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Historians consider the Battle of Rzhev "one of the bloodiest in the history of the Great Patriotic
War" and "Zhukov's greatest defeat". Veterans called this colossal battle, which continued for a
total of 15 months, "the Rzhev slaughterhouse" or "the Massacre", while the German generals
named this city "the cornerstone of the Eastern Front" and "the gateway to Berlin". By their
territorial scale, number of participating troops, length and casualties, the military operations in
the area of the Rzhev - Viaz'ma salient are not only comparable to the Stalingrad battle, but to a
great extent surpass it. The total losses of the Red Army around Rzhev amounted to 2,000,000
men; the Wehrmacht's total losses are still unknown precisely to the present day.Why was one of
the greatest battles of the Second World War consigned to oblivion in the Soviet Union? Why
were the forces of the German Army Group Center in the Rzhev - Viaz'ma salient not encircled
and destroyed? Whose fault is it that the German forces were able to withdraw from a pocket
that was never fully sealed? Indeed, are there justifications for blaming this "lost victory" on G.K.
Zhukov? In this book, which has been recognized in Russia as one of the best domestic studies
of the Rzhev battle, answers to all these questions have been given. The author, Svetlana
Gerasimova, has lived and worked amidst the still extant signs of this colossal battle, the tens of
thousands of unmarked graves and the now silent bunkers and pillboxes, and has dedicated
herself to the study of its history.Svetlana Aleksandrovna Gerasimova is a historian and museum
official. After graduating from Leningrad State University with a history degree, she worked in the
Urals as a middle school history teacher, before moving to Tver, where she taught a number of
courses in history and local history, and about museum work and leading excursions in the Tver'
School of Culture. She earned her Ph.D. in history from Tver State University in 2002. For more
than 20 years, S.A. Gerasimova has been working in the Tver' State Consolidated Museum, and
is the creator and co-creator of a many displays and exhibits in the branches of the Museum,
and in municipal and institutional museums of the Tver' Oblast. Recent museum exhibits that
she has created include "The Battle of Rzhev 1942-1943" and "The Fatal Forties … Toropets
District in the Years of the Great Patriotic War." She has led approximately 20 historical and
folklore-ethnographic expeditions in the area of Tver' Oblast and is the author of numerous
articles in such journals as Voprosy istorii [Questions of History], Voenno-istoricheskii arkhiv
[Military History Archive], Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal [Journal of Military History] and Zhivaia
starina [The Living Past], and of other publications. In 2009, she served as a featured consultant
to a Russian NTV television documentary about the Battle of Rzhev, which quickly became
controversial for its very frank discussion of the campaign.



Helion & Company Limited26 Willow RoadSolihullWest MidlandsB91 1UEEnglandTel. 0121 705
3393Fax 0121 711 4075Email: info@helion.co.ukWebsite:Twitter: @helionbooksVisit our
blogPublished by Helion & Company 2013Designed and typeset by Farr out Publications,
Wokingham, BerkshireCover designed by Euan Carter, Leicester ()Printed by Gutenberg Press
Limited, Tarxien, MaltaText © Svetlana Gerasimova 2013. English edition translated and edited
by Stuart Britton,© Helion & Company Limited 2013.Maps © Helion & Company Limited 2013.
Maps designed by Paul Hewitt, BattlefieldDesign ()For © of photographs see credits within the
book.Originally published as 1941: Viazemskaia katastrofa (Moscow: Yauza, Eksmo,
2008).British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data.A catalogue record for this book is
available from the British Library.All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrievalsystem,or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying,recording or otherwise, without the express written consent of Helion
& Company Limited.Front cover: Burning Soviet T-34 tank. (Bundesarchiv, B 145 Bild
F-016221-0016).For details of other military history titles published by Helion & Company
Limited contactthe above address, or visit our website: .We always welcome receiving book
proposals from prospective authors.ContentsList of photographsList of mapsList of map
abbreviationsList of tablesIntroduction1The Enemy Staging Area on the Approaches to the
Capital2The First Attempt at Encirclement – the First Rzhev-Viaz’ma Offensive 8 January–20
April 19423The Wehrmacht Mops up the Rear of Army Group Center – Combat Operations in
May-July 19424The Second Attempt … “By the end of the second day, seize the city of Rzhev”1
– The First Rzhev – Sychevka (Gzhatsk) Offensive, 30 July–30 September 1942Photo
Gallery5Operation Mars – The Second Rzhev – Sychevka Offensive, 25 November–20
December 19426The Dénouement – The Liquidation of the Rzhev Salient – The Rzhev –
Viaz’ma Offensive Operation, 2-31 March 19437Results of the Battle – “This large and lengthy
battle … ”AppendicesDocuments of the Stavka VGK [Supreme High Command] and the
General Staff regarding matters of the combat operations in the area of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma
salient (as published in the collected volumes of documents from the series Russkii arkhiv:
Velikaia Otechestvennaia)IStavka VGK Directive No. 151141 to the Commanders of the Western
and Kalinin Fronts about the Encirclement of the Enemy’s Mozhaisk – Gzhatsk – Viaz’ma
GroupingIIStavka VGK Directive No. 170007 to the Commander of the Kalinin Front about the
Liberation of RzhevIIIStavka VGK Directive No. 170035 to the Commander of the Kalinin Front
about a Change of the Front’s Roster and Specification of TasksIVStavka VGK Directive No.
170038 to the Commander of the 30th Army about the Confirmation of the Decision of the
Kalinin Front Commander to Conduct a RegroupingVStavka VGK Directive to the Commander of
the Kalinin Front about the Liquidation of the Enemy Breakthrough West of RzhevVIStavka VGK
Directive to the Commanders of the Western and Kalinin Fronts about Re-establishing the Post
of Commander-in-Chief of the Western DirectionVIIStavka VGK Directive No. 01542 to the
Commander-in-Chief of the Western Direction on the Destruction of the Enemy’s Rzhev –
Viaz’ma – Iukhnov and Bolkhov – Zhizdra – Briansk GroupingsVIIIStavka VGK Directive No.



170124 to the Commander-in-Chief of the Western Direction about Confirming the Decision to
Break Through the Enemy’s Defense on the Motaevo, Kostrovo SectorIXStavka VGK Directive
No. 170157 to the Commander of the Red Army Air Force on the creation of a Strike Air Group of
the Stavka of the Supreme High CommandXStavka VGK Directive No. 153589 to the
Commander-in-Chief of the Western Direction about Hastening the Destruction of the Enemy’s
Rzhev – Viaz’ma – Gzhatsk GroupingXIStavka VGK Directive No. 170183 to the Commander-in-
Chief of the Western Direction Regarding Changes in the Composition of the Western
FrontXIIStavka VGK Directive No. 170182 to the Commander of the Kalinin Front Regarding
Changes in the Front’s CompositionXIIIStavka VGK Directive No. 170363 to the Commanders of
the Western Front and the Red Army Air Force Regarding Measures for Holding and Expanding
the Staging Area, Occupied by Belov’s Operational GroupXIVStavka VGK Directive No. 170394
to the Commander of the Western Front Regarding the Front’s ReinforcementXVStavka VGK
Directive No. 170433 to the Commander of the Kalinin Front on the Preparation of an Operation
to Smash the Enemy’s Olenino GroupingXVIStavka VGK Directive No. 170514 to the
Commanders of the Kalinin and Western Fronts about Conducting an Offensive Operation in the
Rzhev AreaXVIIStavka VGK Directive No. 170549 to the Commanders of the Western and
Kalinin Fronts and the Red Army Air Force on Measures to Eliminate the Causes of the
Impermissibly High Breakdowns of AircraftXVIIIStavka VGK Directive No. 994146 to the
Commander of the Kalinin Front about Unifying the Commands of the 39th and 58th
ArmiesXIXTo the Commander of the Western Front, to the Commander of the Kalinin FrontXXTo
Kalinin Front’s Chief of Staff about Shortcomings in the Organization of the 30th and 29th
Armies’ Combat OperationsXXIStavka VGK Directive No. 170558 to the Commander of the
Western Front Regarding the Plan of the Operation in the Rzhev AreaXXIIStavka VGK Directive
No. 170591 to the Commanders of the Western and Kalinin Fronts about the Reassignment of
the 29th and 30th ArmiesXXIIIStavka VGK Directive No. 170606 to the Commander of the
Western Front Regarding the Working Out the Plan of the Gzhatsk OperationXXIVStavka VGK
Directive No. 170651 to the Commander of the Kalinin Front about Reinforcing the FrontXXVTo
the Chief of Staff of the Western Front Regarding the Inexpediency of Using Improvised Tank
Groups for Exploiting a BreakthroughXXVITo the Commander of the Kalinin Front about
Expanding the Area of the Unloading of the Motorized UnitsXXVIITo the Chiefs of Staff of the
Northwestern, Kalinin and Western Fronts and of the Main Intelligence Directorate about
Strengthening ReconnaissanceXXVIIIAn Order of the Supreme Commander to the Stavka
Representative about Reinforcing the 20th ArmyXXIXStavka VGK Directive No. 170700 to the
Commanders of the Western and Kalinin Fronts on the Assignments Pertaining to the
Destruction of the Enemy’s Rzhev – Sychevka – Olenino – Belyi GroupingXXXTo the Chief of
Staff of the Kalinin Front about Shortcomings in the Organization of the DefenseXXXIStavka
VGK Directive No. 30040 to the Commander of the Western Front about the Transfer of the 61st
Army to the Briansk Front and the Assignment for Cooperation between the FrontsXXXIIStavka
Directive No. 30041 to the Commander of the Briansk Front about the Sequence of the



