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Preface

As a military officer and student of history the Second World War has always fascinated me. This fascination is directly related to my familial history.  On the paternal side, my grandfather was a career Army officer and logistician on General Eisenhower’s staff.  He helped plan and participated in Operation Torch. Later, he was involved in logistics planning for Overlord. On the maternal side, my step grandfather was a career naval officer.  He was present (as was my mother) at Pearl Harbor on December 7th 1941, fought throughout the Pacific, and was on the USS Missouri when the Japanese formally surrendered to General MacArthur. Finally, my father is a retired USMC aviator with a first class mind and terrific (also pristine) military history library. So, it is perhaps understandable that my early WWII reading was heavily weighted toward U.S. European and USN/USMC Pacific operations.  Naturally, I knew there was an Eastern Front.  But I just did not care to read about it – until now.  

Dr. Richard Muller (Doc), Professor of Military History at the Air Command and Staff College, first introduced me to the History of the Eastern Front with Antony Beevor’s book “Stalingrad – The Fateful Siege 1942-1943.”   After that I was hooked -- Thanks Doc, it’s a whole new world to explore.  My Dad, always supportive, loaded the trunk of his car with every book on the Eastern Front in his personal library and drove down from Asheville, NC.  The following pages detail what I’ve learned to date. Thanks Dad – Did you want the books back?  I’ve bent page corners and used pink highlighter throughout (heh heh heh).  
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Abstract

Operations Uranus and Mars were two similar soviet encirclement campaigns conducted near simultaneously but with drastically dissimilar outcomes. A cursory examination of these two operations divorced from each other clearly indicates Uranus as a victory and Mars an abject failure.  Historically, Uranus has received prime billing with a dozen or more books written about it from both the Soviet and German perspective and at least one Hollywood movie. In fact, most of the history books indicate that Uranus was THE main operation in the Soviet 1942-43 winter campaign. 

On the other hand, Mars, a resounding Soviet defeat, is barely mentioned in the history books.  As Earl Ziemke points out, the Soviet History of the Second World War gives it just two sentences and simply says its purpose was “to destroy the enemy in the regions of Rzhev and Novo Sokolniki.”
 Similarly, Marshal Zhukov, hero of the Soviet Union, and primary planner for both operations, mentions Mars merely as a large scale “deception” for Uranus. This paper will examine this claim and see if it holds water.  Specifically, it will build a case detailing that Mars was far from a simple “deception” plan by examining the strategic realities on the Eastern Front, Soviet organizational and command structure, and Soviet “Deep Battle” doctrine.  Finally, it will postulate how the Soviet political climate impacted the execution of Operation Mars and ultimately led to its failure. 

URANUS: The Horror of the Cellars                                MARS: Disaster at Rzhev

“Win some.  Lose some.”

—Anonymous

Before we examine the real relationship between these two Soviet operations a quick overview is in order.  The story of the first – Uranus – is widely studied and well known. By 23 Nov 1942, German forces were surrounded in the city of Stalingrad and by 2 Feb 1942 the city was back in Soviet hands. One of the crown industrial jewels of Soviet Russia now lay in ruins with every house and factory a heap of rubble.  Yet, most of the cellars were in good condition and this is where large remnants of the German 6th Army were found.  At first these cellars were places of refuge from the Soviet bombs and mortar fire.  But soon they became collecting points for the German wounded. Men died in the cellars by the thousands.  In one, 800 German soldiers were crammed against the walls and scattered about the floor.
   They were all starving and most suffering from tetanus, typhus, pneumonia, gangrene or diphtheria. Lice covered them by the thousands, swimming in gangrenous flesh and the suppurating pus oozing from the myriad of combat wounds.  Once an individual entered a cellar he eventually made it back outside to be stacked with the rest of the human debris like cordwood. 

The mighty German 6th Army, some 290,000 strong, had been attrited to less than a third of its original strength.  Of the 91,000 Germans who marched across the frozen steppes into Soviet captivity only 5,000 would eventually make it home to the Fatherland alive
.  Of those, 2,000 were not repatriated to Germany until 1955.
  The German advance to the Volga was finally stopped -- Operation Uranus was a clear Soviet victory.

