MopERN WAR STUDIES

Theodore A. Wilson
General Editor

Raymond A. Callahan
J. Garry Clifford
Jacob W.Kipp

Jay Luvaas

Allan R. Millett
Dennis Showalter
Series Editors

When Titans Clashed

How THE RED ARMY STOPPED HITLER

David M. Glantz
Jonathan M. House

Maps by Darin Grauberger and George F. McCleary, Jr.


1995


CHAPTER 9

Operation Uranus: The Destruction
of Sixth Army

SOVIET PLANNING

Stalingrad marked a turning point not only in the actual conduct of the
war but also in the Stavka’s planning system. While Stalin and many field
commanders were gravely concerned with German advances in the South,
Stavka strategic planners remained remarkably consistent from July 1942
through February 1943. Although the Germans parried various limited
Soviet counterattacks during July and August 1942, Stavka strategic plan-
ners never lost sight of their goal, which was to resume large-scale offensive
i operations and destroy at least one German army group. The long series of
[ strategic and operational failures—produced in part by Stalin’s reliance
on his own military intuition and that of numerous political cronies
instead of the sound advice of his military experts, such as G. K. Zhukov
and A. M. Vasilevsky—finally persuaded Stalin to trust his professional
military subordinates and grant them a larger role in planning and con-
ducting major operations. Stalin, however, remained the ultimate author-
ity. He determined the political aims of operations and often shaped the
ultimate form of operations after listening to and acting on the recommen-
dations of his senior commanders.!
~ In June 1942, B. M. Shaposhnikov’s fragile health had given way
‘under the enormous strain, and he had been replaced as chief of the
General Staff. His successor, A. M. Vasilevsky, remained chief of staff,
‘deputy defense commissar, and sometime field representative of the
Stavka until February 1945, when he assumed command of 3d Belorussian
Front, followed in July by command of the Far Eastern Theater. Far
less temperamental than Zhukov, Vasilevsky exercised a calm, rational
influence on the dictator. Vasilevsky surrounded himself with superbly
competent General Staff officers, appointing Colonel General A. I.
Antonov as his first deputy and chief of the Operational Directorate in
December 1942. To replace the cumbersome Strategic Direction head-
uarters, Stalin and Vasilevsky began using Stavka representatives to
rdinate and supervise the conduct of major operations. These senior
officers, who included Zhukov, N. N. Voronov, Timoshenko, and others,
Provided the critical link between operating fronts and the General Staff.
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130  Second Period of War

They were the vehicle for carrying out Stavka decisions effectively and in
timely fashion.2

Throughout the darkest hours of the defense of Stalingrad, Vasilevsky
kept a small group of staff officers, headed by N. 1. Bokov, working on
plans for a strategic counteroffensive, designed to be the first phase of an
ambitious winter campaign that would embrace the entire central and
southern regions of the front (see Map 9). On 13 September, Bokov briefed
Stalin on the concept of cutting off the German spearhead at Stalingrad by
attacking the weak Rumanian forces on its flanks. By mid-October, Stalin
was sufficiently confident to focus on this proposal, which became the
basis for two major operations planned by the Stavka to occur in November
1942.3 The first, Operation Uranus, was designed to destroy Axis forces in
the Stalingrad region. It was to be followed by Operation Saturn, designed
to destroy all Axis forces in the southern Soviet Union (Army Groups B and
A). At the same time, the Western and Kalinin Fronts, coordinated by
Zhukov, would conduct Operation Mars against German Army Group
Center to collapse the Rzhev salient, distract German reinforcements from
the south, and do as much damage as possible to that army group.

The plan for Uranus was a classic of encirclement. Colonel General N.
F. Vatutin, the 41-year-old commander of the Southwestern Front, played
a significant role in planning Uranus, although a dispute still rages over
who, in fact, was responsible. Vatutin’s appointment to front command
was based largely on his prior front staff service and on his close associa-
tion with Vasilevsky.4 The shape and form of the ensuing offensive re-
flected the audacious nature of Vatutin.

In general, Operation Uranus involved the redeployment and use of
large mobile formations to penetrate Axis defenses north and south of
Stalingrad and subsequently to encircle and destroy German and Axis
forces in the region. It was no coincidence that the initial Soviet targets
were the threadbare satellite armies deployed on German Sixth Army’s
flanks. During early November, Lieutenant General P. L. Romanenko’s
newly refitted 5th Tank Army secretly redeployed from the Briansk Front
sector to positions northwest of Stalingrad in the Don River Serafimovich
bridgehead held by the Southwestern Front. Vatutin planned to employ his
5th Tank and 21st Armies and the 65th Army of Rokossovsky’s Don Front
to achieve a shallow encirclement of the overextended Third Rumanian
Army. At the same time, 5th Tank Army’s 1st and 26th Tank Corps and 21st
Army’s 4th Tank and 3d Guards Cavalry Corps would wheel southeast to
encircle the German defenders at Stalingrad, while 5th Tank Army’s 8th
Cavalry Corps provided a thin outer encirclement to delay German relief
columns. On the German southern flank, A. I. Eremenko, commander of
the Stalingrad Front, would launch 51st and 57th Armies, spearheaded by
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132 Second Period of War

13th Tank and 4th Mechanized Corps, to push through the Fourth Ruma-
nian Army and link up with 5th Tank Army near Kalach on the Don. The
4th Cavalry Corps would cover Stalingrad Front’s left flank. Because 5th
Tank Army had to cover 120 kilometers, as opposed to the 90 kilometers
expected of the 4th Mechanized Corps, the Southwestern Front would
begin its attack one day before the Stalingrad Front.>

