
Chapter VI

CLOSE-UP: STALINGRAD AT THE TIME OF
THE CAPITULATION

Our two planes landed in the early afternoon of February 3 in the middle of
a vast snow-covered steppe. It was sunny and very cold, with a fierce wind
blowing from the east. There was a village at the edge of the airfield and a
few administrative buildings. Tufts of white smoke were rising from the
chimneys. There was no bomb damage. We were somewhere north-west of
Stalingrad.*

The night before I had listened to the German radio: they were playing
lugubrious Wagnerian music—the Siegfried funeral march over and over
again, and �,�F�K���K�D�W�W�
���H�L�Q�
���.�D�P�D�U�D�G�H�Q�����*�¶�W�W�H�U�G�¤�P�P�H�U�X�Q�J—a nice word
which must have given Hitler the creeps. �,�F�K���K�D�W�I�
���H�L�Q�
���. �D�P�D�U�D�G�H�Q… Yes,
and not just one, but 330,000 of them.

At the air force canteen, where we had to wait for a long time, there
were three Soviet correspondents in army uniform—Olender of �5�H�G���6�W�D�U,
Rosovsky of �,�]�Y�H�V�W�L�D, and another man whose name I forget. They had been
to Stalingrad off and on. Olender talked about Gumrak, just west of
Stalingrad, where he had witnessed the biggest slaughter of Germans ever.
“The place is just littered with thousands of them; we got them well
encircled, and our �N�D�W�\�X�V�K�D�V let fly. God, what a massacre! And there are
thousands and thousands of lorries and cars, most of them dumped in the



ravines; they had neither the time nor the means to destroy them, and
thousands of guns. Sixty or seventy per cent of the lorries and guns can be
repaired and used again… And we actually captured a food dump—four or
five days before the end! How they must have kicked themselves for having
lost �W�K�D�W!”

“They are uncanny and terrifying,” one of the others said, “some of
those surviving villages in the pocket; for some of them did survive. A few
peasants are still there; fortunately, most of the others had been driven
beyond the Don long before the encirclement. Even in that tiny area there
was a brand of partisans. Well, not exactly partisans, but desperate people
who were hiding, waiting for our troops to come up. There was a half-
demented old man who, taking advantage of the general bewilderment
among the Germans—that was an hour before we arrived—hid in a hole in
the ground and managed to shoot twelve Fritzes. He had a score to settle
with them. Somebody said they had raped his daughters, or something, but I
never found out exactly.”

Then a gruff captain with a drooping moustache, who had just come
in, joined in the conversation. He talked about the tremendous amount of
equipment the Germans had abandoned at Pitomnik and its airfield, where
the fighting had been very stiff; the Germans had an enormous
concentration of pillboxes which, in the end, had had to be smashed by a
powerful barrage of guns and �N�D�W�\�X�V�K�D�V. “The place is now littered with
thousands of dead frozen Fritzes. Our guns also smashed nearly all the
planes on Pitomnik airfield; several Ju 52’s among them… Before the war,
Pitomnik was a wonderful fruit tree nursery; the finest apple, pear and
cherry trees were grown there; now everything is destroyed.”

“Close-by,” he went on, “we found an open air camp for Russian
prisoners. Yes—open-air, with barbed-wire round it. It was dreadful. There
were originally 1,400 men there, whom the Germans forced to work on
fortifications. Only 102 survived. You might say the Germans had nothing
to eat themselves; but the starvation of the prisoners began long before the
encirclement. Unfortunately, finding a few half-dead people lying there



among the many frozen corpses, our men started, there and then, to feed
them on bread and sausage, and several died as a result…”

A couple of young soldiers then joined us. One was an Ukrainian who
talked of his parents and wife who were in Kiev; he had had no news from
them. “But the way things are going,” he said, “we may soon be there.”
And he grinned. “Yesterday,” he said, “I went down to the Volga hoping to
catch some fish through a hole in the ice. And there I saw thousands of
German prisoners being taken across the river. God, they looked a mess;
dirty; long shaggy beards some of them had; all of them were unshaven, a
lot of them had ulcers and boils, and their clothes were terrible. Three of
them just collapsed and died of cold, there and then.”

“We try to feed them and give them what clothes we can spare,” one
of the Russian correspondents said with a look of distaste, “but many of
them are far-gone, and there just isn’t any hospital accommodation for them
at Stalingrad; so they have to be marched to a sorting-out camp first.” “I
shouldn’t worry about them too much,” said the Ukrainian. “Think what
they’ve done to our people. And how do I know they haven’t killed or
starved to death �P�\ wife, or �P�\ father and mother…”

Outside, there was an astonishingly perfect tricolour landscape—a bright
red sunset that was almost too like those crudely-coloured picture postcards
one used to get in France before the war; to the east, a spotless blue sky and
all around, as far as the horizon, the boundless white steppe. Apart from a
few sentries there was nobody to be seen; the two planes had departed, and
there were no other aircraft. The wind had dropped, and all was strangely
still on this cold winter evening. “How far is it to Stalingrad?” I asked one
of the soldiers. “About fifty miles,” he said.

