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The Cauldron Boils: 
Stalingrad, 1942-43 

At the bottom of the trenches there lay frozen green Germans 

and frozen grey Russians and frozen fragments of human shapes, 

and there were helmets, Russian and German, lying among the 

brick debris ... How anyone could have survived was hard to 

imagine. But now everything was silent in this fossilized hell, as 

though a raving lunatic had suddenly died of heart failure. 

Alexander Werth, in Stalingrad, February 1943 

When the spring thaw in 1942 turned the battleground into mud 
the two sides paused to draw breath after eight months of almost 
continuous, draining conflict. Though Moscow and Leningrad had 
both been saved from the annihilating fate intended for them by Hitler, 
the Soviet Union found itself in a position of acute weakness. In the 
terrible battles of attrition more than 3 million soldiers had been 
captured and 3.1 million killed.1 The tank and air forces which had 

been available in Ju!}e 1941 were severely depleted, and replacements 
were slow to arrive. Soviet economic strength was a fraction of what 
it had been the previous year. German forces now occupied the Soviet 

bread-basket, the rich grainlands of the Ukraine; in 1942 bread and 
meat supplies were halved for the 130 million people living in the 
unconquered territories. One-third of the rail network was behind 
enemy lines. Soviet heavy industrial production- coal, steel and iron 
ore- was cut by three-quarters with the loss of the Donbas industrial 
region. The materials vital to the production of modern weapons -
aluminium, copper, manganese- fell by two-thirds or more. Millions 
of skilled workers were killed or captured. Against an enemy with 
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Tabler Soviet and German wartime production 1941-45 

A: MILITARY OUTPUT 

1941 1942 1943 ' 1944 1945 

Aircraft USSR 15,735 25,436 34,900 40,JOO 20,900 
Germany II,776 15,409 28,807 39,807 7>540 

Tanks'' USSR 6,590 24,446 24,089 28,963 15,400 
Germany 5,200 9,300 19,8oo 27,JOO --

Artillery USSR''·* 42,300 127,000 130,000 122,400 62,000 
(over 76mm) 49,100 48,400 56,100 28,6oo 
Germany''·•· 7,000 12,000 27,000 41,000 --

''figure for USSR includes self-propelled guns. German figure includes self-propelled 
guns for 1943 and 1944. 

''*artillery pieces of ~II calibres for USSR (separate figures for pieces ove"r 76 mm). 
German figure for pieces over 37 mm. 

B: HEAVY INDUSTRY 

(m. tonnes) 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 

Coal USSR 151.4 75·5 93.1 121.5 149·3 
Germany 315·5 317·9 340·4 347·6 

Steel USSR 17·9 8.1 8.5 10.9 12.3 
Germany 28.2 28.7 30.6 25.8 

Aluminium USSR -- 51·7 62.3 82.7 86.3 
Germany 233-6 264.0 250.0 245·3 

Oil USSR 33-0 22.0 18.o 18.2 19·4 
· Germany''. 5·7 6.6 7·6 5·5 1.3 

''synthetic oil production and natural crude oil production and imports. 
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four times more industrial capacity at its disposal Soviet prospects 

were bleak indeed .2 

The most remarkable part of the story of R ussia' s war lies here, in 

the revival of Soviet fortunes from a point of near collapse. Few would 
have gambled on a Soviet victory, faced with the cold statistics of 

Soviet decline. The Soviet war effort began to resemble the ramshackle 
structure of the Tsarist war twenty-five yea rs before, which ushered 
in the Revolution. There was worse to come. In April 1942, confident 
that German forces on the southern end of the front were weaker 
than the armies facing Moscow and Leningrad, Stalin ordered an 
offensive to retake the city of Kharkov, a vital rail junction for the 
German front. Warned by their intelligence service, German forces 

drew the Soviet armies into a well-prepared trap. The attack was 
. launched on May 12, with Soviet units poorly prepared and, because 
of a late thaw, some not even in place. Ten days later German forces 
encircled them, capturing the equivalent of three Soviet armies. The 
disaster at Kharkov was a humiliating failure for Stalin's personal 

leadership. Further south a Soviet attempt to drive German forces out 
of the Crimea met with a similarly tragic conclusion. The offensive 
was repulsed at great cost, with three more Soviet armies, the 44th, 
47th and srst, driven into the sea from the Kerch Peninsula, where 
German forces took savage reprisals against the helpless civilian popu
lation. During June the heavily fortified city of Sevastopol, perched 
on the edge of the Black Sea, was slowly reduced to rubble by systematic 
German air and artillery bombardment, until it surrendered on July 

4· Its conqueror, General Erich von Manstein, was presented with a 

Field Marshal's baton for his efforts. 
The scene was set for a repeat of the disasters of 1941. Hitler was 

determined to complete during the summer of 1942 the job that had 
eluded him the year before. His own commanders wanted to complete 
the seizure of Moscow at the centre of the front, for they believed 

that the psychological impact of the loss of the Soviet capital, allied 
to the destruction of the main weight of the Red Army, would bring 
a quick end to the war. Hitler disagreed. He was dreaming of greater 

things. Victories in North Africa, which brought Field Marshal Erwin 
Rommel to within striking distance of the Suez Canal and the vast . 
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oil reserves of the Middle East, and Japanese victories in the Far East 
against American and British Empire forces made him much more 
ambitious. His aim was to drive Soviet forces from the southern 
steppes and the Caucasus region, so that Axis forces could link up in 
the Middle East and also make a final annihilating sweep northward 
behind the Soviet lines to Moscow and the Urals. Throughout the 
vast southern region was fresh mineral wealth, above all oil, the key 
to Germany's final apocalyptic conflict with the resource-rich West. 

On 5 April 1942: Hitler issued Directive Number 41; its aim was 'to 
wipe out the entire defence potential remaining to the Soviets'.3 

The plan, code-named Operation Blue, was to sweep ea·st to Stalin
grad and south to the high mountain passes of the Caucasus, then on 
to Astrakhan and Grozny on the Caspian Sea. The Soviet Union would 
then be cut off from her own supplies of oil, and her war effort would 
wither on the vine. The preparation was veiled in absol~te seqecy, 
but the British passed on details of the forthcoming offensive culled 
from intercepted German signals. Stalin was no more receptive to 
these warnings than he had been to the warnings about Barbarossa. 

When on June 19 a light plane crashed behind Soviet lines carrying , 
the precise order of battle for the German operation, Stalin thought 
it could only be a deliberate and clumsy attempt at disinformation.4 

Habitually suspicious, Stalin preferred to rely on his own intuition, 
even though it had served him so poorly over the past year. He insisted 
that the main weight of German attack would be brought to bear on 
Moscow. This was not an irrational expectation; it was what German 
generals wanted to do, and many of Stalin's own military leaders 

concurred with their chief. The irony was that only a year before 
Stalin had insisted on strengthening the south in the mistaken belief 

. that Hitler wanted oil and grain more than he wanted Moscow; now· 
the south was weaker, and the centre strong. 

When the blow finally fell on 28 June 1942 Soviet forces were as 
ill-prepared to meet it as they had been the previous June. German 
forces punched forward behind a shield of aircraft and tanks, sup
ported on their flanks by more weakly armed, and less fan<1-tical, allies 

-Hungarians, Italians and Romanians. By July 9, the northernmost 
German armies on the southern front reached the River Don opposite 
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Voronezh. They then swung south to join up with 'armies moving 
from the Crimean area ., Soviet resistance crumbled. Small groups of 
stragglers, cut off from their commanders, moved eastward, followed 
by a train of desperate refugees. Many were simply swallowed up by 
the vas't steppeland, easy prey to the Axis troops who followed in the 

wake of the fast-mo~ing tank columns. Others struggled to construct 
makeshift defensive lines, until these, too, melted away. On July 23 

Rostov-on-Don, at the mouth of the great river, was abandoned by 
the panicking soldiers. A few NKVD troops fought to the death before 
the city fell into German hands. There was no repeat of the frantic 
defence of Soviet cities witnessed the year before. The demoralization 
was infectious. By the end of July Hitler was so confident of another 
victory that he divided his forces in half: von Kleist took the rst Panzer 
Army with Army Group A tO conquer the Caucasian oil fields; von 
We~chs's Army Group B moved eastward across the Don with orders 
to take the city of Stalingrad on the Volga, more than r,soo miles 
from Berlin. 

