet intelligence failed to detect in time the adversary’s major regrouping of forces from the flanks of the Soviet-German front to the Western strategic direction. This led to a delay in adopting the decision to go over to the so-called rigid defense. The continued launching of local attacks under various pretexts in the meantime led only to excessive losses. The Soviet forces didn’t have sufficient time to prepare a defense capable of resisting the foe’s powerful attacks. This was a chronic illness of the Soviet higher military leadership, which had been lulled by their own assessments of the damage that had been inflicted on the enemy in the course of the preceding battles and clashes. How many times this mistake would be repeated in the course of the war!


    The underestimation of the enemy’s reconnaissance abilities, especial aerial, to reveal our system of defense was also telling. For example, for some reason the Soviet command believed that the enemy would only be capable of “gnawing” its way through the well-prepared defenses on the Viaz’ma or Briansk directions. It is possible to say even more, but we’ll stop here, noting only that the underestimation of the enemy’s abilities, his shock strength, and the mobility of his panzer and motorized formations underlies all the mistakes and miscalculations, both before and during the Moscow defensive operation.


    The second place by rights belongs to the opposite side of the same coin – the overestimation of our own capabilities. The Soviet command had managed to a certain degree to replenish the forces on the Western Direction after 10 September, when it had finally halted large-scale offensive operations that had not yielded results commensurate with the casualties and loss of equipment. In fact, they brought them back up to such a level of strength that under various pretexts, local attacks continued until 28 September; such advocates of “improving the tactical position” as the commander of Briansk Front, who keenly sensed the desires of the Boss, continued to attack the adversary right up to the start of Operation Typhoon. As a result, they didn’t have time to prepare a defense capable of withstanding the enemy’s concentrated blows. They couldn’t overcome the extremely costly consequences of the preceding operations, and the troops had reached the limits of their endurance. There was a reason why the adversary in his assessment noted: “… the Russian troops, operating on both sides of Viaz’ma, have become worn-out during the preceding, multi-day attacks on the Smolensk axis.” The staffing level of the Soviet divisions with personnel grew in terms of percentages, owing only to the switch to the reduced TO&Es. There was a shortage of weapons, equipment, ammunition and materiel, including means of communication and transportation.


    The heavy losses, among officers as well, sharply reduced the already low level of tactical proficiency among the commanders of units and elements, not to mention the weak training of personnel and the untrained replacements. The soldier’s belief in the capability of the command to achieve success had eroded to a significant extent, due to the large losses that far exceeded the enemy’s own losses.


    Even so, the commands of the Western, Reserve and Briansk Fronts still had ample strength to put up a more organized and stubborn defense to the German “Typhoon”, had it been used correctly. Numerous works and studies properly note the pernicious influence of the Stavka’s major oversight regarding the arrangement of the fronts’ zones of responsibility on the course of the fighting – the aforementioned disorganization with respect to boundaries and lines, which due to inertia were never clarified after the Smolensk battles. At the start of Operation Typhoon, two of Reserve Front’s armies were in the first echelon, while the remaining four, in essence, comprised a strategic reserve, but for some reason remained subordinate to Budenny. This was why this second echelon never in fact received the directives to go over to a rigid defense. Cooperation between the Western Front and the armies of Reserve Front located behind it was not organized. Judging from Konev’s memoirs, he was even ignorant of the layout of the prepared defensive lines in the rear of Western Front: after all, he had no intention of retreating. The mutual ignorance reached the point where combat engineers of the 31st Army mined the lateral roads behind the Western Front, which Konev had intended to use for maneuvering his troops. On the whole, it should be recognized that the armies of the Reserve Front, deployed on the prepared Rzhev-Viaz’ma line as a strategic reserve, never fully played the role that had been assigned to them in the defense of Moscow.


    Sometimes the opinion is expressed that there was a sufficient amount of overall strength to deploy the troops and weapons in two operational-strategic echelons: the forces of the Western and Briansk Fronts in the first echelon, and the Reserve Front in the second echelon. There is a doubtless logic in this, and possibly such an arrangement would have facilitated the handling of the strategic grouping on the whole. However, in our opinion, it was already too late and even dangerous to undertake such a large-scale reshuffling as the reassignment of Reserve Front’s first echelon 24th and 43rd Armies to either Western or Briansk Front, given the concomitant need to rearrange lines of command and supply. It would have been simpler to extend the boundary line between the Western and Reserve Front back to the lateral Torzhok – Rzhev – Viaz’ma – Ugra rail line, leaving the 33rd Army to Budenny as his second echelon and subordinating the 31st and 32nd Armies to Konev. The depth of Western Front’s defenses would have increased to 110-120 kilometers. In this case, Konev would have acquired a full-fledged second echelon and the possibility of organizing cooperation with the armies on the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line. It would have been simple to implement the reassignment of the second echelon armies. Incidentally, this in fact had to be done later, but now while trying to repulse enemy attacks when there was an acute lack of time and a loss of communications.


    The Stavka and the front commands were also mistaken with respect to the strength and direction of the enemy attacks. When making decisions about a defense, all elements of the situation must be assessed, but the primary factor of consideration must be the enemy and his groupings, intentions and operational methods. The degree of relative danger of possible attacks on different axes must be weighed, and the most dangerous one for our troops must be discerned, which also means it is the most advantageous one for the enemy. This is the art of military command. Only then in accordance with the drawn conclusions are the directions and areas chosen for concentrating your main efforts, which is in itself the main decision when on the defense. Ideally, if they don’t coincide fully with the axis of the main enemy attack, then they should at least allow the opportunity to counter it rapidly through the movement of reserves. Unfortunately, the Stavka and the front commanders largely ignored the intelligence information and the opinions of the army commanders. The latter were given a passive role, serving merely to pass along directions from above to subordinates.


    Our command did not always consider the enemy’s abilities to conceal his regroupings and his experience in conducting disinformation measures. Thus, on not a single front was the enemy’s axis of main attack correctly identified, which means the defenses were not properly arranged to receive it. For example, in the sector of the Western Front, the greater portion of the detected enemy divisions, including all of his panzer divisions, were concentrated around Dukhovshchina, a major road hub. By design, Von Bock and Hoth selected the assembly area of their main grouping in a place seemingly unsuitable for the mass use of armor, closer to the Moscow highway (16-18 kilometers north of it) and distant from the anticipated direction of attack. Their deception, as we have seen, worked.


    The armies’ shallow defenses and low mobility of reserves (with the exception of the tank brigades) also contributed to the enemy’s swift penetration of the defensive front and subsequent rapid pace of advance. Delays in reaching decisions and issuing orders for the counterattacks meant that the troops had little time to prepare for them. They were conducted without establishing a superiority of force on the axis of counterattack and without arranging artillery and air support. Thus the counterstrokes by the front reserves in the best case (Group Boldin) had only limited success.


    The Germans, having penetrated the defenses on a narrow front, took immediate steps to widen the breach and to seize and fortify advantageous positions for repulsing attempts by the adversary to attack the flanks of the main grouping. As a rule, the Germans would at first repel the counterattacks with fire from fixed positions, and then they would quickly follow up with an attack of their own. Sometimes, the Soviet decision for a counterattack was implemented with completely inadequate forces, without regard for the concrete situation, based upon the generally correct, but erroneously interpreted principle of active defense, and sometimes simply under pressure “from above”. In some instances, it would have been better with the available forces to occupy a suitable line and repel the enemy attack with fire from fixed positions.


    After three months of fighting it was now possible to analyze the enemy’s views, and his tactical and operational techniques for cracking our defenses and for further developing the operation. Following the decisive rupture of our front by the enemy in three locations it was possible to forecast his likely further actions. The Germans by all means sought to launch an offensive in sectors where they had previously been conducting only demonstration and pinning attacks, trying to confuse the Soviet command as much as possible. The Soviet command was thus unable timely to discern the enemy’s plan for the encirclement the main forces of the fronts behind the prepared lines of defense, so it stubbornly continued to hold sectors of the front that had not been attacked by major forces.


    In our view, it is here that the insufficient independence of the front and army commanders, and their reluctance and inability to assert their own opinions, is evident. The decisions and actions taken, while constantly looking over their shoulder at the military procurator, deprived them of the possibility to organize a timely, bold maneuver with forces taken from quiet sectors. In this regard, the German army commanders and even more the commanders of army groups had incomparably greater independence in making operational decisions. At least they didn’t fear Hitler in the same way our commanders feared Stalin. Thus our commanders in reports up the line of command didn’t always mention a bitter truth, hoping to fix the situation before it became known.


    Another reason for our forces’ unsuccessful actions when attempting to counter the enemy attacks was the low stability of our communications system. This periodically led to the loss of command and control over the troops at almost every level, from division headquarters up to the Stavka VGK. Here too the Germans repeated their well-tested approach, striking at previously identified command posts and headquarters at all levels. Wire communications at the army, front and Stavka levels were almost fully knocked-out at the outset of the enemy offensive. Meanwhile the limited quantity of radio sets of requisite power in the headquarters, the lack of skill and experience in using them, and the exaggerated fear of the enemy’s direction-finding didn’t allow the effective use of even the available means of radio communications. Yet without this, commanders had to resort to messengers, which simply could not keep up with the rapidly changing situation and made it impossible to make timely decisions and to direct the troops.

  


  
    4


    The Retreat


    The Western Front and Group Boldin are involved in heavy fighting


    In the course of 5 October, the troops of the Western Front continued to fight stubbornly, trying to delay the enemy on the breakthrough axis. The armies on the right and left wings of the Front continued to hold their positions, repelling what were in essence demonstration attacks. The Front’s journal of combat operations right up until 4 October had continued to repeat, plainly out of inertia, that the enemy grouping on the Viaz’ma axis consisted of up to five infantry and two panzer divisions. In fact, on the designated breakthrough sector alone the Germans had introduced all the mobile divisions of the Third Panzer Group (with the exception of the reserve 14th Motorized Division), including all three of its panzer divisions, as well as five or six divisions of the Ninth Army. Astonishingly, after three days of fighting our intelligence had still not managed to interrogate any prisoners or to reveal the true composition of the enemy grouping. As became known later, the Front’s right-flank 22nd Army was facing only two infantry divisions, the 12th and 235th Infantry Divisions, which were stretched out along a front of up to 70 kilometers, plus the reserve 281st Infantry Division which was in the second echelon. Four divisions of the German XXIII Army Corps (the 251st, the 102nd, the 256th and the 206th Infantry Divisions) were deployed opposite the left-flank 29th Army on a front of up to 100 kilometers, from Andreapol’ to Ozera.


    On the main axis, the enemy was preparing to resume the offensive from the bridgeheads seized across the Dnepr River with the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions, while simultaneously trying to reach and establish a crossing over the Vopets River in the vicinity of Neelovo. Given the offensive’s continued success, the Germans were counting upon cutting the main highway to Moscow. On this axis, they were facing the battered divisions of General Lukin’s 19th Army. According to the operational summary from the 19th Army headquarters at 1700 on 5 October 1941, the enemy had continued to attack throughout the night of 4 October and morning of 5 October with up to five divisions. Remnants of the 89th Rifle Division (with up to 400 combat effectives) and a composite unit that was all that remained of the 244th Rifle Division (up to 250 men) continued to cling to their line. The 127th Tank Brigade was acting in support of them; up until 1200 5 October, it estimated killing up to 500 enemy officers and soldiers while losing 22 tanks on 4 October, two of which had to be abandoned on the battlefield.


    The 19th Army’s right flank was being secured by the 45th Cavalry Division. On the left flank, the 50th Rifle Division in cooperation with its neighbor on the left frustrated enemy attempts to establish a crossing over the Vop’ River. Two of its rifle regiments had been withdrawn from combat and were in the process of marching to an area designated by the Front commander. The 134th Rifle Division continued to defend the Vopets River. Communications with the units worked intermittently throughout the day.1 In connection with the intense combat and the forced withdrawal of units under strong enemy pressure, the Army’s formations were beginning to experience an acute shortage of ammunition, especially for the artillery. Already on 6 October, Lukin reported to Western Front headquarters: “The forward depot of the 19th Army is completely out of ammunition. The situation is catastrophic. I request immediate resupply, especially of artillery shells.”2


    Of the Western Front’s armies, General V.A. Khomenko’s 30th Army was in the most difficult situation. The enemy, having reached the line Belyi – Kaniutino, had blocked the path of retreat of the 107th Motorized Rifle Division and the 250th and 242nd Rifle Divisions. Remnants of the divisions were attempting to fight their way out of encirclement to the east. Units of Boldin’s operational group were continuing to battle enemy mobile formations that had penetrated to the area of Kholm-Zhirkovskii. They were unable to halt the enemy’s advance completely, but by their active operations they were able to tie up elements of the enemy’s 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions in fighting and delayed the crossing of their main forces into their captured bridgeheads at Glushkovo and Tikhanovo.


    In the evening intelligence report from the Ninth Army headquarters at 1815 5 October, it was observed that the adversary was continuing to defend stubbornly in front of its Dnepr line, and was not only defending. The enemy summary noted that in the sector of the LVI Army Corps, presumably units of the 101st Tank [101st Motorized Rifle] Division and the 152nd Rifle Division were trying to breakthrough to the east in the direction of the bridge at Tikhanovo. A report from the 411th Flak Regiment noted active Russian air operations, which in the course of 4 October bombed areas 5 kilometers to the west of Kholm, and struck Glushkovo and Tikhanovo. The attacks were conducted with fighter escort from an altitude of 3,000-4,000 meters. As an indication of the intensity of the fighting, the report continued:


    
      During the recapture of Kholm-Zhirkovskii, the Regiment’s 10th Battery brewed-up one enemy medium tank, captured 105 prisoners and a money box containing 6,800 rubles. One quad-barrelled mount and one 20mm gun (which will require no less than 10 days for repairing) were knocked out by Russian tank fire. During the day and especially the night of 4 October, the enemy conducted almost uninterrupted fire on Alad’ino. The 3rd Battery of the 6th Panzer Division’s 41st Anti-tank Battalion, one platoon of which had been shifted into the bridgehead at Tikhanovo, also took part in repelling the Russian tank attack in this area.3

    


    The cited excerpt from German documents confirms the fierceness of the fighting for Kholm-Zhirkovskii, which changed hands several times. On 5 October, Konev ordered Boldin, who was defending the city with units of the 101st Motorized Rifle Division, with his remaining forces to attack the enemy grouping facing the 140th Rifle Division and to restore the defenses along the Dnepr River in the sector between Nikolo-Nemoshchenki and Sel’tso.4 However, the units of Group Boldin were tied up in fighting on their present line. The force that could be detached in order to carry out Konev’s order proved to be inadequate and the attempt to isolate the enemy units that were lunging toward the left bank of the Dnepr River from his main forces was unsuccessful. It might have been possible to restore the situation on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River only in cooperation with units of the 32nd Army, with which there were still no communications.


    Unfortunately, the real opportunities that were available to eliminate the enemy bridgeheads, while the Germans had not yet had time to fortify them substantially and while the main forces of the enemy’s LVI Motorized Corps were tied up in fighting with Group Boldin, were not exploited. The moment was lost. The 248th Rifle Division, which had received an order to reoccupy its former defense sector along the river, couldn’t fulfill it. During the time it spent returning from its embarkation station in Novoduginskaia (which was 45-50 kilometers away as the crow flies) and assembling its units for the attack, the enemy had managed to strengthen the bridgeheads. The Germans repulsed the division’s hastily organized attacks with fire of all types, including that of dug-in tanks as well as artillery firing from the opposite bank of the Dnepr. At this time, units of the 18th Rifle Division from the Reserve Front’s 33rd Army, which had been shifted from the south, were marching on foot to the designated line after unloading from trains at Sychevka Station. By 2100 4 October, the division reached the highway 1.5 kilometers from the Dnepr in the Mostovaia – Volochek sector with two of its regiments. The division’s artillery regiment was still unloading at Sychevka Station. The division didn’t manage to occupy the line that had been designated for it: already on the approach to it, the division suffered heavy losses. Its 1310th Rifle Regiment was attacked on the march by German panzers and fled in disorder in the direction of Viaz’ma.
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      Lieutenant-General I.V. Boldin, deputy commander of the Western Front.

    


    At this time, defying all logic, several divisions of the 31st and 49th Armies were still occupied with the regrouping that the Stavka had initiated on 1 October in response to Guderian’s offensive. Despite the penetration of the Western Front’s defenses and the appearance of the enemy beyond the Dnepr River, at 0800 5 October two divisions of the 31st Army received an order from the Reserve Front commander to move to the area south of Viaz’ma. The 119th Rifle Division was supposed to turn over its sector to the 247th Rifle Division by 1900 and move out in mixed order toward the Vskhody area (on the Ugra River 60 kilometers south of Viaz’ma). Wheeled transport was available only for the men and the regimental and anti-tank artillery. The division’s artillery regiment and rear services moved by rail, with loading beginning at 1600 5 October. On this same day at 1020, the 5th Rifle Division also received an analogous order. It moved out for a wooded area east of Semlevo. Its artillery and rear services were also supposed to transfer by rail to Ugra Station by 0700 7 October. However, enemy aviation disrupted the planned movements, and then the railroad itself was cut by the foe (soon these divisions received a different assignment).


    By 1600 6 October, the commander of the 32nd Army Major General S. V. Vishnevsky had only rather limited forces under his control: up to two regiments of the 248th Rifle Division in the area of Pigulino, and up to two regiments of the 18th Rifle Division in the Mostovaia – Pashutino area. There was not even any talk about close cooperation with Group Boldin, the main forces of which were still fighting on the western bank of the Dnepr. Meanwhile, the situation of our forces northwest of Viaz’ma was deteriorating by the hour. Alarming reports were traveling through all the remaining communication channels. Konev’s deputy, Lieutenant General S. A. Kalinin, who was present in this area, reported at 2100 5 October:


    
      … The 248th Rifle Division: Two regiments engaged the enemy, were placed under pressure, and are retreating. The division commander and I are detaining and rallying the troops.


      The situation is alarming. The division’s third regiment is on the march from Konstantinovo to Nastas’ino, the 143rd Tank Brigade has passed through Konstantinovo. We are organizing a morning attack to restore the situation. Urgent measures are necessary. I’m now departing from the command post of the the 248th Rifle Division’s commander 3 kilometers west of Nastas’ino for Konstantinovo to meet the brigade and the 905th Rifle Regiment along the way.


      General Vishnevsky was here at 1800; he knows the situation and is taking measures. He is reinforcing the 248th Rifle Division with a regiment from the 140th Rifle Division. But this is insufficient.5 S. Kalinin.6

    


    Incidentally, Kalinin’s message once again confirms that Konev, despite his later assertion to the contrary, on 5 October already knew about the regrouping of the 49th Army’s divisions and the arrival of the 32nd Army’s divisions. At 2200 5 October, the commander of the 248th Rifle Division Major General K. K. Sverchevsky, having no communications link with either the Reserve or the Western Fronts, reported the following important information directly to the General Staff:


    
      For 45 minutes already, [enemy] tanks and motorized infantry have been moving uninterruptedly from Baranovo through Kamenets to Volochek, the majority presumably toward Andreevskoe and the rest toward Nastas’ino [6 kilometers east of Volochek].


      If I move out soon, it will be approximately to the southeast.7

    


    At 0030 6 October, General Kalinin reported from Novo-Mishnevo:


    
      The units of the Reserve Front proved to be unprepared. The 248th Rifle Division with two regiments fought well, but the enemy broke through its right flank at the Glushkovo crossing.


      …


      Between 2100 and 2200 there was a continuous movement of tanks and motorized columns (a captain observed and reported over the telephone).


      Around 2200 the enemy occupied Volochek – the 1038th Rifle Regiment [actually the 1308th Rifle Regiment] of the 18th People’s Militia didn’t offer adequate resistance and began a retreat Tishino – Belousovo [as in text] … I’m setting out for Ryl’kovo – the command post of the 18th Rifle Division [10 kilometers northeast of Volochek] … The situation is very serious. I will do everything to restore confidence and the situation.8

    


    These messages signified that the enemy had broken through the defense of our forces with an attack out of the Glushkovo bridgehead and had begun to develop the offensive toward Viaz’ma, while simultaneously pivoting part of their forces in the direction of Sychevka. Meanwhile, units of Group Boldin were continuing to fight on the right [western] bank of the Dnepr. At 0720 6 October, Boldin reported:


    
      1. All day on 5.10.41, the Group fought stubbornly, repulsing enemy counterattacks and attempts to encircle the separated formations, which were facing the full V Army Corps and not less than one tank division.


      2. The 101st Motorized Rifle Division and the 128th Tank Brigade in the course of the day repelled repeated counterattacks of infantry and tanks, and subjected to repeated bombings by groups of up to 50 aircraft struggled fiercely for possession of Kholm [-Zhirkovskii].


      Suffering large losses, as a result of a repeat counterattack and bombing, the 101st [Motorized Rifle Division] and 128th [Tank Brigade] by the end of the day had pulled back into the woods 1.5 kilometers south of Kholm[-Zhirkovskii], where they are bringing themselves back into order.


      In their front … are not less than two regiments of the 35th Infantry Division and up to 100 tanks of the 6th Panzer Division. Up to a battalion of enemy infantry with tanks has emerged in the area of Alad’ino. Over three days of fighting, 65 enemy tanks have been knocked out, 3 guns have been smashed and up to 1,000 Germans eliminated.


      Captured equipment: 6 tanks, 1 armored car, 1 radio, 12 rifles and 2 motorcycles.


      3. The 152nd Rifle Division at 20.00 after stubborn fighting broke into the settlement of Igor’evskoe [12 kilometers southwest of Kholm-Zhirkovskii] with one battalion and seized a significant amount of materiel, but enemy reserves came up and drove them out again. At 17.00 up to two enemy battalions launched a berserk attack, marching at full height to the playing of a band, but it was repulsed by machine-gun and artillery fire that inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy.


      According to the testimony of local residents, up to 100 [enemy] tanks have been dug-in in the area of Vaiutavka [properly, the village of Darotavka, which lies 6 kilometers west of Kholm-Zhirkovskii], and over the day enemy aviation bombed our combat formations several times, flying in groups of 30-50 aircraft.


      By the end of the day, the division was occupying the front Fedino – Kvasovo – (excl.) Kuznechiki – northern outskirts of Levkovo.


      4. The 128th Tank Brigade fought for three days against a superior adversary, containing the pressure from enemy counterattacks, and by the end of the day 5.10.41 wound up encircled by an enemy infantry division with tanks, from which it will begin to break out on the morning of 6.10.41 in the direction of Vorontsovo [8 kilometers south of Kholm-Zhirkovskii – the author].


      
        The losses in equipment reach 30 percent.


        For 6.10 I am assigning the troops the following tasks:


        a) the 101st [Motorized Rifle Division] and the 128th [Tank Brigade] are to occupy and stubbornly hold the line from the crossroads 1 kilometer southeast of Tishenki to Romaniki [4 kilometers south of Kholm-Zhirkovskii], to prevent the enemy’s expansion to the east and south along the western bank of the Dnepr River, and to destroy the enemy grouping in Alad’ino and Chernenovo.


        b) the 152nd Rifle Division minus one rifle regiment and the remnants of the 251st Rifle Division are to take Igor’evskaia Station.


        c) one regiment of the 152nd Rifle Division is to defend strongly the line Puchina – Verzha – Hill 232.6.9

      

    


    However, on 6 October as a result of multiple enemy attacks and incessant bombing, the 128th Tank Brigade and 101st Motorized Rifle Division were compelled to retreat southward. By this time, the 101st Motorized Rifle Division and the 128th and 147th Tank Brigades had lost up to 70 percent of their combat vehicles. In passing we’ll note that Boldin’s report wasn’t the first piece of evidence about the enemy’s berserk attacks, when drunken German soldiers would go on the attack marching fully upright to the music of a playing band, despite heavy rifle and machine-gun fire from the Soviet positions. Tankers of the 127th Tank Brigade, which had become encircled in the course of the fighting, took part in repulsing one of such attacks. Its commander, Major General of Tank Forces F. T. Remezov, later relayed the following story to General Lukin in his own words. The Germans had decided that they were facing a weak, heavily outnumbered group of Red Army troops, which they had driven into these forested swamps. The fascists stepped off at full height to the music. The tankers allowed them to approach quite closely, before mowing down the first line with targeted fire. The tanks then crushed the second and third lines. Having destroyed two battalions of enemy infantry, the brigade broke out of the encirclement and linked up with friendly units.10


    The German breakthrough to Iukhnov


    Meanwhile, on the Roslavl’ axis, where von Bock had lauched the main attack, the mobile divisions of the enemy’s Fourth Panzer Group on 5 October had reached Iukhnov with their forward units. The Germans were consistently pursuing their plan of a double envelopment of the main grouping of Soviet forces on the Viaz’ma axis. Units of the Fourth Army and Hoepner’s panzer group had also pivoted to the north on 5 October – into the rear of the Western Front. The adversary was attentively keeping watch for signs of Soviet preparations to retreat. Back on 3 October, the command of Army Group Center had come to the conclusion that the Soviet side was full of resolve to defend their lines. It favored the Germans that Soviet forces were continuing to hold the front on both sides of the Smolensk – Moscow highway, as well as north of the Warsaw highway. They were calculating that approximately 70 Soviet divisions and brigades would wind up encircled in the areas of Briansk and Viaz’ma.


    On these days, Halder wrote the following in his diary:


    
      3 October 1941: ‘Nowhere are there signs of deliberate disengagement.’


      4 October 1941: ‘… The enemy is holding all parts of the front not under direct attack, a policy that bodes well for the encirclement of pockets.’


      5 October 1941: ‘The battle of AGp. Center continues along its truly classic course. Guderian is on the Orel-Briansk highway. Enemy forces committed against his left wing have been beaten back and will eventually be encircled together with the rest. Second Army is advancing rapidly on its northern wing, meeting almost no resistance. Hoepner is driving on Viaz’ma, bypassing a large swampy area to the west and east. His right wing, followed by the [LVI] armored corps of the reserve, which has not been committed so far, has no enemy before it any longer. Fourth Army is swinging north. Enemy resistance varies according to locality and unit. It is quite evident that the enemy wants to make a stand, but cannot. Ninth Army has harder going. Panzer Group Three, after being held up by lack of fuel, will not start moving again until this afternoon. The infantry is closing up with magnificent speed, so that we may expect that enemy resistance, which is partly stubborn and evidently skillfully directed, will soon be broken. From the front facing the northern wing of Ninth Army [the XXIII Army Corps], which does not participate in the attack, the enemy is drawing all available forces to the south, against the northern wing of the offensive.


      … despite the hasty retreat on separate sectors, there are no signs of the organization of a planned and deep withdrawal. Enemy groups, trapped in the large forested areas between our attacking wedges, will soon show us that the enemy does not intend to retreat.’11

    


    On 5 October, Army Group Center’s intelligence summary for the day offered the following conclusion:


    
      … the enemy retreat cannot be viewed as the implementation of the command’s plans. The weakening enemy resistance and retreat on separate sectors should be considered more as a local occurrence, depending on the combat capability of the formations and the situation that has developed ….12

    


    In the OKH journal of combat operations on the same day, it was noted with satisfaction:


    
      On the fourth day of our offensive, the adversary still hasn’t started the withdrawal of his main forces … it is possible to conclude that the enemy intends to hold the front and to localize the breakthroughs by all possible means and using all available reserves …13

    


    Despite the plainly emerging threat of encirclement, forces of the Western and Reserve Fronts, which were situated 110 kilometers or more from Viaz’ma, continued to hold quiet sectors of the front, although there was no longer any sense in doing so. The forces defending these sectors, in essence, weren’t tying down anyone, and there was no hope whatsoever to re-establish the original lines. For example, units of the 24th Army’s 19th and 106th Rifle Divisions were continuing to struggle doggedly to hold El’nia, even as the Germans were now just 45 kilometers from Viaz’ma. Their actions played right into the enemy’s hand.


    As a result of the continual interruptions and disruptions in communications, neither the front commands nor the higher Soviet leadership had any clear image of the situation at the front prior to 5 October. It must be acknowledged that the exchange of information from below to above and vice versa was still not operating as it should have been in 1941. As a result, the high command was unable to keep track of the true situation regarding its forces and the enemy action or accumulate intelligence about it, and consequently it could not anticipate the future course of combat operations or actively influence the development of the operational situation. All of this had a negative effect on command and control. At the same time, lower-ranking commanders, having no knowledge of the overall situation, often acted blindly. More often than not, it was necessary to send observers and “expediters” to lower levels of command.


    Plainly, the Stavka, which was not receiving reliable intelligence regarding the situation of its forces and the enemy, underestimated the degree of danger, and believed that in comparison with the Orel axis, things stood not so badly on the Moscow axis. Arriving dispatches and summary reports stressed that the troops of the 16th and 20th Armies were successfully beating back attacks and that the threatened directions were being reinforced by the maneuver of reserves, while the enemy was suffering heavy losses. For example, the commander of the 30th Army reported (it is true, over a longer period): “ … in the fighting between 2.10 and 7.10, units of the army destroyed or knocked-out 220 tanks, 140 vehicles both with and without infantry, 22 mortars, 6 guns, and 7-8,000 enemy troops.”14


    When evaluating the decisions taken by the Stavka and the front commanders (as well as the actions of the troops), it should be remembered that they didn’t possess the entire volume of information that is known to us today. However, judging from the experience of the preceding months of the war, it should have been possible to grasp that the enemy on the Moscow axis might apply the scheme of an operational maneuver the Germans had already worked out in practice – a double envelopment with the subsequent encirclement of the opposing groups of Soviet forces. There were already signs of this – after the Germans had broken through the defenses on the boundary between the Reserve and Briansk Fronts, Eremenko already on 3 October requested authorization for a withdrawal of his troops to the prepared rear line. Considering the low mobility of our forces, the delay in reaching a decision in response to his request was fatal.


    If it is assumed that the front commanders Konev and Budenny kept Stalin and Shaposhnikov timely and honestly informed about the developing situation, then the Supreme Command in Moscow should have already grasped the threat hanging over the troops of both fronts by 4 October. However, there is ample evidence that neither the Stavka nor the General Staff at all realized the full danger of the unfolding situation on the western direction and especially in the sector of the Reserve Front. Meanwhile, those who did know about it and could come to the proper conclusions kept silent, not wanting to be accused of spreading defeatist attitudes. They clearly understood the circumstances that preceded the destruction of the Southwestern Front.


    One can judge how the exchange of information was handled between the General Staff, the fronts and the special Moscow Military District from the memoirs of a member of the Military Council of this District, Commissar K. F. Telegin.15 Here I will allow myself to cite several extended excerpts from the 1st Edition of his book, Ne otdali Moskvy [Moscow wasn’t surrendered], which was published in 1968. The point is that after the release of its 2nd Edition in 1975, all of its subsequent editions, especially in the collected works regularly published on the anniversary of the Battle of Moscow, Telegin’s memoirs underwent heavy editing, which omitted its sharpest pages that spoke of the shocking ignorance of the Stavka about the situation at the front on 5 October. To a certain extent this lack of knowledge affects his books as well. The main contents of Telegin’s book later became the source for the first chapter of his book Voiny neschitannye viorsty [Uncounted milestones of war] (Moscow: Voenizdat, 1988) which I am using here.
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      Division Commissar K.F. Telegin, member of the Moscow Theater of Operations’ Military Council.

    


    On the morning of 4 October, a staff member of the Moscow Military District’s political department brought Telegin a translation of a Hitler speech, which he had given over the radio on 3 October. The Führer had declared that “a new operation of gigantic proportions” had begun on the Eastern Front, and that “this enemy is already broken and will never rise again”. To Telegin, it wasn’t clear what Hitler was talking about, when he spoke of “a decisive offensive” and the “destruction” of the Red Army. Telegin knew about the difficult situation of the Briansk Front and the Germans’ capture of Orel. He also knew about the measures that had been taken to defend Tula. Telegin nevertheless phoned the officer on duty at the General Staff and received a soothing answer about the situation of the Western and Reserve Fronts.


    The Moscow Military District commander General P. A. Artem’ev was in Tula on 3 and 4 October. Telegin, though he’d been left with no measures or instructions, with Artem’ev’s absence was left temporarily in command of the District. This explains all his subsequent actions. According to the established procedure, precisely at 0800 [5 October] the District’s chief of staff General I. S. Belov arrived with a report. He reported that over the preceding night no significant events had occurred, though the People’s Commissariat of Defense’s wire communications with the headquarters of the Western and Reserve Fronts had still not been re-established, despite all the efforts of the signals troops. Thus he’d been unable to speak with anyone on the staff of these fronts. The General Staff’s communications link with the Briansk Front was intermittent: south of Briansk, units of the 13th Army and Group Boldin were involved in heavy fighting, the enemy had resumed its offensive in the area of Mtsensk before dawn, but the situation of the 50th Army remained unclear.


    K. F. Telegin recalls:


    
      … at 10:00 in the morning [5 October] the first alarming signal from the west arrived. Colonel D. A. Chernov, who was in the Maloiaroslavets Fortified Region, reported over the telephone that wagons and vehicles from the rear services of the 43rd Army had been detained early that morning, as well as a few military personnel, who reported that the enemy had launched a large offensive, some divisions were fighting in encirclement, and heavy fighting was going on. The enemy had many tanks, and enemy aviation was bombing incessantly … It was impossible to believe this. It seemed like this was simply a case of panic-mongers, who had witnessed something or they’d been stirred up by enemy secret agents. Therefore Chernov was directed to transfer the detainees to the Special Department, set up blocking detachments on the roads to stop any and all fleeing troops that appeared, but also to dispatch a scout team in a vehicle toward Spas-Demensk.16

    


    To a query from Telegin, the commander of the Moscow PVO replied that no new information whatsoever had arrived from the Aerial Observation, Reconnaissance and Signals Service. According to a report from the commander of the Moscow Military District’s air force Colonel N. A. Sbytov, nothing new had been spotted even during the routine overflight of the PVO’s zone by our aircraft at 0800. However, around midday pilots of the 120th Fighter Aviation Regiment, who had sortied on a reconnaissance mission at Telegin’s insistence, reported that a 25-kilometer-long column of tanks and motorized infantry was moving along the highway from Spas-Demensk toward Iukhnov. The pilots flew over it at low altitude, plainly saw German crosses on the tanks, and were fired upon by anti-aircraft machine guns and small-caliber anti-aircraft artillery.


    As further events show, this report was so shocking that this information had to be checked twice before it was decided to report it to the Chief of the General Staff. Telegin once again phoned the General Staff:


    
      The general on duty answered.


      ‘What’s the situation with the Western Front?’ I asked him.


      ‘No fresh information has arrived from the headquarters of the Western and Reserve Fronts,’ I heard the voice of the general say in response.


      It might have been possible to be satisfied with this, but however strangely, it was just this calm voice that prompted a wrenching anxiety.17

    


    Telegin called Marshal B.M. Shaposhnikov. He reported what had been done at the request of the General Staff, and then asked about the situation with the Western Front.


    
      ‘There’s nothing, dear,’ (Boris Mikhailovich’s favorite expression), ‘there’s still nothing alarming, everything’s quiet, if it is possible to think of war as quiet.’


      I literally broke into a sweat with the thought that we had almost raised a false alarm.18

    


    There then followed a repeat reconnaissance flight and anguishing minutes of waiting …


    
      Finally, around 1400 Sbytov quickly entered my office and reported: ‘Three combat crews flew the mission. They flew over the columns at almost hedge-hopping altitude under heavy anti-aircraft fire that riddled their aircraft. As the airplanes dove, infantry leaped from the vehicles and took cover in the roadside ditches. The head of the tank column is 15 to 20 kilometers from Iukhnov. There can be no doubts, Comrade Member of the Military Council. They are enemy; fascists.’19

    


    The Marshal received the second phone call from Telegin with evident annoyance. The conversation was brief, and Telegin decided not to pass along the intelligence from the aerial reconnaissance, but instead to have it checked for a third time. This is a very characteristic incident, which says much about the mutual relations among our high-level military commanders, and this in a conversation with the gentle and intelligent Boris Mikhailovich … Once again the best pilots in the regiment and their commanders took to the skies. Simultaneously at the order of the District’s chief of staff, the Podol’sk Infantry and Artillery Schools were alerted. A motorized forward detachment with artillery was organized and sent down the road to Iukhnov with the assignment to delay the enemy and prevent his breakthrough to Maloiaroslavets.


    The Supreme Soviet RSFSR School, the V. I. Lenin Military-Political School, a composite battalion of the V. I. Lenin Military Academy, a composite battalion of the V. I. Lenin Military-Political Academy, a composite tank battalion of the Academy of Armored Forces, the 108th Reserve Rifle Regiment and several other units were all alerted and sent to the Mozhaisk line. In Moscow there remained two NKVD divisions and 25 so-called destroyer battalions, which were responsible for guarding the central Party and state organs, vital facilities, and carrying out patrol duties.


    After a report from Sbytov that the head of the German tank column had now entered Iukhnov, and that pilots had again come under fire and there were wounded among them, Telegin again phoned Shaposhnikov:


    
      I appealed to the Marshal with the very same question: ‘Boris Mikhailovich, what is the situation with the Western Front?’


      Through the phone I heard a nettled voice:


      ‘Listen, Telegin, what is the meaning of your phone calls with always the one and same question? I don’t understand, what is the reason for it?’


      I firmly, as much as my agitation would allow, reported about everything that was known to me. For several seconds, silence ensued on the line.


      ‘Do you believe this information? Are your pilots mistaken?’


      ‘No, they’ve made no mistake,’ I replied firmly. ‘I’ll answer for the reliability of the information, and I’ll vouch for the pilots …’


      ‘We don’t have such information, this is unbelievable …’, and then there was an extended siren, which at that moment I took as the howl of an air raid alert [and yet, there was the 4 October conversation with Konev about his request to withdraw his forces, as well as Mekhlis’s report by then, but about that in a little bit].


      Three or four minutes later the telephone began to ring again. Still not knowing what to make of such an unexpected conclusion to the discussion, I still felt a certain relief, as if the burden of such a difficult decision had fallen from my shoulders. What would happen next?


      It was the Kremlin phone that was ringing. I picked up the phone and I heard a certain well-modulated voice: ‘Poskrebyshev speaking. I’m connecting you with Comrade Stalin.’


      Several seconds pass, and then there is a very familiar, low, somewhat woolly voice:


      ‘Telegin?’


      ‘Precisely so, Comrade Stalin.’


      ‘Did you report to Shaposhnikov about a German breakthrough to Iukhnov?’


      ‘Yes, Comrade Stalin, I did.’


      ‘From where did you get this information and can it be trusted?’


      ‘The information was supplied by the best combat pilots, was double-checked twice, and is credible …’


      ‘What have you done about it?’


      [Telegin reported in detail about the measures that had been taken.]


      Stalin attentively heard me out, gave me his approval and asked where Artem’ev was.


      ‘Artem’ev is in Tula, organizing a defense of the city,’ I replied


      ‘Find him and have him return immediately to Moscow. Act resolutely; gather everyone that is combat-fit. I am placing responsibility upon the District command at whatever cost to hold the enemy for five to six days on the Mozhaisk line of defense. Over this time we will bring up the Stavka reserves. Keep me timely updated about the situation through Shaposhnikov.…’20

    


    At its time of publication, Telegin’s book that described the events connected with the Germans’ unexpected breakthrough to Iukhnov created a sensation. It was hard to imagine that the Stavka and Stalin could be ignorant about the penetration of the front and the advance of German panzer divisions to a depth of 100-120 kilometers. In March 1980 I sent a letter to General K. F. Telegin with a request to clarify this shocking fact, as well as to comment upon the subject of the contradictions regarding the circumstances and timing of the decision to withdraw the fronts’ forces.


    In his reply that I received on 4 April 1980, Telegin among other things wrote:


    
      … the historical and memoir literature contain many inconsistencies and subjective interpretations. Everything that was laid out in my book Ne otdali Moskvy has been strictly documented. Before it was released for publication, its documentation was thoroughly and scrupulously verified by a military-scientific group of the General Staff, a group from the Main Political Directorate of the Soviet Army and Navy [Just how could it be otherwise?], and historians, since my treatment of the events of October 1941 seemed to them to be unusual, even ‘unacceptable’ …21

    


    It proved impossible even for the “reviewers” of the Main Political Directorate to refute Military Council member Telegin’s words. Clearly understanding the importance and his full responsibility for the information he was reporting, at the time of the events Telegin had asked a secretary of the District Party committee Battalion Commissar M. N. Popov to make notes from his telephone conversations and verbal directions. They agreed that during the telephone discussions Popov would write down his words in a workbook, leaving free space for additional notes on Telegin’s instructions and the words of Telegin’s conversation partners. The result was a special section to his workbook, which later received the title “A record of the combat orders and instructions of Division Commissar K. F. Telegin, Member of the Moscow Military District’s Military Council”, which even today is preserved in the Russian Federation Ministry of Defense’s Central Archives. In his book Telegin kept a minute by minute record of 24 of his conversations and orders, which occurred between 1600 and 1750 on 5 October 1941. We will return to several of them in a moment.


    Incidentally, at 1545 on 5 October, L. Mekhlis reported the following directly from the headquarters of the Reserve Front:


    
      … units of the 24th, 43rd and 33rd Armies have been cut-off from their supply bases. … There are no communications with them. The road to Moscow along the Warsaw highway is open as far as Medyn’ and Maloiaroslavets. I am coming to the conclusion that direction over the troops here has been lost.22

    


    At another time, knowing the character of Mekhlis and his tendency to make mountains out of molehills, his report would not have received serious attention. Here, though, his report became one more piece of evidence that Budenny was not on top of the situation and had fully lost control over his subordinate forces of the Reserve Front.


    There truly were panic-mongers, however. For example, the commandant of the 2nd Sector of the Maloiaroslavets – Podol’sk Military Highway, losing self-control, arrived in a vehicle at the Podol’sk Artillery School in a great hurry, where he reported about a “breakthrough” of German tanks at Maloiaroslavets and their advance toward Podol’sk. Telegin ordered his information to be doublechecked, but this time considered it his duty to report it to the General Staff. In doing so he cautioned that he had taken measures to verify the information and asked in the meantime that it not be passed on to the Stavka. However, nevertheless the Stavka received the information. Telegin testifies:


    
      So at 1815 there was a phone call from I. V. Stalin. What he said wasn’t recorded in the workbook, but it has remained imprinted in my memory for my entire life:


      ‘Telegin? Did you inform Shaposhnikov that enemy tanks had broken through at Maloiaroslavets?’


      ‘Yes, I did, Comrade Stalin.’


      ‘From where did you get this information?’ [Telegin then gave his report.]


      ‘This is a provocation. Order an immediate search for this commandant, arrest him, and turn him over to the Cheka, while you must be more serious in this responsible post and not trust every bit of information that a little bird tells you.’


      ‘I, Comrade Stalin, didn’t fully trust this information, immediately took measures to verify it, and asked General Sharokhin not to report it to the Stavka before receiving fresh intelligence. Brigade commander Eliseev has been ordered to set out toward Maloiaroslavets from Podol’sk with a forward detachment.’


      ‘Fine, but in the future you must check such information before reporting it.’23

    


    Telegin later concluded in his memoirs that the command of a rear military district, distant from the leadership of the combat operations at the front, didn’t have the authority or moral right to be the first to mention that the enemy had appeared in the deep rear and was heading for Moscow. The front commanders should have been the first to report about this, but they failed to do so …


    As the first matter of business, the Moscow Military District headquarters decided to determine what forces were available for immediate activation in order to strengthen the nearest approaches to Moscow. Of the troops immediately subordinate to the District, only the military training establishments, two or three artillery regiments, and the District’s Air Defense units were at heightened combat readiness. In the Podol’sk Infantry School there were four battalions with a total strength of 2,500 men, but only three companies of the 2nd Battalion (375 men) had five months’ of training by this point. In a matter of days they were supposed to have become junior officers. Other than rifles, the personnel had 23 heavy machine guns, a training battery with 45mm guns, as well as 8 light machine guns and 9 82mm mortars per battalion. The situation was similar in the Podol’sk Artillery School, but it had 34 76mm and 45mm guns. The Supreme Soviet RSFSR School had 2,000 men. Brigade commander Eliseev, the assistant to the commander who oversaw the military training establishments, was sent to Podol’sk. He was supposed to accelerate the process of bringing the establishments to full combat-readiness and to set up communications with the Moscow Military District headquarters. The chief of the 1st Moscow Red Banner Artillery School Colonel Iu. P. Bazhanov was ordered to take measures to speed up the formation of high-priority Guards mortar [rocket-launching] and anti-tank artillery regiments. The possibility of interdicting the routes being used by the fascist columns by means of the District’s Air Defense forces was discussed with Generals M. S. Gromadin and D. A. Zhuravlev.24


    Fourteen tank brigades were in the process of being formed in the Moscow area, but as yet they were only partially staffed with personnel and had no combat equipment. All the departments of the People’s Commissariat of Defense literally without a minute of delay began to implement the District’s requests for arming and staffing the forming units. The commands of the military academies allotted to them the maximum possible number of well-prepared commanders and political workers. Over 20,000 recently mobilized men poured into the 33rd Reserve Rifle Brigade. In a short period of time the brigade was staffed up to 85 percent of the authorized number with command staff, and up to 90 percent with political staff.25


    K. F. Telegin’s story about the dramatic events of 5 October is confirmed and supplemented by the former commander of the Moscow Military District’s air force and the Moscow zone of defense Lieutenant-General of Aviation (retired) N. A. Sbytov (though with some differences in the details, especially concerning the timing of one or another of the events):


    
      At dawn on 5 October, Druzhkov and Serov, pilots of our 120th Fighter Aviation Regiment, spotted German tanks and motorized infantry moving toward Iukhnov in two columns. … In order to verify their information, Major G. Karpenko, the inspector for piloting technique of the District’s air force, was sent off in a Pe-2. At 0900 the intelligence was confirmed. I ran to Telegin, who was a member of the Moscow Military District’s Military Council. Konstantin Fedorovich was stunned: was this some mistake?! I had to dispatch two more airplanes to doublecheck this unbelievable report. Later after the war I found out that when Telegin phoned B. M. Shaposhnikov in the General Staff, the Stavka knew nothing about this mortally dangerous breakthrough by the fascist forces. Soon Stalin phoned Telegin and ordered him to gather everyone suitable for combat and to detain the enemy for five to seven days on the Moshaisk line.


      We calculated that we could assemble up to a thousand aircraft and launch a powerful air strike on the tank columns that were breaking through. Of course, at the time I knew nothing about Telegin’s conversations with anyone else after I left him. For my own part, I began to check how preparations for the air strike were going. However, soon I was informed that all my orders had been cancelled. At 1400 I was summoned to the Chief of the Red Army’s Special Department Abakumov. There were two other generals in his office when I arrived.


      ‘On what basis are you spreading panic?’ Abakumov sharply asked me. ‘Your pilots are cowards and panic-mongers, just like their commander …’


      That’s how the meeting went … in a word they didn’t believe me, the commander!


      Around 1800, I was brought the transcript of the interrogation, and they demanded that I sign it. I wrote down on it: ‘It has been established by later reconnaissance that fascists are already present in the vicinity of Iukhnov and by the end of 5 October, the city will be occupied by them.’ Then I signed off on the transcript.26

    


    Thus, the Stavka learned about the penetration of enemy mobile formations to Iukhnov only on the afternoon of 5 October. However, they still didn’t fully grasp the approaching danger of encirclement to the main forces of the Western and Reserve Fronts. As the first order of business the General Staff and the command of the Moscow Military District began to take urgent measures to delay the enemy advance from Iukhnov to Medyn’ and to win time for reinforcing the threatened axis. Unfortunately, Beria’s and Abakumov’s interference didn’t permit the preparation and execution of the powerful air strike against the enemy tanks, which were just 200 kilometers from the capital. Only after an instruction from the First Secretary of the Moscow Party Committee and Party Central Committee member Shcherbakov could the Moscow Military District command work undisturbed to organize a repulse to the advancing enemy grouping.


    Sbytov continues:


    
      At 3 o’clock in the morning the chief of staff of the Red Army Air Force General G. Vorozheikin phoned my command post and said, ‘Your intelligence was correct. They’re fascists. The GKO [State Defense Committee] has approved your actions …’ But I thought with bitterness, ‘What actions?’ Nothing had been done! After all, we might have inflicted a timely strike, but didn’t do this …27

    


    On this day, alarming reports from aerial reconnaissance followed one after another:


    
      •At 1415 from Senior Lieutenant Zagorodny of the 10th Fighter Aviation Regiment: ‘An enemy column of 30-40 tanks and 30-40 vehicles passed through our airfields at Klimovo and Znamenka [35 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma – the author]. The column is being covered by 18-20 fighters;’


      •At 1745 from the commander of the 564th Fighter Aviation Regiment Captain I. V. Scherbakov (piloting a U-2): ‘I observed a column of enemy tanks and motorized infantry. The head [of the column] – Iukhnov, the tail – 20 kilometers southwest of Iukhnov. In the vicinity of the Iukhnov airbase I was fired upon by anti-aircraft artillery’;


      •At 1850 from the commander of the 95th Fighter Aviation Regiment Colonel S. A. Pestov: ‘The movement of trains continues along the railroad from Viaz’ma to Kaluga. The bridge across the Izver’ River between Iukhnov and Medyn’ was blown up in front of my own eyes … Wooded sectors of the roads between Spas-Demensk and Viaz’ma are enveloped in flames … ’28

    


    It must be acknowledged that even before this, the not very close cooperation between the Red Army’s aviation and ground forces had been conclusively disrupted from the beginning of the retreat. Lacking communications links with the combined-arms headquarters, at times aviation was not directed against the main and most threatening enemy force grouping, but against secondary targets and objectives. The cumbersome, complicated system of command and control in the conditions of a rapidly changing situation did not permit effective use of the remaining air strength. Aerial reconnaissance on behalf of the ground forces was conducted only occasionally. Signals for mutual identification and ground targeting, if they were established, did not always reach the units in a timely manner. Thus, there were numerous incidents of friendly ground fire against our aircraft and in return, air strikes against our own forces. With the aim of making more effective combat use of the air force, on 7 October 1941 command of it was centralized.


    There exists the opinion that the enemy’s panzer columns halted in Iukhnov due to a lack of fuel. However, the main reason was that the German tankers were waiting for the infantry to close up. According to German data, the XXXX Panzer Corps’ 10th Panzer Division took Iukhnov at 0530 on 5 October and seized a bridgehead across the Ugra River. On the following day, the 258th Infantry Division was supposed to take over this division’s positions, allowing the 10th Panzer Division to resume its advance in the direction of Viaz’ma. The SS Division Das Reich was moving out toward Iukhnov with the task to launch an attack east of the Ugra River to the north, toward Gzhatsk.29 Thus, at this stage the German command didn’t give the Fourth Panzer Group orders to develop the offensive in the direction of Medyn’ right away. The adversary was content for the time being with the seizure of the bridgehead on the eastern bank of the Ugra River. The main thing for which von Bock was striving was to close the ring of encirclement in the region of Viaz’ma as quickly as possible with the forces of the Third and Fourth Panzer Groups. Simultaneously measures were being taken to create an outer front of encirclement in order to block attempts to free the encircled forces.


    The Germans, concerned by the numerous Russian reconnaissance flights over their halted columns, made efforts to strengthen their anti-aircraft cover. According to captured documents, for protection against enemy air strikes each panzer and motorized division was normally given a battalion of light-caliber anti-aircraft guns (27 37mm and 18 20mm) in addition to their authorized inherent anti-aircraft means. In addition to this, the Germans as a rule provided the head and tail of the columns with several dozen light machine guns to fire at low-flying Soviet ground attack planes. They also hastily brought up anti-aircraft artillery batteries and organized continuous fighter patrols in the skies above the columns.


    Because of the lack of experience in operating against targets that were defended by ample anti-aircraft, our armored ground attack Il-2 aircraft suffered losses on practically every combat mission, while returning planes often arrived back at base with heavy damage. On average in the month of October, each Il-2 in the ground attack aviation regiments on the Moscow axis lasted 8.6 sorties before being shot down. Here, on the Ugra, the aviation squadron commander A. G. Rogov repeated the exploit of Hero of the Soviet Union Captain Nikolai Gastello after an enemy anti-aircraft shell struck his aircraft. With no hope of saving it, Rogov directed his burning airplane into one of the German pontoon bridges across the Ugra. His twin-engine aircraft, having destroyed the bridge, plunged to the bottom of the river.


    A detachment led by the chief of Western Front’s airborne service Captain I. G. Starchak was the first to stand in the path of the enemy tanks lunging toward Iukhnov. This detachment, numbering approximately 400 men, had just been formed the day before – on 4 October at his personal initiative from a number of Border Guards paratroopers who’d been trained for operations in the enemy rear. The troops of the detachment blew up a bridge across the Ugra River, having taken up a defense on its eastern bank. Soon the operations of Starchok’s detachment were supported by cadets from the Podol’sk military schools. Upon receiving the combat alert, a forward detachment was formed from among the schools consisting of a reinforced company under the command of Senior Lieutenant L. A. Mamchich and an artillery battalion under the command of Captain Ia. S. Rossikov. Senior Lieutenant T. G. Nosov was appointed to command the battery of 45mm guns, while the battery of 76mm guns was commanded by Captain V. I. Bazylenko. The detachment was quickly transported aboard vehicles gathered from enterprises in the city of Podol’sk to the village of Strekalovo. On the night of 5 October, Starchak’s paratroopers fell back to this village under enemy pressure.


    After a consultation, the commanders of the two detachments decided to launch a combined attack to drive the enemy from the eastern bank of the Ugra, from which the paratroopers had recently retreated. The attack began at 0800 on 6 October, and after heavy fighting, swept the eastern bank clear of the enemy. However, the enemy refused to abandon the intention to create a bridgehead across the Ugra River. The Germans went on the attack on 7 October after preparatory air strikes and artillery barrage. As a result, the paratroopers and cadets were compelled to retreat to the line of the Izver’ River. In enemy documents, the strong resistance of “Red junkers [military cadets] ”, supported by artillery, on the banks of the Ugra and Izver’ Rivers behind blown up bridges, was noted. By their heroic resistance, the paratroopers and cadets helped our forces win the necessary time for organizing a defense on the approaches to Maloiaroslavets.


    A British military mission visited the hospital, where I. G. Starchak was lying after being wounded in the fighting. One of the British officers, praising the courage of the paratroopers, called their tenacity in the fighting “fanatic”. Starchak replied, “According to you it is fanaticism, but to us it is love for our native land. That the troops are fighting for the Motherland to their last drop of blood, we consider it the highest honor.”30


    
      [image: ]


      Captain I. G. Starchak, chief of the Western Front’s Paraborne Service.

    


    Questions surrounding the decision to withdraw


    With the receipt of news about the presence of enemy panzers in Iukhnov, the Stavka finally grasped the degree of danger that was not only threatening the troops of the Western and Reserve Fronts with encirclement, but also might result in the collapse of the entire strategic defense on the western axis. By the evening of 5 October, after thoroughly checking the incoming reconnaissance reports and other fresh intelligence, as well as speaking with the commander of the Western Front, the Stavka acknowledged the situation as so serious that it finally reached the decision for a general retreat of all three fronts simultaneously.


    In his aforementioned article, Konev asserts that since he had not succeeded in obtaining permission to retreat on 4 October from either Stalin (there’d been a break in the line) or Shaposhnikov, he had been forced to make the decision to retreat himself. As he wrote, “Then the Front command took the decision to withdraw the troops to the Gzhatsk defensive line, which was confirmed by the Stavka on 5 October [emphasis the author’s]. In accordance with this, we issued orders about the organization of a withdrawal of forces to the 30th, 19th, 16th and 20th Armies.”31


    There is no source that confirms Konev’s assertion; on the contrary, all the established facts contradict the former commander of the Western Front on this matter. M. F. Lukin, the former commander of the 19th Army, attempted to find documentary support for any discussions between Konev and Stalin on this subject in the archives, but with no success. I knew that Mikhail Fedorovich was writing a manuscript on the events at Viaz’ma. So I was surprised that he never succeeded in getting anything published on this subject. Only in March 2006, through a conversation with the army commander’s daughter, Iu. M. Gorodetskaia-Lukina, did the situation become clear. According to Iulin Mikhailovna, her father at the end of the 1960s wrote an article for the Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal about the encirclement of our forces at Viaz’ma. He wrote it on the basis of his personal recollections, verified by archival documents. It was essentially his response to Konev’s article on the battle, which had been published in 1966. One can only guess at the contents of Lukin’s article, since it was written on the basis of facts and documents. However, in 1969 the time had still not arrived to write the truth about the Viaz’ma tragedy. Under some pretext, the journal’s editorial board rejected the army commander’s article (more about this later), which extinguished Mikhail Fedorovich’s desire to write his memoirs for a long time afterward. The article appeared under his name only in 1981, 11 years after his death.


    In the winter of 1969, the former commander of the 19th Army M. F. Lukin categorically dismissed Konev’s postwar assertion that it was his decision to withdraw the Western Front. Discussing the encirclement at Viaz’ma, it was then that Lukin said something to me that I’ve remembered for my entire life: “You young people will never learn the truth about this as long as Konev, Budenny and everyone else linked with these events are still alive.” Lukin told me that when the threat of the enemy’s appearance in the rear of Western Front’s armies arose, he appealed to Konev for permission to withdraw his troops. Konev refused to give his approval (indeed, he couldn’t give it for understandable reasons). On the contrary, Lukin told me, “On 4 October we received an order from the Front commander that encouraged the stand of the 19th Army and called upon others to follow our cue.”


    What about Konev? Soon after M. F. Lukin’s death, he expressed himself even more definitively in the 8 December 1971 issue of the newspaper Literaturnaia gazeta:


    
      Unfortunately, only on the following day, 5 October, did we receive a response. However, even before the Stavka’s agreement, I issued the army commanders an order to prepare for a withdrawal. I did this, understanding the full depth of my responsibility, understanding that Moscow was behind us. … In a word, I consider the day 4 October 1941 to be the most crucial day for myself over the entire four years … of the war.

    


    However, for some reason Ivan Stepanovich started his “Zapiski kommanduyeshchego frontom” [“Notes of a Front commander”] from the year 1943, thereby avoiding writing anything more about his most difficult and crucial decision, upon which depended the lives of hundreds of thousands of troops and officers that were entrusted to his front.


    In view of the extremely tragic consequences of the unsuccessful fighting at Viaz’ma, we need to take a closer look at the circumstances surrounding the decision to withdraw the troops of the Western and Reserve Fronts, which came too late. This is even more necessary, because the above contradictions on this matter have still not been eliminated even in official sources. Thus, in the Soviet Military Encyclopedia we read: “On 5 October the Stavka VGK confirmed the decision of the commander of the Western Front [here and further all emphases are the author’s] to withdraw to the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line, but in the given conditions it was not possible to execute this maneuver.”32 There is silence about why this wasn’t possible. In the latest edition of the encyclopedia, we encounter the following on the same subject: “On 5 October the Stavka VGK subordinated the 31st and 32nd Armies to the Western Front, and that night authorized the withdrawal of the armies to the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line.”33 Simultaneously on the night of October 5 the decision was reached to withdraw the forces of the Reserve and Briansk Fronts as well.


    During the analysis of the documents of those years that are known to scholars today, the impression is created that the Stavka didn’t consider it necessary to keep the commands of the fronts (or of the armies) informed about the overall situation, keeping them on short rations in this respect. It seems either they feared information leaks, or they were afraid of rash and hasty independent steps. This relates especially to the rear military districts. As we have seen, the leadership of the Moscow Military District only found out about the large-scale German offensive from Hitler’s speech! Even the shameful surrender of Orel taught our higher leadership nothing. The Orel Military District had also been kept in the dark, and its command learned about an enemy breakthrough to a depth of 200 kilometers only when Guderian’s tanks were rolling into the city! Rokossovsky later recalled, “In general at the time the army commanders were kept very poorly informed. We basically didn’t know what was happening on other sectors of the front, and all the more so beyond the front’s boundaries. This was a handicap.”34


    The armies of Reserve Front’s second echelon (in essence, Stavka’s strategic reserve) didn’t know what was happening in front of them. According to Konev, he also didn’t know about the regrouping of the 49th Army in Western Front’s rear (though there is considerable doubt about this). Perhaps I’m even mistaken; however, since researchers are not given access to all the documents that flowed between the Stavka and the fronts, I believe I am justified in making such assumptions and conclusions. I don’t believe they will be shown to be so far from the truth.


    It is known that the Chief of the General Staff summoned Konev to a telegraph machine for talks on the afternoon of 5 October. Below is a transcript of this key discussion:


    
      Shaposhnikov: Greetings. 1) I request that you report briefly on the situation on your front and what is known about your neighbors. I ask that you pinpoint locations, since I have at hand a 1:500,000 map.


      Konev: I report: 22nd and 29th Armies – the situation is unchanged. … the enemy grouping that penetrated the 30th Army has been held up in the area of Kholm-Zhirkovskii, with the exception of small groups, which have infiltrated [author’s emphasis] the Reserve Front in the area of Glushkovo.


      The 19th Army is stoutly holding on, occupying a front running along the line state farm in Neelovo – Gavrilovo – Khorino. The enemy grouping, which has broken through from Kapyrevshchinna – I’m reporting according to the 1:500,000 map – [is currently on the line] Kholm-Zhirkovskii – 22 kilometers east of Kaniutino Station – state farm in Neelovo – 20 kilometers to the west of Vadino – Gavrilovo and further Shamovo – Prisel’e (which lies 15 kilometers northeast of Iartsevo) on the Vop’ River.


      The penetrating grouping on 19th Army’s left flank has been stopped with the introduction of the 214th Rifle Division. Further, regarding the 16th and 20th Armies – the situation is as before.


      About the Reserve Front it is known that enemy motorized infantry has occupied Spas-Demensk and is advancing to the northeast in the direction of Viaz’ma. At 1200 the enemy occupied Vskhody, which is 15 kilometers northeast of Spas-Demensk. In the morning the enemy seized Iukhnov and at 1300 according to aerial reconnaissance turned to the north and northeast.


      It is known to me that on these directions, Budenny’s situation is bad. In connection with this I even reported my suggestions to the Supreme Command.


      Shaposhnikov: Understood.


      1) Have you verified your reconnaissance intelligence? I stress, just your own, because an aerial reconnaissance flight between 1500 and 1600 [sent by] the Supreme Command didn’t confirm the movement of enemy motorized and mechanized units to the north toward Viaz’ma from the Spas-Demensk highway. There is a lot of flimflam in the aerial reconnaissance reports, so they must be checked thoroughly.


      At 1100 today General Sokolovsky reported to my deputy General Sorokin that your situation at Belyi has become difficult and that the enemy has broken into Belyi. Is this so? Over.


      Konev: I report: I received the information about Reserve Front’s situation personally from Comrade Anisov; in addition, they have a special message over the Baudot [mechanism].35 It has been checked by our aviation. Aviation confirms enemy movement from Spas-Demensk to the north and from Iukhnov one column of up to 50 vehicles is moving to the northeast. Our P[e]-2 regiment bombed the column moving north from Spas-Demensk. So this intelligence has been confirmed. I am aware that Budenny has driven off to Ugra Station.


      I report that according to my intelligence the Reserve Front has no troops whatsoever in either Viaz’ma or Iukhnov and that the roads are open.


      As concerns Belyi – fighting is ongoing there [At this time, the city had already been seized by the Germans] and Maslennikov has departed for there; the 243rd Rifle Division is moving from Nelidovo. Over.


      Telegraph operator: I request that you wait a bit at the device. Do you have communications with the 24th Army and what is its situation?


      Shaposhnikov at the device:


      The Stavka VKG is in agreement with your suggestion and has authorized you to begin a retreat to the Reserve Front’s line tonight [author’s emphasis]. It is necessary preliminarily to tow away the artillery in order to place it on the line of the Reserve Front. It is also necessary to coordinate your withdrawal route with the Reserve Front, in order not to run into their minefields. The Stavka believes that the four rifle divisions and the tank brigade marked by you as a reserve will be assembled in the Viaz’ma area. Over.

    


    Page 2 of the transcript of the discussions (on microfilm) has been completely blacked out. Page 3 resumes:


    
      Konev: I’ve fully correctly understood your statement and I’m taking measures today to implement it. The entire question revolves around time – whether we will have time to regroup the left flank. Over. Everything that is on the Reserve Front’s line up to the boundary with the 24th Army absolutely must be subordinated to us. Over. What about the two anti-tank regiments? What about our apartment? [Konev is speaking about the relocation of his headquarters.] I’ve requested Shakhovskaia Station.


      Shaposhnikov: Understood. [Regarding the request concerning the Reserve Front] I’ll reply in a follow-up. Over. [Regarding the anti-tank regiments] I’ll answer in a follow-up, there are none ready now. But are you then abandoning the main axis? The Mozhaisk axis?


      Konev: The center of my front will be 30 kilometers to the west of Volokolamsk. Over. I’m not occupying the city myself, but the axis …


      Shaposhnikov: Fine, I’ll report and give you an answer.


      Konev: It all depends on the situation. Mozhaisk is unsuitable. We will be under the threat of losing command and control on the left flank, if small enemy groups infiltrate from Iukhnov. [Again, Konev refers to “small enemy groups”, even though he knew about the advancing column of enemy tanks and motorized infantry to the northeast!] Over.


      Shaposhnikov: Good-bye.36

    


    Some day our ancestors will find out about what Konev and Shaposhnikov were discussing on the censored page, since eventually “all secrets become revealed”. I think that there might not even be anything especially secret there regarding the operational situation. Except for perhaps unflattering expressions, testifying to Stalin’s serious dissatisfaction with Konev’s actions, or perhaps even threats, directed at Konev by the courteous Boris Mikhailovich [Shaposhnikov] in the name of the “Boss”. It was decided to keep this concealed as long as Ivan Stepanovich still lived. Incidentally, when I asked permission to familiarize myself with the contents of these discussions, I was informed that the document was still being kept in “special” storage.


    The discussions ended at 1925 on 5 October. The directive on the shift of the Western and Reserve Fronts to a defense on new lines was signed at 2230 the very same day. I emphasize that the Western Front was ordered by the Stavka directive to retreat not to the Gzhatsk line, as Konev wanted, but to the previously prepared Rzhev-Viaz’ma line of defense. The troop withdrawal was supposed to begin that night. From this moment, it was now a matter of hours and minutes.


    In connection with this I have several comments regarding the circumstances surrounding the reaching of this most important decision, which came too late and led to the tragedy of encirclement. The fear of making independent decisions (much less for a retreat!) was a characteristic aspect of the young military commanders, who had been promoted to such high posts after the 1937-1938 purges in the Red Army. The harm caused by the repressions consisted not only in the lower level of training among commanders, due to the promotion of people to leadership positions who didn’t have enough service experience, but did know how to anticipate the wishes of superiors. The pressurization of the atmosphere of fear and the lack of confidence among the command staff had even greater significance. The recent execution of the former commander of the Western Front General G. D. Pavlov and other top officers of this Front only increased the apprehension and second-guessing among the commanders. Everyone understood the real reason for the executions …. One might recall also the accusations of panic laid upon the commander of the Southwestern Front M. P. Kirponos and Marshal Budenny. Commanders feared to take responsibility for failures. Thus, their reports about the unfolding situation prior to 4 October aren’t distinguished by exceptional honesty. They spoke more often about the penetration and infiltration of small enemy groups into the rear, or about the measures taken for their destruction.


    In contrast, in the Wehrmacht tasks were usually presented only in a general outline, allowing the German operational commanders incomparably greater leeway in choosing the means to resolve them. They even had the courage to contradict the Führer. The most he could do in such cases was to send them into retirement – which indeed he did. Here is a characteristic example: Hitler at conference on 4 August 1941 in the headquarters of Army Group Center declared that “the enemy at Velikie Liuki must be destroyed.” However, the Army Group commander von Bock reported on 11 August that Hoth’s panzer group would be ready no sooner than 20 August, and without the panzers it would be impossible to attack. As a result, the offensive was postponed so that a panzer corps could be included in it. We’ve already discussed the results of this attack. In the Red Army, the matter might not have ended with a dismissal from duty …


    The position of the German military leadership on such a sensitive matter as a withdrawal is interesting. According to the testimony of General Kurt von Tippelskirch, Hitler almost totally rejected troop withdrawals as an operational tool, necessary in order to re-establish freedom of action or to preserve strength. He left the right to take any, even the smallest, tactical decision, for higher headquarters. Later, when the armies of the Wehrmacht in front of Moscow began to suffer defeat after defeat, he established the following arrangement: the retreat of units – only with the authorization of the army commander; the retreat of formations could be permitted only by the army group commander. The army commanders, especially Guderian, protested against such an infringement on their authority.37


    In 1941, beginning from 22 June in the situation of defeats and the loss of the country’s western oblasts, which possessed great economic potential, the Soviet military and especially the political leadership also always, whether it was necessary or not, opposed withdrawals. The taking of a decision to withdraw, as a rule, was always put off until the moment when an unsanctioned withdrawal already underway turned into a rout with all the consequences flowing from this.


    Konev, who had only just been appointed front commander, began with an order to Rokossovsky to amend the 16th Army’s plan of defense, which had included anticipatory measures for the possibility of a forced retreat. But now, when it was necessary to justify the need for a withdrawal, he lacked not only the resolve, but also the honesty. In the discussions with Shaposhnikov on 5 October, Konev dwelled more on the difficult position of the Reserve Front (Stalin in a conversation with Zhukov would speak about the same thing). Konev “forgot” to mention the abandonment of Belyi and said nothing about the yawning gap between the 30th Army and Group Boldin, about the penetration of the Western Front’s defenses to its entire depth on this axis, or about the fact that the adversary on the Viaz’ma axis had already reached the Front’s rear defense line (the Vopets River).


    Back on 3 October, having mentioned the infiltration of small enemy groups, why didn’t Konev inform Shaposhnikov about a very important juncture – the enemy’s seizure of bridgeheads across the Dnepr River? Because it was not part of his diocese, so to speak? Or perhaps because the enemy was able to grab the bridges across the Dnepr, only having penetrated Western Front’s defenses to their entire depth! After the war Konev would assert that he learned about the transfer of the 49th Army’s divisions to the south and the fact that there were no longer any forces covering the Gzhatsk-Sychevka line (why Gzhatsk is mentioned here isn’t clear) only from Budenny on the night of 5 October. Supposedly he had been relying upon the fact that units of the 49th Army were still defending the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line. Well, and since he hadn’t been notified about the regrouping, then there was no reason to ask him why the enemy bridgeheads, which in the near future would play such a sinister role in the encirclement of the bulk of Western Front, hadn’t been timely liquidated. Konev had accordingly even proposed to withdraw his Front’s forces to the unfortified Gzhatsk line, without pausing on the fortified Rzhev-Viaz’ma line, because he knew about the difficult situation on the Dnepr River’s eastern bank, presumably from General Kalinin’s report mentioned above.


    How is it possible to believe Konev: such a large-scale regrouping is being conducted in Western Front’s rear, an entire army – in essence, the Stavka’s strategic reserve – is being withdrawn from the axis it had been defending, yet Konev wasn’t aware of this? (If in fact the Stavka and the General Staff hadn’t informed the commander of the Western Front about the 49th Army’s regrouping, then one can only imagine what must have been going on there after receiving news about the abandonment of Orel on 3 October.) After all, units of the 248th Rifle Division were entraining in Kasnia (two steps from Konev’s headquarters), right in the sector where these ill-fated bridges were located, which the Germans had seized intact – the fact of which, apparently, no one had bothered to inform him.


    Bridges, dozens of which during the Red Army’s retreat from the border area were left to the enemy in good condition, aren’t simple things to build. Having seized them, the Germans could effortlessly and quickly cross their panzers to the opposite bank of the river. According to a German map, by day’s end on 3 October they had seized two small sectors on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River.38 On the next day, taking advantage of the confusion on this sector of defense, they somewhat expanded both bridgeheads, having seized the fortifications present here. For one bridge in Smolensk that German tanks were already starting to cross, which had been blown up without authorization, they had wanted to put on trial the garrison chief Colonel P. F. Malyshev, who had given the order for the demolition (an airplane had been sent to bring him to Moscow!) But here for two unblown bridges, the responsible people might even have been shot.39


    Let’s sum up the results. On 4 October, I. S. Konev could not have independently reached the decision to withdraw the Western Front to the Gzhatsk line in one bound, which would mean a retreat of 150-160 kilometers; this was an idea that he voiced in retrospect. No instructions whatsoever for a withdrawal (or even to prepare for one) had been issued by him throughout the course of 4 October and the morning of 5 October. Indeed all of Konev’s subsequent decisions and actions, as well as the steps taken by the top officers of the Front’s field command, only confirm this. The former commander of Western Front’s claim that he had decided to retreat back on 4 October is nothing more than a retrospective attempt to duck responsibility for the delay in withdrawing the Front’s troops, which led to such catastrophic consequences. Moreover, in postwar arguments about the supposed decisions he had taken, contrary to the Stavka’s judgement, there is the hint that if he had been heard and his proposal had been approved in time, then there would have been no encirclement, nor any catastrophe at Viaz’ma.


    Even so, for sake of justice, it should be noted that there was a kernel of rational thought in the commander of the Western Front’s proposal (if it had been approved on 4 October or even the morning of 5 October). A quick, bounding withdrawal of the troops through the first belt of the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line (on the Dnepr) to its second belt along a line east of Sychevka-Viaz’ma would have allowed the creation of a defense in depth, using the cover of the 32nd Army’s divisions along the Dnepr. In this eventuality, the troops of the Western Front might still possibly have avoided encirclement. However, this would have meant the abandonment of the well-prepared line of fortifications on the Dnepr River, since it could only have been held if the withdrawing troops had stopped at the Dnepr to consolidate its defense and the enemy bridgeheads had been timely eliminated (or at least securely localized). The indecisiveness of the Stavka (and specifically, I. V. Stalin) and the delay with the decision to withdraw the forces played right into the enemy’s hands and led first to the loss of a previously prepared line, and then to the encirclement of the bulk of two fronts.


    Halder noted with evident satisfaction in his diary:


    
      6 October: … Fourth Army and Fourth Panzer Group are swinging northward unchecked. Signs of enemy demoralization. Hoepner’s right wing and the left wing of Second Army have no major enemy forces in front of them and are advancing on and beyond Yukhnov [Iukhnov].


      Ninth Army and Third Panzer Group are now clean through the second line of enemy postions and have reached the motor highway also north of Vyazma [Viaz’ma] (7th Panzer Division). Ninth Army has gained elbow room also toward Belyi. All in all, it can be said that the battle of encirclement conducted by AGrp. Center is approaching its climax, i.e., the closing of the pocket.40

    


    Stalin became fed up with hearing the endless promises “to clarify the situation” and to “re-establish the position”. He no longer believed either Konev or Budenny. On 5 October, the Leader summoned the Leningrad Front commander G. K. Zhukov for talks. Here is the proper place to relate that in 1941, the primary means of communications between the Stavka and the front headquarters was the telegraph with the use of Baudot machines. The mechanisms, which were cumbersome and difficult to use, created a lot of problems whenever a headquarters moved to a new location. However, according to the Red Army’s chief of signals I. T. Peresypkin, Stalin categorically demanded that primarily these telegraph devices be employed for direct communications at the highest military leadership level. He deeply believed that communications transmitted through the Baudot machine could not be intercepted. Plainly, some signals specialist had convinced him of this. Of course, it was much more difficult to intercept the work of the Baudot machines, which used punched tape to transmit alphanumeric code, than it was the Morse code telegraphs, but it was still possible. A special testing of the device, organized by the Naval General Staff during the First World War, had demonstrated this.


    Below is the transcript of Stalin’s 5 October request for Zhukov to come to Moscow:


    
      Stalin: Greetings.


      Zhukov: I wish you good health.


      Stalin: Comrade Zhukov, can you take an immediate flight to Moscow? In view of the deteriorating situation on the left wing of the Reserve Front in the area of Iukhnov [author’semphasis], the Stavka would like to consult with you. Leave someone in your place, perhaps Khozin.


      Zhukov: I request permission to depart on the morning of 6 October.


      Stalin: Fine. Tomorrow we’ll be waiting for you in Moscow. All the best.


      Zhukov: All the best.41

    


    I. V. Stalin needed G. K. Zhukov not as an advisor – he already had a lot of those sorts around him, but almost all of them hung upon Stalin’s every word in order to figure out his opinion. The Supreme Commander needed someone who was capable of quickly sizing up the situation and who was not burdened by any sense of guilt over the collapse at the front. Stalin needed someone decisive and resolute, who would stop at nothing in order to fix the situation. Secretly the Leader had evidently already decided to identify and harshly punish those guilty in the disaster at the front. It is indicative that he dispatched Zhukov to see Budenny, but sent a GKO commission to the Western Front. Judging by everything, the Leader was extremely dissatisfied with Konev.


    The Western Front retreats to the Rzhev – Viaz’ma line


    The only one of Konev’s proposals to Shaposhnikov that he was able to implent was to take plainly late steps to hold the area of Viaz’ma, where the enemy’s pincers might close. Prior to the decision to retreat, this region was outside his area of responsibility in order to prevent the notorious overlapping of boundaries. The Western Front commander decided to create a grouping to cover the southern approaches to Viaz’ma by taking several divisions from quiet sectors of the front. For some reason, he chose only to defend the southern approaches, even though the situation demanded measures to defend the city from the northwest as well.


    At 1850 on 5 October, I. S. Konev ordered K. K. Rokossovsky immediately to turn over his 16th Army’s sector of defense to the neighboring 20th Army, while he and the rest of the army command was to make an immediate forced march to arrive in Viaz’ma by the morning of 6 October with the task to block the enemy grouping that was attacking northward toward Viaz’ma from the Spas-Demensk area.42


    As K. K. Rokossovsky later recalled:


    
      This was all completely incomprehensible [further evidence that Konev hadn’t issued any preliminary instructions about the forthcoming retreat or even held any briefings]. To the north of us, in particular, General Lukin’s position was growing increasingly untenable; what was happening on the Front’s left wing and to the south of it was unknown …


      Comrades Lobachev, Kazakov, Malinin and Orel were here [at the Front’s command post]. As with me, the telegram had prompted their suspicions. I remember the chief of staff’s exclamation: ‘Leave the troops at such a time? It’s beyond belief!’


      I requested a repetition of the order, on a document with the Front commander’s personal signature.43

    


    The position of the 16th Army commander, who had only been released from prison just before the war, is fully understandable. Having received an affront over his planned actions in case of a necessary retreat, of course Rokossovsky was distressed. After all, having included steps for a staged withdrawal in his Army’s defense plan, Konev’s order to drop the measures wasn’t far from being an accusation of holding defeatist attitudes – yet now they were about to retreat. Meanwhile, the text of the received order had been jotted down on a scrap of paper. If followed, they might be now even accused of fleeing.


    Konev took steps to ensure that the written order reached the headquarters of the 16th Army. K. K. Rokossovsky confirms: “That night a pilot delivered an order bearing the signatures of I. S. Konev and Military Council member N. A. Bulganin. Our doubts dropped away. However, it didn’t bring more clarity.”


    
      [image: ]


      Lieutenant-General K. K. Rokossovsky, commander of the 16th Army.
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      Lieutenant-General F. A. Ershakov, commander of the 20th Army.

    


    The new order said:


    
      To the commanders of the 16th and 20th Armies


      To Rokossovsky and Ershakov.


      I am ordering 16th Army commander Rokossovsky to turn over 16th Army’s sector and troops to the 20th Army commander Ershakov. You together with the 16th Army’s command staff and necessary communications means are to arrive in Viaz’ma by forced march no later than the morning of 6 October. There in the vicinity of Viaz’ma the 16th Army headquarters will receive the 50th, 73rd, 38th and 229th Rifle Divisions, the 147th Tank Brigade, a rocket artillery battalion, an anti-tank regiment, and a regiment from the Artillery Reserve of the Supreme Command.


      The Army’s task is to stop the enemy offensive toward Viaz’ma, which is attacking from the south out of the area of Spas-Demensk, and to hold it south of the line Put’kovo – Krutye – Drozhzhino [25 kilometers south of Viaz’ma], with a view to the creation of a grouping and the future transition to the offensive in the direction of Iukhnov.


      Report the receipt and execution.


      Konev – Bulganin – Sokolovsky – 5.10.41.44

    


    Later, Rokossovsky would be ordered to operate not to the south of Viaz’ma, but also to the north of the city.45


    Meanwhile, time was passing. Of the divisions indicated in the order, only the 50th Rifle Division (without its 2nd Rifle Regiment), which had already been withdrawn into the 19th Army’s reserve in the Tikhanovo, Kholmianka and Nekrasovo area, could immediately be sent to the Viaz’ma area. The 38th Rifle Division was defending in the 16th Army’s first echelon; in the other three formations [the 73rd and 229th Rifle Divisions, and the 147th Tank Brigade], each had one regiment that was also currently in direct contact with the enemy. The 147th Tank Brigade, which Konev at 1730 5 October had ordered (at 0200 6 October he had confirmed the combat order) Boldin to send to the Viaz’ma area without any delay, was in the most difficult position. However, the tank regiment of this brigade was unable to disengage from combat. Boldin at 1015 6 October reported that the tank brigade’s 147th Tank Regiment was tied up in combat with enemy infantry, supported by artillery, in the Bulychevo area 4 kilometers east of Iakovskaia (see Map 5). To take it from its combat sector would have opened a path for the adversary to Iakovskaia Station, and further on to the Dnepr River and the highway – into the flank and rear of the group.46


    On this same day of 5 October, at 1545 Konev issued an order for the rapid departure of the 50th Rifle Division to Viaz’ma aboard vehicles from the Army’s motor pool. The vehicles for the division’s transport were ordered to be present in the area of Bekedovo, which is 7 kilometers northwest of Safonovo, by approximately 2200 5 October. At 2300 5 October, the division with two regiments (the 49th Rifle and the 359th Rifle) and the artillery regiment set off on foot for Antsiperovo (13 kilometers southeast of Vadino).47 General G. K. Malandin reported that officers from the division with which he met didn’t know anything about the vehicles waiting to load the division’s troops and equipment or about its redeployment to Viaz’ma. Malandin gave an order to hasten the division’s departure for Viaz’ma, where it was to come under the command of Rokossovsky.48 Simultaneously, the 229th Rifle Division from the 20th Army’s reserve was also to make a forced march to Viaz’ma, and it was ordered to begin to move out soon.49


    At last, the Stavka VGK at 2230 5 October decided to begin the withdrawal of the troops of all three fronts to new lines that same night. In connection with the breakthrough of the front of the 43rd and 33rd Armies, the Western Front was ordered to fall back to the Ostashkov – Bulashovo (5 kilometers northeast of Kholm-Zhirkovskii) line, and further along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River to the cities of Dorogobuzh and Vederniki.50 This line tied in with Reserve Front’s final fallback line. Simultaneously through a supplementary Stavka order, all the units of the 31st and 32nd Armies, as well as Reserve Front’s 220th Rifle Division together with attachments and rear facilities, were transferred to the Western Front at 2300 5 October. Its headquarters was ordered to move not to Shakhovskaia Station, but to the vicinity of Gzhatsk.51 Thus, albeit with great delay, the areas of responsibility were finally straightened out to eliminate the confusion over boundaries. It was with this supplementary order that the divisions of the 31st Army (the 249th, 110th, 5th, 247th and 119th Rifle Division), which had been transferred to the Western Front, halted the entraining of their units. The Army was to defend the sector of the line running to Pena. At the same time, the 247th Rifle Division (minus two regiments), the 119th Rifle Division’s 368th Rifle Regiment and the 766th Anti-tank Artillery Regiment were withdrawn into 31st Army’s reserve.


    Having lost time in gathering information about the situation and in reaching a difficult decision, the Stavka hurried with the delivery of the directives to the forces. The night was running out. The retreat authorization was repeated over the radio, and at 0750 6 October, the retreat order was sent to the armies by airplane.52 Over the nearly two days that had passed since Konev made his suggestions to retreat, the situation had significantly deteriorated. If on 4 October the distance between Hoth’s and Hoepner’s armored spearheads was 140-150 kilometers, then by the end of 5 October the 7th Panzer Division in its bridgehead on the Dnepr had only approximately 40 kilometers left to reach Viaz’ma. The Fourth Panzer Group’s 10th Panzer Division was only 45-50 kilometers from the city. The gap between them had been reduced to approximately 90 kilometers (see Map 8). The divisions of the Soviet 24th Army, which were continuing to cling to El’nia, and the 20th Army’s 144th and 129th Rifle Divisions, were 110–120 kilometers west of Viaz’ma as the crow flies. At the moment of the actual start of their retreat on 6 October, only 40-50 kilometers remained for the panzer divisions to cover before the German pincers would snap shut.


    Having received authorization to retreat, Konev issued the following combat instruction to his subordinate armies even before forwarding the combat order:


    
      Army commander Lukin is to leave strong covering units on his present front – separate regiments, which will continue to fight on the line.


      The Army’s main forces on the night between 5 and 6 October is to begin withdrawing to the previously prepared line of the Reserve Front along the Dnepr River in the Novo-Duginskaia – Bulanovo [likely Bulashovo] – Kaniutino (all belonging to 19th Army) sector, and on the left – east of Kasnia – (incl.) Iakovlevo – Prisel’e with the task to defend stubbornly the indicated area to prevent a breakthrough in the direction of Viaz’ma.


      The 19th Army will have the 45th Cavalry Division, the 244th, 89th, 91st, 214th, 166th and 134th Rifle Divisions, and the 127th and 8th Tank Brigades.


      Withdraw the artillery first to the new line.53

    


    The 19th Army received the order to retreat only at 0400 6 October. The Army’s designated retreat corridors hardly corresponded to the situation that had arisen: the Novo-Duginskaia Station was 45 kilometers north of Viaz’ma, and Kasnia – 20 kilometers. Apparently, the Front commander by withdrawing the 19th Army to a line northeast of Viaz’ma was striving to create a continuous front together with the deployment of Rokossovsky’s newly formed 16th Army in the area of the city itself. However, by this time the Germans had succeeded in driving Group Boldin’s units out of Kholm-Zhirkovskii. Yet the main thing was that the enemy had penetrated the weak defenses of the 248th and 18th Rifle Divisions, seized Volochek, and was beginning to exploit the offensive toward Viaz’ma and Sychevka. By carrying out its given order, the 19th Army would not be retreating, but would actually have to be attacking in the opposite direction.


    The commander of the 20th Army General F. A. Ershakov in respect to an analogous order (a withdrawal of his Army’s main forces to the Dnepr River in the Iakovlevo (6 kilometers north of the highway) – Dorogobuzh sector, and further along the Uzha River to Vederniki), decided to implement it at 0500 7 October. The retreat was to be covered by separate regiments on the Vop’, Dnepr and Ustrom Rivers, keeping a strong reserve on its left flank. With Order 71/op on 6 October 1941, Ershakov assigned the tasks to his subordinate divisions. The 112th Rifle Division was to withdraw along the highway and to occupy the line Iakovlevo – Stavkovo State Farm (20 kilometers south of the highway), with its command post at Izdeshkovo. Its boundary on the right with the 19th Army was marked by (excl) Kasnia Station – (excl.) Iakovlevo – (excl.) Prisel’e. The withdrawal routes for the 108th Rifle Division: Prost’, Markovo, Dorogobuzh; for the 144th Rifle Division with the 73rd Rifle Division’s 471st Rifle Regiment and the 302nd Howitzer Artillery Regiment: Korovniki, Mikhailovo, Artiushkino. With the withdrawal to its designated area, the 129th Rifle Division was supposed to become the 20th Army’s reserve.54


    Ershakov’s operational order also included the following points:


    
      … 8. All division commanders when planning the withdrawal must first anticipate the withdrawal of the artillery.


      9. During the withdrawal of the covering units, all road structures, telephone and telegraph lines and similar objects of important economic significance are to be destroyed.


      10. Division and unit commanders are to arrange through local organs of authority and by administrative means the driving of cattle from the areas abandoned by the troops. All agricultural reserves from local resources, which cannot be evacuated, are to be destroyed.55

    


    Thus, General Lukin’s 19th Army was to withdraw north of the highway to a crossing of the Dnepr River at the Neelovo State Farm, while General Ershakov’s 20th Army was to fall back along the highway and south of it. In the process, the 20th Army’s 112th Rifle Division was to occupy a 26-kilometer sector of defense straddling the highway.


    In Order No. 9/op about the withdrawal of the Western Front’s forces to the new line, which Konev signed at 0545 6 October, it was said that the enemy had broken through the front of Reserve Front’s 43rd and 33rd Armies and was striving to develop the offensive in the directions of Gzhatsk, Viaz’ma and Iukhnov. There was not a word about the difficult situation facing the Western Front. It was ordered for the withdrawal to begin in the early morning hours of 6 July “with the aim of organizing a stubborn defense on the prepared line.”


    Further in the order, the tasks of each army for the withdrawal were specified, in particular:


    
      … 7. The 19th Army is to begin the withdrawal of its units on the night between 5 and 6 October to the eastern bank of the Dnepr River, where it is to organize a firm defense on the designated line, covering the Viaz’ma axis. With the retreat of the Army’s units to the Dnepr River, the Army will include the 2nd Division’s 140th Rifle Regiment. [This is a mistake. Correct is the 2nd Rifle and the 140th Rifle Divisions.]


      Its boundary line on the left will be (incl.) Korovino – (incl.) Viaz’ma – (incl.) Kostenki.

    


    [In this manner, with the inclusion of the 2nd and 140th Rifle Divisions, the left boundary line was shifted sharply (by 30 kilometers) to the south, so the 19th Army’s withdrawal corridor and next defensive line had now been expanded to include the highway.]


    
      8. The 20th Army on the night between 5 and 6 October under the cover of strong detachments is to begin a withdrawal of the Army’s units to the line Dnepr River – Dorogobuzh – Vederniki and on 7 October is to organize a firm defense on the prepared line with the Army’s 144th, 129th, 108th and 112th Rifle Divisions ….


      9. The 16th Army with the 73rd, 229th, 38th and 50th Rifle Divisions and the 147th Tank Brigade is to assemble in the area of Viaz’ma on 6 October for operations in the northern and southern directions in order to eliminate the enemy that has broken through.


      … 12. The 31st and 32nd Army commanders are to send guides from their units to the units of the 22nd, 29th, 30th, 19th and 20th Armies in order to conduct them through the minefields.56

    


    The armies on the Front’s right wing were ordered to begin withdrawing 24-hours later, on the night between 6 and 7 October. They were supposed to organize a firm defense on prepared lines on 9 October 1941: the 22nd Army, having included on its roster the 249th and 5th Rifle Divisions and the 9th Tank Brigade, on the line Ostashkov – Selizharovo – Kiselovo; the 29th Army on the line Eraevo – Khmelevka – Olenino Station, taking control of the 31st Army’s 247th and 119th Rifle Divisions on this line. With the aim of coordinating the troop operations during the withdrawal, phase lines were designated for these armies. Group Boldin received its directions by a separate order.


    In all the orders and instructions flowing from above to below it was repeated: the time of the start of the withdrawal (except for the 22nd and 29th Armies) was the night between 5 and 6 October. The authors of a majority of publications thus believe that the troops received the orders on 5 October and began the withdrawals that night. The aforementioned article by General Lukin also asserts:


    
      Only on 5 October was it ordered to withdraw the troops. By the end of this day, the 19th Army had received an order to retreat to the line of the Dnepr River. The withdrawal had to be coordinated with the 20th Army, located on our left, and with Group Boldin. … On the night of 5 October the Army began the withdrawal, leaving behind rear guards.57

    


    If the army commander had been using the corresponding wartime documents while working on his memoirs, he couldn’t have written this. According to Lukin’s own message, the order for the 19th Army to move behind the Dnepr River was received at 0400 6 October, and the Army began the withdrawal only at 1000 6 October. We’ll return to this message in a bit.


    Moreover, in the archives one can find General Lukin’s Order No. 67 from 6 October 1941, which places his command post 1 kilometer south of the Neelovo State Farm:


    
      1. The enemy at 1800 on 5 October seized the line Berdiaevo – Slashchevo – Neelovo State Farm with three infantry divisions and tanks; a motorized regiment with a squadron of cavalry has occupied Iakovskaia Station.


      2. On the right – Group Boldin; the left-flank 127th Tank Brigade is presumably at the Pobeda [Victory] State Farm [7 kilometers east of Iakovskaia].

    


    The army commander then issued assignments to the 19th Army’s divisions for the defense. In particular, the 166th Rifle Division with the 120th and 596th Howitzer Artillery Regiments were ordered to dig-in on the sector Novoselki – Shamovo – Kovshiki and to prevent a breakthrough in the direction of Matveenki and Vlaskovo, from the direction of Kashina toward Medvedevo. He designated the 89th and 244th Rifle Divisions, and the 127th Tank Brigade, as the army reserve. His command post from 0800 6 October would be in some woods 1 kilometer west of Semenovshchina.


    Those who prepared M. F. Lukin’s article for publication in the Voenno-istoricheskii Zhurnal overdid themselves in the effort to paper over the Stavka’s delay in reaching a decision to withdraw the troops and in delivering the corresponding tasks to the armies. Time, and a lot of it, is required to organize a withdrawal for units that are in direct contact with the enemy. For the majority of the division and unit commanders, the new order, which only arrived on 6 October, was completely unexpected. It isn’t so easy to disengage major forces from combat. The enemy kept close watch on any signs that the Russians were preparing to retreat, in order to be able to go quickly in pursuit. The nighttime hours advantageous for the concealed withdrawal of units from contact had been let slip. For the most part, the Western Front’s formations and units could begin to carry out the withdrawal order only on the afternoon of 6 July.58


    It is possible to address a great deal of criticism to the Western Front’s command staff over the organization and planning of the withdrawal, especially since Konev had already started to ponder its necessity on 4 October. Only a quick and well-organized withdrawal could salvage the situation. However, in the issued instructions and order, neither the method by which the withdrawal was to be executed nor the time by which the new defensive lines should be reached and occupied were specified. Thus, the chiefs of staff were unable to calculate the pace of the withdrawal, and a lot depended on this. Most importantly, the army commanders, much less the division commanders, were not briefed on the situation in their rear. They had little awareness of the degree of danger they faced in connection with enemy’s deep penetration and the possibility of his appearance on the path of retreat. If they had been fully informed, the army commanders in anticipation of a possible encounter with the enemy would have sent ahead mobile forward detachments. This absence of awareness was why General Ershakov didn’t take any measures to hasten the withdrawal. It was necessary to save the men, weapons and combat equipment, not the cattle of the area’s collective farms.


    The neighboring 19th and 20th Armies’ timing and troop movements during the withdrawal were not coordinated. They began the retreat almost simultaneously, even though General Ershakov’s divisions were much further to the west than the 19th Army. To reach the newly designated line of defense along the Dnepr River, they would have to travel 50-55 kilometers. As a result of the German offensive to this point, the divisions of General Lukin’s 19th Army now extended from west to east. The units on the western flank of the Army faced a 40-kilometer march to the Dnepr, but the remaining units were much nearer to the river. Judging by the evidence, it appears that Lukin managed to coordinate the 19th Army’s withdrawal only with Group Boldin, the units of which were fending off German attempts to cut the path of retreat with attacks from the north. Konev also failed to coordinate the withdrawal sequence with the Reserve Front command, in particular the movement routes of the neighboring 20th and 24th Armies that shared the boundary between these two fronts. Whatever that was done to establish a new boundary between the fronts proved to be inadequate. Later during the retreat of these two armies, this would lead to tragic consequences.
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      German infantry on the march.

    


    In his memoirs Lukin writes that many would later ask him, especially at a conference in the Frunze Central House of the Soviet Army dedicated to the battle, why he hadn’t conducted a timely withdrawal:


    
      Speakers were even reproaching me for this. Back then, in October 1941, I was confident that I was proceeding properly, and through the passage of many years, analyzing the events of the past, I again became convinced of the correctness of my actions at that time. I didn’t withdraw, because I was experiencing support and encouragement from the Front (I had continuous communications with the Front commander), and I was being held up as an example; indeed the need to withdraw hadn’t arisen, and moreover there’d been no order to do so [author’s emphasis]. This is one side of the matter and on the other – we were no longer able to retreat. If the troops had abandoned their positions and had moved off in march columns without fighting, then the fascist motorized units would have overtaken them, carved them up and crushed them.59

    


    M. F. Lukin exaggerates the danger of a relentless enemy pursuit on his tail, and importantly even contradicts his own words from a wartime dispatch, in which he stated that the 19th Army’s withdrawal was executed without any pressure from enemy ground forces (at the time of writing his article, it wasn’t acceptable to cite archival documents: the line stipulated by official sources and Konev’s articles had to be followed). The Werhmacht’s infantry were not much superior to our rifle formations in mobility (see Appendix I). Its companies as a rule marched on foot.60 In any case, enemy infantry divisions in direct pursuit were slowed down by rear guards, while they were unable to conduct a parallel pursuit. For example, divisions of the German VIII Army Corps, held up by covering detachments and rear guard units, lost contact with the forces of the 19th Army. This is confirmed by a Ninth Army summary report, where it was noted that the VIII Army Corps without enemy contact had reached the Verzha River (a tributary of the Dnepr 3 kilometers west of it), and that the Dnepr River south of the highway was being held by enemy units.61


    The Germans strived to disrupt the orderly withdrawal of the Russians’ main forces, first of all by the operations of their enveloping mobile divisions. Their forward detachments tried to forestall our columns from reaching a line suitable for organizing a defense. It is interesting that the Fourth Army command expressed regret that the divisions of the XXXXVI Motorized Corps at the insistence of higher command was made to turn too early to the north and thus collided with the main bulk of the retreating Reserve Front. The Germans believed that had this corps made this turn further to the east, it would have been able to intercept the path of retreat of the 20th and 24th Armies with fewer losses.


    In a different article, published before his death, M. F. Lukin writes:


    
      But retreat how? The situation, it would seem, demanded the prompt abandonment of positions, putting distance between us and the enemy, and straightening out the front line. In this case we might have avoided the threat of encirclement. But how could we separate from the enemy, how would we find the time to organize a new line of defense? After all, horses provided our primary means of towing, while the Germans were highly motorized; consequently, they might simply roll right over us and emerge nearly intact, without losses, on the nearest approaches to the capital. … I decided to withdraw slowly, with fighting, struggling for every meter of land, wearing down the enemy, which was not expecting such a defense. True, in this case the threat of encirclement didn’t disappear, but after all the army was fully combat-capable, gathered into a single powerful fist and diverting significant forces, which had been aimed at Moscow, onto itself. I knew quite well that we had almost no troops in front of Moscow itself.62
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      A battery of Soviet 85mm anti-aircraft guns.

