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Introduction

TO ANY SUBMARINER, it was the dream of a lifetime. Adalbert Schnee, commanding the German submarine U-2511, peered through his periscope and saw the heavy cruiser Norfolk, a British warship of approximately ten thousand tons with a crew of 650. The U-boat slipped undetected within the cruiser’s screen of destroyers and reached a range of only five hundred yards. Yet Schnee did not issue the order to fire his torpedoes. The date was 4 May 1945, and earlier that day he had received orders to halt attacks on Allied vessels. Schnee’s U-boat, a sleek Type XXI on its first patrol, stealthily slipped away from the British task force and returned to its base in Norway. The Norfolk proceeded on its course, completely unaware that it had avoided possible destruction by a matter of only a few hours.

* * *

Not all strategies succeed; some fail completely. Although this appears obvious, some historians dismiss the notion that Hitler even had a strategy in 1944 and 1945. The popular conception of Hitler in the final years of the war is that of a deranged Führer who stubbornly demanded the defense of every foot of ground on all fronts and ordered hopeless attacks with nonexistent divisions. To imply that Hitler had a rational plan to win the war flies in the face of accepted interpretation. Yet the fact that a plan does not succeed does not mean that none existed. In fact, refusal to accept the possibility that Hitler had a strategy in the final years of the war is more striking than to assume the reverse. Most scholars agree that Hitler possessed a strategy in 1939, 1940, 1941, 1942, and possibly even 1943. Why would he suddenly discard plans to win the war in 1944 and 1945? The British had a strategy in the dark days of 1940 and 1941, and the United States developed plans to defeat Japan even as Japanese forces overran Allied positions in the Pacific in 1941 and 1942. Was Germany alone in neglecting to devise a strategy when its enemies held the initiative?

It is more reasonable to assume that Hitler still hoped to win the war and that he had some idea how to achieve this. Although we now know it proved unsuccessful in the end, piecing together such a strategy helps to answer lingering questions about German actions in the Third Reich’s final months. Some of the key evidence often used to demonstrate that Hitler had no strategy can be used to support an opposing interpretation. For example, between October 1944 and March 1945, over a million German soldiers were cut off from land contact with the rest of the front in coastal regions of Latvia, Lithuania, and eastern Germany. An additional 350,000 troops sat idle in Norway until Germany’s capitulation in May 1945. Could Hitler not have better used these men to defend Germany’s heartland? The standard interpretation for the emergence of the Courland pocket in Latvia, as well as those in East and West Prussia, and elsewhere, is simply that Hitler never permitted retreats. His insistence on holding the line everywhere meant that he could hold it nowhere, which represented no strategy at all. Many historians maintain that these examples in particular provide some of the best evidence that any strategy of Hitler’s actually best served the goals of the Allies.

Some historians who concede that Hitler had a strategy in the final years of the war assert that he fought on primarily in hopes of winning the war by unleashing Germany’s “miracle weapons.” Technological studies of the war tend to focus on rockets and jet aircraft as the most decisive of these weapons. Yet neither of these was a strategic offensive weapon. The Nazis launched the V-1 and V-2 rockets to strike terror into the hearts of their enemies and to exact vengeance for the destruction of German cities, but these weapons were not accurate enough to hit individual strategic targets. The main task of the jet aircraft, for their part, was defensive, to drive Allied bombers from the skies over Germany.

Hitler also had a third, often overlooked, miracle weapon in his arsenal. This was a new, technologically advanced submarine, the Type XXI, with which Admiral Karl Dönitz planned to regain the initiative in the Battle of the Atlantic. An offensive weapon with war-winning potential, the Type XXI was a true submarine rather than a submersible, and its speed and ability to remain underwater indefinitely rendered contemporary Allied antisubmarine tactics ineffective. With a fleet of these new U-boats Dönitz intended to starve Britain into submission and halt the shipment of American troops and supplies to Europe. But before these new submarines could be brought into action, they had to undergo trials and their crews had to be trained, which for geographic reasons was possible only in the eastern Baltic. If Dönitz was to revive the war at sea and turn the tide yet again in Germany’s favor, the Nazis had to control the Baltic and maintain possession of its ports. Norway’s retention was also essential, because it remained the only suitable location from which to launch the new U-boat war following the loss of Germany’s submarine bases in France in the summer of 1944.

This study proposes an alternative way of viewing some of Hitler’s military decisions in the last months of World War II. It suggests that he did possess a strategy to regain the initiative, and that the Baltic theater played the key role in this plan. This strategy, Hitler believed, provided more than a chance to stave off defeat. Rather, it offered an opportunity to achieve his long-cherished ambition—total victory and mastery of Europe. This work examines German naval strategy and its role in shaping the war on land on the northern sector of the Eastern Front, particularly in determining where the army would have to stand and fight along the Baltic coast and where it could retreat. To demonstrate this, it is necessary to analyze operations in this theater from the end of 1943, when Hitler considered withdrawing Army Group North from the Leningrad area, until Germany’s capitulation in May 1945. Throughout 1944, as the Red Army steadily drove Army Group North back to the west, Dönitz increasingly urged the defense of the Baltic coast in the interest of naval strategy. By mid-October 1944, Army Group North, with over half a million men, had been isolated in Latvia, cut off from land contact with the Reich. German naval strategists then switched their attention to influence Army Group Center’s defense of the Baltic coast in eastern Germany.

Germany’s relations with Finland and Sweden, two other nations sharing the Baltic shoreline, assumed greater significance as the new submarines approached operational readiness. Finland fought alongside Germany in the war against the Soviet Union and provided Germany with vital raw materials, particularly nickel, but in September 1944 Finland surrendered to the Russians. Finland’s role in the Second World War has been the topic of several fine monographs.1 These studies, however, focus mainly upon Finland’s value to Germany economically and on the land front, overlooking the Finns’ crucial importance to the German navy in preventing the Soviet Baltic Fleet from leaving its base near Leningrad. Hitler’s frantic efforts to keep Finland in the war resulted more from naval considerations than from the need for raw materials.

Neutral Sweden’s geographic location posed a potential threat to German domination of the Baltic, and thus it was a source of concern to Hitler and Dönitz. In general, Sweden’s role in the war has evoked little interest. In the mid-1960s historians debated the importance of Swedish iron ore for Germany’s war economy, but otherwise little has been written outside of Sweden on its position during the war.2 Hitler, however, demonstrated a keen interest in ensuring that Sweden remain neutral. This study examines steps Germany took to prevent Sweden’s entry into the war, as well as Swedish war plans and the Swedes’ assessment of the German threat at various stages of the war.3 Surprisingly, the Swedes believed that the threat of a German attack had receded at the very time Hitler seriously contemplated invading the country.

In the last years of the war German officers who rose to prominence tended to be those who demonstrated personal loyalty to Hitler and ideological conformity to National Socialism. Three Nazi military leaders will be examined in this context: the naval commander in chief, Karl Dönitz; the army chief of staff, Heinz Guderian; and Ferdinand Schörner. The person who influenced Hitler’s Baltic strategy most was Admiral Dönitz, whose memoirs4 are not trustworthy and for whom no satisfactory biography exists.5 Dönitz’s role in shaping Hitler’s grand strategy requires further analysis. Furthermore, his devotion to Hitler and unquestioning acceptance of National Socialist ideology, although documented by naval experts, are not widely recognized among nonspecialists. Particularly intriguing is the question of why Hitler selected Dönitz as his successor. Hitler did not appoint Dönitz simply by default or as a soldier suitable to make peace, as is often suggested, but because Dönitz had proven himself one of Hitler’s most loyal and ideologically reliable supporters.

General Guderian portrays himself in his memoirs as a military technician, uninterested in National Socialism and repelled by Hitler.6 He bitterly condemns Hitler’s conduct of the war in the East and presents himself as the would-be savior of eastern Germany, but he neglects to mention his early support for Nazi ideology and his eager acceptance of landed estates and bribes from the Führer. His role in shaping Hitler’s strategy in this period was to insist that Hitler evacuate all of the Third Reich’s outposts to defend Germany itself. That Hitler listened to Dönitz rather than Guderian is no surprise, for Guderian’s course of action simply aimed to postpone defeat, while Dönitz offered the Führer a chance to win the war.

Of all German army generals, Schörner probably has the worst reputation. He is usually depicted as an insanely brutal man who owed his rapid promotion to fanatical adherence to National Socialism and sycophantic devotion to Hitler. Schörner’s military abilities have been considered negligible at best. His notoriety stems mainly from the execution of numerous soldiers in the war’s final months, and from his unquestioning obedience to Hitler’s commands. Schörner left no memoirs, and no serious study of him has been attempted. There is surprisingly little information on this important general whom Hitler named commander in chief of the German army prior to his suicide. Although he played only a minor part in shaping grand strategy in the war’s final phase, he had to implement Hitler’s Baltic strategy and endure its consequences. Schörner’s portrayal as a brutal commander and fanatical Nazi is accurate, but depictions of him as a toady and an untalented military leader are off the mark. Schörner was a skillful tactician who repeatedly disobeyed Hitler’s orders not to retreat; that Hitler never relieved him of command was because he realized that Schörner was loyal to him personally.

The present study fits in with a broad range of literature on World War II. Early accounts of Hitler’s relationship with the German navy maintained that Hitler thought solely in continental terms and had no understanding of matters relating to the sea. This idea remained unchallenged for the most part until the early 1970s, when Jost Dülffer’s study of the German Navy between the wars7 and Michael Salewski’s magisterial three-volume study of the German Naval Staff revealed Hitler’s extraordinary interest in naval affairs.8 It was Salewski who first sketched the outlines of Hitler’s Baltic strategy. More recent contributions by naval historians Charles Thomas, Eric Rust, Keith Bird, Holger Herwig, Gerhard Schreiber, Werner Rahn, Herbert Kraus, and Douglas Peifer have immensely enhanced our understanding of the German navy in the Nazi period.9 An examination of Hitler’s strategy in the Baltic can provide further evidence of his emphasis upon naval affairs and of the German navy’s close relationship with Hitler. Such a study also addresses some questions of continuity and discontinuity in German naval history.

There is surprisingly little written on Army Group Courland (formerly Army Group North), which was isolated in the Latvian peninsula of Courland in October 1944 and remained there until Germany’s capitulation. Existing works focus on tactical matters, ignoring the army group’s vital role in Hitler’s grand strategy of protecting the navy’s Baltic submarine training areas. These studies examine either the army group’s retreat to Courland10 or events that transpired there until the end of the war.11 They fail to investigate the most critical issue—why Hitler ordered nearly half a million seasoned troops to defend a remote Latvian peninsula at the very time Allied armies were entering German territory from both east and west. Furthermore, Courland was not the only German bridgehead along the Baltic. A small garrison defended the port of Memel from mid-October 1944 until the end of January 1945. Another large bridgehead arose after the Soviet drive from the Vistula to the Oder in January 1945 isolated almost another entire German army group in East Prussia. The Russian offensive in Pomerania in March 1945 forced yet another Nazi army back into bridgeheads around the ports of Danzig and Gdynia in West Prussia. These bridgeheads, especially those in East Prussia, have received much more extensive treatment than the one in Courland, but again, existing works dwell largely upon the course of battle, rarely considering Hitler’s strategic motives or Dönitz’s role in the defense of coastal areas.12

Most studies of German strategy in World War II focus almost exclusively upon land, or sea, or air strategy, seldom examining their interrelationship. This work is neither army history nor naval history. It analyzes both the army’s and navy’s strategic goals, and how they played out in the Baltic theater. The manuscript is organized chronologically and thematically. The first six chapters provide an operational history of warfare on the northern sector of the Eastern Front in 1944 and 1945, and give evidence of the navy’s demands that the Baltic coast be protected in order to preserve U-boat training areas. The following three chapters analyze possible reasons for Hitler’s defense of the Baltic coast. The first was the “official” reason given by Nazi propaganda, that German forces defending isolated coastal sectors tied down disproportionate numbers of Soviet troops. A second possible reason was that the retention of coastal areas—Courland in particular—deterred Sweden from entering the war on the side of the Allies. Finally, and by far the most likely reason, was that Hitler accepted Dönitz’s assurances that the navy could turn the tide of the war with its new U-boats. The final chapter examines Dönitz’s personal and ideological relationship with Hitler, his influence in shaping German strategy, and reasons why Hitler selected an admiral as his successor rather than a general or Nazi Party official.


CHAPTER 1

The Retreat

From Leningrad to Narva

ON 30 DECEMBER 1943 Field Marshal Georg von Küchler, commander of Army Group North, flew from his headquarters in Pleskau to Hitler’s command post in East Prussia. Küchler hoped to obtain approval to retreat from positions around Leningrad to the Panther Position, a defensive line extending from the Gulf of Finland down the Narva River, along Lake Peipus’s western shore, then farther south over Pleskau to Polozk. As he passed over the large tracts of Soviet territory still under German occupation, Küchler perhaps recalled the German army’s triumphant advance in 1941 and the near-stalemate on the northern sector of the Eastern Front since that time.

At the beginning of the Russian campaign in June 1941, Army Group North, then under Field Marshal Ritter von Leeb, had had the task of clearing the Baltic States of Soviet forces and capturing Leningrad.1 Initially the advance had proceeded rapidly, but the invaders had encountered increasingly stiff resistance as they approached Leningrad. On 8 September German troops had captured Schlisselburg on Lake Ladoga, severing Leningrad’s land contact with the Russian interior. At this time, with the city especially vulnerable to assault, Hitler had ordered Leeb not to attack Leningrad but to surround the city and starve its inhabitants. Hitler wanted to wipe the city, the birthplace of the Bolshevik Revolution, from the face of the earth. He ordered Leeb not to accept Leningrad’s surrender should it be offered.2

Leningrad was ill prepared to withstand a siege, as there was neither sufficient food nor fuel for the two to three million people inside the German ring. To make matters worse, on 16 September German troops isolated several Soviet divisions west of Leningrad in the Oranienbaum Bridgehead, an enclave approximately twenty miles long and twelve miles deep.3 This force could be supplied only by sea from Leningrad, increasing the already enormous strain on the city’s logistical situation. Hundreds of thousands of Leningrad’s civilians died from hunger and cold. German artillery and bombers pounded the city, adding to the misery of the besieged. Not until late November, when Lake Ladoga froze solidly enough to bear the weight of trucks, could the Russians bring large quantities of supplies into the beleaguered city and evacuate some of its civilians.4 The “ice roads” across Lake Ladoga saved Leningrad’s inhabitants from the starvation to which Hitler had condemned them.

German troops dug in and awaited Leningrad’s collapse. In January 1942 Küchler replaced Leeb as the army group’s commander, and for the rest of the year the positions of the opposing forces remained much the same. However, the Soviets planned a major operation at the beginning of 1943 to reestablish land contact to Leningrad. In mid-January 1943 the Leningrad and Volkhov Fronts (Soviet army groups) launched an offensive to break the siege of Leningrad. After a week of bitter fighting, the two Soviet fronts joined forces. The Soviets furiously attacked until April, unsuccessfully attempting to expand the ten-kilometer-wide corridor on Lake Ladoga’s southern shore that linked Leningrad with the interior.5 The Russians had succeeded in partially lifting the siege but could not break it completely. For the rest of the year there was little change in the front. In general, Army Group North’s positions changed very little from September 1941 until the end of 1943, especially in comparison to other sectors of the Eastern Front. Yet Küchler feared his army group could not withstand another blow, for in the course of the year Hitler had withdrawn several divisions to prop up less stable areas of the Russian front.

A series of reverses in the summer of 1943 caused Hitler to reevaluate the situation in the East. In May German troops in Tunisia surrendered, leaving North Africa entirely in Allied hands, and the navy temporarily withdrew its submarines from the North Atlantic after sustaining heavy losses in fierce convoy battles. Allied bomber formations intensified their attacks, and the Luftwaffe seemed incapable of protecting Germany’s cities and armaments industry. Furthermore, the army had to keep considerable forces in the West to guard against an expected Allied cross-Channel assault. In July the Soviets repulsed the German offensive at Kursk, inflicting frightful losses, Anglo-American troops landed in Sicily, and Mussolini fell from power, causing Hitler to question the reliability of his Italian ally. Following these defeats, in August 1943 Hitler issued instructions for the construction of the East Wall, a defensive line stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea.

A weakened Army Group North, composed of Eighteenth Army in the north and Sixteenth Army to the south, viewed the prospect of withdrawing to a shorter line with relief. Küchler met with Hitler on 11 September 1943 to discuss the retreat. Although Gen. Kurt Zeitzler, chief of the Army General Staff, enthusiastically supported the withdrawal, concern for Finland’s reaction disturbed Hitler. Zeitzler insisted that only Army Group North could provide troops to parry expected blows against Army Groups Center and South. Yet Hitler remained reluctant to yield territory in the Leningrad area and asked Küchler to examine the possibility of releasing divisions through a limited withdrawal. At this point Küchler suddenly did an about-face. Although he had come to request permission to retreat, after a short time in Hitler’s presence he began to advise Hitler of several reasons not to withdraw. Küchler again met with Hitler in early November and once more spoke against the retreat. This is especially puzzling, for the previous day the army group had complained that in the previous three months it had lost nearly 25 percent of its strength due to giving up divisions for other theaters and extending its sector to the south.6 Küchler’s change in attitude probably reflected Hitler’s uncanny ability to instill confidence in his generals, at least as long as they were at Führer Headquarters.

In the end Hitler refused to grant permission for the withdrawal to the Panther Position. In mid-November Hitler told Army Group North’s Chief of Staff, Gen. Eberhard Kinzel, that he had no intention of relinquishing ground in the Leningrad area.7 Yet at the end of December he again summoned Küchler to discuss a possible retreat. It was for this reason that on 30 December 1943 Küchler went to Hitler’s headquarters hoping to gain permission for the withdrawal. Küchler informed Hitler that compared to the army group’s existing front of nearly one thousand kilometers, the Panther Position had a land front of only four hundred kilometers. The withdrawal to a shorter line, Küchler explained, would free eight divisions for use elsewhere. In passing, Küchler unwisely commented that Eighteenth Army’s commander, Gen. Georg Lindemann, preferred to remain in his present positions, which were well constructed and familiar to his troops. Hitler dismissed Küchler, stating that he wished to discuss the matter with Zeitzler.8

Küchler’s hopes to retreat before an expected Russian attack proved in vain. The next day Zeitzler complained that he had almost convinced Hitler to approve the withdrawal but then Hitler had wavered, recalling Küchler’s remark that Lindemann wished to remain in his present positions.9 Subsequent attempts to persuade Hitler to reverse his decision failed. Army Group North would have to face the next Soviet offensive, which Küchler deemed imminent, in its old positions with insufficient forces—it defended a front of approximately a thousand kilometers with forty infantry divisions, and not a single armored division.10

[image: MAP 1. THE RETREAT FROM LENINGRAD]

MAP 1. THE RETREAT FROM LENINGRAD

The Soviet High Command had already devised plans for a winter operation against Army Group North. The offensive in the northern sector aimed to annihilate Eighteenth Army and clear the Leningrad area of German forces as far as the pre-1940 border with the Baltic States. To encircle and destroy Eighteenth Army, the Leningrad and Volkhov Fronts were to strike the army’s flanks and join forces in its rear. Second Baltic Front would conduct holding attacks against Sixteenth Army to prevent the transfer of reinforcements to Eighteenth Army’s flanks.11

On 14 January 1944 the Soviet offensive began with an attack from the Oranienbaum Bridgehead that quickly penetrated German defenses. At the same time Russian forces on Eighteenth Army’s southern flank crossed Lake Ilmen and advanced to within ten kilometers of Novgorod on the first day of the offensive.12 The following day the Soviets attacked from Leningrad, attempting to join with troops moving out from Oranienbaum. Army Group North requested permission for Eighteenth Army to pull back in order to gain reserves, warning that the critical issue was not where the army group stood after this battle but the fact that it still existed.13

Without waiting for authorization, Küchler ordered his divisions along the Gulf of Finland between Oranienbaum and Leningrad to retreat before the Russian pincers closed; Hitler sent his approval later that day. Soviet forces attacking from the Oranienbaum Bridgehead and Leningrad linked up on 19 January, unhinging Eighteenth Army’s northern flank. From there they attacked toward Narva, on the Soviet-Estonian border, and Luga. To the south, the Russians captured Novgorod on 20 January and pushed into Eighteenth Army’s rear. Küchler requested an immediate withdrawal to the Panther Position. He warned Zeitzler the Soviets would achieve a breakthrough if they persisted in their attacks and claimed that losses were already so heavy that the retreat would release no forces.14 The following day German Army High Command (Oberkommando des Heeres, or OKH) finally informed the army group it would receive reinforcements, announcing that an armored division was on the way.

On the 22nd Küchler went to Hitler’s headquarters, but instead of obtaining permission to retreat he received a lecture on the importance of the Leningrad sector with regard to Finland’s political attitude, Swedish iron imports, and German naval domination of the Baltic. Promising Küchler another division, Hitler insisted the war be fought as far as possible from Germany’s borders and argued that voluntary retreats demoralized the troops.15 Despite Hitler’s wishes the Soviets continued to gain ground. On Eighteenth Army’s northern flank the Red Army advanced along the coast toward Narva, and on the army’s southern flank it continued to drive a wedge between Sixteenth and Eighteenth armies. Soviet forces attacking from Novgorod and Leningrad thrust toward Luga, threatening to ensnare three German corps. Küchler announced that Sixteenth Army’s northern flank had collapsed and requested permission to retreat behind the Luga River, but Hitler refused. A few days later the army group reported that Eighteenth Army had splintered into three groups and that it could establish a cohesive front only along the Luga. Eighteenth Army had suffered over fifty thousand casualties in only two weeks.16

Küchler again met with Hitler on 27 January, but the Nazi leader forbade any large-scale retreat. On the 28th Kinzel, acting on his own responsibility, ordered Eighteenth Army to fall back to the Luga, but Küchler countermanded the order. Kinzel complained that Küchler had been so influenced by the Führer at their last meeting that he spoke only of attacking, exclaiming in frustration that everyone except Hitler and Küchler realized the army group must retreat to the Panther Position.17 Kinzel finally convinced his commander of the desperation of Eighteenth Army’s plight, and on 30 January Küchler flew to Hitler’s headquarters and secured permission for the withdrawal to the Luga. Displeased with Küchler’s performance, the next day Hitler relieved him of command and replaced him with Field Marshal Walter Model, an expert in defensive warfare.

From Hitler’s headquarters Model ordered the army group not to retreat one step without his approval, but even Model’s determination could not prevent the Soviets from crossing the Luga at three points on the day he took command. When he arrived at army group headquarters Model found his forces reeling before the Soviet onslaught. Sixteenth Army’s left flank had crumbled, Eighteenth Army had shattered into several groups, Soviet units were advancing on Narva, and Russian spearheads had secured bridgeheads across the Luga River. Model ordered Eighteenth Army to reestablish contact with Sixteenth Army, regain and secure the west bank of the Luga, hold the narrow strip of land between Lake Peipus and the Gulf of Finland in front of Narva, and close the gap between it and a conglomeration of decimated units known as Group Sponheimer.18

But the situation continued to deteriorate. In the south Sixteenth Army came under increasingly heavy attacks, and in the north on 2 February, Soviet forces gained a bridgehead over the Narva River, although on the same day a German counterattack reestablished contact between Sixteenth and Eighteenth armies.19 By 13 February the Nazi dictator bowed to the inevitable. Zeitzler informed Model that Hitler had decided the Narva sector must be reinforced as quickly as possible and requested an immediate schedule for a retreat to the Panther Position. Hitler approved the retreat on 17 February, the same day that he sanctioned the breakout from the Cherkassy Pocket in southern Russia, and the army group concluded its withdrawal by 1 March.20

Stalin insisted that Gen. L. A. Govorov’s Leningrad Front capture Narva. On 14 February he commanded: “It is mandatory that our forces seize Narva no later than 17 February 1944. This is required both for military as well as political reasons. It is the most important thing right now.”21 The Soviets launched furious assaults against German positions in the Narva sector, but they were unable to break out of their bridgeheads to the north and south of the city. On two occasions in March Govorov renewed the attack at Narva, but German defenses in the area held.22 The Soviet winter offensive had run its course.

Although failing to encircle and destroy Eighteenth Army, the Soviets had inflicted a major defeat upon the Germans. They had driven Army Group North from positions it had held for nearly two and a half years and cleared the Leningrad area of German forces, pushing the Nazis back to the borders of Estonia and Latvia. Leningrad’s nearly nine-hundred-day siege had finally been lifted. The Russians probably would have had greater success, and possibly could have encircled and destroyed Eighteenth Army, if they had not pursued two main objectives at the same time. Instead of destroying Eighteenth Army and then breaking through German defenses on the Narva isthmus, the Soviets had tried to achieve both goals simultaneously, failing to attain either one.23 Following the defeat at Leningrad, Army Group North dug in along the Panther Position, resting and replenishing its battered formations. Hitler sent Model to command an army group in the south, and Lindemann became the army group’s commander on 31 March.

Hitler, the German Navy, and Army Group North, June 1941–May 1944

HITLER’S DETERMINATION NOT to yield ground in the Leningrad area had risked the annihilation of Eighteenth Army, which probably had escaped destruction only because Küchler convinced Hitler to permit a retreat to the Luga at the end of January. Military, economic, and diplomatic factors caused Hitler to cling stubbornly to this area. Decisions regarding the fate of Army Group North were closely connected to naval interests, for the Baltic was of vital importance to the German navy. Hitler often delayed approval for Army Group North to withdraw to a more defensible position due to concerns expressed by the navy.24 The navy required control of the Baltic to carry out submarine testing and training, and its intense desire to preserve the Baltic for this purpose was evident from the start of the Russian campaign. When Hitler informed the naval commander in chief, Erich Raeder, of his intention to invade the Soviet Union, Raeder did not share Hitler’s enthusiasm. Raeder did not object to the idea of attacking the Soviet Union per se, but he preferred to wait until after Britain’s defeat. He warned that conflict with Russia would threaten the navy’s submarine training areas in the eastern Baltic, which could disrupt the U-boat war.25 Once the invasion of the Soviet Union began, however, the navy insisted that Russia’s Baltic Fleet never be allowed to reach the open Baltic, and Hitler did not ignore the navy’s wishes. Barely a week into the campaign Hitler emphasized the urgency of gaining control of the Gulf of Finland. He commanded that the Soviet fleet must be eliminated to permit undisturbed shipping in the Baltic, especially of Swedish iron ore from Luleå.26 Several high-ranking German officers attest to Hitler’s desire to ensure the Soviet fleet’s destruction in the summer of 1941, in order to protect Baltic shipping routes and the navy’s submarine training areas.27 Once Leningrad had been isolated, the navy hopefully awaited its collapse. But Leningrad survived the winter. At the beginning of 1942, concerned the Soviets would renew the war at sea once the ice melted in the Gulf of Finland, the Naval Staff (Seekriegsleitung, or Skl) requested an air assault on the Soviet fleet. The Luftwaffe carried out six raids on Russian warships in April 1942, and German pilots reported scoring several direct hits on the battleship October Revolution, the heavy cruiser Maxim Gorkii, and numerous other vessels.28
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To prevent the Soviet fleet from sailing into the Baltic, the navy called for a tighter blockade of Leningrad. This was a source of constant concern for the Skl, and throughout 1942 and 1943 the navy repeatedly requested the army to eliminate the Oranienbaum Bridgehead and capture the islands of Lavansaari and Seiskaari in the Gulf of Finland. Possession of these islands and the coast at Oranienbaum would enable the navy to seal off the Soviet fleet in Kronstadt Bay more effectively and with far fewer mines. On several occasions Hitler instructed the army to carry out these operations, but Soviet attacks on other sectors deprived the Germans of the troops required to carry out the assaults.29

Hitler had not abandoned his hopes of seizing Leningrad, either. In July 1942 he ordered Küchler to plan an offensive to capture the city, promising to send five divisions and heavy siege artillery from Eleventh Army, which recently had taken the Crimean stronghold of Sevastopol.30 As the army group prepared for the assault, the navy voiced its anxiety that the Soviet fleet would attempt to flee once the attack began, possibly to seek internment in Sweden. The Skl requested Eighteenth Army to shell Soviet vessels with its long-range artillery and promised to strengthen its minefields in the Gulf of Finland. Confident of success, the Skl appealed to Armed Forces High Command (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, or OKW) to spare shipyards and port installations in Leningrad and at the fleet’s main base at Kronstadt as much as possible, because the German navy desperately needed additional repair facilities. Raeder informed Hitler that Leningrad’s capture and an end to the threat in the Baltic would signify a great relief to the navy, because it would release warships for other theaters and expand the navy’s training areas.31 On several occasions Hitler declared his intention to make the Baltic a German lake and emphasized that he could not tolerate the presence of another great power in the Baltic.32

The Skl’s optimism, however, proved unfounded. The army group worked out detailed plans to storm Leningrad, but the Soviets frustrated Hitler’s intentions. The Russians launched furious attacks at Velikiye Luki, near the junction of Army Groups North and Center, and against German positions along Lake Ladoga. Field Marshal Erich von Manstein, Eleventh Army’s commander, dispatched to these sectors divisions assembled for the attack on Leningrad, much to Hitler’s displeasure. By the beginning of October the operation’s likelihood appeared remote. In mid-October OKH confirmed this, although the attack on Leningrad had not been canceled entirely; rather, it was now envisioned primarily as an artillery assault. OKH instructed the army group to use Eleventh Army’s heavy guns to obliterate successive Soviet defensive lines on the city’s southern front. Once these positions had been flattened the army group could move its lines forward without recourse to heavy commitment of troops. By creeping up to the southern edge of Leningrad the Germans would gain more favorable positions for a later attack to capture the city or an attempt to sever its communications over Lake Ladoga.33 This scaled-down assault on Leningrad was at best a half-measure and in reality accomplished nothing.

At any rate that was the navy’s opinion, and it repeatedly complained about the army’s inaction in the Baltic theater. The army had failed to capture Leningrad in 1941, reneged on its promises to seize islands in the Gulf of Finland in the spring of 1942, and in the second half of the year had attacked neither Leningrad nor the Oranienbaum Bridgehead. The navy, therefore, had to prepare for action in the Gulf of Finland yet again in the spring of 1943. Despite the use of 13,000 mines in 1942, Soviet submarines had reached the Baltic. In 1943 the navy would have to tighten the blockade with less materiel expenditure. The Skl warned that the use of so many mines in the Gulf of Finland reduced the number available for the coasts of Norway, Holland, and France, as well as in the Mediterranean. The navy needed vessels currently tied up in the Gulf of Finland to escort submarines in the Bay of Biscay, protect North Sea convoys, and clear mines from U-boat training areas. If Russian submarines reached the Baltic again in 1943, they would disrupt shipping and U-boat training, which would delay deliveries of new submarines for action against Britain and America.34

In February 1943 the suggestion arose to withdraw Army Group North to the Narva area. The navy protested this measure in the sharpest terms and used the same arguments later that year to oppose subsequent proposals that Küchler’s forces retreat to the Panther Position. The Skl insisted that giving up the coast along the Gulf of Finland would mean that the navy could not intercept Soviet warships east of the mine barrages. The Russians then could sweep German-laid mines without interference. This would also provide the Soviets with freedom of movement to train their long-dormant vessels and permit the Russian fleet to raid the Finnish coast and Estonia up to Reval (Tallinn). The Skl declared that if Soviet surface vessels broke through the mine barriers, it would radically alter conditions in the Baltic. The navy warned of the consequences for importing Swedish iron ore and Estonian shale oil, shipping troops and supplies in the Baltic, and the training of U-boat crews. This was one of the earliest proposals for a retreat from Leningrad and, with Dönitz’s appointment as the navy’s commander in chief less than a month old, the passages referring to the U-boat war in the navy’s response were especially ominous:

Without secure training areas in the Baltic, the U-boat war will immediately come to a standstill, since U-boats can be built only at shipyards in Germany and trained nowhere else. In all likelihood, the incursion of Soviet naval forces into the Baltic, against which we have practically nothing to offer resistance, thus will have fatal consequences for the U-boat war. . . . The Skl’s view is that the intended shortening of the northern front will certainly bring advantages for the army in the East, but the result will be a fatal threat to the U-boat war.35

The Skl concluded that the retreat would be extremely detrimental to the overall conduct of the war and that an attack against the Oranienbaum Bridgehead would better serve Germany’s strategic interests. At the end of April, Adm. Wilhelm Meisel, Skl chief of staff, conferred with the OKW operations chief, Gen. Alfred Jodl, and returned with the assurance that a withdrawal to Narva had never been intended.36

Adm. Hubert Schmundt (head of Naval High Command, Baltic, or MOK Ostsee) sent Meisel a rather inauspicious report at the end of June 1943. He also complained of the army’s failure to capture Leningrad or mount attacks on the Oranienbaum Bridgehead, Lavansaari, or Seiskaari. Schmundt insisted that the time had come to eliminate the threat Russia’s Baltic Fleet posed to German submarine testing and training areas and to the import of essential ores. Schmundt also pointed out that Soviet airfields under construction on islands in the Gulf of Finland imperiled the Estonian shale oil area. Moreover, the attitude of the populace in the Baltic States, Finland, and Sweden was being influenced by Germany’s inaction in this theater. Warning that the Soviets had grown stronger each year, he insisted upon the capture of Leningrad, or at least the destruction of the Oranienbaum Bridgehead and seizing the islands, in the present year. In closing Schmundt warned: “Time does not work for us, but against us, since we must count on an increase in our eastern enemy’s strength. Viewed from the perspective of power politics, the Baltic area has the same importance for him as for us. For us, however, total domination of the Baltic is of more decisive importance than for the enemy. That is the problem!”37

Dönitz discussed these points at a meeting with Hitler in early July, and his warnings obviously had an effect upon Hitler. Deliberations regarding Army Group North’s withdrawal to the Narva area faded into the background until late summer, and Hitler informed Dönitz that he had instructed Küchler to eliminate the Oranienbaum Bridgehead.38 The failure of the German Kursk offensive and the success of subsequent Soviet operations in the south, however, prevented this attack.

The order for the construction of the Panther Position in August 1943 elicited immediate and stormy protests from the navy. The Skl objected that the proposed course of the East Wall compromised naval interests on both flanks, in the Black and Baltic seas.39 On 15 August the Skl advised OKW of its reservations, claiming that in the north the withdrawal would endanger the navy’s Baltic submarine training areas and imperil crucial shipments of Swedish iron ore to Germany. In addition, the retreat would jeopardize the navy’s ability to maintain its blockade of Russia’s Baltic Fleet, which had been confined to a very restricted area around Leningrad since 1941. The presence of Soviet warships in the Gulf of Finland would threaten German domination of the Baltic and force Dönitz to transfer to this area vessels urgently needed in other theaters. The Skl insisted that instead of retreating, positions around Leningrad must be maintained at all costs.40

Dönitz voiced his concern for these matters in a private conversation with Hitler on 18 August.41 At their next meeting Dönitz again complained of the retreat’s consequences for the navy, but Hitler assured him that the construction of the Panther Position was only a precautionary measure and that he did not intend to withdraw from the Leningrad area.42 Aware that Germany’s steadily deteriorating situation would not permit the preservation of naval interests in all theaters, Dönitz had instructed Adm. Hans-Erich Voss, his permanent representative at Hitler’s headquarters, not to object too strenuously to the evacuation of the Kuban bridgehead in southern Russia but to reserve his strongest protests for a withdrawal along the Gulf of Finland.43

On 29 December, the day before Küchler’s visit to Führer Headquarters, Capt. Heinz Assmann (Naval Operations Officer on OKW’s operations staff) informed the Skl that Hitler had not yet decided whether to permit Army Group North’s withdrawal to the Panther Position and suggested immediately preparing a report that stressed the consequences for the navy should the retreat occur. Although Assmann remarked that he did not think the Skl’s opinion would fundamentally influence Hitler’s decision, because the overall situation on the Eastern Front made the decision necessary, he thought it could limit the extent of the withdrawal, so as to facilitate the blockade of the Soviet Fleet. At the Skl situation conference on 30 December, Dönitz again emphasized the potentially fateful consequences for conditions in the Baltic if the withdrawal took place.44 When he visited Hitler’s headquarters a few days later, Dönitz marshaled his strongest argument: the Baltic problem must be considered in connection with the new submarine force, because the Baltic was the only training area for the new models of U-boats. Hitler assured Dönitz that he realized this completely and would permit no retreat. Two days prior to the Soviet offensive against Army Group North, Assmann confirmed Hitler’s intention to defend the present positions on the Gulf of Finland. Assmann cited several reasons for Hitler’s decision: objections from local commanders (obviously Lindemann); disadvantages for the air force (the vulnerability of German industry in Silesia to Soviet bombers); and “impressive” naval reasons—protection of the Baltic, U-boat training, and ore traffic. Assmann added, however, that following a conversation with Heusinger (head of OKH’s operations section), he thought it preferable to withdraw in good order before a Soviet offensive rather than risk losing the Panther line in the course of an attack. He pointed out that it would be easier to keep the Russians out of the Gulf of Finland, and away from submarine bases, in the Panther Position than if the army were pushed back to Riga.45

The Soviet offensive of January 1944 settled the issue—the Germans were thrown back to the Panther Position and received a clobbering in the process. The Skl viewed the Soviet advance with considerable alarm, and for this reason, in addition to diplomatic and economic considerations, Hitler had ordered the defense of every foot of ground in the army group’s area. At the end of January Hitler assured Dönitz of his “unshakeable goal” not to allow the Russians into the Baltic.46 On 30 January, when Küchler received permission to retreat to the Luga, Assmann reported that Hitler hoped to prevent a retreat to the Panther Position because of the resulting problems for the navy—the U-boat war, sea links to Finland, and Estonian shale oil. Hitler asked for the navy’s aid, requesting naval emergency units (Alarmeinheiten) to assist in shoring up the army group in order to hold the Luga Position. The following day the Skl reported on measures, both on land and at sea, that it had taken to help Army Group North.47

As the situation at Narva grew more desperate, Dönitz became frantic. He issued an extremely unusual directive to the commander of naval forces in Estonia, ordering him unconditionally to hold all positions.48 On 13 February Hitler asked Dönitz if warships could support the army’s hard-pressed troops on the Narva front. The Skl immediately dispatched two destroyers and a torpedo boat to Reval, and Dönitz hastily began to assemble a task force of heavy surface vessels to support the army at Narva. The following day the Skl ordered the pocket battleship Admiral Scheer, the heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen, two destroyers, and six torpedo boats immediately attached to Naval High Command, Baltic (MOK Ostsee), for action in the Gulf of Finland. The fact that Dönitz did not intend to send these ships into action in the event of an Allied invasion of Western Europe clearly indicates that he considered the Narva position to be of the utmost significance, which is interesting considering his earlier protests that the Narva line was unacceptable.49 More surprising, he ordered submarines placed on alert in case the Soviet Baltic Fleet put to sea, even though this reduced the number of U-boats available for action in the Atlantic.50 In view of his repeated assertions that the navy’s most important task was to sink as much Anglo-American shipping as possible and of his insistence scarcely three months earlier that the U-boat situation in the Atlantic required every available submarine as quickly as possible, Dönitz’s willingness to reduce the delivery of U-boats to the Atlantic in this way underscores the great importance he assigned to the Narva sector.51

The task force Dönitz assembled, however, was not yet needed. The Skl instructed MOK Ostsee to assure the army that naval forces, including heavy cruisers, were ready to support the army group at any time. The army group informed the navy that it would require assistance from heavy German vessels only if heavy Soviet warships appeared off the coast. The Naval Staff nonetheless decided that a show of force was desirable, and on 12 March three destroyers shelled Soviet positions in Narva Bay.52

Dönitz was not alone in his anxiety for the army’s retention of the Narva sector. Hitler’s actions during the Soviet offensive reveal his intense interest in the Narva area in particular, and for German positions along the Gulf of Finland in general. On several occasions prior to the Russian attack, Hitler expressed concern that German forces guarding coastal areas, especially the Oranienbaum Bridgehead, required reinforcement.53 In a rare personal directive to Model on 6 February, he warned that the army group’s greatest danger was at Narva and ordered Model to reinforce that sector and destroy Soviet bridgeheads over the Narva River immediately.54 At this time Army Group North did not view the threat at Narva as its most pressing concern but was more worried about the Soviet pincers threatening to encircle most of Eighteenth Army. Despite the danger to Eighteenth Army, during the retreat Hitler insisted that most reinforcements sent to Army Group North, including a battle group (Kampfgruppe) of his personal escort battalion (Führer Begleit-Batallion), go to the Narva front, although the army group intended to use some of these forces elsewhere.55 Furthermore, Hitler approved the retreat to the Panther Position only when he feared the loss of the Narva sector.

Once Model’s forces began to fall back to the Panther Position, concern for coastal defense became more acute than it had when the Baltic Fleet had been bottled up in Kronstadt Bay. During the Soviet offensive, particularly after Model assumed command, the army group increasingly worried that the Soviets would attempt amphibious landings behind the front to cut off its retreat between Lake Peipus and the Gulf of Finland.56 Hitler repeatedly expressed his apprehension regarding this possibility, and naturally it was also frequently discussed in naval circles. Intelligence reports and POW interrogations indicated that the Soviets were, indeed, preparing a landing behind the German front.57

The army also worried about the appearance of Soviet vessels off the Estonian coast. Following the order to retreat to the Panther Position, Model asked Hitler on at least four occasions for air raids on the Soviet fleet, hoping to reduce the threat of a landing by bombing Russian warships and transports while still in their winter berths.58 Hitler, however, decided against the attack. He claimed that although the fleet’s destruction was certainly desirable, there were too many difficulties involved for the Luftwaffe.59 On 7 February Model asked Dönitz to strengthen minefields and reinforce surface vessels in the Gulf of Finland. Dönitz replied the same day, informing Model that he was sending minesweepers, naval artillery barges, and motor torpedo boats from Norway, the English Channel, and Holland to bolster coastal defense. Dönitz concluded his message by promising Model that he would help in any way possible, an assurance of support that army commanders along the Black Sea would have prized highly.60 Thus, a scant four months before the Allied invasion of Normandy, Dönitz withdrew additional naval forces from the West to bolster Narva’s defenses.