In stark contrast, Operation Mars against German Army Group center in the Rzhev Salient about 100 kilometers west of Moscow was a resounding defeat. The stated objective of Operation Mars was similar to Uranus -- encircle the Nazi forces and annihilate them – specifically the German 9th Army.  The battle commenced on 25 Nov 42 at 0750 hours as nearly 24,000 artillery and mortar pieces commenced firing
.  About 90 minutes later, the shtrafroty, or penal companies advanced as mines exploded in their faces ripping them to shreds
.  This was exactly what was supposed to occur -- penal companies were made-up of Soviet soldiers convicted of cowardice, panic mongering, or other crimes
. These Shtrafroty units specialized in semi-suicidal tasks like mine clearing operations – individuals who survived were considered “redeemed through bravery” and in theory repatriated back to a normal Red Army unit
.  Few were ever reintegrated. 

 Once the shtrafroty operations were complete, 300,000 troops and a large armored force were loaded into the breech
. The Germans raked them with machine gun fire, tearing huge holes in the advancing lines. By the end of the first day’s fighting some infantry units suffered 50% casualties
. This was only the beginning and at the end of the 3-week Mars campaign 100,000 soviet soldiers were killed or missing, 235,000 wounded and 1600 tanks destroyed
.  This equates to overall main assault force casualty rate of 50% in personnel and 68% in tanks (668k people and 2000 Tanks engaged)
. Yet, the German lines remained in roughly the same places.   

In the case of Mars, a well thought-out combined arms campaign degenerated into a series of senseless, thrashing assaults, against fixed front-line positions – over and over again.   In essence, Zhukov stubbornly adhered to his initial objective, the total destruction of Army Group Center, without regard to the fluid situation – and his subordinate commanders were both militarily inexperienced and cowed by systemic repression.  So they simply followed orders mindlessly.  

In the end, Marshall Zhukov and the Soviet system closed ranks and presented a good news story.  Basically, operations Mars was a successful companion piece to Uranus.  Merely a “deception” campaign.  In fact, Zhukov simply says the following in his memoirs:  “In those crucial days at Stalingrad, Supreme Headquarters ordered diversionary offensive operations west of Moscow in an effort to tie down enemy reserves and prevent them from being shifted to Stalingrad
.”  However, the strategic realities facing the Soviets along the front point to an entirely different story.

STRATEGIC REALITIES

“A vital faculty of generalship is the power of grasping instantly the picture on the ground and the situation, of relating the one to the other, and the local to the general.”

—BH Lidell Hart

From the beginning of the German invasion on 22 Jun 1941 until November of 1942 the Soviet Union and its armed forces suffered catastrophic defeats.  The Germans had literally sliced their way 2,600 kilometers deep into Mother Russia.    Everywhere from Leningrad in the North to the Crimea in the south, German Armies stood deep on Soviet soil.  By the summer of 1941 nearly 3,000,000 Red Army soldiers had surrendered to the Nazis
 and most of Russia’s iron and coal producing areas were occupied.
   By the fall of 1942 the Germans were a mere 100 kilometers from the gates of Moscow near the Rhzev salient and were beginning to expand in the south (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 – Strategic Situation Fall 1942

The clear strategic threat in the south was a breakthrough past the Volga and into the northern Caucasus, a key economic region supplying oil to both the army and industry.  In the center, barely 100 kilometers from the Rzhev salient was Moscow, rail and communications center and political capital of Mother Russia.  

From a strategic perspective one could argue that the array of German firepower (70 Divisions!) threatening Moscow placed the German Army Group Center as the primary threat.    In fact the Germans actually reinforced this idea with Operation Kreml, a deception campaign to divert Soviet attention from the German push toward Stalingrad and the Caucasus
.  Kreml commenced on 29 May 42 when OKH issued a top-secret directive. The first sentence read “The OKH has ordered the earliest possible resumption of the attack on Moscow.
” Additionally, the Germans began distributing maps of Moscow down to regimental level, held planning conferences, increased reconnaissance, and sent agents toward Moscow – since very few ever returned the assumption was that Soviet counter-intelligence caught and interrogated them
.  Even Joseph Goebbels, the infamous Nazi propaganda minister, was involved. He had “camouflaged articles” written to divert attention to the central front and placed by middlemen in the Turkish and Portuguese press
.  On the German side this was a complete paper operation but it had its intended effect as Marshal Vasilevsky, the chief of the Operations Department of the General Staff points out:

“The biggest enemy grouping (over 70 divisions) was located on the Moscow approaches.  This gave the GHQ and General Staff grounds for believing that the enemy would try to make a decisive attack on the Central direction with the start of the summer season.  This opinion, as I know very well, was shared by the command on most fronts
.”  

