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The greatest patriotic war and its aftermath

On 22 June 1941 the Third German Reich of Adolph Hitler launched a surprise attack on the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics ruled by Joseph Stalin. The offensive was codenamed Operation Barbarossa, after a famous German emperor of the Middle Ages. The vast force that began crossing the German-Soviet demarcation line in Poland in the early morning of that fateful day consisted of more than three million men, making it the largest invasion in human history. It consisted of 153 divisions and 3 500 tanks divided into three army groups, with thousands of Luftwaffe fighters and bombers in support. By that stage of the Second World War the German armies were undefeated, having crushed the Polish, Norwegian, Dutch, Belgian, French, British (twice, in France and Greece), Yugoslav and Greek armies in spectacular fashion. However, this time Hitler had bitten off more than he could chew, although it would take another year or two before this became apparent.

During the course of the next four years the titanic struggle between National Socialist Germany and Soviet Russia would become the largest conflict in human history, in terms of the numbers involved and the losses and devastation suffered by both sides. It would dwarf the campaigns fought by the Western Allies against the Axis forces in North Africa, Italy and France. No less than eighty percent of the entire Second World War was fought on the German-Soviet front. The much-trumpeted Anglo-American victories at El Alamein, Anzio, Normandy and the Ardennes were sideshows compared to the war of annihilation that raged in the vast area between Berlin and Vienna in the west and Leningrad, Moscow and Stalingrad in the east. For instance, the German assault on Moscow late in 1941 covered an area the size of France. The epic Battle of Kursk in July 1943 was fought on a battlefield the size of Wales. Each of the main German offensives of 1941 and 1942 and the main Soviet offensives of 1943, 1944 and 1945 involved millions of men, making the Anglo-American invasions of North Africa in 1942, Italy in 1943 and France in 1944 appear like training exercises in comparison.

Although the Soviet dictator Stalin had repeatedly been warned of the coming invasion by his intelligence services, he chose to ignore it. For instance, remarkably accurate information about the German plans and even the date of the attack had been forthcoming from both the Soviet master spy in Tokyo, Richard Sorge, and the Lucy spy ring in Switzerland. Stalin also suspected, not unreasonably, that a warning received earlier from Churchill could have been due to British scheming to create conflict between Berlin and Moscow, in order to relieve the German pressure on Britain. It should be noted that at that stage Britain, reeling under the assaults of the Luftwaffe and even more so of the U-boats in the Battle of the Atlantic, was kept in the war mainly by Commonwealth manpower and American lend-lease. At any rate, Stalin forbade his generals from mobilising their forces, so as not to provoke the Germans. Only on the night before the invasion was General Zhukov, hero of the little-known war with Japan two years earlier, allowed to alert the Soviet frontier units - but by then it was much too late. In addition, the Red Army had been severely weakened by Stalin’s purges, in contrast to the German Army whose generals had by 1941 already had 2 years’ wartime experience to build on.

Stalin’s refusal to act was politically based on the non-aggression pact that he had signed in 1939 with Hitler. Also on the personal level Stalin believed for some reason that the German dictator could be trusted. There were of course many parallels on the practical level between the two states set up by the Bolsheviks and the Nazis, as noted by a number of observers at the time. Be that as it may, Stalin’s unreasoning trust in Hitler would have devastating consequences for the unprepared Red Army in the months to come. A partially analogous situation would occur half a year later when the American president Roosevelt withheld intelligence of the imminent Japanese strike from his military commanders in Hawaii, but in that case the consequences for his own forces would be far less damaging. It did however yield the desired result of rallying the American nation into the war on the Allied side.

Thus it came to pass that from the first day of the invasion the German armies swept everything before them, while the Lufwaffe was equally successful in destroying most of the Red Air Force before its planes could even take off. Everywhere the Germans came across trains loaded with goods on their way westward, both sides having engaged extensively in trade since 1939. As recently as January 1941 a German-Soviet treaty was signed in Moscow to renew economic links for a further year. To justify his breaking of the non-aggression pact Hitler claimed that the Soviets were preparing to attack Germany, but the evidence points to the contrary. Stalin was quite content to let the Germans and the western democracies fight it out, thereby giving him time to continue his economic and military build-up of the USSR. In the long run war with Germany would probably have become inevitable, but that was still some years away in the Soviet dictator’s reckoning.

From an Orthodox Christian viewpoint it is significant that the invasion took place on the Sunday of all the Saints of Russia. The primate of the Russian Orthodox Church, Metropolitan Sergius, forthwith called on all citizens to resist the invaders in defence of the motherland. It should be kept in mind that the Church had been decimated and driven underground by Stalin’s persecution of religion, with millions of Christians killed outright or slowly perishing in the Gulag. At this stage Stalin was still refusing to believe that the USSR was really being invaded, while in the field his forces were being overrun by the rampant German armies. This patriotic act by the Church leadership convinced Stalin that they might be useful allies, at least until the war was over. He therefore relaxed the persecution for the time being and would allow Sergius to be elected Patriarch in 1943.

Also on the day of the German invasion Italy and Romania declared war on the USSR. Simultaneously the British leader Winston Churchill promised aid to Stalin, in the form of convoys loaded with munitions sailing to the Russian Arctic port of Archangelsk. During 1942 some of these convoys would suffer heavy losses due to German air and naval attacks, but Churchill persisted with valuable aid to his Soviet ally. Shortly after the invasion the Soviets set up a council to organise the evacuation of industries to the east of the Ural Mountains, thereby ensuring continued munitions production even if the Germans should overrun European Russia. This would prove to be a wise move, since hundreds of industries vital to the Soviet war effort were evacuated eastwards in time.

It took almost two weeks before Stalin addressed his people for the first time since the German invasion began. In the meantime he had retreated to his country villa outside Moscow, apparently having suffered a nervous breakdown. By the third of July he had recovered his nerve sufficiently to proclaim a Great Patriotic War against the Germans and their allies, generically referred to as the fascists. In the same radio broadcast Stalin encouraged partisan activities to harass the invaders and a scorched earth policy to deprive them of food. This call to total resistance, coupled with the earlier one by Metropolitan Sergius, galvanised the Russians, Belorussians, Ukrainians and other peoples of the USSR into acts of the utmost heroism. Not only the armed forces but also the civilian population would henceforth make unparalleled sacrifices to fight the aggressors.

Blitzkrieg

During the night before the invasion the German Navy mined the Gulf of Finland to confine the Soviet Baltic fleet to port. It is often overlooked that by 1941 the Soviets possessed the largest submarine fleet in the world: no less than 139 vessels, of which the bulk operated in the Baltic. This was a strategic reason for the Germans to occupy the Baltic lands, since denying the Soviet submarines their ports would ensure the safe transit of vital iron ore from Sweden to Germany. Another aspect that is often overlooked is that not only the Germans and their Axis allies took part in the invasion of the USSR. The Finnish Army commanded by Marshal Mannerheim simultaneously attacked the Red Army in eastern Karelia, which was taken away from Finland at the end of the Winter War in 1940. As mentioned earlier, the German invasion force consisted of three army groups: North, Central, and South. Their campaigns unfolded as follows.

Army Group North under Field-Marshal Von Leeb struck northeast into the Baltic lands, with Leningrad as strategic objective. It Panzer units moved so fast that before the end of June the Baltic cities of Daugavpils, Kaunas, Vilnius and Riga had been taken. Early in July the Russian city of Pskov fell to the Germans, with the offensive continuing towards Novgorod and Narva. In Lithuania and Latvia the bulk of the population welcomed the invaders as liberators from Soviet rule, and many would later be drawn into the Waffen SS. They also enthusiastically took part in anti-Jewish actions, such as the burning of synagogues and mass killings. However, if the Baltic peoples had been hoping that Hitler would restore their independence they were mistaken.

Army Group Centre under Field-Marshal Von Bock struck due east, with Moscow as strategic objective. Its Panzer units, commanded by the formidable Generals Guderian and Hoth, penetrated deep and fast. To their rear, at the frontier citadel of Brest-Litovsk, the besieged Red Army garrison stoutly resisted the German onslaught before capitulating. The Belorussian capital of Minsk was bombed by the Luftwaffe, killing over a thousand civilians. By the end of June the bulk of three Soviet armies had been encircled at Minsk, with the Germans taking 290 000 prisoners of war. However, when the Luftwaffe bombed Moscow for the first time a month after the invasion began, 22 of its planes were shot down by the city’s vigorous defence.

Yet there would be no quick end to the Red Army’s woes on the road between Minsk and Moscow. By the middle of August another huge encirclement at Smolensk had given the Germans a further 310 000 prisoners. When the Soviets tried to relieve their armies trapped in the pocket it led to another defeat at the hands of Guderian, with 38 000 more prisoners being taken at Roslavl. By this time more than 10 000 armoured vehicles and artillery pieces had been captured or destroyed by Bock’s armies.

Army Group South under Field-Marshal Von Rundstedt struck southeast into the Ukraine, with Kiev as strategic objective. Soviet resistance was stiffer in this sector than elsewhere, but nevertheless the progress of the Panzer units was swift. Lvov in Galicia was captured on the last day of June. In this former Austrian-ruled city (then called Lemberg), Ukrainian nationalists forthwith proclaimed independence from Soviet rule. At the beginning of July Rundstedt’s army group was reinforced when the German 11th Army and the Romanian 3rd Army invaded the Soviet Union from Moldavia. By the time the Axis forces reached the Black Sea early in August, over 100 000 Soviet troops had been captured. Two Soviet armies and part of a third had been destroyed. The Romanians now laid siege to the port city of Odessa, but they suffered heavy losses in a Soviet counterattack. In the last week of August the Panzers began crossing the Dnieper at Dnepropetrovsk.

By the end of August 1941 the Germans had already captured 870 000 Soviet troops over the whole front. While the Soviets evacuated the Estonian capital of Tallinn, German and Finnish attacks on their ships killed 16 000 troops. Further north the Finns had reached the pre-1939 frontier at the Gulf of Finland and Lake Ladoga. When this objective had been reached Mannerheim ordered the Finnish offensive to halt, refusing German requests to continue. It is clear that the Finns were mainly interested in taking back what historically belonged to them, without territorial enlargement. Also at the end of August the forced evacuation of 2.5 million Volga Germans commenced on Stalin’s orders, even though they were Soviet citizens. This action would later be repeated with a number of Caucasian peoples to prevent collaboration with the enemy.