Destruction of the Enemy’s Orel – Briansk GroupingXXXIIIStavka VGK Directive No. 30043 to
the Commander of the Central Front for an Offensive with the Aim of Emerging in the Rear of the
Enemy’s Rzhev – Viaz’ma – Briansk GroupingXXXIVStavka VGK Order No. 0045 Regarding the
Replacement of the Commander and Chief of Staff of the Western FrontXXXVStavka VGK Order
No. 0046 Regarding the Replacement of Army Commanders of the Western FrontXXXVIStavka
VGK Directive No. 30062 to the Commanders of the Kalinin and Western Front on the Pursuit of
the Retreating EnemyNotesBibliographyList of photographsConstruction of a bunker in the
sector of the 6th Infantry Division’s 18th Infantry Regiment, north of Rzhev, summer of
1942.Entrance to a German bunker in the sector of the 18th Infantry Regiment, north of Rzhev,
summer of 1942.A pillbox on Novaia Street in the village of Selizharovo, Tver’ Oblast; a 1968
photograph, author’s collection.A pillbox on the Kirov Embankment in the village of Selizharovo,
Tver’ Oblast; a 2004 photograph, author’s collection.Views of two more pillboxes in the Olenino
District of Tver’ Oblast, 1980s photographs, author’s collection.A Soviet infantry attack,
beginning of 1942.Red Army soldiers on the attack, beginning of 1942.Fighting for a village,
January 1942.Soviet infantry manning positions, January 1942.Commander of the 39th Army,
Lieutenant General I. I. Maslennikov; a post-war photograph.Medics of Kalinin Front’s 31st Army
evacuate wounded from the battlefield, early 1942. Photo by B. Vdovenko.Commander of the
29th Army, Major General V. I. Shvetsov; a late 1940s photograph.A Soviet cavalry unit on the
march, winter 1941/1942.Lieutenant General M.G. Efremov, commander of the 33rd
Army.Lieutenant General P.A. Belov, commander of the 1st Guards Cavalry Corps.Wehrmacht
soldiers, early 1942.A German infantry column, early 1942.German infantry on the march, early
1942.German supply wagons, winter of 1941-1942.Major General (from January 1942)
Lieutenant General D.D. Leliushenko, commander of the 30th Army; a late 1941 photograph.Red
Army troops who have emerged from encirclement in the Frolovo area, February 1942. Photo by
B. Vdovenko.A Pe-2 taxis to a stop at a forest airstrip, Kalinin Front, early 1942. Photo by B.
Vdovenko.The crew of a Pe-2 receives an assignment, Kalinin Front, early 1942. Photo by B.
Vdovenko.Dead Red Army troops in front of the positions of the 129th Infantry Division, February
1942.After an attack against German positions in the Rzhev area, early 1942.Kalinin Front,
spring 1942.The command of the 31st Army on the Zubtsov axis, spring 1942.Kalinin Front
commander I. S. Konev’s visit to the 31st Army on the Zubtsov axis, spring 1942.An official
condolence letter, notifying a family of the death of a Red Army man in the Rzhev region.A Lenin
kiosk. Kalinin Front, summer 1942.Red Army troops waiting to be served at a field kitchen,
summer 1942.Red Army men taken prisoner during Operation Seydlitz, July 1942. A German
photograph.Lieutenant General I.A. Bogdanov, deputy commander of the 39th Army, made
Major General in July 1942.Colonel S.V. Sokolov, commander of the 11th Cavalry Corps.Guards
Senior Lieutenant I.I. Zhukov, who in July 1942 flew Lieutenant General Maslennikov out of
encirclement.Major General A.D. Berezin accepts the Guards Banner for the 17th Guards Rifle
Division, near Belyi, Kalinin Oblast, 1942.Major General P.P. Miroshnichenko, 39th Army chief of
staff, killed when coming out of encirclement.Major General P.S. Ivanov, commander of the 18th



Cavalry Division, killed when coming out of encirclement in July 1942.The grave of Major
General A.D. Berezin, Belyi District, Kalinin Oblast.Acceptance into the Party before a battle,
summer 1942.Moving up into position, Kalinin Front, summer of 1942. Photo by B.
Vdovenko.Flamethrowers of the 1245th Rifle Regiment before the battle, summer of
1942.Katiusha rocket launchers announce the opening of Western Front’s offensive, 4 August
1942.German prisoners, Western Front, August 1942.Rations being delivered to the front on
horses due to the muddy quagmire caused by the heavy rains. The Pogoreloe Gorodishche
area, 10 August 1942.Crossing a river line, Kalinin Front, summer of 1942.A downed German
Heinkel He 111 bomber, Kalinin Front, summer of 1942.A disabled Lend-Lease American M3A1
Stuart light tank being towed through a Russian village back to a field repair shop, August
1942.German vehicles destroyed during the Pogoreloe Gorodishche operation, Western Front,
August 1942.A mortar team in action near Rzhev, summer of 1942.A German artillery crew in its
firing position in the Rzhev area, summer of 1942.Soviet infantry dash along a street in
Karmanovo. Western Front, August 1942.In the liberated village of Pogoreloe Gorodishche,
August 1942.Residents of a liberated village greet their liberators, autumn of 1942.Fighting for a
village, August 1942.A Wehrmacht soldier, vicinity of Rzhev, August-September 1942.Knocked-
out Soviet tanks loom over a German trench, Rzhev area, August 1942.Fighting in Rzhev,
September 1942.German soldiers occupied with a too-familiar task: killing lice. Rzhev area,
summer-autumn 1942; a captured German photograph.Before the German positions, west of
Rzhev, November 1942.The battlefield after an attack by mounted Cossacks on German
positions east of Osuga, December 1942. A captured German photograph.Dead Red Army men
after an attack on positions of the 129th Infantry Division; Rzhev area, December 1942. German
photographs.Interrogation of a German prisoner, Kalinin Front, end of 1942.On the attack.
Soldiers of the 158th Rifle Division, Kalinin Front, west of Rzhev, November 1942.Another view
of soldiers of the 158th Rifle Division on the attack, Kalinin Front, west of Rzhev, November
1942.Major General M.D. Solomatin; in 1942 the commander of the 8th Tank Corps (August-
September) and the 1st Mechanized Corps (November-December).Fighting of the 158th Rifle
Division for the village of Kondrakovo; Kalinin Front, west of Rzhev, December 1942.Fighting for
the village of Sverkuny west of Rzhev; Kalinin Front, December 1942.German flamethrowers in
action, Rzhev area, January 1943.Wehrmacht units on the move to a new position, February
1943.The central church in Belyi – a symbol of the city. March 1943.A graveyard of tanks
between the Soviet and German positions in the northeastern portion of Rzhev. Early
1943.German units pulling out of Rzhev, March 1943.Another view of Germans withdrawing
from Rzhev, March 1943.The mortar crew of Senior Sergeant M. Deev in action, Rzhev area,
early 1943.The demolished bridge across the Volga River in the city of Rzhev, early spring
1943.The banner of liberation waves over the city of Rzhev, 3 March 1943.Sovinformburo’s
announcement from 4 March 1943. The headline reads: “In the last hour: Our troops have
occupied the city of Rzhev.”The shattered city of Rzhev, March 1943, as seen from a low-flying
aircraft.In liberated Rzhev, March 1943.Sovinformburo 9 March 1943 announcement about the



liberation of Sychevka in the Chkalovskaia Kommuna newpaper.German artillery on an
intermediate defensive line, March 1943.Red Army infantry on the march, March 1943.Moving to
another position, spring 1943.Search team members at work. Tver’ Oblast, 1990s.Artifacts
found by a search team, 1990s.A Red Army helmet found by a search team, Rzhev area,
1990s.Remains found by a search team, Tver’ Oblast, 1990s.A funeral service for the remains of
Red Army soldiers at the Memorial complex in Rzhev, 2002.An award to the leader of the Rzhev
search team “Memory of the 29th Army”.Dead German soldiers of the 129th Infantry Division in
the church in the village of Romanovo, Christmas Day 1941, Kalinin Oblast.A German cemetery
in the Rzhev area, spring of 1942.A graveyard of approximately 2,000 German soldiers on the
eastern outskirts of Rzhev, first half of 1942.A German cemetery outside a hospital in the
southern part of Rzhev, July 1942.Another German cemetery at Bocharovo, Rzhev area, winter
1942-1943.Field Marshal H.G. von Kluge, the commander of Army Group Center in 1941-1943.
A 1942 photograph.Colonel General W. Model, commander of the Ninth Army,
1941-1944.General of the Army G. K. Zhukov, November 1942.Lieutenant General V.D.
Sokolovsky, the Western Front’s chief of staff in July 1941-January 1942, and again from May
1942 to February 1943. A 1941 or 1942 photo.Colonel General I.S. Konev, commander of the
Kalinin Front (October 1941-August 1942) and the Western Front (August 1942-February 1943).
A 1942 photo.Major General M.V. Zakharov, Kalinin Front chief of staff in the period January
1942-April 1943. A 1941 or 1942 photo.Supreme Commander I.V. Stalin.Photocopy of a sketch
made by an unknown artist, “Stalin surveys the city of Rzhev, 4-5 August 1943”. The original
sketch cannot be located.Colonel General A.I. Eremenko, commander of the Kalinin Front, in
front of the home (on the left) where he had just met with the Supreme Commander. The Rzhev
area’s village of Khoroshevo, 5 August 1943. Photo by B. Vdovenko.“Stalin’s Home” in the village
of Khoroshevo, Rzhev area, at the end of the 1990s.The fraternal grave in the village of Polunino,
Rzhev area, 1990s.The Church of Nikolai Chudotvorets at the Memorial in honor of Iakut
soldiers, Rzhev area, circa 2000.A photo of the bulletin announcing the awarding of the Order of
the Patriotic War 1st Degree to the city of Rzhev on 2 March 1978. The award states, “For the
courage displayed by the workers of the city in the struggle with the German-fascist aggressors
in the Great Patriotic War, and the achievements in economic and cultural construction …”The
Memorial of Honor to the Siberian soldiers in the village of Ploskoe, Belyi District, Tver’ Oblast,
at the end of the 1990s.Entrances to the German cemetery (left) and the Russian Memorial
(right), Rzhev 2005.Memorial to the Soviet Troops, Rzhev, 2005.Veterans of the war at the
opening of the Rzhev Memorial, May 2005.List of mapsIn colour sectionThe Rzhev-Viaz’ma
salient in the line of the Soviet-German front, first half of 1942.The Rzhev-Viaz’ma Offensive, 8
January–20 April 1942.Encirclement of the 29th Army in February 1942.Combat operations in
the area of the Rzhev-Viaz’ma salient in May–June 1942.Operation Seydlitz, July 1942. The
summer combat between Rzhev and Belyi.The First Rzhev-Sychevka Offensive, 30 July–23
August 1942.Operation Mars, the Second Rzhev-Sychevka Offensive, 25 November–20
December 1942.Operation Buffalo, the German withdrawal from the Rzhev Salient, 1–21 March



1943.List of map abbreviationsAArmyAAAir Army (Soviet)ACArmy Corps (German)AbnAirborne
(Soviet)CCCavalry Corps (Soviet)CRCavalry Regiment (Soviet)GCCGuards Cavalry Corps
(Soviet)GRCGuards Rifle Corps (Soviet)IDInfantry Division (German)IRInfantry Regiment
(German)MCMechanized Corps (Soviet)MGMobile Group (Soviet)PzAPanzer Army
(German)PzCPanzer Corps (German)PzDPanzer Division (German)RDRifle Division
(Soviet)RRDas Reich Regiment (German)ShAShock Army (Soviet)TCTank Corps (Soviet)List of
tablesTable 1: Concentration of German Troops and Divisions on the Central (Moscow) Axis
(according to Soviet Sources)Table 2: Soviet concentration of strength and means on the central
(Moscow) axis, expressed as a percentage of their total quantity on the Soviet-German
frontTable 3: Total personnel losses of the Kalinin Front for July 1942Table 4: Correlation of
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Rzhev-Viaz’ma operationTable 10: German and Soviet timelines of respective operations in the
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operationsTable 12: Length of front, duration and losses of the battles of Rzhev and
StalingradIntroductionThat there are still blank spots in the history of the Great Patriotic War [the
Russian name for the Eastern Front of the Second World War] is indisputable even 65 years
after its conclusion. To be sure, in the last 20 years much has been done to reduce their number.
New documents have been published, previously unknown facts have been introduced into
scholarly circulation, and books, articles and papers on individual wartime events and episodes
have appeared that contain alternative assessments to the official ones.This, in particular relates
to the history of combat operations in the region of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma salient in 1942 and early
1943. In the Soviet era, they never became a subject of serious scholarly research by military
historians. For ideological reasons, an objective study of them was taboo. The volume of
information about what took place on this sector of the front increased only gradually, as the
Soviet government strictly controlled the release of factual material about the battles to the
public.By the start of the political changes in Soviet society in the middle of the 1980s, textbook,
research and memoir literature recognized three major Soviet offensives on the Moscow axis in
the period of the Great Patriotic War that we are examining here: the Rzhev – Viaz’ma strategic
offensive of 1942, the Rzhev – Sychevka offensive in July-August 1942, and the Rzhev –
Viaz’ma offensive of 1943. The operations were always described in positive terms, while
downplaying or concealing blunders and failures. One more offensive operation at the end of
1942 was very rarely mentioned, sometimes even without a name, which is today known as