On the night of 13–14 February the Soviets carried out a landing in Narva Bay, although on a smaller scale than the army group had feared. The Germans wiped out a unit of battalion strength (about four hundred troops, who included some women) that landed at Merekuela and drove off another force attempting to land at Silamae. As a result, OKH requested the navy to transfer cruisers to Narva Bay to prevent larger landings in the future.61 Model, however, continued to fret about a major landing.62 On 16 March the army group conducted a planning exercise to consider countermeasures against a possible large-scale landing west of Narva. The exercise assumed a Soviet landing force of three infantry divisions and two tank brigades, whose purpose would be to attack German forces in the Narva area from the rear and gain possession of the shale oil region. The study concluded that the army group needed two full divisions in reserve along the coast and that both the navy and Luftwaffe should strengthen their forces in this sector. Model reported the results of this exercise to Hitler, outlining measures that required attention by all three branches of the armed forces.63

Dönitz’s response to Model’s war game and his assessment of Narva’s importance were extensive and demonstrated his anxiety. Dönitz assured Hitler that the navy’s primary task in the Baltic remained that of preventing the Soviet fleet from breaking out of the Gulf of Finland. For this purpose, Dönitz stated, the reinforcement of the mine barrages in the Gulf was already under way and would continue as soon as the ice melted. To protect the mine barrages, three destroyers and eight motor torpedo boats had been transferred to Reval. In the event of a Soviet landing or attempted breakout of the Russian Baltic Fleet, Dönitz intended to dispatch cruisers and two flotillas of torpedo boats. Even more, the grand admiral assured Hitler that due to the special importance of the Baltic, if the Soviet fleet succeeded in breaking out into the sea not only would the above-mentioned vessels sail against the Soviets but he would also send into action all operational submarines from training flotillas in the Baltic.64 Model could not have asked for more.

The same day Dönitz informed Hitler of these measures, he composed a report on the significance of the Narva position to Germany’s overall strategy, carefully including military, diplomatic, and economic factors. He prepared this report at Assmann’s suggestion, who felt army commanders were not sufficiently aware of the critical need to hold the Narva area. In this report Dönitz set forth the reasons why German domination of the Baltic was decisive. He explained that the Baltic was the only effective route to supply German forces operating in Finland and the Baltic States. The economic exploitation of Scandinavia and Finland for Germany’s war effort was possible only by the transportation of raw materials and other goods through the Baltic. The Baltic was the only suitable training area for U-boats—of particular importance now for the new models of submarines in production—and other naval forces, as well as the sole location in which to test new types of vessels; its loss would paralyze the war at sea. Finally, Baltic Sea lanes were the only routes by which to deliver war materiel and food to Finland, without which that country could not remain in the war.65 Dönitz claimed that if the army held at Narva, the navy could maintain the blockade of the Soviet fleet in Kronstadt Bay, although the German retreat from Leningrad meant the southern part of the mine barrage had to be extended to the west. But if the army withdrew farther, Dönitz warned, the navy would no longer be able to sustain effectively the blockade in the inner Gulf of Finland. This would grant the long-inactive enemy fleet a training area and enable it to sail into the open Baltic. He added that the Russian fleet was numerically far superior to German naval forces in the Baltic. Dönitz concluded by pointing out the dire consequences should the Soviets succeed in bringing their fleet into the Baltic, namely, the loss of Swedish iron ore, the danger to the army’s flank on the coast, uncertainty as to whether Finland could continue to fight, and paralysis of the U-boat war against the Anglo-Americans. For these reasons the Narva position must be held at all costs.

A final motive for the navy’s interest in the Narva sector was the location of vast deposits of shale oil west of Narva. These shale oil deposits, estimated at 5 to 6 billion tons, covered an area one hundred kilometers long and up to forty kilometers wide.66 Although the process of gaining oil from shale by distillation was more costly than drilling, the Germans estimated the Estonian deposits would last 1,500 years. The shale oil works were under expansion, with a projected annual production of a million and a half tons upon completion. The oil derived from Estonian shale was used for German tanks and, most of all, for naval vessels. This was the only area of the Reich where an increase in oil production could be achieved. As of February 1943, annual production reached hundred thousand tons of oil, of which the navy received 72 percent, with a projected fivefold increase by the beginning of 1944.67 Besides the granting of freedom of movement to the Soviet fleet, which also would jeopardize the shipping of oil back to Germany, one of the navy’s objections to retreat to the Panther Position was that it would endanger the shale oil works. Gen. Walter Warlimont, deputy chief of OKW’s operations staff, reviewed the navy’s protests and asserted that in view of Germany’s fuel situation, any amount of petroleum was of great importance.68 Hitler also recognized this, and it was one of the reasons for his delay in granting permission for the retreat during the Soviet winter offensive.69 In early February Hitler ordered the reinforcement of coastal defenses in the oil area and increased flak protection for the oil works. The next day Model commanded that the shale oil area be the center of all defensive measures.70 As Dönitz explained in his analysis of the strategic significance of the Narva position, this sector was important not only for military and economic reasons but also for Hitler’s foreign policy. If this was the case for Narva, it had been even more so for Leningrad.

The diplomatic reasons for Hitler’s determination to retain positions around Leningrad concerned Finland and, to a lesser extent, Sweden.71 Finnish forces north of Leningrad would be far more vulnerable to a Soviet attack if the Germans abandoned their positions around the city. A peace between Finland and the Soviets would cause numerous problems for Germany. First of all, the Finnish Army tied down a considerable number of Russian divisions and protected the southern flank of Germany’s Twentieth Mountain Army in northern Finland. The minefields and submarine nets necessary to blockade the Russian fleet could not be maintained without Finnish assistance. Finland was important to Hitler not only for tying down Soviet troops and protecting the Baltic, however; the nickel Germany received from the Petsamo mines was vital to the war economy.

Hitler’s concern over Finland’s attitude was not unfounded. Uncertain of German prospects of victory since Stalingrad, in the fall of 1943 Finnish envoys met with the Soviet minister to Sweden, Madame Alexandra Kollontai, to discuss the possibility of peace. The Finns viewed the construction of the Panther Position with alarm, fearing that the army group’s withdrawal from Leningrad would facilitate Soviet operations against Finnish forces on the Karelian Isthmus. Finnish anxiety increased in January as Soviet troops advanced toward the Baltic States.72 Goebbels noted that Hitler would have preferred to withdraw to Narva shortly after the start of the Soviet offensive but that concern for Finland prevented him from ordering the retreat earlier. Even before Army Group North withdrew to the Panther Position, almost immediately upon the request of the Finnish commander in chief, Marshal Gustav Mannerheim, Germany accelerated arms shipments to Finland and even transferred night fighter units to protect Finnish cities, a sure indication of that country’s importance to Germany.73

Yet this was not sufficient to calm Finnish fears. On 12 February the Finns sent their former prime minister and ambassador to the Soviet Union, Dr. Juho Paasikivi, to Stockholm to receive Soviet terms from Madame Kollontai. This caused considerable alarm within the Skl, because Germany required Finnish cooperation to maintain the blockade of Russia’s Baltic Fleet. The conviction that Finland’s decision to conclude peace depended on Army Group North’s ability to halt the Soviet offensive gave the navy an additional, yet inextricably related, reason for shoring up the Narva sector.74

Although Finland rejected the Soviet peace conditions in March, Hitler fretted over the consequences of a Finnish armistice.75 In the meantime he took precautionary steps to try to ensure that Germany would retain control of the Baltic should Finland surrender. In mid-February he ordered OKW to prepare plans for the occupation of the Finnish island of Hogland (Suursaari) in the Gulf of Finland and the Åland Islands at the entrance to the Gulf of Bothnia. With Army Group North holding steady in the Panther Position and Finnish displeasure with Soviet terms evident, in March Hitler began to exert pressure on Finland by reducing the shipment of arms. In mid-April he halted grain shipments and the delivery of all war materiel. The Skl objected to these measures, fearing they would weaken the position of military circles in Finland, and on 2 May the navy received permission to resume delivery of naval goods.76

To strengthen Finnish resolve, in April Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, head of Armed Forces High Command (OKW), invited Mannerheim to send some officers to the Narva front to see how the situation had stabilized.77 The day before Keitel’s invitation to the Finns, Lindemann met with Hitler at the Berghof (Hitler’s home near Berchtesgaden), where Hitler told him that the Narva front was especially important with regard to Finland. Hitler ordered Lindemann to eliminate a dangerous bulge in the Russian bridgehead over the Narva River southwest of the city of Narva. Hitler repeatedly emphasized to Lindemann that he attributed the utmost importance to the Narva front.78

The significance of the Narva sector did not diminish during the lull from late April until mid-July. On several occasions Hitler personally intervened to prevent the withdrawal of divisions from Narva or to insist that the sector, which had a disproportionately large number of units, be further reinforced. At the end of March the army group had eleven of its forty divisions in the Narva sector—even though it accounted for a tiny portion of the Panther Position’s total frontage.79 Concern for possible Soviet landing attempts remained high. In March and April the navy carried out extensive minelaying operations to seal off Narva Bay and also laid an antisubmarine net between Nargön and Porkkala.80 The navy’s determination to hold the Narva sector in order to keep the Soviet fleet blockaded within the Gulf of Finland is further revealed by the mines allotted for this purpose. In mid-March 1944, Adm. Oskar Kummetz (Commander, Naval High Command, Baltic) commented that in contrast to previous proposals, the Skl considered his recommendation for the number of mines in the Gulf of Finland too low.81 Furthermore, when he suggested the Skl examine the possibility of transporting men and materiel from northern Estonia in case the army withdrew to a bridgehead around Reval, Meisel replied, “At a time when the leadership is firmly resolved to hold the Baltic States, the Skl should not make proposals for the evacuation of Estonia to OKW or to other branches of the armed forces.”82

Although army-navy cooperation on the Eastern Front’s northern sector was generally quite good, in the spring of 1944 an interservice dispute arose regarding the Estonian port and capital city of Reval, which Hitler declared a fortified place (feste Platz). Considered operationally decisive sites, a fortified place’s defenders were to allow themselves to be surrounded and hold out until they were relieved—or perished. The army was completely uninterested in the city, maintaining that its defense served only naval interests, and requested that the navy assume responsibility for Reval’s defense.83 Meisel protested, informing OKH that Reval was important to the entire Wehrmacht due to its pivotal role in protecting the Baltic. Meisel explained that German control of the Baltic did not benefit only the navy, for the safe delivery of Swedish ore imports and protection of the army’s flank from the sea served the overall defense of the Reich. He also pointed out the Baltic’s military and political significance with regard to Finland and its decisive value for U-boat testing and training.84 Dönitz had earlier asserted that the navy could not effectively blockade the Gulf of Finland west of Reval and that it was therefore of the utmost importance to him that the city be held at all costs. His rationale was that Reval served as the main base for naval vessels guarding the minefields in the Gulf of Finland and that Nargön Island was the southern anchor for the antisubmarine nets in the Gulf.85 Reval remained a fortified place for the army.86 The projected garrison of three divisions (in addition to various security units) for Reval, or nearly 10 percent of the army group’s units, indicates the importance of this city.

Standing Fast in the North

SEVERAL CONCLUSIONS EMERGE from an analysis of events on the northern sector of the Eastern Front. From the very beginning of the campaign in Russia the German navy had attempted to influence the conduct of army operations. The Skl repeatedly called for the capture of Leningrad, the Oranienbaum Bridgehead, and the islands of Lavansaari and Seiskaari. Army Group North showed little desire to wipe out the Oranienbaum Bridgehead, although this would have been to its own benefit, and none at all in seizing the islands in the Gulf of Finland. After Dönitz became the navy’s commander the pleas for the seizure of these areas became more insistent, even though by this time Germany had lost the initiative. Dönitz nevertheless persisted in his demands that the army eliminate once and for all the threat that the Soviet Baltic Fleet posed to Germany’s U-boat training areas.

The army generally hoped to give up its positions around Leningrad and retreat to the Panther Position. For Zeitzler, the withdrawal would have released divisions urgently needed for other sectors of the Russian front. For Küchler the retreat would have reduced the army group’s land front by nearly half, provided his forces with shorter divisional sectors in a more defensible line, and created reserves—which the army group did not possess in its positions around Leningrad. Model did not question Hitler’s preoccupation with the Narva sector, and he seemed more cognizant of the potential threat posed by the Soviet fleet than Küchler. The attention Model devoted to coastal defense and his request that Assmann forward a copy of Dönitz’s report on the importance of the Narva area to the army group suggest an appreciation of naval interests in the area. Lindemann, however, was not as sympathetic to the navy’s wishes, as evidenced by the dispute concerning Reval.

Hitler recognized the importance of clinging to the Leningrad area for military, diplomatic, and economic reasons, as well as for prestige. To end the siege of Leningrad voluntarily would hand the Soviets a great propaganda victory and diminish Germany’s standing among its already uneasy allies. At times Hitler appeared willing to accept Zeitzler’s advice in favor of the retreat, but he never gave the order. Falling back on arguments in consideration of Finland and the navy, Hitler insisted that the army group maintain its hold on Leningrad. Once Model’s forces were thrown back to the Narva area, Finland’s peace feelers and Dönitz’s protests strengthened Hitler’s determination to stand fast in the north.

The navy’s position was clear from the beginning. Dönitz repeatedly reminded Hitler of the vital importance of the Baltic to German grand strategy, effectively drawing Hitler’s attention to the withdrawal’s repercussions on Finland, the war economy, and the anticipated revival of the U-boat war with new classes of submarines. As the army group fell back under the weight of the Soviet offensive, Dönitz suddenly clamored for a hold-at-all-costs policy at Narva. Dönitz believed that the retention of the Narva front was indispensable not only to the navy but to Germany’s entire conduct of the war. His willingness to send heavy surface vessels from the training fleet into action after an entire year of virtual inactivity87 and uncertainty about the mine situation in the Gulf of Finland88 demonstrates his anxiety; his vow to send all operational submarines from training flotillas against the Soviet fleet suggests sheer desperation. In addition, his decision to hold back the fleet in the event of an Anglo-American invasion of the continent, but to send it immediately against Soviet naval forces in the Baltic, reveals the critical importance he attributed to German domination of the Baltic. Moreover, Dönitz’s determination to retain the bulk of the fleet in the Baltic in case the Soviet navy set sail impaired Germany’s ability to disrupt the Arctic convoys from Britain to Russia. Following the disastrous loss of the battle cruiser Scharnhorst, the Skl had planned to send the cruiser Prinz Eugen to strengthen naval forces in northern Norway, but Dönitz decreed that the threat in the Baltic was more pressing.89 In fact, Dönitz planned to send virtually every warship the German navy possessed against the Soviet fleet.90 He had stripped other theaters bare in order to provide the might to engage the Soviet fleet if it put to sea.

Army Group North, however, managed to hold along the Panther Position throughout the spring of 1944, and Dönitz’s fears subsided. Events in Italy and the West required his attention, although the Skl always kept an eye on the situation in the Baltic. Yet with the arrival of summer Germany once again faced disaster in Russia. Although Army Group North’s front held firm, the Soviets had prepared crushing blows against Axis forces on its flanks, Finland and Army Group Center.


CHAPTER 2

The German Collapse in the Summer of 1944

IN THE SUMMER OF 1944 Germany suffered catastrophic defeats on virtually every front. In June Allied forces in Italy captured Rome, and by the end of the summer they had liberated Pisa and Florence, pushing the Nazis back to the Gothic Line. Stalin’s long-awaited Second Front became reality on 6 June, as thousands of Anglo-American soldiers stormed the beaches of Normandy. By mid-September Allied forces had burst out of Normandy, landed in southern France, and liberated Paris, Brussels, and Antwerp, clearing German troops from most of France and Belgium. Desperately short of men, from this point on Germany had to juggle its meager reserves between East and West.

At the end of June the Soviets launched a devastating attack against Army Group Center, and in this assault, more so than at Stalingrad, inflicted the crippling blow against the German army in the East, as Hitler lost more than 350,000 men in this operation.1 After tearing a huge gap in the heart of the Eastern Front, on 17 August Russian troops entered German territory, crossing the frontier into East Prussia. Largely as a result of the defeat in the East, Germany’s allies defected one after another. Romania came to terms with the Soviets on 23 August and declared war on Germany two days later. Bulgaria followed suit within two weeks. By the end of August, Soviet offensives in the Ukraine, coupled with Romania’s surrender, had brought the Red Army into Bucharest and Lvov, across the Vistula, and to the Yugoslav border. The annihilation of most of Army Group South Ukraine in Romania at the end of the summer meant the loss of over 400,000 German and Romanian troops.2 In the North, the Finnish army barely survived a Russian attack in June, and in September the Finns sought an armistice with the Soviet Union, withdrawing from the war and unhinging Germany’s northern flank. By mid-September Hungary was the only major ally still fighting with Germany, and in that country signs of discontent increased.

The events of the summer had dire consequences for Army Group North as well. At the beginning of June the army group still held along the Panther Position, with a strength of nearly 700,000 men. Although German intelligence predicted that the Soviet summer offensive would come against the Baltic States or, more likely, the Ukraine, Stavka (the Soviet High Command) decided to strike Army Group Center in Belorussia, opting for the most direct route to Germany, and assembled powerful forces for the attack.3 On the third anniversary of Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union, 22 June 1944, the Red Army began its assault against Army Group Center. On the army group’s northern flank, the Soviets struck Third Panzer Army northwest of Vitebsk, and by the next day Army Group North had already lost contact with its neighbor to the south. By the morning of 25 June the Russians had seized bridgeheads over the Düna (Daugava) River and had begun to pour forces into the Germans’ rear area. Soviet armies rolled over Nazi units in their path. Army Group Center reported on 28 June that Ninth Army had been virtually destroyed and that Third Panzer Army was so battered it could scarcely continue to fight.4 The Soviets launched holding attacks against Army Group North’s Sixteenth Army, but Lindemann’s main concern was to contain the Soviet forces streaming through the gap between the army groups.

On 29 June Lindemann apprised Hitler of the offensive’s consequences for Army Group North. He stated that his right flank was hanging in the air and that he would not be able to reestablish contact with Third Panzer Army if it continued to retreat. Lindemann also warned that the Soviets could isolate his army group if they launched a thrust toward Riga. Claiming that he had to send all available forces to cover his open southern flank, he requested permission to gain reserves by withdrawing Army Detachment Narva to a shorter line along the Narva Isthmus and, in the south, to give up Polozk on Sixteenth Army’s right flank. Lindemann complained that the army group had given up three divisions since mid-June and that he would have to send four or five more to protect his southern flank. As the army group had only thirty-two divisions, this weakened his forces so seriously that he could no longer guarantee that his troops could hold if the Soviets attacked.5

Hitler approved a limited withdrawal for Sixteenth Army but ordered that Polozk remain in German hands. He ignored Lindemann’s request for Army Detachment Narva to retreat. Furthermore, he commanded Lindemann immediately to attack to the south with all available forces to close the gap to Third Panzer Army. Lindemann protested that he could assemble only two divisions for the assault, which by no means could reach Third Panzer Army, then sixty kilometers away. But his efforts to reverse Hitler’s decision were futile. On 2 July Lindemann reported that he had attempted the attack but with no success, and he again requested the evacuation of Polozk, now under heavy Soviet pressure. This time Hitler agreed but, convinced that Lindemann had lost his nerve, replaced him with Gen. Hans Friessner on 4 July.6

From Hitler’s headquarters, Friessner commanded the army group to strike the Soviet flank and restore contact with Third Panzer Army. As usual, conditions did not look as promising at the front as they had from Hitler’s headquarters, and Friessner’s optimism did not last twenty-four hours. The next day he begged for permission to withdraw his entire southern wing in order to gain forces to transfer to Army Group Center and reported that the attack could not be carried out. Hitler angrily refused but suggested a withdrawal of his own design to shorten the front by ninety kilometers.7

On 9 July Friessner flew to East Prussia to meet with Hitler. Model, now commander of Army Group Center, was also was present and pleaded with Hitler to permit Army Group North to evacuate Estonia and withdraw behind the Düna River to a line Dünaburg–Riga, claiming that his army group had already lost twenty-nine divisions, totaling 300,000 men. Hitler insisted that this would lead to Army Group North’s destruction. Army Group Center’s experience had demonstrated that Soviet motorized units would push through gaps between retreating columns and split up and destroy Friessner’s forces. In reply to Model’s objection that Army Group North’s withdrawal was the fastest way to provide urgently needed reinforcements near Kovno, Hitler countered that troops on the Narva front would have to retreat four hundred kilometers, which would require at least a month. Hitler commanded Friessner to maintain his positions in Estonia, although by 9 July Army Group North’s eastern front had been weakened by ten divisions. The army group had dispatched one division to Finland, four to Army Group Center, and five to cover its southern flank.8

As Army Group Center disintegrated, Stavka prepared an operation against German forces in the Baltic States. The offensive called for the combined assault of four Soviet fronts; its goal was to isolate and destroy Army Group North. First Baltic Front, which would deliver the main blow, was to seize the key rail centers of Dünaburg, Schaulen, and Kovno. Second Baltic Front’s task was to break through German lines, capture Rositten, and, in cooperation with First Baltic Front, thrust toward Riga and the coast in order to sever the army group’s land contact with the rest of the front. Third Baltic Front was to smash German forces in the Pleskau-Ostrov sector, then turn north and attack toward Dorpat and Pernau to cut off German troops on the Narva sector. Leningrad Front would then annihilate Army Detachment Narva and assist Third Baltic Front in clearing German troops from Estonia. To support this operation, Third Belorussian Front would capture the Lithuanian capital of Vilna and threaten East Prussia.9

Second Baltic Front began its offensive on 10 July, striking Sixteenth Army’s right flank and forcing Friessner to break off an attack to regain contact with Third Panzer Army. Hitler, however, insisted that the operation to close the gap between the two army groups continue. On 12 July Friessner again attempted to convince Hitler of the gravity of the situation. He reported that Army Group Center’s collapse had forced his army group to extend its front by two hundred kilometers to protect its southern flank and prevent encirclement. The transfer of several divisions to Army Group Center and to his southern flank, Friessner explained, had stretched his forces to such an extent that neither his eastern nor southern front could withstand a determined assault. Warning that Soviet forces were closing in on Dünaburg and Kovno, he insisted that to save his army group he had to pull Sixteenth and Eighteenth armies back to a line Kovno–Riga and withdraw Army Detachment Narva to Reval for evacuation by sea. Declaring that this was the last chance to avoid the encirclement, if not the destruction, of Army Group North, Friessner concluded his report by demanding either freedom of action or his dismissal. But Hitler again succeeded in stiffening Friessner’s resolve. Upon his return from a meeting with Hitler on 14 July, Friessner emphasized the importance of holding the present line. The next day he met with some of his senior commanders and informed them that Hitler was determined not to give up the Baltic States and that a counterattack by powerful armored forces to close the gap between the army groups would begin within a week.10

To gain forces to halt the Soviet advance on Dünaburg and to repulse attacks against Sixteenth Army’s left flank, Friessner requested permission to withdraw a division from Army Detachment Narva. He also proposed that the forces on the Narva front retreat about twenty kilometers to a shorter line on the Narva Isthmus. Hitler approved the division’s withdrawal but not the retreat. Friessner once more met with Hitler on 18 July, and the Nazi dictator commanded Model and Friessner to scrape together mobile assault groups to delay the Soviet advance until the armored divisions could assemble for the counteroffensive, now scheduled for the end of the month. Both army group commanders pleaded for replacements, but Hitler replied that the establishment of new divisions had priority. Citing military, diplomatic, and economic factors, he commanded Army Group North to hold its present front at all costs.11
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Third Baltic Front launched its offensive in mid-July against Eighteenth Army’s right flank south of Lake Peipus and attempted to drive a wedge between Sixteenth and Eighteenth armies. The Russians captured Ostrov on 21 July and Pleskau two days later. The Soviets continued to push back Third Panzer Army, increasing the gap separating Army Groups North and Center to seventy kilometers. With the exception of Army Detachment Narva, Army Group North had been ejected from the Panther Position. On 22 July Gen. Heinz Guderian, Zeitzler’s replacement as chief of the Army General Staff, notified Friessner that after consulting the Finns, Hitler had approved Army Detachment Narva’s retreat to the shorter line. The previous day Kinzel, army group chief of staff, had attended a conference called by Guderian. When Kinzel reported that the army group faced destruction if it did not withdraw, Guderian flew into a rage, shouting that retreat was out of the question and threatening Kinzel with execution by firing squad for defeatism. Kinzel was relieved on 23 July.12 Friessner informed Hitler the next day of the danger to his southern flank and once more insisted on a withdrawal behind the Düna. Weary of Friessner’s seemingly endless requests to retreat and convinced that the situation required a firmer hand, Hitler replaced Friessner with the Nazi Party favorite, Gen. Ferdinand Schörner, whom he specifically granted the broadest possible powers in a unique Führer directive.13 Goebbels was convinced that the deteriorating situation in the northern sector required decisive leadership and that Schörner was the one best suited for the task.14

Leningrad Front launched its attack in the Narva sector on 24 July but could not pierce the German defenses. The withdrawal to the new position on the Narva Isthmus proceeded as planned, and the Germans evacuated the city of Narva on 26 July. Farther south, however, the situation remained critical. On 26 July Gen. Oldwig von Natzmer (Kinzel’s replacement as army group chief of staff) informed Gen. Walter Wenck (head of OKH’s operations section) that to gain two divisions, Schörner had ordered the evacuation of Dünaburg and a withdrawal to a position connecting the Düna River with Lake Peipus.15 Wenck protested that Hitler had not approved this action; Natzmer replied that the army group had no choice. Unlike Küchler, Lindemann, or Friessner, Schörner immediately granted permission for retreats he deemed necessary, not informing Hitler or OKH until the orders had been issued. Schörner also commanded Sixteenth Army to halt its attack to the south, an attack upon which Hitler had constantly insisted for the past month. On 28 July Schaulen, a key communications center, fell to the Soviets. At this time Gen. Ivan Bagramian, First Baltic Front’s commander, received permission to wheel north and drive on the coast west of Riga.16 The Russians reached the outskirts of Mitau on the 28th, severing the army group’s last rail link to East Prussia. Schörner scraped together what forces he could to halt Bagramian’s advance, but on 30 July, Fifth Guards Tank Army reached the coast of the Gulf of Riga near Tuckum. Bagramian had cut off Army Group North’s land contact with the Reich.

At the beginning of August the distance separating Army Groups North and Center had increased to 120 kilometers. The successful invasion of France and Allied advances in Italy prevented Hitler from transferring units from there to the East to plug the gap. Schörner’s forces, however, faced a new threat from another direction. Second and Third Baltic fronts had resumed the offensive and threatened to break through at the junction of Sixteenth and Eighteenth armies. Schörner informed OKH that his troops were exhausted and so badly weakened that they could not fight defensively for much longer, much less attack to regain contact with Third Panzer Army.17 He proposed, as had Friessner, Army Detachment Narva’s retreat to Reval for evacuation by sea and the gradual withdrawal of Eighteenth Army to a bridgehead around Riga. Following this, he planned to attack to regain contact with Army Group Center and establish a new front along a line Kovno–Schaulen–Bauske–Schlock. Schörner, therefore, proposed a withdrawal to a line west of Riga and the Düna.18 He warned that any delay would make the withdrawal more difficult and pointed out that the situation in Finland could make the retreat essential. Wenck visited Schörner’s headquarters on 10 August and promised that Army Group Center’s counterattack would begin in six days.

Soviet attacks against Eighteenth Army’s left flank increased in intensity, and on 12 August the Russians broke through the German line south of Verro and threatened to do so near Dorpat and Walk as well. Schörner ordered the First Air Force to send all available aircraft to support Eighteenth Army’s crumbling left flank. If that failed to halt the Soviet advance, Schörner declared, he was prepared to order the evacuation of Estonia. He informed OKH that unless he received reinforcements to seal the penetration at Verro, the army group must give up the Narva sector and retreat to Riga. Schörner requested an immediate decision from Hitler, warning that the Russian breakthrough already endangered the retreat. Hitler commanded the army group to hang on and promised to airlift a division to the army group.19 The Russians, however, failed to exploit their success, and Schörner managed to seal off the penetration.

Relief was finally on the way from the south. Army Group Center, commanded by Gen. Hans Reinhardt, prepared an attack to regain contact with Schörner’s forces. This operation envisioned a blow by two powerful armored forces against Soviet divisions in Latvia and Lithuania. One group was to capture Schaulen, and the second would seize Mitau. To cover the northern flank Group Strachwitz, composed of two armored brigades, received orders to advance on Tuckum. The attack began on 16 August. Although the main German forces initially made good progress, they were unable to capture Schaulen or Mitau. Nevertheless, the Soviets were forced to halt attacks against Sixteenth Army in order to parry the German blow.20 Strachwitz’s smaller force, supported by the heavy guns of the navy’s Second Task Force, captured Tuckum and broke through on the extreme northern flank, opening a passage to Army Group North on 20 August.21 Further attacks in the following days expanded the slim corridor to a width of about twenty miles.

After nearly two months the gap between Third Panzer and Sixteenth armies had been closed. But Eighteenth Army was still in danger, as the Soviets had broken through on both flanks. The Russians captured Dorpat on 26 August and gained bridgeheads over the Embach River, threatening Army Detachment Narva’s rear. Schörner again considered ordering Estonia’s evacuation, fearing Soviet troops advancing on Dorpat would cut off Army Detachment Narva’s line of retreat.22 In the following days, however, Soviet attacks diminished. The summer offensive had run its course. Yet as the crisis of the summer appeared finally to have passed, another catastrophe loomed for Germany, this time in Finland.

Prior to the assault on Army Group Center, the Soviets had launched an offensive against Finnish troops on the Karelian Isthmus. The Russians attacked on 10 June and quickly gained ground, piercing two of Finland’s three defensive lines on the isthmus in less than a week. Finnish pleas for German assistance met with approval; realizing that the Finns desperately needed help, on 12 June Hitler rescinded the embargo on arms deliveries to Finland. He informed Dönitz that he would support the Finns as long as they continued to fight, but there was a price; he would again block shipments to Finland if they negotiated with the Soviets. German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop arrived unannounced in Helsinki on 22 June to attempt to bind Finland closer to Germany. Four days later President Risto Ryti pledged that he would not negotiate a separate peace with the Soviets without German consent. Once that assurance had been received, ships laden with war materiel streamed into Finnish ports. From 23 June to 3 September Germany sent the Finns 47 tanks and assault guns, 50 antitank guns, 88 artillery pieces with over 184,000 shells, 88 antiaircraft guns, 24,112 antitank grenades (Panzerfaust), 16,602 bazookas (Panzerschreck), and more than four million rounds of ammunition.23 Considering Germany’s catastrophic materiel losses in France, Italy, and Russia throughout the summer of 1944, these were significant deliveries. Mannerheim requested six divisions to reinforce Finnish troops, but the Germans did not have such forces available. Hitler offered what he could, however, ordering Army Group North to send an infantry division to Finland on 20 June.24

German supplies helped but initially could not halt the Soviet attack. On 21 June the Russians captured Vyborg, dealing a serious blow to Finnish morale. A few days later the Soviets again threatened to break through Finnish lines, but Mannerheim succeeded in repulsing the assault. At the beginning of July the Russians shifted their operations to seizing islands in Vyborg Bay. The division sent from Army Group North arrived in time to repel a Soviet landing on the northern shore of Vyborg Bay. By mid-July the situation had stabilized, and the Finns detected the withdrawal of Soviet divisions from the Karelian Isthmus. The military crisis there had passed.

Politically, however, Finland was still in turmoil. The Finns had not received as much assistance from Germany as they had expected or as much as the Germans had promised, and casualties had been heavy for the small nation.25 Furthermore, Finland’s leaders nervously followed the Red Army’s successes against Army Groups Center and North. At the end of July Soviet pressure forced Army Group North to recall its division from Finland, the only one the Germans had sent.

The day after the fall of Vyborg, on 22 June, the Finns had asked Erik Boheman, secretary-general at the Swedish Foreign Ministry, to inform the Soviets that they were ready to discuss peace. The Russians indicated willingness the next day but demanded that Finland’s president and foreign minister first issue a written statement that Finland was ready to capitulate.26 Dissatisfied with these terms, the Finns fought on. After the front had stabilized, however, Finnish politicians believed that it was time to resume negotiations, for it was unlikely Finland would be able to withstand another attack. Ryti resigned on 31 July, and Mannerheim became president by parliamentary decree on 4 August. The change of government alarmed Hitler, who ordered Schörner to Finland to assure Mannerheim that Army Group North would hold its positions along the Narva Isthmus.27 By this time the army group had been cut off from the rest of the front, however, and it is unlikely that Schörner’s optimistic report eased Mannerheim’s concern. Keitel arrived in Finland for talks with Mannerheim on 17 August, and Finland’s new president explained that he did not consider Ryti’s assurance of late June binding on his government. The Finns realized Germany was in no condition to provide help against a future Soviet attack. The Anglo-Americans had made impressive gains in the West, and in the East the Red Army stood at the gates of Warsaw. News of Romania’s surrender the following week also had a sobering effect.

On 25 August the Finnish legation in Stockholm reestablished contact with the Soviets, and the next day the Finns officially declared the Ryti agreement invalid. Finland’s parliament voted to break off relations with Germany on 2 September and ordered all Nazi troops from its soil by the 15th, two preconditions set by the Soviets before they would receive a Finnish armistice delegation.28 Finland’s cooperation in the war against the Soviet Union had come to an end.

The events of the summer on the Eastern Front and in Finland brought one disaster after another to Hitler and Dönitz. Both Nazi leaders viewed Finland’s continued participation in the war as crucial. On 15 June Hitler instructed Dönitz to examine how the navy could help the Finns, and the grand admiral commanded Kummetz (Naval High Command, Baltic), to do everything possible to demonstrate Germany’s readiness to aid Finland. Kummetz stated that the Finns did not consider support from German destroyers and torpedo boats necessary; Dönitz nevertheless ordered the dispatch of the cruiser Prinz Eugen and torpedo boats to strengthen Finnish resolve, and he emphasized the extraordinary importance of keeping Finland in the war. Dönitz also sent three submarines to the Gulf of Finland to guard against a Soviet landing and decided to withdraw nine artillery barges from Norway, explaining that he was willing to put up with difficulties in Norway to help Finland. He informed Assmann that he had ordered the pocket battleship Lützow readied to follow Prinz Eugen should the situation require it.29 Heavy German surface vessels lay in readiness at Utö, prepared to intervene against Soviet amphibious operations on Finland’s southern coast. Dönitz insisted that it was vital to strike a blow against Soviet naval forces to deter the Russians at the outset from conducting landing operations.30

There is no doubt that Dönitz wanted to help the Finns, even if his primary goal was to preserve domination of the Baltic for Germany’s purposes, but he also had an ulterior motive in sending heavy surface vessels to the area. At the end of April Hitler had approved the Skl’s proposal to seek Finland’s consent to transfer German warships to the Åland Islands, ostensibly to guard against Soviet landings in Estonia and Finland or a breakout attempt by the Soviet fleet. The Finns, however, refused the German request to use the islands as a base.31 Dönitz’s underlying motive for this transfer was to have German forces on the spot in case the Finns collapsed. At the end of June Lützow left Gdynia for Utö, carrying weapons and ammunition for the Finns. Yet that was not all the warship carried—Lützow also had orders to occupy the Åland Islands in the event of Finland’s collapse.32

As the situation in Finland began to stabilize, however, the plight of Army Group North became the focus of Dönitz’s concern in the East. At the beginning of June his fears of a Soviet landing on the Estonian coast resurfaced. In response to the invasion of France, Dönitz ordered all warships in the Baltic assembled to intervene in the event of further Anglo-American landings on other coastal sectors. Yet the following day Dönitz assured Kummetz that he had full recourse to these vessels for action in the East and warned him to be on guard against surprise Soviet landings in Estonia.33

At this point, however, Dönitz began to falter; he experienced a crisis of confidence. Disheartened by the failure to repulse the Normandy invasion, Finland’s uncertain attitude, and the collapse of Army Group Center, he wavered in his hitherto unshakable belief in victory and in his adherence to Hitler’s doctrine of “hold at all costs.”34 Like Hitler, Dönitz had long believed that the Allied invasion of the continent would be a decisive moment. If Germany repulsed the landing, its position would improve immeasurably, for the Allies would not be able to attempt another invasion for some time. Furthermore, German divisions held in reserve behind the Atlantic Wall would then be available to regain the initiative in the East. Instead of an event to be feared, the Allied invasion offered Germany a splendid opportunity.35

But the Normandy invasion force was not smashed. Allied troops secured a beachhead and ferried massive quantities of men and equipment across the Channel. Conceding on 10 June that the Allied invasion had succeeded, Dönitz declared that he intended to offer Hitler personnel from submarine training units for action on land, men he previously had jealously protected.36 Looking to the future, Meisel advised the preparation of submarine bases in Norway, but Dönitz gloomily replied that construction of U-boat bunkers was difficult and time consuming and that he could not count on bases in Norway with certainty. At a meeting with Keitel and Gen. Alfred Jodl a few days later, Dönitz observed that if the Allies gained freedom of movement from their bridgehead, all of France would be lost. Keitel believed that if this occurred, Germany could still hold along the West Wall; Jodl, however, was not so optimistic.37 The destruction of Army Group Center only deepened the grand admiral’s despair.

At the end of June Dönitz remarked that perhaps Army Group North should evacuate Estonia, despite the problems this would cause for Finland and control of the Baltic, or else it might suffer Army Group Center’s fate.38 He expressed this view at a situation conference with Friessner and Model at Hitler’s headquarters on 9 July. When both army group commanders pleaded to withdraw Army Group North behind the Düna, Hitler asked Dönitz what consequences the evacuation of Estonia would have for the navy. The grand admiral replied that the Narva front was of decisive importance to blockading the Gulf of Finland and pointed out related diplomatic and economic considerations in Scandinavia, as well as the significance for U-boat training. But, in a surprising reversal from all earlier declarations, he stated that possession of the Estonian coast was meaningless if the Soviets reached the Baltic in Latvia or Lithuania; the establishment of enemy air bases in that area would wrest domination of the Baltic from Germany. Nevertheless, Hitler, probably rather perplexed by this change in attitude, refused to permit the retreat. The importance of Dönitz’s comments, however, did not escape the army’s notice. Heusinger informed Kinzel that he and Zeitzler did not share Hitler’s predilection for a “Fortress Baltic States (Festung Baltikum)” and that in this connection Dönitz’s statement was helpful.39

On 11 July, still at Hitler’s headquarters, Dönitz reported that the land situation had further deteriorated and instructed Meisel to initiate planning for precautionary measures in case the Soviets reached East Prussia. The next afternoon Meisel assembled several leading naval officers to discuss this matter. Rear Adm. Eberhard Godt (U-boat operations chief) explained the importance of the eastern Baltic for the U-boat arm, disclosing that 25,000 U-boat men occupied bases in the sector Hela-Libau. Furthermore, he reported that 50–60 percent of all training took place in the same area and that there were five vital shipyards in this region. Germany’s loss of the Bay of Danzig would reduce the number of new U-boats ready for combat to twelve to fifteen per month. The navy was confronted with a dilemma of immense proportions, because submarine training could continue outside of the eastern Baltic only in an improvised manner, and training for surface vessels would be reduced by half. In addition, ports in the western Baltic were already filled to capacity, so the transfer of vessels from the East posed a seemingly insurmountable problem.40

Meisel alerted Dönitz that the following tasks faced the navy if the situation in the East continued to deteriorate: fortification of the Baltic coast; supplying Army Group North and Twentieth Mountain Army (in Finland) by sea; preparing bases for naval forces to deliver these supplies; preparations for, and if necessary carrying out, the evacuation of Army Group North and Twentieth Mountain Army by sea; evacuation of naval bases in the East, and thus the transfer of training from ports in the Baltic States and Prussia; and the evacuation of the civilian population and economic goods. Meisel pointed out that the implementation of these measures would require all of the navy’s resources and cause drastic reductions in training and merchant shipping. A few days later the Skl ordered preparations for these measures, code-named “Weissdorn” and “Rotdorn” (white and pink hawthorn, respectively).41 This was, indeed, a worst-case scenario, and that the Skl even considered it revealed Dönitz’s despair.

In the following days Dönitz displayed further signs of resignation. Upon Friessner’s request to withdraw Army Detachment Narva to the shorter line on the isthmus of Narva, instead of vigorously protesting this proposal the Skl merely noted that it had asked the Luftwaffe to support a mining operation at Hungerburg and to prevent the Soviets from building up this port as a naval base. Dönitz also ordered the erection of coastal batteries at Memel and Pillau, approved a proposal to form a naval task force from training units, and agreed that vessels requiring long-term repairs should no longer be sent to shipyards in endangered ports.42 He designated the Baltic task force the Second Task Force (the First Task Force consisted of the Tirpitz and accompanying vessels in Norway). The Skl planned to create a Third Task Force, also for the Baltic.

Assmann too underwent a change of heart. He informed the Skl on 8 July that the Army General Staff deemed it essential to withdraw Army Group North behind the Düna to prevent its encirclement and to counter the threat to East Prussia. He explained that the army recognized the importance of the Estonian coast to the navy but nevertheless considered an immediate retreat an urgent necessity. Hitler would strive to retain the front along the Gulf of Finland, Assmann reported, and naval interests (shale oil, U-boat training, and control of the Baltic) played a decisive role in his decision. Adding that Hitler possibly would permit a temporary isolation of Army Group North for these reasons, he advised the Skl to investigate supplying the army group by sea.43

As the situation at the front grew more critical, Assmann’s anxiety increased. On 19 July he reported that Hitler had refused permission for Army Group North’s retreat, for a variety of reasons: fear of Finland’s collapse, which would deprive Germany of its nickel supply and its position on the Gulfs of Finland and Bothnia; loss of unrestricted control of the Baltic, and thus the forfeiture of Swedish ore imports; loss of Estonian shale oil, which was unacceptable to the navy; and the elimination of Germany’s fleet and U-boat training bases in the Baltic. Assmann also confided that Heusinger did not believe Germany could hold East Prussia without Army Group North’s forces. If this were true, Assmann asserted, Army Group North’s withdrawal represented the lesser evil. Although abandoning the Gulf of Finland would offer the Soviets operational possibilities in the Baltic, it did not pose as great a threat as loss of the Bay of Danzig, which would almost wholly cripple training in the German Navy, particularly for its submarines. Moreover, if the Soviets severed Army Group North’s land contact with the Reich, Assmann doubted it could be supplied by sea in the long run.