Early in September the Germans reached Lake Ladoga and the Luftwaffe bombed Leningrad. This was the beginning of one of the most heroic episodes of the war, the siege of Leningrad. The former imperial capital’s defence was entrusted to General Zhukov as Red Army commander in the North. Limited relief for Leningrad’s starving inhabitants came in November when an ice road was established over the frozen Lake Ladoga, but it would only be of use in the winter. During the first months of the siege the famous Russian composer Shostakovich wrote his seventh symphony and dedicated it to the city of Leningrad, from where he and his family had been evacuated in time. When this powerful work received its initial performances in the USSR, it was received with much emotion throughout the country. Also in western countries such as Britain and the USA the Leningrad Symphony, as it became known, became associated with the suffering and heroism of the city’s inhabitants.

To the south of Leningrad, the railhead of Tikhvin fell to the Germans early in November. This would be the limit of the German advance between Moscow and Leningrad. While occupying Tikhvin, the Germans looted the famous Russian Orthodox icon known as the Tikhvin Icon of the Mother of God. The large Soviet counter-offensive early in December 1941 drove the Germans out of Tikhvin. During the course of the next few years the precious icon would be taken by Orthodox clergy following the German retreat via Riga to Germany, and after the war from there to the USA. Only in 2004 would the icon be returned to the newly renovated monastery in Tikhvin, with huge religious celebrations in cities such as Riga, Moscow and St Petersburg visited along the way. These events have been movingly captured in the documentary film The Return of the Icon.

The Russian Orthodox Church found itself in an ambiguous situation as the German armies swept through the western USSR. On the one hand its clergy and laity were bound to follow the call by Metropolitan Sergius to resist the invaders in defence of the motherland. On the other hand, numerous churches closed by the communist government since Lenin’s rule were allowed to reopen by the Germans. For a time it seemed as if the tribulations of the Church had come to and end, at least in the Axis-occupied territories. However, as the tide of war turned and the Germans were systematically driven out by the Soviets, the reopened churches in these territories again fell under communist rule. It is therefore understandable that many Russian Orthodox Christians fled westward with the retreating Germans, after the war joining the earlier Russian diaspora in Western Europe and North America.

Assault on Moscow

Early in October 1941 the German Army Group Centre launched its attack on Moscow, codenamed Operation Typhoon, with a million men. As was the case with Barbarossa, the Germans initially achieved spectacular successes. Within days eight Soviet armies had been encircled at Bryansk and Vyazma, leading to the capture of around 670 000 troops as well as thousands of tanks and guns. However, this time the Russian weather came to the aid of the defenders. A prolonged period of rain turned the roads into mud several feet deep, thus bringing the German advance to a slithering halt some distance short of the Soviet capital. By the end of October the Panzer units had lost more than half their tanks to the inclement weather. Although both sides were affected by the deluge of rain and mud, the Soviets had the benefit of their rail network, while the Germans were limited to muddy roads due to wide-spread demolitions during the Red Army’s retreat. To make matters worse for the invaders, the Red Army was deploying increasing numbers of the tough, lethal T-34 tank that did not bog down in mud or snow.

In spite of the delaying action of General Mud, Army Group Centre in a supreme effort managed to capture the cities of Orel, Stalino and Kursk. As a precautionary measure the Soviet government and the diplomatic corps had been moved from Moscow to Kuybyshev in the middle of October, but Stalin remained in the capital. He had been assured by a saintly blind woman called Matrona that the Germans would not capture Moscow, and history would soon confirm her insight. A state of siege was proclaimed and Zhukov was appointed to co-ordinate the city’s defence. Fresh divisions were brought in by train from the eastern provinces, and hundreds of thousands of the city’s inhabitants worked day and night to construct anti-tank and other defences. If the Germans had ever reached Moscow, they would have received a very hot reception indeed.

By the middle of November, on the direct orders of Hitler, Army Group Centre renewed its assault on Moscow. By this time the Soviet defence had become so vigorous that little headway was made, and moreover the German armies were paralysed by frost. Nonetheless, a heavy attack in the last week of November brought the Panzers to the outskirts of the Soviet capital, where it was halted. By the beginning of December the German advance had ground to a halt, to the chagrin of Hitler who reluctantly abandoned his Moscow offensive due to heavy losses. Never again in the war would the capital be threatened by the enemy. The Russian people could claim their first major victory over the invaders, and valuable time had been gained for the counter-offensives lying ahead.

Further battles in the south

In the southern portion of the Eastern Front the Germans had been faring somewhat better, in large part due to the command of General Erich von Mannstein, one of the ablest tacticians of the war. He was appointed commander of the 11th Army in September 1941, and within days the Germans captured Kiev and Poltava. Their first strategic objective had been reached, but that would remain the only one. Nevertheless, the huge number of 665 000 prisoners were taken near Kiev. Towards the end of September the ugly face of the invaders was shown when almost 34 000 Jews were massacred near Kiev. This event that would later be commemorated by Shostakovich in his Symphony number 13, titled Babi Yar after the scene of the atrocity. Tragically, the Ukrainian fascists were keen to participate in anti-Jewish crimes, as the Baltic fascists to the north had also done.

Mannstein’s successful run continued when in the first half of October his forces trapped over 100 000 Soviet troops in the eastern Ukraine. After securing their capture the 11th Army, assisted by the Romanian 3rd Army, struck towards the Crimea. Odessa and further east Kharkov were both captured in October. Not to be outdone by their German allies, the Romanians massacred more than 27 000 Jews in Odessa soon after its capture. At the end of October Mannstein’s forces defeated the Soviet 51st Army at the Perekop Isthmus, and early in November both Simferopol and Yalta in the Crimea were captured. Kerch was taken soon after, and the invaders then laid siege to the fortress of Sevastopol.

Russia hits back

On 7 November 1941, the 24th anniversary of the revolution that brought the Bolsheviks to power in Russia, Stalin addressed a huge public meeting at Red Square in Moscow. He made a rousing speech, appealing to the historic patriotism of the Russian people. Just as their ancestors had gloriously fought the Teutonic knights, the Tartars, the Poles and the French armies of Napoleon, so they were now called to defend Mother Russia against the Axis invaders. Stalin’s speech had the desired effect: Russian morale was by now excellent, even after the Red Army’s catastrophic losses of the past few months – losses that would have caused most other nations to surrender or sue for peace.

Less than a month after Stalin’s Moscow speech, on 5 December, the Red Army launched an assault with ten armies on the German Army Group Centre, north and south of Moscow. The Soviet force, commanded by Generals Zhukov and Konev, consisted of 700 000 men with 8 000 guns. They were joined the next day by Marshal Timoshenko’s armies further south. This time it was the Germans’ turn to be shocked by the ferocity of the Soviet attack, as well as being crippled by the worst cold in decades. Within a week 400 villages around Moscow had been liberated, and the Soviets claimed 17 German divisions destroyed. By the middle of December Kalinin had been retaken by Konev’s forces. The vital Volga waterway had also been secured.

In the meantime the tanks of General Von Kleist’s 1st Panzer Army had reached Rostov on the Don, and within two days the city was captured. However, at the end of November the Germans were driven out of Rostov in a counterattack by three Soviet armies. This was the second notable Red Army victory over the invaders, taking place at the same time as the successful defence of Moscow. At the end of December two more Soviet armies were thrown against the Axis positions in the Crimea, which forced Mannstein to abandon his attack on Sevastopol. Both the Don and the Crimea had thus been secured for the USSR, at least until the renewed Axis offensive in the summer of 1942.

Characteristically, Hitler blamed his generals for the German defeat in front of Moscow and at the Don, dismissed his army chief of staff and all three army group commanders, and appointed himself commander-in-chief of the German Army. As could be expected, this move brought no relief to the freezing German units on the Eastern front. Although the Red Army had by the beginning of its great counter-offensive already lost around 2.8 million men taken prisoner, in addition to tens of thousands killed, the USSR had not collapsed as Hitler had predicted at the beginning of the invasion: ‘Once the door had been kicked in, the whole rotten structure will come crashing down’. And although 1942 would see renewed German successes in the south, it would be short-lived. With ever-increasing Russian resistance bolstered by large quantities of military hardware supplied by the Soviet Union’s western Allies, it was only a matter of time before the tide would turn decisively against the Axis.

Further Soviet offensives under Konev and Zhukov in January 1942 succeeded in driving Army Group Centre even further west, with the Red Army entering the province of Smolensk. The 4th Shock Army of General Yeremenko advanced as far as Velikiye-Luki, but they were halted at the beginning of February by General Reinhardt’s 3rd Panzer Army before reaching Vitebsk. By the middle of the month the Red Army had penetrated into Belarus, but the bulk of this Soviet republic would remain under German occupation for another two and a half years. During this time the Belorussian people would suffer much due to a relentless partisan war in the forests, including the inevitable German reprisals.

The Soviet attempt to relieve the siege of Leningrad did not fare so well. By the middle of March the offensive of the 54th Army had been halted by the German I Corps. To make matters worse for the Soviets, the 2nd Shock Army was cut off from the main Red Army line by the German 18th Army. The latter formation included Spanish volunteers, who fought with distinction in this combat. Vlasov would later be captured, and after changing sides became commanding general of the so-called National Liberation Army that fought briefly with the Germans in the final months of the war. By the end of March 1942 the front line in northern and central Russia had more or less stabilised for the remainder of the year.

Fall of the Crimea and defeat at Kharkov

After a quiet spell in the far south of the front, Mannstein’s 11th Army launched an offensive in the Crimea early in May 1942. Within two weeks the whole of the Kerch Peninsula was in German hands. Meanwhile Timoshenko’s armies had launched an attack to retake Kharkov, but they were soon halted by a German counter-attack with 15 divisions under Von Kleist. Stalin’s refusal to abandon the Kharkov offensive led to more than 200 000 Soviet troops being captured by Kleist’s forces, with 1 200 tanks destroyed. Timoshenko was indeed fortunate to survive this failure without losing his command or his life.