    


    It needs to be considered that at the start of the retreat, Lukin’s 19th Army was defending on a front facing primarily to the northwest. Therefore the withdrawal began with the left-flank units. The remaining divisions, including the 134th Rifle Division, which was holding the eastern bank of the Vopets River, continued to battle, repulsing enemy attacks. Rear guard detachments delayed the enemy. In addition, motivated and courageous unit commanders and commanders of even smaller groups, which had lost communications with higher command, continued to defend the lines they occupied, clinging during the retreat to any brook, any suitable line, in order to delay the enemy. The following message, received by the Ninth Army headquarters on 5 October, is characteristic:


    
      The enemy has disappeared in front of the 1st Panzer Division, though in the Liapkino area units of the division are pinned down in fighting with Russians in the strength of two battalions. The Third Panzer Group command has asked authorization to replace units of the 1st Panzer Division with the 900th Lehr Brigade.

    


    Every such delay was advantageous to our troops.


    At 1920 on 6 October, Konev was compelled to adjust the assignments for the 19th and 20th Armies: “The 19th Army in connection with the enemy’s breakthrough toward Volochek is to fallback to the Gavrilovo – Grigor’evo line (southwest of Viaz’ma), where it is to dig-in and to defend stubbornly. My reserve in Gzhatsk [will consist of] one division and two heavy artillery regiments.” An analogous instruction was issued to the 20th Army as well, which was to withdraw that night to the Grigor’evo – Krasnoe line and further to the boundary on the Front’s left. First of all, the Army was to withdraw the heavy artillery.63 General Boldin’s group, with the aim of securing the 19th Army’s exit from combat and subsequent withdrawal, received the assignment to launch an attack in the direction of Volochek.


    General Ershakov’s divisions executed the withdrawal in a complex situation. Having detected the withdrawal, the Germans attempted promptly to follow in pursuit, but were held up by the fire of 20th Army’s rear guard units and minefields in the area of Iartsevo. The relatively rapid withdrawal of the 19th Army’s left-flank divisions placed the 20th Army in a difficult position. Units of the enemy’s XXVII Army Corps, and then of the VIII Army Corps as well, which were attacking from the north, reached the highway. As a result, the 20th Army’s divisions had to retreat south of the highway, where they discovered that all the back roads and old Smolensk road were jammed with the wagons and vehicles of the rear units of the Reserve Front’s 24th Army, which indicates the lack of coordination between the two fronts. In essence, however, the 20th Army’s retreating units had no one in direct pursuit of them. The enemy was moving along a parallel route, along the highway (see Map 18).


    One can judge how the 20th Army’s retreat began by extracts from German documents:


    At 1850 6 October: “In the first half of the day, the retreat [of the Russians] began along the Iartsevo – Dorogobuzh road. Units of the XXVII Army Corps, attacking along both sides of the highway, threw aside enemy rear guards. The activity of artillery is insignificant.” [Not surprisingly: most of the artillery had been withdrawn first, and where three divisions had been standing, now there remained only the 112th Rifle Division, serving as the rear guard.]


    At 0715 7 October: “The Iartsevo area has been heavily mined. There are explosions and burning villages across the entire front. A prisoner has been taken from the 120th Artillery Regiment [Division?].”64


    Success in extracting the main forces of the Western and Reserve Fronts from the forming pocket depended to a great extent on whether the enemy’s armored pincers, which were striving to close ring of encirclement, could be stopped or at least delayed. Konev ordered the 32nd Army to attack the German columns advancing on Viaz’ma from the southeast. At this time, the commander of the 32nd Army, General Vishnevsky, was trying to organize the destruction of the enemy grouping that had crossed to the eastern bank of the Dnepr River northwest of Viaz’ma. However, the Army’s divisions, which were located south of the highway (the 2nd, 8th and 29th Rifle Divisions) could not be assembled for the attack. The counterstroke never took place.


    On 6 October at 1305, Army Group Center’s radio monitoring post passed to von Bock’s headquarters an intercepted Red Army order. The text read: “At dawn on 7 October, attack in strength the enemy wall of armor, which is moving along the Iukhnov – Znamenka road. All possible measures must be taken.” Von Kluge’s Fourth Army immediately received an intelligence report regarding the Soviet intentions and took corresponding measures to prevent their breakthrough.65


    In the OKH summary No. 113 from 6 October, it was observed:


    
      … East of Smolensk, the enemy has begun a retreat to the east, having acknowledged the hopelessness of his position [here and further, author’s emphasis]. Now, when the ring around the enemy at Viaz’ma has been narrowed to 20 kilometers, one must expect attempts to break through between the enveloping flanks and increased resistance they close, as well as increased movement on the western flank.


      …


      In front of the Fourth Army the enemy has been smashed and is offering no serious resistance. Separate enemy units are trying to break out of the encirclement to the north and northeast. On the sector of the VII Army Corps the enemy is fighting in isolated, scattered groups, in which signs of demoralization are becoming increasingly manifest. On the sectors of the XX and IX Army Corps, the enemy is retreating to the northeast under the cover of rear guards. … On the sector of the VIII Army Corps, the enemy is still offering resistance. …


      On the front of the Third Panzer Group, the Dnepr line has been breached …. The enemy has been thrown back from the Vazuza River. In the process, the final formations of the 32nd Reserve Army (the 13th and 18th Rifle Divisions, and the 2nd Stalin Division as well) were thrown into the fighting.66

    


    According to the Western Front commander’s plan, Rokossovsky’s 16th Army was supposed to widen the corridor for extracting the troops from the pending encirclement.


    Recalling the battle, Konev asserts:


    
      The 50th Rifle Division arrived in the vicinity of Viaz’ma simultaneously with the 16th Army’s command staff [author’s emphasis]. At my direction, this most spirited division was transferred to the roster of the 16th Army in the Viaz’ma area, in order to prevent the enemy’s closing of the ring of encirclement. However … the division, unfortunately, managed to arrive on time with only two rifle regiments and its artillery regiment. The remaining units of this division had been cut-off by the attacking enemy and also wound up in the Viaz’ma encirclement.67

    


    In reality, according to documents, the 50th Rifle Division lost an entire 24 hours due to delays in the gathering and delivery of motorized transport (including 100 vehicles taken from the 19th Army), as well as other types of slip-ups. So at 2300 6 October, it was still located in the area of Durovo, 60 kilometers to the west of Viaz’ma.68 Other divisions which had been assigned to the 16th Army’s headquarters also hadn’t reached Viaz’ma: the 38th Rifle Division was still on its way to to the city, while the 229th Rifle Division had been detained by the 20th Army commander. The 166th Rifle Division, which had been withdrawn from combat later than the others, had already run into the enemy south of Viaz’ma. The division was outmatched, and as a result of the fighting the division lost a significant portion of its artillery and rear services.


    According to Rokossovsky, the chief of Viaz’ma’s garrison, General I. S. Nikitin reported to him that there were no troops whatsoever in the city or its surroundings and that he had only police under his control. In reality Western Front’s 206th Reserve Rifle Regiment was in the vicinity of Viaz’ma, and Nikitin took a few preliminary measures to defend the city. From a combat dispatch sent by the chief of Viaz’ma’s garrison:


    
      1. From Ugra Station, 40 [enemy] tanks were en route to Znamenka at 1700 (reported by an NKVD destroyer detachment).


      2. The Viaz’ma garrison has moved into defensive positions:


      
        A) on the Moscow-Minsk thoroughfare in the Zhipino, Medrevo area – one rifle company;


        B) on the railroad at Grediakino Station – a battalion;


        C) on a line from the southeastern outskirts of Grediakino to Pastikha on a front of 5 kilometers – one more battalion;


        D) south of Viaz’ma – in the Batishevo area – a separate battalion from the NKVD oblast command (a Border Guard detachment);

      


      3. The second echelon (a people’s militia regiment) has taken up a defense on the Smolensk highway to the southwest Iamskaia [as in text]; south of Viaz’ma, Chertovo; and southeast of Viaz’ma Boznia along the Kaluga highway to the east.69

    


    The garrison chief also organized a reconnaissance to the southwest (with a battalion of the 206th Reserve Rifle Regiment) and to the south (with the Border Guard detachment). At the same time he attempted to organize a defense northeast of the city in the sector of the 140th Rifle Division. Of course, with such meager forces it was impossible to hold open the corridor for the troops escaping from the pocket, much less to hold the city itself. Rokossovsky was unable to establish communications with Western Front headquarters over the radio. The Front’s chief of staff General Sokolovsky himself, who was passing through Viaz’ma on his way to the Front’s new command post, didn’t know how vulnerable the city was. On the day of 6 October, the chief of the Front’s operations department General G. K. Malandin and its artillery commander General I. P. Kamera called upon Rokossovsky’s command post, which was located 10 kilometers northeast of Viaz’ma. According to Rokossovsky, they were searching for Front headquarters and also weren’t aware of the situation. If the Western Front commander, as he maintains, had decided to retreat on 4 October, then at least some of the Front’s forces would have been timely allocated to defend Viaz’ma, and all of the generals who were occupying prominent posts within the Western Front would have known about this.


    On the morning of 6 October the enemy resumed the offensive out of the bridgeheads established on the eastern bank of the Dnepr. The units of the 140th and weakened 248th Rifle Divisions were unable to withstand the attack of the two enemy panzer divisions. The 7th Panzer Division broke out of the Glushkovo bridgehead and began quickly moving on Viaz’ma. Units of the 6th Panzer and 129th Infantry Divisions attacked out of the Tikhanovo bridgehead, and by 1850 7 October were within 40 kilometers of Viaz’ma.


    At 1150 on 6 October, the commander of the 32nd Army General Vishnevsky reported to Konev about an enemy breakthrough on the Volochek – Pigulino [11 kilometers south of Volochek on the right bank of the Viaz’ma River] sector:


    
      … 2. The situation on 32nd Army’s front changed dramatically on the morning of 6 October. Up to one tank division and one motorized division of the enemy broke through over the Glushkovo crossing and occupied the woods as far as the Volochek – Nastasyno line, where now bitter fighting is on-going. The information on the enemy is being verified.


      My intended attack against this grouping with the 220th, 18th, 140th and 248th Rifle Divisions is developing slowly because of extremely heavy enemy air attacks. In the sector between the Dnepr and Viaz’ma Rivers, the 248th Rifle Division suddenly retreated … [in the original, this phrase has been stricken].


      At present time, I have no information on how my order is being carried out by the commander of 220th Rifle Division, who on 6 October 1941 refused to carry out my attack order, alluding to an order from the 49th Army.


      It is difficult to parry enemy tank attacks without aviation or tanks. The 143rd Tank Brigade subordinated to me has 20 tanks, but 10 of them have been immobilized by lack of fuel since 0600 6 October.


      I am committing the entire strength of the Army’s right wing to eliminate the enemy breakthrough. I have nothing to spare for a front south of Viaz’ma.


      … I have no communications with the forward units and I don’t know where their headquarters are located.


      The 18th, 248th and 140th Rifle Divisions have heavy losses in personnel and equipment. Problems with communications are having a disastrous effect.70

    


    “The 248th Rifle Division suddenly retreated” – one can imagine the morale among the division’s officers and troops, who’d been hurrying to load onto trains under the Stavka’s regrouping order, and then were ordered urgently to return to the positions they’d just abandoned and man them! From the entraining (and departure!) station, it was a 45-50 kilometer march as the crow flies back to their former line. On their way back, they were incessantly bombed by aircraft, and on the ground they were greeted by enemy tank fire from the very positions they’d constructed!
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      Major-General S. V. Vishnevsky, commander of the 32nd Army.

    


    General Kalinin ordered the 143rd Tank Brigade, which was concentrated in Zaitsevo, to launch an attack toward Volochek in cooperation with the reserve regiment of the 248th Rifle Division, with the assignment to separate the enemy infantry from their tanks and then restore the situation. However, it lacked the strength to accomplish this. As for the 220th Rifle Division, according to the operational summary from the 32nd Army headquarters at 1950 6 October 1941, which was at the height of the fighting on the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line, it was continuing to board trains. That means the order that had assigned it to the Western Front still hadn’t reached the division. Meanwhile the division’s Special Department, in accordance with previously issued orders, was continuing to purge “unreliable elements” from the ranks. For example, in place of the 673rd Rifle Regiment’s 2nd Battalion, which consisted of “Westerners” (natives of the western oblasts of Belorussia and the Ukraine, who in difficult situations tended to surrender in large numbers) who’d been swept up and sent to the rear, it was necessary to form a new battalion quickly – from the personnel of the construction units and rear services.


    The Germans seriously prepared the organization and execution of the breakout from their Dnepr bridgeheads toward Viaz’ma. This can be traced by documents of the LVI Motorized Corps’ 6th Panzer Division, units of which attacked out of the Tikhanovo bridgehead. It doesn’t make sense to cite them all in full, because they’re overloaded with unnecessary details; therefore, I’ll paraphrase them, while adhering closely to the texts.


    The bitter fighting in the Kholm-Zhirkovskii area had continued on 5 October. So the attack out of the bridgehead, which had been set for the afternoon of 5 October, was again postponed due to a new attack by units of Group Boldin, during which, according to German data, 30 Russian tanks had been destroyed.71 By evening, infantry of the 129th Infantry Division’s 430th Regiment had retreated from the Baranovo area to the firing positions of the 3rd Battalion of the 6th Panzer Division’s 76th Artillery Regiment. In order to avoid unnecessary gun losses, the Germans were compelled to shift the firing positions of the 3rd Battalion’s batteries to the northwest outskirts of Kholm-Zhirkovskii.


    The 6th Panzer Division’s attack from the Tikhanovo bridgehead was then set for 6 October. The enemy in front of it was estimated to be weak. Nevertheless, the artillery preparation and support for the attack, which would involve the 76th Artillery Regiment and an attached battalion of the 783rd Artillery Regiment, were thoroughly planned. In the process, a group of artillery observers had to be brought into the bridgehead aboard tanks, because the Kholm-Zhirkovskii – Tikhanovo road was under heavy fire from Russian tanks. The fire suppression of the spotted Russian artillery batteries would begin at X-15 minutes (with “X” marking the initiation of the fire attack). Between X-10 minutes and X, air strikes would be delivered. In the course of the attack from X+8 minutes to X+30 minutes, the 76th Artillery Regiment would fire smoke shells with the aim of blinding the enemy’s observation posts.72 If needed, the attack could call upon the fire of two Nebelwefer rocket-launching battalions from the 51st Nebelwerfer Regiment.73


    The attack from the bridgehead in the direction of Tychkovo (3 kilometers from the Dnepr River crossing at Tikhanovo) began at 0800 (0900 Moscow time) on 6 October. By mid-day the Russians had managed to stop the attack by the 6th Panzer Division in the woods northeast of Tychkovo, in the area of Mikhalevo and in a bend of the Viaz’ma River. With the aim of eliminating the flank attacks on the panzer division, approximately 1600 the 129th Infantry Division’s 427th Infantry Regiment was introduced into the battle. Simultaneously, a reinforced panzer kampfgruppe supported by the 4th Battery of the 76th Artillery Regiment received the assignment to advance to Mit’kovo, 10 kilometers south of Volochek. Taking advantage of its attack, the 6th Panzer Division’s 114th Infantry Regiment was supposed to reach the forested zone between Mit’kovo and Betrakovo. By the end of the day, fighting was on-going in the area of Mit’kovo.


    The commander of the 76th Artillery Regiment in his report at 1915 (2015 Moscow time) on 6 October observed that the adversary was offering strong resistance, placing artillery fire on the 6th Panzer Division’s route of advance. In the course of the day it was required to conduct counterbattery fire against the Russian artillery. Altogether nine enemy batteries had been detected, one of which the regiment destroyed with the assistance of an artillery spotter aircraft. Both sides had demonstrated great activity in the air.74


    The headquarters of the LVI Motorized Corps in its daily summary for 6 October reported:


    
      1) . The enemy as before is offering stubborn resistance to the units of the 129th Infantry Division and 6th Panzer Division. At Ust’e [on the western bank of the Dnepr 5 kilometers southeast of Kholm-Zhirkovskii], the enemy in the course of the day undertook six counterattacks with the support of 18 tanks.


      The bridgehead of the 6th Panzer Division is continually subjected to heavy artillery fire, which complicates its deployment. As a result of the strong enemy resistance, the attack is developing slowly. He [the enemy] has concentrated his main forces south of the Viaz’ma River and north of the highway, launching ceaseless flank attacks. The introduction of reinforcements is hindering the appearance of his troops on the right and left of the axis of the main attack.


      The 7th Panzer Division, after a short but hard fight, succeeded in breaching the enemy’s Viaz’ma line of defense and penetrated to the highway. Although on both sides of Volochek enemy strength is insignificant, corresponding measures must be taken to ensure security.


      According to preliminary data, by the present time 144 enemy tanks and 96 guns have been seized or destroyed. 8,500 prisoners have been taken.


      2). Units of the Corps have reached:


      7th Panzer Division – the highway northwest of Viaz’ma [only its forward detachment];


      6th Panzer Division – Mit’kovo;


      129th Infantry Division – the line Bol’shanskii – woodline south of Kholm[-Zhikovskii] – Chernovo – eastern outskirts of Ust’e.


      … 5). The 7th Panzer Division has reached Markovo [11 kilometers northwest of Viaz’ma].


      …


      … 7). The LVI Corps is holding the highway northwest of Viaz’ma in both directions – both to the east and the west, blocking the enemy from bypassing the southern flank of Ninth Army [author’s note – the Germans were aware of the 19th Army’s retreat] and moving across the Dnepr to the east. Units of the 6th Panzer Division and the 129th Infantry Division are undertaking efforts to encircle the enemy forces in the area northwest of Viaz’ma.


      …


      … 10). Enemy air activity has been reduced. Only isolated air strikes with bombing are being observed.


      Chief of Staff of the Corps75

    


    In the first two days of the offensive, the German advance had averaged more than 25 kilometers a day. Over the next two days the Germans had been compelled to repulse counterattacks launched by the divisions of Group Boldin and to fight to retain their bridgeheads across the Dnepr River. On the fifth day of Operation Typhoon, units of the enemy’s 6th Panzer Division had managed to advance only 6-8 kilometers after a day of hard fighting. Unfortunately, the units of the 248th Rifle and 18th Rifle Divisions had been unable to withstand the attack of the 7th Panzer Division, which attacked out of the Glushkovo bridgehead. As a result, they managed to breakthrough toward Viaz’ma and to cut the highway.


    The cited enemy documents speak on the one hand to the courage and selflessness of the Soviet troops, which under the most disadvantageous conditions for them (what alone did the snafu involving the loading and unloading at the train stations cost them?) continued to strive to carry out their assignments. They didn’t manage to stop the foe, but did win another 24 hours of time. On the other hand, it becomes clear that given a timely maneuver of forces forces from quiet sectors of the front to the threatened axis and an organized, concerted action, it might have been possible to stop the enemy offensive if not on the first line (on the Dnepr River), then on the second, the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line.


    The Red Army troops also lacked air support (or at least cover against enemy air strikes). However, at this moment most of the Soviet air assets were concentrated on the Orel and Iukhnov directions, even though it is now clear that at the time, the Germans didn’t have sufficient strength for a serious offensive in the direction of Iukhnov, Medyn’ and Maloiaroslavets.76 Of the eight panzer divisions in the enemy’s Third and Fourth Panzer Groups, six had been committed to the encirclement of the main forces of the Western and Reserve Fronts. The SS Motorized Division Das Reich, once it reached Iukhnov, had pivoted toward Gzhatsk, in order to seize the Minsk highway with the aim of blocking possible attempts to free the trapped forces.


    According to German records, the forward detachment of the 7th Panzer Division, reinforced with tanks from its 25th Panzer Regiment, reached the Minsk-Moscow highway north of Viaz’ma on the afternoon of 6 July. Having cut the artery, the Germans immediately deployed screening detachments on it to the east in the direction of Gzhatsk, and to the west. The main forces of the 7th Panzer Division and the attacking units of the 6th Panzer Division were lagging behind the forward detachment by 15-25 kilometers. In German documents, the breakthrough of the forward detachment toward Viaz’ma is described in the official history of the 7th Panzer Division.


    According to it, the 6th Motorized Infantry Regiment with a company mounted on armored personnel carriers at the head of the column attacked along the highway toward Viaz’ma, pursuing a retreating enemy column together with elements of the panzer regiment. The regiment commander, riding in the lead vehicle of his regiment, gave an order for the column to speed up, as far as this was possible on Russian roads. Soon the Germans overtook the Russians, and both columns were rolling along right next to each other; given the extremely heavy dust being kicked up by the vehicles, the Russian crews didn’t notice that there were enemy tanks passing right next to them. Under fire from the lead Russian combat vehicle, the enemy motorized column emerged on the highway with the infantry company in armored halftracks in the lead, at a place where it was impossible to turn around quickly, and opened fire.


    Around 1700, elements of the 6th Motorized Infantry Regiment reached the crossroads on the Viaz’ma-Moscow highway 2 kilometers north of Viaz’ma. Soon Schroeder’s company from the panzer regiment drove up to the same place, very unexpectedly for the enemy, as well as surprising its own command. The panzer companies under the command of Richter and Reinhardt from the 25th Panzer Regiment that night probed the northwestern area of the burning Viaz’ma, where the arrival of a German division from the south was expected, which was to close the ring of enciclement at Viaz’ma.77


    By nightfall of 6 October, the main forces of the 7th Panzer Division had arrived in the vicinity of Viaz’ma. Having learned of this, von Bock sent von Kluge, commander of the Fourth Army, the following instruction: “The 7th Panzer Division, having broken weak enemy resistance, has reached the highway north of Viaz’ma. It needs your support; therefore it is necessary for you to send the Fourth Panzer Group to the aforementioned area as soon as possible.”78


    K. K. Rokossovsky, who was located in Viaz’ma on the afternoon of 6 October, relates:


    
      In the basement of a cathedral, which stood on a high knoll and rose above the city, the Secretary of the Smolensk Oblast Party Committee and oblast and district party workers had gathered. The chief of the Western Front’s political directorate D. A. Lestev, who was also here, was extremely surprised:


      ‘What’s going on here? I’ve just come from Front headquarters, it is making its way to a new location, and they assured me that you had no less than five divisions here, which were waiting for the arrival of the 16th Army headquarters.’


      … A representative of the Smolensk City Council, A. P. Vakhterov, came flying down the stairs into the basement: ‘German tanks are in the city!’


      ‘Who reported this?’


      ‘I saw them from the bell tower.’


      … German tanks were indeed entering the city. We had to get away quickly. There was no one to defend Viaz’ma at the given time.79

    


    When driving out of Viaz’ma, Rokossovsky’s vehicle almost collided with a German tank, but his driver quickly turned into a side alley and the volley of German fire was wild and off-target. The commander and headquarters of the 16th Army was now totally cut-off from the forces allotted to him. As before, there were also no communications with the Western Front headquarters.


    At 0640 on 7 October, Konev ordered the commanders of the 19th and 20th Armies:


    
      Enemy motor and mechanized units have emerged in the vicinity of Viaz’ma and have cut the highway.


      Rokossovsky with his headquarters has turned up east of Viaz’ma and has lost control of his army’s divisions. [Rokossovsky had never in fact taken command of the divisions, which were part of his 16th Army only on paper.]


      I order you to take control of Rokossovsky’s troops, which have wound up west of Viaz’ma, and in addition detach the necessary strength from the 19th Army and destroy the enemy in the Viaz’ma area. The city of Viaz’ma is occupied by our forces.


      Organize firm blocking forces north and south of Viaz’ma and lead units of your army and the 20th Army to the line Sychevka railroad – Viaz’ma within the boundaries indicated earlier.


      Report on the receipt and execution [of the order] personally and on your own responsibility.80

    


    At 1600 on 7 October, General Vishnevsky reported:


    
      1. … up to 10 enemy tanks have broken through in the Vysokoe area [9 kilometers north of Volochek] and are putting pressure on the 18th Rifle Division. Evidently this enemy grouping is moving toward Sychevka. Between the 18th and 140th Rifle Divisions there is a gap of 30 kilometers, filled with enemy groups approximately on the line Karasevo – Belousovo – Nastas’ino.


      …


      5. The 248th Rifle Division as a result of stubborn fighting 4-6 October has been rendered combat ineffective and is reorganizing in the Baranovo area. The division has managed to assemble up to 600 men and through the efforts of the 140th Rifle Division, another 900 men have been collected.


      6. The 140th Rifle Division is engaged in bitter fighting in the Kriushino, Mikhalevo area against the penetrating enemy tank grouping and is holding a line along the Dnepr River from Ust’e to Molosovo. Heavy losses in the 1308th and 1309th Rifle Regiments – up to a battalion each.


      The 143rd Tank Brigade, two batteries of an anti-tank regiment, and a tank-hunting detachment from the 140th Rifle Division are assembling for a counterattack in in the Mikhalevo area. I have no more means for restoring the situation on this sector. There are 7 T-34 and 8 T-26 in the 143rd Tank Brigade in readiness to counterattack the enemy tanks at Mikhalevo.


      The main reason for our failures is the ceaseless, destructive bombing of our troops by enemy aviation and the absence of anti-aircraft means.


      In view of the impossibility to direct the 220th and 18th Rifle Divisions, I consider it useful to subordinate them to the commander of the 31st Army.


      I have begun the withdrawal of the 32nd Army’s command staff to Mozhaisk, but I have left a headquarters’ operational group here until the resolution of the question about the unification of command of all the divisions.


      I will be in Zhukovo.


      … 8. The 2nd Rifle Division is holding a defensive line on a front of 40 kilometers. Divisions of the 19th and 16th Army are crossing the Dnepr River. The 91st Rifle Division’s headquarters is in the area of Aksent’evo; the 162nd Rifle Division (500 men) is in Barkovo. The commander of the 162nd Rifle Division was killed when crossing the Vopets River. The 244th Rifle Division (up to 700 men) has assembled in the area of Selo Station. Units of the 214th Rifle Division are now crossing over.


      I have no communications with Boldin or the 19th Army.


      9. I have decided: until the arrival of Boldin, holding the line of the Dnepr River and having taken control of all the retreating units, to launch an attack against the enemy grouping in Volochek, mouth of the Viaz’ma River, Belousovo area and to reestablish the positions along the Dnepr River. The attack will begin on the morning of 8 October.


      I request to order Group Boldin to attack toward Kholm-Zhirkovskii, and for the 31st Army to attack from the north along the eastern bank of the Dnepr River. I ask for the attack to receive air support.81

    


    The commander of the 31st Army at 0115 7 October gave the 247th Rifle Division the assignment to destroy the enemy grouping that was penetrating on the Sychevka axis. To do so, its 365th Rifle Regiment with the 786th Anti-tank Artillery Regiment was supposed to assemble in the Sychevka area by 0600, and then in concert with Group Boldin and units of the 32nd Army to destroy the penetrating enemy grouping on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River in the Stepan’kavo – Volochek sector. The remaining strength of this division as far as its concentration allowed was to exploit the success of the 365th Rifle Regiment. However, in connection with the deteriorating situation in the Gzhatsk region (the forward units of the SS Division Das Reich was approaching the city from the south), the attack never took place. At 1840 there followed an order to shift the 365th Rifle Regiment and the 786th Anti-tank Artillery Regiment to Gzhatsk, in order to take up a defense on the city’s western and southern approaches.


    The Western Front’s largest triage-evacuation medical facility, which had been set up at the Viaz’ma-Novotorzhskaia Station, continued to take in wounded around the clock right up until the last moment. After rendering emergency aid and triage, the doctors there distributed the wounded to the Front’s specialized evacuation hospitals or evacuated them to the country’s rear. Loading the wounded onto medical trains continued under incessant bombing. Then they began to dispatch them aboard empty freight cars. By 5 October the triage-evacuation station had more than 3,500 wounded, and more were continuing to arrive.82 On 6 October, traffic on the highway suddenly stopped; prior to this, vehicles had been moving along it in a continuous stream. The chief of the medical facility evidently didn’t receive an order to evacuate. It became clear that it was no longer possible to delay with the evacuation of the facility. The lightly-wounded, who were able to walk, were divided into companies; under the command of doctors, they set off on foot toward Gzhatsk along back roads. The last batch of seriously-wounded was sent off under a mortar barrage aboard whatever cars or vehicles, even firefighter trucks, which the hospital staff managed to stop only at gunpoint.83


    
      [image: ]


      Evacuation of the wounded aboard S-2 aerial ambulances.

    


    The ring of encirclement snaps shut


    In the Third Panzer Group’s summary of combat operations for the period 2 October to 20 October 1941, H. Hoth wrote:


    
      … Russian divisions could not prevent the 7th Panzer Division from quickly breaching the Dnepr defensive positions, the attack to Kamenets, the breakthrough of the second defensive positions, and the culminating penetration to the highway west of Viaz’ma. With this operation, for the third time this campaign the 7th Panzer Division was able to emerge in the enemy rear and conduct an encirclement, just as it had at Minsk and Smolensk.


      … Neither the Army Group nor OKH expected the rapid penetration of the Dnepr defensive positions by the Third Panzer Group. In the OKH it was expected that the Fourth Panzer Group would show up at Viaz’ma first ….


      On 6 October the 7th Panzer Division reached the highway and wound up in the rear of the enemy, which had started withdrawing to the eastern bank of the Dnepr too late. On 7 October, Fourth Panzer Group’s 10th Panzer Division linked up with the left-flank regiment of the 7th Panzer Division in the vicinity of Viaz’ma. By this time the LVI Panzer Corps had already created a continuous front of encirclement on the sector from Viaz’ma to the Dnepr (east of Kholm[-Zhirkovskii]). Savage enemy night attacks, trying to breakthrough on this sector to the east, had no success.84

    


    The adversary was hurrying to create an inner front ofencirclement while simultaneously compressing the ring. Western Front aviation at 1150 on 7 October spotted four enemy motorized and mechanized columns of up to 50-70 vehicles each in movement from Iukhnov to Znamenka (40 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma). Somewhat earlier a column of tanks, armored cars and soft vehicles had been detected in movement toward Bel’skaia (100 kilometers south of Viaz’ma), and an aggregation of vehicles in the area of Ugra, Rusanovo, Voznesen’e and Drakino (all located along the Ugra River 45-55 kilometers south of Viaz’ma). According to an intelligence summary from the Western Front headquarters, at 1330 7 October, an enemy column numbering 40 tanks and 50 vehicles had cut the highway at Okhotino (17 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma).


    The Germans reached the highway northeast of Viaz’ma in a force of up to two battalions of motorized infantry and a panzer battalion. Having organized a defense north of Miasoedovo (8 kilometers northeast of Viaz’ma), they went on the attack toward Viaz’ma and had seized the city by 1520 7 October. That evening, the 10th Panzer Division from Hoepner’s panzer group, attacking from the south, linked up with the 7th Panzer Division from Hoth’s panzer group, thereby closing the pocket around the Soviet troops who had started to retreat too late. They were now encircled. However, according to intelligence from German aerial reconnaissance, significant enemy forces had evaded encirclement and long columns of Russian troops were moving in the direction of Moscow.


    Unfortunately, Western Front’s 162nd, 242nd and 251st Rifle Divisions of the 30th Army didn’t have time to escape. They were also encircled east of Belyi and north of Sychevka. With the retreat of General Khomenko’s remaining forces to the Vorob’i – Bulashovo line, the remnants of the 250th and 242nd Rifle Divisions passed to the control of the 31st Army, while the 30th Army’s field headquarters went into reserve. Only the forces operating on the right-wing of the Western Front managed to slip away relatively unscathed. The 22nd and 29th Armies conducted an orderly withdrawal, mining the roads and damaging the enemy’s likely pursuit routes. The Werhmacht units that had been opposing them remained inactive. On 7 October the withdrawing units of the 22nd Army were on the line of the Zhukop (the Zhukop River flows north into the Pena River). The 29th Army began a withdrawal at 2030 6 October. Party-political work went on at full volume among its troops during the withdrawal, and the Army’s propaganda team even gave presentations in the large encampments of the 252nd Rifle Division during rest stops.

  


  The 50th Rifle Division (minus its 2nd Regiment) somehow managed to slip through the closing ring south of Viaz’ma before the enemy could fully close it. On the morning of 7 October, its units, with only a minimum of combat supplies, arrived in the vicinity of Isakov Station, 10 kilometers east of Viaz’ma. Rokossovsky gave it an order to deploy north of Viaz’ma to guard the northwestern approaches to the city. When he managed to restore communications with Western Front headquarters, which was located in Krasnovidovo from the morning of 8 October, Rokossovsky at 2330 7 October reported:


  
    1. In accordance with your order, I and the 16th Army headquarters arrived in the vicinity of Viaz’ma at 0600 6 October, and by so doing, punctually carried out your order.


    2. At the moment of arrival of the Army’s command staff in Viaz’ma, none of the troops, which you had allotted to the 16th Army, were in this area, and lacking forces and means, I was not in the condition to organize resistance on the line of the Viaz’ma River.


    3. The enemy approached Viaz’ma simultaneously with the approach of our forces. As a result, the situation arose in which the Army headquarters was cut-off from its own troops.


    4. All the measures to carry out your order are being conducted. If it is possible, I would request that one rifle regiment be brought up promptly to the highway in the vicinity of the 16th Army headquarters.85

  


  The reader likely noticed how Rokossovsky formulated his message. He didn’t want to stand accused of Viaz’ma’s capitulation, when he had nothing with which to defend it. Rokossovsky didn’t reach his troops until 9 October, 40 kilometers from Mozhaisk. There he received an order to appear promptly at the Western Front headquarters, where a commission from Moscow headed by Voroshilov was already in conference. Two U-2 airplanes were sent for him and for the 16th Army’s Military Council member Lobachev on this same day.


  Rokossovsky relates:


  
    I gave Malinin directions about the movement to a new location, and we headed for the airplanes. Malinin detained me for a minute:


    ‘Take along with you the order about turning over your sector and troops to Ershakov.’


    To the question about why this was necessary, he replied:


    ‘Perhaps it will come in handy, just in case …’


    We found the Front headquarters in a small, single-story cottage. Comrades Voroshilov, Molotov, Konev and Bulganin were waiting for us. Kliment Efremovich [Voroshilov] immediately asked a question:


    ‘How was it that you wound up at Viaz’ma with your headquarters, but without any troops?’


    ‘The Front commander informed me that the units I was to take over were already there.’


    ‘Strange …’


    I showed the Marshal the ill-fated order bearing the signature of the commander.


    Voroshilov had a stormy discussion with Konev and Bulganin.86

  


  This episode, which was described in both Konev’s and Zhukov’s memoirs, says much about the nature of the relationships among the high-ranking military commanders in a difficult situation. After all, the results of the operations of the troops subordinate to them often depended on this. Someone had to answer for a defeat. In such cases, Stalin didn’t dawdle to find commanders to take the blame. Indeed one can imagine in what sort of light his commanders had put Rokossovsky, while trying to save their own bacon. In addition to clarifying the situation and taking urgent measures, Voroshilov’s commission was there to find the guilty party as well. In the given instance, the blame was heaped on I. S. Konev.


  With the start of the general retreat, wire communications conclusively went out of operation. Now the stability of command and control over the forces depended fully on how well radio communications would be used. However, the amount of radio equipment available in the divisions and units was totally insufficient, while the few radio sets that were around were unreliable due to technical imperfections. For example, many divisions had only 10-12 radio sets, instead of the 63 specified by the table of equipment. The poor training of the radio specialists also had an impact on the quality of radio communications. Moreover, it became clear that certain commanders and chiefs were afraid to use radio equipment, believing that the enemy could monitor radio communications and take a bearing on the radio, thereby pinpointing the location of command posts. Therefore radio sets were often kept distant from headquarters, which by itself complicated their use. At times matters reached the point where some commanders because of excessive “radio illness” forbade the presence of radio-equipped vehicles in their columns during a retreat.


  It must be acknowledged that enemy had a well-established radio interception service. The Germans back in 1914 in the fighting in East Prussia became convinced in the extreme effectiveness of such a means of acquiring intelligence. Of the eight radio regiments subordinated to the Center for the Radio Monitoring Service at OKH Headquarters, six were operating on the Soviet-German front. The regiments were divided into appropriate teams, staffed with experienced specialists and equipped with completely modern technical equipment for that time. The teams and radio reconnaissance posts listened in on the work of Soviet radio stations, intercepted and took bearings on the radio-telegraph stations, and recorded important transmissions on tape or vinyl. As a rule, every sector of the front was being monitored by similarly trained specialists, who had memorized the authentification codes, call signs, pseudonyms and names of the command staff of Soviet formations. Radio stations meant there were controlling headquarters nearby, and those detected by the direction finders were subjected to concentrated artillery fire and air strikes. Therefore Soviet commanders tried to use a radio set as little as possible, just enough to avoid losing contact totally. Veterans of the 120th Artillery Regiment, which had a relatively large amount of radio equipment, repeatedly confirmed that almost immediately after a radio transmission, the Germans would open fire on the area in which the radio set had been operating. The first few times this occurred, the regiment suffered losses. Subsequently, the regiment’s radio-equipped vehicles after sending a transmission would quickly change its location.


  The Germans’ radio monitoring work was made simpler by the fact that Soviet radio communications between headquarters were often conducted with old call signs (which were infrequently changed) already familiar to German intelligence, and sometimes totally in the clear. As a result they frequently learned about the intentions of our command and would pass the obtained intelligence along to the corresponding echelon of command for taking suitable countermeasures. Moreover, the Germans with the aim of creating confusion and disinformation actively filled the airwaves with false reports, which complicated the handling of our troops. For example, the 30th Army’s 242nd Rifle Division, retreating in an easterly direction, on 5 October reached the Belyi-Viaz’ma road, which was already in enemy hands. The division commander tried to contact the army headquarters by radio, in order to receive instructions for its further course of actions. A reply was received in response to his query: “Wait.” Later it was learned that a German radio set was operating on the division’s wavelength, which was transmitting meaningless information to the division, and coded reports which proved impossible to unscramble. From 0800 5 October until 1200 on 6 October, the division remained in place. By the morning of 6 October it had become clear that it was already impossible to escape the encirclement with its equipment, because the Germans, having brought up additional forces, were now firmly blocking the single road. Only then did the division command recognize that the radio transmissions it had received were nothing other than disinformation, so it took the decision to break out to the east without its heavy weapons.87


  Under the conditions of the frequent interruptions in communications, commanders fell back upon mobile means of communications: dispatches and instructions were delivered by messengers on foot and horseback, motorcyclists, or via vehicles and even aircraft (including air-dropped containers). Runners from formations and units88 arrived at superior headquarters with maps, upon which the superior commander would depict the combat assignment and place his signature. Such a map would become the guiding document. It is a different matter that due to the compelled and deep withdrawal, the units often didn’t have a map of the area where they were currently located.


  The Germans hunt for ‘Timoshenko’s headquarters’


  The commander of the Western Front, having issued the order for a general withdrawal, hastened to change the location of his command post. From the start of the relocation process, he conclusively lost contact with his armies. In order to maintain control over his subordinate forces during the retreat, he left a temporary command post in Kasnia, headed by the chief of the Front’s operations department Major-General Malandin. However, even he quickly lost contact with both the Front headquarters and with the armies. He had communications with the nearby 16th Army by radio, but for some reason its command staff didn’t respond to Malandin’s queries.


  Instructions to the troops were transmitted, but whether or not they ever reached their intended recipients is a major question. Thus many of the documents preserved in the archives lack official stamps confirming the recipient’s receipt of one or another order. For example, Malandin in the name of Konev ordered the commander of the 32nd Army to continue to operate more actively on the enemy’s flank in the direction of Volochek and also to take steps to deliver fuel to the 143rd Tank Brigade in the Aksent’evo area. How could a similar instruction be delivered to Vishnevsky, even if this one had reached its addressee? In essence, during the relocation of Konev’s command post and headquarters, no one was overseeing the Front’s withdrawal. Indeed, today even this is recognized by official sources.89


  Meanwhile, the Germans were trying to locate and destroy “Marshal Timoshenko’s headquarters”. Their reconnaissance detachment consisting of 15-20 tanks was spotted 13 kilometers north of Kasnia Station. At 1700 on 6 October, five enemy aircraft made a landing in the vicinity of Torbeevo (10 kilometers north of Kasnia Station) and unloaded two tankettes and 40 submachine gunners. The airfield, where the U-2 airplanes that served the Front headquarters were based, came under mortar fire from the landing party. The aircraft were compelled to take off under fire and flew to the Viaz’ma airbase.


  From a 6 October Malandin report:


  
    Having no communications, but with a U-2 available, I made the decision with the two available tanks and a platoon of infantry from the headquarters’ security battalion to drive the enemy out of Torbeevo. If successful, I would transfer the U-2 to this airfield and shift the temporary command post to the Viaz’ma area. I have vehicles for communicating with Rokossovsky and Lukin by road, but [must use] airplanes for communicating with the 22nd and 29th Armies.


    The temporary command post’s current location is in the Miasoedovo area.90

  


  The Germans were unable to locate and destroy “Timoshenko’s headquarters”. Their counterintelligence was busy with interrogating local residents of Kasnia about where it had gone for quite some time to come.


  From General Lukin’s article:


  
    It was expected [for me] to coordinate the withdrawal with the 20th Army, located on our left, and with Group Boldin. I met with I. V. Boldin in Vadino. His group had suffered heavy losses in men and equipment. On the night of 5 October, the army began the withdrawal, leaving behind rear guard detachments for cover. Part of the force was pulled out of combat and took up a new line; the remaining units then withdrew through their positions, leaving them behind as the rear guard. During the approach to the Dnepr it became known that the enemy from the march had broken through the 32nd Army and the 220th and 18th Rifle Divisions comprised of people’s militia, had thrown them back to the east, and units of the divisions had retreated respectively to Sychevka and Gzhatsk. They had lost contact with the army.


    From the high eastern banks of the Dnepr, one could see the terrain on the opposite bank out to 15-20 kilometers. The line had a developed system of defense, which had been prepared by the divisions of the Reserve Front’s 32nd Army. Naval guns were standing by the bridge and along the highway and railroad line on concrete pads. … Of course, the enemy was aware of this and didn’t advance on them, but broke through the defenses more to the north. Thus, it no longer made sense to stop on this splendid line of defense, since the adversary’s pincers had closed shut east of Viaz’ma …91

  


  The editors of the journal really outdid themselves here: Lukin himself could not have written this.


  In contrast, here is what Konev had to say about this (the emphases are mine):


  
    Carrying out the Front’s order, primarily the 19th and 20th Armies under pressure from the enemy’s frontal attacks began to fall back successively from line to line. They planned the first intermediate line on the Dnepr River, where positions had been prepared by the Reserve Front.


    When taking the decision for a withdrawal, I could well imagine all the difficulties in carrying it out. The point is that a withdrawal is the most difficult type of combat operations. It requires a high level of troop training and firm command and control. We figure out this art on the basis of experience. In connection with this I unwillingly recall the words of Lev Tolstoy. In his notes on the Crimean War he had written: ‘Untrained troops are not capable of withdrawing; they can only run.’ This was expressed very aptly and correctly. Unfortunately, it must be acknowledged that before the war, our troops very rarely studied this type of operation, considering a retreat to be a sign of weakness and incompatible with our doctrine. We intended to fight only on the enemy’s territory. Yet now, during the war, we had to pay dearly for this.


    It should be noted that the withdrawal of our forces took place under difficult conditions. Since the artillery and all the supply wagons of the Western Front, as I’ve already observed, were horse-drawn, then naturally we were unable to withdraw rapidly, or to put it more simply, to separate from the enemy, because the superiority in mobility was on the enemy’s side.


    In this complex situation it was very difficult to conduct a withdrawal. The rapidly advancing Nazi motorized corps severed the path of retreat.92

  


  His words are correct; it is a shame only that they were written with hindsight. But in reality, Konev had rejected the 16th Army’s defense plan only because it contained a schedule of actions in case of a forced retreat. However, in the tense combat situation it was difficult to thoroughly organize the withdrawal, so as not to lose control over the formations and units, to conserve manpower, weapons and combat equipment, and to detach special teams for destroying important military and civilian assets and facilities. Finally, it was also necessary to ponder steps to evacuate rear units and services, including the hospitals and stockpiles of materiel. In the process, it was necessary to avert a situation, where the retreat of one division might put another one in a difficult position, and to prevent the intermingling of units. As it was, they withdrew as best each could, leaving intact bridges and crossings, ammunition dumps, fuel and lubrication depots, food stores and a fully serviceable railroad to the enemy. The Germans immediately began to bring up men, combat equipment and materiel via the railroad, using captured Soviet rolling stock.


  Konev was also correct about the enemy panzer and motorized divisions’ superiority in mobility. Thus it was all the more important to withdraw as quickly as possible directly to the indicated line. Indeed our withdrawing units, despite Konev’s assertions and those publishers who reprinted them in multiple editions, were able to separate from the pursuing enemy infantry divisions without any particular difficulty. A staged withdrawal via a series of intermediate lines was simply a figment of Konev’s imagination after the war, as well as those of the editors of Lukin’s article, who kept in mind Konev’s article that had been previously published in the same journal. Such a withdrawal anticipates the redeployment of the main forces and offering battle on intermediate lines, in order to delay the enemy and gain time in the process. However, the Western Front command limited itself to issuing only general tasks to the armies. In the wartime archival documents cited above, there is not a single word about an intermediate line – the armies were prepared only to occupy a defense along the Dnepr. However in the situation that had arisen, what was necessary was the rapid withdrawal of the formation’s main forces, with no delays, under the cover of rear guard detachments, while the rear guards, depending on enemy activity and the main forces’ pace of withdrawal, turn and deploy on intermediate lines in order to detain directly pursuing enemy units.


  Skipping somewhat ahead, I’ll cite an excerpt from a 19th Army report about the retreat across the Dnepr River and the occupation of a new defensive line:


  
    The Western Front’s order for the 19th Army to fall back across the Dnepr River was received at 0400 on 6 October; at 1000 6 October the Army began its withdrawal across the Dnepr from its line along the Vopets and Vop’ Rivers. The withdrawal was conducted in an organized fashion, without interference from enemy ground troops [author’s emphasis], under occasional enemy air activity.93

  


  However, everything in both Konev’s and Lukin’s articles was contrived with the aim of at least somehow explaining the encirclement of the bulk of the Western Front, in the process papering over the Stavka’s (as well as the Western Front command’s) miscalculation in taking too long to reach a decision to withdraw the troops. In accordance with the Stavka’s order, from the very beginning the well-fortified defensive line along eastern bank of the Dnepr River was chosen as the final line of the withdrawal. According to the Stavka’s requirement, it was necessary first to remove the artillery to this line, followed as quickly as possible by the main forces of the 19th and 20th Armies and Group Boldin as well with no delays.


  Given the timely withdrawal of the divisions, they might have stopped the attacking enemy, using the Dnepr River as an anti-tank obstacle and taking advantage of the prepared positions. One can draw this conclusion on the basis of the 19th Army’s pace of withdrawal: it’s most distant division from the river retreated 40 to 45 kilometers over a little more than a day, while the lead units of the 20th Army, despite traffic jams on the roads, moved more than 60 kilometers in just a little more time. Once across the Dnepr River, the divisions lost another day, intending to defend the river line. That’s how the post-war story about intermediate lines originated.


  Once the encirclement had become a fact, however, Konev had second thoughts and issued an order to retreat at maximum speed – up to 70 kilometers a day, in order to escape the pocket.94 But what did this “70 kilometers a day” mean to the rifle divisions, which had no motorized transport? Their artillery and wagons were primarily horse-drawn, but they also didn’t have enough horses. It was simply impossible for the rifle units to maintain such a pace. Only the 112th Rifle Division (a former motorized division), which in connection with its reformation had temporarily been left with three complements of vehicles instead of horses, compared to the rifle division’s normal single complement as authorized by TO&E, might have been able to retreat at such a rate, but even then only via a divided highway, and not along back roads jammed with wagons.


  The author might be criticized for arguing with his opponents, who are no longer able to answer his charges. However, previously under the conditions of strict censorship, scholars were deprived of the possibility to argue publicly with the powers that be. Take your disputes into the kitchen, please. In my own justification, I have to make a small digression. In 1981 at the request of veterans of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, I wrote a short book about the regiment’s participation in the events at Viaz’ma. The highly influential son of the regiment’s chief of staff, who was killed in the encirclement (now he might better be called the book’s sponsor), proposed to have it published by a prominent press, but this required the agreement of military censors, and the endeavor broke down. We had to resort to an artifice, and a substantially redacted version of it, as required by the military censors of the Frunze Military Academy (we had to cut out all the data on the composition and equipment of the regiment, the losses and similar seditious material) was published at my expense under the guise of a training supplement in an edition of only 100 copies (the book’s title page with the approval of the military censor is shown in Appendix XII). These small booklets were in fact distributed among the veterans and relatives of the fallen soldiers at their next reunion.


  In 1981 I wrote a letter to the editorial board of the Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal, in which I pointed to the contradictions indicated above and asked the editors to clarify the journal’s position on these questions. I received no reply. In 1982 at conference in the Frunze Military Academy, being conducted by the journal’s editors, I handed a second copy of my letter directly to the presidium. They suggested I write an article about the Viaz’ma operation. I told them I would write it on the basis of archival materials. The chief editor agreed, but warned that these materials “would be studied under a microscope” in the Central Committee of the CPSU’s Military Department. It had become clear: the time had still not arrived for an honest description of the events at Viaz’ma.


  However, let’s continue. Starting from 6 October, information on the enemy’s actions and the situation of our troops became spotty and irregular. The Western Front headquarters knew little about the situation and correspondingly could not report anything definite to the Stavka. Reconnaissance in the direction of the withdrawal or on the flanks was not organized to a proper degree. Estimates of the enemy’s strength and intentions were derived on the basis of fragmentary reports and even rumors. Ever more frequently, the following phrase appeared in reports and summaries: “there is no information on the situation of the units, we have no communications, and officers have been sent to clarify the situation.” The Front and the Stavka were compelled to make decisions with little knowledge of the situation. It is not at all coincidental that the Stavka summoned G. K. Zhukov to Moscow.


  Judging from the text of the General Headquarters’ Operational Summary No. 216 at 2000 7 October, it was receiving information from the headquarters of the fronts and armies with a large delay, and the information did not always correspond to the actual situation. It was clear that the retreat of the armies of Western and Reserve Fronts was continuing, but there was only fragmentary evidence about the location of their divisions. The situation with the 19th Army was murky. The 20th Army, covered by rear guard detachments, was continuing to retreat to a new line of defense. The enemy was showing no activity on the Army’s front; only the Luftwaffe was operating against the withdrawing columns of our units.


  Group Boldin together with a portion of the 32nd Army and the 143rd Tank Brigade were engaging enemy units attacking in the direction of Andreevskoe (13 kilometers southeast of Kholm-Zhirkovskii), Grigor’evskoe and Shipulino, all lying along the Viaz’ma River. The Group’s main forces together with the 32nd Army’s 140th Rifle Division were fighting in areas to the south of Ordylevo and Belyi Bereg. Elements of the 101st Motorized Rifle and 56th Rifle Divisions, and the 128th and 126th Tank Brigades, which were screening the main forces, according to dated information were still located on the Kholm-Zhirkovskii – Igorevskaia – Iakovskaia line, 25 to 30 kilometers west of the Dnepr River.


  Western Front headquarters drew a particularly serene picture about the situation in the Viaz’ma area. According to it, the 16th Army’s headquarters and four reinforced divisions (the 73rd, 50th, 38th and 229th Rifle Divisions) were concentrated in the Viaz’ma area to secure the withdrawal of the Front’s forces to a new line of defense. The 73rd Rifle Division at 0100 7 October was only approaching the vicinity of Viaz’ma, while at 0300 the 50th Rifle Division was approaching the Durovo area. The location of the 38th and 229th Rifle Divisions was being ascertained. Communications with the 16th Army were being maintained by radio. Already a day had passed since the Germans had broken into Viaz’ma, and that morning the armored pincers of Hoth and Hoepner had linked up there. However, the summary of 8 October baldly asserts: “Intelligence about the enemy’s presence in the Viaz’ma area lacks confirmation [author’s emphasis].” No, it was not in vain that Stalin had sent an investigative commission from the State Defense Committee and the Stavka!


  German intelligence, tracking the position of both sides’ forces along the highway, determined that “Stalin’s” division was defending there. On 1:100,000 scale operational maps, which gave the position of the Wehrmacht’s forces on the Soviet-German front for each day (Lage-Ost), the Germans usually (though not always) indicated the numerical designation of the opposing Russian formations, in the process often committing mistakes, especially in the course of an offensive. On a captured operational map for 7 October, which the generals of the OKW used in their daily report to Hitler (see Map 9), next to the designation of the 2nd Soviet Rifle Division there is the note “2. (Stalin)”.95 This note subsequently played its own sinister role in the history of the 2nd DNO, which had been recruited out of Moscow’s Stalinskii District.


  General V. P. Vaskevich’s 2nd Rifle Division on 6 October received an order from the commander of the 32nd Army: firmly defending its occupied positions along the Dnepr and not allowing its right to be outflanked by the enemy, in connection with the regrouping of the 29th Rifle Division (the former 7th DNO) to extend its left flank southward to Dorogobuzh. As a result, the division’s defensive front was stretched to 45 kilometers. However, the bulk of the division as before was defending the Viaz’ma axis, straddling the Smolensk-Moscow highway and railroad (see Map 8). Despite the enemy’s capture of Viaz’ma, the division was continuing to hold this line. For three days already, the division had allowed the rear units and services of various types of the Western Front and of the armies, which didn’t always wait for orders or instructions to change their locations, to pass through its front line. This was the first indication of the growing chaos and imminent complete envelopment. Then retreating units and divisions of the 19th and 20th Armies also began to appear. Ershakov’s divisions, and the divisions of the 16th Army which had been transferred to his command, were retreating south of the highway. Having crossed the Dnepr, the retreating units occupied designated sectors and began putting themselves back into order.


  According to veterans of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, the regiment began the retreat without its 1st Battalion, which only linked up with the regiment on the approach to the Dnepr. They crossed the river over a pontoon bridge, somewhere near the village of Maksimovka. Not a single gun was lost during the retreat. The regiment started moving to its designated area, from which it was supposed to support some people’s militia division. It moved without maps, along a route that had been marked out on a sheet of paper.96 They were moving along at a speed of no more than 6 to 10 kilometers per hour, since the roads were jammed with units of all types. When the regiment reached the designated area, the people’s militia unit wasn’t there. Lieutenant N. V. Piasetsky, sent out on a motorcycle by the regiment commander, scouted ahead of the regiment about 12 to 15 kilometers and was fired upon by the Germans not far from Viaz’ma.


  General Vashkevich recalls:


  
    Early on the morning of 6 October, the division’s headquarters received word that Viaz’ma had been occupied by an enemy airborne landing. The most mobile unit of the division, the light tank battalion, was directed to the city to take part in the elimination of the enemy paratroopers. As it approached Viaz’ma, the city was already in enemy hands.


    …


    The days 6 and 7 October were also spent repelling small reconnaissance detachments of enemy motorcyclists probing the boundaries of our own reconnaissance elements, trying to reach the Dnepr River on the division’s sector. An unusual silence settled over the area on the afternoon of 7 October. The sounds of combat subsided in every direction. Only around 1700 did a company of enemy motorcyclists approach the highway bridge across the Dnepr. They were attempting to seize the bridge and prevent its demolition. The division’s combat engineers blew up the bridge together with the fascist company.97


    … By evening of the same day, three more rifle divisions and three artillery regiments had retreated across the Dnepr …. These forces were part of a group under the command of the deputy commander of the Western Front, Lieutenant-General I. V. Boldin. We had no sort of information at all about the composition or strength of the forces that turned up in the division’s sector, much less anything about their combat orders. We only knew that the entire belt of the division’s defenses as far as the Viaz’ma River and east of it was crammed with Soviet infantry, artillery, and motorized transport.98

  


  The Stavka had believed that the Western Front would succeed in holding the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line, which was well-prepared with fortifications, in checking the enemy’s advance and in gaining time for regrouping. There were forces at hand for holding it, but they were poorly directed. Cooperation between the Western Front and the armies of the Reserve Front’s second echelon in order to counter Hoth’s Third Panzer Group wasn’t organized. The limited forces of the 32nd Army in the muddled situation failed to eliminate the German bridgeheads on the Dnepr River. Instead of assisting this army with crushing the bridgeheads, the 31st Army by inertia continued to be busy with the regrouping that the Stavka had ordered after Guderian’s initial successes.


  In connection with the breakthrough of major enemy forces in the Pigulino – Nastas’ino sector and their rapid advance to Viaz’ma, as well as the appearance of their panzer divisions at Iukhnov, it had become unfeasible to hold the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line on the Viaz’ma axis. Moreover because the enemy’s XXXXI Motorized Corps, spearheaded by the 36th Motorized Division, from the march had also breached the line along the Nemoshchenka River (a tributary of the Dnepr north of Bulashovo), which was being held by weak forces of the 31st Army, and had initiated a crossing of the Dnepr River. The Stavka made the decision to abandon the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line and to continue a further retreat of both the Western and Reserve Fronts in order to avoid encirclement.


  On 7 October at 1625, Konev issued an order to Boldin: “Get out quickly. … Energetically break through to the Gzhatsk line in cooperation with Lukin. Act decisively, preserve equipment and manpower. Execute promptly.”99


  On this same day at 2130, having no communications with the armies, the Western Front headquarters broadcast simultaneously to three call parties:


  
    To Lukin, Ershakov, Boldin.


    Mutually broadcast [this] to each other. Strike with a concentrated fist in the direction north of Viaz’ma toward Gzhatsk. Maintain contact and cooperation with each other. Enemy forward units are as yet north of Viaz’ma.


    Confirm receipt.100

  


  On 7 October, according to an operational summary from Western Front’s headquarters, the 19th Army fell back from the line along the Dnepr River to a line along the same longitude as Viaz’ma. The 20th Army at 1500 7 October passed through the Izdeshkovo line with the assignment to concentrate in the Chernovo – Semlovo area by the morning of 8 October.


  When Army Group Center’s headquarters grasped that a general retreat of the Russian forces had begun, it immediately took steps to hasten the creation of an inner ring of encirclement. The command of the Ninth Army subordinated the reserve 14th Motorized Division, which was supposed to operate along the axis of the XXXXI Motorized Corps’ advance, to the LVI Motorized Corps. This corps with the forces of the 129th Infantry and the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions had created a continuous inner front of encirclement from the Dnepr to the highway north of Viaz’ma. Simultaneously the Germans took measure to thwart possible attempts by the Russians to free the encircled grouping. The divisions of the XXXXI Motorized Corps forced a crossing of the Dnepr on 7 October at Spas (8 kilometers north of Volochek) and began to advance in the direction of Lipitsy (7 kilometers west of Novo-Duginskaia), and on 8 October broke through the second belt of the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line, thereby covering the rear of the LVI Motorized Corps’ divisions holding the inner ring of the encirclement.


  We’ll take a cursory look at how the situation developed in the sector of the enemy’s VIII Army Corps (again, all the emphases are the author’s):


  
    6 October: Enemy resistance has been decisively broken, and we’ve switched over to the pursuit. … in the morning we reached the heights west of the Vopets River; the positions proved to be unoccupied [and just where was the fighting on advantageous intermediate lines, about which Konev wrote?]. The Corps was halted by an order from the Ninth Army on the line Prisel’e, Artamanovo, and the Neelovo area, in order to guard the deep flank of the [German] grouping attacking on the axis of the main attack. Strong enemy forces are in front of the left flank of the 87th Infantry Division and the right flank of the 8th Infantry Division.


    … the enemy is retreating, mining roads in the process. There is no contact with the enemy in the sector of the XXIII Army Corps.


    7 October: The 162nd Infantry Division, which has been attached to the corps, has completed a crossing over the Vopets. The roads have washed out, but are passable for motorized transport during the nightly frosts. There was no enemy contact as far as the Dnepr.


    … By the morning of 7 October German forces had taken blocking positions to the west of Viaz’ma, closing a ring around the 16th, 19th, 20th, 24th and part of the 32nd Armies to the west of the city.


    8 October: The 7th Panzer Division on the afternoon of 7 October on the highway west of Viaz’ma tied in with the 6th Panzer Division west of Spas [5 kilometers northeast of Bogoroditskoe], in so doing creating a continuous defense front from the Dnepr to the highway. … The V Army Corps’ 5th and 35th Infantry Divisions after stubborn fighting reached the Dnepr and are making a crossing south of the mouth of the Viaz’ma River.


    Combat reconnaissances [units] of all the corps’ divisions have reached the Dnepr. Strong enemy rear guards in defensive positions along the Dnepr have made a crossing to the opposite bank impossible this day and night.101

  


  It was here that the enemy encountered the strong resistance of units of the 2nd Rifle Division with powerful artillery support, including from the stationary naval batteries.


  In Reserve Front’s sector, the 43rd Army’s divisions under the enemy blows began a withdrawal to the northeast even before receiving authorization to do so, leaving the left flank of the 24th Army exposed. In the process General P. P. Sobennikov completely lost control over his divisions. Meanwhile, Lieutenant-General A. I. Rakutin’s 24th Army continued to cling to its positions in the Eln’ia area. With the start of the German offensive, he had warned his subordinate commanders of the divisions and units that he would not be issuing them a retreat order. By the middle of the day 6 October, the enemy had reached the Piatnitsa – Los’mino line, which is 18 kilometers south of Viaz’ma and east of the Viaz’ma-Kirov railroad, deep in the rear of Rakutin’s army. The Reserve Front headquarters’ communications with the Stavka and the armies was being interrupted periodically. Its chief of staff General Anisov at 2235 5 October inquired of the General Headquarters:


  
    … We have not received any directive for a withdrawal – our point of destination isn’t clear.


    … it isn’t clear where Konev is going. If it is essentially impossible to communicate directives by wire, urgently and briefly broadcast them in a coded radio message. Without this, much is unknown.

  


  In response at 0225 6 October the Stavka had repeated its directive for a retreat in a coded telegram, indicating in the first point of the message the task for the Western Front and announcing that:


  
    … the 31st and 32nd Armies of the Reserve Front are passing to the control of the Western Front commander.


    2. The Reserve Front with the 24th, 43rd and 33rd Armies on the night of 5 October is to occupy the line Vederniki – Khlysty … Lazinki [34 kilometers southwest of Ugra Station] … Mosal’sk [32 kilometers southwest of Iukhnov], Serpeisk … Shakhta Station and Zhizdra; all points are inclusive for the Reserve Front.


    The Front headquarters – Malyi Iaroslavets [Maloiaroslavets]


    3. On the line indicated in the second point above, the Reserve Front, bringing its units back to order, is to go over to a firm defense covering the main directions: a) Iukhnov, Medyn’, Malyi Iaroslavets [Maloiaroslavets]; b) Serpeisk, Meshchovsk, Kaluga; c) Sukhinichi, Kozel’sk, Belev.


    4. The boundary line:


    a) with the Western Front – Peresna Station [30 kilometers southeast of Smolensk] – Vederniki – Gorodok – Bol. Ermaki – Temkino [48 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma – the author] – Shanskii Zavod – Borovsk; all points are inclusive for the Western Front.


    b) between the Reserve Front and Briansk Front – as before …102

  


  Plainly, the General Headquarters didn’t know the situation in the Reserve Front’s sector: the enemy already held the line indicated for the Front on 5 October, while Iukhnov and Zhizdra were in enemy hands. Moreover this coded telegram from the General Headquarters was only deciphered at 2130 6 October, over 19 hours after it had been sent. Thus on the Reserve Front as well valuable time had been lost, so necessary for extracting its troops from the forming pocket. However, somehow Budenny found out about the contents of the Stavka directive for a withdrawal. Possibly he learned of it from a conversation with Konev, who together with Military Council member N. A. Bulganin had driven into Gzhatsk on their way to the new location for the Western Front’s headquarters.


  Konev recalls:


  
    The night of 5 October we were now at the command post of the Reserve Front, which was accommodated in bunkers in a forest. Semen Mikhailovich [Budenny] himself was staying in a village on the outskirts of Gzhatsk, in a small cottage under the cover of a KV tank. We arrived to see him at the headquarters, in order to inform him of the situation that had developed and to find out about the steps that the command of the Reserve Front had taken in connection with the difficult situation that had arisen on the 43rd Army’s sector.


    According to the information available to us, which we had received from the General Headquarters, the Reserve Front’s 49th Army was supposedly located in the second defense line in the Sychevka, Gzhatsk area [as it happens, Konev didn’t know where the second belt of the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defensive line ran in his rear!], but as became clear in the conversation with M. S. Budenny, the 49th Army wasn’t there [yet this was known within the General Staff!].


    … General Rokossovsky was ordered to take command ofall the units withdrawing from the west to the Gzhatsk line, as well as those that would be arriving from the rear, in particular the two tank brigades from the Stavka Reserve that were arriving in the area of Udarovki, and to organize a defense on the Sychevka – Gzhatsk line and to the south of it.103

  


  At 0555 6 October, Marshal Budenny issued Combat Order No. 34/op, in which he noted that the enemy, having penetrated the defense front on the Desna River with a force of up to 7-8 infantry divisions, two panzer divisions, and two motorized divisions, was developing the offensive to the east and northeast. Further, the Marshal gave the following assignments to his forces:


  
    The 24th Army (the 309th, 8th, 222nd, 19th, 139th, 170th and 303rd Rifle Divisions, the 105th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, the 573rd Gun Artillery Regiment, the 428th and 275th Horse Artillery Regiments, the 880th and the 879th Anti-tank Artillery Regiments, and the 305th Gun Artillery Regiment) is to defend the line Ushitsa River – Hill 221.4 … Gorodechnia.


    Boundary line: Spas-Demensk, Gorodechnia, Bogoroditskoe … Command post – Pustoshka.


    The 43rd Army (the 211th, 53rd, 149th, 29th and 113th Rifle Divisions, the 145th Tank Brigade, the 641st and 364th Horse Artillery Regiments, the 320nd Gun Artillery Regiment, and the 875th, 18th and 758th Anti-tank Artillery Regiments is to occupy and firmly defend the line Gorodechnia – Buda – Kliuchi – Glagol’nia – Mosal’sk – Serpeisk – Lomakino. Command post – Bogatyri.


    The 33rd Army (the 60th, 173rd and 17th Rifle Divisions) – the line Serpeisk … Zhizdra. Command post – Sukhinichi.


    The Front reserve: the 106th and 103rd Rifle Divisions, the 144th and 148th Tank Brigades, and the 544th Long-Range Howitzer Artillery Regiment.


    Front headquarters from 8 October: Maloiaroslavets.104

  


  At 0705 on 6 October, a coded message was sent from the Stavka to Budenny:


  
    The Stavka of the Supreme High Command categorically forbids the abandonment of the artillery reinforcements (anti-tank, corps, naval) located in the positions of the Reserve Front to the enemy, and is calling for the immediate extraction of all the stationary artillery of the 24th Army and those in the 43rd Army’s positions left behind with the retreat of these armies, to be withdrawn immediately to the area of Maloiaroslavets of the Mozhaisk line of defense, and to appoint officers who will be strictly responsible for this. I’m passing along to you that this is Comrade Stalin’s personal instruction.105

  


  This matter so agitated Stalin that the Stavka decided to repeat this directive with one more coded telegram:


  
    … a large quantity of artillery, right up to naval, which do not constitute property of the divisions’ troops, have been deployed on the Reserve Front’s prepared line. The Stavka of the Supreme High Command categorically forbids abandoning them to the enemy and in case of a retreat the artillery is to be withdrawn in good time and absolutely to the positions of the Mozhaisk line of defense, assigning for this especially responsible officers …106

  


  The General Staff had second thoughts, after indicating a final withdrawal line for the Reserve Front that didn’t correspond to the present situation, especially with the appearance of the enemy in Briansk Front’s rear. With a supplementary directive, the Reserve Front’s left wing was ordered to be withdrawn to a line east of Iukhnov – (excl.) Kozel’sk – Belev. However, this already had no significance, since Budenny no longer had anything to cover the direction to the east or the designated line itself. He was trying at least to delay the enemy advance toward Viaz’ma, in the hope of holding open a passage through which to withdraw the troops of the 24th Army, who had wound up in a deep pocket.


  On 6 October at 1140, having looked into the situation, Budenny revised the 24th Army’s assignment:


  
    1. The enemy, maintaining pressure from the west, is launching the main attack in the direction of Spas-Demensk and Viaz’ma, trying to emerge in the rear of the 20th and 24th Armies.


    2. As a partial alteration to Order No. 34/op, I order:


    a) leaving behind on the present line one regiment and one artillery battalion each from the 309th, 103rd and 19th Rifle Divisions as cover, with the remaining forces of these divisions on the night of 6 October to break contact with the enemy and by a forced march to reach the [designated] area … no later than 1900 on 8 October 1941;


    b) task: to occupy the defensive sectors Lebedevo, Davydkovo, Terenino, Arakcheevo and not to allow the enemy into Viaz’ma. For strengthening the divisions’ defenses, gather the artillery of the 24th Army, which has retreated to the Viaz’ma area and deploy it on the line of defense;


    c) in order to secure the withdrawal of the divisions to the area of Viaz’ma, one rifle division is to launch an attack in the State Farm Markhotkino, Semenkovo, Barsuki direction. This division is to attack without delay.”107

  


  The Reserve Front commander goes missing


  On this day a conversation took place by telegraph between the Chief of the General Staff Marshal Shaposhnikov and the chief of staff of the Reserve Front, A. F. Anisov, who at the Marshal’s request reported his available information on the dispositions of the 24th Army’s divisions at 1300-1400 6 October. In particular, he noted that the 170th Rifle Division (strange, but this division was mentioned as being disbanded on 4 October 1941) was defending El’nia, but at 1400 the city had fallen to the enemy. Anisov acknowledged that Reserve Front headquarters had only incomplete information about three divisions of the 43rd Army and two divisions of the 33rd Army. The normally always restrained Shaposhnikov dressed down the chief of staff for losing contact with the armies and for not knowing even where the Front commander was located.


  
    Anisov offered excuses:


    … Sobennikov and Zuev haven’t sent a single sensible message. They only sent a map with an officer, upon which the army’s headquarters has been marked – Krasnoe Los’mino [12 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma], as well as three detachments, the strength of which were not noted, nor did anyone inform the messenger:


    No. 1 – Kr[asnyi] Kholm – Dadashkovo [10 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma];


    No. 2 – Grekovo – Kra[snoe] Los’mino [18 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma];


    No. 3 – Znamenka [35 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma], Drozzhino.


    Small enemy groups, moving around the army’s left flank, have penetrated to a point 5-7 kilometers southeast of Volochek. The 144th Tank Brigade – as well as remnants of a rifle-machine gun battalion – [are in] reserve.


    We’ve not been able to establish communications with the 303rd Rifle Division throughout the day.


    The 33rd Army as of yet doesn’t exist as an operational entity. The commander and a member of the Military Council are in Krasnoe Los’mino, but not the headquarters, and its location is unknown. There are also no means of communication. The commander of the operations department and liaison officers sent out in two aircraft and one automobile to search for the army’s headquarters have still not returned.


    The Front Headquarters has no information whatsoever about the location of the 33rd Army’s units.


    The dispatch of at least 30,000 armed replacements is urgently necessary. Over.”


    Shaposhnikov:


    To where is the 8th [Rifle] Division being withdrawn?


    I don’t understand for whom to send the armed batch of replacements, when in your report you didn’t name a single rifle or artillery regiment, or a single division … and when Red Army troops are retreating without their command staff and apparently without weapons and equipment. It is possible to lose contact, but not to such a degree that it is impossible to reach the units, which doubtlessly exist somewhere and in all likelihood are in combat, through the enemy’s discontinuous front.


    Apparently the liaison officers that you sent didn’t approach the execution of their assignments with sufficient courage. It is necessary to dispatch more energetic and on the ball commanders for this [purpose]. Important for us is not the search for the army commanders, but the troop units …


    Is there not at least some sort of indication of the location of the divisions of the 43rd and 33rd Armies?


    Just what sort of decision did the Front commander take?


    Anisov:


    … the replacements are necessary, because the 24th Army has suffered large losses, but has almost fully preserved its equipment.


    Shaposhnikov:


    Where is the Front commander?


    Anisov:


    The Front commander around 1400 drove off to Maloiaroslavets, and from there planned to drive on to Kaluga, in order to check on the work of the command staff officers who had been sent to this axis, and to establish communications with the divisions arriving in this area.


    … He doesn’t intend to return here, since today the transfer of our headquarters to that area is in the offing.”


    Shaposhnikov:


    To where exactly is the headquarters traveling? Keep in mind, so that during the transfer communications with you are maintained both in the previous and the new location …


    Shaposhnikov:


    That’s all on my end. Report as soon as your receive anything, even if only about a single regiment.108

  


  When the Marshal left the apparatus at 1840, Anisov transmitted to the duty officer at the General Staff an important report that he had just received: three groups of enemy tanks were moving toward Viaz’ma. The column heads were at Belousovo, Mokrishcheno and Savinskoe. The composition of the tank columns had been reported to Konev. The duty officer asked Anisov if he had any communications with Viaz’ma.


  
    Anisov:


    We have no one in Viaz’ma and thus no communications. We had communications with the area southwest of Viaz’ma until 2340 [5 October], but after about 20 minutes we lost this contact.109

  


  The transcript of this discussion, even if not complete (the style and punctuation of the original has been preserved) says much. How is it possible to speak about any command and control over the troops, if the Front headquarters not only didn’t know the location and condition of its armies, but also where the Front commander Marshal S. M. Budenny was? Orders and directives were transmitted, but whether or not they ever reached the intended recipients is unknown.


  After Shaposhnikov’s prodding, the Reserve Front’s Military Council took supplementary steps to re-establish command and control and to withdraw the armies to the new defensive line:


  
    Six officers have been dispatched in airplanes. Two aircraft returned. A cryptologist [left] without orders with coded documents from the Front’s intelligence department and hasn’t returned. In order to locate and assemble the units and to indicate for them the routes of withdrawal, we planned to send out NKVD workers and agents from among the clandestine intelligence officers, in civilian dress. In connection with this the Front requests the prompt sending of 10 U-2 aircraft for the search for the units.110

  


  According to Zhukov’s testimony, he found Budenny on 8 October on the outskirts of Maloiaroslavets at the office of the district executive committee, which had two cars parked outside. What had he been doing for an entire 24 hours separated from his headquarters and with no means of communications? The impression is such that he was hiding both from the Stavka and from his own staff, in order to evade answering questions for which he as yet had no answers. In the meantime the chief of staff took the rap for the commander, as far as he could. At what price did his request, not for divisions and regiments, but 30,000 armed replacements come! But where should they go? Why? What types of troops was Reserve Front chief of staff General Anisov contemplating? What sort of equipment could be assimilated within the 24th Army in the situation of a general retreat?


  A certain image of the situation of the units of the 24th and 43rd Armies can be obtained from the previously mentioned report by Abramov:


  
    The enemy, having penetrated the defense in the 43rd Army’s sector, moved to envelop the 24th Army’s left flank. Units of the 19th Rifle Division, bypassed on the south, wound up in a pocket. On 5 October, the army commander decided to cover the army’s left flank with the 8th Rifle Division and the [army’s] combat engineer battalion along the line of the Spas-Demensk – El’nia railroad. He made a request about using the 303rd Rifle Division, units of which were in the process of moving to Spas-Demensk for loading onto trains. Authorization from Front headquarters didn’t arrive, and the division continued its movement.111

  


  According to Abramov’s words, the units and headquarters of the 103rd Motorized Division and the 19th and 9th Rifle Divisions, which were still fighting in the El’nia area, wound up in semi-encirclement, cut-off from their second echelons and rear services. Unfortunately, Abramov in his report often jumps back and forth between the old and new designations of the former people’s militia divisions (for example, the 9th Rifle Division, the former designation for the 9th DNO, was now the 139th Rifle Division).


  Abramov writes:


  
    6 October: The adversary didn’t allow a possibility to the units of these divisions to break contact in order to carry out the new assignment, and as they withdrew in accordance with it they were compelled to fight their way out of encirclement.


    By the evening of 6 October, the regiments of the 24th Army, shedding blood and fighting fiercely, had already lost the majority their troops, who fell on the lines they were defending near El’nia. Only small groups, the remnants of the regiments, remained, banded together around the divisions’ command staffs. Even so, the 103rd Motorized Division and the 309th Rifle Division continued to stand on their lines, refusing to yield to the enemy encircling them …


    As a result of the combat on this day, 6 October, the 8th Rifle Division could no longer hold a front of 20 kilometers, and the enemy emerged in the rear along the axis toward Dorogobuzh …. The 6th Rifle Division [actually the 160th Rifle Division] also couldn’t hold its line, because the front had no switch positions and the enemy was attacking from behind. … the [24th] army headquarters wound up isolated from its units and from Semlevo, backed up against the swampy bottom land of the Os’ma River, and was compelled with the 9th, 8th and 6th Rifle Divisions, the units directly under the headquarters’ control, a tank group, a large quantity of heavy artillery and the rear services, to conduct a fighting withdrawal to Semlevo.112

  


  With the receipt of the order, the 24th Army began to withdraw in the Volochek – Barsuki – Ushakovo – Put’kovo – V. Starosel’e, Volosta-Piatnitsa direction, with an exposed flank to the south. The 8th and 139th Rifle Divisions [the former 8th and 9th DNO] covered the withdrawal of the rest of the 24th Army from combat. The withdrawal of Rakutin’s 24th Army, in comparison with the actions of the troops of Lukin’s 19th Army and Ershakov’s 20th Army, was conducted in incomparably more difficult circumstances and was less organized. First, even before receiving the authorization to withdraw, the numerous units and services of the army’s rear and the pack trains began rolling in long columns toward Semlevo. The withdrawal routes became densely congested with vehicles, wagons, tanks, towed guns and other combat equipment. All of these were moving in several columns. In the chaotic conditions, typical for a massed and uncontrolled retreat, now and then traffic jams arose. The cover of the columns by anti-aircraft guns, if it was even organized, couldn’t have been less effective. Moreover, there wasn’t enough ammunition for the guns. Manifestations of panic frequently arose during enemy air attacks and all efforts to restore order failed.


  Abramov continues his narrative:


  
    On the morning of 7 October the headquarters of the 106 Motorized Division, having received an order to withdraw to Semlevo, together with the motor pool and part of one of the regiments began a withdrawal toward Dorogobuzh. … Dorogobuzh by this time was already partially occupied by Germans holding the eastern outskirts, while the rest of the town was under German mortar fire. … Along the same Dorogobuzh – Semlevo – Viaz’ma road, all of the 20th Army and part of the 19th Army were retreating. Therefore units of the 24th Army followed two routes of withdrawal: the headquarters of the 103rd Motorized, the 106th Rifle, the 309th Rifle and the 19th Rifle Division took the Dorogobuzh – Semlevo road. The headquarters of the 6th Rifle, 8th Rifle, and 9th Rifle Divisions, and the army-level units and division rears withdrew along the Volochek – Semlevo road.


    The Germans had seized the El’nia – Markhotkino road through Iaroslavets. The rear units and services began to retreat toward Volochek east of the main El’nia – Volochek – Semlevo highway. The 24th Army headquarters was located in a reserve command post in the Volochek area. Communications were maintained by radio.


    At the crossing over the Os’ma River at Dorogobuzh, a colossal logjam of artillery, pack trains, and vehicles formed. Despite enemy air activity, the troops nevertheless crossed the river in an organized fashion, taking a direction toward the road to Semlevo. In the woods beyond the crossing they gathered themselves back into order; there were no signs of panic in the troops at this time. However, the march order was completely unusual – at the head of the traffic were vehicles, pack trains and artillery. This entire traffic stream was moving through Semlevo toward Viaz’ma, while infantry trailed behind. When I speak about the rifle regiments and divisions at that time, I stress again that as a result of constant fighting, there was little infantry left. Most of the regiments now had only 50-100 combat effectives, if you don’t count the 2-3 full-strength divisions of the 20th Army, which were marching in good order [emphasis the author’s] …


    On 7 October the enemy took full control of Dorogobuzh and Volochek, and by evening was attacking toward Semlevo from the south. At this time the 309th Rifle Division had only begun to withdraw in the direction of Dorogobuzh. It attempted to breakthrough that town by storm, conducting several unsuccessful attacks. That night only approximately 180 men managed to break out. Most of the men of the 309th Rifle Division fell on the outskirts of Dorogobuzh, including the command staff of the Division and the regiments.113

  


  At times it is openly asserted that the divisions of the 19th, 16th and 20th Armies were being directly pursued by 16 enemy divisions. That is why they were unable to separate from the enemy and make a timely retreat of 110 kilometers. However, the greatest danger to the retreating troops of the 20th and 24th Armies was not the enemy in direct pursuit, but the German divisions attacking from the south and trying to cut the path of retreat. Rakutin’s 24th Army wound up in the most difficult situation. It had to take a longer route, greatly complicated by the fact that with the enemy breakthrough into operational depth, numerous rear units and services of the Reserve Front and the armies had begun an unsanctioned retreat. The army and division commanders, having received authorization to retreat too late, were unable to organize it properly. In anticipation of an enemy encounter, strong forward detachments had to be sent out ahead in vehicles to prevent enemy attempts to block the road, and rear guards had to be detached. However, the roads were jammed with an uncontrollable mass of vehicles, horse-drawn wagons and the remnants of shattered units. Screening forces on the exposed flank, if they were in fact set out, didn’t have sufficient strength to hold back the enemy. In the process the troops did not always make good use of barriers and failed to destroy bridges, in order to slow down the pursuing enemy. About what sort of pace of retreat is it possible to speak in these conditions? The divisions of the 20th and 24th Armies, slowly continuing to retreat, were pulling back into a trap that had been set for them.


  From OKH Operational Summary No. 114 for 7 October 1941:


  
    The Fourth Army: Intense traffic to the northeast has been established in the pocket. The dwindling of the enemy’s combat power is perceptible almost everywhere. Stubborn fighting is still going on for Dorogobuzh. At Volochek, the enemy, covering the retreat, is offering strong resistance.114

  


  Having detected the retreat underway, the enemy increased the frontal pressure. On 6 October, units of the IX and XX Army Corps occupied El’nia. The following day, Dorogobuzh fell to the Germans. The infantry divisions of the Fourth Army in conjunction with the Ninth Army were striving to cut-off the retreating Russian columns and simultaneously to compress the ring of encirclement. A portion of our formations were caught in small pockets to the east and northeast of El’nia, where the separate pieces were then destroyed. Thus, according to German records, back on 5 October the 24th Army’s 139th and 170th Rifle Divisions had been encircled and crushed south of El’nia; the 24th Army’s 222nd Rifle Division and the 43rd Army’s 145th Tank Brigade – south and southeast of Spas-Demensk.


  Attempting to establish contact with the retreating divisions, in order at least to bring some order to the retreat, the 24th Army’s headquarters was forced to broadcast an order in the clear. A German listening post intercepted the message and immediately passed a report on its contents to Fourth Army headquarters:


  
    6 October at 2100 the 24th Army headquarters broadcast the following in the clear to an unidentified division:


    ‘1. Assemble 3 kilometers to the north of where the army was located in July.


    ‘2. Establish contact with (five other unidentified) divisions [the enemy didn’t know the code names for the divisions] and pass them the order to assemble in the same area.’


    Note: the location of the command post of the 24th Army headquarters in July is unknown. On 4 August the headquarters was located in Semlevo (27 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma).115

  


  Units of the 33rd and 43rd Armies, command and control over which had been conclusively lost were retreating to the east and northeast in complete disarray. In Reserve Front’s Operational Summary No. 114 as of 2200 6 October 1941, it was reported:


  
    43rd Army. The army, offering no resistance to the enemy, has become scattered and individual units of the army have disintegrated …


    33rd Army. The army no longer exists as an operational entity. Only the commander and a member of the Military Council are in Krasnoe Los’mino. The location of the army’s headquarters and its divisions is unknown. Steps taken to locate the army’s headquarters and the divisions were unsuccessful.116
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    German Ju-87 Stuka dive-bombers prepare to take-off from a dirt airfield.

  


  One can judge the condition of the 43rd Army from a message, which Brigade Commander Liubarsky117 was ordered to send on 7 October to the Reserve Front’s deputy chief of staff Bogoliubov:


  
    0200 7 October 1941, [in] Koshcheevo [8 kilometers east of Viaz’ma – the author]. Map 1:500,000


    1. The enemy continues to develop the offensive along the highway and with a secondary [attack] – in the direction of Viaz’ma.


    2. The divisions no longer exist as combat units, and there are small groups of infantry soldiers, specialized elements and artillery who have become demoralized by enemy aviation.


    The commander of the 149th Rifle Division Zakharov has only one combat engineer battalion.


    These small groups are under no one’s control, and are crawling away through the forests and streaming to the rear.


    The command has twice created strong groups of commanders in order to rally those retreating to the rear, but had no success in stopping this mass and to dig-in on the defense.


    3. A regiment of the 24th Rifle Division [A note here states: ‘Likely, the 185th Reserve Rifle Regiment of the 24th Army.’] on 6 October was fighting on the Ugra River in the area of Krasnyi Kholm and in the woods to the southwest. Remnants of the 53rd Rifle Division [the further words ‘fighting in the Svobodka – Krasnyi Kholm area’ have been crossed out]. The 145th Tank Brigade was operating in the Teterino area? [As in text]


    There has been no information on the situation of the 113th and 149th Rifle Divisions.


    4. Combat sectors have been organized out of retreating elements:


    1st: Along the Ugra River at Znamenka [25 kilometers southeast of Viaz’ma]


    2nd: The woods southeast of Koshcheevo. Be ready to repulse tanks.


    3rd is intercepting (indecipherable), but on these sectors there are very weak groups.


    5. Groups of officers have been assembled by the Military Council in order to gather retreating soldiers and small elements in the area northeast of Viaz’ma.


    6. Viaz’ma and certain points adjacent to it are burning.


    In general, the situation is catastrophic.


    We have utterly nothing to deploy for holding the most important directions, and the enemy is striving to cut the Viaz’ma highway.


    The divisions have suffered very heavy losses; [enemy] aviation is especially wreaking havoc. It is making systematic attacks in groups of 20-25 aircraft.


    In general our army is incapable of fighting any sort of battle, since everyone remaining has become somewhat dazed.


    3 October – 7 October
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    Results of a German air attack on a Soviet troop column.

  


  This isn’t a message, but a cry from the soul. Liubarsky decided to say something bitter, but true. If the army commanders and front commanders hadn’t whitewashed the situation in their reports, the Stavka would have drawn appropriate conclusions sooner.


  The Reserve Front’s Military Council was forced to to report the following to the Stavka:


  
    Beginning on 2 October and on following days, the enemy launched its main attack with major mechanized and motorized forces, supported by powerful aviation, operating ceaselessly on the battlefield against our forces on the flanks and rear of the 43rd Army. The divisions of the 43rd Army … after heavy and stubborn fighting, suffering great losses, could not withstand the enemy attacks from the south … the troops retreated – a portion to the east along the Warsaw highway and a portion toward Spas-Demensk. A large portion of the infantry fled in every direction. The army’s Military Council took steps to rally the troops on the lines:


    1. Spas-Demensk


    2. Selishche, Kliuchino, Urga Station, Glukhovo


    3. Krasnyi Kholm, Znamenka


    4. Maksimovka, Mit’kovo


    However, the infantry elements rallied on these lines, which were organized into detachments, after the very first appearance of enemy aviation, and often even without it, ran away. Only solitary artillery units and specialized elements remained organized, which then continued to offer organized resistance to the enemy…. Command and control over the troops was conclusively disrupted on 6 October.118

  


  Budenny, seeking to clarify the situation, sent his deputy Lieutenat-General I. A. Bogdanov in search for his subordinate army commanders. Bogdanov, having no communications with the Reserve Front headquarters, which in the meantime had changed locations, on 7 October submitted a report to the General Staff with a request to pass it along to Budenny:


  
    At your behest yesterday I found Sobennikov and Onuprienko [respectively the commanders of the 43rd and 33rd Armies] in the vicinity of Viaz’ma. Having studied the situation, I determined that Sobennikov119 and Onuprienko are in command of nothing and no one. Only a group of leading officers on the army command staff remain with Sobennikov. Onuprienko has no one from his command staff with him. Despite all my desire, I was unable to establish the location of the divisions of the 33rd and 43rd Armies. Transport and isolated men and small groups of men from these armies are streaming in the direction of Gzhatsk. Measures taken to detain the men retreating from the Viaz’ma area, with the aim of creating separate detachments, did not yield the desired results.


    At 1200 7 October Sobennikov and Onuprienko were located in the Uspenskoe area, 70 kilometers southwest of Gzhatsk. At Vyrubov in this area, Generals Shurov and Taranovich have taken a defense of a crossing on the Sezha River with a small detachment and 10 guns. With Sobennikov’s arrival in Uspenskoe, command of the detachment was handed over to him. The enemy hasn’t appeared at the crossing.


    Judging from the situation that has arisen, I believe it necessary to pull Sobennikov and Onuprienko back further to the east of Gzhatsk, where they can organize a number of detachments from the retreating men. The location of Sobennikov and Onuprienko in areas of armies not subordinate to them, given the absence of their own armies, is senseless.


    I request that you send to me your decision through the Western Front chief of staff Sokolovsky.


    Lieutenant-General Bogdanov. 7 October 1800 Gzhatsk.120

  


  At the same time when part of the Reserve Front was continuing to battle, the divisions of the 43rd and 33rd Armies withdrew from combat in scattered groups, striving to put distance between the enemy and themselves. Remnants of regiments of the 8th and 222nd Rifle Divisions and the 144th Tank Brigade on the night of 6 October were located in the area of Moloshino. Troops of the 24th Army were fighting in semi-encirclement. Its headquarters were located 9 kilometers northeast of Semlevo. There was no information about the remaining units. In order to restore communications with the armies, at 1430 7 October the Reserve Front headquarters sent out 10 deputies in U-2 airplanes. At 1900 Captain Burtsev, who had flown off in search of Rakutin, returned. His aircraft had been fired upon in an area southeast of Viaz’ma. Burtsev was wounded and his aircraft damaged, but he managed to nurse it back to base. The other deputies hadn’t returned by 2100.121


  At 2200 7 October there was still no contact with the armies. By the end of 7 October, the gap between the Reserve and Briansk Fronts had grown to 100-115 kilometers. On 8 October, the 24th Army’s path of retreat was severed by the enemy.


  From the Fourth Army’s journal of combat operations:


  
    8 October 1941. 0940. From the XX Army Corps they are reporting that the divisions are in combat, but at the same time the very poor condition of the roads is impeding them. Enormous masses of Russians are retreating along the Dorogobuzh – Viaz’ma highway in a dense stream. In the sector of the 15th Infantry Division, the local population has greeted the arrival of German forces exceptionally joyfully and has made small offerings (bread and salt, chickens), primarily along the good road with no demolished bridges.122

  


  Lo and behold, in this completely murky situation, Budenny on 8 October appealed to the Stavka to dispatch aircraft with rations, fuel and ammunition to airdrop to General Rakutin’s 24th Army, since it was impossible to deliver them by vehicle. He requested the delivery of the following loads: 3,500 45mm shells, 1,700 shells for the regimental 76mm guns, 1,600 for the divisional 76mm guns, 500 shells for the 122mm howitzers, 70 metric tons of gasoline, 20 metric tons of crackers, 2 metric tons of salt, 2 metric tons of sugar, and 1 metric ton of shag tobacco. The request was delivered at 1645. In turn, they requested a report no later than 2200 8 October about the conditions for the airdrop.123 The Marshal had no conception of the possibilities of Soviet transport aviation or all the complexity of organizing an airdrop of such a large quantity of loads. Indeed, it was possible to get by without sugar, salt and shag tobacco. Moreover, contact with General Rakutin could not be established, so the Front requested the rescheduling of the airdrop from 9 October to 10 October. Budenny wasn’t sent either sugar or shag tobacco. The Stavka was more concerned at this time with how and where to deliver fuel to two of Briansk Front’s tank brigades, which had wound up in the encirclement.


  From a transcript of discussions between Anisov and the chief of Western Front’s operations department General Malandin:


  
    Anisov: Liaison aircraft, sent by us to Rakutin on 7 and 8 October, haven’t returned, and the liaison officers haven’t transmitted the established signals noting their return.


    I request that you inform me of the location of your main bosses, if only in general terms.


    Malandin: We’ve had periodic communications with Lukin by radio. From fragmentary radio information it is apparent that Lukin and his outfit are continuing to retreat toward the Dnepr. All three outfits have already crossed over. He is covering the withdrawal by holding the line of the Vopets River.


    … The situation at the front: from the area of Spas-Demensk and Kholm-Zhirkovskii the enemy has reached Viaz’ma with his mobile formations; separate tank groups have broken into the city. The Viaz’ma area is being defended by Rokossovsky’s outfit.


    The 29th and 22nd Armies are retreating by plan to the indicated line. We have no information for the 20th Army. Just today we received a radiogram about the retreat of four divisions, but I still haven’t had time to study it.


    Simultaneously with the enemy strike toward Viaz’ma, the enemy is attacking toward Gzhatsk from the Iukhnov area. Fighting is going on in the Gzhatsk area. Steps are being taken to eliminate the attacking enemy group ….


    I request that you answer some questions:


    Is it impossible to give a more precise fix on the location of the 20th Army’s divisions? I have just now received a radiogram from Rakutin, in which he is requesting fighter cover, because the enemy is bombing the columns and the retreating units with impunity. From the radiogram it can be established that rear units and services are moving in the columns, the heads of which have reached points in Rakutin’s second echelon. It places the units themselves on the Dorogud’ [as in the text; correct is Dorogobuzh] line. The radiogram does not indicate the time of the units’ location or the time when it was signed.124

  


  The discussions ended at 0823 on 9 October.


  From the contents of Malandin’s replies it is apparent that the headquarters of the Western Front didn’t know where its divisions were located on 8 October.


  The situation on Briansk Front. On 5 October 1941 at 1835 the Stavka confirmed Ershakov’s proposed plan of actions and his recommendation to withdraw the 50th Army to the second defensive belt to the west of Briansk. Under the Briansk Front commander’s plan, the 3rd Army would also be withdrawn 35-45 kilometers to the Desna River line, and the 13th Army would pull back 100-110 kilometers and occupy a front stretching from Kokorevka (30 kilometers east of Trubchevsk) through Krupets to Dmitriev-L’govskii.


  In so doing, the Stavka indicated that “the general aim of the Front’s operations is, first of all, to cut-off the enemy that has broken through toward Orel from their supply sources, and secondly, firmly to keep Briansk and Karachev in our hands.”125 Despite Briansk Front’s difficult situation, the Supreme Command in Moscow could not at all decide upon the abandonment of the Briansk area, which was well-fortified on its western side. Three fortified perimeters, strengthened with barriers, including anti-tank ditches on the main routes accessible to tanks, girded the entire city from the west. Moreover, it was there that it was planned (at Ershakov’s suggestion) to destroy the enemy grouping that had broken through toward Orel with an attack from the rear. Thus, a palliative decision was taken in view firstly to hold onto the Briansk industrial area, and secondly, to isolate Guderian’s grouping driving toward Orel, while simultaneously retaining the important Briansk-Khar’kov lateral railroad.


  However, the Germans in fact weren’t planning to take Briansk from the west, preferring instead a double envelopment of Briansk Front’s main forces from the north and south. Weichs’ Second Army, exploiting the gap between the 43rd and 50th Armies, was closing on Sukhinichi with the divisions of the XIII Army Corps. The divisions of its XXXXIII Army Corps were continuing to advance, striving to turn the right flank of the Russian 50th Army from the north and to link up with Guderian’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps, attacking from the south. On 6 October, the enemy seized Zhizdra.


  Units of the 108th Tank Division (20 tanks) and the 194th Rifle Division were continuing to hold the Karachev area, occupying a defensive front facing to the east. Lieutenant-General M. A. Reiter, Briansk Front’s deputy commander for logistics, was commanding this group. At 1525 5 October, he reported that fighting was going on south of Karachev with enemy tanks and motorized infantry, consisting of up to 40 tanks and two regiments with motorcyclists. In the 108th Tank Division, there remained 16 tanks, 12 guns and a motorized infantry regiment.


  However, the enemy’s 18th Panzer Division refused to get bogged down in protracted fighting and, continuing its attack to the north, by the end of 6 October established contact with elements of the Second Army in an area southeast of Zhizdra. On this day, the enemy’s XXXXVII Motorized Corps’ 18th Panzer Division also seized Briansk with an attack from the east. Thus, the forces of the Briansk Front, which were continuing to hold the defensive lines they occupied, wound up enveloped from the rear. The Germans managed to cut the Front’s main communications lines leading to the east and thereby to isolate it. In the process, the bulk of Petrov’s 50th Army north of Briansk, and the 3rd and 13th Armies to the south of the city were encircled, while units of Ermakov’s operational grouping were thrown back in the direction of Ryl’sk.


  On 6 October 1941, Halder noted in his diary:


  
    The 17th Panzer Division has succeeded in isolating Bryansk [Briansk] from the east. … we can be sure that the capture of Bryansk will not only within a short time secure for Guderian the essential supply road Roslavl’ – Bryansk – Orel, but also dismember the enemy facing the Second Army and the 1st Cavalry Division, which is already crumbling at some points, and thereby make it all the easier for us to liquidate this enemy grouping piece by piece.126

  


  The 50th Army, which lost contact with the Briansk Front headquarters at 1430 6 October, reported to the Chief of the General Staff that the enemy had seized Briansk at 1530 6 October with panzer units that had approached from the east, and that more enemy tanks, advancing in the direction of Zhizdra, were in Liudino. Its commander, Major-General M. P. Petrov, requested directions on what to do, and whether or not to hold its present line. In response, at 2220 6 October Shaposhnikov asked Petrov to locate Eremenko quickly (the Chief of the General Staff now and then had to occupy himself with finding stray front commanders) in order to pass along to him Stavka Order No. 43610. In case Petrov was unable to find Eremenko, he was immediately to assume command of the front and to carry out the order.


