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ABSTRACT 
 

 There is much written history for the military professional to read, but little is of value to 

his education. While many works are often wonderful reading, they are too broad or narrow in 

scope, often lacking the context to be used for serious study by professional soldiers. This work 

was written with two audiences in mind; my colleagues in the academic world, along with my 

many comrades who are professional soldiers. The present work was originally conceived as a 

contribution to historical literature on the subject of military education. More specifically, it was 

to be an exploration of the concept of operational art and the manner in which planning was 

doctrinally conducted to articulate battle on the Eastern Front in the Second World War. Any 

study of war devoid of the theory and doctrine of the period would be of little use to academics 

and military professionals alike. By the same token, it is often necessary for an author to relate 

the unfamiliar feelings of combat to a reader in order to give the perspective needed to 

understand war. Military professionals should study history to become better decision makers. 

Peter Paret best explained the role of history in relation to military professionals or historians 

when he said, ñ By opening up the past for us, history added to the fund of knowledge that we 

can acquire directly and also made possible universal concepts and generalizations across time. 

To enable history to do this, the historian must be objective or as Clausewitz would have said- 

"as scientific or philosophical as possible.ò
 1
 Decision making must be looked at through the lens 

of what Clausewitz called ñcritical analysis."
2
 Clausewitz sought to answer the question of 

ñwhyò something happened in terms of cause and effect. A decisions being examined can only 

be understood if we know something of the character of the man who made it. These thoughts 

                                                           

 
1
 Peter Paret, Understanding War (Princeton: Princeton University Press 1992), 131. 

 
2
 Ibid,133. This work provides a central understanding to the use of history. Paret continues by saying ñIn 

the chapter ñCritical Analysisò of On War, Clausewitz distinguishes between ñthe critical approach and the plain 

narrative of a historical eventò and further identifies three paths that the critical approach might take; ñThe discovery 
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together provide the foundation on which greater understanding of the art and science of war is 

built, thus giving the military professional the tools to deconstruct a decision in terms of the 

problem historically in time and space. This facilitates a greater appreciation and understanding 

of his trade. The ñreenacting processò allows scholars and professional soldiers to reconstruct 

problems in terms of the terrain and material used during the period; giving a clearer view into 

the heart of the problem.
3
  As students of the art and science of war, we must make every effort 

to morally, mentally and physically put ourselves in a position to understand why leaders made 

the decisions they did. While the sheer terror of combat can never be properly replicated, our 

studies must find a way to understand them. The English language, or any language for that 

matter has a poor ability to explain in words, written or spoken, the horror of war. War is not just 

the extension of policy by other means, it is a societal interaction where human beings struggle 

within the phenomenon called war.  

We must understand war to be a human activity, thus a social affair. Grasping human 

emotions, we see events capable of motivating or terrifying combatants in the lonely hours with 

the extreme violence typical of combat. In this light, we correctly educate ourselves about the 

true nature of war. War studied at the strategic, operational or tactical-levels should always 

consider decisions made, particularly in terms of their moral, mental and physical properties. 

Common elements to the offense or defense are the weather and terrain being fought on. While 

the weather will ultimately affect each differently, weather has the ability to complicate terrain in 

ways man to this day cannot conquer. The following pages reflect a military professionalôs 

understanding of the events at Leningrad, Narva and Sinimäed from 68 years ago. Understanding 

of these events was achieved through German plan for Operation BLAU. An examination of this 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

and interpretation of equivocal factsé; the tracing of events back to their causesé; [and] the investigation and the 

evaluation of the means employed.ò 
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and other operational-level documents has yielded a tremendous understanding of how the 

Germans envisioned the retrograde of their forces into the Baltic states. It brings the author joy to 

know this work can be used to explain the monumental events and sacrifices of others. To this 

end, I have made my finest attempt.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

 
3
 Jon Tetsuro Sumida, Decoding Clausewitz (Lawrence: Kansas University Press 2008), 45. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Introduction with Literature Review  
 

 

1.1 PURPOSE/SCOPE OF WORK:  

 

 The painful human phenomenon known as war is a form of social interaction like all others. 

Unlike other endeavors man participates in, which easily divide into fields of either art or science, 

war appeals to both equally. Equally affecting the art and science of war are the moral, mental and 

physical dimensions which man contributes to war while being subject to them himself. The art of 

war is concerned with intangible and fluid factors such as the effect of leadership on the human 

will, while the science of war appeals to more tangible, consistent factors such as the effects 

created by the employment of weapon against targets. The art and science of war affects the 

strategic, operational and tactical levels of war equally. A belligerent nation must first understand 

its own strengths and weaknesses, then those of the enemy to correctly employ the art and science 

of war to win at all three levels. It is thought by many military professionals and historians alike 

that nations can compensate for weaknesses at one level of war, yet still win the war with total 

dominance in the others. War is not governed by natural laws, but rather by luck and chance. In 

war, lessons observed come at a heavy cost. Winning at one level of war may provide a short term 

solution, but to win at war, a nation must be able to effectively communicate national objectives 

or end states from the strategic level into tactical action. Combatants must use their respective 

doctrines to link the use of tactical battle as a means to securing national political objectives as 

their ends. History has shown through timeless examples that nations capable of efficiently 

communicating the emergence of strategy and tactics through their campaign design and plans 

usually win their wars. 



2 
 

 The study of war throughout history has yielded significant reflections from which historians 

and professional soldiers have both learned. Both professional soldiers and historians usually fail 

to understand the outcome of events relative to the contemporary mentality tasked to solve the 

original problem. Often this leads historians and professional soldiers to the wrong conclusions, 

as little adjustment is made from the present mentality. Professional soldiers study history to 

develop their decision making and judgment for future engagements. For the study of history to 

be relevant to professional soldiers, problems must be understood in the ex-ante, while examined 

in the ex-post to see possibilities for a future war.
4
  

 

                                                                                                                   
5
 

Map 1: German OKH Operations Section Situation Map November12, 1943 

 

                                                           
4
 An ex-ante view of a problem is to understand it as it was at the time. The ex-post point of view sees the 

original problem through the lens of what is known today in reflection of the time.  
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 The purpose of this work is to explore the relevance of campaign design and planning through 

the examination of operations conducted in the Baltic region in 1944. [See Map 1] By first 

developing an understanding of the operational environment along with the numerous challenges 

created by the terrain and weather, the issues associated with operational design and planning are 

properly framed for investigation. By examining the variables of the Soviet and German strategic 

situations and doctrines, scholars and professional soldiers gain a better understanding of how 

each combatantôs war planners interpreted their desired strategic (end) states through the creation 

of operational plans (ways).  With this understanding, historians and professional soldiers 

correctly see the desired end states linked to the creation of a campaign plan through applied 

theory in the forms of doctrine and tactical battle. Thus, campaign planning joins the desired 

strategic end state to the use of tactical battle as a means to achieve the specified ends of a 

strategy.
6
 [See Figure 1] Identifying the emergence or ways is the essence of the campaign plan. 

In todayôs parlance, military professionals refer to this practice of linking strategy to tactics as 

ñoperational art.ò
7
  

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

 
5
 NARA RG 242, Stack 33, Row 77 Compartment 15-17 Boxes 1-48. 

 6 Using the model of ends, ways and means as a method for campaign planning was introduced to the 

author by Dr. Bradley Meyer while serving as a student at the U.S. Marine Corps School of Advanced Warfighting 

in 2009. The origin of ends, ways and means was first recorded to describe strategy in the May 1989 edition of 

Military Review by Colonel Arthur F. Lykke, Jr. See: Arthur F. Lykke, Jr., ñDefining Military Strategy,ò Military 

Review, May 1989, 2-8. When speaking of a theory for strategy, H. Richard Yarger stated of Lykke's work that, 

"There is little evidence that collectively as a nation there is any agreement on just what constitutes a theory of 

strategy. This is very unfortunate because the pieces for a good theory of strategy have been lying around the U.S. 

Army War College for years-- although sometimes hard to identify amongst all the intellectual clutter. Arthur F. 

Lykke, Jr.'s Army War College strategy model, with its ends, ways and means, is the center piece of this theory. The 

theory is quite simple, but it often appears unduly complex as a result of confusion over terminology and definitions 

and the underlying assumptions and premises." See: J. Boone Bartholomees, Jr., ed., The U.S. Army War College 

Guide to National Security Issues, Volume I  (Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, 2010), 45.      
7
 Explaining operational art in terms of a cybernetic control loop is possible through the use of a ñZò 

diagram as seen in Figure 1. For more on the cybernetic control loop, see Norbert Wiener, Cybernetics or Control 

and Communication in the Animal and the Machine (New York, NY: The Technology Press, 1948). 
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Figure 1 

 As a term which gained popularity in the late 1970s and 1980s in the western militaries, 

ñoperational artò has often been a ñused and abusedò military term.
8
 In the years following the 

beginning of the ñWar on Terrorò or the ñLong War,ò operational art has been equally challenged 

for its relevance by military and academic circles. Professional soldiers and scholars have both 

searched history to validate or disprove the notion of operational art as a credible tool. Today, a 

common mistake regarding operational art is to apply an ex-post understanding of the term to 

historical scenarios without an understanding of the context. Indeed, this problem is part of a 

wider issue stemming from the military field, confusing the currency of an issue with overall 

relevance for the study of war. Two themes currently falling into this confusion are the ideas of 

joint operations and countering an asymmetric threat. Using the case study of the Baltic in 1944, 

these issues can be addressed, yielding an ex-post understanding based upon ex-ante thought and 

actions.  

 Harnessing effects created by the synergy of joint operations is as much a popular theme 

today as it was throughout the Cold War. At the heart of all force employment considerations is a 

doctrine for the conduct of war. Doctrine is based on theory regarding the nature of war. While 

the idea of joint operations finds roots in the Second World War, the name ñjointò was certainly 

not applied in Soviet or German thoughts about the strategic, operational or tactical levels. A 
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similar idea which serves to confuse the issue further is the employment of weapons known as 

combined arms.
9
 Combined arms as we know it today, seeks to place the enemy in the ñhorns of 

dilemma,ò meaning if the enemy is not exposed to the dangers created by your direct fires, he is 

susceptible to the effects of indirect fires. This concept existed before the Second World War, 

being resident in the doctrine of both the Soviet and German Armies. While the use of naval fires 

or air delivered ordinance in support of ground operations is certainly considered combined arms, 

it is not necessarily a joint operation. How a nation employs its forces through its doctrine 

determines if an operation is considered joint. A purpose of this work is to make clear the reason 

why we find so few works written on the joint use of forces in the Second World War. While the 

German and Soviet air forces and navies were separate services, during the course of the 1944 

campaign, each nation had different command relationships between the services. While the 

Soviets subordinated their air force and navy under the command and control of the ground 

commander for employment, the Germans continued to maintain three autonomous forces.  

 Explored during the course of this work is how the Soviet air force and navy were largely 

used to provide tactical level support to the army in the prosecution of their operations out of the 

Leningrad pocket into the Baltic state of Estonia. Soviet thought regarding the use of naval fires 

and airpower as a method of supporting ground tactical actions were considered enabling 

operations necessary for the army to conduct operational breakthrough.
10

  

 In 1944, the German air force on the other hand was in midst of a doctrinal dilemma. No 

doubt, learning something of the value of strategic bombing from the Western Allies in 1942/43, 

                                                           
9
 Headquarters U.S. Marine Corps, United States Marine Corps, Warfighting MCDP-1 (Washington, DC: 

U.S. Marine Corps, June 20, 1997), 94-5. 
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ʆʪʝʯʝʩʪʚʝʥʥʦʡ ɺʦʡʥʳ (1941-1945 ʛʛ.), (Evolution of Soviet Army Tactics during the Great Patriotic War (1941-

1945) (Moscow, USSR: Military Publishing House, 1958). This work provides understanding of the Soviet view of 

the Second World War. While it is written in typical Soviet style, it exposes much about Soviet ex-ante thought on 
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the leadership of the German Air Force sought to return to their original concept of employment 

laid out before the war.
11

 German air force leadership thought it prudent to return to regaining air 

supremacy and attacking targets such as rail junctions and production capability. In essence, the 

German leadership was interested in conducting a strategic bombing campaign of its own, while 

continuing to support the tactical needs of the army. The employment of the German air force in 

Russia was explored in recent years by Richard R. Muller in The German Air War in Russia.
12

 

The development of German air force doctrine was explored as a combined effort by James S. 

Corum and Richard R. Muller in The Luftwaffeôs Way of War.
13

  Both works of scholarship 

provide great depth of thought in their comparison of German actions during the war to their 

doctrine as it developed and evolved throughout the Second World War. Reading these works, it 

quickly becomes clear they were written to substantiate the airpower paradigm of the U. S. Air 

Force. According to the paradigm, airpower is inherently offensive as a capability, strategic by 

nature, so air power must be independent as its own service to be used properly.
14

      

 Histories of the Second World War usually only consider conventional ground combat 

operations without ever mentioning the role of airpower or naval power. The campaign in the 

Baltic,1944 provides an excellent opportunity to explore how the Germans and the Soviets used 

or did not use their air and naval forces in conjunction with ground actions. Unlike land locked 

operations in the central Soviet Union or the miniscule naval operations conducted by the Soviets 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

how lessons were observed at the tactical level of war and incorporated throughout the greater Soviet Army. In 

essence this work demonstrates how the Soviet Army observed and shared lessons across the force.    
11

 James S. Corum and Richard R. Muller, The Luftwaffeôs Way of War (Baltimore, MD: The Nautical & 

Aviation Publishing Company of America, 1998). 
12

 Richard R. Muller, The German Air War in Russia (Baltimore, MD: The Nautical & Aviation Publishing 

Company of America, 1992). 
13

 James S. Corum and Richard R. Muller, The Luftwaffeôs Way of War (Baltimore, MD: The Nautical & 

Aviation Publishing Company of America, 1998). 
14

 This paradigm was taught to the author during the course of his education at the U.S. Marine Corps 

School of Advanced Warfighting in 2009. The author is indebted to the teaching of Dr. Wray Johnson for the time 

he spent explaining this concept.  
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in the Black Sea, operations in the Baltic Sea provide an example to examine the use of naval 

force in conjunction with air and ground forces.    

 Operations in the Baltic in 1944 provide the scholar and professional soldier another unique 

possibly for the study of war. Many today act as if the current wars are the first time a uniformed 

conventional symmetric force has been used against a non-uniformed asymmetric force.
15

 Indeed, 

this is not the case. While history is replete with examples, the case study of operations in the 

Baltic from 1944 have largely gone unexplored.
16

 During the course of operations in the Soviet 

Union, German forces observed value lessons about how the Soviets ñoperationalizedò the use of 

partisan forces in concert with conventional force operations.
17

 Partisan actions often created 

several serious challenges for German forces. In a constant balancing act to find the appropriate 

level of troop strength for the front lines, and the need to secure rear areas, the Germans always 

had units of battalion or regimental strength occupying positions near senior headquarters or 

significant lines of communication. This was necessary to protect vital command and control 

structure as well as nodes and modes of communication for resupply to the front. A central lesson 

this work will examine is the Soviet as well as the German use of unconventional forces in 

concert with conventional forces to accomplish a common strategic end state. To the present, 

many still believe only the Soviets used unconventional forces. A factor never considered in the 
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16

 Two more recent works published in the last 20 years have examined the problem of using a partisan 

force in the Baltic. Albert M. Zaccor (1994) and Alexander Hill (2007) have both address the issues in, Albert M. 