Early in June, while Japanese and American aircraft carriers were engaged in mortal combat near Midway, the Axis assault on Sevastopol was renewed by the 11th Army, including two Romanian divisions. Over the next month one of the fiercest urban battles of the war would be fought here. Only after the defenders had depleted their last stocks of ammunition and water was the last resistance in Sevastopol overcome. Around 95 000 Soviet prisoners were taken, while the Germans had lost several thousand killed. It was here, in the far south of Russia, that the Germans and their allies would soon renew their offensive.

Operation Blue

Stalin had expected the Axis summer offensive of 1942 to concentrate on capturing Moscow, and he therefore reinforced the Red Army in that sector. However, on 28 June the invaders launched a new offensive, codenamed Operation Blue, far to the south. The German 2nd Army and 4th Panzer Army and the Hungarian 2nd Army attacked towards the Don. Two days later they were joined by the 6th Army under General Von Paulus. Within a week the Don had been crossed and 30 000 Soviet troops captured near Voronezh. Early in July a second army group under Field-Marshal Von List, consisting of the 1st Panzer Army, the 17th Army and the Italian 8th Army, launched an assault across the Don. The Germans and their allies made good progress, as in the previous summer. The cities of Millerovo, Voroshilovgrad and Rostov were all captured in July.

On the day that Rostov fell to Kleist’s tanks, 23 July, Hitler ordered a simultaneous Axis drive towards Stalingrad and the Caucasus. The first objective, being a major transport centre besides being named after Hitler’s counterpart in totalitarian dictatorship, was assigned to the 6th Army and the 4th Panzer Army. Early in August they reached Kalach on the Don, and later in the month they began crossing the river and advancing towards Stalingrad. Exactly a month after Hitler’s new directive, the Panzer units reached the Volga at Rynak. At the same time the Lufwaffe commenced a week-long bombing of Stalingrad that would leave 40 000 dead, mostly civilians.

Within a day of receiving Hitler’s order the German 17th Army, 1st Panzer Army and Romanian 3rd Army launched their drive towards the Caucasus, with its grand prize of rich oilfields. They made steady progress, and early in August the Axis forces took Yeysk, Krasnodar, Pyatigorsk and Maykop. However, the oil wells at the latter had already been sabotaged, so that its capture was a hollow victory. In a symbolical gesture the highest peak in the Caucasus, Mount Elbruz, was scaled by German mountain troops. Towards the end of August General Von Kleist’s tanks reached Prokhladny on the Terek, but they were still some distance from the Grozny oil wells. The Germans captured Novorossiysk early in September, and a further thrust by General Mackensen’s tanks took Nalchik in the last week of October and Alagir early in November.

This would be the limit of the German advance into the USSR. All the while during the seemingly unstoppable Axis thrust since the summer, the Soviet high command had patiently been planning a series of Red Army counter-offensives to commence at the onset of winter. Dozens of newly-trained divisions had been amassed and equipped in the Caucasus and around Stalingrad. By the middle of November the Red Army was ready to drive the invaders far to the west.

Battle of Stalingrad

The lethal Luftwaffe bombing of Stalingrad was followed by heavy fighting around the city. At the end of August 1942 the 4th Panzer Army reached the Volga north of Stalingrad. By the middle of September German troops began penetrating the suburbs, and at the same time the Soviet 62nd Army crossed the Volga from the east to defend Stalingrad. Commanded by the tenacious General Chuikov, they were ordered by Stalin to hold the city at all costs. The bulk of the German 6th Army reached the banks of the Volga near Stalingrad a few days later.

Over the next four months one of the most decisive battles in history would be fought at Stalingrad. By the time it was over, the myth of German military invincibility had been shattered. In addition, the Soviets then knew it was only a matter of time before they would emerge as victors in the Great Patriotic War. Although the Germans and their allies would win a number of defensive battles after Stalingrad, the strategic initiative would never again be theirs.

After weeks of Luftwaffe attacks, five German divisions launched an assault on the great industrial complexes of Stalingrad in the middle of October. The horrors of relentless close-quarter urban combat reduced the city to rubble and bled both armies white. However, the Soviets were able to send reinforcements across the Volga at night, while the Germans were left to fend for themselves. On 11 November 1942, the day that Axis troops occupied Vichy France due to the successful Anglo-American landings in North Africa, the German IV Corps renewed its attack at Stalingrad. However, within days the German assault ground to a halt, and now the Red Army was preparing a counter-offensive that would lead to one of the most epic victories in military history.

Under the overall command of the indefatigable General Zhukov, the Red Army launched Operation Uranus to destroy the German 6th Army. The Soviets had at their disposal more than 13 000 guns and mortars, 115 Katyusha rocket batteries and 1 000 planes. The operation’s first stage began on 19 November, when five Soviet armies hurled itself on the German and Romanian units northwest of Stalingrad. By the end of the day the Romanian 3rd Army had been badly mauled. The second stage of Uranus opened the next day, with three Soviet armies under General Yeremenko attacking the German and Romanian positions southwest of Stalingrad. This led to the speedy destruction of the Romanian 4th Army, by which time the tanks of General Romanenko had crossed the Don at Kalach. So successful were these offensives that on 23 November the encirclement of the Axis forces in the Stalingrad area was complete. On the next day the remaining 33 000 Romanians in the Don pockets surrendered. Now the Red Army was in a position to systematically reduce the Stalingrad pocket.

At this stage the German high command was not unduly concerned about the fate of their troops at Stalingrad, since the Luftwaffe chief Hermann Goering had convinced Hitler that the 6th Army with its 250 000 men and 8 000 horses could be supplied by airlift to continue fighting. In the previous winter the Luftwaffe had indeed managed to supply a trapped corps at Demyansk for several months until they could break out. However, during the 70 days of the Stalingrad airlift only 20% of the supplies promised by Goering could be delivered by the Luftwaffe, due to the deteriorating weather and the systematic loss of air bases. Once again Goering had failed to live up to his promises, as he had done in the Battle of Britain and with the defence of the Reich against Anglo-American bombing.

On the day of the encirclement at Stalingrad, Hitler ordered Von Paulus to dig in and not to attempt a break-out. The victor of Sevastopol, now Field-Marshal Von Mannstein, was appointed to relieve the 6th Army. Due to delays in reinforcements the 4th Panzer Army had to wait almost three weeks before launching its attack towards Stalingrad, with only 180 tanks available. They managed to cross the Aksay while fighting the Soviet 51st Army, but Red Army reinforcements halted the German offensive some 50 km from the Stalingrad pocket.

To complicate matters for the Germans even further, the Red Army launched Operation Saturn on 16 December to destroy the Italian 8th Army and the remnant of the Romanian 3rd Army in their positions between the Volga and the Don. Within two days the Soviets broke through the Italian lines towards Rostov, forcing Mannstein to withdraw his Panzer units across the Don. By now the temperature was down to minus 30 degrees, and the 6th Army was left to its own devices. Remarkably, towards the end of December the German dictator authorised a withdrawal from the Caucasus to prevent his armies there from being cut off completely.

On 10 January 1943 the Soviet 21st and 65th Armies launched an attack on the positions of the 6th Army at Stalingrad, preceded by a barrage with more than 7 000 guns and mortars. Within three days the Marinovsky salient had been wiped out. A week later the 24th and 57th Armies joined in the assault, by which time two thirds of the pocket had been retaken and the Germans had lost their last aerodrome. For the loss of 488 planes and 1 000 aircrew a total of 25 000 sick and wounded Germans had been evacuated in the airlift. These fortunate ones were thus spared the horrors of Soviet slave labour that awaited their trapped comrades.

The end was now approaching fast. By 26 January the German pocket had been split in two. Four days later the southern pocket surrendered, including Paulus who had just been promoted by Hitler to Field-Marshal. No German field-marshal had ever surrendered before, and Hitler had hoped that this promotion would miraculously save the remains of the 6th Army. However, once again his fantasy was destroyed by the harsh reality. Remarkably, Paulus had throughout the battle shared in the suffering of his men by eating the same meagre rations, so that the field-marshal that surrendered to the Soviet 64th Army was as emaciated and exhausted as the remains of his army. The northern pocket under General Strecker surrendered on 2 February.

The Battle of Stalingrad was finally over. It had been the bloodiest battle in history, with around 1.5 million casualties, including the wounded. Approximately 150 000 German and Romanian soldiers died at the Volga city, and around 50 000 Soviet troops. More than 91 000 Germans, including 24 generals, were taken prisoner. Very few of them would eventually return from the slave labour camps they were sent to. A severely disillusioned Paulus later became a Soviet propagandist. Hitler naturally had to find a scapegoat for the disaster at Stalingrad and therefore blamed one of his Panzer corps commanders, General Heim, for the failure of the relief operation in December 1942. Heim was dismissed from the army early in 1943 without a chance to defend himself. He was duly court-martialled and sentenced to death, although this would be commuted to imprisonment.

Leningrad relieved

While the summer and autumn of 1942 saw fierce fighting in the southern parts of the USSR, the rest of the front was fairly quiet. However, the German siege of Leningrad was continuing unabated. Hundreds of thousands of its inhabitants had already died from starvation, disease, cold and bombardment. Hitler hoped to finally capture the city in Operation Nordlicht that was planned for August 1942. In the same month the premiere of Shostakovich’s Leningrad Symphony was given in the starving city. With much effort an orchestra of emaciated musicians was assembled, extra rations being given to them while rehearsing the work. Shortly before the first performance the local Red Army commander ordered an artillery barrage into the German lines, thus ensuring their silence while the work was performed. Later in August the Red Army launched an assault on the German 11th and 18th Armies south of Lake Ladoga, which prevented the planned German attack from getting off the ground. The Soviet counter-offensive lasted until the beginning of October.