  One and a half hours later, confirmation followed:


  
    Given the absence of Eremenko, you are to take temporary command of the [Briansk] Front. Urgently create a reserve for an attack to the east in the direction of Orel. Under good cover, organize the withdrawal of the Front’s armies to the Kursk – Orel line. Allow no encirclement or panic. The directive is in transmission.127


    The following directive said:


    1. The Stavka of the Supreme High Command orders you:


    
      a) to resolve the Front’s basic task energetically – having smashed the enemy’s Orel grouping, to assume the line Mtsensk (excl.) – Voroshilovo Station – Ponyri – Fatezh – L’gov, covering the direction toward Tambov and Voronezh.


      b) to take all measures to preserve all the rifle and cavalry divisions and equipment, so that not one division is encircled or cut-off by the enemy.

    


    …


    4. Take all measures to establish the most reliable radio communications with the General Staff and the armies.


    5. Confirm receipt.128

  


  Just where had the Briansk Front commander gone? In the words of Eremenko, on 5 October he was located at the Front headquarters in the vicinity of Sven’ Station (11 kilometers southwest of Briansk), from where that night he again presented the Chief of the General Staff his plan to withdraw Briansk Front’s forces to the rear line under the conditions of operational encirclement. He was insisting on the Stavka s quickest decision. Supposedly on this occasion Shaposhnikov was paying more attention to his report and promised to make it known to the Supreme Commander, whose decision he would transmit to Eremenko without delay.


  However, on the next day approximately at 1430 6 October, units of the enemy’s 17th Panzer Division, which were attacking toward Briansk from the south, arrived in the area of the Front headquarters’ location. The Front’s chief of staff and a member of the Military Council, who avoided being killed by some miracle, showed up in the Belev area on 7 October, from where they reported to the Stavka that the commander of the Briansk Front had been killed at his command post around 1600 6 October during an enemy tank attack. Command and control over the Front’s troops was completely paralyzed, which had the most adverse effect on their situation. From this moment, nothing was known about the fate of the Briansk Front commander for the next several days.


  The destruction of the Russian forces isolated in the areas southwest of Briansk and Trubchevsk was assigned to the Second Panzer Army [on 5 October, the panzer groups had been renamed as panzer armies Thus, the Second Panzer Army was Guderian’s former Second Panzer Group]. However, its primary task as before remained a rapid advance through Tula to crossings on the Oka River. In so doing, it was necessary as far as possible to prevent the escape of the 50th Army’s retreating columns, moving in the directions of Karachev, Khvastovichi and Ktsyn’. The Germans were so confident in the rapid destruction of the Briansk Front that in response to a telephone message from Guderian’s headquarters on 7 October, the Army Group Center’s headquarters gave the following reply on the same day:


  
    The encirclement of the enemy in front of the Second Army’s left wing does not have such decisive significance as the advance of the Second Panzer Army to the northeast. If the designated attack of the panzer army and the right wing of the Fourth Army will be successful, then the enemy in front of the Second Army cannot escape destruction…129

  


  As we will see ahead, this rather presumptious declaration didn’t prove true. The destruction of the encircled Russian divisions, despite the commitment for this purpose of four of the five available corps in the Second Panzer Army, didn’t happen.


  In his memoirs, Eremenko writes:


  
    As soon as communications with the Stavka were re-established, I immediately reported that morning to the Supreme Commander about where I was located, informed him of the results of the fighting at the Front’s command post in the Sven’ area and of the fact that we had inflicted damage to a enemy column of motorized infantry, and that not a single document of the headquarters had fallen into enemy hands.130

  


  However, the full details of the circumstances surrounding the attack on his headquarters were spelled out by him immediately afterward in a Briansk Front summary report. Although the report was compiled in the name of the Military Council and was signed, as was proper, by a member of the Military Council Division Commissar Mazepov and the Front’s chief of staff General Zakharov, Eremenkov wrote it himself personally and in his own name. The account is quite detailed – he had time for this, while recuperating in a hospital from his wound. During the war, summary reports were written to share positive results from battles and to uncover reasons for unsuccessful actions, with the aim of extracting lessons for the future. In the text, Eremenko’s desire to escape blame for the defeat of his Briansk Front’s forces is plainly visible. As he presents things, everything was clear to him from the very start, and everything he did was correct. Yet somehow the Front had collapsed: in the first two days of the offensive, Guderian’s mobile divisions advanced an average of 50-60 kilometers a day. The plain attempts in retrospect to cast himself in a positive light is simply offensive to read. There is no sense to cite this long account (30 pages) in detail here, since it would be necessary to repudiate too many of his statements, which are contradictory to the facts and are not confirmed by documents (the report, incidentally, is itself an archived document). However, it is worthwhile to cite certain instances, which characterize Eremenko as a military commander and a man. Especially since Briansk Front’s deputy chief of staff Colonel L. M. Sandalov also wrote about these same events in his memoirs. So we can compare both versions.


  Let’s start with the words of the commander:


  
    … the enemy tank grouping attacking from Orel toward Karachev achieved no success on the Karachev axis. Then it turned to the south and moved along the wooded roads toward Briansk. I gave timely orders to dispatch reconnaissance and a blocking force to this axis, but the reconnaissance was poorly conducted and the screen was weak…. At 1630 6 October, up to 50 enemy tanks and the vehicles of motorized infantry trailing behind them, emerging from the woods, conducted an attack upon my command post in Sven’ from the direction of Sinezerki. Immediately after receiving fire from enemy tanks and submachine gunners on our command post, the Front’s entire command staff took cover in the woods, in small groups or alone, and some drove away in vehicles that had been parked in the woods behind the building accommodating the command post. In such a situation, the enemy might have seized the headquarters’ documents and the communications with the armies and Moscow in one fell swoop. I immediately made the decision to offer battle to the motorized infantry, which were following behind the tanks, in order to gain time. Camouflaging myself in a suitable location together with my adjutant and several Red Army soldiers, I opened fire on the Germans aboard the first three vehicles with my machine pistol, while the Red Army soldiers – drivers and my adjutant fired on other vehicles [here and subsequently, emphasis the author’s]. After a certain time, we were joined by another group of soldiers led by Colonel Pankin.


    The tanks became separated and moved on ahead toward the Briansk highway, while I managed to delay the motorized infantry for almost an hour with heavy losses on their side. Over this time at my orders, all the equipment in the building was destroyed, and all the remaining documents burned together with the building housing the command post. In a word, all steps were taken so that nothing fell into enemy hands. The headquarters’ operational group managed to escape under the cover of our fire and made it to the new command post. Not a single staff officer remained with me.


    Having destroyed the command post, I and my adjutant, Sr. Lieutenant V. P. Khirnykh, who was subsequently killed (14 October) in the area of Borshchevo, set off along forested roads in two vehicles to the area of the 3rd and 13th Armies, in order to assume leadership over the troops in the battles with a reversed front and to be located in their midst. By the morning of 7 October I arrived in Vzdruzhnoe at the headquarters of the 3rd Army.


    The enemy on the morning of 6 October seized Karachev with tank units and motorized infantry, and then penetrated along the forested Sven’-Briansk road into the rear of the 50th Army, and on this same day seized Briansk. By the end of day on 7 October, the enemy had captured Khvastovichi.


    … the enemy severed all the communications of the Briansk Front, took possession of the fortifications that had been constructed in the rear, and placed the forces of the Briansk Front in the conditions of operational encirclement. The enemy managed to make the deep penetration leading to the capture of Orel and the operational encirclement of Briansk Front’s armies as a consequence of the fact that Briansk Front lacked the reserves it needed in order to parry such an attack. At the same time, the defense of Orel, as I indicated above, was not organized. The breakthrough on the flanks of the Front (at the boundaries with the neighbors) once again emphasizes the need to have strong, mobile reserves behind the junctions of armies and fronts.131

  


  At the beginning of his account, Eremenko writes that the general situation at the start of the German offensive was characterized “by intense fighting on the Front’s left flank for improving the operational and tactical situation in the circumstances of multiple enemy attempts to continue the offensive.” So it seems the enemy was attacking. Yet here’s what his eternal adversary, the “scoundrel” Guderian writes: “In the course of several days the enemy undertook fierce attacks, obviously with fresh forces, east of Glukhov and against our bridgehead at Novgorod-Severskii. The Russian attacks, undertaken on 25 September at Belopol’e, Glukhov and Iampol’ were driven back.”132


  The documents cited previously in this book give evidence to the fact that the ceaseless and unsuccessful attempts to attack by the divisions of the 13th Army and Group Ermakov resulted in heavy and unjustified losses. They not only exhausted their combat potential, but also prevented the creation of a strong and deep defense. Yet Eremenko is lamenting the absence of reserves?


  Eremenko writes that the General Ermakov’s and Colonel Akimenko’s units went on the attack on 29 September and closed upon Glukhov. But just a little lower, he writes: “I prepared General Ermakov’s group to assume the offensive on 1 October 1941 (General Ermakov asked to postpone the attack from 0900 until 1200), but the enemy preempted us and began his own offensive on 1 October. A meeting battle erupted.”133


  It is difficult to believe that Eremenko forgot when the enemy offensive began on his front. In several places in the summary report and on the attached maps, he deliberately pushes back the time when Group Ermakov was to be ready to assume the offensive – it was actually 1200 30 September (not 1 October), and the enemy’s artillery preparation and preparatory air strikes began on the morning of the same day. It was on 30 September that the enemy preempted our troops in going on the offensive. There was no sort of meeting battle at all. The troops of Ermakov’s operational group, deployed in their jumping-off positions and prepared to attack, came under enemy artillery fire and air attacks, suffered heavy casualties and were for the most part quickly driven from the defensive sector they occupied. That is why no strength remained for a subsequent counterattack.


  There is another interesting instance, which adds one more characteristic brushstroke to the image of A. I. Eremenko. For the defense of the Kursk area, the Stavka decided to create a separate group consisting of one or two rifle divisions, one cavalry division, a tank brigade and a motorcycle regiment, plus Group Ermakov. On 7 October, it asked Eremenko to recommend a commander for this group, requesting him to “quickly telegraph his thoughts regarding the candidate.”


  At 1241 on 8 October, Eremenko replied:


  
    With the situation that has arisen, given the concentration of such a powerful group, united with Group Ermakov, an energetic and brave commander must be placed in the second echelon; if you don’t have such now, then I request that you allow me to take command of this group temporarily. I will handle leadership of the Front and the direct command of this group. For this it is necessary:


    1. To send an airplane for me to the area of Vzdruzhnoe; if it can’t reach me by day, then at night. The aircraft should fire two rockets. At this signal, fires will be lit.


    2. To shift the operational group of the Front headquarters to the Shchigra area, and to send the Front headquarters to the area of Elets.134

  


  All this at a most critical moment, when the Stavka’s order for the Front’s forces to break out of the operational encirclement with a simultaneous attack against Guderian’s Orel grouping had to be implemented! On this same day, Shaposhnikov courteously replied at 2100:


  
    … the question arises about the advisability of your leaving the Front’s armies in the present circumstances, which from all appearances will have to apply great joint efforts in order to break through the armored units to the east and at the same time to repulse the infantry attacks from the west.


    Don’t you consider it possible to entrust command of this entire group to Comrade Ermakov?135
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    Colonel L. M. Sandalov, deputy chief of staff of Briansk Front.

  


  Eremenko had nothing left to do but to agree, but in so doing he couldn’t refrain and expressed his typical wish that “Ermakov must be given a strong prod.”136


  The former commander of the Briansk Front headquarters’ operations department, General L. M. Sandalov, was more self-critical in his memoirs:


  
    Looking back, viewing the situation now with all the cards on the table, you begin to wonder: how were we unable back then to discern the enemy’s intentions? The XXXXVII Motorized Corps of Guderian’s panzer group was standing in front of Group Ermakov for a prolonged period of time. After completing the Kiev operation, its [Guderian’s Second Panzer Group’s] main forces were assembled in the Romny area for a rest. The movement of motorized columns from there around 20 September toward Shostka and Glukhov plainly revealed the reshuffling of the entire group toward the XXXXVII Motorized Corps.


    … You couldn’t find a better area for a panzer group’s offensive toward Moscow, than the Glukhov – Nogorod-Severskii – Shostka area. It offered the shortest path to Orel and Tula. There was no need to force a crossing of the Desna River. The Briansk forests lie to the north. However, the command and headquarters’ staff of Briansk Front were unable to crack this simple code.137

  


  Sandalov describes the events that preceded the German attack on the Briansk Front headquarters, and the episode itself, completely differently from Eremenko. In distinction from the commander’s tales, officers on the Briansk Front staff confirm his story:


  
    With the fall of Orel, the main artery of communications between the Briansk Front and the General Staff and the neighboring fronts was severed. [Front chief of staff] General Zakharov decided to prepare a new Front command post in Belev. On the morning of 4 October, a column set out from there consisting of the Front’s headquarters and administrative staff, together with the Front’s signals regiment. Only a few people from each department and the administrative unit of the Front headquarters remained in the former location – including a few of the male communications personnel at the signals post. The bulky Baudot telegraph machine remained only for communications with the Stavka.


    Even before receiving authorization for a withdrawal, the Front headquarters had developed a draft of the order and a plan of actions for the troops in this eventuality. The Front’s rear line had been marked out along the line of the Oka River from Belev to Ponyri, and further on to Fatezh and L’gov. With the German seizure of Orel, this line was shifted a bit further to the east – to the Mtsensk, Zmievka line. On the evening of 5 October, Eremenko returned from the 13th Army. At this time reports came in that Germans tanks had broken into Karachev (only the 108th Tank Division with 15 tanks was there), and that the bridge across the Snezhet’ River had been blown up by combat engineers. However, the columns with the personnel of the Front headquarters’ headquarters and the [Front’s] air force headquarters had managed to slip through Karachev. Later it became clear that the Germans had seized the eastern portion of the city that evening. Combat engineers from the Front’s mobile barrier detachment blew up both the highway and railroad bridges. Units of the 194th Rifle Division occupied a defense on the western bank of the Snezhet’ River, with its front facing the east.


    That night the small group remaining at the Front headquarters waited for a signal to move to the new command post. On the morning of 6 October it became known that the neighboring front had already received the withdrawal order, however there was still no directive from the Stavka. It is still unknown why the Stavka directive was not timely transmitted to the Briansk Front.


    Around 1400 I and the chief of intelligence Kochetkov were located in Eremenko’s office, giving a report on the latest information about the situation using a map. … About 30 minutes later, there were shouts: ‘German tanks! German tanks!’ We quickly went out onto the cottage porch and saw approaching tanks. They were firing their machine guns in short bursts while on the move. Mazepov and Zakharov ran up to the cottage, and the latter without stopping issued an order to all the assembled officers to leave quickly for the new command post. I gave an order for Kochetkov’s departure, and Kuznetsov138 -- to the signals chief, the AKhH [the Front headquarters’ administrative unit], and the cooks. German tanks and motorized infantry (directly from their vehicles) were firing from machine guns and cannons at the command post’s cottages and poorly camouflaged dugouts. Return fire at the enemy was coming from the headquarters’ security company, as well as the commanders and troops of the command post staff.139

  


  Zakharov and Mazepov drove off in Sandalov’s vehicle – without Sandalov – and just who else might have dared to dash away in the same vehicle carrying the Briansk Front’s chief of staff?! After the vehicles of the operations, intelligence and cryptographic departments departed, Sandalov remained with a group of 12 officers. At this time, several enemy tanks headed in their direction, firing from their main guns and machine guns. The group fled into the woods. The tanks returned to the road, and the firing soon ceased.


  Sandalov continues:


  
    The German motorized unit drove off toward Briansk. These were units of the XXXXVII Motorized Corps. … The enemy unit wasn’t suspecting that it had stumbled upon a front command post. Many of our rear units and services were situated on the Briansk-Karachev road. Motorized enemy companies securing the movement of their forces were chasing away our rear units into the depth of the forest. Apparently, even our command post had been taken as a rear unit.140

  


  After all the shooting ended, Sandalov and his small group returned to the command post. In a few of the bunkers, the signals station was continuing to operate. However oddly, there was no killed or wounded lying around, because the German fire from the road wasn’t aimed, but mainly designed to intimidate. They once again checked the cottage. They found no one there. At Sandalov’s order, they buried the Front’s large operational map, which they had been using that morning in their presentation to the Front commander (who had supposedly burned it!), next to one of the telegraph posts. They jotted down the number on the telegraph post.141 According to the memory of one of the telephone operators of the signals station, V. M. Belov, at 1800 all of its equipment and even the food products from the Military Trading Organization’s mess were loaded onto vehicles.142


  They found another truck from the signals department that had been damaged by machine-gun fire, which they managed to get running again. Sandalov’s group was located at this place until approximately 2100. Over all this time, an uninterrupted stream of vehicles and tanks were moving along the road from Karachev to Briansk.


  The war in this region was largely road-bound. The adversary avoided the forests and swamps. The motorcyclists and tanks were firing indiscriminately, raking the patches of woods lying in their path, which didn’t inflict any real damage to our units. In so doing, the Germans were trying to generate panic among our troops. As a rule, infantry followed behind the tanks in vehicles.


  As we see, the picture drawn by Sandalov differs strikingly from Eremenko’s tale, which he laid out in his after-action report. A crucial point: Eremenko in his book V nachale voiny [At the war’s start], which was published in 1966, no longer describes his own exploits during the German attack on the Briansk Front headquarters. Here is only one excerpt from it:


  
    As the fascists were approaching the Front command post, it was, as is said, in full operation: there was a direct line available with Moscow and with all the armies’ headquarters. Everything was organized, just as it should be in a front headquarters, and the work was going smoothly. Many operational documents, which had still not been forwarded to the new command post, were still here. The enemy’s capture of them would have caused great harm. We had to save the documents. This was an extremely complex task right under the enemy’s nose, whose tanks were passing immediately nearby, firing indiscriminately, with their tracks clattering and clanking.


    I took charge of the headquarters’ personnel and guards. We joined combat with the enemy’s motorized infantry, which was following behind the tanks in vehicles. The adversary was stunned and suffered losses. Three tanks came to our assistance, and then two artillery battalions and 300 soldiers of a tank brigade’s motorized infantry unit. Meanwhile, the communications equipment was removed and driven away to the new command post, and all the operational documents were saved.


    Having given an order for the chief of the headquarters’ security Colonel Pankin, I drove off to the 3rd Army’s headquarters.143

  


  Sandalov’s memoirs were published after Eremenko’s own memoirs. The Front commander is seemingly contradicting his former chief of the operations department (of course, within the limits tolerated by Soviet censorship). However, if the enemy motorized infantry had been held up by the fire of the headquarters’ security unit and had deployed, then nothing would have remained of the headquarters. Yet Sandalov testifies that neither the communications equipment at the signals station was destroyed, nor was the cottage housing the Military Council and its documents burned to the ground. As Sandalov relates, even the map he was using in his morning operational report to Eremenko was laying on the table when he returned to the command post. If Eremenko hadn’t so hastily fled the command post, then he wouldn’t have been left without his staff or communications equipment. As it so happened, both the Front commander and his command staff in Belev simultaneously lost command and control over the troops.


  Sandalov and the group of staff members made their way to Belev by the morning of 8 October. At this time the Briansk Front headquarters there only had a communications link with the General Staff, which was maintaining radio contact with the Front’s armies. According to the chief of staff General Zakharov, the armies of the Briansk Front received the Stavka’s directive for the withdrawal only on 7 October – a day later than the Western and Reserve Fronts. By this time, the situation of the Front’s troops had significantly deteriorated. Sandalov writes with regret that if the Front’s armies had received the directive in a timely fashion, then they would have been better prepared for the breakout attempt, while the enemy encirclement still wasn’t so solid.


  Since Eremenko couldn’t be located, on 7 October the Stavka gave temporary command of the Briansk Front to the commander of the 50th Army Major-General M. P. Petrov, having confirmed that the task for all of the Front’s three armies was to breakout to the east beyond the Voroshilovo Station – Ponyri – L’gov line. The Stavka also requested: “… Promptly report what sort of communications you have with the 3rd and 13th Armies. Briefly outline of your plan of actions.”144


  With the initiation of mobile operations in a frequently and sharply changing situation, it became apparent that the adopted chain of communications: General Staff – front headquarters – army headquarters couldn’t secure the Stavka’s continuous direction over combat operations. The weakest link in this scheme most often turned out to be the one between the front headquarters and the armies. In this case the headquarters of the fronts were unable to control their subordinate armies and pass the necessary, timely information back up to the General Staff. At the same time, the General Staff and the Stavka, having lost contact with a front headquarters, were also unable to communicate directly with the armies. This became especially apparent during the withdrawal of the fronts. Later, the Stavka would have to take direct control over Briansk Front’s armies. Afterward, steps were taken to implement a new principle of organizing communications within the Red Army, which allowed the General Staff to bypass the front level of command and communicate directly with the armies.


  Eremenko depicts the events after the German attack on the Briansk Front’s command post completely differently:


  
    With [my] arrival in the 3rd Army I obtained the possibility to issue an order in person and in writing about reversing the Front’s facing and to oversee its implementation in the 3rd and 13th Armies. The order was sent to the 50th Army in code. Thus, control over the forces did not cease [?!]. Communications only lapsed for several hours while I was traveling from the Front command post to the 3rd Army [emphasis the author’s]. Having taken Zhizdra, Karachev, Orel, Kromy, Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii, Sevsk, Lokot’, Navlia and Briansk, the Germans had cut the Briansk Front’s main lines of communication; in so doing, they had also placed our forces in the conditions of operational encirclement. Developing the offensive from the rear, the Germans were striving to dismember our combat formations and destroy the Front in piecemeal fashion.


    Thus, early on the morning of 7 October I issued preliminary instructions, having spoken personally with the commanders of the 3rd and 13th Armies, and at 1400 of this same day I issued the order to pivot the Front’s facing 180°.


    The forces of the Briansk Front were to launch an attack against the enemy that had emerged in the Front’s rear, break out of operational encirclement, and organize a struggle with the foe on new lines. For this it was necessary to conduct a regrouping of the forces and to prepare them for a counterattack against the enemy forces, operating on the flank and in the rear. Simultaneously with the counterattack to the east and southeast, it was necessary to conduct mobile battles to the north, west and south.


    In the ‘Journal of combat operations of the Briansk Front for October 1941’, my order about the Front’s pivoting has been recorded in full:


    The commander of Briansk Front Colonel-General Eremenko, located at the 3rd Army headquarters, on the morning of 7 October issued the Front’s armies a preliminary instruction, and at 1400 gave the order about fighting the enemy with a reversed front: To the commanders of 50th, 3rd and 13th Armies, Group Ermakov and Group Reiter. 7 October 1941, 1400.


    1. The enemy with mechanized and motorized units and an attack in the direction of Sevsk, Orel, Kirov, Zhizdra, L’gov has cut the Front’s communications and created an obvious encirclement.


    2. The Front’s armies, in a strictly organized fashion, launching attacks against the enemy, are to smash through and withdraw beyond the line of Voroshilovo Station, Ponyri, L’gov according to the following [phase] lines:


    1) Nekhochi, Borshchevo, Suzemka by the end of 9 October;


    2) L’gov, Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii, Novo-Iamskoe – 10 October;


    3) Naryshkino, Opal’kovo, Dmitriev-L’govskii – 11 October;


    4) Ziablovo, Mukanovo, Mashkino – 12 October;


    5) Voroshilovo, Ponyri, L’gov – 13 October, where they are to dig in.


    3. The 50th Army, covering itself with strong rear guards, is to withdraw, launching a main attack with its right flank from the northeast toward Ordzhonikidzegrad, Karachev, Zmievka. Have not less than one infantry division en echelon in order to guard [your] northern flank.


    Boundary on the left Glazunoka, Romy, sidetrack Kliukovniki, Krasnaia Sloboda.


    4. The 3rd Army, covering itself with strong rear guards, is to withdraw, launching a main attack in the direction of Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii, Ponyri.


    Boundary on the left Pochep, Usman’, Kokarevka, Pogar.


    5. The 13th Army, covering itself with strong rear guards, is to withdraw and launch a main attack in the direction of Igritskoe, Dmitriev-L’govskii, Kostin. Have one division en echelon to guard the withdrawal from the southerly direction.


    6. Group Ermakov, holding the line it is occupying, is to prevent an enemy offensive northeast of L’gov.


    7. Group Reiter, holding the line Karachev, Naryshkino, until 10 October is to cooperate with the 50th Army in destroying the enemy in the Karachev area, after which it is to withdraw in the direction Orel, Zmievka.


    8. The Front aviation during the withdrawal of 8-12 October both day and night is to destroy enemy columns and combat formations in concert with the attacks of the army groups, facilitating the escape from encirclement, and to prevent the approach of its reserves. For recognition by our aviation, all tanks and truck cabs are to have a white strip across them.


    9. Execute the withdrawal according to the phase lines, as a rule, tonight at 2300, organizing it so as to assemble all strength to crush the enemy and to advance quickly ahead.


    Not a single division should be encircled, while … the artillery, tanks and other weapons must be fully preserved.


    10. The army commander is to unload all transport of unnecessary property so as to load the bulk of the artillery and infantry onto the vehicles, to lessen the burden on the soldiers, and after the breaching of the first line is to bring 5-10 tanks to the head of each column.


    Make widespread use of obstacles on the flanks and on the path of retreat.


    11. Organize the rear into trains and keep them in the center of the combat formation.


    12. I will be located with the 3rd Army headquarters. Maintain communications by radio and messengers.145

  


  In the journal there is a note that the directive was signed by Briansk Front commander Colonel-General Eremenko, on behalf of Military Council Member Division Commissar Shlykov and the acting Front’s chief of staff Major-General Zhidov [Zakharov was in Belev, outside the pocket]. However, the main thing is unknown: When and how was this order delivered to the forces, and who received it? For example, on these days nothing at all was known about the situation of General Ermakov’s operational group. An airplane had been sent in search for it, but with no results. Nothing was known about Eremenko’s directive in the 50th Army either. The locations of the 121st and 150th Tank Brigades were also unknown. The Stavka was demanding to find them and establish communications with them, and to designate a specific place where fuel and ammunition could be delivered to them.146 From all this it is possible to draw one unambiguous conclusion – Eremenko drew up and signed this directive after the fact to give the appearance that he was still in control of his subordinate armies, as is said, for the procurator’s benefit. So in essence, while in encirclement, Colonel-General A. I. Eremenko, starting from 6 October, was only directing the operations of the 3rd Army that he was with.


  We can find a more intelligible picture in Sandalov’s memoirs. According to him, the order was drafted in the Front headquarters in Belev, and the familiar Colonel I. A. Dolgov was sent into the pocket in an airplane to obtain the commander’s endorsement. However, he was unable to present the draft of the order to Eremenko, because the 3rd Army’s headquarters had already changed its location to Vzdruzhnoe (25 kilometers northeast of Trubchevsk). After several risky trips across enemy lines and landings in the enemy rear in his U-2, Dolgov returned to Belev. It was at least good that he didn’t fall into enemy hands together with the documents.


  Possibly, Eremenko did have a preliminary draft of the plan that had been worked out by the Front together with him. At any rate, Sandalov speculated that an early draft may have been in Eremenko’s possession.


  The OKH was assessing the situation that had developed in front of Army Group Center very optimistically: after breaching the enemy’s defenses in three locations, it was anticipating the complete encirclement and destruction of around 70 divisions in the areas of Briansk and Viazma. Ever increasing signs of disintegration were becoming manifest.147 Having noted that the enemy was bringing up fresh forces with tanks to an area northeast of Orel, likely the 416th Rifle Division from Tula, the OKH demanded that Army Group Center pay particular attention to the swift encirclement and reduction of the pockets north and southwest of Briansk, and also the prevention of an enemy breakout from the encirclement into the rear of Guderian’s advancing Second Panzer Army. By this time, according to an enemy report, the Red Army grouping located north of Briansk (the 50th Army with units from seven divisions) had been compressed into the Diat’kovo – Tsement – Sudimir area. The Second Army command was given leadership over all the forces (except the mobile divisions) allocated to the encirclement and destruction of the enemy grouping in the Briansk area. On 7 October, the command of the Second Panzer Army was instructed to send the XXIV Motorized Corps on toward Tula and simultaneously advance its southern flank by means of an attack by one infantry corps toward Kursk (where it was to stop and proceed no further).


  Troops of the Briansk Front, trapped in the operational encirclement, continued to hold onto their front. By the end of 7 October, units of the 50th Army were fighting in the vicinity of Briansk. According to plainly outdated intelligence, a regiment of the 154th Rifle Division was holding the western part of Briansk at this time, while separate groups of enemy tanks held the eastern part. As before, the enemy was still not showing any activity from the west against the front of the 50th, 3rd and 13th Armies. There was no information about the location or actions of Group Ermakov at this time.148


  The 50th Army on the night of 7 October began moving out its units in a northeastern direction, where there were large gaps in the enemy’s lines. It is sufficient to say that units of the XVIII Panzer Corps were scattered out along a front of up to 100 kilometers from Ktsyn’ to the south. At this time, the Germans didn’t have sufficient force at hand to create a solid inner ring of encirclement against enemy breakout attempts to the east. However, it turned out that Petrov didn’t accurately understand the Front’s tasks. The Stavka was thinking more about checking and smashing the enemy grouping than it was about saving the armies. Petrov was forced to change the direction of his breakout attempt. It was only around this time that Eremenko was able to establish communications with the General Stafffrom the 3rd Army headquarters in the area of Vzdruzhnoe. Shaposhnikov demanded adherence to the direction of breakout previously indicated by the General Staff on 7 October, and on 8 October he reiterated: “… Briansk Front’s primary task – is an attack from the west into the enemy rear and to destroy the enemy Orel grouping in the Orel, Sevsk, Karachev area, and to emerge on the front (excl.) Mtsensk … Fatezh, L’gov, covering the axis toward Tambov and Voronezh.”149


  In connection with the fragmentation of Briansk Front’s grouping and the Front commander’s loss of control over the armies, a simultaneous strike against the enemy’s Orel grouping from the west could not be organized quickly. The Briansk Front’s attempt to escape the encirclement began with great delay – only on 9 October. Meanwhile, by this time Eremenko essentially was directing only the 3rd and 13th Armies.


  Summing up the results over this period of combat operations, I would like to make the following comment. The Stavka VGK, and first of all the Supreme Commander I. V. Stalin, just as in the situation at Kiev, failed to catch that critical moment, after which further attempts to hold the front’s remaining sectors became not only pointless, but also dangerous. This undoubtedly was connected with the insufficient information about the real situation of the fronts’ forces. All those reports about the small groups of infiltrating enemy, about tank groups numbering 20-30 vehicles, and about planned counterattacks and counterstrokes, for which, frequently, there was nothing other than the numerical designations of the divisions and brigades, only led to confusion. The Stavka and the General Staff could not timely uncover the enemy’s plan to encircle our troops, and take steps to neutralize this threat. Meanwhile the commanders, after their promises to fix the situation, were afraid to insist on the need to withdraw the troops to lines that had been prepared in the rear. The moment was lost, when such a withdrawal was still possible. By a timely withdrawal, it would have been possible to shorten the lines of the defensive front, thereby making forces available for strengthening the threatened directions and for creating a reserve. Having started the withdrawal by a day or two earlier, a corridor at Briansk through which to withdraw the Front’s forces from the forming pocket might possibly have been held open, at least temporarily. At least nothing worse would have happened than did actually happen – how could it have been worse?


  However Stalin, just as he did at Kiev, was afraid that a withdrawal might turn into a rout. There were in fact some justifications for such concerns: the commanders and headquarters staff of the fronts and armies had no experience in organizing a planned retreat – they hadn’t been taught this. All of their thoughts and designs were directed only at fulfilling the demand: Not a step back! Yet nevertheless, they’d been compelled to retreat, only now under incomparably more difficult conditions. The Stavka’s delay in reaching a difficult decision led to devastating consequences.
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    In Encirclement


    Von Bock’s further plans


    At a meeting in the headquarters of Army Group Center on 7 October 1941, in which Brauchitsch and the chief of the OKH Operations Department Colonel Heusinger participated, everyone was in a jubilant mood over the successful start of Operation Typhoon and the large amount of prisoners and captured equipment. Thus the meeting participants viewed both the situation in the sector of Army Group Center and its subsequent tasks quite optimistically, and constructed their far-reaching plans on this basis.


    The Second Army was to destroy the encircled Soviet forces in the Briansk area. In the opinion of Brauchitsch and von Bock, Guderian’s panzer army’s task consisted in capturing Tula as quickly as possible, to seize crossings over the Oka River, and then to drive toward Kashira and Serpukhov. However, Brauchitsch called the attention of those present to Hitler’s wish that Guderian also seize Kursk, and then launch an attack to the south. He mentioned that a final decision on this task was expected within the next few days.


    The Fourth Army was to use its infantry formations and to the extent possible its mobile units to advance to the line Kaluga – Borovsk and in cooperation with the Ninth Army conclusively close the ring of encirclement at Viaz’ma. The Ninth Army received the task together with units of the Third Panzer Group to reach the line Gzhatsk – Sychevka in order firstly to secure the encirclement of the enemy’s Viaz’ma grouping from the north, and secondly to prepare for an offensive in the direction of Kalinin or Rzhev. Third Panzer Group’s mobile divisions were directed to seize Kalinin.


    At the basis of the idea to pivot this panzer group to the north and northeast, as expressed by its new commander General of Panzer Troops G. H. Reinhardt (from 7 October 1941), lay the plan to destroy the enemy in the area of Ostashkov and Belyi with the forces of Ninth Army’s left wing together with Army Group North’s Sixteenth Army’s right wing. By this it was planned to sever the communications between Moscow and Leningrad. Even though von Bock spoke up against this plan, all the considerations expressed at the meeting in support of sending Guderian’s and Reinhardt’s panzer groups in divergent directions were embodied in the “Order on the continuation of the offensive in the direction of Moscow” from 7 October 1941.


    Hitler’s generals complained about being deprived of just these panzer groups at a decisive moment in front of Moscow, when the new Russian defensive lines had not yet been fortified, and the majority of enemy reserves had not yet arrived. For example, the former chief of staff of the Fourth Panzer Group General Charles de Beaulieu confidently declared that splendid prospects for an offensive on Moscow had already been created by 5 October. The situation was prime to launch all of the Third and Fourth Panzer Groups’ divisions toward Moscow. Since this was not done, according to de Beaulieu, “the battle for Moscow was lost on 7 October.”


    On this day, Halder noted in his diary with evident satisfaction:


    
      7 October: … Fourth Army has no more major enemy forces before its right wing … Hoepner linked up with Hoth at Vyazma [Viaz’ma] this morning. A brilliant success after a five-day battle. Next thing to be done is to push the infantry of Fourth Army sharply on Vyazma to free Hoepner at the earliest for the drive against the southeastern front of Moscow.1

    


    On the following day, Halder noted:


    
      8 October: … Pocket at Vyazma [Viaz’ma] is ringed and secured against attacks from the outside. Strong elements of the right wing of Fourth Army have already made great strides in the direction of Kaluga.


      Ninth Army is covering itself with comfortably strong forces in the direction of Rzhev and to the east, so that the danger of any attack on the flanks and into the rear is now dispelled.


      … The enemy is trying to bring up to Moscow some more forces, primarily from the north. However, these hastily gathered forces will hardly be sufficient for thwarting the strong threat to Moscow, which has been created by our forces, so given a more or less proper leadership and some relatively good weather, the encirclement of Moscow must succeed.2

    


    Subsequent events added to the Germans’ optimism. From the OKH Summary No. 114 for 7 October 1941:


    
      …


      B. Army Group Center: The ring has been closed around the enemy west of Viaz’ma. The encircled enemy forces – approximately 45 formations with a combat strength of 30 divisions – must be destroyed. The enemy is defending with scattered combat groups. Despite this, in the next several days one should expect increasing pressure on the eastern front of the encirclement, with the direction of the main attack along both sides of Viaz’ma. The encirclement of three armies at Briansk has nearly been completed. In front of the flanks of Army Group Center, the enemy is beginning to retreat. The arrival of major forces on the front or the flanks of Army Group Center on 7 October has not been established …3

    


    Army Group Center’s headquarters concluded that the enemy had no more significant forces, with the help of which he might be able to oppose the Army Group’s further advance on Moscow and moreover to free the encircled grouping by an attack from the outside. Accordingly it was possible to “take some chances” and begin the immediate pursuit of the retreating Russians in the direction of Moscow. It believed that this time everything would turn out differently than had happened previously at Minsk and Smolensk, when the enemy had managed to throw up new defensive lines and to delay the advance of the German forces. It was necessary to free the mobile divisions, and first of all the panzer divisions, as quickly as possible for the lunge at Moscow, so that they could take part in the next stage of the attack.


    Army Group Center seemed to have every justification for such a conclusion:


    
      The enemy forces encircled in the area of Dorogobuzh and Viaz’ma (units and formations of six armies, approximately 38 infantry divisions, four tank divisions and two tank brigades) are fully demoralized and putting up only scattered resistance. In the next couple of days, strong pressure on the eastern front of the encirclement should be anticipated, first of all at Viaz’ma and to the south. On both flanks of the Army Group, the enemy is beginning to retreat. In front of the XXXV Army Corps and the 1st Cavalry Division, the enemy is retreating to the east and southeast.


      8 October 1941, 14.30: … the enemy is still not undertaking any energetic attempts to break out; reconnaissance to the east has also not had any contact with him.4

    


    The main efforts of Luftflotte 2, as in the previous days, were aimed at providing direct support to the attacking spearheads of the Army Group’s offensive. Air strikes focused on the destruction of field fortifications, artillery positions, aggregations of infantry and armor, any type of columns moving to the rear, as well as enemy forces caught in the encirclement.


    Already on 7 October, the command of Army Group Center issued an order on continuing the offensive on the Moscow axis:


    
      1. The encircled enemy armies west of Viaz’ma are in the process of being destroyed. The entire front of encirclement continues to keep them contained. All units that can be released must immediately turn to the pursuit of the enemy forces that have avoided encirclement, in order not to give them the opportunity to create a new defensive front.


      …


      3. The Fourth and Ninth Armies are destroying the enemy armies encircled in the Dorogobuzh – Viaz’ma area, and are to free motorized units as quickly as possible for carrying out new assignments, replacing them with infantry units.5

    


    The commander of the Fourth Army on 7 October issued an order for the SS Das Reich Division to take Gzhatsk as soon as possible. Previously it had been directed toward Viaz’ma to participate in closing the inner ring of encirclement (see Map 9), but in the favorable situation that had been created the diversion of even part of its strength for this purpose was considered counter-productive. Simultaneously, von Kluge decided upon assembling the reserve LVII Motorized Corps (consisting of the 20th Panzer Division, the 3rd Motorized Division, and presumably the 19th Panzer Division) in the Iukhnov area southeast of Viaz’ma for the further development of the offensive toward Medyn’. He ordered reconnaissance on this axis of advance to begin immediately.


    These decisions were based on an underestimation of the possibilities of the encircled Soviet forces to offer further resistance and their potential for breaking out to the east. Indeed, in any event the cautious von Bock warned the army commanders not to allow the replacement of the Fourth and Ninth Armies’ mobile divisions with infantry and the subsequent pursuit of the retreating enemy units to lead to an excessively rapid weakening of strength in the area west of Viaz’ma. Later in the Third Panzer Group’s operational summary it would be boastfully recorded that “the V Army Corps rapidly moved forward and in a number of sectors replaced the divisions of the LVI Motorized Corps. This exchange occurred especially quickly and smoothly; all the units had been well-trained for this operation, having prior experience in a number of battles of encirclement in the course of the campaign in the east.”6 In reality, as German documents testify, it required several days for the infantry to replace the mobile units.


    By the end of 8 October, the inner ring of encirclement west of Viaz’ma, which had a perimeter of no less than 320-350 kilometers, was being held by 24 enemy divisions. An additional four divisions had been activated to eliminate smaller pockets (see Map 12).7 Of this total number were six panzer divisions (the 6th, 7th, 10th, 2nd, 11th and 5 th), which were deployed on a front of 80 kilometers and holding closed the eastern side of the pocket – just where Russian attempts to breach the ring were anticipated.


    THE SITUATION OF THE WESTERN FRONT NORTH OF THE SMOLENSK-MOSCOW RAILROAD


    The prepared defensive line along the Dnepr must be abandoned


    The Stavka had missed the opportunity for a timely withdrawal of the Western and Reserve Fronts to the prepared Rzhev – Viaz’ma line. Moreover in Moscow, alarmed by the fall of Orel and the German breakthrough to Iukhnov, the significance of the two small bridgeheads seized by the enemy on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River was underestimated. However, a question immediately arises: Did the Stavka and the General Staff know about them, and if they were aware of them, when did they learn about them? However, in any case cooperation between the forces of the Reserve and Western Fronts on the breakthrough axis of General Hoth’s panzer wedge wasn’t organized. They were slow to reassign Reserve Front’s 31st and 32nd Armies to the Western Front. Is it possible that such rebukes toward the higher Soviet military leadership aren’t justified? However, we can make a judgment about this only from the few Stavka documents to which the competent authorities have deigned to allow scholars access, as well as from the operations of the forces and their results. Therefore I consider myself to be fully justified to put forward on their basis my own interpretation of the unfolding situation and the causes that allowed or prevented one event or another to happen.


    In connection with the enemy’s rapid advance into the rear of the Western Front and the seizure of Viaz’ma, the order to occupy the Rzhev – Viaz’ma line no longer corresponded to the situation. It was necessary as quickly as possible to withdraw the forces that had escaped encirclement to the partially prepared Mozhaisk line, and to direct approaching reserves to it. As a first step, four of the Western Front’s rifle divisions that had escaped encirclement were ordered to occupy positions on this line of defense and to create a necessary backstop there. The Stavka began to form a new 5th Army under the command of General Leliushenko from part of its own reserves and the forces already on the Mozhaisk line. It also created a Moscow Reserve Front under the command of Lieutenant-General P. A. Artem’ev, the commander of the Moscow Military District, and gave him command of all the forces on the Mozhaisk line. Simultaneously, steps were taken to organize a defense on the northern sector of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma Line.


    On Western Front’s right wing, withdrawing divisions of the 22nd Army (the 256th, 133rd, 174th and 186th Rifle Divisions) in the course of 9 October, covered by rear guards, continued to arrive at the previously prepared Ostashkov – Selizharovo – Kamenitsa – Plekhanovo line. There was no precise information about their location: as soon as the movement of troops or headquarters began, communications became disrupted. In Selizharovo, the 110th Rifle Division was preparing to load onto trains on the night of 9 October for the transfer to the Mozhaisk line. On the 22nd Army’s front, throughout that day the enemy limited his activity to reconnaissance probes. The 29th Army’s 119th Rifle Division was also preparing for a move by vehicle to the Gzhatsk area. The position of other units of this army, due to the absence of communications, could not be established.8


    In connection with the enemy penetration of the defense of the weakened units of the 30th Army north of Bulyshevo, the commander of the 31st Army Major-General V. N. Dolmatov was ordered to organize a defense of the second belt of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma line, which lay east of the Rzhev – Sychevka line.9 Other than remnants of the 242nd and 250th Rifle Divisions that had been transferred from the 30th Army, he had under his command only the 247th Rifle Division, which was defending in the vicinity of Sychevka. There was plainly insufficient strength to prevent the advance of the enemy, which was striving to outflank the Soviet forces on the prepared defensive line.


    In order to put an end to the confusion that arose during the retreat, at 0810 on 8 October, Dolmatov ordered the commander of the 247th Rifle Division to gather all the units that had retreated to the area of Sychevka and to the north of that point. He further demanded the commanders of all formations and units arriving in the 31st Army’s sector between the Oshcha River and Kholm-Zhirkovskii to dispatch liaison officers to Sychevka promptly. At the same time, he warned that commanders of retreating units that failed to stop on the Sychevka line of fortifications who failed to report their location would immediately be turned over to the 31st Army’s military tribunal for trial.


    Forces were scraped together to defend the Rzhev – Sychevka line. It was planned to shift remnants of the 250th Rifle Division, around 500 men who had by 9 October emerged in the Olenino area (50 kilometers west of Rzhev), by rail to Sychevka. Another 450-500 men of this division and remnants of the 242nd Rifle Division had emerged in the Gusevo area. Up to 500 men of the 251st Rifle Division, who’d been collected in the Aleksandrovka area, were also to arrive in the Sychevka area on the night of 9 October. The 30th Army’s 107th Motorized Rifle Division was continuing to fight in encirclement in the area of Skorino (13 kilometers southeast of Belyi), and preparing to break out to the east. Fragments of the 162nd Rifle Division had assembled in the Barkovo area (20 kilometers northwest of Rzhev).


    General Lukin assumes command of the encircled forces west of Viaz’ma


    From the beginning of the retreat, there had been practically no centralized direction over the forces caught in semi-encirclement. In connection with the enemy’s rapid advances and the frequent interruptions in communications with front commanders in transit to new locations, even the Stavka didn’t grasp the operational situation and was late in reaching decisions and assigning corresponding tasks to the forces. Therefore the decision to place all the forces that had been caught in encirclement in the Viaz’ma area under a single commander was the only proper one. Deputy Front commander Boldin was suitable for this role. He would have been a natural choice, readily understood by everyone. However, Konev’s choice fell upon General Lukin, doubtlessly because of his experience with fighting in encirclement at Smolensk and his relatively successful withdrawal from it. Back then, Lukin had successfully brought his forces out to the Dnepr River and had personally overseen the crossing, until the all the remnants of his army had crossed the river. In addition, General Lukin’s stature among the other army commanders carried sufficient weight. Plainly, it was for just these reasons that Lieutenant-General Lukin was instructed to coordinate the actions of all the encircled forces west of Viaz’ma in order to break out to the east, either in the direction of Sychevka or Gzhatsk.


    
      [image: ]


      Lieutenant-General M. F. Lukin, commander of the 19th Army.

    


    However, General Lukin had gone missing somewhere and throughout 7 October Konev was unable to contact the 19th Army commander. As later became clear, at 1200 on 7 October, Lukin’s army headquarters in the vicinity of Lomy (28 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma) had come under attack by enemy mechanized forces. Using the headquarters’ security battalion, a company from the Special Department and staff members of the Army’s signals regiment, staff commander Major Andreev quickly organized a defense of the headquarters. The German attack was beaten back, but in the process the commander of the signals regiment Colonel Basilevich-Bely was killed, and member of the 19th Army’s Military Council I. L. Sheklanov and the chief of the army’s Political Department Shustin were missing (as was later learned, they’d both been killed).


    Colonel-General Konev, having no direct communications with General Lukin, relayed orders for escaping the encirclement to him through the commander of the 32nd Army, Major-General S. V. Vishnevsky. At 0220 8 October, Vishnevsky reported back to the Western Front headquarters:


    
      1. On the basis of your transmitted orders for the commander of the 19th Army, I am withdrawing the troops from the line of the Dnepr River, consolidating all units of the 19th and 32nd Armies.


      2. On this very day I am taking command of all the units and I will give the order for a retreat.


      3. I am deciding to withdraw in the sector Sychevka Station, Kholm-Zhirkovskii on the right; on the left – Gzhatsk, Viaz’ma, Izdeshkovo.


      I will create shock fists on the flanks from the available mobile forces, with which I will clear a way forward.


      I will bring out the heavy-caliber artillery along the highway and over graded routes.


      I will begin the withdrawal at 16.00 8 October 1941, since I will not be able to take firm control over all the divisions and organize the retreat prior to this time.


      I will be unable to throw out one division to the highway leading to Mozhaisk – there is no available transport, but I will exert every effort to collect transport resources and to carry out the tasks.


      I request:


      
        1) Confirm for me your withdrawal order in view of its exceptional importance.


        2) Provide a list of the units that should arrive behind the Dnepr.


        3) Secure uninterrupted communications by airplanes.


        4) Send information for radio communications.


        5) Indicate a general direction of withdrawal.


        6) Brief [me] on the general situation.


        7) Help – cover with aviation.

      


      Vishnevsky10
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      I. L. Sheklanov, a member of 19th Army’s Military Council.

    


    
      [image: ]


      V. G. Vaneev, a member of 19th Army’s Military Council.

    


    This document is hardly in need of any commentary. The request of the army commander for a confirmation of the retreat order calls attention to itself – he didn’t want stick his neck out by abandoning a well-prepared line of defense.


    Konev confirmed his order by radio:


    
      To Comrade Vishnevsky:


      1) On the condition that they have lost contact with their own command, take immediate control of all the units of the 19th Army, remnants of the 30th Army, and if they appear, units of the 20th and 24th Armies, which are retreating to the Dnepr River – and tonight reach the line Novo-duginskaia – Viaz’ma; if the threat arises of being outflanked by the enemy from the north, withdraw to the line Novo-duginskaia – Kholm – Veshki ([on the map] 1:500,000), where you are to assume a strong defense.


      2) Save all the equipment and especially the artillery, and bring it out as the first order of business. Immediately bring out the heavy artillery to the Gzhatsk line. Blow up the naval artillery that had been set-up on the defended line. I personally lay all the responsibility for carrying out this order upon you, Comrade Vishnevsky, and on Military Council member Comrade Ivanov.


      3) Units of the 73rd and 50th Rifle Divisions, which are securing your withdrawal, are defending in the Viaz’ma area. According to our information, the 38th Rifle Division is approaching the same place.


      4) Send deputies to contact units of the 20th Army, which should be withdrawing along the highway. To the south [of the highway], units of the 24th Army are also withdrawing.


      5) Operate as a clenched fist; gather the scattered groups into compact fists, batter small enemy groups decisively without in any event getting tied up in combat with the main enemy grouping, which is attacking from the area of Kholm-Zhirkovskii to the southeast, screen it with small covering forces.


      6) Take the direction of withdrawal in the Kasnia Station – Viaz’ma sector.


      7) Cover the entire withdrawal of the grouping of all the armies with the single 2nd Rifle Division, which is to bring up the rear.


      Transmitted at 17.20 on 8.1011

    


    Judging from the order’s text, they knew little in the Western Front headquarters about the overall situation in the Viaz’ma area, including the location of their own forces.


    General Vishnevsky, having issued the order assuming personal command of all the units operating on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River in the sector between the mouth of the Viaz’ma River and Dorogobuzh, ordered the 2nd Rifle Division and its attached units to fall back to the Viaz’ma area by 1800 by following the highway to the city. Vishnevsky also ordered the division to blow up all the bridges in its sector as well as the fixed naval guns on the Dnepr line. In Point 8 of his order, the army commander reported that the 166th Rifle Division was positioned ahead of the 2nd Rifle Division on the Ostashkovo – Viaz’ma line (but later this information was not confirmed).


    Further I will rely on the documents that were personally brought out of the encirclement by General V. P. Vashkevich, the commander of the 2nd Rifle Division. He preserved them, despite the strict order at the end of the war to turn over all documents, including those in one’s personal possession – maps, diaries (the keeping of which had been prohibited by a corresponding order during the war), notepads and notebooks that touched upon combat operations – for their transfer into the archives. Vladimir Romanovich’s decision to keep the documents was an official crime, but thanks to this, we now have the possibility to follow the important details of the attempts by our forces to break out of the encirclement.


    From General V. P. Vashkevich’s memoirs:


    
      The day of October 8 for the 2nd People’s Militia Division was full of contradictory orders and instructions. Just as the troops had begun to carry out one order, another one would arrive with a completely different set of instructions.


      At 5:00 in the morning on 8 October, the division headquarters received an order from the commander of the 32nd Army [the original text of this order is shown in Appendix XIII], which had been issued at 02.20 8 October 1941. The order said:


      
        ‘On the basis of the situation that has developed and the directions of the Front commander, I am assuming command of all the units operating on the eastern bank of the Dnepr River in the mouth of the Viaz’ma River – Dorogobuzh sector.


        ‘In accordance with the Front’s directions, I am taking the decision to withdraw the forces from the Dnepr River line to the Mozhaisk line.


        ‘The 2nd Rifle Division with its attached units is to assemble in the Tret’iakovo, Zimnitsa, Mal[oe] Alferovo area by 15.00 8.10.41 and at 18.00 of the same date is to begin a withdrawal in the direction of Viaz’ma, having the Smolensk highway as its axis of movement …’12

      


      It was 25-30 kilometers to the division’s assembly area, and then another 25-30 kilometer march from that point to reach Viaz’ma. If it is taken into account that this march had to be completed in anticipation of a meeting battle and required the most thorough organization, the task proved to be difficult to accomplish. But an order is an order. So the division’s units began to carry it out. We weren’t informed about the command changes that were occurring.13

    


    At 1030 8 October General Lukin, having no communications with Konev, sent a report directly to the Stavka about how matters stood after receiving the order for the armies’ retreat. I consider it useful to cite this rather lengthy report, because it is possible to learn and understand much from its text – not only when and how the withdrawal began and how it proceeded, but also when and in what condition the retreating forces reached the Dnepr River. Unfortunately, Lukin’s report was slow in reaching the Stavka – it didn’t arrive until 1935 on 11 October. Here is the text, which was addressed to Stalin, Shaposhnikov and Konev:


    
      1) The Western Front’s order for the 19th Army’s withdrawal behind the Dnepr River was received at 04.00 on 6 October. After this, communications with the Western Front were lost; I don’t know where the Front headquarters are located. In order to clarify and establish the front of [our] neighbors, I sent staff officers in search of the headquarters of the 32nd and 20th Armies.


      2) At 10.00 6 October, from its line along the Vop’ and Vopets Rivers, the army began the withdrawal behind the Dnepr River. The withdrawal was completed in an organized fashion without interference from enemy ground troops, [but] under intermittent aerial attacks.


      3) During the afternoon of 7 October, the army completed its assembly behind the Dnepr River and began moving into defenses on the sectors: 166th Rifle Division – Khitrovo, Molosovo. The 2nd Rifle Division occupied the defenses in the Mishutino – Mikulino sector [8 kilometers west of Izdeshkovo Station].


      In view of the fact that the enemy broke through the defenses of the Reserve Front and prevented the units of the 19th Army from occupying defenses along the Dnepr River, the 91st and 214th Rifle Divisions were unable to take over their assigned sectors of defense.


      The 91st Rifle Division was moved out to the area of Shadoia [5 kilometers north of Bogdanovshchina] in order to cover the Mikhalevo – Bogdanovshchina axis from the north.


      The 214th Rifle Division has assembled in the woods northeast of Bogdanovshchina.


      The 244th Rifle Division has assembled in the Staroe Selo, Gridino area.


      4) The 134th and 89th Rifle Divisions, the 45th Cavalry Division, and the 127th Tank Brigade by the end of 7 October had assembled:


      The 134th Rifle Division – Kholm, Edino, Shubino


      The 89th Rifle Division – Ostashkovo, Trofimovo, Mishino


      5) Units of the 32nd Army have occupied the following positions:


      
        a) Remnants of the 140nd Rifle Division in two groups are defending: the right group – BAKOVO and the woods to the west; the left group – the KHITROVO area.


        b) Remnants of the 248th and 140th Rifle Division in an aggregate number of up to 200 men have dropped down [as in the text] to the woods southwest of LOMY. At my order this group is to take up a defense in the area of KELITA [sic – correct is Khmelita, which lies 32 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma].

      


      6) My command post at 06.00 was deployed in the woods east of LOMY. At 11.00 8 October enemy tanks seized LOMY and fired on the command post from their main guns and machine guns. I was compelled to move it to the center of a troop position in some woods west of NIKULINO.


      7) On 8 October the 166th and 2nd Rifle Divisions are continuing to defend the line of the Dnepr River in the KHITROVO, IVANNIKI sector.


      [With the forces of] the 91st, 214th and 140th Rifle Divisions I will launch an attack to the north and northeast with the aim of inflicting a defeat upon the enemy units that have penetrated and to guard against the imminent threat from the north.


      The 127th Tank Brigade and the 45th Cavalry Division – with the same aim are to attack LOMY.


      8) The shock force on the whole consists of 500-600 infantrymen per each division with the exception of the 2nd and 244th Rifle Divisions, which have an aggregate strength of up to 10,000 men each.14


      From one-half to three-fourths of a standard combat load of artillery shells, 2-3 days of rations, up to 1.5 allotments of fuel [remain].


      Future prospects, in view of the enemy’s occupation of VIAZ’MA and LOMY, and his advance from LOMY toward VIAZ’MA, are limited.


      9) I request a briefing on the front’s overall situation and the further operational assignments of the army; in particular I ask you to indicate where Group Boldin is located.


      Lukin, Vaneev, Malyshkin


      No. 2160/sh15

    


    The 19th Army’s headquarters near Lomy had been attacked by elements of the 6th Panzer Division’s 114th Infantry Regiment. During the fighting, the Germans seized five trucks loaded with landmines and ammunition, and took 67 prisoners. At 1430 this regiment in the strength of two battalions renewed the attack in the direction of Pavlovo, and by the end of 8 October was occupying the line Lomy – Mar’ino – Pavlovo – Martiukhi with a front to the southwest. Units of the 129th Infantry Division were occupying a defense to the west; to the east was the enemy’s 7th Panzer Division.


    Lukin, unaware of the Stavka’s decision to abandon the Rzhev – Viaz’ma line on the Viaz’ma axis, cancelled Vishnevsky’s order for an immediate withdrawal and confirmed the 2nd Rifle Division’s task to defend the Dnepr line. In so doing, he was acting on the basis of the previously received order from the Western Front, directing a withdrawal to the eastern bank of the Dnepr River and the organization of a firm defense there.


    On this same day of 8 October, General Lukin, speaking through the 19th Army’s Military Council, reported to the Stavka about the situation and the decision that had been taken:


    
      I have no communications with the Western Front commander. The commander of the 32nd Army Major-General Vishnevsky, lacking communications with me, issued an order about assuming command of the 19th Army, which is withdrawing beyond the Dnepr River, and about an immediate retreat to the Mozhaisk line.


      I disagree. Insignificant enemy forces have broken through, which can be destroyed or stopped [here and further, the emphasis is the author’s].


      I am countermanding the order of the 32nd Army commander. The forces are in a tangle. I am taking steps to restore order.


      Today I’m organizing an attack to the north and northeast. If the attack is unsuccessful, I will begin a withdrawal this same night of 8 October.16

    


    General Vashkevich received an order from the 19th Army commander Lieutenant-General M. F. Lukin, which was written on a scrap of paper: “To the 2nd Division commander. Do not implement the 32nd Army commander’s order for a withdrawal, as [it is] mistaken. Carry out my order for the defense. Lukin, V. Vaneev 8.10.41.” (The original order is shown in Appendix XIV.) Vashkevich obeyed this order, writing in his memoirs: “… units of the division, after small clashes with enemy reconnaissance and forward units again moved into their positions along the Dnepr River.”17


    The disruption of the clear lines of command, the jumbling together of depleted divisions from different armies, and the simultaneous aggregation of numerous rear units and services had undesirable consequences. There was a reason why Lukin in his official report to Stavka had used the word “sumbur” [tangle, jumble, mess]. After all, Vishnevsky’s rescinded order affected not only the 2nd Rifle Division; other divisions and units had also received it. The contradictory orders created confusion in command, leading some divisions in their defensive positions along the Dnepr to begin to execute the withdrawal order, only to receive a different order to return to their designated sectors along the river again.


    In cases of forced retreat, and especially when operating in encirclement, a particularly firm and resolute hand is required over all the forces, no matter to which formation they belong. It was necessary first of all promptly to restore command and control over the encircled forces, the troops of which were dejected by the defeats and heavy losses. The lack of accurate information also told negatively upon their morale and combat-readiness. Some unreliable commanders began to display self-interested motivations, a desire under any pretext to avoid dangerous assignments, and the intent to preserve the remnants of their units (and their own lives) at any cost. Strict measures were necessary to maintain order and to fight manifestations of cowardice, panic-mongering, and the dissemination of false rumors. However, judging from everything, in this difficult situation the Party-political staff, the military judges and the staff of the military tribunals were at a loss over what to do and didn’t handle their responsibilities.


    Veterans of the fighting at Viaz’ma later recalled that the mood among the troops was at rock bottom. Rations, fuel and ammunition were all running low. Moreover it must be added that all the medical stations and hospitals were jammed with wounded, while medications and bandaging materials had nearly been exhausted. Many believed that their generals had betrayed them, and had abandoned them to their fates.


    Things were complicated by the absence of the necessary means of communication, which were inadequate even for controlling the divisions and units of one’s own army. Attempts to get in touch with the commander of the 20th Army General Ershakov were unsuccessful. There were no communications either with the 24th Army or Group Boldin. At this moment, like never before, support from outside the area of encirclement was needed in whatever form it could arrive. However, this didn’t happen. Western Front commander Konev had lost contact with his subordinate armies, and all instructions were broadcast to all the subordinate headquarters with the belief (or hope) that there might be further communications between them.


    Lukin’s subordinate units spent all of 8 October restoring order and regrouping for the breakout from encirclement. Simultaneously, they were probing for weak places in the enemy’s defenses. It was on this same day that the Germans noted for the first time that the enemy was reconnoitring the sector of the 7th Panzer Division from the southwest.


    Unfortunately, Lukin was cruelly mistaken in his assessment of the enemy. Units of the German 6th Panzer Division, having received an order to link up with the 7th Panzer Division, which had already closed the ring of encirclement in the vicinity of the highway together with the 10th Panzer Division, were the ones that had bumped into his command post. It is quite revealing that the enemy made no attempt to attack the troops of the 19th Army from the rear while they were moving into the defenses along the Dnepr River. The Germans preferred instead to dig-in on the Lomy – Pavlovo – Spas – left bank of the Bebria River defensive line, which had been prepared by our own troops back in July and August, and to prepare to repulse Russian attempts to break out to the east and northeast.


    The retreat from the Dnepr River line


    General Lukin, having at last grasped the situation, made the decision to withdraw from encirclement and issued the according orders to the divisions. The order for the commander of the 2nd Rifle Division to cover the army grouping from the west (the original copy of this order is shown in Appendix XV) was hand-delivered to Vashkevich by an officer from the 19th Army headquarters at 1750 8 October:


    
      To the commander of the 2nd Rifle Division, Combat Order No. 073 from the command post of the army, woods 1.5 kilometers west of Nikulino, 8 October 1941 at 15.15, map 1:100,000.


      The enemy has seized Viaz’ma. His forward units, moving from the west, have taken Kholm and Borogoditskoe.


      The 19th Army, screening itself from the north and northwest, is withdrawing to the Mozhaisk fortified line.


      I am ordering, leaving covering units behind on the Dnepr River, to begin a withdrawal at 19.00 8 October to a new defensive line along the Viaz’ma River in the Borkovo – Artemovo sector, which is to be occupied by the morning of 9 October. Have in your reserve no less than one regiment behind the left flank.


      On the right, the 91st Rifle Division by the end of 8 October should be occupying the Ziun’kovo – Baranovo sector. On the left, units of the 20th Army are occupying a line of defense between Proletarskaia and Semlevo.18

    


    Division commander Vashkevich decided to leave four reinforced companies (two each from the 1282nd and 1284th Rifle Regiments) behind on the Dnepr River as covering elements. Their assignment was to prevent the enemy from clearing lanes through our minefields, as well as to keep his reconnaissance units from crossing the river. General Vashkevich was granted the authority to select the time and sequence of withdrawal of his units and the covering elements that had been left on the Dnepr. By 8 October, German units were occupying the valley of the Verzh’ River, the Dorogobuzh railroad station and the town of Safonovo. The 2nd Rifle Division’s artillery opened fire on aggregations of enemy infantry. The chief of the 2nd Rifle Division’s artillery Colonel M. K. Perkutov also ordered the batteries of the naval artillery battalion to open fire. The first of Senior Lieutenant A. A. Moskvin’s battery to fire was Lieutenant S. T. Kapustin’s 130mm gun, which was concealed in a solitary shed on the outskirts of Gordinovo, not far from the Dnepr riverbank. Then all of the battalion’s batteries opened an intensive fire. The battalion commander corrected the fire from an observation post, which had a superb view of the approaching enemy columns, trucks with mounted infantry, and horse-drawn batteries. The commander of the 152mm battery, Senior Lieutenant G. D. Fokin, who had moved up to the bank of the Dnepr River to obtain a better view, directed his battery’s fire by telephone, selecting the most important targets.


    Just before darkness fell, the artillery battalion’s command post received a message about the arrival of a German train at Dorogobuzh Station, carrying personnel and equipment. Data for firing on this distant target had already been prepared ahead of time. Four batteries, which expended more than 100 shells, quickly opened fire. The artillery fire on 8 October was almost continuous and lasted for 24 hours. Altogether, more than 5,000 152mm and 130mm artillery shells were expended. The units of the enemy’s VIII Army Corps, which were approaching the Dnepr, felt the full fury of the fire from the powerful long-range naval guns. In German documents, the fire of the Russians’ heavy caliber artillery was noted even along the line of the Vopets River. In the pre-dawn hours of 9 October, the guns, the underground shelters, the observation posts and the defensive fortifications were all fully demolished in correspondence with the order of the 19th Army commander. After this, the detachment of naval artillerymen together with units of the 2nd Rifle Division began to retreat toward Viaz’ma.19


    Skipping ahead, we’ll note that approximately the same fate also befell, unfortunately, the batteries of the 199th Separate Artillery Battalion in the area of Olenino Station. Here, a fortified region with a depth of 14-15 kilometers had been constructed behind a 12-kilometer-wide no man’s land. An elaborate system of reinforced concrete and log pillboxes, bunkers, firing positions for artillery and mortars, fixed observation posts and command posts, weapon depots and ammunition dumps, and underground concrete medical stations had been constructed here. However, as a result of the enemy’s appearance in the rear, even these powerful fortifications, which had been constructed according to all the canons of military engineering and scientific thought, had to be abandoned. The batteries of the 199th Separate Artillery Battalion fired upon approaching enemy columns through the course of 11 and 12 October.


    At 1530 12 October, an order arrived from the commander of the 29th Army to destroy the guns and other important facilities and to withdraw toward Rzhev. The artillery battalion commander decided to cause as much damage as possible to the enemy first. When it became dark, the batteries opened fire on previously registered crossroads, railroads, and enemy troop concentrations that had been spotted in daytime. After the fixed guns, the remaining ammunition and all the batteries’ equipment were blown up, the batteries’ personnel began the withdrawal to Rzhev, toward a designated location for linking up with units of the 178th Rifle Division. They brought out their wounded and mobile guns. However, Rzhev and all the crossings over the Volga River in that area were already occupied by major enemy forces. The sailors and riflemen broke through to the Volga to the north of Viaz’ma and crossed the river by swimming. A detachment of naval artillerymen after numerous skirmishes and much fighting entered the Soviet lines in the vicinity of Torzhka. Captain A. D. Malinin brought out the men of his battery through Volokolamsk to reach friendly positions. The surviving men of the battalion were immediately summoned to Moscow.


    Thus, the fortified lines with a length of hundreds of kilometers, to which the divisions of the reserve armies, construction units, and the mobilized civilian population had devoted much labor and many resources for its construction, never played that role for which it had been intended. The Germans, having penetrated the first belt of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma line, and then the second, had begun to attack toward Rzhev and Sychevka, bypassing these fortifications to the east. With the exception of a few sectors, the fortifications had to be abandoned without any combat.20


    On 9 October, the VIII Army Corps headquarters reported with satisfaction:


    
      As a result of the pressure of the neighboring army [the Fourth Army], which has reached the highway east of the Dnepr River, the enemy’s weak and uncoordinated resistance has been overcome and the defensive belt has been breached. In the evening we reached the river and began building bridges. There is no contact with the enemy on the eastern sector of the front.21

    


    The Germans never missed an opportunity to emphasize their successes when breaking through a defensive line. However, this time they had managed to do it because the divisions of the 19th and 32nd Armies, which had been defending the Dnepr River, had abandoned these positions at the order of higher command. The troop withdrawal had been conducted primarily in an organized fashion. However, they had to overcome traffic jams on the back roads, in order to let pass the artillery and vehicular transport first and only then the remaining troops.


    General Vashkevich, having noted that problems unfortunately hadn’t been avoided in the process, continues:


    
      On the night between of 8 October and the entire first half of 9 October, an annoying rain fell. The roads dissolved, and vehicles got out of the muck with difficulty. By 9 to 10 o’clock in the morning on 9 October, the division reached the Viaz’ma River and took up a defense in the positions that it had built back in August. On our left, no units of the 20th Army turned up. The division was forced to extend its left flank by 5 kilometers to the south of the highway. Here, units of the division made contact with the enemy.22

    


    Vashkevich doesn’t reveal the positions about which he is speaking. Likely the need for this didn’t occur to him, because the division’s personnel had participated in the work to raise the fortifications on the Viaz’ma and Bebria Rivers. However, German maps precisely mark prepared positions, which were revealed by aerial photo reconnaissance (see Map 16), as well as an anti-tank ditch, which extends from Lomy on the north southward by 6 to 10 kilometers east of the Viaz’ma River. It is likely these positions, including those distant from the river as well, were the ones used. German documents mention them repeatedly. However, few of the soldiers and officers who were defending on this line survived. Incidentally, members of search teams looking for MIAs have more than once appealed to me for assistance in locating the anti-tank ditch, which local citizens used after the battle to bury the fallen soldiers. Most likely, on the left bank of the Bebria River, only separate sectors of scarps could be built. These also could have been used for burying the thousands of soldiers who were killed during the repeated attempts to break out of encirclement. Research in the field can perhaps establish their location.


    Meanwhile, the overall situation on the Moscow axis continued to deteriorate. Troops were needed for the defense of Moscow, but there were none available. In the archive there is a document from the Western Front commander at 1745 on 8 October 1941 which demands the withdrawal from encirclement to begin immediately: “Immediately withdraw! I repeat: immediately! Under the cover of rear guards, boldly separate from the enemy. Save the artillery and equipment, extract it first of all.”23


    Judging from Lukin’s decisions and the hesitations in the leadership of the encircled forces regarding future actions, it appears that they never received this instruction.24 They still hadn’t fully grasped the precariousness of their situation, or importantly – the need for a rapid withdrawal to the Mozhaisk line.


    The Western Front command undertook an attempt to free the encircled forces west of Viaz’ma. On 8 October, Konev gave an order to the 16th Army:


    
      … with a decisive attack upon the enemy occupying the Viaz’ma area, take control of Viaz’ma and facilitate the withdrawal of units of the 19th, 20th and 24th Armies to the line: 19th Army – Sival’nikha, Nov[oe] Selo [7 kilometers north of Viaz’ma]; the 20th Army – Shimonovo, Ugriumovo Station.25

    


    After this was done, the 16th Army was to defend stubbornly the Novoe Selo – Viaz’ma – Shimonovo sector, while the 19th and 20th Armies and Group Boldin, covered by the screen of the 16th Army, were to launch an attack north of Viaz’ma with their main forces. The Front headquarters at this time was located in the vicinity of Krasnovidovo State Farm, with an operational post in Gzhatsk.


    Konev issued this order to the 16th Army, not knowing that Rokossovsky had only the 50th Rifle Division (moreover, minus one regiment) under his control, and that Rokossovsky himself was in a difficult situation, since the enemy had cut the highway east of Viaz’ma and had emerged in the 16th Army’s rear. From the available evidence, it appears that Rokossovsky never received this order. His subordinate units of the 50th Rifle Division and his headquarters, withdrawing to the east, were attacked by an indeterminate number of enemy motorcyclists and tanks on the approach to Gzhatsk. After a brief battle, Rokossovsky’s small force retreated to the north and at 0700 11 October crossed the Gzhatsk River. The division and the retreating units of various other formations reassembled in the area of Nikol’skoe (14 kilometers northeast of Gzhatsk), where they continued to battle against advancing German forces.


    According to a report from the Gzhatsk region’s chief of defense Major-General Shcherbakov (his headquarters was located in Stolbovo), as of 0800 9 October, the enemy was attacking Gzhatsk from the south with superior forces of infantry and tanks. Scherbakov states that the units under his command, insufficiently supplied with ammunition, slowly fell back to the southeastern outskirts of Gzhatsk with stubborn fighting. In the fighting, three German aircraft were shot down, two prisoners were taken, and three enemy tanks were knocked-out. According to German records, however, Gzhatsk was seized on 9 October almost without fighting by a forward detachment of the SS Motorized Division Das Reich consisting of 10 tanks and an infantry company.


    Again, command conflicts plagued the Soviet side. Four guns of the 744th Rifle Regiment (apparently of the 149th Rifle Division) and a vehicle loaded with shells were detained by an officer of the Western Front’s Political Department and officers of the Gzhatsk garrison; the guns and vehicle were immediately directed to an area of firing positions. However, on their way there, they were intercepted by the 43rd Army’s chief of artillery, a major-general, who sent them to the rear, saying: “Let the Western Front look for its own artillery, but don’t touch the 43rd Army’s artillery.” The political officer tried to get the general to change his mind, but the latter roughly cut him short and declared: “Get out of here! Go conduct some exercises with Red Army troops … By and large, it would be sensible if they’d shoot more such plenipotentiaries.”26


    At 1245 on 9 October, Konev again demanded:


    
      To Lukin, Ershakov, Vishnevsky


      You need to understand that each hour of delay in withdrawing the armies threatens a catastrophe, the loss of your armies. Your withdrawal is necessary for the defense of Moscow. An enormous responsibility rests upon you.


      We are ordering: increase the pace of withdrawal to no less than 70 kilometers a day; move day and night. Conduct reconnaissance, locate weak places.27

    


    On this same day of 9 October, the Western Front’s Military Council, reporting to the Stavka at 1550 about the measures taken to cover the Gzhatsk – Mozhaisk axis, replied to a question from Stalin about Lukin that they “had presented a proposal for the 19th Army’s withdrawal.” But what else could they do, other than to present proposals and issue late orders to withdraw at a pace of 70 kilometers a day? To accomplish this it would be necessary first to break through a solid ring of encirclement. The attempt to render assistance to the encircled forces by means of launching an attack with the 16th Army, all the divisions of which were in the encirclement, didn’t take place, and at this time the Western Front had no other forces under its control in the Viaz’ma area.


    It is possible that the commander of the 31st Army received an order to give assistance to the encircled forces, but its divisions were pinned down in fighting with the enemy, attacking from both the west and the south. However some sort of scattered attempts were made. North of Viaz’ma remnants of the 248th Rifle Division on 8 October were occupying a defense at Koporikha on the Vazuza River, covering Novodugino. According to some records, the division attempted to assist the 19th Army with an attack from outside. However, the Germans were ready for this, and the attack was driven back. At 0910 on 10 October, a German regiment-sized motorized column seized Novoduginskaia Station. Two battalions of the 247th Rifle Division’s 909th Rifle Regiment with three of the regiment’s artillery pieces and four 45mm guns were sent to this area with the assignment to seize Novoduginskaia and to block the advance of small enemy groups toward Sychevka and Gzhatsk.28 However, the 247th Rifle Division in the process of withdrawing to the east itself fell into encirclement. At the decision of the division commander, the heavy weapons and equipment were disabled and the personnel, split up into small groups, began to make their way out to friendly forces. One of the groups, numbering 681 men, escaped the encirclement under the command of General K. A. Kovalenko for some reason. Apparently, division commander K. Sverchevsky emerged from the encirclement with a different group.


    Konev in his article maintains:


    
      Taking the decision to withdraw from encirclement, we gave the task to the armies’ shock groupings to break through the enemy front in the direction of Gzhatsk, to the north and south of the Viaz’ma-Moscow highway, not combining the armies into a single grouping, and without designating a compact breakthrough sector. Our aim was to prevent the enemy from constricting the ring of encirclement, and having ample space to maneuver the forces, to restrain the enemy’s superior forces with active struggle.29

    


    Further Ivan Stepanovich noted that breaking out of encirclement is a complicated form of combat, and expressed with hindsight regret that the troops hadn’t been prepared for this form of combat operations before the war! He said the same thing even to the State Defense Committee commission that was investigating the disaster. One can only imagine what Stalin and his accomplices would have done with those, who would have dared propose such subjects for training exercises. They immediately would have been accused of holding defeatist attitudes and would have been obliterated into the dust of the prison camps.


    Unfortunately, neither Lukin, nor Konev or the General Staffhad any clear conception of the enemy strength or the nature of the defenses that were covering the most direct path to Gzhatsk. In fact, the Germans had concentrated several divisions on the axis indicated by Konev for the breakout attempt.


    Attempts to break out of encirclement on 9 and 10 October


    Finally, General Lukin managed to re-establish communications with the Western Front headquarters. So Konev at 1530 on 9 October forwarded the text of a report he had received from the commander of the 19th Army to the Chief of the General Staff Shaposhnikov:


    
      Front commander 9.10.41 Iamnovo [24 kilometers northwest of Viaz’ma]. Map 1:100,000


      I am reporting: on 8 October I [Lukin] met with Boldin in Aksent’evo, where the operational post of the 32nd Army is located. He has with him the 152nd Rifle Division, the 101st Motorized Rifle Division, and the 123rd, 128th and 147th Tank Brigades, up to 50 tanks altogether. The divisions are severely depleted. BOLDIN took command of the 210th and 140th Rifle Divisions from my army. He is withdrawing in three groups in the general direction of Gzhatsk. The route of the right-hand group: Popovo, Anuchki [sic -- Anchuki], Pekarevo, Pashkovo, Kasnia, Leont’evo.30


      I am withdrawing in two groups. The right-hand group: the 134th and 89th Rifle Divisions and the 45th Cavalry Division. Route: Lomakino, Naryshevo, Leont’evo, Novoe Selo, Meshcherskaia Station. The left-hand group: the 166th, 244th, and 91st Rifle Divisions and the 127th Tank Brigade. Route – between my right-hand column and Boldin’s right-hand column.


      The 91st, 89th, 244th and 166th Rifle Divisions are badly depleted, with not more than 200-300-400 [active] bayonets each.


      I have ordered that everyone possible in the rear areas be swept up and sent into the combat units. The 2nd Rifle Division by the morning of 9 October had fallen back to the Viaz’ma River, leaving covering units on the Dnepr River. Its assignment is to cover the retreat of the armies.


      The forward units of the army are located on the line: Viaz’ma, Dorokhovka, Zhekulino, Bogoroditskoe, Pekarevo, Pavlovo, Lomy.


      According to the testimony of prisoners, taken by the 32nd Army at Kholm-Zhirkovskii, the 129th Infantry Division is attacking to the south. In Lomy I took a prisoner from the 87th Infantry Division. At all the above listed points from Viaz’ma to Lomy, apparently, there are still only enemy forward units.


      … Member of the Military Council Sheklanov has gone missing and still not been found. … Vaneev is at army headquarters.


      The [headquarters] transfer from Lomy to Nikulino after the attack, during which communications with the units were disrupted for 3-4 hours, was apparently what prompted the 32nd Army commander to report that the 19th Army did not have communications with its army headquarters.


      I have not had and do not have communications with Ershakov. A random messenger, who reported to the 32nd Army commander [Vishnevsky] and was sent on to me, reported that at 12.00 7 October, Ershakov’s units had fallen back to the Semlevo Station – Mikhailovo – Iurino line, and further on the withdrawal would be conducted by the main forces south of Viaz’ma.


      In connection with the withdrawal of Ershakov, who according to a report from the 32nd Army commander was not occupying the line of the Dnepr River, units of the 19th Army came under the threat of envelopment from the north, the south and the east. As a result of this, I have reached the decision today to withdraw from the encirclement.


      The naval artillery has been blown up at the request of the 32nd Army commander. The bridges across the Dnepr River have also been blown up. I am commanding the 19th Army. According to an agreement with the 32nd Army commander, he and his army headquarters will direct the withdrawal from encirclement of my right-hand column. According to prisoner testimony, some motorized division [the German 14th Motorized Division] is moving behind the 129th Infantry Division. A tank division is behind the 87th Infantry Division.


      On average, we have one standard combat load of shells remaining, but no 37mm shells at all. Fuel on average is down to three-fourths of a fuel load; some vehicles are already out of fuel.


      Lukin, Vaneev, Malyshkin31

    


    According to General Vashkevich’s memoirs, the 2nd Rifle Division received Combat Order No. 74, signed by the commander of the 19th Army at 0135 9 October, at 1500 9 October. The order announced that the enemy had seized Viaz’ma, his motorized units had broken through in the direction of Kasnia, and that small groups of motorized infantry, motorcyclists and paratroopers were occupying scattered points between Viaz’ma and Kasnia, striving to encircle completely the units of the 19th Army and Group Boldin (the original order is shown in Appendix XVI).


    According to the order, the 19th Army, screening the west and northeast directions, was to withdraw from the encirclement in two columns with the aim of punching a hole through the enemy line and emerging on the line of the Mozhaisk Fortified Region. The attack of the main forces was designated to begin at 1000 9 October. The 2nd Rifle Division with the 57th Howitzer Artillery Regiment was covering the rear of the army’s withdrawal; its own withdrawal from the Viaz’ma River was to begin upon receipt of a special order.


    Unfortunately (I’ve had to use this expression too often), General Lukin underestimated the strength of the opposing enemy. The Germans, anticipating the intention of the encircle forces units northwest of Viaz’ma to take the shortest path to break out and to link up with their own side, had built up the defenses on the eastern side of the ring with the infantry and anti-tank units of the 6th and 7th Panzer Division. By this time, the panzer regiments of both divisions, having suffered heavy losses, had been withdrawn into reserve in readiness to maneuver against Russian attacks from both the west and the east.


    How seriously the Germans set up their defenses on the likely avenues of Russian breakthrough attempts can be judged from the sector occupied by a kampfgruppe under the commander of the 6th Panzer Division’s 6th Infantry Brigade, which consisted of the 114th Infantry Regiment, reinforced by the 57th Self-propelled Artillery Battalion, two batteries of the 41st Anti-tank Battalion and a battalion (less one company) of combat engineers. Two infantry battalions were defending in the first echelon on a front of up to 7 kilometers; a motorcycle battalion, the use of which could be authorized by order of the division commander, was in reserve. The position was screened by combat outposts. The 6th Panzer Division’s 76th Artillery Regiment and elements of the 51st Nebelwerfer Regiment were supporting the kampfgruppe. The division’s shock artillery group was positioned so as to be able to provide support to all of the division’s units. Requests for delivering blocking fire could be issued from anywhere along the chain of command down to the company commander. The 8th Battery of the 411th Anti-aircraft Regiment and a battery from an anti-aircraft artillery group provided cover to the kampfgruppe against enemy airstrikes. Anti-aircraft weapons could also be deployed to repulse Russian ground attacks. The 6th Panzer Division commander warned that it was necessary to expect any sort of unanticipated, desperate lunges by the enemy.32 Ten kilometers north of Borogoditskoe, Panzer Group “Lion” was assembled. The division’s 4th Infantry Regiment, operating detached from its main forces, was occupying a line in the rear of the 7th Panzer Division, guarding against a possible attack from the east (see Map 13).


    Characteristically, with the occupation of the designated line the Germans immediately organized a reconnaissance out to the Gorskino – Anchuki – Lobanovka line, but units could move up to this line only on an order from the division. Despite the desire to destroy the encircled forces as quickly as possible, for example, by launching cleaving meeting attacks, the German command preferred to go over to a defense on a prepared line on the northern side of the pocket. It was planning, once infantry had replaced the panzer divisions, to prepare the latter more quickly for an attack toward Sychevka and Rzhev. However, the main reason for the Germans’ defensive posture was the large (according to German standards) losses in tanks that the panzer divisions had suffered. For example, according to a report from the 6th Panzer Division, in the course of 8 October it had lost 54 men, including 4 officers; 2 mortars; 2 anti-tank guns (a 37mm and a 50mm); and 11 panzers, including 10 Pz-35(t) and 1 Pz-IV (the tanks had been knocked out by direct shell hits). In return, the division had seized 350 prisoners, 8 damaged Russian tanks (including 1 heavy tank), 4 mortars, 16 light and 6 heavy machine guns, and a number of rifles (primarily disabled) equivalent to the number of prisoners.33


    It isn’t surprising that the attempt by the 19th Army and Group Boldin to break through such a solid ring of encircling enemy divisions in five columns on a front of 11-12 kilometers was a failure (from the available evidence, they were unable to implement their attacks simultaneously). The column vanguards could not overcome the enemy defenses and heavy casualties, and the following columns of both groupings’ main forces were halted, and then simply fell apart. Interestingly, none of the survivors of those events speak about the use of the remaining operational tanks during the breakout attempts. As we know, there were no less than 50 of them.


    Apparently, they were moving at the head of the columns. At least this was noted in enemy documents:


    
      9 October. By morning the reconnaissance group had detected an enemy troop concentration in the vicinity of Svistovo and the wooded area to the west of there – up to a battalion of infantry and five tanks. Artillery fire was called down upon the enemy. About 12.00 the enemy attacked our positions between Avdeevo and Reutovo [both points are 5 kilometers southwest of Lomy] and penetrated the front lines of defense. With a counterattack by a company from a battalion of the 114th Infantry Regiment, supported by anti-aircraft guns of the 411th [Anti-aircraft] Regiment’s 6th and 9th Batteries and the 51st Nebelwerfer Regiment’s 4th Battery, the line of defense was re-established. By mid-afternoon, the 2nd Battalion had reached the line Hill 270 [to the west and southwest of Pavlovo] – Hill 280.3 [to the west of Martiukhi].


      Reconnaissance also established the presence of enemy columns in the Lobanovka – Bogoroditskoe sector. They were targeted by an artillery and mortar barrage. Around midnight, fighting was continuing with the enemy – up to a company of infantry (reconnaissance) attacked the positions of the 114th Infantry Regiment’s 2nd Battalion. The enemy attacks were repulsed by the infantry with artillery support, including direct fire. … The attacks of an enemy regiment with tank support from the southwest in the sector of the 6th Panzer Division were beaten back. Having encountered resistance, the enemy immediately retreated.34

    


    Attempts to break out with various forces were undertaken even later. The 19th Army’s chief of operations Colonel A. G. Mazlov spoke about one of them.35 In his words, it was directed by General Lukin from his command post in Zhekulino. Generals Vishnevsky, Remizov and Bobrov were together with him.36 Units of Colonel M. A. Zashibalov’s 134th Rifle Division and the 45th Cavalry Division were to break out along the Zhekulino, Pekarevo and Vsevolodkino axis. The commander of the cavalry division led the cavalry attack. However, the valley of the Bebria River turned out to be very swampy and presented a difficult barrier for the cavalrymen. Under enemy fire, they had to search for better places to cross it. The breakout attempt was a failure, and our troops returned to their jumping-off positions. Possibly, this was just a reconnaissance-in-force. The day of 10 October and the morning of 11 October were spent preparing for a new attack. A thorough reconnaissance was conducted.


    From a report by the 4th Infantry Regiment:


    
      On the night between 9 and 10 October, the positions of the 1st Battalion were subjected to constant attacks by various Russian groups numbering 30-50 men each, trying to escape the Viaz’ma pocket. All of their attempts to break out were driven back with heavy losses for them.


      Our own losses: 3 killed, 7 wounded.


      Taken prisoner: 366, including 1 woman.


      Seized: 257 rifles, 120 hand grenades, 8,500 rifle cartridges.


      In the appendix we are sending over several original Russian maps and a notebook with penciled notes, which by all appearances belonged to a commissar, and which contains quite interesting comments on a variety of subjects. In them, in particular, it says that a downfall awaits the Wehrmacht in the very near future, and that the German forces no longer have any fuel reserves.37

    


    Between the dates of 7 October (when the ring of encirclement was closed) and 10 October, units of the enemy’s 6th Panzer Division took prisoner 1,639 privates and noncommissioned officers, and 11 officers. It captured 11 damaged tanks (including 1 heavy tank); 80 guns, the greater part of which were damaged; 6 mortars; 27 machine guns and other firearms, primarily disabled; and 24 carts together with their horses. Altogether from the start of the offensive, units of the division had captured 4,400 men, and had destroyed or seized 98 tanks, 122 guns, 17 mortars, 129 machine guns, and 439 trucks.38


    From a dispatch sent by the Ninth Army’s headquarters at 1825 on 10 October 1941:


    
      … Along the boundary line between the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions there has been heavy fighting with the enemy attempting to break out. The enemy was thrown back with heavy losses. During the hasty retreat approximately 80 pieces of ordnance were abandoned on the road. The captured equipment and prisoners are being counted. It should be considered that the enemy will continue attempts to break out, especially at night.


      … VIII Army Corps: the 8th Infantry Division has reached the Viaz’ma River east of Nikulino. The 28th Infantry Division has created a small bridgehead on the Viaz’ma east of Borkovo [17 kilometers north of the highway].


      … V Army Corps: the 5th Infantry Division has reached the line Borisovo [11 kilometers northwest of Lomy] – Avdeevo. The enemy in front of it is positioned in foxholes and trenches. Part of the division’s elements has pivoted to the north.


      The 35th Infantry Division, advancing behind the units of the LVI Motorized Corps in the southeast direction with the intention to replace the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions, has reached the line Lomy – Spas.


      The 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions are continuing to screen the advance of our units. The front line runs through Bogoroditskoe.39

    


    Doubtless, the attempts of our forces to escape the encirclement almost in column formations could not be successful. On this account, a volume from the Institute of Military History had the following to say:


    
      Before trying to escape the encirclement, a defense of the area should have been organized, as P. A. Kurochkin did at Smolensk. In contrast here at Viaz’ma, it was presumed to execute the breakthrough from the march, in the process of withdrawing, and this doomed the forces to an undoubted defeat.40

    


    In the first place, it is only possible to make such a judgment only from the position of the present day – on the basis of hindsight. Even the mention of General P. A. Kurochkin in the given case is a bit out of place: at Smolensk our forces were located in operational encirclement, but the Germans didn’t manage to form a solid inner inner of encirclement and were unable to cut the path of retreat completely. The troops of Rokossovsky’s group held open a corridor and crossings over the Dnepr for the withdrawal of the 16th and 20th Armies. Indeed, the Germans drew a lesson from this experience. For example, the headquarters of the Fourth Army on 22 September noted that in the majority of encirclement operations, “… usually an insufficient number of units were committed to the encirclement of the enemy forces, to holding the perimeter and to the further reduction of the pockets.”41 As a result the Russians, who knew the terrain well, managed at night to extract literally thousands from the overextended ring of encirclement. Consequently, the number of prisoners was significantly fewer than anticipated.


    Secondly, the decision to withdraw from the encirclement in columns was taken on the basis of the information available at that time, including that received from the Western Front command, and under pressure from it. The need to save the artillery and equipment, not to mention the large number of wounded, predetermined the sequence of actions of the encircled forces and to a significant extent restricted their freedom of action. Of course, the attempts to escape the pocket practically in column formations led to excessive losses and only put the enemy on the alert.


    After the war Vashkevich, analyzing the situation that had developed in the encirclement northwest of Viaz’ma, wrote:


    
      Lukin organized two columns for the escape, while not giving the divisions any assignments. Everything was done in haste. The 2nd Rifle Division on the Viaz’ma River was supposed to cover the withdrawal of the main forces. The order to break out was issued after three days of pointless, panicky oscillations from one extreme to the other.42

    


    Finally, what sort of defense is the Institute of Military History talking about? In these days, the enemy undertook no decisive actions at all against the units encircled north of the highway. On the night of 9 October, the Germans laid a pontoon bridge across the Dnepr, and divisions of the Ninth Army’s V, VIII and XXVII Army Corps reached the Viaz’ma River on its upper stretches, thereby forming the western side of the ring. In the process, the VIII Army Corps advancing north of the Minsk highway made no special efforts to break through the positions of the 2nd Rifle Division, which was covering the encircled grouping from the west. Only on its flanks at the village of Lavrovo and south of the highway were there continuing clashes between reconnaissance units.


    On the north and northeast side of the ring in the sector of the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions, the Germans themselves assumed a defensive posture in anticipation of their pending replacement with infantry. The point is that back on 8 October Hitler had ordered that Hoth’s panzer group at Viaz’ma and to the north be replaced by units of Hoepner’s panzer group as soon as possible and sent in a general northerly direction, in order to destroy the enemy in the area between Belyi and Ostashkov in cooperation with Ninth Army’s northern flank and the southern flank of Sixteenth Army.43 Therefore the Army Group Center command was making every effort to free at least the 6th Panzer Division as quickly as possible for augmenting the attack in the direction of Rzhev or Kalinin.


    However, the division required time to bring its panzer complement back into order. The irreplaceable losses of the division’s panzer regiment between 2 and 8 October inclusively amounted to 30 tanks, including five Pz-II, 22 Pz-35(t) and three Pz-IV. Moreover, the majority of the remaining Czech-manufactured Pz-38(t) tanks were not serviceable for a variety of reasons (there were more than 100 such tanks in the regiment at the start of the offensive).44 Given the urgent organization of repair and recovery work by the regiment’s repair company, the regiment might have been able to count upon returning only one battalion to full combat-readiness. After this, the regiment’s strength could presumably amount to 72 panzers (including 16 Pz-II, 46 Pz-35(t) and 10 Pz-IV). Given this, the division command came to the conclusion that in the eventuality of further large-scale offensive operations, it should reckon with the possibility of all the remaining Pz-35(t) becoming disabled due to mechanical breakdowns and the lack of spare parts.45


    So, General Lukin had no particular problems with the organization of a defense. The forces available to him fully secured (of course, up to a certain time) the freedom of action for the encircled forces within the ring of encirclement. In M. F. Lukin’s opinion, the Germans were waiting, conserving their manpower and equipment, for when the Russians would run out of ammunition, and only bothering to repulse their attempts to break out.46 The army commander was correct, but only partly so. The Germans were actually waiting in place, preferring to repulse the attacks of the encircled forces with fire from the positions that had been prepared by our own side. However, the divisions of the VIII Army Corps conducted active reconnaissance from the west in readiness at any moment to go on the offensive. The adversary, interested in the quickest possible liquidation of the pocket at Viaz’ma, was organizing an attack against it from the south. For this, the enemy had to destroy the units of the 20th and 24th Armies.


    In my opinion, the mistake of the command of the encircled forces consisted in something else: it was necessary to concentrate the forces for a breakthrough immediately. A withdrawal from encirclement (as often mentioned in the communications) and the breaching of a solid inner ring of encirclement are two different things. It was necessary from the very beginning to propose and work on the task of breaching enemy defenses in a combat formation, with the establishment of cooperation regarding times and phase lines, with the designation of covering elements and rear guards, and with the mandatory allocation of screening units, which must hold the flanks of the breakthrough corridor open for the passage of all the following forces and rear services. After 8 October, when the panzer divisions of the enemy’s Third and Fourth Panzer Groups linked up in the vicinity of Viaz’ma and organized a firm defense, a breakout from the encirclement required meticulous preparation and, of course, assistance from the outside – at least with air strikes.


    Unfortunately, the Western Front and the Stavka at this time couldn’t even help the encircled forces with this. The enemy penetration into the Soviet rear areas triggered the mass restaging of aviation units from the forward airfields. With the sudden approach of even small enemy units to airfields, the crews had no time to evacuate combat aircraft that had only insignificant damage, and these had to be destroyed. The air units suffered losses in personnel as well. During take-off from the Klimovo airbase, two SB bombers, which contained mechanics and engineers as well as the pilots, collided in the air at an altitude of around 100 meters. Sometimes pilots returning from combat missions couldn’t even land at their home airfields, which had already been seized by the Germans. For example, during a landing at the Migalovo airbase, the deputy commander of the 180th Fighter Aviation Regiment Captain I. M. Khlusovich noticed just in time that Germans were now in possession of it. He managed to accelerate and take off again literally right under the noses of the startled Germans. However, regiment commander Captain A. P. Sergeev was captured by them and brutally killed. In addition, the airfields to where the aircraft were restaging were not always prepared to receive them, and didn’t have fuel and lubricant reserves or bombs.47


    All this led to a significant dwindling of the number of operational combat aircraft on the Moscow axis. By 10 October, the Western Front’s air force had less than 200 aircraft remaining, while in the Reserve Front, there were only 28 operational aircraft. The number of combat sorties to support the ground troops dropped correspondingly. For example, on 9 October the Western Front’s air force conducted only 39 sorties, of which 20 were for the purposes of aerial reconnaissance, 11 to cover Red Army troops in the Gzhatsk area, and six to bomb enemy tanks south of Gzhatsk. In the process, three aircraft returned without having carried out their mission due to bad weather, while five I-16 fighters failed to return to base (three from the reconnaissance missions and two that had been sent to drop message containers for the 19th and 20th Armies).48 It is possible that on other directions, the Western Front’s air force conducted more combat sorties in these days (an operational summary from the air force headquarters of its operations to support the Western Front between 6 and 16 October is missing). For example, according to a General Staff operational summary for 8 and 9 October, the Western Front’s air force conducted “up to 800 sorties.”49


    Incidentally, the German Luftflotte 2’s activity also decreased. If on 6 October the Luftwaffe had conducted 1,030 individual combat sorties on the Moscow axis, on 8 October it conducted just 559, and on 9 October, only 269. The cause, doubtlessly, was the significant loss of aircraft. However, the Germans preferred to explain it due to poor flying conditions with the onset of autumn. They say that from 6 October on the southern sector of Army Group Center, and from 7-8 October on its remaining sectors as well, autumn rains began to fall, and then even snow. Therefore, starting from 8 October, the activity of the supporting air units was substantially restricted due to the danger of iced wings, poor visibility and snow storms on the one hand, and the poor condition of the grass airstrips on the other. Consequently, air support for the operation could not be maintained at its previous level.


    The Stavka took steps to augment the Red Army’s air strength on the central axis through the restaging of units from the country’s deep interior and from other theaters of combat operations. The Western Front’s air force, which became directly subordinated to the Red Army’s Air Force command, received four new aviation regiments: one ground assault, two regiments of rocket-armed MiG-3 fighters, and one regiment of Pe-2 light bombers. Concentrated air strikes on advancing enemy columns were being organized. Notably, Soviet ground attack planes flew the majority of their combat missions in October 1941 in extremely poor meteorological conditions. The demand to send out aircraft regardless of the weather conditions was characteristic for all the orders of this period. Aerial combat in this period was distinguished by exceptional tenacity. Even the raids of long-range bombers on the airfields of the Smolensk airbase complex proved to be relatively effective.


    Unfortunately, the pilots of the newly arrived regiments weren’t given time to familiarize themselves with the area of combat operations. Lacking combat experience, they suffered heavy losses, especially during attacks on targets that had not been reconnoitred and during repeated missions against the same target, since they never altered their course, speed or altitude between missions, which simplified the work of the enemy anti-aircraft gunners.