We spent the night in a large village a few miles away. This was a part of
the country that had never been occupied by the Germans, and the village
people—especially the women—were “getting a bit tired of having our



soldiers about for months and months—for they never stop asking for
things”. Next morning we were driven for about an hour through the snow-
covered steppes (it was now minus 20° centigrade) to another village; we
were never told its name. The reason for such secrecy was obvious: for here
we were going to see the German generals. What if German paratroops
suddenly landed here, in a desperate attempt to rescue them (which was
unlikely), or if they tried to bomb them out of existence, now that they were
of no further use to the Reich and might even prove a liability?

It was a village of rather flimsy wooden cottages with a few trees and
with no local inhabitants by the look of it; everywhere there were soldiers,
but no civilians. The generals were living in four cottages—five or six in
each. We could not enter their room, and had to speak with them—if they
were willing to talk—through the door from the passage. Some were in the
background, sitting or standing, with their backs more or less turned on us.
It was rather like being in the zoo, where some animals showed interest in
the public, and the others sulked. Some of those in the background turned to
the door from time to time and glared. The first thing that hit you in the eye
were their orders, medals, crosses—some of them almost like mantelpiece
ornaments—pinned to their uniforms. Some were wearing monocles—
looking like caricatures of Erich von Stroheim—almost too good to be true.
But they varied a lot. Some tried to make the best of it. General von
Seydlitz—who was, before long, to play an important part in the “Free
Germany” set-up—tried to see the funny side of it all; so did General
Dubois who grinned and said, as if asking us not to be frightened, that he
was an Austrian; and General von Schlömmer, who also grinned and said:
“Come on, come on; now what do you want to know?” and familiarly
patted one of our conducting officers on the shoulder, and, pointing to his
new epaulettes, said: “�: �D�V�"—�Q�H�X�"” with a comic look of surprise, and an
almost approving nod, as much as to say: “Well, I suppose you �D�U�H a real
army by now”.

The most unpleasant of them was General von Arnim. He was
enormously tall, with a long twisted nose, and a look of fury in his long
horse-like face with its popping eyes. He had a stupendous display of



crosses and medals. When somebody asked why the Germans had allowed
themselves to be trapped at Stalingrad, he snarled: “The question is badly
put. You should have asked how we held out so long against such
overwhelming numerical superiority!” One of the sulking ones in the
background then said something about hunger and cold. When somebody
suggested that the Russian Army was perhaps better than the German Army
and certainly better led, von Arnim snorted and went almost purple with
rage. I then asked how he was being treated. Again he snorted. “The
officers,” he said reluctantly, “are correct. But the Russian soldiers—�G�D�V
�V�L�Q�G���'�L�H�E�H�����G�D�V���V�L�Q�G���+�D�O�X�Q�N�H�Q�����6�R���H�L�Q�H���6�F�K�Z�H�L�Q�H�U�H�L��” He fumed.
“Impudent thieves! They stole all my things. �(�L�Q�H���6�F�K�Z�H�L�Q�H�U�H�L�������9�L�H�U
�.�R�I�I�H�U�� Four suitcases, and they stole them all. The soldiers, I mean,” he
added as a concession. “Not the Russian officers. �'�L�H���2�I�I�L�]�L�H�U�H���V�L�Q�G���J�D�Q�]
�N�R�U�U�H�N�W.” These people had looted the whole of Europe; but what was that
compared with his four suitcases? When a Chinese correspondent asked
about Japan, he said stiffly, with another devastating glare: “We immensely
admire our gallant Japanese allies for their brilliant victories over the
English and the Americans, and wish them many more victories.” Then he
was asked what all those crosses and mantelpiece ornaments were, and he
rattled them off one after another—the golden frame with the black spider
of a swastika was, he said, the �'�H�X�W�V�F�K�H���.�U�H�X�]���L�Q���*�R�O�G, and the Führer
himself had designed it. “One would have thought that you’d have a slight
grudge against the Führer,” somebody suggested. He glared and merely
said: “The Führer is a very great man, and if you have any doubts, you will
soon have occasion to put them aside.” The man was one of the few
German generals who was to keep completely aloof, during the rest of the
war, from the Free German Committee.

One thing was astonishing about these generals. They had been
captured only a couple of days before—and yet they looked healthy and not
at all undernourished. Clearly, throughout the agony of Stalingrad, when
their soldiers were dying of hunger, they had continued to have more or less
regular meals. There could be no other explanation for their normal, or
almost normal, weight and appearance.