At the beginning of 1943 Stalin ordered Marshal Voroshilov to relieve the siege of Leningrad. Operation Spark was launched with three Soviet armies attacking the German positions after a massive artillery barrage. Within days the 67th Army entered Petrokrepost, and on 18 January it was announced that the siege of Leningrad had been partially relieved. After 17 months of unimaginable privation the city’s inhabitants were once again in direct contact with their compatriots, although it was limited to a corridor about 10 kilometres wide. The railway link with the outside world was re-established early in February. As an added bonus to the city’s relief, two German divisions were destroyed in this offensive.

The complete relief of Leningrad would only occur a year later, after a Red Army offensive had driven the Germans out of Novgorod. It was announced on 26 January 1944, by which time the siege had lasted for 872 days. It is estimated that around a million of the city’s inhabitants had died as a result of the German blockade and bombardment.

Battle of Kursk

After the stabilisation of the front in March 1943, the German Army Groups Centre and South started preparing for the coming grand offensive at Kursk. However, Hitler kept postponing the date for the offensive in order to supply his forces with new equipment, such as Panther and Tiger tanks. During this time Stalin was being informed of the enemy’s intentions by the Lucy spy ring in Lucerne. This time he took their highly accurate reports seriously, thereby enabling the Red Army to prepare its defences in depth. As a result, by the beginning of July the Soviet positions in the Kursk salient stretched between 25 and 40 kilometres deep. They were bristling with minefields and artillery, including 6 000 anti-tank guns and 920 rocket launchers. No fewer than 12 armies were manning these lines, with another five in reserve east of Kursk. Around 3 600 tanks and 2 500 planes were also awaiting the enemy – all in all a most formidable defence, as Hitler’s armies were soon to discover.

On 5 July 1943 the Germans launched their offensive on the Kursk salient, Operation Citadel, under the overall command of Von Mannstein. However, during the night before General Rokossovsky struck first by unleashing an artillery barrage on the positions of General Model’s 9th Army, due to attack from the north. This pre-emptive Soviet strike managed to damage the German positions somewhat, but not decisively. On the first day of the German offensive the largest air battle of the entire war was fought between the Luftwaffe and the Red Air Force, with hundreds of planes destroyed, most of them Soviet. After two days Model’s force had been halted after gaining barely 20 kilometres. The simultaneous attack by General Hoth’s 4th Panzer Army from the south fared somewhat better, due to efficient co-operation between tanks and dive-bombers. However, it also ground to a halt after gaining around 30 kilometres, despite ferocious attacks by 3 SS Panzer divisions. This was to be the limit of the German advance, although Mannstein claimed to have taken 24 000 Soviet prisoners by then.

Exactly a week after the start of the German assault the Red Army launched its counter-offensive, Operation Kutuzov, with two reserve armies near Orel and broke through the German lines. At the village of Prokhorovka the largest tank battle of all time was fought on that day, 12 July, with hundreds of tanks destroyed on both sides. An Orthodox church would much later be built on the site to commemorate the Soviet soldiers who lost their lives in the battle. Hitler promptly withdrew his SS Panzer units from Kursk and transferred them to Italy, where the Anglo-Americans had just landed. The 9th Army narrowly escaped encirclement and a second Stalingrad for the Germans, thanks to relentless Luftwaffe attacks on the advancing Soviet armoured units. Another Red Army counter-offensive was launched early in August, which enabled the Soviets to retake Orel, Belgorod and Kharkov within three weeks.

The last German offensive on the Eastern Front had ended in failure, with heavy losses in men and material on both sides. However, the Soviets had much larger reserves of manpower and fuel than the Germans, and could therefore recover quicker in order to fight another day. Although the battle of Stalingrad is generally viewed as the turning point of the German-Soviet war, it would be more accurate to give the battle of Kursk this honour. After Stalingrad the Germans were still capable of successful offensives, such as Mannstein’s armoured assault from Poltava in March that led to the capture of Kharkov. But after Kursk the strategic initiative passed irrevocably to the Soviets, with only the grim prospect of a lengthy and hopeless retreat awaiting the Germans. Hitler’s gamble to obtain Lebensraum in the East had finally failed, although nearly two years of bitter fighting still lay ahead, with millions more to die before the war would end in the ruins of Berlin. 

Clearing the Ukraine and the Crimea

The Axis offensives of 1942 in the southern USSR had taken their forces far further than anywhere else along the Eastern Front. Following their defeat of the huge German offensive at Kursk, the Red Army was now ready to liberate their country with a vengeance. In the last week of August 1943 the Soviets launched a massive offensive with 2.5 million men to drive the Germans out of the eastern Ukraine and across the Dnieper. They reached the Dnieper defence line early in September, and soon the capture of the Donets Basin had been completed. Two weeks later the Soviets retook Poltava and began crossing the Dnieper. The Germans inflicted heavy losses during these river crossings. Yet the Red Army persevered, and by the end of September a third Dnieper crossing had been established near Kremenchug. Early in November the Ukrainian capital of Kiev was captured by Soviet troops after break-outs from the Dnieper bridge-heads. By the third week of December the last German bridge-head over the Dnieper at Kherson was destroyed by the Soviets. The battle for the Dnieper was over with the Red Army triumphant, while huge losses had been suffered on both sides.

At the beginning of December the German Panther-Wotan defence line had been breached all the way from Velikiye Luki in the north to the Black Sea. The next few months would witness the complete expulsion of the Axis invaders from Soviet territory. On Christmas Eve of 1943 the 1st Ukrainian Front under General Vatutin launched its Dnieper-Carpathian offensive against Army Group South, aimed at clearing the last Axis forces from the western Ukraine. The 18 Soviet divisions quickly defeated the 4th Panzer Army, and on the last day of the year Zhitomir was retaken by the 3rd Guards Tank Army. At the beginning of January 1944 the Soviet 13th and 60th Armies crossed the pre-war Soviet-Polish border. As could be expected, Hitler dismissed Mannstein’s warning that the entire Army Group South was endangered by these developments and refused to authorise a tactical withdrawal. True to form Hitler shortly afterwards relieved Mannstein of his command, thus losing one of his ablest generals.

The worst was yet to come for the invaders. On 25 January 1944 the 1st and 2nd Ukrainian Fronts of Generals Vatutin and Konev, totalling no less than six armies, launched an assault on the German forces in the Kanyev salient. Such was the shock of the attack that within three days the tanks of the two army groups linked up near Zvenigorodka, thus trapping the remains of five German divisions with more than 50 000 troops. Hitler demanded that the salient be held at all costs and ordered a Panzer attack to relieve the Kanyev pocket. However, the Soviet encirclement of the Korsun pocket was so effective that the relief force was halted at Lysyanka, some distance away. To make matters worse, the Germans also lost the Korsun airfield that was used for an airlift to the pocket.

One of the Wehrmacht’s worst disasters of the war now followed. Deprived of any hope of relief or supply by air, the Germans in the Korsun pocket, commanded by General Stemmerman, attempted a break-out at night. At dawn they were spotted by the Soviets, who forthwith attacked the mostly unarmed mass with tanks and cavalry. To avoid the risk of gunfire to their cavalry, the Soviet tanks simply drove into the fleeing Germans and trampled them. The cavalry returned the favour by mowing the Germans down with swords, as in battles of bygone times. Around 20 000 Germans were killed in the carnage within a few hours, the remainder reaching the comparative safety of Lysyanka. Stemmerman himself was killed. The news of this experience caused widespread fear of encirclement (Kesselangst) among German units on the Eastern Front, although the scale of this disaster would not be repeated.

The Red Army experienced a personal tragedy when one of its war heroes, General Vatutin, was shot by Ukrainian insurgents at the end of February. He would die six weeks later from his shot wounds. By the middle of March Kherson on the Black Sea was retaken, and a few days later a powerful Soviet force of five tank corps broke through the German lines towards the Dniester. This trapped the 1st Panzer Army with 200 000 men commanded by General Hube at Kamenets-Podolsky in the western Ukraine. Early in April Hube’s force managed to extricate itself from encirclement, but with the loss of all its equipment. A repeat of the Korsun massacre had narrowly been avoided.

Early in April 1944 the Red Army launched its final offensive to recapture the Crimea. In rapid succession Odessa, Kerch and Tarnopol was taken. By this time the Axis forces in the Crimea had been cut in half, and the Germans retreated into Sevastopol. Early in May the Soviets launched an attack on the city, which fell within two days. The last Germans were evacuated from the Crimea before the middle of May. At the end of the month the Germans launched a heavy counter-attack north of Jassy in Romania, which was repulsed by the Red Army. The heavy losses suffered by the Romanians in this campaign contributed to their speedy surrender to the Soviets later in the year.

Finland knocked out

Ever since the Finns regained their lost territories in the summer of 1941 they had been more or less dormant, while their German ally and Soviet neighbour were waging a war of annihilation. A notable exception to this rule was when the Red Air Force bombed Helsinki in February 1944. In three large raids, each spaced 10 days apart, the relatively small number of 150 Finns had been killed, while 25 Soviet planes were shot down.

By the summer of 1944 this peaceful life was coming to an end. Early in June the Soviet 21st Army launched an attack on the Finnish lines, assisted from the sea by the guns of the Baltic Fleet. By the following day the Soviets had broken through the Finnish defences on the Karelian Isthmus. Mannerheim requested German aid against the Soviets, and soon the first German reinforcements arrived in Finland. However, the Red Army quickly broke through the Mannerheim Line and captured Viipuri. Now the Finns began playing a double game, on the one hand seeking peace terms from the Soviets and on the other hand assuring the Germans that they would not seek a separate peace.

By this stage of the war Stalin was undoubtedly in a position to demand unconditional surrender from Finland, which he did. When surrender was not forthcoming, the Red Army renewed its offensive at Tali late in June. Within days Petrozavodsk in eastern Karelia was captured and the Finns had retreated from Tali after heavy fighting. Early in July the Red Army crossed the Vuoksi, but they were halted at Ihantala. By this time the last Germans had been driven out of Belarus in the huge Soviet offensive and the Baltic lands were being cleared.