Assmann also questioned whether the effects of Army Group North’s withdrawal would be as serious as Hitler feared. In view of Finland’s success in halting the Soviet offensive, he believed that the Finns would continue to fight if Germany explained the reasons for its withdrawal. To soothe their fears, he suggested the transfer of German divisions from the Narva front to reinforce Finland. Assmann also evaluated the threat the Soviet fleet posed as having been exaggerated and expressed confidence that German naval forces could maintain convoys to Sweden. In addition, he claimed that as long as Germany held East Prussia, it could control the Baltic for the navy’s vital requirements. To ensure this, he proposed that destroyers based in Norway, and possibly even the battleship Tirpitz, return to the Baltic. Assmann also contended that retention of the Bay of Danzig was more decisive for submarine training than was the coast of the Baltic States. In any event, he again warned that if the Soviets captured the Bay of Danzig, the navy’s maintenance of Army Group North’s supply by sea was unlikely. Assmann concluded with the recommendation that Adm. Gerhard Wagner (liaison between Dönitz and the Skl whenever Dönitz was absent) contact Heusinger, Model, and Friessner before Dönitz tried to convince Hitler that the army group should retreat, with the warning that time was of the essence.44 The next day, upon receiving Assmann’s evaluation, Dönitz declared that the critical issue was whether Army Group North’s withdrawal was necessary to protect Courland and East Prussia, and whether the retreat was still possible.45 Events in the next few hours, however, saw Dönitz shake off his despair and regain his former confidence.

The unsuccessful assassination attempt of 20 July brought Dönitz back to his former devotion to Hitler’s Durchhalt policy, the strategy of holding out. He was summoned to Hitler’s headquarters scarcely thirty minutes after the bomb’s detonation. As a member of Hitler’s inner circle, his presence was clearly required. Dönitz embraced Goebbels’s notion that the failure of the assassination attempt confirmed that “divine providence” favored Hitler. Dönitz issued an order to the navy: “We see in the salvation of our Führer renewed confirmation of the righteousness of our struggle. We will rally even closer around the Führer, we will fight even harder until victory is ours.”46 Dönitz was not alone in this belief. Goebbels also had experienced a crisis of confidence in the preceding weeks, but Hitler’s seemingly miraculous survival of the assassination attempt brought the propaganda minister back to his former trust in his Führer. Goebbels later referred to 20 July as “not only the deepest point of our crisis but also the key date of our rebirth.”47 Armaments Minister Albert Speer similarly described the failure of the plot as “the turning point in the struggle for survival, the turn toward victory, a victory that could only be won under the Führer.”48 Hitler too was reinvigorated by having escaped the blast relatively unharmed, convinced now that destiny would not prevent him from fulfilling his task of leading the German people to victory.49

One of Goebbels’s colleagues charged that during the summer crises, “traitors” had sent desperately needed fuel and weapons to the wrong sectors and that masses of troops had been held back in Germany despite shortages of men at the front. Himmler was correcting these matters, and now that the traitors had been exposed, it would not happen again. Other leaders in the Nazi Party believed also that this was the cause of Germany’s defeats.50 In other words, treacherous generals had been responsible for the summer’s catastrophes, not the enemy’s superiority or Hitler’s mistakes.

Guderian’s energy and optimism upon his appointment as chief of the Army General Staff immediately following 20 July impressed Dönitz. On several occasions Dönitz confidently predicted that Guderian would master the situation. In this connection, on 25 July he reversed his earlier order, commanding that Rotdorn and Weissdorn be viewed merely as precautionary measures and declaring that the navy had no thoughts of retreat.51 Dönitz was prepared to assist Guderian as much as possible in his efforts to restore the situation. Upon Admiral Eastern Baltic’s protest that Schörner had demanded two thousand naval troops for the land fighting, Dönitz replied that he had conferred with Guderian on this subject and that the navy would comply with Schörner’s orders. Dönitz insisted that it was of decisive importance to close the “Baltic Gap” whatever the cost, for the stabilization of the front in this sector was essential for the continuation of the war at sea. He added but one reservation—he would seek Hitler’s intervention in the event of interference with the interests of the U-boat war.52

Back to form, Dönitz once more embraced the policy of holding out at all costs. At the end of July, as Soviet forces practically roamed at will in the gap between Army Groups North and Center, Sea Commandant Latvia appealed for surface vessels to shell Russian units approaching Libau and pleaded for transports for an evacuation. The report of Soviet troops near Libau was incorrect; notwithstanding, Dönitz responded that he was to hold his post to the end. He repeated this order from Hitler’s headquarters, commanding that all naval units based on land were to defend ports to the last man unless they received explicit orders for evacuation.53 On 27 August Kummetz relayed a message from Admiral Eastern Baltic warning that Schörner had presumably attempted to convince Hitler to evacuate Estonia and suggesting that the navy exert all its influence to retain the Estonian coast. Dönitz wondered whether insisting that Estonia be held might increase the danger of losing Courland. He concluded that he did not need to discuss the matter again with Hitler, proclaiming, “The Führer is in complete control of the question of the Estonian coast’s importance for the conduct of the naval war in the Baltic in all its consequences.”54

At the end of August Meisel informed assembled naval commanders that the navy’s foremost mission on the Eastern Front was to support Army Group North in the Baltic States by shipping supplies, protecting against Soviet landings, and providing artillery support with the fleet’s heavy guns. In a very optimistic tone, he pointed out that the demonstration of German sea power in the Baltic had exerted a powerful political effect on Sweden and Finland, and he expressed confidence that the Finns would continue to fight. Echoing Hitler’s belief that the British were war weary, Meisel insisted that the navy’s primary task overall was to revive the tonnage war against England. Denying the Soviets access to the Baltic was a vital precondition for the war at sea and thus decisive to the entire conduct of the war.55 Meisel apparently had been influenced by Dönitz’s regained optimism, for scarcely a month earlier he had suggested implementing Weissdorn and Rotdorn.

Assmann’s prediction that Army Group North’s seaborne supply would be troublesome proved correct. Jodl warned the Skl on 25 July to make immediate preparations to supply Schörner’s forces temporarily by sea. The Skl’s shipping department estimated that the army group required a daily supply of 5,200 tons. Since Riga, Reval, Pernau, and Baltischport had a maximum capacity of 7,900 tons per day, if these ports remained in German hands supply was certainly possible in that respect.56 Prior to Dönitz’s “reconversion” the Skl had reported that due to limitations of port facilities in the Reich, it could not deliver 5,000 tons daily by sea alone. A few days later, however, the Skl issued “corrected” figures claiming that German ports of embarkation could handle 8,500 tons per day.57

At the end of the month, when Army Group North lost its last rail link to East Prussia, the navy took over its supply. Kummetz ordered Adm. Kurt Böhmer, commander of the Ninth Escort Division, to provide protection for supply convoys and insisted that there be no delays. Despite this, Army Group North’s naval liaison officer complained that the ammunition delivered covered only about half the army group’s requirement.58 Obviously Guderian also protested that not enough supplies were getting through, because on 3 August Dönitz explained to him that planning for the army group’s supply had begun only on 26 July and argued that the navy had carried out this task well. Also on 3 August, Admiral Eastern Baltic instructed Böhmer that as long as no troops were on board, supply ships under no circumstances were to remain in port due to lack of escorts but should sail at once.59 From 1 to 13 August the navy shipped an average of 4,184 tons of supplies per day to Army Group North. After Third Panzer Army’s attack broke through to Army Group North on 20 August, supplies could again, at least in part, arrive by land. Up to 23 August, the navy delivered an average of 3,922 tons daily—well below the amount required.60

Hitler’s reaction to the situation in the Baltic States, certainly not nearly as serious as the crisis at Army Group Center, reveals his assessment of Estonia’s importance to Germany’s war effort. To stem the Soviet advance against Eighteenth Army in mid-August Schörner requested the assistance of Maj. Hans Rudel, a Stuka pilot famous for destroying enemy tanks. In less than an hour, Guderian reported that Rudel’s squadron was on the way.61 Moreover, in view of Germany’s crippling shortage of aircraft fuel, the use of transport planes to airlift troops to Schörner on at least two occasions (once an entire division!) accentuates the Baltic States’ importance to Hitler.62

Hitler continued to display interest in the Narva sector. On 24 June Heusinger reported that Hitler feared a Soviet assault there, and the Führer had ordered an evaluation of German countermeasures in the event of an attack in this area. In view of the situation on the army group’s southern flank at this time, this command perplexed Lindemann’s staff.63 Zeitzler, however, did not share Hitler’s concern. At the end of the month he worried that unless Army Group North retreated, Germany faced a disaster equal to Stalingrad. Viewing the extrication of Lindemann’s forces as his foremost task, he met privately with Hitler and urged a withdrawal to the Düna in order to protect East Prussia. Hitler, however, refused, and for familiar reasons—shale oil for the navy and the importance of the Narva sector to Finland.64 In response to Lindemann’s request to evacuate the fortified sites of Polozk and Narva, Zeitzler stated that Hitler might agree to give up Polozk but that withdrawing from Narva was out of the question. Zeitzler later confided to Friessner that he and Heusinger had advocated the evacuation of Estonia but that Hitler had brusquely rejected the retreat.65

Hitler affirmed the importance of the Narva sector as never before at a situation conference with Friessner and Model on 18 July. In an uncharacteristic display of candor, Göring bluntly stated that the only way to gain reserves to close the Baltic Gap was to retreat to a line along the Düna River. Hitler agreed this was the easiest solution but maintained that it would result in disaster. Hitler explained that the consequences of the evacuation of Estonia would include Finland’s surrender, the opening of the Baltic to the Soviets, and an end to U-boat training. Such a measure, Hitler declared, could mean the loss of the war. Interestingly citing the example of the Crimea, which the Soviets had recaptured in May, he explained that the loss of strategic areas affected the attitude of neutral and allied countries. Hitler claimed that giving up the Baltic States would mean the loss of Finland as the sole source of nickel, the forfeiture of nine million tons of Swedish iron ore annually, and the loss of the shale oil for the navy. For these reasons, he insisted that Army Group North’s front be held at all costs.66 Hitler’s comments at this conference are extremely important, revealing the interrelationship of military, diplomatic, and economic factors in his strategy.

Hitler rejected Friessner’s first request to withdraw to a shorter line along the isthmus of Narva both for military and political reasons. He claimed that the army’s forward positions were better and that the Finnish front was beginning to stabilize.67 But the crisis on the southern flank required additional forces, and the army group had to withdraw yet another division from Narva. Hitler then permitted the retreat, but only after securing Finnish consent. Voss (Admiral Führer Headquarters) hastened to assure Dönitz that Hitler intended to hold Army Group North’s current positions in consideration of political repercussions on Finland and other allies, the economic situation regarding nickel and oil, and the importance of the Baltic for submarine training and imports. Schörner, who frequently was in contact with Hitler, informed Eighteenth Army’s commander on 6 August that he must defend the present front, because possession of the Baltic States was crucial for the war’s outcome.68

Following a situation conference at OKH in mid-August, Natzmer reported that Hitler had insisted the army group not weaken the Narva front too seriously, because Finland would continue to fight only if the Narva front held and if the army group halted the Soviet attack on Dorpat.69 Once Third Panzer Army had reestablished contact with Schörner’s forces, Army Group Center urged OKH to withdraw Army Group North to gain forces for its overextended front. Col. Bogislaw von Bonin (head of OKH’s operations section from 31 August) replied that Guderian had already made this request but that Hitler had immediately refused, claiming that political considerations and the naval situation ruled out any prospect of this solution.70 Hitler’s frequent references to the importance of the Narva front to Finland were no invention, for on several occasions the Finns expressed concern about the course of events in Estonia. Nevertheless, at the beginning of September Hitler ordered Army Group North to hold its present front even if Finland capitulated.71 Hitler also reaffirmed the importance of the Estonian shale oil in the Narva sector. In July Warlimont had relayed Hitler’s order forbidding any preparations to evacuate the shale oil area, because Germany’s desperate shortage of fuel required shipments of oil from Estonia until the last possible moment. Once Schörner took command of the army group, Hitler personally charged him to ensure that no preparations for evacuation occurred without his express approval.72

When the news of Finland’s decision to make peace with the Soviets reached Hitler, he was furious but not unprepared. Both Hitler and Dönitz were determined to keep Finland, or at least parts thereof, in the war—one way or another. Hitler had considered the possibility of Finland’s defection for some time and in September 1943 had issued instructions for a possible withdrawal of Twentieth Mountain Army from Finland. These orders did not envision the complete evacuation of the country but provided for the retention of the northernmost region containing nickel deposits.73 The nickel mines were not the only parts of Finland of interest to Hitler. When he heard rumors of Finnish peace feelers in February 1944 as Army Group North retreated to the Panther Position, Hitler ordered plans prepared to seize strategically located Finnish islands. These operations received the code names “Tanne East” and “Tanne West.”74 Tanne East called for the capture of the island of Hogland in the Gulf of Finland, and Tanne West aimed for the occupation of the Åland Islands at the entrance to the Gulf of Bothnia. Possession of Hogland was considered essential to maintaining the blockade of the Soviet fleet within the Gulf of Finland, because artillery on this island and the German-held island of Tütters protected the Seeigel mine barrage from Soviet minesweepers. Control of the Åland Islands was vital to securing the delivery of Swedish iron ore and to safeguarding Twentieth Mountain Army’s supply. The notion of occupying Hogland and the Åland islands was not new but had been considered by the German Navy since the 1930s.75 OKW’s operations staff received responsibility for planning the seizure of the Åland Islands, and the Army General Staff for the Hogland operation. The army took charge of Hogland’s capture because of the island’s importance for protecting Army Group North’s northern flank, although its position as anchor for the mine barrages in the Gulf of Finland was of greater importance to the navy.76 On several occasions throughout the spring of 1944, OKW and OKH alerted the army group and the Skl that the operations could be ordered at any time.77

On 21 June Assmann reported that Hitler was worried about the Åland Islands and had ordered preparations for Tanne. But as a result of Army Group Center’s collapse, all the army forces that had been specially trained for Tanne East had to be sent to the front. In the first week of July, therefore, Hitler entrusted the navy with this operation.78 As in the spring, Hitler issued preparatory orders for Tanne on several occasions throughout the summer.79

In the meantime, other plans were afoot. Germany intended to retain not only Finland’s nickel mines and Hogland but additional parts of the country as well, including Helsinki. On 24 June, shortly after the fall of Vyborg, Assmann reported that the occupation of the port of Hangö was under consideration. Earlier that day Dönitz had remarked that he had spoken with Hitler about the importance of southern Finland and that Hitler doubted the Finns would hold out.80

Warlimont looked into the matter and specified several reasons why Germany’s war effort depended upon continuing the war in Finland. Retaining a position in Finland guaranteed the supply of nickel, protected Swedish ore shipments, denied the Soviet fleet access to the Baltic, and allowed Twentieth Mountain Army’s supply through ports on Finland’s west coast. To blockade the Gulf of Finland, Warlimont believed, Helsinki and Hangö must remain in German hands. He added, however, that to establish a front in southern Finland elements of Finland’s armed forces had to be willing to fight on under German command even if their government collapsed.81 In this connection, when Ribbentrop visited Helsinki on 22 June, he asked the German minister to Finland if he knew “one thousand determined men” in that country who were politically reliable and ready to take power if the need arose. The Germans considered other, similarly harebrained schemes to keep Finland in the war but finally realized that the populace stood behind Mannerheim.82

At the beginning of August, Voss requested an assessment of Hogland’s importance should the Russians control the waters north of the island. The Skl reversed an earlier statement and replied that although Hogland’s possession would still be of value if the Soviets dominated Finland’s southern coast, the navy would have to erect a new minefield farther west and that the execution of Tanne East was advisable only if additional forces were available.83

When news of Finland’s surrender arrived, however, Dönitz quickly intervened to salvage plans to take Hogland. On 3 September he phoned the Skl from Hitler’s headquarters to inquire whether it was possible simultaneously to conduct both Tanne operations, evacuate Twentieth Mountain Army, and maintain the supply of Army Group North. Although the navy’s shipping department replied in the affirmative, Meisel pointed out that the necessary prerequisites for Tanne East no longer existed, because not enough trained troops were available for the operation.84 Later that day Wagner reported from Hitler’s headquarters that Tanne probably would not take place due to lack of forces, and the next day plans for the occupation of the Åland Islands were canceled.85

Dönitz, however, continued to push for the seizure of Hogland. In the following days the Skl reported to Assmann, Voss, and Capt. Hans-Dietrich von Conrady (naval liaison officer to the Army General Staff) that it had received reliable information that the Finns planned to evacuate Hogland on 12 September and would not resist a German occupation of the island, or at most would offer only token resistance. Although Soviet control of Finland’s southern coast reduced the island’s value, Dönitz insisted that to surrender it to the enemy without a fight was unacceptable and urged that the operation be carried out by 15 September at the latest.86 The “reliable information” Dönitz referred to was a report from the German naval liaison officer on Hogland stating that the island’s commander had declared he would never hand Hogland over to the Russians or fire upon German troops.87 Yet Dönitz, desperately seeking justification to seize the island, felt this provided exactly what he sought. The next day Hitler approved Dönitz’s request and ordered Tanne East carried out as quickly as possible, preferably by the 15th. Dönitz was ready—he had issued preparatory orders the previous morning.88

As the operation drew closer Dönitz stubbornly clung to his insistence upon its execution, despite changing conditions. He now warned that although Finnish resistance was not expected, it could not be ruled out. If the Finns did oppose the landing, however, their resistance was to be crushed. Although this at least took into account recent reports regarding Finland’s attitude, it ignored earlier assessments that the island would be extremely difficult to capture against opposition.89 On 11 September the Luftwaffe informed the Skl that it could provide fighters neither to defend the island if captured nor to protect supply transports to its garrison. Early the next morning the Skl received word that the Finns had no plans to evacuate Hogland. The reasons Dönitz had used to convince Hitler to seize Hogland had collapsed one by one. Yet he never considered calling off the operation and even issued instructions certain to antagonize the Finns. He ordered the mining of Finnish territorial waters to reinforce the Seeigel barrage, which was carried out on the evening of 14 September.90

The assault occurred early on the morning of 15 September, and it was, in brief, a complete fiasco. Communications with the landing force were virtually nonexistent, the Finns had received advance warning and offered fierce resistance, and Soviet aircraft effectively responded to Finnish calls for assistance.91 Dönitz, however, refused to admit defeat. He demanded a report on what help the assault force required and insisted that resistance be crushed at all costs. At 1305 (1:05 pm) he ordered the cruiser Prinz Eugen dispatched to assist in the conquest of the island, and at 1400 (2 pm) Wagner relayed Dönitz’s command that everything be sent into action to fulfill this task. He finally bowed to the inevitable around midnight but vowed the operation would be repeated.92 In fact, only Schörner’s decision to evacuate Estonia prevented Dönitz from trying again. The Germans suffered over 1,300 casualties in the futile attempt to capture Hogland.93

Once again, a Soviet offensive had dealt a heavy blow to Army Group North. Although unable to break through at Narva, the Russians had forced the rest of the army group to retreat from its fortified line in the Panther Position. In the process of annihilating Army Group Center, the Soviets succeeded in temporarily isolating German armies in the Baltic States, though they proved unable to destroy Eighteenth Army. As had been the case during the Soviet winter offensive, all that had prevented the army from retreating further, and in this case from evacuating much of the Baltic States, was a series of Führer orders. The various commanders of Army Groups North and Center considered closing the Baltic Gap and protecting East Prussia of far greater importance than maintaining possession of the Estonian coast.

The army group had three commanders in a relatively short period. Lindemann’s tenure during the crisis was too brief to permit an accurate analysis of his ability. His readiness to assist Busch, however, reveals a grasp of the interrelationship of the Eastern Front as a whole, unlike some commanders (like Model) who tended to hoard their reserves while neighboring sectors collapsed. Friessner attempted to carry out Hitler’s commands but did not shirk from protesting orders he believed were impractical. He usually made his objections, however, from a distance. When they met face to face, Hitler usually succeeded in instilling in Friessner a renewed sense of purpose and determination. Friessner’s interpretation of Hitler’s reluctance to evacuate Estonia following the conference of 18 July deserves mention. Immediately after this meeting, Friessner notified the army group that Hitler had ordered the defense of its present positions due to the diplomatic situation.94 Hitler, however, had given a lengthy explanation for his decision, of which diplomatic reasons were only a part. He had listed several military and economic advantages to retaining Estonia, but at the time Friessner chose to view the decision as politically motivated. Schörner was a different type of commander altogether; his qualities and abilities will be analyzed below, but for now it is sufficient to state that he was the only one seriously to consider disobeying Hitler’s express orders and ordering the evacuation of Estonia.

Hitler did not issue as many orders regarding the Narva front as he had during the Soviet winter offensive, but then, the Narva sector was never directly threatened in the course of the summer offensive. Although every other army group on the Russian front—to say nothing of those in France and Italy—suffered horrendous losses that summer, Hitler refused to give up Estonia to provide forces urgently required in other theaters. In addition, Army Detachment Narva initially possessed nearly one-third of the army group’s divisions on a relatively tiny proportion of the front. Hitler knew the locations of his divisions.

Dönitz’s actions during the summer of 1944 reveal a great deal about the man Hitler later chose as his successor. For a brief period, Dönitz recognized the reality of Germany’s predicament. Yet after his forty days in the wilderness, desperately groping for something in which he could believe, he all too readily reverted to his blind faith in the person and policies of Adolf Hitler. Even in the period of his uncertainty, however, Dönitz never abandoned his desire to maintain German domination of the Baltic. His assertion of 9 July that the retention of Estonia was of no value if the Soviets reached the coast farther south reflected his desire to preserve control of the Baltic by ensuring German possession of Courland and East Prussia, areas that he considered the most vital to the war at sea. Although he initially countenanced in an indirect manner Army Group North’s withdrawal, claiming that the navy could not guarantee its supply if Schörner’s forces were isolated, once Dönitz’s faith in Hitler had been restored he hastened to submit revised figures showing the navy could supply the army group by sea after all. Once more Dönitz held that the army must not retreat but should maintain its forward positions to keep the Soviet fleet as far as possible from the U-boat training areas.

Dönitz’s penchant for lost causes is well illustrated in his persistent efforts to ensure Hogland’s occupation. He was willing to risk the addition of Finland to the growing list of nations at war with Germany in an attempt to seize an island that would have been difficult to defend, nearly impossible to supply, and whose possession could not have prevented the Soviets from clearing at their leisure a path through the mine barrage along the Finnish coast. The evidence is clear that this was Dönitz’s operation. Hitler displayed no desire to attack the Finns. Goebbels tried to “spin” the unsuccessful attempt to seize Hogland as not a German failure but a Finnish betrayal of German attempts to protect other Baltic “kindred peoples.”95

The concentration of naval forces in the Baltic also demonstrates this theater’s importance to Dönitz. In mid-August there were well over two hundred German vessels operating in the Gulf of Finland. Furthermore, in the first week of September fifteen submarines patrolled the Gulf, exactly 10 percent of Germany’s U-boat force available for action.96 Considering Dönitz’s repeated assertions that the U-boat war remained the navy’s foremost task, such a concentration of submarines in a theater where there were no targets is a telling indication of its priority for the navy. Moreover, with the exception of a few destroyers and the nonoperational battleship Tirpitz, all of Germany’s heavy surface vessels had been assembled in the Baltic. These numbers are even more impressive considering the extraordinarily high losses inflicted upon German naval forces in the West in the course of the summer.97

Notwithstanding the navy’s heavy losses in irreplaceable warships, Dönitz did not refrain from risking its remaining vessels for missions he considered vital. At the end of July Soviet minesweepers broke through the Seeigel mine barrage in the Gulf of Finland. The breakthrough occurred in an area not covered by German artillery on the island of Tütters or by Finnish coastal guns on Hogland. This only served to emphasize the importance of retaining these islands in keeping the Soviet fleet from the Baltic. Hitler displayed his interest in this affair by ordering the Luftwaffe to provide fighter protection for naval vessels laying a new mine barrage to close the gap.98

On the night of 17–18 August four torpedo boats and eight motor minesweepers left Helsinki to extend the Seeigel. But as they began to lay their mines, several sudden explosions occurred, and three torpedo boats sank. The ships had either run into their own minefields or had struck mines that one vessel began to lay prematurely.99 To prevent a repetition of this debacle, on 23 August the Skl ordered Kummetz not to employ large surface vessels in the Gulf of Finland unless their use would be decisive.100 Dönitz ordered an attempt to reinforce the Seeigel barrage again in December—with, however, even more catastrophic results.

Although in the first weeks of September Schörner’s forces still controlled most of Estonia, they held a dangerously exposed position. The German front on the central and southern sectors had been pushed back far to the west, leaving Army Group North on a line jutting out to the east with only a slim corridor connecting it with the rest of the front. There had been a respite following the winter offensive, but this time the Soviets would not allow Army Group North several months to rest and regroup.


CHAPTER 3

The Retreat to Courland

AT THE BEGINNING OF SEPTEMBER 1944, Army Group North defended a sector approximately seven hundred kilometers in length with slightly over 570,000 men.1 In the first days of the month Schörner took advantage of the lull to reorganize his units and reinforce the Tuckum–Schlock corridor linking his forces with Army Group Center. Once land contact with the Reich had been regained, the seemingly logical step would have been to evacuate the Baltic States, thereby removing Schörner’s armies from their perilously exposed position and providing over a half-million troops for Germany’s defense. Although the army group repeatedly requested to withdraw from Estonia and despite Finland’s surrender, Hitler insisted on holding the present front.2

Schörner, however, with Guderian’s connivance, made secret preparations to evacuate the army group. Scarcely two weeks after he had assumed command, Schörner prepared the groundwork for a withdrawal from Estonia and eastern Latvia. On 8 August Natzmer sent Eighteenth Army’s chief of staff, General Foertsch, draft plans for the retreat, code-named “Map Exercise Königsberg,” with the admonition that these plans were intended for his eyes only. The plan assumed that Army Group Center would not reestablish land contact in the foreseeable future, that Finland had joined the anti-German coalition, and that Soviet air superiority ruled out large-scale troop evacuations by sea. Exercise Königsberg envisaged the army group’s withdrawal to a bridgehead around Riga and, following an attack to regain contact with Army Group Center, the establishment of a new defensive front on a line slightly west of Riga.3 In spite of Hitler’s order to defend the present positions, preparations for the withdrawal continued.

On 5 September Natzmer flew to Hitler’s headquarters. Prior to the midday situation conference, Guderian confided that in the long run the evacuation of the Baltic States was essential, because he needed Army Group North’s divisions to strengthen other sectors of the Eastern Front. Guderian stated that he was trying to convince Hitler of this and ordered Natzmer to make preparations for the withdrawal in secret. Although Guderian did not mention a possible evacuation during the conference with Hitler, afterward he again instructed Natzmer to begin preparations. The following day Natzmer visited Army Detachment Narva and Eighteenth Army and informed them that although Hitler still wanted to defend the present front, the situation in Finland could lead to the evacuation of the Baltic States at any time. Guderian again commanded the army group to make concrete preparations for the withdrawal, although he refused to put the order in writing.4

As a precautionary measure Schörner ordered the construction or improvement of several defensive positions in the army group’s rear area: the Estland–West Position, running east to west on a line from the northern tip of Lake Wirz to the Gulf of Riga south of Pernau; the Wenden Position, an arc sixty miles east of Riga; the Segewold Position, ten miles closer to Riga than the Wenden Position; and the Mitau–Ost Position, a line twenty miles south of Riga joining the Wenden Position at the Düna River.5 On 9 September Schörner notified Keitel that he had briefed Army Detachment Narva regarding evacuation measures for Estonia. A few days later OKH instructed the army group to accelerate its preparations so that the withdrawal, its code name now changed to “Aster,” could begin three days after receipt of the order.6 The arrangements for Aster, especially the construction of defensive positions, had not been ordered a moment too soon.

Stavka planned a major offensive to clear the Baltic States of German forces and capture Riga. The Soviets intended first to isolate Army Group North and then to split up and destroy its formations. Finland’s withdrawal from the war facilitated this purpose, enabling the Russians to shift troops from Karelia to strengthen Leningrad Front. Stavka’s plan called for Leningrad Front to attack to the north in the Dorpat sector and fall upon Army Detachment Narva’s rear. Joined by units thrusting across the Narva Isthmus, Soviet forces would then sweep along the coast of the Gulf of Finland. Second and Third Baltic fronts, having Riga as their ultimate goal, were to break through Eighteenth Army’s defenses and dash to the Gulf of Riga, cutting off the retreat of Eighteenth Army and Army Detachment Narva. First Baltic Front’s mission was to drive on Riga and the Gulf, thereby isolating all German troops north and east of the city. The size and extent of this offensive demonstrate Stavka’s determination to inflict a deathblow to Army Group North.7
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The three Baltic fronts opened the offensive on 14 September, simultaneously attacking toward Riga. Schörner soon warned OKH that although his troops had prevented a breakthrough, he had been forced to commit his reserves on the first day. Fearing the worst, he alerted his senior commanders that the order for Aster could be given the following day. The next morning Schörner pleaded with Guderian to secure Hitler’s approval for Aster, arguing that this was the last chance to save his army group. He also phoned Wenck, now head of OKH’s Command Group (Führungsgruppe), and repeated this request, insisting the decision be made that day.8 Wenck suggested that he come to East Prussia to help persuade Hitler to order Aster at once. Schörner met with Hitler the following day, and he must have been convincing, for only fifteen minutes after the conference began Schörner notified the army group of Hitler’s approval.9 Hitler’s consent, however, was conditional—he insisted that the withdrawal not begin for two days, during which time he could revoke the command.

Hitler never had a chance to exercise his option. Leningrad Front launched its offensive on 17 September and immediately scored a breakthrough near Dorpat. Schörner authorized Aster to begin at once and informed Guderian that whether the retreat had been sanctioned or not was now irrelevant, because the Soviet breakthrough had forced the measure. The army group instructed Army Detachment Narva to begin its retreat on the evening of 18 September, and Hitler approved Schörner’s order the next day.10

In the south, pressure against Riga mounted. Bauske fell on 16 September, and Schörner ordered Sixteenth Army back to the Mitau–Ost Position, although the Soviets had already captured some sectors of this line. An attack conducted by Army Group Center from 16 to 18 September, intended to expand the corridor linking the army groups, made little head-way but eased the tension at Riga by forcing Bagramian to divert units to stop the German assault. To gain forces to bolster the line near the Latvian capital and to launch an attack against the Soviets near Mitau, Schörner obtained permission to retreat to the Segewold Position on 20 September.11

In the north, Aster proceeded according to a drastically accelerated timetable. Most troops crossed the Estland–West Position from 21 to 23 September, although some units withdrew to bridgeheads around Estonian ports to await evacuation by sea. The last German ship left Reval on 22 September, and Pernau was evacuated the next day.12 Since by this time Schörner had received permission to continue the retreat past the Wenden Position to the Segewold Position, on the night of 26 September the Germans withdrew to this line.13 Army Group North had successfully completed Aster.

In the meantime the situation at Riga had reached crisis proportions. On 22 September the Soviets captured Baldone, scarcely fifteen miles south of the Latvian capital, and also broke through Eighteenth Army’s front near Walk. The SS division “Nordland,” which arrived from the Narva front that day, rushed into action and managed to prevent a Soviet breakthrough south of Riga. To make matters worse, the army group’s shortage of ammunition, troops, and aircraft fuel persisted. Guderian promised Natzmer that all available ammunition was on the way and declared that the army group’s only chance was to continue to retreat—the sooner the better. Schörner commanded Third Panzer and Sixteenth armies to hold their positions while Eighteenth Army fell back to the Segewold Position.14

Hitler summoned Schörner to East Prussia on 28 September to discuss future operations. The Führer still wanted an attack to remove the Schaulen–Mitau salient, but Schörner insisted that he could not assemble sufficient forces for this if he remained in the Segewold Position. Hitler finally agreed to a retreat to the Tuckum Position, west of Riga, but only after the army group carried out an attack to smash Soviet forces near Schaulen. To gain forces for this operation, code-named “Blitz,” Hitler allowed Schörner to withdraw to the Riga–Ost Position. Hitler ordered the army group to continue preparations for the attack and also to reinforce its garrison on the Baltic Isles.15

For the Soviets, the September offensive had produced results exactly the opposite from its intention. Instead of being splintered, Army Group North, weakened but still intact, had withdrawn its northern flank and reduced its front by nearly half. In addition, Schörner had concentrated his strength around Riga, making Soviet attempts to capture the city more difficult than when the offensive began. This required a change in plan, and Stavka decided to shift the direction of the attack westward to the Baltic coast. The new plan called for First Baltic Front to attack Third Panzer Army and thrust to the sea near Memel. At the same time, Second and Third Baltic fronts were to break through the Segewold Position, seize Riga, and clear the Baltic coast up to Libau. In a separate operation, Leningrad Front received orders to capture the Baltic Isles by amphibious assault. To prevent the Germans from sending reserves to the Memel area, Third Belorussian Front would tie down German forces with an attack into East Prussia. Stalin displayed great interest in arrangements for this offensive and discussed preparations with Marshal A. M. Vasilevskii, Stavka’s representative to the Baltic fronts.16

From 30 September through 4 October the front remained relatively calm. The Germans prepared for Riga’s evacuation, readying its factories, bridges, and port installations for demolition. Rear-area services transferred westward into Courland, and Estonian troops, plus Estonians capable of military service, boarded ships for the Reich to re-form their units. At the end of September the army group’s deployment invited an assault against Third Panzer Army. Eighteenth and Sixteenth armies occupied the front from the Segewold Position to the Aa River with their tightly packed formations. Army Detachment Grasser (formerly Army Detachment Narva), on either side of Doblen, defended the junction between Sixteenth and Third Panzer armies. Third Panzer Army, stripped of all but one of its armored divisions, held a long, winding front from east of Moscheiken to the Memel River with only a handful of divisions.17 The army group detected the buildup of Soviet forces opposite Third Panzer Army but assumed that the Russians would require considerable time before they could launch an assault. Schörner ordered the accelerated delivery of reinforcements to this sector, yet he believed that the Russians could not complete regrouping before mid-October.18
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The Soviets, however, unleashed their offensive on 5 October, catching the Germans off guard. The Russians shattered Third Panzer Army’s defenses, ripping a fifty-kilometer gap in the front in the first forty-eight hours. On 10 October spearheads of the Soviet Fifty-first Army reached the Baltic coast at Polangen, a small port twenty miles north of Memel. Army Group North again had been cut off from land contact with the rest of the front—this time for good.

As the Soviets surged toward the Baltic, Army Group North acquired an exposed southern front that grew longer by the hour. To avoid encirclement in the congested area around Riga, the army group had to form a southern front in Courland and protect Libau, the only port capable of handling the army group’s supply. To this end, Schörner flew to Hitler’s headquarters on 11 October and secured permission to retreat to Courland. “Thunder,” the withdrawal to the Riga–Ost Position, had been completed the previous day. It was now to be followed by “Rain,” a retreat to the Aa Position, and “Sunshine,” a final jump to the Tuckum Position.19 The retreat proceeded at an accelerated rate. The army group had canceled preparations for Blitz on 6 October and shifted Eighteenth Army to the area east of Libau to coordinate the establishment of a southern front. German divisions freed in the course of the retreat raced to the west to halt the Soviet drive on Libau. Shortly after noon on 17 October Sixteenth Army occupied the Tuckum Position. The withdrawal to Courland had been completed exactly one month after the order for Aster had been given.20

In the meantime, Schörner prepared an attack Hitler had ordered to regain contact with Army Group Center. This operation envisioned a thrust along the coast to link up with the besieged garrison of Memel, followed by a breakthrough attack to East Prussia. The army group coordinated its plans with the navy, which pledged to support the assault with artillery from heavy warships. Dönitz demonstrated keen interest in this operation, assigning a pocket battleship and a heavy cruiser to it.21 As Schörner assembled his forces, however, the Soviets once more thwarted his intentions by launching an attack of their own, on 16 October, two days before the breakthrough operation was scheduled to begin. The Russians struck Eighteenth Army between Skuodas and Moscheiken and attacked near Doblen, at the junction of Army Detachment Grasser and Sixteenth Army. The Germans managed to prevent a breakthrough, but the divisions assembled for the attack to Memel were drawn into the battle. Schörner could not attempt the attack to the south until he halted the Soviet assault. In addition, the Russians also launched an offensive into East Prussia, compelling Army Group Center to commit its armored reserves.

On 18 October OKH reviewed Army Group North’s status in relation to the overall, continually deteriorating, situation on the Eastern Front. Army planners believed that Schörner’s army group was essential to fending off Soviet attacks on Germany itself. Earlier that month Guderian complained that Germany had suffered over 360,000 unreplaced losses on the Eastern Front in September alone. Bonin concluded that Schörner could not attempt the attack to Memel as long as the army group held its current positions. The Soviet offensive in East Prussia, which particularly worried Bonin, prevented Army Group Center from mounting an operation to relieve Schörner as it had done in August. Bonin thus devised another solution to extricate Schörner’s forces. First, the entire army group would withdraw into bridgeheads around the ports of Libau and Windau. Troops in the smaller Windau bridgehead would be evacuated by sea, and Schörner’s main force would attack from Libau toward Memel. After the creation of a broad bridgehead around Memel, Army Group North would give up its positions around Libau and mount another operation to regain contact with Third Panzer Army.22

Bonin flew to Courland the next day to meet with Schörner and Natzmer. Schörner complained that his main concern was the shortage of weapons and the weakened state of his divisions. Bonin asked whether the army group, under current conditions, could defend its present front in the long run. Schörner replied in the affirmative, provided that no forces were withdrawn and that OKH guaranteed the army group’s supply. The three officers concurred that the withdrawal of any divisions would jeopardize the army group’s ability to maintain its present front, and they further agreed that an attack along the coast to Memel had little chance of success under prevailing circumstances. They also sketched out a slightly altered version of Bonin’s plan to bring Schörner’s forces back to the Reich. This proposal suggested that the army group withdraw into a bridgehead only around Libau, where Schörner could assemble a powerful assault force to break through to Memel. Once this had been accomplished, Schörner would abandon the Libau bridgehead and attack into East Prussia.23

Hitler rejected this solution and the following day ordered Schörner to go over to the defense along his present front in Courland and to ready several divisions for evacuation by sea. Schörner, however, did not give up his intention to break through to Memel. On 25 October he submitted plans for another attack to the south, assuring Hitler that the offensive had good prospects of success as long as no divisions were withdrawn from Courland.24 Yet the next day OKH reported that Hitler had refused Schörner’s plan, “in view of the overall situation on the Eastern Front.” This final proposal to break through to Memel denied, Army Group North went over to the defense in Courland, with a coastal front of about 320 kilometers and a land front approximately 250 kilometers in length.25 There the army group remained until Germany’s capitulation in May 1945.

As enemy armies approached and finally entered German territory from both east and west, Dönitz grew increasingly desperate. In the West, the navy lost its best Atlantic U-boat bases when the Allies drove the Germans from France. In the East his greatest concern was the Soviet advance upon ports along the Baltic, and on several occasions in September and October he actively intervened in decisions regarding Army Group North’s operations in an attempt to hold the Russians as far as possible from the Baltic Sea. Dönitz traveled to Hitler’s headquarters on 15 September because he had been alerted to a forthcoming decision about Army Group North’s proposed retreat from Estonia. Voss had first warned Dönitz on 12 September, when he reported that Guderian had suggested the withdrawal to Hitler earlier that day. Aware that Army Group North’s retreat was also of decisive importance to the navy, Voss advised Dönitz’s presence at the Wolfsschanze (or Wolf’s Lair, Hitler’s headquarters in East Prussia, present-day Poland) on the 15th if at all possible. Probably seeking a way to prevent the withdrawal, the next day Wagner phoned the Skl from the Wolfsschanze, requesting data on the importance of Estonian oil.26 Later on the 16th Kummetz reported that Army Group North had already issued orders to begin the evacuation of Estonia the next day. This information caught the Skl unawares, and Wagner investigated the matter, only to discover that although OKH had not yet ordered the retreat, the evacuation presumably would take place. Kummetz pointed out the decisive importance of maintaining fighter bases near Libau and Windau should Army Group North withdraw. The Skl notified the Luftwaffe’s operations staff of the need for fighter aircraft to protect supply and evacuation transports as well as U-boat bases.27

At the end of September the Skl issued new instructions for naval warfare in the eastern Baltic. This directive took into account radical changes resulting from Finland’s withdrawal from the war, the evacuation of Estonia, and the loss of Swedish waters for shipping—for on 26 September Sweden had closed its territorial waters in the Baltic to foreign vessels. In addition, for the first time since 1941 the navy seriously had to consider the possibility of the Soviet fleet’s emergence from the Gulf of Finland. The Skl had based its planning on the assumption that Riga and the Baltic Isles would remain in German hands, although the loss of these areas, plus the likelihood of increased tension with Sweden, was not ruled out. Despite these changes the Skl persisted in regarding its primary goal in this theater as continuing to blockade the Soviet fleet inside the Gulf of Finland. To fulfill this task the Skl intended to maintain the mine barrages by sowing new minefields to close any gaps the Soviets cleared. The deployment of U-boats at the exits to the Gulf of Finland to observe the location of Soviet mine-clearing activity thus received increased importance. To support the minefields’ guardians, as well as to engage in a timely manner Soviet vessels attempting to break out, the Skl ordered torpedo boats, motor torpedo boats, and destroyers held in readiness as close as possible to the minefields. Libau and Windau served this purpose well. In addition, the navy decided to hold a powerful cruiser task force ready to intervene at any time.28

Although these precautions consisted of potential engagements in coastal regions, the Skl warned that Soviet aircraft and submarines could now to threaten the entire central Baltic, endangering German shipping and training areas. The main focus of coastal protection was assigned to the Baltic States, since the Skl doubted the Russians would attempt landing operations far from the front lines. Clearly distressed over the loss of the army’s front on the Gulf of Finland, the Skl noted on 2 October that Army Group North had retreated “despite great disadvantages for the war at sea and the situation in general.”29

As German armies withdrew and the Soviets approached the Baltic, several problems arose, or resurfaced, for the navy. The Skl was confronted with decisions regarding the defense of the island of Tütters, the possible evacuation of the Schörner’s entire army group by sea, artillery support in coastal areas, and the supply of isolated army units. On 9 October Conrady had alerted the Skl that the Soviet thrust to the Baltic could require the navy once more to supply Army Group North by sea.30

Courland’s ports of Libau and Windau figured prominently in decisions affecting the army group, especially regarding its supply. The importance of these ports had first arisen in the summer, when they became vulnerable in the wake of Army Group Center’s collapse. Dönitz had immediately ordered naval personnel placed at the army’s disposal, including all naval troops earmarked for Tanne, and instructed naval forces based on land to defend ports to the end. The Skl had declared that the retention of a bridgehead in northern Courland, including Windau, was essential to controlling the Irben Straits.31 The Germans had to dominate these straits if the army group was to receive supplies through Riga. At the beginning of August, shortly after Army Group North’s isolation east of Riga, Model commanded Third Panzer Army to protect Libau and Windau and to prevent a Soviet advance along the coast to the Irben Straits. Army Group Center also ordered Third Panzer Army to regard Libau and Windau as fortresses and to lay in three months’ supplies. Third Panzer Army considered this senseless and protested that if the army had to retreat, it could not detach forces strong enough to hold out on their own for three months. After Third Panzer Army had been attached to Army Group North, its chief of staff mentioned to Natzmer that although both ports had been stocked with supplies, they still officially had not been declared fortified sites. Natzmer replied that it would be best not to draw attention to this matter; Natzmer obviously had no interest in defending Libau or Windau at this point. In October, however, when the Soviets threatened to sever the land link to East Prussia and the army group planned to evacuate Riga, the army and navy agreed upon the importance of the ports, particularly Libau. On 7 October OKH instructed the army group to view both cities as fortresses.32 After 10 October the army group, now entirely dependent upon supply by sea, realized that these ports collectively represented its sole lifeline to the Reich.