Zaccor, ñGuerrilla Warfare on the Baltic Coast: A Possible Model for Baltic Defense Doctrines Today,ò The Journal 

of Slavic Studies 7:4, 682-702 and Alexander Hill, ñThe Partisan War in North-West Russia 1941-44: a Re-

Examination,ò Journal of Strategic Studies 25:3, 37-55. Both work present information in a historical context that 

could be of use to those that currently plan operations in the Baltic states.  
17

 Department of the Army, Edgar M. Howell, Department of the Army Pamphlet No 20-244 The Soviet 

Partisan Movement 1941-1944 (Washington D.C.: Department of the Army 1956). This highly under used work is 

one of the finest to be written to date on the Soviet use of unconventional forces during the Second World War. In 

researching this work, the author found the background documents (in six boxes) of this work, located at NARA to 
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study of the Second World War, is what was happening in the occupied territories. Indeed, 

nothing has been written which examines the thoughts and actions of the native populations 

during the conduct of the Second World War in relation to the major combatants. While it is 

widely known how the Soviets employed partisans against German front and rear areas with equal 

effectiveness, the story of German anti-partisan efforts is incomplete.
18

  

 While many works have been written describing the brutality of the German anti-partisan 

effort, these works lack the correct context. In the Baltic region in 1944, the Baltic states each 

wanted to regain their independence from the Germans and Soviets alike. In the case of Estonia, 

men fought in the uniform of both combatants conventionally as well as unconventionally. In the 

service of the Germans, Estonian men fought in the uniform of the 20th Waffen SS Division.
19

 

Incorrectly, many have drawn the conclusion that these men were all dedicated National Socialists 

who wanted to fight for Adolf Hitler and the Nazi regime. While this may have been the case for 

some, it certainly was not the case for all. There are two factors of critical importance, 1) The 

Germans deliberately drew on the native populations of the occupied territories to fulfill the 

never-ending requirement for manpower to serve at and support the front.
20

 Many senior German 

Officers did not feel non-Germans deserved to wear the field grey of the German Army, hence 

placing non-Germans under the command of Himmler and the Waffen-SS. 2) in the titanic 

struggle that was the Soviet-German War; the Estonians had a plan to reestablish their 

                                                           
18

 Valdis Redelis, Partisanenkrieg (Heidelberg, Germany: Kurt Vowinckel Verlag, 1958). This work 

constitutes an excellent ex-post look at operations conducted against partisan formations during the Second World 

War. The strength of the work is the comparison of operations connected in the west with those operations in the 

east. The work takes a very good look at how the Germans waged war at the moral and metal dimensions through 

over reliance in physical measures.   
19

 Mart Laar, Eesti Leegion, Sõnas Ja Pildis, (The Estonian Legion) (Tallinn, Estonia: Grenadier 

Publishing, 2008). A recent ex-post work which re-examines the role the Estonian Soldier played in the Second 

World War. The first of many recent works which challenge the traditional view of Estonians being ardent Nazis 

fighting for Hitlerôs Germany. 
20

 Alfred Bilmanis, Latvia Under German Occupation 1941-1943 (Washington D.C.: Latvian Legation 

1943). An interesting work, albeit difficult to find, written during the war which explains what was happening in the 

occupied territories of the Baltic.  
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independence. This task was to be accomplished through the use of conventional forces, such as 

the 20th Waffen SS Division or the lesser known operations of the Omakaitse or the Estonian 

Home Guard.
21

 As developed in the course of this work, the Germans used the Omakaitse to help 

secure the rear areas in conjunction with dedicated uniformed German forces such as the 

Kommandant des rückwärtigen Armeegebietes or Korück.
22

 While there is little doubt the efforts 

of the Omakaitse benefited the Germans in the north, the motivation of this organization was to 

again secure Estoniaôs independence from foreign invaders and prevent a recurrence of 1940 with 

another Soviet occupation.   

 There is no doubt that for history to be of use to the professional soldier, he must be able to 

apply lessons being learned from what he is studying to current problems. In doing so, a 

professional soldier develops his judgment and increases his decision making ability for future 

conflict. Understanding the application of combat power on the battlefield is best gained though 

the painful experiences provide by war. Leaders do themselves a service by not just merely 

reading about war during times of peace, or in between deployments, but through studying war 

and how it is waged. Studying war means not only understanding the tangible and intangible 

factors of the art and science of war, but how these factors contribute to the decisions being made 

on the battlefield at the strategic, operational and tactical-levels. Some have argued in the past that 

study of war must stop during the execution of a campaign.
23

 While the campaign being executed 

clearly take precedence over everything, leaders must continue to challenge their minds and look 
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 Recent documentation recovered from the Estonian National Archives reveal a close connection between 

the Omakaitse and the German Army. These documents will be further explored in chapter six. 
22

 When comparing the Oberkrietes documents against document from the captured German records section 

of NARA and interesting comparison can be done between what was being reported about Soviet partisan activities 
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23

 See Prince Kraft zu Hohenlohe-Ingelfingen, Letters on Strategy (London, UK: Kegan Paul, Trench, 

Trübner &Co. Ltd, 1898). as he discussed this idea in great detail in the course of two volumes. 
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to other examples from the past to find similarities, thus creating efficiencies for their own time. 

In doing this, professional soldiers and scholars use history for a valuable purpose. 

1.2 METHODOLOGY OF EXAMINATION:  

 

 To gather relevant ex-ante lessons from the Soviet breakout of the Leningrad pocket and the 

invasion of the Baltic States in 1944, the framework of the strategic, operational and tactical 

levels are used throughout the course of this work. Several works of literature exist from both the 

Soviet and German perspectives which enable modern scholars and professional soldiers to learn 

valuable ex-post lessons for current operations. While thinking of war in terms of the strategic, 

operational and tactical levels is thought to be a modern construct, this framework has roots in the 

Soviet way of war.
24

 Therefore examining the Soviet breakout of the Leningrad pocket along with 

the subsequent campaign using the levels of war is not repugnant to the past. This was the method 

used by Soviet military leaders during the course of the Second World War to frame problems.  

Conversely, the Germans tended to view the conduct of war in terms of only strategy or tactics. It 

is important to understand that what the Germans generally considered ñstrategy,ò was in fact 

what we now think of today as the operational level of war.
25

  

 Many of the works which already exist on the Soviet breakout of the Leningrad pocket and 

the subsequent German defensive campaign follow the German methodology, meaning they are 

either written from the strategic or tactical level perspectives. Much of the literature being cited 

throughout the course of this work examines only the strategic or tactical levels. To properly 

examine the operational aspects of this campaign from planning through execution, primary 
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German and Soviet source documents will be used to fill in the holes which exist in the 

historiography of this portion of the Eastern Front. For the needed operational examination of the 

German defensive campaign from the Leningrad pocket to the defense of the ñPanther Lineò 

culminating at Sinimäed or the Tannenbergstellung, along with operations into Latvia, a valuable 

series written by German commanders and planners has been found. From the Foreign Military 

Studies series, comes P-035.
26

 In the past, many scholars dismissed the Foreign Military Studies 

as a credible reference because of obvious bias and the lack of references. Many of these studies 

were written from memory, as many of the source documents were not yet found. It should be 

remembered that few documents in history were written objectively. When the documents of the 

Foreign Military Studies are combined and cross referenced against the Captured German records 

holdings of the National Archives and Records Administration, a clear and concise operational 

picture of events emerges.
27

 The value of P-035 is clear, being written by the commanders and 

primary planners of operations in the wake of the Leningrad breakout it covers events to the 

demise of Army Group North in the Kurland pocket.
28

 Many of the operations have long since 

been forgotten and it is time to learn from their fine example.  

The National Archives and Records Administration contains a wealth of German 

information in the ñCaptured German Documentsò section. Close inspection of these holdings 

yielded T-314, roll number 1362 as well as several others. This collection is Army Group 
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 Department of the Army, MS# P-035 Retrograde of Army Group North During 1944. (Carlisle, Army 

War College: Foreign Military Studies Department 1950). 
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 Bernd Wegner wrote in The Road to Defeat: The German Campaigns in Russia 1941-43, "The most 

important results of this interest (Western interest in the war in the east post the Second World War) were the 

hundreds of operational studies on the war in the East produced by German generals after the end of the Second 

World War for the Historical Division of the United States Army." See: Bernd Wegner, ñThe Road to Defeat: The 

German Campaigns in Russia 1941-43,ò Journal of Strategic Studies, 13:1, 105-127. 
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 The work of Generalleutnant Oldwig von Natzmer is the primary section of P-035 that deals with the 

defense of the Leningrad pocket. Natzmer served as an Operations Officer at the division level in both Italy and 

Russia until 1943. In the latter part of 1944, he would be promoted to the rank of Generalmajor and assigned the 

duties of the Chief of Staff for Army Group Kurland. Natzmer demonstrates exceptional understanding of the front 

and communicates clear understanding of events in terms of cause and effect.   
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Northôs log book of situation reports from subordinate headquarters along with recorded 

commanderôs estimates of the enemy and friendly situation from the time of the actions to be 

examined. These are vital pieces of the Narva Front which have never been explored. The 

captured German documents section also contains several army, corps and division records 

related to the actions from the Soviet breakout of Leningrad through the Narva Front from the 

German perspective.   

 Writing a history of the Second World War from the Soviet perspective, even today, is 

still a problematic for western historians. Western historians with a background in Russian aside, 

access to the ʎɸ ʄʆ ʈʌ (Central Archives of the Ministry of Defense) is still extremely 

difficult to gain. During Soviet times, the archive was administered by the Military History 

Institute which was founded in 1966.
29

 Under the hand of Lieutenant General P.A. Zhilin, the 

first director of the Institute, many relevant works were written. Zhilin was instrumental in 

writing and editing the ʀʩʪʦʨʠʷ ʚʪʦʨʦʡ ʤʠʨʦʚʦʡ ʚʦʡʥʳ 1939-1945. (History of the Second 

World War 1939-1945).
30

 This 12 volume series is considered the definitive official Soviet 

history of the Second World War and was better written than previous attempts.
31

 Many of the 

pertinent 11 million documents in the holdings of the archive were used in the construction of the 

History of the Second World War 1939-1945.
32

 While Russia continues to placate the west with 

the recent release of documents relating to the Katyn Forest, it must be remembered that Russia 
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only provides access to those documents it wants seen. Potentially, what could yet be contained 

in the Russian Archives are documents that relate to the consolidation objectives for the Baltic 

states once they were again under Soviet control. These documents could further connect events 

of 1944 and the Soviet campaign plan with the overall political end state. This would also help 

clarify Soviet war termination criteria and lend understanding to what the official Soviet 

priorities were for the Baltic after the Second World War. While the digital age has made gaining 

Soviet information somewhat easier, the reliability of this information is difficult to ensure.     

While scholars believe gaining access to Russian primary sources through the Russian 

State Archives is too difficult, many relevant documents remain in former Soviet occupied 

countries such as Estonia where the actions took place. Weather and light records essential to 

understanding local conditions in Estonia from 1944 were found in the possession of Tartu 

University.
 33

 Located in the holdings of the Estonian National Archives in Tallinn are critical 

document related to the Soviet and German occupations along with the details of subsequent 

partisan actions. These documents not only provides the Soviet side of the campaign, but from 

intelligence work, professional soldiers and scholars may be able to regain a perspective lost 

from German documents captured at the time of the campaign.  

1.3 DEFINING THE STRATEGIC PROBLEMS AND THE OP ERATIONAL 

ENVIRONMENT IN 1944:  

 

 Among the questions which confront scholars or professional soldiers studying any campaign 

or battle is defining the political and strategic reasons why combatants fought. The reasons men 

fight are as old as man himself. The motivations to initiate hostilities throughout the centuries 

vary, but a general commonality linking nation states or individuals to violent action stem from 
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either a perceived or real fear of something or someone, the need to maintain personal or national 

honor and some form of personal or national interest.
34

 In the past two decades historians have 

debated the extent of power exercised by Hitler and Stalin in their respective countries. This 

thesis assumes both as pivotal in their role of forming and executing policy within the limits of 

their reach. Both Hitler and Stalin knew the Non-Aggression Pact of August 1939 would not last. 

Some scholars believe Stalin had plans to attack Hitler before Germany could attack the Soviet 

Union. The fact is open hostility between Germany and the Soviet Union began with the German 

attack of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941.
35

 The strategic reasons behind the German attack 

have generally been identified with the need for resources, such as oil and grain, as well as for 

ideological reasons such as lebensraum, or living space.
36

  The horrific contributions to the 

physical dimension are well known. The political motivations for this conflict fueled the brutality 

of fighting at the tactical level on both sides as each combatant made consistent efforts to de-

humanize their opponent.
37

 Thus the political motivations for the conflict are directly linked to the 

moral and mental dimensions of war through physical evidence .  

 With an understanding of the strategic motivations for war in 1941, scholars and professional 

soldiers are better able to understand how these motivations evolve over the course of the war as a 
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 Thucydides, Landmark Thucydides (New York, NY: Free Press, 1998), pg 43. 
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result of sustained operations. While there are several variables effecting the Germans and 

Soviets, there are two which the combatants have in common, those being the terrain and the 

weather.  

 When combined, terrain and weather have the ability to bring operations to a standstill at the 

strategic, operational and tactical levels. Terrain and weather are often overlooked by scholars and 

professional soldiers when examining the strategic context of a conflict. Often, most think terrain 

and weather are too tactical a consideration to examine.
38

 This lack of understanding demonstrates 

many think of war in isolation, meaning the strategic level independent from the operational and 

the tactical isolated from the strategic and operational levels. If nothing else, terrain and weather 

are unifying factors which interconnect the levels and dimensions of war more closely.  

 A key consideration of why terrain and weather are so important in the study of war resides in 

the notion of time and space. The considerations of time and space are the dominate factors 

governing the employment and sustainment of forces at the strategic, operational and tactical 

levels. Forces failing to understand the terrain and the effects of weather will never be able to 

effectively measure how long it will take to move their forces into contact with the enemy, or how 

long it will take to resupply those forces once in contact.
39

  

 In the 1950s, the United States Army spent considerable effort employing captured German 

officers with Russian Front experience to write about the terrain and weather of northern 
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European Russia.
40

 The result was a series of studies elaborating issues associated with operating 

in Russia. These studies are an excellent collection of lessons observed, but lack significant 

explanation of the operations conducted to be of value to scholars. These studies also lack 

conclusive modern scientific evidence.
41

 One of the goals of this work is to show the 

interconnection between the sciences of climatology and geology in relation to planning and 

executing a campaign plan.          

1.4 SHAPING THE SITUATION IN 1944: THE EASTERN FRONT FROM DECEMBER 

1941- DECEMBER 1943:  

 

 With hostilities between Germany and the Soviet Union commencing with Operation 

Barbarossa on June 22, 1941, German ground forces quickly advanced through Soviet defenses, 

winning tremendous early victories at the tactical and operational levels. German forces were 

organized into three Army Groups, Army Group North, Army Group Center and Army Group 

South to cope with the vastness of Soviet Russia.
42

 Initial German intelligence and staff estimates 

grossly underestimated the Soviet will and their numerical strength.
43

 False initial reading of 

Soviet capabilities was further reinforced by the continuous German victories, creating a false 

sense of confidence throughout the German forces.  
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 In December 1941, German offensive actions ground to a halt as severe weather conditions 

and relentless Soviet counter attacks crippled German manpower and equipment. The distance of 

German lines of communication made the timely delivery of replacements increasingly difficult. 

The Soviets analyzed how the Germans worked along exterior lines of communication and 

created  plans to affect their usage.
44

 Like all invaders of Russia, the Germans were susceptible to 

the extreme weather and distances create by the terrain. With the Germans manning massive rear 

areas, the Soviets understood how the German lines of communication (LOCs) were susceptible 

to partisan activity. In concert with conventional Soviet offensive actions, partisan bands began 

cutting German LOCs. With the thought of inflicting massive causalities and regaining lost 

territory, the Soviets executed a series of winter offensives in 1941-42. In the north, the Germans 

were stopped outside Leningrad, beginning a siege lasting over 900 days.
45

 Moscow was saved in 

the center, while the Soviets fought desperately in the south, losing large amounts of territory and 

manpower in the process.  

 Throughout 1942-43, the Soviets found ways to break the massive German offensives. First, 

the Soviets broke the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad. A hard blow, but one from which 

Germany could recover. In the late summer of 1943, the Soviets inflicted the death blow on 

German forces at Kursk. Collectively, the losses the Germans suffered in manpower and 

equipment were more than they could replace. The Soviets applied a strategy of attrition, using 

superior strength in manpower and material to continually weaken German forces.  

 Throughout the remainder of the summer of 1943 and while continuing to fight the Germans, 

the Soviets continued to build significant combat power for a general offensive. The Soviets 
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enjoyed significant success in the fall of 1943 by retaking Kiev.
46

 On September 9, 1943 the 

Soviet commander of the Leningrad Front, General Govorov, sent forward his estimate of the 

situation recommending an attack of Army Group North to STAVKA for their approval.
47

  

Fearing insufficient combat power, the STAVKA informed General Govorov to continue holding 

positions around Leningrad while continuing to build combat power for a general assault. On 

October 12, 1943, STAVKA informed General Govorov ñWe do not object to your plan of 

operations for the Leningrad Front. Put it into effect quickly in the event of an enemy 

withdrawal.ò
48

 Soviet strategic assessments of the situation led to the belief that German Army 

Group South was close to total failure. Stalinôs ñBroad Frontò strategy was launched in January 

1944 across the entire Russian Front. Designed to attack the Germans everywhere, the ñBroad 

Frontò tested German defenses for weaknesses. Once weaknesses were identified, the Soviets 

would commit significant forces to attack, with follow-on reinforcements to exploit success.
49

 

  The Germans in December 1943 could do little to defend the ground they held. To support 

offensive actions at Stalingrad and Kursk, Germany took men and material from other fronts 

giving Army Group South the manpower and material it required.
50

 Thus, Army Group North, a 

supporting effort, was incapable of supporting the main effort to the south. Throughout the fall of 

1943, Army Group North secretly began planning a delay and defend operation to withdraw 
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forces back to pre-established positions along the ñPanther Lineò further to the west.
51

 On January 

14, 1944 the Soviets launched an attack breaking the German hold on the city of Leningrad. This 

attack was a supporting effort designed to enable ongoing offense actions to the south and to 

reoccupy the Baltic region from German forces. These details form the bases of the operating 

environment in the fall of 1943/44. Attention is now to be paid to German strategic guidance and 

how operational planning was conducted in the late war period.   