This plan had inevitable weaknesses, of which the most obvious was
the weak outer encirclement of cavalry forces that would have to parry the
initial German relief efforts. More significantly, Soviet tank and mecha-
nized forces still suffered from a lack of maintenance, motor transporta-

tion, and general logistical support. Once committed to the exploitation, .

tanks and other vehicles broke down at an alarming rate. :

- The Red Air Force also intended to use new equipment and new
doctrine to wrest local air superiority from the Luftwaffe. In April
1842, Colonel General A. A. Novikov had become Air Force Commander,
a post he held for the remainder of the war. Novikov assigned 10 regi-
ments of the latest-model Yak-9 and La-5 aircraft to 8th Air Army
at Stalingrad. Recognizing the limited experience of his new pilots, he
instituted a strict system of ground control and experimented on the Don
Front with the first Soviet system of radar-directed fighter interception.
Novikov’s chief of staff, F. Falaleev, instructed all air commanders to focus
their asséts to support the main ground operations, rather than trying to be
strong everywhere.®

GERMAN PERCEPTIONS AND FAILURES
AT STALINGRAD

From Hitler on down, German commanders were aware of the weakness
of_‘the.ir flanks at Stalingrad but generally failed to anticipate a Soviet
offensive on the massive scale conceived by the Stavka. On 15 August, the
Fremde Heere Ost Division of OKH had estimated, with considerable
accuracy, that the Red Army still had 73 rifle divisions, 86 tank brigades,
and a host of other reserve units available for commitment to battle. By 6
November, the same office inexplicably asserted that the Soviets lacked
sufficient forces for a major offensive in the south.”

One reason for this German error was the Soviet disinformation that
no major offensive was planned in the Stalingrad region. Throughout late
summer and fall, a series of Soviet offensive actions against Army Groups
Center and North and the continued presence of strategic reserves near
Moscow contributed to this fiction.® In mid-October, the Stavka inten-
tionally used unencrypted radios to transmit a long directive on defensive
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preparations for the coming winter, hoping that German monitors would
intercept it. These and other measures were so effective that, as late as 12
November, OKH intelligence suggested that the troop concentrations op-

k- posite Third Rumanian Army were only intended for a shallow attack to

sever the railroad leading to Stalingrad.®

Faced with such comforting estimates, it is no wonder that Hitler and his
subordinates underestimated the threat. His solution was to use the newly
formed, lightly equipped Luftwaffe “field divisions” to relieve a few veteran
panzer units, especially 22d Panzer Division, that were stationed behind the
allied armies while they received replacement troops and equipment. These
small reserves were no match for the 660 tanks of the four Soviet spearhead
corps. Overall, the ratio of Soviet to German forces in the Stalingrad region
was significant, especially in light of the large proportion of Rumanian
forces that absorbed the real shock of the Soviet blow. While official Soviet
soum&shavelongarguedthatstrengthratiosmrelitﬂemoretlmnl:lin
manpower, 1.4:1 in artillery, and 1.3:1 in armor in the Soviet’s favor, the

‘ actual ratios were closer to 2:1 in all combat categories. In main penetration

sectors, Soviet superiority was absolute. In addition to numerical superi-
ority, the Soviets also benefited from surprise and were able to mass huge

| on the kG flanks.10 (See Table 9.1.)

The Stalingrad counteroffensive occurred in three phases. First, be-
tween 19 and 30 November, the Soviets penetrated Axis defenses and
encircled German and Rumanian forces in Stalingrad. Next, between 1
December 1942 and 9 January 1943, they attempted to exploit and develop

this success but were hampered by German efforts to relieve the be-
i leaguered Stalingrad force. Finally, between 10 January and 18 March

1943, the Stavka supervised the liquidation of the Stalingrad pocket (Op-
eration Ring [Kol'tso]) while attempting to expand their success to the
entire central and southern regions of the front. This larger effort was
stymied by their own errors and by skillful German counterblows. .
Initial successes exceeded Soviet expectations (see Map 10). On 19
November, the Southwestern Front began the offensive, with supporting

- attacks by the neighboring Don Front. The Rumanian defenders had no

effective antitank guns and were easily crushed. The 26th and 1st Tank
Corps of Romanenko’s 5th Tank Army passed through the attacking rifle
divisions to enter the battle by noon on the first day. In coordination with
Lieutenant General I. M. Chistiakov’s 21st Army, 5th Tank Army captured
the bulk of three Rumanian divisions (27,000 prisoners) and continued its
exploitation. The two tank corps and Major General A. G. Kravchenko’s

4th Tank Corps from 2lst Army advanced as much as 70 kilometers each
.  day, bypassing any centers of resistance. On 22 November, 26th Tank
§  Corps, commanded by Major General A. G. Rodin, approached Kalach
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Table 9-1. Soviet Strength at the Beginning of the Stalingrad Counteroffensive

Front Personnel Tanks Artillery Aircraft
Southwestern 398,100 410 4,348 447
Don 307,500 161 4,177 202
Stalingrad 429,200 323 5,016 221
Volga Flotilla 8,700
Total 1,143,500 894 13,451 1,115