The new wave of failures could not be hidden from the Soviet 
people. In Moscow observers felt a fresh shudder of panic through 

the population. The news that Rostov had fallen with barely a fight 
after the terrible sacrifices in Moscow and Leningrad produced feelings 
of anger and dismay. In the headlong retreat army discipline began 
to break down. Units abandoned their guns and equipment. Soldiers 
wounded themselves rather than face the German giant. The authority 
of the officers and military commissars threatened to disappear. On 
July 28 Stalin moved to stop the collapse. He issued Order 227, Ne 
Shagu Nazad!- 'Not" a Step Back!' The publication of the order came 
at a time of acute crisis. Stalin told the armed forces that retreat must 
end: 'Each position, each metre of Soviet territory must be stubbornly 
defended, to the last drop of blood. We must cling to every inch of 
Soviet soil and defend it to the end!'5 

After the war it was forbidden to publish any details about Order 

Number 227, though it had been distributed to all fighting units. Not 
until 1988 was its existence first revealed to the Soviet public. The 
order did not fit with the post-war image of Soviet heroism and 
self-sacrifice, for it not only called for a fight to the death, but promised 
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the severest punishments for those who flinched. Anyone caught within 
the net of the order, the 'panickers' and 'cowards', were liable to 

summary execution or service in shtrafbaty, penal battalions. There 
were penal units for senior officers who shirked their duty and separate 
units for junior officers and privates, modelled, according to the order, 
on German practice during the winter fighting in 1941. Stalin also 
authorized so-called 'blocking units' (otryadi zagrazhdeniye) from the 
regular Red Army troops, whose task was to prevent panic and 
desertion and keep soldiers fighting. They were supposed to co-operate 
with the thousands of NKVD troops who had been performing the 
same task without a specific order. In practice these new units found 
themselves carrying our menial tasks or guard duty in the rear when 

they were needed desperately at the front. On October 29 they were 
cancelled by a fresh order. The NKVD troops continue~ to track 
down anyone accused of slacking or cowardice. Guilt did not need 
to be clear. The practices of the pre-war terror were reimposed to 

keep Soviet soldiers fighting.6 The slightest infringement could be 
interpreted as sabotage; desertion was punishable by a death sentence, 
meted out by hundreds of summary courts-martial. Over the course 

of the war 442,000 were forced to serve in penal battalions; a further 
436,ooo were sentenced to periods of imprisonment. How many died 
at the hands of their own side, either shot, or lost in the suicidal 

missions assigned to penal battalions, may never be known with any 
certainty. Latest Russian estimates put the figure as high as 158,ooo 
sentenced to be shot during the war.7 The penal battalions were given 
the most dangerous work. They were sent ahead through minefields 
or on air attacks into the teeth of German defences. They could be 
reinstated only if they were wounded. 'Atoned with his own blood' 

was added to their reports. 
It is easy to argue that from the summer of 1942 the Soviet army 

fought because it was forced to fight. Yet the impact of Order Number 
227 can be exaggerated. It was aimed primarily at officers and political 
commissars, rather than the rank and file, which had always been 
subject to very harsh discipline. The order also applied only to un
authorized retreats, no t to retreats in general. No doubt legal niceties 
did not play a great part with the NKVD interrogators, but it was . 

r6o 

THE CAULDRON BOILS : STALINGRAD, 1942-43 

not an order that was applied entirely without discrimination. There 
was at the time a sense that desperate circumstances called for des
perate measures. One soldier later recalled his reaction to 'Not a Step 
Back!': 'Not the letter, but the spirit and content of the order made · 

possible the moral, psychological and spiritual breakthrough in the 
hearts and minds of those to whom it was read .. .'8 Nor should it be 
forgotten that there was indiscipline and demoralization in the Red 
Army, which grew in volume as Soviet military incompetence exposed 
soldiers to unbearable pressures. Stalin was not tilting this time at 
counter-revolutionary phantoms, but at real soldiers plunged into a 
nightmare of defeat and uncertainty. 

The revelations of terror in the armed forces focus on an evident 
historical truth, but they also distort our view of the Soviet war effort. 
Not every soldier stood with a gun to his back; not every instance of 
self-sacrifice and courageous defiance was a product of coercion or 
fear. To believe this diminishes the exceptional heroism of thousands 
of ordinary Soviet men and women, whose voluntary commitment to 
the Soviet cause can scarcely be in doubt. In the summer and autumn 

of 1942 Soviet people were animated by more than fear of the NKVD. 
Stalin called ·on his people to mobilize the resources of an entire 

society, to turn the Soviet Union into a single 'war camp'. Soviet 
propaganda prepared to turn the war into a crusade to save not just 
the Soviet system, but Mother Russia herself. The war became not 

simply a defence of Communism, about which many Russians felt 
uneasy, but a patriotic struggle against a feared and hated enemy. 

The mobilization of popular Russian patriotism was forced by 
circumstances. By 1942 it was evident that the Communist Party alone 
could not raise the energies of the people for a struggle of .this depth 
and intensity. The war with Germany was not like the war against 
the kulaks, or the war for greater production in the 1930s, although 
the almost continuous state of popular mobilization which these 
campaigns produced in some ways prepared the population to respond 
to emergency and improvisation. During 1942 the war was presented 

as a war to save historic Russia, a nationalist war of revenge against 
a monstrous, almost mythical enemy. The words 'Soviet Union' and 

'Communism' appeared less and less frequently in official publications. 
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The words 'Russia' and 'Motherland' took their place. The 'Interna

tionale', the anthem of the international socialist movement played 

on state occasions, was replaced with a new national anthem.
9 

The 
habits of military egalitarianism ingrained in the Red Army were 
swept aside. New medals were struck commemorating the military 
heroes of Russia's past; the Tsarist Nevsky Order was revived but 
could be won only by officers. Aleksandr Nevsky, the Muscovite 
prince who drove back the Teutonic Knights in the thirteenth century, 

was a singularly apt paralle\.10 In 1938 Stalin had ordered Sergei Eisen
stein to produce a film on Nevsky. He interfered with the script to 
make the message clear about the German threat (and the virtues of 

authoritarianism). In 1939 the film was withdrawn following the 
Nazi-Soviet pact, but in 1942 it again became essential viewing.

11 

The mobilization of tradition did not stop with past heroes. During 

1942 the Russian Orthodox Church, persecuted ceaselessly by an 
atheistic regime, was suddenly rehabilitated. For years Russian Chris
tians were forced to live a subterranean existence like the Christians 

of the ancient world. Churches and monasteries were closed down 
and their communities disbanded. Before the Revolution there were 

so,ooo priests and 163 bishops in the Russian Church. By 1941 there 
were around one hundred priests and only seven bishops.