The only man who looked in a poor shape was Paulus himself. We
weren’t allowed to speak to him*; he was only shown to us so that we could
testify that he was alive and had not committed suicide. He stepped out of a
large cottage—it was more like a villa—gave us one look, then stared at the
horizon, and stood on the steps for a minute or two, in a rather awkward
silence, with two other officers, one of whom was General Schmidt, his
chief of staff. Paulus looked pale and sick, and had a nervous twitch in his
left cheek. He had a more natural dignity than the others, and wore only one
or two decorations. The cameras clicked and a Russian officer politely
dismissed him, and he went back into the cottage. The others followed and
the door closed behind him. It was over.

In the village the soldiers were joking about some of the German generals.
“They’re damn lucky,” one of them said, “living in decent houses, and
getting three big meals a day. And some of them have still got plenty of
cheek. I must tell you a funny story. It’s a fact. They have a girl barber—a
Russian Army girl—to go and shave them every morning. One of them got
fresh with her the very first day, and pinched her bottom. She resented it
and slapped his face. He’s now so scared of having his throat cut that he
won’t shave any more, and is growing a beard!”

We were driven to another village where we were received by General
Malinin, General Rokossovsky’s chief of staff. Malinin had a strong,
typically North-Russian face; he was a native of Yaroslavl, and was now
forty-three. He had fought in the Civil War, and had attended the Military
Academy for two years in 1931–3; he fought in Finland, and had been with
Rokossovsky during the Battle of Moscow. Later, he was to become
Zhukov’s chief of staff and, in that capacity, took part in the capture of
Berlin.

For the last two or three days “Cannae” had suddenly become a
catchword with the Red Army; the papers were full of it and Stalingrad was



being described as an ideal “Cannae” operation, the most perfect since
Hannibal’s. Malinin also talked about it; it seemed almost as odd to hear
this former Yaroslavl peasant lad talk of Cannae, here in the middle of the
Don steppes, as if he had suddenly started reciting the Aeneid… He then
paid a tribute to Stalin, under whose direction this operation had been
carried out and then spoke with obvious feeling of the ordinary Russian
soldiers:

The network of roads and railways (he said), was very weak; and yet there was never a
shortage of food, munitions or petrol. Every soldier, every driver, every railwayman
understood the tremendous aim before us. The railwaymen ran more trains than seems
humanly conceivable. The lorry-drivers who, normally, should not work more than ten hours a
day in winter, often went on working on our transport columns for twenty-four hours on end.

He was certain that the Germans could have broken out of Stalingrad
at the early stages of the encirclement, if Hitler had allowed it.

Asked about allied equipment and supplies, Malinin said that there
were “a certain amount of American food”, a few Dodge lorries, and a few
Churchill tanks—they were good, but there were only very few of them.

As we now know from German sources, one of the immediate
consequences of the encirclement of the German forces at Stalingrad in
November was an extreme shortage of winter clothing there. In November,
seventy-six railway wagons of winter clothing had got stuck at
Yasinovataya railway station, seventeen at Kharkov, forty-one at Kiev, and
nineteen at Lwow. The German High Command, not wanting to give the
Stalingrad troops the idea that they would not win the battle before winter,
had been in no hurry to send them winter clothing. The combination of cold
and very low rations—towards the end, these were reduced to two ounces
of bread a day and scraps of horse-flesh (with the generals receiving, in
theory, five ounces of bread)—enormously increased the death-rate among
the Germans especially in January. Not that the cold was uniformly intense.
It was very cold (minus 20° to minus 25° centigrade) in the second half of
December; it was much milder during the first half of January (usually



between 5° and 10° below), but became extremely cold after that, the
temperature falling at times to minus 25°, 30° and 40°. And even 45°.

On the night of February 4 I learned what 44° of frost means in
practice, and what it must have meant to the Germans at Stalingrad—and to
the Russians for that matter; for it would be a great mistake to imagine that
a Russian—no matter how well clad—�O�L�N�H�V 44° of frost…

We set out at 3 p.m. on our fifty mile trek from General Malinin’s
headquarters to Stalingrad. Our Army driver said we would make it in four
to five hours; it took us nearer thirteen.

There were half-a-dozen of us in a wretched van, without any seats or
benches, sitting or half-lying on bags or pieces of luggage. Every hour it
became colder and colder. To add to our misery the back door of the van
had no glass in it; it was almost as cold as driving in an open car.

It was a pity not to travel through this battle area during the day, but it
couldn’t be helped. Even so, I remember that night as one of my strangest
experiences during the whole war. For one thing, I had never known such
cold in all my life.