Operation Mars. There was no attempt to link these operations, even though they involved the
very same fronts virtually on the same territory and had essentially a common aim – the
destruction of the German Army Group Center.1The official assessment of the fighting in the
area of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma salient in the Soviet era was unequivocal. In response to a query
from the Rzhev Regional Museum, the USSR Ministry of Defense’s Institute of Military History
said, “The fighting in the area of Rzhev was part of the overall battle for Moscow.”2 This official
response created a paradoxical situation: if according to the official determination of those times
the Battle of Moscow concluded on 20 April 1942, while its main results before this date were
determined by the end of December 1941, then where do the operations of the Red Army on this
sector of the front in the summer and winter of 1942 and the spring of 1943 belong? If they
should be considered “part of the overall battle for Moscow”, then according to this logic the
Battle of Moscow ended with the liquidation of the German Rzhev bridgehead at the gates of the
capital in March 1943. That is to say, the official point of view created more ambiguities than
answers in the assessment of combat operations on the Moscow axis.In the 1990s and the first
years after the year 2000, interesting publications appeared, in particular regarding the Soviet
casualties in the operations of the Great Patriotic War, including in the Rzhev – Viaz’ma area.
Although these estimates were plainly conservative, the data immediately placed the combat
operations in the Rzhev – Gzhatsk – Viaz’ma area on par with the Battle of Stalingrad in terms of
the casualties they generated. The study of Operation Mars written by the American historian
David Glantz, and then its official Russian version as well filled one blank spot in the
historiography of the Red Army’s operations to eliminate the dangerous German bridgehead on
the approaches to the capital city of the Soviet state.3These materials, as well as the wartime
archival records, to which access for a certain time was expanded, allowed individual regional
scholars and local historians to take a fresh look at the Red Army’s operations directed at
eliminating the dangerous German salient in the center of the Soviet-German front. While relying
on the existing conceptual framework in military-historical studies, they smashed the accepted
understanding and declared that between January 1942 and March 1943 there occurred on this
sector of the front one of the bloodiest battles of the Great Patriotic War – the Battle of Rzhev. In
this case, the city of Rzhev stands as a symbol, giving its name to a battle that unfolded in the
expansive Belyi – Rzhev – Zubtsov – Sychevka – Gzhatsk – Viaz’ma area, just as Moscow lent
its name to a battle that sprawled over the territory of several oblasts.4This point of view about a
separate battle on the Moscow axis has not been accepted by official military science. There are
disputes as well over the enormous casualty figures from the fighting over the Rzhev – Viaz’ma
salient. As a result, a strange situation has arisen. On the one hand, the presence of a great
number of facts and documents upon which contemporary military historical theory rests permit
one to view the combat operations of the Soviet and German forces in the area of the Rzhev –
Viaz’ma salient as a battle distinct from the Battle of Moscow. On the other hand, the military-
historical literature produced by government research institutes still clings to traditional
assessments. Leading Soviet military historians, not wishing to see the obvious, took things



even further: they accused the revisionists of distorting and besmirching the history of the war.
One must agree with the opinion of the historian Iu.N. Afanas’ev, who asserts that too many
personal fates, remembrances of youth and the pain of losses have been mixed into the existing
historical boilerplate text:The immutable, sacred text genuinely rests on so much: the millions
who stood to the death for their ancestral home, [for] their families, for the Motherland … Any
negative interpretations connected with these events – even fully reasoned ones – can wound
and do wound the deeply personal, the individual and the historical memory. However we
cannot, we must not, and simply do not have the right to remain prisoner to a unified perception,
which is not interested in the search for historical truth.5The well-known Russian author M. A.
Bulgakov, author of The Master and Margarita, said through the lips of his hero: “A fact is the
most stubborn thing in the world.” Even if a fact isn’t noticed, it still doesn’t disappear. On the
basis of facts, even a non-professional can draw conclusions. The English historian T. B.
Macauley maintained that the beginning of wisdom was the recognition of facts.The aim of this
book is to lay out the history of combat operations in 1942 and early 1943 on the central – the
Moscow – axis of the Soviet-German front, taking into account the facts and documents known
to the author at the current time, so that the readers themselves can determine the truth of one
viewpoint or another. At the same time, we don’t pretend to exhaust all the possible research on
the subject. Given the many years of official silence over the events, it is difficult to research and
illuminate such a major subject, especially over a short period of time and with limited access to
archival documents. This book aims only to create a “skeleton”, the outline of an unrecognized
battle, which subsequently we dare hope will be fleshed out with more details, facts, documents
and personalities. At the same time we acknowledge that the appearance of new documents,
which at the time of writing still remained closed to scrutiny (the authors was unable to gain
access to the documents of the Stavka of the Supreme High Command, the General Staff, the
Western Direction and many others6) might refute individual suppositions and conclusions of
the book’s author. Those who keep the sources classified are in large measure responsible for
the appearance of mistaken assertions and conjectures about the war.While studying the
subject, the author used a wide circle of various sources. This first of all concerned archival
materials, both published by and preserved in the Central Archive of the Russian Federation’s
Ministry of Defense [TsAMO] in the city of Podol’sk. This also includes wartime press materials
and the political-military journalism of both the Soviet Union and Germany. The memoirs and
diaries of veterans of the battle on both sides, from the generals down to the privates, were
actively used. Certainly, the author studied the foreign and domestic scholarly works concerning
the combat operations on the central sector of the Soviet-German front.A special note on the
photographs in the book: the book uses photographs of both professionals – military
photojournalists – and of hobbyists, soldiers who fought in the Rzhev – Viaz’ma salient on both
sides. The German photographs are mostly from German sources including veterans’ studies.
The Soviet photographs, taken between 1941 and 1943, have been published in part in the
photo albums of the Velikaia Otechestvennaia voina v fotografiiakh i kinodokumentakh [The



Great Patriotic War in Photographs and Documentary Film], which came out in 1985. The
photographers B. E. Vdovenko, who was a photo journalist in Kalinin Front’s Political Department
at that time during the war, and N. N. Novak, a photographer for the newspaper of Kalinin Front’s
31st Army who focused on capturing images of frontline life, are responsible for most of the
Soviet photographs. Negatives of their photographs, as well as a considerable amount of other
photographic materials presented in this book, are today kept in the files of the Tver’ State
Consolidated Museum and its branches. In some cases, the photos are from the author’s
personal collection and will be noted as such.It is hoped that the subject of the book will interest
historians and scholars, and that they will continue to study the Battle of Rzhev. Individual
scholars might elaborate various aspects of the contemplated problem and in the process fill in
more of the blank areas in the total canvas of the battle’s history. In doing so it isn’t necessary to
start with the refutation of the already written history, but with new research into the entire realm
of wartime documents, primarily archival. As practice has shown, the history of the war written in
the Soviet era contains errors even with respect to dates. An example is the date of A.
Matrosov’s exploit, which is known to many history lovers.7 There are also similar examples in
the history of the Rzhev battle. Only research into the entire complex of documents from the
Stavka VGK, the Red Army’s General Staff, the directions and fronts, the armies, and also of the
Wehrmacht (primarily Army Group Center), and the divisions and units of both warring sides will
permit the creation of a complete history of the battle on the Moscow axis in 1942 and early
1943.So, the Battle of Rzhev – is it a myth or a reality?1The Enemy Staging Area on the
Approaches to the CapitalBy definition, a platsdarm is a territory used by any state for
assembling and deploying its armed forces.1 In the military-historical literature, one also often
comes across synonymous terms, such as “The Rzhev – Viaz’ma bridgehead, a salient that was
formed ….”2In the course of the Soviet December 1941 counteroffensive at Moscow, the
German forces were hurled back by 100-350 kilometers. In the historiography of the Great
Patriotic War, one encounters such expressions as “the rout of the German-fascist forces at
Moscow.” However, “seditious” thoughts, and not only those of authors, forces one to ask about
who then put up such bitter resistance to the Red Army’s attacking formations in January 1942,
and put a stop to the offensive at a distance of 150-220 kilometers from the capital? In reality, in
December 1941-January 1942, the enemy was thrown back from Moscow, but not as far as
desired or as far as official propaganda would have led us to believe. In actuality, one of the
largest enemy force groupings – Army Group Center – continued to hold a threatening salient on
the approaches to the capital once the Soviet winter counteroffensive ran out of steam. We’ll add
that back in 1989 at an academic meeting of the Institute of Military Historiography to examine
the idea of bringing the Battle of Moscow to light, the need to reject the former view of the “rout”
of enemy forces was emphasized: “How is possible to speak about any rout, if Soviet losses in
the battle were 3.7 times greater than enemy losses?”3By the end of January 1942, as a result
of the Soviet counteroffensive the front lines in the central sector of the Soviet-German front
were very convoluted, creating bulges in both the German and the Soviet lines. For example,