It was not long before the Red Army was again on the offensive and reached the frontier that had been established in 1940. However, by the middle of August the Soviets suffered a reversal when the Finns defeated them at Ilomantsi. Early in September a cease-fire took effect on the Soviet-Finnish front, confirmed by an armistice signed later in Moscow. Peace for the Finns came at a price: to avoid Soviet occupation they had to expel their former German allies from Finland. The Finnish about-face thus followed the example of the Italians in the previous year and the Romanians and Bulgarians more recently.

Operation Bagration

On 22 June 1944, three years to the day since the German invasion of the USSR, the Red Army launched Operation Bagration with 2.5 million men. Named after a Russian general during the war against Napoleon, its objective was to destroy the depleted German Army Group Centre in Belarus, thereby clearing the USSR of the remnants of the enemy. Stalin’s last great summer offensive of the war was conceived and executed in grand style. It was undertaken by no less than 166 divisions, supported by 45 000 guns and mortars, 5 000 tanks and self-propelled guns, and 6 000 planes. Opposing them were 37 under-strength German divisions, with minimal artillery, armoured and aircraft support. The results of this one-sided conflict were highly predictable; the only uncertain factor was how quickly the Germans would be overrun.

For the past three years, several hundred thousand Belorussian partisans had been waging a fierce guerrilla struggle against the occupying forces, with numerous villages destroyed by the Germans in retaliation. This merciless partisan war would 40 years later be unforgettably depicted in the Russian-language film Come and see. Now the time for retribution had finally arrived. Three nights before the Soviet offensive commenced, the partisans controlling the Belorussian forests cut the German communication lines in more than 10 000 places, thus preventing effective command and control to face the crushing Red Army onslaught.

Operation Bagration was conducted in true Blitzkrieg fashion. Within two days Vitebsk, the first objective, had been captured. Disaster quickly struck the Germans: within a week four divisions had been trapped at Bobruysk. By the end of June 16 000 troops at the Bobruysk pocket had surrendered, leaving 18 000 dead behind. Early in July the huge Soviet armoured pincers closed at Minsk, reducing three German corps with 50 000 men to the fate of moving pockets. The last of these surrendered a few days later with 17 000 men. By this time 28 German divisions had been destroyed or badly mauled in barely two weeks, with the Soviets claiming 285 000 killed or captured. This was a disaster even worse than at Stalingrad, both in its magnitude and in its proximity to the borders of the Reich.

The Soviet offensive against Army Group Centre came two weeks after the successful Allied landings in Normandy. There the Anglo-American armies were still being contained by numerically inferior German forces, which also had to contend with total Allied air superiority. It was hoped by the western Allies that the Soviet onslaught would put enough pressure on the Germans from the east to facilitate a breakout from Normandy into the rest of France. However, even though the German forces in Belarus were destroyed within weeks, the Anglo-Americans only managed to break out from Normandy at the end of July and the beginning of August.

The month of July also saw a daring attempt led by Colonel Von Stauffenberg on Hitler’s life at his Rastenburg HQ in East Prussia, planned by the secret German resistance in Berlin. Unfortunately for the German people the dictator was saved by the bomb exploding in a wooden conference hut rather than the concrete bunker for which it was intended. Stauffenberg and his co-workers in the resistance managed to obtain control of Paris and parts of Berlin before the plot failed. The extensive manhunt by the Gestapo for conspirators, real or alleged, that followed the attempted coup made the state security chief Heinrich Himmler the second most powerful man in the Reich. Thousands of Germans, both civilians and soldiers, would be tortured and killed by the Gestapo and the SS to satisfy Hitler’s thirst for revenge, before the German surrender put an end to this madness.

By the summer of 1944 the last Axis forces had been driven out of the USSR, three years after their surprise entry. From now on the Soviet conduct of the war could no longer be seen as a patriotic war in defence of the motherland. Instead, it became a war of retribution against the Germans and their allies. Having experienced immense suffering due to the Axis invasion and occupation, including several million killed in battle and German captivity, there was no reason for the Soviet armies to refrain from driving all the way to Berlin, Vienna and Prague. In addition to the desire for retribution, chasing the Germans out of Eastern Europe would bring the added benefit of incorporating those countries into the Soviet sphere of influence. The wheel was busy turning full circle for much of Europe: domination by Hitler would soon be replaced with domination by Stalin.

Drive to East Prussia and the Vistula

There would be no respite for the embattled German armies on the Eastern Front. From the Baltic Sea down to the Carpathians the rampant Soviets now launched one offensive after the other. At the middle of July 1944 the armies of Marshals Bagramyan and Yeremenko attacked the German forces in the Baltic lands, capturing the cities of Narva, Vilnius, Daugavpils and Kaunas in rapid succession. It was a mirror image of the German drive in 1941. During the second half of September 1944, with Finland knocked out of the war, the Red Army launched another Baltic offensive to capture Estonia and Latvia. Within a week the Soviets entered the Estonian capital Tallinn and reached the Gulf of Riga, soon to occupy the whole of the northernmost Baltic state.

By this time the Red Army had cut off the Baltic lands from East Prussia, thereby creating the Courland pocket in which 30 divisions of the German Army Group North was trapped. Hitler refused the pleas of his generals to have this powerful force evacuated to fight in defence of the Reich, obstinately hoping that the tide of war would turn in Germany’s favour. On 10 October the Red Army reached the Baltic coast near Memel, and five days later the first major battle in the Courland pocket began. The Courland army would resist all the Soviet assaults to reduce the pocket, only surrendering in May 1945 with the fall of the Third Reich.

In the meantime the 1st Ukrainian Front of Marshal Konev launched an offensive that soon overwhelmed the German Army Group North Ukraine. As if this was not enough to crush the retreating Germans, the armies of Marshal Rokossovsky attacked across the Bug into Poland. Before the end of July the cities of Grodno, Lublin, Bialystok, Lvov and Brest-Litovsk had been taken, the Vistula had been reached at Radom, and the 2nd Tank Army had reached the eastern outskirts of Warsaw. By the end of the same month the Hungarian 1st and 2nd Armies had been repulsed to the Carpathians by Konev’s armies, and early in August Soviet troops captured the oil wells at Drogobycz and Boryslaw.

At this juncture occurred one of the most heroic events of the Second World War, the Warsaw uprising. By this time Poland had been under German occupation for almost five years, longer than any other nation except the Czechs. In addition to the harsh treatment of the Polish population as a whole by the Germans, the country was also the site of the unspeakable Nazi death camps in which the Jews and other ‘inassimilable’ groups were systematically being murdered in their millions. Encouraged by the rapid Soviet advance, 40 000 men of the Polish Home Army commanded by General Bor Komorowski staged an insurrection against the German occupation at the beginning of August 1944. However, the Soviet force just outside Warsaw was counter-attacked by four Panzer divisions that drove them more than 50 kilometres away from the Vistula. This gave General Von dem Bach-Zelewski and a number of SS units the opportunity to ruthlessly suppress the Polish uprising.

Such was the ferocity of the ensuing fighting in Warsaw that within two months the Home Army had lost 22 000 killed, missing or seriously wounded. It is estimated that around 150 000 Polish civilians were also killed in the insurrection. At the beginning of October Bor Komorowski surrendered his remaining force, by this stage without food, medicine or ammunition, to the Germans. There is little doubt that the brutal German suppression of the Warsaw uprising suited Stalin to the hilt, since Poland had already been earmarked for incorporation into the Soviet sphere of influence after the war.

While the fighting in Warsaw was raging, the Red Army proceeded elsewhere on its westward drive. At the beginning of August the 47th and 69th Armies established bridge-heads over the Vistula. The Red Army launched an offensive from its Vistula bridge-heads by the middle of the month and within days reached the East Prussian border. Attacks on the German forces east of Warsaw were resumed late in August, and early in September the Soviets crossed the Bug north of Warsaw. Soon bridge-heads were formed over the Narew, also to the north of Warsaw. By the middle of September the 47th Army had again advanced into the Praga suburb of Warsaw, but this proved to be of no benefit to the embattled Polish Home Army.

Early in October the Red Army launched an offensive against the Germans in northern Finland, the Finns having failed to oust their former allies there fast enough. The Germans retaliated by burning the capital of Lapland, Rovaniemi. Only in the last week of November did the Germans give up the unequal struggle and evacuate Lapland. Their retreat into Norway enabled the Soviets to obtain control of the nickel mines at Pechenga, thus depriving the German war effort of a strategic metal.

Drive through the Balkans

On 20 August 1944 the Red Army launched an offensive with a million men against the German Army Group South Ukraine in Romania. Within two days several Axis divisions had been destroyed and the German 6th Army was encircled. A coup now took place against the Axis-aligned rule of Marshal Antonescu, and Romania declared war against its former German ally. At the end of August the Ploesti oilfields were captured by the Soviets, which cut the Germans off from a vital resource. At the same time Bucharest was occupied by the Red Army. Like Poland, Romania would become a Soviet satellite after the war.

At the middle of September the Soviet armies under Marshal Malinovsky launched the East Carpathian offensive from Cluj into Hungary. They entered Arad a week later and defeated the Hungarians near Debrecen early in October. The Germans fell back to Debrecen after heavy Soviet attacks, on the day (9 October) that Stalin and Churchill reached agreement in Moscow on the post-war division of Europe between the USSR and the western Allies. The next day saw the Soviets crossing the Carpathians, while the Germans counter-attacked near Debrecen. By the middle of the month Debrecen was taken by the Red Army. However, a German counter-attack encircled the Soviet force there. Attempts at break-out failed, and at the end of October the battle for Debrecen ended with three Soviet corps badly damaged. It was to be the last major German victory against the Red Army.

While the battle around Debrecen was raging, the Hungarian regent Admiral Horthy, hitherto a staunch ally of Hitler, announced an armistice with the Soviets. The Germans reacted with lightning speed and replaced Horthy with a pro-German leader. This move would ensure Hungary remaining a German ally until the end of the war, as had been the case in the First World War. In addition, the atrocities committed by Soviet troops in Debrecen convinced many Hungarians that German occupation was preferable to Soviet rule. During the second half of October the Germans also managed to crush a nationalist uprising in Slovakia, operating from bases in Hungary.