    The experience the pilots gained came at the price of a large amount of blood. In the course of the fighting, a new tactic of combined group actions was worked out, where part of the fighters would attack the enemy anti-aircraft positions, while the ground attack planes under the cover of the remaining fighters would strike the designated targets. On 9 October, a flight of Il-2s led by Lieutenant G. M. Moshinets from the 6th Reserve Air Group’s 74th Storm Aviation Regiment inflicted painful losses to a German motorized column on the road between Orel and Mtsensk, knocking out approximately 15 armored vehicles and three fuel trucks. On 12 October, crews of the 77th Composite Aviation Division’s 243rd Storm Aviation Regiment in difficult meteorological conditions (totally overcast skies, smoke haze, fog, and a visibility of 100-400 meters) carried out 18 individual sorties to destroy mechanized forces on the roads leading to Siniavino and Borovok, and enemy crossings over the Ugra River in the area of Tovarkovo and Pletnevo. As a result of the attacks, 10 loaded vehicles were left burning and up to 25 armored vehicles were knocked out. One of the escorting fighters flown by Senior Political Instructor Diachenko shot down one Bf-109. Three Il-2 ground attack planes failed to return from the mission.50


    The inadequately organized attempts by the Soviet forces to escape the encirclement demonstrated that centralize control over them had been disrupted. Therefore von Bock believed that he now had sufficient strength to resolve two tasks simultaneously – to finish off the enemy trapped in the pockets and to continue the pursuit of the Russian formations that had evaded encirclement. After destroying the encircled enemy west of Viaz’ma, the Germans planned to leave one division in this area to mop it up. This was a serious miscalculation in the enemy plans, which did not at all consider ever increasing resistance of the Russians – they had no desire at all to capitulate.


    On 8 October, the command of Army Group Center planned to use the forces of the Fourth Panzer Group to establish a solid barrier on the line Viaz’ma – Nikol’skoe – Voroponovo with its front to the west, and with a quick strike by the Fourth Army’s VII, XX and IX Army Corps to the north in the direction of the Smolensk – Viaz’ma highway, destroy the encircled enemy in cooperation with the Ninth Army. At the same time, the plan called attention to the need to ensure that there were no gaps in the ring of encirclement as the pocket was being reduced. The advance of these corps had to be closely coordinated; this was especially important at night.51


    Also on 8 October, the Second Army’s XIII and the Fourth Panzer Group’s XII Army Corps and the LVII Motorized Corps were continuing to attack to the east. Just as before, the 2nd and 10th Panzer Divisions were holding a line of outposts, covering the northward advance of the Fourth Army’s infantry corps from the east and southeast. The Fourth Army’s corps on 9 October reached the Izver’ and Ugra Rivers (seizing a bridgehead on the latter), continuing to squeeze the pocket from the southern direction. On its sector, the 23rd Infantry Division repulsed desperate enemy attempts to escape the pocket in the southeastern direction. On this same day, the city of Gzhatsk was seized.


    On 9 October, Halder noted in his diary:


    
      The encircling battle at Viaz’ma is proceeding in positively classic fashion. Outside that battle area the right wing of Fourth Army is pushing on to Kaluga, and the northern wing of Ninth Army is regrouping for the attack against Rzhev.52

    


    His every phrase rings with the intoxication of certain victory. The Germans weren’t given to know what was awaiting them just one and a half months later!


    The Wehrmacht command strived with the forces not involved in holding the inner ring of encirclement rapidly to go in pursuit, so as not to allow the Russians to organize resistance on new defensive lines. The Ninth Army was given the task, having seized the area of Gzhatsk and to the south of Sychevka, to screen the encirclement from the northeast. It was being planned to assemble all the unengaged forces of the Third Panzer Group on and behind this line for an attack toward Kalinin and Rzhev. Army Group Center command, confident that the encircled enemy would be finished off in the next few days, on 10 October at 1030, issued an order for the Ninth Army, along with the seizure of Zubtsov and Rzhev, to take Staritsa as quickly as possible, which was dangling in front of its divisions.


    The first to go on the attack was to be the XXXXI Motorized Corps, the mobile divisions of which had already suffered losses, including in artillery. Its 1st Panzer Division had only 13 light field howitzers and three heavy howitzers still serviceable; the 36th Infantry Division had six light howitzers, but only four tow vehicles. Therefore, the OKH moved artillery from its reserve to this axis: the 2nd Battalion of the 59th Artillery Regiment, with five heavy field howitzers; the 611th Artillery Battalion, with seven 105mm howitzers; and the 620th Artillery Battalion, with nine pieces of 150mm artillery. It was also decided to attach a battalion of 210mm Nebelwerfer rocket launchers from the Ninth Army’s right flank to the XXXXI Motorized Corps.


    Forward elements of the XXXXI and LVI Motorized Corps began to move out to the northeast. Already on 10 October, the XXXXI Motorized Corps with the 1st Panzer Division, after stubborn fighting with an enemy hunkered down in field fortifications and reinforced concrete bunkers, captured Sychevka. The Germans with great regret noted that upon retreating, the Russians had demolished the road and pontoon bridges across the Vazuza River and blown up the railroad bridge. They continued to defend tenaciously against units of the 6th and 26th Infantry Divisions west of Sychevka. According to a report from the Ninth Army headquarters, units of the 1st Panzer Division were located 6 kilometers northeast of Sychevka, occupying the town itself, but were also still involved with ongoing combat south of it. The 900th Lehr Brigade was subordinated to the 1st Panzer Division.53


    Further to the south, by this time the area of encirclement northwest of Viaz’ma (north of the highway), in connection with the 2nd Rifle Division’s withdrawal to the Viaz’ma River, had notably shrunk in size. The trapped Soviet forces were now in an area of approximately 18-20 kilometers from west to east and 20-25 kilometers from north to south. However, they still had some room to maneuver. By 11 October, 16 enemy divisions were continuing to hold the inner ring of encirclement, and their average divisional front was now down to 3.7 kilometers. Four more divisions were in the second echelon.


    The situation of the Red Army forces encircled southwest of Viaz’ma


    The situation was unfolding differently in the southern part of the pocket. Here, because the units, which had been fighting in the El’nia area, were lagging behind, and due to the Reserve Front’s complete loss of command and control, the withdrawal of the 20th and 24th Armies was less organized than that of the 19th Army and Group Boldin in the pocket area north of the Smolensk-Moscow railroad. Doubtlessly, this was due in part to the fact that these armies were subordinate to different fronts, the actions of which were not suitably coordinated. Much less is still known about the actions of Ershakov, the 20th Army commander, and Rakutin, the 24th Army commander, than we today know about the actions of Lukin and Boldin. Yet there is a clear reason for this: all the formations’ documents were destroyed before the attempt to break out of encirclement. Both army commanders were also killed: Rakutin during the retreat, and Ershakov, who died in German imprisonment. We will attempt to follow the developing situation on the basis of fragmentary evidence.


    By the morning of 7 October, the 20th Army with the 112th, 144th and 129th Rifle Divisions were located on the line: Chernovo – Semlevo – Usadishchi (10 kilometers northeast of Semlevo) – Krasnoe – Shishkovo – Kholmovaia. The 229th Rifle Division, which Konev planned to use in the Viaz’ma area, had reached Zhazhkovo with the task from the morning of 8 October to defend the line Batishchevo (5 kilometers south of Viaz’ma) – Chertovo – Stepankovo with a front facing the southeast. The 108th Rifle Division was to assemble in the Shcherbino – Chashchevo area in readiness to move out toward Panfilovo on the night of 8 October.


    On the following day, in the Western Front’s operational summary for 2000 8 October, it was noted that there was no report from the 20th Army. Radio communications with it were patchy, at best. A liaison officer sent to the army failed to return. At 1745 8 October, additional liaison officers had been sent to the area of the 20th Army’s operations in U-2 airplanes with an order for Ershakov to hasten his army’s withdrawal to Viaz’ma in order to take up a line Shimonovo – Ugriumovo Station (55 kilometers east of Viaz’ma). I. S. Konev writes that the commander of the 20th Army was given instructions to break out to the southwest to emerge in the rear of the enemy grouping, which by this time with its main forces was advancing into the Viaz’ma area.54 In case the enemy prevented the army from reaching the indicated line, Ershakov was ordered to fall back to a line south of Gzhatsk in the Veshki sector. Alas, the order to the forces to accelerate their withdrawal and conduct it at a pace of 70 kilometers per day arrived too late: the Germans had already closed the ring of encirclement. So units of the 24th Army and remnants of elements of the 43rd Army, which by the morning of 9 October had reached the area of Panfilovo (18 kilometers south of Viaz’ma) and to the south of it, clashed with enemy panzer units.


    One can get a sense of the situation in which the withdrawal proceeded from German documents:


    
      In the sector of the XX Army Corps to the north and southwest of Volochek during the attempt to hold the El’nia – Viaz’ma highway, the enemy undertook local counterattacks with the support of tanks, in groups of 10-15 combat vehicles. … Incidents of demoralization have become more frequent. In our rear … only scattered hostile units are being encountered, some of which surrendered without combat.55

    


    And further:


    
      In the sector of the XX Army Corps the enemy is offering stubborn resistance; sometimes small encircled groups are fighting to the last man. On the evening of 7 October, encircled Russian units attempted to attack Dorogobuzh from the west.56

    


    Here is an example of the self-sacrificial actions of our units, which had wound up deep behind enemy lines and were led by energetic commanders. From the daily report of the Fourth Army headquarters for 9 October 1941:


    
      The commander of the 5th Soviet Division with several commissars and approximately 600 troops conducted an attack on a Luftwaffe construction detachment 12 kilometers southeast of Spas-Demensk. The 19th Panzer Division has been moved against them. Fighting is on-going.57

    


    The report is talking about the 113th Rifle Division (the former 5th DNO from Moscow’s Frunzinskii District). The Germans were compelled to send units of the reserve 19th Panzer Division, which they had planned to commit into the battle for the offensive on Moscow as soon as possible, against the militiamen.58 As far as I know, this episode cannot be found in the history of the 5th DNO. Apparently, few of the militiamen survived this battle ….


    In the absence of communication links and command and control over the units, the headquarters were forced to broadcast messages and instructions in the clear. Below are a few of the communications intercepted by the German radio intelligence service:


    On 7 October, the radio interception service reported: “The 24th Army headquarters’ rear echelon at 12.46 broadcast that it was located between Viaz’ma and Semlevo. The fact that the enemy is frequently sending radio messages in the clear testifies to his extreme nervousness.”59


    On 8 October at 0640:


    
      Presumably the headquarters of the Central Front at 21.30 7 October issued the following to an unidentified headquarters, presumably of the 24th Army: ‘Report the decision. Establish communications with the divisions. Communicate with us by airplane. You are to withdraw more quickly to the line Volochek – Viaz’ma – Gzhatsk – Ugriumovo [28 kilometers west of Gzhatsk]. Zhukov. Anisov.60

    


    On 8 October at 0800:


    
      To the commander of the Reserve Front air force. I have no communications with the units. There is an aggregation of units from the Reserve Front and Western Front in the Semlevo area. Enemy aviation is bombing incessantly. I request cover of the Semlevo area with fighters with the onset of daylight.61

    


    On 9 October at 2115:


    
      The commander of the 24th Army’s aviation in several radio messages is requesting the Reserve Front air force headquarters’ assistance with fuel. He doesn’t know where the army commander is. It is impossible to evacuate the headquarters and the aviation commander without fuel. The [Reserve Front] air force headquarters replied with a message to light special fires on the coming and following night for the airdrop of fuel or for the dispatch of aircraft for the purpose of evacuation.62

    


    Having established the Russians’ intentions, assembly areas and general direction of retreat from the intercepted messages, the enemy took corresponding measures in order to prevent them from escaping the encirclement. Only later from the testimony of prisoners did the Germans come to the conclusion that divisions of the Reserve Front were operating in front of them, and not the Central Front, as they had believed. However, they could not even surmise that a military commander well known to them was behind the surname of “Zhukov” appended to the one message.


    From a dispatch of the VII Army Corps at 1915 on 8 October:


    
      In the area south and southeast of Semlevo, the enemy retreating to the east is putting up stubborn resistance, but on the whole there are increasing signs of demoralization.


      Tank attacks are continuing. There are approximately a thousand vehicles of all types on the Semlevo – Viaz’ma road.63

    


    Division commissar Abramov, who we have met previously in this book, spoke about the operations of the encircled 24th Army’s divisions:


    
      At 16.00 on 7 October, a defense of Semlevo [not to be confused with the railroad station of the same name 10 kilometers to the north] was organized by Major-General Kotel’nikov, me, and Colonel Utvenko, who commanded the 19th Rifle Division64, in order to allow the troops and artillery moving from Dorogobuzh and Podmosh’ia to pass through … for the breakout from encirclement. Major ASATUROV – commander of the 103rd Howitzer Artillery Regiment, and Major BASHILKIN, commander of the 106th Motorized Division’s artillery regiment, were covering the withdrawal with artillery fire. Remnants of the 19th Rifle Division, the army’s combat engineer battalion, and other groups of the army’s troops took up the defense of Semlevo and held it until 24.00 8 October. Along with the genuine heroism and the utter unflappability of such commanders as ASATUROV and BASHILKIN, I should note a certain lack of discipline on the part of other commanders. For example, at Semlevo six artillery regiments voluntarily pulled out and departed at a most critical moment, leaving the infantry without artillery support. Isolated rifle battalions also fled, so factually speaking only parts of the 19th Rifle Division and the gun crews of BASHILKIN and ASATUROV were fighting for Semlevo.


      On the night of 7 October, the Military Council and headquarters of the 32nd Army, which were moving together with a security battalion to Maloiaroslavets in order to receive new orders, arrived in Semlevo. Major-General Kondrat’ev [the 24th Army chief-of-staff] and I proposed that the 32nd Army’s Military Council organize a joint breakout of the troops in the direction of Viaz’ma. However, the 32nd Army’s Military Council had decided to carry out a previous assigned task and was attempting to slip through independently north of Viaz’ma, to where in fact they headed.


      At 16.00 8 October, the army’s chief of staff Major-General KONDRAT’EV arrived in Semlevo with a couple of dozen vehicles. Having telephone connection with Major-General Rakutin, who was moving with his headquarters and part of his forces to Semlevo, Major-General KONDRAT’EV assumed responsibility for the defense of Semlevo.


      Between 17.00 and 19.00 on 8 October, the 24th Army headquarters received an order from the 20th Army commander that indicated that the 24th Army was being subordinated to the 20th Army, which was to organize a breakout from the encirclement. The commander of the 20th Army Lieutenant-General ERSHAKOV ordered to organize a breakout in the following fashion, while maintaining an allround defense: the 20th Army was to break out on the front Viaz’ma – Volosta – Piatnitsa [20 kilometers south of Viaz’ma], the 24th Army on the front Volosta – Piatnitsa – Ugra Station.


      I want to note that the idea of organizing a breakout on such a broad front could not have success. This decision was reached without regard for the real forces, on the basis of supposedly full-strength, intact divisions, and did not consider that factually speaking these were no longer divisions …. The second mistake of Lieutenant-General Ershakov consisted in the fact that he, disdaining reconnaissance and without reorganizing his forces, decided to execute a breakthrough from the march. The troops, which were trying to escape the encirclement in one way or another, were not carrying any orders, didn’t expand and strengthen the breach, but instead were striving at whatever cost to get away more quickly. As a result of this, artillery and supply wagons were abandoned, and the latter, fearing to remain behind, were trying to dash ahead of the infantry, choking the roads and getting stuck in swamps. Instead of an organized thrust to break out, the remnants of three armies (the 19th, 20th and 24th Armies), and primarily the artillery, wagons and special units became jumbled together in complete disorder and packed into a single mass south of Viaz’ma in the Selivanovo – Panfilovo – Moloshino – Strogovo Station – Podrezovo – Grediakino area.65

    


    On this subject there is testimony from the 24th Army’s chief of staff Major-General Kondrat’ev. Before escaping Semlevo he received two orders from the Western Front headquarters, including a coded telegram signed by Zhukov and addressed to Rakutin. The gist of the first boils down to the following: “Boldly, decisively and quickly break through to the east and move out to the Gzhatsk axis and to the south of it.” The second telegram contained an order to the commander of the 20th Army, directing him to coordinate the actions of the 20th, 24th and 32nd Armies, as well as indicating the boundaries and breakthrough sectors of each army. Kondrat’ev took no decision for a breakout until 0200, since he was waiting for the arrival of the 24th Army’s Military Council. However, Rakutin never reached Semlevo. Unfortunately, I’ve been unable to establish what boundaries and breakthrough sectors were indicated in Zhukov’s order.66


    Abramov complains that the armies were given a breakthrough sector that was too broad – 22 kilometers, and this was why they were unable to breach the German defenses. Apparently, General Ershakov, when designating the attack boundaries for the armies, was following the instructions he had received from Zhukov, in order to avoid the mixing up of units and to create conditions for more organized force operations. The divisions of Lieutenant F. A. Ershakov’s 20th Army, Major-General K. I. Rakutin’s 24th Army and the remnants of divisions from other armies of the Reserve Front, which had been hurled back behind the Ugra River, were primarily positioned along the Semlevo – Viaz’ma highway and to the south of it. By the morning of 9 October, units of the 24th Army (remnants of the 160th, 139th, 19th, 222nd and 8th Rifle Divisions; the 309th, 103rd and 106th Motorized Rifle Divisions; and the 144th and 146th Tank Brigades) had begun to arrive in the area of Panfilovo and to the south.67


    The army commanders were to choose the specific routes of escape or the breakout sectors within their designated boundaries, based upon the situation each faced. Possibly it would have been advisable to launch a coordinated attack with the adjacent flanks of both armies. However, the command of the encircled forces, like the Western Front command as well, at this time had not the slightest idea about the strength of the enemy holding the eastern side of the pocket. Yet they were opposed by five panzer divisions of the enemy’s XXXX and XXXXVI Motorized Corps, while infantry divisions, striving to compress the ring of encirclement, were applying pressure from the south. In addition, the enemy had already occupied the Volosta Station – Piatnitsa area by 9 October (see Map 13).


    The enemy was taking every measure to consolidate the inner ring of encirclement and to repulse attempts by the encircled forces to break out to the east. From the Fourth Panzer Group’s journal of combat operations:


    
      8 October 1941: In the order … for the destruction of the encircled enemy (“T” No. 5), the reinforce panzer group is given the task … to seal the Viaz’ma – Nikol’skoe axis in both directions so firmly on the right flank of the VII Army Corps’s advance to the northeast, so as to not allow under any circumstances enemy attempts to break out to the east. … The elements of the mobile units freed due to the advance of the VII Army Corps’ right flank are by means of ongoing replacement to be withdrawn from combat and are to assemble on the northern axis as a reserve. The point is to that no gaps are to be left in the gradually constricting pocket of encirclement.68


      8 October 1941 at 15.30: … XXXX Motorized Corps … weak attempts by the enemy to breakout after midday along the highway north of Viaz’ma. … XXXXVI Motorized Corps with the 11th Panzer Division took over the front of the encirclement pocket on the line Fiantinta [sic] – Andriany [25 kilometers south of Viaz’ma], and with the forces of the 5th Panzer Division in close cooperation with the VII Army Corps is attacking to the north from the line Andriany – Kholm.”69


      9 October 1941: XXXXVI Motorized Corps with the forces of the 5th Panzer Division has beaten back insignificant, in places supported by artillery, breakout attempts by the enemy.


      As the day proceeded the leadership began to note distinct, unacceptable inaccuracies in the reports from the XXXX and XXXXVI Motorized Corps. Therefore the panzer group commander was forced to order situational reports every three hours.


      … Throughout the day, numerous and in places strong enemy attempts to break out were repulsed in areas where sectors of the front of the encirclement pocket interlock. The Russians have recognized the danger and with part of their strength are trying to break through to the east.


      For inexplicable reasons the VII and XX Army Corps, are apparently pressing particularly strongly with their left flanks against the encircled enemy, instead of with the right flank to encircle him and at the same time to secure the relief of the motorized corps.


      Units of the VII and XX Army Corps ought to have reached the highway by now. Probably, the enemy’s strong attempts to break out to the east are explained by this, which are resulting in a salient in the 11th Panzer Division’s combat formations and to the attacks against the 5th Panzer Division.70

    


    From the VII Army Corps’ journal of combat operations:


    
      9 October 1941: The 252nd Infantry Division throughout the day is moving out to the north through the combat formations of the 5th Panzer Division, in order to replace the 5th Panzer Division. … The advance is being conducted too quickly in order actually to clear the enemy out of the swept area completely. Throughout, especially in the forested areas, enemy units remain.


      The corps intended to activate the 78th Infantry Division along the Semlevo – Viaz’ma road and to the south. A regiment of the 78th Infantry Division must sweep a forested area in the rear of the enemy. The VII Army Corps command post – Mikhali.71

    


    From the Fourth Panzer Group’s journal of combat operations:


    
      9 October 1941: The 11th Panzer Division has replaced the greater portion of the 2nd Panzer Division on the line Kaidakovo, Murzino. The replacement of the remaining units is being held up, because the 2nd Battalion due to the poor roads couldn’t come up in time.


      In the division’s sector, the enemy is undertaking numerous attempts to break out, on the northern flank – chaotically, in the center and on the southern flank – methodically after an artillery preparation. At Krasnoe Troshchino and Selivanovo, the enemy in the morning managed to make several penetrations; however, through the commitment of panzers the situation has again been restored. At 12.45 the division reported the elimination of the danger.


      On the right flank of the 5th Panzer Division, the enemy is undertaking fruitless attempts to break out. The enemy has concentrated several thousand men in the forested area near Andriany. The division is combing through the forest, and in the process 2,000 prisoners and 17 guns have been seized. Toward evening, the enemy attacked again with two cavalry squadrons, which were scattered.72

    


    Finally, here is an excerpt from discussions between the command of Army Group Center and the OKH on 10 October 1941:


    
      From the Fourth and Ninth Armies the following decision has been taken regarding the matter of wrapping up the battle of encirclement west of Viaz’ma:


      While the XX Army Corps continues to occupy positions along the highway, guarding it until the moment of its left flank’s replacement by the VIII Army Corps, VII Corps, reinforced by the 78th Infantry Division, will push further to the north across the highway all the way to the eastern front of the ring of encirclement and will crush the hostile positions west of Bonakovo – west of Bogoroditskoe [that is to say, the defensive positions along the eastern bank of the Viaz’ma River] by a flank attack.


      The left flank of the VII Army Corps – at the [aforementioned] positions, the right flank – along the panzer front. The reinforcement of the VII Army Corps with the 78th Infantry Division is necessary, since the corps’ eastern flank (the 197th and 23rd Infantry Divisions) is tied up by active enemy operations and therefore had to be pivoted. On this sector [the boundary between the VII Army Corps and the XXXXVI Motorized Corps], the Fourth Army suspects the concentration of especially large enemy forces, which will attempt to break out in every direction.


      The Ninth Army will move up to the indicated enemy positions, but will not take part in any attack, due to heavy losses [author’s emphasis].73

    


    The above cited excerpts from German reports all testify to the enemy’s intentions to free the 2nd and 11th Panzer Divisions as quickly as possible for operations in the direction of Moscow. However, in connection with the desperate attempts by the trapped Soviet forces to break out of encirclement, this plan could not be realized.


    Abramov continues:


    
      RAKUTIN and part of his headquarters were continuing to fight their way through to Semlevo. Major-General KONDRAT’EV with the rest of the 24th Army headquarters, located in Semlevo, only had a communications link with the headquarters of the 106th Motorized Division and the 19th Rifle Division. Thus, the 24th Army couldn’t occupy the directions indicated for it in Lieutenant-General Ershakov’s order. On the evening of 8 October, a radiogram arrived from General of the Army Zhukov, which ordered to stay compact and to break out through Viaz’ma to Gzhatsk. No further telegrams or other instructions of any sort arrived, nor did any additional 24th Army headquarters’ trucks or additional troops. On the evening of 8 October, between 22.00 and 23.00, the Germans, having penetrated the defense from the direction of Semlevo Station, reached the northern outskirts of Semlevo. Kondrat’ev was forced under enemy pressure to transfer to a new command post in the vicinity of Moloshino.


      On the morning of 9 October, following behind the 24th Army’s 139th Rifle Division and repeatedly clashing with the enemy, the part of the 24th Army headquarters headed by Major-General KONDRAT’EV wound up encircled by the Germans in the Panfilovo area. The further fate of this group and the fate of the headquarters staff moving with Major-General RAKUTIN are not known to me, because at that time I was in the middle of combat together with Colonel UTVENKO, the commander of the 19th Rifle Division, organizing a troop breakout in the direction of Selivanovo. Chief of staff Major-General KONDRAT’EV and the headquarters staff together with him had remained behind, and I do not know what became of them.74

    


    Major-General Kondrat’ev reached friendly lines on 18 October in the Dorokhovo region, together with a group of up to 180 men. On the following day he reported to the Western Front’s Military Council about the escape of the army units’ escape from encirclement and their current positions, noting the heavily depleted ranks of the divisions (the 19th Rifle Division – up to 250 men; the 103rd Rifle Division – only 30 men). At the same time he stressed that he came out of the encirclement in the sector designated for the 24th Army, but behind the 20th Army’s 144th Rifle Division.75


    By the end of 9 October, the Western Front headquarters had learned from a situational report given by the commander of the 20th Army that the Germans were now blocking all the escape routes for the 20th and 24th Armies, and that the trapped units south of Viaz’ma at 1400 9 October were preparing to attack. There was no more detailed information available about their situation.


    Changes in the higher command of the Red Army


    I will remind the reader that on 5 October 1941, I. V. Stalin during discussions had proposed to the commander of the Leningrad Front G. K. Zhukov to come to Moscow. According to Zhukov, on 6 October Stalin had called again and requested that he fly immediately to Moscow. However, in connection with the difficulties that had arisen in the sector of the 54th Army, which was commanded by G. I. Kulik, and a landing made by naval infantrymen of the Baltic Fleet on the coast near Petergof, Zhukov’s memoirs state that he couldn’t fly to Moscow on 6 October, which he in fact reported to Stalin. On that same evening, another conversation took place between them:


    
      Stalin asked: ‘How are things with you? What’s new in enemy actions?”


      ‘German pressure has slackened. According to what prisoners say, their forces sustained heavy losses in September and are taking up defensive positions near Leningrad. Artillery is shelling the city, and it is being bombed from the air. Our aerial reconnaissance has detected large columns of motorized infantry and tanks moving southward from the Leningrad – evidently, in the direction of Moscow.’


      Having reported the situation, I asked the Supreme Commander if his order for me to fly to Moscow still stood.


      ‘Leave General Khozin or Fediuninsky in your place,’ Stalin repeated, ‘and fly to Moscow.’76

    


    According to Zhukov, once in Moscow the following conversation occurred between Stalin and him (the emphases are mine):


    
      He acknowledged my greeting with a nod and called my attention to a map, where he pointed out the Vyazma area.


      ‘Look at this,’ he said. ‘A very grave situation has developed; I can’t get a detailed from the Western and Reserve Fronts on the true situation there. And we cannot make any decision without knowing where and with what strength the enemy is mounting the offensive, or what the fighting value of our troops is. You are to go at once to Western Front headquarters to investigate the situation thoroughly. Phone me from there at any hour. I’ll be waiting for your call.’77

    


    In the following discussion the question arose about where the motorized infantry and tanks units that Hitler had transferred from the Leningrad area might be operating. According to Zhukov, pointing at the map, Stalin said: “Apparently they’re already operating on this axis.”78


    After the meeting with Stalin, Zhukov set off to see the Chief of the General Staff B. M. Shaposhnikov, who having familiarized Zhukov with the situation on the Moscow axis using the available information, handed him the following Stavka order:


    
      To the commander of the Reserve Front.


      To the commander of the Western Front.


      By order of the Stavka of the Supreme Command, General of the Army G. K. Zhukov is assigned to command the Reserve Front and to represent the Stavka.


      The Stavka requests that Comrade Zhukov be informed of the situation. All decisions taken by Comrade Zhukov in the future, regarding the utilization of the troops and on questions of conduction operations are to be heeded absolutely.


      For the Supreme Command


      Chief of the General Staff Shaposhnikov


      6 October 1941, 19.30 hours


      No. 268479

    


    It is a strange matter; according to Zhukov, Stalin directed him to go to the Western Front headquarters, but Shaposhnikov, doubtlessly at Stalin’s instruction, was sending him to the Reserve Front’s area of operations. The Supreme Commander had summoned General of the Army Zhukov in connection with the enemy’s deep penetration in the sector of the Reserve Front and his appearance at Iukhnov. In their discussion, there was no talk at all about the catastrophic situation on the Western Front and the encirclement of its main forces. Moreover, a GKO commission consisting of Stavka representatives K. E. Voroshilov, V. M. Molotov, G. M. Malenkov and A. I. Mikoian, as well as Deputy Chief of Staff A. M. Vasilevsky, had been sent to Konev’s headquarters in order to investigate the situation in Western Front’s sector. Therefore G. K. Zhukov was in fact sent to the Reserve Front – and this is fully understandable. Marshal Budenny had fully lost control over his troops, and the withdrawal of 33rd and 43rd Armies had turned into a rout.


    There are too many similar bewildering statements of a various nature in the memoirs of the esteemed Georgii Konstantinovich Zhukov, which many scholars have pointed out. Lately the opinion has become widespread that in connection with the chicanery of the editors and censors, only the latest edition of his memoirs, which was corrected and supplemented in accordance with his initial manuscript, contains the real truth about the war. It is known that Zhukov, and those who gathered material for him, finished their work on the initial manuscript in 1966 or 1967. However, in the latest edition of his memoirs there are references, among others, to the Volume 1 of the Soviet Military Encyclopedia, which went to press on 11 September 1974. Here, those who prepared this edition for publication made an egregious blunder, which places under doubt the remaining inserts placed in the text as well. It would have been more correct (and honest) not to edit an already written book, but to supply it with qualified commentary, based upon a thorough analysis of the archival documents.


    I’m not speaking here about such trifles as the fact that M. S. Khozin had replaced G. I. Kulik as commander of the 54th Army back on 26 September 1941. More important is the fact that by this time, the headquarters of the Fourth Panzer Group and its panzer divisions, having received an order to regroup back on 17 September had already long before departed the Leningrad area. Scouts of the Leningrad Front knew about this, which means Zhukov had to know it as well. However, the Stavka, by all appearances, didn’t know until quite recently that the 1st and 6th Panzer Divisions had departed the Leningrad area or where they had gone. Meanwhile, they had joined the Hoth’s Third Panzer Group, and by the start of Operation Typhoon, they had assembled in the jumping-off areas north of Dukhovshchina. At the same time, the Fourth Panzer Group headquarters was now heading panzer and motorized divisions concentrated in the Roslavl’ area.


    From the text of the first edition of G. K. Zhukov’s book Vospommaniia i razmyshleniia, which came out in 1969, it appears that Zhukov arrived in Moscow on the day after his 6 October conversation with Stalin, that is, on 7 October. In the second edition, this date is confirmed: G. K. Zhukov arrived in Moscow on the evening of 7 October, and after meeting with Stalin, at midnight was familiarizing himself with a situational map in the General Staff. However, Shaposhnikov, an extremely precise man, had jotted down his signature and the time on the Stavka order before handing it to Zhukov: 6 October 1941 at 1930.


    However, why am I raising this question? The point is that in the period between 5 and 7 October dramatic events had occurred on the fronts of the Western Direction, and the cost was mounting by the hour. Vital decisions had to be taken, upon which the outcome of the battle and the fate of hundreds of thousands of soldiers depended. Thus it is very important to pin down when G. K. Zhukov appeared in Moscow, when he arrived at the Western Front headquarters, and then, at the Reserve Front. In addition to the conversations with Stalin, Zhukov’s summons was also documented: it was on 5 October that the Stavka issued the order for General of the Army Zhukov to fly immediately to Moscow. So he actually arrived in Moscow on 6 October.80 His personal driver also confirms this date.81


    After leaving Moscow, G. K. Zhukov first dropped by the Western Front headquarters, the location of which was known at the Stavka, only in order to find out where the armies of the Reserve Front and its commander were located. So all of Zhukov’s further arguments regarding Western Front’s encirclement at Viaz’ma and his other conclusions connected with this, which he supposedly made immediately after familiarizing himself with the situation at the Front headquarters, raise large doubts. Similar confusion over the dates of many events, connected with G. K. Zhukov’s activities, is encountered rather often in his memoirs. This permitted him to emphasize his role in decision-making in one or another situation and to place himself in a more advantageous light, even though this is not always confirmed by corresponding documents and the eyewitness reports of other people involved.


    Memoirs of well-known commanders, in which the most dramatic events of the past war are described, are still most important sources of information about those difficult days that our country endured. However, they should be treated with particular caution, since they were written (or edited) with an eye toward the censors. In the process the authors (like the editors), counting upon the fact that the archival files would remain strictly classified, didn’t particularly show much concern over their accuracy.


    On 7 October 1941, the Sovinformburo first mentioned the heavy fighting on the Viaz’ma axis in its evening summary. On 8 October, the newspaper Pravda reported: “Throughout the day of 7 October, our forces conducted stubborn fighting against the enemy along the entire front, and especially intense fighting on the Viaz’ma and Briansk directions.” On this same day, the evening report announced that our forces had abandoned Orel after savage fighting. For Soviet citizens, who had long before learned to read between the lines of military summaries, these reports meant that our forces had either already abandoned Viaz’ma and Briansk, or that this fact would soon be announced. Fearing the fall of the capital to the enemy, 8 October also marked the beginning of plans to destroy key facilities in Moscow, and the evacuation of the main government and Party offices from the city. The day before, a commission for implementing special measures presented to Stalin a list of 1,119 enterprises and other key sites in Moscow and the surrounding area, subject to demolition in the event of the Germans’ penetration to the capital. This list also included subway stations. On 10 October, the evacuation of equipment and people from the capital’s most important enterprises began.


    On 9 October, Goebbels announced that the outcome of the war had been decided and that Russia was finished. German newspapers were festooned with headlines: “Breakthrough in the Center of the Eastern Front!”, “The Result of the Campaign in the East has been Decided!”, “The Last Combat-Capable Soviet Divisions have been Sacrificed!”82 Over the radio, Hitler declared that “the foe has been crushed and will never rise again.”


    A. E. Golovanov, who at that time was the commander of the 81st Long-range Bomber Division, which was directly subordinate to the Stavka, and who later simultaneously served as the Leader’s personal pilot, offers the following recollection about his summons to the Kremlin on 7 October:


    
      I found Stalin alone in the room. He was sitting in a chair, which was unusual. Stalin was silent. I considered it tactless to remind him that I was there. The thought flashed that something had happened, but what? I’d never before seen Stalin like this. The silence was oppressive.


      ‘Our misfortune and grief is great;’ I heard at last the quiet, but distinct voice of Stalin. ‘The Germans have broken through at Viaz’ma; 16 of our divisions have been encircled.’


      After a certain pause, and it wasn’t clear if he was asking me or talking to himself, Stalin quietly added: ‘What will we do? What will we do?’ Plainly, whatever had happened had stunned him.


      Then he raised his head and looked at me. I never before or ever after happened to see a human face with an expression of such terrible inner torment. We had met and conversed not more than two days before, but over these two days his face had become very drawn.


      I could not give any sort of reply, naturally, or offer any sort of advice, and of course Stalin understood this. What could the commander of an aviation division say or advise at a time like this and regarding such matters?


      Poskrebyshev entered and reported that Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov had arrived. … Stalin stood up and said to let him enter. On his face there was not left even a trace of the feelings he had just experienced. The reports got underway.83

    


    
      [image: ]


      German forces advancing along the Minsk highway toward Moscow.

    


    I’ll allow myself a short digression to illustrate how certain interested parties worked on the manuscript of A. E. Golovanov’s memoirs, which were not permitted to be published until many years after his death. Here are just a few of the comments on the manuscript made by the specialists from the Main Political Branch of the Soviet Army and Navy:


    “Get the approval of the CPSU Central Committee (the Institute of Marxism-Leninism)”;


    “Give an evaluation of the fronts through published materials”;


    “One must not draw comparisons between Rokossovsky and other Soviet military commanders”;


    “It is advisable to let this drop”;


    “There is no need for comparisons”;


    “Why is the history of a long-range aviation division supplied with German data?” (There could be nothing more seditious in the opinion of the Party ideologues.)


    “See the resolutions of the XXIV Party Congress” …


    Yet after all there were also other influential parties. The editors and “editorial reviewers” of various types worked approximately the same way over other books, which described the tragic pages of our country’s glorious military history.


    Incidentally, I. S. Konev also recalls Stalin’s discomfiture in this difficult period. According to him, Stalin called the Western Front and spoke almost hysterically about himself in the third person:


    
      Comrade Stalin is not a traitor, Comrade Stalin is not a betrayer, Comrade Stalin is an honorable man; his only mistake consisted in trusting his cavalrymen too much [a reference to his old Civil War cronies and swashbucklers]; Comrade Stalin is doing everything that is in his strength to set right the situation.84

    


    G. K. Zhukov arrived at the headquarters of the Western Front, situated in Krasnovidovo (12 kilometers northeast of Mozhaisk) on the night of 7 October. Therefore when familiarizing ourselves with the subsequent episodes from Zhukov’s memoirs, it must be remembered that Zhukov could have learned nothing about the encirclement of our forces at Viaz’ma from the Front headquarters, because it didn’t have any information about it yet either. Moreover, in the Front headquarters’ operational summary for the day it was noted that reports about the enemy’s presence in Viaz’ma were still unconfirmed. Despite the late hour, the Front command held a meeting. Front commander Colonel-General I. S. Konev, Front chief of staff General V. D. Sokolovsky, member of the Military Council N. A. Bulganin and chief of operations Lieutenant-General G. K. Malandin were all present in the room when Zhukov entered it. They were searching agonizingly for a way to counter the deep German penetrations. Their faces reflected the enormous stress they were experiencing. After all, for several days now, a GKO commission had been working in the headquarters. The presence of such a commission was a plain sign of non-confidence. Everyone recalled the execution of Western Front commander Pavlov and the Front staff after the border disasters. It followed in the wake of work by a similar commission headed by L. Mekhlis.


    It was useless to question the commander about the situation at the front at this moment, so G. K. Zhukov asked chief of operations Lieutenant-General Malandin and intelligence chief Colonel Korneev to report on the state of the Front’s forces. That, which they could say about recent events, supplemented and clarified the information that Zhukov already had. Let’s turn to G. K. Zhukov’s memoirs:


    
      From my talks with the officers at Western Front headquarters and an analysis of the situation I got the impression that the disaster in the area of Viaz’ma could have been averted. On the basis of intelligence information, the Stavka of the Supreme Command back on 27 September had through a special directive warned the front commanders about the possibility of an offensive by major enemy forces on the Moscow axis in the next few days. Accordingly, the offensive did not come as the same surprise as had happened at the start of the war. Despite the enemy’s superiority in manpower and materiel, our troops could have avoided encirclement. To do so it had been necessary to determine more exactly and in time the directions of the enemy’s main effort and concentrate on those directions the bulk of the troops and weapons at expense of the inactive defense sectors. However, this was not done and our defenses were not able to sustain the enemy’s concentrated blows. Large gaps were created in our defense line, which we had nothing with which to close – there were no reserves at the Command’s disposal.85

    


    According to Zhukov, on 8 October at 0230 he phoned Stalin and reported:


    
      The main danger now lies in the weak Mozhaisk defense line. Because of this, enemy armored troops may suddenly appear near Moscow. We must bring up forces quickly to the Mozhaisk line from every place possible.


      ‘Where are the 19th and 20th Armies and Boldin’s group of the Western Front’, Stalin asked. ‘Where are the 24th and 32nd Armies of the Reserve Front?’


      ‘They’ve been encircled to the west and northwest of Viaz’ma’, I replied.


      ‘What do you propose to do?’


      ‘I’m leaving at once for the Reserve Front to see Budenny.’


      ‘Do you know where the Reserve Front headquarters is?’


      ‘I’ll look for it in the neighborhood of Maloiaroslavets.’


      ‘All right. Go to Budenny and call me from there.’86

    


    In light of everything said above, Zhukov’s conclusions could not have been based upon the analysis of the situation, as presented by Malandin and Korneev, but must have been formed much later, after G. K. Zhukov had already looked into the situation in the sector of the Reserve Front. Oddly Zhukov, instead of going straight to Budenny from Moscow, that is to say, to the place where he’d been ordered to go and where command and control over the forces had been lost completely, spent the entire day of 7 October at Konev’s Western Front headquarters, where the GKO commission was already working. Why?


    For his part, Stalin didn’t begin to wait for Zhukov to investigate the situation on the Reserve Front, and just 30 minutes after his conversation with Zhukov signed a Stavka directive that relieved S. M. Budenny from his post as Reserve Front commander. G. K. Zhukov was relieved of his duties as Leningrad Front commander and appointed to assume command of the Reserve Front.


    We cannot follow all the actions of General of the Army Zhukov over the days and nights in the emergency situation that had developed through the original archival documents, especially regarding his discussions with the Stavka: simple scholars are still not granted access to such information. However, there is evidence from K. F. Telegin, a member of the Moscow Military District’s Military Council, who wrote in his diary, “Zhukov arrived in Maloiaroslavets on the night of 7 October.”87 Thus Zhukov apparently sent his report to Stalin cited above from the Reserve Front headquarters. Incidentally, late in the evening of 7 October – at 2130 – the Germans intercepted an order of Zhukov’s from the headquarters of the Reserve Front! There can be no doubts – it was signed by Zhukov and Anisov. Zhukov’s signature is where it should be – in front of the signature of the Reserve Front’s chief of staff. On the following evening of 8 October, Zhukov issued the order to Rakutin and Ershakov to keep compact and to break out through Viaz’ma to Gzhatsk.


    However, let’s continue our tale, relying on the reminiscences of Georgii Konstantinovich, which relays many interesting details that relate to the situation that had arisen. Besides, the reader may have grown tired of reading through all the numerical designations of divisions and armies and the recitation of orders and dispatches (which, however, for a somewhat prepared reader are no less interesting than memoirs).


    When G. K. Zhukov arrived at the Reserve Front headquarters, Stavka representative and Army Commissar 1st Class L. Z. Mekhlis was giving someone hell over the telephone, as was his custom. Major-General A. F. Anisov, the Front chief of staff, had hardly anything to report about the condition of the Front’s troops and about the enemy.


    Zhukov recalls:


    
      I asked them where the commander was, and the chief of staff answered:


      ‘Nobody knows. He was with the 43rd Army during the day. I’m afraid something unpleasant may have happened to Budenny.’


      ‘Have you taken steps to find him?’


      ‘Yes, I’ve sent liaison officers, but they haven’t come back yet.’88

    


    G. K. Zhukov decided to drive off in the direction of Iukhnov, hoping to clarify the situation more quickly on the ground. He’d been born in these parts and knew the surrounding terrain in this region well.89 He found Budenny in the center of Maloiaroslavets. It remains a puzzle, why the Front headquarters with its entire staff and all of its liaison officers that had been sent out to find him couldn’t locate its own commander. Indeed, what was Budenny doing there for nearly 24 hours without any communications equipment?


    G. K. Zhukov continues:


    
      I entered the District Executive Committee building, and saw Budenny poring over a map.


      We shook hands warmly. One could tell that he had gone through a lot in those difficult days.


      ‘Where are you from?’ Budenny asked.


      ‘From Konev.’


      ‘How are things with him? We’ve been out of touch for two days. [Konev on the night of 5 October had dropped by Budenny’s command post in Gzhatsk.] While I was at the 43rd Army’s headquarters yesterday, the Front headquarters moved, and now I don’t know where it stopped.’


      ‘I found it in a forest beyond the railway bridge across the Protva. They are waiting to hear from you. The bulk of our forces on the Western Front have been encircled.’


      ‘We’re no better off here,’ Budenny said. ‘The 24th and 32nd Armies have been surrounded. Yesterday I myself was nearly captured between Iukhnov and Viaz’ma. I saw large tank and motorized infantry columns moving in the direction of Viaz’ma. Evidently the enemy wants to encircle the town by a turning movement from the east.’


      ‘Who controls Iukhnov?’ [For the third day – since 5 October – Iukhnov had been in enemy hands and Zhukov knew this well. He had likely been kept informed about the steps taken by the Moscow Military District command and the Stavka to delay the enemy on this axis.]


      ‘I don’t know now. There were up to two infantry regiments, but without any artillery, on the Ugra River. I think Iukhnov is in the hands of the enemy.’


      ‘And who’s covering the road from Iukhnov up to Maloiaroslavets?’


      ‘On the way here, all I met were three militiamen in Medyn, no one else. The local authorities have left Medyn’.’


      ‘Go to Front headquarters now,’ I told Budenny, ‘take a look into the situation and report to the Stavka about how things stand, while I drive on ahead. Report to the Supreme Commander about our meeting and tell him that I’ve driven to the Iukhnov area, and then to Kaluga. We’ve got to find out what’s happening there.’90

    


    According to the recollections of Buchin, Zhukov’s personal driver, the conversation with Marshal Budenny concluded in a tone not corresponding to his high position:


    
      … Approximately a half hour later, Georgii Konstantinovich emerged stiffly, with a certain penetrating gaze in his eyes. A limp Budenny tumbled out after him, his famous mustache flaccid and his face puffy. In an ingratiating manner he was trying to get in front of Zhukov and babbling something in a most sycophantic tone. Georgii Konstantinovich, paying him no attention, literally leaped into the car. We set off. I have the image of a frozen Budenny in the rear view mirror, his mouth agape and his hand outstretched, which Zhukov hadn’t shaken.91

    


    An analysis of the facts known to us today allows us to draw the conclusion that Zhukov, in accordance with Stalin’s instructions, after visiting Konev’s headquarters on 7 October, was now familiar with the situation in the Reserve Front’s sector, and had determined the strength and capabilities of the troops. By the end of this day, it was already clear to him that the path to Moscow, in essence, was open. He then reported this in his phone call to Stalin at 0230 on 8 October.92


    For example, there were no forces whatsoever at Medyn’ (45 kilometers northwest of Iukhnov). However, on the way there G. K. Zhukov came upon a tank brigade from the Stavka Reserve, commanded by Colonel I. I. Troitsky, who reminded Zhukov about the fighting they’d been through together in the Khalkin-gol area back in 1939. As relayed by Zhukov, a conversation then took place between them:


    
      ‘Well, what’s happening here? Let’s hear it. First of all, where’s the enemy?’


      ‘The enemy is about to capture Iukhnov,’ Col. Troitsky told me. ‘His advance units have crossed the bridge over the Ugra. I’ve sent out reconnaissance to Kaluga. Enemy troops have not entered the town, but bitter fighting is occurring on the approaches. The 5th Rifle Division and several withdrawn units of the 43rd Army are engaged in the combat there. The brigade under my command is part of the Stavka Reserve. This is the second day I’ve been here, and I have had no instructions.’


      ‘Send a liaison officer to Reserve Front headquarters. It’s located in the area of the Obninskoe railway station beyond the bridge across the Protva River, in the village of Piatkino. Report the situation to Marshal Budenny. Deploy part of your brigade to protect the entire Medyn’ direction. Report the orders I’ve given to you to the General Staff through the Reserve Front headquarters, and tell them I have gone on to Kaluga to the 5th Rifle Division.’93

    


    However, here as well G. K. Zhukov’s memory betrayed him. The point is that from 28 September until 7 December 1941 the 17th Tank Brigade was commanded by Hero of the Soviet Union Major N. Ia. Klypin.94 It had originally been planned to send this brigade promptly from Vladimir to the Mtsensk area, at the disposal of the 1st Guards Corps’ commander. Entraining was designated to begin at 1800 4 October, with a maximum pace of redeployment. However at 1600 on this same day, it was decided to send this brigade to the Reserve Front instead, with its unloading point switched to Miatlevskaia Station (30 kilometers northeast of Iukhnov), having entrusted the Front to cover the disembarkation area against enemy air strikes. In fact, the brigade unloaded 5 kilometers from the town of Maloiaroslavets, where it was to come under the operational control of the 5th Guards Rifle Division. This division was then to launch an attack along the highway in the direction of Iukhnov, where it was to come under Reserve Front command. However, this division never did in fact reach the designated area, so the tank brigade, at least, remained subordinate to the Stavka Reserve until 7 October.


    On the evening of 8 October, the 17th Tank Brigade had to enter the fighting directly from the march in the Viazishche-Voronki area and the woods 1 kilometer northwest of Iudino, because its forward detachment consisting of one tank battalion had been compelled to retreat under enemy pressure. In the course of the fighting on 9 October, the brigade destroyed up to three companies of infantry and motorized infantry, a platoon of motorcyclists, six anti-tank guns and one Messerschmitt fighter. By the end of the day, the brigade had fallen back to a line 1.5 kilometers northeast of Miatlevo, having suffered the following losses: six T-34s knocked out and evacuated from the battlefield, one T-34 left behind on the battlefield, and still one more missing. One radio set had been destroyed, as well as one truck and three light vehicles. Approximately 50 men had been killed and 56 more wounded.95


    From the morning of 9 October, other than a composite detachment, only a scratch people’s militia battalion, ground crews from a nearby airfield, and a battery of 122mm howitzers were holding the defense along the Izver’ River at Miatlevo (22 kilometers southwest of Medyn’). The detachment was subordinated to the 17th Tank Brigade commander. For five days, these units had been holding superior enemy forces in check.96 During this time they had managed to knock out 20 tanks and 10 armored cars, and had eliminated approximately 1,000 enemy soldiers and officers.


    According to Zhukov’s memoirs, in the vicinity of Kaluga a liaison officer from Front headquarters handed him a telephone message from the Chief of the General Staff, in which Stalin was ordering him to appear at the Western Front headquarters on 10 October. Toward the end of 8 October, G. K. Zhukov again dropped by the Reserve Front headquarters. There he was informed about the Stavka order that recalled S. M. Budenny and appointed him as commander of the Reserve Front (so in effect throughout 8 October, formally no one was in charge of the Reserve Front!). To the question as to what orders he had, B. M. Shaposhnikov replied that the GKO was now examining the question about whether to disband the Reserve Front and to transfer its units and defensive sectors to the Western Front, and considering Zhukov’s candidacy to take command of the latter. The Chief of the General Staff asked Zhukov to do everything possible up until 10 October to prevent the enemy from breaking through the Mozhaisk – Maloiaroslavets line, as well as along the Serpukhov axis in the direction of Aleksin. This was where the enemy had approached closest of all to Moscow, which greatly troubled the Stavka.


    First of all, it was necessary to search for the units that had avoided encirclement, in order to use them for covering the most threatened directions. On 8 October at 2325, Zhukov transmitted the following to Moscow over the Baudot device:


    
      Pass immediately to Comrade Malenkov.


      The Front headquarters lacks a single armored car or off-road vehicle. I urgently need these vehicles to search for the Front’s units.


      I ask you promptly to order the following to be sent to me at my personal disposal:


      1) 6 armored cars with enhanced off-road capabilities


      2) 10 of any other vehicles with enhanced off-road capabilities


      3) 20 staff workers for envoy duties, since those in the Reserve Front headquarters have all been scattered among the armies. There is now no one even to send with an important order.


      G. K. Zhukov. 23.28 hours.97

    


    Sometimes the opinion is expressed that Zhukov didn’t do everything possible to render assistance to the troops, encircled in the Viaz’ma area, to try to save them. However, in doing so they also fail to consider the circumstance that G. K. Zhukov in his role as Reserve Front commander had to spend two days – 8 and 9 October – organizing a defense on the Maloiaroslavets and Serpukhov directions. Of course, Zhukov, as a Stavka representative, was alarmed by the situation in the neighboring Western Front. To wit, he issued over his own signature (the document is not dated) an order to the Western Front chief of staff:


    
      Lightning [top priority]. To Sokolovsky


      Pass an order to Lukin, Ershakov and Boldin. At whatever cost, save the M-13 [rocket launchers]. In case of the impossibility of doing this – destroy them.


      0420. Zhukov98

    


    The situation continued to worsen with every hour on the Kaluga axis as well. This was where the 49th Army’s 194th Rifle Division and the 31st Cavalry Divisions were operating, which from 7 October were subordinated to the Reserve Front. As it turned out, the 31st Cavalry Division had not received the order to occupy Kozel’sk and Sukhinichi, and was still located in Belev. The adversary, taking advantage of the absence of our forces there, seized Kozel’sk with up to one motorized regiment on 8 October, and on 9 October – Sukhinichi, an important road hub 75 kilometers southwest of Kaluga. So the most urgent measures had to be taken to create a new defensive front, and primarily, on the directions of enemy advances. G. K. Zhukov reported to the Stavka about the situation in the area of Medyn’ and the decision he had reached:


    
      To Comrades Stalin, Shaposhnikov


      1. The enemy in a strength of 50 tanks and 2-3 infantry regiments throughout the day of 10 October attacked from the direction of Iukhnov and attempted to take Medyn’.


      As a result of stubborn fighting conducted by a composite infantry detachment of 1,000 men and the 17th Tank Brigade, the enemy was halted west of the Shan’ River, west of Medyn’.


      By 16.00 11 October I am bringing up the 53rd Rifle Division minus one rifle regiment to the Medyn’ area.


      An assembly of tanks and 400 vehicles has been spotted 30 kilometers west of Kaluga. Both of these groupings will be struck with aviation on the morning of 11 October.


      The 31st Cavalry Division, reinforced with an infantry detachment, will attack toward Kozel’sk.


      3. All the enemy attempts to force a crossing of the Ugra River on the front Tovarkovo, Pletnevko (Kaluga sector) have been repulsed.99

    


    There was not enough strength for creating a defense on the Oka River. So on 9 October at 1130, Reserve Front commander G. K. Zhukov requested the Stavka to order the Briansk Front to occupy all the crossings over the Oka River south of Kipets. At 0258 10 October, the 49th Army commander Lieutenant-General I. G. Zakharkin ordered the 31st Cavalry Division to retake Kozel’sk and in cooperation with the infantry group to prepare an attack toward Sukhinichi with the aim of smashing the enemy.


    On 9 October, Reserve Front headquarters reported on the situation of its forces:


    
      1. The Reserve Front headquarters throughout 9 October continued work on detaining and bringing back into order units of the 43rd and 33rd Armies that have been retreating in disorder …


      2. Forces of the 24th Army were continuing to fight in encirclement. The situation of its units is being determined. The location of the 24th Army headquarters is unknown.


      3. There is no information about the situation of the 33rd Army’s forces. The headquarters’ forward echelon is located in Dobroe [8 kilometers northeast of Maloiaroslavets].


      4. The situation of the 43rd Army is unknown. Remnants of units have been detained in Maloiaroslavets.100

    


    At this time, remnants of the divisions and units of the 43rd Army in accordance with an 8 October order from the commander were moving through Gzhatsk, Mozhaisk and Vereia toward Pletnevka (10 kilometers west of Kaluga). The enemy blocked their path of retreat. The headquarters of the 43rd Army at 1300 10 October arrived in Lapshinka, which is 1 kilometer west of Balabanovo (23 kilometers south of Naro-Fominsk) without its intelligence section, signals department and any means of communication, which had all continued on in the direction of Pletnevka. Immediately orders were issued for the return of the units, which were moving in the direction of Kaluga, and assembly areas were designated for the 50th, 113, 211th and 149th Rifle Divisions and the 145th and 148th Tank Brigades. By this time the 43rd Army was without any supply bases and had completely exhausted fuel and rations.101


    G. K. Zhukov visited the Western Front headquarters in Krasnovidovo on 10 October. The GKO commission was still there continuing its work, tasked with investigating the situation and to save whatever could be saved. At its recommendation, the Front command was given an order to send four rifle divisions to the Mozhaisk line, as well as to organize airdrops of ammunition, fuel and rations to the encircled forces within the next two or three days.102 Not surprisingly, the commission found the situation at the front extremely unsatisfactory and proposed a consolidation of the Western and Reserve Fronts. Stalin was plainly unhappy with the Western Front command, and from all appearances, was inclined to punish Konev severely.


    G. K. Zhukov recalls another conversation with Stalin:


    
      Stalin: ‘We have decided to relieve Konev from the post as Front commander. It is his fault that such events have happened on the Western Front. It has been decided to appoint you commander of the Western Front. Do you have any objections?’


      ‘No, Comrade Stalin, what objections can there be, when Moscow is in such mortal danger?’


      Stalin: ‘What will we do with Konev?’


      ‘Leave him on the Western Front as my deputy. I will assign him leadership of the group of forces on the Kalinin axis. That direction is too removed, and it is necessary to have an auxiliary command there’ – I reported to the Supreme Commander.


      Stalin asked suspiciously: ‘Why are you defending Konev? Is he your chum?’


      ‘We’ve never been friends, I know him from our service together in the Belorussian District.’


      Stalin: ‘OK. The remaining units of the Reserve Front, the units located on the Mozhaisk defensive line and the Stavka Reserves that are moving toward the Mozhaisk line are at your disposal. Take everything into your hands more quickly and get busy.’


      ‘I’ll act on your instructions right away, but I’m requesting larger reserves to be sent up right away, since we must expect an intensification of the enemy attack towards Moscow in the next several days.’


      Entering the room where the commission was working, I informed it of my conversation with Stalin. The discussion, which had been going on before my appearance, resumed. Konev was accusing Rokossovsky of disobeying orders by withdrawing only his army headquarters to the woods east of Viaz’ma, and not the 16th Army. Rokossovsky said: ‘Comrade Commander, there was no such order from you. There was an order to withdraw the army headquarters into the woods east of Viaz’ma, which was in fact carried out.” Lobachev cut in: ‘I fully confirm the conversation of the Front commander with Rokossovsky. At the time I was sitting near him.’103


      I said we could look into this matter later, but now, if the commission had no objection, I asked it to cease its work, since we had to take urgent steps. First: to withdraw the Front headquarters to Alabino. Second: Comrade Konev needed to take along all necessary means of control and depart, in order to coordinate the actions of the group of forces on the Kalinin direction. Third: the Front’s Military Council within the hour was to go to Mozhaisk to see Bogdanov, the commander of the Mozhaisk defense, in order on location to look into the situation on the Mozhaisk axis. The commission agreed with my request and departed for Moscow.104

    


    The commission’s decision was reported by the Chief of the General Staff over the telephone to Stalin, who confirmed it with the following order:


    
      Over direct line to the Military Council of the Western Front, the Military Council of the Reserve Front, to commander of the Reserve Front Zhukov, and to Comrades Molotov and Voroshilov.


      10 October 1941, 17.00: With the aim of unifying the leadership over the forces on the western direction, the Stavka of the Supreme Command orders:


      1. To consolidate the Western and Reserve Fronts into the Western Front.


      2. To appoint Comrade Zhukov as commander of the Western Front.


      3. To appoint Comrade Konev as deputy commander of the Western Front.


      4. To appoint Comrades Bulganin, Khokhlov and Kruglov as members of the Western Front’s Military Council.


      5. Comrade Zhukov is to assume command of the Western Front at 18.00 11 October 1941.


      6. The command staff of the Reserve Front is to disband and to move to help staff the Western and Moscow Reserve Fronts. Confirm receipt.


      Stavka of the Supreme High Command


      I. Stalin, B. Shaposhnikov, No. 2844.105

    


    As his first step, the new commander of the new Western Front demanded that his headquarters take immediate measures to restore command and control over its forces and to organize both ground and aerial reconnaissance. Then Zhukov drove off to Mozhaisk together with Military Council member N. A. Bulganin to see the commandant of the Mozhaisk Fortified Region Colonel S. I. Bogdanov, in order to get a feel for the situation there on the ground. Bogdanov reported that the 32nd Rifle Division, reinforced with tanks and artillery, was locked in battle with enemy forward motorized and panzer units on the approaches to Borodino. Colonel V. I. Polosukhin, an experienced officer, was commanding it. He offered the opinion that it was possible to rely upon this division.


    Having arrived at Front headquarters, G. K. Zhukov began his work to reassert control over the troops. The Front headquarters quickly set about organizing ground and aerial reconnaissance, restoring firm command of the troops, and ensuring their resupply. The troops and headquarters soon felt the firm hand of the new commander, a man of unceasing drive and strict accountability, who possessed unflagging energy and aggression. Moreover it should be remembered that Zhukov was still also a member of the Stavka of the Supreme High Command, and accordingly had more authority than the typical front commander.


    The situation that Georgii Konstantinovich inherited was unenviable. The defense of Moscow was on the verge of collapse. The main forces of both fronts, which might have been able to block the enemy’s path to the capital, were encircled,.


    Later in a letter to A. A. Zhdanov in Leningrad, Zhukov would write:


    
      Now we are operating on the west – on the approaches to Moscow. The main thing is that Konev and Budenny let their armed forces oversleep. I received only scant remnants of them: from Budenny – the headquarters and 98 men; from Konev – the headquarters and two reserve regiments …106

    


    G. K. Zhukov, of course, was exaggerating: there were forces available, including even those that had avoided encirclement. However, they had to be located, reorganized, given assignments that corresponded to the situation, and finally, resupplied. During the chaotic and uncontrolled retreat, they’d had no time to issue defensive assignments to the divisions, and the rear services, supply dumps and supply points had been simply forgotten. Part of the ammunition, fuel and ration reserves had been destroyed, and the rest had fallen into enemy hands.


    The Stavka’s dilemma


    As the first order of business it was necessary urgently to create a strong defense on the directions of probable advance of the enemy’s forward divisions – on the line Volokolamsk, Mozhaisk, Maloiaroslavets and Kaluga. Anti-tank defenses had to be organized, second echelons and Front reserves had to be created, so they could be maneuvered to reinforce the most vulnerable sectors of the defense and to localize enemy penetrations.


    At this time, the encircled forces of the 16th, 19th, 20th, 24th and 32nd Armies and Boldin’s operational group were continuing to fight in the enemy rear northwest and southwest of Viaz’ma. Their attempts to break out of the ring had so far been unsuccessful. However, their attacks had pinned down up to 28 enemy divisions at Viaz’ma and other areas, thereby contributing to the Stavka efforts to build a defense on a new line. They ought to have been helped. However, there wasn’t sufficient strength or time to resolve two tasks simultaneously – to save the encircled forces and to create a new front for the defense of Moscow. The Stavka was continuing to scrape together whatever units were at hand for the Moscow axis, trying to seal the enormous gap that had been created there. The Soviet command was hoping that the forces encircled west of Viaz’ma, as well as those encircled forces of the Briansk Front, would manage to break out of encirclement on their own.


    It was necessary at any cost to gain time to construct a new line of defense in the rear. On 13 October 1941, an order from the new commander was read out to the troops in every unit of the Western Front:


    
      The command of the fascist forces, having promised to take Leningrad in one week, failed with this offensive, having lost tens of thousands of its soldiers. Our troops forced the fascists to cease the offensive they had started.


      Now, in order to offset this failure, the fascists have undertaken a new adventure – an offensive on Moscow. The fascists have thrown all their reserves into this offensive, including untrained [soldiers] and every sort of random rabble, drunkards and degenerates.


      The moment has arrived, when we must not only give a repulse to the fascist adventure, but also destroy the reserves that have been committed to it.


      At this moment, everyone, from private to the highest commander, must valiantly and selflessly fight as one for their Motherland, for Moscow.


      Cowardice and panic in these circumstances are equivalent to treason and betrayal of the Motherland.


      In connection with this, I order:


      
        1. Cowards and panic-mongers that flee from the battlefield, abandoning their positions without authorization, and discarding their weapon and equipment, are to be shot on the spot.


        2. The Front’s military tribunal and procurator are to ensure the carrying out of the given order.

      


      Comrade Red Army men, commanders and political workers, be courageous and steadfast.


      NOT A STEP BACK! FORWARD FOR THE MOTHERLAND!


      Zhukov, Bulganin107

    


    On 19 October, Order No. 49 to the troops of the Western Front, which established the strictest responsibility “right up to execution by a firing squad for abandoning a weapon in fieldworks during a troop withdrawal from fortified lines”, was put into effect over telegraph. The order was passed down to the commanders of companies, batteries and platoons. After making its demands known among the personnel, the commanders were to destroy the order itself, and the number of destroyed copies was to be reported back to Western Front headquarters.


    The situation in the Briansk Front sector


    Briansk Front’s situation remained serious, but it was not as critical as in the Viaz’ma area. The Front’s troops, which had wound up in operational encirclement, by the end of 7 October occupied the following positions. After the Germans had captured Liudinov and Zhizdra, the 50th Army was compelled to screen the north and northeast directions with some of its strength. By 7 October, its divisions were occupying the Ol’shanitsa – Ivot – Dubrovka line, and further along the Desna and Sudost’ Rivers. The 13th Army was continuing to hold the line Pogar – Murav’i – Znob’ – Golubovka – Suzemka Station, with its right flank facing to the west, its center – to the south, and its left flank – to the southeast. The enemy by this time had enveloped its left flank, intending with an attack in the general direction of Trubchevsk to encircle its units. The 3rd Army continued to hold its line of defense. General Ermakov’s operational group was operating in the Ryl’sk and L’gov area, cut-off from the Front’s remaining forces. Thus, in order to carry out the Stavka order and to withdraw to the designated line, the Front’s forces would have to fight their way across 160-180 kilometers (see Map 10). The Germans, developing the offensive against the Briansk Front from the east, were striving to split the encircled grouping, in order to destroy it piecemeal. Now attacking to the west, they were not concerned about an attack from behind.


    From Halder’s war diary:


    
      8 October 1941, situation in the morning:


      … Center: Still no pressure on Guderian’s eastern flank. The western flank is under attack, but is covered. Advance beyond the Orel – Briansk highway is delayed by bad weather, but is being prepared. North of the highway, enemy elements are retreating eastward and northeastward. Here, then, is the hole in the big encircling system.


      9 October 1941:


      … AGp. Center: Guderian is feeling the increasing pressure on his western flank. He will have to drop his objections for the time and use his tanks against this threat, even though it may delay the next move beyond Orel, against Tula. The eastern flank is free of enemy pressure! The encircling battle at Viaz’ma is proceeding in a positively classic fashion.108

    


    We have quoted often from Halder’s diary, which at the very start of the war – 3 July – achieved notoriety with its declaration that “… the Russian campaign has been won in the space of two weeks.” Its entries have helped to orient us in the overall situation. On 10 October, while conducting a horseback ride, Halder fell from his horse and broke his clavicle. In the hospital he received a plaster cast on his entire right arm, as a result of which he was no longer able to keep his famous diary. Thus postwar scholars for a certain time lost an important source of information from the German side. After leaving the hospital at the end of October 1941, his optimism had significantly diminished. Here is one example of his precise prognosis from 3 November 1941. Having noted that the Russians were attempting to concentrate their entire strength in the Moscow area, which was the terminal point of all the railroad lines from Asia, in order to hold it, he wrote: “He will try to conserve these forces and so preserve the possibility to take the offensive again in 1942, or even later, with his strength regenerated through the resources of the Ural.”109


    On 9 October, the Second Army’s 113th Infantry Division linked-up with Guderian’s 18th Panzer Division to the northeast of Briansk. On this day, the OKH operational summary noted:


    
      … the Briansk pocket has been closed. The enemy is making attempts to break out of it and the Viaz’ma pocket to the east.


      With weak forces, operating primarily close to the main roads, the enemy is trying to check the advance of the forward units. No evidence has yet arrived about the transfer of major forces from the east or from other fronts.110

    


    The enemy also managed to split the main forces of Briansk Front into two pieces: a northern grouping in the area of Briansk and Diat’kovo, where the bulk of the 50th Army was encircled; and a southern grouping (the 3rd and 13th Armies) in the Trubchevsk, Suzemka, Ivlia area. Von Bock issued an order: the commander of the Second Army Colonel-General M. von Weichs was to liquidate the northern encircled grouping, while Colonel-General H. Guderian’s panzer army was to eliminate the southern grouping.111 Anticipating the complete destruction of the Briansk Front, the German command attempted to solve several tasks simultaneously.


    With irritation, Guderian recalled:


    
      On October 10th fresh instructions arrived from the Army Group. These included the capture of Kursk, the elimination of the Trubchevsk pocket, the complete sealing of the encirclement that was taking place north-west of Briansk, and the advance on Tula – all, of course to be carried out immediately. Liebenstein112 naturally inquired what priority to be assigned to these various orders, which, apparently, emanated from some higher headquarters. We received no answer.113

    


    Now, reader, just try to imagine any of our front commanders or army commanders caught in a similar situation. Very few of them would have dared to pose such impudent questions to higher command. Most likely, he would have attempted to carry out all the tasks simultaneously, without in the end fulfilling any one of them. This is what happened to the Germans as well. Although 20 of the 22 divisions in Weich’s Second Army and Guderian’s 2nd Panzer Army were committed to the task of destroying our forces in the Briansk and Trubchevsk areas, the enemy was unable to form a solid inner ring of encirclement. Later von Bock acknowledged that Guderian had been able to advance no further; he, like von Weichs, became tied up with the effort to close and eliminate the Briansk pocket. Our command indeed took advantage of this circumstance.


    The commander of the Briansk Front stated in an account of the Briansk Front’s operations between 1 October and 7 November 1941:


    
      … the command post of the Briansk Front headquarters on 8 October was organized in Kurakovo (2.5 kilometers east of Belev). After the enemy attack at on the command post at Sven’, only on this day did my headquarters actually resume work. If I had not taken the decision to leave with the armies and in point of fact had not moved off with them on 6 October, then command and control over the Front’s armies would have been lost for at least 2-3 days, and the fate of the armies might have been different.

    


    And further:


    
      On 9 October the Front headquarters, having had no contact with me, gave the forces its directive (No. 00215). This order (directive) from my headquarters easily might have led to confusion in the troops, but thanks to the fact that this order was issued two days after the units had actually begun operating according to my own order, it played no role and has no significance whatsoever, the more so that this order wasn’t received everywhere.

    


    And finally, the main point:


    
      My headquarters and I from the afternoon of 6 October were located in different places, and there was no communication link between us until 9 October. From that point, communications were handled through Moscow and by radio. In the specific situation that had arisen, this circumstance played a positive role in the handling of the troops, as I indicated above [emphasis the author’s], since my headquarters, which had become separated from the forces, had no communications with the armies for 2-3 days. I, however, being among the forces from the morning of 7 October, not only had a communications link with the armies, I had also already issued a preliminary order, and at 14.00 I issued to the Front’s armies the combat order to fight with a reversed front and to withdraw.114

    


    One can only be amazed at A. I. Eremenko’s repeated attempts to turn the moments of his greatest misfortune to his favor. A. M. Vasilevsky also noted this, when in a conversation with the writer Konstantin Simonov he emphasized “Eremenko’s ability to weasel his way out, pull the wool over someone’s eyes, and his skill at groveling .…”115 Well, and Eremenko simply left unsaid the fact that the Stavka throughout the days of 6 and 7 October had been unable to contact either the Briansk Front commander or his headquarters and had received no communications from them. In actual fact, after the attack on his Front headquarters on 6 October, in essence Eremenko was commanding only the 3rd Army alone, with which he had wound up by happenstance. It seems that Colonel-General Eremenko, who at the slightest aggravation of the situation on any sector of the front would rush off to there to put things right, needed his headquarters only to shield himself from unpleasant questions from above. In reality, the General Staff, using its powerful radio stations, was directing his Front’s forces and getting communications with the armies up and running again.


    In connection with this short digression on the matter of A. I. Eremenko, his personal bravery cannot be denied. Caught in encirclement, he was located almost constantly in the midst of the fighting. Later, severely wounded by a bomb fragment, he would be brought out of the encirclement under extraordinarily difficult conditions by the pilot of an S-2 medical evacuation airplane, P. T. Kashuba. In a hospital in Moscow, Eremenko was visited by Stalin, who gave him a slap on the wrist for failing to look after himself. After this visit by the Leader, it became easier for Eremenko to write the account of the combat operations of his Briansk Front. Blunders and miscalculations of the Front’s command, the direct misconduct of its commander, which led to the Front’s defeat in the very first days of the German offensive – all of this receded into the background in his account. It turns out that “to the Front command it was clear that the enemy was preparing to go on the offensive toward Briansk and Sevsk or L’gov.” Let’s remember that in the Front headquarters’ intelligence summaries for both 28 and 30 September (the latter just an hour before Guderian’s attack) concluded: “It is possible to expect that the enemy is preparing for an offensive with the launching of a concentrated attack toward Briansk.” Yet despite these clear warnings, the Front’s reserves were committed against Guderian’s main attack only on the third day of the operation. Instead, Eremenko embroiders his account by describing how gallantly the troops under his command fought with a reversed front, and how skillfully they counterattacked the rear of the “scoundrel Guderian”! But who would then even begin to find fault with the account of the Front, which was disbanded on 10 November?


    For some reason, Stalin always had a special regard for Eremenko. There is a characteristic episode. Stalin received Eremenko in his office after his discharge from the hospital on 24 December. According to Eremenko, Stalin asked him a completely unexpected question:


    
      ‘Tell me; are you the sensitive sort, Comrade Eremenko?’


      ‘No, not very.’


      ‘Do you know Skliansky?’


      ‘I know him.’


      ‘You see, having twice been a People’s Commissar, at one time I was a subordinate of Skliansky’s as a deputy people’s commissar. So you won’t be offended, if we temporarily place you under comrades, who were not so long ago your subordinates?


      He explained that this decision had been prompted by the need to carry out a very important task, and he considered just my candidacy suitable for this job.116

    


    From the further conversation it became clear that Eremenko was being demoted – as commander of the 4th Shock Army. This army was part of the Northwestern Front, which was commanded by P. A. Kurochkin, who had been Eremenko’s subordinate (for several days) in the Western Front. After the typical reassurances in such cases, Eremenko was confirmed in this new post.


    There is also the fact that Stalin made in essence his only trip to the front over the years of the war on 5 August 1942, to go see the commander of the Kalinin Front, Colonel-General Eremenko. In so doing, Stalin had no wish to see any members of the Front’s Military Council, much less visit with the troops. Stalin was least of all interested in the plan for a forthcoming operation. Judging from the contents of the conversation, as told by Eremenko, he enjoyed the Leader’s special trust.


    A. Pronin’s article about Marshal Eremenko lets us know what they discussed:


    
      He [Stalin] started to speak about the cadres, the generals, who had been granted release from prisons just before the start of the war and who were fighting well. Eremenko says he then timidly asked Stalin, “And who’s the guilty party, that all these poor people, guilty of nothing, were imprisoned?” According to Eremenko, Stalin replied with annoyance, “Who, who … those who gave approval for the arrests, those who at the time were standing at the head of the Army.” He then immediately named Comrades Voroshilov, Budenny and Timoshenko. They, according to Stalin, were the ones most responsible for the decimation of the military cadres. They were the ones who had proved unready for the war. However, Stalin stated the fact that they had failed to defend their military cadres as their worst characteristic. Basically, in this conversation I mostly just listened and answered questions. Stalin asked me how well I knew one or another marshal or general, who’d been freed from arrest. As for the marshals, I gave a noncommittal answer, saying that I knew them poorly, from a distance. The Party had built up their prestige, and they had rested on their laurels. That’s why they showed so badly in the Great Patriotic War. That’s what the people were saying about them, and I supported the same opinion. Stalin inserted, “The people speak correctly.” With respect to the liberated generals, I said that Comrades Gorbatov, Rokossovsky, Iushkevich, Khlebnikov had all been my subordinates during the war and some even before it, and I rated them highly, since they were intelligent generals, brave warriors and loyal to the Motherland.


      ‘I agree with you, Comrade Eremenko,’ Stalin observed. Every time, when speaking about the cadres, he looked at me intently, searchingly, plainly in order to determine what sort of impression his description and evaluation of other people had on me.117

    


    One can only guess what it was about Eremenko that prompted Stalin to start up a conversation about the men who belonged to the Red Army’s high command. Recalling this meeting, Eremenko wrote rapturously about Stalin. However, later it became revealed that in the diaries that Eremenko secretly kept during the war, there are many rather sharp and harsh words for the Leader. For instance, after this meeting with the Leader at the front, Eremenko made the following entry in his diary: “Comrade Stalin carries significant guilt in the destruction of the military cadres before the war, which affected the combat readiness of the Army.” Yet Eremenko didn’t make this entry until 1943!


    However, it is time to return to the events that developed on the Briansk Front after the Stavka order for a withdrawal. The armies began to retreat on the night of 8 October, two days after the time that had been indicated by the Stavka! The Germans quickly ascertained that the Russians were withdrawing their main forces from in front of the LIII Army Corps, leaving behind combat-capable rear guards and using minefields and fallen tree entanglements to delay direct pursuit. The Corps command concluded that the enemy was trying to escape to the east through the forested terrain between Zhizdra and Briansk.


    According to Eremenko’s account, in his order to pivot the front and withdraw, he demanded the troops push forward quickly, without permitting a single division to become encircled and having saved all the weapons and equipment. For this purpose, they unloaded all unneeded material and property from the transport, so that the main bulk of the infantry and artillery could use the vehicles. The troops of the 3rd and 50th Armies on 10 and 11 October continued to retreat along the directions allotted to them, as a rule at night, exploiting the still present gaps in the enemy’s combat formations and inflicting telling blows against their flanks and rear. Tanks advanced at the front of each column. However, some of Guderian’s units, including one panzer division, were hurrying to intercept the 50th Army on the line Khvastovichi – Karachev. Meanwhile, the main forces of the XXXXVII Motorized Corps deployed against the 3rd Army.


    
      [image: ]


      Lieutenant-General A. M. Gorodniansky, commander of the 13th Army.

    


    On 10 October 1941, General-Field Marshal F. von Bock reported to the OKH:


    
      Fighting with the enemy forces encircled at Viaz’ma continues in a whole number of scattered areas …. The Russian 50th Army is defending stubbornly in front of the Second Army. Its attempts to break through at Zheltovod’e [15 kilometers north of Karachev] have been repulsed.118

    


    Briansk Front creates a breach in the encircling German lines


    Skipping somewhat ahead, we’ll briefly examine the operations of Briansk Front’s armies after the pivoting of the front.


    The 13th Army back on 6 October at 1145 had been given the task, while holding its current lines, to continue the attack toward Suzemka and Seredina-Buda with its main forces, and further on toward Sevsk, in order to operate in combination with units of the 3rd Army and Group Ermakov against the rear of the main enemy grouping.119 By 8 October the army as a result of the preceding fighting had already suffered large losses. For example, in the attached 462nd Artillery Regiment from the Stavka Reserve, there were only 12 guns left (three 107mm, three 122mm, and six 152mm). Ammunition and fuel were running low. So the attacks by the 6th and 143rd Rifle Divisions brought no success. In distinction from the Front’s other armies, the divisions of Lieutenant-General A. M. Gorodniansky had been forced from the very beginning of the retreat to clear a path to the southeast through several successive enemy blocking positions.


    The commander decided, having covered his front with part of his strength, to use the rest of his available force to attack in the direction of Suzemka Station – Orliia – Khvoshchevka – Kalinovka – Beliaevo, that is, at first to the south and then to the east. On the night of 8 October, those forces of the army which were no longer tied down with the need to hold their sectors of the front conducted the necessary regrouping. The 13th Army’s main attack was conducted with the 132nd and 143rd Rifle Divisions, plus the 141st Tank Brigade. Major-General S. S. Biriuzov’s 132nd Rifle Division contributed the main strength to the shock group. The division stealthily withdrew its main forces from its line of defense, and after a march arrived in the assembly area. With the aim of misleading the enemy, Biriuzov broadcast in the clear over the radio a false combat order about the division’s going onto the attack in the direction of Uralovo and Khil’chichi. The order was duplicated over the telephone. The ruse was effective.


    Lieutenant-General M. A. Kozlov, a former member of the 13th Army’s Military Council, relates the following about the fighting during the 13th Army’s breakout from encirclement:


    
      8 October. As the army was preparing to break out, an order arrived from Lieutenant-General M. P. Petrov about escaping the encirclement in the Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii – Kromy – Zmievka direction ….


      Early on the morning of 9 October, the breakthrough detachments of the 132nd and 143rd Rifle Divisions with attached tanks of the 141st Tank Brigade went on the attack in the Negino area. Simultaneously, all the tractors parked in this area on the edge of the woods started up their engines and imitated the movement of tanks with their noise. The artillery battalion poured fire on the enemy positions. The attack was unexpected and successful. In Negino we destroyed up to a regiment of infantry, captured the regiment’s headquarters, and smashed 15 anti-tank guns. The 132nd and 143rd Rifle Divisions together with the 13th Army headquarters’ forward echelon passed through Negino.


      However, within three hours, the enemy gathered his strength and closed this escape route to the remaining units of the army. The 6th Rifle Division, which had come up, again punched a hole in the enemy’s defense with an impetuous attack. Following behind it, part of the 13th Army’s second echelon and the army commander’s reserves passed through the new gap.


      On the following day, the 132nd Rifle Division drove the enemy from the Khinel’skii timber industrial complex near the Glukhov – Sevsk highway, which was playing an important role in supplying Guderian’s panzer forces operating on the Orel axis. Here on the highway in the villages of Pozniatovka and Veselaia Kalina, units of the division surprised a major enemy tank and mechanized column that had halted for a rest. The enemy suffered heavy losses in men and equipment. In the fighting for Veselaia Kalina, the commander of the 132nd Rifle Division Major-General S. S. Biriuzov was badly wounded. The division’s chief of staff Colonel Mishchenko assumed command of the division.120

    


    The events south of Trubchevsk were reflected in the documents of the German XXXXVIII Motorized Corps:


    
      In the area northwest of Sevsk, major enemy forces numbering several divisions, possibly two armies were encircled. They broke through to Sevsk. A difficult situation arose. The 60th Infantry (motorized) Regiment, minus one battalion, received the task to hold Sevsk and block enemy attempts to break out through the city.


      9 October: From the XXXV Army Corps – After several night attacks with artillery support, enemy units on the morning of 9 October broke into Suzemka. The enemy is trying to break out of the encirclement south of Briansk in the direction of Suzemka and the Pogreby – Trubchevsk highway. Enemy pressure is not slackening.


      10 October: The 25th Infantry Division (motorized) has already intercepted enemy units attempting to break out west of Sevsk. However, several of them managed to break through to the south.121

    


    Guderian in his recollections of the fighting in the Suzemka area wrote:


    
      That evening [of 8 October] XXXV Army Corps signaled increased enemy pressure in the area north of Sisemka [Suzemka] and west of Sevsk. From this it could be assumed that the Russian forces trapped to the south of Briansk were attempting to break out to the east. … On October 9th the Russian attempt to break out near Sisemka [Suzemka], which had threatened on the previous day, succeeded. The right wing of the 293rd Infantry Division was heavily attacked and forced back through Sisemka [Suzemka] and Shilinka.122

    


    The 13th Army’s divisions that had broken out in the vicinity of Khomutorovka, which lies 50 kilometers northwest of L’gov, was again encircled by forces of the enemy’s XXXV Army Corps and XXXXVIII Motorized Corps. The enemy blocked all routes to the Svapa River (a tributary of the Seim River), and drove back the units of Group Ermakov defending on its eastern bank in a number of sectors. The General Staff organized an airdrop of fuel for the 13th Army, but it proved to be not enough, and not all of the fuel dropped in the designated areas.


    One veteran of the 13th Army left a description of the desperate situation it faced:


    
      The enemy, having figured out the direction of our breakthrough, organized a strong defense along the Ryl’sk – Dmitriev road. By this time, the incessant rain and wet snow had made the road impassable – and here, unfortunately, fuel ran out. The situation became precarious. In response to our request, fuel began to be dropped to us with parachutes, but it was very little – and in the conditions of impassable roads, it was quickly expended. Almost all of the motorized transport, concentrated in the same place, stood motionless with empty fuel tanks. The enemy, doubtlessly, knew this, and bringing up reinforcements, began to attack. In front of my eyes, the twin machine guns mounted on the vehicles opened a storm of fire on the enemy, which ebbed backwards, leaving behind their dead on the battlefield. But what next? After all, there was no possibility whatsoever to save the transport. After taking a look at the situation from every angle and heavy contemplation, the Military Council on 17 October decided to destroy the motorized transport and other materiel, so that the enemy couldn’t use them. The vehicular motors were riddled with armor-piercing bullets, and the vehicles themselves were pushed down the slope into a deep ravine. The artillerymen of the howitzer artillery regiment, having fired off their remaining ammunition at enemy troop concentrations, used the final shot to render the gun inoperable, having first poured sand down the barrel of the gun. In addition, portable radio sets, documents and the money of the army’s financial department were destroyed.123

    


    Units of General Gorodniansky’s 13th Army managed to escape encirclement over a bridge across the Svapa River, thanks to a freeing attack by General Ermakov’s operational group. En route they destroyed German vehicles, which had also become stuck on the impassable roads in this area. On 18 October approximately 10,000 men came out of the encirclement, with all their rifles and 32 heavy and 24 light machine guns, 130 PPSh submachine guns, and 11 pieces of artillery (in the 143rd Rifle Division, 1,250 men were left, and in the 121st – 1,306). They were sent to the 50th Army, which Major-General A. N. Ermakov had been appointed to command. By 22 October, the army was occupying a defensive line to the northwest of Kursk, with a front of up to 45 kilometers. The army’s divisions had suffered heavy losses; most of them numbered approximately 1,500-2,000 active-duty soldiers. In the course of the fighting, the 13th Army had inflicted serious damage to the enemy, having killed more than 3,000 soldiers and officers, and having destroyed 30 tanks and armored cars, 650 vehicles, 11 aircraft, 70 pieces of artillery, 15 mortars, and approximately 100 machine guns.


    Veteran M. A. Kozlov concludes:


    
      After an incredibly difficult march under the conditions of a cold autumn, the soaked, weakened by hunger soldiers of the 13th Army, fighting day and night, moreover with only vague notions of where the enemy might be – in front of us, to the right, or to the left – emerged … from encirclement. … All the Communist Party members still had their membership cards. Those, who could not escape (the sick and wounded), who remained in the southern section of the Briansk forests, were soon organized into partisan detachments ….124

    


    Major-General Ia. G. Kreizer’s 3rd Army faced the task of breaking out north of the 13th Army in the direction of Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii. In comparison with the other armies, it had to fight its way through a longer distance. In order to execute the attack with a reversed front, it also had to conduct a more complex regrouping in comparison with Briansk Front’s two other armies. The terrain stretching from the Desna River and Trubchevsk to the east and northeast is swampy in and of itself; with the onset of the rains, it became almost impassable. On the night of 7 October, the army’s main forces, covered by strong rear guards, gained separation from the enemy and by the morning had completed a march of 60 kilometers. This is a very rare case of an infantry march of such length. On the line of Uty (on the Desna River 32 kilometers north of Trubchevsk) – Arel’sk, the enemy, occupying a defense on Briansk Front’s own prepared rear line, greeted the 3rd Army’s retreating units with organized fire. Fighting on this line continued until 11 October. Only on 12 October did our units manage to breach the enemy’s defenses and reach the line Saltanovka (15 kilometers southwest of Navlia) – Sviatoe. Here they were once again stopped by the enemy, which was striving with all its might to halt our units and force their surrender. By 12 October, the enemy had firmly sealed the exits from the woods on the line Navlia – Borshchevo – Pogreby – Lokot’.


    Colonel-General Eremenko was attempting to make his way out of the encirclement with units of the 3rd Army. He recalled:


    
      By 5 o’clock in the morning on 12 October, two hours before sunrise, one battalion of the 269th Rifle Division, moving along forest trails and through difficult terrain, reached its designated objective – a cabin in the woods, 3 kilometers east of Borshchevo, and in the rear of the enemy’s combat formations operating on the Borshchevo axis. Almost simultaneously a second rifle battalion, following behind the first one, also arrived in the area and moved into jumping-off positions for an attack. In order to achieve surprise, the signal for the general attack was to be the night-time attack by the first battalion, which was in the area of the cabin. It played the main role in this battle. The second battalion, advancing from the rear but somewhat to the right, was immediately to join the attack of the first battalion and, as if building up the attack along the front, it was to strike the enemy boldly and decisively.125
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      Major-General Ia. G. Kreizer, commander of the 3rd Army.

    


    A gap was torn in the enemy’s combat formation. However, during the fighting to break through the defensive screens, the 3rd Army’s headquarters lost control over its subordinate divisions; from this point, they continued to act independently. On 13 October, units of the 148th, 280th and 282nd Rifle Divisions succeeded in driving a narrow corridor not more than 500 meters wide in the ring of encirclement west of Navlia.


    Guderian was compelled to acknowledge:


    
      On October 11th the Russians attempted to break out of the Trubchevsk encirclement along both banks of the Navlia. On the boundary between the 29th and 25th (Motorized) Infantry Divisions there was severe fighting and the enemy succeeded in creating a gap in our defenses which was only sealed by the timely arrival of the 5th Machine-gun Battalion.


      …


      On October 13th the Russians continued their attempts to break out between the Navlia and Borshchevo. … thanks to the immobility of our units, a group of about 5,000 Russians succeeded in fighting their way through our lines as far as Dmitrovsk [Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii] …126

    


    Meanwhile, the 137th and 269th Rifle Divisions, the 42nd Tank Brigade and the 3rd Army’s headquarters, together with its commander Ia. G. Kreizer, Military Council member F. I. Sheklanov, chief of staff A. S. Zhadov and artillery commander M. M. Barsukov from 17 October to 20 October were caught in complete encirclement 20 kilometers north of Dmitrovsk-Orlovskii. Arriving enemy aircraft began to bomb the command post of the 269th Rifle Division and its artillery, which were occupying nearby firing positions. Here Eremenko was wounded in the right leg and right shoulder by several bomb fragments. In the nearly impenetrable swamps, the entire motorized transport became stuck, as well as the tanks, which had run out of fuel. Our air force began parachuting fuel canisters to the immobilized troops, but in the quagmire, the little fuel that was obtained this way was quickly expended. The Military Council decided to destroy the equipment and heavy weapons.


    In the struggle against our divisions that were fighting their way to the east, the enemy exploited information obtained by aerial reconnaissance on the areas of our troop concentrations and the movement routes of our columns, as well as by intelligence received through the interception of radio transmissions. To wit, on 19 October Luftwaffe reconnaissance planes reported:


    
      Two enemy groups have been spotted, each in the strength of one division with artillery and tanks. The southern enemy group is advancing toward Popovka (8 kilometers southwest of Dmitrovsk[-Orlovskii]) on approximately a 7-kilometer-wide front. Two days ago its attacks were repulsed, but they are intensifying. Fresh columns are approaching from the southwest.


      Today a new enemy group is in the area of Allapenki (4 kilometers west of Dmitrovsk[-Orlovskii]) – 1,000 vehicles; heavy artillery and long-range artillery has been spotted, and 12 tanks. The jumping-off position is in the woods north of Allapenki.


      Reports from the aerial reconnaissance about the direction of attack are contradictory; here it is assumed, it is to the east.127

    


    The combat took place in especially difficult, swampy terrain conditions. On the night of 21 October, units of the 3rd Army penetrated the enemy front, attacking through an entire swamp, and on 23 October slipped across the enemy-held Fatezh – Kromy highway.


    In the end, according to Eremenko, approximately 13,000 men from Kreizer’s 3rd Army managed to break out and reach friendly lines in the area of Ponyri. In the course of the fighting with the 3rd Army, the enemy lost approximately 5,500 soldiers and officers killed, 100 prisoners, approximately 250 vehicles, up to 25 or 30 tanks, and much other combat materiel.


    Major-General M. P. Petrov’s 50th Army on the morning of 9 October, having broken contact with the enemy, was continuing its retreat. Its units completed a 50-kilometer rapid march to the east, before running into significant enemy resistance. Savage fighting developed. On 12 October, units of the army engaged a strong enemy grouping, approaching from the direction of Orel, which blocked their path to the east and southeast.


    From the operational summary of the Fourth Army for 13 October:


    
      Remnants of enemy forces, encircled northwest of Briansk by the Second Army and part of the Second Panzer Army, are still putting up desperate resistance. The destruction of these forces is the immediate task. The 40,000 prisoners, captured in the fighting with the Russians’ 50th Army, give evidence that the bulk of this army has been destroyed.128

    


    However, the 50th Army, continuing to carry out its assignment, by the end of 13 October reached the line Podbuzh’e – Karachev, and had assembled in the Batagovo Station (25 kilometers northeast of Briansk) – Buianovichi area, in order to cross over the Resseta River (a tributary of the Zhizdra River) and to prepare a break out. The river, with a depth of 3 meters and a boggy basin, had no bridges. That morning, General Ia. S. Fokanov’s 154th Rifle Division had forced a crossing of the river, but the Germans didn’t allow it to exploit that success. The army’s artillerymen, while repulsing enemy attacks from the direction of Khvastovichi and Penevichi with their fire, also supported the nfantry bridgehead across the river. Overnight, feverish work went on to construct bridges. By the morning of 14 October, the bridges were ready, and under heavy artillery and mortar fire, the horse-drawn anti-tank and regimental artillery began to cross the Resseta, as well as the guns of the 151st Horse Artillery Regiment. By the end of the day, all of the horse-drawn artillery had crossed the river. However, two attempts to cross the tractor-towed artillery were unsuccessful – the bridges collapsed under their weight. On this day, all 20 rocket launchers of the Guards mortar regiment, having fired off all their ammunition, were blown up at the decision of the Military Council. On 15 October, the 16 guns of the 761st Artillery Regiment and the eight guns of the 643rd Artillery Regiment had to be destroyed.


    A flanking detachment commanded by the army commander turned the enemy flank and decided the outcome of the fighting on the opposite bank. Our units managed to fight their way to the south another 5 to 7 kilometers. However, they were unable to develop the breakthrough in the southeastward direction. The units had suffered heavy losses. The flanking detachment had been dispersed, many of its members killed in combat, including a member of the 50th Army’s Military Council. Army commander Hero of the Soviet Union M. P. Petrov was mortally wounded in the fighting. Remnants of the army were encircled again 10 kilometers southwest of Karachev in the Zheltvovod’e – Vereshcha area, and on 17 October the Germans announced that all resistance in the pocket had been crushed.129


    However, this announcement was premature; in fact, the 50th Army had slipped away. Having changed direction and attacking toward the northeast, the army broke through the enemy perimeter and advanced in the direction of Belev. Remnants of the 50th Army with its headquarters, now headed by Colonel L. A. Pern, managed to break out of encirclement precisely at the location toward which it had at first successfully begun to advance, before the Chief of the General Staff had interfered. By 23 October, remnants of the 217th, 290th, 279th, 278th, 258th, 260th and 154th Rifle Divisions, a tank brigade, as well as of several separate rifle and artillery regiments and other units emerged from encirclement in the Belev area. The troops managed to bring out of the encirclement 14 guns of the 217th Rifle Division’s artillery regiment, 18 guns of the 299th Rifle Division’s artillery regiment, four guns of the 154th Rifle Division’s artillery regiment, and two guns of the 151st Horse Artillery Regiment, as well as a certain number of anti-tank guns. The units that had made their way out of encirclement moved into the defenses within the Belev sector.130 Altogether in the course of the fighting, the 50th Army and its attached and supporting units lost approximately 90,000 men. Nevertheless, more than 12,000 troops had managed to break out to their own side.
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      Major-General M. P. Petrov, commander of the 50th Army.

    


    German documents paint a different picture of the fighting. According to their records, our troops north and south of Briansk were fully encircled by 14 October. On 15 October, von Bock reported to the OKH that the attempts of the Russian 50th Army to break out at Zheltovod’e had been repulsed.


    The OKH Operational Summary No. 125 from 18 October 1941 announced:


    
      Second Army: In the course of destroying the Russian 50th Army, 55,105 prisoners have been taken, and 477 guns, 21 tanks, 1,065 vehicles, and much other weapons and equipment has been captured ….


      Destroyed: the 50th Army consisting of the following divisions – the 149th [a division from the Reserve Front’s 43rd Army], 154th, 217th, 258th, 260th, 278th, 290th and 299th Rifle Divisions, the 3rd Reserve Division, and the 108th Tank Division.131

    


    On 21 October the OKW announced: “ … during mopping up the battlefield east of Briansk, the commander of the 50th Army and deputy of the Supreme Soviet General Petrov was killed together with several of his staff officers.”132


    In the general muddle, remnants of 18 divisions (out of 25) of the Briansk Front and one tank brigade (out of four) managed to break out of the Briansk encirclement, as well as the field commands of all three of the Front’s armies – approximately 35,000 men altogether. Thus, the armies of the Briansk Front, having fought their way through numerous enemy defensive screens, to a certain extent had carried out the task that the Stavka had given them – they broke out of operational encirclement and even preserved part of their strength for creating a new defensive front. We’ll stress that the armies escaped encirclement with practically no assistance from the outside, with the exception of Group Ermakov’s attack that helped free the 13th Army and air strikes at the Front’s request. In the process, with their active operations they had tied up a significant portion of the Second Army and part of the Second Panzer Group for at least 10 days, which contributed to the re-establishment of a strategic defensive front on new lines.


    Western Front’s Military Council deliberates: Defend or break out?


    The situation of the troops of the Western and Reserve Fronts, encircled west of Viaz’ma, developed more dramatically. Here the Germans exerted maximum efforts to create a solid ring of encirclement. I must say right away: not many documentary materials related to the fighting in the encirclement here have been preserved – primarily only those that were passed up by one means or another to higher headquarters. The documents of the divisions and units were destroyed in the encirclement or in the process of escaping it. Some of them were saved only because they fell into enemy hands (as did, for example, documents of the 50th Army), which were later recaptured by our own forces together with the other booty and turned over to the archives. Unfortunately, many of the surviving documents concerning the events around Viaz’ma have still not been declassified, especially those of the Stavka.


    This research, then, has been based upon those limited documents that are available, as well as a broader use of accounts from veterans of the fighting, which have been published at different times, checking them against not only the available Soviet documents, but also those found in the German archives. However, in these memoir accounts, one and the same events are often are recounted quite differently, depending upon the material that the author possesses, the degree of his knowledge of documentary sources, and his personal integrity. Much, of course, also depended on the zeal of editors and censors, who rigorously implemented the demands of the infamous “List of Particulars, Banned for Publication in the Open Press” and the instructions of military departments. We’ve already seen how the editors and reviewers worked over General M. F. Lukin’s manuscript, which saw the light of day only 11 years after his death. Therefore, when reading the memoirs of military commanders and veterans’ recollections, the time in our nation’s history when they were published must be noted. By means of comparing different sources, we can only approach the truth, and confirm or refute the reliability of one or another piece of evidence.


