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Intermediary thou art between yesterday and tomorrow;
What is past thou bearest into the future!
Thus thou preservest the fleeting today in life and deed.

Karl Knoblauch

Member of the 4th (Strategic)
Flight, 14th (Muenchhausen)
Reconnaissance Squadron,
Sixth Air Fleet

He who would make wise use of history must recognize in
the new circumstances the old kernel, and must not, through
engrossment in the old elements overlook the new contexts.

Grillparzer
Historical and Political Studies




FOREWORD

The German Air Force versus Russia, 1943, written by General-
lIeutnant Hermann Plocher, and revised and edited by Mr. Harry Fletcher,
is one of a series of historical studies written for the United States Air
Force Historical Division by men who had been key officers in the German
Air Force during World War IL.

The overall purpose of the series is twofold: 1) To provide the
United States Air Force with a comprehensive and, insofar as possible,
authoritative history of a major air force which suffered defeat in World
War II, 2 history prepared by many of the principal and responsible
leaders of that air force; 2) to provide a firsthand account of that air
force's unique combat in a major war, especially its fight against the
forces of the Soviet Union. This series of studies therefore covers in
large part virtually all phases of the Luftwaffe's operations and organi-
gation, from its camouflaged origin in the Reichswehr, during the period
of secret German rearmament following World War I, through its par-
ticipation in the Spanish Civil War and its massive operations and final
defeat in World War II, with particular attention to the air war on the
Eastern Front.

The German Air Force Historical Project (referred to hereinafter
by its shorter and current title, '"The GAF Monograph Project'') has
generated this and other especially prepared volumes which comprise,
in one form or another, a total of more than 40 separate studies, The
project, which was conceived and developed by the USAF Historical
Division, was, upon recommendation of Headquarters Air University
late in 1952, approved and funded by Headquarters USAF in early 1953,
General supervision was assigned to the USAF Historical Division by
Headquarters USAF, which continued principal funding of the project
through 30 June 1958. Within the Historical Division, Dr. Albert F.
Simpson and Mr, Joseph W, Angell, Jr., respectively Chief and Assist-
ant Chief of the Division, exercised overall supervision of the project.
The first steps towards its initiation were taken in the fall of 1952
following a staff visit by Mr. Angell to the Historical Division, Head-
quarters United States Army, Europe, at Karlsruhe, Germany, where
the Army was conducting a somewhat similar historical project covering
matters and operations almost wholly of interest to that service. Where-
as the Army's project had produced or was producing a multiplicity of
studies of varying length and significance (more than 2, 000 have been
prepared to date by the Army project), it was early decided that the Air




Force should request a radically smaller number (around 40) which
should be very carefully planned initially and rather closely integrated.
Thirteen narrative histories of GAF combat operations, by theater areas,
and 27 monographic studies dealing with areas of particular interest to
the United States Air Force were recommended to, and approved by,
Headquarters USAF in the initial project proposal of late 1952. (A list
of histories and studies appears at the end of this volume.)

By early 1953 the actual work of preparing the studies was begun.

Col. Wendell A, Hammer, USAF, was assigned as Project Officer, with
duty station at the USAREUR Historical Division in Karlsruhe, General

der Flieger a. D, Paul Deichmann was appointed and served continuously
as Control Ofticer for the research and writing phases of the project; he
also had duty station at the USAREUR Historical Division. General-
leutnant a. D, Hermann Plocher served as Assistant Control Officer until
his recall to duty with the new German Air Force in the spring of 1957.
These two widely experienced and high-ranking officers of the former
Luftwatfe secured as principal authors, or ''topic leaders, ' former
officers of the Luftwaffe, each of whom, by virtue of his experience in
World War II, was especially qualified to write on one of the topicsa
approved for study. These ''topic leaders' were, in turn, assisted by
'"home workers''--for the most part former general and field-grade
officers with either specialized operational or technical experience,.
contributions of each of these '""home workers, ! then, form the basic
material of most of these studies. In writing his narrative the "topic
leader' has put these contributions into their proper perspective,

The

These studies find their principal authority in the personal knowl-

edge and experience of their authors, In preparing the studies, however,
the authors have not depended on their memories alone, for their personal

knowledge has been augmented by a collection of Luftwatie documents
which has come to be known as the Karlsruhe Document Collection and
which is now housed in the Archives Branch of the USAF Historical
Division. This collection consists of directives, situation reports, war
diaries, personal diaries, strength reports, minutes of meetings, aerial
photographs, and various other materials derived, chiefly, from three
sources: the Captured German Documents Section of The Adjutant
General in Alexandria, Virginia; the Air Ministry in London; and private
German collections made available to the project by its participating
authors and contributors. In addition, the collection includes the contri-
butions of the '"home workers.'" The authors have also made use of such
materials as the records of the Nuremberg Trials, the manuscripts
prepared by the Foreign Military Studies Branch of the USAREUR
Historical Division, the official military higstories of the United States




and the United Kingdom, and the wealth of literature concerning World
War 1I, both in German and English, which has appeared in book form
or in military journals since 1945,

With the completion of the research and writing phases in 1958,
the operations at Karlsruhe were closed out, At that timme the project
was moved to the Air University, Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama,
where the process of editing and publishing the studies was begun by the
USAF Historical Division.