Source: G. F. Krivosheev, Grif sekretnosti sniat: Poteri vooruzhennykh sil SSSR v voinakh,
boevykh deistriiakh, i vornnykh konfliktakh (Moscow: Voenizdat, 1993) 181182, and K. K.
Rokossovsky, ed., Velikaia pobeda na Volga (Moscow: Voenizdat, 1965), 254-258.

on the Don, whose bridges were essential to both attackers and defenders.
In order to capture the Kalach bridges before the Germans could destroy
them, Rodin organized a small forward detachment of five T-34 tanks and
two motorized infantry companies under Lieutenant Colonel G. N. Filip-
pov. Filippov brazenly formed this detachment into a closely packed
column and drove into Kalach at night with all vehicle headlights blaz-
ing.! The German sentries assumed that this was a German column and
allowed it to enter the town and capture key terrain near the principal
bridge, which it held until relieved by the rest of the tank corps. On
the afternoon of 23 November, 26th Tank Corps linked up with Major
General V. T. Vol'sky’s 4th Mechanized Corps at Sovetskoe southeast of
Kalach, completing the encirclement.2 By 30 November, Soviet forces had
established an inner encirclement around 22 German divisions totaling
330,000 men, including Sixth Army, Rumanian remnants, and one corps
of Fourth Panzer Army. This German force far exceeded Soviet expecta-
tions and required seven rifle armies and much command and staff
attention to eliminate.

Most German accounts contend that General Friederick Paulus, Sixth
Army commander, could have broken out of this encirclement if he had
acted promptly. Quite apart from the problem of disobeying Hitler’s
wishes, this argument assumes a logistical strength that Paulus did not
possess. The entire siege of Stalingrad had been conducted on a shoestring,
and his forces lacked the fuel, ammunition, and transportation to break
out unassisted. In addition, the Stavka possessed powerful reserves that
could block relief of or breakout by the Stalingrad garrison.’3

In this extremity, Field Marshal Erich von Manstein was appointed
commander of the newly created Army Group Don, with orders to rescue
Sixth Army. Hitler still refused to contemplate withdrawing from Sta-
lingrad, however; he wanted von Manstein to drive a corridor through the
encirclement to resupply the beleaguered forces. Moreover, Hermann Goer-
ing impulsively promised Hitler that his Luftwaffe could supply 600 tons
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per day to Stalingrad, an impossible figure that would have required 375
JU-52 sorties per day. Given the poor weather and airfields in the region,
such a goal would have required close to 1,000 JU-52s, far beyond what the
Luftwaffe could provide. The Germans did concentrate all available
transports, disrupting their training program by dispatching half-trained
crews in aircraft that lacked radios and navigation instruments. Despite all
these efforts, the daily shipments reached 300 tons on only one occasion.

These slow, unarmed aircraft flew into the first systematic Soviet air
defense system of the war. General P. S. Stepanov, the Red Air Force
coordinator of the battle, established concentric rings of antiaircraft guns
and ground-controlled fighter interceptors. In addition, Stepanov used:
specially trained night fighters and elite okhotniki (free hunters) to seek
targets of opportunity. The result was a slaughter. Soviet historians claim
to have destroyed 676 JU-52s during the siege of Stalingrad, and even the
Luftwaffe acknowledged 266 aircraft lost. Small wonder that, just as in
the Soviet armored forces, the Red Air Force commanders at Stalingrad
rose to the top of their profession later in the war.*

MARS

In the north, the Stavka planned another major offensive against Army
Group Center in the Rzhev salient, which still threatened the Soviet
defenses of Moscow. Planned and supervised by Zhukov, Operation Mars
called for massive assaults by Army General M. A. Purkaev’s Kalinin Front
and Colonel General I. S. Konev's Western Fronts against the eastern and
western flanks of the Rzhev salient. The objective was to destroy German
Ninth Army, eliminate the salient, and, subsequently, threaten Smolensk.®
(See Map 11.) This offensive also included supporting attacks by the
Kalinin Front's 30th Army against the “nose” of the salient and by 3d
Shock Army against Velikie Luki.

Although later explained away as a diversionary operation designed to
benefit operations in the south, the scale, scope, and ferocity of the Mars
offensive indicate that it was a major attempt to defeat Army Group Center
and may initially have been more important than Operation Uranus.
General G. K. Zhukov personally planned and directed Operation Mars,
and newly revealed Soviet order of battle data indicate that Mars was to be
the first stage of an even larger operation. Just as Operation Uranus at
Stalingrad was expanded and exploited by Operation Saturn, Operation
Mars also envisioned conduct of an expanded second stage, which was to
commence in early December after Mars had succeeded in encircling
German Ninth Army in the Rzhev-Sychevka region. The second stage,
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perhaps code-named Operation Jupiter or Neptune, was to involve h}rge
forces attacking westward toward Viaz’ma to link up with the victorious
Soviet Rzhev force and destroy the bulk of Army Group Center. The
Viaz’ma thrust was to be conducted by the Western Front’s center and
included the heavily reinforced 5th and 33d Armies, backed up by two
tank corps (9th and 10th) and, perhaps, General Rybalko’s refitted and
expanded 3d Tank Army from Stavka reserve. In the end, the Germ.an
defeat of Operation Mars aborted the ambitious Soviet strategic offensive
against Army Group Center, frustrated Zhukov’s plan, and prompted
Soviet historians to cover up this powerful, but disastrous, companion
piece to the Stalingrad offensive.'® :