Another source of distress for the navy concerned provisions for the army group’s evacuation if the Soviets again isolated Schörner’s forces east of Riga. On 6 September, the navy’s liaison officer to OKH reported that Guderian had requested information on available transport space and the time required to evacuate Army Group North by sea. Based upon Conrady’s estimate of the army group’s strength at 520,000 men, the Skl’s shipping department concluded that to evacuate the troops, without their horses or equipment, would require approximately five weeks and the use of all suitable naval vessels. If the army group’s horses and artillery were also transported, the evacuation would last eight weeks. Finally, if the army group brought out all of its equipment the operation would take five months. The Skl declared, however, that fuel was available only for the evacuation of the troops.33 Yet the day after Hitler ordered the army group to go over to the defense in Courland, the Skl issued “revised” figures on the navy’s transport capabilities.34

The appearance of Soviet troops along the coast also led to increased demands by the army for warships to bombard coastal sectors, and on several occasions surface vessels supported the land fighting with their heavy guns. Light naval vessels repeatedly assisted the army group, shelling Soviet positions along the Gulf of Riga and south of Libau. Support from the Second Task Force, however, required fighter protection, and Schörner often preferred to have the available aircraft at his disposal for other missions. Dönitz demonstrated his willingness to help the army by ordering a reduction in naval cadet training cycles, so that nearly all of the surface fleet remained operational.35 At the end of October Meisel issued instructions stating that the fleet’s main task lay in the Baltic: to support ground forces by coastal bombardment and to protect the army’s supply routes. The navy cautioned the army, however, not to expect the type of support that Anglo-American warships had provided their invasion force in Normandy, because Germany did not possess air superiority in the area, nor did it have adequate antisubmarine protection.36

The evacuation of Estonia also signified the final loss of the shale oil deposits. One hindrance to the army group’s secret preparations to withdraw from Estonia was that it was difficult to disguise arrangements for the evacuation of economic goods. This was especially true in the case of the shale oil works, because the installations were not under the army group’s control and preparations would have alerted the populace to what was afoot. Once Hitler had consented to Aster on 16 September, Schörner immediately ordered evacuation measures for the shale oil works to begin. OKH ordered the destruction of all oil installations and the withdrawal of as much valuable machinery as possible.37 In response to Wagner’s query about the importance of Estonian oil for the navy, the Skl replied that it was not decisive, due to relatively plentiful stocks of fuel oil. Kummetz, however, disagreed. In mid-August he had reported that because of increased demands upon his forces, Germany must retain the shale oil works if he was to carry out his tasks.38

A long-standing disagreement between the army and navy concerning the island of Tütters provides an interesting example of interservice tension on the northern sector. Tütters formed the southern, and Hogland the northern, anchor for the Seeigel mine barrage in the Gulf of Finland. The island had been seized in April 1942,39 and almost from the moment of its capture the army and navy had squabbled over which was responsible for its defense. At the end of August 1943 Eighteenth Army had requested the navy to take over the island’s protection. Despite Army Group North’s insistence that possession of the island was more helpful in blockading the Soviet fleet than for coastal protection, OKH informed the army group that Hitler had explicitly ordered that Tütters remain attached to the army.40 A few days later Heusinger sent the army group a report from the army’s liaison officer with the navy. He also enclosed a letter to the army group chief of staff in which he claimed that the navy was relieved that it was not responsible for Tütters’s defense. Heusinger suggested that Kinzel should request additional naval support for the island’s defense, so that the navy later could not blame the army if Tütters were lost and the Soviet fleet entered the Baltic. As Heusinger advised, the army group asked for increased naval participation to defend the island.41

One of the primary reasons for the navy’s objection to a timely retreat to the Panther Position at the end of 1943 was that giving up territory along the Gulf of Finland, primarily the Kurgolowo and Kolgampia peninsulas, would provide the Soviets an opportunity to prepare an attack against Tütters unobserved. Dönitz insisted that the island should be considered an extension of the East Wall, in order to maintain the minefields in the Gulf of Finland.42 Hitler’s interest in Tütters also is evident. During the retreat to the Panther Position at the beginning of 1944 Assmann phoned Admiral Burchardi and informed him that Hitler wanted Tütters reinforced. Dönitz, possibly fearing the army would not hold on to the Panther Position, ordered an evaluation of the garrison’s strength and supply status.43

Not until July 1944, when the army group came under pressure from Hitler to attack in order to regain contact with Army Group Center, did Hitler finally assign the island’s defense to the navy.44 In mid-July the Skl informed Kummetz that it intended to hold Tütters even if the army group retreated and instructed him to prepare the island for a long-term defense. A few days later the Skl noted that Tütters had been supplied for the next six to twelve months. After Schörner had ordered Aster, however, the Skl authorized Kummetz to evacuate the island. Once the attempt to seize Hogland had failed and Army Group North began its withdrawal toward Riga, even Dönitz at last realized that Tütters’s continued defense served no purpose. The island was evacuated by the morning of 19 September.45

By the end of October Army Group North had been isolated in the Baltic States for the second time, and despite Schörner’s hope to break through to the Reich, Hitler had decreed that Courland be held. This was certainly to the navy’s advantage, and there are several examples of Dönitz’s interest in retaining Courland. Voss reported to the Skl at the end of July that Guderian believed he could halt the Soviets before they reached the coast in East Prussia and Courland, an indication that Dönitz had been especially interested in Courland for some time.46 Furthermore, on 8 October Voss notified the Skl that “according to the order of the Commander-in-Chief, Navy, I have pointed out the importance of holding Courland for the conduct of the war at sea. The head of OKW [Keitel] stated that he had informed Hitler correspondingly yesterday evening.”47

Dönitz and Wagner left for Hitler’s headquarters on 12 October, two days after Army Group North had been cut off in Courland. Dönitz wanted to be present when Hitler reached a decision regarding the army group’s future. The next day Wagner informed the Skl that Guderian was pessimistic about Army Group North’s proposed attack to Memel, scheduled to begin on the 15th. If the attack failed, Wagner explained, Guderian intended to recommend the immediate evacuation of Army Group North’s three armored divisions and an additional two infantry divisions.48 On the evening of 19 October the Skl’s liaison officer to OKH reported that Army Group North’s attack had been canceled and that the navy was to prepare to evacuate several divisions from Libau. Conrady added that this information should not yet be mentioned to Army Group North, as Schörner had not yet been informed.49 Although the navy certainly required as much advance notice as possible to make arrangements for the troop evacuations, Conrady knew that the decision to defend Courland would be welcome news to the Skl.

In a private conversation with Hitler a few days earlier, Dönitz had emphasized the importance of the eastern Baltic as the navy’s training area and had optimistically announced that he planned to launch the submarine offensive with the long-awaited new models of U-boats in January 1945.50 Dönitz had successfully argued his case. The day after Hitler ordered Army Group North to go over to the defense in Courland, Voss reported that Hitler did not believe Schörner could break through to the south and that he had again pointed out the absolute necessity of holding the ports of Libau, Windau, and Memel. On 24 October, the day before Schörner proposed his second plan for an attack to Memel, Hitler instructed the navy to examine the possibility of laying an underwater cable in the Baltic to provide a communications link with Libau.51 Hitler had already been convinced that Army Group North should remain in Courland.

Guderian’s role in the decision to defend Courland is not as clear as that of Dönitz. Originally from eastern Germany, Guderian was particularly troubled by the approach of Soviet troops to the borders of the Reich. On 8 October he evaluated the situation on the Eastern Front, and his conclusions were not reassuring. The Soviet offensive against Army Group North had achieved success, and a Russian attack in Hungary had also gained ground. Soviet troop concentrations near Warsaw indicated that an assault against Army Group Center was forthcoming; Guderian feared the Soviets also planned a thrust toward Danzig to isolate East Prussia from the Reich. Noting that Army Group North had nearly lost its land contact with Germany again—a situation that seriously threatened Army Group Center’s northern flank—Guderian wanted to attack simultaneously from Libau to the south and from the Memel River to the north. He acknowledged, however, that the operation would succeed only if it were launched from both directions and if it took place as soon as possible. Overall, Guderian declared, the struggle against the Soviets had reached a decisive phase, due to the proximity of the front to Germany’s frontier. He concluded that to master the situation he required at least six infantry divisions, which would allow him to pull out an equal number of armored divisions currently tied down at the front so as to form an operational reserve. He closed his report with the warning that “in the coming weeks the decision of this war hinges upon holding the Eastern Front. The Soviet Union is Germany’s and Europe’s most dangerous foe. The focal point of our strategy, therefore, must clearly lie in the East!”52

By 13 October Guderian had reservations about the prospects of success for Schörner’s planned attack to break out of Courland to Memel. He hinted at this again the next day, when Army Group North’s operations officer, Colonel von Gersdorff, met with Guderian to discuss the assault. Guderian emphasized that the operation must begin as soon as possible, because the Soviets would quickly reinforce their defenses south of Libau and, he feared, Memel’s garrison could not hold out much longer. He stressed that to defend the Reich he urgently needed Army Group North’s armored divisions, as well as those in Memel. In addition, in view of the overall situation on the Eastern Front, Guderian informed Gersdorff in no uncertain terms that the army group could not expect a relief attack from East Prussia, because the Soviets had launched offensives between the Vistula and the Bug, as well as at Rozan (about fifty miles northeast of Warsaw), and he expected an attack east of Gumbinnen any day.53 The Soviet offensive into East Prussia began on 16 October, confirming Guderian’s fears. On the 20th, Army Group North was commanded to defend Courland and to prepare several divisions for evacuation.54

Convinced as he was that the war in the East had reached a decisive point, Guderian’s primary concern now was to prevent the isolation of East Prussia from the Reich. His comments to Gersdorff on 14 October reveal that he desperately wanted to transfer Army Group North’s armored divisions to East Prussia. Wagner’s message to the Skl the previous day divulged Guderian’s sense of urgency—if Schörner’s attack on Memel did not succeed on the first day, he would urge the evacuation of Army Group North’s armored divisions. After the Soviets attacked in Courland, causing the operation to be canceled at least temporarily, and launched the dreaded offensive into East Prussia, Guderian acted upon his decision to evacuate forces from Army Group North. Although he was first and foremost concerned with the protection of East Prussia, it is also possible that Guderian knew he could not convince Hitler to evacuate Courland. Nonetheless, for Guderian events in East Prussia obviously had precedence over those in Latvia.

Hitler considered the army group’s position along the Gulf of Finland to be of vital importance. He had permitted the isolation of Schörner’s forces at the end of July and, once land contact had been restored, had brushed aside repeated warnings that the Soviets again would cut off its land contact unless the army group withdrew. In the first week of September Hitler insisted that despite Finland’s surrender, maintaining the army group’s position in Estonia still had political significance—to strengthen those “decent” Finns who did not want to go along with the surrender, and thereby also to influence Sweden’s attitude.55 Although he finally permitted Schörner to carry out Aster, Hitler did so reluctantly, because he feared the units defending the Narva front would not be able to retreat to safety, and because he regretted the threat to the navy’s only U-boat training area.56 Once Aster had been completed Hitler was extremely hesitant to give up Riga, convinced that the ports of Libau and Windau did not suffice to supply Schörner’s army group.57 Hitler also repeatedly insisted that the army group prepare an attack to eliminate Soviet forces in the Schaulen–Mitau salient. The sole strategic purpose of such an attack would have been to protect Riga and ports along the Baltic. The only other occasion when Hitler had been so insistent upon Army Group North’s launching an attack was during the summer when Army Group Center faced annihilation. Hitler’s refusal of the army group’s requests to evacuate Estonia—until the day after the attempt to seize Hogland had failed—provides another indication of his support of Dönitz’s arguments for German domination of the Baltic. As mentioned above, Dönitz intended to gain possession of Hogland and maintain it for as long as possible, but this was not the impression given to the army.58

The army had no interest in retaining its position in Estonia or, later, around Riga. On several occasions Schörner petitioned OKH for permission to evacuate these areas, and OKH replied that it was itself attempting to convince Hitler to do so.59 In all likelihood Schörner and Natzmer viewed Aster as only the first stage of a withdrawal from the Baltic States. In this connection Army Detachment Narva’s order to carry out Aster, which indicated the retreat would continue well past Riga, is noteworthy.60

Schörner suspected that the navy played a role counter to his aims. He met briefly with Dönitz prior to his conference with Hitler on 16 September at which he secured permission for Aster. Apparently Dönitz had expressed interest in holding on to Reval, for the next day, when Schörner informed Guderian that the Soviet attack in the Dorpat sector had forced him to authorize an immediate retreat, he declared: “And I have an urgent request: These navy people must clearly tell the Führer that the matter at Reval in any event be scrapped. I have been all over: on the Channel coast, in Norway, the Crimea—so I know. Yesterday dangerous hints were made of Kertsch and Sevastopol. At least Sevastopol was a fortress! If we have to do that, then it can only be because the enemy forces us to do so.”61

The Soviet autumn offensive reveals examples of both unimaginative and cunning operations by the Red Army. Although Second and Third Baltic fronts’ attacks against Riga achieved no noteworthy success, the Soviet thrust to the Baltic was well planned and skillfully executed. Bagramian shifted his armies with greater dispatch than the Germans deemed possible and caught Schörner completely unprepared for the assault. The Soviets, however, were extremely sluggish in their pursuit of retreating German forces during the withdrawal from the Segewold Position to Courland. Even an unsuccessful attack against the narrow Tuckum–Schlock corridor probably would have thrown the retreat into disarray.

For the first time in the period under consideration, Hitler did not change the army group’s commander in a time of crisis. Schörner deserves high marks for his performance during the retreat to Courland. Although Bagramian caught him unawares in the offensive of 5 October, Schörner saved Army Group North from almost certain annihilation east of Riga. If he had not, contrary to Hitler’s instructions, made extensive preparations for Aster and later ordered the retreat without waiting for approval, Army Detachment Narva, and perhaps the entire army group, might not have reached relative safety in Courland.

It is unlikely that another commander, except perhaps Model, could have convinced Hitler to retreat as frequently as Schörner was able to—Guderian and Wenck certainly had less success—or that any other general would have risked, and survived, Hitler’s wrath by ordering retreats before obtaining permission. The most likely reason for this is that Hitler did not question Schörner’s personal loyalty to him and thus accepted Schörner’s actions.62 Schörner also displayed considerable talent for improvisation. The retreat to Courland in general, and Aster in particular, was a major withdrawal, involving over half a million men and distances measured in hundreds of kilometers. His reputation as a martinet and his mania for traffic control are well attested, but in this instance these qualities contributed to the army group’s survival.

Notwithstanding Dönitz’s vehement postwar protests that he never intervened in questions regarding the war on land, particularly in the case of Courland,63 he in fact frequently urged Hitler to defend coastal sectors long after these areas no longer held any value for the army. He had prevailed upon Hitler to cling to the Narva sector ever since Army Group North began its withdrawal from Leningrad in January. He had gone to Hitler’s headquarters in mid-September for the sole purpose of preventing the army group’s evacuation of Estonia. This was of decisive importance to Dönitz at the time, since the operation to seize Hogland was under way. Even when Tanne East had failed and Hitler granted conditional approval for Aster, Dönitz still believed that the decision to abandon the Estonian coast was not irrevocable. Schörner had no choice but to accept Hitler’s option to cancel the retreat within the allotted two days, but he accelerated preparations to such an extent that the order would have been difficult to rescind. Nonetheless, even after 16 September Dönitz believed that he still had time to influence Hitler before the retreat would actually take place. When Schörner authorized the retreat to begin immediately on 17 September, Dönitz had no alternative other than to abandon his plans to mount another operation to capture Hogland as well as his intention to hold Tütters. Following Army Group North’s retreat to Courland, Dönitz remained determined to prevent the Soviet fleet from gaining access to the Baltic, either by maintaining the mine barrages in the Gulf of Finland or combatting Soviet warships that attempted to overcome the German blockade. The Skl considered Germany’s possession of the Baltic Isles vital for this task.


CHAPTER 4

The Struggle for the Baltic Isles

AS ARMY GROUP NORTH WITHDREW to Courland, a bitter struggle ensued for possession of the Baltic Isles. This strategically located archipelago commands the entrances to the Gulf of Riga, which is accessible only through the Irben Straits or Moon Sound.1 The relatively unknown battle for these islands was the scene of the German Navy’s largest fleet action since the invasion of Norway four and a half years earlier, and one of Russia’s largest amphibious operations in World War II. During the fight for these islands, particularly the lengthy defense of the Sworbe Peninsula, the interests of the German Army and Navy on the northern sector clashed to a greater extent than at any other time.

The issue of protecting these islands first arose in the autumn of 1943 during discussions for Army Group North’s proposed withdrawal to the Panther Position. During the German retreat from Leningrad at the beginning of 1944, Model expressed concern about a possible Soviet coup de main against Dagö (Hiiumaa) and Ösel (Saaremaa) and strengthened the islands’ defenses.2 Yet at the beginning of September 1944 the Baltic Isles’ garrison was still extremely weak. Upon receiving news of Finland’s surrender, Hitler ordered German troops on Ösel and Dagö reinforced, and Schörner accordingly transferred a division to the islands. Due to their proximity to the mainland, during the withdrawal from Estonia the Baltic Isles became a dumping ground for men and equipment hastily evacuated from Estonian ports. On 20 September OKH ordered the Baltic Isles to be held and instructed Schörner to prepare to reinforce the islands.3 Schörner requested Admiral Eastern Baltic to provide naval forces and coastal batteries to defend the islands against anticipated Soviet landings. Realizing that there were not enough men to defend the entire island group, the army group decided to concentrate its forces on the larger islands of Moon (Muhu), Dagö, and Ösel. German troops evacuated Worms (Vormsi) on 26 September, and the Soviets occupied the island that night.
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Soviet plans to capture the Baltic Isles involved one of Russia’s largest amphibious operations of World War II.4 The Soviets initially intended to land on Moon and Worms on 26 September, then to invade Dagö and Ösel the next day. This somewhat ambitious plan was delayed to allow more time to clear mines from Moon Sound and to assemble troops and landing craft. The revised plan called for the seizure of one island after another (Moon, Dagö, and finally Ösel), with the operation to be completed by 5 October at the latest. On the evening of 29 September Soviet forces landed at several sites along Moon’s eastern coast, about three miles from the mainland. Natzmer ordered the Soviets driven from the beaches and requested support from light naval vessels. But later that night the army group instructed the Baltic Isles’ Armed Forces Commander to withdraw his troops from Moon to Ösel if necessary and to prepare for Dagö’s evacuation. The army group also intended, if Ösel’s defense was not required, to pull its forces back to the Sworbe Peninsula, at the southern end of that island, since control of the Irben Straits was vital to safeguard shipping to Riga.5 The Germans withdrew from Moon to Ösel that night, and the Soviets thus gained possession of the island within a day.

OKH refused Schörner’s request to evacuate Dagö. On 30 September Hitler declared possession of Ösel and Dagö to be of decisive importance and ordered reinforcements sent to the islands immediately. Guderian reported that Dönitz had been asked to employ all available naval forces to assist in the islands’ defense and to disrupt the Soviets’ supply to their troops on Moon. Furthermore, OKH commanded Schörner to prepare an operation to recapture Moon.6 It is unlikely the Germans could have regained the island, and in any case subsequent events ruled out this option. Early on the morning of 2 October the Russians landed at four sites on Dagö. The Soviets quickly broke out from their beachheads, and the Germans withdrew from the northern part of the island to form two bridgeheads in the south. By the afternoon of 3 October both bridgeheads had been evacuated, the defenders retiring to Ösel.

On the morning of 5 October the Soviets landed almost simultaneously at five locations on Ösel. The army group pointed out to OKH that in 1941 the Soviets had had seven divisions on Ösel but could not prevent German forces from taking the island. By the end of the day the Germans had written off most of Ösel and merely planned to hold bridgeheads around the port of Arensburg and on the Sworbe Peninsula. Shortly after midnight Natzmer approved a gradual withdrawal to these positions but warned that Arensburg’s defense was not to jeopardize Sworbe, which should be readied for a protracted defense. Natzmer informed OKH and Admiral Eastern Baltic, however, that German units were conducting a fighting withdrawal to a position at the center of the island.7 On the afternoon of 7 October the Soviets captured Arensburg, and German troops on Ösel withdrew to positions at the head of the Sworbe Peninsula.

The next morning Natzmer notified Bonin that he feared the Soviets planned to cross from Ösel to the mainland. The Germans estimated that the Russians had six rifle divisions and two armored units on Ösel. At this time the army group’s main concern was to halt the Soviet advance on Libau and Memel, and Natzmer complained that he could spare only one exhausted division for coastal defense in Courland. Soviet forces on Ösel pressed home their attack, pushing the Germans back to the Ariste Line, at Sworbe’s narrowest point—about three kilometers in width—on 10 October. The German commander on Sworbe pleaded for support from the navy’s Second Task Force, but Schörner refused, claiming that this would tie down all available aircraft and naval escort vessels for two days.8

In an attempt to outflank German positions on Sworbe, the Soviets unsuccessfully attempted landing operations behind the front on 11 and 12 October. After a brief respite the Russians resumed the offensive from 19 to 23 October, pushing the Germans back from the Ariste Line, past a second line of defense to the Leo Line, compelling Schörner to send even more troops to Sworbe.9 Hitler intervened at this point, declaring Sworbe a “fortified site,” to be held to the last man, and he called upon the navy to support the fight for the peninsula with the Second Task Force. The army group welcomed the offer of assistance but warned that it could not provide fighter protection for the warships. Nevertheless, two torpedo boats shelled Soviet positions on Sworbe on 23 October, and Lützow bombarded Russian forces there the following day.10 On 28 October Hitler commanded the army group to recapture the Ariste Line and instructed the Skl to provide as much naval support as possible. When Voss pointed out that fighter protection was a prerequisite for such an operation, Hitler ordered additional fighter aircraft transferred to Army Group North. He wanted the navy to provide as many cruisers, destroyers, and torpedo boats as it could to support the attack.11 The next day Conrady informed the Skl that Guderian had requested support from the Second Task Force to halt the Soviet offensive. Schörner prepared to send more forces to Sworbe, but the onset of a Soviet offensive on the Courland front forced him to call off the attack to regain the Ariste Line and to return the troops assembled for the operation to their former positions on the mainland.12

The front on Sworbe remained calm until 18 November, when the Soviets struck again and on the first day ejected the Germans from the entire length of their main line of defense. Schörner ordered reinforcements to the peninsula to regain the Leo Line, insisting that the Führer order to hold Sworbe must be obeyed. Sixteenth Army protested that the delivery of one or two battalions could not restore the situation and requested permission to evacuate the peninsula. Schörner clung until midday to the idea of regaining the old positions, but during the afternoon he gave up this intention as reports of the disintegration of German units there arrived. That night Schörner informed Hitler that Sworbe’s garrison had been smashed and that he had ordered a withdrawal to bridgeheads on the peninsula’s southern tip. He concluded his message with a plea for support from the Second Task Force and for freedom of action to evacuate Sworbe.13

On 21 November Natzmer confided to Gen. Carl Hilpert, Sixteenth Army’s commander, that Schörner had decided to evacuate the peninsula on his own responsibility if the situation deteriorated further. Two days later Sixteenth Army reported that the destruction of all troops on Sworbe was imminent unless they were withdrawn immediately. Disobeying Hitler’s explicit orders, Schörner commanded Sworbe’s evacuation and notified OKH of his decision. Early the next morning the last German troops had boarded ships to return to Courland. The struggle for the Baltic Isles, which had lasted nearly two months, had come to an end.14

While Soviet and German troops had been battling for control of the islands, the German Army and Navy had clashed over the need for their defense. The army group saw no reason to hold the Baltic Isles for any length of time, especially after Riga’s evacuation. Schörner contended that once his forces had withdrawn to Courland, possession of Sworbe served no purpose. On 10 October Natzmer declared that Sworbe’s garrison could not hold out in the long run and should withdraw to the mainland after the middle of the month, once units arrived in northern Courland for coastal defense. But the next day he noted that although the reason for holding Ösel had been to guarantee the use of Riga’s port, the army group had not yet received permission to evacuate Sworbe, and it seemed likely that it would have to defend the peninsula even after abandoning Riga. Schörner stated that the “higher leadership,” presumably Hitler, wished to retain Sworbe after Riga’s evacuation but that the army group would later request to withdraw from the peninsula.15

Schörner wrote a personal letter to Guderian on 12 October asserting that there was no convincing reason to control the Irben Straits after giving up Riga and requesting permission to evacuate Sworbe. Two days later the army group’s operations officer, Gersdorff, hand-carried Schörner’s letter to Guderian and he also proposed Sworbe’s evacuation. Conrady insisted that the peninsula must be held to prevent Soviet warships from exiting the Gulf of Riga. Gersdorff replied that holding Sworbe did not serve this purpose, because shipping lanes through the Irben Straits passed along Courland’s coast, within range of coastal batteries. Guderian declared, however, that the army group had to hold on to Sworbe in order to hinder Soviet landings on the coast of Courland. At this point Guderian, reluctant to define exactly what the army group’s future task would be, remarked that possession of northern Courland was important to the navy.16

In fact, for some time the navy had considered retention of the Baltic Isles to be of the utmost consequence. In early August Voss had requested an assessment of the importance of the Baltic Isles. The Skl responded that these islands represented a strategic position with respect to control of the entrances to the Gulf of Finland, as well as for domination of the eastern Baltic, and pointed out that the islands were presently unfortified and weakly manned. If the Soviets captured the Baltic Isles, the Skl warned, the Russians could disrupt convoy traffic to Riga and shipping routes in the Gulfs of Finland and Bothnia, which would jeopardize supply for Army Group North and Twentieth Mountain Army in Finland, as well as deliveries of Swedish iron ore. Of greater importance, Soviet control of the islands would threaten the navy’s U-boat training areas. For these reasons the Skl demanded that the Baltic Isles be held as long as possible.17

On 15 October Schörner asked Admiral Eastern Baltic for his opinion regarding Sworbe, pointing out potential supply complications due to approaching autumn storms. Mindful of his past experiences in the Crimea and Odessa, Schörner wished to protect himself from the navy’s criticism at a later date. Admiral Burchardi replied that possession of Sworbe neither excluded the possibility of Soviet landing operations on Courland’s northern coast nor guaranteed domination of the Irben Straits, explaining that the navy could not effectively mine the straits until German troops evacuated the peninsula. Burchardi complained that efforts to ensure Sworbe’s supply and defense tied up vessels urgently needed for other functions. Finally, he cautioned that the approach of bad weather could result in the isolation of Sworbe’s garrison. Considering the advantages and disadvantages of holding the peninsula, Burchardi favored giving up Sworbe. Schörner seized this unexpected opportunity and sent Burchardi’s report to OKH, along with a request to evacuate the peninsula immediately, before storms isolated the over ten thousand German troops on Sworbe.18

On the same day Burchardi determined that holding Sworbe served no real purpose, the Skl reevaluated Sworbe’s value to naval strategy and reached precisely the opposite conclusion. The Skl contended that possession of Sworbe, as well as Courland’s northern coast, was essential for passage through the Irben Straits in order to support army operations by coastal bombardment with light naval forces, as well as to carry out mining operations and offensive raids to contest the Soviets’ use of newly acquired bases on the Estonian and Latvian coast. The naval staff also claimed that Sworbe’s retention was vital to protect minefields blockading Soviet naval forces. In contrast to Burchardi’s appraisal, the Skl maintained that the navy could not block the Irben Straits if the Soviets possessed Sworbe. The Skl also warned that loss of the peninsula would grant the Russians total freedom of movement in the Gulf of Riga and the use of forward bases from which their surface vessels could endanger German shipping routes and training areas in the eastern Baltic.19

The next day Kummetz reported that he concurred with Burchardi’s opinion—holding Sworbe was no longer necessary. Meisel, however, insisted that the opposite was true, especially if divisions were to be withdrawn from Army Group North. He also cautioned that it was still uncertain whether the army group could hold Libau; if the port fell, the army’s formations in Courland could be evacuated only from the open coast on the Gulf of Riga. Dönitz ordered a report prepared for OKW and OKH that explained Sworbe’s significance and clarified this confusion.20

Schörner regarded the Skl’s declaration of Sworbe’s “new importance” ridiculous and angrily refuted the navy’s arguments for holding the peninsula. He insisted that the Skl’s claim that control of the Irben Straits was essential for a possible evacuation of the army group made no sense. In the first place, the army group could hold its positions in Courland. Moreover, the greatest danger to his troops, one that could force an evacuation, was a large-scale Soviet landing in northern Courland, in which case the evacuation of troops from Courland’s eastern coast would be impossible anyway. Finally, erection of mine barrages along Courland’s northern and eastern coast to protect against enemy landings, as well as mining of the Irben Straits, could not take place until German forces evacuated Sworbe. The Skl informed Army Group North’s naval liaison officer that it had taken note of Schörner’s protests but that in the meantime Hitler had declared Sworbe a “fortified site,” which rendered further discussion on the subject unnecessary.21

During Bonin’s visit to Courland on 19 October, one of Schörner’s foremost demands was to withdraw from Sworbe. OKH wanted the army group to give up several divisions, but Schörner insisted that he could not relinquish any units until he evacuated Sworbe. Schörner wanted to abandon Sworbe in any event, claiming that to continue holding the peninsula would lead to the useless sacrifice of two divisions. He repeated his assertion that artillery on Courland’s northern coast could control the Irben Straits. Two days prior to this meeting, however, Hitler had decreed that Sworbe be held until further notice, and in his command of 20 October for the army group to go over to the defense in Courland instructed Schörner to continue to hold the peninsula.22

General Hilpert, commander of Sixteenth Army, initially understood Sworbe’s defense as merely a temporary measure. He instructed his troops on 12 October that they must hold the peninsula until coastal defense in northern Courland had been established. Natzmer had notified Hilpert earlier that day that he hoped to begin the evacuation of the peninsula on the 15th. When the 15th arrived, however, Hilpert informed his men that for the present, Sworbe’s evacuation was out of the question. On 19 October he briefed the local commander that the U-boat war required the continued defense of Sworbe.23 A few days later Gersdorff, now Sixteenth Army’s Chief of Staff, complained to Natzmer that further requests to evacuate Sworbe seemed hopeless, adding that Dönitz was the main advocate of Sworbe’s defense.24

The navy displayed an extraordinary interest in the Baltic Isles. Meisel later claimed that these islands were the key position in the eastern Baltic.25 Although on 9 July Dönitz had commented to Hitler that possession of the Baltic Isles would be useless if the Soviets reached the coast in Latvia or Lithuania, a few days later he asserted that if Finland collapsed, Dagö and Ösel must be held in order to erect a new mine barrage to continue the blockade of the Soviet fleet. On 22 September Meisel again argued the need to reinforce the islands.26

After the loss of Moon, Bonin phoned the Skl and reported the army’s intention to reinforce the islands, but he warned that this would take time—during which anything could happen. Bonin solicited the navy’s opinion on the army group’s proposal to withdraw from Dagö to concentrate its forces on Ösel. Dönitz replied that the navy wanted all the Baltic Isles held as long as possible and regarded Ösel’s port of Arensburg and the Sworbe Peninsula essential. The Skl requested OKH to examine an operation to regain Moon, since it considered control of the Moon Sound especially important to holding the Baltic Isles.27 Soviet landings on Dagö and Ösel rendered any hopes of recapturing Moon futile. On 3 October OKH suggested the use of the Second Task Force to support the army’s defense of the Baltic Isles. The Skl welcomed this proposal but stipulated that fighter aircraft protection was necessary and placed the warships on alert. Four days later, upon learning that the army planned to evacuate Arensburg, the Skl instructed Voss to try to prevent this, lest the troops on the island be isolated.28 The following morning Dönitz instructed that Voss be informed that Sworbe’s importance concerned more than just the evacuation of the troops from Ösel.29

On 14 October, immediately after Riga’s evacuation and increased demands by Schörner to withdraw from Sworbe, Dönitz impressed upon Hitler the need to hold the peninsula as long as there was any chance Army Group North would have to be evacuated by sea. Upon learning of the desperate situation on Sworbe when the Soviets launched their final offensive, Dönitz ordered the accelerated dispatch of heavy warships without even a request from the army. Hitler commanded the navy to support the fighting on Sworbe at all times with one or two heavy cruisers. Kummetz reported on 23 November that he believed Sworbe could no longer be held, but Dönitz refused to lend his support to save the troops there, claiming that it was a matter for OKW and OKH to decide. Although unable to prevent the evacuation, after the loss of Sworbe Dönitz pointed out to Hitler the increased danger of Soviet landings on Courland’s coast.30

As the Soviets launched their final attack on Sworbe, Capt. Victor Oehrn, Skl operations officer, remarked that the army would surely claim that Sworbe had been held only at the navy’s behest. He suggested that the navy take advantage of a favorable opportunity to free itself from this task, which tied down so much of its forces. Dönitz angrily replied that the navy was concerned only with Sworbe’s supply and that the matter was an OKW question in which the navy supported holding the peninsula solely in the army’s interest, since it protected Courland’s coast from landings and provided for the army group’s evacuation from the open coast. He repeated this argument the day after Sworbe fell, again insisting that he had only acted in the army’s interest.31 It is unlikely that even Dönitz believed this nonsense, since a month earlier the Skl had concluded that a Soviet breakthrough on the land front, not landings on Courland’s coast, posed the greatest danger to the Army Group North.32

German attempts to supply Sworbe offer convincing evidence of the intention to conduct a major holding operation on the Baltic Isles. In late October Burchardi warned that it would be impossible to deliver supplies to Sworbe once ice formed in the waters surrounding the peninsula. A few days later Sixteenth Army received orders to provide Sworbe with provisions sufficient to last three months, from mid-December to mid-March, when ice conditions would prevent resupply.33 Yet Sworbe’s supply was no simple task. There were no storehouses there, and goods could not be placed in underground bunkers, because of the high ground-water level. Soviet air superiority meant that troop and supply shipments could take place only under cover of darkness.34 At the end of October the army group’s quartermaster concluded that it would be impossible to deliver the requisite supplies to Sworbe before the onset of winter. Exasperated, Schörner complained to Guderian that on the one hand the navy demanded that Sworbe be held come what may, yet on the other it could not deliver the stores necessary to fulfill this task.35

Schörner had good reason for his frustration. There was a great deal of confusion even within the navy regarding the feasibility of supplying Sworbe. Kummetz and Blanc also contended that it was not possible to provide Sworbe with enough supplies to last through the winter, and at the end of October Kummetz warned that the ability to evacuate Sworbe’s garrison soon would be endangered.36 Burchardi, however, reversed his position at the beginning of November and maintained that it was still possible to supply Sworbe. The Skl ignored Kummetz’s caution and insisted upon the continued delivery of provisions to Sworbe.37 Although the navy sustained its supply shipments, by 17 November barely a third of the required tonnage had been delivered, and stores of the most important goods were perilously low.38 Nonetheless, even though barely a month remained before ice would isolate the troops on Sworbe, the Skl showed no inclination to yield to Schörner’s pleas to evacuate.

The navy’s interest in Sworbe is also clear from its commitment of forces to the peninsula’s defense, both on land and at sea. Despite increased demands upon Blanc to provide escorts for convoys to Memel and Courland, the Ninth Escort Division allocated considerable resources to Sworbe’s supply and defense.39 The navy originally planned to prevent Soviet landings on the Baltic Isles with such vessels as artillery barges, minesweepers, and motor torpedo boats, but this hope soon proved illusory. It was the navy that first proposed the use of heavy warships for action off the islands. Only when the Soviets threatened to annihilate the German troops on Sworbe did Natzmer request additional naval support. In addition, on at least two occasions the Skl approved action by the Second Task Force even though the army group could not guarantee fighter protection, supposedly a prerequisite for the use of cruisers.40 The Second Task Force repeatedly provided invaluable assistance to the troops on Sworbe, blasting Soviet troop concentrations and thereby granting the defenders an opportunity to re-form their units. The action off Sworbe, in which virtually every major vessel afloat participated, represented the German Navy’s largest ground-support mission to this point, and one of the largest of the war.41 The navy also contributed ground troops to the fighting on the islands. Following the loss of Moon, two thousand naval troops went to the Baltic Isles, and by the end of October half of the combat soldiers on Sworbe were naval personnel. The navy paid dearly for its contribution, suffering perhaps as many as 2,000 casualties during the struggle for the islands.42

The navy’s insistence upon the defense of the Baltic Isles, like its earlier demands for holding the Leningrad and Narva sectors, resulted from Dönitz’s desire to preserve the mine barrages in the Gulf of Finland. The maintenance of minefields to blockade the Soviet fleet within the Gulf had constituted one of Dönitz’s chief goals in the Baltic since the very beginning of the Russian campaign. The effective use of mines was possible due to the geographic conditions of the Gulf, which has an average width of only thirty nautical miles. Shortly after the army had cut Leningrad’s land link with the Russian interior in September 1941, German and Finnish ships began to lay mines to seal off the Soviet fleet in Kronstadt Bay, although at this time the German Navy’s, and Hitler’s, greatest concern was that the Soviet fleet would break out and sail for neutral Sweden to be interned.43 Leningrad, however, held out, and the threat of the Baltic Fleet remained. In mid-April 1942 German and Finnish naval officers met in Helsinki to plan the establishment of mine barrages. This conference resulted in the decision to lay two minefields across the Gulf of Finland as soon as the ice melted: the Seeigel (sea urchin), extending from the Finnish skerries, east of the islands of Tütters and Hogland, to Cape Kurgalowo; and the Nashorn (rhinoceros), from Porkkala to the Estonian coast east of Reval.44 Several Soviet submarines managed to breach the mine barriers and operate in the Baltic in 1942, but they were unable to disrupt German shipping to a serious extent.

To prevent Soviet submarines from reaching the Baltic again, in the spring of 1943 the Germans supplemented their system of minefields by laying a double antisubmarine net, Walross (walrus), directly west of the Nashorn mine barrage.45 This device proved a complete success, for no Russian submarines managed to break through to the Baltic until October 1944. Yet in the latter part of 1943 Soviet attempts to clear a passage through the southern portion of the Seeigel barrage alarmed the German Navy. In September 1943 Naval High Command, Baltic, reported a marked increase in Soviet minesweeping activity and warned that Russian air superiority made protection of the barrages by German patrol craft increasingly costly. Schmundt, Kummetz’s predecessor, maintained that the forces at his disposal could no longer prevent Soviet vessels from clearing mines, due to their strong air cover.46

Once the ice in the Gulf of Finland melted in the spring of 1944, the Germans replaced the antisubmarine nets and replenished the mine barrages, but once again the Soviet minesweepers set to work. Dönitz ordered immediate attacks against them, considering the use of destroyers for this purpose. In May the Soviets began to carry out fierce attacks on German vessels guarding the minefields. Swarms of Soviet aircraft attacked patrol vessels, inflicting serious losses. As a result, German submarines guarded the minefields by day, and surface vessels returned to protect the barrages under cover of darkness.47

During the summer months, as Army Group Center collapsed and Germany considered the occupation of Finland’s southern coast, the Skl examined all possible locations for minefields to continue the blockade of the Soviet fleet. Geographic conditions in the Gulf of Finland offered three possibilities. The first, and most desirable, was the site of the Seeigel barrage, the effectiveness of which had already been demonstrated. If this position could not be held, the next most favorable location was east of the Nashorn barrier, with a length of approximately thirty nautical miles. The third site was nearly forty-five nautical miles in length, from Dagö’s northern tip to Bengtskaer in Finland. Since the creation of this mine barrage required more mines than the navy had at its disposal, and because at this time the Skl doubted the army could provide troops to defend the Baltic Isles, Dönitz rejected this location as impractical.48 The next day Hitler refused Army Group North’s request to withdraw from Narva.