Basic revising and editing of the monographs has been handled

by Mr. Edwin P. Kennedy (1958-61), Dr. Littleton B. Atkinson (1961-62),
Mr. Gerard E. Hasselwander (1962-63), and the present Editor, Mr,
Harry R, Fletcher. Final review and editing has been the responsibility
of Dr. Albert ¥, Simpson, Chief, USAF Historical Division, with the
assistance of Dr. Maurer Maurer, Chief of the Division's Historical
Studies Branch,

The complexity of the GAF Monegraph Project and the variety of
participation which it has required can easily be deduced from the
acknowledgements which follow, On the German side: General Deichmann,
who, as Chief Control Officer, became the moving force behind the entire
project, and his assistant, General Plocher; General Josef Kammhuber,
a2 contributor to, and strong supporter of, the project, who became the
first chief of the new German Air Force; Generaloberst a, D, Frans
Halder, Chief of the German Army General Staff from 1938 to 1942,
whose sympathetic assistance to the project was of the greatgst value;
the late Generalfeldmarschall Albert Kesselring, who contributed to
several of the studies and who aleo, because of his prestige and popularity
in German military circles, was able to encourage many others to con-
tribute to the project; and all of the German "topic leaders!’ and Yhome
workers' who are too numerous to mention here, but whose names can
be found in the prefaces and footnotes to the individual studies.

In Germany, Colonel Hammer served as Project Officer from
early in 1953 until June 1957. Colonel Hammer's considerable diplomatic
and administrative skills helped greatly towards assuring the project's
success. Col. William S, Nye, USA, was Chief of the USAREUR
Historical Division at the project's inception; his strong support provided
an enviable example of interservice cooperation and set the pattern which
his several successors followed, In England, Mr. L. A. Jackets, Head
of Air Historical Branch, British Air Ministry, gave invaluable assist-
ance with captured Luftwaffe documents. The USAF Historical Division

wvil



also wishes to express its thanks to the Houghton Mifflin Company of
Boston for permitting quotations and citations from volume 5 of Winston
S. Churchill's The Second World War to be used in this study.

The project is indebted to all of those members of the USAREUR
Historical Division, the Office of the Chief of Military History, and the
USAF Historical Division, whose assistance and advice helped the project

to achieve its goals,

At the Air University, a number of people, both military and civil-

ian, have given strong and expert support to the project. The several
Commanders of Air University during the life of the project in Karlsruhe
(1952-58) without exception were interested in the project and gave it
their full backing. Other personnel at Headquarters Air University who
contributed time and experience include: the several Directors of the
Aerospace Studies Institute since 1954; Dr. James C. Shelburne, Edu-
cational Advisor to the Commander; Mr, J. S, Vann, Chief of Special
Projects Branch, DCS/Operations; and Mr, Arthur P, Irwin, Chief, Budget

Division, DCS/Comptroller.

The project is grateful to Lt. Col. Leonard C. Hoffman, former
Agsistant Air Attache to Germany, who gave indispensable aid during the

project's last year in Germany, and to Mr., Joseph P. Tustin, Chiet
Historian of Headquartersa, United States Air ¥Forces in Europe during

the years when the project was at Karlsruhe, who rendered substantial
assistance by solving a variety of logistical and administrative problems.

Mrs. Mary F, Hanlin deserves special thanks for her expext
typing of the final draft,




AUTHOR'S FOREWORD

In the course of the crucial battles in the East at the close of 1942,
the only important mission assigned to the Luftwaffe was that of providing
for the support of the Army, usually direct support on the field of battle.
This remained the Luftwaffe's main mission throughout the year 1943, and
was almost exclusively dependent upon Army operations. Therefore, in
this third volume on the war in Russia, it is again necessary, in fact even
more than before, to treat the ground situation in some detail,

In the existing circumstances it is only natural that the many in-
dividual missions carried out by German air forces were very similar,
with respect to purpose, assignment, execution, and results achieved, to
the tactical support operations which had become the order of the day.
Because of this, the various individual missions have not been treated

in detall except in those instances in which it could be substantiated by
documentary evidence that they had a marked impact upon the overall out-
come of military operations. In general, an effort has been made to keep
unnecessary details in the text to a minimum,

However, whenever the Luftwaffe played a decisive role in an
operation, such as was the case in Operation ZITADELLE, in the battle
for the Kuban bridgehead, and in the Crimea, air operations have been
treated as exhaustively as available sources permitted. In this regard,
the written and oral reports of many participants in these actions have

been quoted and included, either completely or in part, in the body of the
study.,

battle areas (army group areas) in the Eastern Theater, namely, the
South, Center, North, and Far North. This could not be done in this
study, since all too frequently the large-scale operations of 1943 simaul-
taneously involved several army groups, and most of the major actions
were closely interrelated between the various combat sectors, Only in
Combat Zones North and Far North (First and Fifth Air Fleet areas

respectively) could operations be treated in separate sections or chapters,

*Editor's Note: Volumes one and two are USAF Historical Division
Studies No. 153 and 154.




Insofar as a specific critique of Army operations, their purposes,

scope, and execution, are concerned, appropriate appraisals have been
quoted from eminently qualified commanders such as Field Marshal Erich

von Manstein and General der Infanterie Kurt von Tippelskirch.