12 
Their 

lives were closely monitored by the regime. Thousands of practising 
Christians received communion in secret masses, but the risks they 
ran were enormous. With the outbreak of war the attitude of the 

regime began to change. Metropolitan Sergei, h~ad of the Church, 
appealed to the faithful on the very day of the German invasion to 
do eve~ything to bring about victory. He published no fewer than 
twenty-three epistles in the next two years, calling on his flock to fight 
for the godless state they lived in. Stalin, the ex-seminarian, may never 
have entirely lost his faith. He told the British ambassador that, in 
his own way, 'he too believed in God'. The word began to appear in 

Pravda with a capitalletter.
13 

Stalin's motives were not primarily spiritual. Religion was allowed 
to flourish again because it was what ordinary Russians wanted. Even 
Hitler, who was utterly irreligious, mobilized the Orthodox Church 
in the conquered areas, where he hoped it would dull the senses of 

. . 
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the local population and make German rule more tolerable. When the 

puppet bishops became too independent-minded they were dispensed 
with. Metropolitan Sergei Voskrensky of Riga was first recruited by 
the Germans to preach for a German victory, but ended up being 
murdered in 1944 by his patrons on the road between Riga and 
Vilnius. 14 Stalin, like Hitler, appreciated what religion could do. He 
permitted the reopening of churches and of a number of seminaries. 
Money was made available to revive church ritual. In 1943 he finally 
agreed to the appointment of a Patriarch of the Church, the supreme 
authority, an office left empty since 1926. The Church authorities 
responded by raising money from the faithful to fund a Soviet 
armoured column. Priests and bishops exhorted their congregations 
to observe the faith, God's and Stalin's. The churches soon had larger 
congregations than they could cope with. Observers in Moscow found 
crowds standing outside the cathedrals waiting to get in. The end 
result was a curious blend of traditional Christianity and socialist 
religiosity. One cold day at a Moscow railway station an elderly 
Siberian off to the front was observed listening intently to a voice 

over the loudspeaker, a voice 'low and muffled, yet. curiously penetrat
ing'. On hearing the voice he made the sign of the cross, and cried 
out, 'Stalin!' 15 

The sentiments aroused by popular patriotism in 1942 proved 
anything but Christian. Russian society was roused to a fever pitch 
of hatred and vengeance. Hating the Germans and everything German 

· became the central message of the propaganda machine. Soldiers and 
citizens were encouraged to give way to a blind patriotic rage. The 
word 'German' or 'fascist' assumed a satanic dimension. 'If you don't 
want to give away/ all that which you call your country,' wrote the 

poet ~onstantin Simonov, 'then kill a German, kill a German/ every 
time you see one.'16 The writer Ilya Ehren burg, a former anti-Bolshevik 

who returned from exile in Paris to be rehabilitated by Stalin in 1939, 

was recruited to fan the flames. In August 1942 he wrote in the army 
journal Red Star: 

Now we know. The Germans are not human. Now the word 'German' has 

become the most terrible swear word. Let us not speak. Let us not be 
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indignant. Let us kill. If you do not kill the German, he will kill you ... If 

you have killed one German, kill another. There is nothing jollier than 

German corpses. 17 

Ehrenburg's own hatred was genuine enough: he had visited areas 
liberated during the Moscow counter-offensive. The hatred of thou
sands of other ordinary Russians was not simply manufactured by 
the sta~e but was born of the sufferings inflicted in a year of defeats. 
The summer of hate orchestrated in 1942 drew on an incoherent 
revulsion against the enemy and gave it force and focus, but the 
patriotism and the grim thirst for revenge had their own source in 
the Soviet people. The writer Vyacheslav Kondratyev, a veteran of 

the conflict and a bitter critic of the post-war sanctification of the 
Soviet war effort, believed that the revival of morale had little to do 
with Stalin and the Party: 'It was a pure burst of love for our fatherland. 

That sacrificial incandescence and readiness to give one's life for it 
are unforgettable. Nothing like it ever happened again.' 18 

In the autumn of 1942 people armed themselves spiritually for the 
struggle. The summer panic in Moscow appeared to subside. Stalin 
placed himself at the head of a patriotic rallying llnthinkable a few 
years before. Stalingrad was now to play the role played out by 
Moscow a ·year earlier. Its survival became not just a military and 
economic necessity: the city came to symbolize the new spirit of defiant 
nationalism conjured up after the disaster at Rostov. The city bore 

.Stalin's name, a gift from grateful fellow-Co.mmunists in 1925 in 
memory of Stalin's alleged role during the civil war in saving the 
town, then called Tsaritsyn, from counter-revolutionary armies. 19 

Within the space of a dozen years the sleepy Volga port was trans
formed into a sprawling industrial city, populated by giant engineering 
plants turning out machine tools and tractors - the Red October 
Factory, the Barricades Works, the tractor plant. A new urban land
scape of tall apartment buildings, dull Party offices and workers' 
housing stretched for forty miles along the riverbank. Along the Volga 
flowed oil and food from the Caucasus to feed the industrial cities of 
the north. With the loss of the Ukraine, these southern resources were 
vital to the Soviet war effort. The rest of Russia could have continued 
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to fight after the loss of Stalingrad and the south, but prospects of 
victory would have been remote. Both sides knew this. Defender and 
attacker came to see the struggle for Stalingrad as decisive. 

In July the odds were heavily in Germany's favour. Stalin still 
refused to see the south as the major battleground for 1942 and kept 
the bulk of Soviet forces farther to the north .. The balance on the 
southern front strongly favoured the attacker: 25o,ooo troops of Ger

many and her allies against 187,ooo, 740 tanks against 360, 1,2oo 
aircraft against 330.20 Army Group B moved remorselessly forward 
across the Don River towards Stalingrad. Before them stretched an 
endless steppe. 'It was,' recalled a German survivor, 'easily the most 
desolate and mournful region of the East that came before my eyes. 

A barren, naked, lifeless steppe, without a bush, without a tree, for 
miles without a village. '21 Across the bleak terrain drove the German 

6th Army, commanded by General Friedrich Paulus. Resistance melted 
in front of him. Desperate Soviet counter-attacks in the last two weeks 
of July did little to slow up the German .advance and proved costly 
in men and tanks. Soviet commandeers began to lose control over the 
battle as communications broke down. Late in July Stalin sacked 
Marshal Timoshenko, who was struggling to create a coherent defens
ive line in front of Stalingrad, and appointed General Gordov as 

commander of the Stalingrad Front. On July 2 36th Army encountered 
Gordov's two armies, the 62nd and the 64th, along the Chir River, 
eighty miles from Stalingrad. These two Soviet armies bore the brunt 
of the savage battle for the next four months. 

Against heavily armed mobile forces Gordov's troops could do 
little. Bleak though it was, the dry steppe country suited German 

commanders. The Red Army was pushed back towards Stalingrad 
day by day. By August 19 Paulus was ready to mount his first assault 
on the city, supported now by the 4th Panzer Army, which had been 

detached from Army Group A in the Caucasus. The attack almost 
produced disaster. On August 23 G.erman forces reached the Volga 
north of Stalingrad and created a salient five miles wide along the 
riverbank. The same day German units reached the outskirts of the 
city. The German air force launched a 6oo-bomber attack on the city, 
creating a blazing inferno across the centre and killing, according to 
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Soviet estimates, 4o,ooo of the inhabitants, who had been ordered to 

stay in the city rather than clog the military supply lines.
22 

At Hitler's 
headquarters in the Ukraine, where his southern strategy had aroused 
bitter criticisms from senior generals, there was, according to one 
eyewitness, an 'exultant mood'. Paulus confidently expected to seize 

the city and cut the Volga route in a matter of days.
23 

· 

Once again Stalin stared calamity in the face. This time, Zhukov 
recalled, Stalin did not lay the blame on his subordinates. The strong 

implication was that, at last, he blamed himself for all the shortcomings 
of the first year of war. On August 27 Zhukov was summoned to 
Moscow from his command of the Western Front defending the 

capital. Late that evening he arrived at the Kremlin, where Stalin was 
discussing the crisis with the State Defence Committee. Stalin's study 
was a dimly lit room, dominated by a large map table. At one end of 
the room stood a large globe. On the walls hung pictures, not of the 
leaders of world revolution, but of Russian military heroes. Stalin 
never beat about the bush. He told Zhukov that he must travel to 
Stalingrad himself and try to rescue the situation. He then announced 
that Zhukov was to be made Deputy Supreme Commander to Stalin. 
Zhukov's reply is not recorded. He accepted the new post, drank tea 

with Stalin and left to ascertain the facts.
24 

Zhukov responded with his usual energy. On August 29 he flew 
south to the banks of the Volga. At the headquarters of the Stalingrad 
Front he met Stalin's new chief of staff, Aleksandr Vasilevsky, who 

had replaced the despondent Shaposhnikov in July. The two men set 
about stabilizing the front, but they were faced with critical shortages 
of men and munitions. Three reserve units released by Stalin from 