The operation began on 25 November, once initial success at Stalingrad
had been assured. Purkaev’s 22d and 41st Armies struck hard at German
defenses north and south of Belyi and the same day Konev’s 20th and 31st
Armies attacked northeast of Sychevka. Almost simultaneously, 39th
Army launched supporting attacks west of Rzhev, and 3d Shock Army,
supported by the 215 tanks of Major General 1. P. Korchagin’s 2d Mecha-
nized Corps, attacked German positions east of Velikie Luki.'” Major
General G. F, Tarasov’s 41st Army burst through German defenses both
_ north and south of Belyi. North of that town, Major General M. E.
Katukov’s 3d Mechanized Corps, equipped with about 200 tanks, imme-
diately rushed forward along the Luchesa River to exploit the success and
link up with 41st Army’s mobile units east of Belyi. Meanwhile, south of
Belyi, Major General S. 1. Povetkin’s elite 6th “Stalin” Rifle Corps began
the exploitation, followed soon by Major General M. D. Solomatin’s 1st
Mechanized Corps, which had been reinforced to a strength of over 300
tanks (including 50 KV heavy tanks) by the attachment of two extra
mechanized brigades. Solomatin’s corps made spectacular progress as it
advanced to link up with Katukov’s armor to encircle Belyi and to meet
Konev’s lead elements at the base of the Rzhev salient.

Konev’s two armies, however, were unable to match Purkaev’s success.
The 20th and 31st Armies, directed by Zhukov and supported by 6th and
8th Tank Corps and by Major General V. V. Kriukov’s 2d Guards Cavalry
Corps, repeatedly assaulted the German positions southeast of Rzhev. All
of the attacks were repulsed after heavy fighting and appalling Soviet
losses. Konev’s only success was the insertion of Kriukov’s 20th Cavalry
Division into the German rear. This division was immediately cut off and
spent almost a month in the German rear until a raid by Katukov’s
mechanized corps rescued the remnants in early January.

Unlike Stalingrad, where few German reserves were available to halt
the Soviet attack, at Rzhev the Germans initially were able to commit their
1st and 9th Panzer Divisions, Grossdeutschland Division, and 14th Panzer
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Grenadier Division, and later sent 12th, 19th, and 20th Panzer Divisions
to seal off the Soviet penetrations near Belyi. By mid-December, the Soviet
offensive had faltered. In the west, German counterattacks contained 3d
Mechanized Corps’ thrust in the Luchesa Valley north of Belyi and sur-
rounded 6th Rifle Corps and 1st Mechanized Corps south of the town.
Zhukov’s attempts on 11 and 13 December to resume the offensive south of
Rzhev failed with heavy losses, and in further heavy fighting the two corps
south of Belyi were largely destroyed.!® This costly failure was only par-
tially offset when Colonel General K. N. Galitsky’s 3d Shock Army de-
stroyed a German force in Velikie Luki and held off G n efforts to
relieve that town.

Clearly, Operation Mars failed to meet Soviet expectations. Zhukov’s
“greatest failure” in the Mars Operation was soon eclipsed, however,

by the success of Uranus in the south, where the Stavka now focused
its attention. ‘

SATURN AND LITTLE SATURN

Once Operation Uranus had succeeded, the Stavka commenced planning
for the second phase of the campaign in the south. Operation Saturn
involved the use of Southwestern Front’s left wing and Lieutenant General
R. Ia. Malinovsky’s powerful 2d Guards Army to penetrate Italian de-
fenses along the middle Don and advance deep to seize Rostov.

At the same time, the Germans sought means by which to relieve their
Stalingrad force. In order to break into the Stalingrad encirclement,
von Manstein began to assemble two forces. At the confluence of the

Chir and Don Rivers, XXXXVIII Panzer Corps received a variety of

divisions shipped from elsewhere in the east, while the LVII Panzer

Corps formed up near Kotel'nikovskii. Quite naturally, the German

and Soviet plans unfolded simultaneously and affected each another.

- First, the Soviets had to divert 2d Guards Army from Operation Saturn to
| deal with the task of reducing the Stalingrad encirclement (but without

altering the form of Operation Saturn). Then, when von Manstein’s LVII

i Panzer Corps began its advance on Stalingrad from Kotel’nikovskii, 2d
' Guards Army was shifted to that axis and Operation Saturn was modified
i, into Little Saturn, a shallower envelopment of Italian Eighth Army and
¥ Army Detachment Hollidt defending along the south banks of the Don and
i, Chir Rivers.

Soviet action began on 7 December, when 5th Tank Army’s Ist Tank

Corps, commanded by Major General V. V. Butkov, began spoiling attacks
- across the Chir to disrupt XXXXVIII and LVII Panzer Corps relief plans.
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Then on 10 December, 5th Tank Army’s 5th Mechanized Corps, led by
Major General M. V. Volkov, joined the attack further west.” Although
11th Panzer Division performed herculean feats to parry these attacks, the
Chir front barely held. By 10 December, XXXXVIII Panzer Corps had
been sufficiently distracted, and LVII Corps’ 17th Panzer Division had
moved to back it up, thus negating the Chir-Stalingrad relief thrust and
severely weakening the Kotel'nikovskii thrust, which nevertheless began
on 12 December.