1.5 STRATEGIC GUIDANCE AND OPERATIONAL PLANNING : 

 

THE GERMAN PERSPECTIVE:  

 

 There are two prominent reasons among the many why the Germans wanted to maintain 

control of the Baltic region. The foremost German strategic concern was their relationship with 

Finland and to maintain secure lines of operation and communication with them. Finland was 

important to the German war effort because it protected the flank of Swedish iron ore to the west 

while placing pressure on Soviet forces in the northern portion of the Leningrad pocket. With this 

in mind, Hitler was determined not to lose Estonia. The relationship with Finland was so vital to 

German interests that Hitler sent a delegation to Finland headed by General der Infanterie Dr. 

Waldemar Erfurth.
52

 In MS# P-041bb or The German Liaison Officer with the Finnish Armed 

Forces, Erfurth explained as a result of two meetings between the German and Finnish forces in 

ñSalzburg on May 25, 1941 and Zossen on May 26, 1941, it had been agreed that a German 
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General was to be sent to the Finnish headquarters as liaison officer of the Army High Command 

(OKH) and the Wehrmacht High Command (OKW).ò
53

 Although not written in a formal tasking 

statement, Erfurth had six core tasks that did not change during the conduct of the war comprising 

his mission to Finland:  

 1. Establishing and maintaining contact between the German and the Finnish High 

 Commands. 

 2. Coordination of planning. 

 3. Representation of mutual wishes regarding warfare in common. 

 4. Briefing of both sides on the situation of the war at any given moment. 

 5. Liaison between the German sectors and the Finnish sectors adjacent to them. 

 6. Exercising the power of a commander of a military area (Wehrkries) in regard to the 

 German agencies and troops in the Finnish zone of operations.
54

  

 

 This relationship helped secure German economic and operational interests in the Baltic while 

operating against the Soviet Union. Throughout the course of the relationship with Finland, 

General staff officers were sent from Germany to observe all facets of the relationship as 

objective observers.
 55

 This was done to give planners in Berlin some idea of what capacity 

Finnish forces had to continue the war. On one such visit, a General staff officer named Major 

Jordan conducted a visit to Finland between June 7
 
-23, 1943. Apparently asked by his higher 

headquarters to comment on the dedication of the Finnish forces, he stated in the first section of 

his official report of June 25, 1943: 

   The view being held by many Germans that the Finnish soldier is especially good and that 

 the  entire Finnish nation, unlike any other, is fully participating in the war effort to the last 

 man and woman, is not justified according to the statements of responsible German officers. 
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  It may well be true that the Finnish soldier is a particularly adept forest fighter and that 

 Finnish troops are in many respects superior to the German troops, for example in hunting 

 down the enemy in the woods, conducting small-scale operations, and adapting themselves to 

 the difficult local conditions. However, the Finns generally tend to avoid heavy fighting, and 

 in the opinion of General Dietl it appears extremely doubtful whether the Finns will be able to 

 cope with a heavy Russian attack which, even though it may not be imminent, is bound to be 

 launched at some time in the future.
56

  

 

 After the resignation of the Finnish President, Field Marshal Mannerheim believed he no 

longer had to honor previous agreements.
57

 Seeing the war was not going to end well for the 

Germans, he negotiated a separate peace with the Soviet Union to preserve his own country's 

freedom. ñAccording to the Soviet conditions of the Finnish capitulation, Finnish territory had to 

be cleared of German troops by September 15, (1944).ò
58

 With German troops having to be 

removed from Finland, the Germans could not maintain pressure on the northern flank, requiring 

the Germans to conduct a withdrawal from the Baltic region, sealing the fate of Estonia and 

Eastern Europe. To explain how fighting on the Narva Front could assist in a German withdrawal, 

it is necessary to look at MS# 151, Fighting on the Narva Front, the Evacuation of Estonia and 

the Withdrawal to the Dvina . 

 Examination of MS# 151 reveals discussion of the German plan for withdrawal. 

Accordingly, the following steps were taken:  

 1. The operation was assigned the code name ñEntruenpelungò house-cleaning. All 

 equipment not absolutely needed was moved to Germany. 

 2. A small group of officers, sworn to absolute secrecy, conducted a dry run of the 

 planned operation under the code name ñTannenbaum Iò. Direction of the withdrawal and 

 lines of resistance were established on the maps and were reconnoitered on the ground 

 inconspicuously. 

 3. Armeeabteilung Narva designated highways for motorized and horse-drawn vehicles. 

 Bridges are to be reinforced.  

 4. Depots were established for all classes of supply. 
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A withdrawal directly west toward Reval (Tallinn) and the Island of Ösel (Saaremaa) would have 

been the least difficult for Armeeabteilung (Army Group) Narva. The over-all situation however 

necessitated a southwesterly and ultimately a southern direction toward Riga.
59

 

 The second critical reason for the Germans to maintain control of the Baltic region was 

for the use of the Baltic Sea by the German navy as a training ground. While training was 

accomplished in the Baltic Sea by the German navy, the value of the Baltic Sea as a line of 

operation and communication was also significant. According to C.W. Koburger, Jr., in Naval 

Warfare in the Baltic, 1939-1945, ñan estimated 50-60 percent of U-boat training was carried out 

in the Baltic.ò
60

 German hopes were being placed in the strategic value the U-boat brought to all 

theaters of operation, only as an unfortunate after thought.
61

 As the situation continued to 

deteriorate on the Eastern Front, Admiral Doenitz recalled in his memoirs written in 1958, a 

meeting he was summoned to on July 9, 1944 with Hitler. Admiral Doenitz stated: 

 I took part in a conference on the deterioration of the situation on the Russian front, to 

 which Hitler had summoned Field Marshal Model, Lieutenant General Friessner and 

 General Ritter von Greim. Hitler asked me what effect a Russian break through to the 

 coast would have on naval operations in the Baltic? My answer was: 

 

 Control of the Baltic is important to us. It is of great importance as regards the import of 

 the iron ore from Sweden which we require so urgently for our armaments, and it is of 

 vital importance to the new U-boats. The most westerly point at which we can close the 

 Gulf of Finland to the Russian fleet lies to the east of Reval [Tallinn]; possession of the 

 Baltic Islands from this point of view is of equal importance. If, however, the enemy 
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 were to succeed in breaking through to the coast further south- in Lithuania, for example, 

 or East Prussia, the Gulf of Finland and the Baltic Islands would become worthless from 

 a naval point of view. Enemy naval bases in our immediate vicinity would then constitute 

 a grave threat to our iron ore imports, if they did not, indeed, put a complete stop to it, 

 and would interfere with the training area for our new U-boats. The primary object 

 which, in my opinion, must take precedence over everything else, including even the 

 evacuation of the northern Army Groups, must be at all costs to prevent the Russians 

 from breaking through to the sea. Once they did so, the exposure of the flank of our sea 

 lines of communication to attack from their air bases in Lithuania would make it 

 impossible for us to continue to carry supplies by sea for Finland and the Northern groups 

 of armies.
62

 

 

1.6 THE SOVIET PERSPECTIVE:  

 The Soviets traditionally saw the Baltic region as theirs, just as the Russians did dating back 

to the time of Peter the Great and the Northern War against Sweden.
63

 The Baltic countries were 

secretly sacrificed by Germany to the Soviet Union by the Molotov-Ribbentrop agreement, 

subsequently being occupied by the Soviet Union in 1940.
64

 The Soviets temporary lost control of 

the region for three years as a result of German occupation. With the breakout of Soviet forces 

from the Leningrad pocket in January 1944, reoccupation of "Soviet" territory was possible. At 

this time, the Soviets had every intention of reoccupying the Baltic region and telling their Anglo-

American allies they were keeping the Baltic States. There were two purposes in reoccupying the 

Baltic States, 1) A buffer from the western powers by using Poland to the west; and 2) 

Reorganizing former German occupied areas under Soviet Communism. Josef Stalin went to 

Yalta with these parameters in mind as he insisted on a Soviet sphere of control.   

Strategically, like their western allies, the Soviets had already started to think about their 

place in the post war world at the time of the Leningrad breakout and subsequent campaign 
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through the Baltic. Having suffered significant causalities, the Soviets felt it their right to retake 

what they saw as theirs. They followed this course of action diplomatically through the Yalta 

conference from February 4-11, 1945.
65

 By the time of the conference, the Baltic region was 

back under Soviet control, with the notable exception of the Courland Pocket in Latvia.
66

 The 

Yalta Conference was an opportunity to discuss what was going to be done with the vanquished 

and what role the victors would play in the post war world. Once again, the Soviets had decided 

the fate of the Baltic countries and Poland, this time with their Anglo-American Allies.
67

 

 To understand Soviet operations from breakout of the Leningrad pocket to the attack on the 

ñPanther Lineò and the final assault on Sinimäed (The Blue Hills) and beyond requires an 

examination of Soviet strategic guidance in relation to tactical actions. For the purpose of this 

examination, the three fights will be treated as two different campaigns, as the campaign goals for 

the Leningrad breakout and the attack on the ñPanther Lineò differ. The main vehicle for this 

examination is the campaign plans themselves and how they were created as the situation 

developed. As has been discussed, the Soviets began to formulate their strategic plans for 1944 in 

the fall of 1943. Soviet operational and tactical momentum in the fall of 1943 was still focused on 

actions in the Ukraine. As General Shtemenko stated: 

 The main blow, as before, was to be delivered in the Ukraine west of the Dnieper. The task 

 here was to smash Mansteinôs armies and split the enemy front by bringing the First and 

 Second Ukrainian fronts up to the Carpathians. According to the plan of the campaign, the 

 earliest offensive (January 12) was to be launched by Second Baltic Front. On January 14th it 

 would be joined by the Leningrad and Volkhov Fronts. Using Stalinôs ñBroad Frontò Strategy 

 required Soviet Forces to test the Germans everywhere for weaknesses.
68
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1.7 THE SOVIET CAMPAIGN PLANS : 

 At the end of 1943/beginning of 1944, the objective (ENDS) of Soviet forces operating 

around Leningrad was to break the German hold on the city and liberate it. Through the end of 

1943, the Soviets had built the requisite combat power in the Leningrad pocket to execute 

offensive tactical operations (MEANS).  With tactical reconnaissance reports indicating the 

possibility of an early German withdrawal from Leningrad, STAVKA sent the following 

instructions to the Leningrad, Volkhov and Northwestern Fronts on September 29, 1943 to stall 

those efforts: 

According to agent intelligence, which requires verification, the enemy is preparing to withdraw 

his forces, which are opposing the Leningrad, Volkhov, and Northwestern Fronts. 

In connection with this eventuality: 

 1. Intensify all types of reconnaissance and determine the enemyôs intentions. 

 2. Increase the vigilance and combat readiness of your forces. 

 3. Create shock groupings along the likely axes of enemy withdrawal so that they can pursue 

 along his withdrawal routes. 

 4. Create mobile pursuit detachments in first-echelon units and begin an energetic pursuit in 

 the event of an enemy withdrawal. While conducting the pursuit, employ aviation extensively 

 against the withdrawing enemy. 

 Report measures undertaken. 

          Antonov
69
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ENDS
(LIBERATION OF 

LENINGRAD)

WAY
(DESTRUCTION OF 

THE 18TH ARMY) s

MEANS
(USE OF TACTICAL 

BATTLES)

  

Figure 2 

 With these ideas in mind the Army Commanders set their staffs to work to develop the 

methods or (WAYS) to accomplish the desired (ENDS) of the campaign. Figure 2 represents the 

emergence of the first Soviet campaign plan goal. The (WAY ) to accomplish the (END) was by 

the destruction of the German Eighteenth Army through the use of tactical offensive actions. To 

accomplish this task, the (MEANS) required the Leningrad Front to attack the left flank of the 

German Eighteenth Army, while the Volkhov Front concentrated on the right flank of the 

Eighteenth Army.  

 Based on the situation, General Govorov of the Leningrad Front created two plans taking into 

consideration an early German withdrawal or the need for a general penetration of the German 

defenses if they choose to stay. The first possibility was code-named Neva 1 and the second 

possibility, Neva 2.
70

  Looking first at Neva 2, Govorov planned to concentrate the actions of his 

armies first on the Ropsha/Krasnoe Selo area to break the German hold on Leningrad. Based on 

the strength of the German defenses, which were stronger in the east around Mga and weaker in 

the west around Oranienbaum, Govorov weighted the 2d Shock Army as the main effort and 
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ordered it to breakout from the Oranienbaum pocket in the west toward Ropsha/Krasnoe Selo in 

the east. The 42d Army was ordered to attack from the south of Leningrad in the east toward 

Ropsha/Krasnoe Selo in the west. The 2d Shock Army and the 42d Army received 80 percent of 

the fire support assets available, translating to an opening barrage of 65 minutes for a total of 

104,000 shells falling on the III SS Panzer Corps and the 9th and 10th Luftwaffe Field Divisions 

at dawn on January 14, 1944.
71

 

 In support of breakout operations in the north and facilitating the attack of Eighteen Armyôs 

right flank, the Volkhov Front under the command of General Meretskov had a similar scheme of 

maneuver to the Leningrad Front. General Meretskov ordered General Korovnikovôs ñ59th Army 

to conduct two attacks: a main attack from its bridgehead on the western bank of the Volkhov 

River 30 kilometers (18.6 miles) north of Novgorod, and a secondary attack across Lake Ilôman 

south of Novgorod. The Attacks were to converge west of Novgorod, encircling and destroying 

the German XXXVIII Army Corps, and capturing the city.ò
72

 

 The key factors driving the tactical actions or (MEANS) were the weather and terrain. As the 

terrain in the Leningrad area was either forest or swamp, attacks had to occur during the winter 

months when the terrain was hard enough for cross country movement, if they stood any chance 

of success. Soviet after action reports (AARs) stated Soviet actions in the attacks were slow, 

blaming poor reconnaissance and command and control.
73

 There are a few obvious reasons why 

these two areas were problematic. All of the Soviet fronts involved needed to essentially relearn 

how to conduct an attack after years of fighting an active defense. Good reconnaissance takes 

time to develop. Good reconnaissance also requires commanders and staffs to have well thought 
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out lists of assumptions being confirmed or denied by reconnaissance efforts. The more 

reconnaissance is used, the more friendly intentions are betrayed to the enemy. Command and 

control was made difficult because most communications of the day were done by land line 

telephones, susceptible to the effects of artillery. The key factors creating difficultly in command 

and control of the operation were primarily the troop to task assigned to the mission and a 

violation of the principle of unity of command. To remedy this problem the STAVKA disbanded 

the Volkhov Front effective 2400, February 15, 1944, sending its combat power to the other 

fronts, mainly the Leningrad Front.
74

  

With the completion of the Leningrad breakout and the dissolution of the Volkhov Front, 

the Leningrad Front made painfully slow progress to the ñPanther Lineò because of the bad 
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weather, difficult terrain and stiff German resistance.
75

 By the end of February 1944, the 

Germans had also made adjustments to their task organization reflecting the needs of the 

operational and tactical situation. In the far north along the Narva Front, ñthe Germans toward 

the end of the month had gained only enough strength to tip the scales slightly in their favor. On 

February 24, 1944, General der Infantry Johannes Friessner, who had proven himself in the 

fighting on the Sixteenth Army- Eighteenth Army boundary, took over Sponheimerôs command 

which was then redesignated Armee-abteilung [Army Detachment] Narva.ò
76

 Greater exploration 

into why each combatant adjusted their command and control structures should be of interest to 

the scholar and the professional soldier. Specifically, was the addition or reduction of command 

and control structures commensurate with historical doctrinal considerations of employment?   