The only Eastern European country not to experience fighting on its own territory in the Second World War was Bulgaria. On 1 March 1941 it had signed the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy, and immediately the German 1st Army entered Bulgaria. Now, three and a half peaceful years later, the tide had turned. Early in September 1944 the USSR declared war on the tiny Balkan country. Not unexpectedly, the Bulgarians got such a fright that they promptly declared war on Germany. Within days the Red Army entered Bulgaria and stormed the strategic Dukla Pass on the Slovak-Polish frontier. An armistice between the Soviets and Bulgarians was signed later in Moscow. Like all the Balkan states except Greece, Bulgaria would become a Soviet satellite after the war.

The communist partisans in Yugoslavia, mostly Serbian, had been fighting the German and Italian occupation since 1941. Now it was their turn to receive assistance from the Soviet Union to drive the Axis forces out. In the middle of September 1944 the Red Army launched an offensive towards Belgrade to drive the Axis forces out of Serbia. King Peter charged Marshal Tito, leader of the communist partisans, to command the Yugoslav Army. The Soviets entered Yugoslavia at the beginning of October and soon linked up with Tito’s forces. This development prompted the Germans to evacuate Belgrade, which was then occupied by the Red Army and Tito’s partisans. The Dalmatian coastal resort of Dubrovnik was taken by the new allies at the same time.

Battle of Budapest

The Red Army launched a huge offensive towards Budapest at the end of October 1944, at the time of their unexpected defeat at the hands of the Germans at Debrecen. Early in November Soviet troops entered the eastern suburbs of Budapest, but they were repelled by the city’s defenders. After a 6-week break the Red Army renewed its assault on the Hungarian capital, and by the last week of December the city had been encircled by the Soviets, with 70 000 Axis troops trapped inside. General Malinovsky ordered the siege of Budapest to commence, and in this way began one of the fiercest urban battles of the war.

The Germans launched a counter-offensive to relieve Budapest on New Year’s Day of 1945, codenamed Operation Konrad. Later in January two further assaults were made, first on the city’s airport and then to break through the Soviet lines south of Budapest, hoping to destroy the Danube bridges. All these attacks were unsuccessful, so that Hitler authorised a withdrawal from Pest in order to defend Buda. By the end of the month the German troops south of Budapest had also been withdrawn.

During the second week of February the remaining Germans in Budapest attempted to break out. This was also unsuccessful, and now Malinovsky’s 2nd Ukrainian Front captured Buda castle and Tolbukhin’s 3rd Ukrainian Front captured Pest. The siege of Budapest was over, with more than 30 000 civilians killed in the fighting. In addition, three German divisions had been destroyed, including a Hungarian SS cavalry unit, and 100 000 prisoners were taken. Some consolation for the Germans came later in February, when after a week of counter-attacks they succeeded in destroying the Soviet bridge-head over the Danube at Hron.

Crossing the Vistula

At the beginning of 1945 the Red Army was poised to strike all along the eastern frontiers of the Reich, having assembled a vast force of men and material for the invasion. In the middle of January the Soviets launched a winter offensive in Poland that would take their armies deep into eastern Germany. With more than two million men Konev attacked over the Vistula at Baranov, Zhukov struck towards Berlin and Rokossovsky drove into East Prussia. Within a week the Red Army had captured Tilsit, Lodz and Krakow, and the German frontier in Upper Silesia had been crossed. In another disaster for the embattled Germans, the 8th Guards Army trapped 60 000 enemy troops in Poznan. To the east the devastated city of Warsaw had been secured by the Soviet 47th Army and the Polish 1st Army.

During the last week of January the Red Army captured Oppeln, Gleiwitz, Katowice, and Memel on the Baltic. On the last day of the month the Soviet 2nd Guards Tank Army secured a bridgehead over the Oder north of Küstrin. By this time the Soviets had entered Pomerania and the Germans had begun to evacuate Upper Silesia. The Soviets also took the abandoned Auschwitz concentration camp – the name that would soon come to symbolise the horrors of the German death camps in Poland. However, only a day earlier the Soviets had committed an atrocity of their own when they killed over 60 inhabitants of the Polish town Przyszowice.

Hitler reacted to the Soviet invasion of eastern Germany by placing the SS leader Himmler in command of the new Army Group Vistula. This appointment would soon prove to be an abject failure, since leading a modern army in combat requires rather different skills from organising a police state. On 30 January 1945, the twelfth anniversary of Hitler becoming Chancellor of Germany, the ailing dictator in his last radio broadcast to the German people called for fanatical resistance. However, by this late stage of the war Germany had lost the cream of its able-bodied men to death, serious injury or captivity, most of its cities had been reduced to rubble by incessant Anglo-American bombing, the Luftwaffe and Navy were impotent due to lack of petroleum and experienced crews, and the once proud German Army was relying mostly on horse-drawn transport. Hitler’s call to fanatical resistance simply could not be executed, even if the will might have been there.

During the first week of February the Red Army secured a bridgehead over the Oder north of Frankfurt and captured Landsberg. Konev’s armies also broke out of their Oder bridge-head north of Breslau, and Elbing and Posen were encircled. The Soviets attacked from their Vistula bridgeheads towards Neustett, reached the Neisse and captured Liegnitz. In the second week of February the 1st Division of the so-called Russian Liberation Army fought its first battle against the Red Army, on the Oder. General Vlasov’s vastly outnumbered troops soon withdrew from the Oder and moved towards Prague.

In the middle of February the 11th SS Panzer Army launched an offensive to relieve the encircled garrison at Küstrin, Operation Sonnenwende (Solstice). After making some headway they were counter-attacked by the 3rd Shock Army and within days the German offensive was called off. Graudenz on the Vistula was encircled by the Red Army, Guben was captured and the Poznan fortress fell after a month-long siege. Neustettin was taken on the last day of February. Further Red Army successes followed in the first week of March. Another bridge-head over the Oder was established south of Frankfurt and the Graudenz fortress surrendered. The 19th Army reached the Baltic and in so doing cut off the German 2nd Army in Pomerania. However, the Soviets suffered a setback when the Germans retook Lauban near Gorlitz, destroying around 100 tanks in the process. A few days later Zoppot was captured by the Red Army.

A week after the launch of the Soviet offensive on the Vistula, the civilian population of Breslau had been ordered by the local Nazi leadership to evacuate the city, in an attempt to fortify it against Soviet attack. Thousands of these evacuees perished in the snow trying to reach a safe harbour somewhere. By the middle of February the Red Army had encircled Breslau and the Luftwaffe commenced an airlift to the Silesian city. Early in March the Soviets penetrated the southern suburbs, but the German garrison in Breslau would hold out against all attacks for another 2 months.

At the middle of March the Soviets launched an offensive near Ratibor in Upper Silesia. A few days later the Polish 1st Army captured the Kolberg fortress after the Germans had evacuated 80 000 wounded and refugees. Braunberg was captured and the Germans evacuated their Oder bridge-head at Stettin. Küstrin was encircled by the 8th Guards Army, and the Red Army reached Danzig and Gdynia. Neisse in Upper Silesia was taken, but in Danzig the Germans were resisting with fierce street fighting. During the last days of March important objectives were reached by the Red Army. Gdynia fell with 9 000 Germans taken prisoner, and Küstrin on the Oder was taken. The port city of Danzig, that had six years earlier served as pretext for the German invasion of Poland, was also captured with 10 000 prisoners and 45 U-boats. The last day of March saw the capture of Ratibor.

The German defenders achieved a short-lived success early in April when the 6th SS Panzer Army repulsed Soviet attacks west of Baden. Soon afterwards the 1st Division of their Russian ally Vlasov suffered heavy losses in an attack on the Red Army at Erlenhof. The Soviets captured Stettin in the last week of April. After the war the city would be renamed Szczecin and incorporated into Poland, even though it is situated on the west bank of the Oder, which became the mutually agreed frontier between Germany and Poland.

Operation Hannibal

During the final months of the war a largely unknown yet heroic relief action codenamed Operation Hannibal took place. By the end of January 1945 several million German civilians and a number of armies in East Prussia, Courland and the Polish Corridor had been cut off from the rest of Germany. Therefore the chief of the German navy, Admiral Karl Doenitz, gave orders to his sailors at the Baltic port of Gdynia to assist with the large-scale evacuation of civilian refugees and wounded soldiers to western Baltic ports. The operation would continue unabated right until the time of the German surrender, with the remainder of the German Navy and hundreds of merchant vessels taking part in it. By the time the evacuation ended in May, around 800 000 civilians and 350 000 troops had been saved from Soviet captivity.

However, this impressive relief activity would also experience a number of atrocities by the Allies. To begin with, on the night of 30/31 January the refugee ship Wilhelm Gustloff was sunk in the icy waters of the Baltic by a Soviet submarine, killing an estimated 9 000 of which most were civilians. This represents the worst maritime disaster in human history, far worse than the sinking of the Titanic in 1912, the Lusitania in 1915 and the Lancastria in 1940. It has to be mentioned that the Gustloff also carried a number of naval cadets, which by itself would have made it a legitimate target in wartime. Less than two weeks later the same Soviet submarine sank the transport ship General von Steuben in the Bay of Danzig, this time killing more than 4 000 refugees and injured soldiers. For these sinkings the commander of this submarine was awarded the title Hero of the Soviet Union.

In spite of relentless Soviet air and naval attacks, the German Navy had by 12 February already evacuated 374 000 refugees from East Prussia. On 10 March the navy evacuated a further 25 000 civilian refugees from Kolberg. However, by the end of March both Gdynia and Danzig had fallen to the Red Army, thereby ending evacuations from these ports. Yet the navy persisted in its relief efforts, and on the night of 4/5 April it executed Operation Walpurgisnacht. This action entailed the evacuation of more than 30 000 German refugees from Oxhöfter Kämpe to the Hela peninsula. During the month of April an estimated 265 000 refugees were evacuated from Danzig to Hela.

Disaster struck again on the night of 16/17 April when the transport ship Goya with refugees from the eastern Baltic was sunk by a Soviet submarine, killing more than 6 000 German civilians. On 3 May, during the final days of Nazi Germany, the Royal Air Force made its own valued contribution to the Allied war effort in the Baltic when its bombers sank the German liners Cap Arcona and Deutschland. This time around 7 000 concentration camp prisoners were ‘liberated’ through death by the British. Finally, the German hospital ship Orion with over 4 000 refugees was sunk off Swinemunde by British bombing the next day, 150 being killed.