    The encircled forces were given an order by G. K. Zhukov: “In the course of 10 and 11 October, breach the enemy’s line and at whatever cost escape the encirclement .…”133 It was suggested that Lukin’s group consisting of the 19th and 32nd Armies, and Group Boldin to break out to the east – either toward Sychevka or Gzhatsk – and for the 20th and 24th Armies to break out to the southeast (though Konev had previously directed them to the southwest). Zhukov’s radio message and the difficult situation of the encircled forces (they were running out of ammunition, fuel and rations) made active operations necessary. The order had to be carried out. At this time, at last, a radio link had been established for a short period with the 20th Army commander Ershakov. He reported that he intended to break out to the east south of Viaz’ma.


    According to General Vashkevich, late in the evening on 10 October, the division commanders were summoned to the village of Shutovo for a meeting in the headquarters of the 19th Army. Major-General Vashkevich briefed them on the situation. In the fighting between 8 and 10 October, the forces of the 19th Army and Group Boldin had suffered significant losses. For example, the 128th Tank Brigade had lost 60% of its personnel and all of its tanks between 3 and 7 October, as well as 27 transport and six specialized vehicles. Only two tanks – one T-26 and one KV – remained in the other tank brigades. However, the recovery and repair teams didn’t waste time – later the number of combat-ready tanks in these tank brigades was somewhat higher.


    Despite Zhukov’s order to break out to the east, there was wavering in the leadership of the encircled forces over the question whether to break out, or to organize a defense. It is difficult for us to understand now why they were discussing these two completely different courses of action, when they had the clear demand of the Stavka and the Western Front command: Break out!


    Lukin recalls:


    
      Just in these days I received a radiogram bearing the signature of I. V. Stalin. It said that (I’m writing from memory, since the staff documents were destroyed, and I’ve been unable thus far to find it in the archives) the 19th Army had to reach Moscow; there was no one and nothing with which to defend Moscow.134

    


    Plainly, Lukin, Boldin and Vishnevsky135 all understood inside that there was little chance to breach the German defenses and to fight their way back to friendly lines. The point is that by this time it had become clear that major enemy panzer and motorized forces were present in the area of Viaz’ma and to the north of the city. Even if they managed to breach the inner ring of encirclement, they could hardly advance another 100-120 kilometers to reach friendly forces while being subjected to enemy panzer attacks and air strikes. At the same time, it was necessary to decide how to implement the higher command’s demand to save the weapons and equipment. The demand was fully understandable, considering the shortage of them as a result of the previous enormous losses of equipment that had been suffered. The command of the encircled forces faced a dilemma: save the personnel, heavy weapons and equipment, or abandon everything that couldn’t be loaded onto vehicles and just save the troops?


    Therefore the Western Front’s Military Council decided to discuss the situation that had developed. The Council deliberated over two main options for further operations. The first: To remain in the occupied area, having organized an all-round defense, and thereby keep the major enemy forces engaged in eliminating the pocket for as long as possible. In that case it would be possible to gain time, which would allow the Western Front command to organize a defense on the Mozhaisk line. However, without help from outside, the armies could not hold out in encirclement for very long, since they needed resupply of ammunition, fuel, medications and food. Many depots, dumps and supply points had been lost in connection with the armies’ retreat. Some army and front stockpiles of ammunition, fuel and lubricants had been destroyed in connection with the impossibility of evacuating them, and also as a result of panic. Some of the supply bases and storehouses had fallen into enemy hands. For example, the 6th Panzer Division on 9 October reported on the capture of two storage facilities in the woods east of Staro-Komiagino, full of equipment and spare parts for tanks and vehicles, including tank engines. Two trains carrying equipment and food supplies were also captured by units of this same division.


    The deputy commander of the Western Front for rear services, Lieutenant-General V. N. Kudriumov, on 9 October at 1520 promised an air drop of ammunition, fuel and rations within the next two or three days. He requested an indication of the needs, sequence and quantity of loads; precise designation of the drop areas; information about whether or not airplanes could make landings; and the establishment of signals. General Kudriumov also advised the full use of available supplies and reserve materiel, left behind in storage facilities and stockpiles. However, it was impossible to take timely control over all the ammunition, fuel reserves, and transport means in the area. According to some records, there was an attempt at Vadino Station to use a railroad train as a mobile ammunition dump, but it was quickly knocked out by the Luftwaffe.


    On 10 October, Boldin was informed that an air drop of fuel for the encircled forces would be organized that night, employing 15 airplanes. Further, he was told to designate a quadrangular drop site that would be available the entire night, marked by a fire in each corner spaced 300 meters apart. However, the fuel resupply by air was never implemented. Perhaps because of disruptions in communications, the parties were unable to coordinate the effort. Moreover, other fronts commands were making similar requests for fuel deliveries. It was at just this time that the air drop of fuel and ammunition for the divisions of the 13th Army took place, as they were fighting their way out of encirclement to the east in the Trubchevsk area. The Red Army Air Force lacked the airlift capacity to deliver sufficient supply loads to all of the encircled forces. Indeed, the commanders gathered at the meeting understood this well and also knew that the enemy had organized a rather tight aerial blockade over the encirclement area. Of the 14 liaison aircraft that had been sent by the Western Front command into the encirclement, not a single one had returned. They had all been either shot down or destroyed on the ground. According to German records, by 13 October 29 Soviet aircraft had been shot down over the pocket west of Viaz’ma.


    For all these reasons, the meeting participants primarily focused on the second choice – to break out of the ring of encirclement with a determined attack, in order to link up with friendly forces in the vicinity of Gzhatsk. It was a difficult decision: the divisions had suffered significant losses, and both fuel and ammunition were running low. The two separate anti-aircraft artillery battalions, which had almost exhausted all their ammunition, could not provide adequate air cover for the troops.


    From General Lukin’s article:


    
      Until 11 October, we made repeated attempts to break out, but they had no success. Again I gathered all the division commanders and commissars and announced our situation had worsened significantly. There were few shells left, no cartridges were left, there were no rations; the troops were subsisting on whatever the local population could give them and on horseflesh. Medications and bandages had run out. All the tents and buildings were overcrowded with wounded. Shirts, underwear, anything that could be provided by the local population were being used for bandages. It was very hard to see the suffering of the men, and heart breaking. However, somehow the troops were holding out. Everyone who could do so was fighting tenaciously and courageously. Many of the troops at this time joined the Party, clearly understanding the responsibility that they were bearing. Everyone knew: the enemy was marching on Moscow; it had to be defended. Therefore we strove with all our might to break out of encirclement. However, we had been unable to do so, so then we tried to tie up and divert as much enemy strength as possible.


      … on 12 October I summoned the commanders for a final meeting. I ordered them to collect all the available shells; we were down to one final salvo of rocket shells. I designated the 2nd People’s Militia Rifle Division, which still hadn’t been depleted by the fighting, to break out. Its commander Major-General Vashkevich was a learned general. He still had under his command an 800-strong detachment of naval infantry. I also designated the 91st Rifle Division of Siberians to break out. I informed the Front commander, the Chief of the General Staff B. Shaposhnikov, and the Stavka of the Supreme High Command that at a certain time, having collected the shells of all the artillery and having given a final ‘Katiusha’ salvo, I would be attempting to break out at Bogoroditskoe in the direction of Gzhatsk. In case of failure in this sector, I would fight my way through to the 20th Army for joint operations.136

    


    From the army commander’s article, it follows that it was intended to implement the breakout attempt on 12 October with the forces of only two rifle divisions. There is no mention at all in it of the number of divisions that were encircled. The editors were continuing to hush up the dimensions of the encirclement…. Even after the many years, it is difficult to believe that M. F. Lukin confused the dates, when he indicated that the breakout attempt at Bogoroditskoe was designated for 12 October. The fighting in this village and all the subsequent events were burned into his memory for the rest of his life. Moreover, when working on his memoirs, he saw documents in the TsAMO that he had signed himself. Yet they testify that the last organized attempt of our forces to break out of the enemy ring of encirclement to the east was undertaken on 11 October, and this is confirmed by German documents.


    Accordingly, the decision to break out was taken the evening before, on 10 October. From the testimony of the 19th Army’s operations chief Colonel A. G. Maslov137, the decision was taken at the meeting on the evening of 10 October, which involved Lukin, Boldin, Vishnevsky, Malyshkin and the division commanders, to break out at 1200 11 October on the Markovo –Bogoroditskoe sector, with a subsequent emergence from encirclement north of Gzhatsk. It was decided to gather all the combat-capable units into a single fist for the breakout attempt. By the morning of 11 October, the forces had received the corresponding order, which determined the tasks for all the divisions, and they began to prepare for the attack (we will return to this later). However, the regrouping of the forces designated to operate in the first echelon required more time than had been planned. The attack time was postponed, believing that darkness would hinder the enemy’s use of tanks.


    The question about the final breakout attempt only at first glance seems simple or contrived (depending on your choice). Further we’ll have to analyze the statements of veterans of the fighting, which offer much contradictory evidence. Thus it is indeed necessary to make a determination regarding the jumping-off date – the final breakout attempt was set for 11 October. It was on the following day – 12 October – when German scouts discovered that the troops encircled north of the highway had turned to the south that the enemy himself now went on the attack.

  


  
    6


    Catastrophe


    Initial steps to rebuild a strategic front


    The attempt to withdraw the forces of the Western and Reserve Fronts to the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line with the aim of taking up a defense there did not succeed. On 7 October, panzer divisions of the enemy’s Third and Fourth Panzer Groups linked-up in Viaz’ma. The main forces of both Soviet fronts fell into encirclement in the areas of Viaz’ma, El’nia and Spas-Demensk. The remaining forces that avoided encirclement retreated to the east and northeast. Three armies and their field commands, including the Briansk Front commander himself, wound up in operational encirclement at Briansk and to the south of there. The Front headquarters arrived in Belev without any communications equipment. The General Staff primarily took over the direction of Briansk Front’s forces. In essence, all three fronts had ceased to exist as operational-strategic commands.


    Thus, in the course of just seven to eight days, 13 of the 16 operational armies that had been holding the front on the western strategic axis to this point were lost from the Red Army’s order of battle. As a result, a gap up to 500-kilometers wide had opened up in the strategic defense of Soviet forces on a front 800 kilometers long. There was nothing with which to close it, because the Stavka’s main reserves had already been expended in order to rebuild fronts on the southwestern and Orel directions. This was nothing short of a catastrophe, which fundamentally altered the situation on the entire Soviet-German front. For a long time to come, its heavy consequences weighed upon all of the Stavka’s decisions and subsequent Red Army operations. As we have seen, the successes at Viaz’ma and Briansk sparked an explosion of celebrations in Germany.


    In the second ten days of October, almost every route leading into the country’s deep interior was open. The Mozhaisk line, the construction of which had started in July 1941 and was still unfinished, remained the sole obstacle on the Wehrmacht’s path to Moscow. From Volokolamsk to Kaluga, there were four fortified areas at varying degrees of readiness. In these places, through the combined effort of the local population and assigned construction units, a great deal of work had been devoted in a short period of time to the construction of fortifications. To this point, 289 firing emplacements of prefabricated reinforced concrete and 534 earth-and-timber emplacements with reinforced concrete cupolas had been constructed; 111 kilometers of anti-tank ditches and 95 kilometers of escarpments had been dug. However, the implementation of the plan was far from complete – another 110 concrete pillboxes and 433 earth-and-timber emplacements were still under construction. The Kaluga Fortified Region was especially poorly prepared, because its construction had begun later than the others. The Volokolamsk Fortified Region was also somewhat lagging behind the general pace of construction. However, the Soviet command did not have enough troops to man the available fortifications adequately.


    The reconstitution of the Western Front had to begin almost from nothing. All of the troops operating on the Moscow axis had been consolidated into a new Western Front under General of the Army G. K. Zhukov’s command on 11 October. He now faced the tall task of stopping the German offensive with all the forces he had at hand under his command. The stubborn resistance of the encircled forces at Viaz’ma and Briansk greatly contributed to the establishing of a new defensive front, as did the timely steps taken by the Stavka and the GKO to fortify the Mozhaisk line. The Stavka decided to form the 5th, 16th, 43rd and 49th Armies, the troops of which were to deploy on the Mozhaisk line. For this purpose, the headquarters of the 16th, 31st, 33rd and 49th Armies, which had avoided encirclement, were used. G. K. Zhukov ordered all the divisions and units operating on the Volokolamsk axis to come under the control of K. K. Rokossovsky’s 16th Army; those on the Maloiaroslavets axis went to General K. D. Golubev’s 43rd Army, and those on the Kaluga axis – to General I. G. Zakharkin’s 49th Army. General M. G. Efremov’s 33rd Army took control of all the forces operating in the Naro-Fominsk area, while those on the Mozhaisk axis came under the newly recreated 5th Army under the command of D. D. Leliushenko.


    According to calculations, no less than 150 battalions were needed to man the fortified areas of the Mozhaisk line and to fill the intervals between them. By 10 October, this defensive line was being held by only four rifle divisions, cadet detachments from various military schools, three reserve rifle regiments, and five machine-gun battalions. Combined, these forces were equivalent to 45 battalions. According to incomplete data, the four armies forming in the areas on the Mozhaisk line had a total number of a little more than 62,000 men.


    For example, the 16th Army had a total of only 15,423 men, of which 11,192 were in the 316th Rifle Division alone; another 1,414 were cadets from the Supreme Soviet Military School. The 5th Army numbered 20,385 men, including 12,000 in the 32nd Rifle Division, 1,778 men in two battalions of the 230th Reserve Rifle Regiment from the 33rd Reserve Rifle Brigade, and a battalion of cadets from the Moscow V. I. Lenin Military-Political Specialist School. The 43rd and 49th Armies had a combined total of 26,205 men, including 11,400 in the 312th Rifle Division, approximately 6,000 men in the 110th Rifle Division, 1,300 men in four anti-tank regiments, 569 cadets from the Podol’sk Infantry School and 560 from the Podol’sk Artillery School.1 At the moment when German forward detachments made contact with the Mozhaisk line, approximately 135 kilometers of its 200-kilometer length were occupied by troops. Both flanks of the fortified regions remained exposed.


    The armies were replenished as quickly as new units could be formed and reserves could arrive. In succeeding days, an additional five tank brigades, five newly-created machine-gun battalions and 10 anti-tank regiments2 were moved up to the Mozhaisk line. Altogether, the newly created Western Front was given eight tank and two mechanized brigades, while the Briansk Front received two tank brigades and one reinforced tank battalion. By the middle of October, approximately 90,000 troops were deployed on the Mozhaisk line. All of the available artillery, primarily anti-tank artillery, was concentrated on the main Mozhaisk, Maloiaroslavets, Kaluga and Volokolamsk directions. However, all of these forces were plainly inadequate for building a firm defense, seeing that there were no major operational reserves on the Moscow axis. Incidentally, the German command believed that the Russians could bring up to the capital no more than three divisions (two from the Caucasus and one from the Far East), and that “the enemy possesses no combat-ready, large-scale reserves prior to the onset of winter….”3


    The redeployment of troops from neighboring fronts and the depth of the country to the Mozhaisk line began. All possible steps were taken to hasten their transfer to the west, including increasing the tempo of shuttling divisions by rail to the maximum. Troop trains moved along both tracks simultaneously, separated by the minimal interval of time. Authorities created a so-called “green street” for them, creating long stretches of one-way traffic by stopping all oncoming trains, even those carrying military loads. It was in just this fashion that the 316th Rifle Division (which had been formed in July in Alma-Ata), the 312th Rifle Division from Kazakhstan, the 313th Rifle Division from Turkestan and the 178th Rifle Division from Siberia were brought up by the middle of October. By the same time, 12 rifle divisions, 16 tank brigades, 40 artillery regiments and other units had arrived to strengthen the defense of Moscow. As soon as they arrived, they were immediately dispatched to designated areas. In order to speed up the arrival of reserves and increase the maneuverability of the forces, all the available transportation means in Moscow was mobilized. The air force was also replenished with new formations and two divisions of long-range bombers.


    
      [image: ]


      A ZiS-30 self-propelled gun in position.

    


    However, time was required for bringing up the Stavka reserves, as well as the divisions from neighboring fronts and the country’s depths, and for this it was necessary to delay the enemy at any cost. The situation at the front, where fighting against the advancing enemy was continuing, demanded that some immediate decisions had to be made, since the Western Front had no reserves. In the given situation the Stavka was compelled to take command of separate divisions, combat-ready tank brigades and anti-tank units in order to reinforce the most threatened directions. Depending on the real situations that were developing on directions of enemy advances, sometimes the assignment of newly formed and approaching reserve divisions had to be changed. Thus, in actual fact the composition of the 5th Army in the period between 11 and 18 October 1941 consisted of the 32nd Rifle Division; the 18th, 19th, 20th and 22nd Tank Brigades; a motorcycle regiment; one rifle regiment of the 133rd Rifle Division; the 121st, 367th, 421st and 509th Anti-tank Artillery Regiments; and five Guards Mortar (Katiusha) battalions.


    In connection with the direct threat to Moscow, by decision of the GKO on 12 October still another line of defense began to be constructed on the immediate approaches to the capital. It included a security zone and two defensive belts. The first of these was built at a distance of 15-20 kilometers from Moscow. The second – an urban belt – was laid out along the line of a railroad that encircled the city. This system of defense was named the Moscow zone of defense, which included units of the Moscow garrison, newly-raised people’s militia divisions, destroyer battalions and NKVD units.


    Meanwhile, Army Group Center headquarters’ intelligence branch on 14 October concluded that the enemy at the present time was unable to oppose the advancing German troops with forces capable of putting up lengthy resistance west and southwest of Moscow. Everything that remained of the enemy on the central axis, seemingly, after the initial battles had been shoved back to the north and south. The German couldn’t even imagine that the Russians in such a short period of time would succeed in assembling significant forces on the approaches to Moscow.


    In order to attempt to reconstruct a more or less clear picture of the events that occurred between 10 and 20 October 1941 on the western strategic axis of the Soviet-German front, we’ll use copies of captured German maps that depict the position of German forces for each day (the grouping of enemy forces on 9 and 11 October is shown on Maps 13 and 14). The inner ring of encirclement in the Viaz’ma area was being held by 23 German divisions, including six panzer divisions. The Third Panzer Group’s XXXXI and LVI Motorized Corps, which were not employed to help contain the pocketed Soviet forces, were located on the line of the Sychevka – Viaz’ma railroad. The main forces of the enemy’s Fourth Army and Fourth Panzer Group were positioned south of Viaz’ma, ready to repulse any attempts to free the trapped Soviet armies. There was no solid external front of encirclement, as such, prior to 11 October and even later. East of Viaz’ma, primarily only enemy reconnaissance and forward detachments were operating.


    It would seem that in this situation, it was necessary for the encircled Soviet forces to exert just one more effort, and a corridor for withdrawing the encircled forces out of the pocket would be secured. Konev, when he had issued Rokossovsky the order to free them, had based it on the fact that the enemy was occupying the external ring of encirclement only with isolated strong points. It is possible that Rokossovsky was too hasty when he withdrew beyond Gzhatsk. Though he had only the 50th Rifle Division under his personal command at that time, and even it did not have its full complement, this force could have launched a more decisive attack against the enemy occupying Gzhatsk from the west. However, not knowing the overall situation, he hastened to link-up with his own side and bypassed Gzhatsk to the north. The remaining divisions, which were to be part of Rokossovsky’s 16th Army, themselves wound up in encirclement.


    At the moment that the Germans reached Gzhatsk, it was being defended by the following forces: the 202nd Reserve Rifle Regiment, a training brigade with the attached 533rd Anti-tank Regiment, the 365th Rifle Regiment, and two batteries of the 503rd Antitank Regiment. The 18th Tank Brigade from the Western Front reserve, which spent 7 and 8 October unloading from trains simultaneously at four of the nearest rail stations (Mozhaisk, Uvarovo, Koloch’ and Drovino), was also supposed to join the defenses. The brigade, which had 42 tanks (nine T-34, three BT-7, 24 BT-5, five BT-2 and one T-26) and nine armored cars, lacking the time to assemble fully, received the order to destroy the enemy in the Trufanovo – Volosovo – Hill 201.3 area and to link up with units of the 16th Army in the Tumanovo area.4


    However, the brigade was late, and Gzhatsk had already fallen to the enemy on 9 October. By 1200 9 October, the brigade with its medium tank battalion (the battalion of light tanks were subordinated to General Shcherbakov) and a motorized rifle battalion deployed 8-10 kilometers southeast of Gzhatsk Station. Here the 18th Tank Brigade engaged the forward detachment of the SS Division Das Reich, which had seized the city.5 On 10 October, the Front commander ordered Major-General S. A. Kalinin to consolidate the units of Group Shcherbakov, the 18th and 19th Tank Brigades under his command, retake Gzhatsk, and attack toward Viaz’ma to meet the forces exiting the pocket.6


    In the fighting on 9 and 10 October, the 18th Tank Brigade killed up to 400 enemy soldiers and officers, and destroyed 10 tanks, two anti-tank guns and two mortar batteries, and threw the enemy back by 4-5 kilometers. The brigade lost eight tanks and two anti-tank guns knocked-out and suffered 60 men killed or wounded. By this time, part of the enemy’s 10th Panzer Division had come up along the highway from Viaz’ma to the area of the heavy fighting near Gzhatsk. On 11 October, the tank brigade was encircled, and only isolated units managed to break out of it. In the process, the deputy brigade commander, and the commander and commissar of the tank regiment were all killed. By the end of 12 October, the brigade had only five T-34 tanks, one BT and the T-26 still operational. According to German records, in this area southeast of Drovino a bona fide tank clash occurred. Units of the SS Motorized Division Das Reich and Brigade Haunschild from the 10th Panzer Division in the course of 12 October destroyed 54 Russian tanks in bitter fighting, before continuing the offensive to the east.7


    Could the Stavka have rescued the forces encircled west of Viaz’ma?


    Sometimes the opinion is expressed that the Stavka and the new Western Front commander Zhukov didn’t do everything possible to free the encircled Soviet grouping in the Viaz’ma area. Is there justification for such a serious accusation and, in general, is it even proper to raise an issue of this sort? Undoubtedly, I. V. Stalin and G. K. Zhukov discussed the question of helping the troops encircled at Viaz’ma. Even if evidence of these conversations does exist in the archives, will we ever find out about what they discussed, and what instructions the new Western Front commander received? It is possible that Zhukov received an order to save everyone and everything possible, but the main objective was to stop the enemy and save Moscow. When Zhukov personally familiarized himself with the situation, he became convinced that he had neither the strength nor the time to resolve two tasks – freeing the encircled forces and building a new defensive front on the approaches to Moscow – simultaneously. Incidentally, he didn’t even have sufficient strength for even one of those tasks. In my view, Zhukov didn’t really face such a choice – to save the encircled forces or to rebuild a new front to defend Moscow. For Zhukov, from the very beginning the task of organizing a defense on the approaches to Moscow, where enemy panzer columns might appear at any moment, was paramount. In addition, there were no possibilities for rendering real assistance to the encircled forces from outside the pocket.


    From the position of the present day, when all the cards have been revealed, this is especially clear. War is a harsh thing: in the situation that had arisen, something had to be sacrificed. Well, of course not Moscow. An attempt to use the fresh forces arriving on the western axis to free the encircled armies at Viaz’ma had no chance for success. The hastily gathered forces would have undoubtedly suffered a defeat in a battle outside of prepared lines. In this case, Moscow would have fallen. Officially this has never been recognized and will hardly ever be recognized. However, nothing changes because of this. If something indeed had been done, then it would have been in the hope that the encircled forces themselves could fight their way out, so that at least some part of them could be used to defend the capital. After all, the armies of the Briansk Front had already begun breaking out of their encirclement, and rather successfully so. At Viaz’ma, though, the encircling ring was so solid that a breakout proved impossible without help from outside.


    Moreover, on 10 October the situation at the front was continuing to worsen. The enemy had resumed the offensive against Western Front’s right wing in the direction of Rzhev and Kalinin with part of the forces of the Ninth Army and the Third Panzer Group. These forces managed to take Sychevka, and then Zubtsov. The almost totally exposed gap in the operational disposition of our forces between Zubtsov and Gzhatsk, which had been seized on 9 October by units of the SS Motorized Division Das Reich equaled 75-80 kilometers. There was also nothing with which to cover the 100-kilometer interval between Gzhatsk and Iukhnov. With the exception of a sector at Mtsensk, there was no organized front at all on the Briansk Front, troops of which were still trying to escape from operational encirclement.


    Zhukov recalls:


    
      The Front command and the Supreme Command helped the surrounded troops by bombing the enemy battle formations and by air-dropping provisions and ammunition. But this was all they could do, since they lacked both manpower and equipment. …


      Twice, on October 10 and 12, we radioed messages to the army commanders of the surrounded forces. These messages contained brief information on the enemy and the assignment of breakthrough missions under the overall control of General M. F. Lukin, commander of the 19th Army. The army commanders were immediately to present their breakout plans, report the disposition of their forces, and make requests for air support, indicating the sector where they wanted it. However, there was no reply to either of our messages. They must have reached the surrounded troops too late – when control of them was lost. Only isolated groups managed to break out of encirclement. …


      Thanks to the persistence and staunchness of our troops who fought in encirclement near Vyazma, we had gained invaluable time which enabled us to strengthen the Mozhaisk defence line. And so the surrounded troops did not lay down their lives nor shed their blood in vain.8

    


    In listing all the measures taken to render assistance to the encircled forces, one paragraph was enough for Zhukov in his memoirs. Indeed, even in this paragraph, not everything corresponds to reality. For example, of the 39 individual sorties undertaken on 9 October by the Western Front’s air force, more than half involved missions to the Gzhatsk area. The planned airdrop of ammunition and fuel to the encircled troops failed to take place. On 11 October, Lukin and Boldin reported on the difficult situation of the encircled forces. The command of the encircled forces needed reliable information about the enemy, in order to make a sound decision for the breakout, and air support from the beginning of the attempt. However, even this assistance was not provided.


    In the given situation, the most important thing was to delay the enemy’s mobile divisions, which were continuing to advance. For this it was necessary first to assess the degree of threat on each axis of their operations and to identify the most dangerous, in order to send the available strength and arriving reserves to that point. However, reconnaissance activity had become disrupted. This led to an incorrect assessment of the enemy, his intentions and possibilities, and as a result, to incorrect decisions. The lack of knowledge about the location and condition of the forces that had evaded encirclement, and the loss of control over them, compounded the problems.


    However, at this point the consequences of a serious miscalculation made by the German command began to tell. Intoxicated by the successes in Typhoon’s initial battles, while simultaneously continuing the offensive toward Moscow along the most direct route, it decided through the combined efforts of Army Group North and Army Group Center to crush the Northwestern Front, the troops of which were falling back under the pressure of the corps on the northern wing of von Bock’s army group. To the south, Second Army was to liquidate the Soviet forces encircled in the Briansk region and simultaneously to attack to the southeast, while Guderian’s Second Panzer Army was to outflank Moscow from the southeast through Tula and Kashira. In this fashion, gigantic pincers were conceived, which were to encompass all the remaining Russian forces and the Bolshevik capital. Only portions of the Fourth Army and the Fourth Panzer Group were continuing to advance on Moscow directly from the west. In von Bock’s opinion, this battle should become his forces’ final exertion in the struggle for Moscow. He demanded that all the mobile forces not involved in the elimination of the Russian troops in the pocket to go in prompt pursuit of the enemy units that had avoided encirclement to deny them the opportunity to form a new defensive front. However, the Germans underestimated the resolve and tenacity of the encircled Soviet forces. On this subject, K. Reinhardt noted: “The Russians nevertheless succeeded in tying up the German panzer forces for a long time, thereby excluding their participation in the immediate pursuit in the direction of Moscow.”9


    The diversion of significant German forces to the north, northeast and south simultaneously led to a weakening of the enemy pressure on the center of the new Western Front. In addition, the hopes of the German command for the rapid elimination of the Viaz’ma pocket and the release of the divisions holding it were not realized. The Germans underestimated the strength of the Soviet troops’ resistance, who by their unceasing and stubborn attempts to break out of the encirclement continued to pin down significant German forces. By the end of 11 October, 18 German divisions were still committed to the task of holding the inner ring of encirclement; this number dropped to 12 to 13 divisions by 13 October, but still included the six panzer divisions. Moreover, the divisions withdrawn from combat required some time for rest and refitting. The Germans had nothing with which to augment the attack to the northeast. Our command immediately took quickly took advantage of this beneficial circumstance.


    Nevertheless, on the afternoon of 11 October, units of the enemy’s XXXXI Motorized Corps continued to attack in the direction of Staritsa and Kalinin. A forward detachment of the 6th Infantry Division, outflanking the fortified line from the east, began to advance on Rzhev, which now stood only 25 kilometers away. The 1st Panzer Division reported it was “pursuing the retreating, weak enemy, on 11 October at 12.15 seized Zubtsov and continued the offensive toward Staritsa, as long as fuel remains.” The panzer division also jubilantly announced that the bridge across the Volga River in Zubtsov was still intact. However, later it became clear that the Germans had mistakenly taken two large, stone bridges across the Osuga River (a tributary of the Volga) for the bridge across the Volga. The LVI Motorized Corps consisting of the 129th Infantry and 14th Motorized Division continued moving out to the northeast in the general direction of Kalinin with the task together with the XXXXI Motorized Corps to block the retreat of the enemy, falling back under the pressure of the northern flank of the Ninth Army and the southern flank of the Sixteenth Army. The threat of the 22nd Army’s encirclement was becoming imminent.


    However, the Soviet command the day before had taken decisive countermeasures. In connection with the increasing complications on the Rzhev axis, Zhukov decided to pull back the troops of the 29th Army and the left flank of the 22nd Army to the line of the Volga River as far as Zubtsov, ordering them to hasten their withdrawal across the river. In so doing, he demanded that a pace of withdrawal of 60-70 kilometers a day to be set for the divisions.10


    Understanding that the 29th Army’s divisions and the designated units of the 22nd Army wouldn’t reach the area of Staritsa (which is located halfway between Rzhev and Kalinin) and Kalinin in time, Zhukov requested that the Stavka quickly move at least one rifle division and a tank brigade to the Kalinin area, which the Western Front at the time was unable to do. In place of the 119th Rifle Division, which was tied up in fighting, the 178th Rifle Division was sent there by rail. Simultaneously, Zhukov asked the Stavka to direct the Northwestern Front to transfer three cavalry divisions to the Staritsa area by rail. However, it was too late for the latter maneuver. On 12 October the Germans seized Pogoreloe Gorodishche, and, on the evening of the same day, Lotoshino and Staritsa. Staritsa was captured by a forward detachment of the 36th Motorized Division consisting of one battalion. The main forces of this division occupied the Pogoreloe Gorodishche – Karmanovo line. Its forward detachments were operating on the Pogoreloe Gorodishche – Gzhatsk line, while the 14th Motorized Division was in the Prechistoe area. After the enemy’s mobile divisions seized Staritsa and Lotoshino, infantry divisions of the VI and XXVII Army Corps moved out on this axis.


    The breakthrough of the Western Front’s defenses on the Kalinin axis seriously complicated the overall situation. The adversary was bearing down on Kalinin, in which there remained only a group of junior lieutenants who were attending a course of instruction and a people’s militia detachment. The Stavka took a number of urgent measures to strengthen Soviet forces in the area. The 5th and 133rd Rifle Divisions, which had been heading for the Mozhaisk line, were detained in the Kalinin area. The Northwestern Front was ordered to send two rifle and two cavalry divisions to the city, as well as the 8th Tank Brigade under the command of P. A. Rotmistrov and a motorcycle regiment. These units, under the command of the Front’s chief of staff, Lieutenant-General N. F. Vatutin, received the task to assemble in the Vyshnyi Volochek and Esinovichi area by 15-16 October.


    By the end of 13 October, the enemy arrived on the western outskirts of Kalinin. On the following day, units of the enemy’s 1st Panzer Division with air support threw back units of the 5th Rifle Division, which had not had time to organize a strong defense, and broke into the city. By the morning of 15 October, the Germans had seized most of the city. Only a single rifle regiment continued to cling to the northwestern outskirts of the city, straddling the Leningrad highway. On the next day the Germans broke through the regiment’s defenses and began to exploit along the Kalinin – Torzhok highway, managing over two days to advance 40 kilometers to the northwest. However, at that point their forward units ran into the 8th Tank Brigade, which had been moving up to meet them, and were stopped. The enemy with part of its strength attempted to advance along the Moscow highway and to the south. Here, however, the Germans’ path was blocked by the 5th Rifle Division, the 21st Tank Brigade, and several units of the 30th Army, which had fallen back to this area.


    In this situation, the Stavka of the Supreme High Command on 17 October 1941 decided to create the Kalinin Front on the basis of the Western Front’s armies on its right flank (the 22nd, 29th and 30th Armies). General I. S. Konev was appointed as its commander. The Front’s main task was to liberate Kalinin and to thwart an enemy attempt to outflank Moscow from the north. This important and timely decision facilitated command and control over the troops on the boundary between the Northwestern and Western Fronts. It also reduced the front of the latter by almost half. However, the weakly covered gap between Kalinin and the Minsk highway reached 150 kilometers.


    On 18 October, General Vatutin’s operational group inflicted a check upon units of General Reinhardt’s Third Panzer Group (Reinhardt had replaced General Hoth on 4 October) in the area of the villages Mar’ino and Mednoe, then strongly dug-in on a line northwest of Kalinin. Vatutin’s group became part of the 31st Army, the commander of which was General V. A. Iushkevich. Its former commander V. N. Dalmatov had been removed from his post and sent in front of a military tribunal for major derelictions in directing his forces in defense of Rzhev. Units of the German Ninth Army, which had gone on the attack in the direction of Torzhok and Vyshni Volochek, also had no success. Even so, despite the steps that were taken, the Red Army was unable to drive the Germans out of Kalinin. Nevertheless, Kalinin Front’s active operations foiled the German plan to encircle the Northwestern Front. The enemy suffered large losses. To wit, as a result of the fighting in the Kalinin area, by 31 October the 1st Panzer Division, which had fielded 111 serviceable tanks on 28 September (out of a total of 156 tanks), only had 36 operational tanks.


    G. K. Zhukov was objectively assessing the situation: the enemy, forced to detach significant forces for the struggle with the encircled armies, could in the near future attack Moscow only on separate directions, most likely along the main road arteries leading to the capital. This meant that the main attention should not be given to creating a solid front, for which there not enough forces anyway, but to organizing a defense to block the roads where the enemy had most closely approached the Mozhaisk line’s defenses. In the process, every opportunity had to be used to delay the German offensive, to inflict losses upon the enemy, and to win time for preparing new defensive lines in the rear and for bringing up reserves.


    On 10 October, fighting flared up with renewed intensity in the vicinity of Medyn’. Prior to this date, elements of the 17th Tank Brigade, Captain I. G. Starchak’s composite detachment and the Podol’sk cadets had held up the enemy attacking along the Warsaw highway through their combined efforts. By the end of 10 October, our units after stubborn fighting were forced to abandon Medyn’. It had cost the Germans six days to advance the 50 kilometers from Iukhnov to Medyn’. The enemy’s plan for the rapid seizure of Maloiaroslavets was thwarted in large part due to the tenacity of the troops of the composite detachments, supported by the 17th Tank Brigade. In fierce fighting these detachments had suffered heavy casualties, and their remnants fell back to the main defensive line – the Il’inskoe sector of the Maloiaroslavets Fortified Region. When arriving in the Il’inskoe area, the cadet companies were down to only 30-40 men each; the two cadet artillery batteries of the detachment had lost up to 80% of their personnel and almost all their equipment.


    At 0150 on 11 October, Zhukov gave an assignment to the 53rd Rifle Division, having personally handed the following order to the division commander:


    
      1. At 18.00 10.10, enemy units with the support of tanks reached the Shania River.


      2. The commander of the 53rd Rifle Division, with the attached 17th Tank Brigade, is to clear the enemy from the eastern bank of the Shania River and to defend the river.


      The Medyn’ area must not be given up under any circumstances.


      3. Move the division into the line of defense by echelon.


      4. Inform all of the personnel about the categorical prohibition against retreating from the Shania River. All guilty parties will be shot.


      Front commander General of the Army Zhukov.11

    


    However, the weak forces of the 53rd Rifle Division, which had itself only just come out of encirclement (on 10 October it numbered 2,680 men, with 30 heavy machine guns, 30 light machine guns and only 355 rifles) did not have the strength to drive the Germans out of Medyn’.


    From Western Front headquarters’ Intelligence Summary No. 40 at 0800 12 October:


    
      The enemy, having assembled no less than one infantry division, reinforced with tanks, in the area west of Miatlevo [15 kilometers southwest of Medyn’], attempted to break through the defenses in the direction toward Medyn’. Simultaneously, he brought up infantry and tanks to the region southwest of Iukhnov with the aim of developing an attack toward Medyn’ or Kaluga.

    


    On 11 October, units of the German LVII Motorized Corps managed to breach the defensive line northeast of Medyn’. The commander of the 43rd Army ordered the 53rd Rifle Division (minus one regiment) and the 17th Tank Brigade with the support of the 64th Horse Artillery Regiment to retake Medyn’ on the morning of 12 October and to reach the line of the Shania River. He demanded special attention be devoted to reconnaissance and to securing the flanks. The division commander was to arrange the scheduled fire support for the attack with the artillery of the Maloiaroslavets Fortified Region. On the night of 11 October, units of the division moved into their jumping-off positions for the attack in conjunction with the 17th Tank Brigade. However, once again the attack to seize Medyn’ was unsuccessful, and our units withdrew beyond the forward lines of the Maloiaroslavets Fortified Region.


    Meanwhile, a composite detachment of military students from the Podol’sk Artillery and Infantry Schools arrived on the fortified line in the vicinity of Maloiaroslavets and deployed. Having occupied the Il’inskoe sector of the Mozhaisk line, the detachment was given the order to hold the line against the attacking Germans at any cost for 5 to 7 days, until Stavka reserves could come up. By this time, the future commanders had only been studying for three months. More than 2,000 cadets had been studying in the Podol’sk Infantry School, while 1,500 had been enrolled in the Artillery School. With the aim of blocking the enemy from outflanking Maloiaroslavets to the north, the 113th Rifle Division was covering Borovsk (20 kilometers north of Maloiaroslavets).


    The enemy noticed the growing Russian resistance near Maloiaroslavets. In so doing, the command of Army Group Center concluded that the Russians were throwing their last reserves into the battle – the military school students. The Nazis began to drop leaflets over their positions with a call to surrender:


    
      Valiant Red Junkers! You have fought courageously, but now your resistance no longer makes sense. The Warsaw highway is ours almost to Moscow itself! Within another day or two, we will be entering it. You are true soldiers. We respect your heroism! Come over to our side. You will receive a friendly reception, tasty food and warm clothes from us. This leaflet will serve as your pass.12

    


    The students didn’t succumb to the enticements and fought until the last of their ammunition.


    The 19th Army prepares to break out of encirclement


    On 11 October, Boldin and Lukin reported to the Stavka about the latest unsuccessful attempt to break out:


    
      To Comrade Stalin, Comrade Shaposhnikov


      Comrade Konev, Comrade Bulganin


      Today we tried to break through, but were unable to do so. At 16.00 11 October having gathered all into one fist we will start the escape from encirclement in a concerted action.


      Due to the lack of fuel, [we’ve] decided to siphon the remaining fuel in the wheeled vehicles into the tractors and to bring out the manpower, artillery and combat vehicles.13

    


    Boldin and Lukin, not very hopeful regarding radio communications, each reported the message of the other. From Boldin’s dispatch to Konev and Bulganin at the Western Front headquarters, relayed through Moscow:


    
      Today we tried to break though, but were unable to break out. We will repeat [the attempt] at 16.00. We are siphoning fuel from the wheeled vehicles into the artillery tractors. The 214th Rifle Division with one regiment of the 101st Motorized Rifle Division tried to break through the woods 1 kilometer north of Bogoroditskoe, but the Germans again plugged the gap.14

    


    An extract from the Western Front headquarters’ Operational Summary No. 213 at 2000 11 October 1941:


    
      … Sixth. Group Boldin throughout the day of 10.10 conducted bitter fighting in the area of Bogoroditskoe. The 214th Rifle Division with one regiment of the 101st Motorized Rifle Division tried to break through in the woods 1 kilometer north of Bogoroditskoe, but the Germans again closed the gap.


      From the area of Ivanniki, the enemy committed large groups of submachine gunners and mortars aboard 50 tanks into the woods north of Bogoroditskoe, cutting off the first echelon (the 214th Rifle Division and the 101st Rifle Division), communications with which have been lost.


      At 16.00 11.10 units of the Group together with units of the 19th Army renewed efforts to break out of encirclement.


      The location of the units is being established.15

    


    According to German records, the Russian elements trying to break out on 10 October were destroyed in the depth of the German defenses. Repeated attempts by our forces to break out of encirclement, undertaken on 9 and 10 October, put the enemy on the alert, and compelled the German command to fill gaps in their combat formations with additional infantry. Units of the 35th Infantry Division moved into the sector of the 7th Panzer Division. Toward the end of 10 October, the Germans managed with an attack from the west to seize the area of Ostashkovo after brief, savage fighting, thereby creating a small bridgehead on the eastern bank of the Viaz’ma River 7 kilometers north of the highway.


    General Lukin, in justification of his selected place and direction of breaking out of encirclement, in his memoirs mentions a radio message, transmitted in the clear by the commander of the 7th Panzer Division, von Funck. Supposedly in response to a query from higher command as to why the division wasn’t heading toward Moscow, he replied that the commander of the Russians’ 19th Army was also eager to get to Moscow, and that his units were hard-pressed to hold the line. Lukin writes, “So you see here it was only necessary to make a breach and launch an attack, but ammunition was extremely low.”


    He might have learned about von Funck’s radio message from Konev’s article:


    
      There is, for example, the direct evidence from the 7th Panzer Division’s commander, who in a message to his superior command reported in the clear: “The pressure of the Red Army on the Sychevka axis has been so heavy that I had to commit my remaining grenadiers. If this onslaught continues, I will not be able to hold the front, and I will be compelled to withdraw.”16

    


    It is possible that von Funck, who later spent time in a Soviet prison, made similar statements under interrogation.17 However, a message, especially one broadcast in the clear with both the post and surname of the division commander, appears implausible. The Germans on occasion also lost communications contact and sometimes broadcast messages in the clear. However, a query like “Why isn’t the division heading toward Moscow?” coming from the German command could only be conceived by someone who didn’t understand anything about the Wehrmacht’s system of command. Are we to think that von Funck was disobeying an order from von Bock? However, there was no such order: the 7th Panzer Division had been given a specific assignment to prevent the Russians from breaking out to the east.


    On the other hand, the Germans were striving to replace the 6th Panzer Division as quickly as possible, in order to use it for the offensive to the northeast. However, even this took them a long time to accomplish, as we will see. Judging from summary reports and other documents, on 11 October several of its units were continuing to participate in the repulse of Russian attacks launched in the effort to escape the pocket (see Map 16).


    If such a report or a similar communication had actually been intercepted coincidentally (the encircled forces had no radio intercept equipment), then it might have been a plain provocation – something at which the Germans were great masters. They were worried that the encircled forces would launch an attack, for example, to the north – into the rear of the divisions attacking toward Sychevka and Rzhev. Thus, it was to their advantage to entice the Russians to attempt to break out at a place, where the 7th Panzer Division was waiting for them in prepared positions along the Bebria River. Incidentally, veterans of the fighting at Bogoroditskoe later said that the local residents let them know in every possible way that the Germans were waiting for them.


    It was decided to launch the final attempt to break out at Bogoroditskoe on a sector 7-kilometers wide, launching the main attack at the boundary between the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions. Lukin scheduled the attack to go off at 1600 on 11 October, counting upon withdrawing the troops through the resulting corridor now under the cover of darkness. Lukin explains:


    
      We waited for the onset of darkness, so that the enemy couldn’t detect our maneuver and our assembly areas. … For our breakout attempt we selected a swampy place, in which tanks wouldn’t be able to maneuver (the adversary’s 7th Panzer Division was positioned directly in front of the army).18

    


    Lukin’s words demand clarification. The enemy front line defenses were positioned behind the swampy bottom land of the Bebria River. The Germans had set up a screen of forward outposts on the opposite side of the river. Von Funck’s panzers were positioned in the depth of the defenses, ready to counterattack across terrain that was fully suitable for them..


    Here is how General Vashkevich recalls the decision to break out:


    
      On the morning of 11 October, a combat order was received from the commander of the 19th Army, which had been issued at 6 o’clock in the morning that same day. It said that the enemy had occupied the front Lomy – Viaz’ma – Volosta-Piatnitsa railroad station [25 kilometers south of Viaz’ma] with motorized units, and was occupying Novo-Duginskaia Station and Kasnia Station with separate groups; additional forces held Gzhatsk, with only light screening forces extending the line further south to Iukhnov.


      The adopted decision stated that the 19th Army and Group Boldin, screening the northwest, west and southwest directions with part of their strength, at 16.00 11 October 1941 would break through the line of encirclement with the main forces and at whatever the cost emerge in the Sazhino, Shuiskoe, Kholm area. This region was located 45-55 kilometers from the breakthrough location and lay 25 kilometers due east of Gzhatsk.


      For the attack, the army arranged itself in two echelons, with five rifle divisions in the first echelon and one rifle division in the second. A cavalry division was assigned to exploit the breakthrough. The army commander kept two rifle divisions in his reserve. The 2nd Rifle Division, which to this point had been covering the 19th Army against attacks from the west, was now placed in the center of the army’s first echelon to spearhead the attack in the Bogoroditskoe, Domanovo, Ivanniki direction and to create a breach in the ring of encirclement together with other units.19

    


    On the whole, the 19th Army commander’s Order No. 71, signed by Generals Boldin and Lukin, gives the impression of a well-prepared document (its contents, recreated from the original, are shown in Appendix XVII), and testifies to the command’s resolve to break through the enemy’s defense this time and to escape from the encirclement. In accordance with the order, the 166th Rifle Division on the right, strengthened by the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, was to breach the enemy’s defenses on the Leont’evo – Markovo axis (see Map 16). It was then to dig in strongly on the line of woods west of Obduvalovka and Leont’evo in order to secure the 19th Army’s flank against enemy counterattacks from the Viaz’ma direction. Next to it on the left, the 89th Rifle Division with the 596th Howitzer Artillery Regiment was to attack in the direction of Zhekulino, Hill 245.2 and Vsevolodkino. Next in line to the left, the 244th Rifle Division would attack toward Obukhovo and Kishkino. The main attack was further to the left, where the 2nd Rifle Division with the 685th Horse Artillery Regiment, the 57th Howitzer Artillery Regiment and the remnants of three tank brigades (the 126th, 127th and 147th Tank Brigades), under the overall command of the commander of the 127th Tank Brigade, was to penetrate the enemy’s defenses in the direction of the Bogoroditskoe woods, Domanovo and Ivanniki. On the army’s left flank, the weakened 214th Rifle Division with the 293rd Gun Artillery Regiment20 and the 101st Motorized Rifle Division, under the overall command of the 214th Rifle Division’s commander, was to attack in the direction of the woods lying to the south of Isakovo. This division was then to pivot its front to the northwest and assume the defense, in order to secure the left side of the corridor for the passage of the entire grouping. The listing of the division and unit designations might confuse the reader. They all, with the exception of the 2nd Rifle Division, had suffered significant losses. In General Vashkevich’s personal archive there is a note: “The 127th Tank Brigade, consisting of 1 KV tank, and the non-existent 126th and 147th Tank Brigades were attached to the 2nd Rifle Division just for show.”


    The order did not give phase lines or further attack directions to the divisions. Apparently Lukin believed that it was sufficient to seize the main road and to deploy screening forces on the right and left flanks of the army’s breakthrough sector, in order to secure the following columns’ withdrawal from the pocket along designated routes. The screening forces were to begin their retreat only after the passage of all the other units and baggage trains. In the course of the breakout, improvisations were necessary. The detachment of naval infantry and their artillery batteries were extricated by mechanized transport. For a while, they helped defend the narrow breach that was created against an enemy counterattack of tanks from the right.


    Vashkevich’s division was not in the center of the army’s attack formation, but closer to the left flank. Behind its right flank, the 134th Rifle Division would advance with the task of mopping up remaining enemy groups left behind the advancing first echelon. Thus, the axis of the main attack, where the strongest divisions were attacking, was offset to the left. The 45th Cavalry Division was also planned to be used on this axis in order to exploit the breakthrough. Remnants of the 91st and 140th Rifle Divisions comprised the army commander’s reserve. Plainly, our scouts had still managed to establish that the boundary between two enemy divisions was here, on the Bogoroditskoe – Spas axis, and that northwest of Bogoroditskoe, an exchange of units was taking place in the enemy line. In fact, according to the enemy’s operational summary for 11 October, it was here that units of the 5th Infantry Division were moving into the line to replace the 6th Panzer Division.21


    Lukin also gave missions to the air units – in the hope that the Western Front’s air force would launch strikes against the indicated targets. Interestingly, none of the active participants in those distant events mention any attempts to deceive the enemy, to mislead him as to the point and direction of attack by means of conducting diversionary activities. As previous experience demonstrated, such activities had frequently assisted our forces when breaking out of the multitude of large and small pockets of 1941. General Boldin and General Lukin had to know this well. An analysis of the text of Lukin’s order suggests that such activities were undertaken, naturally, without publicity. How else can it be explained that our units attacked the positions of von Funck’s panzer division not only on the main attack sector, but also to the south of it, at the mouth of the Bebria River, while Lukin’s designated routes out of the encirclement led not to the east, but to the north and northeast? This is just what the Germans wanted to avoid.


    In addition, the five divisions of the first echelon, according to the order, were each supposed to construct two bridges in their own sectors, including one with a capacity of bearing a 5 metric ton axle load. The Bebria, a tributary of the Viaz’ma River, with its marshy banks within the boundaries of the breakthrough sector, represented a considerable obstacle for transport, not to mention the prime movers towing the 152mm guns. In October, after the rains and snows that had fallen, its banks had turned into a swamp. Veterans of the fighting, who gathered almost every year at the monument in Bogoroditskoe dedicated to their fallen combat comrades, often discussed this. It was hardly necessary to construct 10 bridges, each of which would need at least a plank road leading to it through the swampy sectors. Who would build them, and from what materials? One can assume that by constructing temporary crossings (more accurately, imitations of them) to the right of Pekarevo, they were trying to divert the enemy’s attention from the planned breakthrough sector. However, the trapped forces were fully capable of building two or three bridges across the narrow river channel in the center and on the left flank, where the routes of retreat began, especially because there were at least one or two pontoon-bridge construction battalions among them.


    After penetrating the enemy’s defenses, the troops and rear services were to exit the pocket along two routes. The right-hand route (No. 1) began at Pekarevo (3 kilometers south of Vsevolodkino), while the left-hand route (No. 2) began at Martiukhi (1 kilometer north of Bogoroditskoe). Both routes led almost due north, bypassing Kasnia Station. The right-hand column was to pass 5 kilometers north of the station, and the left-hand column – 10 kilometers north of it. The columns would have to march 30-35 kilometers to reach the point where the routes intersected the railroad. Unfortunately, scouts had not been able to probe the depth of the German defenses. Therefore Lukin was unaware that units of the 6th Panzer Division, which had been withdrawn from combat, and the main forces of the enemy’s 14th Motorized Division were concentrated precisely on this axis. These divisions had been designated to develop the offensive toward Kalinin. Incidentally, according to available information, a small group headed by General Boldin did make their way back to friendly lines along this northern direction, emerging at Spas. However, this occurred only after the Germans, having mopped up the pocket, had removed their screening forces.


    Throughout 9 and 10 October, two regiments of the 2nd Rifle Division had been occupying the prepared line along the eastern bank of the Viaz’ma River on a 17-kilometer sector between Borkovo and Artemovo, covering the rear of the 19th Army. Its third regiment was in reserve and positioned behind the division’s left flank. The division received Lukin’s order at 0730 on 11 October. The 1284th Rifle Regiment, which was left behind on the Viaz’ma River on the sector that had been held by the two regiments in order to continue covering the 19th Army’s rear, passed to General Lukin’s direct control.


    Assessing the strength and disposition of the opposing sides from the view of the present-day, it should be emphasized that the chances to escape the encirclement with the heavy weapons, combat equipment and transport vehicles loaded with wounded were minimal. It seems that a direction of escape, after penetrating the enemy’s defenses, between Viaz’ma and Kasnia Station would have been preferable. This path was shorter and offered a chance to gain separation from the enemy. However, here the Germans could additionally commit units of the 10th Panzer Division, which were occupying Viaz’ma.


    The 19th Army’s breakout attempt on 11 October fails


    General Vashkevich relates:


    
      The main forces of the [2nd Rifle] division consisting of the 1282nd and 1286th Rifle Regiments, a detachment of Black Sea naval infantry (around 800 men), the 970th Artillery Regiment, as well as the 596th Howitzer Artillery Regiment and a battalion of the 57th Howitzer Artillery Regiment that were attached to the division, were to occupy a jumping-off position west of the village of Bogoroditiskoe, in order to attack the enemy at 1600. Just 8 hours and 30 minutes remained until the start of the attack. Over this time, elements of the 1284th Rifle Regiment had to take over the 1286th Rifle Regiment’s positions on the Viaz’ma River, the remaining units of the division had to march 15-18 kilometers to reach the jumping-off position, the artillery had to move into firing positions and determine targets at which they would fire in support of the infantry, and the regiment commanders had to make decisions and assign tasks to their subordinate commanders. The rifle company commanders only had enough time to indicate to their platoon commanders the places they were supposed to attack. In order to bring up the artillery, mortars, heavy machine guns, ammunition, engineering equipment and communications equipment, all the fuel in the transport vehicles [likely, Vashkevich meant staff vehicles and vehicles carrying personal baggage and other non-essential items belonging to the rear services] had to be siphoned into the combat vehicles. This procedure took two to three hours of the strictly limited time available.


      By 10.00 all the orders had been issued, and messages had been received that the units had begun to carry them out. The division commander, a group of the division’s staff officers, the artillery commander, the battalion engineer and the division’s signals chief with communications equipment, and the commanders of the rifle and artillery regiments had all gathered at 11.30 on the edge of the woods 1.5 kilometers west of Bogoroditskoe, where the command post had been organized. By 13.00, the commanders of the rifle and artillery regiments had received their combat tasks on the spot, and they immediately set about preparing to implement them.


      By this time the 1282nd Rifle Regiment, the 970th Artillery Regiment, the 3rd Battalion of the 389th Howitzer Artillery Regiment and part of the 596th Howitzer Regiment had all come up. The 1286th Rifle Regiment, the rest of the 596th Howitzer Regiment, and the 57th Heavy Artillery Battalion [actually, a battalion of the 57th Howitzer Artillery Regiment] were late. The naval infantry battalion had also not arrived. Everything was being done in a terrible hurry.


      Approximately just two hours remained until 16.00, the start time for the attack, and until the onset of darkness. Around 15.00, battalions of the 1286th Rifle Regiment showed up. They headed to their jumping-off areas at a run. Around 15.30, the two late battalions of the 596th Howitzer Artillery Regiment and the battalion from the 57th Howitzer Artillery Battalion began to deploy. At this time, the enemy air force became active, and conducted strikes in groups of four to six aircraft each against our troops that were moving into their jumping-off positions or already occupying them. The rear elements of the divisions and the army and the pontoon-bridge construction units crowded up against the artillery positions and the second echelons of the regiments and divisions. There were no communications means over this entire time.


      I reported about all of this to General Lukin, the commander of the 19th Army, as well as the fact that not all the artillery was ready for action and that some of the platoons of the 1286th Rifle Regiment still hadn’t received their assignments. I persistently entreated him to postpone the attack until the next morning, so as over the night to move back the rear personnel and equipment, to restore order to the mixed up units, and to reestablish control over the troops.


      To my report and proposal to shift the attack to the morning of 12 October, I received the reply: ‘Vashkevich, you can’t picture the entire situation. Either we break though today, now, or they’ll crush us by the morning.’ To my comment that the enemy wouldn’t launch an attack at night, General Lukin confirmed his order: ‘Go and break through.’ – and wished me luck. On this we parted after a handshake.22

    


    It is possible to understand General Vashkevich’s objections; when describing the battle, he primarily speaks about his own 2nd Rifle Division.


    From General Lukin’s article:


    
      At this moment, General V. P. Vashkevich, upon whom I was placing all hopes, raised objections regarding the timing of the attack and the haste with which the divisions were being committed into battle, so again I had to try to convince him that each hour was precious, and that if we didn’t move to break out that night, the next day the enemy would crush us, since we would have nothing left to fire. We said our farewells, shook hands, and he left.23

    


    Other artillery units also took part in the artillery preparation, including the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, which expended its last shells in this battle. The battalion of Katiusha rocket-launchers fired their final salvo at the enemy from the area of the village of Anoshino. When it had become clear that the breakout attempt had failed, the crews at the order of Colonel P. S. Semenov, the chief of staff of the 19th Army’s artillery, blew up their rocket-launching trucks. For a long time after the war, remnants of their launching racks lay scattered in the fields around Rozhnovo.


    Militiaman A. A. Leliaichev recalls:


    
      The village of Bogoroditskoe. The 1286th Rifle Regiment’s first combat action. It all took place toward sunset. The 1st Battalion (700 men) moved out on the attack. About 2 o’clock in the afternoon, we emerged from some woods. The Germans began to fire; there were many losses, the colonel was knocked senseless, and many wounded. Not quite reaching a half kilometer from the woods to the village of Orlianka, squad commander Siluianov was killed around 4 o’clock in the afternoon. We entered Orlianka in the evening. The Bogoroditskoe field. Residents were telling us that they had given signals that the Germans were waiting for our attack, but our guys didn’t see these signals. The attack was ghastly. Many were killed right off the bat by a machine gun. The order was given to destroy the machine gun. Everything was happening in an impenetrable darkness. A command rang out: “Forward!” – and then the voice fell silent (he’d been killed). The German machine gunner was hunting down and killing anyone who tried to rise. It was awful to experience. It cost me to shout “Comrade Lieutenant!”, because the machine gun, firing at any rustle, fired a burst in my direction at the sound of my voice. The machine gun fell silent [the German machine gun had been firing from a bell tower, until it was knocked out by Captain Kazanov’s scouts from the 2nd Rifle Division]. I began to search for the living. The dead: Peregudov, Lanuman, Rodshtein, platoon commander Bystrov (a Kazakh), my friends from the light bulb factory Nikolai Grishin and Pavel Pikin, and 25 other men.”


      … I reported to political instructor Kurbatov about the deaths of the comrades. Together with them we had gone on the attack toward Bogoroditskoe; the field was covered with corpses. The political instructor’s commands: “Take cover!” and then “Fall back!” It was impossible to collect the wounded or to bury the dead. We fell back. The remaining 300 men (out of 3,000) withdrew from the village; among them was political instructor Kurbatov. The regiment commander drove up. He issued the order “Forward!”, and then drove off toward the village of Pekarevo, where there was a breakthrough, but regiment commander Boved wound up as a prisoner (according to conjectures and rumors). A major assumed command. The small number of remaining men, half of them wounded dropped down into a ravine. Political instructor Kurbatov was also wounded. At the last moment, two majors got into an argument over who should be commanding the regiment. One of the majors shot the other, and the approximately 53-year-old major who survived took command. He agreed to lead us out of encirclement, as long as we would follow his orders and be completely subordinate to him. This condition was due to those located among us whose nerves weren’t holding out: they were tearing off their epaulets [here the veteran is confused: epaulets didn’t exist in the Red Army at the time] and acting crazy. Nothing frightened me, other than the terror of being wounded and winding up as a prisoner. … A female resident of the village of Shchuchina Lukeria after the war told me that the greater portion of the 2nd People’s Militia Division was killed here. The “Valley of Death” – there’s a birch grove there now.24

    


    Remnants of the 91st Rifle Division and several hundred men of the 2nd Rifle Division managed to break through. Some publications assert that the ring of encirclement was slammed shut again around 2200 11 October. This isn’t supported by German records. It should be considered that the Germans were unwilling to go into close combat, especially at night, preferring to repulse attacks by fire. The fighting continued all night and the entire following day with alternating success. Our troops would drive the enemy from positions, but the Germans would regain them with a counterattack. This pattern repeated several times. The ground on the approach to the point of breakthrough was jammed with troops. Vehicles, wagons and artillery piled up in front of the Bebria River. Each enemy shell or mortar round struck a target. At dawn, a German panzer counterattack overran the screening barriers on either side of the narrow corridor and closed the hole.


    Naval artillerymen of the 200th Separate Artillery Battalion also took part in the breakthrough at Bogoroditskoe. Their company-sized groups, headed by former battery commanders, began quickly to advance toward the designated breakthrough sector under the cover of supporting artillery fire. At a signal they went into the attack. Soldiers’ “Ura!” intermingled with the sailors’ cries “Polundra!” [“Battle stations!”] However, the attackers came under heavy enemy fire. German panzers appeared on the right flank from behind a woodlot. At this critical moment, Senior Lieutenant G. D. Fokin’s battery of 152mm guns moved up together with a group of naval infantrymen armed with anti-tank rifles:


    
      … 17 fascist tanks deployed in an arrowhead formation reached our troops and began to crush them beneath their tracks. A panic arose among the enormous number of men, who were compactly crammed together in the ravine. … The naval artillerymen … opened fire at the enemy tanks. With pointblank fire we managed to destroy four large tanks and to damage two others. The remaining tanks turned around and fled the battlefield. In this exchange of fire, the naval guns also destroyed one four-gun 105mm German battery, one battery of heavy mortars, and suppressed or destroyed a number of firing emplacements and much enemy manpower, which was trying to block the breakthrough.25

    


    In the course of the fighting, enemy tanks managed to get behind the naval battery. It wasn’t possible to turn the heavy guns around quickly. The Komsomol organizer of one of the gun crews, Senior Seaman Aleksei Shakhov saved the battery from unavoidable destruction at the cost of his own life:


    
      He rushed to meet the lead tank and adroitly tossed a large bundle of grenades directly under one of its tracks. … A large explosion erupted, and the rapidly advancing tank spun in place and stopped. At this moment, a machine-gun burst from an adjacent tank cut down the brave sailor. However, by this time one of the guns had managed to pivot and fired a round pointblank at the second tank. The menacing vehicle turned into a tangled heap of metal.26

    


    The surviving artillerymen spent 17 days making their way out of encirclement, fighting their way through the enemy rear areas. The battalion’s commissar I. A. Belozersky was killed in the process. On 26 October, the sailors of the 200th Artillery Battalion reached Moscow in several groups.


    On 12 October, the operations chief of the Western Front, General Malandin reported to the Chief of the General Staff Shaposhnikov:


    
      1. Boldin, Lukin, Vaneev reported that on the night of 11.10.41, Lukin’s and Boldin’s units completed a breakthrough on the Obukhovo, Bogoroditskoe, Martiukhi sector. The forward units of the forces that have broken through have seized Ivanovka and Romanovo. The artillery has been towed into the created gap. The enemy is offering stubborn resistance.


      2. Boldin, Lukin and Vaneev have been sent briefing material on the enemy and the most advantageous direction for the exit of the forces to the east. The air force has been given an assignment to cover the withdrawal of Lukin’s, Boldin’s and Vaneev’s forces.27

    


    As soon as the breach formed, the artillery units, rear columns and wagons moved forward. However, the troops and headquarters were not ready for night operations. In the darkness, and in October it arrives early, under the intense enemy fire, the units’ columns became intermingled; movement ground to a halt, and traffic jams arose. Certain units lost their way, and matters reached the point of clashes between friendly forces. While the situation was being straightened out, time was lost. The blocking forces on the flanks of the breakthrough sector, lacking anti-tank weapons, were simply crushed by enemy panzers. Therefore, only isolated units and scattered groups of soldiers.


    According to the recollections of veterans of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, prior to the breakout attempt it was ordered to burn the documents of the battalion headquarters. On 11 October, having fired their last shells, the regiment moved off in column toward the breach that had been formed. The lead prime mover had a heavy machine gun mounted in the cab, while the remaining tractors had light machine guns. However, the Germans were counterattacking to eliminate the gap that had been created in their defenses. The column crawled slowly forward into a pocket of fire. It seemed that enemy guns and machine guns were firing into it from every direction. Vehicles and tractors were burning. Men were rushing among them, gripped with terror. Lieutenant V. S. Erokhov was killed, along with dozens of other commanders, non-commissioned officers and troops. Lieutenant A. S. Dudka fell mortally wounded next to his gun. Several dozen German panzers launched a counterattack from the left. The surviving artillerymen fell back to a jumping-off position. The Germans, having closed the gap in their defenses along the Bebria River, decided not to attack into the pocket.28


    I will cite a few extracts from captured German documents to show what the repulse of the enemy attempts to break out of encirclement on 11 October looked like from their side of the combat:


    
      On 11.10 at 18.30, the enemy bombarded our positions and the village of Martiukhi with heavy artillery. In addition, armor-piercing shell hits against two self-propelled guns were noted. The second fire attack began at 21.30. Immediately after it, the enemy went on the counterattack. It was here that 5 panzers, infantry and anti-tank gunners of the 7th Panzer Division fell back through our positions. The enemy was stopped by intense machine-gun fire, but not before penetrating into the 7th Company’s position and bypassing the position of the platoon of quad-mounted 20mm anti-aircraft guns. It was necessary to take up an all-round defense. Thanks to close cooperation, we managed with the fire of the quad-mounted guns to beat back the enemy attempt to break out. During the battle, two non-commissioned officers and 5 soldiers were wounded by enemy fire and grenade fragments.


      At 22.20, an enemy column consisting of infantry, tanks and artillery was detected at a range of 1500 meters, which was in the process of bypassing a large fire. Three of the quad-mounted guns began firing at the column with 10-minute intervals. During such attacks, the enemy would hastily abandon the road. At 02.00 Russian infantrymen again appeared in front of the platoon’s position, which were scattered by our 20mm guns and machine guns. Movement attempts continued until 3 o’clock in the morning.


      2. The platoon took 40 prisoners. Directly in front of our positions we spotted 36 dead enemy soldiers. We couldn’t count in full all the enemy losses, because the ground in front of our positions was under constant fire.29

    


    From the 6th Panzer Division’s 114th Infantry Regiment report for 12 October:


    
      Toward the evening of 11 October, a concentration of enemy troops was detected in Bogoroditskoe. Quickly-opened artillery fire inflicted painful losses on the enemy. Around midnight the Russians attempted to probe our positions with several reconnaissance groups in strength of up to a company each. They were broken up with infantry fire. The right flank of the regiment’s 2nd Battalion was reinforced.


      At 01.00 12 October the enemy after a preparatory artillery and mortar barrage undertook an attack in the direction of Martiukhi and the woodlands on the eastern side of the village. The attack was beaten back. Nevertheless, the enemy managed to penetrate into the defensive positions of the 7th Panzer Division in the direction of Krasnyi Kolos, from where he attempted to attack the left flank of the 114th Infantry Regiment’s 2nd Battalion in the direction of Martiukhi. This was foiled by the commitment of company from its reserve. Besides this, a company of motorcyclists from the 57th Regiment was urgently transferred to the threatened location.


      Around 4 o’clock in the morning, the Russians undertook an attack in several waves, once again in the direction of Martiukhi. However, this attempt was also thrown back. The fighting reached the point of hand-to-hand combat with the use of hand grenades. … The reserve 1st Battalion of the 114th Infantry Division was quickly moved to that point.30

    


    Breakout attempts continued even on the morning of 12 October. The 114th Infantry Regiment’s report for 12 October continues:


    
      Two of the regiment’s battalions, having moved out of their positions in order to cover the approaches from the east, have been withdrawn into the division’s reserve. …


      Early on the morning of 12.10, the Russians launched a strong attack against the right flank of the 7th Panzer Division and key positions of the 4th Infantry Regiment’s 2nd Battalion. The 4th Infantry Regiment’s 2nd Company, which had fallen back, was able to regain its positions in cooperation with its right-hand neighbor. With the combined efforts, the enemy was stopped. On the evening of 12.10, both battalions returned to their former positions.


      Our own losses. Killed: 1 officer and 2 soldiers, wounded – 13, missing-in-action – 2 men. One 37mm anti-tank gun was knocked out.


      We took 1,463 prisoners. Captured: 2 tanks, 880 rifles, 5 122mm guns and 2 150mm, 1 37mm, 2 anti-tank guns, 35 machine guns (including 5 heavy machine guns), and 50 trucks.31

    


    When repelling the attacks of our forces, the Germans used every means available, including anti-aircraft guns in a direct-fire mode. The fire from the 20mm quad-mounted anti-aircraft guns was particularly effective; in the darkness they had the strongest psychological effect on the attackers. In order to liquidate the breaches and penetrations in their defenses, the Germans made broad use of maneuvering forces and means from other sectors of the front and from the depth. In so doing, they relied on creating improvised groups, paying no regard to the element’s or unit’s parent headquarters. From the contents of the above cited reports, the conclusion suggests itself that the German command gained nothing by its plan to replace the units of the 6th Panzer Division and to withdraw it within the designated time frame. Practically all of its units, including those withdrawn into the second echelon, were drawn back into the fighting again to repulse the Soviet attacks. Because of the unceasing attacks by significant Russian forces, the replacement of the 7th Panzer Division in the line also couldn’t take place. On 12 October, only its right flank regiment began to pull out of the line. The division continued to hold the line between Provar (1 kilometer east of Gornevo) and Viaz’ma. The replacement of all the division’s units by infantry didn’t take place until the overnight period between 12 and 13 October.


    In order to weaken the Russians’ pressure toward the northeast, the Germans strengthened the attacks of the VIII Army Corps’ attacks from the west. The units of three Wehrmacht infantry divisions attacked the single 1284th Rifle Regiment of former militiamen.


    Vashkevich relates:


    
      … the 1284th Rifle Regiment, left behind on the Viaz’ma River in order to cover the 19th Army’s breakout attempt to the east, carried out its difficult assignment. All day long on 11 October, with fire and counterattacks it repulsed the attempts of major German forces to establish a foothold on the eastern bank of the Viaz’ma. The troops fought courageously, demonstrating tenacity and heroism.


      In this battle, the regiment’s chief of staff V. Viazhlinsky died like a hero while personally leading a company’s counterattack. Sergeant I. Dubikhin’s rifle squad, with which the battalion commissar N. Sapel’kin was situated, died heroically to the last man, having killed more than two dozen Nazis, and refused to yield their positions to the enemy. The machine gunners of the 3rd Rifle Battalion’s machine-gun company steadfastly defended their positions. The commander of the machine-gun company Lieutenant A. A. Baranov, being twice wounded in the leg and arm, continued to fire a machine gun until he lost consciousness [A. A. Baranov was taken prisoner, survived the war and left behind his memoirs]. The machine-gun teams of Sergeant Ikonnikov and Sergeant Major Tashchalov were killed heroically in their positions.32

    


    Another veteran of the battle has left an account of it:


    
      Lieutenant Viazhlinsky grabbed a light machine gun and led the men on a counterattack. The brave commander, a veteran of the [Russian] Civil War, was hit by a burst of automatic weapon fire. However, the attack didn’t falter. Lieutenant Grebeniuk assumed command of the battalion during the fighting. Together with political instructor Terekhin, they urged the men on and threw the fascists back across the river.


      On the night of 11 October, the regiment’s assistant chief of staff Captain Undmunt gathered the surviving battalion commanders.


      ‘How many men do you have left?’ he asked.


      The answers weren’t comforting.


      ‘Take a listen, hard fighting is going on over there. It is the units of our army trying to break out of the ring of encirclement. You’ve fought bravely, suffered large losses. But we have to hold on for one more day. Soon the evacuation of the wounded and rear units should begin. We must secure their escape. None of us will leave the line without an order.’


      Captain Undmunt gave each commander his assignment and pointed out the line of defense. Lieutenant Baranov, the commander of a machine-gun platoon, was ordered to take up a defensive position north of the village of Nechaevo and to prevent the Germans from reaching the Nechaevo – Bukhanovo road. The platoon had 27 fighters. Baranov dispersed the machine-gun teams. He placed Ikonnikov’s team on the flank.


      Only a small part of the regiment managed to make its way out of the encirclement to link up with friendly forces.33

    


    From an account of the VIII Army Corps’ operations contained in the Ninth Army’s operational summary:


    
      11.10. VIII Corps: Close to sunset the 8th Infantry Division broke through the enemy’s positions on the Viaz’ma River near Briukhovo, and the 28th Infantry Division – east of Lopatino. The enemy positions on both sides of the highway in front of the 87th Rifle Division were unoccupied.


      Attempts by the enemy to break out of the pocket were repulsed. The VIII Army Corps breached the fortified Viaz’ma line, seized Bukhanovo (6 kilometers east of the anti-tank ditch and 7 kilometers southwest of Bogoroditskoe, and constricted the pocket. However, already on the following day, regiments of the 28th, 8th and 87th Infantry Divisions again collided with strong resistance from the Russians now compressed into a narrow cauldron … The number of prisoners, which to this point had been insignificant, increased.34

    


    According to German documents, they managed in the course of 11 October to cross the Viaz’ma River without meeting any sort of resistance from the opposing side. Then they broke through the defenses of the 1284th Rifle Regiment on the line of the anti-tank ditch, and having advanced 10-12 kilometers, emerged in the rear of the Russians. The dismemberment and destruction of General Lukin’s grouping was threatened. Here, in the remaining tiny pocket, there was no longer any rear area. Everyone who could, even the women – medics and signals personnel – picked up a gun. Bitter fighting continued day and night. It was impossible to make out who was attacking and who was defending.


    The German command took note with satisfaction that on 11 October, all the attempts by major Russian forces on the eastern side of the front to break out of the pocket were repulsed, and that the units which had penetrated the defenses were being destroyed by reserves. Other progress was also being made:


    
      11.10. The 5th Infantry Division at 12.00 took over the 6th Panzer Division’s sector. There is no enemy in front of the division. Several elements of the panzer regiment will be replaced by midnight. The 7th Panzer Division repelled desperate efforts by the enemy to break out of encirclement.35

    


    Other German documents provide additional insight into the collapse of the Viaz’ma pocket:


    
      12.10. VIII Army Corps, having overcome disorganized enemy resistance, moved through the wooded area east of the Viaz’ma River.


      0425: There is no enemy in front of the 87th Infantry Division, either on the highway or to the north of it. In the woods east of the 87th Infantry Division’s main positions, there is the appearance of a significant number of vehicles.


      1730: The 87th Infantry Division is attacking to the north with its right flank in the area of the highway bridge across the Viaz’ma between Pistsovo and Griaznoe, which is being held by the enemy.


      12.10. V Army Corps: in the morning, the enemy was continuing to make desperate attempts to break out of encirclement with weak artillery preparation. Temporarily, the enemy managed to create a lodgment in our combat positions. In front of the 28th Infantry Division on the corps’ left flank in the region of Parfenovo is an enemy concentration with tanks and heavy artillery.


      At 14.00, counterattacks by the 35th Infantry Division, supported by the 7th Panzer Division’s panzer regiment, continued [by this time, units of the 35th Infantry Division had buttressed the defenses of the 7th Panzer Division along the road to Viaz’ma]. Because of the attack of significant enemy forces, the replacement of the 7th Panzer Division in the line was conducted only in the sector of its right-flank regiment. It is assumed that all the units of the division will be replaced overnight between 12 and 13 October.36

    


    From the Third Panzer Group’s account:


    
      The encircled enemy continually undertook ever more fierce attempts to break out of the encirclement, especially in the 7th Panzer Division’s sector. All the enemy attacks were beaten back with very heavy losses for the latter. After the elimination of local penetrations, the adversary was thrown back. We also suffered heavy casualties.37

    


    Hasso von Manteuffel’s history of the 7th Panzer Division recognizes the difficulty of the fighting and the large losses it generated on the German side:


    
      … the around-the-clock fighting that then ensued [after the encirclement] is considered among the hardest that the division ever experienced.


      The enemy, directed by the iron will of its command, with ever growing stubbornness conducted energetic attacks, striving to escape the pocket.


      Their main attack fell not where it had been initially expected (in the area of the highway), but to the northwest of there [emphasis the author’s]. The enemy attacked under the cover of darkness and fog, taking advantage of the wooded, bushy terrain.


      The fighting abounded with tragic episodes. Entire grenadier platoons were wiped out to the last man. The last reserves were quickly melting away, and it was repeatedly necessary to take troops from quiet sectors (for example, from the region of the highway) and to create improvised reserves. Barely was one gap plugged, when another, even larger one would open.


      The panzer regiment, only part of which remained combat-capable, moved from one combat hotspot to another. At times, the enemy managed to penetrate as far as the artillery’s firing positions.38

    


    Later the commander of the 7th Panzer Division, H. von Funck, reported that over the days of 11 and 12 October, the division had lost 1,000 men; one battalion was literally destroyed.


    The stories of veterans of the breakout attempt known to this point relate primarily to the fighting around Bogoroditskoe. However, the encircled forces attacked on a front longer than 7 kilometers. The history of this panzer division, as in the history of any other unit or formation, is not without exaggerations. However, even from this short retelling one can grasp the courage of despair with which our soldiers went on the attack and the sort of forces that opposed them:


    
      Several times Soviet chemical mortars attacked Pekarevo and the area behind our positions [apparently our troops used smoke shells]. Almost until the middle of the day, unflagging enemy artillery fire continued against our strong points. Around 15.00, major enemy forces resumed the offensive and attack Zhelukino in undetermined strength. At the order of the company commander, we allowed the enemy to approach closely, in order to use even our light weapons with shock and greater effectiveness. The fire of our heavy weapons and tanks pitilessly fell upon the aggregation of hundreds of transport vehicles, horse-drawn wagons and carts, and so forth. In order to throw back the Soviet troops that had approached our positions, it was necessary to launch a counterattack together with assault guns. In the process, heavy close combat developed, which was rather dangerous, because the 3rd Platoon had almost run out of ammunition. Despite this, we managed to destroy the greater part of the enemy forces and to seize approximately 150 prisoners. It was only in this way that we were able to hold our position.


      However, the Russians continued to attack with shouts of “Hurrah!” in the direction of Dorokhovka [here, units of the 166th Rifle Division were attacking]. Our machine guns fired without pause at the enemy units that had approached most closely, inflicting heavy enemy casualties. Flanking fire from the attached heavy machine-gun platoon had a particularly devastating effect on the enemy. It seemed that the enemy attack had been quashed. However, around 18.00 there was a report that the enemy had broken through in the center, and a counterattack had failed. Recognizing the danger, the company commander himself called back several of the panzers that had left for the rear. The company’s platoons fired every weapon they had in order to stop the enemy’s assault forces. However, we had to fall back somewhat in order to cover the positions of the heavy machine-gun platoon, the mortar group, and the anti-tank guns. At the moment of greatest danger, the panzers finally came up and, attacking the enemy, advanced to the front line. The Soviet soldiers, taking cover in homes and gardens in groups of 20-40 men, furiously returned fire.


      Around 19.00-20.00, an enemy force of approximately 80 men that had penetrated the sector of the 2nd Platoon attempted to advance in the direction of Leont’evo. However, remnants of the 2nd Platoon together with four panzers attacked them, and after brief action at close range, closed the gap. After some time, around 21.30, the Russians attacked again. Communications personnel, drivers and motorcyclists joined the fighting. After another three panzers arrived to help, the defenses behind the front managed to be restored. Everything that moved or caught the eye was destroyed. Ammunition was running low, when two panzers brought up more. Thirty to forty Russians were killed, and just as many, mostly severely wounded, were captured. Roughly 80 to 100 Russian soldiers were lying in front of and between our positions. Many Bolsheviks, who continued to prowl around the village, were killed that night.


      Twice more the enemy tried to attack the weak spots in our position with shouts of “Hurrah!” We had to fall back to the western outskirts of Pekarevo, in order to wait for the approach of the reserve 8th Company. Using the fire of an assault gun and our heavy machine-gun group, these attacks were also repelled.39

    


    The troops of the 19th Army didn’t succeed in breaking through the ring of encirclement: the German counterattacks with the use of panzers managed to plug the gap in their defenses at Bogoroditskoe. According to unconfirmed data, approximately 1,800 soldiers and officers of General Vashkevich’s group manage to escape the pocket and return to friendly lines.


    General Vashkevich recalls:


    
      By dawn on 12 October, the units that had broken through assembled 18 kilometers northeast of the breakthrough location. Elements of the 1282nd and 1286th Rifle Regiments, the 970th Artillery Regiment and part of the naval infantry detachment were here, as well as fragments of the neighboring divisions of the army. The physical exhaustion and enormous stress of the night’s fighting were quickly evident. Everyone collapsed in sleep.


      We spent the entire day of 12 October in this region, waiting for the arrival of other of our units. However, only isolated, small elements from various divisions of the 19th Army linked up with us.


      … Far to the southwest, where savage fighting had been going on throughout the night and that morning, silence descended. The heroic struggle of the 19th Army and Group Boldin with the aim of penetrating the ring of encirclement and escaping at whatever cost back to the Mozhaisk line’s defenses had come to an end.40

    


    Later Lukin would utter a reproach toward Vashkevich for failing to use the opportunity to attack the enemy from behind in order to punch through a corridor for the escape of the remaining troops. However, to turn back disorganized remnants of various units for an attack without heavy weaponry and artillery support is hardly within the capability of any military commander, much less General Vashkevich. Scattered attacks by our forces continued the entire night and into the next day. However, it was already clear that this attempt to break out had also failed.


    On 12 October, a radio message arrived in Moscow:


    
      To Comrades Stalin, Shaposhnikov, Konev, Bulganin


      1. The enemy is occupying the belt along the Bebria River from Viaz’ma, Lomy that was constructed and fortified by us. The enemy strength, determined from prisoners taken in various sectors, consists of the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions. Northwest of Zhilino, the 129th and 89th Infantry Divisions are attacking Moscow [sic – obviously, Martiukhi was intended], Lomy.


      2. The 19th Army and Group BOLDIN are occupying the line Bogoroditskoe, Iamnoe, Kochetovo, Gornevo and at 16.00 went on the attack on the Martiukhi – Bogoroditskoe – Dorokhovka front. The enemy is putting up stubborn resistance with frequent counterattacks by 20-30 combat vehicles. The enemy has used an 8-barrel rocket-launcher.41


      The enemy air force today was passive. It bombed our forces in groups of 30-40 aircraft on the afternoon of 10.10.41. We committed all possible means and strength into action. Night fighting is continuing, but so far we have had no success. The ring of encirclement has been clamped shut. All of our attempts to contact Ershakov and Rakutin have failed; we don’t know where they are or what they are doing.


      Shells are running out. There is no fuel; we’ll report with Boldin how we can receive ammunition and fuel.


      Boldin, Lukin, Vaneev, Malyshkin.42

    


    The decision to break out to the south is reached


    At 0130 on 12 October, the Western Front headquarters issued a duplicated instruction simultaneously to all four commanders of the encircled armies:


    
      To Lukin, Ershakov, Boldin, Rakutin


      The 252nd Infantry Division is operating in front of Ershakov. The division sent a request for help in the clear to the German command on 11.10, because it can’t withstand Ershakov’s pressure. Plainly, the enemy’s weakest sector lies in front of Ershakov.


      Considering the enemy’s weakness in front of Ershakov, immediately take a deeper look into the situation before your front. Can you not successfully and quickly break through on this sector?


      Wouldn’t it be better for you, screening your own sectors from the enemy and feigning a breakout, to gather your tanks into a group and artillery into a group to help Ershakov crush the enemy with a powerful blow, and to lead out all the armies behind Ershakov on an axis north of Ugriumovo Station toward Borovsk? In the process keep strong screening forces, which will withdraw in step behind the armies, facing the enemy.


      Report your decision on 12.10. The Military Council is to report on your actions and progress to ensure the carrying out of this order.


      Further delay in your actions may bring about the ruin of the armies. Hasten a breakout and withdrawal from encirclement.


      Confirm receipt [of this order].43

    


    The Front headquarters drew incorrect conclusions from the 252nd Infantry Division’s intercepted message. This division (minus one regiment in the corps reserve), attached to the XXXXVII Motorized Corps, was supposed to attack jointly with the 11th Panzer Division. The message was talking about the lack of contact with the VII Army Corps’ 23rd Infantry Division. Taking advantage of the gaps that appeared now and then in the German combat formations that were attacking from the south, the Russians now sought to break out to the southeast.


    From a Fourth Army headquarters message at 1020 on 11 October:


    
      Enemy attempts to break out on the front of the 23rd Infantry Division were driven back or blocked. The VII Army Corps is bringing up reserves to the threatened sectors. Attacks against the boundary between the 2nd and 11th Panzer Divisions [where units of the 24th Army were trying to break through] have been renewed.


      At the present moment, units of the 252nd Infantry Division are attacking northward along the eastern side of the pocket. In this way, the further constriction of the pocket will be achieved [emphasis the author’s].44

    


    An excerpt from the German Fourth Army’s journal of combat operations traces the developments over the next two days:


    
      12.10. XXXXVI Motorized Corps: the ring of the Viaz’ma encirclement has been further constricted by the 5th Panzer Division’s attack and an attack by the 252nd Infantry Division toward the north. Many prisoners and much equipment have been seized. The 5th Panzer Division after bitter fighting emerged in the area 4 kilometers south of Puzikovo. Fifteen thousand prisoners have been taken. The 252nd Infantry Division is at Nov[oe] Troshino.


      13.10. The 5th Panzer Division and the 252nd Infantry Division penetrated into the depth of the enemy’s defenses, and inflicting unusually heavy casualties upon him, broke his resistance and restored connection with the 11th Panzer Division’s right flank.


      VII Army Corps: the 267th Infantry Division’s forward detachment is in Subbotino; its main forces – at the Luzha River – are attacking toward the highway.


      The 78th Infantry Division, advancing against scattered enemy groups, has reached the Viaz’ma River on the Semlevo – Viaz’ma road, thereby linking up with the 10th Panzer Division [author’s emphasis].


      The 23rd Infantry Division, attacking toward Viaz’ma against strong enemy resistance, has nearly closed upon the Viaz’ma River. Enemy attempts to break out of encirclement at Vachkovo [4 kilometers west of Viaz’ma] and southeast of there have been beaten back. The XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ number of prisoners – 25,000.45

    


    On 12 October at 0915, Lukin received a radio message from Zhukov:


    
      To Boldin, Lukin, Ershakov


      … 3. Opposite you in the Viaz’ma area are units of the 7th Panzer Division and north of Viaz’ma, units of the 87th and 129th Infantry Divisions; the presence of isolated strong points must be expected on the Kasnia, Viaz’ma line.


      4. There are almost no enemy forces in the area south of Viaz’ma and Gzhatsk [author’s emphasis].


      5. Ershakov is attempting to break through south of Viaz’ma; on 11.10 it was involved in fighting at Bab’ia Gora. Boldin, Lukin on 12.10 broke through in the vicinity of Bogoroditskoe.


      Lukin’s headquarters – Shutovo, the 20th Army on 9.10 – Panfilovo.46

    


    Unfortunately, the transmitted information had little correspondence with reality. Units of the 6th and 7th Panzer Division and the 5th and 35th Infantry Divisions were defending west and northwest of Viaz’ma. Certain units of the 14th Motorized Division had assembled further north behind them, as well as the 129th Infantry Division, which had been withdrawn from combat. The assertion that there were almost no enemy forces south of Viaz’ma also had no basis in fact (in a different radio message, it was reported that up to two enemy infantry divisions were operating there).


    On 12 October, Boldin and Lukin reported to the Stavka:


    
      Stavka – to Stalin, Shaposhnikov


      Western Front – to Konev and Bulganin


      On the morning of 12.10.41 the enemy went on the counteroffensive with tanks on both flanks. Due to the lack of shells, the infantry cannot hold up against the enemy firepower and is falling back.


      We are down to single tanks, over the past 24 hours the ring of encirclement has been shrinking, and our last reserves have been thrown into the fighting.


      The situation is very difficult. I’m taking steps to break out of encirclement.


      The air support you promised over the battlefield has not appeared.


      Boldin, Lukin, Vaneev47

    


    On 12 October, the command of the encircled forces sent its final message:


    
      To Comrades STALIN, SHAPOSHNIKOV, to Comrades ZHUKOV, KONEV, BULGANIN


      The breakout attempt failed, the ring has been conclusively tightened, and there is no confidence that we can hold out until nightfall. With the coming of darkness, we’ll strive to break through to Ershakov. The artillery, the combat vehicles and everything that is impossible to bring out – we will destroy.48


      Boldin, Lukin, Vaneev

    


    There is a resolution on this document:


    
      To Comrades Boldin, Lukin. Order the tanks to break through on the shortest axis and quickly withdraw your forces. Our front is along the line: Myshkino, El’nia, Il’inskoe, Kaluga. The enemy’s weakest spot is south of Viaz’ma, Temkino, Vereia. The remaining units of the 19th Army, 20th Army and Group Boldin are to hasten out of the pocket behind the tanks. Bury and thoroughly conceal everything that cannot be brought out. Ershakov is operating south of Viaz’ma.


      Zhukov, Bulganin.49

    


    On 12.10, a telegram was sent from the headquarters of the Western Front with the mark “Lightning”[top priority]:


    
      In order to secure the escape from encirclement and to hinder the enemy’s parallel pursuit of the retreating armies, organize strong mobile detachments in front and on your flanks with the assignment of preventing the enemy from blocking the paths of retreat. The detachments must act boldly and resolutely and when needed, quickly reinforce them from the columns of the advance guards and main forces.49

    


    All these orders and “useful” recommendations arrived too late and now no longer had any relationship to the actual situation. By 12 October, the area north of the highway occupied by remnants of 19th Army and Group Boldin had been further reduced by the 2nd Rifle Division’s withdrawal from the Dnepr River to the line of the anti-tank ditch. Now the encircled Soviet forces occupied an area of no more than 12-15 kilometers from west to east and up to 20 kilometers from south to north. The encircled forces still did have some room to maneuver, but this was shrinking daily. Sixteen German divisions were operating around the perimeter of the area of encirclement northwest of Viaz’ma; another nine German divisions, which had been withdrawn from combat, were resting and reorganizing in this same area.51 By this time, 15-20 kilometers now separated the main forces of the 19th and 20th Armies. The failure of the desperate attempt to break out of encirclement on 11 October adversely affected the morale of the personnel. Artillerymen who had run out of shells and tankers who had lost their combat vehicles in combat were now fighting as infantry. There’s nothing to hide: many commanders lost their heads, and instances of panic appeared. Certain commanders refused to follow orders and attempted to act independently. Plainly, the effort to instill strict discipline had not succeeded.


    From General Lukin’s article:


    
      Those, who were in the encirclement, and in the same situation as I was, can understand how I was feeling. No, my inner fortitude hadn’t cracked, my willpower wasn’t shaken, but I understood the full gravity of the situation and there was nothing I could do.


      I again summoned the commanders and commissars. They were obviously expecting some miracle from me. Well, as we know, miracles don’t happen. I felt a lump in my throat … what words could I find to say? How could I help them? Then, collecting myself, I said:


      ‘Comrades, the situation is hopeless. The enemy has concentrated all his strength on the eastern axis and sees that we’re spoiling to escape on a narrow sector. If, however, we will attempt a breakout south of Viaz’ma, in the direction of the 20th Army, then we must get through. I am ordering you to make your way out in separate groups.’52

    


    The expression “in separate groups” migrated over from Konev’s earlier article, in which he had written: “… on 13 October it [the 19th Army] at an order from the Front’s Military Council began to escape from encirclement in separate groups in the 20th Army’s sector.”53 This contradicts not only the plan of the Stavka and the Western Front command, which directed the 19th Army to break out of encirclement jointly with General Ershakov’s 20th Army, but also the genuine actions of the encircled forces. On this account there are other pieces of evidence, which were not subjected to the editors’ pen to the same extent as Lukin’s 1981 article, though they somewhat contradict each other. For example, at the last meeting of the Military Council of the encircled forces on 12 October in Shutovo, in addition to Lukin and Boldin, Generals Andreev (chief of the 16th Army’s rear services), Vishnevsky, Krasnoshtanov, Mostovenko, 19th Army Military Council member Vaneev, and division commanders were present. After a discussion of the situation they faced, a decision was reached: to lead out the forces in two groups (not in many separate groups) in a southward direction to link up with the 20th Army.


    On the morning of 13 October, two groups – one, headed by Lieutenant-General Boldin, the other headed by Lieutenant-General Lukin – moved out to the south to join up with Ershakov’s 20th Army in the vicinity of the Semlevo railroad station. Sadly, the command of the encircled forces had no notion that the 20th Army as such no longer existed, just as the 24th Army now existed only on paper: only remnants of their divisions were locked in hopeless, bitter combat against overwhelmingly superior enemy forces.


    More reliable evidence, in my view, is contained in a report from the former chief of the 19th Army’s operations department Colonel Maslov to the deputy chief of the Western Direction on the General Staff’s Operational Command Colonel Teteshkin on 29 March 1942, about the 19th Army’s combat operations between 1 and 12 October 1941. Maslov reported that after the failure of the breakout attempt at Bogoroditskoe on the morning of 12 October, an order was received from the Front headquarters to destroy the supply trains and equipment and to force a way through to the Mozhaisk – Gzhatsk fortified line. At the Military Council meeting on 12 October, it was decided to withdraw to the south in three columns to link up with units of the 20th Army, to assemble in the Bykovo – Selivanovo – Pokrov region (7 to 18 kilometers south of Viaz’ma), and then attempt to break out to the east jointly with the 20th Army. In his report, Maslov indicated three routes over which units of the army moved to the south (depicted on Maps 16 and 19), but gave the composition of only the central column, in which the command staff and headquarters units of the 19th Army moved.54 Captain Antonov, a signals officer who escaped the encirclement, provided the composition of the columns on the other two routes.


    All three columns had the area of Stogovo as their objective. Remnants of the 2nd Rifle Division were to make their way out along the right-hand (western) route Lomakino – Chizhovo – Strukovo – Chepugovo – Grigor’evo – Selivanovo (3 kilometers southwest of Novye Dvory) – Podrezovo – Pokrov (5 kilometers south of Stogovo). The villages of Lepeshkino, Parfenovo, Bukhanovo and Kochetovo in the western part of the pocket were still in the Red Army’s possession on 12 October. Behind an advance screen, Boldin, the 127th Tank Brigade, the 166th, 244th and 91st Rifle Divisions, the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment and the 10th Guards Artillery Regiment were to withdraw along the left-hand (eastern) route Dorokhovka – Zhipino – Krasnoe Selo State Farm (on the highway) – Zaria – Volodarets – Pastikha – Nesterovo (2.5 kilometers northeast of Stogovo).55 The 166th Rifle Division was to screen the eastern flank of the army and to cover its rear as it moved south.


    The central column containing the 19th Army’s command staff and headquarters units was to advance along the route Shutovo – Rozhnovo – Pupovo – Stepan’kovo – Grediakino – Stogovo in the following order of march: the headquarters’ security battalion would lead the column, followed by a company of headquarters’ staff officers. Elements of the Front’s 48th Separate Signals Regiment would bring up the rear of the column.56 The column numbered approximately 1,000 men, armed only with rifles, submachine guns, and pistols. At 1800 on 12 October, commanders of the 19th Army headquarters were called to order and split into platoons. The 45th Cavalry Division was supposed to guard the rear area units as they moved south.57 The personnel of all the units were to follow the designated routes under the direction of their commanders. Commanders, commissars and political instructors were ordered to maintain discipline in the troops, prevent any appearance of panic or instances of removing signs of rank and changing into civilian clothes.


    In accordance with the order, all unit headquarters’ documents were destroyed, guns were rendered inoperable, and all prime movers, tractors and vehicles that were out of fuel were put out of commission. Remaining provisions were split up among the units; all other reserves were destroyed. Certain items of value, and extra weapons and ammunition were buried or concealed in secret caches in the woods. Before pulling out, Lukin asked whether all the artillery had been blown up, all the abandoned vehicles burned, and whether the horses had been destroyed. He was informed that the first and second tasks had been carried out, but that no one had volunteered to kill the horses. The horses were released into the woods.


    At some point in time, according to Colonel P. S. Semenov, the chief of staff of the 19th Army’s artillery, Lukin climbed into a KV tank and drove away from the column of the army headquarters’ staff officers. This naturally left a very unfavorable impression upon them. However, it is possible to view this action differently. In the history of the Great Patriotic War, other cases are known where commanders took a seat in a tank, in order personally to lead the forces advancing to break out of encirclement. It all depends on the concrete situation, the overall behavior of the involved commanders, and their corresponding attitude toward subordinates. Of course, it might have seemed more effective had Lieutenant-General Lukin gone on the attack in front of his officers, urging them forward with a pistol in his hand. However, the army commander had other responsibilities. It was necessary to try to maintain control over all the units moving along the different routes, at least to some degree. From a tank he could maintain communications with some of them, at least with the tank brigade commanders. It might have been possible to avoid mentioning this episode at all, but it received an unexpected confirmation.58


    Here is an excerpt from the interrogation of a captured Soviet Major M. (whose last name is known to the author) by counter intelligence officers of the 87th Infantry Division on 16 October:


    
      … Lukin tried to escape the encirclement in a heavy tank. He [the prisoner] saw the general the last time on 12 October around 20.00, so he doesn’t know where the general is now. The commander’s attempt to abandon the troops was condemned by them, because only he might have been able to issue concise orders in the resulting chaos.


      According to M.’s assessment, the combat-worthiness of the 19th Army, which had been considered by us [the Germans] as one of the enemy’s best, is poor. Over the last five days it has had no chance of success, having lost 20,000 men in the fighting. M. had a security battalion subordinate to him. … As a result of an attack of German panzers east of the Dnepr [referring to a battle at Lomy], the security battalion was cut-off from the army headquarters itself, for which M. was removed from his post. He names Nikulino and Shutovo as the subsequent locations of the army headquarters.


      The army commander ordered a breakout attempt to be conducted, which in fact was undertaken on the night of 11 October by units of the 91st Division [sic] at Bogoroditskoe, but it had no success. Colonel Volkov, the division commander, reported that he couldn’t break through, having met a solid wall of fire and strong enemy resistance. A reconnaissance conducted immediately afterward established that Soviet elements and units were situated in this village. Here Major M. tried to explain the sort of muddle that was reigning at the time, since there had been no discussion about any methodical leadership of the troops from the part of the command. A sense of panic and chaos spread rapidly. The ring of encirclement became even tighter and more solid. A company was created from staff officers and attached to the 152nd Rifle Division. The division received the order to break out to the south across the highway in the direction of Viaz’ma.