.the rear were to be used to try to break the 6th Army's grip on the 
Volga north of Stalingrad. The attack, launched on September 5, 
achieved little in the face of furious German air attacks. Stalin con
tinued to hound his new deputy to find some way of plugging the gap. 
On September 12 Zhukov flew back to Moscow to report in person. 
Accompanied by Vasilevsky, he told Stalin that with existing forces 

the front could not be held. Reserves were needed. While Stalin stared 
grimly at the maps spread out before him, Zhukov and Vasilevsky 
muttered to each other about the need to find 'another solution'. Stalin . 
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abruptly looked up. 'What "other solution"?' he asked. He sent both 

men away with orders to return the following day with a clear picture 
of what needed to be done to save Stalingrad.25 

When Stalin met them on September 13 he was livid with rage at 
his British ally for arguing over military aid. 'Tens, hundreds of 

thousands of Soviet people are giving their lives in the struggle against 
fascism, and Churchill is haggling over twenty Hurricanes.'26 It was 

over a year since Britain and the United States had pledged to send 
the Soviet Union the military and economic aid necessary to keep the 
Soviet front from collapsing. Though there was popular hostility in 
both Western states to co-operation with Communism, the alternative 
of a German victory in the East was regarded-as even less palatable, 
since it would leave Britain at the mercy of a military giant and the 
United States with little realistic prospect ·of fighting a major war 
3,000 miles distant from its shores. Yet for all the importance attached 
to Soviet resistance, neither Western power contributed enough during 
1942 to ensure Soviet survival. Churchill candidly told the Soviet 
ambassador, Ivan Maisky, that all Britain could offer was 'a drop in 
the ocean'. The American Lend-Lease aid programme, begun in March 

1941 for the British Empire and extended to cover the Soviet Union 
in August that year, provided $5.8 billion of goods for Britain by the 
end of 1942 but only $r.4 billion for the Soviet Union.27 Throughout 
the year Stalin had pressed Britain and the United States to provide 
direct assistance by opening a 'second front' in Europe to divert 

German forces away from the Eastern campaign. The war with J apan 
and the immature st:lte of American rearmament made it difficult for 
the West to do more. The British army was hard pressed to keep a 
small Italian-German force from conquering Egypt, and the Royal 
Navy was fighting the Battle of the Atlantic, on which the future of 

any Western war effort depended. The only direct pressur~ Britain 
applied came from a long-range bombing offensive against Germany's 
western industrial cities, which because of its modest scale had 
achieved only meagre results by the end of 1942. 

In July 1942 Churchill suggested to Stalin that a face-to-face meeting 
between them might help to smooth the path of inter-allied coalition. 
A meeting was arranged for early August. Stalin had scant respect for 
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the-British, whom he regarded as opportunists and cowards. 'We must 
be guarded in relations with the English,' he had told Maisky a year 
earlier. 'They want, it seems to me, our weakening.' He was blunt 
and ungracious when he met Churchill in an awkward confrontation 
on August 12. Churchill seemed ill at ease, fidgety; Stalin gazed 

impassively at his guest, insultingly restrained. He outlined the grim 
news from the south and assured his guest that he was 'determined 

to hold Stalingrad'.28 Churchill then had the unhappy responsibility 
of telling Stalin that no 'second front' could be opened in 1942. Stalin 
was visibly angered. He was patronizing and insulting about British 

·resolve and competence, to an extent that reduced his guest to a 

scarcely suppressed fury. After the first meetings Churchill was all for 
returning home rather than face further humiliation at the hands of 
a man he cursed as a 'brigand'. But he stayed on, and a greater 
cordiality was established. Churchill revealed details of planned Allied 

landings in North Africa- Operation Torch- and for the bombing 
of Germany, which pleased Stalin, though nothing could assuage 
Stalin's evident disappointment that his allies could not relieve the 

pressure on Stalingrad by attacking in force in the west. That night, 
in the Catherine Hall of the Kremlin Palace, Stalin entertained his 

guest at another lavish state banquet. As they sat drinking coffee after 
the meal, Churchill asked Stalin if he could forgive his consistent 
hostility to the Soviet system. Stalin could not bring himself to say 
yes. His eyes narrowed, and he stared silently at Churchill before 
replying: 'It's for God to forgive - not me. In the end, history will 

judge us.'29 

Stalin was left to fight for Stalingrad on his own. He accepted 
Churchill's arguments against risking a premature invasion of contin
ental Europe with manifest resentment. Vz.silevsky and Zhukov's 

'other solution' held the field. They brought a map to the Kremlin, 
which they laid on the table. Zhukov did the talking. He proposed a 
counter-offensive across the long expo'sed flanks of the German thrust 
towards Stalingrad that would encircle Paulus and break the German 
front. The counter-attack would take forty-five days to prepare 
thoroughly , drawing on strategic reserves which Stavka had garnered 
for the expected German assault on Moscow that had failed to 

168 

THE CAULDRO N B O IL S: STA LINGRAD, 1942-43 

materialize. The Soviet operation had to penetrate far to the German 

rear to be sure of opening up an impregnable corridor between Paulus 
and the rest of the German front. Stalin was critical, but not dismissive. 
Zhukov and Vasilevsky were sent away again to produce clear plans. 

There has always existed a dispute over who first thought of 
the counter-offensive plan. The commander of the Voronezh Front, 

General Vatutin, whose forces stood opposite the long northern Ger

man flank, may have been the initial author. Vasilevsky played a 
central role as chief of staff in drawing up the detailed plans. The 
operational conception owed something to Zhukov's clear battlefield 
mind. There was no single inspiration behind the plan; it was a 
collective effort. This in itself was a revolutionary development. Stalin 
left the rescue of Stalingrad to the experts. The offensive plan still 

needed his final approval, but by mid-October both its technical 
feasibility and its prospects for success were clear, and Stalin did 
nothing to obstruct it.30 

The advantages of the operation were many. Along the flanks of 
the German advance had been posted weaker Romanian, Italian and 
Hungarian divisions. They were less well armed than the German 

units and had less stomach for a do-or-die contest with an angry Red 
Army. They were stretched taut along the edges of a salient in which 
there were now few reserves. German forces themselves were running 
out of steam. With only one usable railway line, the supply system 
struggled to cope. Shortages of fuel and spare parts made it difficult 

to keep German tanks and vehicles going. Aircraft were forced to 
operate from rough grass airstrips, and their attrition rate was high. 
In the Caucasus the rapid advance of Army Group A was halted on 
a line in front of the oil city of Grozny. German soldiers reached the 

snow-clad passes of the Caucasus mountains but could advance no 
further. The balance of forces still favoured the attacker at Stalingrad 
- Paulus fielded twenty-five divisions against the ten under-strength 
divisions of the 620d Army in the city i~self. But in the second half of 
1942, against every reasonable expectation, the rump Soviet economy, 
a triumph of improvised and urgent revival, began to produce larger 
quantities of tanks, aircraft and artillery than the Germans, who had 
four times as much steel. 
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The Soviet military revival in 1942 and 1943 was inextricably linked 
to the recovery of the battered industrial economy. The Soviet war 
effort was saved only by a most remarkable exodus of machines, 

equipment and manpower from the a·reas under German attack in 
1941. Two days after the German attack a Committee of Evacuation 
was set up, with a staff of eighty-five planners and officials under the 
leadership of a Party favourite of Stalin's, Lazar Kaganovich. Unable 
tb cope with the scale of the emergency, he was replaced in July by 
the trade union leader, N. M. Shvernik. Evacuation was carried out 

under exceptional difficulties. Subjected to air attack, with German 
forces often at no more than a few hours' distance, thousands of 
engineers and workers swarmed like ants over their factories, dismant
ling machinery and hauling equipment and vital materials to the 

nearest railhead. Here it was loaded, often manhandled, onto flatcars 
or into boxcars, for the long journey east. Whenever possible, each 
train carried a whole plant and its workforce. The workers were 

pack!'!d into cars equipped with rows of bunks and a stove. At their 
destination in the Urals, Kazakhstan or Siberia, they poured out of 
the cars and began the arduous work of reassembling their workplace. 