When the Soviets breached the Seeigel at the end of July, Burchardi requested that three submarines immediately take up positions in front of the gap until a new minefield could be laid. As the Nashorn minefield further west consisted only of antisubmarine mines, a breakthrough of the Seeigel would clear a path to the Baltic for Russian surface vessels. Dönitz’s greatest fear, that the Soviet fleet would enter the Baltic and disrupt German U-boat training, seemed close at hand. He requested the Luftwaffe to attack Soviet minesweeping units and protect German vessels laying new mines to close the gap. He also ordered Kummetz to send torpedo boats to guard the minefield, regardless of the danger from Soviet aircraft.49 Dönitz’s insistence upon maintaining patrols to protect the mine barrages resulted in heavy losses. At the beginning of August the operational strength of vessels assigned to guarding the minefields was less than one-third the number available the previous month.50 When the Germans retreated from Estonia, the navy lost its bases for the minefield patrols. With the evacuation of Reval at the end of September the navy withdrew its surface forces guarding the minefields, although German submarines remained on patrol to protect the Nashorn mine barrage and the antisubmarine nets. Immediately after the withdrawal from Estonia, the Skl ordered Kummetz to mine Moon Sound as extensively as possible.51

On the morning of 5 October a Soviet submarine unsuccessfully attacked the steamer Leda south of Memel. This action, although it can hardly have been unexpected, created panic within the German Navy. Despite the Skl’s incessant warnings of the potential for disaster if Soviet submarines or surface forces gained the open Baltic, the navy had, incomprehensibly, been so busy trying to keep the army in positions that permitted retention of the mine barrages that it had made no practical preparations to deal with this eventuality. To its dismay, the Skl discovered Kummetz had sufficient forces neither to protect the navy’s training areas nor to form antisubmarine flotillas.52 The Skl instructed Naval High Command, North Sea, to give up vessels for action in the Baltic and notified the commander of naval forces in Norway that the vessels he had temporarily provided Kummetz would remain in the Baltic. At this point, with Soviet submarines in the Baltic, Russian troops surging toward the coast near Memel, and Ösel’s defenders reeling back to Sworbe, Meisel instructed Kummetz to look into use of the Second Task Force and the withdrawal of troops from Riga and Sworbe “in view of the possibility [!] of an unexpectedly rapid development of the situation in the East.”53

In the following days Burchardi presented the Skl with more unpleasant news. He claimed that the Ninth Escort Division’s forces were stretched to the limit evacuating goods from Riga, delivering supplies to Courland and Sworbe, and providing convoy escorts, and he warned that at present convoys were woefully unprotected. Burchardi estimated that a dozen Soviet submarines prowled the Baltic south of the Irben Straits. Although Germany’s experience had shown that aircraft posed the greatest threat to submarines, he feared that securing aircraft to combat these Soviet submarines was unlikely due to fuel shortages. The isolation of German forces in Courland and Memel, making troops there wholly dependent upon seaborne supply, compelled the Skl to increase the volume of shipping in the eastern Baltic, although few escorts were available. Burchardi concluded that for the Soviets the present situation in the Baltic would be comparable to German U-boats operating in the Mediterranean against weakly protected convoys with no enemy air force to contend with.54

The list of problems continued. Meisel informed Kummetz that the crews of Admiral Hipper and Admiral Scheer had insufficient training to support the army through coastal bombardment. In addition, ammunition for the Second Task Force’s heavy guns was in short supply in Germany and had to be retrieved from Norway.55 Furthermore, the navy had not even designated convoy routes prior to the appearance of Soviet submarines in the Baltic and of Russian artillery along the Lithuanian coast. Maintenance of the Ninth Escort Division’s vessels was jeopardized because the shipyard in Libau had been incapacitated by a lack of Latvian personnel.56 As if there were not already enough problems, on 15 October Prinz Eugen and the light cruiser Leipzig collided east of Hela, causing serious damage to both vessels. The situation had scarcely improved in the next month, especially during the final Soviet offensive on Sworbe. The persistent lack of escorts, greatly exacerbated by the withdrawal of vessels for the fighting on Sworbe, on several occasions delayed the delivery of supplies to Courland and Memel.57 By the end of the campaign on Sworbe, Blanc’s vessels had suffered serious losses. The Skl’s ability to gauge Soviet intentions at sea was seriously impaired in that there was not a single reconnaissance flight over the Gulf of Finland during the month of November.58

When Dönitz learned that Sworbe’s evacuation was imminent, he immediately ordered the Second Task Force to support the withdrawal and that the Irben Straits be mined. The Skl’s evaluation of the consequences of Sworbe’s loss revealed a bleak picture. The Soviets had gained control of the entrances to the Gulf of Riga and acquired several bases in the area, which provided their fleet greater operational freedom. Possession of Sworbe would facilitate enemy landings on Courland’s northern and eastern coast from Ösel or from ports on the Gulf of Riga. Moreover, the Russians now could threaten Germany’s sea routes to Courland.59

Unwilling to accept the reality that the mine barrages in the Gulf of Finland had been lost even prior to Sworbe’s evacuation, the Skl ordered an operation to reinforce the Nilhorn barrage, a minefield west of the Nashorn laid shortly after the withdrawal from Estonia.60 On the morning of 11 December 1944 three destroyers and two torpedo boats left Pillau to carry out this mission. For the Germans this operation was a repetition of the nightmare that had occurred when torpedo boats attempted to reinforce the Seeigel barrage in August. Once again German ships ran into their own mines, and this time two modern destroyers sank.61 The loss of two destroyers was a heavy blow not only to naval forces in the Baltic but to the German Navy as a whole. The navy possessed only nineteen destroyers in December 1944, and it sacrificed two of this number in a senseless operation.62 The German Navy’s last offensive action in the Gulf of Finland had resulted in disaster.

The Soviet conquest of the Baltic Isles, with the exception of Sworbe, was carried out swiftly and efficiently. Soviet troops conducted multiple landings on the islands, which dispersed the defenders’ strength and led to the rapid occupation of Moon, Dagö, and Ösel, excluding Sworbe. As a result the Russians controlled the entrances to the Gulfs of Finland and Riga, creating favorable conditions for operations against German shipping lanes in the Baltic. Soviet historians have pointed out that the use of airborne troops on Ösel to cut off the Germans’ retreat to Sworbe would have spared them the long and difficult operation to seize the peninsula.63 Furthermore, had the Soviets delayed their final assault on Sworbe by only a few weeks, they probably would have killed or captured the entire German garrison because ice conditions would have prevented their evacuation. Nevertheless, the Soviet success on the Baltic Isles seriously disrupted Army Group North’s plans, because three divisions freed by the retreat from the Segewold Position had been siphoned off—one division for Ösel and two for coastal defense in Courland.64

The Germans, on the other hand, did not make a particularly good showing on the Baltic Isles, except for their stubborn defense of Sworbe. They simply did not have enough forces to hold the islands. As soon as the Soviets moved out from their beachheads, which they did in every instance without difficulty, the defenders had no choice but to withdraw into bridgeheads of their own and await evacuation. Once the Germans had retreated to Sworbe, they had sufficient troops to defend the narrow front for approximately six weeks. With the navy’s assistance, they were able to guard against Soviet amphibious assaults and repulse all Soviet landings behind the front. As long as evacuations from Riga were in progress, the army recognized the value of holding Sworbe. After Riga had been given up and coastal defense in Courland had been organized, however, Schörner repeatedly requested Hitler’s approval to evacuate the peninsula. In the end, the troops on Sworbe escaped annihilation solely because Schörner was willing to risk Hitler’s wrath and order the evacuation on his own responsibility.65

The navy’s interest in the Baltic Isles was apparent from the beginning. In addition to the heavy commitment of naval troops and practically all of its heavy surface vessels to defending the Baltic Isles, during the last four months of 1944, Dönitz retained an astonishing 10 percent of his operational submarine force in the Gulf of Finland.66 It was undoubtedly due to the navy’s pleas to hold the islands at all costs that Hitler ordered a major defensive operation on Sworbe. Yet the Skl’s failure to prepare for the emergence of Soviet naval forces into the Baltic is inexplicable, unless the navy believed that it could continue to rely upon the army to maintain positions that permitted the blockade of the Soviet fleet. Moreover, the loss of two modern destroyers in a futile mining operation indicates that the Skl had become mesmerized by the belief that the same minefields that had served so well in previous years represented the only solution to the present problem. Unlike most admirals, who after the war tended to minimize the navy’s role in Hitler’s strategy, Admiral Burchardi declared that the Baltic Isles had been held at the Skl’s express order.67

Dönitz’s insistence upon continuing to hold Sworbe, ostensibly for the benefit of the army, even after it became clear that sufficient supplies could not be brought over before weather conditions isolated the peninsula is another example of his adherence to a hold-at-all-costs strategy in the Baltic theater. His desire to seize Hogland, which also would have been impossible to supply, illustrates this as well. In both cases Dönitz disregarded obvious logistical considerations, which local naval commanders pointed out, in his effort to hold the Soviet fleet at bay. Moreover, aside from the problem of delivering supplies to Sworbe during the winter, there was no way to evacuate wounded or deliver replacements during the peninsula’s weather-enforced isolation.68 It would have been almost impossible for German troops there to survive the winter.

As previously, Hitler here demonstrated extraordinary concern for events in the Baltic theater. Most evidence of Hitler’s interest deals with the loss of the smallest of the islands defended by the Germans, Moon, and tiny Sworbe Peninsula. After German troops withdrew from Moon, Guderian instructed Schörner to investigate the reason for the island’s loss. Schörner explained that the garrison was simply too weak, but later that day he sent a military judge to Ösel. Apparently Hitler had demanded this inquiry because Schörner informed Keitel that he had complied with his instructions for a court-martial investigation.69 OKH’s command that the army group mount an operation to recapture the island is, at first glance, incomprehensible. It is safe to assume that Guderian had more pressing concerns than the use of increasingly scarce troops to regain control of a seventy-seven-square-mile island off Estonia’s coast. Schörner certainly had no interest in regaining this island, as he was in the midst of overseeing an extremely perilous and complicated withdrawal from Estonia. In view of the litany of disasters unfolding for Nazi Germany at this time, Hitler must have had a reason to order this attack.

In the debate regarding Sworbe’s defense, Hitler faced a dilemma. He had to decide whether to support Schörner or Dönitz, two of his favorites. Hitler sided with the latter, as had been the case on several other occasions. Hitler’s order to recapture the Ariste Line on Sworbe reveals his intention to hold at least a part of the islands as long as possible. His repeated instructions to the navy to provide gunnery support from heavy surface vessels and for the Luftwaffe to transfer additional fighters to Army Group North—thus involving additional forces from three branches of the armed forces in the fight for Sworbe—demonstrate Hitler’s resolve to hold the peninsula. It is perhaps easiest to determine his motive by a process of elimination. By the end of October, Finland and the shale oil deposits had long since ceased to have any influence. Sweden had closed its Baltic ports to German vessels, thereby negating the delivery of Swedish iron ore as a plausible cause. Propaganda reasons can also be ruled out, because the loss of a few square kilometers of a remote Baltic island was unlikely to dampen German morale or boost that of its enemies. At a time when American troops had occupied Aachen and Soviet troops held portions of East Prussia, Hitler must have had a compelling reason to risk the loss of ten thousand men on Sworbe and to endanger the navy’s few remaining heavy warships offshore. Only Dönitz could offer Hitler a viable reason, and this was to protect waters in the eastern Baltic for the testing and training of the new classes of U-boats.


CHAPTER 5

Army Group Courland, October 1944–May 1945

FOLLOWING HITLER’S ORDER of 20 October, Army Group North went over to the defense in Courland. Along with the besieged port of Memel, Courland thus became the first of several bridgeheads established along the Baltic coast in the war’s final months. On 26 January 1945 Army Group North was renamed Army Group Courland. Historians have largely ignored events that took place during the Germans’ isolation in Latvia, focusing their attention instead on the final battles raging in Poland and the Reich itself. For example, Alexander Werth writes, “Thirty German divisions remained, however, in the Courland peninsula, and remained there, as a ‘nuisance’ force until the capitulation of Germany in May 1945.” In a similar manner, John Keegan asserts that the army group’s term in Courland was one of “pointless isolation,” and John Erickson refers to German forces there as “nothing but a wasting asset.”1 This chapter examines several aspects of the army group’s isolation in Latvia, including the Courland Battles, partisan activity, and the army group’s commanders, morale, and supply.

The Courland Battles

IN THE TIME FROM HITLER’S ORDER to defend Courland until Germany’s surrender in May 1945, the army group fought six major engagements, known as the Courland Battles. In all of these battles the ultimate objective of each side was identical—possession of Libau. Had the Soviets succeeded in capturing this port, lack of supplies soon would have doomed German troops in Courland. In general, the Courland Battles increased in intensity through the Third Courland Battle, and then declined in ferocity. The army group’s loss of terrain was remarkably slight, especially considering the evacuation of several divisions in early 1945.

The First Courland Battle took place from 27 October through 7 November 1944.2 The Russians’ main blow, which had the goal of capturing Libau from the southeast, fell against Eighteenth Army between Skuodas and Vainode, but the Germans lost little ground in this vital area. The Russians also launched heavy attacks against Army Detachment Grasser, between Autz and Doblen. The Soviets captured Autz on 28 October, but the onset of heavy rains at the beginning of November rendered the terrain impassable, causing the Russians to halt their offensive. The Soviets struck approximately the same sectors in the Second Courland Battle, from 19 to 25 November, which coincided with the final assault on Sworbe. The Russians first hit Eighteenth Army between Preekuln and the Windau River, at the junction of Sixteenth and Eighteenth armies. The Soviets later extended their attacks to Sixteenth Army’s front, in an attempt to seize Frauenburg. Schörner stripped his rear area of troops to steady the line, and, again plagued by heavy rains, the Soviets ceased their attacks with very little gain.

By mid-December the ground had frozen, making the terrain passable once more, and the Third Courland Battle ensued, lasting from 21 to 31 December. This was the fiercest and most costly of the Courland b81 battles.3 Initially the Soviets stormed Frauenburg with four armies, planning to drive a wedge between the two German armies and thrust along the rail line from Frauenburg to Libau. Schörner rushed his reserves to the area and prevented a breakthrough. The Russians then shifted their attacks to the sector north of Doblen but were halted just east of Dzukste. Germans troops repulsed additional attacks directly south of Libau with no loss of ground. In the Fourth Courland Battle, from 24 January through 3 February 1945, the Russians launched their main assault near Preekuln. In hopes of gaining a breakthrough on this decisive front, the Soviets attacked several sectors simultaneously in an attempt to pin down German reserves. The Russians gained some ground northeast of Preekuln before German counterattacks halted their advance. The Soviets then transferred their main effort to the Frauenburg area. Once again, however, “General Mud” aided the Germans, as an early thaw forced the Soviets to break off the battle.

The Fifth Courland Battle consisted of two phases, from 20 to 27 February and from 3 through 13 March. In the first phase the Soviets again attacked at Preekuln; the Red Army captured this bitterly contested city on 21 February. The Russians continued their assault and gained ground north and east of Preekuln before the Germans stopped their advance about twenty kilometers east of Libau. The Soviets also struck Sixteenth Army’s left flank near Tuckum but could not crack German defenses in this area. During the second stage of the battle the Russians unsuccessfully attempted to exploit gains in the Preekuln sector, thrusting toward Libau. Weather again favored the Germans, as blizzards hampered troop movements and grounded Soviet aircraft.4 Second Baltic Front then shifted its attacks and struck toward Frauenburg and Dzukste. The Soviets managed to capture Dzukste, but a thaw set in, and once more rains transformed the terrain into a sea of mud, compelling the Russians to end their offensive. The Sixth and final Courland Battle took place from 17 to 28 March. Planning to capture Frauenburg and advance to the west upon Libau, the Russians launched their main blow against Frauenburg from the south and east while conducting holding attacks near Doblen. German counterattacks halted the Soviet advance after the Russians had crossed the rail line Doblen–Frauenburg northeast of Frauenburg; the city remained in German hands. The army group prepared for a Seventh Courland Battle, but by this time the Soviets were content to await Germany’s surrender.
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Army Group Courland’s repulse of all these Soviet offensives represented a major accomplishment, for the Red Army was far superior in men and materiel, particularly artillery, and Soviet aircraft dominated the skies over Courland. Russian artillery bombardments reached an incredible intensity on several occasions. For example, during the Second Courland Battle the Germans reported that the Soviets fired a barrage of over 275,000 rounds on 23 November, and hurled approximately 480,000 shells against Eighteenth Army alone from 19 through 25 November. The army group informed OKH that on 21 December, the first day of the Third Courland Battle, the Russians fired 170,000 rounds of artillery and attacked on a thirty-five-kilometer sector with twenty to twenty-five divisions. On the same day the Germans reported 3,000 sorties by enemy aircraft.5

The army group’s defensive victories, however, came at a high price. German casualty figures in Courland are sketchy, but the army group suffered well over 100,000 casualties during the six Soviet offensives, with the heaviest losses in the Third Courland Battle.6 During their defense of Courland overall, the Germans suffered a total of more than 150,000 casualties.7 The Soviets also paid dearly for the few kilometers of Courland that they wrested from the Germans over a seven-month period; the German army group reported inflicting heavy losses on Russian forces in Courland. When Hitler learned that the Soviets had supposedly lost 522 tanks in the First Courland Battle, he exclaimed that this vindicated his conviction that German soldiers won when they stood their ground. The army’s greatest losses, he declared, had resulted from retreats intended to gain “operational freedom.”8

During a period of the war in which Soviet forces crushed German armies seemingly at will, what accounts for their failure against the Wehrmacht here in western Latvia? Several reasons explain the successful German defense of Courland. The troops realized that they had their backs to the sea and could ill afford to lose ground, particularly near Libau. More important, Army Group Courland had uniquely large numbers of men and heavy weapons at its disposal. In early January the army group possessed powerful concentrations of artillery to support its defense, by far the most favorable ratio of guns per kilometer of front in the East.9 At the same time, divisional frontages in Courland were only a fraction of those held by other army groups on the Eastern Front.10

The army group also fielded a surprisingly powerful armored force. At the beginning of the Third Courland Battle Schörner’s divisions possessed a total of 525 tanks, assault guns, and self-propelled guns. In mid-February 1945 the army group reported an armored strength of 632 tanks and assault guns, including 69 Panther and Tiger tanks.11 In March, the Courland armies had a total of 510 tanks and assault guns, of which 330 were operational. In response to a plea from the army group for delivery of replacements and ammunition, Guderian replied that there were as many tanks and assault guns in Courland as there were then on the entire Western Front!12 Possessing more men, artillery, and armor per kilometer of front than possibly on any other sector, Army Group Courland managed to defend its positions in the face of furious Soviet offensives until the capitulation in Germany.

Despite the difficulties involved in supplying Courland by sea, the German Navy maintained deliveries until the end. Vietinghoff cited the army group’s good supply status as the main reason for its success in battle. He reported the supply situation in Courland as better than in Italy, from which he had recently arrived. Another reason for the German success was the construction of a deeply echeloned system of defensive positions. One of the army group’s slogans was “Trenches instead of Graves” (Gräben statt Gräber).13 The Germans usually kept most of their troops to the rear, occupying the foremost lines with relatively few men. Once a Soviet artillery barrage lifted, German troops moved forward to man frontline positions or launch counterattacks. The relatively short length of the front and interior lines of communication facilitated their ability to rush reserves from one threatened sector to another. While infantry manned the front lines, the army group held its armored divisions (originally three, but only two from mid-January 1945) in reserve to conduct counterattacks in especially endangered areas. The Germans also displayed a talent for improvisation, creating an armored detachment from captured Soviet tanks.14 Such mobile defense tactics usually enabled the divisions in the line to contain enemy attacks until reserves arrived.

The Germans also greatly benefited from Courland’s terrain and weather. Courland had few roads and was heavily forested, with numerous swamps, rivers, and lakes—terrain that is unsuited for tanks and favors the defender. In practically every engagement the Soviets were hampered by rain or snow, which often negated their superiority in armor and aircraft and forced them to halt their offensives prematurely. In addition, German warships occasionally assisted in the defense of Libau, shelling Soviet troop concentrations near the coast south of the city.15

In general, the Germans in Courland considered Soviets forces opposite them to be of low quality. A divisional after-action report following the Second Courland Battle stated that although Soviet artillery units were well trained, their infantry consisted in large part of hastily trained conscripts from recently recaptured territories. Russian artillery barrages were heavy, effective, and well conducted. Preparatory barrages succeeded in quickly eliminating the defenders’ wire communications, which forced the Germans to communicate by radio. The army group rated Soviet artillery as good at identifying and shelling command posts but poor at counterbattery fire. The Germans also gave the Russians high marks for correctly ascertaining and attacking unit boundaries and for quickly establishing antitank defenses in areas they captured. The army group recognized the enemy’s talent for infiltration and reported several cases of Soviet troops attacking or slipping through German lines wearing German uniforms.16

A particular criticism leveled against Soviet commanders was failure to exploit initial successes. The Germans were convinced that the Russians could have thrust deep into their positions and simultaneously rolled up their flanks had they not hesitated when they encountered stiff resistance, even if by only a few men. This reluctance slowed the Russian advance and granted the defenders time to organize countermeasures. German counterattacks reportedly achieved great success in regaining positions, especially at night. Moreover, German intelligence in Courland helped to identify the time and location of coming Soviet attacks, as well as to gauge enemy intentions. Rendulic noted a change in Soviet tactics during the Sixth Courland Battle: along with one or two major attacks, the Russians conducted several smaller assaults along the front. Based on the results, the Soviets frequently shifted the main point of their offensive. This rendered the previous German practice of stripping sectors currently not under pressure much more problematic.17

Initially Stalin was determined to annihilate German forces in Courland. He informed his allies in late September 1944 that Soviet troops were “mopping up” German forces in the Baltic States, forces that, due to the threat they posed to his flank, he felt he had to eliminate before the thrust into East Prussia could begin. On 6 November Stalin claimed that German divisions in Courland were “now being hammered to a finish,” and a few days later he assured Churchill that he had taken steps to hasten the destruction of the Courland armies.18 As late as March 1945 Stalin guaranteed Averell Harriman, America’s ambassador to the Soviet Union, that his forces soon would overcome German troops in Courland. Indeed, the official Soviet history of World War II states that the First Courland Battle represented an attempt to destroy Schörner’s forces. From this point, however, the official account ignores events in Courland, maintaining that Army Group North had lost its strategic significance and could no longer influence the outcome of the war. Subsequent Soviet histories provide little additional information on the campaign in Courland, stating only that Russian forces there had the task of preventing the Germans from withdrawing by sea divisions to send to other sectors of the Eastern Front.19

In view of Stalin’s statements and considering the concentration of forces initially opposite Courland, it seems that the Soviets in fact attempted to annihilate Schörner’s army group in the first three Courland Battles. The withdrawal of several Soviet armies from Latvia in December, however, indicates that the Russians no longer believed they needed to retain such powerful forces there. After the failure of the Third Courland Battle the Russians withdrew further units. Certainly by this time Stalin believed that the army group’s destruction was not worth the effort—there were other far more important areas in which to concentrate his armies. The Russians left behind enough troops to prevent a German breakthrough to East Prussia, which was all that Stalin required.20 The Soviets obviously did not by that time deem possession of Courland to be as important as did the Germans. Stalin now considered the destruction of Nazi armies in Poland and East Prussia more worthwhile than battering German defenses in Latvia. By the end of March the large-scale evacuation of German troops from Courland had ceased, and so had the Courland Battles. The Soviet attacks that produced the Fourth through Sixth Courland battles were probably intended primarily to prevent the withdrawal of additional German divisions. By the beginning of April 1945 the Russians surely viewed the army group as little more than self-supporting prisoners.

A final point of interest regarding the Courland Battles concerns the timing of the Russian offensives. Even if Hitler had allowed Schörner to attempt a breakthrough attack to East Prussia, it is extremely doubtful the operation could have been mounted. Just as the Soviet offensive from 16 to 20 October 1944 frustrated German plans for an attack to regain contact with the Reich, Russian assaults from 27 October through 7 November and from 19 to 25 November almost certainly would have prevented Schörner from launching the proposed thrust to East Prussia. By the end of the year, when the Soviets gave up their efforts to destroy the army group, the Germans had been so seriously weakened, and the Russians were so firmly entrenched, that a German attack had virtually no chance of success.

Partisan Activity

DESPITE THE GERMANS’ refusal to restore Latvia’s independence, local partisans never posed a serious threat to German forces in Courland. Fearing Soviet occupation more than that of the Nazis, most of Courland’s inhabitants did not actively combat the Germans and refused to aid existing partisan bands. At the time of its isolation, the army group estimated that there was no true Latvian resistance movement and only a few small groups of Soviet partisans. The Germans assessed that these isolated groups lacked central leadership and that no partisan-dominated areas existed in Courland.21 At the end of November German intelligence concluded that there were only about five hundred “bandits” in Courland, consisting of Latvian deserters, local communists, and escaped POWs. Although estimates of the number of active partisans in Courland increased, their operations in 1944 were only a nuisance.22 The Soviets continued to parachute troops behind the front to engage in sabotage and at times landed small groups by sea.23 Nonetheless, partisan activity remained at a low level in 1945. Several small bands, mainly located in northern Courland, operated under the loose direction of two Soviet partisan staffs. German antipartisan operations inflicted high losses on these groups, whose activities consisted primarily of isolated rail demolition and cutting of cable communications.24 The Soviets parachuted into Courland a large number of German POWs who had joined the National Committee for a Free Germany (NKFD), but the majority (an estimated 75 percent) promptly turned themselves in, and most of the rest were betrayed by the local populace.25

The Commanders of Army Group Courland

IN 1945 HITLER REVERTED TO his habit of constantly changing the army group’s commander. On 16 January he recalled Schörner from Courland, and in the following three months Army Group Courland had four commanders, one of them twice, and three in the month of January alone. The characteristics of these generals varied greatly, from the brutality of Schörner and Rendulic to the relative humanity of Vietinghoff and Hilpert. At the time of Germany’s capitulation Hilpert commanded the armies in Courland, but each of the other three held an important position: Schörner commanded Army Group Center, Rendulic led Army Group South, and Vietinghoff directed German forces in Italy. Hitler did not send second-rate commanders to Courland—or at least, he sent only those he trusted.

On 17 January Gen. Lothar Rendulic, an Austrian who had just directed Twentieth Mountain Army’s perilous withdrawal from Finland to Norway, met with Hitler and received instructions to assume command in Courland. Rendulic had gained a reputation for brutality in Croatia, once exclaiming that he wished that he had enough troops to exterminate all the country’s inhabitants.26 After taking leave to visit his family, Rendulic flew to Courland on 26 January. Only twelve hours after his arrival Hitler ordered Rendulic to report immediately to the headquarters of Army Group North (formerly Army Group Center) in East Prussia. Rendulic was in Courland less than twenty-four hours.

In his place came Gen. Heinrich-Gottfried von Vietinghoff, who arrived on 29 January. Vietinghoff remained in Latvia slightly over a month, but in that time he quickly won the trust of his subordinates through his kindness and courtesy. He questioned the wisdom of retaining Courland and unsuccessfully proposed the army group’s withdrawal into bridgeheads around Libau and Windau, from which the majority of its divisions would be evacuated to Germany.27 On 11 March Hitler ordered Vietinghoff to replace Field Marshal Albert Kesselring as Commander in Chief, Southwest. Vietinghoff returned to Italy and remained there for the duration of the war, negotiating the surrender of German forces in that theater. (Vietinghoff died in 1952.)

Hitler again appointed Rendulic army group commander. Rendulic reached Latvia on 13 March, the final day of the Fifth Courland Battle. In East Prussia Rendulic had employed brutal methods similar to those of Schörner, attempting to prevent retreats and desertion with roving squads of military police who executed stragglers in drumhead courts-martial. Goebbels approvingly compared Rendulic’s leadership to that of Model and Schörner.28 Rendulic considered Russian commanders in Courland superior to those in East Prussia, believing that Soviet leaders in Latvia possessed greater initiative and were willing to exploit successes by committing their reserves without regard to German countermeasures.29 Once more, Rendulic’s stay in Latvia was brief; on 4 April he received orders to report to Berlin immediately. Rendulic left Courland the next day commanding Army Group South until the end of the war. (In 1948 he was sentenced to twenty years’ imprisonment, but he was released in 1951. Rendulic died in 1971 at the age of eighty-three.)

The army group’s final commander was Gen. Carl Hilpert. Formerly Sixteenth Army’s commander, Hilpert had served as acting commander of the army group between Rendulic’s departure and Vietinghoff’s arrival. By all accounts Hilpert was the most popular and humane of the army group’s leaders—kind, sympathetic, devout, honorable, and highly respected by his troops. Rendulic had erected a cinema, club room, and dining room for his personal use; Hilpert dismantled them and lived in a bunker. He conducted the negotiations for the army group’s surrender, and on 8 May he was thus among the first to enter captivity. (He did not return. Hilpert died of disease in a Soviet POW camp in 1947.)30

Schörner commanded Army Group North from July 1944 until mid-January 1945, arguably the most dangerous six months of its campaign in the Soviet Union. One of Hitler’s most controversial generals, Schörner had been born in Munich on 12 June 1892, the son of a police official.31 During World War I he had earned Germany’s highest decoration for bravery, the Pour la Mérite, in October 1917 at the Battle of Caporetto. After the war Schörner joined Germany’s hundred thousand-man army, in which as a lieutenant he participated in the suppression of Hitler’s Beer Hall Putsch in 1923. During the Weimar period he was a tactics instructor at the military college in Dresden.32 In the invasion of Poland Schörner was a regimental commander, and he commanded the 6th Mountain Division in the campaigns in France and Greece. In the fall of 1941 he went to the Arctic, to the Murmansk front, where he remained until October 1943, when he traveled to the opposite end of the Russian front to command Army Detachment Nikopol. Thereafter, having served approximately two months as the first head of the National Socialist Leadership Officer Corps, in March 1944 Schörner received command of Army Group South Ukraine. He remained in this position until Hitler transferred him to Army Group North in July.

On 16 January 1945 Hitler again called upon Schörner to reestablish a crumbling front, this time for Army Group A (ten days later renamed Army Group Center), which was reeling under a terrific Soviet offensive. Before he left Army Group North, Hitler awarded Schörner Diamonds for his Knight’s Cross in recognition of his successful defense of Courland.33 With Army Group Center, Schörner managed to re-form a line and keep his army group largely intact until Germany’s surrender. On the morning of 9 May he flew to the Tyrol—deserting, his critics charge, his men at the last moment, having executing many for cowardice. For Schörner, of all people, to have deserted his men at the end was unforgivable. He was to claim that his staff had been scattered for several days and that transmitting orders to his troops was no longer possible.34

The Americans captured Schörner and turned him over to the Russians, who in 1952 sentenced him to twenty-five years imprisonment for war crimes. The sentence was later reduced, and he was released on Christmas Day of 1954. He returned to Munich, where in January 1955 a West German court indicted him for executing soldiers in the war’s final weeks. In 1957 he received a sentence of four and a half years’ imprisonment for manslaughter. Denied a pension and other rights of returned prisoners of war after his release from prison in 1960, Schörner died in Munich in 1973 at the age of eighty-one.

Although he proved himself a capable commander in offensive operations in Poland, France, and particularly Greece, he earned his reputation and Hitler’s praise for his tenacity on the defense.35 His methods were effective but exceedingly brutal; he ordered the execution of numerous soldiers for cowardice, which he interpreted more broadly than most generals. A terror to staff and rear-area units, he sacked divisional, corps, and army commanders whom he considered not tough enough, and he was infamous for establishing roving squads of military police to round up—and often execute—stragglers behind the front.36 His motto was that his soldiers’ fear of their commander should be greater than their fear of the enemy, and this slogan applied equally to officers and enlisted men. He received several unflattering nicknames, including “Wild Ferdinand,” “the Bloodhound,” “the Gendarme of Courland,” and “the Legend of a Thousand Gallows.”37

In times of crisis Schörner relied upon draconian decrees to stabilize the front. During the Soviet offensive that isolated Army Group North in Courland in October 1944, Schörner instructed General Raus (Third Panzer Army’s commander) that rear area units were to fight to the last round in their current positions or face a firing squad. In another instance Schörner decreed that a major who had given up his strongpoint had forfeited his life; the division’s commander had forty-eight hours to report if the major had earned a reprieve by some act of special bravery. Schörner once instructed Eighteenth Army to inform one of its divisional commanders, whose troops had not carried out an attack as ordered, that he was to reestablish his and the division’s honor or face dismissal. The general had less than four hours to report which commander he had shot, or ordered shot, for cowardice.38 Other officers would have quickly learned of these measures and presumably attempted to ensure that they did not incur Schörner’s wrath.

There are also numerous examples of Schörner’s posting lists of soldiers executed for a variety of offenses, such as desertion, cowardice, self-mutilation, unauthorized presence in the rear area, or pretending to be wounded. Wenck, who served as Schörner’s chief of staff with Army Group South Ukraine, later claimed that Schörner invented lists with fictitious names and offenses, to maintain discipline.39 Yet many of these names were not fictitious, and a marked increase in the number of cases brought before military judges occurred when Schörner commanded the army group. Schörner issued his most famous order on the Murmansk front. Receiving reports that Arctic conditions were causing morale to decline, he decreed, “The Arctic does not exist!”40 Notwithstanding his harsh methods, however, Schörner insisted that no effort be spared to support frontline troops, and whatever else they may have thought of him, many soldiers in the trenches believed that he would not abandon them.41 He commanded from the front lines and displayed personal bravery, frequently visiting the heat of the action.42

His meteoric rise was remarkable. In the summer of 1939 a lieutenant colonel, in less than five years he had attained the rank of colonel general. Schörner was one of only twenty-seven recipients of the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, Swords, and Diamonds, and he possessed the Golden Party Badge.43 On 5 April 1945 Hitler further rewarded Schörner’s accomplishments by promoting him to field marshal, making him the last army officer to reach this rank. In his will Hitler named Schörner commander in chief of the German Army. At the end of April 1945, Hitler said of him:

On the entire front, only one man has proven to be a real field strategist. The one who has to endure the worst attacks has the most orderly front: Schörner. Schörner had terrible equipment; he put it in order again. With every assignment he was given, Schörner achieved excellent results. . . . And Schörner, within a few weeks, made a front out of a mess—and he didn’t just build it up, but filled it with a new spirit and held the front. When he left it disappeared again.44

Even in death Hitler revealed his esteem for Schörner, ordering one of the three copies of his political testament delivered to Schörner. This close relationship with Hitler provided added benefits, as Hitler granted some of Schörner’s special requests. As we have seen, Schörner appealed for Major Rudel’s tank-busting Stuka squadron, and Rudel and his squadron were in Riga by the end of the day.45 Shortly after he took command of Army Group North, Hitler granted his request for additional officers to replace losses.46 At the end of September 1944, a time when Germany was being driven back to its borders, every commander was screaming for troops, and Hitler was planning for the Ardennes Offensive, Schörner asked for thirty thousand replacements and received most, if not all, of these men.47

Schörner’s acceptance of Nazi ideology is best characterized by his statement that he considered himself a half–SS man, and by Hitler’s selection of Schörner as the first head of the National Socialist Leadership Corps, whose duty was to indoctrinate troops with Nazi beliefs. Hitler once described Schörner ideologically as a “fanatic,” clearly a compliment, and Goebbels praised him as “more than 100 percent behind Hitler.”48 His orders to his troops reflect a preoccupation with Nazi ideology, informing his troops that the war with Russia was an ideological struggle for existence against a bestial enemy, a campaign different from previous ones. His harsh methods led Goebbels to praise him as a great military commander with “superb political insight,” a man who hanged stragglers from the nearest tree.49 In a letter to Hitler of 6 August 1944, in which he explained why he had been compelled to carry out a retreat, Schörner showed that he knew exactly what Hitler wanted to hear. He claimed that prisoners taken in the previous days had been untrained fourteen-year-olds and old men. He maintained that the Soviets were staking everything on one card and that if he could weather this crisis, victory was assured.50

Notwithstanding all this, Schörner was by no means Hitler’s lackey. If he felt the situation warranted it, he would order an immediate retreat without waiting for approval from OKH or Hitler.51 As previously discussed, Schörner ordered several major retreats, some involving great distances, such as his command to evacuate Estonia and eastern Latvia, and others strategic sites, as in the case of Sworbe. Nor were these isolated occurrences. Schörner acted in a similar manner both before and after commanding Army Group North. Other areas he evacuated against Hitler’s orders included bridgeheads across the Dnieper and Dniester rivers, the cities of Odessa and Sevastopol, and the vital industrial area of Upper Silesia. In addition, Speer persuaded Schörner to ignore Hitler’s “scorched earth” policy in the war’s final weeks, a risk that the supposedly unpolitical Dönitz refused even to consider.52

After the war, Natzmer, Schörner’s chief of staff with Army Group North, harshly criticized him. Natzmer denigrated Schörner for wasting time directing traffic and terrorizing cooks when he should have been leading his army group. Schörner, he claimed, merely laid down basic operational guidelines and, except for special cases, left tactical matters to his staff—although admittedly he supported his staff’s decisions, even those against Hitler’s wishes. He concentrated on terrorizing rear-area units and so was frequently out of contact with headquarters; he was, as Natzmer described him, part gendarme and part soldier. Nonetheless, Natzmer recognized his personal courage and talents, especially his contribution to the army group’s defensive successes, in large part due to his maintaining order and discipline in Courland. Surprisingly, Natzmer did not criticize Schörner for the drumhead courts-martial, and he confirmed that the soldiers in the front lines had a grudging admiration for him.53 Several other officers who served under Schörner, although they may not have liked him personally or approved of his methods, admitted that he possessed talent as a military commander.54

Schörner was a different type of general, one who, like Hitler, believed that determination and an iron will could accomplish much. One might add that personal devotion to Hitler was another key characteristic of the new battlefield commanders of Schörner’s kind.55 For these reasons Goebbels considered Model and Schörner the army’s best generals and declared that Schörner was a commander to whom one could entrust any front sector without having to worry. Goebbels also remarked that Schörner did not attempt to paint a rosy picture for Hitler but always told him the truth.56 Precisely because Hitler could count on him to present the unvarnished truth, however reassuringly, and because Hitler did not question Schörner’s loyalty, he accepted decisions from him that he would not have tolerated from any other commander, except possibly Model.57 This was the key advantage Schörner possessed over most other generals.

Morale

BY THE TIME OF THE ARMY group’s isolation in Courland, Germany was reeling in defeat. Hungary, the last of Hitler’s major allies (Slovakia’s puppet government hung on as Germany’s sole remaining ally), defected on 15 October, following the example of its Balkan neighbors. In the West, Anglo-American aircraft dominated the skies over Germany, reducing the Reich’s cities to rubble and destroying its potential to produce and transport goods essential to the Nazi war effort. In October Germany itself came under attack from enemy armies in both the East and the West. The Russians launched an offensive into East Prussia on 16 October, and the first major German city to be occupied, Aachen, fell to the Americans five days later. Even though the troops in Courland fought far from their homeland as it was being transformed into an inferno, their morale remained surprisingly high to the end.

One author reports a serious decline in morale among units in Courland, but available evidence does not support this conclusion.58 Nevertheless, there were sporadic outbreaks of poor morale, especially early in the army group’s isolation in Courland and upon Germany’s surrender. For example, in early November Schörner complained of an alarming increase in cases of self-mutilation, and a chaplain reported that the first question asked by most wounded troops was whether their injury was serious enough to require evacuation to Germany.59 Yet there were relatively few cases of desertion among German units in Courland, certainly in large part owing to the simple fact that there was really nowhere to desert to. At the end of March 1945, however, nine soldiers from one division went over to the Russians. This is the only report of multiple desertion to the enemy, and other cases of desertion were relatively few and far between.60 Surprisingly, most reports of poor morale after November 1944 concerned replacements who had just arrived in Courland, not troops already there.61

Immediately after the army group’s isolation in Courland, many soldiers feared a second Stalingrad, and others believed they had been abandoned to their fate and already written off as lost. Yet following the defensive success of the First Courland Battle the men regained their self-confidence. In addition, the protracted defense of Sworbe and successful evacuation of its entire garrison further reassured the troops, who now realized that evacuation by sea was a real possibility.62 Schörner recognized that some of his men felt abandoned, and he issued several clever Orders of the Day intended to ease their apprehension. He explained that in the current phase of the war the Reich was a fortress. All fortresses possessed outworks, and Courland represented an outer bulwark of the Reich. The purpose of the Courland bastion was to serve as a breakwater, against which the Red Army would weaken before reaching the ramparts of Fortress Germany. Schörner added that, Soviet propaganda notwithstanding, the army group’s rear was free, because Germany controlled the Baltic. He claimed that Courland represented a bridgehead, not a pocket, citing the example of Britain, which he maintained had always conducted its campaigns from bridgeheads.63 Schörner also repeatedly emphasized that every Soviet soldier opposite Courland meant one less foe to attack the Reich.64 Other officers followed his lead and frequently stressed that the reason for Courland’s defense was to draw upon themselves as many Soviet divisions as possible, thereby easing the defense of Germany. If the Soviets were weak in one sector, they should be attacked there, to draw even more Russian troops to Courland. The army group’s goal was not only to tie down Soviet units, however, but also to smash them whenever an opportunity arose.65 National Socialist Guidance Officers back in Germany reported morale in the Courland divisions was excellent and that soldiers hung placards in bunkers proclaiming, “We relieve pressure on East Prussia,” “Every tank destroyed in Courland can’t go on to East Prussia,” and “In Courland we, too, fight for the Reich.”66

The army group introduced several measures to boost morale. Schörner requested OKH to spare no effort to ensure that all ships bound for Courland brought mail for his troops. He exempted military postal personnel in Courland from mandatory work digging defensive positions, so that soldiers could get their mail as quickly as possible.67 The construction of a deeply echeloned system of defensive positions continued until the end, intended both as a precaution against Soviet attacks and as a distraction from concern for the troops’ families in Germany. An illustrated weekly newspaper, the Courland Fighter (Der Kurlandkämpfer), was specially published for the army group. In addition, all soldiers in Courland received a special decoration. This award was a cuff band, inscribed with the word “Kurland” flanked by an elk’s head (Mitau’s coat of arms) and the coat of arms of the Grand Master’s order of knighthood.68

From mid-October to mid-November, National Socialist Guidance Officers carried out an intense indoctrination program emphasizing the importance of defending Courland.69 The army group also occasionally conducted minor offensive operations, to maintain the troops’ fighting spirit and to drive home that they did not merely react to the enemy’s initiatives. Furthermore, Schörner adopted the practice of rewarding individual soldiers who destroyed enemy tanks in close combat with twenty days of special leave to Germany.70 Obtaining leave from Courland was otherwise extremely difficult, but the Germans set up several rest and relaxation installations for troops.71

The greatest burden on the soldiers in Courland was concern for the safety of their homes and families in Germany from air raids, and later from the enemy advance into the Reich. Until January 1945 this was especially true for troops from the western part of Germany, after Allied armies reached the West Wall and the Rhine. Following the Soviet offensive of January 1945, men from eastern Germany certainly suffered even greater anxiety for the fate of their friends and relatives. Throughout 1945 news from Germany grew worse—and more sporadic. For troops in Courland knowledge of the outside world consisted almost exclusively of official bulletins, front newspapers, and lectures from National Socialist Guidance Officers. From these sources the soldiers learned of the destruction of city after city by Anglo-American bombers and of Soviet atrocities in East Prussia.72 Hoping to incite desertion, the Soviets initiated an intensive loudspeaker propaganda campaign by members of the NKFD but met with no success. The NKFD particularly targeted troops in Courland, and its members carried out reconnaissance and sabotage missions behind the front, appealing to soldiers to desert.73 Morale nonetheless remained good into April, even though the troops seldom received mail after the beginning of March 1945 and their knowledge of conditions in Germany became even less certain, which caused increased concern for families.74 Conditions for the average soldier in Courland were harsh. The troops were subjected to frequent enemy attacks, the weather was miserable, trenches were often partly filled with icy water, and men in the front lines rarely received warm food. These conditions sapped the troops’ strength, and constant exposure to damp weather caused an increase in illness.75

The first week of May 1945 was surely the most difficult time for German troops in Courland. On the first day of the month Russian loudspeakers proclaimed Hitler’s death and two days later the fall of Berlin. News of Hitler’s death came as a severe blow to many soldiers for whom Hitler had remained an idol to the very end. Despite many fantastic rumors—of fighting alongside the British or Americans or of Allied ships coming to rescue the Courland armies—the troops learned of the imminent surrender on the evening of 7 May.76

How did the men of Army Group Courland retain the fighting spirit required to repulse six major offensives? There are several possible explanations. The most obvious reason was simply self-preservation. The soldiers certainly did not want to die, and many men’s fear of Soviet captivity exceeded even their fear of death. Bonds of camaraderie also remained strong. From November 1944, after the soldiers’ confidence had been restored, most wounded troops sent back to Germany to recover requested to return to their units in Courland.77 But if self-preservation was a primary reason for the stubborn defense offered by Army Group Courland, in a sense the reverse was also true. The common soldier realized that every Soviet soldier pinned down opposite Courland meant one less Russian to harm his family. Goebbels’s propaganda machine skillfully preyed upon the troops’ fear of Soviet atrocities against civilians.78 In addition, soldiers recognized that if they ever were to be evacuated, they must hold their present positions, in order to permit freedom of movement to ports for embarkation. Finally, one must not ignore reasons of pride. At Germany’s capitulation the soldiers of Courland viewed themselves as the single German army group that had not been conquered in battle.79

Supply and the Navy

ONE OF THE MOST INTRIGUING, yet elusive, questions concerning Army Group Courland is how the Germans managed to maintain the army group’s supply until the end of the war. Once land contact with Courland had been severed, only air and sea routes remained. Germany’s critical shortage of aircraft fuel, the vulnerability of transport planes, and the increasing distance from Courland to the front in Germany rendered deliveries by air negligible. The problems involved with seaborne supply seemed scarcely fewer. Ships faced danger from mines and from Soviet aircraft and naval forces. Delays frequently occurred because of weather, lack of escorts, and fuel shortages. After January 1945, as the Soviets captured or isolated ports along Germany’s Baltic coast, the distance from supply bases to Courland more than doubled. Initially Gdynia, in the Bay of Danzig, served as Courland’s main supply port. Throughout 1945 the base shifted farther and farther to the west—to Stettin, Swinemünde, and finally to Lübeck. Furthermore, Soviet offensives in eastern Germany isolated additional Wehrmacht units along the Baltic coast, and the supply of these bridgeheads increased the strain on the navy’s resources. Considering the chaos in Germany’s production and transportation networks in the final months of the war, it is astonishing that a relatively steady flow of supplies to Courland continued until Germany surrendered.