Based on their assessment of the threat, the Soviet High Command built-up the central sector of the front, expecting the German main effort to be directed toward Moscow.    A look at the combined strength of the Moscow Defense Zone, Kalinin, and Western fronts bears this out – 31% of all Soviet manpower, 32% of all Soviet artillery, and almost 50% of the total armor forces were concentrated on 17% of the overall front
.  Additionally, to supplement this defensive build-up near Moscow the Soviets launched limited offensive operations in the south, near Khar’kov and Kerch, to distract German attention from the Soviet capital
.  

More evidence of an upcoming large-scale Soviet offensive operation comes from the British.  In August of 1942, Winston Churchill visited Moscow for the sole purpose of telling Stalin the allies would not launch a second front in 1942.  Admittedly, he found this an unpleasant task and likened it to “carrying a large lump of ice to the North Pole
.” During one of their meetings, Stalin provided his personal assessment of the military situation in Russia when he said:

“a) that with twenty-five divisions defending the Caucasus, the Germans would not cross the mountain range, and would not break through either to Baku or to Batum and, in two months snow would make the mountains impassable, and b) that he had other solid reasons for his confidence, including a counter offensive on a great scale
.”  

Finally, in a radio broadcast to the Soviet people on 6 November 1942 Stalin himself confirmed that he thought the main German interest was Moscow.  On the air he argued that the “Germans had failed in their main objective which was not the occupation of the Caucasus (this was only their ‘secondary’ objective) but the encirclement of Moscow from the east, after the fall of Stalingrad
.”

By 1942, the strategic realities of the situation forced the Soviets to first focus on the massive German force threatening Moscow and second, on the German force lodged deep in southern Russia that was threatening the Caucasus.  They had to remove the threat to Moscow and defeat the forces in the south
.   Not only did the strategic situation dictate a primary focus on the Rzhev salient but so did the Soviet command structure. 

PERSONALITIES COUNT

“Comrade Zhukov is to be named Chief of the General Staff.  Do you all agree?”

—Stalin to his top commanders, January 14, 1941

Organizational structure and personalities always play an important role in war. With that in mind there are two keys to understanding the real relationship between Mars and Uranus.  First, understanding the Soviet command structure and the role of the Stavka, the Soviet Supreme Command and General Staff.  Second, understanding Marshal Georgi K. Zhukov’s personality and how it played into the Stavka planning process.   As 1st Deputy Minister of Defense and Deputy Supreme High Commander he was an integral part of Stavka.   Understanding the organization and planning role of Stavka is critical to understanding Zhukov’s influence.  

In the Soviet hierarchy, Stalin was both the People’s Commissar of Defense and the military Supreme High Commander
.  While directives and orders were issued in the name of Stavka, it was not independent of Stalin. Additionally, Stalin used members of the Stavka as personal advisors and the general staff for planning.  Zhukov himself confirms this in his post-war writings and points out that all large-scale strategic operations were planned by the Stavka alone
.  But more importantly, by 1942 Stalin gave greater voice to key military men in planning strategic operations
. As the Deputy Supreme Commander, Marshall Zhukov was instrumental in deciding the objectives of the Winter Campaign of 1942-43 and all available evidence indicates he was fixated on destroying Army Group Center.

In the early days of the war Zhukov became known as the “Master of Disaster.” 
 He was the general Stalin sent when all else failed and whose strong will and determination always stopped the German juggernaught and set the stage for a Soviet counter attack.  His name is attached to every great battle on Russia’s western front.  His single-mindedness is legendary and a remark he made to General Eisenhower after the War illustrates the point:

 “If we come to a mine field, our infantry attack exactly as if it were not there.  The losses we get from personnel mines we consider only equal to those we would have gotten from machine guns and artillery if the Germans had chosen to defend the area with strong bodies of troops instead of mine fields.”

This tactical example of Zhukov’s single-mindedness extended to the strategic level. Zhukov was fixated on the destruction Army Group Center and as a key advisor to Stalin pushed that view relentlessly. As early as December 1941 Zhukov urged Stavka and Stalin to focus on the defeat of German forces near Moscow.
 With Stalin’s approval he organized and conducted the December 1941 Moscow counteroffensive and in January 1942, unsuccessfully tried to expand the operation with the objective of destroying Army Group Center.
  After the January failure he continued to argue the point through 1942 and his rationale was consistent.  Specifically, that decisive victory against Army Group Center – the strongest group -- would eliminate the threat to Moscow and pave the way for success in other front sectors.  