In the morning it had been only minus 20°, and then it was minus 30°,
then minus 35°, then minus 40° and finally minus 44°. One has to
experience 44° of frost to know what it means. Your breath catches. If you
breathe on your glove, a thin film of ice immediately forms on it. We
couldn’t eat anything, because all our food—bread, sausage and eggs—had
turned into stone. Even wearing �Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L and two pairs of woollen socks,
you had to move your toes all the time to keep the circulation going.
Without �Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L frostbite would have been certain, and the Germans had no
�Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L. To keep your hands in good condition, you had to clap them half
the time or play imaginary scales. Once I took out a pencil to write down a
few words: the first word was all right, the second was written by a drunk,
the last two were the scrawl of a paralytic; quickly I blew on my purple
fingers and put them back in the furlined glove.

And as you sit there in the van all huddled up and feeling fairly
comfortable, you cannot bear to move, except your fingers and toes, and
give your nose an occasional rub; a kind of mental and physical inertia



comes over you; you feel almost doped. And yet you have to be on the alert
all the time. For instance, I suddenly found the frost nibbling at my knees: it
had got the right idea of attacking the tiny area between the end of my
additional underwear and the beginning of the �Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L�� … Your only real
ally, apart from clothes, on such occasions is the vodka bottle. And, bless it,
it didn’t freeze, and even a frequent small sip made a big difference. One
could see what it must be like to fight in such conditions. For the last stage
of the Battle of Stalingrad had been fought in weather only a little milder
than it was on that February night.

The nearer we got to Stalingrad, the more bewildering was the traffic
on the snow-bound road. This area, in which the battle had raged only so
very recently, was now hundreds of miles from the front, and all the forces
in Stalingrad were now being moved—towards Rostov and the Donets.
About midnight we got stuck in a traffic jam. And what a spectacle that
road presented—if one could still call it a road! For what was the original
road and what was part of the adjoining steppe that had been taken in by
this traffic—most of it moving west, but also some moving east—was not
easy to determine. Between the two streams of traffic, there was now an
irregular wall of snow that had been thrown up there by wheels and hoofs.
Weird-looking figures were regulating the traffic—soldiers in long white
camouflage cloaks and pointed white hoods; horses, horses and still more
horses, blowing steam and with ice round their nostrils, were wading
through the deep snow, pulling guns and gun-carriages and large covered
wagons; and hundreds of lorries with their headlights full on. To the side of
the road an enormous bonfire was burning, filling the air with clouds of
black smoke that ate into your eyes; and shadow-like figures danced round
the bonfire warming themselves; then others would light a plank at the
bonfire, and start a little bonfire of their own, till the whole edge of the road
was a series of small bonfires. Fire! How happy it made people on a night
like this! Soldiers jumped off their lorries to get a few seconds of warmth,
and have the dirty black smoke blow in their faces; then they would run
after their lorry and jump on again.



Such was the endless procession coming out of Stalingrad: lorries, and
horse sleighs and guns, and covered wagons, and even camels pulling
sleighs—several of them stepping sedately through the deep snow as
though it were sand. Every conceivable means of transport was being used.
Thousands of soldiers were marching, or rather walking in large irregular
crowds, to the west, through this cold deadly night. But they were cheerful
and strangely happy, and they kept shouting about Stalingrad and the job
they had done. Westward, westward! How many, one wondered, would
reach the end of the road? But they knew that the �G�L�U�H�F�W�L�R�Q was the right
one; perhaps few were yet thinking of Berlin, but many must have been
thinking of their homes in the Ukraine. In their �Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L, and padded jackets,
and fur caps with the earflaps hanging down, carrying tommy-guns, with
watering eyes, and hoarfrost on their lips, they were going west. How much
better it felt than going east! Yet from the west others were coming—these
were merely a trickle. But they also had their story to tell—these peasants
in horse-sleighs and horse-carts, and these citizens of Stalingrad walking or
driving home through the night—driving home into the ruins. And around
all this bustle of trucks, and horse-sleighs, and covered wagons, and camels,
and soldiers shouting, and soldiers swearing, and soldiers laughing and
dancing joyfully round the bonfires filling the air with acrid smoke, lay the
silent snow-covered steppe; and, as the headlights shone on the steppe, and
you looked, you saw dead horses in the snow, and dead men, and the
shattered engines of war. We were now in the “pocket”. And, ahead of us,
the searchlights were spanning the sky—the sky of Stalingrad.