As was true in the previous volumes, the individual chapters of

this study were submitted whenever possible in preliminary draft form
to actual participants in the particular actions described for their com-

ments, criticisms, and additions., However, the author has not hesitated
to express his own opinions concerning these operations, and does so in
awareness that the discovery of new documents, war journals and diaries,
papers, original reports and orders will more completely round out the
story of these great events, and may require a modification of this work.
Interpretations and judgments must always be derived from a careful
study of all available data as seen in the light of historical perspective,
The author wishes to express his warmest thanks to his many comrades
whaose contributions helped to make possible the compilation and writing
of this study. May it be of interest and worth to the coming generations.

Hermann Plocher
Generalleutnant (Ret, )
German Luftwatfe

Karlsruhe, 10 February 1957



PREFACE

Contrary to the considered advice of experienced military leaders,
Hitler decided in 1940 to launch an attack upon the Soviet Union. Logis~
tically the Wehrmacht was ill prepared for a long and difficult campaign
in the East, and German forces were already heavily committed in many
other areas, The Fuehrer confidently waved all of these arguments aside
with the supremely optimistic assurance that ''it would all be over in a

few weeks. !

The war began on 22 June 1941 and soon a number of those who
had serious misgivings about the gigantic venture were overwhelmed with
the almost unparalleled series of military victories achieved by German
arms in the East., Within a week the Luftwaffe had swept the skies clear
of the Soviet air arm and had virtually destroyed it aa a fighting force.
The Army was also impressive ag it drove through eastern Poland, the
Baltic States, Bessarabia, and deeply into the Soviet Union. Leningrad
was encircled and German armored forces stood near the gates of Moscaw.
It began to appear that the Fuehrer'!s prophesies, despite all logic to the
contrary, might again come to pass, Actually, Germany had reached the
high-water mark of the campaign,

Hitler, always obsessed with his concepts of Lebensraum and
other special ideas, especially with respect to the East, was pleased with
the results of the massive encirclement battles at Minsk-Bialystok,
Smolensk, Bryansk-Vyazma, Gomel, Uman, Kiev, and the area northwest
of the Sea of Azov, in which 2, 256, 000 Russians were taken prisoner. Yet,
desapite these gains and the conquest of thousands of square miles of Soviet
territory, the Red Army had not been destroyed in the field, and sizeable
units were able to withdraw to the east, where they helped to establish

defenses in depth.

An unusually early and harsh onset of winter exposed the German
Army to conditions for which it was unaccustomed and poorly prepared,
and as the year drew to a close neither Leningrad nor Moscow had been
taken. In the crucial winter fighting, German forces were not only com-
pelled to fall back from the Soviet capital, but were fortunate that their
withdrawal did not turn into a rout. Hitler prevented chaos in this situ-
ation through his order to '"hold out at all costs' and ""not to retreat a
step, '’ an expedient which he repeated again and again throughout the war,
even when it appeared to serve no useful purpose whatever.
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The German Army, having suffered grievous losses, emerged
seriously weakened from the winter battles of 1941-42, and, as its
leaders had foretold, its failure to make adequate logistical preparations
began to tell. Adequate airfields were few and far between, and the
primitive unsurfaced roads which characterized the East created immense
problems for mechanized forces, Severe weather conditions aggravated

matters still more,

Aware of these facts, Generaloberst Franz Halder, Chief of Staff
of the German Army, insisted that the Wehrmacht be allowed to rest and
rehabilitate itself so that the front could be stabilized and the very unsatis-
factory logistical situation improved, Plans could then be laid for a prom-
ising oiffensive at a later date. Hitler, whose eyes were upon the industrial
complex of the lower Volga and the rich oil fields of the Caucasus, imme-
diately brushed these arguments aside with the comment that a lull in the
fighting would not significantly improve the German position in the East,
but would simply allow the Russian giant time in which to recover from
the staggering blows he had received in 1941. Moreover, if the war could
be quickly concluded in the East, there would be no possibility of Anglo-
American aid attaining dangerous proportions, and the victory for Germany

would morally strengthen its allics, especially Italy and Japan.

The summer offensive of 1942 laid the groundwork for Germany's
defeat in the East. In these operations the relationship between the
desired objectives and the forces available to secure them was faulty, The
intended linkup of German forces with the Finns around Leningrad was
feasible, but the southern operations required more than the Wehrmacht
could handle. Hitler could not be dissuaded from his plans, and on 23 July
1942 issued his Directive No. 45, committing the depleted and worn-out
army to two widely divergent drives, one toward Stalingrad and the Volga

industrial complex, and the other toward the Caucasus. This, of course,
entailed an immense dissipation of German airpower, since the Luftwaffe

was expected to support all of these offensives, as well as minor operations,
on a front extending from the arctic area to the central Caucasus,

Logistically, there was no chance for success in the southern oper-
ations unless the Russians were foolish enough to commit the bulk of their
forces in the bend of the Don River where they could be quickly encircled
and destroyed. German field commanders knew this. But the hope upon

which victory hung never materialized,

By September, German forces had reached the environs of Stalin-
grad and had driven deeply into the Caucasus area, but at the end of that




month operations ground to a halt. The Red Army had fought successful
rear-guard actions near the Don and had withdrawn most of its forces to
the east. A bitter fight then ensued for the city of Stalingrad, a city which
refused to surrender. On 21 November, while German forces were locked
in battle in that area, the Russians opened a large-scale offensive and
quickly rolled up the Italian Eighth and Rumanian Third Armies and en-
circled the German Sixth Army under Paulus at Stalingrad. At the time
there was the even graver danger that Soviet forces might reach Rostov

on the Don, cutting off an entire army group in the Caucasus.