During the spring of 42 when the STAVKA was formulating its summer campaign Zhukov lobbied hard that the Western front was the most critical strategically and urged a preemptive strike against the Rzhev salient.
  Instead, Stalin approved limited offensive operations in the Khar’kov area which failed miserably, and served to convince Zhukov that his assessment was correct – the best way to defeat the Germans in the South was to attack the Moscow axis.
  In August of 1942, Stalin approved offensive operations against German forces defending Rzhev to keep the Germans occupied in the center while the Soviets built-up forces in the south for Operation Uranus
.  Zhukov supports this view in his memoirs and clearly states that this was a diversionary operation meant to tie down enemy reserves and prevent their movement to Stalingrad.
  This offensive operation was named “Pogoreloe-Gordishce.” Although it failed to destroy the German forces in Rzhev it did force the Germans to divert two divisions to the threatened area.  Additionally, the German 9th Army commander, General Model, had to use all his skill and all his forces to ward off the heavy Russian assault. In fact, Model ordered that “no command post be allowed to withdraw and that all clerks and cooks grab their carbines and join the front lines!”
 

It’s interesting to note that Colonel General Ivan Stepanoviche Konev, the Kalinin Front commander disputes Zhukov’s assertion that this was simply an early diversion for Stalingrad.  He indicates that Zhukov’s real intent was to crush Army Group Center and that only he and Zhukov knew that the Pogoreloe-Gordishce offensive was really a dress rehearsal for a more ambitious Operation designed to destroy the German 9th Army--- the ill fated operation Mars.
  Zhukov’s success at inflicting significant casualties on Model simply reinforced his view that Army Group Center was the key to strategic victory. 

In September of 1942 Zhukov had another opportunity to plead his case to Stalin regarding the destruction of Army Group Center.  He began by comparing the strength of the Soviet forces on the western and southern fronts as detailed in the table below.

Table 1 – Soviet Force Comparison Western and Southern Fronts

	MEN

ARTY

TANKS

ACRFT
	WESTERN/KALINAN FRONTS
1.9 MILLION

24,000

3,300

1,100


	SOUTHERN FRONT

1 MILLION

15,000

1,400

900


Given the larger forces available in the Western/Kalin fronts and his near success at Pogoreloe-Gordishce, he argued that another operation against the Rzhev salient would again help to weaken defenses in the south and facilitate success near Stalingrad.
   In his concluding remarks to Stalin, Zhukov recommended two concerted strategic operations – one in the south and one along the Moscow axis
.  On the evening of 26 September 1942, Stalin agreed and told his commanders to develop plans for two, two phased operations – Mars, commanded by Zhukov against Army Group Center and Uranus commanded by General Vasilevsky to retake Stalingrad.  There was no mention of Mars as a deception operation for Uranus when Stalin issued his orders. 


With the confluence of the strategic threat to Moscow and Zhukov’s single-minded zeal for the destruction of Army Group Center Operation Mars is born.  Is there anything doctrinally significant about Operation Mars that would confirm Zhukov’s claim that it was merely a deception for Uranus?

THE OPERATIONAL PLAN

“A commander and chief must draw-up a master plan for the campaign he envisages and he must always think and plan two battles ahead – the one he is preparing to fight and the next one – so that successes gained in one battle may be used as a springboard for the next”

—Montgomery of Alamein

Before examining the aforementioned question a brief review Soviet Mechanized “Gluboky boi” or Deep Battle doctrine is in order.   Tukhachevsky, the father of deep battle, outlined it as a four-echelon offensive in depth.  The first echelon consisted of aircraft bombing enemy positions.  The second echelon was a mixture of shock groups, tanks, artillery, and infantry whose express purpose was to punch a hole in the enemy lines.  The third echelon was the heat of the Deep battle concept.  This element was largely mechanized and its mission was to aggressively exploit the breakthrough and drive deep into the enemy rear to encircle enemy units.  Finally, the fourth echelon consisted of reserve forces designed to follow, exploit, and consolidate the gains of the third echelon.  This deep battle concept was codified in the Soviet Provisional Field Manual of 1936.
  It was the tactical bible for the Red Army that stressed a combined arms effort of strike and maneuver “to achieve a simultaneous attack against the enemy’s combat order throughout the entire depth of his position.”
  Clearly the intent of a published Field manual was to filter the concepts down to lower levels. But before that goal could be realized Stalin’s purges commenced.   One of the first to be executed was Marshal Tukhachevsky, quickly followed by 40,000 other Red Army officers.  It’s not surprising that commanders, promoted for their political reliability rather than ability, began to distance themselves from Tukhachevsky’s ideas.  Except for Marshall Zhukov who was dispatched to Manchuria.