During the first week of May altogether 150 000 refugees were evacuated from the Hela peninsula to the western Baltic. By this time the port of Lübeck had been captured by the British, thereby sparing the arriving refugees the spectre of Soviet captivity. In spite of the Soviet and British attacks on German shipping in order to hamper the relief activity, Operation Hannibal stands to this day as the largest maritime rescue operation in history.

Battle of Lake Balaton

Early in March 1945 the Germans launched their final offensive of the war. The 6th SS Panzer Army commanded by the indomitable General Sepp Dietrich attacked from Szekesfehervar towards the Danube. It included eight Panzer divisions, and was assisted by the 2nd Panzer Army and a corps attacking from Yugoslavia. The latter two forces were halted without much effort by the Soviets, while Dietrich’s tanks at first broke through but were also halted, about 30 kilometres from their objective. By the middle of March it was clear that the German counter-offensive to retake the Lake Balaton oilfields had failed.

The Red Army now went over to the offensive. The armies of Marshals Malinovsky and Tolbukhin attacked the 6th SS Panzer Army. Initially they met firm resistance from the IV Panzer Corps, but within days Malinovsky’s troops had cut off four German divisions. By the last week of March Dietrich’s force had retreated past their starting point at Szekesfehervar, having lost all its equipment. Now the Red Army advanced towards Austria on a broad front, and captured Papa and Devecer. Before the end of March the Komorn oilfields had been captured and the Red Army had crossed the Austrian frontier near Koszeg. No less than 11 Panzer divisions had been destroyed or badly mauled in the Soviet counter-offensive of the past two weeks.

At the beginning of April the last battles in Hungary were fought. First the Red Army took Sopron, and then a combined Soviet and Bulgarian force captured Nagykanisza, the main centre of Hungarian oil production. Within days Hungary had been cleared of German soldiers. As in the First World War the Hungarians had remained loyal to their German ally to the end, even if this time it had to be enforced by means of a change of government in the previous year.

Fall of East Prussia

Already in October 1944 German civilians had experienced their first taste of the brutality awaiting millions of their compatriots when the village of Nemmersdorf in East Prussia was raided by Soviet advance troops. Dozens of civilians were murdered, including some women being crucified on barn doors. Most of the remaining women and girls were gang-raped by the Red Army soldiers. This atrocity caused shock and outrage throughout Germany, but instead of bolstering resistance as the Nazi leadership had hoped, it led to a mass exodus from the eastern parts of the Reich towards the west.

It should be kept in mind that millions of Russians and other Soviet citizens had by this time perished in the war due to the German invasion and imprisonment, as well as their large-scale use of slave labour from occupied territories. Large numbers of Soviet women and girls had also been raped by German soldiers, who often murdered their victims afterwards. As reprehensible as vengeance towards non-combatants is, it was virtually inevitable as the Soviet armies began penetrating the homeland of the hated enemy whose forces had committed such atrocities. In this they were driven by their propaganda minister Ilya Ehrenburg, who openly encouraged murder, rape and looting by the Red Army outside Soviet territory.

In the last week of January 1945 the Soviets captured Tannenberg, after the Germans had demolished the memorial to their great victory there at the beginning of the First World War. By the beginning of February the 3rd Panzer Army had been trapped at Königsberg, the capital of East Prussia and home of the philosopher Immanuel Kant, by the advancing Red Army. However, Soviet attacks north of the city were halted, the guns of the battleships Admiral Scheer and Lützow contributing to this. Later in the month the 4th Army and 3rd Panzer Army forced open a corridor linking Königsberg with Pillau. By the middle of March the Red Army launched an assault on the Braunsberg pocket south of Königsberg.

The final battle for Königsberg began on 6 April when the Soviets launched an all-out assault preceded by a heavy artillery barrage. Two days later the Red Air Force dropped 1 500 tons of bombs on the city. The unequal battle ended on the 9th with the Red Army capturing the destroyed city. On the same day the Royal Air Force sank the Admiral Scheer at Kiel. Barely two weeks later, on the day that Berlin was encircled by the Soviet armies (25 April), the Grossdeutschland Division came to an end fighting at Pillau in East Prussia. The next day Pillau was captured by the Red Army. The Soviets were now the masters of East Prussia, the one German province where the landed aristocracy remained more influential than the Nazis throughout the Hitler era. With the Soviet take-over the glorious history of East Prussia came to an end.

Capturing Austria and Czechoslovakia

On the first day of April 1945 the Red Army reached Wiener Neustadt in Austria. Within days the German lines between Wiener Neustadt and the Neusiedler Lake were breached and the rail link between Vienna and Linz was cut by the Soviets, whereupon they entered Klosterneuburg north of Vienna. The battle for Vienna now began, in which the Austrian resistance co-operated with the Red Army against the Germans. Over the next few days heavy fighting took place in the city centre, with the Red Army capturing the city hall and parliament buildings. The Soviet capture of Vienna was completed on 13 April. Soon afterwards the Red Army captured Radkesburg in its Moravian offensive and launched an attack towards Brno. Later in April Malinovsky’s troops captured Brno, and on the last day of the month the Soviets took Moravska Ostrava. Early in May Tolbukhin’s forces linked up with American troops at Linz and with British troops on the road to Graz.

With Berlin secured by the Red Army, 3 Soviet armies with 2 million men launched an assault on Prague early in May 1945. At the same time an uprising by the city’s inhabitants began, assisted by Vlasov’s ‘Russian Liberation Army’ who had now changed sides. These men had been in the unenviable position of choosing between German captivity and probable death, or fighting against Stalin and being condemned as traitors to the USSR if caught. With the end of hostilities in Europe on 6 May, the German garrison in Prague agreed to withdraw. The Red Army entered the Czech capital the next day.

One of the few remaining Waffen SS divisions, the Galician with 10 000 Ukrainians, surrendered to the British in Austria early in May. They would be spared the fate of tens of thousands of Cossacks, Caucasians and White Russians that had fought on the German side, due to an appeal against their forcible repatriation by Pope Pius XII. General Vlasov and the remainder of his army surrendered to the western Allies shortly after the end of hostilities in Europe. However, Vlasov was soon abducted by the Soviets without western interference. Together with 11 senior officers of his army, Vlasov would be hanged for treason in Moscow on 1 August 1946.

As would happen in the Pacific a few months later with the Japanese surrender, the war in parts of Czechoslovakia continued after the official German surrender. To many Germans it had become preferable to die fighting rather than submit to Soviet brutality and captivity. This prompted the Red Army to launch a final assault on the remains of Army Group Centre in Moravia. By the middle of May the last German resistance in the country had been crushed.

Battle of Berlin

The scene was now set for the last act of the German-Soviet war. On 16 April 1945 the Red Army launched its final offensive towards Berlin from the Oder-Neisse line with 2.5 million men. They were commanded by Marshals Zhukov and Konev, vying for the grand prize of the Reich capital. Initially the German defenders resisted fiercely and inflicted heavy losses on Zhukov’s armies on the Seelow Heights west of the Oder. However, the Germans were quickly driven back from the Neisse by Konev’s armies, establishing bridge-heads over the Spree near Spremberg. After three days of severe fighting the Soviets broke through the German defences on the Seelow Heights. At the same time Marshal Rokossovsky’s armies crossed the lower Oder to smash the remains of Army Group Vistula. Within a week of the start of the huge Soviet offensive, Cottbus was taken and the 3rd Guards Tank Army reached the southern outskirts of Berlin.

At this time Hitler held his last operational conference in the Chancellery and announced his decision to stay in Berlin until the end. With the walls coming crashing down on all sides, even Hitler’s most trusted cohorts began deserting him. The SS and police chief Heinrich Himmler, who over the past 12 years had done more than anyone else to safeguard Hitler’s dictatorship, secretly offered a German surrender to the western Allies. In view of their agreement on unconditional German surrender at the Casablanca Conference early in 1943, the American and British governments naturally rejected Himmler’s offer. In their turn the Nazi leadership rejected the Soviet surrender terms for Berlin. Now Hitler had another long-time comrade, Hermann Goering, arrested for treason and ordered Berlin to be held at all costs. It was clearly going to be a fight until the bitter end for the German soldiers in the city.

The Red Army set about destroying the German forces around Berlin in the last days of April. At the same time, the German 12th Army under General Wenck counter-attacked from the south towards Berlin and the 9th Army was trapped in the Halbe pocket. The 3rd Panzer Army was destroyed on the lower Oder. On the last day of April the 12th Army was defeated by Soviet armoured units. The Frankfurt-Guben force was destroyed at Beelitz on 1 May, with 5 000 Germans killed and 13 000 taken prisoner. Two days later the Red Army linked up with units of the British 21st Army and the American 9th Army on the Elbe. The German armed forces had been crushed between the gigantic Allied pincers coming from east and west, as anyone not suffering from megalomania could have foreseen by looking at a map of the world.

The battle of Berlin proper could be said to have started on 25 April, when the Soviet armies linked up at Potsdam and completed the encirclement of the Reich capital. Heavy Red Air Force raids on the city began on the same day. This was the moment more than 200 million Soviet citizens had been waiting for, ever since the dark times of 1941 and 1942 when a German victory had seemed inevitable. Within days Soviet troops had captured Spandau and the Tempelhof airfield, reaching Anhalt station in the city centre. Stalin now set demarcation lines in Berlin among the competing armies of Zhukov and Konev, thereby entrusting the capture of the last remaining symbol of the Third Reich, the Reichstag, to Zhukov’s armies. Some of Konev’s senior officers were disgruntled by this move, but the Soviet dictator was not one whose decisions could be questioned.