While LVII Panzer Corps pressed Soviet 5lst Army northward from
Kotel'nikovskii, Southwestern Front, supported by Voronezh Front’s 6th
Army, launched operation Little Saturn on 16 December against Eighth
Italian and Third Rumanian Armies of Army Detachment Hollidt along
the Don and Chir northwest of Stalingrad. An unprecedented collection
of Soviet mobile corps virtually destroyed the Italian forces. Once these
mobile corps had penetrated deep into the German rear, three of them—
24th and 25th Tank Corps and 1st Guards Mechanized Corps—drove
straight for German Stalingrad resupply airfields at Tatsinskaia and Mo-
rozovsk. Major General V. M. Badanov’s 24th Corps was ordered to seize
the key airfield and logistical complex of Tatsinskaia. He accomplished his
mission but at great cost. The 24th Tank Corps, already reduced to less
than 40 percent of its initial strength (200 tanks) and beyond the range of
any resupply column, penetrated to Tatsinskaia on Christmas Eve, de-
stroying 56 German transport aircraft and the airfield itself.

Badanov held his position for four days and then escaped a German
trap with only the remnants of his force. Late in the operation, at Stalin’s
personal urging, Badanov was given temporary control over the remnants
of the three corps. By this time, however, the three corps had been reduced
tolessthan20tankseachandthusweretooweaktoconduct any further
concerted action.? This raid did, however, adversely affect German
capabilities to resupply their encircled Stalingrad garrison and forced von
Manstein to use XXXXVIII Panzer Corps in a defensive role, rather than
to relieve Stalingrad. Not coincidentally, the experience led the Stavka to
order the formation of new tank armies whose multiple corps could
successfully conduct joint operations to great depths.

On 12 December, the remaining German relief had begun a vain effort
to link up with Sixth Army. The German LVII Panzer Corps’ advance
was constantly hampered by Hitler’s reluctance to concentrate opera-
tional reserves on this crucial attack. Despite such obstacles, the panzer
corps struggled forward 50 kilometers in 12 days. Then on 24 December,
Malinovsky’s massive 2d Guards Army counterattacked, driving the Ger-
mans back as much as 100 kilometers. For once, the Soviet mobile corps
were used with great skill, especially in a flank attack by Major General

\
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P. A. Rotmistrov’s 7th Tank Corps. For all practical
effort to relieve Stalingrad had failed. practical purposes, the German

OPERATION RING AND THE DONETS BASIN

At this point, the Stavka focused its attention on two i

ax.ld mutually related tasks: reducing the Stalingrad poecq;;tal:t): glpiiia:;
Ring; and expanding the Winter Campaign to its fullest extent. Colonel
Cenera.l N. N. Voronev, the Stavka representative in charge of executing
Operation Ring, used a steady artillery bombardment to wear down the
German defenses. Sixth Army was so short on supplies that the defenders
were soon reduced to living on horsemeat and huddling in the snow. On 24
January, the last major German airfield in the pocket, Pitomnik, was
ca;?tured. Two days later, the Soviets attacked on a narrow frontag; and
Eht the Germal'l pocket in half from east to west. By 2 February, the entire
torfci:ll:lai;b:;? ail.quldated, despite Hitler’s last-minute promotion of Paulus

Germany had lost more than its reputation of invincibili -
lingrad. Because of Hitler’s insistence onitanding fast and the dltlyfﬁztulst::s
G of escaping through a wide Soviet encirclement under extreme weather
) conditions, few Germans were able to escape from the pocket. Only a few

‘ t}-nousand seriously wounded soldiers were flown out on empty transport
| mrcraft This contrasted markedly with the Soviet encirclements during
| previous battles, when the defenders often exfiltrated enough commanders
and key personnel to rebuild their units and fight again. Sixth Army was
. 'oonfpletely gone, suffering 147,000 dead and 91,000 prisoners of war at a
|, Soviet cost of nearly one half million casualties.? (See Table 9-2.)

[ The encirclement and destruction of German forces at Stalingrad had
y  tied down a large number of Soviet troops for two months, and this
mat'enally affected the fate of the Soviet Winter Campaign. As a result
Stalin ended 1942 as he had ended 1941, overoptimistically attempting t(’)
conduct a strategic offensive on a shoestring and becoming overextended
in the process. West of Stalingrad, the Southwestern and Southern Fronts
spearheaded by Ist, 3d, and 2d Guards and 5lst Armies, with attached
cavalry and tank corps, continued to press Army Group Don back toward
Voroshilovgrad and Rostov in the hope of destroying that army group and
‘cutting off Army Group A, then withdrawing from the Caucasus region.
Von Manstein was hamstrung by Hitler’s refusal to release strategic re-

. 'serves and by the need to protect the rear of Army Group A. The German
idictator wgnted to keep that army group in the Kuban region south of the
Don, even if it were only in a bridgehead along the Sea of Azov, in the hope



142  Second Period of War

Table 9-2. Soviet Casualties at Stalingrad, 19 November-2 February

Front Unreturned Sanitary Total
Southwestern 64,649 148,043 212,602
Don 46,365 123,560 169,925
Stalingrad 43,552 58,078 101,630
Voronezh (6th Army) 304 1,184 1,488
Total 154,870 330,865 485,735

Source: G. F Krivosheev, Grif sekretnosti snict: Poteri vooruzhennykh sil SSSR v voinakh,
boevykh deistriiakh, i voennykh konfliktakh (Moscow: Voenizdat, 1993) 181-182.