31 

They worked with few tools in almost impossible conditions, in 

snow or permafrost, short of food and shelter. Where possible the 
refugee factories were coupled to an existing plant. In many cases they 
were set up on undeveloped sites where amenities were non-existent; 

two-thirds were restarted in the open countryside. At one tank factory 
the 8,ooo female workers lived in holes carved out of the earth, 
industrial bunkers that unintentionally mirrored the harsh trench 

conditions at the fighting front. 32 During the second half of 1941, the 
latest Russian estimates suggest, atleast 2,593 enterprises were moved 
eastward; the final tally was almost certainly higher. As many as 
twenty-five million workers and their families went with them, a 
human exodus without parallel that was to prove vital to the revival 

of the industrial economy and Soviet agriculture.33 Priority was given 
to men of military age, skilled workers and engineers and Communist 
Party workers, but millions of women and children were moved as 
well, many in long, gruelling marches on foot, to escape an invader 
whose reputation for brutality preceded him. With the influx, the 
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work-force in the Urals industrial region increased by 36 per cent; in 
western Siberia and the Volga basin the increase was almost one
quarter.34 

Inevitably, mistakes were made in the chaotic conditions. Machines 
were left rusting by railway tracks. Trains loaded with equipment 
spent weeks trying to find a route to the east. Some factories, moved 
only a short distance, were threatened by the next German advance 
and had to be moved again. Yet an extraordinary amount was achieved 
despite the lack of a central plan, the shortage of railway equipment 

and the threat of enemy attack. By the end of 1942 only 55 out of the 
1,523 major factories moved to the east were still idle. The _rest were 
either in full operation, or on the way to achieving it. By concentrating 
everything on the single task of producing weapons at the expense of 
almost all civilian production, the shrunken Soviet economy in the 

second half of 1942 produced over 13,000 tanks and 15,ooo aircraft, 
as against 4,8oo and 9,700 for the same six months of 1941. In these 
six months Soviet industry turned out as much as, or in some cases 
more than, the German economy produced during the whole year. 

The Soviet plan of attack, which was given the code n~me Operation 
Uranus, hinged on one critical factor:· the defenders of Stalingrad had 
to hold out for the forty-five days Zhukov needed to organize the 
campaign. This seemed at the time an improbable ambition. In early· 
September Stalin expected the city to fall in a day or so. German 
forces penetrated south of Stalingrad and reached the Volga once 
more, splitting the Soviet defence, and leaving the hapless 62nd Army 
encircled in the city, with its back to the river, relentlessly battered 
by aircraft and artillery. The German army began to move forward 

through the deep ravines that led to the outskirts of Stalingrad, sealing 
off and capturing successive sections of the city. By September 3 some 
German units were only two miles from the river. The Soviet defenders 
were confined to the workers' estates and factories to the north, the 
area around the Central Railway Station and river quays in thl'! central 
zone and the small hill that dominated the centre of Stalingrad, 
Mamayev Kurgan. Around them the city collapsed. Bombing and 
sh~llfire reduced buildings to stark, twisted skeletons. Wooden houses 
were reduced to ashes, their metal stovepipes still standing amidst the 
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debris. In the dark, recalled Konstantin Simonov, who immortalized 
th~ conflict in his novel Days and Nights, the city looked like a flat, 

undulating plain: 'It seemed as though the houses had sunk into the 
ground and that grave mounds of bricks had been heaped over them.'

35 

So unendurable was the battleground that the commander of the 
62nd Army, General Aleksandr Lopatin, began to evacuate troops 

across to the eastern shore of the Volga. His commanders viewed 
this as an abdication of responsibility, and Lopatin was sacked. His 

· replacement proved to be an inspired choice. General Vasily lvanovich 
Chuikov was appointed commander of the 62nd Army on September 
12. In July Chuikov had been brought back from assignment in China, 
where he had been a military adviser to Chiang Kai-Shek. He played 
a major part in stiffening the resistance on the steppe in front of 
Stalingrad. He was able to gather together scattered, leaderless soldiers 
and weld them into a more effective fighting force, learning all the 

time from German military habits, searching for their weaknesses. He 
was a tough, burly man, his ready smile revealing rows of gold-capped 

teeth. He ~ndured what his men endured and faced death without 

flinching.36 

He was thrown into the cauldron of Stalingrad at a decisive juncture. 

The day he arrived, September 13, Paulus had massed his army for 
the final push to the river. The sight that met Chuikov's eyes astonished 
him: 'The streets of the city are dead. There is not a single green twig 

left on the trees; everything has perished in the flames.'
37 

He made his 
way to the rough dugout on the slopes of Mamayev Kurgan where 
the army headquarters was based. Almost at once he was engulfed by 
the battle. German forces stormed the hill and forced him to withdraw 
to the banks of the Tsaritsa river where it joined the Volga. Here in 

a hot, unventilated underground bunker he improvised a command 
centre for an army with whose outer units he could scarcely communic
ate. His lifeline was the Volga. A fleet of small ferryboats brought 
food, ammunition and occasional reinforcements, returning heavily 

laden with the wounded. 
On the far bank of the Volga lay the main part of the Soviet front 

line. During September Stalin reorganized the line. The Stalingrad 
Front was renamed the Don Front, since its forces had been cut off 
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north-east of the city by the German thrust to the Volga on August 

2 3· Stalingrad itself and the area immediately to the east of the city 
was renamed the Stalingrad Front and was placed under a tough 
Ukrainian, General Andrei Y eremenko. A peasant by origin, like so 
many of the successful Second World War commanders, he became 
a cavalry NCO during the First World War and stayed in the service 
after the Revolution. He survived the purges as a divisional commander 
before going on to command the Soviet Red Banner Army in the east 
in 1940. He returned to take command of a front in the collapse in 

1941 and was fottunate to survive serious injury. He was ambitious 
and temperamental; Zhukov became a particular target of his military 
jealousy. He was famously courageous and fought with a vengeful 
determination. At Stalingrad he was wounded seven times, four times 
seriously. He continued to exercise command from his hospital bed 
and eventually recovered to survive the war.38 

In Y eremenko and Chuikov, Paulus found unyielding adversaries. 
The September battles pushed the Red Army to the very edge of 

hurrtan endurance and to the very edge of the Volga. In three days of 
fierce fighting, which began on September 13, German forces struggled 
forward through the rubble and ruins to the Central Railway Station 
and the slopes of Mamayev Kurgan. The station changed hands fifteen 
times. Small detachments of Soviet soldiers attacked at night to reverse 
the gains made by the Germans by day. The summit of Mamayev 
Kurgan was seized first by one side, then the other. The hill became 
a moonscape of craters and grey ash. Greatly outnumbered, Chuikov's 
tired troops, each group the remnants of what had once been whole 
divisions, retreated house by house, block by block. On the far side 

of the Volga there was little left to send. In desperation Stalin ordered 
the 13th Guards Division, led by Aleksandr Rodimtsev, a Hero of the 
Soviet Union, to race to the rescue. They disembarked at a bleak 
railhead set up on the bare steppe miles behind the front. They 

undertook a gruelli~g forced march and arrived by ferry tired, in some 
cases weaponless. Yet like the proverbial cavalry, they arrived just in 
time. With just fifteen tanks and a handful of men Chuikov held 

off the furious efforts of the 6th Army to reach the central jetties. 
Rodimtsev's Guards were brought across a boatload at a time and 
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were thrown into the mouth of the battle with almost no preparation. 