Zhukov was well schooled in the basic operational tenants of Gluboky boi and first demonstrated his expertise in combat during the undeclared border war with the Japanese in August 1939.  His plan followed the basic tenants of Gluboky boi – attack along converging axes to surround and destroy the enemy.  The Soviet offensive at Khalkhin-gol started with an air strike by 153 bombers against forward Japanese positions, artillery, and reserves.
    This was quickly followed by a 3-hour Soviet artillery bombardment, then a Soviet infantry assault supported by tanks, air, and artillery.
 By the end of the second day Soviet units were deep in the Japanese rear and by the 3rd day the Japanese were completely encircled.  By 31 August 1939, 11 days after the battle had commenced, the Japanese 23rd Infantry Division and part of the 7th Infantry Division had been eliminated from the face of the earth. Zhukov had successfully employed Tukhachevsky ideas and decisively defeated the Japanese at Khalkhin-gol.   With this clear victory at the operational level of war on his resume, Zhukov’s attention began to coalesce on the bigger picture.  More specifically, how to link operational level successes to bring a strategic goal to fruition.  He chose an upcoming conference in Moscow at the end of 1940 to publicly air his views.

The objective of the conference was to discuss the state of the army and its military theory.  Zhukov presented a briefing entitled “The character of the modern offensive operation.”
  What is most interesting is he used the term “Strategic Success” during his presentation.   Basically he regarded the front as a strategic instrument, where the final strategic success would come at the conclusion of several purely operational efforts.
  He went on to say that an offensive operation must defeat 1/3 to ½ of the enemy forces in order to achieve a strategic objective. This would involve an attack along a 400-450k front with the main effort along a 100-150k area.  Anything less would enable the defender to bring-up reinforcements and localize the attack.
  Finally, he stressed that front operations should unfold simultaneously along several operational axis in pursuit of its strategic goal.

A look at Operation Mars confirms that Marshall Zhukov employed the basic tenants of Gluboky boi with the goal of destroying the German 9th Army. Evidence of this can be found in the soviet order issued on 10 October 1942 which stated: “The forces of the right wing of the western front and the left wing of the Kalinin Front are to encircle the enemy Rzhev Grouping, seize Rzhev, and free the railroad line from Moscow to Luki.
  After the breakthrough and encirclement, supporting Soviet armies around the salient were to join the fray and destroy the German 9th Army.

But more importantly, he planned a follow-on operation called Jupiter with the express purpose of achieving strategic success.  Operation Jupiter, the second phase of the campaign, would commence near Viaz’ma with the left wing of the Western Front leading the attack.
  These armies would link-up with the victorious forces from Mars with the express purpose of enveloping and then destroying Army Group Center (Figure 2).  An operation Mars combat report from the Soviet 2nd Guards Cavalry Corps supports the existence of operation Jupiter:

“The overall aim of the operation was the liquidation of the Rzhev bulge in order to place the armies of the Western and Kalinin Fronts in a favorable flank position for subsequent attacks along the southern and southwestern axes…”
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Figure 2 – Mars and Jupiter

Operation Mars followed the Soviet Deep battle theory and its overall objective was not simply a “deception” for Uranus.  More than half of the Soviet forces around the salient were detailed to envelop the German ninth Army and obliterate it.  During the planned follow-on operation, Jupiter, all forces were to regroup and smash Army Group Center with full force.  The twin objectives of both Mars and Jupiter were strategic in nature and equal or greater in stature to Uranus.  The Rzhev salient represented the most forward German position, l00 kilometers from the Soviet Capital, and posed a formidable threat to Moscow. The elimination of the German 9th Army followed by the annihilation of Army Group Center would remove the threat.  

As we already know operation Mars was a resounding defeat.  Consequently, Stalin called off the follow-on operation, Jupiter. In his memoirs, Zhukov blames the Mars failure on three things – enemy knowledge of his plans, terrain, and an inadequate supply of tanks, artillery, mortars and air support.
  Is this really the case or was the Soviet leadership environment a major factor in the failure of Mars?

