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Introduction
In June 1941 Nazi Germany launched operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union, consisting of 3.8 million men split into 3 Army groups they began a rapid advance over Soviet territory. Only a few months earlier Stalin and Hitler signed a non-aggression pact and launched a joint invasion of Poland. Adolf Hitler considered the Bolsheviks the true enemy of the German people and he was bidding his time for the inevitable war. 'Never forget that the rulers of present-day Russia are common blood-stained criminals; that they are the scum of humanity,'[footnoteRef:31778] [31778:  Adolf Hilter, Mein Kampf, published in 1924] 

War had been raging across Europe for several years and the Germans had achieved victory after victory. The image of the Wehrmacht being an unstoppable juggernaut rolling over European neighbours had been justified with a new form of warfare, ‘Blitzkrieg’. This had seen remarkable successes in Poland, Greece, France and the low countries but in Russia the Wehrmacht would have to contest with the sheer scale of the Soviet territory. The notion of the German people being a superior race fuelled the combat in the East becoming some of the most ferocious and brutal of the War. A war for the very survival of National Socialism. Was Stalingrad the turning point for the Wehrmacht?
[image: ][footnoteRef:26144] [26144:  https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/unsung-witnesses-battle-stalingrad, Fountain Children’s Round Dance, Emmanuil Evzerikhin, 1942, Source: МАММ/МDF] 

So close yet so far
The launch of operation Barbarossa took the Soviets by complete surprise and the Wehrmacht achieved stunning successes, encircling huge Soviet troop formations, and destroying them with classic Blitzkrieg tactics. Even Hitler was surprised at the rapid advances and victories achieved in the summer of 1941. This lured the Wehrmacht into a false sense of superiority and invincibility that would come to haunt them in the coming months and years.
The Wehrmacht was split into three armies. Army Group North reached Leningrad and placed the city under siege. Army Group Centre pushed onto Moscow, the capital of the Soviet Empire and Army Group South pushed onto the Caucuses and the rich oil fields. In the Winter of 1941 Army Group Centre came within touching distance of Moscow, only 10 miles away. Some reports suggest leading elements of the Wehrmacht could see the steeples of the Kremlin. The bitter Russian winter had saved Moscow and Leningrad from capture and negated the effectiveness of the lighting fast tactics employed in the West. The Wehrmacht ground to a halt and stalemate ensured with heavy casualties. German High Command were shocked at the number of reserves available to the Soviets even after the defeats suffered in previous months, they were still able to muster significant forces and mobilise the people to help in the Motherlands defence. Even with these setbacks Hitler still hoped to knock the Soviets out of the war first before concentrating on the West. New offensives were being planned for the Summer of 1942 to regain the initiative on the Eastern Front. Hitler begun to take an increasingly active role in planning these operations which would be a detriment to future operations of the Wehrmacht. German Field Marshal Erich von Manstein observed: ‘He was a man who saw fighting only in terms of the utmost brutality’[footnoteRef:15571], [15571:  Von Manstein, Erich - 1942] 

I still never had the feeling that his heart belonged to the fighting troops. 		Losses, as far as he was concerned, were merely figures which reduced fighting 	power.[footnoteRef:16915] [16915:  Von Manstein, Erich - 1942] 

Summer 1942 – Army Group South
After the setbacks of 1941 the Germans and her allies begun planning a new offensive for the summer of 1942 operation ‘Fall Blau’. Hitler had now assumed command of all armed forces and played an active role in the summer campaigns of 42.
The Caucuses with its rich oil fields supplied around 80% of all Soviet oil. Hitler not only wanted to deprive the Soviets of this crucial resource but to obtain them for Germany. Baku and the surrounding areas were Army Group South’s primary objective and initially Stalingrad was only a secondary objective. Proceeding events would change and Stalingrad would become a focal point in future plans.
Stalingrad and the 6th Army
Stalingrad sits on the western banks of the Volga River and bears the name of the Soviet leader Stalin. It was an industrial city and had rail links linking North and to the Caucuses in the south.
The 6th army had a fearsome reputation and had the highest amount of gallantry awards in the whole of the Wehrmacht. They carried out orders to eradicate all of Hitler’s ‘non-desirables’; Jews, partisans, civilians, and Soviet troops. Hitler even claimed that no German solider would ever be held accountable for his actions against the Bolsheviks, showing the deepening hatred of each other and the ideological struggle laying at the heart of this conflict.
 In early summer 1942 Hitler wanted to turn his attention to Stalingrad. He moved men and equipment from the flanking units protecting the 6th army and diverted resources from other fronts to support the advance on Stalingrad. On the 28th of June 1941 4th Panzer and the 6th Army along with the Luftwaffe launched a frontal assault on Stalingrad with some 400,000 men.
The Wehrmacht were beset with supply issues, the supply chain just was not up to the task of resupplying such rapid advances and on occasions the Wehrmacht had to hold positions due to lack of fuel. Progress was inhibited by these factors and enabled the Soviets to prepare solid defences within the city and her outskirts. Along with the supply issues there were growing frustrations between Hitler and his field generals. Historically Prussian generals had a lot of freedom on the battlefield which allowed leaders such as Rommel to exhibit prowess in battle. Hitler was becoming increasingly involved in decisions and became disillusioned with battlefield generals.
Hitler was becoming more obsessed with the city and ordered that they take the city at all costs. He proceeded with a direct assault on the city and in July 400,000 men were now involved. Huge indiscriminate bombing raids pounded Stalingrad from the air and turned the city into a warren of defensive positions and ambush points. German pilots were bombing day and night. ‘We ploughed over the blazing fields of the Stalingrad battlefield all day long'.[footnoteRef:1045] [1045:  Stuka pilot Herbert Pabst, p308, All Hell Let Loose] 