They took casualties of almost roo, per cent, but they did what was 
needed. The 62nd Army kept its slender grip on the western bank of 

the Volga, and the city was saved.
39 

The battlefield that Rodimtsev's men were flung onto resembled 
no ordinary field of combat. The city looked as if it had been the 

epicentre of a giant earthquake. Over the whole area there settled a 
hiyer of thick, dark ash from the burned-out buildings, which gusted 
into clouds of grey dust with the thud of each new shell or each blast 
of win~ from the steppe. There hung in the air the acrid fumes of 
scorched wood and brick and the occasional stench of burning flesh. 
Each fresh barrage or bombing contorted the ruins afresh. Soviet and 

German soldiers hid or lived in the cellars; they fought among the 
piles of masonry that gave them rough shelter from the constant fire 
of heavy machine-guns and tommy-guns. The front lines had no clear 
edges. The two sides were no more than a grenade's throw apart. 

Soviet soldiers who found themselves trapped behind German lines 
carried on fighting. Almost everyone was wounded, but light wounds 
no longer earned a reprieve from combat. The severely wounded were 
taken out when possible, but hundreds died where they lay, prey to 
the swarms of rats that flowed like a warm river over the living and 

the dead.40 

The strategy pursued by Chuikov and Paulus was greatly simplified 

. by the battle. The Soviet commander had to stay in Stalingrad, come 
what may; the German aim was to push the defenders back into the 
Volga. The conflict hinged not on strategy but on tactics. Chuikov 
became overnight a master of the urban battlefield. He instructed his 
men to keep their front line as close to the German one as they could, 
to prevent the enemy, for fear of hitting his own side, from deploying 

his superior air and fire power. By late September this was a fact of 
life, for only a matter of a few hundred yards separated the forward 
German units from the riverbank itself. From beyond the river on the 
eastern bank came a ceaseless barrage of artillery and rocket fire from 

Soviet positions, which had a much broader target to aim at. The 
German army found urban conflict dauntingly different from the fast 

air and tank operations across the steppe. In Stalingrad they had to 
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fight ag.l tll\t .111 t'tll'my fr ustra tingly el usive and deadly. Chuikov 
ordered his men to take every advantage of the terrain and of their 
own fighting skill s. When they could Soviet forces fought at night. 
They infiltrated German units until on a given order they let out a 
barrage of fearsome yells and machine-gun fire against their nervous 
enemy. At night a blanket of fear descended on German troops. The 
tough Siberians and Tatars on the Soviet side used knives and bayonets 
to slaughter isolated German units inept at hand-to-hand fighting 
among the shadows. By day snipers sat in wait for anything on the 

German side that moved. From Berlin came crack shots to neutralize 
the sniper threat, but they too fell victim to the Red Army's hidden 

war. 'Bitter fighting,' wrote one German NCO. 'The enemy is firing 
from all sides, from every hole. You must not let yourself be seen. '41 

By day the initiative lay with the attacker. Tht; 6th Army was able 
to deploy more tanks and heavy weapons than its enemy, and the 
Soviet front line was ground down yard by yard. In late September 
much of the central area of the city had fallen. The giant Univermag 
department store in Heroes of the Soviet Union Square was defended 
to the death by Soviet soldiers holed up in the shop basement. Paulus 
then made it his headquarters. To the south -a giant grain elevator 
became the scene of a fifty-eight-day siege, the Soviet garrison holding 
out floor by floor as German tanks and guns reduced it to a twisted 

shell. On September 25 Paulus turned his attention to the northern 
factory district, where most of the remnants of 62nd Army was 
besieged. Here the same tactics of armoured thrust and Soviet counter

thrust were employed for every factory building and every warehouse. 
Three under-strength German infantry divisions and two Panzer div

isions attacked along a narrow, three-mile front until they had driven 
the defenders out of all but one factory complex. The surviving Soviet 

·{orces huddled in the Barricades Factory on the very banks of the 
river. Chuikov's other troops clung to small pockets of territory along 
the edge of the Volga. They were so reduced in number that they were 
organized in small detachments or 'storm groups', capable oflaunching 
nothing more than local forays. 

How the Red Army survived in Stalingrad defies military explan
ation. Chuikov inspired his men. Despite a bomb attack on his 
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headquarters in September and a flood of burning oil through his 
bunker in October, Chuikov stayed where he was, at the front line 
among his own. His determination infected others. A different com
mander might have asked less of his men, and he was savagely 

, intolerant of those who failed to rise to the terrible challenge of 

Stalingrad. During the battle it has been claimed that 13,500 men were 
executed for cowardice, though they may not all have been regular 
soldiers, and almost certainly not all were cowards. Chuikov displayed 
a grim fatalism that was reflected in the morale of those he led.

42 

Soviet soldiers, like soldiers everywhere, fought better when they knew 
what they were fighting for and were confident of their leaders. After 

that, what Simonov called the 'dour determination' of the ordinary 
Russian took over. Simonov's hero, Saburov, contemplates the distant, 
burning city as he arrives at the front: 'He felt that his own fate would 
be decided on the other side, together with that of the city. If the 
Germans took the city he would die. If he prevented them from taking 

it he might live.'43 Alexander Werth also detected a changed mood 
among the veterans he talked to at the time of Stalingrad. Men arrived, 

shocked and fearful, on the riverbank, under continuous German 
shelling. Some were men in their fifties who had fought in the First 
World War, some boys of eighteen. Yeremenko was forced to send 
cooks and mechanics from the rear, with almost no battle experience. 
A quarter of them might be dead before they reached the front line, 

a few hundred yards beyond the bank. But the rest developed a tough 

survival instinct. Viktor Nekrasov, the novelist, who fought as a 
lieutenant through the Stalingrad battle, recalled that the ill-assorted 
reinforcements soon became 'wonderfully hardened soldiers. Real 

frontoviks.' 44 

During the struggle Chuikov was not alone. To the south, separated 

from him by German troops, stood the remnants of the 64th Army, 
which kept up an active defence against the German flank. From 
beyond the river came artillery fire and the deadly assault of the 

multiple rocket-launcher, the Katyusha. Set in the back of a truck, 
each launcher could send a salvo of four tons of explosives over an 
area of ten acres. German forces feared them more than artillery. 
There was no familiar rush of sound, and once released the rockets 
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distributed their fatal loads quite randomly. Chuikov had them on 

the west bank. Trucks were driven perilously close to the river's edge 
to get the maximum trajectory. By October the ground barrage was 
joined by a growing weight of Soviet air power. As Luftwaffe activity 
was reduced by the loss of crews in combat or from accident, the 
Soviet 8th Air Force, drawing on extensive new production, could 
field 1,500 planes instead of the 300 the defenders had started with. 
Soviet pilots were given intensive training in night flying, which they 
had lacked. A more effective system of radio communication produced 
radical improvement in Soviet air fighting. 45 

All of this was watched from Moscow, as Zhukov and Vasilevsky 
put the finishing touches to Operation Uranus. Zhukov was deter
mined that everything should be in place before launching the attack. 
Previous Soviet counter-offensives had foundered because they had 
been started prematurely, at the bidding of an impatient leader. The 
temptation to relieve Chuikov by pushing Soviet reserves into the city 
was resisted at the cost of a terrible harvest of death within the 
cauldron. During October and November reserves of men, equipment 

and horses were brought up to strengthen the fronts to the north and 
south of the long German salient. The moves were made with the 
maximum of security. Using the advantages of the weather and the 
lessons of camouflage and deception painfully learned in the first year 
of war, the Red Army built up a force of over one million men, 

q,ooo heavy guns, 979 tanks and 1,350 aircraft. The deployment went 
undetected by German intelligence, which expected that Soviet forces, 
bled white in the city battle, had few reserves left for more than local 
spoiling actions.46 During early November the General Staff debated 
the precise details of the operation. Their conclusions were passed on 
to the front and divisional commanders so that everyone would be 
clear about what was expected of him. This in itself represented a 
great advance on the frantic operational planning before Leningrad 
and Moscow and helped to securethe success of.Uranus. 