When the army group had been cut off in Courland the logistical situation was already critical. Many of its supply dumps had been captured or destroyed during the retreats in September and October. Schörner reported that his main concern was the shortage of weapons, which was so serious that he could not even arm replacements arriving in Courland. The army group also lacked fuel, ammunition, and spare parts for tanks. In its first month of isolation Schörner repeatedly protested to OKH that deliveries of ammunition were woefully inadequate.80 But by the middle of November the flow of ammunition had improved, and the army group was better prepared for the difficult trial of the Third Courland Battle. In order to alleviate the supply situation, Army Group North received orders to evacuate all nonessential personnel, animals, and equipment to Germany. Naval vessels bearing supplies to Courland took on board people and equipment for the voyage back to the Reich.81 Each unnecessary person, horse, and vehicle removed from Courland meant more food and fuel for those remaining. By evacuating refugees the Germans not only eased the supply situation but gained desperately needed workers for the Reich. More important, units scheduled for evacuation to Germany usually left behind much of their equipment to replenish that of divisions remaining in Courland.82 However, although Army Group Courland’s supply status had improved by the end of 1944, the melioration proved temporary. The onset of winter brought increased demands for boots and warm clothing. From late February 1945 until the end of the war German forces in Courland repeatedly complained of shortages of ammunition, replacements, and especially aircraft fuel.83

By April the army group’s pleas for supplies had grown more frequent and more diverse. Hilpert complained that maintenance of tanks, artillery, and other weapons, as well as repairs to Courland’s railroads, required immediate delivery of carbide. Moreover, coal shortages would soon force the shutdown of Courland’s power stations. This would halt virtually all production in Courland and affect the army group’s communications and transportation network. Hilpert also appealed for delivery of seed, warning that if it did not arrive soon farmers could not plant their spring crops.84 At the end of April OKW estimated that German troops in Courland had sufficient supplies for only three weeks.85 Courland’s economy and its ability to support German forces in Latvia were on the verge of collapse in April 1945.

Naval vessels conveying supplies to Courland also brought replacements, but seldom in the quantity desired. The army group’s casualties during the fierce fighting in the retreats in September and October had by no means been made good.86 In mid-November Natzmer insisted that delivery of personnel must have top priority, and he reminded Guderian that with their backs to the sea, the Courland armies could not give any ground. The inadequate number of replacements, coupled with the reduction in strength due to unit evacuations, placed the army group in a steadily worsening situation. Divisional strengths sank to alarming levels; at the end of November Schörner alerted OKH that one division had a combat strength of only 315 men.87 Schörner attempted to reverse this trend by obtaining additional combat troops from rear units and superfluous Luftwaffe personnel, but even his draconian measures could not halt the decline.88

During the bitter fighting of the Courland Battles, commanders begged for more men, on occasion reporting that casualties incurred in a few days exceeded replacements for a month.89 Yet Germany was hard pressed on every front and could not replace the losses suffered in the Courland Battles. Particularly after January 1945, replacements failed to reach Courland in sufficient numbers.90 Initially there was a serious shortage of noncommissioned officers, the backbone of all fighting divisions, but in the first months of 1945 a surprisingly large number of officer replacements arrived in Courland.91 The army group was fortunate to lose relatively few soldiers en route to Courland. But after the Soviets sank two vessels carrying replacements within a week during February 1945, Vietinghoff requested the dispersal of men and important supply goods among all ships in convoys.92 Despite continually deteriorating conditions in the Reich, the navy continued to ship replacements to Courland until very near the end of the war.

While the navy could bring ammunition and equipment to Courland, the army group could not count on the delivery of food for all its men or fodder for its horses. A few days after the Soviets had isolated the army group, German supply services concluded that they must obtain as much of their provisions as possible from Courland itself. The Germans ordered the seizure of cattle, potatoes, grain, and other goods from local inhabitants. It was particularly important to procure as much fodder as possible, because its bulk prohibited extensive deliveries from Germany.93 The practice of securing provisions from Courland proved quite successful. The army group obtained large quantities of food and fodder from Latvian farmers, thereby freeing shipping space to deliver more ammunition and weapons. The army group also obtained tons of fish from local fishermen to feed its troops.94

By the end of 1944, however, food shortages began to occur, despite Guderian’s order for the army group to have two months’ supplies laid in by 31 December. In December the army group began to draw provisions from stores set aside for the fortresses of Libau and Windau to endure a siege, and by February troops were regularly receiving food from this source.95 In the final months soldiers and Courland’s inhabitants alike suffered from lack of food. Troops received little fresh meat, and many horses reported killed by enemy fire had in fact been slaughtered by soldiers for food. At the beginning of May the army group described the food scarcity in urban areas as serious.96 In view of the army group’s supply situation, by the capitulation it clearly could not have continued to fight for any length of time in any case.

It is extremely difficult to determine precise figures for the amount of supplies delivered to Courland. The Skl war diary states that the navy delivered an average of 2,600 tons per day during October 1944. Available evidence indicates that supply convoys maintained approximately the same tonnage at least until mid-January 1945.97 A sharp decrease occurred in February, when an average of slightly less than 714 tons of goods reached Courland daily. This is not surprising, considering that Soviet advances along the Baltic coast resulted in the dislocation of naval forces and the emergence of a need to supply troops cut off in East Prussia.98 Nevertheless, it did not bode well for Army Group Courland in the long run.

The task of protecting convoys to Courland fell to the navy’s Ninth Escort Division, commanded by Capt. Adalbert von Blanc. Blanc’s forces, whose operational area extended from Courland to the Pomeranian coast, faced a number of obstacles—weather, mines, and Soviet aircraft and submarines all posed a threat to the Courland convoys. Due to the danger from Soviet aircraft and naval forces, ships entered and departed Courland’s ports only under cover of darkness. Traveling near the coast offered the greatest protection from submarines but increased the threat from aircraft and mines. Kummetz ordered convoys to follow coastal shipping lanes, to sail at night as much as possible, and to alter routes frequently so that the Soviets could not easily locate them.99 Delays in shipping supplies to Courland were unavoidable and occurred from beginning to end. Relatively few convoys were held in port due to weather, but lack of escorts and danger from mines often prevented ships from sailing. Delays due to lack of escorts were the norm during the battle for Sworbe. This was especially troublesome because at the time the army group was in the midst of the Second Courland Battle and urgently required fuel and ammunition.100 Other reasons for delays included insufficient port capacity at Libau, lack of repair facilities in Courland, and the transfer of supply ports in Germany farther to the west due to Soviet advances in eastern Germany. After the shifting of Courland’s supply port to Stettin, delays occurred primarily because the Germans had trouble delivering supplies by land to Stettin to be transshipped over the Baltic.101

Lingering in Libau, however, provided no guarantee of a safe haven. Soviet aircraft repeatedly bombed the city, damaging ships and port installations. Massive air raids in mid-December 1944 sank or damaged over a dozen vessels, reducing the tonnage allotted for Courland’s supply by 25 percent. Furthermore, both the city and harbor of Libau came under artillery fire from Soviet railroad guns in February 1945.102 At sea, mines posed a serious threat to convoys in the Baltic. Anglo-American pilots stepped up mining operations in the Baltic throughout 1944, concentrating on the Bay of Danzig, waters off ports, and along convoy routes.103 Soviet aircraft and submarines also mined German shipping lanes at an increased rate. Light Russian naval forces also operated against convoys to Courland. In January 1945 the Germans evacuated the Memel bridgehead, and the Soviets based motor torpedo boats near Memel. These vessels first attacked traffic to Courland on 17 February. Although this raid damaged no German vessels, the attack set off alarm bells in Courland. In response to an appeal from the army group, OKH requested the navy to provide additional forces for convoy escorts and to mine waters off Memel regularly, and it asked the Luftwaffe for more fuel for fighters to offer greater protection to convoys.104

Soviet submarines potentially posed a more serious threat. During most of the period under consideration, German naval intelligence estimated, three to six Russian submarines operated in the Baltic at any time. Dönitz’s fears about the presence of Soviet submarines in the Baltic proved unjustified, however. Although Russian aircraft doggedly attacked German vessels, their submarines did not display such determination. The Germans reported that enemy submarines usually fired salvoes of torpedoes and withdrew, whether or not their targets had been hit, and they invariably failed to pursue convoys.105 Nonetheless, once Soviet submarines had gained the Baltic, Kummetz requested reinforcements, claiming he needed at least two antisubmarine flotillas. After reviewing the availability of forces in all theaters, the Skl concluded that only Commanding Admiral, Submarines, had vessels suitable for this task. The Skl refused to detach warships from the U-boat arm, because it would hamper submarine testing and training, which Germany’s naval leaders considered unacceptable to the overall conduct of the war.106 For this reason there was virtually no organized effort on the part of the Germans to seek out and destroy Russian submarines in the Baltic in 1944 and 1945.

By far the greatest actual menace to the Courland convoys came from Soviet aircraft. In Admiral Eastern Baltic’s operational area during 1944 the Germans lost eight vessels (warships and merchant vessels) sunk and eleven damaged to mines, and four ships sunk and one damaged by Soviet submarines. In contrast, enemy aircraft accounted for fifty-eight vessels sunk and 112 damaged.107 Despite all these perils, however, the percentage of German shipping lost in the Baltic was quite low.108

Air reconnaissance over the Gulf of Finland remained essential to determining the whereabouts of the Soviet fleet, but lack of fuel and Soviet air superiority impeded the fulfillment of this vital mission. The Skl requested the Luftwaffe to rectify this situation and also ordered increased patrols by naval vessels. In doing so the navy demonstrated its anxiety about the potential threat from Russia’s surface fleet. The Skl feared that by utilizing cover of darkness during long winter nights, Soviet warships could make surprise appearances in coastal areas or on convoy routes as far west as the Bay of Danzig, jeopardizing Courland’s supply.109 The navy had to continue to rely upon its own vessels for scouting, because the air force did not fly a single reconnaissance mission in the months of November 1944 and January 1945.110 Air reconnaissance or no, the Baltic Fleet never budged from Kronstadt. Soviet sources maintain that the primary reasons for its failure to sail were the presence of mine barrages and the Germans’ destruction of port installations as they retreated from the Baltic States.111 Thus only Russian submarines, torpedo boats, and fleet aircraft attempted to halt convoys to Courland. With these forces the Russians disrupted—but they, as noted, by no means prevented the delivery of supplies to Courland.

The Baltic Fleet’s inactivity came as a pleasant surprise to Kummetz, who regarded the Soviets’ caution as incomprehensible.112 He asserted that raids against German convoy routes and submarine training areas, even if only by Russian destroyers, would have thrown his forces into disarray. German naval officers assumed that the Baltic fleet’s hesitance to leave port was due mainly to fear of mines in the Gulf of Finland and the lack of training, because Soviet warships had been bottled up near Leningrad since the autumn of 1941.

If the reason for the Soviet fleet’s inactivity remains a mystery, the Russians’ failure to conduct landings on Courland’s coast is even more perplexing. Considering the impressive Soviet success in capturing the Baltic Isles and their repeated failure to crack German defenses on the mainland, it is puzzling that the Soviets never attempted even a minor assault on Courland’s coast. If nothing else, such a feint could have drawn off German reserves during an offensive. Following the Soviet amphibious assault on Ösel on 5 October, protection of Courland’s coast became increasingly urgent. Even before the loss of Sworbe, the Germans felt that they had to guard against landing attempts in the army group’s rear. At the end of September and the beginning of October, Army Group North ordered parts of three weakened divisions and as many rear-area units as possible transferred to coastal areas to defend against possible enemy landings. Admiral Eastern Baltic reported that although swampy terrain behind Courland’s northern coast would hinder the Soviets’ ability to form deep bridgeheads, it would also impede the movement of Germans reserves to threatened sectors.113 After the loss of Sworbe the Skl recognized that the Soviets had gained an excellent springboard for operations against Courland’s northern shores, as well as valuable flank protection for landings on the eastern coast of Latvia. Schörner warned OKH that the Russians could put troops ashore at any time. German defenses were insufficient to repulse even weak landing forces, yet he could spare no additional troops from the land front.114 The army group was particularly apprehensive about an amphibious assault once weather conditions improved in the spring, especially since the navy could not lay enough mines to protect the coast. This was an excellent opportunity to break the deadlock on the land front, an opportunity that the Soviets failed to exploit.

Evacuations

ARMY GROUP NORTH HAD OVER five hundred thousand men when it went over to the defense in Courland, but by the beginning of April 1945 its strength had decreased by half.115 This enormous reduction in strength did not result solely from combat losses, for during its isolation the army group gave up nearly half its divisions to other formations. Although in the beginning evacuations were somewhat limited, starting in January 1945 Hitler ordered large-scale troop withdrawals to shore up other sectors of the Eastern Front.

On 20 October, when Schörner received the command to defend Courland, Hitler ordered the army group to prepare to withdraw two infantry divisions, plus portions of several formations from Third Panzer Army that had been separated from their parent units then in Memel and East Prussia. Within a week the army group received instructions to prepare to evacuate an additional infantry division, an armored division, and the staff of Sixteenth Army. Schörner protested that he could not give up so many units and that he desperately needed Sixteenth Army’s staff, offering the staff of Army Detachment Grasser in its place. He also pointed out that the divisions OKH had requested were his strongest units. As had happened often in the past, Hitler gave in to Schörner’s arguments. The staff of Sixteenth Army remained in Courland, and the army group sent only one infantry division and the detachment staff to Army Group Center.116

The army group gave up two more infantry divisions by the end of the year, but Schörner managed to retain most of his strength. This situation changed dramatically, however, after Schörner’s departure and the Soviets launched their Vistula-Oder offensive in January 1945. The collapse of Army Groups A and Center compelled Hitler to order massive troop withdrawals. Goebbels referred to Courland as a “large reservoir” from which one division after another had been evacuated. At the beginning of February Vietinghoff protested that since early December the army group had given up, or was in the process of shipping out, nine divisions, a brigade, and numerous smaller units, which had reduced the army group’s strength by over 87,000 men. Vietinghoff did not share Schörner’s success in changing Hitler’s mind. In the following month OKH ordered the evacuation of a corps staff, an assault gun brigade, and three further infantry divisions.117 It was not an easy time for the army group to release these units, because the evacuations coincided with the Fourth and Fifth Courland battles. Vietinghoff pleaded for permission to send units already awaiting embarkation to aid in the defensive struggle, but Hitler refused.118 After the beginning of March orders to withdraw additional divisions ceased. That the army group managed to hold its front in Courland is all the more surprising in view of the evacuation of nearly half its strength. The Soviets, of course, by that time had withdrawn a large number of their units from Latvia as well.

In May 1945, after becoming Hitler’s successor, Dönitz attempted to evacuate as many troops from Courland as possible. On 7 May Hilpert received word of Germany’s surrender, along with orders to ship out as many men as possible before the surrender took effect.119 All ships had to leave Courland’s ports by midnight on 8 May. Hilpert received instructions to evacuate all sick and wounded soldiers;120 the army group decided to send back also its reserves plus one officer and 125 men from each division. Of these troops, priority for evacuation went to soldiers with children in Germany. Thousands of men, many of whom would find no place on board, waited patiently in Courland’s ports while loading continued throughout the afternoon and evening of 8 May. A General Staff officer sent to Courland on 8 May to ensure the army group had received the capitulation order reported that not only was discipline unbroken but that the attitude of troops there was “fabulous,” “sober,” and “composed.”121 A total of four convoys left Libau with approximately 14,400 troops in sixty-five vessels. Two convoys sailed from Windau, carrying about 11,300 men in sixty-one ships. As the last convoy left Libau, advance Soviet forces arrived and fired on the ships, capturing two tugs loaded with soldiers.122

With the convoys left the last glimmer of hope. Although discipline had been maintained during the loading process, after the ships’ departure there was widespread panic. Soldiers seized practically anything that would float and attempted to escape by sea. Some reached the convoys and were taken on board, others landed in Sweden and were later turned over to the Russians, but many drowned in vessels never intended for use at sea.123 For the rest, on 8 May over 200,000 men of Army Group Courland laid down their arms and entered Soviet captivity.124

Several possible reasons for Hitler’s decision to defend Courland will be examined in the final chapters of this work. Yet the extent of Hitler’s interest in Courland deserves comment. For example, on 17 December 1944, the day after launching the Ardennes Offensive, upon Dönitz’s request Hitler ordered the Luftwaffe to withdraw fighter aircraft from the Reich to protect Libau.125 At the end of February 1945 Hitler feared the Soviets might destroy Libau’s port facilities to deprive the army group of supplies; as a precautionary measure, therefore, he instructed the navy to build improvised piers at Libau and Windau. As a final example, at the end of March 1945 Hitler proposed the use of submarines to transport supplies to Courland.126 Dönitz replied that U-boats could not carry enough cargo for this to be practical, but the idea illustrates Hitler’s interest in Courland.

Hitler’s constant changing of the army group’s commanders in 1945 is another subject requiring analysis. Hitler demonstrated his desire to retain Courland by leaving Schörner, whom he considered one of his best generals—if not his very best—in command until the beginning of 1945. Once the Soviet attack in Poland threatened Upper Silesia’s industry, Hitler called upon Schörner to reestablish Army Group A’s front. He replaced Schörner with Rendulic, another avid Nazi and a supposed defensive expert. Then the situation in East Prussia, vital for its shipyards and as an integral part of the Reich, required a firm hand and Hitler recalled Rendulic from Courland almost as soon as he had arrived. In his place came Vietinghoff, who had proven his capability in defensive battles in Italy. By the time Rendulic returned to Courland the situation in East Prussia had stabilized, although the lull proved illusory. Rendulic’s stay in Courland again was brief, but who was better suited to defend Vienna than an Austrian? Only at the beginning of April did Hitler appoint a relatively unknown general, Hilpert, to command the army group. At this time, with the Russians at the gates of so many of the Reich’s most important cities, Hitler needed the services of his top generals at home. Hitler changed commanders in other army groups on the Eastern Front in the course of 1945, but nowhere else did he do so as often as in Courland. At first glance this appears to indicate that Hitler did not quite know what to with Courland. In fact, the opposite is true. He always ensured that Courland had, in his eyes, a commander of the first rank, and he brought them from as far away as Norway and Italy for that purpose.


CHAPTER 6

Memel, Prussia, and Pomerania

WHILE THE SOLDIERS OF Army Group Courland struggled to hold their positions, the Soviets did not remain idle elsewhere. Stalin launched a massive offensive in January 1945 in which the Red Army advanced from the Vistula to the Oder. In the course of this operation most of Army Group Center was forced back against the shores of the Baltic. When the Soviets severed East Prussia’s land contact with the rest of the front, Hitler refused to allow the troops there to break through to German lines. He insisted they hold their ground to defend Baltic ports. Hitler’s attempt to retain possession of the Pomeranian and West Prussian coast with the newly created Army Group Vistula also failed, and by March several of its divisions had their backs to the sea in bridgeheads around key ports. Although some of these bridgeheads, such as the ones at Elbing and Kolberg, held out for only a few days, tens of thousands of German soldiers still defended coastal sectors east of the Oder River when Germany surrendered.

Memel

THE SOVIET OFFENSIVE OF 5 October 1944, which isolated Army Group North in Courland, dealt a blow to German troops in Lithuania as well. As they surged toward the Baltic coast, the Russians shattered Third Panzer Army. Some German units fought their way south to East Prussia, others were pushed north into Courland, and one corps withdrew to a bridgehead around Memel, Hitler’s last peacetime territorial acquisition.

Already on 7 October the Soviet breakthrough threatened XXVIII Corps, defending the sector between Schagarren and Schaulen, with encirclement from both north and south. The corps commander, Gen. Hans Gollnick, had to decide whether to retreat toward Libau or Memel. Gollnick regarded Memel’s defense as more important and withdrew toward that port. Gen. Erhard Raus, Third Panzer Army’s commander, appointed Gollnick commandant of Memel on the 9th and insisted the city be held to the end.1 Gollnick had the remnants of three divisions at his disposal. To augment his forces, the Germans for the first time called out their militia, the Volkssturm, to protect the Kurische Nehrung, a narrow strip of land behind the city.2 On 10 October the Soviets reached the shore of the Kurisches Haff south of Memel and the Baltic coast north of the city at Polangen, severing the corps’s contact with both Army Group Center in East Prussia and Army Group North in Courland.

The next day Schörner informed Gollnick that Hitler had issued an explicit order to hold Memel at all costs. OKH ordered XXVIII Corps attached directly to Army Group Center as of 12 October, a provision that scarcely appealed to the army group’s commander, Gen. Hans Reinhardt.3 From 10 to 12 October the Soviets attempted to seize Memel on the march, but they could not pierce the German defenses. On the morning of the 14th the Russians launched a prepared assault but again achieved no major success. The German Navy’s Second Task Force repeatedly shelled Russian troop concentrations poised to storm the city, thereby playing a key role in preventing the Soviets from capturing Memel. The Russians then shifted their attacks to Courland and East Prussia. Memel’s defenders dug in and prepared for a siege in positions on an arc approximately seven kilometers from the city.4 In late October German intelligence reported that the Soviets had withdrawn their armored units from the Memel front and replaced them with infantry, indicating the crisis had passed. Guderian, mainly concerned with blunting the Soviet thrust into East Prussia, ordered the withdrawal of two infantry divisions from Courland to relieve the two mobile divisions cut off in Memel. When Gollnick learned of this he protested that his present forces barely sufficed to hold their positions against the ten Soviet divisions he estimated besieged the city.5

The situation in East Prussia, threatened by a Soviet thrust northeast of Goldap, clearly had priority. In the course of November OKH ordered the withdrawal of both mechanized divisions from Memel, replacing them with a single infantry division. Although the front at Memel remained quiet, Gollnick fretted about his ability to defend the bridgehead during the winter months, when the Haff, southwest of the city, froze. Once this occurred he feared the Soviets would cross the ice to the Nehrung, over which his forces received most of their supplies. Reinhardt passed on Gollnick’s concerns to Guderian and agreed that the withdrawal of the two divisions from Memel had made it unlikely that the corps could hold its positions if the Soviets launched a major attack.6 The Soviets probably would coordinate an attack on Memel with an offensive against Army Group Center, he assumed, and this would prevent him from reinforcing Memel.7 Memel’s defenders awaited the onset of winter with a sense of foreboding.

East Prussia

ALTHOUGH REINHARDT DID what he could to defend Memel, protecting East Prussia was his top priority. Despite its limited gains, the Soviet offensive in East Prussia in mid-October rattled the Germans. The army group halted the Russian advance by the end of the month and then counterattacked to drive the Soviets from German soil. By early November the Germans had recaptured Goldap, leaving the Soviets with only a small strip of East Prussian territory. But no one doubted that the Soviets would strike again. The Germans constructed an elaborate series of defensive positions between the Vistula and Oder rivers and gathered reserves to counter the expected blow. By the beginning of December Army Group Center, consisting from north to south of Third Panzer, Fourth, and Second armies, had amassed a powerful mobile reserve. With these troops Reinhardt believed he could repulse a Soviet offensive, provided that none of his units were withdrawn.8 Yet by the beginning of January Reinhardt’s reserves had dwindled to insignificance. Hitler ordered several divisions transferred to Hungary, and the units the army group received in return in no way compensated for those taken away. Reinhardt repeatedly protested to Guderian, and at the beginning of 1945 he warned that he could no longer guarantee that his forces could hold their sectors.9

On the eve of the Soviet offensive, the Germans were in a dangerous position. Against Army Group Center’s three armies, with about 580,000 men, 8,200 artillery pieces, 515 aircraft, and 700 tanks and assault guns, the Soviet Second and Third Belorussian fronts had massed fifteen armies, with over 1.6 million men supported by 24,000 artillery pieces, 3,000 aircraft, and 3,800 tanks and assault guns. The Soviet offensive in East Prussia envisaged isolating Army Group Center, pushing the Germans back against the sea, and then splitting up and destroying the Nazi formations. Marshal Konstantin Rokossovskii’s Second Belorussian Front was to attack from bridgeheads over the Narev River north of Warsaw and drive northwest toward the Baltic coast midway between Elbing and Danzig. This would sever Army Group Center’s land contact with the rest of the front. At the same time I. D. Cherniakovskii’s Third Belorussian Front would strike at the junction of Third Panzer and Fourth armies, then advance on Königsberg.10

On 12 January 1945 the Soviets opened their offensive. The Russians struck their main blow against Army Group A from the Baranow bridgehead across the Vistula River south of Warsaw. Marshal Ivan Konev’s First Ukrainian Front burst out of this bridgehead and quickly gained an operational breakthrough. G. K. Zhukov’s First Belorussian Front, driving due west from its bridgeheads at Magnuszew and Pulawy, captured Warsaw and Lodz, and encircled Poznan. On 31 January Zhukov’s troops reached the Oder north of Küstrin, only forty miles from Berlin. The Soviet attack against Reinhardt’s army group began on 13 January. German intelligence had correctly determined the time and place of the attack, but this knowledge did not enable the Germans to halt the Soviet juggernaut.11 Third Belorussian Front struck Third Panzer Army, in theory a tank army yet possessing only one armored division, east of Gumbinnen. Second Belorussian Front attacked Second Army north of Warsaw from its bridgeheads at Serock and Rozan the following day. Although Third Panzer Army repulsed the Soviet assault in the first days of the offensive, the Russians quickly gained several penetrations in Second Army’s front. At Fourth Army, occupying Army Group Center’s middle sector, the front remained relatively quiet. Although barely holding on, the army group received instructions on the evening of 14 January to send two armored divisions to Army Group A, causing Reinhardt to note in his diary, “A colossal blow for us!”12 On 16 January the Soviets committed their operational armored reserves against Second Army and achieved a breakthrough. In the next few days the Russians scattered the remnants of Second Army and also broke through Third Panzer Army’s front in the north.

The collapse of Army Group A and Second Army opened a huge gap on Army Group Center’s southern flank. Largely ignoring Fourth Army, the Soviets pushed in both flanks of Army Group Center. Reinhardt informed OKH that at best his forces could delay the Soviet drive to the sea; they could not prevent it. Fourth Army’s front jutted far to the south and east, over one hundred miles from the coast, and it was in danger of encirclement. Hitler finally yielded to the army group’s repeated pleas to withdraw Fourth Army from its exposed position, allowing a retreat to the Masurian Lakes.13 But he had delayed far too long. On 23 January the Soviets reached the Frisches Haff near Elbing, thereby cutting the land link from East Prussia to the Reich. In the following days the Soviets tightened their grip on the coast. Although the remnants of Second Army had been shoved back across the Vistula and Nogat rivers west of Elbing, the Russian drive to the coast had isolated Third Panzer and Fourth armies in their entirety. Over thirty German divisions, about four hundred thousand troops, had been cut off in East Prussia.

As the threat to Army Group Center grew, Hitler reconsidered the situation at Memel. On 23 January he ordered Memel’s evacuation to begin immediately and placed the city’s garrison at Reinhardt’s disposal.14 Following a three-month defense XXVIII Corps abandoned the Memel bridgehead on the night of 27–28 January, after destroying the city’s port facilities.

Hitler, however, had no intention of giving up East Prussia. Reinhardt wanted to abandon the Samland Peninsula and Königsberg and try to fight through to German lines near Elbing. On 23 January Reinhardt’s chief of staff, Gen. Otto Heidkämper, informed Wenck that the army group did not have sufficient forces to hold Samland and Königsberg and also to break through to the west. Heidkämper insisted that it was more important to regain contact with the Reich—otherwise all would be lost—and Wenck agreed. The army group prepared this attack but was compelled first to reinforce the Königsberg front to prevent its collapse. On 22 January Gen. Friedrich Hossbach, Fourth Army’s commander, decided to launch an attack of his own to break through to the west. Without informing OKH or Hitler, or even Reinhardt until the movement began on the 23rd, he withdrew his forces to the northwest to prepare for the assault.15 For allowing Fourth Army’s withdrawal despite explicit orders to the contrary, Hitler sacked both Reinhardt and Heidkämper, ordering Rendulic from Courland to take over the army group. The Germans launched the attack to the west on 26 January. Although it initially made good progress, Rokossovskii rushed reinforcements to the area and halted the German thrust by the end of the month.16 Hitler relieved Hossbach on 30 January, replacing him the next day with Gen. Friedrich-Wilhelm Müller. On 25 January, at the same time as Army Group North became Army Group Courland, Army Groups Center and A were renamed Army Groups North and Center.

The threat to Königsberg became acute at the end of January. The Soviets advanced to within twelve miles of the city on the 25th, and three days later Russian troops broke into the Samland Peninsula, cutting the road from Königsberg to Cranz. After isolating Army Group North from the Reich, the Soviets proceeded to carry out their plan of splitting up the group’s formations and destroying them one by one. By 29 January it appeared that the Russians had succeeded, having shattered German forces in East Prussia into four groupings. By reaching the Frisches Haff north and south of Königsberg, the Soviets had isolated the city from the rest of Third Panzer Army, then cut off in the Samland, and also from Fourth Army, isolated along the coast southwest of Königsberg. Finally XXVIII Corps, coming from Memel, occupied a small bridgehead at the northeastern end of the Samland Peninsula at Cranz. On 30 January the Germans opened a slim corridor joining Königsberg with Fourth Army. Although Russian counterattacks narrowed the passage, the Germans managed, barely, to maintain contact. Third Panzer Army’s task, therefore, was to unite its forces in Königsberg, the Samland, and at Cranz in order to carry out Hitler’s directive to defend Königsberg. On 2 February OKH ordered Rendulic to unite his forces, prepare another assault to regain contact with the newly created Army Group Vistula, and evacuate Third Panzer Army’s staff to Stettin, where it would join Army Group Vistula.17 The next day XXVIII Corps attacked from Cranz to the west and linked up with Third Panzer Army on 7 February. The following day Third Panzer Army turned command of its units over to the staff of XXVIII Corps, which received the designation Army Detachment Samland.
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Army Detachment Samland planned an operation to reestablish land contact with Königsberg and requested warships to support the assault.18 The attack both from the city and the Samland began on 19 February and caught the Soviets off guard, in the midst of preparations for an operation of their own, and the Germans linked up the next day. Attacks to expand the corridor continued until the end of the month and provided Königsberg with a road and rail link to the port of Pillau. For the time being, Rendulic had succeeded in thwarting the Soviets’ attempt to dismember and destroy his army group.

Still the Soviets clung to their original plan. On 9 February Cherniakovskii’s Third Belorussian Front received orders to complete the destruction of Fourth Army by 25 February. The staff of Bagramian’s First Baltic Front, withdrawn from Courland, was charged with storming Königsberg and eliminating German forces in Samland. This operation, however, did not proceed according to plan. Cherniakovskii began his offensive against Fourth Army on 10 February, but he encountered stiff resistance and made little progress. On the 18th Cherniakovskii was killed in action, and A. M. Vasilevskii arrived to replace him three days later. Due to bad weather and tough German opposition, Vasilevskii canceled the attack. Bagramian had intended to begin his offensive on 20 February, but the German thrust to reestablish the link between Samland and Königsberg on the 19th foiled his plans. Following this setback Stavka stepped in and made some organizational changes. It disbanded First Baltic Front and placed all troops in East Prussia under Third Belorussian Front, with Bagramian as Vasilevskii’s deputy commander. Instead of attacking Rendulic’s forces simultaneously, the Soviets decided first to eliminate Fourth Army, then to clear German forces from the Samland, and finally to seize Königsberg. Vasilevskii planned to complete his operation against Fourth Army by 22 March and instructed Bagramian to prepare an assault on Königsberg for early April.19

Hitler also reorganized his forces. On 12 March Rendulic returned to Courland, and Gen. Walter Weiss assumed command of Army Group North. In order to achieve unified command in East and West Prussia, as of 13 March OKH attached Second Army (at this time isolated in the Danzig–Gdynia sector) to Weiss’s army group. Fourth Army, with the remnants of nineteen divisions, held a front along the Haff around Heiligenbeil approximately fifty kilometers long and twenty kilometers deep.20 Vasilevskii resumed the attack against Fourth Army on 13 March. The Soviets cut the army’s link with Königsberg on the first day of the assault and began to squeeze the pocket. Hitler repeatedly refused the army’s requests to evacuate the coast, rejecting proposals for an attack to reach Königsberg or for a withdrawal across the Haff to the Nehrung. He maintained that it would be impossible to bring out the troops’ heavy equipment, a loss that he could not permit due to the current weapons shortage.21 Suddenly, on 24 March, Hitler reversed this decision and allowed Fourth Army to withdraw to the Nehrung after it evacuated its heavy equipment. The last troops crossed to the Nehrung and Pillau on 29 March.

On 6 April, the same day as the final Soviet assault on Vienna, Bagramian launched his offensive on Königsberg. The Soviets quickly broke into the city and cut the link to the Samland on 8 April. By the 9th the city’s commander, Gen. Otto Lasch, regarded the situation as hopeless and offered Fortress Königsberg’s surrender early the next morning.22 All that remained for the Soviets was to destroy German forces in the Samland. On 13 April Vasilevskii was ready, and the Russians scored a quick success in the northern part of the peninsula. By 15 April they had pushed the Germans into a small bridgehead at the base of the Pillau spit. At this point German morale began to crack. Troops of the once-vaunted 5th Panzer Division disobeyed an order to counterattack and withdrew to the coast to flee the Samland in barges. After the Russians captured Fischhausen on 16 April the Germans slowed the Soviet advance down the narrow peninsula to Pillau, only twelve kilometers long and two to five kilometers wide, until 25 April. The few surviving German troops crossed over to the Frische Nehrung.23 Here the Germans yielded ground slowly down the Nehrung in the final days of the war.

West Prussia and Pomerania

IN THE MEANTIME, on 21 January Hitler created a new Army Group Vistula under Himmler. Hitler charged the SS leader with closing the gap between Army Groups Center and A (on 25 January renamed, as noted above, Army Groups North and Center) and preventing the Soviets from isolating East Prussia by a thrust to the coast near Danzig. To accomplish this Himmler received the battered Ninth Army, defending the sector in front of Berlin; the equally weakened Second Army at the mouth of the Nogat and Vistula; and a newly formed Eleventh SS Panzer Army to fill the huge void between the two. In early February Third Panzer Army’s staff, evacuated from East Prussia, joined the army group. OKH instructed Army Group Vistula to prepare an attack from the Stargard sector to smash Soviet forces advancing on the Oder and thereby eliminate the threat to Berlin. In addition, Himmler’s army group was to mount an attack to reestablish a secure land link to East Prussia.24

On 8 February Stavka instructed Rokossovskii’s Second Belorussian Front to destroy German forces in Pomerania and seize the ports of Danzig, Gdynia, and Stettin, clearing the Baltic coast to the mouth of the Oder River. Rokossovskii attacked Second Army on 10 February but his exhausted divisions, hampered by poor weather and encountering fierce resistance, made little progress, and he called off the attack on the 19th.25 The Red Army had outrun its supplies and needed time to rest and replenish its units.

Guderian recognized that despite their tremendous gains in the past weeks, the Soviets were overextended. He proposed a pincer attack from Pomerania and Silesia to cut off and eliminate Soviet spearheads, reducing the threat to Berlin. Hitler, however, decided to conduct the offensive only from Pomerania, ordering Sixth SS Panzer Army, transferred to the East after the failure of the Ardennes Offensive (the Battle of the Bulge) to Hungary instead to protect vital oilfields there. The German attack from Pomerania envisioned an assault with over a dozen divisions from Stargard to the south, to clear Soviet units north of the Warthe River and allow the Germans to maintain possession of Pomerania. This ill-conceived offensive began on 15 February and gained only a few miles of ground. Hitler canceled the attack on 21 February, but it had effectively been halted three days earlier.26 Although this offensive had utterly failed in achieving its ambitious goals, however, it gave Stalin pause.

Zhukov, First Belorussian Front’s commander, wished to make a dash for Berlin, but Stalin hesitated. Zhukov’s troops had reached a broad line along the Oder, even crossing the river in places, but Second Belorussian Front lagged behind on the Vistula, nearly a hundred miles away. Soviet intelligence reported the arrival of German reinforcements in Pomerania, poised to strike Zhukov’s open right flank. Stalin’s caution appeared justified in view of Cherniakovskii’s and Rokossovskii’s failure to eliminate Fourth and Second armies and of the German counterattack from Pomerania. Possibly recalling the Red Army’s defeat at the gates of Warsaw in 1920, Stalin ordered the drive on Berlin postponed until Zhukov secured his northern flank. The offensive in Pomerania called for Zhukov and Rokossovskii to thrust to the Baltic coast to isolate Second Army. Rokossovskii’s goal was to reach the coast near Köslin and turn east to wipe out Second Army in the Danzig–Gdynia sector, while Zhukov drove to the sea near Kolberg and pushed Third Panzer Army back behind the Oder.27

This time the Soviet offensive proceeded according to plan. Rokossovskii attacked on 24 February, striking Army Group Vistula at the junction of Third Panzer and Second armies. Second Belorussian Front reached the Baltic north of Köslin on 3 March, isolating Second Army with approximately sixteen divisions in eastern Pomerania and West Prussia. Zhukov attacked on 1 March, much to the surprise of the Germans, who expected an assault on Berlin. Three days later Zhukov’s troops fought through to the coast near Kolberg and gained the Oder on 5 March near Cammin. Rokossovskii’s troops wheeled to the east and hurled Second Army back against the Bay of Danzig. By 25 March the Russians had splintered Second Army into three groupings: one in Danzig, another in Gdynia, and the third at the base of the Hela Peninsula.28 Gdynia fell on 28 March, its defenders fleeing to a bridgehead north of the city near Oxhöft. The Germans held the Oxhöft bridgehead until 5 April, when they were evacuated to Hela. By 30 March the Russians had driven German troops from Danzig to their last refuge at the mouth of the Vistula. The remnants of Second Army clung to this area and the Hela Peninsula until Germany’s surrender on 8 May.

Hitler, Dönitz, and Guderian

THE SOVIET SEIZURE of the Baltic coast from Memel to Stettin dealt a catastrophic blow to Hitler and Dönitz. Despite the Soviet advance to the gates of Berlin, however, both Nazi leaders insisted to the very end on the defense of virtually every foot of ground along the Baltic. Both men realized that possession of Baltic ports was essential both to supply the ever-increasing number of German units isolated along the coast and to maintain domination of the Baltic itself. Moreover, Hitler contended that the presence of German fortresses in the Russians’ rear, both on the coast and in the interior, tied down vast numbers of Soviet divisions, divisions Stalin could not deploy for an attack on Berlin.