forces of the Soviet 3rd and 4th Shock Armies had advanced as far as Kholm, Demidov and
Velizh, while the German Army Group Center still held a deep wedge in the Soviet lines in the
Belyi and Rzhev areas. The front lines here ran west of Belyi, north of Olenino, north and east of
Rzhev, east of Zubtsov and Gzhatsk, and until March 1942, east of Iukhnov, before Soviet forces
pushed the Germans out of that town.The Germans were holding this salient, which formed a
rough quadrilateral protecting the Smolensk – Viaz’ma – Sychevka – Rzhev – Olenino railroads,
plus the rail line running to Velikie Liuki. These railroads were the primary lines of supply and
communications within Army Group Center’s salient. Further, railroads ran from Viaz’ma and
Smolensk toward Briansk, Orel and points further south. The importance of this sector of the
front is also explained by the fact that Army Group Center’s vital rear services and most
important airbases were located here. The headquarters of Army Group Center was located in
Smolensk. Rzhev, Viaz’ma, Sychevka, Zubtsov, Belyi and Gzhatsk became the major German
strongpoints in this salient. The most savage fighting had developed just for these towns and
cities, especially for Rzhev and Viaz’ma, which being linked by a railroad, designated the
conventional end points on the eastern side of the salient. Therefore this portion of the Eastern
Front has also been called the Viaz’ma – Rzhev salient in Soviet historical literature. In its
outlines, the salient suggested a reversed Russian letter ‘T”. The well-known English historian of
the Second World War, B. Liddell Hart wrote: “After the winter campaign of 1941-2, the German
front facing Moscow had the shape of a clenched fist, with the Russians lapping round the wrist
– where Smolensk lay.”4Between February and July 1942, there was a smaller salient within the
salient, protruding into the German defenses east of Belyi and west of Sychevka. It was centered
on the town of Kholm-Zhirkovskii and became known as the “Belyi salient”.In German historical
literature, there are also such word combinations as “Rzhev salient”, “Rzhev bulge”, and “Rzhev
bridgehead”. In the recollections of many German veterans of the war, they were defending
Olenino, Rzhev, Zubtsov, Sychevka and Viaz’ma in the “Grossraum Rshew” [Greater Rzhev
area].According to data in the Soviet Military Encyclopedia, the dimensions of the Rzhev –
Viaz’ma salient approached 160 kilometers in depth (at its base) and up to 200 kilometers in
width. Moscow lay 150 kilometers on a direct line from the salient at Gzhatsk, and 220
kilometers from Rzhev. If one measured the entire length of the front lines around the perimeter
of the salient, with all its convolutions, then together with the 280-kilometer front around the Belyi
salient it exceeded 700 kilometers. The former commander of the Sixteenth Army’s 30th Infantry
Division and later historian, K. von Tippelskirch, describing the position which the German Ninth
and Fourth Panzer Armies held in February 1942, wrote: “The capriciously convoluted line,
which faced to the north, east, south and west on the front of both German armies, ultimately
comprised a total length of 600 kilometers.”5 If one considers the territory southwest of Viaz’ma,
where the Soviet Group Boldin was operating, then this figure would be even longer.Over the
course of 1942, the length of the front lines here shrank as the result of combat operations. That
is what happened in July 1942, when the Wehrmacht managed to liquidate the Belyi salient. The
front lines also became somewhat shorter as a result of the Soviet offensive operations in the



second half of 1942. By March 1943, when the Germans finally withdrew from the Rzhev –
Viaz’ma salient, the line of contact between the two sides in this area totaled around 550
kilometers in length.6 Of course, such matters as dating the salient’s formation and the length of
its perimeter are open to discussion.The Wehrmacht command assigned particular significance
to holding this salient, which was favorable in a strategic sense, and especially to keeping
possession of the roads within it. In his directive from 15 January 1942, in which he gave
authorization for troop withdrawals, Hitler stressed that “the commanders are obliged to keep the
roads Iukhnov – Gzhatsk – Zubtsov – Rzhev free as a line of traverse behind the front of our
forces ….” The troops of Army Group Center were ordered to hold the Smolensk – Rzhev –
Viaz’ma triangle, the lateral Rzev – Viaz’ma – Briansk railroad and the vital Gzhatsk – Smolensk
supply line at all costs. The Smolensk – Viaz’ma – Rzhev – Olenino railroad had particular
significance to keeping the German Ninth and Fourth Panzer Armies supplied. As von
Tippelskirch wrote about the events of January 1942, “If the railroad between Smolensk and
Viaz’ma had been cut, then the fate of both armies would have been decided.”7As long as the
roads and railroads were in the hands of the German army, the Wehrmacht command could use
the salient as a staging area for preparing a new offensive on the central strategic axis of the
Eastern Front. It was precisely because of this that in all the operations against the Rzhev –
Viaz’ma salient, Soviet forces were attempting to disrupt the supply of Army Group Center by
seizing these roads and railroads. Even in the summer of 1942, when the Wehrmacht’s main
offensive operations were unfolding in the south, the Wehrmacht command still gave great
significance to “preserving the situation on the central sector”, and to maintaining possession of
the existing airfields here, close to Moscow.In order to hold the staging area within the salient,
the Wehrmacht constructed a strong, deeply-echeloned defense. Work on it had already begun
in the course of the German retreat from Moscow. On 28 December 1941, the OKW
[Oberkommando der Wehrmacht – the Supreme Command of Armed Forces] issued an order
about organizing a defense, to include “fortifying all populated points and villages as
strongpoints, as well as the maximum echeloning of forces in depth … On the central sector
Eastern Front set about fortifying the rear position ….”8Initially, there was no continuous line of
German defenses around the salient. At the beginning of 1942, Gzhatsk, Sychevka, Rzhev and
Viaz’ma were converted into major bulwarks of the German defenses. Liddell Hart called them
“bastion-cities”.9 However, gradually a powerful line of fortifications emerged. Throughout the
entire time that German troops occupied the salient, the building of defensive fortifications was
an ongoing process. By the time of the Soviet Rzhev – Sychevka offensive in the summer of
1942, a belt of extensive defenses confronted the Soviet attackers. As an example, a description
of the German defenses facing Western Front’s 24th Army can be cited:The main belt of
defenses here had a depth of 5-8 kilometers and consisted of a first line, which included
strongpoints linked by a single continuous and one to two intermittent trenches, and a second
band in the form of a line of separate strongpoints, prepared for an all-round defense and tied
together by closely-knit fire support between the strongpoints. The forward edge of the defense



passed along the eastern outskirts of settlements and along the roads between them, along the
eastern edges of forests and patches of woods, and along the western banks of rivers. As a rule,
all stone and wooden buildings were converted into earth and timber emplacements, covered by
three to six layers of logs, which protected them against a direct hit by 76mm shells. In
Pogoreloe Gorodishche, for example, all the stone buildings and basements were converted into
pillboxes with two or three embrasures. The continuous trench of the forward edge contained a
large portion of the weapons of the front-line troops, which were set up in separate
emplacements, linked with squad-sized living quarters, bunkers and dugouts by communication
trenches. In order to conceal troop movements, these communication trenches had several exits
hidden behind reverse slopes. Certain buildings and structures, situated on elevations, were
used as observation posts. About 20 to 100 meters in front of the front line, a continuous wire
barrier had been erected in several rows, consisting of alternating stretches of hedgehog
obstacles and barbed wire entanglements. The most vulnerable sectors had coils of concertina
wire fronting the trenches. The wire obstacles were made more effective by anti-tank and anti-
personnel minefields, laid in checkerboard fashion or randomly. Each strongpoint was equipped
with several emplacements for anti-tank guns, and company and battalion mortars.
Communication trenches linked the positions to allow for rapid maneuver.Artillery batteries, as a
rule, were positioned 2 to 5 kilometers behind the front line. The artillery’s firing emplacements
were carefully positioned and well dug-in. The positions were equipped with special gun pits
equipped with drains and catchment basins for water run-off and recessed shelters for the
crews. Wire obstacles protected the emplacements from the front, while trenches flanked the
position for anti-tank defense. The shells were stored in cases in separate bunkers.Regiment
and battalion headquarters were situated in villages. The command staff was accommodated in
well-furnished bunkers, dugouts and residences, usually on one of the main streets; travel on
these streets was prohibited to the local population. Officers’ quarters had telephones, electric
lighting, and were equipped with radios. Further, in the depth along the Vazuza and Gzhatsk
Rivers, in the most important sectors the Germans had prepared a second defensive belt.10In
front of Western Front’s 31st Army in the summer of 1942, the German defensive line was a
continuous trench with a dense network of well-built communication trenches, protected by two
to three rows of barbed wire entanglements. Anti-tank and fougasse mines were laid to a depth
of 10 kilometers on the tank-vulnerable directions, scarps and anti-tank ditches were dug, and
log obstacles were constructed. Bunkers for each squad were covered with three to six layers of
logs that had diameters of up to 20 cm each. In the villages, all the stone buildings and part of
the wooden structures, plus their cellars, were converted into firing positions with two or three
embrasures. The depth of the main belt of defenses extended to 5 kilometers.11In Sychevka, in
the city itself and at the railroad station, strong fortifications were erected, and the banks of the
Kasnia and Vazuza Rivers were well-fortified. Numerous log and earthen bunkers were linked by
a dense network of communication trenches.Several lines of defenses were constructed in the
Gzhatsk area. The first line ran along the fortified heights in front of the city, the second – along



the Aleshnia River, and the third ran through the city itself with its stone buildings, and was split
by the Gzhatsk River into two parts.12Rzhev was thoroughly fortified. For example, in front of
Kalinin Front’s 30th Army alone, in the course of May – June 1942 German troops built 559 log
pillboxes and bunkers, dug 280 trenches and 7 kilometers of anti-tank ditches, and created 23.5
kilometers of abatis from felled trees. Also in May – June, the so-called “Königsberg Line” was
constructed north and east of Rzhev along the entire front of the Ninth Army. In places, bunker
complexes the size of villages arose, for example, on the front of the 6th Infantry Division’s 18th
Infantry Regiment, where the bunkers were even named after German cities.As the Germans
gradually withdrew under the hammer blows of the Red Army, new defensive lines were built. For
example, anticipating the possible withdrawal from the Königsberg Line during the Soviet Rzhev
– Sychevka summer offensive, a new, so-called “Neu Kolberg Line” was constructed in the latter
half of August 1942 in the northern part of Rzhev. Not only sappers participated in building it, but
also soldiers returning from leave, supply units and even local residents. Veterans of the 30th
Army who participated in its September 1942 offensive later recalled that the German defenses
on the northeastern outskirts of Rzhev consisted of minefields, several rows of barbed wire, then
two finished trenches with pillboxes and bunkers located every 500 meters or so from each
other. All the buildings were linked by covered communication trenches, and the basement of
each building had been converted into a concrete pillbox adapted for an all-round defense.
Tanks had been dug-in on street corners.13Construction of a bunker in the sector of the 6th
Infantry Division’s 18th Infantry Regiment, north of Rzhev, summer of 1942.Entrance to a
German bunker in the sector of the 18th Infantry Regiment, north of Rzhev, summer of
1942.According to recollections of veterans of the fighting, the Germans often set up nasty
surprises in the obstacles. For example, near the village of Kosmarikhi in the Rzhev area, the
Germans connected anti-tank and anti-personnel mines to the wire obstacles; any contact with
the wire would trigger the mines.14As a result of almost year-long work, the Rzhev – Viaz’ma
salient was fortified along almost its entire front and to a depth of many kilometers. Soviet
literature of the beginning of the 1950s said that this sector “was fortified with the use of modern
engineering equipment.” More contemporary works speak about a defense echeloned in depth
up to 80-100 kilometers. After the Germans withdrew from the salient, Red Army command staff
used the positions east of Gzhatsk to analyze German defensive works. They were said to be
characteristic of the entire Wehrmacht and study of them would benefit the Red Army. In fact, a
group of instructors from the prestigious Frunze Military Academy were authorized to visit the
Gzhatsk and Rzhev areas in order to examine the German defensive positions.15The German
troops also made use of the fortifications of the former Soviet Rzhev – Viaz’ma defensive line
that ran through the territory of the salient, which had been under construction in the summer
and autumn of 1941, and was 40-50 percent complete by October 1941.The complex of
defensive fortifications in the Sychevka area was known as the Stalin Line. The line’s
fortifications had not been used by Soviet troops during the retreat prompted by the German
Operation Typhoon, and on the territory of the Tver’ Oblast, for example, in places the pillboxes