ENDS
(LIBERATION OF THE 

BALTIC STATES)

WAY
(BREAKTHROUGH OF 

THE ñPANTHER 

LINEò)s

MEANS
(USE OF TACTICAL 

BATTLES)

 

                                                            Figure 3 

The Sovietôs second campaign plan centered on the liberation of the Baltic States. This 

was the stated (ENDS) for this campaign. As demonstrated by Figure 3, the (MEANS) centered 

on the use of tactical battle to achieve the (ENDS). The Leningrad Frontôs new campaign plan 

goal was designed to break through the ñPanther Lineò as the (WAYS) to accomplish the desired 
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(ENDS). Recognizing a breakthrough in the northern part of the ñPanther Lineò was only 

possible in the winter months because of the terrain and weather prompted the Soviets to plan 

and act quickly. Using the terrain, natural obstacles and weather to the best possible advantage, 

the III. SS Panzer Corps under the command of SS Obergruppenfuhrer Felix Steiner inflicted 

heavy casualties on the advancing Soviets east and west of the Narva River [See Map 2].  
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Map 2: Positions of the III. SS Panzer Corps of the east side of the Narva River 

Tactical actions at the Narva bridgehead drove the Leningrad Front to explore other areas 

to cross the Narva River. Examination of Soviet river crossing doctrine from the period against 

weather data from the year 1944 quickly illuminates reasons why the Soviets wanted to cross the 

Narva River during the winter. As bridging assets were a rare commodity across the entirety of 
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the Eastern Front, the Soviets needed these assets for more important axes of advance further to 

the south where crossing over ice was not possible. Once the tactical realities facing the 

Leningrad Front became apparent and political pressure was applied from Moscow to conclude 

the liberation of Narva, more tactical pressure was applied to attacking the Panther Position in 

the south.
78

 By late winter/early spring 1944, the Leningrad Front was established on the western 

side of the Narva River, quickly closing on the German positions at Sinimäed. [See Map 3] The 

question that needs to be answered is which combatant benefited more from the battles in the 

Sinimäed area? Was it pride, doctrine or necessity that drove the Soviets to continue the attack 

toward Sinimäed? What did the German technique of trading of space for time allow and how 

well did their plans facilitate their end state?  
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Map 3: Situation of III. SS Panzer Corps in February 1944 
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1.8 THE GERMAN CAMPAIGN PLAN:  

Looking at how German operational plans were made requires an understanding of their 

strategic directives. In an affidavit made on November 7, 1945, Halder and Brauchitsch 

explained how directives were written. General staff planners of the three services were 

summoned by Hitler and given the necessary instructions [Richtinien]. Plans were drawn up on 

the basis of these instructions forming the basis of OKW directives called [Weisungen]. The 

Weisungen would generally reproduce the orally communicated Richtinien.
80

 More detail was 

given on September 15, 1945 in a statement to the International Military Tribunal by Field 

Marshal Keitel. He explained how the OKW formulated (via the F¿hrungstab) Hitlerôs orders as 

directives to the Armed Forces. There were four general categories Weisungen fell into: 

 

Cat. (a) Regulations (Richtlinien) covering the preparation of military operations. (In essence, a 

warning order for preparation for combat) 

Cat. (b) Directives issued during the course of operations as the result of Situation Conferences. 

(With new information being brought to light, this would be a way to cope with emergence 

resulting from action with the enemy.) 

Cat. (c) Requests for fresh directives (Anweisungen) emanating from the Supreme Commanders 

of the Armed Forces. 

Cat. (d) Directives issued to settle differences of opinion or misunderstandings between the 

branches of the Armed Forces. The F¿hrerôs decision in such cases was imperative as Chef 

OKW had no command authority over the army, navy and air force.
81

  

 

The method of issuing the above categories of Weisungen was as follows: 

 

Cat. (a) Hitler informer Keitel and Jodl (Chef Führungstab) of his point of view and the required 

directives was formulated by Jodl and issued after various readings and corrections. 

Cat. (b) Situation reports were presented daily at noon and in the evening to Hitler by Jodl. If the 

necessity for fresh instructions arose during ensuing discussions, Jodl instructed his deputy 

Warlimont, orally or in writing, to prepare a Führer Weisung. 

Cat. (c) Hitler decided during his Situation Conferences whether requests for instructions should 

be met either orally or by the publication of a fresh directive. 
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Cat. (d) Jodl was informed of opinion ect. Either orally or in writing. After deciding on the 

necessary line of action he reported (via Keitel) to Hitler and explained the reasons for a given 

directive.  

 

Hitler subjected all directives to very critical examinations, both as to content and style before 

authorizing.
82

 

 

German Directive 34 dealt specifically with actions on the Leningrad Front, dated July 

30, 1941.
83

 This directive largely stayed in effect for Army Group North as they continued to 

prosecute offensive operations against the Soviets until January 1944. The key to a more in-

depth understanding of the German retreat is contained in the studies and subsequent operations 

known as ñFall BLAUò or Operation BLUE.
84

 Examining Fall BLAU will show the German 

operational plans that allowed the Germans to trade space for time from the City of Leningrad to 

the Panther Position along the Narva River (Operation BLAU), operational and tactical 

documents allowing the Germans to hold terrain at Sinimäed (Operations SEEALDER and 

FLAMINGO ) and finally transition to controlling the retrograde of their forces under pressure to 

Latvia using the Marienburg Line outside of Dorpat (Tartu).
85

 Once German forces had retreated 

back to the ñPanther Lineò and it was clear Finland was about to leave the war, plans were 

secretly draw up for the evacuation of the Baltic. This operation was assigned code-name 

ñEntruenpelungò or house-cleaning as discussed previously.
86

 

Through an examination of Operation BLAU, for the first time scholars and professional 

soldiers can examine how the German Army in the latter stages of the Second World War 
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applied their doctrine of trading space for time using elements of coordination from the 

operational level and vigorous tactical level defensive execution. As the body of this work will 

show, German adherence to doctrine is done in direct opposition to the will of Adolf Hitler and is 

an attempt on the part of the Army Group North to fight as it had been educated and trained to do 

for decades prior to the outbreak of the Second World War. Seeing how the Operation BLAU 

order was written allows all to understand how Army Group North task organized their assets for 

battle along with how they were going to use their campaign plan of Operation BLAU to 

articulate assets in the time and space of the Northern Baltic using the terrain and weather to best 

advantage.  What should also be of interest to scholars and professional soldiers is how the 

Germans quickly transitioned from conducting delay and defend operations to the execution of 

an evacuation. With the evacuation of the Baltic being the desired (END) to preserve manpower 

and equipment for the coming battles, the Germans would give tactical battle as a (MEANS).  

ENDS
(EVACUATION OF THE 

BALTIC STATES)

WAY
(DELAY AND DEFEND FROM 

POSITION A -K

OPERATION HOUSE 

CLEANING)

MEANS
(USE OF TACTICAL 

BATTLES)

 

Figure 4 
 

The (WAYS) would be accomplished through a campaign plan goal which sought to use 

Army Detachment Narva to delay and defend along a series of positions labeled A-K to inflict 

massive Soviet casualties. [See Figure 4 and Map 4] Position A was in the vicinity of the 
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ñPanther Lineò and extended to Position K in the vicinity of the Estonian/ Latvian border. In 

actuality, this plan was not fully realized because the Soviets retook Tartu in August 1944, but 

use of the Marienburg Line assisted the Germans with the execution of Operation HOUSE 

CLEARING.
87

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

Map 4: Delay and Defend positions Labeled A-K   
 

1.9 THE OPERATIONAL USE OF PARTISAN FORCES, COUNTER MEASURES AND 

TACTICAL EXECU TION:  

 

A key tenant of this work to be addressed in follow-on chapters will be the Soviet use of 

unconventional forces, as well as the German response. On the 12th day of the German invasion, 

July 3, 1941, Stalin addressed the Soviet nation publicly for the first time.
88

 In this address Stalin 

set forth his initial planning guidance for the use of unconventional forces. During the address, 

Stalin reiterated instructions given to all party officers four days earlier; he called for evacuation 
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and a scorched earth policy in the threatened areas and partisan warfare in enemy occupied 

territory.
89

  

 By January 1, 1944, the Soviets had become masters of the use of unconventional forces. 

Partisans were operating in German rear areas, generally attacking German supply convoys, 

reinforcements or the lines of communication and communication themselves. In addition, 

partisan forces also attacked German conventional force positions. Examining the Soviet use of 

partisan forces through the lens of Friedrich August von der Heydte's, Modern Irregular 

Warfare, In Defense Policy and as a Military Phenomenon allows the student of the art and 

science of war to visualize the use of partisans as an element of the Soviet combined arms effort  

against the Germans.
90

 As will be demonstrated in subsequent chapters, the Soviet method for 

the use of asymmetric force was consistent with the teachings of Marx and Lenin, helping to 

galvanize the moral will of the Soviet people against the German enemy. Use of von der 

Heydte's work shows the unity of effort between conventional and asymmetric tactical objectives 

along with how all units operating on the battlefield can be coordinated through the use of a 

campaign plan. 

  In preparation for the Leningrad breakout the following orders were issued to partisan 

forces operating in the Area of Operations (AO): 

 1. Broaden the centers of popular uprisings in the areas of operations of the 2d, 5th, 7th, 

 and 9th Partisan Brigades. Foment popular uprisings in the Volosovo, Kingisepp, 

 Osômino, Krasnogvardeisk, Oredezh, and Tosno regions in northern Leningrad regions 

 and in the Porkhov, Pozherivitsk, Slavkovichi, Soshikhin and Ostrov regions in southern 

 Leningrad region.  

  

 2. During the course of the developing uprisings, completely destroy the occupations 

 authoritiesô local organs, such as uyezd [large town], regional [mid-sized town], and 

 volostô [small town] organs and create Soviet administrative organs under armed partisan 
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 protection. Save the population from destruction or transport to Germany and deny the 

 enemy command the opportunity to use the population in the construction of defensive 

 positions. Defend populated points from destruction and disrupt the transport to Germany 

 of grain, livestock, clothing, and other materials. 

 

 3. Intensify combat operations by partisan brigades, detachments, and groups against 

 enemy communications-roads and railroads- with all means at your disposal. Put the 

 Krasnogvardeisk-Luga-Pskov, Krasnogvardeisk-Kingisepp-Narva, Pskov-Slantsy-

 Veimari, Staraia Russa-Dno-Porkhov-Pskov, and Puskin-Dno-Chikhachevo rail lines out 

 of commission for the longest period possible in order to paralyze completely the 

 transport of personnel, equipment, and ammunition for the enemyôs operating armies, 

 particularly during the period of the Leningrad, Volkhov, and 2d Baltic Frontsô 

 offensives.
91

  

 

 This instruction demonstrates clearly the Soviet High Commands understanding of the 

situation, best addressing the synergy and use of their assets against the problem of supply 

distribution in German rear areas. It is interesting to examine how the tasking of partisan forces 

was written. Central to the instruction is the importance of the people and generating support for 

the movement. Also of interest, is how the Soviet high command gave partisans a priority of 

targets to attack like conventional forces. Finally, the connection of partisan operations to the 

greater offensive demonstrates how their efforts were to be synchronized with the overall scheme 

of maneuver. Scholars and professional soldiers must understand the role of conventional and 

unconventional forces operating in the same battlespace, both in their employment and the 

employment of forces to counter their actions. Understanding the asymmetric threat along with 

use of conventional forces to respond to it was as problematic then as it is today. This work 

continues to shed light on this very difficult problem.  

1.10 CONCLUSION:  

 

 Operational planning requires acute situational awareness of the environment and 

understanding of the enemy at all levels of war. These qualities are born of experience and 
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reflection on times spent in study as well as operating at the tactical level. The role of the 

operational planner is to translate strategic vision into synchronized tactical actions to impose 

friendly will on the enemy. Through the design of a campaign plan, the operational planner links 

strategic vision to tactical actions, thus achieving the desired end state. An examination of the 

Leningrad withdrawal plan is long overdue and this work provides the perfect lens to dissect the 

various components of tactical reality against the combatant's doctrines and general theory for 

war. Understanding the parts of the problem and the questions surrounding the process of 

designing a campaign plan are at the core of this work. By identifying the strategic (ENDS) and 

looking at the (MEANS) available to accomplish the desired (ENDS), the emergent (WAYS) are 

quickly identified in a campaign goal and a plan can be written. Identifying the elements which 

make a situation and being able to quickly get to the heart of a matter allows the planner the 

ability to analyze the core issue of a problem. By understanding the parts that comprise a 

problem, planners are better able to solve it. A planner should not plan an operation without 

understanding how various transportation networks affect supply chain management through his 

friendly lines of communication. Time and space are the two critical factors which determine the 

effectiveness of a plan and ultimately, the success of the planôs execution. Within the confines of 

time and space, the environment is governed by complications created by terrain and weather. In 

the end, superb strategic vision and excellent tactical execution are not enough to assure victory. 

A nation must win a war at the strategic, operational and tactical levels, whether against 

conventional or unconventional foes. Study of past campaigns is the duty of every professional 

soldier, even when conducting them himself. Teaching those campaigns to subordinate unit 

leaders is the duty of every senior. Only through learning about the past and present can the 

professional soldier preserve peace while training for war in the future.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Strategic Ends, the Operational Environment and Doctrine 

 
 Examining the collapse of the German Armed Forces in 1944/45 requires not only an 

understanding of the events leading to the destruction of Germany in the east, but also how the 

plans written enabled that destruction. To understand  how a plan was created, the plan must first 

be considered in the context of time it was written. Examination should focus on the strategic 

ends the plan was designed to serve as well as the means available to achieve the ends. (See 

Figure  1)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1
92

 

More fundamentally, the first question to be answered is what is planning? A modern definition 

provided by the United States Marine Corpsô MCDP-5 states, ñPlanning is the art and science of 

envisioning a desired future and laying out effective ways of bringing it about.ò
93

 This quote 

rationalizes planning in the same manner as war itself, as an art and science. The art of planning 
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consists of conceptual and functional planning, while the science consists of detailed planning 

(See Figure 5).
94

 In order to understand the connection of national strategy to the tactics being 

employed on the battlefield, the plan must be understood through the lens of what it was 

supposed to achieve conceptually. How was the plan made functional when flushed out with 

more information? How do units at the tactical level carry out plans through the use of doctrine? 

Finally, what were the details of the plan and can the available assets accomplish the desired 

ends with what is available? While planning is considered a process, the product of planning (the 

plan) Moltke the Elder once said does not survive first contact with the enemy. Planning is not a 

single act ñbecause it involves a number of ongoing, iterative and interdependent activities.ò
95
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Figure 5
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Through the process of planning, those doing the planning are seeking to achieve a greater 

understanding of the problem they are attempting to solve.
97

 It only makes sense to understand a 
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problem before attempting a solution, but the second and third order effects must also be 

anticipated with the possible solution. MCDP-5 states: ñPlanning encompasses two basic 

functions- envisioning a desired future and arranging a configuration of potential actions in time 

and space that will allow us to realize that future.ò
98

 As planners are not able to see into the 

future or fully predict the manner in which the enemy will commit forces, the plan must solidify 

a desired future end state as well as how friendly actions will be arranged in time and space. 

Time and space also relate to why planning is essential in the first place. MCDP-5 states three 

reasons for properly executed planning: 

 1. Planning can be essential to the ability to seize the initiative. In order to seize the 

 initiative, we must be able to anticipate events and act purposefully and effectively before 

 the enemy can. 

 2. Planning is essential to reduce the unavoidable time lag between decision and action 

 on the battlefield, especially at higher levels. 

 3. Planning is essential when situations reach a certain level of complexity.
99

  

 

 While MCDP-5 may seem a distant topic from the Eastern Front of the Second World 

War, ideas relevant to planning presented there provide a framework to understand how a human 

disaster on this scale came about, while also providing a common frame for examining both 

combatants thoughts about planning with an objective eye. What is missing from histories of the 

Second World War is not the discussions from the planning tables or actions at the tactical-level, 

rather, it has been the connection between the two found in an understanding of how the 

campaigns were planned.   

Understanding a campaign plan does not always yield a nationôs rationalization for war in 

the first place, nor will it necessarily show the associated end states or connection to available 
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tactical means.
100

 Inquiries of the German strategic situation in the Second World War typically 

only consider the use of military force on land, while ignoring the use of naval units or air power.  

Joining strategy to tactics requires a campaign plan, a product of planning. As MCDP-5 

states, ñMilitary planning comprises two broad categories- force planning and operational 

planning. Force planning is planning associated with the creation and maintenance of military 

capabilities.ò
101

 In other words, force planning generates combat power from all the strategic 

dimensions (military, economic, informational and diplomatic) to accomplish the task at hand. 