The Sixth Army held out against tremendous odds until 2 February
1943. In the course of this struggle the Luftwaffe was unable, despite its
utmost efforts, to deliver even the required minimum of food and arms
to the encircled force, Thus Goering's frivolous promise that he could
'"supply the Sixth Army by air" proved to be an idle boast which seriously
damaged his standing--and with it that of the Luftwaffe--with Hitler,

Unquestionably the resistance by Paulus' men was an outstanding
achievement, but the loss of such a large force was bound to have an ad-
verse effect upon the entire German Army and to create a psychological
impact of world-wide dimensions. In the West and the Soviet Union the
news of the Sixth Army's capitulation was greeted with unbounded jubil-
ation, while in Germany the news was received by a stunned and melan-
choly populace. Even Germany's closest allies began to question the
possibility of a German victory.

This entire defeat is clouded by another problem, that of command.
Following the dismissal of Field Marshal von Brauchitsch in 1941, Hitler
had assumed the additional office of Commander in Chief of the German
Army. Thereafter, his conduct of operations, his continual faith in im-
provisations, and his habit of interfering with local decisions through a
by-passing of normal command channels were to have disastrous conse-
quences for the German war effort. The Luftwaife, being more and more
drawn into a close-support role, thus suffered accordingly. Nor were
matters improved by the fact that the Luftwaffe was represented by a
Colonel on the staff of the High Command of the Wehrmacht.

_ Stalingrad was a turning point in the war, Not only was it a
grievous loss to the already weakened front, but it pointed up the multi-
farious shortcomings of the German Wehrmacht and the German military

economy, most of which could no longer be set right.

It is in this setting that Generalleutnant Plocher begins his third
volume of The German Air Force versus Rugsia. Facing vastly superior
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forces on the ground and in the air, the German Command found itself
increasingly obliged to resort to desperate measures and improvisations
to avoid disaster. By 1943 the Wehrmacht was suffering from almost
every conceivable sort of command, logistical, and military difficulty,
and probably established a unique record in staving off the inevitable,
The author discusses the operations of this year, emphasizing particularly
the Luftwaffe's effort to again become a decisive weapon which could
decide the outcome of the war,

The original of this manuscript has been abridged and several of
the longer quotations have been sharply reduced in an effort to improve
the narrative for the reader. Extensive editing has been done by the USAF

Historical Division, but in the process it has carefully preserved the
character of General Plocher's work, the essence of his commentary,

and the significance of the remarks and opinions of others.

In conformity to general practices arising from the difficulty of
finding precise American equivalents for grades and positions of German
general officers, all ranks above Colonel have been left in the German

form, with the exception of Field Marshal,
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Generalleutnant Hermann Plocher was born 5 January 1901. His
career in the German military service began in October of 1918 as an
officer candidate in the 126th Infantry Regiment. He was commissioned
1 December 1922 in the 13th (Wuerttemberg) Infantry Regiment, a unit
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operations during the war. On 1 March 1957 he returned to active duty
as a Generalmajor in the Bundeswehr as Deputy Inspector of the Luft-
waffe and Chief of the Luftwaffe Operations Staff. He later served as
Commander of a Luftwaffe division and simultaneously as Inspector for
Troop Service in the Luftwaffe, and completed his military career as

Commanding General of Luftwaffe Group South, from which he retired
31 December 1961.

As a former commander of German air and ground forces and as
a General Staff officer of considerable experience and ability, he is
ideally suited to document the course of events on the Eastern Front,
where he played such a significant role.
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Chapter 1

THE BEGINNING OF 1943: CRISIS BETWEEN
THE DON AND DNEPR RIVERS

Developments on the Eastern Front 1941-1942

Hitler began his campaign against Russia (Operation BARBAROSSA
at daybreak on 22 June 1941, He had always viewed the Soviet Union as
the principal ideological enemy 0f the Reich and hoped to settle matters
in the East through a "lightning war! so that he could be free to bring
military operations against Britain to a conclusion.l He also hoped to
secure sources of raw materials in the Soviet Union which were needed by
Germany’s war program and sizeable areas which could be used for
German colonization, ¥

The Fuehrer was not alone in his anxieties concerning Soviet in-
tentions, Many of his top military advisors shared these views, and
were genuinely alarmed over the Soviet Union's aggressive and expan-
sionist undertakings in eastern Europe between 1939 and 1941, They
believed that Stalin intended to attack Germany as soon as Russia was
ready for such an operation and a suitable pretext for war could be found, ¥

Forces available for the campaign against Russia consisted of 145
German and allied divisions, which were divided among three major com-
mande, Army Groups South, Center, and North, and one minor commanad,
with less critical objectives, Army Group Far North, This field army
advanced from its concentration areas in East Prussia, Poland, and
Rumania, overwhelming a large number of Red Army units and scoring
victory after victory in rapid succession, The German and allied forces

*Editor's Note: See Generalleutnant Hermann Plocher, The German
Air Force versus Russia, 1941, USAF Historical Studies No, 153, Maxwell
AFB, Alabama: USAF Historical Division, ASI, July 1965,

{Editor's Note: While the U,S,S.R, has always alleged that it
seized the Baltic States, attacked Finland, and took Bessarabia as nec-
egssary defensive measures, these acts alarmed Germans and other
Europeans, and reinforced Hitler's conviction that a preventative war

against Russia had to be made as soon as possible,




surged steadily eastward through the dust of the summer, deep into the

vast expangses of Russia, taking thousands of prisoners and capturing
massive amounts of enemy materiel.