continue to stand intact and well-preserved. Their use by the Germans was sometimes
completely unexpected to the command of the Soviet forces that fought here. Thus, for example,
according to the report of combat operations from Kalinin Front’s 39th Army in January 1942,
when the army was advancing toward Sychevka through the German rear, it came as a complete
shock: “The adversary was using the fortified belt, which had been prepared and built by our
units during the autumn retreat, and about the presence of which the army was completely
unaware. This fortified belt had pillboxes and bunkers. The enemy, relying on these defensive
fortifications, significantly increased their resistance …”16The same thing occurred in 1943 as
well, during the retreat of the Wehrmacht from the Rzhev – Viaz’ma bridgehead. Out of fairness it
should be noted that units of our 29th and 39th Armies also used these fortifications in
1942.Thus in the first half of 1942, a fortified staging area for German forces had been created
not far from Moscow, which the Wehrmacht command, planning to use it for an offensive on the
Eastern Front’s central strategic axis, constantly strengthened and stubbornly held through all of
1942. In order to hold the salient against the heavy pressure of the Western and Kalinin Fronts in
1942, the Wehrmacht command concentrated up to two-thirds of its entire strength on the
Eastern Front here on the central axis, including in the area of the salient.At various times, from
half to two-thirds of Army Group Center, which was concentrated in the central sector, were
located in the Rzhev – Viaz’ma salient. General H. Grossmann, the former commander of the 6th
Infantry Division, which fought in the area of Rzhev, when listing the forces of the Ninth and 3rd
Panzer Army that were operating in the salient, named 42 infantry, panzer, SS and Luftwaffe
Field divisions. The contemporary German historian K. Zatler, who includes the divisions of the
Fourth and Fourth Panzer Armies in his count, determined that 57 infantry, motorized, panzer,
SS and Luftwaffe Field divisions operated in the Rshew Brückenkopf [Rzhev bridgehead]
between January 1942 and March 1943 (see Table 1).A pillbox on Novaia Street in the village of
Selizharovo, Tver’ Oblast; a 1968 photograph, author’s collection.A pillbox on the Kirov
Embankment in the village of Selizharovo, Tver’ Oblast; a 2004 photograph, author’s
collection.Views of two more pillboxes in the Olenino District of Tver’ Oblast, 1980s
photographs, author’s collection.Table 1: Concentration of German Troops and Divisions on the
Central (Moscow) Axis (according to Soviet Sources)These figures plainly demonstrate the
great significance which the German military command gave to the central axis and to holding
the Rzhev bridgehead, even at a time when the main military operations were unfolding on the
southern sector of the front.Soviet wartime periodical literature reproduced the words of German
generals from German newspapers and leaflets. They called the Rzhev – Viaz’ma salient “a
trampoline for a leap toward Moscow”, a “pistol” aimed at Moscow, the heart of Russia. At the
beginning of August 1942, F. Halder, the chief of staff of the OKH [Oberkommando des Heeres –
High Command of the Army] writing in his diary called Rzhev and Sychevka the “main supports
of our offensive to the east.” However, already in the middle of August the assessment of the
bridgehead’s significance was changing. In a frontline newspaper, which came out on the
Eastern Front and was printed in Rzhev, the city was called “the cornerstone of the German line



of resistance”, a “deadbolt”. At the end of 1942, in radio addresses to the German troops it was
said that Rzhev was “the Führer’s impregnable line” and “the loss of Rzhev is equivalent to the
loss of half of Berlin”; Rzhev was now even called “the Russians’ trampoline toward Berlin”.
During the German withdrawal from the city in March 1943, Adolf Hitler wanted to hear the
explosion of the bridge across the Volga in Rzhev personally. An impartial indicator of the
enormous attention that the German higher command paid toward the events in the Rzhev –
Viaz’ma salient is the “Index of Geographic Names” for the book of F. Halder’s wartime diaries
[found in the Russian edition], in which he discusses the combat operations in the Soviet Union
and elsewhere. It indicates that in addition to Moscow, Leningrad, Sevastopol, the Caucasus,
Africa and other places, the cities of Rzhev and Viaz’ma are mentioned throughout the entire
book. It should be noted that in addition to the words from Hitler’s directives, cited above, and
Halder’s daily notes, all the remaining statements are models of German propaganda.17The
Soviet leadership and the command of the Red Army unquestionably viewed the December
1941 counteroffensive as incomplete and recognized the enormous danger of the major enemy
grouping close to Moscow. More than one-third of all the Red Army’s strength and assets was
concentrated here through all of 1942, struggling against the German troops of Army Group
Center (see Table 1).Table 2: Soviet concentration of strength and means on the central
(Moscow) axis, expressed as a percentage of their total quantity on the Soviet-German
frontThese powerful forces throughout all of 1942 and right up to March 1943 tried repeatedly to
destroy the major enemy grouping standing on the approaches to the capital.2The First Attempt
at Encirclement – the First Rzhev-Viaz’ma Offensive 8 January–20 April 1942The presence of a
major enemy grouping and its powerful bridgehead on the approaches to the capital of the
Soviet government compelled the Soviet leadership and the Red Army command to conduct
offensive after offensive for 15 months, in order to eliminate the danger threatening Moscow. The
Nazi government and the OKW, in turn, didn’t want to lose this very advantageous staging area
in the center of the Eastern Front, and invested heavy manpower and assets to keep possession
of it. Forces of the Western and Kalinin Fronts on the Soviet side, and sometimes neighboring
fronts as well, and of Army Group Center on the other side, came together in savage combat
over the Viaz’ma – Gzhatsk – Rzhev – Belyi territory. Here in the area of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma
salient, men, equipment, and the theory and praxis of military science collided and
competed.Even as the Rzhev – Viaz’ma salient was forming during the Soviet Rzhev – Viaz’ma
strategic offensive operation at the start of 1942, the Soviet command already undertook an
effort to destroy the German grouping on the central strategic axis. This was one of the largest
operations of the Great Patriotic War, and it would seem already quite a lot has been written
about it. Nevertheless, up to the present date this offensive still hasn’t received full and objective
coverage. Its history deserves a separate book. As far as possible, here we will examine its basic
stages and its most significant battles. In so doing, primarily well-known and published Soviet
materials will be used, and thus there is the concern that they don’t always depict events as they
really happened.The main objective of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma offensive operation was to complete



the destruction of Army Group Center. A Stavka directive issued on 7 January 1942 planned “to
encircle, and then capture or destroy the enemy’s entire Mozhaisk – Gzhatsk – Viaz’ma
grouping” through enveloping, converging attacks: the Kalinin Front’s right wing from an area
northwest of Rzhev toward Sychevka and Viaz’ma, and the Western Front’s left wing toward
Iukhnov and Viaz’ma, simultaneously with an attack by other elements of both fronts toward
Rzhev, Sychevka and Gzhatsk. An airborne landing west of Viaz’ma was planned to assist with
the encircling of the city. Judging from the published map of the Stavkas plan, an all but double
encirclement was envisioned, since the forces of the Northwestern Front’s 3rd and 4th Shock
Armies were supposed to advance as far as Rudnia (60 kilometers west of Smolensk) and to cut
the Smolensk – Polotsk railroad. This was the first attempt at a large-scale operation by the Red
Army aimed at encircling the enemy grouping on the Moscow axis. Front operations were an
integral part of this strategic operation. Reference literature from the Soviet period refer to the
Sychevka – Viaz’ma (8 January – 20 April 1942), the Toropets – Kholm (9 January – 6 February
1942) and the Viaz’ma airborne (18 January – 28 February 1942) operations, also known as the
Rzhev and Bolkhov offensive operations. In 1998, the Voenno-istoricheskii zhurnal [Military
History Journal] modified and expanded the list of front operations: the Sychevka – Viaz’ma
offensive of 8 January – 28 February 1942, the Rzhev offensive of 3 March – 20 April 1942 by
forces of the Kalinin Front, and an additionally named Mozhaisk – Viaz’ma offensive of 10
January – 28 February 1942 by the Western Front.1 The last date isn’t very comprehensible: did
the forces of the Western Front really not conduct any offensive actions on the Viaz’ma axis after
28 February, simply because they didn’t take place within the framework of an offensive
operation?A Soviet infantry attack, beginning of 1942.The Wehrmacht’s plan on the Moscow
axis in the winter of 1941-1942 was determined by an OKH directive regarding the army in the
east from 8 December 1941:Army Group Center after completing operations in the Moscow
area should echelon its forces in such a way so as to be in a condition to repulse Russian
attacks against the sector of the front that extends in the direction of Moscow, and against its left
flank. For the defense of the extended flank, the Group should anticipate bringing reserves into
combat readiness in the area south of Ostashkovo.2The Red Army’s January offensive was
conducted with General of the Army G. K. Zhukov’s Western Front and Colonel General I. S.
Konev’s Kalinin Front, in conjunction with forces of the Northwestern and Briansk Fronts. Initially,
a combined 14 armies of the two fronts took part in the operation (Kalinin Front’s 22nd, 29th,
30th, 31st and 39th Armies; Western Front’s 1st Shock, 5th, 10th, 16th, 20th, 33rd, 43rd, 49th
and 50th Armies), with three cavalry corps and the reinforced front air forces. If the 4th Airborne
Corps, the 3rd and 4th Shock Armies and the 61st Army are added, which were committed in
the course of the operation to replace the 1st Shock Army after it was transferred to a different
sector of the front, the forces activated for this operation were impressive. Field Marshal H. von
Kluge’s Army Group Center, which was opposing them, had at that time the Fourth and Ninth
Armies, and the 3rd and 4th Panzer Armies.3Red Army soldiers on the attack, beginning of
1942.With respect to the numbers involved, according to the latest edition of the Voennaia