      Major M. received an order to destroy the divisional supply trains, and to break out in a column of 10 vehicles. In the course of the fighting that erupted, total confusion reigned. At first the units moving to break out collided with German forces at Luk’ianovo; then at Pupovo the breakthrough attempt was stopped with heavy losses. Many vehicles in his column were knocked out. Therefore he decided to abandon the few trucks that were still operable and to attempt to escape the pocket with a group of soldiers on foot. His group managed to reach the woods southeast of Sysoeva. Further advance, however, became impossible …59

    


    The column vanguards began moving at 1800 on 12 October. The units moved forward under the direction of their own commanders primarily on foot, because the there was no fuel for most of the vehicles. At 2000, the head of the central column, which had departed from the Bogoroditskoe – Shutovo region, passed through Naryshevo. At 0300 13 October, it stopped for a rest halt southwest of Petino, where it suddenly came under fire from the direction of Varykino and a mortar barrage from the Zarech’e area (see Map 16). Colonel Maslov, who scouted in the direction of Varykino, discovered that the column was being fired upon by one of our own units, which was moving along the western route. In searching for a crossing over the Viaz’ma River, he and a group of 20 men together with him diverged to the west. They discovered a pedestrian bridge in Prakhovo and crossed the Viaz’ma River there. From that point, Maslov’s small group lost contact with the column of the 19th Army’s field command and made their way out to the east on their own. By the time his detachment reached the woods in the environs of Batishchevo, it now numbered 200. They came out of the encirclement on 29 October east of Vereia. He could say nothing definite about the fate of the army commander.


    As soon as the Germans detected the southward movement of General Lukin’s forces, divisions of the Ninth Army went on the attack, trying to disrupt their planned retreat. Fighting in the Viaz’ma area entered its conclusive phase. By this time, 16 German divisions were committed to holding the inner ring of encirclement, while nine more divisions, having been withdrawn from combat, were resting and reorganizing in this very same area.60


    Even before the 19th Army had decided to break out to the south, at 2040 on 10 October the XX Army Corps’ 267th Infantry Division, approaching the highway, had seized two bridgeheads across the Viaz’ma River.61 The enemy exploited the fact that the boundary between the groupings headed by Lukin and Ershakov proved to be weak. The division was given a task to block the large wooded area east of the Novoselka River between the highway and the railroad. At 0025 on 11 October, an order from the Fourth Army arrived at the headquarters of the VII Army Corps about launching an attack to the north across the highway by the 23rd Infantry Division with the aim of creating a defensive line along the Viaz’ma River and extending to Novoselki, Stuchka (2.5 kilometers southwest of Grediakino Station) and Podrezovo. A regiment from the XX Corps’ 78th Infantry Division was to mop-up the forested area in its rear. By the end of 11 October, the 23rd Infantry Division was approaching Grediakino Station, and occupying the village of Bogdanovka north of the railroad with its left flank. Its forward detachment had advanced even farther to the north, seizing Stepan’kovo and the bridge across the Viaz’ma River there intact. Thus, the stretch of highway starting at the bridge in Stepan’kovo and running westward from there had already been seized by the Germans. The sector of the highway running from Stepan’kovo to the Bebria River, about 6 kilometers in length, was still relatively clear of enemy units.


    However, on 12 October a forward detachment of the enemy’s 87th Infantry Division, having advanced along the highway through the sector held by the 267th Infantry Division, managed to break through to Viaz’ma and toward evening linked up with units of the 7th and 10th Panzer Divisions (see Map 15). The Fourth Army’s journal of combat operations emphasizes this accomplishment, but the Germans were unable to create a solid front along the highway. Our troops took advantage of this by infiltrating and fighting their way to the south through the tenuous German line. The tragedy consisted of the fact that the troops of the 20th Army, with which the units of the 19th Army were trying to link-up, by this time had also suffered heavy casualties in unsuccessful attempts to break out, and Ershakov had lost command and control over them. In fact, the Germans had succeeding in splitting the encircled grouping into two pieces at 1230 on 12 October, when according to a report from the commander of the VII Army Corps, its 197th Infantry Division had established contact with the 2nd Panzer Division.


    The breakthrough of several Soviet units across the highway is confirmed by the enemy as well. Documents of the Ninth Army note:


    
      The night of 12 October was marked by heavy fighting for the advancing units of the 87th Infantry Division. Major Russian units attempted to break out to the south from the north. As the result of hard and close combat, accompanied by heavy casualties, certain Russian units of inconsiderable strength managed nonetheless to break through to the south. They wound up in the encirclement formed by the neighboring army [the Fourth Army].62

    


    While the Fourth Army’s VII Army Corps pushed north to reduce the pocket, the Ninth Army’s VIII Army Corps was squeezing the shrinking area of encirclement from the north. A message from the Ninth Army’s VIII Army Corps at 1310 on 13 October:


    
      On 12.10 at 17.45 [there was] a strong enemy attack at Bol[shoe] Shutovo. … 13,000 prisoners have been taken today. Their number is growing. The number of captured guns, vehicles and other military property has still not been counted.


      A counterattack by the V Army Corps’ 35th Infantry Division [introduced into the fighting from the line occupied by the 7th Panzer Division], meeting almost no enemy resistance, is successfully developing in a southern direction. The retreating enemy has suffered large losses in personnel. Attacks of the 3rd Battalion of the 7th Panzer Division’s 25th Panzer Regiment hindered the Russians from digging into new positions.63

    


    Ninth Army’s headquarters on 12 October reported: “The enemy units, encircled west of Viaz’ma, are close to complete destruction. Divisions of the V Army Corps, activated to tighten the ring of encirclement, have been successfully advancing to the southeast against weak enemy resistance.”64


    South of the Minsk highway and the Viaz’ma River, savage fighting flared. Extracts from German documents testify to this.


    From VII Army Corps’ journal of combat operations:


    
      12.10 continued. After successful operations to mop-up the ground, the number of prisoners taken in the fighting for the Viaz’ma pocket has exceeded 128,000. In the process, the 197th Infantry Division alone captured 65,000 prisoners. Operations to mop-up the area will be continued on succeeding days.


      13.10. Headquarters – Semlevo. The night passed quietly.


      … The divisions are continuing to sweep through the forested areas. In so doing, the forward detachment of the 292nd Infantry Division bumped into a strong enemy [force]. The detachment, pursuant to an order from the Corps, is continuing the mopping up operations with the aim of prohibiting the further advance of these enemy units to the south and southeast …


      At 1115 a radio message arrived from the VIII Army Corps, reporting that enemy units in the night had broken through to the south across the Morluksanovo – Chepchugovo line. Combat contact was made with these units later on 13.10 and their remnants were destroyed.


      … the forward detachment of the 292nd Infantry Division is reporting at 13.00 that in the course of mopping up the area northeast of Moksino [25 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma], it ran into superior enemy forces. The detachment suffered large losses. The weak combat strength of a company without heavy weapons does not permit one to count upon successful operations when mopping up an area.


      The dense forests and the enemy’s skillful use of this terrain require strengthening the infantry with a sufficient amount of artillery.


      … Pursuant to an order from the Corps, the main element of the forward detachment is to withdraw back to its division, leaving behind a security screen until the approach of the 197th Infantry Division’s 321st Infantry Regiment.


      Before mid-day, the enemy on many sectors of the northern front attempted to break out to the south, especially at Bab’ia Gora and Vachkovo. This is referring to those units, the breakthrough of which had already been reported by the VIII Army Corps. The enemy attacks have been driven back with heavy losses to their side. The enemy is retreating in the direction of Viaz’ma and lingering in the woods east and west of Bogdanovka. In several locations he is again offering strong resistance. In the course of this mopping up operation, the 78th Infantry Division reached the Viaz’ma River on both sides of the Semlevo – Viaz’ma road and made contact with panzer outposts at Viaz’ma and to the south.


      …. The Army’s demand to replace the panzers in Viaz’ma as quickly as possible cannot be carried out now, because strong enemy remnants are still present in the woods.65

    


    Thus, by 13 October the enemy had decisively split apart the encircled grouping. The villages of Stepan’kovo, Bogdanovka and Grediakino Station, through which the encircled Soviet forces’ central egress route ran, had been seized by VII Army Corps’ 23rd Infantry Division. Units of the XX Army Corps’ 78th Infantry Division were in full control of the Semlevo route. The units of the 19th Army attempting to escape the encirclement, lacking heavy weapons and ammunition, were forced to break through rather solid enemy barriers.


    The example of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s gives some picture about the actions of the 19th Army’s units to break through to the south. After the unsuccessful attempt to break out at Bogoroditskoe, the artillerymen, following orders, destroyed the regiment’s documents, removed and buried the breech mechanisms of their howitzers, and smashed the radiators of the tractors and vehicles that remained without fuel and set them on fire. Extra clothing and small stores, including commanders’ uniforms and spare underwear, which had been trucked back from the regiment’s pre-war location in Brest Oblast’s city of Kossovo, were handed out to anyone who wanted them. The remaining property was destroyed.


    En route to the Minsk highway, the regiment’s column came under machine-gun fire from a two-story brick building. Several men were killed or wounded. The regiment’s chief of staff Major Mashkovtsev was wounded in the leg. They crossed the highway in a few intact vehicles and on foot. Junior Sergeant M. Bespalov was riding in his all-terrain vehicle, which he had driven all the way back from Belorussia. His vehicle was jammed with wounded. Those, who could ran alongside with a grip on the vehicle. Then the path further south was blocked by the Viaz’ma River. Many thousands of troops and commanders from various units were crowded into a narrow strip of land between the highway and the river, 4-6 kilometers west of Viaz’ma. There were still more wounded troops here, who could not be evacuated along the highway because of the Germans’ capture of the city. As units made their way across the river and moved off to the south, the wounded remained behind on its northern bank. With rare exceptions, the doctors and medical staff of the units’ medical posts, the medical-sanitation battalions and the field hospitals stayed with them. They couldn’t leave their patients without care. The 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s doctors also stayed with the wounded. They never returned from the war and are considered missing-in-action to the present day.


    The remaining operable vehicles were burned on the northern bank of the Viaz’ma River. That night the artillerymen made their way across the river over the remnants of a weir at Leonovo, and then moved along a forested road in the direction of Volodarets (5 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma). Scouts and a security detachment advanced ahead of the column. Somewhere in the woods, they came across a small enemy supply column (apparently belonging to one of the 23rd Infantry Division’s units) and captured it. For the first time in recent days, the troops managed to partake of a meal of some hot kasha from the captured German field kitchens. By this time, according to the recollections of veterans, there were around 300-400 men left in a compact group led by the regiment commander, consisting primarily of regiment headquarters’ staff, and personnel from the combat security elements and the artillery battalions. The men were armed with rifles and Nagant revolvers, and there were several light machine guns. The regiment’s rear elements had lagged behind and were marching to catch up with their units.


    In the sector between the Viaz’ma River and the railroad, the last organized combat took place involving the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, the 166th Rifle Division and other units. Echoes of this battle can be found in German documents.


    From the VII Army Corps’ journal of combat operations:


    
      13.10, continued. … Around 17.30 a strong adversary began an attack from the north in the direction of Volodarets [units of the 166th Rifle Division were breaking out on this axis]. After hard defensive fighting, one of the combat engineer companies with the aid of reinforcements managed to hurl back the enemy.


      … The divisions continued to mop up their designated sectors of the Corps’ zone.


      The 23rd Infantry Division’s 68th Infantry Regiment, introduced into the fighting between the 67th and 9th Regiments, unexpectedly encountered a strong adversary east of Bogdanovka, which as a result of the ensuing battle retreated into the woods west of Bogdanovka; the [68th] regiment is now itself attacking that village. In order to destroy this enemy, it was necessary to commit the 78th Infantry Division’s 195th Infantry Regiment, which was attached to the 23rd Infantry Division.66

    


    The XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ journal of combat operations has this to say:


    
      13.10.1941. The mopping up operations in the sector of the pocket southwest of Viaz’ma is taking more time than the Corps’ command envisioned. Scattered enemy groups under energetic command are constantly showing up unexpectedly and putting up fierce resistance. The nature of the terrain is also creating difficulties, which are impossible to take into account from a map.


      … Despite all its efforts, the VII Army Corps is unable to break through to the northern sector in the blocking zone of the 7th Panzer Division. The 78th Infantry Division is maintaining contact with the 10th Panzer Division in only two locations. The latter’s replacement is anticipated to happen on the following day.67

    


    The analysis of German documents allows us to see the events in the area of Bogdanovka and Vachkovo, which to this point have been known only from the stories of veterans of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, somewhat differently. According to their stories, the fighting at Bogdanovka seemed as if it involved only this regiment. To the present day it wasn’t understandable why the regiment’s units suddenly diverged from Boldin’s column along the eastern route (see Map 19). Instead of continuing their movement through the woods, in order to cross the railroad under the concealment of the forest, they moved toward Bogdanovka across an open field, where they immediately came under organized enemy machine-gun and mortar fire. However, the attack of several hundred artillerymen, armed only with side arms, could not have compelled the enemy to commit the 195th Infantry Regiment from the 78th Infantry Division into the 23rd Infantry Division’s sector of fighting.


    In the woods west of Bogdanovka, only the units following the central route (the vanguard, the 19th Army headquarters’ security battalion, and the company composed of staff officers) could have triggered the fighting. They had to pass through Bogdanovka on the way to Grediakino. It is possible that during the movement, the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, which had portable radios, was maintaining communications with the 19th Army headquarters in the central column. The column didn’t simply stumble upon the village. The artillerymen attacked the village from two directions. Plainly, the regiment had received an order to drive the enemy out of Bogdanovka, in order to free the road to Grediakino for the central column. Today this cannot be established with certainty, because regiment commander N. I. Lopukhovsky, chief of staff Major F. S. Mashkovtsev and the regiment’s commissar, Battalion Commissar G. A. Rusakov were all killed in this battle. It is still not possible to determine where the central column’s vanguard, the headquarters’ security battalion, and the company of headquarters’ staff officers crossed the river and where they entered the fighting west of Bogdanovka. However, enemy documents eloquently give witness to the ferocity of the fighting in this area.


    Thus, the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment diverged from the eastern route to attack Bogdanovka, while units of General Dodonov’s 166th Rifle Division continued their movement along Boldin’s designated route toward Volodarets. They crossed the railroad, and then suddenly attacked Germans that were moving along the Semlevo road. At least Lieutenant D. A. Golovanevsky and his platoon from the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, which had become separated from the rest of the regiment as it was moving along the same route, managed to link up with the 166th Rifle Division and emerged from the encirclement with one of the groups from this division.68 Apparently, it was on this eastern route that many soldiers and officers of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s rear elements managed to escape the encirclement.


    Having deployed on the edge of the forest, the artillerymen went on the attack, enveloping Bogdanovka on two sides. They showered German machine guns that were firing from the lofts of two outlying buildings with grenades. The buildings burst into flames. At the very start of the attack, regiment commander Colonel N. I. Lopukhovsky was wounded in the stomach by a shell fragment. From that point, chief of staff Major F. S. Mashkovtsev assumed command. Several times the troops attacked, but they faced superior enemy strength, and the field in front of the village was covered with the bodies of the dead and wounded. Because of the heavy enemy machine-gun and mortar fire, the Soviets were unable to break through to the railroad.69


    The artillerymen fell back into a bushy ravine. A group of wounded took cover in a small gully on the eastern outskirts of the village, which provided decent protection against enemy machine-gun fire from the village and the railroad embankment. However, it afforded no cover against the enemy mortar rounds that the enemy rained down upon the wounded troops. They were running out of cartridges and grenades. It became clear that they had failed to break through here. In this hopeless situation, many of the wounded killed themselves. The severely wounded men begged their comrades to finish them off. Chief of staff Major F. S. Mashkovtsev and regiment commissar G. A. Rusakov, both wounded repeatedly by mortar fragments, shot themselves.70 Approximately 1 kilometer to the east of Bogdanovka, the group appointed to bring out the Regiment’s colors also perished.71 According to the assistant chief of staff Senior Lieutenant N. D. Domakhin (who after the war rose to become a lieutenant colonel), the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s combat banner bore the inscription: “47th Heavy Battalion RKKA”.


    A lieutenant in command of one platoon, who’d been wounded in the attack, before shooting himself said: “Tell them, brothers, how we died here, and to take revenge for us!”


    Private F. P. Chukharev, a radio operator who’d been wounded in the chest, wanted to shoot himself with the lieutenant’s revolver. However, the medic Maletsky bandaged him and convinced him that the wound wasn’t fatal, and that there was no need to rush with the decision. He told him that they could hold out until nightfall, and then escape into the woods. Lieutenant N. K. Zhukovsky, who was with a small group of soldiers on the right flank at a tower used for trigonometric measurements (No. 285) on the western outskirts of Bogdanovka (the tower is still there), sent squad commander Kotsiubenko to the regiment commander with a query about what to do next. The returning sergeant told him: “The regiment commander has been wounded in the stomach and is dying. A machine-gun burst broke both legs of the commissar. He shot himself.”


    Zhukovsky remembers:


    
      … I managed to get away with three soldiers. We walked all night to the east through the woods, adjusting our direction by compass. Everywhere, traces of the savage fighting were visible; there were piles of dead and wounded, including Germans. In one place we saw an armored vehicle; a body dressed in a general’s uniform was hanging out of a hatch. Near dawn we wanted to cross the highway, but we stumbled into a minefield. I woke up later that morning from pain in my damaged head and leg, and from the shouts and swearing of Germans, who were driving our prisoners across the minefield. Comrades that I later met in the prisoner column confirmed the death of the commander and commissar.72

    


    With the arrival of darkness, the surviving artillerymen withdrew into the forest, in which there were quite a few men from other units. Here several more or less large groups, led by the most aggressive commanders and non-commissioned officers, were created. The commander of the 2nd Artillery Battery Senior Lieutenant A. M. Isachenko, who in peace time before the war had created a lot of headaches for the regiment commander and commissar, gathered one of the groups around himself. With him were a major from the military prosecutor’s office, a female hygiene instructor, and about 15 fighters from his battery. He took Private Chukharev into his group only because he was wounded, while his commanders had all been killed. Isachenko didn’t accept any commanders into his group, telling them to go gather and save their own troops. In the fully confusing situation, Isachenko demonstrated rare composure, and even joked. With the help of an orderly, he shaved, and cleaned and polished his boots until they gleamed: “If death is unavoidable, then let the fascists know how Soviet officers die!”


    He led the group at nights, keeping scouts and a security detachment in front of them. On the eighth day, the group nevertheless fell into an ambush; an exchange of fire erupted, and the wounded Chukharev became separated from it. He made his way back to his own side in December 1941 near Tula.73


    Major-General Dodonov, commander of the 166th Rifle Division who reached friendly forces on 15 November 1941, briefly described the division’s actions when coming out of encirclement (the full text of his explanatory note is introduced in Appendix XVIII):


    
      On 9 October 1941 the 19th Army commander Lieutenant-General LUKIN informed the division commanders of the situation and ordered me to hold the enemy on the Dnepr River until darkness on 9 October, securing the planned withdrawal of the 19th Army in the direction of Gzhatsk. Having fulfilled the task, the division withdrew to the Viaz’ma River. On the approach to the Viaz’ma, units of the 19th Army encountered an organized German defense with its front to the west. This was 11 October, when the army commander jointly with deputy commander of the Western Front General BOLDIN issued an order to break out from encirclement to the east in the direction of Gzhatsk. The breakout was to begin on 12 October at 12.00 after an hour-long artillery preparation. However, ammunition supplies were running low, and there was no fuel or rations. The attempt to break out was unsuccessful.


      After this the order was given to try to break out to the south, to reach the Viaz’ma area with the aim of joining with a grouping of forces [the 20th and 24th Armies], and then in concert with them to break out to the east. The 166th Rifle Division again had the assignment to secure the army’s withdrawal to the area of the Viaz’ma River, to cover its eastern flank, and to begin a withdrawal 8 hours after the 19th Army’s own withdrawal, which was in fact carried out.


      The 166th Rifle Division at 04.00 13 October gained separation from the enemy and began moving to the south. (Attempts to contact the army headquarters over the radio and by liaison officers were unsuccessful; the army headquarters had departed 6-7 hours earlier.) Units of the division from the march attacked the enemy and by the end of 13 October reached the objective area – a grove 1-1.5 kilometers west of Viaz’ma. In the attack, the 517th Rifle Regiment lost up to 10% of its personnel. Over the period between 3 and 14 October, losses in the division’s units amounted to 25%. Up to 600 personnel were left in the regiments.


      … Moving to the southeast, I encountered a German defense in the region of Bogdanovka, and in addition, a German division on the march with tanks. There was no other way out: we had to attack the enemy. Having prepared an attack without artillery (there were no shells), I attacked the defenders and the column on the march at 14.00 14 October. As a result we killed up to 600 Germans; our own losses were around 400.


      In the course of the attack the elements became broken up, command and control by voice alone greatly hampered the gathering of the remnants, and the decision was taken with the arrival of darkness to withdraw through the woods to the east. The 517th Rifle Regiment and remnants of the 423rd Rifle Regiment went with me. I ordered the artillery pieces and equipment to be blown up; there was nothing with which to bring them out, there was no fuel, and the horses were wounded.


      We came out of the encirclement on 15 November 1941 on the front of the 49th Army in the Serpukhov area. The men were brought out together with Aleksandrov’s group: 400 Red Army troops, 117 command staff – altogether 517 men with all their gear. Everyone was turned over to the headquarters of Western Front’s 49th Army.


      I came out in my uniform, with my side arm and papers. I wrote [this] explanation in the headquarters of the Western Front in November 1941. I fell ill and was wounded, and recovered my health in the city of Kuibyshev.74

    


    In the course of the fighting in the Bogdanovka area, the Soviet units suffered heavy casualties and were scattered. From this moment, any sort of centralized command and control over the divisions and units was lost, and the 19th Army ceased to exist as an operational army. The units’ surviving personnel calmly split up into separate groups, which tried, taking advantage of the swampy and wooded terrain and the approaching darkness, to slip out of the encirclement to the east, bypassing Viaz’ma on the south. However, only a few succeeded in doing this.


    The fighting southwest of Viaz’ma


    Much less is known about the actions of the 20th and 24th Armies in encirclement, than is known about the 19th Army. Only a few messages received by the headquarters of the Western Front and the General Staff have been preserved, but even they are still classified. Major-General K. I. Rakutin went missing in action during the retreat to Semlevo (later it was learned that he’d been killed). Lieutenant General F. A. Efremov died in German imprisonment. From Battalion Commissar Abramov’s story, it is difficult to picture what decisions were taken by the command and why the attempts to break out of encirclement ended in failure. After all, the 20th Army’s divisions were almost fully combat-capable and had suffered almost no losses prior to the start of the retreat.


    The following memorable conclusion was offered in the OKH summary for 11 October 1941: “… Army Group Center: … enemy forces encircled west of Viaz’ma are continuing fierce efforts to break out, the main attack coming south of Viaz’ma. The number of prisoners is growing … [author’s emphasis].”


    It is known, for example, that the 20th Army in the course of 10 October continued to launch unsuccessful attacks from the line Panfilovo (18 kilometers south of Viaz’ma) – Vypolzovo – Nesterovo – Volodarets (6 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma).75 However, this line provides us little in the way of helping us understand the situation. The Germans, for example, note the most intense fighting occurred in the Bel’ and Andreana (25 kilometers south of Viaz’ma) area. According to their records, the commander of one of the encircled armies was located in this area on 11 October. Therefore, we must turn to German documents in order to follow the unfolding events. In addition to boastful messages about captured prisoners and weapons, these reports contain much evidence about the resolute attempts of the encircled forces to break through the ring of encirclement. In many of the following extracts, I’ve had to eliminate unnecessary details that only interfere with understanding the text.


    Let’s begin with the enemy Fourth Panzer Group’s journal of combat operations:


    
      10.10.1941. The enemy attempts to break out yesterday in the zone of the XXXXVI Motorized Corps nevertheless led to breaches in the sector of the 11th Panzer Division. All the same, with the introduction of its panzer regiment into the fighting, the front managed to be re-established. The adversary suffered heavy losses in prisoners. Not a single enemy unit managed to break out to the east.


      … In the zone of the XXXX Motorized Corps, the enemy is trying in places to break out of the ring of encirclement with strong attacks. Last night the enemy conducted heavy artillery fire on Viaz’ma.


      On the southern flank of the 2nd Panzer Division near its boundary with the 11th Panzer Division, the enemy undertook a strong attack. Enemy forces had concentrated here. The corps command believes that the enemy here is undertaking a decisive attack.


      … the 252nd Infantry Division must quickly be reintroduced into the fighting in order to replace a panzer division.


      In the course of the day the enemy undertook desperate attempts to break out of the pocket, which required all our strength to stop them. The attacks, supported in places by tanks and artillery fire, counted upon impetuosity, force and conformance to a plan. Especially heavy fighting is continuing in the sectors of the 2nd Panzer Division and 5th Panzer Division.


      … The enemy pressure in the zone of the XXXXVI Motorized Corps has significantly increased. A strong and better-controlled enemy has assembled, first of all in the Andreana area. According to prisoner information, the remnants of four or five infantry divisions, headed by the commander of one of the armies, has concentrated here. The strongest attacks were conducted at night on the boundary between the 5th and 11th Panzer Divisions and directly against the 11th Panzer Division. The highway between Blokhino and Los’mino has been seized. … the enemy has broken through in numbers approximating 1,000 men. The situation was fully restored everywhere today by mid-day. The [XXXXVI] Corps intends to continue the attack to the north from a line south of Nesterovo with the reinforced 5th Panzer Division.


      The situation in front of the 10th Panzer Division is characterized by the chaotic movement of a bewildered enemy. The adversary here is undertaking no strong attacks; on the sector of the 2nd Panzer Division there are attempts to break out by separate groups of the enemy that have become desperate, though not a single organized battalion-sized attack from the enemy side.76

    


    From the VII Army Corps’ journal of combat operations:


    
      11.10.41. The task of the 78th Infantry Division remains the mopping up of the area between the anti-tank ditches that run from Mys to Stuchek and on the Osa [River] from Korostel’ to the Viaz’ma – Semlevo railroad.


      … the 267th Infantry Division at this time has conducted a forceful reconnaissance to the east beyond the railroad and has detected no enemy in this area.


      … the corps commander noted that the gap between the 197th and 23rd Infantry Divisions has been closed, and in his opinion, there is no danger of an enemy breakthrough there.


      … the corps intends to activate the forward detachment of the 292nd Infantry Division after its arrival against the significant enemy groups detected at 11.50 in the woods northeast of Moksino [25 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma].


      … the 197th Infantry Division has advanced further to the north. Enemy resistance on isolated sectors is very strong. Mopping up operations in its sector are continuing.


      … A hostile group in strength of up to 20,000 men (according to prisoner testimony) has been detected opposite the 197th Infantry Division. The corps issued a request for the use of Stuka dive bombers. With the aim of preventing friendly fire losses, it reported a front line: Star[oe] Stogovo (north) – Pukhlovo (north) – Podrezovo (northeast) – Novoselki (west). The target for the dive bombers – the woods 1 kilometer south and southeast of Lubianka [10 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma]. However, at 06.55 the bombers’ attack was cancelled by the army, because first of all, the dive bombers would be ready only after 08.00, and secondly, the front line of the enemy that attacked the 252nd Infantry Division was unclear.


      At 06.30 the commander of the 195th Infantry Regiment [the forward detachment of the 78th Infantry Division] … reported that the regiment was ready to attack along the Semlevo – Viaz’ma road.


      … 11 October continued. The number of prisoners is rising constantly. The corps commander expressed his concern in connection with this and ordered the deployment of divisional prisoner collection points. It has been ordered to evacuate the prisoners from these points to the corps and army collection points.77

    


    Considering that the encircled Soviet troops, unlike the French and British troops on the Western Front in 1940, had no intention to capitulate, judging from their documents the German tactics to liquidate the Viaz’ma pocket consisted of the following. Forward kampfgruppen would seize designated objectives: towns and villages, road sectors, bridges, and exits from forested tracts. The main forces of the divisions following behind them would consolidate the seized lines, depending on the situation creating defensive lines or a security line. Behind them, second echelons (reserves) would mop up the seized territory to eliminate enemy groups that had broken through or were concealed in the woods. In the instructions given out to the divisions and units, there was a constant emphasis on the need to strengthen boundaries and to avert gaps in the line. It was difficult to achieve this, considering the difficult terrain of swamps and forests, the absence of good roads, and the persistent Russian attempts to break out of the pocket.


    The XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ journal of combat operations provides additional detail on the fighting southwest of Viaz’ma:


    
      11.10.41. Around 07.30 the 5th Panzer Division began an attack with the attached units of the 252nd Infantry Division. However, the expected rapid advance and gain of ground did not take place. The number of reports that indicated an unsatisfactory situation was forming increased.


      On the sector of the 11th Panzer Division at 0230 at Troshino, well-organized enemy attacks were observed, which led to penetrations on the weakest sectors. With difficulty, the former front line was restored again by 08.00.


      On the left flank of the 11th Panzer Division in the direction of Blokhino [8 kilometers south of Los’mino] and against the 252nd Infantry Division at Chakovo, the enemy broke through in strength of up to several battalions. The 11th Panzer Division command post came under attack.


      Around 09.00, reports from supply trains and rear positions that the enemy had cut the Blokhino – Viaz’ma main road and were continuing to break out to the south were confirmed.


      Countermeasures quickly taken by the corps neutralized the critical situation. At 12.00 the road to Viaz’ma became again free for movement.


      With a report around 13.00 that the 5th Panzer Division had advanced and seized virtually inaccessible sectors of the woods near Andreana, the situation again became stabilized.


      From prisoner interrogation it became clear what led to such difficulties; on this narrow sector in front of the XXXXVI Motorized Corps, the entire 20th Army and units of the 16th Army were operating. Their aggregate number reached approximately 30,000 troops; an army commander was also among them and they had been concentrated for a breakout attempt.


      The VII Army Corps on the following day continued an attack to the north and created good conditions for the continuation of the 5th Panzer Division’s attack.


      The 5th Panzer Division has the assignment to attack on the left of the VII Army Corps through Lebedenko, Panfilovo and Mishinka toward Mikhalka.


      … the 252nd Infantry Division at 06.00 12 October will continue the attack behind the 5th Panzer Division.


      The 11th Panzer Division early on the morning of 12 October is to occupy the woods southeast of Los’mino. Here, the corps reserve (1 regiment of the 252nd Infantry Division) will be attached to it.


      … the weather: cold and it is snowing.78

    


    From the Fourth Army’s journal of combat operations:


    
      10.50. … the 23rd Infantry Division is on a line east of Tukhanovo, which extends toward the highway and runs along the road between Pavedino and Podrezovo. Here the 197th Infantry Division is located, the line of which runs to the south to a boundary with the 252nd Infantry Division, which is involved in heavy fighting at Andreana. The 5th Panzer Division is to attack through Bel’ and advance to the north.


      The 23rd Infantry Division will create a line of outposts and hold it. A strong adversary is still present in its rear, which must be destroyed by the 78th Infantry Division [from the neighboring XX Army Corps], two battalions of which are on the way. The 78th Infantry Division must also clear up the inner flanks of the 197th and 23rd Infantry Divisions. … The 267th Infantry Division has no enemy in front of it.


      The VII Army Corps has reported that it has captured a large number of prisoners, and requires full-strength battalions to guard them; for example, a regiment of the 23rd Infantry Division has assigned one battalion for this purpose. Thus far, 40-60,000 prisoners have been taken.


      11.30. The enemy at Andreana is trying to break out to the south in columns – towing artillery lacking ammunition in the middle of them. The columns have been destroyed. The 5th Panzer Division has advanced several kilometers.


      16.40. … Early this morning in the fog, small groups of Russians managed to break through between the 11th and 5th Panzer Divisions. They were in groups of up to 100 men. For the most part they were scattered, however around 1,000 men managed nonetheless to get through. The command of one Russian army is located southwest of Andreana, directing the defense.


      11.10.41 (continued). 00.15. Between 2 and 11 October, 192,000 prisoners have been taken.79

    


    On the evening of 11 October, encircled forces (possibly the 20th Army) concentrated in the woods east of Bel’ (21 kilometers south of Viaz’ma) went on the attack toward Andreana. Other units also began to advance out of the woods northeast of Podrezovo in a southeastern direction. The Germans managed to stabilize the situation and to build a defensive front on a line running to the northeast stretching from a point 3 kilometers north of Bel’ to a point 5 kilometers north of Pokrov.


    The VII Army Corps’ journal of combat operations adds further detail to the picture of the crumbling Viaz’ma pocket:


    
      11.10.41. At 23.05 a written order from the Fourth Army arrived: the XXXVI Motorized Corps must attack to the north with the aim of destroying the encircled enemy; VII Army Corps must with its right flank also attack, once the attack is in full swing.


      The 267th Infantry Division … must be replaced and move to the left flank of the 23rd Infantry Division, ready to close the gap that has been created between the northern flank of the 23rd Infantry Division and the southern flank of the Ninth Army and to destroy the enemy that is trying to break out.


      The start time for the attack is 06.00 in the morning; it has already been coordinated with the XXXXVI Motorized Corps.80

    


    Remnants of the 20th Army were fighting desperately in the Panfilovo, Selivanovo, Puzankova, Novye Dvory area. The village of Selivanovo (17 kilometers south of Viaz’ma) changed hands several times in the course of 10 and 11 October. According to the eyewitness testimony of the local residents, the bodies of the fallen soldiers were laying three layers deep in the fields around the village.81 Many commanders of the 20th Army’s headquarters and political department were killed here, including Brigade Commissars P. S. Afinogenov and V. Ia. Mikhailov. Somewhat later, a member of the 20th Army’s Military Council, Division Commissar F. A. Semenovsky, was also killed in the village of Kliuchiki. General Ershakov reported: “Having two divisions with me and experiencing shortages of ammunition and fuel, we are continuing to conduct bloody fighting. … Units are preparing to break out in the direction of Bykovo [6 kilometers south of Viaz’ma].”82


    This attempt to break out also ended in failure. After this, the 20th Army ceased to exist as an operational formation. Its commander Lieutenant-General Ershakov wound up as a prisoner.


    From dispatches of the XXXXVI Motorized Corps:


    
      11.10.1941. Enemy attempts supported by tanks to break out of the pocket were beaten back. The enemy has suffered large losses. On the sector of two companies alone, 2,000 Russian bodies have been counted. The 5th Panzer Division after heavy fighting with a desperately resisting adversary reached Selivanovo and a line to the west. Significant enemy forces are trapped in the woods southwest of Selivanovo.83


      11.10.41. 10.35. The 11th Panzer Division was subjected to a heavy attack. The 5th Panzer Division is attacking from the south, while two regiments of the 252nd Infantry Division are simultaneously advancing on this axis to the north, however the attack has faltered.


      As became known later, a strong adversary under resolute leadership had gone on the offensive against the left flank of the 11th Panzer Division in the snow and fog. Disorganized enemy groups that are partially attempting to break out are active in the rear, which must be engaged in combat today.84

    


    The XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ journal of combat operations continues to chronicle the last gasps of the Soviet forces encircled southwest of Viaz’ma:


    
      12.10.41. From 00.00, impetuous enemy attempts to break out have again taken place along the entire front of the 11th Panzer Division. The enemy managed to penetrate to the 11th Panzer Division’s command post in Los’mino, but was smashed by a panzer counterattack with significant losses to their side.


      The attack of the 5th Panzer Division at 07.30 was developing according to plan, but in a woodlot north of Panfilovo it ran into stubborn resistance. The entire wooded area was fully occupied by the enemy with a large quantity of artillery. By 14.15 the wooded sector was cleared as a result of the use of artillery and panzers, and the forward kampfgruppe reached Mishinka. The difficult terrain conditions are hampering the infantry’s advance. Toward evening, the infantry was occupying a line between Mikhali and Mishinka.


      The 252nd Infantry Division cleared the wooded sector behind the 5th Panzer Division and at 14.30 emerged in the area east of Troshino, and in this fashion is launching an attack in the entire zone of the 11th Panzer Division ….


      The VII Army Corps’ ongoing attack is so successful that the front has advanced to the east to the line Viaz’ma River, Pastikha.85

    


    More from the VII Army Corps’ journal of combat operations:


    
      12.10.41. The number of prisoners is growing constantly. It is impossible to estimate even approximately the quantity of captured equipment.


      At 11.10 the corps ordered the continuation of the attack to the line Pastikha, Bogdanovka, Stepan’kovo. The 78th Infantry Division is operating between the 197th and 23rd Infantry Divisions and has reached the line Pastikha, 1 kilometer east of Bogdanovka.


      The 23rd Infantry Division is defending the line Bogdanovka, Stepan’kovo, conducting reconnaissance across the Viaz’ma in the northeastern direction, and is ready according to plan … to move out to the east to the line Volodarets, Krasn[oe] Mezdrovo [on the highway 3 kilometers west of Viaz’ma].


      … The divisions are advancing to the northeast without any particular resistance from the enemy’s side. … They are coming across only stragglers and deserters.86

    


    As the resistance of the encircled Soviet forces southwest of Viaz’ma collapsed, the Germans in this area began preparations to resume the offensive toward Moscow. From the XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ journal of combat operations:


    
      At 15.45 on 12 October, the commander of VII Army Corps made contact by radio with the commander of the XXXXVI Motorized Corps and agreed that the corps on the following day would continue the attack to the east from its present line and seize the area up to Viaz’ma. The XXXXVI Motorized Corps received the order to emerge on the line Pastikha, Hill 243. In so doing, it was to secure the rapid replacement of the still committed units of the 10th Panzer Division. On the following day the 2nd Panzer Division received the order to block an enemy breakout on a line coordinated with the VII Army Corps.


      The 252nd Infantry Division completed the capture of the forested area. At 21.30, prisoners and information about captured equipment began to arrive in the division. … Approximately 170 guns and 34,000 prisoners have been seized. These numbers confirmed that the corps was facing an entire army. This explains why the withdrawal of the 11th Panzer Division [from combat] is proceeding relatively slowly and only after the area was taken.87

    


    At 1200 12 October, the commander of the XXXXVI Motorized Corps took command of all the divisions that had been committed on the eastern side of the pocket.88 The 2nd and 10th Panzer Divisions passed to his control. Of the latter, only an infantry brigade remained on the defensive line near Viaz’ma. By this time according to enemy records, the pocket southwest of Viaz’ma had shrunk to an area of 16x10 kilometers. According to the indications of a captured quartermaster, an army headquarters and up to five rifle divisions were supposed to be still trapped in this area.89 The commander of the XXXX Motorized Corps took command of all the freed forces to resume the offensive to the east.


    The enemy through the attack of infantry divisions of the VII and IX Army Corps from the south was gradually compressing the ring of encirclement while simultaneously trying to fragment the encircled Soviet grouping. In the course of the attack, gaps inevitably formed in the enemy’s combat dispositions as the result of unequal paces of advance by the divisions. Several Soviet units and isolated groups managed to filter out of the ring through these gaps. It was difficult to break through along the roads and across open terrain in large numbers with equipment.


    From the Fourth Army’s journal of combat operations:


    
      12.10.41. 10.00 … The 5th Panzer Division, unfortunately, was withdrawn yesterday. The advance is proceeding slowly, because the enemy still has the capabilities of an army commander and many division commanders.


      12.30. The commander of the VII Army Corps is reporting that south of Viaz’ma, the 197th Infantry Division and the 2nd Panzer Division made contact with each other. Thus the Viaz’ma pocket, which is being squeezed from all sides, has been split into two pieces, a northern and a southern [author’s emphasis]. Mopping up operations in the rear are in full motion. The 5th Panzer Division has been unable to make any notable advance in the area northwest of Panfilovo. In the Pokrov area, mopping up operations are still proceeding.


      The VII Army Corps has taken 103,000 prisoners.


      15.20. … the VII Army Corps has captured 115,000 prisoners, a number twice its own present size.


      21.20 … The 5th Panzer Division has advanced as far as the 11th Panzer Division’s right flank. The number of Russian dead is unbelievably large, and is becoming nothing less than ghastly. It is hardly possible to move along the roads due to the corpses. The XXXXVI Motorized Corps alone has seized 60,000 prisoners.


      In conclusion the VII Army Corps commander has reported … that the corps is advancing methodically forward. The 78th Infantry Division is not encountering any particular resistance from the enemy side, and is located 6-8 kilometers from Viaz’ma. It has contact with its neighbors on its left and right. The 5th Panzer Division is still located northeast of Pokrov; there the enemy inside the pocket is showing resistance.


      … the 197th, 267th and 78th Infantry Divisions have suffered losses; in the 197th Infantry Division, of the 8 battalion commanders, 6 have been killed. The 23rd Infantry Division has suffered large losses and is in need of rest.


      23.25. The XXXXVI Motorized Corps is reporting that last night and this morning, the Russians undertook 15 attacks against the 11th Panzer Division, one after another. Part of the division’s combatants ran out of ammunition and were killed. The corps has taken 160,000 prisoners.90

    


    It is curious: at 2120 12 October the XXXXVI Motorized Corps reported that it had taken 60,000 prisoners, yet at 2325, the number of prisoners it claimed to have seized had now grown to 160,000. Perhaps this is a typo, or the corps was adding those prisoners taken by the attached divisions to its own total. Moreover, by the end of 13 October in a summary report, the XXXXVI Motorized Corps mentions taking more than 100,000 prisoners.


    The XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ journal of combat operations describes the denouement of the fighting to eliminate the pocket southwest of Viaz’ma:


    
      12.10.1941. 10.30. Stubborn fighting in the sector of the 5th Panzer Division. The division fought its way through to the 197th Infantry Division, seizing a battery that had been lost ….


      14.00. The VII Army Corps’ 78th and 23rd Infantry Divisions at mid-day were advancing in the direction of Viaz’ma from the line Staroe Stogovo – Novoe Stogovo – Pastikha – Bogdanovka – Stepan’kovo, maintaining connection with the VIII Army Corps’ 87th Infantry Division, which is crossing the Viaz’ma River. There are only disorganized enemy groups in front of the corps. The corps believes it will make contact with the 10th Panzer Division at Viaz’ma already today.91

    


    The daily report from the Fourth Army’s headquarters for 12 October 1941 noted:


    
      On the front of the cauldron, the enemy throughout the day undertook repeated attempts to break out of the encirclement, attacking in serried ranks of men in as many as 15 rows. They were all repulsed with heavy losses to the enemy.


      Units of the 5th Panzer Division and the 252nd Infantry Division were forced to launch a meeting attack against enemy forces that had made a penetration, and threw them back with colossal losses. Contact with the 11th Panzer Division was re-established.


      Throughout the day, over 25,000 prisoners have been taken.92

    


    Thus, the attempts by the Soviet forces to break out of encirclement in large forces did not lead to success. Even so, the remnants of several divisions, their rear elements and separate combat engineer battalions managed to escape the pocket. For example, Major-General N. I. Orlov’s 108th Rifle Division of the 16th Army emerged in the Dorokhovo area, having lost two-thirds of its personnel. The commander of the 20th Army’s 144th Rifle Division, Major-General M. A. Pronin managed to bring out remnants of his division to the same location. Major-General M. I. Kozlov, the commander of the 229th Rifle Division, brought out of encirclement a large group of soldiers and officers from various units of the 20th Army. The 129th Rifle Division’s 518th Rifle Regiment broke out of the pocket under the direction of its commander.


    The scattered and isolated units and elements that were making their way out of encirclement didn’t merely strive to link up with their own side. Operating in the enemy’s rear, they missed no opportunity to inflict as much damage as possible on the Germans. For example, one of our units that was breaking through (thus far, its identity remains unknown), launched a sudden and notable attack against the German radio monitoring system on the Eastern Front, which was confirmed by an entry in the Fourth Panzer Group’s journal of combat operations on 11 October 1941:


    
      Around mid-day alarming reports arrived from the panzer group’s signals regiment, according to which a reinforced enemy group that was breaking out of encirclement attacked a radio company of the regiment 2-3 kilometers northeast of its command post [in Prisel’e, which is north of Iukhnov]. A quickly organized combat group from the signals regiment, as well as a small security group from the panzer group’s command post – consisting of one security platoon and two panzers – was directed to that place; however, they arrived too late. The radio communications company, including an OKH radio intercept platoon, lost 3 officers and 67 soldiers killed and part of its expensive equipment.93

    


    This episode is reflected in the Fourth Army’s journal of combat operations in the following manner: “A radio center of the Fourth Panzer Group 1.5 kilometers from its command center (in Prisel’e) came under attack by two Russian battalions. Three officers and 60 men were killed. Russian detachments are operating everywhere around.” The commander of the Fourth Panzer Group von Bock expressed his commiseration on the subject of the Russian attack on the Fourth Panzer Group’s radio center.


    Let us again turn to Abramov’s report:


    
      In the Panfilovo area, General Kotel’nikov organized a breakout of the forces, which consisted mostly of artillery and supply wagons. Its aim was to extract the artillery, of which a large quantity had accumulated here. Seven attacks were undertaken. Part of the artillery and infantry broke through and escaped the encirclement, but the greater part remained behind, due to the lack of discipline of many commanders, who sought to break out on their own, as well as because they lacked ammunition and fuel for the tractors.


      In the final attack on 14.10, General Ia. G. Kotel’nikov was killed. There remained in the woods small groups of troops and individual people, organizing to make their way out in little groups. According to a report from a commissar in the 9th Rifle Division’s headquarters, Senior Political Instructor NEKHAEV, the commander of the 9th Rifle Division Major-General Bogdanov [sic – B. D. Bobrov] and the 9th Rifle Division commissar Brigade Commissar Prokhorov had also been killed in this area.


      The 20th Army’s Military Council organized a breakout in the direction Borzia – Alekseevskoe. The Military Council itself was located 10 kilometers northeast of Stogovo [12 kilometers south of Viaz’ma]. On 14 October I tried to find it. Arriving at its encampment location, I was informed that the 20th Army’s Military Council and headquarters had departed to the west in the Podrezovo – Moloshino direction. Where it went next – I don’t know.


      In the woods east of Grediakino I encountered wounded members of the 24th Army’s Military Council, Division Commissar Ivanov and the 24th Army’s deputy commander of rear services Major-General Tsirkovich. They could lay out in detail the actions of the 24th and 20th Armies, since they had traveled as far as the Semlevo area with the 24th Army headquarters, and with the 20th Army’s headquarters from the Semlevo area, when they were wounded.


      I don’t know where Major-General K. I. Rakutin is.


      From statements made by soldiers and commanders of the 20th Army, whom I met, it became clear he had been seen for the last time 6 kilometers east of Semlevo. Major SAKHNO, chief of the Special Department, Brigade Commissar MOZHIN and a number of other staff officers were traveling with him. Where they went subsequently, I cannot say.


      Brigade Commissar BEREZKIN, the 24th Army’s commissar, was severely wounded on the Bolochek – Semlevo road. According to eyewitness reports, Major-General of Artillery MASHENIN was wounded in both legs before reaching Semlevo and shot himself.


      … A number of 24th Army staff officers made their way out of the pocket, including the chief of staff Major-General KONDRAT’EV, who is now working as the 33rd Army’s chief of staff. Remnants of the 19th Rifle Division, the 106th Motorized Rifle Division, and the 9th Rifle Division escaped the encirclement; the Supreme High Command’s artillery regiment with the 24th Army was brought out in full, and a significant portion of the army’s rear services and supply depots also emerged from the encirclement.


      9.3.42, Tula94

    


    From the XXXXVI Motorized Corps’ journal of combat operations:


    
      13.10.1941. … the 5th Panzer and the 252 Infantry Divisions are mopping up the southern part of the pocket; in the process, approximately another 3,000 prisoners have been captured.


      The 11th Panzer Division has begun to pull its troops out of its sector of the pocket and late in the evening, the bulk of its forces (the 1st Panzer Battalion, an artillery battalion and a battalion of motorized infantry) were south of the highway at Tepelevo.


      … The corps command post is in Mit’kovo, east of Viaz’ma … there is a new semiunderground hospital there, well-equipped by the Russians, which offers very good conditions for work.


      By the end of 13 October, the corps had made a significant contribution to the creation of the pocket. Viaz’ma had been encircled. More than 100,000 prisoners, 900 guns and 100 tanks became worthy trophies of the stubborn fighting.


      … 14.10.1941. … According to an order from the panzer group, the 11th Panzer Division at mid-day receives the task to guard the highway between Viaz’ma and Gzhatsk. This is necessary, because together with numerous demolition locations, enemy paratroopers have also been found.


      The 2nd and 5th Panzer Divisions are regrouping with the aim of departing from the areas south of Viaz’ma. On the following day, at first the 2nd Panzer Division must be shifted to the area of the highway, while the 252nd Infantry Division is to march out to the Kikino area along the road west of the main highway to Viaz’ma.95

    


    The Germans were preparing to regroup the freed divisions, first of all the panzer divisions, for the offensive toward Moscow.


    Meanwhile, the Soviet command still hadn’t lost hopes that at least a portion of the encircled forces would succeed in breaking out of the enemy ring and find a way to join back up with their own side. The commander of the Western Front on 13 October radioed: “If you procrastinate – you will bring the army to ruin. We categorically demand you hasten your escape south of Viaz’ma. Report immediately what you are doing. Zhukov.”96


    On this same day, another radio message was addressed to Boldin and Lukin:


    
      Units of the 7th Panzer Division are operating in the Viaz’ma area; units of the 87th and 129th Infantry Divisions are to the north and northwest of Viaz’ma. In the area southeast of Viaz’ma and Gzhatsk, there are almost no enemy forces.


      Ershakov is breaking through south of Viaz’ma and on 11.10 was fighting at Bab’ia Gora. Ershakov has up to an infantry division in front of him. The enemy is stretched and does not have a continuous front line, but is occupying separate areas.97

    


    If only this had corresponded to reality …


    Next the headquarters of the Western Front sent a coded telegram addressed to Lukin:


    
      On the night of 14 October we are organizing an airdrop of ammunition and fuel. Mark the drop area with one large fire and a series of flares. Confirm receipt.98

    


    In response there was only silence. There was no longer anyone to report.


    In Western Front’s Operational Summary No. 350/219 at 2000 on 14 October 1941 it was noted:


    
      … information from the 19th and 20th Armies and Group Boldin had not arrived by the time of compiling the summary. In order to establish their locations and the situation of the units, two airplanes with liaison officers were dispatched: the first at 11.10, the second at 15.00. The two aircraft have still not returned.99

    


    On this same day, yet another liaison airplane was sent out to locate the encircled armies – with the same result. An aircraft that flew off to the area northwest of Viaz’ma on 16 October returned, having spotted no one.


    The fighting in the Viaz’ma area winds down


    On 13 and 14 October, the Germans were busy combing through the area west of Viaz’ma with the aim of rounding up prisoners. From an account of combat operations from the VIII Army Corps:


    
      Freezing temperatures have arrived and the first snow has fallen. Endless streams of Russian prisoners moved along the highway to the west. Fields full of horror totally covered with bodies at focal points of the most recent fighting. Everywhere, herds of saddled Cossack horses were standing, and belongings, guns and tanks were lying about.


      … Over the period of combat from 2 October to 13 October, VIII Army Corps consisting of the 8th, 28th and 87th Infantry Divisions (without consideration of those divisions that were temporarily attached to the corps during the offensive) lost 4,077 soldiers and officers, including 870 killed and 227 missing.


      In the same period the divisions of the corps took 51,484 prisoners, and destroyed or captured: tanks – 157, guns of all types – 44, machine guns – 484, field kitchens – 23, vehicles – 3,689, horses – 528.100

    


    The Ninth Army’s operational summary for 13 October declared the battle of encirclement was over:


    
      The enemy, encircled west of Viaz’ma, can be considered destroyed. Russian attempts to break out of encirclement ceased in the second half of the day. In the course of reducing the pocket, the enemy is putting up only localized resistance. Toward evening the mopping up operations were primarily complete. Only scattered enemy groups remained.101

    


    A message from the Fourth Army headquarters summarized the results of its part in the operation to this point:


    
      14.10. Over the period from 2 October to 12 October, units of the Fourth Army took 328,000 prisoners. Destroyed and seized: tanks – 310, guns – 1,400, undamaged aircraft – 26, vehicles – 6,000, 45 loaded trains, 1 wagon train carrying provisions, 1 column carrying ammunition, and 2 fuel depots.102

    


    Incidentally, an interim report of the Fourth Army at 1830 on 13 October 1941 about the culminating fighting in the Viaz’ma area gave a different figure for the number of destroyed and captured tanks: 210.103


    The OKH issued its own triumphant reports as the first stage of Operation Typhoon came to a close:


    
      13.10.41: … According to an OKH operational map for 13.10.41, from the Western and Reserve Fronts that were caught in the pocket: 24 rifle and 3 tank divisions, as well as units of 15 rifle and 7 tank divisions.104

    


    On the following day, it reported:


    
      14.10.41: … The enemy, encircled by the forces of the Fourth and Ninth Armies west of Viaz’ma, has been fully destroyed. Four Soviet armies consisting of 40 rifle and 10 tank divisions have either been fully destroyed or made prisoner.


      According to preliminary data, more than 500,000 prisoners have been taken, and 3,000 guns, 800 tanks and much other military equipment have been captured…105

    


    Army Group Center joined in the victory chorus in an evening message on 13 October:


    
      The Viaz’ma battle has concluded. At Briansk and to the south of that point, heavy fighting is ongoing with an encircled and desperately resisting foe. There is a battle at Rzhev on the northern flank of the front. The enemy is advancing toward his own ruin.


      Eleven hostile armies have been destroyed. More than 558,825 prisoners have been taken.


      Seized and destroyed: 1,066 tanks, 3,753 guns, 485 anti-tank guns, 406 antiaircraft guns, 49 aircraft.


      The given numbers will continue to grow; the enormous quantity of other military property defies counting.


      VII Army Corps in the Viaz’ma area has continued to mop up small enemy groups that continue to offer resistance. Many many prisoners have been taken, including the commander of the Russian 19th Army Lieutenant-General Lukikh [sic – Lukin].106

    


    On 14 October, the Germans declared in OKH Summary No. 121:


    
      B. Army Group Center. The enemy encircled to the west of Viaz’ma has been fully destroyed. … The number of military personnel taken prisoner during this enormous battle exceeds 500,000 and is increasing by the hour.


      The total number of Soviet military personnel, taken prisoner since the start of the Eastern campaign today now far exceeds 3,000,000.107

    


    The German Reich’s press chief Otto Dietrich pronounced that the Soviet Union was “finished in a military sense.” The Nazi newspaper Völkischer Beobachter asserted that “Stalin’s army has been wiped from the face of the earth.”108


    Despite all these announcements that the fighting in the Viaz’ma area had come to an end, remnants of the “destroyed” units of the 20th and 24th Armies in the woods south of Viaz’ma continued attempts to filter out of the shrinking pocket in various directions. Even as late as 20 October, the Germans were unable to release several of their divisions holding the pocket for the offensive toward Moscow.


    We know little about those who, in the hopeless situation, continued to offer resistance to the enemy – dying, but refusing to surrender. Many Soviet soldiers and officers, including the wounded remained in the forests, especially in their swampy areas even after the sweeps conducted by the Germans. Local residents aided the fighting men, and concealed them from the enemy. As later became clear, in many of the villages underground hospitals were organized, where the doctors and nurses who had not abandoned their patients continued to work. The local population supplied the hospitals with items. After recovering, the majority of the wounded, as a rule, joined the active partisan struggle against the occupiers.


    For the most part, raw troops who’d been left without commanders and small units that had lost contact with their neighbors and higher command were the ones who surrendered. In the unclear and hopeless situation – lacking ammunition, food and communications – many yielded to panic and surrendered, even though at times they were in numbers superior to the enemy. The Germans when sweeping through the woods employed loudspeakers, promising the encircled Soviets good treatment as a prisoner and, most importantly, food. In circumstances when the choice was between starving to death and becoming a prisoner, at times the desperate men chose the latter, not imagining that German captivity often turned into an agonizing death. Unfortunately, there were also those commanders who ordered their soldiers to lay down their arms. These men were tried in absentia and sentenced to be shot. In the files of the military tribunals with respect to such commanders, one comes across notes stating “The sentence has been carried out”, dated 1944-1946.


    A veteran of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, Lieutenant D. Golovanevsky, who managed to make his way out of the encirclement, later related how he and some comrades had long wandered through the woods, avoiding settlements. Finally, they found themselves outside a village, among the buildings of which they could see hundreds of Red Army troops crowded around field kitchens. They decided that they had reached friendly forces and made a bolt for the aroma of buckwheat kasha. However, on the outskirts of the village, they were stopped by an old man, who told them that crowd of soldiers in the village were all prisoners. Indeed, they were – only then did they spot a German officer and several Germans soldiers standing beside two motorcycles next to the field kitchens.


    An extract from a report dated 17 November from the chief of the Western Front’s Political Directorate Division Commissar Lestev to Army Commissar 1st Rank Lev Mekhlis, entitled “On the political-moral condition of the troops and characteristics of the command staff, who escaped the encirclement”:


    
      According to the Front’s staffing department, 6,308 commanders, 9,994 junior commanders and 68,418 troops came out of the encirclement. The data are far from complete, since many soldiers, commanders and political workers were immediately sent back to their units, and a portion of the armed soldiers and commanders, detained by the blocking detachments, were formed into elements and sent up to the front lines to replenish other units.109

    


    The most aggressive commanders and political officers, having lost contact with higher command, didn’t lose their heads. They hammered together fully combat-capable groups out of the bits and pieces of different units and solitary soldiers. For example, Colonel Smirnov of the 30th Army pulled together a group that spent the next two weeks fighting with the enemy. Lestev’s report continues:


    
      Having established a communications link with the 29th Army headquarters, the group carried out its orders. This group, not avoiding contact with the enemy, conducted courageous raids against his columns, smashed communications posts, and carried out reconnaissance missions. It finally came out of the encirclement with 1,870 men. All the fighting men and officers were armed, and the group brought out 14 heavy machine guns and 33 light machine guns, 6 120mm mortars, 3 76mm guns, 19 vehicles and 36 carts together with them. Major-General Orlov coordinated the actions of combat groups created out of retreating units of the 20th, 24th and other armies. He led out of the encirclement, with fighting, more than 5,000 armed soldiers and commanders.110

    


    However, as always happens in difficult situations, heroism and bravery walked side by side with betrayal and desertion. As a result of the confusion and disorganization of commanders, entire divisions and regiments fell apart into small, scattered groups and ceased to exist as combat formations. For example, political instructor Komissarov reported after coming out of the encirclement:


    
      In one of the villages in the Viaz’ma area, a group of unarmed Red Army men stopped and stayed overnight, knowing that the enemy was just 3-4 kilometers away. Several of the men declared, ‘There’s nowhere for us to go; it’s all the same to us.’ This group, numbering 800 men, was taken prisoner the next day without a shot fired.


      Many of the Red Army men, primarily natives of the oblasts occupied by the enemy, scattered to their homes and remained behind enemy lines.111

    


    Unfortunately, not all the commanders served as models of faithfulness to military duty for their subordinates. For example, the artillery chief of the 32nd Army Major-General V. S. Bodrov was stripped of his general’s rank due to his disgraceful conduct. In the State Defense Committee Order No. 0418, the following was said in regard to this:


    
      After the transfer of the 32nd Army’s troops to the 19th Army, Bodrov traveled in the direction of Mozhaisk first with the 32nd Army headquarters, and then with the 19th Army headquarters. On the night of 11 October, when the troops of the 19th Army in a difficult situation were attempting to break out of encirclement, rather than taking command of any unit or element and organizing an escape from encirclement, Bodrov and four other officers abandoned the troops and set off to the east.


      Saving his own life, Bodrov buried his Party membership card, identity papers, Order of the Red Star and XX Anniversary of the RKKA medal. Bodrov gave his general’s uniform to collective farm workers and came out of the encirclement in civilian dress. Bodrov didn’t bring his personal side arm, a revolver, out of the encirclement.112

    


    The stubborn fighting with the encircled forces in the Viaz’ma area tied up the main forces of the enemy’s XXXX and XXXXVI Motorized Corps for a long time and delayed their relief. The forces that were assigned to continue the pursuit and to develop the offensive toward Moscow proved to be too weak to overcome the growing Russian resistance on new lines. They were unable to advance without incurring heavy casualties. The commander of the Fourth Army General-Field Marshal von Kluge stated:


    
      Psychologically, a difficult situation had taken shape on the Eastern Front, because on one hand, the troops confronted freezing weather without winter uniforms and warm quarters, and on the other hand, impassable terrain and the stubbornness with which the adversary was defending, covering their communications lines and billet areas, and greatly impeding the forward advance of our still weak forward detachments.113

    


    Von Kluge introduced relatively fresh divisions, which had been in reserve or located on quiet sectors of the front, into the fighting, trying to exploit the initial success along the main Minsk thoroughfare and both the Kiev and Warsaw highways. The regrouping of the Fourth Army’s divisions that had been operating near Viaz’ma couldn’t begin until 14 October. However, by this time the Soviet command had managed to scrape together a defensive barrier on the main roads leading to Moscow, about which German intelligence was totally unaware. In such conditions, savage fighting flared up with renewed intensity on the Moscow axis between 13 and 18 October. We’ll briefly examine the course of combat operations on the various sectors of the Mozhaisk line.


    The Mozhaisk axis, where the units of four enemy corps were attacking, featured the bitterest fighting. This most direct and shortest axis to Moscow was being screened by troops of the newly-formed 5th Army. The 18th, 19th and 20th Tank Brigades spent four days fighting on the approaches to the Mozhaisk Fortified Region. During this period, Colonel V. I. Polosukhin’s full-strength 32nd Rifle Division managed to come up in time to buttress the tankers’ positions, as well as the 238th Training Regiment and a cadet battalion from the Moscow Military-Political Specialist School. For four days, with air support from Colonel Sbytov’s aviation group, these units repulsed every enemy attack. Units of the 32nd Rifle Division, which had gained fame in the Battle of Lake Khasan back in 1938, took on units of the SS Motorized Division Das Reich and the 10th Panzer Division on the historic Borodino battlefield. The enemy’s panzer division suffered heavy losses from the fire of an attached battalion of 85mm anti-aircraft guns. As a result, the number of operational panzers in the 10th Panzer Division fell by almost half between 10 October and 21 October, from 152 down to 75.114 All told, the enemy was delayed on this axis for almost a week. This time was used by units of the 5th Army to move into defensive positions. Only when both flanks had been turned and the 32nd Rifle Division faced the threat of encirclement did the division abandon its positions and begin a withdrawal in the direction of Mozhaisk. The Nazis seized the burning city on 18 October. On this day, the commander of the 5th Army General D. D. Leliushenko was wounded.
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      Captured Soviet tank-hunting dog trainers, summer 1941.
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      It also defended Moscow: A tank-hunting dog killed by Wehrmacht soldiers. Visible on the dog is the pack containing the explosives and the rod-type fuse, which would be triggered when the dog ran under a tank.

    


    There are few who know that in order to enhance the tank-destroying capabilities of the defenders, each fortified area of the Mozhaisk line and Kalinin Front’s 30th Army received a company of tank-hunting dogs. Such units had taken part in earlier battles, but not always successfully.


    On the Maloiaroslavets axis, Major N. Ia. Klypin’s 17th Tank Brigade, Captain I. G. Starchak’s airborne detachment, and forward detachments of cadets were operating on the approaches to the fortified regions that covered the Kiev and Warsaw highways leading to the capital. They held up the enemy for eight days. Units of the 312th Rifle Division, three machine-gun battalions, seven flamethrower companies, and squads of cadets from the Podol’sk Infantry and Artillery Schools were occupying the defenses in sectors of the fortified region. These units repulsed repeated attacks by enemy infantry and tanks, supported by artillery fire and the Luftwaffe. They received their own fire support from six artillery regiments and three Katiusha battalions. However, the Germans managed to penetrate the defense north of Maloiaroslavets and to encircle the units defending the Detchinskii sector of the fortified region. Only on 18 October did the Germans manage to seize the city. However, the cadets continued to defend the Il’inskii and Detchinskii sectors of the Maloiaroslavets Fortified Region for two more days, until they received an order from the commander of the 43rd Army to pull back. The Detchinskii sector garrison broke out of the encirclement.


    Unfortunately, not all the divisions, especially those that had been reformed and which had received untrained replacements after their destruction in the beginning of October, showed tenacity on the defense. They were unable to withstand panzer attacks and air strikes, and easily succumbed to panic. In the present critical situation – the front line was steadily approaching the capital, despite the bitter resistance offered by most of the defenders – only approximately 80 kilometers separated Naro-Fominsk from the center of Moscow. The Soviet command was forced to take harsh measures against cowards and panic-mongers.


    The Western Front commander demanded of the troops:


    
      Considering the vital significance of the fortified line, I’m declaring to the entire command staff down to the squad level a categorical ban against retreating from the line. Anyone falling back without a written order from the military councils of the Front and the armies will be shot.115

    


    Entire groups of commanders and political officers were turned over to military tribunals for trials. Sometimes there was simply no time to investigate all the circumstances and reasons behind a forced retreat of one or another formation or unit, and both guilty and innocent parties came under an order to be shot. For example, units of Colonel N. P. Krasnoretsky’s 53rd Rifle Division, which had been replenished with raw replacements, scattered in panic under the very first attack of the Germans, who were in essence able to take Borovsk and a bridge across the Protva River on 15 October without fighting. The threat of an enemy breakthrough along the Kiev highway toward the capital arose. This time even the 17th Rifle Division, which at the start of the operation had fought courageously as part of the Reserve Front’s 33rd Army, had collapsed. This division, which had fought its way out of encirclement with only around 600 soldiers remaining to it, was twice replenished. After the first batch of replacements on 15 October, the division numbered 2,879 men, including 526 officers, 408 junior officers and 1,935 troops.116 After a batch of totally untrained replacements arrived on 16 October, the 17th Rifle Division’s numerical strength rose to 4,469 officers and soldiers, and it was again thrown into the fighting. After two days of fighting on the Protva River, the division came under a powerful air strike, followed by an enemy panzer attack. Panic erupted among the totally green replacements, and they took to headlong flight. Despite all the efforts of the commanders, there was no way to stop the rout. As a result, the enemy forced a crossing of the Nara River without combat and established a bridgehead at Tarutino (32 kilometers southeast of Naro-Fominsk).


    Having received a message that the 53rd and 17th Rifle Divisions “had fled to Podol’sk in panic, where there is now around 7,000 men of these divisions”, the Western Front commander on 21 October issued an order:


    
      To the 43rd Army’s Military Council.


      … in connection with the repeated flight of the 17th and 53rd Rifle Divisions from the battlefield, I am ordering:


      With the aim of struggling against desertion, to detail a blocking detachment by the morning of 22 October, choosing the most reliable combat soldiers for it from the airborne corps.


      To force the 17th and 53rd Rifle Divisions to fight stubbornly, and in case of flight, the detailed blocking detachment is to shoot anyone fleeing the battlefield on the spot.


      Report on the creation of the detachment.


      Zhukov, Bulganin

    


    This was evidently not enough to satisfy Zhukov. At 0445 on 22 October, Zhukov personally handed another order to General Golubev, the commander of the 43rd Army:


    
      1. I categorically forbid a withdrawal from the occupied line before 23.10.


      2. Immediately send SELEZNEV to the 17th Rifle Division, immediately place the commander of the 17th Rifle Division under arrest and shoot him in front of an assembled formation.


      Compel the 17th and 53rd Rifle Divisions to retake TARUTINO by the morning of 22 October at whatever the cost, right up to self-sacrifice.


      3. You are reporting on the small number of combat soldiers in the divisions and the large losses; immediately search the rear areas and find both soldiers and weapons … Zhukov, Bulganin117

    


    The commander of the 53rd Rifle Division Colonel N. P. Krasnoretsky avoided execution only because he was killed in combat that day. However, the commander of the 17th Rifle Division Colonel P. S. Kozlov and the division commissar S. I. Iakovlev, according to previously available information, were both shot. After thorough research conducted by the Main Military Procurator’s office more than 60 years later into all the circumstances surrounding the 17th Rifle Division’s failure to carry out its combat order and into the degree of the commander’s and commissar’s complicity in this, in 2005 the two men were rehabilitated for the absence of elements essential to the crime. However, in 2009 it was necessary to take another look into the matter. According to the journalist V. Stepanova, who had taken part in the previous investigations conducted by the Main Military Procurator’s office, the second look at the case discovered that neither P. S. Kozlov nor S. I. Iakovlev had been shot (much less in an extrajudicial manner) for the voluntary retreat of the 17th Rifle Division from the line it was occupying. This means that the Russian Federation act “On the rehabilitation of victims of political repressions” could not apply to them. Thus, on 18 July 2009, the conclusion of the Main Military Procurator’s office from 5 October 2005 about the official rehabilitation of the indicated citizens was rescinded due to the newly discovered circumstances. The investigation of this muddled affair is still continuing at the present time.


    Meanwhile, the 17th Rifle Division, which had become part of the 43rd Army, by 22 October had moved into defensive positions along the eastern bank of the Nara River in the Stremilovo – Vysokoe area. By 29 October, the German bridgehead across the Nara River at Tarutino had been firmly contained, and the front on the Maloiaroslavets direction was becoming stabilized along the Nara.


    On the Kaluga axis, another critical situation had arisen by 13 October. Here the numerically weak units of the 49th Army were unable to repulse the enemy offensive, which managed to seize the city of Kaluga. The Germans then rolled into Tarusa, striving to develop the offensive in the direction of Serpukhov.
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      After a Soviet air strike in the Volokolamsk area, October 1941.

    


    In connection with loss of the city, the Western Front commander issued a combat order:


    
      To the commander of the 49th Army Zakharkin. A copy to Comrade Stalin.


      1. Immediately provide an explanation for your decision to abandon Kaluga without the authorization of the Stavka and the Front’s Military Council, and to drive off to Tarusa with your headquarters.


      2. Restore the situation by going on the counteroffensive: otherwise, for the unauthorized retreat from Kaluga, not only the command of the units, but you as well will be shot.


      3. The 9th Tank Brigade is heading for the boundary with the 43rd Army in the Prudki, Taranovka area.


      4. Report on the receipt and execution [of this order]. Zhukov.

    


    The Stavka transferred four rifle divisions to Serpukhov, and by 29 October, the enemy offensive on this axis had also ground to a halt.


    On the Volokolamsk axis, there was no contact with the enemy prior to 14 October. Fierce clashes developed here on 16 October, when units of the German 2nd Panzer Division, which had previously been holding the inner ring of encirclement south of Viaz’ma, entered the fighting (see Map 17). The intensity of combat grew in step with the release of other enemy divisions after the fighting concluded at Viaz’ma. Here for the first time, the troops of General K. K. Rokossovsky’s 16th Army managed to create a deeply echeloned anti-tank defense, consisting of anti-tank strong points and regions. In order to combat the enemy tanks, all of the artillery, including anti-aircraft artillery, was concentrated on the main directions vulnerable to tanks. Through skillful maneuvering, primarily of the anti-tank regiments, the enemy offensive was repulsed. For the fighting at Volokolamsk, the 289th and 296th Anti-tank Regiments were awarded the title of the 1st and 2nd Guards Artillery Regiments.
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      Anti-aircraft gunners in Tula prepare to meet enemy tanks, 1941.

    


    Aviation provided significant support to the 16th Army’s ground troops. The Western Front command concentrated the bulk of the Front’s air force on this axis – 210 fighters and 200 bombers and ground-attack aircraft. Only on 25 October did the enemy, having reinforced its grouping with arriving infantry, manage to breach the army’s defenses, and the Germans captured Volokolamsk on 27 October. By 30 October, the forces of the 16th Army had dug into a line 3-4 kilometers east of the city.


    In the fighting, units of General I. V. Panfilov’s 316th Rifle Division (which was awarded the title of 8th Guards Division) and Colonel S. I. Mladentsev’s cadet regiment from the Supreme Soviet RSFSR Specialist School also distinguished themselves. This was also noted by the enemy. The commander of the German V Army Corps General of Infantry R. Ruoff, reporting to F. von Bock about the course of the fighting on the Volokolamsk axis, observed: “The Russian 316th Division … has many well-trained soldiers in it, and is conducting a strikingly tenacious defense …. Its weakness [is] its broad front of deployment.”118


    The Tula axis was being defended by the 50th Army, commanded by General A. M. Ermakov. By 23 October, divisions and units of the Briansk Front that had made their way out of encirclement had fallen back to the Tula area to the rear Belev – Mtsensk – Ponyri – Fatezh – L’gov line as designated by the Stavka of the Supreme High Command. The 50th Army, which had only 10 percent of its personnel and 3 percent of its artillery after emerging from encirclement, was replenished with troops from the 26th Army. The stubborn defense of Tula secured the stability of the Western Front’s left wing on the distant southern approaches to the capital.


    The resistance of our forces was increasing and becoming more organized by the day. Although the enemy managed to make initial penetrations in the Mozhaisk defensive line, his offensive was bogging down. The average rate of the enemy’s advance dropped to only 3-5 kilometers a day. In a message from the LVII Motorized Corps, which was attacking in the area of Medyn’ and Mozhaisk, it was reported that “recent fighting for possession of Russian positions was the fiercest of the entire campaign in Russia, because the enemy put up ferocious resistance from concrete pillboxes, constructed before the war. Panzer losses from the start of the operation to the middle of October have risen markedly.”119 In the operational summary of the OKH for 19 October 1941 it was noted:


    
      Fourth Army: The enemy in front of Moscow, taking advantage of fortifications is fighting tenaciously and bitterly.


      Fourth Panzer Group: As before, the enemy is putting up stubborn resistance … and refusing to surrender a single square foot of land, not a single building without combat.120

    


    Doubtlessly, the changing weather conditions also contributed enemy’s reduced rate of advance. The calculations of the German command that the battle for Moscow could be won before the onset of the autumnal muddy season were incorrect. Back on 7 October, the first snow had fallen in the Viaz’ma area; rains began, which turned the roads, particularly the dirt roads, into rivers of mud that bogged down the widely diverse types of vehicles that the Germans had gathered from the occupied countries in Europe. However, the full effects of the muddy season showed up later, in the second half of October. With the start of the bitter fighting on the Mozhaisk line, the expenditure of ammunition and fuel grew immeasurably, while the ability to supply them to the attacking units fell sharply. In Army Group Center’s journal of combat operations, it had been noted on 10 October that the movement of the panzer units was currently impossible due to the poor condition of the roads and the bad weather, and for these same reasons there were difficulties in bringing up fuel to them. The main supply route for Army Group Center was the Viaz’ma – Moscow expressway, which as a result of combat operations had long ago had ceased to suit this label. It was continually requiring lengthy repairs as a consequence of various types of damage caused by bombing attacks and the explosions of time-delay mines left behind by the retreating Soviet forces. According to German records, as the result of one such mine explosion, a crater 10 meters deep and 30 meters in diameter appeared in the roadbed. The detonators were set up with such precision that several explosions occurred on a daily basis, and therefore detours around the damaged areas of the road had to be built every day.


    In this period, the Germans were compelled to resort to the Luftwaffe more frequently in order to deliver fuel and ammunition to the panzer and motorized divisions. According to available information, in addition to regular transport aircraft like the Junkers Ju-52, they used the massive Me-321 Gigant cargo gliders. With its dimensions of 11x15x3 meters, the cargo space of the Me-321 was almost equivalent to that of a railroad freight car, while it could handle a payload of over 20 tons.121 In particular, an officer of the 6th Panzer Division, which was attacking toward Kalinin, confirms the use of these gliders to supply the division.122
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      The Me-321 Gigant cargo glider, used by the Germans to deliver fuel and ammunition to the ground troops.

    


    The Germans, having encountered the strong resistance of Soviet forces, at the same time cited the poor weather, which hampered the forward movement of Army Group Center’s ground forces and transport columns. On 26 October, the journal of combat operations of the Fourth Army’s IX Army Corps, noted:


    
      The temporary bridge across the Dnepr is down to only one lane, the approaches are impassable, just as are the bypasses. Ten thousand vehicles have accumulated at the Dnepr … and discipline has broken down completely. Thus, the matter has reached the point where the weather has become a more dangerous adversary than the Red Army itself.123

    


    The roads that were washed out by the rains hindered not only the German forces, but the Red Army as well. However the German vehicles that became stuck and disabled remained behind their front line. They could be dragged out of the mud, repaired, and sent on their way again. In contrast, the vehicles of the retreating Soviet forces had to be abandoned, after first being disabled by the removal or destruction of key components. Of course, the muddy season had much greater impact on the operations of the Wehrmacht’s divisions, especially the motorized and panzer divisions, than on the Soviet operations: the German supply lines were much longer, and their forces had a higher level of motorization. As a result, the motorized divisions of the Wehrmacht lost one of their key advantages – the superiority in mobility. However, one should not exaggerate the negative influence of the poor roads on the ability to move troops and maneuver, and thereby offer it as the main reason for the slowing pace of the German offensive toward Moscow.


    Field Marshal von Bock, understanding that the Russian winter was looming in front of Army Group Center, began to prod his subordinates. On 21 October he sent a telegram to the commanders of the Fourth and Ninth Armies and the 2nd Panzer Army:


    
      Good weather cannot be counted upon before the onset of freezing temperatures. In connection with this, I am hereby ordering:


      In those areas where at present the forward movement of the motorized and panzer divisions is impossible due to the poor road conditions or the lack of fuel, leave with the vehicles only those personnel necessary for tending to them and guarding them.


      Bring together all the available rear officers and personnel into combined infantry formations and provide these formations with a necessary amount of artillery, heavy weapons, as well as supply elements and horse-drawn wagons.


      Immediately send the formations formed on this principle to the front for participation in combat operations … At such a moment, when every hour is precious for developing our offensive, it is impermissible to leave a large number of well-trained soldiers and officers idling behind the front line.124
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      After the rains: A German panzer mired in the mud.

    


    In connection with the worsening weather and virtual disappearance of dirt roads into a sea of mud, the enemy’s divisions began increasingly to stick to relatively good, hard-surfaced roads, which facilitated the defenders’ task of anticipating the direction of German advance. Therefore the Soviet command took into account the passability of roads and the surrounding terrain when constructing defenses. The fact that cut-off divisions and units continued to operate in the enemy rear, delaying the approach of enemy reserves and harrassing supply columns, also contributed to the tasks of slowing the German advance and disrupting the Wehrmacht’s supply lines.


    In distinction from Konev, who prohibited his army commanders from even thinking about a withdrawal, Zhukov was not afraid to accept responsibility for difficult decisions. For example, on 19 October, considering the current situation, he presented a preliminary plan to the Stavka that involved withdrawing the troops of the Western Front from the Mozhaisk line, if they proved unable to hold it, back to a previously-prepared line that ran from Klin, through Istra, Zhavoronki, Krasniaia Pakhra and Serpukhov to Aleksin. The Stavka at 1950 on this same day confirmed this plan, saying only that the withdrawal from the Mozhaisk line could not begin without its special authorization.


    The Germans noticed changes in the Russians’ combat tactics. An excerpt from the OKH Operational Summary No. 129 for 22 October 1941:


    
      The Russian higher command, plainly considering the weakness of its forces, has rejected the previous method of conducting an active defense. Now it is giving great significance to conserving its combined-arms formations through the winter, on the basis of which in the springtime a new ground army will be formed. Perhaps Stalin as the Supreme Commander has removed the originators of the previous tactics from their posts, and possibly even eliminated all of them. … For over four weeks now, nothing at all has been heard about Timoshenko and Voroshilov.125

    


    Von Bock is compelled to suspend the offensive


    As a result of the stiffening Soviet resistance in the the last days of October and the increasing supply difficulties, the Germans were forced to halt their offensive on the line Selizharovo – Kalinin – east of Volokolamsk, and from there running along the Nara and Oka Rivers to Aleksin. It was approximately 110 kilometers from Volokolamsk to the center of Moscow, 80 kilometers from Naro-Fominsk, and 100 kilometers from Serpukhov. Relative calm fell over the Western direction for a certain time. According to an assessment from the General Staff of the German Army, on 6 November 1941 the German infantry divisions in the East were at 65 percent of their initial combat effectiveness, while the panzer divisions were down to 35 percent of their initial combat effectiveness. By the start of November, the Germans had now written off 1,908 of their tanks – more than half of their starting number in June 1941.126 The former chief of staff of the Fourth Army General Blumentritt recalled that they “with surprise and disappointment had discovered in October and the beginning of November that the shattered Russians had not at all ceased to exist as a military force … We couldn’t believe that the situation could change so markedly after our decisive victories, when the capital, it seemed, was almost in our hands.”127


    The Phoenix-like regeneration of the Red Army provoked disagreements within the German high command. Some of the military commanders considered it necessary to digin on the lines that had been reached, so as to resume the operation at a later date, while others demanded a continuation of the offensive.


    Assume the defensive, even if only temporarily? This would mean giving the Soviet Union a respite, which meant over the winter, it could significantly reinforce its forces, using its inexhaustible (in comparison with Germany) human and material resources and the increasing assistance from Lend-Lease. Thus this alternative wasn’t even examined seriously. Moreover, the German troops were woefully unprepared for operating in winter conditions. Von Bock decisively spoke up for continuing the offensive on Moscow: he hoped to break the final resistance of the Russians. The OKH also didn’t want to turn down one last attempt to push the operation through to its conclusion.


    Disputes also arose on the matter of concrete attacking plans. Hitler, who as before believed that Army Group Center had sufficient strength to take Moscow on its own, rejected alternative plan proposals and ordered Von Bock to encircle and seize Moscow before the arrival of winter. The Army Group Center commander on 30 October 1941 signed the order for a resumption of the offensive, the plan of which consisted in striking at the flanks of the Western Front with two mobile groupings, bypassing Moscow to the north and south, and then closing the ring of encirclement to the east of the capital. The Second Panzer Army was to envelop Moscow from the south and southeast, while the Third and Fourth Panzer Groups were to envelop it from the north and northeast. The Fourth Army was to conduct a frontal offensive. The flanks of the shock groupings were to be secured by the Second Army in the south and the Ninth Army in the north. The deadline set for the completion of preparations for the offensive was 15 November. By this date, von Bock hoped to conduct the necessary regroupings and resolve all the supply problems, so as to use the arriving freezing temperatures, which would harden the ground, to make one last lunge for Moscow.


    On 15 November the enemy resumed the offensive. In the course of fighting during the second stage of the Moscow defensive operation, critical moments arose more than once, but now on the nearest approaches to the capital. After a German breakthrough on the boundary between the 30th Army (which on 17 November again became part of the Western Front) and the 16th Army, the enemy managed to seize crossings in the area of the Volga Reservoir. According to Zhukov, it was at this time that I. V. Stalin called him and asked:


    
      ‘Are you sure we’ll be able to hold Moscow? It hurts me to ask you this. Answer me truthfully, as a Communist.’


      ‘We’ll definitely hold Moscow. But we’ll need at least two more armies and another 200 tanks.’


      ‘It’s good that you are so confident. Call the General Staff and make arrangements for the assignment of the two reserve armies you are requesting. They will be ready by late November. Right now we can’t get you any tanks yet.’128

    


    Later, in a response to a question from the writer Konstantin Simonov about whether there was confidence that Moscow would not be surrendered, G. K. Zhukov said: “I must say directly that we had, of course, no complete confidence.”129


    Here is a characteristic episode. As the result of a breakthrough on the Naro-Fominsk axis toward Aprelevka on 1 December, the Germans were within only 11-13 kilometers of the Western Front headquarters in Perkhushkovo (8 kilometers west of Odintsovo). The question arose about moving the Front’s command post to a different location. Later in private conversations, Zhukov would mention the threat to his headquarters, but in his memoirs he didn’t say a word about it. But without Zhukov’s knowledge, steps to relocate the command post to the east were undertaken. Both Shtemenko and Vasilevsky confirm this.


    A. E. Golovanov, who was present in Stalin’s office on one of these alarming days, became a witness to a memorable conversation:


    
      A discussion was going on about the further combat use of a division. The telephone rang. Stalin, in no hurry, walked over to the device and picked up the phone. During the conversation, he never held the phone close to his head, but kept it at some distance, because the volume of sound in the earpiece was magnified. A person located not far away could easily overhear the conversation. Corps commissar Stepanov was calling – he was a member of the Air Force’s Military Council. He reported to Stalin that he was in Perkhushkovo …


      ‘Well, how are things there?’ Stalin asked.


      ‘The command has raised the issue that the Front headquarters is very close to the front line of defense. It is necessary to remove the Front headquarters to the east, beyond Moscow, and organize a command post on the eastern outskirts of the city!’

    


    A rather lengthy silence ensued …


    
      ‘Comrade Stepanov, ask the comrades – do they have shovels?’ Stalin calmly asked.


      ‘Just a moment …’ – again there was a long pause. ‘What sort of shovels, Comrade Stalin?’


      ‘It doesn’t matter.’


      ‘Just a moment …’ – Then Stepanov reported rather quickly: ‘We have shovels, Comrade Stalin!’


      ‘Inform the comrades, let them take their shovels and dig their own graves. The Front headquarters will remain in Perkhushkovo, while I will remain in Moscow. Good-bye.’


      Without any haste, Stalin hung up the phone. He didn’t even bother asking the identity of the comrades, or who exactly was raising this possibility. Stalin resumed the interrupted conversation.


      The episode is quite brief, but it hardly needs further explanations.130

    


    Zhukov’s wish to transfer the Western Front’s command post a little further to the rear could have caused an unfavorable change in the situation: the army commanders might have followed along behind him as well. In contrast, Stalin’s decision to remain in Moscow imbued the troops and the city’s population with confidence in victory.


    Over 20 days, the foe managed to make an advance of 80-90 kilometers north of Moscow and a 110-kilometer advance south of it. On 5 December 1941, the German offensive finally sputtered to a halt. Between 16 November and 5 December alone, outside of Moscow the Germans lost 155,000 men in killed and wounded, approximately 800 tanks, 300 guns and up to 1,500 aircraft.131 Their morale had been undermined to a considerable degree. In the end, the enemy had been finally stopped on the Moscow axis, and then – as a result of the Soviet winter counteroffensive – the Germans were hurled back from the capital.


    Hitler’s plan to crush the Soviet forces and seize Moscow is a failure


    Hitler had counted upon smashing the Soviet Union in the course of one swift operation. Despite a series of extremely heavy defeats suffered by the Red Army, the German blitzkrieg strategy suffered a failure – Operation Typhoon was unable to destroy the Red Army’s resistance. In the savage fighting as the operation unfolded, the Germans lost not only manpower and equipment, but also time. At the start of Operation Typhoon, Hitler in a meeting with the Japanese ambassador had promised to capture Moscow by 12 October 1941.132 However, the Germans were unable to achieve this even by 1 December. As a result, Germany faced the prospect of a long, drawn-out war, which its war machine was incapable of winning.


    The Soviet state system proved to be exceptionally resilient. The defeats of 1941 taught the Soviet military commanders and political leaders a lot. As the enemy advanced more deeply into the center of the country, the spring of resistance became ever more compressed. At last, it reached the point of recoil. A turning point occurred in the consciousness of the people, soldiers and officers of the acting Army, when it became clear to them that what was at stake was the very existence of the country, and the life or death of those near and dear to them. At the basis of the fact that in unimaginably difficult circumstances the enemy was not only halted, but forced to turn back, lay not only the inexhaustible material resources of our army and people, but also their inextinguishable spiritual resources.


    In a relatively short time, the Stavka of the Supreme High Command and the General Staff managed to rebuild the Western Front and create the Kalinin Front, thereby closing the enormous breach in the defenses in front of Moscow. The Soviet command, artfully using the limited forces available to it, through the timely maneuver of reserves created a defense in depth on the threatened directions. Our ground troops, receiving active air support even when German aircraft were grounded due to the poor weather, forced the enemy to break through line after line. They stopped the Germans, and then held them in place for two weeks. That, which was achieved on the Western Front in the second half of October and in November, and then in the subsequent battles, became possible only due to the combined efforts of the troops and the population of the capital and Moscow Oblast, which were helped by the entire country, the entire Soviet people.


    At the same time it mustn’t be forgotten that the rebuilding of a defense on the western strategic axis was facilitated by the heroism and courage of the encircled troops at Viaz’ma and Briansk, whose continued resistance tied up dozens of German divisions. In order to repulse their attempts to break out and then to eliminate the pockets, the enemy command initially had to commit 48 of the 74 divisions available to it – almost two-thirds of Army Group Center. Later, after the war, G. K. Zhukov evaluated the significance of the fighting in the Viaz’ma area in the following way:


    
      Thanks to the persistence and staunchness of our troops who fought in encirclement near Viaz’ma, we had gained invaluable time which enabled us to strengthen the Mozhaisk defense line. And so the surrounded troops did not lay down their lives nor shed their blood in vain. Their heroic deeds and their enormous contribution to the defense of Moscow still await proper evaluation.133

    


    The organized resistance of the encircled forces in the Viaz’ma area continued from 7 October to 13 October. Sometimes the question is asked: ‘Seven days of resistance in full encirclement; is this a lot or a little?’ Of course, it doesn’t seem like much. In particular, authors M. Khodorenok and B. Nevzorov cite the example of von Paulus’s Sixth Army, which held out at Stalingrad for almost two and a half months. The German troops laid down their weapons only when there was no more real possibility of further resistance. The fact that of the 92,000 combatants of the Sixth Army who surrendered, only 6,000 eventually survived, speaks eloquently to the German soldiers’ physical condition at the moment of surrender. That relatively few survived is not at all due to the fact that they were poorly treated in Soviet imprisonment, but simply because at the point of surrender, they were already on the verge of death. Khodorenok adds that it was immeasurably worse for the Germans at Stalingrad than for the encircled Soviet armies at Viaz’ma and Briansk. They were holding a defense in extremely difficult winter conditions, practically on a wide open field, experiencing significant difficulties even with obtaining firewood for preparing food. The authors then ask the provocative questions: ‘Why were there signs of disintegration in the encircled Soviet units and formations almost from the very beginning, and why did they fail to show the necessary resolve?’ After all, in addition to everything else, the troops at Viaz’ma fell into encirclement with significant material reserves, with their army and front rear support services, and with their weapons and combat equipment. Finally, the swampy, wooded terrain, filled with numerous natural obstacles, was quite favorable for organizing a defense. Yet nonetheless, despite having the elevated goal of defending the Motherland, the authors assert that the Soviet troops surrendered practically in complete, large operational formations.134


    In our view, this comparison is not entirely correct. At Stalingrad, Paulsen’s troops were encircled in an area where they’d already been fighting for a long time, and where they had an organized defense under unified command. There was not any sort of wavering – from the very beginning, the German troops received the order to hold out and to wait for help to arrive. The Germans had forces available to free the trapped troops, and assembled them for the relief effort rather quickly. Hitler directly forbade Paulus from breaking out of encirclement. His troops were to be ready to launch a short, sharp attack to meet von Manstein, once the latter had closed within a day’s march of them. There were significant reserves of ammunition, fuel and lubricants within the Stalingrad “pocket” once it had formed. An “air bridge” was also set up; while it could never meet the full needs of the encircled forces, it was able to bring in critical supplies to the encircled troops. The cargo planes were also able to extract the wounded (though the number of soldiers and officers brought out of the encirclement by air is still not fully clear) and even men granted leave!


    At Viaz’ma, the situation was completely different. The commanders of the Western and Reserve Fronts received the authorization to withdraw the troops to the Rzhev-Viaz’ma defense line only with great delay. This did not allow them to fall back in an organized and orderly fashion. Konev and Budenny were basically out of touch with their subordinate armies and did not direct the withdrawal, and at the moment of encirclement, there was no unified command over the troops. While these front commanders labored to get information about the current situation, they lost time. Lukin, Boldin and Ershakov received the order to make their way out of encirclement only after the Germans had managed to create a solid defense along the inner ring of encirclement. The Soviet command had no available force to attempt to free the encircled forces from the outside. The encircled troops received virtually no assistance from outside the pocket, not even air support. There were no particular material reserves inside the pockets, especially of fuel and ammunition. In General Vishnevsky’s opinion, which he expressed after the war, the decision to break out of the encirclement was reached too late and had little chance of success. He argued that the 19th Army could have held out within the ring of encirclement for 10 to 15 days without any help from outside it. If they’d been given the order to defend and hold on, possibly they could have held for even longer, despite the shortages of ammunition, fuel and lubricants, and provisions. However, they received a belated order to retreat, which was virtually a death sentence for the encircled troops. The only alternative was shameful captivity, which meant government repressions against those who survived captivity as well as their families. The encircled troops at Viaz’ma and Briansk did everything within their capabilities to break out of the encirclement. In any case, they didn’t surrender in “large operational formations”. They surrendered, but who will condemn a soldier for this, who has been deprived of leadership, ammunition and food?
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    The Dimensions of the Defeat


    For a long time, official works and various publications simply kept concealed the dimensions of the Soviet defeat in the Viaz’ma defensive operation. They might mention in passing that in the beginning of October, the Red Army suffered a major setback, and that the troops of the 19th, 20th, 24th and 32nd Armies that wound up encircled continued a heroic struggle, pinning down 28 enemy divisions. The book Bitva pod Moskvoi: Khronika, fakty, liudi [Battle of Moscow: Chronicle, facts and people], published back in 2001, repeated the assertion that 19 rifle divisions and four tank brigades fell into encirclement west of Viaz’ma, and that a portion of them managed to break through back to friendly lines. Yet it completely avoided the questions about the Soviet troop losses, not to mention any discussion of the specific reasons for the defeat.


    Operation Typhoon triggers a panic in Moscow; a state of siege is declared


    In reality, in the course of Operation Typhoon, the Germans managed to cave in the Soviet defensive front on the Moscow strategic axis, and to encircle and destroy the main forces of three Soviet fronts. There was an enormous loss in personnel, weapons and combat equipment. In the largest pocket in the Viaz’ma area, the field headquarters of the Western Front’s 19th and 20th Armies and the Reserve Front’s 24th and 32nd Armies wound up encircled. The encircled troops were from 10 different armies – five of the Western Front (the 16th, 19th, 20th, 30th Armies and Boldin’s operational group) and five of the Reserve Front (the 24th, 31st, 32nd, 43rd and 49th Armies), for a total of 37 divisions (one of them at Kaluga), 9 tank brigades and 31 artillery regiments from the Supreme Command Reserve.


    The field headquarters of three more armies were encircled at Briansk (the 3rd, 13th and 50th Armies), and a total of 22 divisions, 2 tank brigades and 15 artillery regiments of the Supreme Command Reserve. In addition, in isolated areas, another five divisions and four artillery regiments of the Supreme Command Reserve wound up encircled.


    Thus, altogether 7 of the 15 Soviet army field commands, 64 of the 95 divisions (67 percent of those available at the start of the battle), 11 of the 13 tank brigades (85 percent) and 50 of the 62 (80 percent) artillery regiments of the Supreme Command Reserve wound up in encirclement at Viaz’ma and Briansk (see map on the next page). Only remnants of 32 divisions (including from three of the six divisions encircled outside the main pockets) and 13 artillery regiments of the Supreme Command Reserve managed to escape the encirclement. Indeed, remnants, since there was little left to these divisions beyond their number and designation. For example, the 248th Rifle Division was left with only 681 men. In the 13th Army, which had eight divisions and 169 tanks on 30 September, by 18 October there were not enough men left to meet the establishment strength of one division, nor was there a single tank or enough pieces of artillery to equip a single rifle regiment. The 50th Army had only 10 percent of its soldiers left and 2.4 percent of its artillery and mortars.1


    Thus in the span of just two-three weeks, altogether 32 divisions, 11 tank brigades and 37 artillery regiments of the Supreme Command Reserve were totally lost. The commanders of the 19th, 20th and 32nd Armies Generals M. F. Lukin, F. A. Ershakov and S. V. Vishnevsky wound up as German prisoners, as did other generals. It must be acknowledged that our forces suffered a crushing defeat in the initial stage of the Moscow defensive operation, one that was equivalent to a catastrophe.
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      List of Red Army formations encircled in the areas of El’nia, Spas-Demensk, Via’zma and Sychevka.
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      Soviet prisoners crammed aboard a German train, October 1941.

    


    The defeat of our forces in the first half of October 1941 in its scale and consequences far exceeded even the destruction of the main forces of the Western Front in Belorussia in June 1941 and of the Southwestern Front in September 1941. For the third time since the start of the war, the Germans breached a Soviet strategic defense. Operation Typhoon tore a gap of up to 500 kilometers out of it (see Map 18). As a result, troops of the Western and Reserve Fronts were compelled to retreat 250-300 kilometers, while those of the Briansk Front were thrown back 360-390 kilometers. By the end of the first stage of the operation, the front line was only 110-130 kilometers from the Soviet capital. If you will, this was the most difficult and tragic stage of the Great Patriotic War. The entire world was anticipating the fall of Moscow.


    On 15 October, Stalin signed a GKO decree regarding the evacuation of Moscow, which in particular directed:


    
      4. In the event of the appearance of enemy troops at the gates of Moscow, the NKVD – Comrades Beria and Shcherbakov are to blow up enterprises, supply depots and facilities that cannot be evacuated, as well as the entire electric apparatus of the metro system (including the public water supply and sewer system).2

    


    On this same day, Vasilevsky was appointed Chief of the General Staff in place of the ill Shaposhnikov, who drove off to the city of Arzamas together with almost the entire General Staff. Stalin ordered Vasilevsky to head a group of eight General Staff members who remained behind in Moscow. Despite all of Vasilevsky’s protestations that it was impossible for such a small staff to do the normal work of the General Staff, Stalin refused to change his mind. Only later did the sense of Stalin’s order become clear to Vasilevsky. As he confided to the writer Konstantin Simonov after the war, “It turns out that airplanes were on standby at the airbase, in case the Stavka and government had to be evacuated from Moscow, and all the available seats on these airplanes had been assigned; according to this passenger list, only enough seats for me and my eight officers were alloted to the entire General Staff. Poskrebyshev later told me about this.”3


    On the next day – 16 October – Moscow Radio broadcast: “Over the night between 14 and 15 October, the situation on the Western Front deteriorated … … Despite heroic resistance, our forces were compelled to retreat.” On this same day, the evacuation of the majority of government, military and Party offices, as well as the diplomatic corps, from Moscow to Kuibyshev began. The authorities in Moscow did not anticipate the possible reaction of the capital’s population to these measures. A panic swept the city.