LEADERSHIP ENVIRONMENT -- Root Cause for the Failure

“Marshall Zhukov was a harsh disciplinarian.  Senior commanders who failed to measure up were often fired on the spot and then punished for failing.  The punishment usually took one of two forms: The officer was sent to join a penal battalion or was ordered to serve on the most exposed part of the front line – as a private”

—Cornelius Ryan

These aforementioned operational and tactical shortcomings certainly contributed to Mar’s failure but they were far from primary causes.  The root cause was a rigid politico-military system that discouraged debate and demanded strict obedience to superiors.   In the case of Mars, a well thought-out combined arms campaign degenerated into a series of senseless, thrashing assaults, against fixed front-line positions – over and over again.  A German 9th Army intelligence summary dated 15 December 1942 and a German critique of Russian Tank attacks during Mars illustrates the point:

“Indeed, the enemy has learned much, but he has shown himself to be unable to exploit critical favorable situations.  The picture repeats itself when operations, which began with great intent and local success, degenerate into senseless, wild hammering at fixed-front line positions once they encounter initial heavy losses and unforeseen situations.  This incomprehensible phenomenon appears again and again….the nature of the Russian is to use mass, steamroller tactics and adhere to given objectives without regard to changing situations.” 

“A special enemy weakness in tank leadership can be seen from the fact that, once an attack has failed or is beaten back, it is repeated at the same place and at a predicable interval without a change in tactics.” 

The man in charge had a single-minded grand objective – total destruction of Army Group Center.  This obsession prevented him from realistically scaling down his operation and adjusting his goals to the situation at hand.  He continued to insist that his commanders and troops fight harder and there were no protests as the ranks were decimated in each attack.  Unfortunately, the Soviet political-military system had long ago acculturated its officers and men to do as instructed.  This combination of Zhukov’s obsession with Army Group Center, strict obedience to orders, and a severely repressive disciplinary system proved deadly for the troops and spelled disaster for Mars.  How did the Soviet system turn the Red Army into meat for the Mars grinder?  We need look no further than Marshall Tukhachevsky’s earlier experience in the purges for answers.

In the 1930’s, Marshall Stalin felt the need to consolidate his power and actually began what was known in the Soviet Union as “Ezhovshchina” (After his Secret police chief E.I. Ezhov, who also became a victim) in 1934.
 Thousands of party officials perished after being found guilty during “show trials” of trying to “overthrow the state.”
 Naturally Stalin’s paranoia extended to the Military as well with more than 40,000 individuals purged from the army by 1939.
   This included 14 of 18 army commanders, 60 of 67 corps commanders, 136 of 199 division commanders, and 221 of 397 brigade commanders.
  Additionally, all but one of the military district commander, their deputies, their military district chiefs of staff, 79% of the regimental commanders and 87% of all battalion commanders were replaced. 

Stalin’s basis for identifying traitors within the 1930 Army was weak at best – few had committed actual treasonous acts.  The only consistent criteria appeared to be the elimination of all senior officers who did not owe their careers to Stalin and who might challenge his authority
.  Basically, Stalin valued loyalty, orthodoxy, and intellectual subservience.  Any independent thinkers were targeted. To illustrate how quickly the mighty were fallen we need look no further than Army Commander Vatsetis.  He was a former Commander and Chief during the Civil War and a guest lecturer at the Fruenze Military Academy – he was seized during a lecture break and a brief announcement was made to the class:  “Comrades!  The lecture will not be resumed.  Lecturer Vatsetis has been arrested as an enemy of the people.” 
 

Later, one of the criteria Stalin used for his liquidation campaign was simply operational failure.  For example, after the disaster of the Finnish Campaign in 1939-40 the first response from Moscow was to seek scapegoats.  Glanz points out that L.Z. Mekhlis, a senior political commissar who had been instrumental in the later stages of the Great Purges, arrived to investigate the Soviet disaster at Suomussalmi.  On his orders, the commander of the 44th Division was shot out of hand, and dozens of senior officers were replaced. 