of again threatening the Caucasus ol fields later in 1943. Army Group A had
already gone into winter quarters when the November counteroffensive
began and was very slow to redeploy its forces in the face of the new threat.
Von Manstein therefore had to hold Rostov, the key to all the railroad lines
and supplies for Army Group A. To accomplish this, two ad hoc German-
Axis formations, Army Detachments Fretter-Pico and Hollidt, tried to de-
fend the Chir River line. Both detachments had wide-open flanks. On the
northern flank, 1st Guards, 3d Guards, 5th Tank, and 5th Shock Armies
pressed in, while in the south, 2d Guards, 51st and 28th Armies continued
toward Rostov'with the counteroffensive, which had begun on 24 Decem-
ber. By 3 January, both German detachments were forced to begin with-
drawing to the Donets River despite Hitler's demands that they stand fast.
Meanwhile 51st Army’s 3d Guards Mechanized Corps, the renamed 4th
Mechanized Corps, now commanded by Major General V. T. Vol'sky, thrust
straight down the Don River valley toward Rostov. It was stopped only by
the premature commitment of a new “wonder weapon,” the first half-
trained battalion of German Mark VI Tiger tanks. A short, savage engage-
ment at Zimovniki on 7 January left 18 T-34s and 20 Tigers out of action.*
Both sides were hampered by a typical Russian winter. On 24 January,
a brief thaw produced puddles on the roads, which became a sheet of ice
when the temperature dropped to — 15° Fahrenheit on 26 January. The
next day, a three-day snowstorm began. ,
Hitler now took action to resolve the precarious situation in the Donets
basin. Von Manstein kad repeatedly urged him to move First Panzer Army
north, but the actual decision was far less bold. On 27 January 1943, Hitler
decided to move the army and corps headquarters of First Panzer Army
north through Rostov, but he sent only one panzer, one infantry, and two
security divisions along. The remaining divisions of First Panzer Army
were temporarily left with Seventeenth Army, which went into a defensive
bridgehead. Eventually all these forces were evacuated to the Crimea, but
for the moment they were unavailable to von Manstein.
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WIDENING THE BREACH

Mnhtary historians. have long credited von Manstein with staving off
disaster in the winter of 1943. Between January and March, he managed to
overcome both Hitler’s obstinate opposition to a maneuver defense and a
Red Army flushed with the victory of Stalingrad. He achieved a stunning
setback on the advancing Soviets that restored stability to the southern
wing of the Eastern Front at a time when collapse was imminent. Despite
von Manstein’s exertions, however, the Germans and their allies suffered
staggering losses in the Winter Campaign.
on Manstein’s victories in the Donets Basin (or Donbas) and
ThirdBatthothafkovwaefarmomsigniﬁmn(tthmmn)thist:l'tbﬂu;:
suggests. Unknown to the Germans, Soviet strategic aims had expanded far
beyond the simple defeat of German forces in southern Russia; the Stavka
sought to collapse enemy defenses along virtually the entire Eastern Front.
In December 1942, the Soviet High Command had already formulated

Plan Saturn to smash large elements of Army Group B, seize Rostov, and
L isolate or destroy Army Group A. Although this plan was later modified
into Little Saturn, the Stavka continued to undertake operations that were
b?yond its resources. Soviet miscalculation of the defensive strength of
Sixth Army, as well as a series of other Soviet misjudgments, were precon-
ditions to von Manstein’s ultimate victories in February and March.
3 Bulldmg upon the success of Little Saturn, the Stavka continued the pro-
| cess in January 1943, gradually expanding the offensive to include Army
- CmupCmtaasweHasAmyCmupstmdA. This new series of of-
: fensmmbeganthh attacks aimed at the Hungarian and German forces de-
fending along the middle Don and at the German-Rumanian forces trying
.~ desperately to hold Rostov for Army Group A. Between 13 and 27 January,
 Voronezh Front's 40th, 6th, and 3d Tank Armnies conducted the Ostroguzhsk.
- Rossosh operation, severely damaging Second Hungarian Army and paving
the way for further efforts.2> On 24 January, the Briansk Front's 13th Army
- joined the Voronezh Front's 38th, 60th, and 40th Armies and attacked
E Second German Army, defending the Voronezh salient along the upper Don
River. Despite snows so deep that only tracked vehicles could operate, in a
| matter of days the mobile corps attached to Soviet 13th and 40¢h Aemies