At the same time the Luftwaffe demonstrated its power by im-
mediately destroying the bulk of the largely obsolete Soviet Air Force
and jquickly establishing air supremacy over the entire Eastern Theater
of Operations. So devastating was this air blow that it might have been
a decisive factor had the Luftwafte also been able to destroy the sources
of Soviet military power and to interdict the flow of materiel through the

ports of the Black and Caspian Seas, and through Arkhangelsk and
Murmansk. These goals were never attained.

By October 1941 the Wehrmacht was poised for what the German
High Command then believed would be the final assaults upon the strategic
objectives of Moscow and Leningrad. In November, however, serious
logistical difficulties, including shortages of winter clothing and equipment,
unexpectedly fanatical enemy resistance, and an unusually early and severe
onset of winter, slowed the German attack along the entire front., By 5
December the great offensive had come to a halt and the key cities of
Moscow and Leningrad remained in Russian hands.

During these operations, Russian troops, assiated by mass civilian
labor forces, exhibited surprising ability to rehabilitate their units, evac-
uate heavy equipment, and make hasty improvisations in defense lines and
field fortifications., Moreover, they were able to withdraw large numbers
of troops to the East before the German forces could surround and destroy
them.™® In these encounters the individual Russian soldier proved to be a
cunning and ruthless adversary, skilled in the use of cover and conceal-
ment, and able to endure great physical hardships and privations.

Having failed to secure the strategic objectives of the campaign
by the end of 1941, the German Army then found itself forced to fight off
heavy Soviet counterattacks launched by newly arrived Siberian units,
and, being critically short of supplies and manpower, had to withdraw

from its advanced positions and go over to the defensive. Only by im-
plementing the most stringent measures, including the Fuehrer's order

*Editor's Note: See Generalleutnant a. D. Klaus Uebe, Russian

Reactions to German Airpower in World War II, USAF Historical Studies

No. 176, Maxwell AFB, Alabama: USAF Historical Division, ASI,
July 1964a PP. 1-6. 33-89.




of 16 December 1941 to hold fast ''without retreating a step, ! was the b
Wehrmacht able to avert a disaster of immense magnitude near Moscow. &
With considerable intrepidity and great resourcefulness, German and
allied forces were able by the end of January 1942 to check the Soviet
counteroffensive and to shorten their front lines for more effective defense.

On 12 February 1942 the German High Command issued orders for
a resumption of the offensive, to begin as soon as logistical and weather
conditions were propitious. Hitler was certain that the 1942 campaign
in southern Russia would be a decisive victary if it resulted in the seizure
of the Caucasus oil region. Such a plan, however, entailed the assumption
that the Russians would be willing to commit the greater part of their
forces in the area of the Don River bend, where the Wehrmacht could

envelop and destroy them. *

Hitler issued on 5 April his Directive No. 41 (Operation BLAU),
which outlined a four-step plan for the conquest of the Caucasus and, pro-
viding all conditions were favorable, for the seizure of Leningrad as well,
While Army Group Center was to hold its position, Army Group North in
conjunction with its Finnish allies was to seize Leningrad. In Combat
Zone South, the offensive was to begin with a breakthrough in the Kursk
area by left flank units (Fourth Panzer Army and Hungarian Second Army)
of Army Group South, thereby opening the way for a pincers operation
against Voronezh. The two armies were then to advance southeastward,
linking up with the Sixth Army thrusting eastward along the Valuy River
from Kharkov. These combined forces, spearheaded by strong armored
and motorized units, were then to make a rapid advance along the Don to
the southeast, meeting near Stalingrad the First Panzer Army and
Seventeenth Army of Army Group South, which were to make a swiit
drive toward the Don River from Taganrog. It was assumed that this
would envelop the bulk of the Red Army in the Don River bend and clear
the path for a general advance into the Caucasus. All movements were
to be made from one phase line to another, making the most judiciouns
use possible of available forces by concentrating maximum force at the
crucial points of battle.

*Editor's Note: See Generalleutnant Hermann Plocher, The
German Air Force versus Russia, 1942,. USAF Historical Studies No. 154,
Maxwell AFB, Alabama: USAF Historical Division, ASI, 1966. See also
Maps Nos. 1 and 2.