Any first year student of organizational effectiveness can hazard an intelligent guess on the impact of the purges.  Clearly the decimation of an entire generation of trained military officers would have a lasting impact on operational effectiveness. Especially since those deemed “politically” safe and worthy from Stalin’s perspective generally lacked the experience of their doomed predecessors.  A 1940 Post Purge analysis by Red Army Inspector General showed that of 225 regimental commanders not one had attended a full course at a military academy, only twenty-five had finished military school and the remaining 200 had merely passed a Junior Lt’s course. 
  Generally speaking these blood-spattered officers were cowed by the death and imprisonment of their peers and thankful to be alive.  As John Erikson so aptly put it:


“The men who followed…lacked also that insight into the probable forms of modern mobile war which had so preoccupied the purged commanders; they lacked any intellectual curiosity simply because they disposed of no intellect, either singly or as a group.  They mouthed slogans but understood nothing of principles, they paraded statistics about firepower without grasping any of the implications of the new weapons their own designers were developing, they were martial in a swaggering sense without the least grasp of the professionalism necessary to the military.” 


Subsequent to the purges and the initial defeats following Germany’s invasion renewed authority was granted to the political commissars, who assumed coequal status with force commanders.
  These commissars created an intricate and all pervading network of spies and informers.  Every soldier was expected to report dereliction of duty on the part of his subordinates, peers, or superiors.
  This network of informers combined with a savage penal code was a powerful repressive tool. The teaching of the communist party was that the individual was of little or no significance and this was reinforced and demonstrated at every opportunity.  The party demanded the utmost sacrifices.  The system of informers and brutal penal code ensured the party’s demands were met.  Failure, retreat, insubordination were all legal grounds for summary execution.  Individuals, including Zhukov and his commanders, had no immunity from the system.


Examples of this harsh reality are easy to find throughout the war and after.  Many soldiers who escaped from German encirclements or POW camps and returned to Soviet lines found themselves disarmed and interrogated by NKVD units looking for cowards and saboteurs.  Those presumed guilty were shot on site and others sent to penal companies for “rehabilitation through bravery.”   For example, one Soviet officer was captured and escaped the Germans.  When he returned to Soviet lines he was accused of “desertion” and sent to a penal company.  This time he really did desert and went back to fight for the Germans.
  The Soviet armies involved in Operation Mars were certainly not immune to this treatment.  In fact, a intelligence report from the 9th German Army indicates that the Soviet penchant to increase troop morale by using a loaded revolver was in vogue along the Kalinin Front: 

“In many units, poor leadership and bad treatment have again produced estrangement between officers and their men. A 4.11.42 order to the Kalinin Front’s troops pointed to the indiscriminate shooting of Red Army troops for insignificant reasons.”


With an army whose most talented officers were eliminated in the purges and replaced by politically reliable officers who “mouthed slogans but understood nothing of principles” Zhukov prepares to launch Operation Mars.  During the planning phases, Soviet intelligence compounds Zhukov’s problems by underestimating German reinforcement capabilities in the Rzhev salient as detailed in the following excerpt from German Intelligence summary:

“A comparison of the forces the enemy employed and his operational aims demonstrates that the enemy has underestimated the strength of our front; in particular, as confirmed by the chief of staff of the 20th C.D., who deserted, he was surprised by the appearance of ‘strong German reserves’ at the crucial points of the attack.”
 

Furthermore, the Soviet command structure was convinced that the Stalingrad offensive would force the Germans to send reserves south thereby weakening Army Group Center.  As attacks failed during the execution of operation Mars, Zhukov stubbornly insisted that his commanders and troops fight harder when he should have reevaluated and adjusted his overall plan. Even the Germans were surprised at the effect Zhukov’s single-minded obsession to attack was having on his troops.  For example, the following excerpts came from a German 9th Army assessment dated 8 December 1942:

“The enemy has fought hard and bitterly up to now.  His losses are heavy….Dissension once again flows through his command leadership.  Leaders at lower echelons sometimes evidence sharp criticism of the measures of their higher leadership.  They have attributed their heavy losses to ‘new idiotic attack methods.’  On the other hand, battalion and regimental commanders must listen to harsh words.  Especially typical is the following order directed to the 26th Guards Rifle Division: ‘Unfortunately, I must tell you that it is a pity.  I had thought that at least part of my healthy force could break through the German positions and liberate at least part of our Fatherland.  To your shame, I must say that it is infamous that you have not behaved in the manner of brave guards troops of the Red Army.  I ask you and once again order you to break through.’ The number of deserters, which had decreased before the attack because of improved supplies and force concentrations, has begun to increase.” 