It was not till 4 a.m. that we reached Stalingrad. It was terribly cold, and the
night was pitch-black, except for a few dim lights here and there. Dazed
with cold, we stepped out of our van. Somebody shouted a few yards away;
somebody else waved a lantern. “Two here,” the man with the lantern said,
“two more farther along.” He lit up a hole in the ground. “Go down there,
and get warm.” The hole was little wider than a man’s body. Sliding on the
slippery boards, and clutching at the ice-covered sides of the tunnel, we



slithered down into the dugout, a drop of twenty or twenty-five feet.
Warmth! How cosy the miserable hole looked, and how sweet the fumes of
the �P�D�N�K�R�U�N�D smelled! There were four men down there-two of them
sleeping on bunks, the other two crouching by the small iron stove. Both of
these were young fellows—one almost a boy, with a little fair down on his
chin. The other one, Nikolai, was a tougher soldier, though scarcely more
than twenty-three. The other two yawned and fell asleep again. We were
offered two of the bunks, covered with thick brown army blankets; but the
dugout, lit by a kerosene lamp made of a shellcase, with its top flattened to
catch the wick, was crowded, and we sat up most of the time. Nikolai
treated us to hot tea out of old cans and, once we had thawed, we vaguely
began to take things in. These men belonged to one of the guards regiments
that had just completed the liquidation of the German 6th Army, and were
now having a few quiet days before being sent on to the front. “When it
gets light,” said Nikolai, “you’ll be able to see the Barricades and the
Tractor Plant over there; it looks as if they were standing, but they’re gone.
There’s nothing left of Stalingrad; not a thing. If I had any say in the matter,
I’d rebuild Stalingrad somewhere else; it would save a lot of trouble. And
I’d leave this place as a museum.”

“It’s funny,” said the younger boy, “to think how quiet it is now. Only
three days ago there was still fighting going on. This is a lousy dugout; it’s
one our people built. The German dugouts are much better. In these last
weeks, they hated coming into the open; they can’t stand the cold… Filthy,
dirty; you wouldn’t believe in what filth they lived there. Scared of the cold,
and scared of our snipers, and of �N�D�W�\�X�V�K�D, of course.” The lad shook his
head and gave a boyish giggle. “Funny blokes, really. Coming to conquer
Stalingrad, wearing patent-leather shoes. Thought it would be a joy-ride.
Just go and have a look at them at Pitomnik. Parasites!” he concluded with
that favourite Red Army man’s word, a word coined back in ’41.

“�.�D�W�\�X�V�K�D”, said Nikolai, “has done a wonderful job. We got an
enormous crowd of them encircled at Gumrak, and they wouldn’t surrender.
So we got fifty or sixty �N�D�W�\�X�V�K�D�V round them, and let fly… My God, you
should have seen the result! Or else we gunners would go up to their



pillboxes and smash them up at thirty yards. It was really the guns that did
the main job in this liquidation; we had complete superiority in artillery. But
they can be tough, for all that. No, they don’t like surrendering, not they!
On the last day we got to a house where there were fifty officers; they kept
firing and firing. It was only when four of our tanks came right up to the
house that they put up their arms. Ah, well,” he said, sipping hot tea out of
the can, “just one more Stalingrad, and they’ll be finished!”

“They were in a bad way all right,” said the third man, who now woke
up—a dark Armenian with a hooked nose, dark beady eyes and a funny
accent. “Down at Karpovka, the Germans were eating cats. They were
hungry and very cold, and many died of the cold. The local people
somehow managed to survive: they had hidden chunks of frozen horse-
flesh; and had to manage on that. It was better than cats, anyway. An old
woman who lived in a dugout there said the Germans took her dog away
and ate it. Yet the German Commandant kept a cow, and he wouldn’t allow
it to be slaughtered; it made the Fritzes very angry. In the end he had to give
way, though. There was also an old priest there, and back in August the
Germans opened a church for him. He used to pray for the victory of the
Christ-beloved Hosts—which might have meant anything. Some of the
people thought it was a great joke.”

The soldiers laughed. “Never mind,” said Nikolai. “It may now soon
be over. I am a factory worker and when we recapture Kharkov, I hope I get
my old job back. All very well sitting in trenches and dugouts. But I’ve
been at it since 1940. It’s been a long road to Stalingrad, seeing I started this
war at Lwow. I was stationed there before the war. Queer lot, the Poles.
Before the war, we had to deport the more unreliable elements—all sorts of
people. They kept saying: ‘We don’t want to be either German or Soviet’.
That’s understandable. But then why, I ask you, when the Germans were
coming in at one end of the city, and we were leaving from the other end,
did the Poles—youngsters mostly, boys and even girls of fifteen—keep
firing at us from every window? Of course, there are different kinds of
Poles; some were very friendly and hospitable; it’s a question of �F�O�D�V�V, I
suppose…”



It was odd to hear again about this old, old Russo-Polish enmity, even
here, in a dugout in the ruins of Stalingrad…

In the end, we snatched a couple of hours’ sleep, and about 8 a.m.
crawled up the slippery tunnel. Here was Stalingrad.