The army had no interest in defending Memel. Guderian doubted the city could be held for any length of time and indicated no desire to maintain a bridgehead there. His main concern was to obtain for his own use the two motorized divisions isolated there to defend East Prussia.29 Thus, from the beginning neither OKH nor Reinhardt considered Memel’s defense particularly advantageous, much less essential. This was not the case with the navy. As early as September the Skl asked OKW to declare Memel a fortified site. Although Guderian claimed this was unnecessary, the navy won its case. On 22 November OKH informed Reinhardt that Memel had been declared a fortress.30

The Skl grew increasingly anxious as the Soviets drove toward the Baltic coast at the beginning of October. For about a week, from 7 to 15 October, the fate of Memel hung in the balance. The Skl did everything in its power to ensure that the garrison held on, rushing ammunition, weapons, and food to the soldiers defending Memel. Moreover, naval troops, including U-boat trainees, manned positions around the city. The navy provided the greatest assistance, however, with its warships. Heavy warships and destroyers pounded Soviet troop concentrations near Memel on 11, 12, 14, and 15 October. Fear of another Soviet attack the following week, an assault that never materialized, brought the Second Task Force back on the 23rd.31 The navy’s concern for Memel is evident in the Skl’s approval of the use of Second Task Force off Sworbe and south of Libau for the following days only if it was not needed at Memel. The Skl was willing to risk its heavy warships despite the presence of Soviet submarines, which sank two vessels near Memel on 15 October. In addition, the Luftwaffe notified the Skl that fuel shortages would reduce the amount of fighter protection to an absolute minimum. Nevertheless, when Army Group Center requested support against the anticipated Russian attack on 23 October, the Skl ordered Kummetz to send the task force even if there was no fighter escort.32

Hitler also closely followed Memel’s defense. He commanded the Skl to consider using artillery barges in the Haff to shell Soviet positions and prevent crossing attempts. On 10 December Hitler briefed Dönitz that intelligence reports indicated the Soviets had withdrawn troops from Courland to the Memel front. He instructed Dönitz that if the Russians launched a major offensive against the city, the navy was to commit everything it had to support the defense. In reply, Dönitz emphasized the navy’s great concern for Memel, the loss of which would further endanger naval bases, training areas, and convoy routes.33 The Skl instructed Kummetz to utilize the current lull to make all necessary preparations for action off Memel, insisting that warships be ready to support the army there at any time. Mines posed the greatest challenge to Kummetz. At the end of December he complained that he had no forces available to clear mines from predetermined bombardment positions off Memel. The Skl declared that this was intolerable and ordered the mines swept from the area at once.34

The subject of clearing mines and readying warships for action off Memel arose frequently in the days prior to the anticipated Soviet offensive, emphasizing the importance of retaining Memel to the Skl. Furthermore, a former regimental commander of the 58th Infantry Division maintains that during the first weeks of January 1945, vessels brought enough additional provisions to Memel to lay in a two-month supply.35 Dönitz obviously had no intention of abandoning Memel, but the Soviet January offensive threatened to wreck all of Dönitz’s plans in the Baltic. As early as 14 January the Skl instructed Kummetz to take precautionary measures to evacuate East Prussian ports. On 18 January Dönitz considered giving all superfluous naval personnel to the army in hopes of stemming the Soviet advance, and he ordered the navy’s two remaining pocket battleships, Admiral Scheer and Lützow, and the heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen readied to sail upon three hours’ notice. The following day, with the Soviets driving on the Baltic coast to cut off East Prussia, Dönitz informed Hitler that the loss of East and West Prussia would mean an end to the U-boat war. Hitler agreed that these areas were of decisive importance, and after the conference Dönitz discussed this matter with Jodl.36

The 23rd of January 1945 was a dark day for the German Navy. OKH’s naval liaison officer alerted the navy to prepare to supply Reinhardt’s army group by sea. Assuming a daily requirement of two thousand tons, the Skl gloomily observed that it would have to withdraw additional shipping from Norway. Kummetz also learned that lack of fuel would soon immobilize the Admiral Scheer and Lützow. Despite all this, the Skl reaffirmed its operational intention to hold major ports at all costs.37 In the next week, with East Prussia’s isolation a reality, the Skl ordered a destroyer flotilla and a minesweeping flotilla from Norway to the Baltic.38

The Nazi leadership considered possession of Königsberg of the utmost importance. On 22 January Guderian complained that Königsberg’s garrison was too weak and commanded Reinhardt to withdraw Volkssturm units from areas near the front, or even from the front itself, to reinforce the city. Though most army commanders regarded the fighting value of Volkssturm units as negligible, one of their primary combat roles was to hold key points behind the front in the event of an enemy breakthrough until regular army units arrived to take over the defense. The Skl deemed possession of the port of Pillau essential to holding Königsberg, and at the navy’s request Guderian declared Pillau a fortress.39 Only when Hitler believed that Königsberg was in danger did he order the evacuation of Memel. He instructed Dönitz to evacuate the city as quickly as possible and commanded the navy to support the withdrawal with its warships. On 26 January Hitler ordered Rendulic to accelerate Memel’s evacuation to obtain troops to prevent a Soviet breakthrough at Königsberg. Hitler asserted that Army Group North’s most vital task was to protect Königsberg and Pillau, because possession of these ports was necessary to continuing the fight in East Prussia. In comparison, regaining land contact with Army Group Vistula was of secondary importance.40

Hitler hoped to safeguard Königsberg by recapturing the entire Samland Peninsula. To establish a secure link from Königsberg to Pillau, he ordered the divisions coming from Memel to attack in conjunction with forces north of Königsberg and to gain a line from the city to the southwestern tip of the Kurisches Haff. Yet by the time this order arrived, XXVIII Corps had already started an attack to reach German lines in the western part of the peninsula. Despite this and the ever-worsening situation in East Prussia, in the following weeks Hitler persisted in his demand for the reconquest of Samland. The army group had no interest in retaining the peninsula.41 At the end of January Hitler reiterated his conviction that possession of Königsberg was of decisive significance to Germany’s overall situation. Dönitz readily agreed and urged Hitler to order an attack to regain contact between Pillau and Königsberg, maintaining that he could guarantee Army Group North’s supply only if both cities were firmly under German control. Hitler assured Dönitz that plans for this operation were already in the making.42

Dönitz demonstrated his eagerness to assist the army in this task. Upon learning of the army group’s plan of attack in Samland, he informed Guderian the navy would send the Second Task Force and several smaller vessels to support the operation. To gain the greatest benefit from the warships’ artillery, Dönitz suggested the army shift its attack closer to the coast. Guderian agreed, and promised to inform Rendulic accordingly. A few days later Hitler spelled out the reasons for his insistence on holding Königsberg. Guderian conveyed Hitler’s command that it was of decisive importance to hold a broad area around Königsberg in the long run, both for the link to Army Group Courland as well as to ensure domination of the Baltic.43

Dönitz had no cause to object to Hitler’s strategy in this theater, but Rendulic was not quite so enthusiastic. At the beginning of February he protested that his army group was short of ammunition and fuel and warned that casualties had reached alarming levels. Later that month Rendulic claimed that unless he received replacements and supplies, Fourth Army could not maintain its front south of Königsberg. He requested permission to shift Fourth Army eastward toward Königsberg to prevent its isolation and destruction.44 Hitler viewed the situation in a different light. He saw no reason to move Fourth Army closer to Königsberg, because Dönitz had guaranteed this army’s supply. Fourth Army, Hitler commanded, must hold its present front along the Haff to prevent the Soviets from gaining positions from which they could shell Pillau from the south.45

Dönitz’s role in ensuring that Fourth Army would defend the Haff coast south of Königsberg offers yet another example of his direct interference in army operations. In support of Rendulic’s appeal to redeploy Fourth Army toward Königsberg, Guderian warned Hitler that ice conditions in the Haff would jeopardize Fourth Army’s supply. Dönitz countered that the route over the Haff was nearly free of ice already and that delays would be minimal. The next day he guaranteed Hitler the navy could deliver 2,000 tons of supplies per day to Fourth Army, despite Guderian’s admission that the army could not ready that amount for shipment on a daily basis. Dönitz also promised that the continued supply of Königsberg and the Samland posed no problem as long as Pillau and the sea canal to Königsberg remained in German hands. Hitler instructed Guderian that in light of Dönitz’s statements, Army Group North’s most vital task was to ensure possession of Pillau and its link to Königsberg. A few days later Dönitz pointed out the importance of holding the coast south of the sea canal, cautioning that if the Soviets gained this sector they could disrupt shipping to Königsberg. He also warned Hitler the Soviets could take Pillau under direct artillery fire from the Balga Peninsula.46 On 11 March Hitler ordered Army Group North, now with Second Army attached, to defend its present positions to protect the ports of Danzig, Gdynia, and Pillau. He again commanded Rendulic to expand the corridor linking Fourth Army with Königsberg, but only after recapturing the entire Samland Peninsula. Two days later the Soviets attacked and severed Fourth Army’s link to the city. At a situation conference on 20 March Dönitz angrily refuted Army Group North’s claim that the navy could ferry Fourth Army, totaling about 150,000 men, and its equipment to Pillau in five nights. Dönitz insisted this was far beyond the navy’s means, asserting that with additional shipping the navy could transport at most 7,000 troops per night—without their equipment. Later that day Hitler informed the army group of the navy’s actual capabilities and refused its request to evacuate the coast, a decision he confirmed the following day.47

The Soviets continued to hammer away at Fourth Army, inflicting frightful casualties. Nevertheless, Hitler commanded Army Group North to hold its positions on all fronts and again turned down a proposal to concentrate the army group’s forces in one area. Once more he insisted the most important task remained the defense of the fortresses Hela, Gdynia, Danzig, and Königsberg. Hitler claimed that possession of Samland was essential for Königsberg’s defense and demanded daily reports on the city’s supply status. Although on 24 March Hitler agreed to Fourth Army’s evacuation, he insisted the army maintain a bridgehead on the Balga Peninsula. Dönitz feared that Soviet artillery there could shell Pillau, and he secured Hitler’s agreement to defend the peninsula as long as possible.48 Fourth Army managed to hold on until the morning of 29 March, when its last remnants were ferried over the Haff. Fourth Army’s chief of staff later claimed that he had proposed a breakthrough attack at the end of February and again on 10 March but that Hitler rejected this plan. When Hitler finally ordered the attack around 20 March, it was too late, because contact with Königsberg had been lost.49 Dönitz’s demands to protect Baltic ports had exacted a heavy toll upon the army.

Hitler still had not abandoned his plan to recapture Samland. Guderian instructed Army Group North on 26 March to use Fourth Army’s troops for an assault to regain the line Königsberg-Brokist Bay. Weiss, the army group’s commander, obediently informed OKH that he would attempt this after reorganizing his units and reinforcing the Samland front against an expected Soviet offensive. In the following weeks Hitler insisted on sparing no effort to ensure Königsberg’s supply and demanded that troops in and around the remaining Baltic fortresses hold their positions to tie down Soviet forces. When the Soviet assault on Königsberg began, Hitler ordered Fourth Army to hold the city under all circumstances. He flew into a rage upon learning of Königsberg’s surrender, sentencing Lasch (the city’s commander) to death in absentia and ordering his family’s arrest.50 Even after the loss of Pillau, Jodl commanded Gen. Dietrich von Saucken (who assumed command of Second Army after Weiss became the army group commander) to hold his current positions, in order to tie down enemy forces, maintain the supply link to Courland, and deny the Soviets use of Pillau.51 In his final month Hitler ordered several organizational changes. On 30 March he decided to evacuate the staff of Army Group North from East Prussia. Fourth Army assumed command of German forces in Samland and Königsberg from 2 to 10 April, when Hitler ordered its staff evacuated as well. For the period after 11 April, Second Army, renamed the Army of East Prussia, directed all German troops in East and West Prussia. Finally, on 28 April Hitler placed the Army General Staff under Keitel’s command, thereby giving OKW control of the Eastern Front.52

Problems with Army Group North’s supply repeatedly came up in discussions between Hitler and Dönitz. On several occasions Dönitz criticized the army in Hitler’s presence, claiming that the navy could ship more goods to East Prussia if only the army would deliver the supplies to ports.53 In mid-February Hitler reprimanded Guderian when he learned that Army Group Courland, with fewer men and then not under attack, had received more supplies than Rendulic’s hard-pressed forces in East Prussia. Assmann reported that from 1 to 12 February, 8,000 tons of supplies had reached East Prussia, an amount far below the minimum required. Dönitz repeated his claim that the navy could deliver more supplies if the army provided them. In the last days of March the supply situation in East and West Prussia, especially with regard to ammunition, continued to deteriorate, despite Hitler’s repeated demands for improvement.54

Dönitz’s desire to hold Königsberg surpassed that of his Führer. When the Soviets cut the last rail link from East Prussia to the Reich, the army group insisted that it must restore land contact, because the delivery of sufficient supplies by sea was inconceivable. Yet Dönitz never admitted this, and at the end of February the Skl declared that there was adequate shipping space to fulfill Guderian’s request to deliver three months’ supplies to Königsberg—even though at this time German troops in Courland complained of various shortages. Also, the previous day the Skl had noted that losses to merchant shipping in January had been more than double the average of previous months. This situation only grew worse. On 9 March the Skl revealed that half of its vessels in the Baltic were no longer operational and that besides Swinemünde, the only serviceable port for warships in the entire Baltic was Kiel.55 In the final weeks of the war, supply problems proved insurmountable. Weiss and then Saucken pleaded for ammunition, reporting that lack thereof had caused the collapse of both Second and Fourth armies, as well as the inability to launch Hitler’s long-awaited offensive in Samland.56 But control of events by this time had slipped from Dönitz’s grasp. The end of coal deliveries from the Ruhr in late March and the Allied advance toward the Elbe in mid-April denied the navy of fuel for its supply ships and escorts. On 13 April Hitler called upon the Skl to send warships to support the fighting in the Samland, but Dönitz reported that this was impossible due to lack of fuel. At the end of the month OKW concluded that troops in East Prussia had supplies for approximately three more weeks.57

West Prussia and Pomerania were no less important to Dönitz than East Prussia. The Soviet advance to Pomerania threatened the West Prussian ports of Danzig and Gdynia. These two cities ranked at the top of Dönitz’s list of vital Baltic ports. Danzig was a major center for naval construction, one of only three assembly sites for the new Type XXI U-boats, and Gdynia served as home port for both surface and subsurface naval vessels. Danzig had been declared a fortress by October 1944, but Gdynia’s significance to the navy had also been apparent early on. At the beginning of October, with the front still a good distance away, the Skl had begun to prepare for Gdynia’s defense. The previous month Guderian had notified the Skl that the army did not plan to set aside troops to defend the city, but at the end of October Meisel requested Guderian to incorporate Gdynia into West Prussia’s defensive system, due to its decisive importance to the navy. As a result Guderian declared the city a fortress and ordered it strengthened against attacks by land or sea.58 Still the navy was not satisfied. Claiming that use of Gdynia as a fleet base was impossible without possession of the Hela Peninsula, the Skl next requested the peninsula’s inclusion into Gdynia’s fortress area. Again, OKH agreed.59

During the Soviet advance from the Vistula to the Oder, Dönitz’s fear for the safety of these ports mounted. On 19 and 21 January Dönitz explained to Hitler that loss of the Bay of Danzig would cripple the U-boat war. At a meeting in the Skl on 22 January, Dönitz declared, “According to the Führer’s decision the U-boat war remains the navy’s primary task. . . . The U-boat war hinges upon use of the Bay of Danzig and the central Baltic for training. The importance of this area, therefore, demands that the navy exhaust every possibility to support the defense of this essential base of operations.”60

The following day Dönitz again saw Hitler. On this occasion Hitler asserted that the key strategic areas on the Eastern Front were, first of all, the oil fields in Hungary and the Vienna Basin, and secondly the Bay of Danzig and Upper Silesia’s industrial area.61 Dönitz had succeeded in convincing Hitler of the Bay of Danzig’s vital importance to the war effort. When Hitler transferred several divisions to the Eastern Front from the West in mid-January, he ordered them sent to Hungary and the Pomeranian coast for offensive operations. The Stargard offensive in Pomerania failed, but Hitler had had high hopes for its success.62

As the Soviets approached the Oder, Dönitz pressed his demands for the protection of additional Baltic ports, particularly Stettin and Swinemünde. On 29 January the Skl proposed Swinemünde’s elevation to fortress status. In the following days when Dönitz met with Hitler he stressed the importance of Stettin and Swinemünde, whose ports and shipyards were essential to the navy, especially for shipping to and from the East. To indicate his willingness to help, Dönitz offered Himmler three naval infantry regiments to protect the Stettin sector. Guderian and Keitel also recognized the importance of this area for its hydrogenation plant and the link to Pomerania and West Prussia. Hitler declared that everything possible had to be done to protect this region, emphasizing Stettin’s importance for the overall conduct of the war and insisting that Army Group Vistula bear this in mind.63 The Skl noted with satisfaction that OKW intended to declare Swinemünde a fortress, and Dönitz personally visited both ports to determine their preparedness.64

The Soviet offensive in Pomerania from 10 to 19 February, although unsuccessful, nearly wrecked Dönitz’s plans. At the end of January Himmler had ordered Second Army to hold the sector Marienburg–Elbing at all costs to protect Danzig and Gdynia and also to facilitate reestablishing contact with East Prussia. On 17 February Weiss, at this time commander of Second Army, queried Himmler whether his forces should continue to shield West Prussia’s Baltic ports or withdraw to Pomerania to avoid isolation. Himmler replied that the army’s mission remained the protection of West Prussia with Danzig and Gdynia and the maintenance of firm contact with Eleventh SS Panzer Army in Pomerania. The same day Hitler, apparently for the first time, seriously considered a total evacuation of Courland to gain forces to defend the Reich.65 Fortunately for Dönitz the Soviets halted their attack on 19 February, before separating Second Army from the army group.

At a situation conference in late February Hitler called upon Dönitz to explain the importance of Stettin and Swinemünde for the war at sea. Dönitz had no difficulty with this question, and his list of reasons seemed endless. To begin, Dönitz insisted that Stettin and Swinemünde formed the nerve center for supply tasks in the eastern Baltic. Without them, all troop and supply transports would have to originate in the western Baltic, which posed several problems. The mine danger was greater in the shallow waters of the western Baltic, and the distance from ports in this area to Courland and East Prussia would nearly double the length of the journey. Swinemünde was a vital base for warships, and its loss would complicate engaging the Soviet fleet in the central and western Baltic and force a heavy concentration of ships in the West, where they were more vulnerable to air raids. The loss of shipyards in either port would further reduce the navy’s already limited repair capacity. Finally, the navy would lose its deepwater U-boat training area east of the island of Bornholm, where training currently proceeded, meaning that submarines could only train in the shallow, and thus less suitable, waters of the western Baltic. For these reasons, Dönitz declared, holding the Stettin area was of the greatest significance to the conduct of naval war. Hitler agreed and decided that the army’s operational measures must be made accordingly.66

The next day Hitler warned Army Group Vistula to beware a Soviet thrust to the Baltic in Pomerania with the goal of splitting up the army group and seizing Danzig, Gdynia, and Stettin. The Soviets’ seizure of these ports would seriously disrupt Germany’s lines of communication in the Baltic. Hitler commanded Himmler to defend the Oder front against an expected Soviet thrust toward Berlin and to ensure that Germany kept possession of Danzig, Gdynia, and Stettin. As a precaution, OKH ordered the fortresses Königsberg, Danzig, and Gdynia to receive sufficient supplies to endure a three-month siege. This order came far too late; on the same day, 24 February, Rokossovskii launched his offensive in Pomerania. On 27 February Hitler, repeating Dönitz’s arguments, insisted upon the protection of Stettin and retention of north Pomerania and West Prussia. Otherwise, the navy’s supply services would be overstrained, Germany would lose its U-boat training areas in the Baltic, and troops in Pomerania could no longer threaten the Soviets’ northern flank.67 Yet Hitler’s order could not halt Rokossovskii’s troops, who reached the coast on 3 March.

Like German troops in Courland, Memel, and East Prussia before it, Second Army had to rely upon supply by sea. Dönitz was quick to point out that supplies to the beleaguered army must be shipped to Danzig and Gdynia, and Hitler thereupon emphasized that these two ports had to be held at all costs. On 12 March Dönitz informed Hitler that possession of the Hela Peninsula and the coastal strip between Hela and Danzig–Gdynia was indispensable for use of the ports. Hitler promised to instruct Second Army to this effect later that day.68 Once Second Army lost land contact with the Reich, OKH requested the navy’s evaluation of the importance of ports in eastern Pomerania. The navy responded that holding these ports was decisive to maintaining shipping to and from Courland, East Prussia, and, now, West Prussia. In other words, possession of Pomeranian ports was important for holding Courland and East Prussia.69 Dönitz endeavored to ensure Second Army received sufficient supplies. In doing so he not only demonstrated the navy’s efficiency but also underscored the necessity of retaining the ports.

Dönitz considered the question of Stettin’s evacuation acute. On 6 March he ordered all vessels in running order, excluding U-boats and motor torpedo boats, to leave this port. In the following days Dönitz frequently protested that the Stettin–Swinemünde sector was insufficiently protected. He suggested to Hitler an offensive to regain the lower Oder and the eastern side of the Stettiner Haff, so that shipping to Stettin could continue, repeatedly emphasizing the importance of these ports. Hitler was sympathetic but explained that the attack was unlikely.70 Hitler too was concerned about Stettin and Swinemünde. The loss of Pomerania infuriated the Führer, who, to Goebbels’s delight, blamed Himmler for the catastrophe. Hitler ordered additional artillery units sent to strengthen the Dievenow front, on the Baltic coast east of Swinemünde, and commanded Dönitz to dispatch naval emergency units to the area.71 Furthermore, on 10 March Guderian instructed Third Panzer Army to form a defensive line as far east of the Oder and Stettiner Haff as possible, so that the navy could continue shipping from Stettin. Three days later Hitler ordered Army Group Vistula to attack to broaden the bridgehead east of the city. Although on 18 March Hitler demanded that the bridgehead east of Stettin be held as long as possible, he approved a proposal for its evacuation the next day.72

Meanwhile, Rokossovskii had directed his units to finish off German forces in West Prussia. Hitler continued to insist that Second Army defend Danzig and Gdynia and hold its positions as far west as possible. He also ordered the army to maintain a cohesive front, especially the connection from Danzig–Gdynia to Hela and to Army Group North via the Frische Nehrung. Dönitz continually emphasized to Hitler the importance of Danzig and Gdynia to the navy.73 On 16 March Burchardi reported that Saucken was claiming that he could not hold the present front without reinforcements and additional supplies of ammunition and heavy weapons. Burchardi suggested the Skl support Saucken’s plea, since it conformed to the navy’s own interest. The next day, during a situation conference with Hitler, Dönitz lectured Guderian that the key to holding the Danzig-Gdynia-Hela area was the delivery of sufficient weapons and ammunition, and he requested the army to allocate adequate supplies for the purpose.74

Rokossovskii, however, did not grant the Germans time to deliver more supplies. His troops continued to push the Germans closer to the sea. Burchardi informed the Skl that Saucken’s troops could not hold their lengthy sector, and he urged the Skl to preserve the cohesion of the front between Gdynia and Danzig. But on 22 March the Soviets reached the Bay of Danzig near Zoppot, separating German troops defending Danzig from those in Gdynia. Hitler ordered Dönitz to support the army with naval gun-fire; Dönitz replied that warships had shelled Soviet troop concentrations in the area on a daily basis since 10 March.75 For the next two days Hitler insisted upon the heaviest action of all naval forces against Soviet troops in the Zoppot area, regardless of dwindling ammunition stores.76 Nevertheless, the Soviets captured Gdynia on 28 March, and Danzig fell two days later. With both cities lost, Dönitz urged Hitler to hang on to the Hela Peninsula in order to deny the Soviets use of ports in the Bay of Danzig and to supply the remaining German troops in East and West Prussia. Hitler instructed Army Group North that Second Army must hold its present positions, including the Hela Peninsula, to prevent the Russians from using these ports.77 Questioned by Hitler as to whether the navy could guarantee Hela’s supply, the grand admiral replied in the affirmative but warned that the lack of coal was a cause of concern. Twice in the next ten days Hitler instructed Second Army of its mission. He considered Hela’s defense essential to preventing the Soviets from using ports in the Bay of Danzig and ordered troops holding positions at the mouth of the Vistula to maintain the link to East Prussia over the Frische Nehrung and keep Danzig’s harbor under artillery fire.78

During the first days of April Hitler made similar demands on the troops fighting around Oxhöft, insisting they fight to the last man to tie down Soviet forces and deny the enemy use of Gdynia. On 1 April Burchardi updated the Skl that he doubted that troops in this sector could hold on for long. Events proved Burchardi correct. On the night of 4–5 April, on the corps commander’s initiative, the survivors at Oxhöft were evacuated to Hela. As for the troops in the Vistula Delta, on 27 April Jodl claimed their task was to continue to disrupt the Soviets’ use of Danzig with artillery fire.79

Dönitz continued to fret about the defense of Swinemünde and Stettin, and he sought Hitler’s aid to preserve them. On 25 March, at Dönitz’s request, Hitler again ordered more artillery sent to the Dievenow front, and two weeks later OKH turned down Army Group Vistula’s appeal to revoke Stettin’s fortress classification. As late as 16 April, the date the Soviets began their final assault on Berlin, Dönitz complained to Hitler that the front near Stettin was too weakly defended. Hitler replied that he could not send a division to that sector as Dönitz requested, but he promised to send some flak.80 As part of the Berlin operation, Second Belorussian Front attacked the Oder front south of Stettin on 20 April and achieved a breakthrough in the center of Third Panzer Army’s sector by the 25th. In view of the situation at Berlin, Gen. Hasso von Manteuffel, Raus’s successor as commander of Third Panzer Army, saw no choice but to withdraw his flanks. Dönitz protested to Gen. Gotthard Heinrici, who had replaced Himmler as Army Group Vistula’s commander, that everything must be done to defend Swinemünde as long as possible. The next day Jodl ordered Fortress Swinemünde held even if Third Panzer Army continued to withdraw.81 Only on 28 April, the day after the Soviets captured Stettin and two days prior to Hitler’s death, did Dönitz agree to Swinemünde’s evacuation.82 Soviet tanks reached Rostock on 2 May, and two days later the last ship sailed from Swinemünde. Troops on the Hela Peninsula and at the mouth of the Vistula held out until Germany’s surrender. On 3 May Jodl informed Saucken to prepare his troops and any refugees in their area for evacuation. Of an estimated 150,000–180,000 troops remaining in East and West Prussia, over 42,000 were evacuated from Hela, plus more than 25,000 from Swinemünde. The rest surrendered to the Soviets on 9 May.83

From January to the first week of May 1945, hundreds of thousands of German soldiers fought in several bridgeheads along the Baltic coast, as had hundreds of thousands of others since October 1944 in Courland and at Memel. The common soldier continued to fight against overwhelming odds primarily to hold open ports for civilian refugees to flee to the West.84 Possible reasons why Hitler ordered his armies to continue the struggle are the subject of the following three chapters. A few points, however, deserve comment before that analysis of Hitler’s Baltic strategy.

Guderian’s role in the battle for the Reich, especially the initial stages, is of particular interest, because in his memoirs he portrays himself as the would-be savior of East Prussia. Yet the order of 15 January to withdraw two armored divisions from Army Group Center for Army Group A originated in response to a request from Guderian. On 14 January he informed Hitler that Army Group Center presumably would be able to hold its positions but that the Soviet breakthrough in Army Group A’s front posed a serious threat to Upper Silesia. Guderian insisted that this danger could be averted only if he received powerful forces for a counterattack. The following day, once the divisions had been ordered to the south, Guderian pointed out the danger at the junction of Army Group A’s Ninth and Fourth Panzer armies, and he requested Hitler’s approval for his own decision to transfer the two divisions to the Pilica River sector, about midway between Warsaw and Kielce. There was no indication that he objected to the withdrawal of the divisions from Army Group Center, merely to their destination. Yet in his memoirs Guderian bitterly condemned Hitler for this order.85 Furthermore, Guderian wanted to take two additional divisions from Reinhardt on 17 January, but Hitler decided in favor of the army group.86 Two days earlier Reinhardt had requested permission to shorten his front in order to gain forces, and despite Guderian’s opposition, Hitler sided with Reinhardt.87 Guderian’s portrayal of these events in his memoirs is a good example of an attempt to shift the blame for his own mistakes to Hitler.

For his part, Dönitz did all he could to hold on to his Baltic ports. As the threat to East Prussia increased, he spared no effort to assist the army. The Second Task Force offered invaluable assistance in its role as a “fire brigade” for divisions fighting on land. Heavy guns from warships provided hard-pressed units with relief whether they were evacuating ports, launching attacks, or desperately attempting to hold positions. In the month of February, plus January’s last three days, the Second Task Force fired 7,120 shells in support of the army in several operations. These actions occurred despite shortages of ammunition for ships’ guns—ammunition that could no longer be manufactured.88 Hitler’s interest in the assistance provided to the army is evident from his conversations with Dönitz.89

Not only did Dönitz aid the army with gunnery support from his warships, but he also furnished it with men. On 18 January he placed a naval infantry regiment of 3,000 men at the army’s disposal. As the situation continued to deteriorate, Dönitz realized that additional assistance was necessary. Two days later he met with Hitler and offered 20,000 naval troops to the army.90 On 22 January he proposed sending 1,500 men from a U-boat training division at Gdynia to protect Danzig, but Hitler refused this suggestion, claiming that these men were irreplaceable specialists. The same day Dönitz declared that as a result of Hitler’s repeated statements, even in the present situation the U-boat war must continue and even be intensified. Naval personnel involved in the submarine campaign, and those on surface ships necessary for U-boat training, must be preserved for this vital mission. All other naval troops, however, had to assist the army in any way possible. A few days later he offered another 10,000 men to OKW.91

At the end of the month Dönitz contemplated the formation of independent divisions, perhaps even a corps, composed solely of naval troops. Himmler had created entire armies from SS personnel, and Göring had set up Air Force field divisions in 1942. Why not form his own divisions from superfluous naval personnel? Dönitz proposed this at a conference with Hitler on 30 January. Keitel and Jodl immediately voiced their approval, and Hitler agreed. Of the 20,000 men given to the army a few days earlier, they decided to hold back 8,000 to form the 1st Naval Division, the first unit of a proposed Naval Corps.92 A week later Dönitz had received permission to set up a second division of naval troops.93 On 1 April Keitel ordered the 163rd Infantry Division replenished with naval troops and transferred to the navy as the 3rd Naval Infantry Division.94 Now Dönitz too had begun to establish his own army, a clear indication of his prestige. There is no doubt that these men could have been put to good use in short order as replacements in army divisions.95 The establishment of independent formations, however, required these troops to be trained and equipped, a rather lengthy process in terms of the prevailing crisis in the East.

A final point concerns the increasingly close contact between Dönitz and Hitler in the final months of the war. In the three months from 18 January to 18 April, Dönitz attended Hitler’s situation conferences on at least fifty-six occasions. The reason for hovering at Hitler’s side was to ensure the defense of ports in the Baltic. Once he had insisted upon Courland’s defense, he fell victim to something similar to the domino theory. First, East Prussian ports had been essential to supply Courland, and then West Prussian harbors were necessary to supply both Courland and East Prussia. Finally, Pomeranian ports had to be held to supply all isolated units east of the Oder. The defense of one later required the defense of all.


CHAPTER 7

Courland, East Prussia, and West Prussia

Bastions or Bridgeheads?

AN ANALYSIS OF GERMAN STRATEGY in the final months of the war poses several problems. In the first place, virtually all of Hitler’s generals, and some scholars, insist that there was no such thing. German generals (and admirals) blame Hitler for everything that went wrong and credit themselves with every success. Many former generals maintain that Hitler’s “strategy” in the final phase of the war consisted simply of attempting to avoid defeat. Hitler was merely a maniac determined to wreak the greatest possible vengeance and destruction upon his enemies, and finally on the German people themselves, before going out in a blaze of glory with Europe as his funeral pyre. A similar interpretation maintains that Hitler’s strategy depended solely on tenaciously clinging to every foot of ground held by German forces. The reason for the emergence of the Courland pocket, as well as those in East and West Prussia, and anywhere else, was simply that Hitler never permitted retreats. The following chapters consider possible alternatives, asserting that Hitler in fact had plans that he believed offered him a chance not merely to delay Germany’s defeat until June or even July 1945 but to turn the tide of the war yet again and achieve his objectives of victory, conquest, and the racial reorganization of Europe.

Courland

THE “OFFICIAL” REASON for the defense of Courland and other Baltic bridgeheads was to tie down Soviet forces. According to this “Wellenbrecher” (or breakwater) doctrine, Hitler believed that for every German soldier defending outposts behind the front lines, the Soviets would have to detach two to three men to contain the German garrison. By leaving behind disproportionate numbers of troops to guard Courland and other “fortresses,” the Russians would weaken themselves so seriously that Hitler would be able to defeat the Red Army before it reached Berlin, and the tide would turn in Germany’s favor.1 In postwar interrogations, Göring seemed to confirm that this was the reason Hitler refused to evacuate Courland:

The Führer couldn’t make up his mind to take these divisions out of there. Only six divisions were called back. All the other eighteen were lost. Nobody could understand why Hitler did not evacuate all of them. His idea was that these twenty-four divisions would tie up sixty Russian divisions. He believed that shifting these twenty-four divisions by sea would take longer than shifting the sixty Russian divisions by land.2

Courland offers the best opportunity to analyze the Wellenbrecher doctrine, because it was the first major bridgehead on the Baltic, and thus was in existence the longest. In addition, more documentary evidence survives from the autumn of 1944 than for the chaotic winter and spring of 1945.

When Hitler commanded Army Group North to defend Courland, Schörner issued an order informing his troops, “The Führer has ordered that Courland be held, and to go over to the defense along the present line. Now more than ever, our task is not to yield a single foot of ground and to tie down the 150 enemy units opposite us, to smash them whenever the opportunity arises, and thereby ease the defense of our homeland.”3

The next day Wenck confirmed that the army group’s mission consisted entirely of tying down enemy forces.4 Despite the catastrophic situation on the Eastern Front in the first months of 1945, Hitler continued to insist on Courland’s defense, asserting that the army group’s evacuation would free too many Soviet divisions. He also called upon the Courland armies to conduct periodic attacks to prevent the Soviets from withdrawing forces from the area. Even as late as mid-April 1945, Hitler emphasized the importance of preventing the Soviets from transferring units to the Oder front, a point he reiterated at a meeting with Hilpert in Berlin on 18 April.5 If this was the reason for Courland’s defense, was it successful?

Army Group North did initially tie down a substantial number of Soviet divisions in Courland. On 22 October, Schörner, at this time commanding approximately thirty-six divisions, briefed Guderian that the Soviets had 117 infantry and thirty-five armored units opposite the army group, with additional enemy forces moving into Courland. By mid-November the army group reported that Soviet strength had increased by twenty to twenty-five rifle divisions and one armored corps, bringing the besieging force to sixteen armies with nearly 200 formations, consisting of 122–132 infantry and from 53 to 57 armored units.6 This represented the peak of the army group’s success in tying down Soviet divisions. At the beginning of December, Gen. Reinhard Gehlen, chief of army intelligence in the East, estimated that 123 Russian rifle divisions and 36 armored brigades remained in Courland. During the Third Courland Battle the army group detected the absence of four Soviet armies, including the powerful Fifth Guards Tank, Third Shock, and Second Guards armies.7 Nevertheless, at the end of the year the army group reported that with about 160 formations opposite Courland, the Soviets still had not given up their intention to destroy the German bridgehead in Latvia. In fact, although the Russians had fewer divisions than in the Second Courland Battle, the actual number of enemy troops had increased, because the Soviets had replenished their units. In early January 1945 German intelligence calculated Soviet strength in Courland at approximately ninety-eight rifle divisions, eight infantry brigades, thirty-one tank brigades, and seventy-two armored regiments, facing about thirty-three German divisions.8

By mid-February 1945 Gehlen estimated that only sixty-three infantry divisions, one armored corps, and thirteen independent armored units remained opposite Courland. Two weeks later, however, Vietinghoff pegged enemy strength at seventy-seven rifle divisions and forty armored formations. These numbers remained essentially unchanged until the beginning of May, when German intelligence assumed the Soviets had transferred units from Prussia to Courland, increasing Soviet forces to nine armies with over eighty-six rifle divisions and up to eighty-five independent armored units.9 Since about twenty German divisions remained in Courland following the evacuations of January through March, the army group was tying down three to four times as many divisions as it possessed, even better odds than Göring claimed Hitler wanted in the first place.

Nonetheless, the Soviets withdrew a considerable number of units by the beginning of 1945. During the first two Courland Battles the Germans identified fourteen to sixteen armies opposite Courland, including three elite Guards armies, four Shock armies, one Guards tank army, and six to eight general-purpose armies. In early December intelligence indicated the withdrawal of the Fifth Guards Tank Army. Schörner acknowledged to Guderian that if the Soviets had withdrawn this army, they had removed a powerful offensive force indeed.10 By April the Soviets withdrew at least seven armies from Courland, including one Guards tank army, one Guards army, two Shock armies, and three to four general-purpose armies. The Russian forces remaining in Courland consisted of two Guards armies, two Shock armies, and four to five general-purpose armies.11

The Soviets also withdrew significant numbers of aircraft from Latvia. The army group reported the presence of three air armies in early November 1944, and at the end of the year it estimated the Russians had approximately 4,750 combat aircraft in the Courland area. The Germans detected the transfer of about 500 aircraft in January 1945, and by early February the Third Air Army and parts of the Fifteenth Air Army had been sent to East Prussia.12

The Soviets withdrew over half their armored corps from Courland. During the first two Courland Battles Schörner’s army group faced five tank corps, one Guards tank corps, and one Guards mechanized corps. Of these units, only two tank corps and one Guards mechanized corps remained in Latvia.13 In mid-April the Soviets still retained a fairly large number of independent armored units in Courland, when the Soviets disposed of an estimated sixteen tank brigades, thirty-five tank regiments, and forty-five assault gun regiments.14

It seems less likely that Hitler ordered Memel’s defense for the purpose of tying down Soviet units. The bridgehead around the city was so small that the Russians could besiege it with relatively little force. Once the initial attacks on Memel failed, the Germans observed the withdrawal of several units. In mid-December the Germans estimated that only five Russian rifle divisions and three armored regiments stood opposite the city, albeit with plentiful reserves available from the Courland front.15 Since the Germans had two infantry divisions and some fortress units in the city, Memel by no means tied down enough Soviet units to serve as an effective breakwater.

East Prussia

HITLER REPEATEDLY ORDERED bridgeheads in eastern Germany defended to hold back enemy forces. In late February 1945 Rendulic acknowledged that his army group’s task was to tie down and inflict losses upon Soviet troops in East Prussia for the benefit of the Oder and Pomeranian fronts. Especially at the end of March and beginning of April, with the Soviet assault on Berlin imminent, on an almost daily basis Hitler instructed German troops in Prussia that their mission was to prevent the enemy from withdrawing forces to attack Berlin.16 Like Memel, the West Prussian and Pomeranian bridgeheads tied down few Soviet divisions. Elbing and Kolberg fell too quickly to be any real hindrance to the Russians, and the Soviets smashed German positions around Danzig and Gdynia in short order, seizing both ports and forcing their defenders back into tiny bridgeheads. It is extremely unlikely that the survivors who fled to the Hela Peninsula tied down many Soviet units, and those at the mouth of the Vistula probably did not bind many more.

East Prussia is another matter. Here, as in Courland, the Germans initially tied down quite a number of Soviet divisions. At the beginning of the January offensive Gehlen estimated that the Soviets had concentrated 145 rifle divisions, 3 cavalry divisions, and 77 armored units opposite Reinhardt’s army group. A few days later the Germans raised this figure to 180 rifle divisions, 5 to 7 tank or mechanized corps, and 1 cavalry corps. In mid-February, following the army group’s isolation, 95 rifle divisions and 72 armored formations faced German forces in East Prussia.17 On 1 March Gehlen estimated the Soviets held approximately 94 rifle divisions and 75 armored units opposite Army Group North. At the same time the Soviets faced Army Group Vistula, defending the Berlin front and Pomerania, with some 123 rifle divisions, 10 cavalry divisions, and 108 armored formations.18 As of 1 March Army Group North commanded approximately thirty divisions, and Army Group Vistula contained over forty divisions. Two weeks later, however, the Russians had cleared German forces from Pomerania east of the Oder River, and Second Army in West Prussia had been attached to Army Group North. Under these conditions the Soviets deployed nearly twice the number of units against Army Group North as they had along the Oder. Army Group North then faced 142 rifle divisions, 3 cavalry divisions, and 111 armored formations. Opposite Army Group Vistula were 76 rifle divisions, 7 cavalry divisions, and 57 armored units. These numbers remained essentially the same to the end of the month.19 German estimates of Soviet strength in early April reveal a powerful concentration of troops against Fourth Army in East Prussia. Some 90 rifle divisions and 62 armored units faced Fourth Army, while 50 rifle divisions, 3 cavalry divisions, and between 30 and 50 armored formations engaged Second Army. A week later Foreign Armies East, now headed by Colonel Gerhard Wessel, concluded that 129 rifle divisions, 3 cavalry divisions, and 92 armored units stood opposite the Army of East Prussia and that 82 rifle divisions, 7 cavalry divisions, and 78 armored units faced Army Group Vistula.20

The Russians assembled a huge air armada against Army Groups Center and A for the January offensive. As stated above, the Russians later increased their air power in East Prussia even more by withdrawing aircraft from Courland and other sectors.21 The Soviets retained a massive concentration of artillery and aircraft in East Prussia into the first week April for the assault on Königsberg. Despite the forthcoming Berlin operation, Bagramian deployed approximately 5,000 pieces of artillery, 300 multiple rocket launchers, 538 tanks and assault guns, and 2,444 aircraft to storm Königsberg. Two to three entire air armies, parts of two additional air armies, and aircraft from the Baltic Fleet supported the attack. Bagramian also received sixteen engineer brigades, aside from regular corps and divisional sapper units—a considerable number considering the impending assault on Berlin.22

For the Berlin operation, the First and Second Belorussian and First Ukrainian fronts massed more than 190 divisions, 6,100 tanks and assault guns, and 7,500 combat aircraft.23 Of Zhukov’s eight general-purpose armies and two tank armies, one had previously been in East Prussia and two in Courland. Konev’s seven general-purpose armies and two tank armies included one formerly opposite East Prussia and one from Courland. For Rokossovskii’s simultaneous operation along the Oder, one army and a tank corps had come from Courland. In addition, of four air armies supporting the Berlin operation, two had been active in East Prussia in February.24 German units defending coastal sectors succeeded in tying down large numbers of Russian troops, but to no avail.