The second category, operational planning is comprised of, ñplanning for the mobilization, 

deployment, employment, sustainment, and redeployment of military forces to accomplish 

assigned missions.ò
102

 How Germany created its strategic end state for the war in the east given 

intangible factors such as terrain and weather is the focus of this chapter. Commensurate with 

examining the German strategic end state, this chapter will also develop an understanding of the 

combatant's doctrinal force employment considerations along with their development. In 

conclusion, the chapter will close with an exploration of the Soviet end state for the Second 

World War. In understanding the linkage between strategy and tactics, the student of history 

better sees the creation and implementation of the operational art through a campaign plan.
103

 

 To understand how the campaign against Soviet Russia was conceived in terms of 

operational art, it is first necessary to identify the desired German end state for the campaign. 
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With an understanding of what the Germans wanted to gain by invading the Soviet Union, 

students of history not only identify the objectives of the campaign, but are also able to see how 

the elements of national power were applied to facilitate a German strategy for the war in general 

as well as for the Baltic region. In doing so, the student comes to their own conclusion regarding 

the unity of effort between the elements of national power and the end state of the campaign. 

With the identification of the desired strategic end state, the student must then understand the 

means available to the planner at the time in relation to what the enemy was capable of fielding. 

In modern parlance, this is referred to as the force ratio. A common planning coefficient used by 

planners today is a force going into the offense seeks to achieve a 5:1 ratio over the enemy in the 

defense. This lends credence to Clausewitzôs maxim of the defense being the stronger form of 

war.
104

 While the defender is incapable of defending everywhere, the offense is also unable to 

attack with decisive strength everywhere as well, thus the offense looks to achieve local 

superiority at a place of focus to overwhelm the defense.  These considerations must always be 

further examined in time and space.  

2.1 STRATEGIC REASONING AND THE OBJECTIVE OF THE GERMAN INVASION 

OF THE SOVIET UNION:  

 

 The strategy and objectives of a war are determined by the political leadership of a 

nation. The coming  war with Soviet Russia was first written about by Adolf Hitler in Mein 

Kampf in 1923.  

 Present-day Russia, divested of her Germanic upper stratum, is, quite aside from the 

 private intentions of her new masters, no ally for the German nationôs fight for freedom. 

 Considered from the purely military angle, the relations would be simply catastrophic in 

 case of war between Germany and Russia and Western Europe, and probably against all 

 the rest of the world. The struggle would not take place on Russian, but German soil.
105
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While few at the time took notice of his writings or his rants for that matter, in a decade 

he was able to begin expanding the war machine that he would use to attack Soviet Russia.
106

 

Hitler, like Germans of his generation, was deeply scarred by the experience of the First World 

War and the peace which followed.
107

 There were two considerations which found an audience 

with Germans of this generation. The first was the universal truth of fighting a war on only one 

front at a time, and the second was not allowing the German people to starve as a result of 

fighting at the front.
108

 In the late summer of 1939, Hitler shocked the world twice; the first time 

by concluding a Non-Aggression Pact with Joseph Stalinôs Soviet Union and by beginning the 

Second World War against Poland on the September 1, 1939.
109

 On account of the first event, the 

world found it incredible that the two socialist states would not only put their difference aside, 

but actively work together. While both were signatories of the 1922 Rapallo Treaty, their 

working relations remained vexed.
110

 For almost two decades, Germany and the young Soviet 

Union had been working together. Both counties were able to find common ground and fault 

with the Treaty of Versailles. The very methods of employment used against Poland by Germany 

were developed in the vastness of Russia, away from the prying eyes of the west. For almost two 

decades, Germany and the Soviet Union exchanged ideas, along with tactics, techniques and 

procedures in the military dimension, while developing trade in the economic dimension and 
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continuing to build diplomatic relations.
111

 Soviet Russia, specifically ñJewish Bolshevismò was 

the true ideological enemy of Hitlerôs National Socialism as written in Mein Kampf. 
112

 In any 

future question of the Soviet Union, the issues of the Soviet regime and Judaism were seen as 

ñinseparably linked with the political, military-geographical, and economic motives in Hitlerôs 

living-space program and his racial ideas concerning the necessary annihilation of óJewish 

Bolshevismô.
113

 Hitlerôs approach to foreign policy questions of the future saw the problem of 

land, Russia and Judaism through the same lens. To Hitlerôs mind, the impending struggle 

against Soviet Russia was also historically determined:  

 We take up where we broke off six hundred years ago. We stop the endless German 

 movement to the south and west, and turn our gaze to the east. At long last we break off 

 the colonial and commercial policy of the pre-War period and shift to the soil policy of 

 the future. If we speak of soil in Europe today, we can primarily have in mind only 

 Russia and her vassal border states.
114

 

 

Hitler also wrote in Mein Kampf, ñAs opposed to this, we National Socialist must hold 

unflinchingingly to our aim in foreign policy, namely, to secure for the German people the land 

and soil to which they are entitled on this earth.ò
115

 The idea of lebensraum or living space along 

with the annihilation of Bolshevism were the ideological underpinning for all plans to invade the 

Soviet Union.
116

 Hitler did not foresee the Soviet Union giving the land to Germany without a 
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fight. In a speech delivered on November 23, 1939, Hitler stated, ñThe safeguarding of living-

space can be solved only by the sword. A racial struggle has erupted about who is to dominate in 

Europe and in the world.ò
117

 In actuality, not only was it a question of living space for the 

German people which motivated Hitler to draw up plans to invade Soviet Russia, but the promise 

of unlimited resources such as grain and oil.
118

 In Germany and the Second World War, Volume 

IV, The Attack on the Soviet Union, Hitler sees the living space program as the synthesis of 

military, diplomatic and economic purpose, as Hitler himself defined it in Mein Kampf.  

 His (Hitlerôs) living space program contained all the factors which, individually or 

 collectively, figured also in the reflections of military leaders, diplomats, and economists. 

 Expansion of living-space ótowards the east,ô in Hitlerôs opinion, not only promised the 

 safeguarding of Germanyôs economic existence within a blockade-proof greater 

 European economy- because of the foodstuffs and raw materials to be found in the Soviet 

 Union- but would also afford an insuperable defense in depth, absolute political freedom 

 of action, and independence from international ties and obligations.
119

 

 

In these terms, ñHitler defined his war aim as the óliquidation of Russiaôs manpowerô and 

the conquest of the Ukraine, the Baltic States, and Belorussia.ò
120

 The question in Hitlerôs mind 

was not if he should invade the Soviet Union, but rather when. Hitler was a student of history 

and knew the horrors of Napoleonôs Army in 1812, so how could Germany and Hitler achieve 

what Napoleon could not? After the smashing victories over Poland in 1939, followed by the 

defeat of France in 1940 along with a host of other nations, Germany seemed unstoppable. 
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England had to be defeated next, if Germany was to dominate the continent of Europe. The First 

World War was the single event that formed the schema of every nationôs senior leaders for the 

Second World War. England was still the respected naval power of the world that needed a 

strong partner with a land army on the continent to have a say in continental affairs. While in the 

First World War, France did not fall, Russia eventually did in 1917 with the Bolshevik 

Revolution. In 1940, France fell shaking the paradigm of all global leaders to their cores. Not 

only did France fall, but it did so quickly. The logic of this strategically was if France had been 

removed and the massive Soviet Union was also been dispensed with, then England would not 

have a ñsword in the handò on the continent left to fight Germany with.
121

 While Hitler and the 

German general staff respected England, it was still acknowledged as the greatest threat to 

German domination on the continent. It was not the prospect of owning the British Isles which 

excited Hitler, but rather the resources of the British Empire. With the elimination of the Soviet 

Union, not only could Germany dominate the resources of the Soviet Union, but it could also 

have a monopoly of those in the British Empire as well without the aid of Turkey.
122

 In the 

minds of the most senior German leadership, the English were the force to be reckoned with.
123

 

While direct methods of German air and naval power were being applied without success to 

England, German leaders continued to plan the invasion of the Soviet Union.              
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As displayed in Germany and the Second World War, Volume IV, The Attack on the 

Soviet Union, in writing plans to invade the Soviet Union, England was thought of as the true 

enemy. General Halder, at the time the Chief of the German General Staff and the man most 

responsible to Hitler for the BARBAROSSA plan saw the problem of England and Russia as a 

much bigger global issue.
124

 Based on conversations with Hitler during the initial planning 

phases, he took down the following thoughts in his notebook: 

 Britainôs hope lies in Russia and the United States. If Russia drops out of the picture 

 America, too, is lost for Britain, because elimination of Russia would tremendously 

 increase Japanôs power in the Far East. Russia is the Far Eastern sword of Britain and the 

 United States pointed at Japané Russia is the factor on which Britain is relying most. 

 Something must have happened in London!... With Russia smashed, Britainôs last hope 

 would be shattered. Germany then will be the master of Europe and the Balkans. 

 Decision: Russiaôs destruction must therefore be made part of this struggle. Spring 1941. 

 The sooner Russia is crushed, the better.  Attack achieves its purpose only if Russian 

 state can be shattered to its roots with one blow. Holding part of the country alone will 

 not do. Standing still for the winter would be perilous.
125

 

 

In Halderôs thoughts, the student of history sees not only confirmation of England as the main 

threat on the global stage, but also how German strategic leaders saw the destruction of the 

Soviet Union as the vehicle to facilitating that end. Also addressed in concept are the ideas of 

time and space for operations against the Soviet Union. Halder foresaw this operation taking 

place in the Spring of 1941 and before the winter, thus defining the timeframe for offensive 

operations. These thoughts would become underlying themes in the BARBAROSSA plan. An 

interesting thought Halder has in relation to the formation of war aims from these notes is 
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ñholding part of the country will not do.ò
126

 Germany and the Second World War, Volume IV, 

The Attack on the Soviet Union confirms Hitlerôs intention to destroy the Soviet Union in ñone 

blowò and how this related to the formation of war aims for a campaign against the Soviet 

Union: 

 The war aims formulated by him (Hitler) on that occasion differed substantially in their 

 spatial dimension from those of the general staff: Hitler, in view of the by then obvious 

 necessity to continue the war against Britain for an uncertain period of time and to 

 prepare for an American entry into the war, did not aim merely at ógaining space, but at 

 smashing the Russian state with a single blow.
127

   

 

Ultimately, the argument was the same as it had been since the July 31, 1940 conference where 

Hitler thought the only way to determine hegemony in Europe would be through the demise of 

the Soviet Union.
128

 ñThe decision on hegemony in Europe would be made in the struggle 

against the Soviet Union as this deprived Britain of her ócontinental swordô.
129

 The purpose of 

the operation was the annihilation of óRussiaôs manpowerô.
130

As will be discussed in other parts 

of this chapter, these very thoughts haunted German planners in the execution of hostilities with 

the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941. 

 2.2 THE CREATION OF THE GERMAN STRATEGIC END STATE AND HITLER'S 

INITIAL PLANNING GU IDANCE:  

 As Hitler decided on a course to invade the Soviet Union based on the aforementioned 

reasoning, he also decided the time and space of the operation. Following this chain of logic, if 
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Hitler knew the Soviet Union was the last of Englandôs swords on the continent and England 

needed the Soviet Unionôs manpower, then it followed that Germany should annihilate Russiaôs 

manpower. What requires examination is how did these words and ideas of Adolf Hitlerôs 

translate in actionable orders by the German Armed Forces and specifically, how did they 

contribute to the creation of Directive 21 and Operation BARBAROSSA.
131

  

Like all operations, BARBAROSSA began with initial planning guidance which was 

continually refined through staff action, conferences, studies and by the political leadership and 

higher headquarters. Most would expect for an operation the scope of the invasion of the Soviet 

Union, Adolf Hitler would have a grand conference to promulgate his initial planning guidance 

along with his thoughts about the desired end state for the operation. There was a meeting and it 

would be more consistent with what military professionals have come to expect. Likely for 

reasons of operational security, the concept was initially only briefed to the most senior officers 

who were needed to discuss the problem. On July 21, 1940, Adolf Hitler was finishing his daily 

situation update with the General Staff Officers. The main topic of the discussion that day was 

the state of operations against England.
132

 After the meeting, Hitler asked Field Marshal von 

Brauchitsch, the Commander in Chief of the Germany Army to remain behind.
133

 It was here 

Adolf Hitler first socialized the idea of invading the Soviet Union with a member of the German 

Armed Forces. Most military plans typically begin in this fashion. It was also in this meeting 

with Brauchitsch that Hitler provided his initial planning guidance for what would become 

BARBAROSSA. There were four items Hitler discussed as follows: 
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 1. The concentration of the attack forces would take 4 to 6 weeks. 

 

 2. The military objective would be the defeat of the Russian Army or at least to seize so 

 much Russian territory that the armaments plants in eastern Germany, particularly those 

 in Berlin and Upper Silesia, and the Romanian oil fields would be beyond the range of 

 Russian air attacks. At the same time the German ground forces would have to advance 

 far enough to bring important production centers of European Russia within striking 

 distance of the Luftwaffe. 

 

 3. The political aims would include the creation of an independent Ukraine and a 

 confederation of Baltic States under German domination. 

 

 4. The Army would need approximately 80-100 combat divisions; the Soviet Union had 

 some 50-75 good Russian divisions in Europe. If the campaign against Russia was 

 launched that autumn (of 1940), some of the German air power committed against Britain 

 would have to be transferred to the East.
134

     

 

What is of particular interest about this initial planning guidance is Hitler concisely 

delivered the desired end state for the future operation BARBAROSSA with consideration given 

to how the military dimension of national power would be used to achieve aims in relation to 

economic and diplomatic dimensions.
135

 This shows thought was given to all elements of 

national strategic power, the question which remained unanswered was how would the planners 

create a synergy of the military, diplomatic and economic strengths in a plan and how would this 

message be articulated through a directive. Based on this initial planning guidance given to Field 

Marshal Brauchitsch, it is clear the German Army was going to be the main effort for the 

impending operation and the German Air Force would be a supporting effort to the Army. 

Regarding the use of military power in the future operation, the planning guidance also reveals a 

serious fault. The planning guidance only talks about the role of the German army and air force 

without any mention of the use of naval forces. The navy being left out of the initial planning 
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guidance was likely an intentional decision, as the BARBAROSSA plan was being written to 

facilitate the fall of England. In this light, it was likely thought by the Germans that the navy was 

already fully committed to the fight against the Royal Navy. The following day after being told 

by Hitler of the desire to go to war with the Soviet Union, Field Marshal Brauchitsch the chief of 

the German Army High Command turned to his Chief of Staff Generaloberst Halder.
136

 

Brauchitsch informed Halder of the meeting with Hitler the day prior and commissioned him 

with gaining situational awareness about the Soviet Union and the disposition of its forces.  