*

It wasn’t quite what I had expected. For a moment, I was dazzled by the sun
shining on the snow. We were in one of those Garden Cities which the
Russians had lost in September. Most of the cottages and trees had been
completely smashed. To the right, in the distance, there were large
imposing-looking blocks of five or six-storey buildings; they were, in
reality, the shells of the buildings of central Stalingrad. On the left, a couple
of miles away, there rose a large number of enormously high factory
chimneys; one had the impression that there was, over there, a live
industrial town; but under the chimneys there was nothing but the ruins of
the Tractor Plant. Chimneys are hard to hit, and these were standing,
seemingly untouched. It was still very cold, though a little less so than
during the night.

At length we drove off, down towards the Volga, through the
wreckage of the Garden City and past some smashed warehouses and
railway buildings. The wind from across the Volga had swept much of the
country bare, and the earth was deadly-frozen with patches of snow here
and there, and a pale-blue sky above. A few frozen dead Germans were still
lying by the roadside. We crossed the railway-line. Here were railway
carriages and engines piled on top of each other, in an inextricable tangle of
metal. High cylindrical oil tanks standing alongside the battered railway-
line were crumpled up like discarded old cartons and riddled with shell-
holes, and some had fallen down completely. On the other side of the road
was a honeycomb of trenches and dugouts and shell-holes and bomb-
craters; and then, beyond the railway, the road made a sharp hairpin bend,
and before us was the white icebound Volga, with the misty bare trees of the



delta-land on the other side, and, beyond it, the white steppes stretching far
into Asia.

The Volga! Here was the scene of one of the grimmest episodes of the
war: the Stalingrad lifeline. The remnants of it were still �W�K�H�U�H�� those barges
and steamers, most of them smashed, frozen into the ice. Now a thin trickle
of traffic was calmly driving across the ice: cars and horse-sleighs, and
some soldiers on foot. The Volga was frozen over, but not entirely—not
even after the fierce frost of the past fortnight. There were still a few
shining blue patches of water, from which women were carrying pails. We
drove down from the cliffs to the Volga beach, crowded with hundreds of
German “trophy” cars and lorries, and were now on Russian soil that the
enemy had never taken.

That night we saw General Chuikov, a tough, thick-set type of Red Army
officer, but with a good deal of �E�R�Q�K�R�P�L�H, a sense of humour and a loud
laugh. He had a golden smile: all his teeth were crowned in gold, and they
glittered in the light of the electric lamps. For there �Z�D�V electric light in this
large dugout built into the cliff facing the Volga, which had been his
headquarters during the latter stages of the battle. With him was General
Krylov, his chief of staff, who had also survived the siege of Sebastopol.

Chuikov gave us his whole evening and talked solidly for at least an
hour and a half describing the whole progress of the Battle of Stalingrad.
Since then he has published a full account of the battle, from which I have
quoted in an earlier chapter; so I shall mention here only a few specially
characteristic points of his story, as told immediately after the German
capitulation. The story he told us then was, in essence, the same as that in
the book, though then he did not allow himself various indiscretions,
particularly about his fellow-generals and about the very uneven morale in
the Red Army during the earlier stages of the 1942 campaign, which do
appear in the book. There was, however, one small but significant detail.
When asked whether Stalin had visited the city during the siege, as rumour
had it, Chuikov then replied: “No. But Khrushchev and Malenkov were



both here, practically all the time between September 12 and December 20.
Stalin, meantime, was working on the gigantic offensive operation of which
you can now see the first results.*

He spoke of the important role played by the 62nd Army in slowing
down the German advance through the Don country in July and August,
then of the great German onslaught on Stalingrad on September 14, and of
various stages of the battle.

Then he came to the story of the 14th of October:

It was the bloodiest and most ferocious day in the whole battle. Along a front of four to
five kilometres, they threw in five brand-new infantry divisions and two tank divisions,
supported by masses of infantry and planes… That morning you could not hear the separate
shots or explosions; the whole thing merged into one continuous deafening roar… In a dugout
the vibration was such that a tumbler would fly into a thousand pieces. That day sixty-one
men in my headquarters were killed. After four or five hours of this stunning barrage, the
Germans advanced one and a half kilometres, and finally broke through at the Tractor Plant.
Our men did not retreat a step here, and if the Germans still advanced, it was over the dead
bodies of our men. But the German losses were so great that they could not keep up the power
of their blow, and were not able to widen their salient along the Volga.

He paid tributes to several of the Stalingrad divisions—to Zholudev’s
which had defended the Tractor Plant almost to the last man, to Ludnikov’s,
to Rodimtsev’s, and many others, adding rather pointedly that although
Rodimtsev’s division had played an enormous part in “saving” Stalingrad in
September, “there was no division which had not also “saved” Stalingrad at
one time or another.*

Chuikov also said that after the great counter-offensive had started to
the north and south, things inside Stalingrad became much easier; all the
same, the 62nd Army had been ordered to “activise” its front with constant
attacks on the Germans now encircled in the Stalingrad “pocket”. Chuikov
spoke of his men with a note of fatherly affection. He was also popular with
the soldiers; many Stalingrad soldiers later told me that they admired him
immensely for his extraordinary personal bravery, and for his self-control
—“There isn’t another man in a thousand who wouldn’t have lost his head
on that 14th of October.”