entsiklopediia [Military Encyclopedia], Soviet forces numbered more than 688,000 men, with
10,900 guns and mortars and 474 tanks. The opposing Wehrmacht forces had approximately
625,000 men, with around 11,000 guns and mortars and 354 tanks.4The first stage of the
offensive, from 8 January 1942 until the end of the month, was rather successful for the Soviet
forces, despite a certain delay in the middle of the month. Troops of the Kalinin Front were first to
go on the attack on 8 January. The Front’s shock grouping, consisting of the divisions of
Lieutenant General I. I. Maslennikov’s 39th Army and Major General V. I. Shvetsov’s 29th Army,
plus Colonel N. V. Gorin’s (until 17 January, when Colonel S. V Sokolov assumed command)
11th Cavalry Corps were supposed to envelop the enemy from the west. Having breached the
German defenses west of Rzhev, the divisions of the 39th Army drove southward through the
German rear areas. By the third week of January, having penetrated 80 kilometers into enemy
territory, they were involved in savage fighting for Sychevka and to the west of it. The enemy lost
possession of the Sychevka railroad station. Yet even though the headquarters of Colonel
General Adolf Strauss’s Ninth Army had been withdrawn from Sychevka to Viaz’ma back on 12
January, the Germans stubbornly continued to defend the town, because the Ninth Army’s
supply line passed through it.On 12 January 1942, the 11th Cavalry Corps and the 29th Army
were introduced into the breach that had been created by the 39th Army. No matter how
venturesome the plan was to send the mobile mounted group deeply into the German rear
through the snow-covered forests and swamps, despite a certain hold-up in the middle of the
month, it was successful: the 11th Cavalry Corps, consisting of 5,800 men, 5,000 horses, 2
122mm howitzers, 47 37mm and 45mm guns, and 35 82mm and 120mm mortars, advanced
110 kilometers and on 26 January reached and cut the highway west of Viaz’ma, thereby
completing its assignment.5The divisions of the 29th Army began to envelop Rzhev from the
west. The first days of the offensive gave hope of a quick liberation of the city. At the time, there
were only German supply and rear units in Rzhev, and Soviet forces were only 8 kilometers to
the west of it.6 A Stavka directive from 11 January 1942 ordered the commander of the Kalinin
Front:Seize control of Rzhev on 11 January or in no case later than 12 January … The Stavka
recommends for this purpose the use of all available artillery, mortar and aviation in the area to
hammer the city of Rzhev, not stopping short of serious devastation of the city.7Fighting for a
village, January 1942.Soviet infantry manning positions, January 1942.Despite the fact that
three divisions from the 39th Army were transferred to the 29th Army and deployed to the north
and northeast of Rzhev as well, neither on this nor on subsequent days was the city taken,
despite bitter fighting for it.P. O. Bystrov, a former company commander in the 183rd Rifle
Division, recalled the fighting for the village of Pekhurovo, which lay 9 kilometers west of Rzhev.
After the first attack faltered, Bystrov’s company had only six men left:In the morning we were
given support from a battalion of ski troops, which had 15 machine guns. Yet once again our
attack was repulsed. I remained with four Red Army men, but the order had to be fulfilled. I
searched out the ski troop commander and suggested moving around the village that night and
breaking into it from the rear. Leaving behind a covering force, that night we skirted around the



village and stealthily approached some outlying buildings on the other side. There a German
patrol spotted us and opened fire, but it was too late. We rushed onto the street and employed
our bayonets. Everything became jumbled. There was the thrust of bayonets, pistols fired, and
exploding grenades … By dawn the company had taken a defense beyond the village. The
Germans threw tanks against Pekhurovo. Our guys retreated, but that same night we drove the
Germans back out of village, though now there was nothing left of it but ashes.8On 15 January,
Major General V. I. Vostrukhov’s 22nd Army began its offensive. Despite the later start, which did
not contribute to the advance of the 39th Army, Vostrukhov’s army drove 120 kilometers to the
south and southeast, deeply enveloping the enemy’s Olenino grouping. As a result of the actions
of the three armies, seven German divisions were encircled in the Olenino area. The command
of the Ninth Army was compelled to resupply them with the help of transport aircraft. A portion of
the 22nd Army’s divisions advanced toward Belyi. Together with forces of the 39th Army, they
“compressed” the German Belyi grouping along the Belyi – Dukhovshchina road, where the
enemy set up an impregnable line.On the left of the 29th Army, Major General V. A. Iushkevich’s
31st Army with its attack secured the advance of the main grouping and prevented the enemy
from shifting units to Rzhev. Major General D. D. Leliushenko’s 30th Army together with the right-
flank army of the Western Front was to destroy the enemy’s Lotoshino grouping and attacked
actively in the direction of Pogoreloe Gorodishche.On 9 January, the Northwestern Front’s 3rd
and 4th Shock Armies went on the offensive as part of the Toropets – Kholm operation; on 22
January they transferred to the command of the Kalinin Front. Initially, their troops enjoyed
considerable success: over 25 days of fighting, they advanced almost 250 kilometers; liberated
the village of Peno and the cities of Andreapol’, Toropets, and Western Dvina; cut the Rzhev –
Velikie Liuki railroad; outflanked the enemy Demiansk grouping from the south; and in sum,
drove deeply into the rear of Army Group Center while disrupting its operational cooperation with
Army Group North. The American AP war correspondent in Moscow Henry Cassidy wrote, “…
the Russians held a deep salient from the Kalinin front through Toropets. That proved a sharp
thorn in the German side throughout the next year.”9 The divisions of these armies reached the
cities of Kholm, Velizh and Demidov; in each case, the Germans were determined to hold the
city and heavy street fighting erupted.Commander of the 39th Army, Lieutenant General I. I.
Maslennikov; a post-war photograph.Commander of the 29th Army, Major General V. I. Shvetsov;
a late 1940s photograph.Medics of Kalinin Front’s 31st Army evacuate wounded from the
battlefield, early 1942. Photo by B. Vdovenko.The Western Front joined the operation on 9-10
January. The main attack, pursuant to the Stavka directive, was delivered on the Viaz’ma axis by
the armies of the Front’s left wing. Units of Lieutenant General I.V. Boldin’s 50th Army and Major
General P.A. Belov’s 1st Guards Cavalry Corps outflanked Iukhnov from the south and
southeast, while Major General K.D. Golubev’s 43rd Army and Lieutenant General I.G.
Zakharin’s 49th Army outflanked it from the north and northeast. With bitter fighting, the enemy’s
Iukhnov grouping was enveloped on three sides.According to the Front’s directive, signed back
at the beginning of January, Group Belov was the shock force and was together with the Rzhev



grouping to play “the main role” in the encirclement of the German Fourth and Ninth Armies. By
the middle of January, Group Belov was battling German defenses along the Warsaw highway;
on 27-28 January five of its cavalry divisions slipped through a gap in the German lines and, in
the words of P.A. Belov, “began a raid toward Viaz’ma.” According to Belov’s information, 7,000
cavalrymen crossed the Warsaw highway, though without the Group’s rifle divisions, artillery, anti-
aircraft means and the cavalry corps’ rear services, which were kept in check on the other side
of the highway by the German defenders. Already in the first days of February, Belov’s corps was
fighting for the city.A Soviet cavalry unit on the march, winter 1941/1942.Lieutenant General
M.G. Efremov, commander of the 33rd Army.Lieutenant General P.A. Belov, commander of the
1st Guards Cavalry Corps.Airborne operations in the difficult winter conditions were another
feature of the offensive. Between 18 and 22 January, paratroopers of the 5th Airborne Corps’
201st Airborne Brigade and troops of the 250th Separate Rifle Regiment were inserted south of
Viaz’ma and rendered definite assistance to Belov’s divisions. On 27 January, the 4th Airborne
Corps’ 8th Airborne Brigade began an airborne assault, but it didn’t go well: of the 2,300 men
who dropped in the Ozerechni area, only 1,300 were able to assemble on the ground.
Approximately one-quarter of the transport aircraft returned to base without fulfilling their
mission. In the first two or three days after the landing they were only able to gather
approximately 30 to 50 percent of the equipment and supply bundles dropped with them. Given
all this, as well as the fact that the command of the 4th Airborne Corps hadn’t received directions
from the Front command regarding the arrangement of logistics support for the paratroopers,
because it hadn’t reckoned with prolonged operations of the airdropped troops in the enemy
rear, the 4th Airborne Corps’ operation was halted.10 The paratroopers that had already
dropped attempted to carry out the corps’ assignment to seize a section of the highway and
railroad west of Viaz’ma, but they wound up encircled and units of the 1st Guards Cavalry Corps
had to come to their rescue. Later, they passed to Major-General Belov’s operational control.On
19 January, attacking units of the 33rd Army took possession of the town of Verei after breaking
through the enemy’s defenses. On 30 January, the Western Front commander ordered the 33rd
Army’s shock group to push ahead vigorously to cover a distance of 25 kilometers to 90
kilometers in less than two days, and “in the future cooperate with Group Belov to seize Viaz’ma.”
The order was fulfilled and on 1 February, divisions of the 33rd Army entered the fighting for the
city 7 to 8 kilometers south and southeast of Viaz’ma. According to various data, the four
divisions and other units of the 33rd Army that broke through numbered between 10,000 and
16,000 men.11Here again one can express surprise over the lack of simple good judgment and
the decisions to send divisions, particularly the cavalry divisions, which had been weakened and
worn out after long days of combat, deep behind enemy lines. However, the front commands
were acting in accordance with an 8 December 1941 order from the Chief of the General Staff
B.M. Shaposhnikov: “Upon encountering enemy strongpoints, leave small screening
detachments to contain them, and resolutely develop the offensive in force against flank
boundaries and gaps in the enemy line ….” These strongpoints were to be destroyed by “the



operations of second and following echelons”, which often simply did not exist.12The right wing
of the Western Front back on 6 January 1942 was ordered by G.K. Zhukov to break through the
German defenses on the Lama River. Its shock grouping, which had been strengthened at the
expense of the neighboring 20th Army commanded by Lieutenant General A.A. Vlasov, began
its offensive on 10 January and despite difficulties as the Germans slowly withdrew, liberated
Lotoshino on 16 January, Shakhovskaia on 17 January, and Mozhaisk on 20 January, while also
cutting the Moscow – Rzhev railroad. However, at the height of the offensive, the Stavka decided
to withdraw the 1st Shock Army into its reserve, while the 16th Army headquarters and the
troops directly subordinate to it were shifted to the vicinity of Sukhinichi at the order of G.K.
Zhukov. These decisions weakened the offensive capabilities of the armies of Western Front’s
right wing, and on 25 January they were brought to a halt on the enemy’s prepared Gzhatsk
defensive line. The final success achieved by Western Front at this stage of the offensive was
the liberation of Sukhinichi after heavy fighting by Lieutenant General K.K. Rokossovsky’s 16th
Army.The Briansk Front’s offensive toward Bolkhov ground to a halt already by 14 January 1942.
The Stavka ordered it to go on the defensive on all sectors and to cover Western Front’s left
flank.At the start of the Soviet counteroffensive, the situation of Army Group Center was very
grave. Already on 4 January 1942, in his diary F. Halder noted the sharpening of the situation,
while his entry on 13 January was almost completely devoted to the situation in the Rzhev –
Viaz’ma sector. Noted at the outset as “A particularly difficult day”, the entry has this to say about
Army Group Center: “Several desperate phone calls from commander of army group …”, then
offers the following comments on the situation: “Consequences for continued supply of Fourth
Army cannot yet be predicted”; “The gap north of Medyn is as perturbing as ever”; “To clean up
Rzhev, the army group … can expect no success”. Repeatedly, Halder notes orders or proposals
to close gaps in the German line.13 K. von Tippelskirch later wrote that it seemed that the Fourth
Panzer, Ninth Army, and the 3rd Panzer Army situated between them:… were facing a
catastrophe. Russian forces broke through at the boundary between the Ninth and Sixteenth
Armies to Belyi. There they were deep in the rear of the Ninth and Fourth Panzer Armies. The
forward detachments of the enemy’s developing envelopment reached an area northwest of
Viaz’ma. The Ninth and Fourth Panzer Armies were nearly encircled. If … the railroad between
Smolensk and Viaz’ma had been cut, the fate of both armies would have been
decided.14Wehrmacht soldiers, early 1942.A German infantry column, early 1942.German
infantry on the march, early 1942.On 15 January, Hitler authorized a German withdrawal. His
directive says:After the failure to close the gaps that arose north of Medyn and west of Rzhev, I
issued an order to the commander of Army Group Center in response to his petition: to withdraw
the front of the Fourth Army and Third and Fourth Panzer Armies to a line east of Iukhnov – east
of Gzhatsk – east of Zubtsov – north of Rzhev. The commanders have a requirement to keep the
Iukhnov – Gzhatsk – Zubtsov – Rzhev roads free as a lateral link behind the front of our forces …
The line must be held.15Hitler acknowledged, “For the first time in this war, I’ve had to order the
withdrawal of a large sector of the front.”16 The line, to which the Germans withdrew, had