In the end, the triad of Zhukov’s obsession, an inexperienced and repressed officer Corp, and soldiers conditioned to simply follow orders and attack were the root causes of defeat. Zhukov’s fixation on the destruction of Army Group Center prevented him from realistically scaling down his two-phased operation and adjusting his goals to the situation at hand.  Soviet commanders were well aware of the gruesome fate of many of their predecessors who failed so they ruthlessly pushed their troops forward in predictable assaults against reinforced German positions. After 3-weeks of hard fighting the German lines remained remarkably intact and a large Russian force was encircled in the Belyi pocket.  From 7-15 December these doomed forces fought bravely as detailed by Soviet General Solomatin, Commander of the 1st Mechanized Corp:

“The 1st Mechanized Corps forces and the rifle brigades subordinate to it, weakened from earlier combat and experiencing severe shortages of ammunition and food, heroically clung to their occupied positions while in full encirclement.  Immense forces of enemy tank and infantry divisions, supported by artillery and aviation, undertook attacks several times a day, but each was repulsed.”

The official German record of what happened in the Belyi pocket says it all in one simple sentence:  “The majority remained in the pocket; they were attacked from all sides, split into individual groups, compressed, and destroyed.”
   In the end, the Soviet main assault force casualty rate was 50% in personnel and 68% in tanks and they had precious little else to show for their efforts.  Consequently, at midday on 20 December 1942 Zhukov called Stalin and recommended the offensive be called off and that Soviet forces be refitted for another attempt at Army Group Center.
   Meanwhile, in the south five Soviet Armies had encircled the mighty German 6th Army at Stalingrad.  Operation Uranus had unfolded as a major Soviet victory and the course of the war would likely change drastically as a result.  Indeed, Marshall Stalin was in a very good mood when Zhukov made his recommendation to end Mars – a very lucky day for Zhukov.

CONCLUSIONS

“In those crucial days at Stalingrad, Supreme Headquarters ordered diversionary offensive operations west of Moscow in an effort to tie down enemy reserves and prevent them from being shifted to Stalingrad.”
 This simple statement in Zhukov’s memoirs regarding operation Mars is a gross distortion of the truth.   By 1942, the strategic realities of the situation forced the Soviets to first focus on the massive German force threatening Moscow and second, on the German force lodged deep in southern Russia that was threatening the Caucasus.  They had to remove the threat to Moscow and defeat the forces in the south.
 Not only did the strategic situation dictate a primary focus on the Rhez salient but so did the Soviet command structure – specifically Marshall Zhukov. Zhukov was fixated on the destruction Army Group Center and as a key advisor to Stalin pushed that view relentlessly. 

As early as December 1941 Zhukov urged Stavka and Stalin to focus on the defeat of German forces near Moscow and by September of 1942 Stalin approved his request.
  Consequently, Zhukov planned an ambitious two phased “Deep Battle” or “Gluboky boi” operation against Army Group Center with the express purpose of achieving strategic success. In the final analysis, his well thought-out combined arms campaign degenerated into a series of senseless, thrashing assaults, against fixed front-line positions – over and over again.   In essence, Zhukov stubbornly adhered to his initial objective, the total destruction of Army Group Center, without regard to the fluid situation – and his subordinate commanders were both militarily inexperienced and cowed by systemic repression to tell him otherwise.  


Operation Mars followed the Soviet Deep battle theory and its overall objective was not simply a “deception” for Uranus.  More than half of the Soviet forces around the salient were detailed to envelop the German ninth Army and obliterate it.  During the planned follow-on operation, Jupiter, all forces were to regroup and smash Army Group Center with full force.  A speculative ABC-Sydney news report from Moscow at the conclusion of Mars flies in the face of Marshall Zhukov’s personal assessment:

  “The Rshew battle exceeds all previous in violence.  Whatever meaning one in Germany attaches to this battle, the fact remains clear that Hitler himself sent a telegram to the commander of the Rshew Army, Colonel General Model, in which he stated that the positions must be held at all costs – a Russian breakthrough will open the way to Berlin”
 

In the end, Zhukov and the Soviet system closed ranks, distorted the truth, and presented a good news story to the rest of the world.  The good news was that Stalingrad was back in Soviet hands – Uranus was a clear victory.  Naturally, Marshall Zhukov – the “Master of Disaster” – was instrumental in bringing this victory to fruition with his masterful Mars “deception” campaign. 
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