2.3 GERMAN ANALYSIS OF THE MISSION AND THE ENEMY:  

 It is imperative to remember the role of the planner and a military staff in the creation of 

a plan for a commander. Planners and staffs do the research and detailed work of exploring 

problems, while creating potential courses of action to facilitate the decision making of the 

commander. The art of the planner is to take often complicated thoughts of decision makers and 

seamlessly transform them into simple orders. While not all of the information the planner and 

staffs examine becomes part of the final product, which is briefed to the decision maker, the 

products and information are typically shared amongst other planners and staff officers to 

provide a common approach to the problem being explored. Before any planning or examination 

of a problem can take place, the planners and staff doing the work must gather the ñtoolsò they 

need to work. Not only must the ñtoolsò be gathered, but the lead planner must have a ñplan for 

the planning.ò
137

 Maps and manuals are amongst the first things to come to the planning table, 

the staff officer most likely to be bringing them is the intelligence officer. To properly 

understand the problem that needs to be solved, the planner must first understand the context of 
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the problem; not only in terms of the objective items, such as the terrain and weather, but also in 

terms of the subjective enemy. Comprehending these factors is not just understanding for the 

sake of understanding, but rather, grasping the effects created by these factors. On a staff, the 

intelligence officer is the best qualified to explain the effects of terrain, weather and the enemy in 

the operational time and space. In June of 1940, Halder as the Chief of Staff turned to Lieutenant 

Colonel Kinzel, who was the Chief of the Eastern Intelligence Division.
138

 Kinzel was tasked 

with providing Halder with a brief on the area of operations (AO) along with the composition, 

disposition and strength of the Red Army. Kinzel delivered the briefing on July 26, 1940.
139

 At 

the same time that Halder sent for Kinzel, he also directed the Chief of the Operations Division, 

Colonel von Greiffenberg to assign a General Staff Officer to begin writing the draft plan of 

action.
140

Halder did what all well trained professional soldiers do, he gained situational 

awareness of the problem he had been tasked to solve before he tasked subordinate staff officers 

with preparing products for the decision maker. In doing so, Halder was better focused on the 

problem he was to have others investigate and better able to focus the efforts of his staff toward 

creating a product, ultimately what the OKW created in Directive 21.
141
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 After Lieutenant Colonel Kinzel had briefed Halder on the terrain to be expected in 

Russia and gave an idea of what to expect from the Soviet Armed Forces, Halder drew some 

vague conclusions. These conclusions were drawn based on what he had heard from Kinzel and 

the initial planning guidance Hitler had given to Brauchitsch on July 21, 1940. Based on these 

two factors, Halder had some very tough prerequisites to meet. The first and most major problem 

was mobilizing a force large enough in four-six weeks, while finding an assembly/staging area 

for mobilization that would not draw Soviet attention. The art of mobilizing an army for action 

was something every German General Staff officer studied in his courses. Students at the 

General Staff Course spent hours reading and listening to lectures about the work of Moltke the 

Elder and the manner in which he mobilized the great Prussian Army for war with France in 

1870.
142

 If the lessons were not learned directly from the readings of the great Moltke himself, 

then officers of Halderôs generation would have learned them from the work of 

Schlieffen.
143
When describing Schlieffenôs seminal work, Cannae, Generaloberst Hans von 

Seeckt stated in his work, Thoughts of a Soldier that, ñNo catchword (Cannae) has done us more 

harm than this. It is a typical example of the way in which the truth in a catchword is 

perverted.ò
144

 While Seeckt was discrediting the way many of his time used Schlieffenôs work as 

an excuse not to think while treating each problem of tactics in the same way, meaning from the 

front and flank; Seeckt was not against the teachings of Schlieffen regarding concentration. All 
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officers of Halderôs generation knew the great maxim of Moltke the Elder, ñConcentrate on the 

battlefield the scattered detachmentsò or ñmove separately, fight together.ò
145

  

 Based on the situational briefing presented by Kinzel, Halder came to the following 

determinations prior to meeting with Colonel von Greiffenbergôs assigned General Staff Officer 

regarding offensive operations against Russia; ñAn attack launched from assembly areas in East 

Prussia and northern Poland toward Moscow would offer the best chances for success. After the 

seizure of Moscow the Russian forces defending the Ukraine and the Black Sea coast would be 

compelled to fight a series of battles on a reversed front.ò
146

 With these thoughts, Halder would 

receive Generalmajor Marcks on July 29, 1940 in Fontainebleau.
147

 Marcks was the Chief of 

Staff of the Eighteenth Army, which had recently been assigned to the East with the task of 

defending against a possible Soviet attack.
148

 Historians have often wondered why Marcks was 

picked to be the lead planner for what would become BARBAROSSA. 
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Picture 1: General Marcks  

The likely answer is Halder and his inner staff had already come to the conclusion that 

Eighteenth Army would likely be a subordinate main effort for the impending attack. From this 

point of view, it made great sense to have the Chief of Staff from the unit most responsible for 

the attackôs success to plan the operation. A natural handicap Marcks would have unwittingly 

carried with him to do this planning was seeing this problem from his own unitôs perspective and 

being bounded by his own experience and rationality for ways to solve the entire front. With his 

assignment from Halder, Marcks prepared his study on the Russian problem.  

 The Marcks Study provides the student of history or the military professional a look into 

the next step into the evolution of the BARBAROSSA plan. This often misunderstood study was 

originally a 23 page document Marcks submitted on August 5, 1940.
149

 Marcks begins the 

document by explaining the objective of the campaign in the first paragraph. Marcks wrote: 

 The objective of the campaign was to defeat the Russian armed forces so that the Soviet 

 Union could not threaten Germany in the future. German troops would have to seize all 

 territory west of the line Rostov-Gorki-Archangel to eliminate the danger of Russian 

 bombing attacks on Germany. 

 

 From the military-economic view point Russiaôs most valuable regions were the food and 

 raw-material producing areas of the Ukraine and the Donets Basin as well as the 

 armament-production centers around Moscow and Leningrad. The industrial areas of 

 Asiatic Russia were not greatly developed. The principle objective was Moscow, the 
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 nerve center of Soviet military, political, and economic power; its capture would lead to 

 the disintegration of Soviet resistance.
150

 

 

Analysis of this simple opening statement reveals several interesting thoughts requiring further 

inquiry. While Marcks echoes the initial planning guidance which Hitler delivered to 

Brauchitsch on July 21, 1940 and Brauchitsch no doubt conveyed to Halder the following day; 

Marcksô study provides no connection in the opening statement to the true purpose of the 

operation, which was the destruction of England. What was the reason of England not being 

included? Was Marckôs not told that England was the reason for the invasion of the Soviet 

Union, or more likely was he told to leave England out of his work? While leaving England out 

of initial Russian planning may have simplified things for those who were planning the future 

operation against the Soviet Union, for planners assigned to other plans at the strategic level, the 

question of operational priority and nesting of operations became a question.
151

 Planners are 

always competing for the same resources, such as manpower, firepower or transportation to 

make plans feasible. In the case of the plan Marcks was charged with creating, the operation was 

going to be resource intensive. This requires a serious question, if an operation takes the vast 

majority of 2/3ôs of the total available land and air forces; at what point does England cease to be 

the reason for the Soviet invasion? A question Marcks had to ask himself in the course of 

drawing his study is what would be lost from other theaters of war by the conduct of an operation 

against the Soviet Union. Certainly Marcks would have asked himself at some point where the 
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manpower and material were going to come from? These sorts of questions amongst staff officer 

help guide discussions with decision makers regarding mission priorities. 

 Another important factor which is drawn from Marcksô opening statement on the 

objective demonstrates where the lines of operation for the campaign were going to be physically 

on the ground, along with how far the German forces must drive to meet the requirements set by 

Hitler of not having German factories in range of Soviet bombers. The lines of operation are 

correctly justified by giving economic reasons for the directions of march as well as the limit of 

advance. Identified were economic areas of interest, such as the Ukraine and the Donets Basin. 

Taken collectively, Leningrad and Moscow represented industrial centers which were capable of 

supplying arms and equipment to Soviet forces, while the Ukraine and the Donets Basin were 

capable of sustaining those forces and the population.
152

 These locations represented target areas 

for each axis of advance.  
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support the mission of the headquarters above them. This is called ñnesting.ò 
152

 According to page 259, Germany and the Second World War, Volume IV, The Attack on the Soviet 

Union, Marcks gained his information regarding the Russian terrain ñfrom access to the Department for Foreign 

Armies East and the Military Geography Department of the General Staff. He (Marcks) also used an excerpt from 

Tukhachevskyôs book Advance over the Vistula. This described the terrain where the main effort of the German 

operation was to be made. Tukhachevsky had come to the conclusion that the terrain south of the lower Berezina 

was totally unsuitable for operations by major formations. The most favorable terrain for military movements, he 

had argued-with regards to both road and rail communications-was north of that region, between Lepel and Dvina.ò  



59 
 

 

Map 5: Marcksô Plan for the Invasion of the Soviet Union   

Based on his experience and knowledge of the terrain, Marcks identified the effects of 

terrain for the campaign in the following words on the first two pages of his study:  

  To the north and west of Moscow was screened by huge forests and swamps which 

 extended from the White Sea past Leningrad through Vitebsk to a line Kobrin-Slutsk-

 Kiev. The Pripyat Marshes, forming the southern part of this forest and swamp area, 

 divided the western border region of Russia into two separate theaters of operation. The 

 most extensive forests were between Leningrad and Moscow and in the Pripyat Marshes. 

 The intermediate area was crossed by main highways extending from Warsaw and East 

 Prussia via Slutsk, Minsk and Vitebsk to Moscow. South of the Pripyat Marshes were the 

 lightly wooded regions of eastern Poland and the Ukraine. The terrain was favorable, but 

 mobility was limited by the scarcity of good roads. Only one main east-west highway via 

 Kiev and by the Dnepr River constituted a major obstacle.
153

 

 

 Once Marcks had explained the general scheme of the Soviet defensive forces, he 

expounded on their disposition on the ground. Marcks had a ground-centric view of the possible 

Russian defense, as he said very little about the role the Soviet air force or navy would have in a 
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possible campaign. Marcks wrote the following about the disposition and concentration of Soviet 

ground forces and the role the air force and navy would have in the defense of the Soviet Union: 

 The main concentrations were in the Baltic States in the north and the Ukraine in the 

 south. In general, the Russian troops in the west were about equally divided between the 

 areas north and south of the Pripyat Marshes with a reserve force around Moscow. It 

 would be assumed that the same disposition would hold in any war with Germany. 

 Whether appoint of main effort would be formed in the north or south would depend 

 upon political developments. In all probability the troop strength in the north would 

 exceed that of the south. Once the Russian lines had been pierced, the Red Army, being 

 spread over a wide front, would no longer be able to coordinate its maneuvers and would 

 be destroyed piecemeal.
154

 

 

The picture being painted by Marcks was the Soviet flank forces in the north and the south 

would be strong, as these flanks would be anchored to water obstacles in the north along the 

Baltic Sea and the Black Sea in the south. The Soviets also recognized the strength of the Pripyat 

Marshes as a natural obstacle and wanted to use it to help protect Moscow at the center. To 

Marcks, it made sense for the Soviets to place their reserves at what he saw as their center of 

gravity, Moscow. This would afford it protection and offer the possibility of counter-attack. In 

light of these thoughts, the proposed German scheme of maneuver made sense. A northern 

German army attacking toward Leningrad, thus securing the left flank of the main effort advance 

toward Moscow, would avoid the Pripyat Marshes by keeping them to their right flank while 

attacking quickly using an excellent transportation hub to attack north. In doing so; the northern 

German army would be cutting the Soviet line of retreat back to Moscow by pressing Soviet 

forces into the Baltic Sea, while continuing the attack toward Leningrad.
155

 Lines of operation 
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would be long, but a mobilized ground force leaving out of well-developed East Prussia could 

make it easier.  

As the main effort thrust and attack on the Soviet center of gravity, Moscow was the 

crown jewel the Germans wanted to take from the Soviets. The Germans believed because of the 

highly centralized natural of the Soviet military, the taking of Moscow in conjunction with the 

destruction of their forces in the field would be more than the Soviet system could take. In other 

words, if the Soviet command and control structure was to collapse in Moscow and Soviet field 

commands were being crushed while asking for permission or waiting for orders from higher 

headquarters, collapse was imminent. To bring collapse about, Marcks thought the troop strength 

in the north was likely to eclipse that of the south and left flexibility in his study for political 

developments to facilitate what he saw as inevitable. Regardless, in the final analysis, the Soviet 

armed forces and Moscow needed to go in order to bring about the collapse of the Soviet state.  

Regarding the Soviet air force, on page 4 of his study, Marcks thought they were a threat 

to be taken seriously.
156

 Marcks saw the role of the Soviet air force as something that would be 

used to interdict German traffic on the roads, making friendly movement more difficult. Marcks 

saw this as a way to remind other planners the German Army needed more anti-air capabilities 

before attacking the east. These two thoughts would lead German air planners to consider their 

own role in the coming campaign. Their argument was in order to support ground forces, more 

than just air superiority, but rather, total air supremacy was required.
157

 This was a part of the 
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larger intellectual discussion the German Luftwaffe was having regarding its role in relation to 

the army.
158

    

Regarding the role of the Russian navy, Marcks also explains on the fourth page of his 

Study what he thought of Russiaôs naval capabilities and how he expected them to be used in the 

coming campaign. Marcks saw the Soviet surface and subsurface fleets the equal of the German 

High Seas Fleet.
159

 Interestingly, Marcks makes a significant comment regarding the possibility 

of Russian vessels interrupting the flow of Swedish iron ore coming to Germany through the 

Baltic Sea.
160

 He predicted the Soviets would achieve this through the use of submarines and 

mine warfare. For Germany, Swedish iron ore was a significant economic factor in 1940 and any 

future prosecution of the war depended on it.
161

 Also a priority made by Marcks was the capture 

of Baltic Sea ports. Marcks felt if these ports fell into German hands the situation of the Red 

Banner Baltic Fleet would be hopeless, as it would be confined to ports such as Leningrad which 

freeze in the winter. These Baltic ports could also become a major source of German sustainment 

for forces operating in the Baltic States. In this area of the document, Marcks also stated the 

Soviet navy needed to be eliminated from the Baltic Sea in order to prevent it from connecting 

with the English fleet and gaining a source of supplies.
162

  

 In terms of the operation itself, Marcks conceptualized the operation to be a four phase 

operation, once forces had been mobilized and deployed to their starting positions prior to the 

commencement of hostilities. Marcks explains the four phases of the operation in terms of time 

and space: 
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 Phase 1. In the initial phase of the operation the Russians would likely fight delaying 

 actions over a distance of 400kms until they reached their prepared positions. The 

 German infantry divisions would take three weeks to cover this distance. The panzer 

 divisions would have to advance rapidly and penetrate deeply so the Russians would be 

 unable to man a continuous defense. The issue of the entire campaign would depend on 

 the success of the armored thrusts. 

 

 Phase 2. The fight for the forest areas and the river courses would dominate this phase. 

 The depth of this zone was about 100 to 200kms. It would take two to four weeks to cross 

 it. At this stage, the German forces would either achieve a decisive breakthrough or 

 destroy the previously shattered Russian forces individually.  

 

 Phase 3. Moscow and Leningrad would have to be seized and the drive into the eastern 

 Ukraine initiated. The distances were 400 and 300kms respectively. This phase could 

 only be executed after the second phase depending on the condition of the railroads, the 

 serviceability of the tracked and wheeled vehicles and the degree of success achieved. If 

 the Russians were beaten, a few armored or motorized divisions would have to keep them 

 off balance and to seize Moscow and Leningrad and thrust deep into the eastern Ukraine. 

 This would require one to two weeks, if sufficient tanks and motor vehicles were 

 available. If, however, the bulk of the Red Army was still capable of offering organized 

 resistance, the start of the third phase would have to be delayed until sufficient supplies 

 were brought up to support the continuation of the offensive. In this case it might be three 

 to six weeks, depending on the time needed to generate supplies.  

 

 Phase 4. This phase would see the Germans pursuing the Russians to the Don, the Volga 

 and the Severnaya Dvina. The distances to be covered were 400kms in the south and 

 800kms in the center and the north. After the Germans captured Kharkov, Moscow and 

 Leningrad, the Soviet command would have lost control over its forces but complete 

 occupation of the territory acquired during this phase would be possible nor necessary. 

 Motorized forces and rail-transported infantry would be responsible for this part of the 

 operation. The time needed for this phase of the operation was estimated at two to four 

 weeks.
163

 

 

 In the writing of these four phases, Marcks was going to have to make assumptions and 

predictions, two things most planners do based on their experience. One assumption Marcks 

made was the Soviets would fight using delay and defend tactics, in the same manner the 

Germans thought of them. Planners often have to have a model of how the enemy will do 

something in order to share this understanding with others. In making this prediction, Marcks 

was acknowledging the Soviets would use the traditional Russian defense of trading space for 
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time in the same manner Alexander I did against Napoleon in 1812. It is also clear in phase one 

that Marcks believed the success of the operation and the deep armored drive need to capitalize 

on the initial strategic, operation and tactical surprise achieved when the operation began.
164

 The 

Germans needed to be prepared to take the initiative away from the Soviets in the initial hours of 

the campaign, not letting go until Moscow was seized.    

Marcks had demonstrated more thought about ñjointò issues than most typically give him 

credit for. But Marcksô planning was only conceptual, meaning it lacked the detail to be of any 

use in reality. Other planners from the German air force and navy had to add more flesh to the 

skeleton of this plan. Plans considering items such as terrain and weather move plans from the 

conceptual level to the functional by adding required details. Planners must not only understand 

how terrain and weather affect military operations, but how to plan to use their effects to 

advantage. Understanding how terrain was formed instructs planners on potential uses in 

offensive and defensive operations. Throughout the course of the war, both the Germans and 

Soviets developed their understanding of the conditions of terrain and weather, while they 

continued to refine their tactics to incorporate these understandings. A critical portion of the 

coming German operational plan for retrograde in the Baltic relies heavily on understanding the 

effects of terrain and weather.   