On November 13 Zhukov and Vasilevsky visited Stalin to lay before 

him the final plans for the operation. He was in unaccustomed good 
humour and agreed to everything. The launch date he left to Zhukov's 
discretion. After one final inspection, November 19 was fixed as the 
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date for the blow on the northern flank, November 20 for the attack 
from the south-east. Though Chuikov did not know it, he had to 
endure unaided for only a few days more. They were critical days. 
On November 9, after clearing most of the factory district and pressed 
on by his frustrated Fuhrer, Paulus made one last attempt to take the 
city. When the German Army chief of staff, General Zeitzler, asked 
Hitler to consider abandoning the city and shortening the German 
line, Hitler shouted, 'I won't leave the Volga!'47 Paulus was ordered 

to assemble seven divisions for the task. In the early hours of the 
morning they crashed forward and succeeded in splitting the 62nd 
Army once again. German troops punched a corridor 500 yards wide 
through to the Volga. They were subjected to heavy fire from the 
opposite bank, while Chuikov sent storm detachments to try to force 
the Germans from the new salient. The attacks failed, and the small 
bridgeheads in the north of the city were surrounded. by German 
troops. Supplying Chuikov's troops was made difficult by the ice floes 
that began to choke the river. They were saved only by the exhaustion 
of the enemy. By November r2 the German offensive ground to a 
halt, and both sides dug in. Slowly the Red Army began to win back 
here and there a section of factory or a blockhouse. After two·months 

of the most gruelling combat since Verdun the two sides had fought 
to a standstill. Neither possessed the means to defeat the other; neither 
could retreat. 

On November r8 Chuikov received a call from front .headquarters 

to expect a special order. He and his men knew nothing of Operation 
Uranus,. It was kept from them to ensure that they would continue to 
fight with suicidal energy. At midnight the special order arrived, telling 
Chuikov that the Germans he was fighting were about to be cut off 
by a massive counter-offensive launched from neighbouring fronts. If 
it heightened the morale of the beleaguered defenders of Stalingrad, 
it gave them little immediate respite. Ice prevented the shipment of 
further supplies until the river froze solid on December r6, and the 

first small sled was pulled across. Nor did encirclement stop Paulus 
from fighting. For another six weeks Chuikov and Paulus fought a 
punch-drunk duel around Mamayev Kurgan and the Barricades Fac
tory, while the noose tightened around 6th Army. 
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The counter-offensive was successful beyond all expectations. On 
November I9 Vatutin's South-western Front and Rokossovsky's Don 
Front swept forward against the 3rd Romanian Army and elements 
of the German reserve forces. The Romanian front collapsed in hours. 
Fast-moving Soviet armoured columns, moving over the now frozen 
steppe, caused the kind of panic German Panzer divisions had pro

voked the year before. By November 2r Romanian forces had surren- . 
dered, and 2 7 ,ooo of them became prisoners. From the south a powerful 

armoured thrust hit the 4th Romanian Army, which disintegrated 
with the same dramatic speed. Resistance stiffened as German units 
began to be encountered, but so unprepared were Axis forces for an 
attack of this speed and weight that within four days the two Soviet 

pincers met up on the Don some sixty miles west of Stalingrad. The 
bridges over the river were vital to the success of the operation, and 
as Soviet forces approached they detached small mobile units to race 
ahead and seize them; At the town of Kalach Colonel Filippov, with 

a small detachment of tanks, drove into the centre at night with lights 
blazing. German guards thought it must be their own forces; before 

they had time to realize their mistake Filippov had seized the bridge 
and key areas of the town.48 He held off German counter-attacks until 
the rest of his division arrived. The encirclement was sealed when 

advance guards from south and north met at the village of Sovetsky, 
some miles south of Kalach. 

The German southern front was in disarray. Men, horses and guns 
lay in grotesque, frozen heaps where tliey fell. The Red Army cleared 

the steppe around them, until a corridor over a hundred miles wide 
separated the German front from Paulus, the 6th Army and remnants 

of the 4th Panzer Army, a total of more than 33o,ooo men. The first 
reaction was to try to break out. Paulus later complained that he 'could 
easily have done so'.

49 
But Hitler, who flew back to his headquarters on 

November 20 to deal with the emer.gency, told him to stand fast at 
all costs. Hermann Goering, who accompanied Hitler, promised to 
supply Paulus from the air with 500 tons a day. Field Marshal von 
Manstein was given responsibility for cutting a corridor through to 
Stalingrad to re-establish overland contact with the encircled army. 
The Soviet staff had anticipated this. They filled the circle around 
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Paulus with sixty divisions and r,ooo tanks. A strong defensive per
imeter was established facing east and west. When Manstein's Don 

Army Group finally assailed the circle on December 12, in driving 
rain and sleet, his prospects were poor. German forces hit hard against 
fierce resistance. At one point they advanced forty miles towards 
Stalingrad. In a state of confusion and in atrocious weather a Soviet 
counter-thrust was organized with reserve armoured divisions. On 
December 24 Manstein's relief column was itself threatened with 
encirclement. It was hastily withdrawn, and Paulus was left to his fate. 

The Soviet plan had been well prepared. There was scant possibility 
of Paulus fighting his way out of Stalingrad. Short of vehicles, ammu
nition and fuel, constantly subjected to air attack,. the 6th Army 

was still capable of fight~ng but not of moving very far. Manstein's 
counter-stroke caught the Red Army off guard, but the skilful redeploy
ment of reserves and the considerable numerical superiority favoured 
the Soviet side. For the first time Stalin's military machine had been 
able to prepare and execute a large-scale operation involving millions 

of men and hold it together under the fog of war. Stalin became eager 
for more. This time his staff had thought ahead. Two new operations 
were on the table. The first, Operation Saturn, was a more ambitious 
plan to cave in the German southern front and recapture Rostov, 
cutting off German forces in the Caucasus. The second was the 
operation to annihilate the encircled German armies at Stalingrad, 
Operation Koltso, or Ring. The first had mixed success. Substantial 
German forces managed to escape capture in the Caucasus by fighting 
their way through a narrow corridor along the Black Sea coast. The 
German front was rolled back across the Donbas industrial region 
towards the Dnepr River. Once Zhukov had provided the trigger, 
Stalin returned to his old habits of command, pushing his armies on 
beyond what they could realistically achieve. By March Manstein had 
not only stabilized the German front in the south but could undertake 
limited counter-offensives against exhausted Soviet troops. Once again 
Stalin had overplayed his hand. 