[image: ][footnoteRef:29893] [29893:  Soviet soldiers attack, February 1943. The ruined Railwaymen's Building is in the background. RIA Novosti archive, image #44732 / Zelma / CC-BY-SA 3.0 1 February 1943] 

The feared panzers of the German army were rendered useless as the 6th army were sucked into house-to-house fighting. The lighting tactics of old were negated by the fierce street fighting attributed to this battle, the name the Germans gave to this new warfare was, ‘Rattenkrieg’ or ‘Rat War’.  ‘The streets of the city are dead.'[footnoteRef:3484] [3484:  General Vasily Chuikov, p308, All Hell Let Loose] 

The superiority in training, arms and equipment were useless and a battle of attrition began.
Order 227
On the 28th July 1942 one of the most important orders was issued that would have profound implications for the battle and the wider war. ‘Not a step back’ was the rallying call for the Soviet people and Stalin had chosen this city to enact his doctrine with extreme ruthlessness. The order set the scene for the most climatic battle of WW2, between Communism and Fascism and marked the point of no return for the Germans. The initiative would swing to the Soviets and the Wehrmacht would never again take it back.
Stalin's order had brutal effects on not only the enemy but his own people. Civilians and soldiers were not allowed to retreat from Stalingrad. Stalin believed that the civilians in the city would raise the fighting ability of the encumbered troops and help motivate them. Stalin even had machine gun teams placed behind advancing red army units, with orders to shoot if they fell back. Stalin’s Order 227 was a brutal reminder of the sacrifices needed to win this battle and war in this age of Total War. The average life span of troops landing in Stalingrad currently was 24 hours and some Soviet units even had to share weapons and ammunition. 'Time is blood'.[footnoteRef:18973] [18973:  General Vasily Chuikov, p309, All Hell Let Loose] 

Order 227 worked well on all fronts and was helped by the atrocities carried out by the Wehrmacht in the preceding years, the rape and murder of Soviet people spurred the Soviet forces on to seek revenge and push the Germans out of the city and the Soviet Union. 
Turning of the tide
Although the Axis had control of vast sections of the city the Soviets held a thin slither of the city next to the Volga where Soviet reinforcements poured across in barges. As winter approached the Volga in parts froze over allowing movement of men and equipment to directly traverse the Volga River. The Soviets had been reinforced and had secretly amassed huge armies north and south of the city. Launching Operation Uranus on November 19th the Soviet armies swept aside the Romanian, Hungarian and Italian troops protecting the flanks, completing a classic encirclement manoeuvre which had plagued the Soviet armies earlier in the campaign. Even with this news reaching Hitler he refused to allow any steps back. Both leaders had issued no retreat orders and Goering had now promised Hitler that he could supply the encircled 6th Army from the air. 265,000 men were now trapped in what German troops referred to as ‘the Cauldron’. Paulis needed some 500tons of supplies a day, but the Luftwaffe was also facing its own problems and on average only delivered 200ts a day. As winter progressed the situation was looking bleak and still Hitler ordered no retreat. The Luftwaffe lost control of the skies and remaining airfields around the city, suffocating the remaining 6th army inside the city. With supplies low, food scarce and moral shattered, German insubordination was recorded. Cases of murder among soldiers and general discipline broke down as officers lost control.
There was a small glimmer of hope for the encumbered men of the 6th when Von Manstein wanted to break through the encirclement and link up with the 6th but his plans were vetoed by Hitler personally. The 6th army were to stay and fight at all costs. Hitler sealed their fate and the fate of Germany. In less than 2 years the Red Army would be in Berlin.
The End is Nigh
January 9th, 1943, with the shrinking pocket and the noose tightening around the 6th army the end was in site. The Soviet Airforce began to drop thousands of leaflets demanding surrender of the remaining troops on favourable terms. Once again Hitler demanded no surrender and Paulis followed his orders. The Germans fought on knowing the reprisals which would follow them if captured alive. On the 26th of January the German pocket was cut in two, Hitler was becoming increasingly detached from reality on the ground which he would never regain fully again. On the 30th of January Paulis was promoted to Field Marshal, Hitler knowing that no Field Marshal had ever been captured on the battlefield he hoped that Paulis would kill himself saving the Wehrmacht from the shame. Paulis knew this was what was expected of him, but he surrendered the following day as his headquarters were overrun and Stalingrad had fallen. Hitler was furious as Paulis was taken alive and his future behaviour towards his generals in the field became more erratic and unstable.

Conclusion
Of the 400,000 troops of the Wehrmacht that assaulted Stalingrad in 1941 only 6,000 ever got to see their homes again. Over 2 million dead in total during the fight for Stalingrad.  Soldiers remarked on Stalingrad, 'We are entering hell' and after spending a few days in Stalingrad, 'no this isn't hell this is 10 times worse.' The battle truly encapsulates the horrors of total war, the first major defeat of the Axis showed the Allies that they can be beaten. The psychological edge now possessed by the Soviets marked the start of the downfall of Hitler’s 1000-year Reich. The war would rage for several more years as the red tide recaptured all lost territory and finally entered Berlin. Not one event in WW2 can summarise the swing in fortunes as the Battle for Stalingrad.
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