    Due to the threatening situation that had arisen, a state of siege was declared by GKO Decree No. 813 from 19 October 1941 in Moscow, and from 20 October 1941 for all the areas adjacent to the city. The defense of the capital on the lines 100-120 kilometers to the west of the city was assigned to the commander of the Western Front General of the Army Zhukov, while the defense of the approaches to the city was made the responsibility of the chief of the Moscow garrison Lieutenant-General Artem’ev. The GKO also enacted a number of harsh measures with the aim of securing the city and the rear of the troops defending Moscow, as well as with the goal of precluding the subversive activity of spies, saboteurs and other enemy agents:


    
      Immediately bring violators of the regimen to responsibility by handing them over to trial by military tribunal, while provocateurs, spies and other enemy agents calling for violation of the order are to be shot on the spot.4

    


    On 19 October, von Bock issued an order of the day to Army Group Center’s troops:


    
      The battle at Viaz’ma and Briansk has resulted in the collapse of the Russian front, which was fortified in depth. Eight Russian armies with 73 rifle and cavalry divisions, 13 tank divisions and brigades and strong army artillery were destroyed in the difficult struggle with a numerically far-superior foe.


      The total booty: 673,098 prisoners, 1,277 tanks, 4,378 artillery pieces, 1,009 anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns, 87 aircraft and huge amounts of material.5

    


    Captured German documents give the same number of prisoners (673,000).6


    Official data on the Soviet losses are sharply understated


    According to official Soviet data, Soviet forces in the Moscow strategic defensive operation, over the 67-day period between 30 September and 5 December 1941, lost 658,279 men (of which 514,338 were killed or captured), 3,832 artillery pieces and mortars, 2,785 tanks and self-propelled guns, and 298 combat aircraft.7


    
      Table 6.1 Soviet Casualties in the Moscow Strategic Defensive Operation, 30 September to 5 December 1941


      [image: ]

    


    Thus, over 67 days the three fronts, according to official Soviet data lost a bit more than half of their starting strength. Moreover, it is known that at the most critical moment in the last ten days of October, there remained a critically low number of troops at the disposal of the Soviet command for the defense of Moscow. For example, the four armies on the main Mozhaisk line stretching 230 kilometers from the Moscow Sea [the Ivankovo Reservoir north of Moscow] to Kaluga numbered only around 90,000 men.8 However, this figure includes the troops that were transferred over this period from other directions and the depth of the country, as well as combined detachments from military schools and the newly formed units of the Moscow garrison. Incidentally, in connection with this, official Soviet publications emphasize in every possible way the personal role of Stalin, of the Party leadership, or of the Stavka [depending on the year of publication and the latest zigzag in the Central Committee’s “general course”], which managed to mobilize all of the country’s manpower and resources for the defense of the capital. Only the most meticulous readers of the creations of Soviet agitprop [agitation and propaganda] could venture a guess as to how this came about, or what happened to all the other troops that had been operating on the Moscow direction.


    The wounded and sick of the four fronts over the 67 days of the defensive operation, according to official data, amounted to somewhat more than 143,900 men (on average, 2,148 a day), which was 3.6 times less than the number of irreplaceable losses. However, this is immediately understandable: at the moment that the ring of encirclement closed, the evacuation of the sick and wounded to rear hospitals ceased. Moreover, some of the army hospitals and possibly a few of the front hospitals as well, wound up in the pocket together with their patients, the majority of which perished or wound up as German prisoners.


    Within the overall Moscow strategic defensive operation, seven separate front defensive operations were conducted: the Orel-Briansk, the Viaz’ma, the Kalinin, the Mozhaisk-Maloiaroslavets, the Tula, the Klin-Solnechnogorsk, and the Naro-Fominsk. If for a minute we can agree that over the 67 days the three fronts lost a little more than half of their starting manpower, then just how many might they have lost over just the first two or three weeks of October, when their main forces wound up in two enormous pockets? It could have been no less than two-thirds of the total losses for the defensive operation, which is on the order of 440-450,000 men. If so, then there would remain no less than 800,000 men who either evaded encirclement or managed to make their way out of it. If that is indeed the case, then the situation on the Mozhaisk line would not have been of such a critical nature. The defeat of the Soviet forces in the course of the Orel-Briansk and Viaz’ma operations, and the large losses in manpower, weapons and combat equipment connected with them, to a great extent determined the character of subsequent operations. Incidentally, where did the Soviet officials get such precise figures (down to a single individual!) in a situation where the headquarters of the armies and fronts didn’t even know where their units and divisions were located, or anything about their condition? Considering the number of encircled and destroyed divisions and brigades, the official figures for the losses in the Moscow defensive operation can be believed only by someone who have never worked in the Soviet archives and never made their own calculations.


    In the 1990s, with the intention to prepare a new edition of the Istoriia Velikoi Otechestvennoi voiny [History of the Great Patriotic war] free of ideological dogmas and the most timeworn myths of Soviet propaganda, the Institute of Military History was given the task to research and publish a series of military-historical essays on the Great Patriotic War. It was proposed that they focus primarily on insufficiently researched questions and present contemporary views on disputed matters, including such a painful topic as the losses sustained in various operations. Four books of collected essays were eventually published, and together they represented a significant breakthrough in the historiography of the Great Patriotic War.


    In particular, in the first book Surovye ispytaniia [Severe trials], which was dedicated primarily to the events of 1941, after examining the results of the first stage of the Moscow strategic defensive operation, the conclusion was drawn that “over the first 2-3 weeks of fighting outside of Moscow, the Red Army lost up to 1,000,000 men in killed, mortally wounded, missing-in-action and prisoners.”9 This conclusion was based on the calculations of the well-known historian B. I. Nevzorov; as a member of an authoritative institution, he was able to use data from the files of the TsAMO RF, to which most scholars are denied access. He estimated the approximate size of our losses in manpower on the following basis. Approximately 85,000 men made their way out of the Viaz’ma encirclement (including 6,308 commanders, 9,994 junior officers and 68,419 rank and file, for a total of 84,721), and approximately 23,000 out of the Briansk pocket, for a grand total of 108,000.


    Soldiers and officers who emerged from encirclement in separate groups or who were detained by blocking detachments, after screening, were returned to their units or were used to create composite detachments. Their numbers could be considerable. For example, in the course of 15 and 16 October in the Naro-Fominsk area alone, 4,000 men were detained, of which 2,000 did not have a weapon. A total of 17,000 soldiers and commanders were detained in the Naro-Fominsk and Volokolamsk areas between 10 and 15 October.10


    To the number of those who came out of the encirclement, Nevzorov added 98,000 men of the 29th and 33rd Armies and Group Boldin who had avoided encirclement, as well as the of the 22nd Army, of which only one division was encircled. Thus, approximately 200,000 men either avoided encirclement entirely, or had managed to make their way back to friendly forces. However, separate groups of military personnel continued to trickle back into friendly lines in November and even later. Therefore, Nevzorov rounded the total number of officers and personnel who remained of the initial manpower strength of the three fronts up to 250,000 men. As a result, he came to the conclusion that the Red Army lost up to 1,000,000 men (80 percent of the starting strength of the three fronts, of which according to German data 688,000 (70 percent of the total losses) were taken prisoner.11


    If the actual attrition of personnel from the ranks over the first 2-3 weeks of October is the focus of our calculations, then in our view it isn’t worth considering those military personnel who made their way back to friendly forces in November-December 1941, or even later during the Soviet counteroffensive. Next, the 22nd and 29th Armies together numbered 92,000 men. Another 55,700 men were in the 33rd Army. The divisions of these armies during the retreat also suffered losses, especially the Moscow militia divisions. For example, in seven of the 12 former militia divisions that avoided winding up in the large pockets, according to incomplete records after two weeks of combat only approximately 13,000 soldiers and officers remained of their initial 77,255, which is 17 percent (see Appendix X).


    As a case in point, by 12 October only 17 commanders and 94 soldiers of the 17th Rifle Division had made it back to friendly lines, bringing out with them only 123 rifles, two submachine guns and a machine gun.12 By 15 October, with the addition of two march companies (286 men), this number had grown to 558 soldiers and officers, which comprised only 5 percent of the 17th Rifle Division’s initial strength. The remaining five militia divisions (the 2nd, 7th, 8th and 9th DNO) wound up encircled and were disbanded due to the large losses they had suffered.13


    It seemed that after this first step – the publication of the essays intended to give the true picture of the hottest spots of the Great Patriotic War – a second would follow. However, the treatment of certain events in the first four volumes of collected essays clashed too strongly with the official history of the war, and the publication of them was halted. It seemed to someone “at the top” that the essays had drawn too many provocative conclusions, and so subsequently the treatment of many issues markedly changed. For example, in research from the same Institute that was published in 2004 with the much-promising words Statisticheskii analiz in the title [Velikaia otechestvennaia voina 1941-1945: Strategicheskie operatsiia i srazheniia. Statisticheskii analiz, or The Great Patriotic War 1941-1945: Strategic operations and battles. Statistical analysis], the authors simply agreed with the figures in the Institute’s previously published official study Rossiia i Sovetskii Soiuz v voinakh XX veka [Russia and the Soviet Union in wars of the XX century] under the general editorship of G. Krivosheev, thereby avoiding any discussion of the reliability of the figures on the losses of Soviet troops in the Moscow defensive operation.


    Meanwhile, the authors of Rossiia i Sovetskii Soiuz v voinakh XX veka acknowledge that in connection with the difficult operational situation in the course of the battles, the staff personnel at times were in no position to keep track of casualties. This primarily relates to those units and divisions that fell into encirclement, which had no way of reporting information about their situation. For example, the authors state that over the four-month period of July-October 1941, no casualty reports were received from 85 divisions and three brigades (specifically 35 rifle divisions of the Southwestern Front, 16 divisions of the Western Front, 28 divisions and three brigades of the Southern Front, five divisions of the Briansk Front, and one division of the Reserve Front).14 Thus, the authors had to estimate the losses of those divisions and armies, either smashed by the enemy or which wound up in encirclement, by using “their final messages that contained information about their numerical strength, as well as archival materials of the German military command.” In this way, they came up with a figure of 434,000 men lost in the four-month period between July and October 1941. They also estimated previously unconsidered losses for the entire war and came up with a figure of 1,162,600 men, including 12,600 from among the border troops.15 These losses, according to the authors’ assurances, were included in the summary reports of the corresponding fronts as “missing-in-action”.16


    This last assertion prompts legitimate questions: Just what portion of this enormous number consisted of the losses of the Soviet troops in the Moscow defensive operation? The authors have no answer. There is also no answer to this question: “What portion of the official number of 514,300 killed or captured over the 67 days of fighting occurred in October?” We do now know the number of units and divisions encircled in October: 64 of 95 divisions, 11 of 13 tank brigades, and 50 of 62 artillery regiments from the Supreme Command Reserve. Of those encircled, 32 divisions, 11 tank brigades and 37 artillery regiments of the Supreme Command Reserve were totally lost. Even this number of encircled divisions significantly exceeds the figure of 22 given by the authors for the Western, Reserve and Briansk Fronts (according to them, it therefore appears that over four months of war, only five divisions of the Briansk Front and one (!) division of the Reserve Front were encircled). Meanwhile, by the People’s Commissar of Defense’s Order No. 00131 from 27 December 1941, 68 rifle divisions were disbanded and dropped from the roster of the Red Army. Twenty-seven of these divisions had taken part in the Battle of Moscow, including 23 that had ceased to exist in the first half of October.17 Altogether for the 1941 campaign, 124 divisions were disbanded due to the loss of their combat effectiveness.18 The conclusion must be the same: the figure of 434,000 calculated by the authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka for the “missing” casualties over the four-month period of the war is unjustifiably low, and by quite a bit.


    The Reserve Front’s Order No. 131 from 24 September 1941, signed by its commander Marshal of the Soviet Union S. M. Budenny provides a picture of the status of recordkeeping pertaining to roster strength in the units and divisions. In particular it says:


    
      The accounting of personnel in the Front’s forces is not satisfactory.


      The main reason for the dissatisfactory status of record-keeping is the failure of lower levels of command (platoon, company, battalion) to observe the method for accounting established by NKO [People’s Commissariat of Defense] Order No.450-1940.


      Personnel strength reports are compiled and presented inaccurately. Daily roll calls are not being conducted in the platoons and companies. Incoming replacements are not being added to personnel rosters in a timely fashion.


      As a result, commanders don’t know the number of personnel in their units and are unable to put together accurate casualty lists during combat operations.


      … the reporting according to NKO Order No. 131-1941 of military personnel who have been killed in action is being carried out in an unsatisfactory manner as a result of the poor accounting of personnel and the underestimation of the political importance of this matter in the units.


      Reports on the combat and roster strength, written up by the headquarters’ staff of the combat formations and the armies, contain a number of errors, including the omission of combat units, while the reports themselves are arriving late (33rd, 43rd, 31st Armies).


      Reports on newly arriving and departing units are being submitted inaccurately.


      All this taken together does not allow the possibility of establishing the actual strength of the Front’s units and hampers command of the troops.19

    


    According to the “Table of reports on the roster strength and effective combat strength of the Red Army”, information on the composition, numerical manpower and casualties was to be reported to the General Staff by the divisions, armies and fronts three times a month (every 10 days). Considering the rapid development of events, casualty reports from the encircled forces were in fact not submitted within the established timeframe by 10 October or later. Nevertheless the losses in the Viaz’ma (2-13 October 1941) and Orel-Briansk (30 September – 23 October 1941) can at least be estimated, following the example of the authors of the statistical study.


    Doctor of History S. N. Mikhalev, a senior scholar in the Institute of Military History, who by his position had wider access to archival documents, also used computational techniques to estimate the losses in the Moscow defensive operation. He based his estimate on the difference between the initial strength of the Western, Reserve and Briansk Fronts (for 1 October – 1,212,600 men) and the strength of the Western (including the surviving troops of the Briansk Front), Kalinin (created on 17 October 1941 from the right wing of the Western Front) and Briansk Fronts for 1 November 1941 (714,000 men). The difference between the October and November figures is 498,600 men. Including the 304,400 replacements that arrived at the front over this period, the total losses for the month of October 1941, according to Mikhalev, amounted to 803,000. Combining this latter figure with the casualties that were submitted by the fronts for the month of November, the total losses in the Moscow defensive operations reached 952,200 men,20 of which 855,100 were lost in combat (and 673,000 of these were taken prisoner), and 104,100 were wounded or sick.21


    S. N. Mikhalev in his calculations undercounted the initial strength of the three indicated fronts in comparison with the figure computed by the Institute of Military History’s Department of Military Statistics (see Table 2.2) by almost 38,000 men. Therefore the total losses in the Moscow strategic operation amounted to no less than 997,000 men, which is 1.5 times greater than the number given by the authors of the Institute of Military History’s statistical study. Moreover, Mikhalev also didn’t consider (due to the absence of data) the casualties of the Western, Kalinin and Briansk Fronts in the first four days of December.


    Therefore in our opinion the troop strength figures for the three fronts are in need of adjustment. For example, in a report from the Western Front headquarters, according to its status on 1 October 1941, the 30th Army numbered a total of 52,114: 5,593 commanders, 8,029 junior officers and 38,942 soldiers.22 This is more than 20,000 greater than the comparable figure for the 30th Army shown in Table 2.2. Briansk Front’s 50th Army on 1 October 1941 had 67,413 men (including 63,461 in the seven rifle divisions alone), which is also 6,000 more than the figure given for it in Table 2.2.23 Incidentally, according to the data in Krivosheev’s study, the total manpower of the Western Front for 1 October 1941 was 558,000, which is 14,000 greater than the official figure (see Tables 2.2 and 6.2). In addition, when estimating the actual loss of personnel, it is also necessary to consider the personnel of units and formations directly subordinate to Moscow that were operating in the three fronts’ zone of responsibility, as well as personnel of other government agencies. For example, the NKVD alone had 13,190 agents and officers operating in just the sector of the Western Front on 25 September 1941.24 In the zones of the Reserve and Briansk Fronts, it could be estimated that the NKVD had on the order of 8,000-10,000 officers and agents (I was unable to discover corresponding data for them).


    Thus when calculating the Soviet losses in the course of the Viaz’ma and Orel-Briansk operations, one must start with an aggregate total of no less than 1,310,000 men in the three fronts (excluding those service personnel and civilians who labored to construct the fortifications on the main central axis). With regard to the numerical strength of the fronts on 1 November, indicated by Mikhalev (410,000, excluding replacements), the manpower loss in October could amount to no less than 900,000.


    That being said, Soviet troops listed as missing-in-action comprised the bulk of the losses, in addition to killed and wounded. Not all of them perished. A portion of these missing troops were scattered throughout the surrounding forests, or were in hiding in small villages. Many of these survivors were picked up in the winter of 1942 by General Belov’s and General Efremov’s troops, operating south of Viaz’ma, or later, when areas of the Briansk and Smolensk Oblasts were liberated. However, the bulk of those military personnel listed as missing-in-action was in fact taken prisoner by the Germans, and the Germans drew no distinctions between the institutional affiliation of one or another group of prisoners.


    Most likely, at present time we will hardly be able now to obtain accurate data on the Soviet losses in the Viaz’ma and Orel-Briansk operations. However, all the same we cannot escape the fact that the total number of military personnel of the three fronts that became casualties in the first stage of the Moscow defensive operation in the first 2-3 weeks of October is somewhere between 900,000 and 960,000 men.


    Some authors claim that the country lost a total of 30 to 40 million people in the war. Let them debate the matter, while demographers count those people who were killed or who died a natural death, as well as estimate the number of children who were never born because of the war. We have no intention to refute their at times unjustified estimates. We are interested primarily with the losses from a military-operational perspective as an indicator, in particular, of the Soviet command’s level of competence and how well the staff officers and troops were trained. We’re trying to answer a simple question: What happened to almost a million military servicemen and women who numbered among the 1,250,000 personnel (in actual fact, this figure was somewhat larger) of the three fronts in the course of the Moscow defensive operation? The authors of the previously mentioned well-known official statistical studies give no answer to this question.


    It is difficult for the average person, who has been raised on the myths of Soviet propaganda, to believe in such horrific casualty figures. Moreover, even today attempts to refute the enormous troop losses in the Moscow operation still continue. They argue that the Soviet divisions were greatly understrength at the start of the operation, and stress that the divisions that fell into encirclement had already suffered heavy losses in troops, weapons and combat equipment. For example, General Vashkevich accurately noted that there were not as many divisions encircled at Viaz’ma as the Germans indicated, and that only one cavalry division was trapped in the pocket.


    However, the Germans drew their conclusion on the basis of captured documents about the various units to which the prisoners belonged. They erred by referring to tank divisions, which had almost all been reformed into tank brigades by the time of Operation Typhoon. Thus it is fully reasonable to express doubts as well in the reliability of the German data about 1,277 destroyed and captured Soviet tanks. At the start of the operation, the three fronts combined had 1,044 tanks. Literally only a handful of these tanks came out of the encirclement. However, the Germans were also seizing Soviet collection points for damaged vehicles and repair depots holding knocked-out tanks. Of course, they also counted as trophies those tanks that had been immobilized or destroyed and left abandoned on the battlefield before the start of the operation. In the Reserve Front, 34 of the 164 tanks that had been evacuated after the battles around El’nia had been sent off for repair, while the remaining 130 had to be written off. Briansk Front in the fighting preceding Operation Typhoon had lost 202 tanks. The picture was analogous in the Western Front as well. They hardly had time to transport them all to the rear. Incidentally, we’ll remind the reader that in the course of the Moscow defensive operation, Soviet forces lost 2,785 tanks altogether.25


    The Germans began to collect prisoners and trophies from the very first day of Operation Typhoon, long before they had managed to liquidate the pockets. The intelligence section and counter-intelligence officers of Army Group Center’s headquarters scrupulously and on a daily basis kept track of the quantity of prisoners and booty captured by the armies. Table 6.2 below shows the summary data for the armies through 9 October.


    
      Table 6.2 The Number of Prisoners and Trophies Seized by Forces of Army Group Center in the Course of Operation Typhoon (according to German records)


      [image: ]

    


    It is possible that the number of military prisoners announced by the German side is somewhat exaggerated. However, it is difficult to say by how much. This might have occurred as a result of double-counting given changes in the divisions’ subordination and the transmission of data to higher command (one and the same person might be counted more than once), or as the result of a particular “competition” between commanders over who would take the most prisoners. Moreover, the German command included as military prisoners all members of Party and government organs, as well as any male of conscription age, who were moving with the retreating Soviet forces or netted in a pocket with them. Corresponding directions to the troops were issued on this account. An excerpt from an order to the Fourth Army’s XII Army Corps gives evidence of this:


    
      … 7. Partisans:


      The Russians without any doubt will try to leave partisan detachments behind our lines. With the aim of eliminating this danger, not only front-line units, but also those elements following behind them must detain not only Russian soldiers, but in general all males between age of 16 and 50 years and send them to a prisoner camp [author’s emphasis]. Shoot civilians detained bearing a weapon or in the act of sabotage immediately.26
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      Soviet prisoners of war before their execution.

    


    It should be acknowledged that during the encirclement battles and when in pursuit, the Wehrmacht units didn’t have time to bother with the civilians – swift maneuver decided everything. At the same time, the Germans didn’t have enough troops for escorting prisoners. The quantity of prisoners and loot sharply increased as the Germans mopped up the acquired territory. For example, in the Viaz’ma area alone, the Germans organized seven collection camps for military prisoners, and several collection points within the city itself. One of them, the largest, was set up in the empty shells of buildings of an unfinished aircraft factory. The German command strove as quickly as possible to remove the prisoners from areas of combat operations. Former prisoners-of-war told about how they were formed into columns. The Germans drove them with sticks through a narrow passage in a wire fence, arranging them into groups of five for counting. For example, in the prisoner column that included soldiers and officers of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, there were approximately 30,000 prisoners (the number passed up the ranks from the tail of the column). Not all of them reached the transit and long-term prison camps. Many prisoners died of starvation and the cold, or were killed when attempting to flee. There were a lot of wounded and sick among the prisoners. Those who were no longer able to walk were shot pitilessly by guards. According to information from the well-known German scholar on matters connected with Soviet prisoners, Christian Streit, an order was issued in Reichenau’s Sixth Army about shooting prisoners who fell behind the columns. This was implemented even on the streets of villages, so the local Russian population witnessed it all.27 Similar treatment of Soviet prisoners was common practice in other Wehrmacht armies as well. The inhumane treatment of military prisoners during their movement by rail aboard open flatcars became a subject of special investigation, the results of which were partially recorded in the documents of the Nuremburg trials of the main German war criminals:


    
      In the autumn of 1941, the occupiers drove a party of military prisoners from Viaz’ma to Smolensk. Many of them were unable to remain on their feet due to the beatings and malnutrition. When civilians attempted to give one of the prisoners a piece of bread, German soldiers chased the Soviet people away, beating them with sticks, rifle butts and shooting them. On the Great Soviet Road, the Roslavl’ and Kiev highway, the fascist scum opened indiscriminate fire on a column of prisoners. Prisoners attempted to flee, but soldiers chased them down and shot them. In this manner, approximately 5,000 Soviet citizens were shot.28
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      German military cemetery in Viaz’ma (March 1943).

    


    Taking advantage of the inadequate number of German guards to escort so many military prisoners, many of the prisoners managed to escape. On 20 October, Field Marshal von Bock wrote:


    
      I drove up the highway to the front to see for myself the supply difficulties that had been reported there. The main reason that these difficulties are so great is because the detour roads around the blown bridges are deep in mud and nearly impassible.


      The impression of the tens of thousands of Russian prisoners of war who, scarcely guarded, are marching toward Smolensk is dreadful. Dead-tired and half-starved, these unfortunate people stagger along. Many have fallen dead or collapsed from exhaustion on the road.


      I touched upon this subject with the army commanders. However, here there is no way you can help them. It is necessary to increase the prisoner guards; otherwise we will mass produce partisans with our own hands.29

    


    The last consideration apparently disturbed von Bock most of all. Army Group Center command appealed to the OKH for more security divisions, so combat units would not be diverted to escorting the prisoner columns and guarding the collection camps. It is now difficult to establish the number of prisoners who died on the march and when being transported from the areas of combat operations. One thing is clear – the number runs into the tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands. Certain sources offer figures ranging between 200,000 and 250,000. However, there is every reason to assume that the actual figure was even higher.


    The German command offered as the main reason for the mass death of Soviet prisoners of war in October 1941 the fact that the enormous quantity of prisoners made their provisioning impossible. Thus, in the course of the Nuremburg trial, the former chief of staff of the OKW Colonel-General Jodl declared:


    
      The encircled Russian armies put up fanatical resistance, despite the fact that they had been totally out of supply for 8-10 days. They literally fed upon the bark and roots of trees, since they were retreating through impassible forest areas, and they were taken prisoner when already in such depleted conditions that they were hardly able to move. It was simply impossible to evacuate them … and in the immediate environs there was no place to keep them. Very quickly the rains began, and a little later the arrival of freezing weather. That is why the majority of the people, taken prisoner at Viaz’ma, died.30

    


    Regarding the amount of German losses, wide-ranging figures exist. German ground troop losses on the Eastern Front for the month of October 1941, according to Soviet data based on the analysis of captured German documents, amounted to 114,873, including 27,639 killed or missing-in-action. Of these, 78,515 (including 2,313 officers) were registered between 1 October and 20 October, and 24.5 percent of this total (19,241) consisted of killed or missing-in-action.31 Here we’ll note that in distinction from the Soviet system for counting losses, the Germans don’t include those who died during medical evacuation, thus their share of killed and mortally wounded among their overall losses is lower than the comparable Soviet figure. Incidentally, these figures fully agree with official German data on losses in the month of October on the Eastern Front (with the exception of Norway): 23,804 killed, 3,562 missing-in-action, 86,396 wounded, for a total of 113,762 men, which comprised approximately 75 percent of all German losses on the Eastern Front for that month.32 In Operation Typhoon, Army Group Center lost according to captured German documents 145,000 soldiers and officers between 30 September and 5 December 1941.33 This number includes the loss of 50,000 officers and soldiers in Operation Typhoon between 1 October and 17 October 1941.34


    These losses, according to German standards, were heavy and testified to the bitterness of the fighting, even though they were incomparable to the Soviet losses over the nearly three weeks of combat. There can be no doubt, however, that in the October battles and the fighting that preceded it, the Red Army destroyed a significant portion of the Wehrmacht’s regular personnel. To wit, Army Group Center lost an average of 45 officers a day (approximately 45 percent of all officer losses on the Eastern Front). They were especially high in the infantry, where officers from other arms had to replace the killed and incapacitated officers. On 30 October, von Bock noted in his diary, “… our losses have become quite sizable. In the divisions of the Army Group, oberleutnants [comparable to senior lieutenants] are commanding more than 20 battalions.”35


    The divisions of Army Group Center also suffered significant losses in tanks and equipment. For example, in the 6th Panzer Division, which on 10 September 1941 numbered 181 combat-ready tanks, there were only 60 still in formation by 16 October. The irreplaceable losses of the 20th Panzer Division alone by 16 October amounted to 43 tanks.36 After the fighting in the area of Mtsensk, the 4th Panzer Division had only 38 combat-ready tanks. At the start of Operation Typhoon, Army Group Center had around 1,700 tanks altogether; by 16 October, 1,240 tanks remained operational, including 271 tanks in the Second Panzer Army, 259 in the Third Panzer Group, and 710 tanks in the Fourth Panzer Group.37 In connection with the heavy losses in equipment, the headquarters of the Third Panzer Group gave an instruction to its panzer divisions to merge the remaining serviceable tanks into brigade- or regimental-sized kampfgruppe for further operations.


    Over the time remaining in the brief pause before the start of the second stage of Operation Typhoon, the Nazi command was in fact unable to replenish the large tank losses in Army Group Center or to strengthen it by transferring tanks from Army Group North or Army Group South, both of which were pinned down in heavy fighting by Soviet forces. In order to cover his flanks, von Bock was forced to divert up to one-third of his own strength. In the stubborn fighting of 1941, Soviet forces had smashed 26 enemy divisions and 13 enemy brigades. By the end of November, the Germans had lost approximately 740,000 soldiers and officers, and more than 2,300 tanks and assault guns, and had received only 400,000 replacements. Thus the army groups in the east faced a deficit of 340,000 officers and soldiers, which was more than 10 percent of their initial strength in June 1941.38 The German Army had never before suffered such damage.


    Thus, by early December 1941 the Red Army had decisively frustrated the German blitzkrieg plan, which meant not only a major military failure for the Wehrmacht, but a political defeat to Hitler as well. However, the Red Army had been forced to pay an exorbitantly high cost: even according to official Soviet data, the Red Army’s human losses in the Moscow strategic defensive operation were 4.5 times greater than those suffered by the Germans (or even greater, if we put the losses of Army Group Center at 135,000). If however we accept the estimates of independent scholars, then Soviet losses in this operation over the first three weeks of October were totally incomparable to the German losses.


    An unsuccessful method of calculating losses, or a political order?


    However, why is there such a large difference between the Soviet losses as calculated by the authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka and the casualty estimates produced by other scholars? Here, we can’t avoid at least a brief digression to discuss the problem of determining the losses of military personnel of the Soviet Union’s armed forces in the Great Patriotic War as a whole, which remains a topical matter even in our days.


    The point is that the arguments about their dimensions are inseparably connected with the degree to which the USSR’s (and Russia’s) political and military leadership have been willing to accept responsibility before the people. In the Soviet era under conditions of rigid ideological controls, failures and defeats in the Great Patriotic War were simply not discussed. Even if there was a mention of them, it was only in the most general terms. Censorship did not permit the open publication of concrete evidence about Soviet combat casualties in battles and operations. It was common practice to hush up, distort or directly falsify the war’s actual events.


    I. V. Stalin was the first to give a figure about the magnitude of Soviet losses in the Great Patriotic War, when he announced to Soviet electors during elections to the Supreme Soviet on 13 March 1946 that the country had lost 7,000,000 people in the war.39 At the time he had already set a course for deliberately understating the actual losses, in order to conceal his own mistakes and oversights on the eve of the war and in its initial stage, which put the country on the edge of a catastrophe. The dictator could have given even a lower figure (it was implied that this number represented the total losses of both the Red Army and the country’s civilian population), and all the same no one would have dared contradict him. However, in any case Stalin decided to ban the conducting of a census of the country’s population after the war. Khrushchev, once he came to power, as a snub to Stalin increased the figure of Soviet losses to “more than 20,000,000”. In the years of perestroika and glasnost, demands from the academic community, and particularly war veterans, increased for the country’s leadership to specify the enormous cost with which the country had achieved the Victory, and to publish honest figures for the human losses in the Red Army and Navy in the past war at last.


    In order to determine the losses in the Great Patriotic War, in April 1988 a commission was set-up under the direction of a deputy chief of the General Staff Colonel-General (today, General of the Army) M. A. Gareev. Its membership included representatives of all the interested departments and institutions of the Ministry of Defense. Demographers of the USSR Academy of Science, the USSR State Statistics Committee, Moscow State University and other scientific institutions were involved in the commission’s work. According to available information, this new commission never worked directly to determine the casualties. Already in December of the same year, the USSR Ministry of Defense sent a memorandum to the Central Committee entitled “On the personnel losses of the Soviet Army Forces in the Great Patriotic War 1941-1945” with a recommendation to declassify the revealed data, and raised the question about the advisability of publishing them in the open press. Undoubtedly, at the same time the Ministry of Defense forwarded the summary results of the commission’s work, including estimates of the correlation of losses between the USSR and Germany. However, the commission received no final decision from the Central Committee at the time.


    So, the commission convened only twice in a full session with the attendance of representatives from the interested agencies and institutions. At the first organized meeting, tasks were assigned to the agencies and institutes, and at the second, summary meeting, the commission’s secretary was already reporting the results of the commission’s work. In the process, tables of data were displayed in front of the astonished commission members. As became clear, the displayed figures were based on the results of a General Staff work group under the direction of Colonel-General S. M. Shtemenko back in 1966-1968. Already back then, Shtemenko’s work group had calculated through demographic analysis of the population that the USSR had lost 27,000,000 citizens in the war, and put the irreplaceable operational combat losses of the Red Army and Navy, plus the NKVD’s border and interior troops, at 11,444,100 military servicemen and women.40 Of these, 8,700,000 were so-called demographic losses: Red Army personnel that never returned home from the war.41


    These data were made public during the celebratory days of the 45th Anniversary of the Victory of the Soviet people in the Great Patriotic War. Soviet President M. S. Gorbachev in his speech before a grand assembly of the USSR Supreme Soviet on 8 May 1990 convened to mark this date, announced, “The war carried away almost 27 million lives of Soviet people.”42 On the following day, the USSR Ministry of Defense divulged the losses of Soviet military personnel.43 The summary results on the losses in the Soviet Armed Forces were published in 1993 under the title Grif sekretnosti sniat.44 Subsequently this official study was revised, significantly expanded and published under the title of the aforementioned book entitled Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka.45 As the calculation of the loss of personnel became refined, the figures changed. However, the summary data on the loss of personnel by three-month periods, years, or stages of the war and campaigns were derived from the indicated total losses, which in the opinion of the members of the distinguished Ministry of Defense commission, represented the factual loss of personnel in the course of the war.


    Thus, the authors of this research when determining Soviet losses in the Great Patriotic War used only the statistical evidence generated by S. M. Shtemenko’s work group, further refined by data from the General Staff’s Records Department, the People’s Commissariat of Defense’s Main Department of Cadres, and other archival documents based upon combat unit reports. However, any calculation based upon unit reports will chronically underestimate the actual losses. Many researchers of separate strategic and front operations, especially those who are working directly with original archival documents, now and then find that the real data on Soviet troop losses significantly differ from the official data, and as a rule, are higher. This concerns primarily unsuccessful operations in which the Soviet forces suffered a defeat. In a crisis situation, when for example major formations or entire armies wound up encircled in numerous pockets, the system of tracking losses, based upon successive reports about them from lower to higher headquarters, began to break down. What were divisions able to report up the ladder when caught in the circumstances of a disorganized retreat, encirclement, the loss of headquarters and entire units, and the destruction of documents on account of all these reasons? Divisions that broke out of encirclement reached friendly lines with minimal remaining troops. In the majority of cases they had to be reformed on the basis of arriving replacements and the remnants of disbanded units and formations.


    All of this is clearly visible in the Moscow defensive operation. Although there are many such examples, it is impossible to list them all here. A senior research fellow in the Ministry of Defense’s Central Archives, Candidate of Historical Science V. T. Eliseev cites the characteristic example of the 53rd Rifle Division. On the General Staff’s Roster No. 5, this division is listed as functioning in the acting Red Army as the same formation from 2 July 1941 until 11 May 1945 (with the exception of two short intervals during 3 February – 7 March and 31 July – 7 September 1943 when it was located in the strategic reserve).46 In reality, according to archival documents, the 43rd Army’s 53rd Rifle Division was smashed in the first week of the Moscow defensive operation. Quickly resurrected with the same numerical designation (in essence, a second formation), the division operated between 13 and 23 October 1941. On 23 October, the commander of the 43rd Army K. D. Golubev reported to Zhukov that “… the 53rd and 17th Rifle Divisions are demoralized and are scheduled for disbanding.”47 On this same day, its commanding officer was killed, and its remnants (1,000 men), together with the remnants of two other divisions were merged into a combined division, which on 26 October was designated the 312th Rifle Division. On 30 October the 312th Rifle Division was redesignated as the 53rd Rifle Division (now its third formation, all in the course of one month), which continued to operate until the end of the Battle of Moscow. In fact, more than 20 such rifle divisions have additionally been revealed which operated under the one and the same designation in the course of the battle, despite being destroyed and reformed. One can only imagine the sort of casualty reports that were submitted to the General Staff from these divisions (if they were even submitted at all), and how they were tabulated there.


    A method of calculating losses in extraordinary situations which took into account repeated troop replacements was almost never used. Such a method was not foreseen by the Manual for Counting and Reporting in the Red Army, which was implemented by NKO Order No. 450 from 9 December 1940. The reporting of individual losses in accordance with its requirements was designed for troop operations in a relatively stable combat situation without any sharp changes, in which headquarters staff would have the possibility to submit reports to higher headquarters on a consistent basis according to scheduled reporting deadlines.48 In the conditions of rapid-maneuver combat operations, especially during deteriorating situations and the loss of command and communications (and the repeated reassignments of units and divisions during the disorganized retreat), the system of regular reporting fell apart. Moreover, the divisions that wound up encircled were unable to submit after-action combat reports or reports on losses.


    The analysis of original archival documents from the files of formations and units demonstrates that more often than not, reports on losses never took replacements into consideration. From time to time, information about this appears in the press. Units simply didn’t have time to register incoming personnel by name, not to mention the addresses of their families. This was repeatedly noted as well in orders regarding the tracking of personnel. For example, Briansk Front’s 154th Rifle Division over the period between 1 October and 21 October 1941 lost according to its reports 5,000 officers and soldiers, 2,500 of which were killed, missing-in-action or taken prisoner. A thorough reconciliation of the data according to recently discovered documents demonstrated that this division due to repeated troop replenishments actually lost 15,000 officers and soldiers over this period, including 9,400 killed or missing-in-action. So the 154th Rifle Division’s headquarters staff submitted useless scraps of paper up the chain of command, much like the “Report on losses of personnel by units of the Western Front for the month of October 1941”, according to which the Western Front only lost 66,392 officers and soldiers, including 32,650 killed, missing or taken prisoner (of which 26,750 were listed as missing-in-action and 80 as taken prisoner).49 However, according to the estimates of V. T. Eliseev, the losses alone of the Western Front’s 17 rifle divisions and two motorized rifle divisions that were encircled at Viaz’ma amounted to more than 130,000 men.50


    When preparing their book Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka on the losses sustained by the Soviet armed forces, the authors also studied the record books of the military enlistment offices regarding the notifications they received from the forces or the People’s Commissariat of Defense’s Personnel Department about service personnel who had been killed, died of accidents or natural causes, or gone missing-in-action. These books registered 12,400,900 notifications. The indicated figure added another 956,800 individuals to the total number of losses calculated on a daily basis (11,444,100 service men and women). The authors of the statistical study explained why they decided not to use the data from the military enlistment offices. It turns out that their record books contain, in addition to the others, also notifications arriving from the NKO’s Personnel Department in response to queries from families and relatives regarding loved ones who were serving in the people’s militia, in partisan detachments, in city and district destroyer battalions, and in special formations of other government agencies. Naturally, these types of forces didn’t submit strength and casualty reports to the General Staff. Krivosheev’s study also excluded those who had been called up for service in mobilizations, but who went missing before arriving in their military units (another 500,000 people). Their number was included in the country’s total human losses (26,600,000 people). Moreover, the military enlistment centers’ record books often contained instances of double counting, when two or more notifications about one and the same person’s death or disappearance were sent to different enlistment centers (at the request of relatives in connection with their evacuation or move) and registered in both locations. There were also cases where military servicemen and women, who’d previously been registered as missing-in-action, later showed up alive. These latter circumstances led to an exaggeration in the number of human losses as counted by the military commissariats. Thus, the authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka, when calculating the losses, decided to base their count only upon the numbers found in unit reports.


    It is not surprising that the authors for these same reasons didn’t mention the card files on personnel losses that can be found in the TsAMO among the sources of data used for their calculation of the losses. Their scope is significantly broader than the record books of the military enlistment centers. They were compiled not only on the basis of reports from the units, the notifications of the enlistment centers and the inquiries of relatives in connection with the lack of news from front-line soldiers. A sizeable share of the names in the card files were determined by workers of the military enlistment centers during a canvass of neighborhoods and villages in 1948-1949, who literally went door-to-door to collect information about those who had returned from the war. It is now difficult to say how many of these surveys were conducted in good faith, given the enlistment centers’ weak inventory of vehicles and lack of communications. The summary reports, most likely, are kept in the General Staff of the Armed Forces’ Organizational-Mobilization Department and remain classified. Were they able to travel to all the hamlets, villages and settlements? And just how many of these places had been wiped from the face of the earth in the course of combat operations during the war? Be that as it may, the collected information was checked against other available data, and corresponding decisions were made in the process. After processing, the evidence was entered onto index cards. These data served as the basis for increasing the count of military personnel who went missing-in-action. It is difficult to imagine that in a situation where informants were rampant and under the vigilant eye of competent organs, respondents to the door-to-door canvas could give false information about their loved ones. They likely answered quite simply: “He was conscripted into the army at some point, and hasn’t returned from the war.” And they questioned only those who survived the war …


    Many of the cards in the TsAMO’s file on personnel losses came from the analysis of information found in two sets of files of the WAST (the Wehrmacht reference service) – one for officer prisoners-of-war and the other for soldier prisoners-of-war, which were archived by the Americans soon after the war. At the beginning of the 1990s, they held 17.2 million entries on soldiers and officers of the Red Army, who were killed or went missing-in-action in the war (and this excludes losses in the Navy, and the NKVD’s border and interior troops). The given number exceeds the number of total losses derived by Shtemenko’s work group in the 1960s by 5.8 million. G. F. Krivosheev obtained information from the TsAMO chief that these files had still not been processed to remove double entries and thus the files could not be a reliable source for a study of the Soviet war losses, so Krivosheev’s work group declined to use them. This decision to exclude the Wehrmacht records from the calculation of personnel losses was fully proper at the time.


    However, since then employees of the TsAMO have conducted a great deal of work to collate existing records on the irrevocable losses and to eliminate duplicate entries from the card files. The following categories of military personnel who were dropped from unit rosters were also excluded from the files: deserters; those service men who received prison sentences and been sent to places of confinement; and those Soviet servicemen who’d been stricken from rosters who turned out to be alive, including those prisoners-of-war who returned after the war (determined by the records of repatriation commissions).51 By the end of 2006, the total number of entries equaled more than 13,600,000 (excluding losses in the Navy and the NKVD’s border and interior troops).52


    The work to revise and make more precise the list of lost personnel still continues. At the end of 2007, as a result of an alphabetical review of the names in the TsAMO’s files on the personnel losses of the Armed Forces, according to unofficial data (the results of the work of TsAMO employees are not made public) there remained 13,721,000 cards. This figure fully agrees with the data of the well-known scholar of the State Committee of Defense, Iu. A. Gor’kov: “Over the years of the war, for various reasons 26.6 million people left the ranks of the Armed Forces, more than half of which consisted of irrevocable losses.”53 In our view, it is now impermissible to ignore totally the data in these files.


    Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine the distribution of losses by each year of the war from the card files. A significant portion of those service personnel listed as missing-in-action were registered long after they were dropped from the rosters – according to the inquiries of their relatives, who wound up on occupied territory, and to the postwar community canvas. For example, troops went missing-in-action in September 1941 in the Kiev encirclement or in October in the Viaz’ma encirclement. However, their families would appeal to military enlistment centers with inquiries about their missing Red Army soldiers only after their areas were liberated in 1942-1944. From the experience of my own multi-year work in the Scientific Research Center “Fate” and its legal successor, the National Remembrance Foundation in processing requests from certain oblasts and republics that had been under temporary enemy occupation during the war, this was nearly always the case. Because of this, the manpower losses of 1941-1942 proved to be understated in comparison with subsequent war years. Here is one example from my own direct experience: the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment virtually ceased to exist on 13 October 1941 (it was dropped from the rosters of the Supreme Command Reserve’s artillery units on 24 December 1941), but in the notifications about missing members of the regiment, the years 1942, 1943 and even 1944 are given.


    The excessively large difference between the official casualty figures and the numbers for them calculated by independent scholars, the unwillingness of relevant authorities to consider the data contained in the TsAMO’s card files of irrevocable losses suggests the presence of some political order – to prevent a sharp imbalance between the Soviet and German losses in the Great Patriotic War, and to reduce the Soviet losses to a minimum. That might have been expressed tacitly during the Cold War years, when the departments and commissions of the General Staff had only begun to prepare the data on losses. In the midst of a bitter ideological struggle, it was senseless to give Western “falsifiers” of the history of the Second World War extra trump cards. The political command, which had to be followed in the Soviet years, was carried out. This is abundantly clear in the example of unsuccessful Red Army operations, including the Moscow defensive operation as well. For example in the list of studies of front operations of the war, you won’t find a word about the casualties in the Viaz’ma and Orel-Briansk operations – they’ve simply been omitted.


    The strategic offensive operation dubbed “Operation Mars” (from 24 November through December 1942) has also been omitted from the statistical study Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka. Today some historians suggest that this operation was conducted as a demonstration, designed to prevent Army Group Center from sending units to the Stalingrad front. Nothing of the sort: in the recently de-classified Nomenclature of the General Staff of the USSR Armed Forces, which was compiled already after the war, Operation Mars is listed among the main strategic operations. Well, that’s one heck of a “demonstration”, if it ended in the encirclement of major groupings of Soviet forces! Irrevocable human losses alone in this operation amounted to 70,400 men, or 14 percent of the troop strength at the start of the operation.54 This, by the way, is just as many as the three fronts lost in the Kursk defensive operation in 1943 (70,300) according to official data.


    Frequently for ideological reasons, in order to eliminate (or reduce) the enormous disproportion in the correlation of casualties of the two sides in individual operations, the authors of the study Grif sekretnost’ sniat, headed by the esteemed G. F. Krivosheev, stoop to manipulating the numbers. I had the occasion to address this once before in my book Prokhorovka bez grifa sekretnost’ [Prokhorovka De-classified] (Moscow: Iauza; EKSMO, 2005). There, in order to lessen the shock of the enormous losses of Soviet troops when repulsing the von Manstein’s offensive in July 1943, they “hung” part of the losses of the Voronezh Front onto the Steppe Front, thereby making them practically equal – 73,892 and 70,058 men respectively. In actual fact, the troops of I. S. Konev’s Steppe Front, who entered the battle not on 9 July (as Krivosheev states), but on the night of 18 July (when von Manstein had begun to withdraw his forces to their starting positions),55 in the period from 20 to 31 July 1943 lost 34,449 soldiers and officers.56


    In essence, I was accusing the authors of a falsification. In 2005 I personally presented a copy of my book on the Prokhorovka battle to Colonel-General (ret.) G. F. Krivosheev, warning him that I disagreed with his estimate of Voronezh Front’s losses. His colleague wrote down my contact information and promised to respond to the criticism. However, to this point I’ve received no reply, because in my conclusions I relied on the same archival documents that Krivosheev and his colleagues did. Incidentally, in private conversations officers of the General Staff told me that it was pointless for me to attack their bosses: by virtue of their posts, they had no choice but to support the official line in the matter of the Red Army’s casualties in the Great Patriotic War. For those who prepared the data to confess now to the concealment of the real losses is equivalent to political death. One can only sympathize with them. From this stems as well the public declarations by certain top brass that until now they themselves had been listed in the card files as killed-in-action or missing-in-action. With such declarations, they are attempting to undermine trust in the data contained in the records.


    Here is yet another argument presented by the authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka designed to place the information in the card files under doubt: in the majority of postwar reports (compiled on the basis of family inquiries), there is no information about the conscripted men’s service records. Therefore, some of the entries might pertain to people who never had any relationship to the Red Army. After call-up, they might have wound up anywhere (in the militia, in destroyer detachments and battalions, in the Navy, in an NKVD unit of some type, at an industrial factory, etc.) Thus, the argument goes, they shouldn’t be considered when calculating the losses of the Red Army. However, here we are talking about a difference of 4.6 million people between the figure given by Krivosheev’s work group and the one obtained from the TsAMO’s files. How could such losses be hidden in industry or the NKVD? How is it possible to exclude them, when obviously they were called-up, and didn’t return from the war? And why are the 500,000 individuals who received conscription notices, but never reached their units not considered as losses in military service personnel? Their service began the moment they were called-up. Is it really the fault of all these people, whom some don’t wish to recognize as defenders of the Motherland, that they were not entered onto the rosters in the units and formations, as should have been done?


    The point is that the acceptance of the information in these TsAMO files on personnel losses places under doubt (the difference is too great!) the “official” figure of 11,444,100 for the irrevocable losses in the Armed Forces in the Great Patriotic War. It would then be necessary to re-examine all the calculations made by the authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka and in the process increase the casualty figures. Yet for well-known reasons, the relevant authorities don’t want to do this. After all, a comparison of the results of battles and operations using an increased number for the losses suffered by the Soviet side (especially in comparison with the losses on the German side) might pop many of the myths and legends created by the not very intelligent Soviet propaganda like soap bubbles. In this case we might have to re-think the victorious communiqués about certain operations and the role of certain major military commanders in the war. Finally, we’d have to re-examine the long established figure (1.3 to 1) for the overall correlation of losses between the two sides. It is for just these reasons that the TsAMO’s card files on irrevocable losses are like a thorn in the side to certain individuals. There was a reason why back in 1995, when the 50-year period for holding them expired, that proposals for their destruction came in. It is not impossible to exclude that these attempts may have been realized, for example, if there had been a most authoritative confirmation of a figure, in which none of those who worked with the original files in the TsAMO believed.


    The use of only reports passed up the chain of command for the official statistical study by Krivosheev’s work group didn’t produce a true picture of the magnitude of the losses in personnel, but neither does it in the case of weapons either. We’ll try to follow this by using the example of the losses in armaments in the Battle of Moscow. We’ll remind the reader that in the Moscow defensive operation, according to the data found in Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka, over the 67 days of combat, the casualties amounted to 658,279 soldiers and officers, of which 514,338 were killed, taken prisoner or missing-in-action. Over this time, according to the same study, the Soviet troops lost 250,800 small arms of all types – and this in the conditions of a massive defeat, when the main forces of three fronts wound up encircled! Just how did they manage to evacuate half of the firearms of the fallen soldiers and the missing-in-action? In the Moscow offensive operation (the counteroffensive), Soviet troops over the 34 days between 5 December 1941 and 7 January 1942 lost almost half the men – 370,955, including 139,586 killed, taken prisoner or missing, which was 3.7 times less than in the defensive operation. However, the loss of small arms in the counteroffensive proved to be 4.4 times greater than in the encirclement and during the ensuing disorganized retreat – 1,093,800 firearms of all types. Corresponding losses in artillery amounted to 3,832 artillery pieces and mortars against 13,350.57


    Is it possible to explain these figures from a logical point of view? Yes, it is possible. This disproportion arose as a result of the authors’ reliance upon only the unit and formation reports when considering the losses, without stopping to consider their reliability. In effect the fact that reports were not submitted from within the pockets meant that the trapped forces had no losses. They counted up only the losses that were reported, even though it was possible even in this case to make estimations. However, the authors opted not to do so, because they might lead to undesirable conclusions. Yet on 5 December 1941 the Red Army managed to seize the initiative, went on the counteroffensive, and the possibility appeared to tally the losses in armaments more accurately. Moreover, the year 1941 was winding down, and there was a need to pinpoint the amount of weapons that they’d have available for the next year of war. Indeed, they really did so – altogether in the Battle of Moscow, 1,344,000 small arms had been lost. This number is closer to the genuine losses in officers and soldiers in the course of the two Moscow operations, the defensive and offensive taken together, than the total given by official data (653,688 soldiers and officers).
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      Soviet prisoners of war in a concentration camp. Because of the absence of barracks, they’ve constructed dugouts for protection against the cold and rain (autumn of 1941).

    


    Due to the heavy losses in weapons and combat equipment, many units of different types had to be disbanded or switched to reduced tables of organization and equipment. In particular, on the basis of GKO Decree No. 966 from 26 November 1941 “On implementing the down-sizing of the Red Army”, by the People’s Commissar of Defense Order No. 00123 on 24 December 1941, 64 artillery regiments were dropped from the roster of artillery units of the Supreme Command Reserve.58 Of these, 22 artillery regiments, including the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, were totally destroyed in the Viaz’ma encirclement. Let the wording of the decree, “On implementing the down-sizing of the Red Army” not surprise the reader: there was a war going on at the moment. It was forbidden to write anything about the destruction of these units, while the remaining trained personnel, motor transport, weapons and other property after the disbanding could be used to refit and replenish other units, or form the basis of new ones. Due to the large equipment losses in this period of the war, the punishment of the Red Army troops, commanders and commissars for abandoning a weapon was made more harsh.


    A significant portion of the irrevocable losses in the course of the combat operations in 1941 consisted of military servicemen who went missing-in-action or were taken prisoner. Immediately and primarily because of them, the difference between official data and the data of independent scholars arose. The authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka noted that they were unable to find German documents containing full information about the number of Soviet prisoners-of-war seized by the Germans before the start of 1942. They explained this by the fact that in 1941, in the Wehrmacht it was not compulsory to submit reports on the number of captured Soviet prisoners. The OKH issued a directive to the troops on this matter only in January 1942.


    When examining the question of Soviet troop losses, one cannot avoid turning to German data on this matter. Can they be believed, and how far? For example, in an address at the Reichstag on 11 December 1941, Hitler reported that over five months of the war, from 22 June to 1 December 1941, 17,332 Soviet combat aircraft, 21,391 tanks and 32,541 artillery pieces had been either captured or destroyed. From the very beginning, Soviet agitprop naturally declared these numbers were products of Goebbel’s imagination and the demonic Führer’s ravings. Soviet propagandists adhered to this line of propaganda even after the war for more than 50 years. However, the bitter truth could not be suppressed forever: it is now acknowledged that the Red Army in 1941 lost 20,500 tanks (including 3,200 KV tanks and T-34 tanks), 17,900 combat aircraft, and 101,100 artillery pieces and mortars (excluding 63,100 50mm mortars).59 These figures differ little from those announced by Hitler back in 1941.60 In passing we’ll note that by December 1941, the acting Red Army had only 1,731 tanks, of which 1,214 (70 percent) were light tanks of the T-26, BT, T-40 and T-60 models. It shouldn’t be forgotten that over the months between September and December 1941, the Soviet Union received 750 British and 180 American tanks.61


    Simultaneously, Hitler declared that by 1 December, 3,086,865 Soviet soldiers and officers had been taken prisoner. However, in our view the data from the official German history of the Second World War are more reliable:


    
      Of the 3,350,000 Soviet prisoners captured in 1941, by February 1942 almost 60% had died, including more than 600,000 beginning in December 1941. The mortality rate among Soviet prisoners-of-war even on German territory amounted to 18.5%. By the beginning of April 1942, approximately 47% of them had died of either starvation or typhus. These facts convincingly demonstrate that Soviet prisoners-of-war perished in masses not because of any objective factors, as apologists of the Third Reich sometimes attempt to assert, but because of the purposeful, inhumane policy of the Nazis.62

    


    This estimate fully agrees with C. Streit’s own number, when he states that out of 3.6 million Soviet prisoners-of-war, by the end of January 1942 there remained only 1.4 million, of which only several hundred thousand were still capable of working. The remaining 2 million had become victims of execution, epidemics, starvation and exposure.63


    According to official Soviet data, the irrevocable Soviet manpower losses [killed, missing-in-action or taken prisoner] for all of 1941 (3,137,700) are much smaller than the number of Soviet soldiers and officers who wound up as prisoners in that year alone, according to the German data.64 This is not the only unusual Soviet statistic on this matter.


    Based upon reports from the front and the evidence of the prisoner-of-war repatriation commissions, the authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka came to the conclusion that over all the years of the war 3,396,400 military servicemen went missing-in-action or became prisoners. To this number, they added the losses of the first months of the war that had not been previously taken into account (the killed-in-action and missing-in-action, which were not reported) – around 1,162,000 – and came up with a total of 4,559,000 military servicemen.65 However, it is difficult to interpret this total, since it includes an unknown number of KIAs from the first months of the war. It is also not known how many of these 1,162,000 soldiers wound up as German prisoners-of-war, though the proportion is probably large. In passing, we’ll note that the authors also did not include the 500,000 conscripts who went missing on their way to their units, assigning them instead to the losses of the Soviet civilian population. According to other data in this same table, 1,836,000 military servicemen returned from German prison camps (based on the records of the repatriation commissions), and another 1,783,300 servicemen did not return (they had died or emigrated), for a total of 3,619,000 Soviet prisoners-of-war.66 Note that this figure exceeds the number given above by the same authors for missing-in-action and prisoners-of-war (3,396,400). If we go ahead and agree with these figures, then it turns out that over the years of the war, out of the total number of irrevocable losses given by the authors (4,559,000), only 900,000 went missing-in-action. We’ll remind the reader that in the TsAMO’s card file of irrevocable losses more than 7,000,000 entries are related to those considered missing-in-action.


    Meanwhile, C. Streit presents the following data on the number of Soviet prisoners-of-war from the OKW’s Department for Prisoner Affairs. On 1 May 1944, 5,163,381 Soviet prisoners were being held in German prison camps, and in December 1944, 5,600,000. According to data of the OKH from 20 February 1945, on 31 January 1945, there were 5,734,528 Soviet prisoners being held in German prison camps.67


    The authors of Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka categorically disagree with these figures. In their opinion, the German numbers include not only military personnel, but also civilians who were seized in the areas of combat operations, and the personnel of various particular civilian agencies (such as road workers, dock workers and riverboat men, fortification construction workers, civilian pilots, communications workers, healthcare staff, etc.). Reports about them were not submitted to army (or navy) headquarters and the General Staff. Thus, data on the number of Soviet prisoners-of-war published in the foreign press cannot be taken as the basis for determining the real number of Soviet military personnel who wound up in German prison camps.


    In our tentative estimate, considering the aforementioned data from the German side, the total number of Soviet military personnel, seized by the Germans and their allies in the course of the war, can not be less than 5,800,000 individuals. This is approximately 1,250,000 more than the figure provided by the authors of the statistical study Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka for this category of losses. The difference of more than a million individuals (or even much more) between the official Soviet statistic and the other counts and estimates, without a doubt, exists largely because of a lack of official interest in this category of losses.


    Krivosheev’s work group decided to exclude the loss of militiamen, who went missing-in-action or were taken prisoner, from their count, attributing them instead to the Soviet population’s total losses, so we don’t have their estimate for this category of losses. The mobilization of the population for the people’s militia, according to GKO decree, was conducted by the Party’s district committees in Moscow (200,000 people) and Moscow Oblast (50,000 collective farm workers) under the overall direction of the Moscow Military District headquarters, with the subsequent enlistment of the mobilized individuals through the district military enlistment centers. The schedule for conducting the mobilization was extremely tight. For example, by the Moscow Military District’s Decree No. 0031 from 2 July 1941, the mobilization was set to begin on 3 July and end on 5 July 1941.68 Thus in the majority of cases, there was no time to register the conscripts in the enlistment centers. Unfortunately, in addition the draft lists in many of Moscow’s districts and the oblast were burned during the 16 October panic. Even after the formation of the first 12 people’s militia divisions (which at first numbered around 145,000 men altogether), the districts of the Moscow Oblast continued to form individual subunits and units. Militia units were formed in other cities as well. Not all of them became part of the acting army, but the volunteers were promised that they would have the same rights as regular military personnel. For example, a GKO decree foresaw that in the case of the mobilized man’s disability or death, he (or his family) had the right to receive a pension equivalent to that of those called up into the Red Army. There were also those people living in territory that had been liberated from the Germans who were conscripted by field enlistment committees. At times they were thrown directly into combat without even being assigned to units, but also unarmed and without uniforms.


    The fate of these people, who wound up as prisoners but are still considered as missing-in-action, trouble millions of families in Russia and the former republics of the Soviet Union. Yet according to available information, the lists of Soviet prisoners-of-war, which have been handed over by the German side and are being held in the Ministry of Defense’s Central Archives, have still not even been translated. How can this be explained? Is it a lack of resources, or an unwillingness to delve into the matter, in order to ascertain the identities of those soldiers, who to this day are still listed as missing-in-action?


    The rejection of the German data on the Soviet prisoners-of-war by Krivosheev’s work group, and their effort to minimize their number in their book Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka have been prompted by a desire to understate the combat losses of the Soviet armed forces and in so doing reduce the large disproportion in losses between the USSR and Germany. At the same time, though, they are simultaneously willingly or unwillingly diminishing the number of defenseless Soviet prisoners who died or were killed in German captivity, and thereby reducing the magnitude of the crimes in the mass extirpation of the Soviet people who wound up in the Nazi’s paws.


    The director of the authors’ collective G. F. Krivosheev at one of the meetings of the Association of Historians of the Second World War declared: “… we are being criticized from the right and left, but we’re tranquil, because we are relying on the General Staff’s documents.” He once again confirmed that their primary official source for determining the manpower losses in the Red Army were the casualty reports received from separate units, formations, armies and the fronts, which were analyzed monthly in the General Staff, clarified and supplemented by materials on the unaccounted losses, and then reported to the Stavka of the Supreme High Command.69 Then why not declassify these reports and other documents of the General Staff on this subject, so that scholars could evaluate them and use them in their own research to the benefit of the public?


    I’ll repeat again that the Germans when counting the number of seized prisoners paid no attention to their organizational affiliation. For example, many military construction laborers were among them. To wit, on 19 September 1941, nine separate construction battalions had been activated by the Western Front to build fortifications in its zone; 129 more such construction battalions were working in the zones of the Reserve and Briansk Fronts. The construction battalions working on the Rzhev-Viaz’ma line in the Reserve Front’s sector numbered 85,336 men. These battalions naturally suffered heavy losses. Of the 25,000 construction workers on the regular staff of these battalions who were caught in the Viaz’ma pocket, only 1,000 managed to make their way back to friendly lines. Of the 100,000 laborers building the defensive works on the Western Direction, only 42,000 make their way out of the encirclements.70 If in the middle of September 1941 the field construction projects of the Main Department of Defensive Works had 1,200,000 laborers, by 10 October there remained only 700,000. Thus the loss of military construction personnel in killed, wounded, missing-in-action or taken prisoner equaled 500,000.71 How many of them were military personnel consisting on rations from the NKVD or People’s Commissariat of Defense? In addition, in 1942 combat engineer armies were formed, each consisting of several engineer-sapper brigades, which themselves were made up of engineer-construction battalions. There were more military personnel serving in these, which during the retreats and in encirclements were also taken prisoner. Likely, there are corresponding data in the General Staff’s possession. Did they also go uncounted?


    It is clear that the method of calculating losses according to reports from the troops, which mainly tracked changes in payroll over a defined period, leads to a result far from the actual attrition. This can be seen from the example of the Battle of Moscow 1941-1942. According to official data, Soviet forces lost 1,843,353 soldiers and officers in it (killed, died from wounds during medical evacuation, missing-in-action, taken prisoner – 936,664; wounded and sick – 898,689).72 According to S. N. Mikhalev’s calculations, total Soviet losses in the battle amounted to 2,204,300 men (361,000 greater than the official number), including 1,284,300 irrevocable losses (66.6 percent of which were sustained during the defensive stage). At the same time the overwhelming majority of the losses during the defensive stage (835,100 of the 959,200 suffered in the months of October and November 1941) were taken prisoner in the first two weeks of the battle.73 At the Academic Council of the Institute of Military History in 1989, as a result of a discussion, it was acknowledged that the losses of the Soviet side were 3.7 times greater than the enemy’s losses over this same period.74


    Considering everything presented above, it is possible to state unequivocally: the manpower losses resulting from battles of the Great Patriotic War, as reflected in the book Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka, are understated. At the same time, the losses of the initial period of the war, obtained by calculations and including so-called uncounted losses, have been plainly understated, and by quite a lot. Therefore, it is necessary when seriously researching front and army operations (especially the unsuccessful one for the Soviet forces and the so-called unfinished operations), one must treat the data in Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka with caution, and each time compare them with original archival documents.


    Nevertheless, in their work Grif sekretnosti sniat, the authors came to the conclusion that the irrevocable losses of Germany and its allies on the Soviet-German front “proved to be only 30% less than the analogous losses of the Soviet forces (8.6 million on the Axis side versus 11.4 million on the Soviet side). Thus the correlation of irrevocable losses equaled 1:1.3.”75 The same authors in their revised and expanded book Rossiia i SSSR v voiskakh XX veka repeated their conclusion about the correlation of human losses. However in the process, when speaking about the losses of the Soviet Armed Forces in the Great Patriotic War, they offered a revealing qualification that they were speaking only about those losses appearing in the monthly reports to the General Staff – the 11,444,100 soldiers and officers that were dropped from the payroll during the war. Adding the losses of the Soviet allies (76,100 men) yields a grand total of 11,520,200 soldiers and officers.76


    From these calculations, it would seem that the Red Army, despite its extremely heavy defeats in the first half of the war, fought not at all badly and defeated the Wehrmacht, having lost only 30 percent more soldiers than the Germans. Hence the political order, issued back in Soviet times during the Cold War not to give the “bourgeois falsifiers of history” any ammunition (the existence of which cannot be doubted), was carried out.


    However, among the majority of independent scholars who have worked directly with the archival documents, this conclusion about the Red Army’s losses and performance raises a legitimate doubt. It is not at all coincidental that the president of the Academy of Military Sciences General of the Army M. A. Gareev, plainly sensing the shakiness of the authors’ positions on the losses, has previously complained that “All these statistical data [on losses] carry the imprint of the authors, and are not of an official government nature. In fact the government has never in fact given an account for our human losses during the war before the people.”77


    It is just for this reason that members of the military, in order to put an end to the varied “speculation” on the question of the USSR Armed Forces’ human losses, decided to appeal to the country’s leadership to make the data on losses, as calculated by the General Staff commission under the direction of Krivosheev, enshrined by statute. According to a report from the Russian newswire service “Novost’”, Major-General A. Kirilin, the chief of administration of the Russian Federation’s Ministry of Defense, on 5 May 2010 at a commemorative service to those who fell in defense of the Motherland informed journalists in Moscow that the total human losses of the USSR as a result of the 1941-1945 war equaled 26.6 million people, of which more than 8.6 million were Soviet military personnel. At the same time, A. Kirilin publicly declared that these numbers would be reported to the country’s leadership, so that they would be voiced on 9 May, on the 65th Victory Anniversary.


    The issue of the multi-million human losses in the war is a very painful topic. Russia’s political leadership acted quite properly when it refused on the eve of the 65th Victory Anniversary to satisfy the request of the General Staff leaders to grant official status to the data on the losses of the Armed Forces in the Great Patriotic War calculated by Krivosheev’s work group. Those at the top know about the serious criticisms of the results of Krivosheev’s work and decided not to intervene in the arguments of historians.


    There is no doubt that sooner or later the casualty figures of the Red Army in the Great Patriotic War will be subjected to a re-examination. Primarily this concerns those operations in which the Red Army suffered defeat. This in turn will trigger a re-examination of the total casualties in the war. Of course, it is now no longer possible to establish precise figures for the losses of the Armed Forces, but it is necessary at least to give a range of figures closer to reality, so as on one hand to recognize the genuine cost of our Victory, and on the other, to realize why it was necessary to pay such a staggeringly high price for it. Veterans, family members and close friends of the fallen and missing soldiers have the right to know the truth, no matter how bitter. For this it is necessary to have the courage – and the political will – to face up to the truth.


    The list of names drawn from the TsAMO’s card files will yield a fuller picture of the magnitude of the Red Army’s losses suffered in the war. This can be observed from the example of the work to ascertain the losses in officers. According to the results of an alphabetical processing of the data found in the residual case-records (after duplicate and certain categories of cases were removed), as of the end of 2000 the irrecoverable losses of the Soviet Armed Forces in the past war amounted to no less than 13,850,000 men. Of these, approximately 1,100,000 were officers.78 By the end of 2007 there remained approximately 970,000 officers in the card file (for various reasons, 125,232 names were dropped from it). The processing has continued over all these years (or perhaps it has already been finished?), and the number of killed and missing officers, likely, is now close to the figures given in the Krivosheev work group’s statistical study – 898,718 officers in the war with Germany, and 900,188 officers altogether in the Great Patriotic War.79 However, these are officers, the list of names of which was much in much better shape than the analogous lists for the noncommissioned officers and for the rank and file. Here the difference between the number of cards in the TsAMO’s files and Krivosheev’s estimate of the losses reaches several millions.


    As of March 2008, alphabetical processing of the names on the cards in the files of the Armed Forces’ noncommissioned officers and the rank and file, according to unofficial information (the results of the work of the TsAMO staff are not publicized) has reduced their number to 13,271,269 personal cards. They are distributed according to the following categories of losses:


    
      •Killed – 4,173,709 (31.44 percent of the total)


      •Dead due to wounds or sicknesses – 1,383,052 (10.42 percent)


      •Died in imprisonment – 495,558 (3.73 percent)


      •Missing-in-action – 7,156,262 (53.92 percent), including 1,720,951 reported by unit commanders and 5,435,311 reported by the military enlistment centers.


      •Sentenced to the highest measure of punishment (shot) – 62,688 (0.47 percent)

    


    It is surprising, but the number of those sentenced to be shot in the TsAMO’s files is 2.5 times less than the number given for this category in Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka! In a note to Table 134 in that book, the authors state that 135,000 men were shot after sentencing by a military tribunal, which was 13.6 percent of the 994,300 military servicemen who received a sentence from a tribunal. What can explain such a large difference between the two sources, especially (an exceptional case!) an increase in the latter publication? Plainly, information regarding tribunal sentences in the conditions where a significant part of the country’s territory was under enemy occupation couldn’t always be reported to the proper government agencies at the local level. These reports accumulated in a file for the military tribunals, which has been kept classified for a long time, and the executed men’s personal information hasn’t been handed over to the appropriate TsAMO departments. Thus among the number of military servicemen, who have been counted as missing-in-action, there are several tens of thousands men who were executed, about which their families know nothing. Incidentally, this lack of family information is a vivid example of the inadequacy of the material in the card files. To this I can add, based upon my personal experience with the work in search of those missing-in-action, that the families of those sentenced to be shot, having received information about this through unofficial channels (for example, from fellow villagers), didn’t hasten to appeal to government agencies for explanations or file requests for rehabilitation. We’ll also never know how many men were shot by the blocking detachments during the attempts to stop panicked flights, when in combat conditions it was impossible to bring the matter to trial before a military tribunal.


    The records in the TsAMO’s card files contain personal evidence on the individuals who were called up during the war and never returned from it (13,271,000 individuals). This figure in essence reflects the actual number of killed and missing-in-action of the Red Army in the war, and exceeds the official figure for this category (8,668,000) by 4,600,000, and exceeds the operational losses [the above figure of 8,668,000, plus personnel discharged due to disabling wound or illness] of the Red Army and Navy, plus the NKVD’s border troops and interior troops (11,444,100 men) by 1,800,000. This is because the Central Archive’s research assistants very often encounter the fact that there is no information in the records for the individual named in search requests, often due to the poor tracking of personnel in the operating Red Army, especially of casualties. In the People’s Commissar of Defense’s Order No. 0270 “On the individual list of irrevocable losses at the fronts” from 12 April 1942, it was stated: “At present not more than a third of the actual number of dead are included on the roster of the dead. The data in the roster of the missing-in-action and taken prisoner is even further from the truth.”80


    We are primarily interested in the losses from the military-operational point of view, in order to understand the cost with which one or another combat assignment was carried out, an operation’s goal was achieved, and the Victory won. This will assist scholars who are attempting to uncover the reasons for our exorbitantly high losses, so that the mistakes of the past war won’t be repeated.


    We will try to determine the losses of Soviet military personnel in the Great Patriotic War, based upon the number of individual records stored in the TsAMO’s card files. These losses include: losses of the Red Army and Navy – 13,271,000; of the border troops and organs of the NKVD – 61,400; of the NKVD’s interior troops – 97,700; for a total of 13,430,000. To this number, the men who reported to a military enlistment center during a mobilization, but who went missing on their way to their units (500,000) needs to be added. Considering those who were called-up, but who still are not listed in one of the card files due to a variety of possible reasons (and these may number in the many tens of thousands, if not in the hundreds of thousands81), the total irrevocable losses according to the most conservative calculations amounts to no less than 14,500,000 people, which is equal to approximately half of the total number of 29,500,000 men who were mobilized throughout the war. In this case, the correlation of irrecoverable losses between the contending sides on the Soviet-German front equals 1.7:1 – not anywhere near each other, and not in our favor.


    In our view, such a correlation of losses more closely corresponds to the nature of military operations during the Great Patriotic War. However it was derived by us using Krivosheev team’s figure of 8,600,000 for the German losses on the Eastern Front, even though this figure, according to the data of independent scholars, greatly overstates the actual number. The question as to the extent of their exaggeration requires special research. Here, though, we can note a clear error made by Krivosheev’s work group. When calculating the total number of German military personnel who passed through the Wehrmacht or the SS they added to the 17,893,200 men mobilized after 1 June 1939 an additional 3,214,000 men who were already serving as of 1 March 1939.82 In reality, as Mueller-Hillebrand discovered, these men had already been included in the first figure.83 Thus the total number of German military servicemen who passed through the Wehrmacht or the SS (which was the starting number for subsequent calculations) has been exaggerated by 3,214,000 men. However, even after accepting this double-counting, the Krivosheev work group’s overall balance of the changes in the number of personnel during the Second World War still fits to a “T”. Is this not a model of manipulating numbers? After this, how is it possible to trust their other calculations?


    The contradiction in numbers on the irrevocable manpower losses of Germany and its allies on the Eastern Front when comparing the data from the 1993 Grif sekretnosti sniat with the comparable data in the 2001 Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka also raises doubts. For example, why are Germany’s losses greater by 257,400 men in the latter work? Still more striking is the difference in the numbers of prisoners between the two publications. According to the 2001 work, 1,004,700 more Germans were taken prisoner during the war than the figure given in the 1993 study. If you include the losses of its allies as prisoners-of-war, this difference rises to 1,037,900 men (thus a total of 3,338,400 prisoners in the 1993 study becomes a total of 4,376,300 in the 2001 work). How did this happen? The authors used the same computational methods, but obtained different figures. However, the most surprising thing is that despite all the manipulations with the figures for different categories of losses and the different participating countries, the total summary figure for the irrevocable losses of Germany and its allies remained practically unchanged between the two publications: 8,649,500 in the 1993 study, and 8,649,300 in 2001. Accordingly, the overall correlation of irrevocable losses between the two sides also remained unchanged at 1.3:1. Isn’t this one more piece of evidence about the existence of a higher authority’s pre-determined indicator?


    The harsh truth of the war, including the truth about our losses as well, does not at all diminish the significance of our Great Victory over a powerful and cunning foe. In the meantime certain “super patriots” paint the efforts of independent scholars to ascertain the real losses in the Great Patriotic War as a desire to reduce the significance of our victory, to tarnish and demolish its glittering example as a symbol of national unity, and even (!) an effort to demonstrate the Soviet military command’s lack of talent. The supporters of “Mama and borsch” patriotism are in agreement that a patriot can only be someone who refuses in principle to see any flaws in his or her country. Incidentally, according to the data of the General Director of the All-Russian Public Opinion Research Center V. Fedorov, not more than 5 percent of the people in the country in a recent survey considered themselves to be this type of patriot.


    In connection with this it is proper to mention the words of Marshal G. K. Zhukov – and he knew a little something about the German Army:


    
      Finally, it is necessary to face the truth directly, and speaking freely, talk about how it was in reality. It is necessary to judge the German Army, with which we had to confront from the first days of the war, on its merits … We learned in the course of the war, became trained and began to defeat the Germans, but this was a lengthy process.84

    


    When commenting later about postwar personnel policy, he once observed: “The commanders learned how to fight during the war itself, paying for this in the blood of our people.”85


    Using the documents from the opposing sides, we have tried to show in detail how the events that led to the catastrophe at Viaz’ma and Briansk unfolded. Indeed, the picture that has emerged differs greatly from how it was presented and described in the official history of the war. We’ll supplement our judgments with the conclusion of the latest 1994 edition of the Military Encyclopedia:


    
      The unsuccessful outcome of the Viaz’ma operation was due to the fact that the Soviet command was unable to determine correctly the axis of the enemy’s main attacks, and mass the main forces and means on them. The Front commanders (Konev and Budenny) in the course of the operation didn’t maneuver forces to the threatened directions, and didn’t direct their withdrawal or the actions of the encircled troops.86

    


    The realization of the potential possibilities of the troops under command, doubtlessly, greatly depends upon the art of leadership. Konev and Budenny hadn’t even managed to leave the historical stage before their names were listed among the guilty. However, have we really discovered the entire truth of the events at Viaz’ma and Briansk? Was the responsibility really only Konev’s, Budenny’s and Eremenko’s? They did everything within the scope of their abilities and that was possible within the limits of their positions. Indeed they maneuvered forces, only they did so timidly, always looking back over their shoulders at higher command. In the Red Army, it was one thing to suffer a defeat while carrying out orders that no longer corresponded to the situation, but a far different matter to experience a failure, having decided upon independent actions. The majority of the commanders in 1941 had greater fear of the high command than they did of the enemy. Once again, it was out of this fear that commanding generals of the armies and fronts didn’t always truthfully and precisely report on a collapsing situation in a timely manner. The fear of responsibility for taken decisions fettered the activity of our commanders and generals.


    In G. K. Zhukov’s opinion:


    
      … the disaster in the area of Viaz’ma could have been averted. Despite the enemy’s superiority in manpower and materiel, our troops could have avoided encirclement. To do so it had been necessary to determine more exactly and in time the directions of the enemy’s main effort and concentrate on those directions the bulk of the troops and weapons at the expense of inactive defense sectors.87

    


    Why wasn’t this done? Where were the Stavka, the General Staff, and Iosif Vissarionovich [Stalin] himself? One of the main reasons for the disaster that occurred at Viaz’ma was the incompetence of the Supreme Commander. A. M. Vasilevsky, who knew Stalin well, also noted this:


    
      … in the first months [of the war] the inadequacy of Stalin’s operational-strategic training was telling. He rarely consulted at the time with officers of the General Staff and front commanders. Even the leading staff officers in the General Staff’s operations department were not always invited to attend planning sessions for the Stavka’s most important operational directives. At that time, as a rule Stalin took decisions single-handedly and often not very successfully.88

    


    In essence, Stalin had the General Staff, the staff of which had been significantly weakened at the start of the war, under his heel, and he didn’t consult with it when making the most important decisions. In A. M. Vasilevsky’s apt expression, “… all those who comprised the head of the General Staff [Vatutin, Sokolovsky, Sharokhin, Malandin] had been sent off to various fronts and armies, which, of course, didn’t contribute to the normal operation of the General Staff.”89


    Stalin put off reaching a decision about withdrawing the troops to the fortified Rzhev-Viaz’ma line, which led to a catastrophic development of events. Without any question, had the troops made a timely withdrawal to that line of fortifications, and had bolstered the defense of the armies of the Reserve Front already holding it, events would have gone a completely different direction – and one more favorable for the Soviet troops (similar mistakes would be repeated in 1942 as well). One can say more, mentioning the mistakes made in the course of the often poorly conceived and poorly supported offensive operations, which expended the scarce reserves, which continued right up to the launching of Operation Typhoon, in order to stop the enemy on the main axis. It is also possible to point to the less than brilliant start of the war …


    The introduction of previously classified documents into academic circulation has allowed scholars to cast a new light on certain events of the Great Patriotic War, and to discuss them in a more objective, documented manner. However, all too often instead of offering a thoughtful response to certain problematic and not fully resolved questions, the voices of people who have made patriotism their profession immediately ring out against any attempt to re-examine the results of the war. With very rare exception, no one is planning to write revisionist history. The question is not about re-examining the war’s results, but about reconsidering certain events of the war in light of newly discovered facts, which have been hitherto tightly concealed in the bowels of the archives and restricted collections. It is necessary, finally, to analyze why our victorious march to Berlin had to begin from the walls of Moscow, and why this path had to run through Kharkov and Stalingrad, even though from the very start of the war, the Soviet Union held the advantage in the military (at least, quantitatively speaking) and economic aspects of power.


    It has been said correctly that mistakes were committed at every level of command, and not only within the military command. True, a mistake is a mistake, but the line mustn’t be drawn here, because their consequences are not the same: the higher the level that made the blunder, the greater the consequences. An analysis of the Soviet command’s actions in preparing to repulse the German offensive, and the course of the Moscow defensive operation itself shows that the Supreme Commander [Stalin], the General Staff and the commanders of the Western, Reserve and Briansk Fronts bear collective and direct responsibility for the catastrophe at Viaz’ma and Briansk.


    However, the defeat and enormous losses of the Soviet troops in 1941, including in October, cannot be explained by enemy superiority in strength and combat resources, as some publications try to claim even today, especially those timed to coincide with anniversary dates. They also cannot be explained only by the mistakes and miscalculations made by the Soviet high command. The defeats of 1941 were unavoidable and preordained. They were the result of objective factors: the nature of the Soviet Union’s system of government, the condition of its economy, the population’s level of education and living conditions, the system by which the most important decisions were made, and the genuine amount and quality of combat training received by the command, the staff and the troops of the Red Army. The blunders and miscalculations committed by the Soviet political and military leadership on the eve of and at the start of the war only increased the magnitude of the defeats.


    Now already more than six and a half decades have passed since the war’s end. However, an objective history of the Great Patriotic War has yet to be written. The existing official version of it was written at a time when those who were responsible for the Red Army’s defeats and whose consciences were burdened by the enormous and in many cases unjustified casualties were still alive. After all our military commanders not only wrote memoirs that emphasized their involvement (or on the contrary, their lack of involvement) in one or another of the major events through small shifts in the time and place of actions; at times they simply with the benefit of hindsight blurred over their mistakes. It is humanly possible to understand the authors of many of the memoirs – it is more pleasant to stress one’s achievements, while critics can always be found. However, with their books and presentations, their participation in anniversary symposia, and finally with their authority as victors, they put pressure on historians, whose access to archival documents was strictly limited. Moreover, it should be remembered that the memoirs were not only subjective. They were also the subject of merciless editing; authors were forced to rewrite manuscripts, and they were prohibited from mentioning defeats and losses.90


    It has long since been no secret that the most common arbitrariness prevailed in the Soviet historiography of the Great Patriotic War. History was written or rewritten in order to please one or another of the bosses or as a favor for politicians and military commanders. It is sufficient to take a look at the composition of the main editorial boards of Soviet-era historical works. Their distinguished board members exerted pressure on historians not only because of their prestige – the very fate and career of the authors depended upon them. Thus with the active participation of Party ideologues and censors, an often re-touched history of the Great Patriotic War was created.


    I will permit myself to cite an example of the “flexibility” of the Party’s general line in this respect from my personal experience. Once through an assignment from the Soviet military publisher Voenizdat, I happened to work as an internal reviewer on the latest book about the fighting at Malaia Zemlia. Not even a month had passed since the death of L. Brezhnev, the central official hero of this epic, when the publisher’s editors issued an instruction not to waste time proofreading the material, connected with Brezhnev’s name – “we’ll just toss it out”. Yet this was at a time, when “all of progressive mankind is still mourning the end of the prominent activist of the workers’ and communist movement.” Of course, this wasn’t at the initiative of the publisher’s directors.


    At present, the preparation for publication of a new multi-volume work on the history of the Great Patriotic War is underway. Many historians and scholars have concerns that it will again repeat the mistakes in the grand 12-volume Istoriia Vtoroi mirovoi voiny [History of the Second World War], in which the main events were portrayed in a decidedly onesided manner (although there are two sides to any war). This wasn’t a history of the war, but a panegyric history of the CPSU [Communist Party of the Soviet Union] during the war. At that time, discussions of any essential questions of the war were excluded. Even now, conditions haven’t been created for a deep research into the questions connected with decisive battles of the war (we mean those not particularly successful ones, since victory has many fathers and only defeat is always an orphan). Periodically, orders are issued for the further de-classification of the archives. However, there is an enormous gulf between the expression of intentions and concrete actions.


    I’ve already mentioned that the materials of G. M. Malenkov’s commission that looked into the Voronezh Front’s operations at Kursk in July-August 1943 are stored in the Presidential Archive, to which ordinary scholars have no access. Over the telephone, an employee of this archive declared to the author of these lines that these materials were still secret and could not be published in the open press. It is entirely indicative that the materials of just the same commissions head by Malenkov, on the operations of the Stalingrad (1942), Central (beginning of 1943) and Western Fronts are kept in the files of the Russian State Archive of Social-Political History (the former archive of the Central Committee of the CPSU). Any scholar can familiarize themselves with them. Why then hide the materials of the commission investigating the events at Prokhorovka? Ultimately, our forces won an inarguable victory at Kursk!


    Many documents still remain in special storage, in the General Staff’s archive and in the President’s Archive (the former archive of the General Secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU). As before, documents of the General Staff and the Stavka, and the files of the Main Political Administration remain classified; scholars have no access to the reports from the Stavka and General Staff representatives at the fronts, or to the workbooks of the Chief of the General Staff A. M. Vasilevsky. It is interesting that between 1981 and 1996 the content of coded telegrams were considered public information, until at some unknown person’s decision, the documents transmitted in code were again classified. Until access to the aforementioned documents and files is opened, it will be impossible to draw correct conclusions regarding the preparation and conducting of operations and their actual results and casualties. That in turn means that there is no hope that we will obtain a true history of the war.


    Plainly, those who possess the information in its entirety have decided that in our complicated time (and in Russia has there ever been any different?), it is simply dangerous to make public the truth of the war: Why once again draw attention to the mistakes made by the political and military leadership during the Great Patriotic War? Thus the relevant agencies are not rushing to share the information in their possession with the public. If they do release the truth, then they do so in miserly portions. In so doing, they are not always moved solely by a concern for the prestige of the country and the Armed Forces. The very thought that someone might place their competence in doubt is intolerable to the civil servants of military history. Under the flag of patriotism, they want to return again to the days of uniformity of thought. Ever more frequently, there are calls to ban certain programs on television and to place controls on the Internet.


    Sometimes they rather primitively assume that the nation needs patriots, which can only be nurtured on victories and positive examples. This is a naïve fallacy: in our times it is impossible to keep concealed for long the bitter truths of the war, which consisted not only of victories; there were also defeats. On the contrary, a bitter but accurate description of the war’s less than successful episodes in all their complexity and inconsistencies will touch the soul, for example, of a young person, and will leave a trace in his awareness. In the accurate expression of the famous Russian writer Viktor Astaf’ev, “Whoever lies about a past war is approaching a future war.” In addition to its moral aspect, we should keep in mind that the training and cultivating of highly professional military cadres and the deep interests of developing military science and arts require the sober and unbiased analysis of the events of the Great Patriotic War. Is it really possible to develop military thought on the basis of a “retouched” experience of war? When will they cease saying about us that Russians are slow to get ready, but move quickly? When will our military commanders learn to fight before a war, and not in the course of the battles, paying for their lessons with the blood of their soldiers?


    In modern conditions it is criminal to disregard the real experience of the past war, without any deletions or omissions. Unquestionably, our losses may indeed have been less, if there had not been the substantial miscalculations and mistakes of the political and military leadership on the eve of and at the start of the war. It is better to learn to win on the mistakes of our fathers and grandfathers, than through our own errors. Otherwise once again the principle will prevail: “We have no objection to the costs.” Once again “the best Ministers of Defense of all times and nations” will appear, as will military commanders, who do not know how to deploy 38 snipers properly in order to destroy a gang of bandits.


    At present, employees of the Military-Memorial Center of the Russian Federation’s General Staff of the Armed Forces are busy with the systematization of the data on the fallen soldiers. Work is being conducted on the casualty reports from the units, the military enlistment centers’ notifications, as well as the lists of burials of Soviet soldiers and officers. A consolidated database on the deceased and missing military service personnel is being created. As of 24 June 2010, as part of the project, around 12,000,000 pages of archival documents and 30,000 certificates of military burials had been scanned and made available for Internet access. Without a doubt, this is a step in the right direction. It has long been time to count the fallen defenders of the Motherland, taking advantage of the possibilities offered by computers and the Internet. However, the problem here is units in the numerous encirclements and during retreats did not submit casualty reports. Thus the difference between the data in the computer database that is being created and the data in the card files on the irrevocable losses in the possession of the Russian Federation Ministry of Defense’s Central Archives can amount to millions of people. Moreover, the experience of 15 years of work in the files of the “Narodnaia pamiat’” Foundation91 for memorializing the fallen and missing-in-action shows that many thousands of soldiers are not listed in any of the card files or databases. Unfortunately, the Foundation’s work to remove duplicate records has not yet been completed due to the lack of funds. Over this time, this Foundation has received more than 73,000 inquiries with a request to establish at least something about the circumstances of the death or disappearance of family members and loved ones. Eighteen thousand people have received a response to their inquiry. Fifty-five thousand are still waiting. Why they didn’t use the data of the consolidated database being developed by the General Staff’s Military-Memorial Center and preferred to start from scratch isn’t clear. In any case the authors of the new computer database project are only dimly aware that they will be inundated by a torrent of inquiries, including from school kids who now have access to the Internet: “Why isn’t my father (grandfather, great-grandfather) in the consolidated data base, when according to the TsAMO’s records, he is listed as missing-in-action?”


    Wars without losses do not exist. Our Red Army over the five months of heavy defensive fighting of 1941 paid a very high price, in order to turn the direction of the war around. It has long been time to tell the people the truth about the price paid in human lives for the victory at Moscow and in the war. The problem of casualties when creating the new multi-volume official history of the Great Patriotic War must be resolved on a qualitatively new level. Acknowledging the real losses in the Great Patriotic War is the only path to creating an objective history of it. Without knowledge of the human and material losses, it is impossible to consider research into the war totally completed. The analysis of combat operations, the evaluation of the professionalism and role of the commanders, and finally, the extraction of lessons from the war must inevitably be connected with the cost in human lives paid for the victory.92


    In connection with this, a few words about the role of G. K. Zhukov in the war. In our view, there is no point to rating the command capabilities of Georgii Konstantinovich and his creative contribution to the theory and practice of the military art so highly, as do certain historians, who in essence have created a cult of the FIRST MARSHAL OF VICTORY. His supporters exaggerate the merits of G. K. Zhukov in preparing and conducting operations, while covering up his egregious blunders for which a large amount of blood had to be paid. At least we still haven’t seen the promised book by the Academy of Military Sciences on the creative contribution of Zhukov to military science. Marshal of the Soviet Union K. K. Rokossovsky, who was commanding the 7th Samara Cavalry Division in 1930, wrote a performance review for his subordinate G. K. Zhukov, who at the time was commanding the 2nd Cavalry Brigade, finishing it with the memorable conclusion: “Might be used advantageously for duties in the position of assistant division commander or commander of a mechanized formation, given passage through the corresponding courses. He cannot be appointed to staff or instruction work – he has a temperamental hatred for it.”93


    Nevertheless, before the war Zhukov was appointed Chief of the General Staff. It is difficult to call his activity in this post successful. G. K. Zhukov, even to a greater degree than People’s Commissar of Defense S.K. Timoshenko, bears the main responsibility for the low degree of mobilization and combat readiness of the troops, for the underestimation of the enemy’s combat strength and, finally, for the defeat of the Red Army in the opening period of the war.94


    However, when in the beginning of October 1941 the three fronts on the Moscow axis had collapsed simultaneously, I. V. Stalin asked for just this man, G. K. Zhukov, and his strong will, decisiveness, and obduracy in implementing decisions. He received from the Supreme Commander the broadest authority. Yet Zhukov in fact belonged to that group of people who don’t wait for authority to be given to them, preferring to take it for themselves. It is difficult to imagine any other military commander in his place in October 1941, who in the conditions of the lack of forces and the loss of command and control over the troops could have coped with the assignment. He quickly familiarized himself with the situation and took the correct decision to organize a defense, first of all on the main roads leading to Moscow. It was precisely on them that he massed those few forces that remained after the catastrophe, especially the anti-tank weapons.


    G. K. Zhukov doubtlessly made a great contribution to organizing the repulse of the enemy in front of Moscow, but to call him the savior of Moscow would be a great exaggeration and a diminution of the role of the other military commanders. The main decisions to create the Mozhaisk defensive line, to transfer formations to Moscow from other sectors of the front, and to bring up reserves from the interior of the country were taken prior to Zhukov’s appointment to command the resurrected Western Front. The General Staff had been diligently monitoring the situation on the approaches to Moscow and quickly reacted to changes in the situation, directing reserves to the threatened directions.


    When assessing the role of Zhukov, it is impossible not to mention such qualities of his, as high-handedness, rudeness and harshness with respect to subordinates. In the testimony of Rokossovsky, “his [Zhukov’s] harshness transgressed permissible boundaries.” A disregard for human life was another of Zhukov’s traits. From this stemmed his demands “at any cost” and “at whatever the cost”. Just what did his demand that commanders and commissars of all levels be in the first ranks of attacking units and lead the units forward by their personal example ultimately cost? Yet this demand came at a time when there was an acute shortage of command cadres. Many commanders of various ranks, not to mention simple soldiers, were shot upon Zhukov’s orders, a sentence which was not always justified (frequently without any trial or investigation). However, it is impossible to say that this cruelty, the executions by firing squad in front of assembled troops in order to make an example of the condemned men, was solely due to the difficult circumstances of the situation in front of Moscow. He had acted similarly at Khalkin-Gol, at El’nia, and at Leningrad. The commander of the Western Front’s 43rd Army General K. D. Golubev on 8 November 1941 was compelled to appeal to Stalin with a complaint against Western Front commander Zhukov: “On the second day after arriving, they promised to shoot me; on the third day to put me on trial; and on the fourth day they threatened to shoot me in front of the assembled army. It is impossible to work in such a situation.”95 However, it was useless for a man to complain about Zhukov to one who himself had unleashed repressions against the people and the army, and who continued to order the execution of commanders unsuitable to him even in the difficult days of October 1941.96


    Threats and the harshest orders could not have brought success, if the defenders of Moscow had not sensed the material and moral support of the people of the capital and of the entire nation. The source of the courage and resolve of the fighters and officers in the fighting in front of Moscow was not at all the fear of blocking detachments and executions, but the sense of patriotism, the fighting spirit of the Soviet soldiers defending their capital. And here you can’t get by without a few words about the role of the Communist Party in organizing the enemy’s respulse. Its structure and principle of centralism were ideally suited to wartime conditions. Party committees and the Komsomol elements subordinate to them cultivated a sense of hatred toward the enemy in the troops, a resolve and will for victory, and helped the commanders rally the personnel of the units when carrying out combat assignments.


    The heroism of the Red Amy’s troops and the selfless labor, patriotism and initiative of the people became the main source of victory over fascism in the Great Patriotic War. No matter how the role of the socio-economic and political system of socialism of those years in our country is evaluated today, it must be acknowledged that it withstood the sternest trials of the war years and demonstrated all of its positive aspects in the life and death struggle with a powerful and wily enemy. On the other hand, many flaws of the administrative-bureaucratic method of managing the country, which so plainly appeared, especially in the initial, most difficult period of the Great Patriotic War, proved obvious not only to many communists and workers, but also to the leadership, which was trying to channel the sincere patriotism that had awakened in the people along the official course.


    The ultimately successful defense in front of Moscow in 1941 allowed the troops to believe in the possibility of victory and the rightness of their cause, and inspired them to fight on even in a seemingly hopeless situation. Indeed, the Soviet soldier, upon who depends in the final analysis the implementation of all the commander’s plans and decisions, played the primary role in the achievement of victory in the battle of Moscow. This soldier, in spite of everything, withstood the onslaught of the enemy’s armored divisions and thwarted his plans. It was the Soviet soldier who then even with his blood offset all the mistakes, miscalculations and omissions of his command.


    We must remember that without the courage, tenacity and countless sacrifices of 1941, there would not have been a final victory in 1945.

  


  
    Epilogue


    There remains to pass along the fate of several of the active participants in the October 1941 battles and the witnesses of the Viaz’ma tragedy that have been mentioned in this book. I will also discuss briefly what happened after the conclusion of the fighting in the area of encirclement.


    The commander of the 19th Army Lieutenant-General M. F. Lukin1 was wounded in the arm and both legs, and found by the Germans in an unconscious condition in Semlevo area on 14 October 1941. In a German hospital that had been set up in the village, German doctors amputated his right leg above the knee; his left leg was broken and his right arm shattered. Field Marshal von Bock ordered that all possible aid be given to the Russian general. Lukin was transferred to a German hospital in Smolensk, where he received the best possible care. At Lukin’s request, his friend, the severely wounded Major-General I. P. Prokhorov (the 20th Army’s chief of artillery, who was taken prisoner on 12 September 1941) was also transferred to the Smolensk hospital.


    The Germans interrogated the badly wounded army commander, trying to determine the location of other Western Front generals: Boldin, Mostovenko, Andreev, Brigade Commissar Vaneev and others. Trying to find some way to frighten Lukin, the Germans told him about the example of Lieutenant-General Kachalov, who was condemned as a traitor to the Motherland in Order No. 270 and whose family was repressed.


    Lukin received further treatment in German hospitals in Luchenwald and in Bisdorf, a suburb of Berlin. After recovering his health in 1943, Lukin passed through a number of prisoner-of-war camps in the vicinities of Wustrau, Briz, Lichtenfeld, Wudenberg and Mossburg. For a while he was held at the Hammelburg prison camp for senior commanders of the Red Army, where he was in the same block with D. M. Karbyshev2 and P. G. Ponedelin3.


    M. F. Lukin conducted himself honorably and courageously in the difficult conditions of the German concentration camps. His captors repeatedly tried to induce his cooperation, and even offered him command of Vlasov’s Russian Liberation Army. With this aim, General Vlasov himself arrived at the concentration camp where Lukin was being held, but Lukin refused to speak with the traitor. The former chief of staff of the 19th Army, brigade commander V. F. Malyshkin4 also came to see Lukin to complain about his fate. Lukin didn’t break. In April 1945, he was liberated by American troops. After repatriation, from May to December 1945 he underwent special checking in the NKVD, where he was subjected to daily interrogations on the subject of his supposed “anti-Soviet” activity. In a briefing paper presented to Stalin by Abakumov, the chief of the SMERSH5 Main Directorate on 31 August 1945, it was said:


    
      … through the testimonies of the arrested … White émigré Brunst, traitor to the Motherland Vlasov, and the former chief of the course for junior lieutenants of the 33rd Army Minaev it is established that Lukin, spending the autumn of 1942 in military concentration camps in Zietenhorst and Wustrau, displayed anti-Soviet tendencies on the questions of the collectivization of agriculture and the penal policy of Soviet power, and slandered the leaders of the VKP(b) [All-Union Communist Party (Bol’shevik)] and the Soviet government.