The Red Army launched its final offensive on the Reichstag on the 29th, the day that Hitler married his long-standing mistress Eva Braun. The German dictator also drew up his last will and testament, in which he blamed ‘international Jewry’ for the war. He named Admiral Doenitz to be his successor as Chancellor. On the last day of April the Soviets reached the Reichstag, while fierce fighting was continuing. Adolf and Eva Hitler committed suicide in the Chancellery bunker to prevent capture by the Soviets, although the German people would be told in a radio broadcast that their Fuhrer had died fighting the Bolsheviks. Their suicidal example would be followed by the propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels and his wife Magda, after their six young children had been killed first.

On 1 May the German commander in Berlin, General Krebs, negotiated a ceasefire with Marshal Chuikov of the Red Army, the victor of Stalingrad. The last German forces in the city surrendered the next day, including 2 600 troops at the Reichstag. An orgy of raping and looting now engulfed the civilian survivors of the climactic battle. Hundreds of women and girls, if not thousands, committed suicide rather than submit to Soviet gang-rapes. The once glorious Reich capital, utterly ruined by years of British night bombing and finally the Soviet invasion, was divided among Soviet, American, British and French occupation forces.

Victory in Europe

At the beginning of May 1945 the German Army in Italy commanded by General Von Vietinghoff surrendered to the Anglo-American commander in the Mediterranean, Field-Marshal Alexander. They had over the previous two years fought an impressive series of defensive battles against an enemy superior in numbers, not to mention enjoying complete naval and air superiority. In this way the tenacious German forces stationed there, commanded for the most part by the brilliant Field-Marshal Kesselring, confuted Churchill’s assertion that Italy was the soft underbelly of Europe. At least they had been spared the horrors of the Eastern Front and Soviet captivity.

On 4 May the German envoys at Lüneburg Heath agreed with the commander of the British and Canadian armies in the north, Field-Marshal Montgomery, to surrender their forces in Holland, Denmark and north-west Germany. These troops had been fighting the British and Canadians since the Normandy landings in a war remarkably free from atrocities on either side. This conflict included their unexpected defeat of a British airborne assault on the Dutch town of Arnhem in September 1944, thereby delaying the Allied crossing of the lower Rhine by half a year. The suffering of the Dutch people in the ‘hunger winter’ of 1944/45 would be one of the tragic results of this unforeseen delay. At any rate, these German troops would now also be spared Soviet captivity and slave labour. A ceasefire became effective on the whole front the next day, and the German forces in Norway also surrendered to the British.

The German garrison of Breslau surrendered to the Red Army on 6 May, after a siege lasting 82 days. More than 40 000 prisoners were taken and most of the city had been destroyed. This was the price paid for Hitler’s policy of ‘impregnable fortresses’ along the Reich’s eastern frontier, designated as such in a desperate attempt to stem the Soviet tide that was inundating Eastern Europe. After the war the former Silesian capital would be renamed Wroclaw and incorporated into Poland.

On 7 May the German chief of staff, General Jodl, signed the instrument of unconditional surrender at Rheims, in the presence of military representatives from the USSR, USA, Britain and France. The remainder of Army Group South surrendered to the Americans on the same day, thus also escaping Soviet captivity. These German surrenders occurred just one day after the Orthodox Easter Sunday of 1945, which in that year coincided with St George’s Day in the Orthodox calendar. The surrender signed by Jodl was ratified at Zhukov’s headquarters in Berlin the next day, and on the 9th Stalin announced the end of the war. Ever since, the Russian have celebrated their great victory on that date. On the same day the undefeated Army Group Courland with 180 000 men surrendered to the Soviets, although it would take two more weeks to round up all of them. A victory parade was duly held in Moscow on 24 June, with Stalin allowing the war hero Marshal Zhukov to take the salute.

Victory in the Far East

Not many westerners are aware that just before Hitler’s invasion of Poland in September 1939, the Japanese had launched an attack on the Soviet forces in Mongolia. However, the Red Army stationed there, commanded by General Zhukov, was prepared. At the Battle of Khalkin Gol that ended on 31 August 1939 the Soviets decisively defeated the Japanese 6th Army. This experience caused the Japanese leadership to be fearful of war with the Soviets in the years to come. Their defeat in Mongolia is also the reason why Japan refused to take part in Hitler’s invasion of the USSR, preferring a surprise attack on the US Pacific fleet and an extensive drive through Southeast Asia to obtain control of its raw materials. Some Japanese diplomats, such as ambassador Oshima in Berlin, were actually in favour of a Japanese-German-Soviet alliance to fight the western democracies. However, Hitler was too obsessed with his dream of a German-ruled Eastern Europe, not to mention his aversion to the ‘Slavic sub-humans’, to be amenable to such practicalities.

During the Yalta Conference in February 1945 that decided the fate of post-war Europe, Stalin had promised Roosevelt and Churchill to join the Allied war effort against Japan within three months of the expected German surrender. The Soviet leader kept his promise to the day. On 8 August, the day before the Americans dropped the second atom bomb, the USSR declared war on the Empire of Japan and the Red Army launched Operation Winter Storm with 1.7 million men. Within days the Soviets had routed the Japanese armies in Manchuria and North Korea, taking around a million prisoners of war. Most of them would never return from the slave labour camps they were sent to, just as was the case with their captive German allies.

The shock of the Soviet offensive, coinciding with the American use of atom bombs on Japanese cities, convinced the Japanese leadership that further resistance to the Allied onslaught on all fronts was futile. Fearing a Soviet invasion and occupation more than an American one, Japan surrendered on 14 August and was soon occupied by American forces. The cities of Harbin and Mukden in Manchuria were occupied by Soviet troops. Due to the success of Operation Winter Storm the territories lost by the Russian Empire in the 1905 war with Japan were regained by the Soviets.

This reality has not prevented the Americans from claiming ever since 1945 that it was their atomic bombings that ended the Second World War. With this argument they have also been attempting to morally justify their use of nuclear weapons against civilian targets. Although the utter devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki undoubtedly forced the Japanese to contemplate unconditional surrender, it was the Soviet declaration of war and whirlwind offensive in Northeast Asia that clinched the matter. This view is supported by the fact that when Tokyo was incinerated by the master butcher Curtis LeMay’s firebombing in March 1945, with a larger immediate loss of life (around 100 000) than the atomic bombings, it merely served to make the Japanese defence of their homeland even more fanatical, as the Americans would shortly afterwards experience when they invaded Okinawa. Contrary to the American opinion, Hiroshima and Nagasaki were crimes against humanity, as surely as were Auschwitz and Dresden, Majdanek and Hamburg, Birkenau and Tokyo, Treblinka and many others in the senseless slaughter that was World War Two.

The legacy

The big winner of the German-Soviet war was the USSR, strategically and territorially speaking. This unparallalled victory was achieved at the cost of around 25 million Soviet lives, both military and civilian. The communist leadership in Moscow now not only ruled the vast expanses of the Soviet Union, but through the presence of the Red Army also dominated most of Eastern Europe. Several new territories were added to the USSR, as compensation for its horrendous losses in the war. Notable among these additions were the eastern parts of Poland, including the cities of Brest, Grodno and Lvov. It should be kept in mind that when the Soviets invaded eastern Poland in 1939, they were mainly recapturing territories that the Poles had taken away from western Belarus and the Ukraine in the 1920/1 war. When the Soviet Union dissolved into the Russian Federation and 14 smaller republics in 1991, the new states of Belarus and the Ukraine became the beneficiaries of these reclaimed territories.

After the war the East Prussian capital of Königsberg was renamed Kaliningrad and incorporated into the USSR. Today Kaliningrad is of strategic importance to Russia, being the only naval base for its Baltic fleet that is ice-free all year round. Another East Prussian city, Memel, was renamed Klaipeda and incorporated into Lithuania. Further south Moldova was taken away from Romania at the end of the war and incorporated into the USSR. Strictly speaking this was not an acquisition but a reclaiming of territory that had been part of the Russian Empire before, as had been the case in Poland. Moldova also became an independent state in 1991, naturally choosing not to become part of Romania.

At the end of the war the Polish state found itself shifted several hundred kilometres to the west, compared to the 1939 borders. As compensation the Poles received the German territories of East Prussia (minus Königsberg and Memel), Silesia and Pomerania. The acquisition of these well-developed territories, although battered by war, enabled Poland to develop one of the more prosperous economies in Eastern Europe. By 1990 the Poles were free from Soviet domination and thereafter developed close ties with the American-dominated Western Europe.

Within three years of the Allied victory the wartime alliance between the Soviets and the western Allies had collapsed. This was to be expected, since the ideological gap between Soviet communism and Anglo-American liberal democracy had only temporarily been bridged by the joint struggle against national socialist Germany. Interestingly, the existence of this unnatural alliance confirms that National Socialism, broadly speaking the German version of fascism, was regarded by both Allied ideologies as its mortal enemy. Be that as it may, by 1948 Europe had become divided into an American-dominated West and a Soviet-dominated East. The dividing line between these spheres of influence came to be known as the Iron Curtain, which would remain more or less closed until the momentous events of 1989 to 1991. A partial exception to this European dichotomy was France, which under the leadership of its war hero General De Gaulle withdrew from NATO and positioned itself more or less neutrally in world affairs.

What happened to the country that started the war? From 1945 onwards the German survivors of Hitler’s war faced the arduous challenge of rebuilding their devastated country, while coming to grips with the guilt of the Nazi crimes. With the increasing rift between the former Allies, Germany had by 1949 become divided into a socialist German Democratic Republic in the east and a capitalist German Federal Republic in the west. The city of Berlin likewise remained divided between a Soviet-aligned east and an American-aligned west. East Berlin became the capital of the new socialist state, also known as East Germany, while Bonn became the capital of the new capitalist state, also known as West Germany. Relations between West and East Germany remained strained throughout the so-called Cold War.

From the early 1950s West Germany experienced a remarkable economic rebirth, initiated by generous financial aid from its former American foe. Together with France, the West Germans would play a leading role in European economic integration, eventually culminating in the European Union. Furthermore, in the early 1970s West Germany began developing close economic ties with the Soviet Union, while remaining under American domination politically and militarily. Since the reunification of Germany in 1990, Berlin has again been the capital of the united German state – excluding of course the eastern territories lost to Poland and the USSR, due to Hitler’s Germany starting and losing the war.
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