2.4 TERRAIN: DEFINING THE OPERATING ENVIRONMENT  

 As no other factor instructs combatants more than terrain as it relates to the space in 

which battle is joined, it is first prudent to examine terrain through the lens of the military 
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professional. Before the current age of technology, military professionals were much more in 

touch with the dangers and possibilities afforded by terrain. The strategic, operational and 

tactical levels each carry with them different considerations related to terrain. For an operational 

plan to be valid, it must consider grander issues of terrain in relation to the strategy being 

pursued, while having a total appreciation for the tactical level situation. Generally speaking, 

strategic-level considerations of terrain center on land masses in relation to the bodies of water 

that surround them. The northern front from Leningrad to the western edge of Estonia is 

comprised of the coastline of the Baltic Sea in the north. The eastern portion of the northern front 

is dominated by terrain mainly comprised of swamps, forests, small lakes and roads of small 

width. The southern area of the northern front is also covered with small lakes, forests, swamps, 

but lacks any significant road structure. The western area of the northern front is comprised of 

forests with more significant road infrastructure then the other parts. To better understand how 

the northern front was formed as a land mass, it is necessary to scientifically examine the 

geographic history of northern Russia and Estonia.  

In ancient times the land mass of northern Europe was shaped by the glaciers of the ice 

age.
165

 While glaciers did most of the work, it was the wind and rain that caused erosion and 

refined the terrain over the course of years.
166

 The isthmus of Estonia is defined by a current 

work on the Estonian geography as ñgenerally narrow, but varying in width (6-28 km) with the 

mesa running from the border of Kõrvemaa from Sagadi east towards the Narva River (126km). 

The southern border at Alutaguse is dominated by swampy depressions created by glaciers. The 

widest area (28km) of the mesa is Jõhvi elevation (in line with Ontika-Jõugu) and Alutaguseôs 
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most northern point is at Oru and Vaivara.ò
167

 Once across the Narva River, ñthe mesa in general 

is higher in the western part around Vaivara where it is 68 meters above sea level, while 

becoming lower in the east at 30-34 meters above sea level on the west bank of the  Narva River. 

From the smooth mesa, noteworthy knobby protuberances of moraine (the deposits of rocks, 

sand and clay left by melting glaciers) rise at Jõhvi to an elevation of 79 meters and at Sinimäed 

(84.6 meters). These are the highest natural elevations in the mesaò (See Map 9 for the general 

area).
168

  

In the late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries several countries took an active interest in learning 

more about the physical geography of the Baltic region. Contained in a document uncovered at 

the Estonian National Defence Academy in Tartu, Estonia, there is evidence making it 

abundantly clear the Estonians knew the Russians and Germans knew more about their terrain 

than they did.
169

 This important and extensive work entitled ñEstonian Military Geographyò was 

written, compiled and edited by Colonel, later General Nikoli Reek in 1920-1921.
170

 A little 

know figure outside of Estonia, Reek was central to the Estonian military reform effort following 

the Estonian War of Independence.
171

 This 144 page document explains what was known about 

Estonian physical geography up to 1921 and who the main contributors were. Reek did not act 

alone in the creation of this document. Reek makes it clear in the documentôs introduction he 

tasked students of the Higher Command and Staff Studies Course, (or senior General Staff 

Officers going through the Estonian War College) to assist in the collection of information 

relating to Estonian terrain. This brilliant action had two significant positive effects: first, 
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students would look at the same pieces of terrain through experienced military eyes which could 

better relate the significance of the terrain to others like themselves and secondly, leverage the 

experience of officers who were certainly educated in the use of the Estonian landscape from the 

First World War and Estonian War of Independence.
172

  

In the first sentence of the document Reek states, ñAll authors writting about Estonian 

geography agree there is not enough material written in Estonian about our homeland. Many of 

the most important works have yet to be written, because they could not be appreciated at the 

higher levels.ò
173

 What this statement exposes and is continously expounded on throughout 

Reek's work,  is how much of what was known about the physical georgaphy of Estonia was 

only good for either school childern or tactical-level leadership. Reek reconized the need for a 

document which made use of strategic and operational considerations regarding terrain. The 

available litature was not sufficient for the needs of General Staff Officers working at the 

strategic and operational levels of war. Continuing to highlight the fact other countries knew 

more about Estonia then they did, Reek said, ñIn German one can find many important works 

written about the Baltic states, including works on Estonia. However, the German publications 

are old, while newer works are published abroad making them difficult to obtain.ò
174

 Reek 

continued to expand on this point by explaining,  

This is the situation with general Estonian geography. It is even worse with Estonian 

 military geography. The Russian and German General staffs have secret publications on 

 the Batlic countries and one can find data on Estonian military geography, but the data 

 from those sides is enilightened to suit either the German or Russian General Staffs from 

 their perspective. On the other hand, data which concerns the state and economics are 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

 
171

See: Jaan Traksmaa, ed,  Eesti Vabadussõda 1918-1920 (Estonian War for Independence 1918-1920 in 

Two Volumes) Vabadussõja Ajaloo Komitee, (Tallinn, Estonia, 1939) 468. 
172

 Ibid, 468.  
173

 Nikoli Reek, Eestimaa Söjaageograapia (Estonian Military Geography), dated September 13, 1921, 

Estonian National Defence Academy, General Staff Holdings, Number 29199, 1. 
174

 Ibid. 



68 
 

 completely aged. Thirdly, names and descriptions do not coorleate to names in Estonian. 

 Fourth, the works are difficult to obtain because they are secret.
175

 

 

What was not a secret was how Reek compliled his document and how the ñProfessor of 

the Military Art, Professor Baiovò had been instrumental in his efforts to provide material and 

instruction to student of the Estonian Military Academy.
176

 Many of the works written in Baiovôs 

time were not written with military application in mind, requiring Reek to point out, ñthis 

material in scope is good for military academy courses, but not the higher courses. The 

differences are understandable and for this reason I was compelled to attempt a concise work on 

the subject entitle Estonian Military Geography.ò
177

 In the introduction of the document Reek 

exposes ten works influencing thoughts about Estonian geography up to 1921. The ten sources 

and authors used in conjunction with Reekôs work were as follows:  

 1. Russian Professor Baiov (Experiences on Estonian Military Geography).   

 2. Russian Professor Baiov (Overview of the Petragrad Military District)  (Top Secret).   

 3. Russian Professor Baiov (Pilotôs Guide to Baltic Sea Navigation). 

 4. Kupfer, Baltic Landscape, 1910. 

 5. Tornius, The Baltic Providences and the Finnish Gulf, 1918. 

 6. Estonian Abteilung 1920 Road map Latvia and Estonia (German General Staff), 1918. 

 7. J. Konts. Baltic Geography Study (work) Book, 1921. 

 8. G. Wilberg (Harjumaa County), 1921. 

 9. M. Kampmann Estonian Homeland Part 1, North Estonia, 1919. 

 10. J. Jürgens Geography Textbook Economical Geography, 1920.
178
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Analysizing these works in the context of the Second World War, only 20 years later, it is 

apparent both German and Soviet planners were influenced by these works and the work of 

Reek. Both the Soviet and German armies, along with their planners had access to these 

documents and understood their wider meanings in terms of their own experiences from 

operating in Estonian territory during the First World War.  

Certainly Soviet military planners refined their understanding of Estonian terrain after the 

occupation of the Baltic States in 1940 as part of the Ribbentrop/Molitov Aggrement.
179

  A most 

important tool of the planner and the commander alike is the map. Throughout the ages, military 

professionals have relied on two dimentional representations of complex three dimentional 

terrain by the use of maps. To understand what was known by Soviet military planners in regards 

to the terrain of Estonia at the begining of the war, a Soviet operational level military map dated 

July 10, 1941 was examined.
180

 Contained in the marginal information, located at the bottom of 

the map, there were a few interesting facts. The geospatial information regarding the grid lines 

used on this 1:500,000 scale map were created in 1935; while the political bountries used on the 

map were from 1936. Located on the far right side of the map is a reference to the map being 

produced in 1939. This evidence shows a few things. In the first place, based on the production 

date (1939), this map was produced for the expected invasion of then independent Estonia. This 

thought is soldified by the mapôs representation of the orginial Estonian boarder with Russia, 

being along the Luga River in the north and generally 15 kilometers east of the Estonian city of 

Narva in the south. This boundary was established at the conclusion of the Estonian War of 
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Independence.
181

 Second, the Soviet Union had access to maps which were updated since the 

Estonian War of Independence.  

To understand how Soviet military maps were produced it was necessary to consult a 

collection of after action comments from the Soviet General Staff dated September- October 

1942.
182

 To obtain information regarding border territories, a special unit was organized within 

the Soviet Military Topographic Directorate. Regarding geospacial information, ñthe primary 

mission of field units of the military topography service consisted of providing the border 

territory of the USSR with ranging documentation of fortified areas by means of geodetic points 

and surveys.ò
183

 The Narva area and the isthmus between the Baltic Sea and Lake Peipus in 

Estonia were a traditional area of focus for all major combatants since the time of Peter the 

Great, thus the Russians had ammassed significant information regarding the areaôs defensive 

possibilities. 

 In January 1915, Hilaire Belloc wrote an article for The Geographical Journal entitled 

ñThe Geography of the War.ò
184

 While the article was written to explain events occurring at the 

commencement of the First World War on the Western Front in 1914, it provides some useful 

ways to look at terrain in the strategic and tactical senses, while observing offensive and 

defensive considerations.  Belloc stated, ñThere are two main aspects of the way in which natural 

features affect the movement of armies.ò
185

 In essence, Belloc explains how terrain forces the 

actions of armies in terms of offensive and defensive movements based on aspects of the terrain.  
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Offensive and defensive operations in terms of terrain are relegated to natural lines of 

advance for offensive operations and natural obstacles for defensive operations.
186

 Like the flow 

of water following the least path of resistance, armies do the same. As significant land forms 

allow or restrict movement, armies must follow suit. Military professionals refer to these ñpaths 

of least resistanceò as avenues of approach.
187

 An avenue of approach determines the size of unit 

that can move through the terrain. An opposing army wanting to stop the movement of an enemy 

force must establish a defensive position from which he can use the effects of his direct and 

indirect fire support assets along with physical presence to stop an enemy advance. This is part 

of the reason why armies always want control of the ñhigh ground.ò An army in a defensive 

posture will seek a natural obstacle or series of natural obstacles or ñdefilesò allowing them to 

stop offensive movement with their massed direct and indirect fires.
188

 Thus, defensive terrain 

provides natural obstacles necessary for the defense to be the ñstronger form of war.ò
189

 Belloc 

identifies five ñstrategicò obstacles that offer defense against the advance of an enemy army. 

These obstacles are ranked from least to greatest difficulty; rivers, forests, hill country, desert 

and marsh lands. In the area of Leningrad to the Baltic, all but desert terrain is something that an 

army in the attack must contend with. Looking at the strength of each obstacle, Belloc described 

rivers as never a ñpermanentò obstacle but a ñvery valuable temporary obstacle.ò
190

 Advancing 

or retreating from Leningrad into Estonia, both armies were required to cross three rivers. A 

point raised in Terrain Factors in the Russian Campaign is practically all streams and rivers of 
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the Soviet Union flow from north to south, though a few flow in the opposite direction.
191

 The 

Narva River begins in the south at Lake Peipus flowing north through the city of Narva to the 

Baltic Sea. From the east to west, the Luga and Plussa Rivers flow from north to south. All three 

rivers are generally within a total distance of 10 kilometers of each other.
192

 

 When the distance of the rivers from each other is considered in time and space while 

compared against the distance and tasks required of the Soviet Army to deploy fully from 

defensive positions in the vicinity of Leningrad into a general assault, close examination is 

required. After the Leningrad breakout, the Soviet Army was required to breach a significant 

German defense which had been occupied for over three years, continuing the attack into the 

three rivers. The distance of the rivers from each other is significant when it is considered what 

engineer assets were required for the Soviet Army to cross a river against the amount of space 

available to stage, cross and consolidate units after a river crossing. Further complicating the 

crossing of these three rivers, like most rivers in European Russia, the west bank is higher than 

the east bank.
193

 This was a consistent advantage the Germans had in their retreat out of the 

Soviet Union. Looking at maps of the Leningrad to Narva area, leaders at the strategic and 

operational levels of war could be easily lulled into thinking there are no significant problems for 

the tactical-level leader to overcome with regard to elevation between the west and east banks of 

these rivers. This causes an even more severe problem, because the rivers lack significant 

elevation on either bank, water collects on the surface of the ground causing swamps. Along the 

Baltic coastline, the soil composition is the other main contributing factor to the formation of 

swamps. As a result of the terrain and the water table, the ground quickly soaks up water and the 
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terrain is unable to move it.
194

 When the task organizations of the armies is examined in 

conjunction with the composition of the soil and the amount of space required, it is not difficult 

to understand why the Germans were able to frustrate Soviet attack formations with relatively 

small formations. In addition to rivers and swampy conditions, both armies had to contend with 

the natural strength of the forests.  

 Hillaire Belloc when writing on the issue of forests in 1915 said, ñIt is a more serious 

obstacle for a reason which, like so many things concerned with the elements of strategics, 

modern people miss it because they are used wholly to artificial conditions, and almost wholly to 

conditions of peace.ò
195

 In essence, forests and swamps constitute ñno goò terrain for most 

modern armies comprised of mechanized or motorized assets, leaving them to seek offensive 

action only along roads as the line of advance. The Germans and Soviets also employed many 

carts and sleds drawn by horses. Being unable to find suitable areas to graze, fodder had to be 

transported to the front, taking up valuable space aboard trains and trucks. When roads or lines of 

advance meet a significant piece of elevation in a hill or mountain, an army in the offense should 

expect to find the enemy. While nature provides several obstacles for an army to exploit such as 

forests, the strength of a defensive position is further enhanced with the use of manmade 

obstacles. It is also prudent to consider the effects of man-made obstacles in terms of strategic, 

operational and tactical thought. 

 When planning offensive or defensive operations at any level of war, planners must 

always consider man-made infrastructure along with the effect it has on operations. For example, 

it is generally advisable for large mechanized or motorized forces to avoid cities, as urban 
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combat swallows armies, as the Germans and Soviets learned at the monumental battle of 

Stalingrad in 1942/43.
196

 When planners consider nature terrain together with manmade features, 

a fuller picture emerges of what is possible for an army regarding the use of the time and space 

available. While nature shapes the terrain, man builds infrastructure in key defiles to protect 

himself or to expedite the movement of forces and commerce. The combination of natural and 

man-made obstacles form avenues of approach as well as defensive positions. A force in the 

offense which can use an avenue of approach or line of advance (also referred to as a line of 

operation) with more tempo, or speed over time, in conjunction with overwhelming mass will 

likely overcome a force in the defense. However, a force in the defense which can wisely 

chooses natural defiles enhanced by man made efforts can take the initiative away from the 

offense, destroy combat power and thus make the offense susceptible to counterattack and 

destruction. This is what Carl von Clausewitz meant when he described the defense as ña shield 

of comprised of well directed blows.ò
197

 The ñwell directed blowsò are the counterattack force 

which the defense uses at the decisive moment in time and space to destroy the enemy. The 

transition from the defense to the offense must occur in the same areas available to the enemy. 

Nature provides planners with significant options for conducting military operations. In addition 

to obstacles, the weather associated with the change of seasons can take otherwise impassible 

terrain during one time of year and transform it into an avenue of approach. Closer study of how 

weather effects terrain is necessary. By focusing specifically on how military planners can 

correctly use this scenario to their advantage, better understanding of the conditions of 1944 are 

created.  
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2.5 WEATHER: HOW SCIENCE A FFECTS THE ART OF WAR  

Many scholars and military professionals only associate the effects of weather on terrain 

and men in the tactical sense. By failing to consider how weather effects the strategic and 

operational environment in terms of terrain and infrastructure, the ability to mobilize, field, 

operate and sustain a group of large formations cannot be fully appreciated by planners. No 

credible scholar or professional soldier would deny the conditions of the Eastern Front in the 

winter were anything but horrible. What is of particular interest is the lack of literature on the 

subject, certainly of the conduct of military operations in relation to the climatic conditions. One 

of the few works on the subject was a pamphlet issued by the U.S. Army. Effects of Climate on 

Combat in European Russia was originally published in February 1952.
198

 The 79-page 

document covered the important points of the climate in European Russia, but the document did 

not provide the details required by operational-level planners in the event the Cold War became a 

shooting war. Planners must consider the effects of climate and weather on operations being 

conducted or risk the destruction of their force. A plan created when the weather was cold which 

fails to consider climatic changes in the time and space available will be catastrophic to an army. 

The study of weather is not typically a subject of interest to professional soldiers until 

they are subjected to weatherôs effects. Like terrain, a failure to understand weather can spell 

defeat very quickly. Facets of climatology are of interest to historians and professional soldiers 

alike. Sunrise, sunset, moonrise, moonset, temperature, wind speed and precipitation all have an 

effect on planning, as well as the execution of operations. Ultimately, weather effects decision 

making at all levels. Knowing the answers to scientific questions can provide historians with a 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
197

 Carl von Clausewitz, On War ed. Michael Howard and Peter Paret, trans. Michael Howard and Peter 

Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), 357. 
198

 Department of the Army, Department of the Army Pamphlet No 20-291 Historical Study Effects of 

Climate on Combat in European Russia (Washington D.C.: Department of the Army 1952). 