~encircled two of the three corps in Second German Army.* Meanwhile, in

 Operations Gallop and Star, Voronezh Front's 40th, 69th, and 3d Tank
Armies and Southwestern Front’s 6th, 1st Guards, and 3d Guards Armies
spearheaded by Mobile Group Popov, burst through the ad hoc German
formations that had replaced Germany’s allies northwest of Rostov. Von
Manstein found himself redeploying larger and larger elements of First and
4 Fourth Panzer Armies to protect his lengthening northern flank.2s
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i threat came from Soviet tank forces
::'Ihen:t:]i:g‘elz;uea;yc;u:llfvgéfnwﬁont offensive, including four under;
:fre;angth tank corps formed into a mobile group under the contxlrinang 1Zt
Lieutenant General M. M. Popov as well as the,full-strength 25 , ;{nObﬂe
Guards Tank Corps in the Southwestern Front’s reserve. II;opt(lvtssmver e
Group, the forerunner of a mocfl:m tagkart;n};,h:romed the r::r aehing
ressed forward in German A .
:(arl::,nf:xl')nr:;srykai?l‘)iy f2 February. Three days later, Vatutin committedtl;::
two fresh tank corps on a drive through Pavlograd to Zaporozge :::ll the
Dnepr River, an obvious node that controlled the last T:}:; roG r(:l il
lines to Rostov. Zaporozhe was also the headquar.ters o ané' Il))er "
(renamed Army Group South), Fourth German Air Fleet, and a num
Oﬂwl;;l:;ilg tfh?mmtlhatr:eoartlf Hitler was determined to conduct a counter:ffdaen-
sive. He assembled the SS Panzer Dnvasions Das Reigzr;neiléeiﬂgntaw h;'ltg
under a new SS corps headquarters, an: Jerec
mkf:i:l;m advancing Voronezh Front forces, while sxmull:::ou:lr}:
counterattacking against the Southwestern Fl'ont’l‘he new SS qu -
ters lacked the experien eetoperformeithermx:s;:zr‘nar;egeatedretreatedfmrznthe
time that First Panzer y ;
FDonetxebmartyo l:thet}:;1f:‘smlfiwr Instead of punishing the SS for disobedi ience,
Hitler relieved General Hubert Lanz, the army officer who had tried to
Panzer Co orders.
m'allgieyﬂtllexigstime, von m was verging on open insubordination, .to
the point of suggesting that he should be placed incommando'fthe‘:h:cng
Eastern Front. Knowing that Group Popov had been temporarily ched
at Krasnoarmeiskaia, but unaware of the rapid advance of freshbarm >
forces on Zaporazhe, Hitler flew there on the afternoon of 17 February to
anstein. 2 : . ‘
beraFt'eortv:z:ely for Hitler and Army Group South, von Manstein was in th:
pmomofs}ﬁfﬁngFomﬂlPanzerAmwlmadquartemm&.:at‘amal;)oasun})
control of SS Panzer Corps (nowjoinedbySSPaanl\.ris:on [ tenks(;cvipet
and other threadbare panzer divisions for acounteroffer!mve agauc;sltm
forces,whichtlmnselveswerereachingtheendoftheulog?su tether.
Hitler finally released seven understrength panzer and motonfez;d :msi;:
hovonManstein.TherurthAirFleet,undervonRit.:hto s "
regrouped and improved its maintenanice status, producing an ave'rageda of
1,000 sorties per day after 20 February, ascompa.redto350sort1esp§a:1-ed};ar
];nuaryForthelasttimeinBussia,ﬂaehﬁtwaffewasabletopm ‘
air superiority for a major German oounterth. rust o beliove
At the time, however, Stalin and his subordinates continued to X
that they were on the verge of a great victory. German defenses throughou
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southern Russia appeared to be crumbling, and the Stavka sought to
expand that victory to include Army Group Center. Once Stalingrad fell
on 2 February, Stalin and Zhukov immediately redirected the forces used
in the encirclement to a new location farther north, Rokossovsky’s Don
Front headquarters and two of his rifle armies (65th and 21st), together
with the newly formed 2d Tank and 70th Rifle Armies, received orders to
move to the Voronezh-Livny area and form a new Central Front. The
veteran 16th Air Army and 2d Guards Cavalry Corps were also redeployed
to this area. Three other Don Front armies (24th, 84th, and 66th) refitted
in the Stalingrad area and awaited orders to join either Rokossovsky’s or
Vatutin’s fronts. :

The overall concept for this culminating stage of the Soviet Winter
Campaign envisaged three successive operations against Army Group Cen-
ter. First, beginning on 12 February 1943, the combined forces of the
WestanandBrianskaontsweretoencircleandd&tmyCermanunitsin
the Orel salient. Then, between 17 and 25 February, the two fronts, joined
by the new Central Front, were to clear the Briansk region of German forces
and secure bridgeheads across the Desna River. During the final phase,
between 25 February and mid-March, the Kalinin and Western Fronts
would join in to seize Smolensk and, in concert with their sister fronts to the
south, destroy Army Group Center in the Rzhev-Viaz’'ma salient. The entire
offensive was timed to coincide with the anticipated successes of the Vor-
onezh and Southwestern Fronts, so that by mid-March the strategic offen-
sivewouldcarrySovietfomwwtwardhodleDneeriver.”

To plan such an operation was one thing; to carry it out was another.
Rokossovsky’s shock force received only six days to redeploy and an addi-
tional five days to prepare for an offensive in an entirely new region.
Although 2d Tank Army and 2d Guards Cavalry Corps were already
concentrated in the Livny region, 70th Army’s forces had to move over 200
kilometers on Russian winter roads, and 21st and 65th Armies had to
complete arduous rail and road movements from Stalingrad. Heavy spring
snows hampered movement, the spring thaw was due any day, and the
roads from the assembly areas to the front were already in poor condition.
Only one single-track rail line was available from Stalingrad northward,
and movement schedules became a fiction.

Rokossovsky objected to the stringent time schedule imposed by the
Staoka but dutifully attempted to achieve the impossible. Ultimately, he
was unable to attack until 25 February and, even then, had to march
elements of 2d Tank and 65th Armies directly from the railheads to their
assault positions.