The summer offensive was launched at the end of the muddy season

and by July German forces had advanced to the Don River along a front
extending from the area north and east of Orel into the bend of the Don,

and thence to Rostov in the south., At this juncture, a radical change was

made in the overall plan of attack, On 23 July Hitler issued Directive
No. 45, setting forth two principal objectives for a continued offensive

in the East, the seizure of Stalingrad and the lower Volga industrial com-
plex, and the conquest of the Caucasus oil region. 3 In his thinking the
Fuehrer without doubt was heavily influenced by logistics and by the con-
viction that the Red Army must be suffering equally as much as the
Wehrmacht from the material and personnel losses of previous operations.
Therefore, he was tempted to concentrate upon the seizure of the Caucasus

oil fields, which seemed to be much more important to Germany's war
effort than the conquest of Moscow, which continued to be urged by some

of the German High Command. F

In order to implement his plan, the right wing (Eleventh Army and
Third Rumanian Army in the Crimea, and the Seventeenth Army and First

Panzer Army in the northern Caucasus) of Army Group South was, by

late July, redesignated Army Group "A." The remaining forces of Army
Group South (Second and Sixth Armies, Fourth Panzer Army, and Hungar-
ian Second Army, with the Rumanian Fourth and Italian Eighth Armies in

reserve) were placed under the newly organized Army Group ''B. "

Army Group "B'' was to drive down the Don to Stalingrad to secure
the lower Volga River area, while Army Group "A' was to seize Rostov
and the Caucasus oil region. Since these drives were virtually at right

angles to each other, they violated the principle of advance by phase lines
which, until then, had been so successful.

By mid-November Army Group "A'' had driven to the Kuma River
as far as Alagir and to Mt, Elbrus, deep in the Caucasus, and from thence
to the area west of Tuapse, to Iskaya, and then to the Black Sea coast near

¥k ditor'!s Note See Generalleutnant a. D, Hermann Plocher, The
German Au' Force veraus Russia, 1942, USAF Historical Studies No.

Alabama: USAF Historical Division, ASI, 1966, for
a more complete discussion of these operations.

{Editor's Note: Generaloberst Franz Halder, Chief of the General
Staff of the German Army, 31 August 1938-24 September 1942, thought
that the Russians would be willing to trade space in southern Russia for

time, while an offensive in the center toward Moscow might well have
succeeded.

154, Maxwell AFB,




Novorossiysk. Army Group ""B'" had advanced to the Don {rom the area
west of Yelets, and its Sixth Army had reached the vicinity of Stalingrad,
while motorized units of the group had penetrated as far southward as
the Elista area in the northern Caucasus.* Logistical problems began

to mount enormously, and the cost of the offensive was taking a heavy
toll of men and equipment in both army groups, especially in the Sixth
Army of Army Group "B, " which continued to exhaust itself-in futile
attempts to take the city of Stalingrad.

On 19 November the Red Army opened its first massive counter-
offensive of the war all along the Don front from Stalingrad to the area
west of Serafimovich, breaking through the left side of the Third Ruman-
ian Army front and rolling up the right flank of the Italian Eighth Army
immediately to the north. Within two days the Russians had driven as
far as Kalach-on-the-Don, where they reached spearhead units of strong
Soviet forces driving westward from Krasnoarmeysk, and on 22 November
had completely encircled the Sixth Army, together with elements of many
other German and allied units, in a large pocket west of Stalingrad, #

Realizing that the Sixth Army was already critically short of
supplies and replacements, and exhausted from months of heavy fighting,
several senior Army and Luftwaffe commanders attempted to persuade
Hitler either to withdraw the forces from the Caucasus or to approve a
Sixth Army breakout to the southwest, since the encirclement of the
Sixth Army, serious as it was, might also be the prelude for a concerted
Russian drive on Rostov. If that city could be reached, an entire German
army group would be cut off in the Cancasus. The Fuehrer, however,
assured by Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering that the Luftwaffe could
supply all of the entrapped army's needs by air, ordered the Sixth Army
to hold at ‘'all costs, ' and directed the Luftwaffe to establish an airlift
to give it all necessary logistical support.

Generaloberst Hermann Hoth and his Fourth Panzer Army then
tried to extricate the Sixth Army by a relief attack from the southwest,
When his relatively weak force had reached its farthest point of advance,
a junction with the encircled army might have been possible if General-
oberst Friedrich Paulus, the Sixth Army Commander, had been willing

*¥See Map No. 1. The Eleventh Army (Generaloberst Erich von
Manstein) was transferred 18 September 1942 to Army Group North, but
returned to become the framework for the new Army Group Don 22

November 1942.
{See Map No. 2,




to defy his Fuehrer's orders and make a southwesterly dash over the
remaining few miles between the armies. This, he was unwilling to do.

The airlift operation was equally ill-fated, since the forces on
hand for the undertaking were grossly inadequate even at the outset,
especially in view of the fact that the Luftwaffe had to help stem the tide
of Soviet attacks on an immensely broad front. Raobbing school and
training installations of their last tranaport aircraft did not materially
alter the situation at Stalingrad, since the attrition rate was always
higher than the rate of replacement. This serious condition was further
compounded by acute shortages of personnel, tools, replacement parts,
combat aircraft, and other types of supplies and equipment, all during
a period of extended adverse weather. It is, in fact, surprising that the
Luftwaffe's airlift functioned as well as it did. Yet, despite heroic
sacrifices, German air units never came close to the minimum objective

of maintaining the Sixth Army's supply levels, much less to the creation
of reserve stockpiles,.

Operations in 1942 were shattering, and every German effort
appeared to have been made in vain. One German army and three of its
allies' armies had suffered devastating losses, with at least 50 divisions
completely destroyed. Other losses amounted to the strength of about

25 divisions., Along with this were lost incalculable quantities of heavy
infantry weapons, light and heavy artillery pieces, tanks and assault guns,
and other materiel, an aggregate which was definitely heavier than the
losses inflicted upon the enemy during this period. But by the far the
most significant losses for Germany were in personnel, since the Soviets,
despite their heavy losses, still had far greater reserves of manpower at
their disposal.