      Lukin, being interrogated on this matter, denies a criminal connection with these individuals and their anti-Soviet activities. As a result of his wounds, one of Lukin’s arms is paralyzed and one of his legs has been amputated.6

    


    Located through misfortune in a concentration camp among a circle of his friends, Mikhail Fedorovich was searching for explanations for the defeat of Soviet forces in the first stage of the war and likely uttered some critical comments about the Soviet system of government and its political and military leadership. However, in the hundreds of volumes of investigative materials gathered against Soviet officers and generals, who were both real and imagined traitors, there cannot be found even a trace of any cooperation between General Lukin and the Nazis. He was faithful to his soldier’s oath, despite the negative utterances about collective farming or the repressions. In their interrogations, everyone, from the loyal officers to the traitor Vlasov, said this. Indeed the majority of the generals who fell into German imprisonment remained loyal to their nation and their military oath.


    Stalin was presented another briefing paper regarding the generals who had gone through NKVD investigation, and for whom thus far not any compromising materials had been obtained. Among those it proposed to release under the condition of continued surveillance, was Lukin: “ … Lieutenant-General Lukin, M. F. – the former commander of the 19th Army, upon whom there is information about his anti-Soviet activity; however, considering that he has been left a cripple as a result of his wounds,…”7


    However, from the proposed list, only Lukin’s fate was decided: in November 1946 he was reinstated to his military rank. Nikolai Bukalov talked of the circumstances surrounding Lukin’s release, now from a Soviet camp:


    
      One day a command rang out: ‘Lieutenant-General Lukin, to the gate.’ However, they didn’t take him home, but to the Lubianka, to a “rendezvous” with Colonel-General Abakumov. The latter again began to question Lukin about who had been trying to recruit him and how and whether or not he was a traitor. However, at the end of the conversation Abakumov unexpectedly announced that it had been decided to release Lukin, because he was a faithful fellow. Just try to imagine what was going on in the general’s tormented soul at that moment! Only later would he find out how this terrible story acquired a happy ending. On Lukin’s case file, there was written in Stalin’s hand: ‘A loyal man. Reinstate him to his rank; if he wishes – send him for training. [He is] to assume his duties without prejudice.’ But they’d given him a bit of a scare as a warning. General Lukin was restored to active duty in the Red Army and assigned to the NKO’s Main Department of Cadres. He was offered a choice from among several prestigious leadership posts.8

    


    However, Lukin declined the flattering offers. In reserve from November 1946, he began to work in the Committee of War Veterans, where he was responsible for organizing assistance to military invalids. He pushed through housing for former frontline soldiers, and worked to make reliable medical supplies, wheelchairs and hand-controlled vehicles available to them. Lukin was awarded with the Order of Lenin, his fifth Order of the Red Banner, as well as the Orders of the Labor Red Banner and the Red Star, and many medals. In 1966, Marshals Timoshenko, Rokossovsky and Konev, and General of the Army Kurochkin wrote a letter to Brezhnev with a formal request to grant General Lukin the title Hero of the Soviet Union. However, the General Secretary turned down this request. Mikhail Fedorovich passed away from a cardiac failure on 25 May 1970. By a decree from 1 October 1993, he was posthumously awarded the title Hero of the Russian Federation.


    The commander of the Reserve Front’s 32nd Army Major-General S. V. Vishnevsky9, who refused to fly out of the encirclement on one of the last departing airplanes, was taken prisoner on 22 October 1941. He spent his years of imprisonment in military prisons in Loetzen and Nuremburg, the Hammelburg camp for officers, the Flossenburg concentration camp and in Dachau. He conducted himself honorably as a prisoner before being liberated by American troops. After undergoing special checking, Vishnevsky returned to active service in the ranks of the Red Army in December 1945. After completing the Higher Academic Courses at the K. E. Voroshilov Military Academy, from 1947 he taught in the Frunze Military Academy. He went into reserve in 1949. During his years of service, he was awarded the Order of Lenin, the Order of the Red Banner, two Orders of the Red Star and medals.


    The deputy commander of the Western Front Lieutenant-General I. V. Boldin10, who had prior experience operating in the enemy’s rear, managed to break out of the encirclement at Viaz’ma together with a small group, moving north toward Spas (5 kilometers northeast of Bogoroditskoe) before reaching friendly lines on 5 November 1941. He then took command of the newly reformed 19th Army, before moving to command of the 50th Army at Tula in December 1941. In 1961 he published his memoirs, in which he told in detail about how on the sixth day of the war he was encircled in Belorussia, and spent the next 45 days making his way out to the east until reaching friendly forces in the sector of the 19th Army north of Iartsevo.


    The commander of the 20th Army Lieutenant-General F. A. Ershakov11 was taken prisoner south of Viaz’ma. He categorically rejected cooperation with the Nazis. He was held initially in a concentration camp in the vicinity of Wuhlheide (near Berlin). In the spring of 1942 he was transferred to the Hammelburg prison camp for officers, where he died in July from a heart attack. He is buried in the area of the camp.12


    Commander of the 24th Army Lieutenant-General K. I. Rakutin in June 1943 was dropped from the rosters of the Red Army as missing-in-action in the fighting against the German fascist aggressors in 1941. Only after the war, in 1946, was his status changed: “Killed in 1941 at the front of the Great Patriotic War”, but the precise date and circumstances of his death were still not known, nor was his place of burial. It is believed that K. I. Rakutin was killed in the village of Podmosh’e (35 kilometers northeast of El’nia).


    Employees of the Military Memorials Association’s historical-archival search center “Fate”, who eventually managed to find the precise location of Rakutin’s death said:


    
      … on 5 October 1941, the 24th Army after stubborn defensive fighting was forced to retreat and its headquarters moved to its reserve command post in the settlement of Volochek, which was located several kilometers from a key crossroads … … Despite the defenders’ desperate resistance, units of the enemy’s 268th Infantry Division … on the evening of 6 October managed to seize the crossroads, thereby isolating the headquarters from its troops.


      … on 7 October the 24th Army headquarters led by General Rakutin retreated together with a people’s militia division. In the vicinity of Semlevo, units of this division, seeing that the encirclement ring had been closed, went to ground. Army commander Rakutin and Military Council member Ivanov headed directly for the units in order to assist the division command.


      As former Red Army Private A. Suslov, who served in the 24th Army headquarters security battalion, recalls, ‘together with him [Rakutin], 10 to 15 meters away, I happened to go on the attack to breakthrough, apparently in the Semlevo area. He was advancing at full height, in his general’s uniform, wearing a forage cap and carrying a pistol in his hand. We failed to break though, and at the order of the command, we burned the headquarters’ documents in large, specially dug trenches, having first doused them with fuel oil and petroleum. After the attack, I didn’t see Rakutin again.’


      … on 1 May 1996 on the Volochek-Semlevo road in the area of the Gavriukovo wooded ravine, we detected an unknown grave two meters from the road shoulder from the details of an impression in the ground that was about 40 centimeters deep. In the process of exhuming this grave, which was conducted between 1 and 3 May, the remains of 20 Red Army servicemen and 7 soldier’s lockets were uncovered. From intact notes found in the lockets, it was established that Private Mikhail Fedorovich Demin, Military Technician First Class Filipp Vavilovich Zhuchilin and Privates Zakhar Alekseevich Platanov and Ivan Chizhikov had been buried here. … After checking in the card files of the irrevocable losses in the Russian Federation’s Ministry of Defense Central Archives, it was established that they were all listed as missing-in-action in October-November 1941.


      According to traces of rank – collar and shoulder patches that had been partially preserved on the remains, and the notes in the lockets, we were able to identify the military ranks of eight of the buried servicemen. One had the rank of major-general, two were captains, one was a senior lieutenant, one was a military technician 1st class, one was a lieutenant, and two were privates.


      … After studying identification records, personnel records, staff documents and officer losses, we came to the conclusion that two generals might have been killed in the area where the remains were found: the commander of the 24th Army Major-General Konstantin Ivanovich Rakutin and the commander of the 139th Rifle Division Major-General Boris Dmitrievich Bobrov.


      In order to identify the major-general whose remains had been discovered, employees of the Ministry of Defense’s medical-legal laboratory conducted a forensic investigation of the uncovered skeleton remains and compared them with photographs of both generals when they were alive. On the basis of a detailed anthropological investigation, laboratory experts concluded that in accordance with a list of matching identifying marks, the skeleton remains presented for examination could not belong to Major-General B. D. Bobrov, but were the remains of Major-General K. I. Rakutin. In 1996 his remains were re-interred in a military-memorial cemetery in the village of Snegiri in Moscow Oblast’s Istrinskii District.13
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      Major-General K. I. Rakutin, commander of the 24th Army.

    


    The commander of the Briansk Front’s 50th Army M. P. Petrov14 for a long time was believed to have been killed in action on 10 October at the Resseta River during the attempt to escape from encirclement. As the result of a lengthy investigation in which his son participated, it was learned that Mikhail Petrovich had been severely wounded in both thighs; as a result of the loss of blood, he was unconscious for most of the time. In the difficult conditions of the escape from encirclement, it was impossible to transport the badly wounded army commander. A group of Red Army men led by a doctor and nurse brought the wounded general to the small forest village of Golynka in Briansk Oblast’s Karachev District. The wounded man was placed in the home of the Novokreshchenovy household. The Red Army men returned to their unit, while the doctor and nurse remained with the general. Petrov began to develop gangrene. He ordered the nurse to leave, plainly for an attempt to make contact with partisans, because she was a native of the area. When Germans unexpectedly arrived in Golynka, the doctor went into hiding in the woods. They didn’t have time to carry away the wounded general, and he remained with the Novokreshchenovys. The fascists even dropped by this home. The lady of the house threw an old overcoat over Petrov, and to a question from the enemy, replied that it was her wounded husband lying there, who’d been walking in the woods and had stepped on a mine. No one else in the village had seen the general, so the Germans departed, having first according to their custom thoroughly plundered the peasants.


    After this incident the doctor soon brought to the home another group of Red Army men who were making their way to the east. They fashioned a satisfactory stretcher with the use of bean poles and carried the general to a desolate logging depot 7 kilometers from the village. A forester was living here, but there were also several other men here in hiding from the Nazis, who hadn’t yet reached this place. The relative security allowed them to improve their care of General Petrov, but the gangrene worsened. It was decided to transport Petrov to Karachev, where among the doctors of the district hospital there were some reliable people who could perform an operation. They began preparations for this difficult move; however Petrov didn’t approve of this decision. His condition was sharply deteriorating. After approximately 10 days at the logging depot, Mikhail Petrovich passed away. He was buried that night. This was in the middle of November 1941.15 M. P. Petrov’s remains were re-interred in the city of Briansk. An obelisk of black granite sculpted by A. Prokopchik now marks the army commander’s grave site in the military cemetery.
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      Colonel-General Vashkevich.

    


    The commander of the 2nd Rifle Division V. P. Vashkevich16 after emerging from the encirclement took command first of the 5th Rifle Division, and then the 359th Rifle Division. Between 1942 and 1944 he served as the chief of staff of the Western Front’s 20th Army. From 1944 until the end of the war, he was the chief of staff of the 3rd Baltic Front. After the war he continued his military service as the chief of staff of the Baltic, and then the Trans-Caucasus Military Districts. In 1954 Vashkevich went into diplomatic service, becoming the main military adviser to the Polish Army and simultaneously the chief military attaché at the Soviet embassy in Poland. After spending a year in Poland, he became the head of the Department of Strategy at the General Staff Academy.


    A few words about the fate of the people’s militia divisions: despite the widespread belief that they, completely untrained and poorly equipped, were simply tossed under the treads of the fascist tanks, they stoutly resisted enemy attacks, fighting until their last round had been expended. Then they fought their way through enemy blocking screens to link back up with friendly forces. To wit, for the courage it displayed in the fighting on the approaches to Moscow, the former 18th People’s Militia Division from Moscow’s Leningrad District (the 18th Rifle Division) on 5 January 1942 was converted into the 11th Guards Rifle Division. Later the 21st People’s Militia Division from Moscow’s Kiev District (the 173rd Rifle Division) and the 4th People’s Militia Division from Moscow’s Kuibyshev District (the 110th Rifle Division) both received Guards’ status as the 77th and 84th Guards Rifle Division respectively.


    Five of the former people’s militia divisions – the 2nd Rifle Division (the 2nd People’s Militia Division), the 29th Rifle Division (the 7th People’s Militia Division), the 8th Rifle Division (the 8th People’s Militia Division), the 139th Rifle Division (the 9th People’s Militia Division and the 140th Rifle Division (the 13th People’s Militia Division), which all wound up in encirclement, were disbanded due to the heavy losses they sustained.17 Typically, divisions were subject to disbanding due to the loss of their colors. However, several of the militia divisions hadn’t had time to obtain their colors, and instead carried banners entrusted to them in the name of the Moscow City Committee and Party district committees. For example, according to the testimony of the chairman of the 2nd People’s Militia Division’s council of veterans, a group of militiamen had been sent to Moscow in order to accept the colors. However, they didn’t have time to obtain it before the start of the German offensive, and after its launching there were more pressing matters.


    When making the decision to disband the divisions, not only the losses were considered. One of the reasons for disbanding the five aforementioned divisions, apparently, was also the fact that the Germans had publicly announced their destruction in encirclement.


    In this respect, the fate of the 2nd People’s Militia Division is characteristic. In the Russian History Institute’s Department of Manuscripts, where the materials of the Commission on the History of the Great Patriotic War that were collected in 1941 are preserved, there are files for all the Moscow militia divisions, except the 2nd. There is also no separate file for the 2nd Rifle Division (second formation) in the Ministry of Defense’s Central Archives. It is as if some sort of curse hung over this division. The division was formed in Moscow’s Stalin District. On the German operational map, as we’ve already mentioned, in place of the regular numerical designation of the division, there is the word “Stalin” written next to it. So the fact of its destruction in the Viaz’ma pocket could not slip past the attention of such a master of propaganda as Goebbels. He naturally sought to trumpet this to the entire world. Meanwhile, in the Soviet Union Stalin’s name could in no way be connected with such concepts as encirclement and destruction. For these reasons the division was completely forgotten, and it was written out of the history of the Great Patriotic War. General V. P. Vashkevich, who after emerging from the encirclement took command of the new division, was under investigation for a long time, like the other officers that escaped the pocket.


    He recalls:


    
      The Stalin District’s 2nd People’s Militia Division had no opportunity to carry its colors across the numerous battlefields of the Great Patriotic War. It did not share in the glory of famous victories. However, blocking as it did the enemy’s path to its native Moscow, the division carried out its duty before the Motherland to the full extent of its strength and possibilities to the very end in those difficult days of October 1941.


      A sense of duty to the memory of the soldiers and officers of the 2nd People’s Militia Division who fell for the Motherland, to the military service of the militiamen who fought in the ranks of the Red Army to the end of the war, as well as to those to whose lot fell the bitterness and prolonged agonies of the German concentration camps, directs me to describe honestly the division’s short combat path.


      I was present at the places of these numerous battles. To this day, many of those killed still remain unburied. The soldiers gave their all and were left unburied. It is necessary to judge the army and nation, for which the life of a Russian soldier had no and has no worth, neither before death nor after it. This has become a national tradition. [They deserved] something better than was conceived after the war, which was to run a plow over the countless remains of the fallen and plant a forest over them. This was the practice at Viaz’ma.


      This stood in contrast to the German leadership, which didn’t leave fallen soldiers on the battlefield and buried them, including General Ershakov as well, with a speech by a German general addressed to the German soldiers at the funerals: ‘You should also bravely carry out your duty, just as did this fallen soldier.’ All of this is a ghastly bore to Russians. It is senseless to open old wounds. History teaches nothing. Until it does, a sense of national consciousness, and belief in self and not in good government, will never awaken in the Russian people themselves. However, this has been driven out of the disobedient and those who simply stood out from the gray masses with a succession of executions.18

    


    It has long been time for a file on this division to be created in the Ministry of Defense’s Central Archives; a compilation of the documents preserved by General Vashkevich might serve as the basis for it. However, his son, Colonel (ret.) G. V. Vashkevich has thus far refused to turn them over to the Central Archive.


    Incidentally, I would like to note the prefecture of Moscow’s Eastern Administrative District, who has dedicated a great deal of attention to working with the veterans, including those of the 2nd People’s Militia Division. Thanks to her care and concern, reunions of the veterans of the Viaz’ma battle and their side trips to the village of Bogoroditskoe, where a monument raised to honor the troops who fell when attempting to break out of encirclement in October 1941, have become a tradition.


    In the autumn of 1941, suddenly millions of those near and dear to the frontline soldiers, who were fighting in the Ukraine and in the Smolensk area, stopped receiving anxiously-awaited news from them. Many of their own letters to their soldier at the front were returned to them, bearing stamps that read “Returned due to incorrect address”, “Returned in connection with a change of address” or “Address incorrectly indicated”. Then there followed a long silence, after which the mail carriers began to deliver (to far from everyone) sad announcements: “Killed-in-action”, or much more often, “Missing-in-action”. The latter expression at least left the hope that their loved one hadn’t been killed, but perhaps had been wounded and was with partisans. The loved ones of those soldiers who didn’t return from the war still haven’t given up hope to obtain at least some information about them. Now the grandsons and granddaughters of those listed missing-in-action are sending queries to various organizations about this matter. However, the Viaz’ma land continues to hide its secrets – the remains of thousands of unknown soldiers.


    Using this opportunity, I will try briefly to lay out the story of my many years of search for my father, the commander of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment,19 and his combat comrades. The matter was complicated by the fact that the wartime documents of this artillery regiment had been destroyed before attempting to break out of the encirclement. Since my queries to official organizations yielded nothing, I had to search for men who had served with my father. That was unsuccessful: to all my queries about the three or four of my father’s brother-officers whose names my mother could recall, I received the standard reply: “Missing-in-action”. I spent several years in order just to learn that my search had to focus on Viaz’ma. The point is that a military serviceman frequently was declared missing-in-action only after a month or even two had passed since he had failed to respond to a roll call. This circumstance often directed a search down a false trail. My father was listed as missing-in-action on 30 November 1941, so at first I focused on this date.


    In 1968 I wrote to the Kransaia zvezda newspaper with a request to publish a short appeal to the veterans of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, who might know of the fate of their commander. I didn’t receive a reply. Three years later in June 1971 on a visit to Moscow I personally approached the editors of this newspaper with the same request. To my dismay, the editor of the department refused even to speak on the subject: “They read our newspaper abroad. What will they say? It turns out that our colonels and even entire regiments went missing-in-action?” He called for a correspondent and suggested that we together write an article for the 30th Anniversary of the German defeat in front of Moscow – something along the line of a father, the commander of an artillery regiment, who was killed defending the capital, and now his son, the commander of a strategic rocket regiment, is defending the interests of the entire country. I declined, declaring that I hadn’t come in order to busy myself with self-promotion. But my refusal served no purpose! This I understood later, when my letters and queries of the 1980s no longer found many of the regiment’s veterans still alive.


    My search accelerated after I obtained access to the Central State Archive of the Soviet Army. There I discovered pre-war rosters and personal information regarding 48 of the regiment’s officers. On my subsequent search through them, the chief of a department of the Ministry of Defense’s Main Directorate of Cadres V. N. Solov’ev and staff members of the Main Directorate of Cadres Archive A. N. Smirnova and L. I. Rodina gave me much assistance. By the summer of 1973, my search list for regimental comrades of my father now numbered more than 100. I managed to establish direct contact with 17 of them. In 1975, a council of the regiment’s surviving veterans was established, which was headed by the most senior among them – the commander of the 2nd Artillery Battalion Major (ret.) F. K. Rabotnov. I was given the role of secretary for the council of frontline veterans.


    Later with the help of veterans we managed to rehabilitate a former prisoner-of-war, the commander of the regiment’s 3rd Battery Senior Lieutenant N. V. Frizen. He was the first in the regiment to be decorated for saving equipment during the regiment’s retreat in Belorussia. Frizen became a prisoner-of-war south of Viaz’ma after being wounded in both arms, but he escaped. He landed a job in occupied territory. In 1943 with the arrival of Soviet troops he was convicted of giving false information (his last name, which sounded German, played a role in this) and imprisoned. As a result of an investigation conducted by the General Procurator, he was fully rehabilitated. They counted his five years of imprisonment as service in the army with payment of back pay. But what to do with the thirty-plus years he lived under the stigma of being labeled as a traitor?


    In September 1975, together with the district military commissar in Viaz’ma Colonel M. M. Matveenko, I traveled around the area of the regiment’s movements as it sought to make its way out of encirclement (see Map 19). I left notes with information about how to contact me in all the villages and at individual homes. In the vicinity of the village of Bogdanovka, local residents told about how they had buried fallen Soviet soldiers after a battle with the Germans. The villagers said that they weren’t ordinary soldiers and they weren’t infantry. They were all wearing high boots and woolen tunics with “little cannons” on their collar patches. As it later turned out, I was standing just 300 meters from a burial site holding the remains of 11 soldiers, which a Viaz’ma searcher named Nikolai Slesarev found five years later. He contacted me thanks to a note that had been left with a school director in the village of Grediakino. Through one of the medallions found in the fraternal grave, N. Slesarev was able to locate the sister of the deceased military physician’s assistant F. M. Stupak, and she sent him a photograph of her brother that had an address on the reverse side: Brest Oblast, city of Kosovo, 120th Artillery Regiment, VUD-3 (vzvod upravlenie 3-divizion – command platoon of the 3rd Battalion).
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      Viaz’ma searcher Nikolai Slesarev.

    


    My acquaintanceship with N. Slesarev, which later developed into friendship, yielded an unexpected success. To this point my search had been speculative, based on the analysis of several preserved documents and veterans’ tales. Now my previous hunches received convincing confirmation. After N. Slesarev found the first, and then a second grave site, the pace and scale of the search increased sharply – and the more actively he searched, the more willingly the Viaz’ma soil revealed its secrets. Thanks to Nikolai, the fate of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s colors at last became clear. According to veterans’ tales, the banner had been buried on the northern bank of the Viaz’ma River 3 kilometers west of the city. This assertion always prompted my doubts. The commander and regiment commissar understood well the importance of saving the regimental colors and did everything possible to carry it out of encirclement. Moreover, previously – in June – they had managed to save it in the most difficult conditions of the retreat from Belorussia. It was possible that the rumor about the regimental banner’s burial had been circulated deliberately. On the contrary, not many would have known about it. In addition, a few veterans said that one of the headquarters’ clerks had been carrying it out of the encirclement.


    In the exhumed burial site, where they found the remains of F. Stupak, they also discovered the remains of an unknown major, another officer and a medic, which could not be identified, as well as Private A. P. Rubstov and a clerk in the regiment’s headquarters, Sergeant N. G. Proselkov. Under the greatcoat on Proselkov’s chest, there was some sort of fabric comprised of several layers with visible traces of a gold chevron. Unfortunately, at the time Slesarev didn’t give any significance to his finding and didn’t take any measures to preserve it. During a later examination of the objects found in the burial site, now with my participation, it turned out that the fabric had entirely disintegrated due to exposure to the air. Without any doubt, it was precisely the headquarters clerk, Party member N. G. Proselkov, a Party organizer at a mine before the war, who had been commissioned to carry out the sacred relic – the regimental colors. In addition, a group of specially appointed soldiers had been escorting him, possibly accompanied by the regimental commissar as well.


    Later excavations at one of the burial sites near Bogdanovka fully confirmed the story of Major (ret.) F. P. Chukharev (a former radio operator) about the circumstances of the death of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s chief of staff Major F. S. Mashkovtsev. The burial site contained the remains of a major, a senior lieutenant, a lieutenant and a sergeant. The bones of the major’s skeleton were best preserved (he wasn’t wearing trousers or high boots – plainly they had been trying to give him medical assistance); in the skull they found a bullet from a Nagant revolver. Both legs were broken, the heel bone of one foot had been shattered by a bullet, while an entire piece of the thigh bone in the other leg had been carried away by a shell fragment. Plainly, the horse upon which he had been riding had been killed by the same fragment (only its skull was found in the grave; hungry soldiers or local residents had evidently consumed the body). The nature of the damage to the major’s and lieutenant’s skulls fully matches the veterans’ story about the circumstances of their deaths: in a hopeless situation, they had shot themselves. Later, expert analysis by the USSR Ministry of Interior Affairs’ Central Forensic Laboratory confirmed that the skull presented to them for examination actually belonged to F. S. Mashkovtsev, while the bullet found within it had been fired from a Nagant revolver.20


    According to the stories of the residents of Bogdanovka, after the battle the Germans had combed the area and collected abandoned weapons. They rounded up every Red Army soldier they had managed to catch alive and herded them away. They finished off those who were unable to walk. The Germans buried their own dead near the village (several days later, the bodies were disinterred and transported to Viaz’ma). On the following day, the Germans rounded up the remaining residents from Grediakino, Bodganovka and Zolotarevka to bury the rest of the dead. At the same time, they did not permit them to examine the dead and gather papers or items from the bodies. Nevertheless, the collective farmers managed to remove the identification lockets from many of the bodies. However, the young woman who collected them and buried them somewhere in the village was later forcibly deported to Germany, and she never returned to Bogdanovka. The dead were lying in groups and singles across the entire field. The military leader of the Grediakino School A. Ia. Mikhailov, who directed the burials, insisted that the bodies be dragged from the field to a small ravine. This preserved the burial sites from being plowed up. According to local residents, no less than 100 Red Army troops fell on the field at Bogdanovka. They were all killed on the same day, after which there was no further fighting in the area.


    In the course of two years, N. Slesarev dedicated a lot of work to the investigation of the seven burial sites he had discovered, where he uncovered the remains of 98 men. Through traces of evidence on the remains, it was possible to establish the military rank of half of the men: 15 privates, 12 sergeants, and 22 officers (including two majors, one captain, six senior lieutenants and seven lieutenants). Twenty-one identification lockets were found, but a number of the paper inserts inside them had been hopelessly ruined (even crime investigators were unable to decipher them), and the others hadn’t been filled out completely. From the inscriptions it was possible to identify 16 of the remains. Slesarev searched for their families and relatives. It turned out that six of the remains belonged to men who had served in the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment; one officer was from the 166th Rifle Division. It wasn’t possible to establish the units of the others. However, accoutrements and gear of the dead men and their uniforms and emblems pointed to the fact that the majority of those buried at Bogdanovka were artillerymen who belonged to the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, and in particular, to its headquarters and headquarters’ security (radio operators, intelligence officers, topographers, clerks, medics). Later in this same area Slesarev discovered one more burial site holding the remains of 25 men, primarily infantrymen. According to the recollections of local residents, these men had been killed two or three days prior to the artillerymen’s attack. Altogether, Slesarev on his own found the remains of 125 men and was able to discover the names of 19 of them.
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      They didn’t make it out … this is their final entrenchment. The first major mass grave found by N. Slesarev, which contained the remains of N. Proselkov, F. Stupak, G. Rusakov and A. Rubtsov of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, plus seven other unidentified remains. In the distance is the village of Bogdanovka.

    


    
      [image: ]


      Junior Sergeant N. G. Proselkov, who was entrusted with carrying out the colors of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment and was killed-in-action at Bogdanovka on 13 October 1941.
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      Military physician’s assistant F. M. Stupak, who was in the group carrying out the colors of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment and was killed-in-action at Bogdanovka on 13 October 1941.
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      Chief of staff of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment Major F.S. Mashkovtsev (1904-1941).
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      Major F.S. Mashkovtsev’s remains.
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      The skull of the unidentified major, which had been submitted for examination.
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      The identification of the skull via a photographic overlay of the skull on a photograph of F.S. Mashkovtsev, from the examiner’s report.

    


    On 11 October 1981 – 40 years after the final attempt of units of the 19th Army to break out of the encirclement at Bogoroditskoe – a department chief with the newspaper Krasnaia zvezda A. Khorev wrote a large essay entitled “Father’s regiment” on the basis of materials I had gathered. On 25 November he wrote another large article entitled “It isn’t right to forget” about the search work of N. N. Slesarev, wherein he touched upon questions related to the search for soldiers listed missing-as-action, and the need to find and bury the remains of the fallen.21 After all, there were calls at this time for the names of the missing-in-action not to be included in the All-Union Book of Remembrance!22


    To my great regret, among the recovered remains there was no success identifying one of them as my father – Colonel N. I. Lopukhovsky.23 Several versions of the circumstances surrounding his death exist. According to the first of them, my father died from a severe wound, and they even had time to bury him. An adjutant or someone from among the headquarters’ staff collected his personal documents. The second version holds that my father shot himself in order to avoid capture by the Germans. Possibly, this one arose in conversations among his brother-soldiers in a German concentration camp: not all of the soldiers and commanders knew about my father’s return from the hospital in Viaz’ma on 1 October. The men would be saying: the regiment commander is with us, the commander has ordered, the commander has been wounded, he is dying, he’s shot himself … However, in so doing many of them had in mind the temporarily acting commander of the regiment Major Mashkovtsev, who had assumed command after my father had been hospitalized. Mashkovtsev had been fulfilling the duties of regiment command for almost one and a half months when Operation Typhoon began, and he actually did shoot himself. Finally, there is a third version, told to me later by N. V. Frizen after my persistent attempts to learn the truth. From several of its details, it seems to me to be the most likely. In Frizen’s words, a German had come upon my father, who’d been badly wounded in the stomach by a shell fragment, when combing through the woods around Bogdanovka after the battle, and had finished him off with a so-called mercy shot, before removing his watch and cutting off his insignia of rank – patches with four bars. I should think so – for a colonel, a Werhmacht soldier might even be granted a leave! Thus his remains couldn’t be identified among the others found by N. Slesarev.


    In the course of 30 years, in response to all of my queries and those of veterans to the Ministry of Defense’s Central Archive, the answer was always the same: there were no documents on the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment in the archive. Nevertheless, on 16 March 1990, among the files of the Western Front I stumbled upon a duty roster of the regiment’s entire command staff as of 24 July 1941.24 For the first time I was able to establish the names of 161 officers and non-commissioned officers (occupying officers’ posts). At that time, 80 of the men were still unknown to me. After some time I now knew the fate of 144 men, 32 of which survived the war’s fire. Altogether, 49 of the regiment’s veterans whose names I now knew were still alive after the war. As the result of many years of effort, by 1 October 1995 I had managed to establish the identities of 543 men (30% of the regiment’s manpower on 1 October 1941), of which 60 had been killed during the war (including 28 officers), 191 (123 officers) were missing-in-action, and 171 (68 officers) who were alive after the war. I was unable to determine the fate of 121 of the men due to insufficient personal information about them.
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      Colonel N. I. Lopukhovsky (April 1941), commander of the 120th Long-range Howitzer Artillery Regiment of the Supreme Command Reserve.
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      Regimental veteran M. M. Bespalov and the author conducting a search near the Viaz’ma River (summer of 1983).

    


    Time was claiming its own, and my queries and letters arrived increasingly too late. I especially regret that I failed to contact the commander of the 3rd Battalion’s 8th Battery Lieutenant D. S. Luliav while he was still alive (my letter to Odessa arrived two months after he passed away), who was with the regiment commander to the end and evidently knew personally how he died. Luliav was taken prisoner on 13 October. On the 20th of October, he escaped with two comrades, but was caught again and wound up in the Oldenburg concentration camp in Germany. He was a member of the prisoners’ anti-fascist committee and maintained contact with a German underground group. After repatriation and undergoing NKVD investigation, he wound up in another concentration camp, this one Soviet. His widow could recall nothing useful from his stories.


    The attitude toward the former prisoners-of-war after the war is well-known. With only rare exceptions, they were all repressed to some degree – the country needed free labor to build the grand construction projects of communism. The chief of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s workshop, Junior Military Technician D., after liberation from a German prison camp “went through state checking in the 12th Reserve Rifle Regiment for the 1st Category”. This Jesuitical expression signified the highest measure of punishment – execution. The sentence was not subject to appeal and, as a rule, was promptly carried out.


    The following story speaks to how frightened the former prisoners-of-war were by the repressions. At the end of the 1970s, after a long search I located a platoon commander in the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s 2nd Battalion Lieutenant K. I. Burakov (we were unable to meet, because he died soon thereafter). Burakov requested that his fellow soldiers not let Lopukhovsky (that is, me) know that he’d been a prisoner-of-war. However, I already knew that he and a comrade, also a platoon commander in the same battalion Lieutenant K. (I will not divulge his real name), escaped from their captors almost the very next day after being caught. Both of the men went through special checking in an NKVD special camp (it was believed that they’d been prisoners prior to 7 March 1942, because they were found in occupied territory), fought well, and ended the war as captains. Burakov in his letter asserted that K. in the last combat at Bogdanovka had been located not far from the regiment commander and knew how he had died. However, K. had supposedly died in 1947 on a gunnery range when a shell accidentally exploded. In reality, as I immediately ascertained, K. had shot himself on 6 April 1948. It cannot be ruled out that the officer was no longer able to endure the constant reminders of his time as a prisoner-of-war (career advances for these men were impossible).


    During my many years of research I became convinced that even the direct participants in the fighting couldn’t grasp the overall difficult situation that developed in the Viaz’ma area in October 1941, much less the causes of the catastrophe. This served as the final prodding for my decision to write this book. After all, not everyone has the opportunity to look into the archives or to dig through the documents of those years. Fortunately, on my path I met primarily good people, ready to offer me every possible help in order to extract the name of at least one more Soviet soldier, who gave his life for the Motherland, from the void.


    With the help of veterans, I succeeded in contributing to the rehabilitation (even before the corresponding government decree) of five former prisoners-of-war from among the soldiers and officers of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment. Several of the regiment’s soldiers still hadn’t been recognized as invalids of the war from wounds received at the front. The last man I was able to help with the assistance of fellow eyewitness soldiers, was an 88-year-old veteran of the regiment. I spent almost four years collecting evidence to show that he hadn’t simply become a prisoner straight away, but had fought with the regiment for three months. On 9 May 2005, he was handed a certificate identifying him as a veteran of the Great Patriotic War and given an Oka automobile (apparently so he wouldn’t demand compensation for his many decades of hardship without a military pension and other corresponding benefits).


    On 9 May 1981, the first trip of eight veterans of the regiment together with family members of the deceased artillerymen to the places of the regiment’s fighting at Viaz’ma took place. We walked the ground at Bogoroditskoe, along the highway and to the south of it, where the regiment crossed the Viaz’ma River. The terrain had changed so much over the preceding 40 years that no one could recognize anything. However, as we were strolling across a field in the vicinity of Bogdanovka, F. Chukharev found the little ravine, where they had taken cover from enemy fire and where Major Mashkovtsev had shot himself. It was only then that Slesarev informed him of the burial site he had discovered there. Fedor Petrovich dropped to his knees in front of the grave, and with tears in his eyes begged the forgiveness of his comrades, that he didn’t share their fate and had remained alive. He told them that he had fully repaid the fascists for their deaths. We also visited the military section of the Ekatarina Cemetary in Viaz’ma, where all the discovered remains of the regiment’s soldiers were reburied with military honors. We placed wreathes from the veterans and the relatives of the deceased. These trips became a tradition and took place every year right up through 1995.
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      Veterans of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, and family members and friends of the fallen, arrive in Viaz’ma for the re-interment of the remains in the military section of Viaz’ma’s Ekatarina Cemetery.

    


    With the aim of perpetuating the memory of their fallen fellow soldiers, the regiment’s veterans’ council decided to erect a monument to them at the place of their final combat near Bogdanovka. It wasn’t difficult to obtain the permission of the local authorities to erect it. However, it was simply dangerous to leave the monument in the woods – “black searchers”25 might smash it or shoot it up. That is how they had treated a monument to the fallen artists of Moscow, which had been erected on the bank of the Viaz’ma River at the entrance to the city. At the last moment we decided, having set aside all inhibitions, to place a small obelisk directly at the Grediakino Station (now a switch track), 7 kilometers southwest of Viaz’ma, to where the artillerymen of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment had tried and failed to break through. In this noble act we were given great help by the former district military commissar M. M. Matveenko, members of the search team from the Moscow Scientific Research Center of Computer Electronics led by V. V. Stepanov, and soldiers of Military Unit 42699, who rapidly constructed a concrete pedestal.


    The monument was unveiled in a ceremony on 9 May 1988 in the presence of 12 of the regiment’s veterans (of the 30 that had been invited); family and close friends of the fallen members of the regiment, who had arrived from various republics of the Soviet Union; and the residents of nearby villages. Since official organizations had shown no interest in the documents I had collected, or the lists of the soldiers and officers of the regiment who’d been killed or listed as missing-in-action, it was decided to wall them up directly within the pedestal in a rust-proof metal capsule – until better times arrived and for the edification of descendants. The names of 270 soldiers, sergeants and officers of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, which were known at that moment, were immortalized in the capsule. Students of the Grediakino School, in which a small museum for the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment had been created, took over responsibility for caring for the monument. From that time, each year on Victory Day a gathering takes place at this monument with the participation of local residents. By 2011, we had succeeded in establishing the names of more than 600 men, including 191 officers, who were on the roster of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment that was destroyed during the battle. Of these, approximately 500 were killed, went missing in action, or became prisoners in the Viaz’ma encirclement (on 1 October 1941, the regiment had numbered 131 officers and 1,060 sergeants and soldiers, for a total of 1,191 men). They all can’t be listed here. A short history of regiment was published in the Voenno-istoricheskii arkhiv.26
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      A fragment of the monument showing the names of the Regiment’s fallen.
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      The unveiling ceremony of the monument honoring the soldiers of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment who were killed while breaking out of encirclement, October 1941 (Grediakino, 9 May 1988).
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      Veterans of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment after laying wreaths to their fallen comrades on Victory Day, 9 May 1991.

    


    Many monuments to the fallen soldiers have been raised on the land of the Viaz’ma area. A nation doesn’t forget its heroes. The prefecture of the Moscow Eastern Administrative District regularly organizes trips for veterans of the 19th Army, including the 2nd Rifle Division, to the monument erected at the place of their breakout from encirclement at Bogoroditskoe. On the 50th Anniversary of Victory Day, 9 May 1995, in a fraternal grave not far from the Bogoroditskoe School, the remains of more than 70 soldiers, killed in October 1941, were re-interred. However, it is believed that no less than 19,000 Soviet soldiers fell in the area of Bogoroditskoe. At present time, a memorial is being constructed at the place of battle.


    However, everything must not be reduced to solemn ceremonies on certain dates. The search must continue; after all, so far documents from the headquarters of the encircled armies, divisions and regiments, including personnel rosters, have not been found. Somewhere in secret locations, unit colors, weapons and equipment have been concealed. For this we need the assistance of search teams. The documents cited in this book, including the German ones, can serve as starting point for search work in new areas. This especially concerns both the anti-tank ditch and field defensive fortifications on the Lomy, Mar’ino, Pekarevo, Bogoroditskoe line, in which local residents buried the fallen soldiers.


    We must make real the promulgated principle “No one is forgotten, nothing is forgotten”, continue the work to locate the remains of soldiers and officers who gave their life for the freedom and independence of the Motherland, and perpetuate the remembrance of them. We must bury all the fallen, since indifference to a soldier’s death spills over into indifference to the living. But for a start – declassify all the corresponding documents and count up the genuine losses of the Armed Forces in the past war.


    True patriotism consists not only of pride in our Victory, but also in the national grief over the irretrievable losses that our Red Army and people laid at its altar. The people must know the truth.

  


  
    Appendix I


    Comparative Strength of a Soviet Rifle Division and a German Infantry Division, 1941
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    Appendix II


    German Unit Organizations


    Wehrmacht panzer divisions had one panzer regiment, two infantry (motorized) regiments and an artillery regiment, as well as a motorcycle, a reconnaissance, an anti-tank, a sapper and a field reserve battalion, as well as a signals battalion. All the units and subunits of the panzer division were motorized.


    Ten of the panzer divisions (the 1st, 2nd, 4th, 5th, 9th, 10th, 11th, 13th, 14th and 16th Panzer Divisions) had panzer regiments consisting of two panzer battalions, while the remaining nine panzer divisions (the 3rd, 6th, 7th, 8th, 12th, 17th, 18th, 19th and 20th Panzer Divisions had three panzer battalions. The panzer battalions were equipped with Pz I, Pz II, Pz III, Pz IV and the Czech-manufactured Pz-35(t) and Pz 38(t) tanks, as well as command tanks based on the Pz I and Pz III models.


    A panzer regiment according to the 1 February 1941 table had:


    
      1.1A regiment command (two command tanks and one medium tank), with a signals platoon and a platoon of light tanks (5 Pz I or Pz II); altogether, eight tanks.


      2.1Two or three panzer battalions.


      3.1A tank repair company.

    


    A panzer battalion consisted of:


    
      1.1A battalion command (two command tanks and one medium tank)


      2.1A headquarters company, with signals, reconnaissance, sapper and anti-aircraft platoons and a platoon of light tanks (five Pz I or Pz II tanks)


      3.1Two light panzer companies.


      4.1One medium panzer company.


      5.1One light transport column.

    


    A light panzer company: a command (two medium tanks), one platoon of light tanks (five Pz I or Pz II), and three platoons of medium tanks with five tanks each, so altogether a panzer company had 22 tanks. The medium tanks that equipped the light panzer companies as well as the regiment and battalion commands consisted of Pz III, Pz-35(t) and Pz-38(t) tanks.


    A medium panzer company: a command (two Pz IV tanks), one platoon of light tanks (five Pz I or Pz II), and three platoons of four Pz IV tanks each, for a total of 19 tanks.


    Thus, by TO&E a panzer battalion had 71 tanks, with two command tanks, 20 light tanks, 35 medium tanks and 14 Pz IV tanks.


    A two-battalion panzer regiment accordingly had 150 tanks, of which six were command tanks, 45 were light tanks, 71 were medium tanks and 28 were Pz IV. The three-battalion panzer regiment thus had 221 tanks – eight command tanks, 65 light tanks, 106 medium tanks and 42 Pz IV.


    A motorized infantry regiment consisted of two infantry battalions, but the level of motorization varied across the panzer divisions. For example, both battalions of the 1st Panzer Division’s infantry regiment were mounted in halftracks, while the 10th Panzer Division had one infantry battalion so equipped; the 14th, 16th and 19th Panzer Division’s infantry regiment had no halftracks, while the remaining panzer divisions had one company so equipped.


    The artillery regiment consisted of two light artillery battalions (each with three batteries of four 105mm howitzers each), one heavy artillery battalion (with two batteries of 150mm howitzers and one battery of 100mm guns), and command batteries.


    The anti-tank artillery battalion consisted of three anti-tank companies (each with eight 37mm and three 50mm anti-tank guns) and an anti-aircraft company (with eight 20mm automatic anti-aircraft guns and two 20mm quad-mounted anti-aircraft weapons).

  


  
    Appendix III


    Comparative Strength of a Soviet Tank and German Panzer Division, 1941
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    Appendix IV


    Operational Strength of the Wehrmacht’s Panzer Divisions and Separate Panzer Battalions at the Start of Operation Barbarossa
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    Appendix V


    Irreplaceable Losses of the Wehrmacht in Armor and Anti-Tank Guns on the Eastern Front in 1941
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    Appendix VI


    Available Tanks in the Third Panzer Group’s Panzer Divisions in September 1941
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    Appendix VII


    Available Tanks in the Panzer Groups of Army Group Center for Operation Typhoon
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    Appendix VIII


    Comparative Technical and Performance Characteristics of Soviet and German Tanks and their Armament
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    This table was compiled by Boris K. Kavalerchik using the following sources:


    Peter Chamberlain and Hilary L. Doyle, Encyclopedia of German Tanks of World War Two (London: Arms & Armour, 2000).


    Thomas L. Jentz, Panzertruppen: The Complete Guide to the Creation & Combat Employment of Germany’s Tank Force, 1933-1942 (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing, Ltd., 1996).


    Thomas L. Jentz and Hilary L. Doyle, Germany’s Panzers in World War II: From Pz.Kpfw.I to Tiger II (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing, Ltd., 2001).


    Charles K. Kliment and Vladimir Francev, Czechoslovak Armored Fighting Vehicles. 1918-1948 (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing, Ltd., 1997).


    A. Shirokorad, Entsiklopediia otechestvennoi artillerii [Effectiveness of national artillery] (Minsk: Kharvest, 2000).


    M. Smirin, Artilleriiskoe vooruzhenie sovetskikh tankov 1940-1945 [Artillery armament of Soviet tanks 1940-1945] (Moscow: Eksprint, 1999).


    A. Soliankin, M. Pavlov, I. Pavlov and I. Zheltov, Otechestvennye bronirovannye mashiny, 1905-1941 [National armored vehicles, 1905-1941 (Minsk: Eksprint, 2002).


    A. Soliankin, M. Pavlov, I. Pavlov and I. Zheltov, Otechestevennye bronirovannye mashiny, 1941-1945 [National armored vehicles, 1941-1945] (Minsk, Eksprint, 2005).


    A commentary on the data in the table:


    Some of the data in this table must be treated with caution, because they do not reflect real conditions. For example, the range on roads of Soviet tanks equipped with the V-2 diesel engine (the BT-7M, the T-34, the KV-1 and KV-2) was in actual practice much less than shown in the table. This also concerns the armor penetration figures in the table: both the quality of the armor and the quality of the shells at times did not correspond to the samples used in the tests. For example, a large share of the Soviet 45mm armor piercing shells before the war was produced with inferior thermal processing technology. They were overheated and became fragile as a result of this. When striking the Krupp cemented armor of the German tanks, which had a surface layer of extremely hardened steel, these shells would shatter and fail to penetrate the armor. Special reworking of these shells was necessary for them to reacquire their commensurate armor-piercing capability.


    The KV-2 tank’s 152mm gun had only slightly better armor-penetration capabilities than the KV-1 tank’s 76mm gun. This is explained by the fact that the KV-2 tank’s main task was to take on enemy fortifications, manpower and artillery positions, and not enemy tanks. Thus no special armor-piercing shell was made for it. In case of necessity, it was supposed to use naval semi-armor-piercing shells against enemy tanks.


    It is a well-known fact that G. K. Zhukov at the start of the Great Patriotic War ordered that the KV-2 tanks’ 152mm gun use concrete-piercing shells manufactured between 1909 and 1930 for firing at German tanks. In doing so, he demonstrated his incompetence in this field. A special charge had never been developed for the concrete-piercing shells, but firing the standard charge on the shell would disable the mounting block and jam the tank’s turret. Thus, firing concrete-piercing shells had been categorically prohibited. Against tanks, only standard high-explosive shells or even fragmentation high-explosive shells for this gun could be used successfully. A hit by a 152mm shell with a weight of approximately 25 kilograms against any German tank of those times was guaranteed to knock it out.


    In addition to crew training, the effectiveness of long-range fire to a great degree depended upon the quality of the sights. German optics were much superior. In the actual conditions of 1941, Soviet tanks opened fire, as rule, at a range of no more than 800 meters.

  


  
    Appendix IX


    State Defense Committee Decree “On the Voluntary Mobilization of the Workers of Moscow and Moscow Oblast for the People’s Militia Divisions”


    No. GKO-10ss

    Top secret

    Not for publication


    4 July 1941


    In accordance with the will, expressed by the workers, and proposals of Soviet, Party, trade union and Komsomol organizations of Moscow and Moscow Oblast, the State Defense Committee DECREES:


    
      1. Mobilize 200,000 individuals in Moscow for the people’s militia divisions, and 70,000 individuals in Moscow Oblast.


      Assign direction over the mobilization and the formation [of the divisions] to the commander of the Moscow Military District Lieutenant-General ARTEM’EV.


      Create a special commission to assist the Moscow Military District command with conducting the mobilization, consisting of Comrades SOKOLOV – Secretary of the MGK [Moscow City Committee] VKP(b) [All-Union Communist Party (Bolshevik)]; IAKOVLEV – Secretary of the MK [Moscow (Oblast) Committee] VKP(b); PEGOV – Secretary of the MK and MGK of the VLKSM [All-Union Leninist Communist Youth League]; FILIPPOV – Chairman of the Directorate of Rations of the City Commerce Department; ONUPRIENKO – Brigade commander; and PROSTOV – Lieutenant-Colonel.


      2. Conduct the mobilization of the workers, employees and students of Moscow for the people’s militia and the formation of 25 divisions according to the district principle.


      To begin with, implement the formation of 12 divisions by 7 July.


      The mobilized division receives a number and the name of the district, for example: 1st Sokol’nicheskii District Division.


      The districts of Moscow Oblast form separate subunits and units and sends them to a division of Moscow city at the direction of the Moscow Military District.


      3. In order to replace losses, in addition to the mobilized divisions, each district is to create a reserve regiment from which replacements will be drawn to replenish the divisions.


      4. For leadership over the work in mobilizing workers for the people’s militia divisions and their logistic support, in each district a special triumvirate will be created, headed by the first secretary of the VKP(b)’s district committee, and consisting of members of the district military committees and the chief of the district department of the NKVD.


      The special triumvirate conducts the mobilization under the direction of the Moscow Military District Headquarters with subsequent execution of the mobilization through the district military enlistment centers.


      5. The forming-up of the divisions is implemented through the mobilization of workers between 17 and 55 years of age. Persons liable for call-up who belong to the 1st Category of draft-eligible ages, who have mobilization assignments in their hands, as well as workers and employees who work in factories of the People’s Commissariat of the Aviation Industry, People’s Commissariat of Armaments, People’s Commissariat of Munitions and machine-building factories, as well as workers of certain enterprises, which are carrying out especially important defense obligations under the oversight of the district triumvirates, are released from mobilization.


      The rank and file, junior commanders, 50% of the platoon commanders, up to 40% of the company commanders, the medical staff and the entire political staff of the division formed by the district will be made up of workers, employees and students of the district; the remaining command staff will be staffed by RKKA cadres.


      6. Combat training of the units is conducted according to the special plan of the Moscow Military District Headquarters.


      7. The complete mobilization and the barrack accommodations of the units of people’s militia is conducted on the basis of the housing stock of the district councils (schools, clubs, other facilities), except for premises designated for hospitals.


      8. Supply of the units with means of motorized transport, motorcycles and bicycles, entrenching equipment (shovels, axes), mess kits, and pots for boiling food is carried out at the expense of the resources of Moscow, Moscow Oblast and the districts by means of mobilizing and manufacturing these resources by district factories.


      The Moscow Military District Headquarters supplies the divisions with weapons, ammunition and clothing.


      Ammunition and weapons are received through military supply lines.


      9. Salary is held for the mobilized person for the entire time spent in a unit of the people’s militia: for workers – an amount equivalent to his average earnings; for employees – an amount equivalent to the salary he receives; for students – an amount equal to the received stipend; families of collective farm workers are granted a benefit according to the Directive of the USSR Supreme Soviet “On the procedure of granting and paying benefits to families of rank and file military servicemen and junior commanders in wartime” from 26 June 1941.


      In case of the mobilized person’s disability or death, the mobilized man and his family have the right to receive a pension equal to those called up for the Red Army.

    


    Chairman of the State Defense Committee I. Stalin


    [Source: RGASPI, F. 644, Op. 1, D. 1, L. 72-73]

  


  
    Appendix X


    Roster and Organization of the People’s Militia Divisions of Moscow that had joined the Acting Army by the start of Operation Typhoon
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    Appendix XI


    Hitler’s Order of the Day to the German troops on the Eastern Front issued 2 October 1941


    [New York Times, October 10, 1941.]


    Filled with the greatest concern for the existence and future of our people, I decided on June 22 to appeal to you to anticipate in the nick of time threatening aggression by one opponent. It was the intention of the Kremlin powers-as we know today-to destroy not only Germany but all Europe.


    Comrades, meanwhile you will have gained two impressions: First, this opponent had armed himself for attack to such an extent that even gravest apprehensions have been surpassed. Second, God’s mercy on our people and the entire European world if this barbaric enemy had been able to move his tens of thousands of tanks before we moved ours! All Europe would have been lost, for this enemy does not consist of soldiers, but a majority of beasts.


    Now, my comrades, you have seen with your own eyes “the paradise of workers and farmers.” In a country that, owing to its vastness and fertility, could feed the whole world, poverty rules to such an extent that we Germans could not imagine.


    This is a result of nearly a 25-year Jewish rule that, as bolshevism, is basically similar to the general form of capitalism. The bearers of this system in both cases are the same: Jews and only Jews.


    Soldiers, when I called on you on June 22 to ward off the terrible danger menacing our homeland you faced the biggest military power of all times. Thanks to your bravery, my comrades, we succeeded in barely 3 months in crushing this opponent’s tank brigades one after another, in annihilating countless divisions, in taking unsurveyable number of prisoners, in occupying vast regions-not empty space, but those spaces from which the opponent was living and from which his gigantic war industry was being supplied with all kinds of raw materials.


    Within a few weeks his three most important industrial regions will be completely in our hands. Your names, soldiers of the German armed forces, and the names of our brave allies, the names of your divisions and regiments and your tank forces and air squadrons, will be associated for all time with the most tremendous victories in history.


    You have taken more than 2,400,000 prisoners, destroyed or captured more than 17,500 tanks and more than 21,600 pieces of artillery. Fourteen thousand two hundred planes were brought down or destroyed on the ground.


    The world hitherto never has experienced similar events. The territory the German and allied troops have occupied is more than twice as large as the German Reich of 1933, more than four times as large as the English motherland. Since June 22 the strongest fortifications have been penetrated, tremendous streams have been crossed, innumerable localities have been stormed and fortresses and casemate systems have been crushed or smoked out. From the far north where our superbly brave Finnish allies gave evidence of their courage a second time, down to Crimea you stand today together with Slovak, Hungarian, Italian and Rumanian divisions roughly 1,000 kilometers deep in the enemy’s country.


    Spanish, Croat and Belgian units now join you and others will follow. This fight-perhaps for the first time-is recognized by all European nations as a common action to safeguard the future of this most cultural continent.


    The work that has been achieved behind your tremendous front is gigantic. Nearly 2,000 bridges have been built, 25,500 kilometers of railways are functioning again; in fact, more than 15,000 kilometers of railways already have been changed to general European gauge.


    Work is being done on thousands of kilometers of roads. Vast territories already have been taken over by the civil administration. Life there is quickly being restored according to reasonable laws. Vast quantities of foodstuffs, fuel and munitions are available.


    This outstanding achievement of one struggle was obtained with sacrifices that, however painful in individual cases, in the total amount to not yet 5 per cent of those of the World War. No one knows better what you, my comrades, and with you are brave allied soldiers, have achieved suffered and sacrificed in these three and a half months than one who fulfilled his duty as a soldier in the past war. During these three and a half months, my soldiers, the precondition, at least, has been created for a last mighty blow that shall crush this opponent before Winter sets in.


    All preparations, so far as human beings can foresee, have been made. Step by step, this has been prepared systematically to manoeuvre the opponent into such a position that we can now strike a deadly blow.


    Today begins the last great, decisive battle of this year. It will hit this enemy destructively and with it the instigator of the entire war, England herself. For if we crush this opponent, we also remove the last English ally on the Continent. Thus we will free the German Reich and entire Europe from a menace greater than any since the time of the Huns and later of the Mongol tribes.


    The German people, therefore, will be with you more than ever before during the few ensuing weeks. What you and allied soldiers have achieved already merits our deepest thanks. With bated breath, the blessing of the entire German homeland accompanies you during the hard days ahead. With the Lord’s aid you not only will bring victory but also the most essential condition for peace.


    ADOLF HITLER


    Führer and Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces


    Führer Headquarters


    2 October 1941

  


  
    Appendix XII


    The title page from L. N. Lopukhovsky’s book on the history of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment of the Supreme Command Reserve, showing the Frunze Military Academy military censor’s approval for publication
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    Appendix XIII


    The 32nd Army commander’s order for the withdrawal of the 2nd Rifle Division (original)


    See page 267.
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    Appendix XIV


    The 19th Army commander’s operational instruction that countermanded the order from the 32nd Army commander


    See page 269.
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    Appendix XV


    The 19th Army commander’s Combat Order No. 73 from 8 October 1941 to the commander of the 2nd Rifle Division about escaping the encirclement (original)


    See pages 270-271.
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    Appendix XVI


    The 19th Army commander’s Combat Instruction No. 74 from 9 October 1941 about withdrawing the units of the 2nd Rifle Division (original)


    See pages 276-277.
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    Appendix XVII


    Combat Order No. 71


    Command Post of the 19th Army Commander and of Group Boldin SHUTOVO 11.10.41 0600 MAP 100.000 and 500.000 (original)
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  Translation of Combat Order No. 71 from 11 October 1941

  Especially Important

  Copy No. 5

  COMBAT ORDER NO. 71

  COMMAND POST OF THE 19TH ARMY COMMANDER AND OF GROUP

  BOLDIN SHUTOVO

  10.11.41 6.00 MAP 100:000 500:000


  1. The enemy has occupied the front LOMY, VIAZ’MA, VOLOSTA St – PIATNITSA with motorized units.


  [The enemy] is occupying NOVO-DUGINSKOE Station, KASNIA Station with isolated groups, west of GZHATSK with part of his force, and further to the south to IUKHNOV with small units.


  2. The 19th Army and Operational Group BOLDIN, screening the northwest, west and southwest with part of their force, are to break through the line of encirclement at 1600 11.10.41 with their main forces, and at whatever the cost are to reach the area SAZHINO, SHUISKOE, KHOLM, along the routes:


  RIGHT – PEKAREVO, LOSHUTIKHA [sic – Leshutikha], BYKOVO, VAIUTNIKI, ALKHIKOVO, SOROKOLETOVO, SHUISKOE, ZHIKHAREVO, SIDOROVO, BASKAKOVO.


  LEFT – MARTIUKHI, MASLOVO, NOVO-VYSOKOE, KOROTNEVO, TORBEEVO, NIKOL’SKOE, IGNATKOVO, MININO, BORKI, TOLITSY, VERIGINO.


  3. The 166th Rifle Division and the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, with an attack in the direction of LEONT’EVO, MARKOVO, are to breach the ring of encirclement, strongly dig-in on the line grove west of OBDUVALOVKA, LEONT’EVO, and to secure the flank of the army against counterattacks from the direction of VIAZ’MA. Subsequently after the passage of all the units and wagon trains, they are to move along route No. 1 (right).


  4. The 89th Rifle Division and the 596th Howitzer Artillery Regiment break though the enemy line in the direction of ZHUKLINO [sic – ZHEKULINO], Hill 245.2, VSEVOLODKINO. Upon reaching the Viaz’ma highway, follow route No. 1 (right).


  5. The 244th Rifle Division with an attack in the direction of OBUKHOVO, KISHKINO is to break through the ring of encirclement, move to the assembly area along route No. 1 (right).


  6. The 2nd Rifle Division together with the 685th Mounted Artillery Regiment, the 57th Heavy Artillery Battalion and the 126th, 127th and 147th Tank Brigades under the overall command of the 127th Tank Brigade commander are to break through the ring of encirclement in the direction of the BOGORODSKOE [sic – BOGORODITSKOE grove, DOMANOVO, IVANIKI and move along route No. 2 (left). Leave one rifle regiment behind on the line occupied on the morning of 11.10 in order to cover the army from the rear. I am taking command of this regiment [to the left of this paragraph, there is a note: “the 5th Rifle Regiment”].


  7. The 214th Rifle Division with the 293rd Gun Artillery Regiment and the 101st Motorized Rifle Division, under the overall command of the 214th Rifle Division commander, is to attack by the right flank in the direction of the grove lying south of ISAKOVO and is to take up a defensive front facing to the northwest, covering the passage of the entire grouping; subsequently move along route No. 2 (left).


  8. The division commanders of the 2nd, 244th, 89th, 134th and 166th Rifle Divisions are each to build two bridges across the BEBRIA River, one of which with a load-bearing capacity of 5 metric tons per axle.


  9. The 134th Rifle Division and the 467th Howitzer Artillery Regiment, leaving covering units behind on the present line, are to attack in the second echelon behind the 244th Rifle Division and the right flank of the 2nd Rifle Division, mopping up surviving groups of submachine gunners and mortar men in the sector of advance. Support the attack of the first echelon with all the attached and divisional artillery according to the plan of the chief of artillery.


  10. The 91st Rifle Division with the 293rd Howitzer Artillery Regiment and the 140th Rifle Division are to assemble in my reserve in the FEDOROVKA, Narysheva area.


  11. The 45th Cavalry Division is to assemble in the woods that are west of SHUTOVO and to be ready to develop the breakthrough in the direction of route No. 2 (left).


  12. Artillery. A 15-minute barrage before the start of the attack, on the basis of the available ammunition in each formation, and considering the future fighting.


  13. Air Force. Tasks: Suppress the enemy infantry’s system of fire in the area of the grove northeast of OBUKHOVO, LEONT’EVO, PEKAREVO


  Cover the assembly and breakout in the area of BOGORODITSKOE, LEPESHKINO, GODUNOVO, MARKOVO during the entire hours of daylight on 11.10.41.


  14. Command post – SHUTOVO. Axis of movement along the left-hand route.


  
    
      
        	
          Deputy Commander of the Western Front

        

        	
          Commander of the 19th Army

        
      


      
        	
          Lieutenant-General Boldin

        

        	
          Lieutenant-General Lukin

        
      


      
        	
          Member of the 19th Army Military Council

        

        	
          Chief of staff 19th Army

        
      


      
        	
          Brigade commissar Vaneev

        

        	
          Brigade commander Malyshkin

        
      


      
        	
          Authentic: Chief secretary of the unit

        

        	
          

        
      


      
        	
          Operations Department (signature illegible)

        

        	
          

        
      

    
  


  Author’s notes:


  1. There is a note on the upper left corner of the document: “Received 11.10.41 7.30”.


  2. Below it, apparently in General Vashkevich’s handwriting, there are notes:


  “4th Regt – 1500”


  “6th Regt – 1500”


  “rb – 215”


  These represent the numerical strength of the 1282nd and 1286th Rifle Regiments (apparently showing the active bayonets [men reporting for duty]) and of the reconnaissance battalion. The 5th Regiment (the 1284th Rifle Regiment) had remained in position for covering the breakout.


  
    In addition, the artillery units and number of shells remaining to each have been listed: Art. 57 gap [Howitzer Artillery Regiment] – 14 152mm, 1,000 shells.


    970th ap [artillery regiment]


    596 gap


    3/389 gap – 12 152mm, 40 shells


    2,000 metric tons of shells


    2,300 – 76[mm]


    100 [mm?] – 222


    700 PA [regimental artillery]


    45 [mm] PA 4,000

  


  
    Appendix XVIII


    Explanation of the commander of the 166th Rifle Division Major-General M. Ia. Dodonov


    3 October 41 the Germans penetrated the front in the sector of the right-hand neighbor – the 30th Army, thereby creating a threat of encirclement of the 19th Army. The formations of its first echelon, the 91st and 89th Rifle Divisions under German pressure began a retreat. The 166th Rifle Division on the prepared rear line along the Vop’ River contained the enemy. On the night of 4 October it received an order: defending the line of the Vop’ River until the onset of darkness on 5 October, secure the army’s withdrawal to the Dnepr River. The division, keeping the enemy in check, fell back across the Dnepr River in an organized fashion and on the morning of 7 October occupied a defense on its left bank. As the division commander, I knew that the enemy had completed the encirclement around our army, emerging on the Viaz’ma River and reaching Iukhnov.


    On 9 October 1941 the 19th Army commander Lieutenant-General LUKIN informed the division commanders about the situation and ordered me to hold the enemy on the Dnepr River until nightfall on 9 October, securing the orderly withdrawal of the 19th Army in the direction of Gzhatsk. Having carried out this assignment, the division fell back to the Viaz’ma River. During the approach to Viaz’ma, units of the 19th Army encountered an organized German defense facing to the west. This was on 11 October, when the army commander together with the deputy commander of the Western Front General BOLDIN issued an order to break out of the encirclement to the east in the direction of Gzhatsk. The breakout was supposed to begin at 1200 hours on 12 October after an hour-long artillery preparation. However, ammunition was running low, and there was no fuel or rations. The breakout attempt had no success.


    After this an order was given to breakout to the south, to reach the Viaz’ma area with the aim of linking-up with a group [troops of the 20th and 24th Armies], and then in cooperation with them to breakthrough to the east. The 166th Rifle Division again had the assignment to secure the army’s retreat to the Viaz’ma area, to cover its flank from the east and its rear from the north, and to begin its own withdrawal 8 hours after the withdrawal of the 19th Army, which was in fact carried out.


    The 166th Rifle Division at 0400 13 October broke contact with the enemy and began a movement to the south. (The attempts to contact the army headquarters by radio and via messengers were unsuccessful; the army headquarters had departed 6-7 hours earlier.) The units of the division from the march attacked the enemy and by the end of 13 October reached its assigned area – a grove 1-1.5 kilometers west of Viaz’ma. In the course of the attack the 517th Rifle Regiment lost up to 10% of its personnel. Losses in the units of the division over the period between 3 and 14 October reached 25%. Up to 600 men remained in the regiments.


    At Viaz’ma I encountered General REMIZOV, who had previously been commanding a tank group, but now he didn’t have a single tank … Here I received information that the 19th Army headquarters had been attacked by the Germans and no longer existed. About the other divisions I knew that they’d also been scattered and that the majority of the troops were disorganized. All night long between 13 and 14 October, I gathered and assembled units of the division and other units. Having organized one regiment (_ battalions) [as in text; the author plainly omitted the number of battalions], I appointed battalion and company commanders, and at 0400 14 October began to force a crossing of the Viaz’ma River. I succeeded in doing so …


    Moving to the southeast, I encountered a German defense in the area of Bogdanovka [according to a captured German map, units of the 23rd Infantry Division were defending here], and in addition, a German regiment on the march with tanks. There was no way out: we had to attack the enemy. Having prepared the attack without artillery (there were no shells), at 14.10 14 October I attacked the defending units and the column on the march. As a result up to 600 Germans were killed; our own losses were around 400 men.


    In the course of the attack the subunits became disorganized, it was very difficult to gather the remnants by voice command alone, and we decided with the onset of darkness to escape through a forest to the east. The 517th Rifle Regiment and remnants of the 423rd Rifle Regiment moved with me. I ordered the artillery and equipment to be blown up; there was no way to bring them out – there was no fuel and the horses were wounded.


    I emerged from encirclement on 15 November 1941 on the front of the 49th Army in the Serpukhov area. I brought out men together with Aleksandrov’s group: 400 troops, 117 commanders, altogether 517 fully-armed men. They were all handed over to the headquarters of the Western Front’s 49th Army.


    I came out in uniform, with my side arm and documents. I wrote this explanation in November 1941 at Western Front headquarters. I fell ill and was wounded and convalesced in the city of Kuibyshev.


    SIGNATURE: Major-General DODONOV Mikhail Iakovlevich


    [Source: Author’s personal archive. Excerpts from a copy of the explanatory note, kept by a veteran of the 166th Rifle Division N. A. Lebedev (with small corrections that didn’t alter the document’s meaning) were made on 12 June 1992 by Colonel (in reserve) and secretary of the 120th Howitzer Artillery Regiment’s council of veterans L. N. Lopukhovsky]

  


  
    Appendix XIX


    State Defense Committee Decree on the Evacuation of the Capital City of the USSR Moscow, 15 October 1941
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    Translation of the decree:


    Totally secret

    Of special importance

    In view of the unsatisfactory situation in the area of the Mozhaisk defensive line, the State

    Defense Committee decrees:


    1. To assign Comrade Molotov to inform the foreign missions that they must be evacuated today to the city of Kuibyshev (the NKPS [People’s Commissariat of Communication Lines – Comrade Kaganovich secures the timely arrival of trains for the missions, while the NKVD [People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs] – Comrade Beria organizes their security.)


    2. To evacuate the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet this same day, as well as the government headed by the deputy chairman of the SNK [Council of People’s Commissars] Comrade Molotov. (Comrade Stalin evacuates tomorrow or later, depending on the situation).


    3. Evacuate the organs of the People’s Commissariat of Defense and the People’s Commissariat of the Navy to the city of Kuibyshev without delay, and the main group of the General Staff – to Arzamas.


    4. In case of the appearance of enemy troops at the gates of Moscow, the NKVD – Comrades Beria and Shcherbakov are to blow up enterprises, supply depots and facilities that cannot be evacuated, as well as the entire electric apparatus of the metro system (including the public water supply and sewer system).


    Chairman of the State Defense Committee I. Stalin


    Moscow, the Kremlin


    [Source: Izvestiia TsK KPSS, No. 12 (1990), p. 217]

  


  
    Appendix XX


    State Defense Committee Decree No. 813 from 19 October 1941 about Implementing a State of Siege in Moscow and the Adjacent Areas from 20 October


    19 October 1941


    Moscow, the Kremlin


    It is hereby declared that the defense of the capital on the lines 100-120 kilometers west of Moscow has been entrusted to the commander of the Western Front General of the Army Comrade Zhukov, while the defense of Moscow on its approaches has been assigned to the chief of the garrison of the city of Moscow Lieutenant-General Artem’ev.


    With the aim of securing the city and the rear fortifications of the troops defending Moscow, as well as with the aim of precluding the subversive activity of spies, saboteurs and other agents of German fascism, the State Defense Committee has decreed:


    1. The introduction of a state of siege in the city of Moscow and areas adjacent to the city from 20 October 1941.


    2. To implement a curfew between the hours of 12 o’clock midnight and 5 o’clock in the morning, with the exception of transports and individuals having special passes from the commandant of Moscow; in the case of air raid alarms, the movement of people and transports must observe the rules adopted by the Moscow air defense as published in the press.


    3. To lay responsibility for the strictest security regimen in the city and in the adjacent areas on the Moscow city commandant Major-General Comrade Sinilov, for which troops of the internal security of the NKVD, the police and volunteer worker detachments are to be placed under the command of the commandant.


    4. Immediately bring violators of the regimen to responsibility by handing them over to trial by military tribunal, while provocateurs, spies and other enemy agents calling for violation of the order are to be shot on the spot.


    The State Defense Committee orders all workers of the capital to observe the regimen and calm, and to render all possible assistance to the Red Army defending Moscow.


    Chairman of the State Defense Committee I. Stalin


    [Source: RTsKhIDNI [Russian Center for the Preservation and Study of Documents of Recent History] F. 646, Op. 1, D. 12, L. 167-168.]
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1st Panzer Division (1st Panzer Regi ) for 10 September 1941
Tank type Pzl Pzl pPzlll PzIV Command

At start of war 8

Replacements 0

Combat -ready 28
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Under repair 7

Totally written off 8
6th Panzer Division (11th Panzer Regi )for1 1941
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Atstart of war n 47 155
Replacements 0 0 2
Combat-ready 9 38 102
Under repair 0 4 8
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Atstart of war 55 167 30
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Killed, missing-in-action 75,202 341,073 172,323
Wounded, sick 13,284 76,117 69,271
Human Total 88,486 417,790 241,594
% of initial strength 178 66.6 219
Daily average 4916 23,211 16,106
X Total 341,000 521,200 169,800
Firearms
- Daily average 18,944 28,956 1,320
g
g
Total 253 4,799 4381
Tanks -
Daily average 140 267 292
Total 3,561 9,427 5,806
Guns, mortars -
Daily average 198 524 387
Total 990 1771 1,218
Combat aircraft -
Daily average 55 99 81

Soutce: G. E. Krivosheev (ed.), Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka: Poteri vooruzhennykb sil (Moscow: OLMA-
PRESS, 2001), pp. 267-268, 484






OEBPS/Images/00035.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00068.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00091.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00020.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00231.jpeg
TUWULT

wn the olewds

‘Storesfom the South Afican A Force
1920-2010






OEBPS/Images/00016.jpeg
30A (4 rifle divisions) 31,775 618 (20) 8
Front reserve: 3 rifle,2mot.fifle, 3 cavalry divisions; 4
tank brigades, 1 mot. brigade B2 3 LA Gl
Totaldivions: 35 (0rif, 2mot.ifle 3 cavalyStnk | e ooc P - -
brigades
Reserve Front
24A (6 rifle divisions, 2 tank brigades) 113,404 1,107 (151) 9%
31A (5 rifle divisions) 66,867 930(123) 13
32A (4 rifle divisions) 54,482 798 (100) 88
33A (S rifle divisions) 72,980 837 (40) 15
43A (4rifle divisions, 2 tank brigades) 82,535 546 (70) 88
49A (4 ifle, 2 cavalry divisions) 45329 507 () 7
Directly subordinate to the Front: am 27() 126
Total divisions: 30 (28 rifle, 2 cavalry); 4 tank brigades") 478,508 4,752 (484) 301 126
Briansk Front*
3A (5 rifle, 1 cavalry divisions) 2,100 336 (56) .
13A (7 rifle 1 cavalry divisions; 1 tank brigade, 1
separate tank battalion) b M TR
S50A (7 rifle divisions) 61,503 780 (149) b
Glfmp Ermakov (3 rifle, 2 cavalry divisions; 2 tank 3,562 " 158 (103)
brigades)
Directly subordinate to the Front: 3 rifle, 1 tank division; 821 281(15) 10296) 166
1 tank brigade
Total divisions: 30 (25 rifle, 1 tank, 4 cavalry); 4 tank 225,567 1,520 (43) 257059) 16
brigades
Overall total: ?Sdlwsmns(&} Tifle, 2mot. rifle, 1tank, 9 1250010 03090097 | 10401056 | 55
cavalry); 14 brigades

Source: Velikaia Otechestvennaia voina 1941-1945: Strategicheskic operatsii i svasheniia, statisticheskii analiz,
Kniga I [The Great Patriotic War 1941-1945 Sknugxz opcr.\!mm and battles, a seatistical analysis, Book 1]
(Moscow: Institut voennoi istorii, 2004), pp. 311-313

Notes:

2 Ofthese, 47 tanks and 75 aircraff were unserviceable (TsAMO RE, F.219, Op. 679, D.25, L. §-12).

b OF the Reserve Frone's previously available five tank brigades, the 147th Tank Brigade was refitced and
transferred to the Western Front soon affcr these reports were gencrated,

¢ This souree incorrectly caleulated the number of tanks in the armics of Briansk Front and did not include
the losses in September (202 tanks). In parentheses, the real number of tanks on 30 September 1941 s
shown: in the 13th Army — 141st Tank Brigade (25 tanks), 43rd Separate Tank Battalion (28); in Group
Ermakov - 1215t Tank Brigade (54), 150th Tank Brigade (20), 113th Scparate Tank Batcalion (29); in the
Front rescrve — 108th Tank Brigade (35), 42nd Tank Brigade (61) (TsAMO RF, E. 5, Op. 11462, D. 104, L.
246),
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Months of 1941
Type ‘ June ‘ July ‘ August “ p ‘ Omﬂm‘ ‘ Total
Tanks and assault guns

Pzl 34 146 7 7 18 3 19 428

Pzll n m 104 32 65 30 70 424

Pzlll 20 155 74 104 71 116 13 660

Pz38(t) 3 182 183 62 85 149 102 796

PzIV 15 109 68 23 55 38 40 348

StuG 3 n 26 n 3 10 19 104

Total n 75 626 240 323 376 363 2,740

Revised losses in tanks and assault guns by 1 October

Losses 18 732 638 257 1,745
Replacements = 91 n 39 M

Net losses 18 641 627 218 1,604

Other ized equi

Armored cars 25 145 14 99 72 9 2 536

Halftracks 12 15 95 21 3 77 44 287

Tractors 46 459 473 37 140 n 391 2,367
Trucks 646 | 6,281 | 7655 4943 3,184 5,466 5,189 33,364
Other

Anti-tank Guns

37mm [s [ar [ s | 30 [ 29 | ws [ et [ 326
somm [ v Tw | | s [ e | v | B [ ws

Source: Boog/Forstcr/Hoffman/Klink/Muller, Der Angriff auf die Sowjetunion (Frankfure: Fischer (Tb).
1991), p. 1156.
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1. Technical Data

a) Soviet tanks

Combat Ioaded

Armor thickness in mm /angle from vertical, degrees

Range an

Ground Pressure,

Type weight, metric | Crew Turret Hull g i it e
o Front Side Front Side
138 33 2 9 910 920 90 2 4 250 044
40 55 2 10125 1025 930910_| 9/259710 85 [ 300 046
60 64 2 2505 2505 | 358316 | 150 70 5 30 053
726, Model 1939 025 3 15/18 8| 15815710 | 15015723 95 30 s 07
B1-5, Model 1935 9 3 15/0 1500 e8| 1300 365 sy 150/200° 065
87 18 3 15715 1515 | 150602018 | 130 500 572 37575007 085
BTN 1465 3 15/15 155 | 15/6020/18 | 130 500 286 6301250 090
1-28 Model 1935 252 6 200 w0 | 2565 | 200 500 % 180 061
T34 Model 1941 %1 4| 45730'52/30° [ 45R0°52/30° | 45/6045/53_| 40/4045/0 500 55 30 07
k-1 4 s 7520 7505 | 758040065 | 750 600 ) us 077
KV-2 Model 1941 52 6 7500 7500 75304065 | 7500 600 M 25 085

Notes:

a  Tracked mode/wheeled mode

b Welded rurre
¢ Cast turret
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30 A: 162, 242, 251w,
22A:126RD

List of Red Army Formations Encircled in the Areas of El'nia, Artillery units of the Westem
Spas-Demensk, Viaz'ma and Sychevka and Reserve Fronts

31A: 247RD, 220RD

Cavalry Atilery Regiments: 29, 43,

Operational Group Boldi 45,56,126,275,336 364,390,392
152,214 ko, 101 mro ottty 3351 542,545, 587,
12612718 Altogether21

194

89, 91. 134, 166. 244,
248w, 450 ;
127 and 14318

Howitzer Atilery Regiments: 57, 103,
104,105, 109,120, 301, 302, 360,
375,399,432, 544.

Altogether 13

Cannon Artilery Regiments: 293, 305,

324 311,320, 573, 592
2.8 140w Altogether6
164 Anti-tank Gun Regiments: 18, 509,
38,108 112w0; 533,700,758, 766, 871,872,873,
, 108, i 874,875,876,877,878, 879, 880,
14718 Altogether 16
A ——_—
20 " kg
| 73,129 14422980 | " Guards mortar regimens
Rockets)9,10, 11,24
HA - Separateartilery batalions: 42,
| _1g6rdddts_ _ 199,200,213

19, 103, 303, 309 ro;
77 S
i 10e ]
222 ro; 14518

Ofthe 58 ifledivision, 37 wound p encicled (incuding the 4gth Ay’ 194th kil
Divisionat Kaluga). Inadditio, the 45th Cavaly Division,all  tank brgacies an alf
ofthe Supreme Command Resrve's artileryregimentsfel into encircement.
Altogether, 64 of 5 divisions, 11.of 13 tark brgades and 50 of 62 artilleyregiments
ofthe Supreme Command Fesrve that were comitted to the battle wound up
encirced n the Viaz ma and Briansk reas. Remnants of 32 ivisios were abl to
breakout ofthe enirdements.

Note: Ofthe 59 artillry egiments, 31
woundup encirced.
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DN | MOSCOWISHACE | | eaiments) | PIisional designation | Primary of therifle -
Number | where formed P 9 and assigned army* divisions: Regiments 0n20 After emerging

September41 | from endirclement
7 Moskvoretski s, 2nd, 3rd fifl, 7th Reserve e damy | um;; “j;f;" B 980t 454 558by 10/15
18th Lenngradkii | 5200, 530, S4thRifle, T6thReserve | 18thRife 2ndAmy | 00 ms‘;’;mi}y‘" BEEATRN 10,668 No data avalable
st Kievski st 62nd, GardRifle, 21t Reserve | 173rdRifle 3rdArmy | P Hm,:;]n!\lj;h i 975 10608 22500y 10177
Source: TsAMO docy dby Moskoy [Mi fnse of Moscou) (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1978).

Table was compiled by the author.

Not
*The distribution of the divisions to the armies, according to the Stavka order dated 30 July 1941. The 32nd Army by the morning of 4 August
1941 was to be occupying the line Bogoroditskoe, Lysova, Podrezova, Panfilovo, Godunovka; headquarcers in Viazma. The 33td Army by che
morning of 5 August 1941 was to be occupying the line Luzhki, Racki, Diuki, Ivanovka, Podlesnia. At the start of Operation Typhoon, the
12 pcople's militia divisions numbered as roral of 133,000 men.

¥ These divisions wound up in encirclement west of Viazima and in connection with cheir heavy losses were disbanded. In the Russian
Federation TsAMO, there are no separace files for chem. Altogecher by 17 October 1941, a lctle more than 13,000 men (10%) had escaped
from the encirclement.

In October, five more Moscow people’s militia divisions were created on the basis of previously formed workers' and destroyer bacealions. On
24 October, they were reorganized and re-designated: the 2nd Moscow as the 129¢h Rifle Division (second formation); the 3rd Moscow as
the 130¢h Rifle Division (second formation); and the Scth Moscow as the 158th Rifle Division (second formation). The 1st Moscow Division
o People's Militia existed foralloF cwoweeks, afier which it wis brokesiupand its unitstised to Forriathier divisions,
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Main Gun Machine guns
Muzzle "
Tank type Glber | Bartellength, opnged | ylodty g 52';?.‘!2?'3‘1'.7.2"}2{;&“.:; :‘aq.:;gs”ugo Galiber | Number |Standard ammo
incalibers o mm
mm shells m/s 100 m 500 m 1000m 1500 m mm cartridges
PzIA none - - - - - - - 792 2 2,250
PzIB none - - - - - - - 792 2 2,250
PzlIA, B, C 20 55 180 780 20 14 9 - 79 1 1425
PzlIF 20 55 180 780 20 14 9 - 79 1 2,100
Pz35(t) 37 40 n 675 35 30 3 il 7.9 2 1,800
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PzlliG 50 42 99 685 55 47 37 28 792 2 3750
PzIlH 50 42 99 685 55 47 37 2 79 2 3,750
Pzlll) 50 42 99 685 55 47 37 28 792 2 3,750
PzIVC 75 24 80 385 4 38 35 ] 792 1 2400
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Total

Army or Group Corps Divisions Number of
Divisions
o 8th, 28th, 86th, 87th, 102nd, 161st, 206th, 251st,

Ninth Army VI, X1l and XXVII Army 255th and 256th Infantry 1

5th, 6th, 26th, 35th, 106th, 110th and 129th
Third Panzer Group Vaand V1 Arny, ).(XXXI and 1Vl Infantry; 14th and 36th Motorized; 1st, 6th and 12

Motorized
7th Panzer
7th, 15th, 23rd, 78th, 137th, 183rd, 197th, 263rd,
Fourth Army Vil IXand XXAmy 267th, 268th and 292nd Infantry L
. 34th, 98th, 252nd, and 258th Infantry; 3rd, SS
Fourth Panzer Group | X1 ATMY: XKXK XKXXVIand | g ey wotried: 2nd, sth, 10th, Tith and 20th 1
LVII Motorized
Panzer
17th, 31st, 52nd, 56th, 112th, 131st, 167th and
Second Army XIH, XXXXIIF and LI Army 260th Infantry 8
YOOIV and XXXV Army; X, 45th, 95th, 134th, 262nd, 293rd and 296th Inffimry;
Second Panzer Group YKV and XXXXVIL Panzer Tst Cavalry; 10th, 16th, 25th and 29th Motorized; 16
3rd, 4th, 9th, 17th and 18th Panzer
19th Panzer; 900th Lehr Motorized Brigade, 15

Army Group Reserve

Grossdeutschland Motorized Regiment

Source: NARA, T312, R150, F000142.
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otes:

l.  According to information from a well-known Russian specialist on the Wehrmacht’s
armor forces, I. Kurtukov, the losses in ﬂame-throwing tanks have been included in
those of the Pz II. In addition, the table above does not include the German losses
in command tanks (67), trophy Czech-manufactured Pz 38(t) tanks or Pz IIT tanks
equipped with the 50mm gun.
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A motorized rifle division, according to the truncated tables adopted on 6_]uly 1941
consisted of two motorized rifle, one tank and one artillery regiments, plus support
units. The tank regiment (three tank and a motorized rifle battalions) had 93 tanks - 7
KV,22T-34, 64 T-26 and BT-types. Several of the pre-war motorized rifle divisions were
also shifted to this TO&E. In August and September 1941, several of the new, smaller
tank divisions were also reconstituted as motorized rifle divisions. Four motorized
rifle divisions took part in the Battle of Moscow: the pre-war 1st (subsequently the Ist
Guards) and 82nd (which had a tank battalion instead of a tank regiment) Motorized
Rifle Divisions, and the 101st and 107th Motorized Rifle Divisions, which were both
formed on the basis of the new pattern tank divisions.
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Pzlll

Formation Captured 35(t) | 38(1) 0P PzIV| Command | Total
Total in Army Group Center: 2,091

TthPz 44 24 47 120 ) 3

~ |BthPz 45 27 4 |2 3 149
§ 14th Pz 45 15 5 | 20 n 147
E 16th Pz 45 3 48 | 20 10 146
r2btn 30e 30
Total in Army Group South: 615

Grand Total: 181 | 780 ‘ 84 ‘ 83 ‘ 155 ‘ 625 | 253 | 672 |419 ‘ 180 3,432

Sources: T. L. Jentz, Panzertruppen: The Complete Guide to the Creation and Combat Employment of Germany's

Tank Force, 1933-1942, Vol. 1 (Atglen, PA: Schiffen Publishing, Led., 1996), pp. 190-193,206.

Notes:

b

Panzer III with 37mm main gun.
Panzer III with SOmm main gun.

¢ Of this number, 12 were Pz 35 S 739(f) tanks (trophy French S-35 tanks) and 32 were
Pz 38 H 735(F) tanks (trophy French H-38 tanks).
¢ These were Pz A13 744(e) tanks (trophy English A13 Cruiser tanks)

Bl1-bis French tanks and six trophy Bl-bis 740 (f) French tanks.

Of this number, 24 were Pz B2(f) (Flamme) flame-throwing tanks, based on 18 trophy
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According to the reduced TO&E of July 1941, a rifle regiment numbered 2,949 men
(175 ofhcers, 397 junior officers and 2,377 soldiers. It was equipped with 36 he;\vy
machine guns, 54 light machine guns, three large-caliber anti-aircraft machine guns,
six anti-aircraft guns, four 76mm guns, 22 45mm guns eight 122mm howitzers, 18
120mm mortars, 34 82mm mortars and 81 SOmm mortars.
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Period (from start Total by each date shown

of operation) Prisoners | Tanks | Guns | Anti-tankguns | Anti-aircraftguns | Aircraft
by 10/5 60,783 208 16 131 39 10

by 10/7 103,299 361 671 227 96 10

by 10/8 124,184 524 909 260 157 12

by 10/9 151,323 532 1091 320 216 3

Source: TsAMO RE, F. 500, Op. 12462, D. 623, t. 2, L. 3 (Army Group Center Intelligence Summarics).
Note: The data is incomplete due to the fact tha

a large part of the Second Panzer Group’s reports are missing,
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Formation

107 Mot. Rifle Division
101 Mot. Rifle Division
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128th Tank Brigade
143rd Tank Brigade
147th Tank Brigade 9

Total: 2 51
Source: TSAMO RF, E. 208, Op. 2513, D. 83, L. 176.
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German Armies Seized by the armies of Army Group Center
Prisoners | Tanks | Guns Anéi-tank Anti-aircraft | gy
uns Guns
Second Panzer Group 397,297 2,707 2,089
(Desna) (22,315) (41) (6) 1% 3 4
Third Panzer Group 131,183 1,230 961 - - 166
37931 100 25

Rear Area Troops @, 17 15 (100) ) = ws

A 1,028,431 7989 7528 328 860
otk 91,752 (1,044) (283) (59 100 95
Regions
Belostok, Minsk 332,493 3,188 1,830 - - 334
Dnepr, Dvina, Smolensk, Roslavl’ 309,110 3,205 3,000 - - 341
Velikie Liuki 34130 19 3 15 26 -
Gomel’, Krichev 78,374 144 726 - - 78
Chernigov, Romny 176,572 389 1373 154 74 2
Front of Defense 91,752 1,044 PLE] 59 - 95
Total: 1,028,431 7989 7528 328 100 860

Note: Figures in parentheses represent prisoners and equipment captured between 6 August and 27 September

1941.

Source: TSAMO RE, E. 500, Op.12462, D.623 (Incclligence summary of Army Group Center), t. 1, L. 138,

240
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e ol I 1
Personnel 10,492 16932 0651 198
Artillery 28 58 0481 4
Mortars 5 54 0.831 2%
Anti-tank guns 12 101 0.12:1 16
Anti-aircraft guns n 63 0191 12 (37mm)
EZ;Z;::;::S 375 200 1881 9
Cars and trucks 1,360 2147 0.631 369

*TsAMO RE F. 3046, Op.1, D.7.

®http://nichorster.orbat.com/011_germany/41_organ_army/_41_org_army.htm.

¢ Russhii arkhiv: 1

13 (2-2) (Moscow:

Notes:

A separate tank division, organized on the basis of the 6 July 1941 TO&E had two tank
regiments, a motorized rifle and an artillery regiment, plus support units. Altogether
the tank division numbered 215 tanks (20 KV, 42 T-34 and 153 T-26 and BT-types. A
total of 12 such tank divisions were formed in July-August (the 101t to 112ch).

2. The tank brigade (010/78 TO&E) had a headquarters (with an armored car platoon, a
signals platoon, a sapper platoon, a chemical defense platoon and a transport platoon)
a reconnaissance company (consisting of a heavy armored car platoon, a light armored
car platoon and a mororcycle platoon), a tank regiment with three batcalions, a
motorized rifle battalion (three rifle companies), a tank-hunting company, a mortar
battery, an anti-tank gun battery, a transport company, an air defense battalion (two
bacteries of 37mm guns and a machine-gun platoon). The tank regiment consisted of
one battalion of heavy and medium tanks (7 KV tanks and 22 T-34 or T-50) and two
battalions of T-40 or T-60 light tanks, for a total of 93 tanks. In September 1941 the
number of light tanks in the tank regiment was reduced to 38, thereby dropping the
number of tank in the regiment to 67.

3. According to NKO Order No. 0063 from 12 August 1941, three, 15 and 30 tank
brigades were to be organized in August, September and October 1941 respectively.

4 ‘The tank regiment of a tank brigade, according to the 010/87 TOKE from 13
September 1941 consisted of two tank battalions and had 61 tanks (7 KV, 22 T-34,
and 32 T-26, BT, T-40). The 17th, 18th, 19th, 20¢h, 21st, 22nd, 25th and several other
tank brigades were organized according to this TOKE.

ia Otechestvennaia: Prikazy narodnogo komissaro oborony SSSR 22 iunia 1941-1942, Ve,
ERRA).
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2. Tank Armament

Main Gun Machine guns
Muzzle )
Tank type Gliber | Bartellength, ongad, | yelodoy, e Sliifliu"a‘l"il"}ﬁhi'w“.'.!: :‘aq.:;gs”ugo Galiber | Number | Standard ammo
incalibers - mm

mm shells mis 100 m 500 m 1000m 1500 m mm cartridges
1-38 none - - - - - - - 7.62 1 1512
140 e . . . . . . . w | -
T-60 20 824 750 817 18 - - i 7.62 1 945
T-26 Model 1939 45 46 165/186a 757 3 31 2 - 7.62 3 3087/3528a
BT-5 Model 1935 45 46 721115 757 8 31 2 - 7.62 1 2709
BT-7 Model 1937 45 46 146/188a 757 8 3 23 ”» 7.62 2 2%
BT- 45 46 146/188a 757 3 31 2 " 7.62 2 1827/2331a
T-28 Model 1935 76.2 16.4 69 370 28 25 3 il 762 4 7938
T-34 Model 1941 76.2 416 v 660 86 70 63 52 7.62 2 2394/2646a
KV-1 76.2 416 11 660 86 70 63 52 7.62 4 3024
KV-2 Model 1941 1524 243 36 22 7 67 64 7.62 4 3087

Note:
** =Noeffect

a  Wich a radio/without a radio
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DNO
Number

Moscow district
where formed

Initial composition (regiments)

Divisional designation
and assigned army:

Pri of therifle

mary
divisions: Regiments

0n20
September 41

After emerging
from encirclement

st

Leninskii

1st, 2nd, 3rd Rifle, 3rd Reserve

60th Rifle, 33 Army

1281st,1283rd, 1285th Rife; 969th
Artllery

11457

3962by 11/15

Stalinskii

4th, 5th, 6th Rifle, 2nd Reserve

ndRifle, 32 Army

12820d, 1284th, 1286th Rife; 70th
Artillery

1320

No data available

Kuibyshevskii

Tst, 2nd, 3rd Rifle artilery

110th Rifle, 24th Army

1287th, 1289th, 12975t Rife; 971t
Atllery

11,750(1071)

3365by 10/17

Frunzenskii

1st, 2nd, 3rd Rifle, 5th Reserve

113th Rifle, 43rd Army

1288th, 1290th, 1292nd Rifle; 972nd

11,501

1330by 10/25

Dzerzhinskii

16th, 17th, 18th Rifl, reserve

160th Rifle, 24th Army

1293td, 1295th, 1297th Rifle; 73rd

9791(8/31)

1,050by 10/13

Baumanskii

19th, 20th, 21st Rifle, 7th Reserve

29th Rifle, 32nd Army.

1294th, 1296th, 1298th Rifl; 974th

10,947

Around 700

Krasnopresnenski

22nd,231d, 24th Rife, 8th Reserve

8th Rifle, 32nd Army

1299th, 1301st, 1303rd Rife; 75th
Arilleryc

10,513

No data available

Kirovskii

1st, 2nd, 3rd Rifle, reserve

139th Rifle, 24th Army

1300th, 1302nd, 1304th ifie; 76th
Artllery

1158

Nodata avalable

Rostakinskii

37th, 36th, 39th Rifle, 13th Reserve.

140th Rifle, 32nd Army

1305th, 1307th, 1309th Rife; 977¢h
Atillerye

11,490

No data available
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Source: DM. Glantz Atlas (supplemented by author)
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Total in the 3rd Panzer Group®

At start of war 393 690
Replacements 0 0 3 0 0 3
Combat-ready by 10 September 1941 27 103 207 45 28 410
(on 28 September 1941) (18) (106) (221) (52) (25 (422)
Under repair 2 18 88 3 5 126
Totally written off 4 24 m 22 6 177
Possible combat-ready tanks by 441
10ct. 1941 53l
(on 28 Sey ber 1941

Source: Thomas Jentz, Panzertruppen: The Complete Guide to the Creation & Combat Employment of Germany's
Tank Force, 1933-1942 (Atglen, PA: Schiffen Publishing, 1991)

Notes:
" The totals for the Third Panzer Group have been calculated by the author.

b Several publications give 512 as the number of tanks in the Third Panzer Group. These
sources have not taken into account those tanks in repair workshops or replacement

tamdes
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Formation Status

Pz
35(t)

Pzlll

PzIV

Command

Operational on
Second Panzer 09.08.41

m

Group (3,4,9,17 Under repalr

286

and 18th Panzer
Divisions) Operational plus
25% repaired

183

Operational on
Third Panzer 09.08.41

Group (1,6and 7th | Under repair

Panzer Divisions) [ operational plus

25% repaired
Operational on
20“"“‘5321:5 o v
roup (2,5, 10, =
and 20th Panzer Unde‘r g §
Divisions) Operational plus B
25% repaired
Total operational m
Total under repair 2
Total operational plus 25% of
< 122
repaired tanks
0n6.22.41 168 ¥
Replacements 0 0 2 35 29 8 0 74
Under repair 44 1 8 m3 343 | 102 2 742
Written off n 105 4 96 189 75 29 613
ToTaL Operational on
09,0841 75 407 | 102 n4 460 | 160 m 1435
9% operational
ofauthorized | 39.3% | 65.4% | 65.8% | 39.6% | 46.8% | 48.6% |  69.6% 52.8%
strength

Source: ThomasJentz, 2
Tank Force, 1933-1942 (Acglen, PA:

2 The Co he Creation & Combat Employment of Germany's
Schiffen Pubhshmg‘ 1991), p. 212.
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USSI?rgi;IEe DIV USS{([I;ZI; D German Infantry Correlation,
sodprti S0aaEh Div., KStN July RiflecInfantry

Personnel 14,483 10,858 16,859 11155
Rifles, carbines 10,420 8341 10,691 11.28
MGs, Automatic 1795 468 1380 1295
(Heavy MG/Light MG) (166/392) (108/162) (110/435)
Mortars 150 8 138 1:1.77
Guns:
- Field Artillery 78 36 74 1:2.06
-Anti-tank 54 8 75 (37mm) 1417
One salvo, kg 547.8 1,660.6 13.03
Anti-tank rifles " @ % =
AA guns 2 10 12 11.2
Trucks and cars 203 (light - 5) 902 (light - 138) 1:4.44
Tractors 9 5
Horses 2,740 4,80

Source: Sovict data from Steven J. Zaloga and Leland S. Ness, Red Army Handbook: 1939-1945 (UK: Sutton
Publishing, 1998); German data from 1941 KStN for a Webrmacht Infantry Division.

Notes:

L.

According to the KStN [Kriegsstarkenachweisungen, or Wartime table of organization
and equipment], a Wehrmacht infantry division was supposed to have (excluding
the field reserve battalion of more than 800 men): 518 officers, 102 warrant officers,
2,573 non-commissioned officers and 13,667 soldiers, for a total of 16,860 men. The
standard infantry division included three infantry regiments; an artillery regiment;
reconnaissance, anti-tank, sapper, and field reserve battalions; and a signals battalion.
The division was equipped with 20 light 7Smm and six heavy 150mm infantry guns; 36
105Smm howitzers and 12 155mm howitzers, as well as nine flamethrowers and three
light reconnaissance armored cars. Moreover, the division had 1,743 riding horses and
3,632 draft horses, 895 wagons, 31 trailers, 500 bicycles, 530 motorcyeles (or which 190
had sidecars), 394 automobiles and 536 trucks (67 with trailers).

According to the pre-war TOKE, a rifle division had 17,166 men, 603 machine guns,
148 guns and mortars, 12 anti-aircraft guns, 54 anti-tank guns and 16 tanks.
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ituation:
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C

in the Operation

pp
Numerical Strength at

Fronts ] Irrecoverable (killed | Medical (wounded, Daily

Start of Operation and missing) sick, injured) Total Average
Western 558,000 254,726 55,514 310,240 4,700
Reserve 448,000 127,566 61,195 188,761 15,730
Briansk 244,000 103,378 6,537 109,915 2,617
Kalinin® 28,668 20,695 49,363 1,050
Total: 514338 143,941 658,329 9975
Percent of Starting Strength of the Three 1 s 56

Fronts

Source: Krivosheev, ct.al., Rossiia i SSSR v voinakh XX veka, p. 273
Note: a The Kalinin Front was created on 20 October at the expense of the Western Front.
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