I was not to see Chuikov again until June 1945; by then he was one of
the conquerors of Berlin. The prosperous abandoned Nazi villas with their
rose and jasmine bushes and the motor boats on the Wannsee seemed a
million miles away from the dead frozen winter soil of that night at
Stalingrad, from that icebound Volga, into which the wreckage of barges
and steamers was frozen.

“It’s been a long and a hard way,” said Chuikov that day in Berlin.
“But mind you,” he added, flashing his gold teeth, “speaking of those
barges and steamers, it wasn’t as bad as you think. It was a devil of a job
getting the stuff to Stalingrad, but we got ninety per cent across for all that!
“

The morning after our evening with Chuikov I climbed up to the little war
memorial they were putting up on top of the cliff. A Russian soldier and
two German prisoners were working on it. One had a growth of black
beard, the other of reddish beard. A little Bashkir soldier with a strong
humorous Mongol face and deep laughing slanting eyes came up to me and
started telling me in broken Russian how he had fought at the Red October
Plant during the worst of the Stalingrad Battle. Then he said, pointing at the
two Fritzes digging the frozen earth round the memorial: “Can you talk
their language?” “Yes.” “Then come and talk to them.” ���1�D�����Z�L�H���J�H�K�W�
�V�"��
Cheerfully, with a look of surprise, but emphatically the dark German said:
���*�D�Q�]���J�X�W���� “So you haven’t been murdered by the Russians after all?”
“No,” he said, cheerfully again. I translated to the Bashkir. “To think what
they’ve done. During the evacuation they sank a steamer on the Volga, with
three thousand women and kids. Nearly all killed or drowned,” he said,
“and now they’re wearing our �Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L.” True enough, both of them were
wearing �Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L. One was wearing a dirty German grey-green overcoat, but
below it were all sorts of bits of clothing, and the other wore a padded
Russian army jacket, and they both had fur caps of sorts. “Yes,” said Black
Stubble, “the Russians gave us these �Y�D�O�H�Q�N�L�����'�L�H���V�L�Q�G���S�U�L�P�D��”



They were both from Berlin; I asked if they still thought Hitler the
greatest man in the world. They protested vigorously; Red Stubble said he
had once been a Young Communist, and Black Stubble said he had been a
Social Democrat. ���$�F�K, all the misery that Hitler has brought to the world
and to Germany,” Red Stubble said sententiously. “Stalingrad—yes, but in
Germany it’s just as bad: Cologne and Düsseldorf and parts of Berlin, and
it’s going from bad to worse.” They were both on the skinny side, but
looked reasonably fit, and said they were getting plenty of food now, and
were surprised at being so well treated. The Russian sergeant who was in
charge of the two Germans had been listening to our conversation with a
touch of tolerant amusement. Now he called them back to get on with the
job. “How are they?” I said to him. “They’re all right, �Q�L�F�K�H�Y�R�����/�X�G�L���N�D�N
�O�X�G�L. (Like any other people)”.

In and around the Red October Plant fighting had gone on for weeks.
Trenches ran through the factory yards and through the workshops
themselves; and now at the bottom of the trenches there still lay frozen
green Germans and frozen grey Russians and frozen fragments of human
shapes; and there were helmets, Russian and German, lying among the
brick debris, and now half-filled with snow. There was barbed wire here,
and half-uncovered mines, and shell cases, and tortuous tangles of twisted
steel girders. How anyone could have survived here was hard to imagine;
and somebody pointed to a wall, with some names written on it, where one
of the units had died to the last man. But now everything was silent and
dead in this fossilised hell, as though a raving lunatic had suddenly died of
heart failure.

It was still 30° below zero. That afternoon we also went up the deadly
slopes of Mamai Hill along a narrow path about 100 yards long. Already on
the summit the Russians had erected a rough wooden obelisk painted
bright-blue, with a red star on top. Among the fractured stumps of fruit-



trees lay more helmets, and shell-cases, and shell splinters and other metal
junk. There were patches of snow on the ploughed-up frozen ground, but no
dead except for a solitary large head, completely blackened with time, and
its white teeth grinning; had he been a Russian or a German? A major said
that the Russians had been buried, but that 1,500 Germans were still stacked
up on the other side of the hill. How many thousands of shells had pierced
this ground where only six months before the water-melons were ripening?
A Russian tank was standing there, half-way up the hill, facing the summit,
and burned-out.