Rokossovsky began his offensive on 25 February with Rodin’s 2d Tank
Army and Lieutenant General P, I. Batov’s 65th Army in the vanguard of
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assault.® Lieutenant General G. F. Tarasov’s 70th' Army, an elite force
lr;isade up of NKVD border guards from the ’!‘r?ns-Bmkal and Far Eastern
regions, and Chistiakov’s 21st Army were to join the attaek.as soon as'they
arrived but before they were fully con .Botharrrneswemshllon
the march through the muddy, congested roads. Meanwhile, on 22 Febru-
ary, as Briansk Front’s 13th and 48th Armies pounded the weakened right
flank of Second Panzer Army, Lieutenant General I; Kh. Bagrammlr-ntls1
16thArmyoftheWestemEontstruckSecondPanz?rsotberﬂankn.o |
of Zhidzhra. Rain and a skillful German defense hmdered Bagrarrnans
advance, and by 24 February, he ﬂla: made (;r:ily ;nsrgmﬁcant gains, a
i attacks could not remedy.
sitgﬁ:nwﬂm sum::de greater progress. With 13th Army covering his
right flank, Batov’s 65th Army advanced deep into the German rear area
against only light resistance. Rodin’s 2d Tank Amry and a Cavalry-.erh;
Group (the latter commanded by Major General Kriukov .and .consxstm%:d
2dGuardsCavalryCorpsandcooperatingriﬂeandsk1u:n£s) exploil d
rapidly westward through Sevsk toward Novgorod-Severskii.® By l;Marc
1943, Rokossovsky had achieved considerable success, enveloping the
flanks of Second Panzer Army to the north andSeeondArmy.to.thesouth.
By this time, 70th Army’s divisions had filtered forward and joined battl;e{
on Batov’s right flank to threaten a further advance on Orel and Brians!
German rear.
%mvsﬁfﬁaﬂsmmwn&dedgshﬂhlwth-
drawal andnewunitsfromotherfrontsechorswmebmghtmtowmbaton
the shoulders of Rokossovsky’s penetration. At this juncture, Rokossovsky
needed the additional strength of 21st, 62d, and 64th Armi&s, but they
were still en route and unavailable. By 7 March, Krmkovs Cavalry-Rifle
Group reached the outskirts of Novgorod-Severskii, marking the deepest
Soviet advance during the winter campaign. The tide, however, was
already shifting in favor of the Germans. Unreinforoed, Rokossovsky’s
advance ground to a halt in the face of increasing resnstance ’southwest of
Orel. His attempts to restore momentum by shifting Rodin’s tank army
from the Briansk to the Orel axis only weakened his left flank and center,
which were soon counterattacked by a multidivision force assembled by
German Second Army. As Rokossovsky’s offensive faltered., catastrophe in
the south sounded the death knell for his ambitious offensive. .

The entire plan for attacking Army Group Center was predicated on
the assumption of continued offensive success further south, an assump-
tion that collapsed during late February. By this time, the mcrfeasmgly
threadbare mobile forces of the Southwestern Front were operating well
beyond their logistical umbilicals and were advancing into a trap set by
von Manstein.
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What followed is known by the Germans as the Donetz Campaign and
by the Russians as the Donbas and Khar’kov operations. Both were classics
of mobile warfare.?! Beginning on 20 February, Fourth Panzer Army’s
XXXX Panzer Corps (7th and 11th Panzer Divisions and SS Motorized
Division Viking) surrounded and destroyed the remnants of Group Popov
in what became a running fight from Krasnoarmeiskaia to the Northern
Donets River. On 23 February, General Eberhard von Mackensen’s First

Panzer Army was able to join the panzer corps in a thrust to the northeast.

The day before, SS Panzer Corps (SS Panzer Divisions Das Reich and
Totenkopf) and XXXXVIII Panzer Corps (6th and 17th Panzer Divisions)

- struck the flanks of Southwestern Front’s exploiting 6th Army and 1st

Guards Army, cutting the supply lines of 25th Tank Corps, which was then
approaching Zaporozh’e, and virtually encircling the entire force. De-

- prived of fuel, the crews of 25th Tank Corps abandoned their equipment
- and joined the swelling mob of fugitives trying to escape to the north. As so

often before, however, German forces were too weak to seal off the
encircled Soviet forces and captured only 9,000 prisoners.32

Von Manstein followed up with an advance on Khar’kov. Between 1
and 5 March 1943, in a vicious battle south of the city, Fourth Panzer Army
mauled Lieutenant General P. S. Rybalko’s 3d Tank Army, which had been
dispatched to assist beleaguered Southwestern Front forces and had con-
tinued its advance to Khar’kov and beyond. The SS Panzer Corps com-

. mander, Lieutenant General Paul Hauser, ignored a direct order, as well as

common sense, and entangled both SS Panzer Division Das Reich and
Leibstandarte in three days of house-to-house fighting before capturing

" Khar'kov on 14 March.

The Donets River campaign effectively halted the Soviet Stalingrad
offensive in the south, and by early March the Stavka had to divert
62d and 64th Armies, en route from Stalingrad to Rokossovsky, to restore
the front north of Khar’kov. Even then, the Soviet High Command sought
to continue the offensive against Army Group Center. On 7 March,

{" Rokossovsky received orders to scale down his offensive but to continue to
| attack northward toward Orel. His 21st Army was to join his attack within
L days. The same day, however, the Second German Army concentrated its
| 4th Panzer Division and several Hungarian infantry units in a counterat-

tack against Rokossovsky’s western flank. Kriukov’s 2d Guards Cavalry

i Corps was spread too thinly to contain this threat. This counterattack, in

conjunction with von Manstein’s renewed advance north of Khar'kov on
17 March, forced the Red Army to halt its Winter Campaign and finally
assume the defensive. The legacy of Rokossovsky’s failed offensive was the
Kursk bulge, a large Soviet salient that became the natural focus of both
German and Soviet plans for the summer of 1943.33
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Voronezh Front 43,687 32,442 76,129
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Total - 1,310,800 370,522 197,825 568,347
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