already been fortified.As early as the first ten days of January 1942, with Army Group Center’s
divisions and regiments hard hit by casualties (according to Grossmann, on 10 January the XXIII
Army Corps’ 206th Infantry Division numbered 2,283 men; its 102nd Infantry Division had 2,414
men while its 253rd Infantry Division had 2,38017), the Germans began to commit auxiliary units
into the battle. For example, west and southwest of Rzhev, a group formed from supply and
construction units, march battalions and Luftwaffe personnel was thrown into the fighting.
However, already in January, new divisions from Western Europe were transferred here to the
central sector of the Soviet-German front. The commander of the Ninth Army, Colonel General
Strauss, was replaced on 16 January by the more resolute and tough Colonel General of Panzer
Forces W. Model, who immediately undertook some decisive steps.18On 21-22 January, the
German forces southwest and west of Viaz’ma went on the attack. The immediate aim was to
free the German troops encircled in the Olenino area and to close the gap, through which
supplies were flowing to the Soviet 29th and 39th Armies and the 11th Cavarly Corps. In the
process, it was hoped to trap the divisions of the 29th Army. On 23 January, they succeeded in
closing the throat of the Soviet breakthrough with the assistance of meeting attacks from Rzhev
and the Olenino area. The troops of Maslennikov’s and Shvetsov’s armies wound up nearly
encircled; contact with the Kalinin Front was maintained only through a narrow corridor between
the cities of Nelidovo and Belyi.The commander of the Kalinin Front saw the dangerous
development of the situation. On 21 January he ordered General Leliushenko to move the 30th
Army (with all its rear services) from the Front’s left flank to its right flank by the end of 23
January. The 30th Army commander appealed to the People’s Commissar of Defense about the
senselessness of such a decision, pointing to the impossible deadline, the need to travel across
the lines of supply of three armies, and the numerically weak strength of the three divisions
remaining in the 30th Army (after the recent savage fighting, most of the regiments numbered
only 80-120 troops). His message stated that his army “could not yield the effect desired by
Comrade Konev.” However, the Stavka backed the Front commander, and the 30th Army was
shifted to an area west of Rzhev. Together with two attached divisions from the 29th Army, the
30th Army entered the fighting with its front facing the south, while the 29th Army’s remaining
divisions primarily faced to the north.19One can say that by the end of January 1942, the
relatively successful stage of the Soviet winter offensive had come to an end. The armies’
situations began to deteriorate significantly; exhausted by the prolonged offensive in difficult
wintry conditions, the depleted forces had largely expended their offensive capabilities given the
tangible shortage of supplies.German supply wagons, winter of 1941-1942.Major General (from
January 1942) Lieutenant General D.D. Leliushenko, commander of the 30th Army; a late 1941
photograph.For example, the total losses of the Kalinin Front alone (minus the 3rd and 4th
Shock Armies) approached 80,000 men.20 At the same time the enemy, despite heavy losses of
their own, had managed to weather the Red Army’s onslaught and to endure in a very serious
situation. According to K. Reinhardt, the Germans had managed to stabilize the front again: “At
the end of January, as a consequence of insufficient strength, the Russian counteroffensive had



also sputtered to a stop, just like the German offensive did on 5 December 1941.”21However,
the Stavka demanded that the offensive continue. In view of the Kalinin Front’s and Western
Front’s largely shared objective of Viaz’ma, with the aim of obtaining closer cooperation between
them the main command of the Western Direction was reestablished on 1 February 1942 under
the leadership of G.K. Zhukov. In the directive that restored overall direction of the two Fronts to
the Western Direction command, the operation’s initial objective was confirmed: “The Western
Direction’s task of the nearest days, together with the capture of Viaz’ma, is the encirclement
and capture of the enemy’s Rzhev – Viaz’ma grouping … .”22 However, the conditions for
carrying out this assignment were no longer as propitious as they’d been at the start of the
operation.The second phase of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma operation began at the beginning of
February 1942, when German forces launched counterstrokes on all the main directions of the
Soviet armies’ operations. The situation of those units, which had broken through into the
German rear, particularly deteriorated. The command of Army Group Center, fearing the loss of
Viaz’ma, which was a key rail center on the main supply artery feeding the German forces on the
central sector of the Eastern Front, already by the beginning of February had concentrated up to
six divisions at Viaz’ma. The attacks of the weakened Soviet forces, which had virtually run out
of ammunition, food and fodder, were met by an organized system of fire and infantry
counterattacks, supported by panzers and the Luftwaffe. On 2 February 1942, F. Halder gave a
description of this fighting in his war journal: “The 5th Panzer Division is destroying the enemy
group that had infiltrated into our rear. The fighting behind the front lines is of a comically
misshapen character and demonstrates that a war like that begins to degenerate into a tussle,
far from all previously known forms of warfare.”23The Soviet forces were simply unable to take
Viaz’ma. Units of the 11th Cavalry Corps were thrown back from the highway, reopening the
German supply lines west of the city. On 2-3 February the Nazi forces were also successful in
liquidating the Red Army’s penetrations north and south of Iukhnov. Units of the Western Front’s
33rd Army, the 1st Guards Cavalry Corps, and the 8th Airborne Brigade wound up encircled as
well. On the Kalinin Front, on 5 February divisions of the 29th Army were cut-off from units of the
39th Army and were forced to struggle in complete encirclement.As a result of the operation,
major Soviet force groupings wound up encircled or semiencircled north and south of Viaz’ma.
However, from the beginning of February 1942, in the words of K. Reinhardt, “the Soviet forces
that had broken through into the German rear areas no longer represented any operational
threat.”24North and south of the Rzhev – Viaz’ma salient that had formed, fighting to free the
encircled units developed. West of Rzhev, divisions of the 30th Army made repeated attempts to
break through the German defenses in the areas of the villages of Nozhkino and Kokoshkino to
link-up with the encircled units of the 29th Army. After the war, veterans of both sides recalled
these battles with horror. Sometimes only 3-4 kilometers remained to reach the encircled units,
which were striving to break out to the north. By the middle of February according to the opinion
of the Western Direction’s commander-in-chief, “the enemy had brought up sufficient strength
and means to block the path of Leliushenko’s army to the south”, and therefore he ordered a



regrouping of forces into the sector of the neighboring 22nd Army, where the enemy was weaker,
while continuing the fighting on the previous sector. From there, he hoped to resume the
offensive to the south.However, the commander of the Kalinin Front I.S. Konev had already
ordered the encircled 29th Army “to withdraw in the general direction of Stupino”, that is, to the
southwest toward units of the 39th Army. General Shvetsov was ordered “to bring out the troops
in an organized fashion; if it is impossible to bring out the artillery, heavy machine guns and
mortars, to bury such equipment in the woods.”25 In order to assist the withdrawing units, on the
night of 16 February a small group of paratroopers (according to various sources, 300 to 400
men) were dropped within the pocket, but it “had no real influence”. A tank group consisting of
10 tanks and 100 submachine gunners and sappers from the 81st Tank Brigade was also sent to
the relief of the encircled divisions. Passing through the enemy rear, this combined force failed to
make contact with the encircled forces in the indicated area. Two tanks and eight paratroopers,
having collected a group of 120 mostly wounded men, returned to the north to friendly
lines.26The formations of Shvetsov’s army began to trickle out of encirclement to link up with the
39th Army on the night of 17 February and continued for the next several days. Those who
managed to get out were sent to various medical sanitation battalions for treatment. According
to a former nurse of the 449th Medical Sanitation Battalion A.N. Zakharova, the majority of the
men arrived with frostbitten limbs and wounds – “there was not a single healthy one among
them.”Red Army troops who have emerged from encirclement in the Frolovo area, February
1942. Photo by B. Vdovenko.Separate groups also emerged from encirclement in the sector of
the 30th Army. The deputy political director of a separate mortar company in the 1211th Rifle
Regiment, A.Ia. Shiriaev, recalled that before escaping from the pocket, he and several
comrades, having exhausted all their ammunition, hid in some woods. They didn’t light any fires
in order to avoid detection and fed upon the frozen meat of dead horses and the bark and roots
of trees. On 24 February he was wounded:Local partisans stumbled upon us and led us back to
friendly lines. A rather large group had gathered, not less than 100 men. We resolved to launch
desperate attacks against the enemy blocking forces. At dawn we bumped into machine-gun
positions. We rushed through the raking fire with desperate cries of “Ura!” … We managed to
hide from our pursuers in some woods and waited until nightfall. Finally we crossed the front
lines. Turning over our documents for checking, I discovered that my Party card was so saturated
with blood that you could barely make out the number.Of the 6,000 men who fell into
encirclement, on 28 February 5,200 came out of the pocket, 800 of which were wounded. The
losses of the 29th Army between 16 January and 28 February amounted to 14,000 men.27A
Pe-2 taxis to a stop at a forest airstrip, Kalinin Front, early 1942. Photo by B. Vdovenko.The
Western Front command also tried to help its cut-off forces. The Front commander at first
demanded that the 43rd Army commander restore the situation at Iukhnov. Then troops of the
49th and 50th Army’s became involved. The encircled divisions fought actively. The Front
commander promised Efremov and Belov: “Three or four days from now, Golubev’s and Boldin’s
units will be arriving.” He ordered that those guilty for the 33rd Army’s failure to hold the flanks of