I remember, we then drove into central Stalingrad, along a long, long
avenue with shattered trees on either side, running parallel to the Volga. We
passed tramcars—many of them, all blasted, smashed and burned out; had
they been standing here since the great bombing of August 23? … One
could see it now: Stalingrad was one of the modern cities of Russia; its
entire centre, like its factories, had been built in the last ten or twelve years.
Here were large blocks of flats, all burned out, of course, and public
buildings in the main square, with the wrecked railway station at one end.
This, too, had changed hands several times in deadly fighting in
September… In the centre of the square there was a frozen fountain with
the half-shattered statues of children still dancing round it.

We got out here. There was an enormous heap of litter piled up in one
corner of the square—letters, and maps and books, and snapshots of
German children, and of German middle-aged women with smirking self-
contented faces standing on what looked like a bridge over the Rhine, and a
green Catholic prayer book called �6�S�L�U�L�W�X�D�O���$�U�P�R�X�U���I�R�U���6�R�O�G�L�H�U�V, and a
letter from a child called Rudi writing that “now that you have taken �G�L�H
�J�U�R�V�V�H���)�H�V�W�X�Q�J���6�H�Z�D�V�W�R�S�R�O the war will soon be ended against �G�L�H
�Y�H�U�I�O�X�F�K�W�H�Q���%�R�O�V�F�K�H�Z�L�N�H�Q�����G�L�H���(�U�]�I�H�L�Q�G�H���'�H�X�W�V�F�K�O�D�Q�G�V.”

We walked down the main avenue running south, between enormous
blocks of burned-out houses, towards the other square. In the middle of the
pavement lay a dead German. He must have been running when a shell hit



him. His legs still seemed to be running, though one was now cut off above
the ankle by a shell, and, with the splintered white bone sticking out of the
frozen red flesh, it looked like something harmlessly familiar from a
butcher’s window. His face was a bloody frozen mess, and beside it was a
frozen pool of blood.

In the other big square some houses had been wrecked, but two were
standing there, squat and solid, though burned-out: the Red Army House
and the Univermag Department Store.

After visiting the scene of Paulus’s surrender and talking to Lieutenant
Yelchenko who had captured the Field-Marshal,* we went out into the
street again. Everything around was strangely silent. The dead German with
his leg blown off was still lying some distance away. We crossed the square
and went into the yard of the large burned-out building of the Red Army
House; and here one realised particularly clearly what the last days of
Stalingrad had been to so many of the Germans. In the porch lay the
skeleton of a horse, with only a few scraps of meat still clinging to its ribs.
Then we came into the yard. Here lay more horses’ skeletons and, to the
right, there was an enormous horrible cesspool—fortunately frozen solid.
And then, suddenly, at the far end of the yard I caught sight of a human
figure. He had been crouching over another cesspool, and now, noticing us,
he was hastily pulling up his pants, and then he slunk away into the door of
a basement. But as he passed, I caught a glimpse of the wretch’s face—with
its mixture of suffering and idiot-like incomprehension. For a moment, I
wished the whole of Germany were there to see it. The man was perhaps
already dying. In that basement into which he slunk there were still two
hundred Germans—dying of hunger and frostbite. “We haven’t had time to
deal with them yet,” one of the Russians said. “They’ll be taken away
tomorrow, I suppose.” And, at the far end of the yard, beside the other
cesspool, behind a low stone wall, the yellow corpses of skinny Germans
were piled up—men who had died in that basement—about a dozen wax-



like dummies. We did not go into the basement itself—what was the good?
There was nothing we could do for them.

This scene of filth and suffering in that yard of the Red Army House
was my last glimpse of Stalingrad. I remembered the long anxious days of
the summer of 1942, and the nights of the London blitz, and the
photographs of Hitler, smirking as he stood on the steps of the Madeleine in
Paris, and the weary days of ’38 and ’39 when a jittery Europe would tune
in to Berlin and hear Hitler’s yells accompanied by the cannibal roar of the
German mob. And there seemed a rough but divine justice in those frozen
cesspools with their diarrhoea, and those horses’ bones, and those starved
yellow corpses in the yard of the Red Army House at Stalingrad.

 

* This was the largest party of foreign correspondents—about twenty—taken anywhere since the
beginning of the war. Only six or seven were taken on the Kotelnikovo trip described in Chapter IV.
* I later learned that he had firmly refused to make any statement.
* Malenkov’s presence is not mentioned either in the official history or any other recently published
accounts. Though not yet a Politburo member, he was, as member of the GKO, even more important.
* Then, as later, Chuikov felt that Rodimstev had been given a disproportionately large share in the
press accounts of the Battle of Stalingrad—at the expense of others whose military record was at
least as remarkable. In his book he explains how this happened: at the height of the fighting in
October and November, Soviet correspondents were not allowed to enter the most dangerous areas in
Stalingrad, and had to stay in the more quiet southern part of the city, then held by the remnants of
the Rodimtsev Division. They had plenty of time to talk to Rodimtsev—and to write him up.
* See page 540 ff.