Battles i1n the Don-DneEr River Areas, J anuazx-Mid-March 1943

At the beginning of January 1943 the Soviet forces held the in-
itiative in every sector of the entire Eastern Theater of Operations., In
the southern area (the main zone of combat operations for the German
Army and Luftwaffe at the turn of the year), the critically weakened
German armies were, generally speaking, back in the positions from
which they had commenced their great offensive of July 1942, The
Russian hordes had continued to strengthen their attacks along the break-
through areas in the sectors held by Rumanian, Italian, and Hungarian
armies, and threatened to bring about a collapse of the entire front in
Combat Zone South. If the Soviet Command could achieve its objectives,




the result could be far more disastrous than the threatened loss of the
Sixth Army at Stalingrad, since a catastrophe involving two German
army groups could decide the outcome of the war.

Generaloberst Paulus' Sixth Army, acting as a breakwater in
advance of the German lines, was still holding out in Stalingrad at the
turn of the year, but its fate was already sealed. 4* All efforts to relieve
it or to enable it to break out to the south or southwest had failed, and
the army's end was fast approaching. It could, at best, do no more than
contain sizeable Soviet forces for a short time by expending its last
forces. In this way it could render a positive service to German com-
rades in the Caucasus who alsc were threatened with encirclement. 9

East of the Don and Donets Rivers, from the area just south of
Morozovsk to the Manych River, Generaloberst Hoth's Fourth Panser
Army, together with the réemnants of the Fourth Rumanian Army, were
withdrawing west of the Don and Donets along a line extending from
Voroshilovgrad to the western Manych. The mission of these armies

was to protect the rear of the First Panzer Army (General der Kavallerie
Eberhard von Mackensen), then withdrawing from the Caucasus, from
Soviet attacks from the region of Millerovo and Kamensk-Shakhtinsky.
At the same time, the Fourth Panzer Army and its auxiliary units had
to prevent a Soviet breakthrough along the lower Don River in the direction
of Rostov. If the Russians could reach the Don estuary, they could cut
off the Fourth Panzer Army and all of Army Group "A,' the latter being
made up of the First Panzer Army and the Seventeenth Army. 6f

In the critical situation the important thing for the Fourth Panzer
Army was not to expend its forces by attempting to offer strong resistance
along a broadly extended front, but, rather, to keep its forces tightly
concentrated. This was the only way it could render tenacious resistance
at crucial points, as the situation might require, or exploit opportunities
for surprise blows., It was therefore self-evident that the army at times
had to strip certain areas completely, and leave other areas with only a
thin defensive covering line.

*Stalingrad officially surrendered to the Red Army 2 February
1943. See Map No. 2.

§Editor's Note: Army Group "A" was under the overall command
of Generalobexrst Ewald von Kleist. Rostov was not only strategically
important for German operations in 1942, it was also Army Group ''Alg"
supply center. |




Ably supported by his excellent chief of staff, Generalmajor
Friedrich Fangohr, Hoth accomplished his difficult mission by a deter-
mined, but flexible, conduct of operations.* Employing clever tactics,
he succeeded in delaying the Russians in their hot frontal pursuit, with-
out exposing his force to the threat of a defeat by holding out too long

in a given position. He also managed to concentrate his forces quickly
in brief attacks against Soviet troops on his flanks, thereby repeatedly
thwarting their attempts to outflank and surround his army. 7 Hoth's
operations were all the more outstanding because of the bitter winter
conditions in which his units were forced to fight, often with bare mini-
mums of supplies and equipment.

Meanwhile, Army Force Hollidt" (Generalleutnant Karl Hollidt),
holding the left flank of Army Group Don (Field Marshal Erich von
Manstein), immediately north of the Fourth Panzer Army, employed its
weak forces again and again to prevent attacks from the north, or, what
could have been worse, from the northwest against the rear of the Fourth

Panzer Army. ## With the "valuable support of flak artillery units under
the tried and proven command of Generalmajor [Rainer] Stahel, "' Hollidt'!'s

force was able to hold up the Soviet advance at the Chir River and later
at the Donets River. 8

Army Group "A'' found itself in an increasingly difficult situation
in the Caucasus. It should really have been clear to the Supreme Com-
mand from the outset that this unit could not maintain ite forces there
unless the envelopment of the Sixth Army could be broken very quickly.
In other words, it was essential to reestablish a relatively stable situ-

ation in the main bend of the Don River. Once the Russians had breached

*Editor's Note: Manetein mentions that Hoth's naturally '"im-
pulsive' nature was perfectly offset by the presence of Fangohr, See
Generalfeldmarschall Erich von Manstein, Verlorene Siege (Lost
Victories), Bonn: Athenaeum Verlag, 1955, p. 534. Cited hereafter
as Manstein, Lost Victories,

{Formed in November 1942 and continued to be so designated
until 3 February 1943, when it became the nucleus of a reconstituted
German Sixth Army.

f#Editor!s Note: The Fourth Panzer Army's front faced to the

north, east, and southeast in the area northwest of Elista. By 1

February 1943 it faced the same directions irom the contluence of the
Manych and Don Rivers to the confluence of the Donets and Don, and

thence to the west as far as the Voroshilovgrad area. See Maps Nos.
1 and 2.