76 
 

clearer picture of why events happened as they did. This picture is not reliant on the memories of 

common soldiers or officers, but rather scientific instruments and records. To better understand 

decisions made at the planning table or on the battlefield, all should first strive to understand the 

factors driving the decisions. Positioning of the sun in reference to the terrain is a key factor 

when examining the placement of a defensive position. An important question to consider is 

what time did the sun rise and set during the fighting? Knowing this information allows us to 

explore the decisions leaders made against the historical record, collectively evaluating their 

results against objective science.  

Another important factor related to the sun is the temperature during the fighting. Only 

recently have military professionals begun to appreciate the effects of weather and temperature 

on the human body, particularly while conducting military operations. Certainly during the 

battles of 1944 when men carried only one canteen, soldiers on both sides suffered tremendously 

from heat related illness, forcing commanders to consider the issue because of the loss of combat 

power.  Figures 1 and 2 demonstrate weather in terms of climate and available daylight for the 

early part of the year in 1944.  

 

199 

 DATA COLLECTION TIMES   

 07.12  13.12  21.12  AVG  
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TEMP  -3.0°C  -2.2°C  -8.0°C  -4.4°C  

WIND SPEED  1 KPH  1 KPH 1 KPH  1 KPH 

DIRECTION  WNW  NW  W   

AVE HUMD  3.3°C  2.8°C  2.3°C  2.8°C  

REL HUMD 

(%)  

90%  71%  93%  85%  

STATION INFORMATION WAS COLLECTED AT: TII RIKOJA (ON 

LAKE PEIPUS) LAT: 58Á 52ô          LONG:  26Á 57ô  

INFORMATION COLLECTED BY: ALLEK VALDUR  

***TIMES ARE PER LOCAL ESTONIAN TIME ZONE. IF USING IN 

GERMAN PLANNING SUBTRACT ONE HOUR FOR BERLINôS TIME 

ZONE. 

IF USING FOR SOVIET PLANNING ADD ONE HOUR FOR 

MOSCOWôS TIME ZONE.  

 

200
 

Figures 6 and 7                                                             

 

2.6 PHYSICAL  NETWORK ANALYSIS:  

 Planners are able to connect the physical effects of terrain and weather to planning 

considerations of support operations in time and space through nodes and modes of 

transportation. In order to effectively plan an offensive or defensive campaign, planners must 

seriously consider the time and space requirements to move men and material from point to 

point. A physical network analysis or (PNA) is a planning tool used today which allows planners 

to better understand the various hubs available to ground, sea and air facilitating throughput of 

supplies and reinforcements. Conducting a PNA should be an objective look at the capability a 

facility provides, remembering that capability can be used equally by friendly or enemy forces 

with the same result. Common considerations for all forms of transportation are the security of 

the lines of communication and staging area space. Both considerations are addressed by 
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planners in terms of troops to the task. In other words, how many men and in what formations 

are required to secure the rear area or a facility to ensure consistent resupply operations.    

A survey of documents located in the Estonian National Archives reveals an excellent 

view of what was known about Estonian facilities prior to the first Soviet occupation in 1940. 

These documents discuss dimensions of facilities, loading space available and the composition of 

runways. To gain insight into some of the capabilities of the Baltic region, the U.S. Department 

of the Army commissioned study MS# 232 or Conditions of the Railways in the Baltic Countries 

During the Advance of Eighteenth Army to Leningrad in the late 1940s.
201

 This study not only 

discussed the condition of the railways, but also the bridges and roadways and how they were 

used to move men and material in late 1941. These facilities would go largely undeveloped as 

the Germans continued operations into 1944.
202

 This study is pertinent when combined with ex-

ante sources related to the condition of the roads, sea ports and air fields located in the Estonian 

National Archives. This information is essential to determining the throughput potential of 

facilities and understanding the time and space required to move men or material.
203

  

2.7 RAILROADS:  

From its invention through the mid 19
th
 and 20

th
 centuries, railroad revolutionized the 

ability to mobilize and send men and material to theaters of war quickly. The Soviet occupation 

of the Baltic in 1940 saw most of the standard gauge track, the track most common in Europe, 
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torn up by the Soviets and replaced with broad gauge track.
204

 Broad gauge track was the track 

system common to the Soviet Union .                                   

With the vast majority of German supplies coming out of East Prussia, the Germans were 

able to use well developed double set tracks to quickly move men and material out of German 

mobilization areas. During the advance of the German Eighteenth Army, the Soviets damaged a 

few minor bridges along their route of egress. However, these actions did nothing to slow the 

German advance. Where bridges crossed natural obstacles for railroads, typically they also 

crossed in the same location for a road.
205

 Before 1940, most rail lines to Riga from the south 

were standard gauge. When German forces secured Riga, they gained a major freight and 

passenger hub which connected to several points in Estonia. As the Germans continued their 

advance, they employed a Railway Engineer Officer whose duty it was to facilitate maintenance 

through the host nation. The Railway Engineer Officer found many men throughout the Baltic 

the Soviets had used to lay broad gauge track. These same men ñvolunteeredò to relay standard 

gauge.
206

 When Eighteenth Army reached Estonia, it was tasked with continuing the attack to the 

northeast by first securing Tartu, then continuing to attack toward Narva. Rail tracks in this area 

were also standard gauge. The Germans quickly discovered the western part of Estonia was 

mainly narrow gauge track. While converting standard gauge to broad gauge was difficult for the 

Soviets because the rail bed would have to be expanded, the same was true of German 

conversion of narrow to standard gauge. In Tallinn, the Germans found broad gauge equipment, 
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such as locomotives and cars which they pressed into service along with the host nation support 

to run them.
207

 

 While the Railway Engineer Officer was responsible for the maintenance of the track, the 

Army Transportation Officer was responsible for the schedule and timing of train movements 

within the area of operations. Due to a lack of phones, tracking movement along the routes was 

difficult. As a result, the Transportation Officer could often only provide a guess on where men 

or material were along the route, based on the time the train left. Another significant challenge 

was the space available at major hubs to transfer and stage men and material for movement to 

their next destination. Early on, the further north the Germans were in Estonia, the more frequent 

the changes of trains from standard gauge to broad gauge.
208

 Men and material would have to be 

ñtransloadedò or what is called today ñcross leveled,ò from one train to another. They were 

staged and accounted for in a marshalling area, then moved to another train to continue their 

journey to the front.
 209

 This time consuming process could take days, if the right equipment or 

manpower were not available. Most of the time, despite their best efforts, the Germans found this 

to be a very time consuming and inefficient process, even in the later years of the war.   

2.8 ROADS:  

Overly, roads in the Baltic region during the Second World War were what is referred to 

today as ñunimprovedò surface roads;  meaning they were not covered with pavement or 

concrete. Roadways in major cities were paved, but as forces moved out of the cities, roads 

quickly turned to dirt. Speaking on the condition of the roads in Estonia, according to MS# 232, 
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ñThe condition of the roads was hopeless. There was nothing but deep sand which turned into 

mud whenever it rained.ò
210

 Dirt roads were typically small in width, not being designed for the 

heavy traffic an armored formation would send through an area. Also, a common feature of 

Baltic roads was having a drainage ditch on both sides of the road. This made getting off the road 

quickly difficult in the event of air attack. Dirt roads presented two significant problems for 

planners with regard to the weather: 1) the slightest amount of rain could make them impassible; 

and 2) once a road was destroyed by usage, crews would have to be employed to repair them 

before they could be used again. After the initial drive to the north, the Germans found 2) more 

difficult than 1). Manpower was a consistent problem and as the war progressed, it only became 

worse. Summertime road usage also created significant challenges. A dry road being used by a 

large formation in the Baltic could be expected to produce a dust signature which could be 

followed from the air. As a result, the preferred technique was to move at night.  

2.9 PORTS: 

 The Baltic nations have always had a rich tradition of using the Baltic Sea as a line of 

communication. With many quality deep water ports along the coast, military and commercial 

traffic in the Baltic Sea flourished for centuries. The major mainland ports in the region were 

Königsberg, Memel, Libau, Riga, Pärnu, Tallinn, Narva and Leningrad. What makes each of 

these ports a piece of key infrastructure is not only the throughput capacity, but also the 

distribution facilities of roads and railways to move material to the front. Operating out of 

Königsberg and ports further to the west, the Germans easily gained and maintained control of 

Memel and Libau. From operations conducted in the Baltic region from the First World War, the 

Germans had excellent working knowledge of these areas and understood how to gain control 
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quickly.
211

 The crown jewel of the region in terms of port facilities was Riga. Riga was 

geographically secured by the Courland peninsula to the west and could secure ships with shore 

based anti-ship batteries once inside the Bay of Riga. As the First World War taught the 

Germans, using the Bay of Riga and Riga itself first required the neutralization of Soviet 

positions in the Baltic Islands, particularly the main island of Saaremaa with the Sõrve peninsula. 

Thus, the German Navy was dependent on ground forces to secure the Estonian north and west 

coasts along with the Baltic Islands before the port of Riga could be used. During the German 

drive north in 1941, the decision was made to first secure the city of Narva and continue 

attacking east toward Leningrad before clearing back toward the port city of Tallinn and the 

Baltic Islands.
212

  

 

                                        Picture 2                                  
213

 

As demonstrated by this pre-war picture, Tallinn had a significant port facility, but more 

importantly the infrastructure in terms of roads and rail heads to move material quickly to the 
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front. (See Picture 2)
214

 It took additional effort before the Germans could take full advantage of 

the port of Tallinn. There were two roads, one leaving Tallinn to Tartu in the southeast, and 

another leaving to Narva in the east. In addition, each of these roads had a railroad running close 

by. With the port located in the north, airfield in the south and rail and road hubs in the center, 

Tallinn was an ideal solution for German problems of distribution to the front lines. (See Picture 

2/Figure 8)  

 

                      Figure 8               
215

 

With total control of the ports, the Germans were able to increase their war material 

throughput to support combat operations. As has been discussed, it is also important to remember 

German war industries were dependent on Swedish iron ore being transited across the Baltic Sea. 

Securing additional ports in the Baltic region better allowed for the safe passage of this vital 

resource.  
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2.10 AIRFIELDS:  

 As aviation was still a rather new phenomenon at the start of the Second World War, 

Baltic air-fields were substandard for the use of ñmodernò air forces. Much like the roads of the 

region, air-fields were mostly made of dirt and susceptible to the effects of weather until 

improved. Airfields could be found in many of the larger cities and were most likely to be 

improved using a concrete surface. Recent document from the Estonian National Archives 

demonstrate before the war the Estonians were developing their throughput capacity at the 

airfield in Tallinn.
216

 As demonstrated by Figure 5, this airfield was more than sufficient at the 

beginning of the war, and the location of the airfield in relation to the rest of the city made it 

ideal for growth.   

 

 

                                                                      Figure 9                                   
217

 

                                                                                      

All air fields, regardless of construction, suffered from the same problem of throughput 

generation and sustainment like the other types of transportation. Sufficient ground personnel 
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were required to offload planes and cross level equipment to trucks once on the ground. This also 

required sufficient space to store items waiting to be transported forward. 

 Aircraft of the period were limited in range, necessitating forces to have air fields closer 

to the front. However, the closer to the front aircraft were, the more susceptible they are to 

interdiction and destruction from the air. Being closer to the front meant shorter turn-around 

times for aircraft to refuel and rearm getting them back into action quicker. Another advantage of 

having aircraft closer to the front from a planning perspective was planners could better 

coordinate air actions with their ground. This allowed for better synchronized actions against the 

enemy. Information presented at these meetings allowed air planners to explain to ground 

commanders the capabilities and limitations, not only of the aircraft and the facilities, but also 

the rates and amounts of time needed for aircraft to support ground actions. A disadvantage of 

airfields being close to the front was the need for extra security to prevent an enemy 

breakthrough along with additional anti aircraft assets to protect the air field.  

In the case of fighting around Leningrad and Narva, the Germans could generate sorties 

from Tartu in the south and Tallinn in the west. The Soviets had many more options closer to the 

front in the vastness of Russia. The location of German fields required aircraft to operate at their 

maximum range to support ground actions. The danger of operating in this fashion was aircraft 

had a very narrow window to support ground actions before needing to refuel, reducing their 

flexibility and responsiveness. During the course of the war, communications improved between 

the ground and air, but it was still far from optimal. The totality of all of these planning 

considerations allowed planners to define and understand the physical nature of the operating 

environment and construct operational plans which were capable of joining strategic end states to 
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the tactical means available. It is now prudent to explore the combatant's doctrine and their 

development for actions in the Second World War.    

2.11 DOCTRINAL CONCEPTS OF CONVENTIONAL FORCE EMPLOYMENT AND 

THE INFLUENCE OF STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP:  

 

THE GERMAN VIEW OF DEVELOPED DOCTRINE:  

The doctrinal concepts of German ground force employment used in the Second World 

War were largely based on German experiences from the First World War and interwar years.
218

 

The two most important concepts developed from the First World War were defense in depth and 

stormtroop tactics.
219

 Having reached the zenith of their wartime development in 1918, the key 

lessons the Germans learned from their experiences in the trenches were to tactically do more 

with less manpower. They needed to better economize their forces and use weaponry, such as the 

machine gun to its fullest capability. The final result desired for German strategy was to return to 

the traditional German view of war provided by Fredrick the Great. Wars were again to be ñshort 

and lively.ò
220

 The doctrine, equipment and subsequent employment of German ground, naval 

and air forces reflect this thought in the development of German strategy. Their strategy was 

faulty and no amount of tactical prowess could help Germany fight a war of attrition against the 

Soviet Union.   
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Trading space for time and inflicting the maximum amount of causalities while delaying 

and defending against the enemy did indeed helped reduce friendly causalities. The Germans 

were able to capitalize on the strength of the tactical defense allowing the enemy to reach his 

culminating point. Finding the enemy culminating point was facilitated by a reorganization of the 

battlefield. The model below forms the basis for how the Germans would conduct a tactical 

defense in 1944. 

 

 

The Security Area:  

 

The Advanced Positions (1-5 Kms). Provides early warning, deceives the enemy as to the 

location of friendly main positions and forces the enemy to deploy his formations early. Friendly 

units are not to be decisively engaged. Forward elements use supporting arms (Arty/Air) and 

smoke to break contact before the position is untenable. Cavalry moves to the Rear Area to 

rearm and to reconstitute as a mobile reserve. Infantry rejoins parent units in the Outpost 

Positions and continues fighting.    

 

The Outpost Post Positions (5-10 Kms). Provides the main defenses more time to finish being 

built and further deceives the enemy as to the location of the main defenses (One infantry  

regiment, one cavalry battalion and two artillery battalions in support). 

 

The Main Battle Area (MBA): Begins at the rear positions of the Outpost Positions, continues 

through the Main Line of Resistance and ends at the beginning of the Rear Positions (10-20 

Kms). The MBA is organized and dispersed in depth to increase friendly fire on enemy targets 

while reducing the attackerôs ability to mass fire (Two infantry battalions in the line and six 

artillery battalions in support). 

 

The Rear Area: Begins at the end of the MBA and ends at the Divisionôs rear boundary (20-30 

Kms). The Rear Area houses the Division Headquarters, the counterattack (CATK) force, 

Division Schools, training/rehearsal areas and logistic support nodes (One infantry regiment is 

the CATK force and three 155Arty  battalions in support).
221
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222
 

      Figure 10 

The execution of the defense would generally flow as follows: 

Concept of Execution:  

Defensive operations of the Division (Rein) are executed in three phases:  

a.) Counter-reconnaissance and security operations from the Advanced Position and Outpost 

Position (preparation) (48-24 hrs then 24-0 hrs): Units destroy the enemy reconnaissance 

effort and Advanced Guard in zone before breaking contact.  

b.) Executing the defense in the Main Battle Area (shaping) (0-24 hrs): Relies heavily on 

organic indirect and artillery fire support assets. Units fix or destroy enemy Main Body in 

zone.  

c.) Operational counter-attack from the rear area (decisive) (24hrs-comp): Defense destroys 

enemy in the MBA, CATK force facilitates follow-on operational motorized CATK by 

tactical penetration.  

 

The main effort of the defense in depth was the counter attack.
223

 Once the enemy had 

reached their culminating point, fresh stormtroops could be used to create a tactical penetration 

of the weakened enemy defenses or cut the enemies lines of retreat. Creating a tactical 

penetration allowed for an operational breakthrough by follow on forces. 
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