the breakthrough “be arrested, tried and shot on the spot, no matter the number.” However, the
command of Army Group Center reinforced the troops defending Iukhnov, and all attempts to
break through to the encircled troops from outside the pocket failed. General Belov’s units were
unable to link up with the Kalinin Front’s 11th Cavalry Corps in the middle of February, even
though only 6 kilometers separated them. Also in the middle of February, according to P. A.
Belov’s recollections, when they wanted to form a common front with M.G. Efremov’s 33rd Army,
the headquarters of the Western Front sent him a strange telegram: “You don’t need an elbow to
elbow connection with the infantry [the 33rd Army].” Possibly, later this would be one of the
causes for the destruction of units of the 33rd Army.28
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Thomas G. Clingan, “Trying to push back the curtain covering a failed Soviet offensive. I bought
the Kindle version, and want to mention up-front that the author included several good maps -
find them and bookmark them.Svetlana Gerisimova's book greatly improved my understanding
of the Nazi-Soviet war in the "central" front (just west of Moscow) during the period after the Red
Army initial repulse of the Wehrmacht from Moscow in December 1941, until the Germans'
tactical withdrawal in March 1943. She rightly describes the almost-unending attacks and
counterattacks as the "slaughterhouse" that it was, and makes the case that the upper
leadership of the Red Army in 1942 did not learn from repeated mistakes. It is also clear that the
Germans selected the most defensible positions and then heavily fortified them, anticipating the
assaults that they repeatedly repelled. While the heavy losses wore down both the Nazis and the
Soviets, the author documents that the Red Army lost twice as many men in these battles as the
Germans did, for very little gain in territory.Stalin expected the spring of 1942 to bring a renewed
assault on Moscow, but Hitler struck instead in the south. The Germans entrenched in the Rzhev
salient used that spring and summer to instead dislodge Red Army forces and partisans from
"rear" areas west and south of that salient, while successfully resisting ongoing attacks from the
north and east. Though the Soviets lost more ground, more men and more armaments than the
Germans did that summer and fall near Rzhev, they succeeded in tying up Army Group Center
and preventing it from coming to the assistance of German forces in the south - especially after
the Soviet counterattack at Stalingrad.Readers outside Russia need to understand that one of
Gerasimova's aims here is to contest Russia's official version of battles on this front, and her
government's unwillingness to re-open the military records of this part of the Great Patriotic War.
The book often pauses to contrast the memoirs of individual soldiers and officers on both sides
with the "official" USSR/Russian version. There is not a lot of detail about specific battles. She is
making her case that the Red Army's plan was to do at Rzhev what was done at Stalingrad - and
that when this failed, the record was re-written to minimize both the plan and the losses, making
it hard for the historian to re-create what really happened.And when the Rzhev salient was finally
recaptured at last in March 1943, it was not through successful Soviet attacks, but by a
controlled Nazi retreat to a shorter, more defensible, front line - a further embarrassment to
Stalin and the Red Army.Seen from the larger perspective, both Hitler and Stalin believed
themselves unbeatable, and acted recklessly in squandering men and machines. Hitler's early
victories should have given Stalin pause, but in late 1942 he somehow thought he could beat the
Germans in both the central front AND in the south. The Red Army succeeded at Stalingrad but
not at Rzhev. Despite the bloodletting on all fronts, the Red Army grew progressively stronger
and became better equipped and led as the war ground on, while the Germans proved unable to
overcome losses on the scale of Stalingrad, Rzhev and elsewhere.Four stars for those strongly
interested in the war on the Eastern Front and the Red Army's leadership, but only three for the
more casual reader.”



Bayard B., “Detailed account of the battles in the Rzhev salient west of Moscow with emphasis
on the Russian "Operation Mars".. Incredibly detailed account of the year-long battles in the
Rzhev salient west of Moscow with emphasis on the Russian "Operation Mars" in November
1942 and the associated German responses and operations. The book is free of Soviet
propaganda -- it looks like the Russian army archives have been opened to professional writers.
The author makes it clear that "Operation Mars" was not just a battle that the Soviets began in
an otherwise quiet sector of the front. Fierce fighting had been raging almost continuously since
December 1941. The battles that began during the winter of 1942 were just the culmination of
the fighting. It really didn't die out until early 1943 when the Germans withdrew to shorten their
lines and free up troops for Operation Citadel to the south. That's one of the nice things about
the book--it describes how the Rzhev battles related to what else was happening on the Russian
Front.”

Michael B., “Good book on the fighting in front of Moscow. I bought this book on kindle to have
an English translation. It discusses the different Soviet offensives on the Rzhev sector. I have the
Russian language version of the book and find it more useful in some aspects. It has better
detailed maps both German and Russian for the different campaigns. It also has more pictures
in the Russian version. It is a lot better to read it in English. Has excerpts from both sides in the
story but a lot more of the Russian descriptions.”

F. Carol Sabin, “Well researched and very insightful. This is a remarkable book. As a vivid reader
of literature on WW II in general and on the Eastern Front in particular, I am always interested in
new analysis and discussions that feature the battles on this front, especially coming from
Russian historians. The main reason is that while the Western and other countries archives
were analyzed in a great extent for different studies, the Russian/Soviet archives still held the
veal of secrecy. Future studies will probably benefit from this key information when they will be
open to the public, clarifying some aspects of the struggle, not to mention some details of so-
called "forgotten" battles (actually they are "covered lost battles"). Therefore, much of key
information about WW II is still in Moscow.As a prelude to the main story, Mrs. Gherasimova
outlines a different "battle" with the official Russian historians about the place, role, casualties
and significance of the 15-month Battle of Rzhev in the context of the Great Patriotic War. The
controversies and debates are restated throughout the book about all aspects of the operations
involved. We can discover a silent clash between generations of historians, and between official
perspective (much still anchored in the traditional Soviet-era view) and the new Russian
scholars.Admitting that there is a real and time-consuming problem in solving all the aspects of
this epic campaign author modestly claim that this book is a mere "skeleton" of an
"unrecognized battle". Moreover, author accused "those who keep sources classified" for
possible mistakes and wrong assertions in the book.For the above reasons, at the end of the
Introduction, the author asked a legitimate question "So, the Battle of Rzhev-is it a myth or a



reality?"In the chapter I (only 9 pages) author described the formation of the salient, the
importance for both sides, troops involved, fortifications and the formidable size of German lines
of defense.Chapter II is dedicated to the First Rzhev-Viazma Offensive (8.01-20.04.1942), one
of the largest operations on Eastern Front, which never received full and objective coverage from
historians. With respect for the sides strength (page 28), I have some doubts (Soviets 688.000
men, 10.900 guns, 474 tanks vs. German 625.000 men, 11.000 guns and 354 tanks!), but the
figures were extracted from latest edition Military encyclopedia, which explains many.Combat
during operations Hannover and Seydlitz (May-July 1942) are described in chapter III (20
pages). These less known operations, showed the Wehrmacht effort (23 divisions involved out of
77 units in AGC) to mop up the rear of AGC.The second attempt to eradicate the salient was the
First Rzhev-Sychevka Offensive (30 July-30 September 1942) fully described in chapter IV. In
spite of trying to achieve the factor of surprise and to deploy overwhelming forces on the main
axes of attacks on both fronts (Kalinin and Western), the Soviet offensive achieved only tactical
successes (some attributed to the formation of blocking detachments and penal companies!)
unable to achieve its final goal, sustaining almost 300.000 casualties.The famous Operation
Mars - "Second Rzhev - Sychevka offensive" (25.11-20.12), in the book- is analyzed from both
operational point of view and impact. I was particularly interested about the success of
Solomatin's 1st Mech Corps in penetrating 20 to 25 km of the enemy's lines and the powerful
reserves provided to the German forces, in contrast to those provided to Romanian 3rd Army at
Stalingrad. Large portions of the chapter discussed the casualties of the Russian forces
(335.000 men), author stating that neither Glantz nor H.Grossman offered any figures for
German casualties (p.122). It is true that D Glantz didn't mention the extent of the German
casualties in his book, but in a subsequent article he wrote about 40.000 men.Chapter VI (22
pages) is dedicated to the liquidation of the Rzhev salient (2-31.03.1943), largely a pursuit
operation, that cost about 140.000 Soviet casualties. Both sides actually benefited from these
operations and Soviets eventually regained this much-disputed territory. A year earlier (1942) a
German retreat from this region could have saved them from Stalingrad debacle - shortening the
front and making some reserves available. Moreover, an attack launched in 1942 from this held
Axis regions towards Moscow, still within German reach, would have a telling effect instead of an
offensive in south. A major offensive in this area would therefore have given the Germans a far
better chance to deal the Red Army a knockout blow than an operation in the south.The last
chapter (Results of the battle) is the largest (36 pages), the most controversial and analytical.
The debates from the beginning of the book are restated concerning both casualties and the
place/significance of the battle. Author treated both issues presenting the perspectives different
documents, comparative data from various versions. The discussions about casualties range
from about 1 million to more than 2 million which make this battle one of the bloodiest in WW II,
exceeding Battle of Stalingrad in many respects.On the other hand, German casualties still
remain to be tabulated.Efforts were made to arrange some German cemeteries and much work
was done by the search teams to bury to discover and bury the remains of the fallen heroes.



Some stories are compelling and emotional.The importance of the Rzhev bulge in immobilize an
increasing number of German divisions, the influence of the last offensives in sapping German
9th Army strength before its participation in Battle of Kursk were also discussed. Also, the
question if this 15-month campaign is or not part of Battle of Moscow or it is an independent
battle remains unanswered, largely because of official opposition.There are about 120+
photographs which do an excellent job at showing various actions, pieces of military equipment
and the environment the battle took place in. After the main chapters 36 appendices are
describing various Stavka and General Staff concerning matters of the combat operations and
even appointments (dismisses) in the area of the salient.In addition to the excellent narrative, the
author presents 8 quality colored maps showing the main operations described in the study. The
book also includes 8 tables, an impressive 14-page Bibliography (unpublished documents from
TsAMO, wartime periodical literature, scholarly works etc), a short note section and closes with
an index.I really enjoyed this book. It really does offer the reader a completely different
perspective of some important events. Mrs Gherasimova (plus S.Briton fine translation)
presented an excellent academic work.I highly recommend this book.”

Anthony, “The horror of Rzev 1942/43. The Rzhev salient was an area heavily defended by the
Germans at the end of the Soviet Winter Offensive in January 1942. The salient was seen by
both sides as a potential jumping off point for German assault on Moscow. The Germans were
prepared to defend it even though it was surrounded on three sides by the Soviets who in turn
wanted it liquidated as soon as possible. The titanic struggle which followed is explained in
some detail in this book. Definitely worth a read.”

Scot Macnaughton, “Interesting book. I have an interest in the Russian side of the eastern front.
This book covers a campaign that was not really mentioned in most history books save in
passing. This covers the long struggle in front of Moscow as the Russians tried to push the
Germans back and the Germans grimly held on. As I said an interesting book and worth reading.”

Hughie, “(The following is my own unprofessional opinion) A detailed account .... (The following
is my own unprofessional opinion) A detailed account of a little known Battle in which there were
more Russian Casualties than there was at Stalingrad. I also believe that this little known of
Battle also greatly assisted the Russian Victory at Stalingrad. A sometimes difficult read but one
worth continuing with. I would suggest to followers of the Stalingrad Battle to have a read of this
account of Rzhev”

John M. Bannerman, “This book illuminates, informs, and horrifies in equal measure.. This is not
a specific military history examining in depth each combat. It is however a superbly created
reference that amply and graphically describes the horror of "Verdun on the Volga" as it were.
With carefully considered text discussing the almost unbelievable sacrifice from both the Soviet



and Axis forces deployed around this critical area, this book illuminates, informs, and horrifies in
equal measure.No student of the Nazi/Soviet war should be without this book, and it come
highly recommended by me. My heart broke when considering some of the scenes described in
the book.  Read it as I cannot do justice to this title.”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 106 people have provided feedback.
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