Further to the east there was a battle still to be won. The German 
6th Army, with remnants of Italian and Romanian forces and part of 
the 4th Panzer Army, was bottled up in the Stalingrad pocket, but it 
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was not yet beaten. T hough prospcLt~ of n:~~..uc were remote, German 
forces continued to fight , if for no other reason than Hitler's insistence 

that they should not surrender. The pocket was a large one. German 
forces occupied an area of steppe in front of the city, around which 
they threw a defensive cordon, a circle of guns and tanks to keep the 
enemy at bay. There were still three operational airfields, to which a 

trickle of supplies was brought in by the slow transport aircraft of 
the Luftwaffe. German air power over Stalingrad evaporated. A new 
generation of high-performance Soviet fighters enacted a grim toll. 
Losses amounted to 488 transports and over r,ooo crewmen. Wounded 
soldiers were flown out of the pocket, but hundreds of them died in 
air crashes. The supply operation was a failure. Instead of the promised 
500 tons a day, the average was less than roo, and it fell even lower 
during the poor weather of December and January.50 Paulus was left 

to fight with what he had. 
General Friedrich Paulus was not the stuff of military legend. A 

bourgeois officer in an army still dominated by Germ:;my's military 
gentry, he made his reputation as an able organizer and staff officer. 
He took control of the 6th Army only because of the sudden death of 
its flamboyant and tough commander, Walther von Reichenau, in 

January 1942. He was Reichenau's opposite: a quiet, subdued, un
asserti_ve individual who never lost his temper or became overexcited, 
loved Beethoven and hated the boorish side of military life. He was 
fastidious, even fussy, about his personal appearance. A fellow officer 
recalled a man 'well-groomed and with slender hands, always beauti
fully turned out with a gleaming white collar and immaculately 
polished field boots'. Stalingrad was the last place on earth for the 
tidy and the timid. Paulus could not bring himself to disobey Hitler, 

and his leadership was a poor example to his men. He was remembered 
as 'tired and listless', pro~e to bouts of debilitating illness, devoured 

by an unspoken bitterness at the role fate had assigned him.
51 

It , was now the turn of German soldiers to suffer. They were 
subjected to an endless bombardment from guns, rockets and aircraft. 
T}ley were short of ammunition and spares. They fought in tempera

tures which by January were as low as minus thirty degrees. To keep 
warm they wrapped torn shreds of material around their feet and 
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leg~, .1nJ wvu nl t hl' ll ~hou l dcrs with anything that came to hand. 
M ili tary s ta nd .1 rJ~ gave way to a crude instinct for survival. One 
veteran recalled that in the icy atmosphere the German soldiers were 
overcome by feelings 'of the bitterest disillusionment, hidden terror 
and mounting despair'.52 Food rations were cut to a minimum: two 
ounces of bread and half an ounce of sugar a day. Occasionally there 
was horsemeat. The lucky ones caught cats or rats. Rumours of 
cannibalism persist. 

· It was not until late December that Zhukov and Stalin turned back 
to the Stalingrad cauldron. They believed that only 8o,ooo poorly 
supplied soldiers and non-combatants were sealed up in the ring and 

that th~y would probably surrender once the option was given to 
them. In case they did not, a force of forty-seven divisions was drawn 
up around the perimeter, reinforced with 300 aircraft and 179 tanks. 53 

It took _time to divert the necessary supplies, and to Stalin's irritation 
the attack could not begin until January ro. Two days earlier Paulus 
was given the option of capitulation. Two Soviet officers, accompanied 
by a bugler and carrying a red flag, approached German lines. Firing 
started, and they beat a hasty retreat. They came back, and this tiine 
were conducted blindfolded to meet senior officers. The surrender 
terms were dismissed out of hand.54 The following day the heaviest 
artillery barrage of the war heralded the final struggle for Stalingrad. 

German troops fought a final desperate contest, against the Soviet 
enemy, against the cold, against hunger and fear . They were con
demned men. They were forced to fight and die rather than surrender, 
but there was little to fight for except to postpone death. Under the 
terrible bombardment the snow-clad cauldron turned from white to 
black and grey. In three days Soviet forces cleared the grasslands in 
front of the city, then resistance stiffened. It became clear from the 
interrogation of German prisoners that not 8o,ooo but more than 
250,000 troops were now ensnared. Instead of a few days, Operation 
Ring took three weeks. By January 17 the pocket was reduced to 
half its original size. Paulus was again invited to give up. Without 
instructions from Hitler he again refused. His men were pressed back 
into the city itself, where they fought with methods they had learned 
from Chuikov's troops. 
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RUSSit'S WAR 

On January 22 the Soviet forces regrouped for the final push into 

the city, while Chuikov's 6wd Army, still fighting an increasingly 

pointless battle of its own, pressed from the river towards the German 

positions. Some German troops began to surrender of their own 

accord, since surrendering could be no worse than death. But others 

killed their woun.ded as they retreated rather than let them fall into 
enemy hands. At Gumrak, the last airfield in German hands, the final 

flights to safety provoked a frantic and unseemly scramble for a seat. 

Officers thed to bribe their way onto the planes. The Red Army 

isolated and reduc€d one section of the city at a time.55 By January 

26 the vanguard had established contact with the 62nd Army by 

the Barricades Factory. The men of both forces embraced, in tears. 

The last Soviet push took them to Heroes of the Revolution Square. 

Paulus had so far eluded efforts to capture him, but interrogators 

knew from the conversations of captured officers that he was still 

somewhere in the centre of the city. On January 31 it was learned 

that he was in the Univermag building on one side of the conquered 

square. 

The building was shelled and flame-throwers were brought up. A 

German staff officer emerged from the entrance and signalled to a 

young Soviet officer, Lieutenant Fyodor Y elchenko. With two other 

soldiers, Y elchenko followed the German inside. In the basement he 

found hundreds of German soldiers, dirty, reeking, fearful. Here 

Yelchenko agreed to the terms of German surrender, not with Paulus, 

but with his staff. Finally he made his way into a room at the back 

of the headquarters and found Paulus lying on a bed, unshaven and 

sour. Yelchenko later remembered saying, 'Well, that finishes ii:.' 

Paulus gave him 'a miserable look' and nodded assent. A little while 

later a car was brought up, and Paulus was rushed away to the 
headquarters of Rokossovsky's Don Front. 56 

To the north a fanatical resistance was kept up until February 2, 

but after that the city was still. News of the surrender shocked Hitler. 

On January 30 he had promoted Paulus to Field Marshal to stiffen 

his spine. The same day Goering issued a communique to the battling 

forces : 'Stalingrad will remain the greatest heroic struggle of our 

history ... fighting to the very last.'57 On February r Hitler raged in 
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his headquarters against Paulus's betrayal: 'In peacet.ime in Germany, 

about r8,ooo or 2o,ooo people a year chose to commit suicide, even 

without being in such a position. Here is a man who sees so,ooo or 

6o,ooo of his soldiers die defending themselves bravely to the end. 

How can he surrender himself to the Bolshevists!'58 The mood of 
despondency was evident throughout the Reich. The following day 

German radio repeatedly played Siegfried's Funeral March from Wag
ner's Gotterdammerung. 

On the Soviet side Stalingrad ·was greeted as a turning point in the 

war. 'Up till then one believed in victory as an act of faith,' wrote 

Ilya Ehrenburg, 'but now there was no shadow of doubt: victory was 

assured.' The mood in Russia was not 'noisily exultant', observed a 

war correspondent, but displayed a feeling of 'deep national pride'.59 

A high price was paid for the victory. The Red Army had lost another 

half million men in the struggle.60 The people of Stalingrad, who 

began to filter slowly back into the city to search for belongings or 
shelter, lost almost everything. Yet for the first time German losses 

were also catastrophic: r47,ooo dead and 9r,ooo taken prisoner. Ger

man forces lost their reputation for invincibility. There was, according 

to General Malinovsky, who led the defeat of Manstein's relief column 

in December, 'far more drive and punch in our troops than there used

to be'.
61 

The moral contrast between the two sides was as significant 
as the material victory. 

In the days after the battle the strangest thing about the city was 
its silence. Fresh snow covered the ruins. The frozen carnage was 

grimly visible here and there. German stragglers were rounded up 

from the cellars and Soviet soldiers searched for snipers and booby 

traps. Most of the remaining Germans were too weak or ill to move. 

The prisoners who could walk were marched to the rear, to be fed 

and clothed. A few days after the end of the battle a primitive war 

memorial was raised on one of the cliffs overlooking the city, its 
foundations dug out by German prisoners. In Moscow Zhukov and 

five other generals were awarded the Order of Suvorov, rst Class. 

Stalin made himself Marshal of the Soviet Union, his first militarY_ 

rank. From then on he wore his new uniform in public in place of the 
familiar plain tunic. 
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