the right flank of Army Group "B!" (Army Force Fretter-Pico, * Second
Army, Hungarian Second Army, and Italian Eighth Army) northwest of
Morozovsk and opened the way for their drive on Rostov, however, it
must have been perfectly obvious that the Caucasus front could not be
held under any circumstances., 9

On 29 December 1942 Hitler had ordered the withdrawal of the
First Panzer Army, operating on the eastern flank of Army Group ""A, 't
the area which was most seriously threatened by the Soviet offensive. For
the time being the army was to withdraw to the Pyatigorsk-Praskoveyskiy
segment of the Kuma River line, It was, of course, evident that this was
not to be the last move and that the entire Caucasus would eventually
have to be evacuated, '

Evacuation of the Communications Zone of Army Group "'A," in-
volving the movement of hospitals, ammunition and food supply dumps,
permanently installed weapons, and other essential items, was an exceed-
ingly difficuit and time-consuming operation. 10 One of the major obstacles
to be overcome was the lack of high-carrying-capacity rail and road routes,
particularly in the mountainous areas. In spite of these difficulties, how-
ever, the first Panzer Army succeeded by mid-January 1943 in retiring to
positions along a line extending approximately from Cherkassk to Petrov-
skoye. It was still separated from the Fourth Panzer Army by a wide gap
extending all the way from the area north of Cherkassk to the vicinity of
Proletarskaya, a part of which area was impassable for large units even
in the winter because of the Manych River swamps.

Covered by the Fourth Panzer Army and with constant support
from units of the Fourth Air Fleet, the First Panzer Army in a series
of seesaw battles, which included numerous defensive counterattacks,
finally succeeded in withdrawing the bulk of its forces across the Don
River on both sides of Rostov. There, the army was placed under-the
command of Army Group Don (von Manstein) and took up positions on
the left flank of that organization. The divisions of the First Panzer Army
retired across the Don River into the area back of the main line of

*Editor's Note: Under the command of General der Artillerie
Maximilian Fretter-Pico, this unit was formed 25 December 1942 and
became a part of the First Panzer Army on 3 February 1943,

{See Maps Nos. 2 and 3.




resistance just in time to support Army Group Hollidt, then hard pressed

between the Don and the Mius Rivers; later, the FKirst would play a deci-
sive role in cooperation with the Fourth Panzer Army, withdrawing across

the Dﬂl:i in defense against a Russian breakthrough of the Dnepr River
line.

The Seventeenth Army was deployed on both sides of the Kuban
River in the Kuban bridgehead (later to become famous), its front extend-
ing in a Iine from Novorossiysk to Krymskaya, to Kiyevskoye, to Krasnyy
Oktyabr, to the area east of Temryuk. 12 The German Command had to
maintain strong ground and air forces to hold this position, and these
forces were more urgently needed in the Donets Basin area, where they
could have been used far more effectively. In the words of Field Marshal
von Manstein:

. . . a force about 400, 000 strong remained more or
less inactive in the Kuban bridgehead. The bridgehead
admittedly tied down Soviet forces of considerable strength,
and the Russians made several abortive attempts to elim-
inate it, but the bridgehead never attained the strategic
significance for which Hitler had hoped. After all, the
Russians were free to decide just what troops they would
leave in the area to contain the German forces in the
bridgehead. Another reason advanced by Hitler for the

retention of such a large force at the Kuban River was
the necessity of denying the Soviets possession of the
naval port of Novorossiysk. However, this reason was

also invalid. The port had to be abandoned anyway. 134

On 2 February 1943 the battle for Stalingrad ended, bringing to a
close the Sixth Army's tragic struggle in its forlorn post. 14 This resulted
not only in a merciless captivity for thousands of battle-weary German
troops and in the capture of enormous quantities of valuable military
materiel, but also in the release of strong Soviet forces which had hither-
to been required for the envelopment and reduction of the Stalingrad
pocket. These forces considerably increased the power of the Red Army

*See Map No. 2.
#Units in the Kuban bridgehead area were supplied from the

Crimea.

10



units attacking along the lines in the southern combat areas, where the
Russians already enjoyed a vast numerical and logistical superiority. 15%

Powerful Soviet forces landed near Novorossiysk on 4 February,
and all efforts by the Wehrmacht to dislodge and destroy them failed. The
only German achievement in the area was the compressing of these enemy
forces into a narrow bridgehead. 16

Early in February the entire army command in Combat Zone South
was reorganized. 17 Army Group Don was redesignated Army Group South,
and assigned to command all forces in the area extending from Rostov-on-
the-Don to the Kharkov-Belgorod region. This included Army Force
Hollidt (later to be the core of the reconstituted Sixth Army), in position
at the Mius River; farther to the north the Army Force Fretter-Picof
(later under the command of the First Panzer Army), holding the area
around Artemovsk; the Fourth Panzer Army in the area northwest of
Stalino; and Army Force Kempf‘f (formerly under Generalleutnant Hubert
Lanz), then in the process of reorganization in the Kharkov area. Army
Group "B'' headquarters was withdrawn and the Second Army, hitherto
under its control, was assigned to Army Group Center,

Before this reorganization Army Force Lanz had been assigned the
double mission of attacking in the direction of Losovaya to relieve the left
flank of Army Group South and to held the city of Kharkov at all costs, It
was impossible to carry out either of these missions, es<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>