The entire premise behind the Wellenbrecher reveals an unusual paradox in Hitler’s thinking. In conversations with his closest associates, Hitler often referred to the danger from the East, of the “oriental hordes” that had constantly threatened Germany. A few months prior to his defeat at Stalingrad he claimed that his “greatest service” to humanity had been “saving Europe from the Asiatic onslaught.”25 Yet at the same time that he exaggerated the danger from the East, he consistently underestimated the Soviet Union’s strength. When the Russians launched their offensive at Moscow in December 1941, Hitler refused to believe they had brought up fresh forces. Dismissing OKH’s reports as exaggerated and pessimistic, he declared that the Soviets were attacking with their last reserves from Moscow itself. Following the Soviet winter offensive of 1942–43, despite terrible German casualties, Hitler maintained that the Russians had suffered such high losses in manpower that their collapse was only a matter of time.26 Ignoring all the evidence to the contrary, Hitler insisted to the end the war that the Soviets were running short of manpower and rejected Foreign Armies East’s estimates of Soviet strength as lunacy.27 In the war’s final six months Goebbels, too, frequently commented that the quality of Soviet replacements was poor, that the Soviets were running out of manpower, or that they had thrown just their last reserves into battle.28

Schörner, Gehlen, and Guderian

FROM THE START Schörner had misgivings about the mission assigned to his army group. He requested Guderian’s support for his plan to break through to East Prussia and warned of the problems involved with seaborne supply. Although he acknowledged the army group’s task of tying down enemy forces, Schörner advised that considering the situation in East Prussia and Memel, this represented no long-term solution, and he again pointed out his concern for receiving supplies by sea in winter. The army group initially viewed its task as temporary, that of tying down Soviet armies until the crisis in East Prussia had passed; once the situation stabilized, the army group would launch its breakthrough attack.29 Despite Schörner’s personal reservations, as usual he outwardly displayed total agreement with Hitler’s order to hold Courland.30 By the end of December he had accepted the army group’s isolation and even provided Hitler an additional incentive to continue Courland’s defense. Schörner declared that besides the threat his forces posed to their flank, the Soviets had to capture Courland for political reasons—they had repeatedly boasted of Army Group North’s imminent destruction.31

Gehlen also questioned the purpose of holding Courland, although his doubts surfaced later than Schörner’s. After the First Courland Battle Gehlen predicted that the Soviets would attempt to destroy Army Group North as quickly as possible, so the Baltic fronts could participate in an attack on East Prussia. To accomplish this, he believed, the Russians had postponed operations in other sectors and sent to Courland units originally intended for deployment elsewhere. Gehlen assumed that the Soviets felt compelled to do this because of the threat to their flank in East Prussia.32 By mid-December he had begun to wonder if the Soviets had changed their plans. He suspected they had already withdrawn units from Courland, opting instead to attack Army Groups Center and A before eliminating Schörner’s forces. Gehlen concluded that the Soviets realized they would need these troops for the coming offensives in Poland and East Prussia and that lesser forces would suffice to engage German troops in Courland.33 By the end of the year German intelligence had detected the withdrawal of three armies from Courland. Gehlen suggested that following the Soviets’ failure to dislodge Schörner’s armies in the Third Courland Battle, they would withdraw even more units. The remaining Soviet troops in Latvia would merely conduct holding attacks, to prevent the evacuation of Courland.34

Gehlen called for Courland’s evacuation only after the Soviets launched their winter offensive. As early as 15 January he concluded that OKH could not restore the situation in the East without immediate reinforcements, and two days later German intelligence reexamined Army Group North’s position in relation to the overall situation. In this study Foreign Armies East revised its earlier estimates, finding that Army Group North had faced a smaller Soviet force than originally assumed and surmising that the Russians had withdrawn several armies from Courland. The Soviets, therefore, had given up their intention to destroy the army group. They would merely retain sufficient forces to stop a German breakthrough to East Prussia and conduct holding attacks to prevent the withdrawal of German units there. If the Germans attempted to evacuate the army group by sea, the Russians again would launch a determined offensive with the forces at their disposal.35 Without blatantly urging Courland’s evacuation, Gehlen pointed out that German forces there no longer tied down a disproportionate number of Soviet divisions—if they had ever had done so—and that the Eastern Front urgently required reinforcements.

On 20 January Gehlen warned that the Soviets were on the verge of isolating Army Group Center in East Prussia and that the decision of whether or not to hold East Prussia was closely linked to Courland. To leave the army group in Latvia, he cautioned, would mean its sacrifice in the long run. It would become increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to attack from East Prussia to reestablish land contact with the army group. Gehlen contended that German forces in Courland no longer tied down a disproportionate number of Soviet divisions, so the army group had fulfilled its task. An attack from Courland to reach Army Group Center was the only logical step. Moreover, the combined forces of the two army groups stood a better chance of breaking through to the Vistula. As an additional reason for this solution, Gehlen claimed the navy could not supply armies isolated in both Courland and East Prussia for long.36 Thus, in late January 1945 Gehlen advocated giving up Courland and East Prussia to gain forces to defend Germany’s heartland.

Hitler, however, refused to abandon Courland and insisted upon the defense of East Prussia as well. At the beginning of February Gehlen maintained that although German resistance in both areas would tie down strong Soviet forces for some time, the Russians still had enough troops to attack Berlin. Two weeks later Gehlen characterized the situation in East Prussia as one of crisis. Even if East Prussia’s defense was essential to ensure the link to Courland, it did not justify the destruction of an entire army group in East Prussia. Arguing that the Soviets had withdrawn half their units initially opposite Courland and were at liberty to pull out further forces at any time, he restated his conviction that Army Group Courland had fulfilled its task. The psychological value of holding Courland by no means compensated for the lack of reserves in Germany. He warned that since the evacuation would require quite some time, a decision must be made quickly.37 Gehlen therefore unequivocally called for the evacuation of the Courland divisions.

A week later Gehlen asserted that the Wellenbrecher doctrine had failed, denouncing it as a complete fiasco. Considering the ratio of forces, it worked to Germany’s disadvantage, especially in Courland and East Prussia, because the Soviets had not displayed inordinate concern for their flanks as had been predicted. The policy of tying down enemy forces on nondecisive fronts had in reality granted the Soviets a free hand with their armies in Courland and East Prussia. In fact, it was Germany’ s forces that were tied down, since they could not be redeployed quickly enough, due to the transport situation at sea.38

Although Gehlen called for the evacuation of Army Group Courland beginning in January 1945, the chief advocate of withdrawing divisions from Courland was Guderian. After the situation in East Prussia stabilized in early November 1944, Guderian directed his attention to Courland and urged Hitler to evacuate the army group. He argued that the number of Soviet units tied down in Courland did not make up for the lack of forces in Germany. This subject caused numerous disagreements with Hitler. One reason Hitler offered in rejecting Guderian’s repeated demands to evacuate Courland was that the withdrawal would also release considerable Russian forces, which would appear at more vulnerable sectors of the front. The repeated Soviet offensives in Courland throughout the autumn of 1944 reinforced Hitler’s conviction.39 On 16 January, after the Russians launched their offensive against Army Groups A and Center, Guderian met with Hitler and again pleaded for Courland’s evacuation. This time he achieved some success, for Hitler agreed to withdraw one armored and two infantry divisions. From this point on, Guderian demanded Courland’s evacuation at practically every conference with Hitler, and on several occasions this led to heated arguments between them. On 28 March, following a bitter dispute concerning an unsuccessful attack by Ninth Army to relieve Küstrin, Hitler ordered Guderian to take six weeks’ medical leave.40 There is little doubt that their constant struggle over Courland was a major factor in Guderian’s dismissal.

Courland was not the first time Hitler had employed the Wellenbrecher doctrine, and he often emphasized the merit of holding positions to tie down enemy forces. This belief played a role, although it was not the determining factor, in two “bridgeheads” on the extreme southern end of the Eastern Front. When Hitler withdrew Army Group A from the Caucasus in January 1943, following Sixth Army’s encirclement at Stalingrad, he ordered Seventeenth Army to defend the Kuban Peninsula. Zeitzler and Heusinger maintained that one reason for this was Hitler’s desire to tie down Soviet forces. In addition, a motive for Hitler’s decision in April 1944 to hold Sevastopol as long as possible was to tie down twenty-five to thirty Soviet divisions.41 Both of these bridgeheads bound numbers of Russian troops greater than that of the Germans involved.

Moreover, in July 1944 Hitler insisted on the defense of the Apennine Position, partly because this held a large number of Allied divisions in Italy. A withdrawal to the Alps, he reasoned, would release considerable Anglo-American forces. Furthermore, one reason Hitler refused to evacuate Estonia in September 1944 was his reluctance to free one hundred Soviet divisions.42 Hitler’s declaration of several cities in eastern Germany as fortresses also aimed at tying down Soviet units.43 The Wellenbrecher doctrine played an influential role in Hitler’s decision to defend certain sectors on a variety of fronts.

The results of the Wellenbrecher doctrine, however, were mixed. Tactically it was successful. Army Group North/Courland clearly tied down superior Soviet formations until the end of 1944. Even in 1945 Russian divisions in Courland outnumbered German divisions by three or four to one. German forces in East Prussia engaged approximately ten Soviet armies until the beginning of April 1945. After that, six to seven armies remained to storm Königsberg and clear Nazi troops from Samland. By the time the Russians captured Pillau, Berlin’s surrender was only a week away. Army Group Center/North also fulfilled its task of tying down Soviet units, if at a terrible price. At least temporarily, stubborn German resistance in fortresses in eastern Germany held back large numbers of Soviet troops. At the end of January the defense of Poznan denied Zhukov parts of two armies, and portions of three additional armies with a great deal of artillery had been detached to besiege Fortress Schneidemühl and other strongpoints. The defense of such cities as Poznan, Schneidemühl, Elbing, Glogau, and Breslau not only forced Stalin’s commanders to leave troops behind to storm the German fortresses but seriously impeded the movement of supplies to forward Soviet armies.44

Hitler undoubtedly eased the pressure on Berlin in February and March 1945 by clinging to Courland, East Prussia, and West Prussia, but to what avail? In the meantime he was unable to strengthen the Oder front sufficiently. Stalin could well afford these odds, but Hitler could not. In fact, Stalin had the advantage. He withdrew nearly half the armies initially in Courland with no perceptible ill effects and was at liberty to take more units from Latvia at any time. Yet there was a limit to the number of divisions Hitler could evacuate and still hope to retain Courland. Although the army group undeniably tied down numerous Soviet armies, Gehlen accurately pointed out that two German armies were equally, if not more so, compelled to remain in Courland. The German defense of Courland and East Prussia forced the Soviets to divert several armies from their drive on Berlin, but the Reich capital fell even without those forces. The relative speed with which the Russians captured Berlin underscores the strategic failure of the Wellenbrecher doctrine. If this was the main reason Hitler ordered the defense of bridgeheads along the Baltic, it resulted in catastrophe.

Possibly, however, this was not Hitler’s chief reason for the defense of the Baltic coast. His orders to units isolated in East and West Prussia began to emphasize the importance of tying down enemy forces only after the loss of Danzig and Gdynia was imminent. As was the case with the Kuban and the Crimea, there were other factors involved. The fact that Hitler commanded some areas held to tie down enemy divisions does not mean he did so everywhere. This was certainly true for France’s Atlantic ports, whose defense Hitler ordered for logistical reasons.45 To ascertain the main reason for the defense of Courland and subsequent areas along the Baltic, perhaps one must look elsewhere.

Dönitz

THE DEBATE OVER THE PROPOSED evacuation of Army Group Courland yields some intriguing clues to the navy’s, and particularly Dönitz’s, role in the defense of Courland. The Skl first examined the possibility of evacuating the army group in response to a request from Guderian in early September 1944. The Skl reported on this occasion that it would require five months to bring Schörner’s men and equipment back to Germany, but it added that the navy did not have enough fuel for an undertaking of this magnitude.46 The question of large-scale troop evacuations next arose in mid-October, when Guderian planned to withdraw three armored and two infantry divisions from Courland. The Skl reported that it could ferry these units to the Reich in eight days. This estimate indicates that the navy’s ability to transport troops inexplicably underwent a sudden and dramatic improvement. The Skl’s Shipping Section reckoned that the evacuation of these five divisions involved the transport of 40,000 men, 4,000 horses, and 7,000 vehicles.47 Yet if the navy could accomplish this in eight days, it should have been possible to evacuate the entire army group in less than five months. In the first place, the proposed eight-day evacuation included the transport of all three of Army Group North’s armored divisions. Infantry divisions possessed significantly fewer vehicles, and their shipment would not require as many vessels. In addition, at this stage of the war German shipping losses far outstripped gains from new construction.48 The navy’s ability to evacuate troops by sea should have worsened, not improved.

An analysis of troop evacuations from Courland in January 1945 provides further evidence that the Skl withheld accurate information. A glaring omission in the navy’s reports on transport capacity from September and October 1944 was merchant ships. The Skl provided estimates based solely upon the transport capacity of the fleet’s vessels. When evacuating three divisions in January 1945, the Skl instructed the Reich Commissar for Shipping’s supply ships to load horses and vehicles for the return trip. At least two of the steamers used for this purpose were not among the vessels listed for transport tasks in the fall. There is also no mention of the passenger ships later used so effectively to evacuate refugees from East Prussia.49 In January the naval liaison officer at OKH listed six transports, with a total capacity of 12,000 men per voyage, engaged in evacuations from Courland that had not been included in earlier estimates.50 Although it is certainly possible that some of these vessels were engaged elsewhere in the fall of 1944, it is rather unlikely none were available at all. Furthermore, in January the Skl revised the figures for its warships’ loading capacity, this time with unmistakable increases.51 Finally, the time required to evacuate 32,000 men in January was only four to five days.52 In the fall of 1944 Dönitz had—successfully—made the evacuation of troops from Courland appear considerably more difficult than it would have been.

Shortly after Vietinghoff assumed command of Army Group Courland in January 1945, he wrote Guderian asserting that it would be possible to evacuate the entire army group, with all essential combat equipment, in only forty days. Vietinghoff’s calculations stand in sharp contrast to the navy’s reports. He based his estimates on a plan the army group prepared in late January 1945. Vietinghoff had ordered this study following the evacuation of Memel and the withdrawal of the front in East Prussia, which rendered chances for an attack to East Prussia remote indeed.53 On 15 February OKH requested the navy to determine the time necessary to evacuate 100,000 men from Courland, both with and without their equipment. The next day, due to the situation on Army Group Vistula’s front, Hitler instructed the Skl to furnish data on the time required to withdraw eighteen divisions from Courland. Obviously alarmed, the Skl rushed off a reply warning that once the Soviets realized large-scale evacuations were in progress, their aircraft would cause serious delays by mining convoy routes and harbors. The Skl also predicted disruption from Russian air attacks on Libau and heavy Allied bombing raids on the convoys’ ports of destination. Although Soviet submarines were not expected to cause serious problems, occasional losses had to be anticipated. Furthermore, once the ice melted the appearance of Russian motor torpedo boats was likely.54 This response did not even hint at how long the evacuation would take, and the Skl would have been hard pressed to present a gloomier picture.

The Skl’s Shipping Section presented Dönitz with a picture only slightly less bleak, although it claimed that an increase in transport capacity was possible. Postponing the transfer of a division from Norway would provide four transports, but it would be virtually impossible to obtain more vessels than that. The Reich Commissar for Shipping’s resources were tied up supplying Army Groups North and Courland and evacuating troops, wounded, and refugees. The twenty-three ships available could transport roughly 25,000 men, 5,600 horses, and 3,500 vehicles per voyage. Accounting for delays caused by weather and mines, the Shipping Section estimated a round trip required seven days. Since the divisions were to bring all their equipment, this worked out to one week per division, or eighteen weeks for the transport of eighteen divisions. Dönitz met with Hitler on the 17th, and to Hitler’s question how long it would take to evacuate the entire army group, about 300,000 men, he replied ninety days. Dönitz pointed out that this calculation did not include disruption caused by Soviet interference and cautioned that any ships lost could not be replaced.55 Again there are problems with Dönitz’s estimates. On 15 February the Skl had boasted that in four weeks (18 January–14 February) nearly eight divisions and several miscellaneous units had been evacuated from Courland.56 Based on these figures, which do not include any additional vessels, the transport of eighteen divisions should have been possible in nine weeks, or half the Skl’s time estimate. In addition, if merchant shipping was so busy delivering supplies to Courland, could not these vessels take on men and equipment for the return trip? Finally, the navy’s numbers simply do not make sense. On the one hand the Skl claimed it could transport 25,000 men weekly, yet on the other it estimated the evacuation of one division per week. Divisional strengths in Courland averaged at best 6,000 to 7,000 men.57

The army group’s staff officers also worked out a plan, but they reached entirely different conclusions from the Skl. They calculated on the basis of a six-day cycle and claimed that with eighteen transports, fifty-four freighters, four hospital ships, and accompanying escorts the navy could evacuate 208,000 men with their most important vehicles and equipment in fifteen to eighteen days. Yet it may well have been impossible for the navy to assemble an armada of this size; the Skl maintained it had only twenty-three vessels available. Additional questions arise considering the estimates from September. Although at that time the Skl declared there was not enough fuel to evacuate the army group, in mid-February the Shipping Section reported that coal supplies posed no problem. At first glance the navy’s September calculation for the transport of 500,000 men in five months appears consistent with the February claim of the three months to evacuate 300,000, but there are some very important differences. Germany’s fuel situation had seriously deteriorated—not improved—in the intervening months: Why was there fuel suddenly available? It also appears consistent that if the navy shipped 25,000 men per voyage and a round trip required about a week, then the evacuation of 300,000 men would take twelve weeks, or nearly ninety days as Dönitz had stated. Yet again this is not the case. In its calculations, the army group considered that it only had 18,125 vehicles (including artillery) and 10,578 horses. Once these had been evacuated additional space would be available for troops and equipment. According to the numbers Dönitz presented Hitler, each round trip would convey some 3,500 vehicles and 5,600 horses, in addition to the 25,000 men.58 The navy thus would have transported all vehicles from Courland within six trips, and all horses in only two voyages. It seems that in the autumn of 1944 the Skl juggled its numbers to prevent Courland’s evacuation.

The Skl war diary contains a cryptic passage at the end of February 1945 noting that the Shipping Section had reported it could gain six large transports by postponing tasks in the Skagerrak. With these vessels the navy could evacuate 100,000 men, or approximately twelve divisions with equipment, in twelve weeks. Then the diarist remarked that by drastically reducing all other tasks and concentrating the necessary tonnage on Courland, which was possible, the evacuation of 100,000 men could be carried out in three days. Yet the following day Dönitz insisted he could not reduce transport tasks in the Skagerrak for Courland’s benefit and that Hitler had already approved this decision.59 Apparently there were differences of opinion even within the Skl regarding the navy’s actual ability to evacuate troops from Courland. Dönitz, however, with Hitler’s agreement, rejected any argument that indicated Courland’s evacuation was possible within an acceptable amount of time.

The final occasion for serious consideration of abandoning Courland occurred in mid-March, when Guderian approached Dönitz with a special request. Explaining that he believed Hitler’s decision to hold Courland stemmed from naval interests, Guderian sought Dönitz’s support in convincing Hitler to evacuate Courland completely. According to Wagner’s account, Dönitz expressed surprise and assured Guderian that naval considerations played no role in the decision to defend Courland. Dönitz informed Hitler that the navy regarded the possession of West Prussia as decisive but had no interest in holding Courland, whose supply burdened the navy. Hitler thereupon explained that he had demanded Courland’s defense solely for reasons dealing with the war on land and again rejected the idea of an evacuation. Hitler later asked how long it would take to bring five divisions from Courland; Dönitz reported, in accordance to his earlier statements, that this would require five weeks. He gave a more detailed explanation the following day, but Hitler received the report without comment.60

Bridgehead Courland

ANOTHER POSSIBLE REASON Hitler ordered Courland held was because he hoped to use the army group’s position in Latvia as a springboard for a future offensive against the Soviet Union. This idea generally has been regarded with derision;61 it has not received serious consideration. For that reason it is all the more important to explore this possibility. Contrary to the assertions of most German generals and some historians, Hitler was no imbecile in military affairs. Probably the most common criticism of Hitler as a military commander is that he never permitted retreats. This explanation is often presented as the sole reason for the defense of Courland and other “pockets” along the Baltic. There are unquestionably many examples of instances when Hitler refused to allow retreats against the advice of his generals. Often this was a serious mistake, but in others he had what he considered valid strategic reasons for rejecting these appeals. Two examples from the southern sector of the Eastern Front may illustrate this. In late 1943 and early 1944 Hitler resisted commanders’ calls for retreats in the Ukraine, because he wanted neither to lose Ukraine’s rich mineral and agricultural resources nor to make them available to Stalin. Furthermore, some generals seem to have assumed that withdrawals freed only German troops, ignoring that usually greater numbers of Russian soldiers would become available as well. Moreover, the Germans often had to destroy or abandon supply dumps during withdrawals, and the Red Army hastily conscripted men in recaptured areas.62 When the Soviets drove the Nazis from the Ukraine they exploited the region’s mineral, agricultural, and human resources as Hitler had feared.

A second example is the defense of the Crimea, the site of a major German defeat in the spring of 1944. Hitler did not want to give up the Crimea for a number of reasons, including fear of the effect upon Turkey’s attitude, increased vulnerability of Romanian oil fields to air raids, and the navy’s concerns about Soviet control of the Black Sea base at Sevastopol. The Soviets isolated Axis forces on the peninsula in early November 1943, and by May 1944 the German Seventeenth Army had been smashed. At the end of April 1944 the Turks halted essential chrome deliveries and at the beginning of August broke off diplomatic relations with Germany, although Turkey did not declare war on Germany until February 1945.63 Tactically, it made sense to retreat, but strategically Hitler considered the economic and diplomatic consequences too great to do so.

Although Hitler usually refused to yield territory, he allowed more retreats than is generally recognized. In early 1943 Hitler authorized retreats from the Demiansk corridor and the Rzhev salient, a position from which he could threaten Moscow, and that summer he permitted a withdrawal from the Orel bulge.64 Although Hitler did not allow retreats as frequently as most generals would have liked, his actions in the fall of 1944 require a closer look. If one examines what the Germans were actually doing when Hitler ordered Courland held, an unprecedented picture emerges—this was a period when Hitler ordered several major retreats on a number of fronts. Although somewhat before the directive to defend Courland, on 16 August Hitler instructed Army Group G to withdraw from southern France.65 In doing so, he retreated from the nation in which he had achieved his greatest triumph. When Hitler ordered Schörner to defend Courland, German armies also were in the process of evacuating Greece, Albania, Yugoslavia, and parts of Hungary—in other words, most of the Balkan Peninsula. Hitler had begun to withdraw troops from the Greek islands in September and on 2 October OKW instructed Army Group F to accelerate the retreat. The following day Hitler approved the army group’s plan to pull out of Greece, Albania, and southern Macedonia.66 German troops evacuated Athens on 13 October, exactly one week before Hitler ordered Courland’s defense. Most Germans were probably more familiar with Athens and Salonika, which Nazi troops had just abandoned, than with Libau or Windau, for which Hitler decided to fight.

In addition, Hitler had originally planned to retain parts of northern Finland, the site of the nickel mines, after Mannerheim surrendered to the Russians. Speer, however, assured Hitler that Germany had sufficient stocks of nickel, and on 3 October Hitler approved Twentieth Mountain Army’s retreat to Norway.67 Thus in the period from mid-August to early October 1944 Hitler ordered several major withdrawals. Hitler’s orders to evacuate southern France, northern Finland, and much of the Balkan Peninsula hardly conform to the portrayal of someone who never permitted retreats. Rather, this seems to have been a period in which he carefully evaluated the territories still under German control and decided which areas he could give up and which ones were essential to retain. For Hitler, Courland belonged in the latter category.

Although one might argue that in these instances Hitler had no other choice, the case of Army Group North is even more telling. German armies in Finland, France, and the Balkans had not previously lost land contact with the rest of the front; Hitler ordered their withdrawal before this took place. But Army Group North had already been isolated in August 1944 and withdrew from Estonia on Schörner’s initiative in September, only to have its land link to the Reich severed a second time in October. To date, this was the largest German force isolated by the Soviets, far exceeding the 240,000–275,000 troops of Sixth Army surrounded at Stalingrad.68 Why would Hitler suddenly withdraw from entire regions when he had earlier insisted on defending nearly all German-held territory so tenaciously?

The answer perhaps lies on the beaches of Normandy and in the forests of Belgium and Luxembourg. Hitler had never wanted a multifront war, and despite enemy landings in Sicily and Italy in the summer of 1943, he did not have to worry too much about an Allied landing in Western Europe until 1943. In that year and in 1944, however, Hitler stationed more, and better quality, troops in the West to repulse an expected Allied invasion. He genuinely believed that he would smash the invasion force. Recognizing that the Allies would not be able to launch another cross-channel assault soon, he could then transfer an estimated forty divisions to the East, with which he planned to regain the initiative and recapture the Ukraine.69 Not only Hitler but several of his generals also believed this could be accomplished.70 With this in mind, why should he give up territory that Germany would only have to recapture, and, in Hitler’s view, fairly soon?

The Allied invasion, however, succeeded, and Hitler had to revise his plans. He did so, but he clung to his initial conviction that an offensive in the West provided the best chance for a decisive victory, one capable of turning the tide in Germany’s favor. He decided to launch an assault in the West already at the end of July, on the day the Americans captured Avranches. The idea for the Ardennes Offensive (the Battle of the Bulge) was Hitler’s and his alone.71 Several members of Hitler’s entourage attest to his conviction that the attack would succeed.72 Despite the colossal defeats Germany suffered in the summer of 1944, by early autumn the front had begun to stabilize in the West. Hitler probably thought that he had brought his armies back from France in good order. The Allies were certainly stunned by the Germans’ resilience, as painfully demonstrated during Operation “Market-Garden” in Holland, where success surely boosted Hitler’s confidence.

The most important point to bear in mind regarding Hitler’s plan to attack is the timing of the operation. On 16 September Hitler announced his decision to launch the offensive in the Ardennes, designed to seize the port of Antwerp and produce a second Dunkirk (minus the evacuation). He intended to begin the assault in November and commanded the Luftwaffe to assemble 1,500 fighters by the first day of that month.73 This was precisely the period in which Hitler delayed his consent to Schörner’s requests to evacuate Estonia. If the army group could hold on for only a little longer, it would not have to reconquer Estonia in the near future. On 25 September Hitler established the date for the Ardennes offensive as between 20 and 30 November and instructed Jodl to prepare the operational orders. Jodl submitted his draft on 9 October, the day before Soviet tanks reached the Baltic near Memel. Finally, on 22 October, two days after ordering Schörner’s army group to remain in Courland, Hitler decided to begin the attack in the West on 25 November, barely a month away.74 Several of Hitler’s entourage verify his confidence in the outcome of the attack at this time. In early September Goebbels declared that he shared Hitler’s conviction that the coming winter would bring Germany total victory. Speer stated that on 12 October Hitler confidentially informed him of the upcoming offensive, emphasizing that this would be a decisive blow. Finally, less than a week after Army Group North went over to the defense in Courland, Goebbels again expressed optimism, maintaining that the most important thing was to weather the next two to three months.75

At the time Hitler ordered Schörner to defend Courland, therefore, preparations for the Ardennes Offensive were in high gear. By seizing Antwerp, German armies would cut the supply lines of the British Second Army, Canadian First Army, American Ninth Army, and most of the U.S. First Army. Twenty to thirty Allied divisions then would be ripe for destruction. Hitler believed that after the annihilation of its army, a war-weary Britain would have no option other than to quit the war. The Americans, with little heart for war, would withdraw across the Atlantic following this defeat.76 Then, for the first time, Hitler could concentrate Germany’s entire armed might against the Soviet Union. Perhaps Hitler was looking to the future when he ordered Army Group North to remain in Courland. In response to the army’s pleas for Schörner’s forces to break through to East Prussia, Hitler claimed that he anticipated a change in the situation soon, at which point he would need the army group to fall upon the Russians’ exposed flank.77 This change in the situation almost certainly referred to the coming offensive in the West. Since Hitler assumed the attack would succeed, after driving the Anglo-Americans from the continent he could shift his forces to the East to settle with Russia. Once his reinforced eastern armies had burst through the Soviet lines, Army Group Courland could break out from its bridgehead in Latvia and fall upon the rear of a demoralized Russian army. The soldiers of Army Group Courland, as Hitler knew, were neither sixty-year-old Volkssturm nor fourteen-year-old Hitler Youth but nearly half a million veterans of warfare on the Eastern Front. Guderian attests that these men were good, experienced troops, full of fighting power.78

Although there is little direct evidence to substantiate this theory, the timing of the evacuations from Courland, an analogy from the previous year, and an assignment Hitler gave to Speer provide evidence that could support it. On 16 January 1945, following the failure of the Ardennes offensive Hitler returned to Berlin. On the same day he ordered one armored and two infantry divisions withdrawn from Courland. Two weeks later three additional divisions, a brigade, and a corps staff had received instructions for shipment to Germany. The previous month, however, Hitler had refused to evacuate some of these very units.79 In the period from mid-January to mid-March 1945 Hitler ordered ten to eleven divisions, one brigade, and three corps staffs withdrawn from Courland, approximately a third of the army group’s units. Yet from mid-October 1944 to mid-January 1945 only three to four divisions had been brought back to the Reich. It is possible that once Hitler accepted that the offensive in the West had failed, he realized the Courland divisions would be unable to launch an attack in the near future and should return to Germany, leaving behind a smaller force to deny Courland’s ports to the Soviets.

The decision to retain Courland also bears a striking similarity to Hitler’s order to defend the Kuban bridgehead two years earlier. The Soviet offensive that trapped Sixth Army at Stalingrad in November 1942 threatened Germany’s entire southern wing on the Eastern Front. Army Group A, commanded by Field Marshal Ewald von Kleist and consisting of Seventeenth and First Panzer armies, then held positions on the eastern coast of the Black Sea and in the Caucasus, far south of the Don River. Hitler continued to delay Army Group A’s withdrawal until Zeitzler ordered Kleist to retreat to the Kuban on 13 January 1943. By the middle of February Seventeenth Army, with some 400,000 troops, fewer than were later isolated in Courland, had withdrawn to the Gotenkopf Position in the Kuban.80 Hitler ordered Seventeenth Army to remain and defend the Kuban Peninsula. Not until September 1943 did he order the evacuation of the Gotenkopf Position. By the end of the month Seventeenth Army had completed its withdrawal south of the Don, except for a small bridgehead on the Taman Peninsula that was given up on 10 October.81

The main reason Hitler decided to hold a bridgehead in the Kuban was that he planned to attack from this position later. In the spring of 1943 he instructed Speer to build a road and railroad bridge across the Strait of Kerch, divulging that he would launch an offensive from the Kuban.82 At the end of July, after the German attack at Kursk had failed, Hitler still refused to evacuate the Kuban, despite Zeitzler’s insistence that it no longer fulfilled its primary task since Germany could not mount an attack from there.83 Hitler’s chief goal in the 1942 summer offensive in southern Russia had been to seize the oil fields in the Caucasus. The assault had bogged down, and then the Soviets thwarted his plan with their offensive at Stalingrad. But in Hitler’s eyes this was only a temporary setback: he still intended to launch a future attack from the Kuban to capture the oil fields. Petroleum extracted from the Caucasus would fuel Germany’s industry and military, and its loss would cripple Russia. Retaining a position in the Kuban meant that his troops would not have to force the Don River and the Kerch Straits and fight for the same territory all over again. Stalingrad was obviously another site Hitler considered extremely important, and one reason for holding out there bore resemblance to the Kuban. He claimed that to recapture the city in 1943 would require even greater sacrifices than had already been made. This also was a factor in the Crimea’s defense.84 Similarly, the troops defending Memel believed the main reason they continued to retain the bridgehead was so that Army Group North could break out of Courland as part of a major flank attack against the Soviets.85 Hitler might have been willing to sacrifice a couple of divisions here and there to serve as a Wellenbrecher, but when he allowed the Soviets to isolate entire armies, as at Kuban and in Courland, he had an attack in mind.

This corresponds with Hitler’s conception of how to wage war. Hitler consistently adhered to the principle of the attack, and he asserted that since the war began, his policy had always been to conduct it offensively. In speeches to his generals immediately before the Ardennes Offensive and prior to the subsequent attack in Alsace, Hitler emphasized that Germany could not win the war defensively.86 Even after the failure of these attacks, Hitler was determined to fight offensively on the Eastern Front. He clung to his belief that one day he would recapture the territories lost to the Soviets. He refused Reinhardt’s request to withdraw Fourth Army on 20 January 1945, because that would sacrifice German land that later must be reconquered.87 Throughout 1945 Hitler attempted offensive operations in the East. Examples include attacks in Hungary, the ill-fated Stargard offensive from Pomerania, and Schörner’s attacks in Silesia. Despite Guderian’s opposition, he insisted upon the offensive in Hungary to safeguard Germany’s oil supply. Hitler also hoped to gain a shorter line there and free a dozen divisions to recapture Soviet territorial gains in eastern Germany. Shortly before the Soviets lunched their massive offensive in January 1945, Hitler announced his intention to use the next year’s recruits to replenish fifty of his best divisions as an offensive force for attacks on all fronts.88

Finally, on 19 August 1944, three days after he ordered the withdrawal from southern France, Hitler instructed Speer to prepare a report evaluating the consequences of further territorial losses upon armaments production, primarily regarding the availability of metals and ores. Speer assumed that Germany would retain parts of Hungary, Croatia, and northern Italy. His study, however, also provided information on armaments production should Germany lose Finland, Norway, and the rest of the Balkans, and obtain no more raw materials from Sweden, Spain, or Portugal. Speer reported that the most critical shortage would be in chromium but that stocks existed to guarantee delivery of weapons up to 1 January 1946. Speer submitted this study on 5 September.89 The timing of Hitler’s order to Speer to prepare this report coincides too closely with his permission to withdraw from southern France, the Balkans, and Finland to be a coincidence. With plans for the Ardennes Offensive nearly completed, Hitler made crucial decisions regarding which areas he must hold to continue the war successfully. It was also the period when Hitler had to decide what to do with Schörner’s army group in the Baltic States. No economic goods essential for the armaments industry came from Courland. If he was retreating from Finland, with its nickel deposits, then he must have found Courland indispensable for reasons other than economic ones.


CHAPTER 8

The Swedish Question

SWEDEN’S ROLE IN WORLD WAR II has evoked little interest outside of that country. Although we now know this nation would never enter the war, Hitler and Dönitz could not count on this. For Hitler Sweden represented a valuable source of raw materials and manufactured goods, as well as a possible threat to Germany’s position in Norway. To Dönitz this politically unreliable nation’s location potentially endangered the navy’s U-boat training areas in the Baltic. Particularly in the final stage of the war, both Hitler and Dönitz endeavored to ensure at all costs that Sweden remained neutral.

On several occasions Hitler claimed a political motive for retaining a foothold in the Baltic States. He feared that withdrawing from Estonia, and later from Courland, would adversely affect Sweden’s attitude. Hitler believed that the presence of German troops in the Baltic States deterred Sweden from cutting off ore imports. On 5 September 1944, when Army Group North wished to evacuate Estonia in the wake of Finland’s surrender, Hitler insisted that holding the current positions in that sector was politically important as a way of exerting influence on Sweden. Two days later Natzmer phoned OKH to check on the army group’s request to retreat; Berlin replied that Guderian had attempted to convince Hitler to give up the Baltic States but that Hitler had again brought up his concern for Sweden. In the winter and spring of 1945 Hitler returned to this theme, at times responding to Guderian’s demands to evacuate Courland by insisting that only the presence of the Courland armies prevented Sweden from declaring war on Germany.1 To understand why Hitler feared Swedish belligerence and whether the Swedes had given him cause for suspicion, a brief review of Sweden’s policy since 1939 is necessary.

Upon the outbreak of war Sweden declared its neutrality and continued to trade with both Britain and Germany. Sweden experienced few problems until the end of November 1939, when the Soviet Union attacked Finland. Sweden found itself in a precarious situation during the Winter War, as it had long maintained very close ties to Finland and traditionally feared Russia. The Swedish government was willing to assist the Finns in almost any way possible, short of war. Sweden provided Finland with substantial aid and sent large quantities of arms and ammunition, seriously depleting its own stocks. The Winter War also brought difficulty on the diplomatic front. Determined to prevent Swedish belligerency, Germany sent several thinly veiled threats demanding that Sweden remain neutral. Hitler feared that Sweden’s entry into the war would jeopardize the delivery of iron ore and that if Russia attacked Sweden, it would be difficult for the Swedes to refuse Allied offers to intervene in Scandinavia. The Germans warned the Swedish government that they would take swift action if Allied troops entered the country. Hitler’s anxiety in this matter was justified, because the British and French made repeated requests that Allied troops be allowed to pass through Sweden to aid Finland; Sweden refused them.2 The end of the Winter War in March 1940 did not lessen the danger to Sweden, for on 9 April Hitler invaded Norway and Denmark. Although a Swedish military attaché had alerted Defense Minister Per Edvin Sköld, this warning went unheeded.3 Sweden’s military position at this time was even worse than in autumn 1939. Southern Sweden was virtually defenseless, because the Swedes had concentrated their army in the north during the Winter War, and the delivery of arms and ammunition to Finland had deprived Sweden of a significant proportion of the supplies needed for its own defense.4

Admiral Raeder provided Hitler with convincing naval arguments for the occupation of Norway, but Hitler’s interest in guaranteeing supplies of Swedish iron also played a role.5 The Winter War and the danger of Allied intervention in Scandinavia had revealed the threat to Germany’s ore imports. Swedish iron ore reached Germany by two main routes. The Swedes shipped some from ports in the Gulf of Bothnia, mainly Luleå, but most of these ports were closed nearly half the year due to ice. The preferred route was to send the ore to the Norwegian port of Narvik, ice free throughout the year, for transshipment to Germany. Yet with the outbreak of war the Narvik route proved vulnerable to British interference.

Churchill considered halting iron ore shipments to Germany decisive. The British predicted that without these imports German production would cease within months, if not weeks (an assessment that greatly exaggerated the importance of Swedish iron ore to Germany’s war economy). In April 1939 British trade envoys tactlessly warned the Swedes that in the event of war, Britain might have to destroy the iron mines. A major reason for Britain’s interest in assisting Finland during the Winter War was to occupy Sweden’s iron mines.6 In the end the British decided not to take military action against Sweden, but they did mine Norway’s coastal waters and planned to sabotage port facilities at Oxelösund, an ice-free port on Sweden’s southeastern coast from which Germany received ore.7 During the fighting in Norway in the spring of 1940 the British destroyed port installations at Narvik, significantly reducing its capacity for ore shipments.

Swedish iron ore was of a very high quality, having an iron content of nearly 60 percent, compared to 30 percent for German ores. Germany obtained most of its iron ore from the Reich and Nazi-occupied areas, but about 80 percent of the iron ore it did import came from Sweden. Another vital import was ball bearings. The Nazis received no more than 10 percent of their ball bearings from the Swedes, but these bearings were of the types Germany lacked later in the war due to Allied air raids. Germany also imported from Sweden high-grade steel, finished copper, sulfur, and timber.8

After the occupation of Norway and Denmark, German pressure on Sweden increased. Eager to remain at peace, the Swedes granted more and more concessions to Germany. Churchill feared that the Swedes would purchase their neutrality by supplying Germany with all the ore it wanted.9 But in fact Sweden granted the Germans far more than raw materials; its government stretched neutrality past any recognized limits. Hitler had demanded strict neutrality from Sweden in April 1940, when such a policy benefited the Nazis, and the Swedes had agreed on the condition they be left in peace. After the conquest of Norway, Germany received permission for so-called transit traffic, the transport of supplies and soldiers on leave to northern Norway via Swedish rail lines. From June 1940 until November 1943 Sweden’s railroads carried over two million men on leave, more than 700,000 tons of military supplies, and 60,000 wounded (mainly from the front in Finland), many of the wounded on Swedish hospital trains. The Swedes justified these concessions by claiming that once Norway surrendered, these actions did not support or aid a belligerent.10

In 1941 and 1942 foreign observers noted a decidedly pro-Nazi stance among many Swedish officials. In March 1941 the Swedish Defense Staff’s naval section prepared a study on a possible Russo-German war that mentioned the possibility of Germany transporting troops to Finland on Sweden’s railroads and hinted at Swedish forces fighting alongside Germans. In January 1942 Goebbels noted in his diary that Sweden had “done more for the German war effort than is generally assumed,” although a few months later he began to complain of the Swedes’ attitude.11 Sweden was, however, under Nazi pressure. In February 1941 its military attaché to Germany, Curt Juhlin-Dannfelt, spoke with the German Army chief of staff, Halder, about the possibility of granting transit rights to Allied troops if the Soviets attacked Finland again. Halder replied that if Sweden did so, Germany would reduce the nation to rubble. In the spring of 1941 the supreme commander of Sweden’s armed forces, Gen. Olof Thörnell, informed his government that Sweden could not withstand an attack and advised that war with Germany should be avoided if at all possible.12

During the planning for the Russian campaign, the Germans hoped for Swedish assistance. The Skl contemplated Sweden’s help in several matters, including laying minefields in its territorial waters to supplement those laid by the German Navy, allowing shipment of supplies for troops in Finland to southern Sweden, and protecting German merchant vessels in Swedish waters with Swedish warships.13 Hitler declared that he believed the Swedes would participate in the war in return for cession of the Åland Islands, and in early May OKW even considered how to use Sweden’s armed forces if they joined in the war with Russia.14

Hitler had little reason to doubt Sweden’s good will in this period. Immediately after the invasion of the Soviet Union, its government allowed the Germans to transfer a fully equipped division through Sweden to Finland.15 This represented Sweden’s most flagrant breach of neutrality. The Swedes refused transit rights for a second division at the end of July 1941 but later permitted the transport of an SS battalion. In addition, the government doubled the normal allowed leave traffic. Swedes also provided a valuable service by repairing all types of vehicles from German units in northern Norway and Finland, saving the Nazis a great deal of time and transport space. Furthermore, Sweden allowed German merchant vessels to pass through its territorial waters, and on one occasion a German division sailed from Norway to Finland through Swedish waters.16 Despite the pro-German attitude of several prominent military and political leaders, however, Sweden’s press was virulently anti-German, frequently enraging Hitler and above all Goebbels. In the fall of 1940 the government confiscated several issues of the Göteborgs Handelstidning to placate the Germans and in June 1941 introduced a law curtailing freedom of the press.17

Britain’s naval attaché in Sweden, Henry Denham, claimed that the Swedish Navy was especially pro-German. Denham also charged that the Swedish secret police worked very closely with German intelligence and kept track of his movements.18 Thörnell himself had a reputation for being very pro-German. In April 1941 he suggested to the government that Sweden participate in an anticipated war against the Soviets, and at the end of 1944 Thörnell reportedly was almost in tears over Germany’s defeats.19

Yet the Swedes made most concessions during the years of German victory. The declaration of war on the United States, the Allied landings in North Africa, and the Soviet victory at Stalingrad caused Sweden to reassess its relations with Germany. During the second half of 1943, once Sweden had built up its armed forces to a respectable level, the Swedes began to restrict concessions previously granted. In August the Swedish government informed the Germans that it would halt the transit traffic to northern Norway and that it would no longer allow German vessels in Swedish territorial waters. Once the Swedes began to steer away from Germany, they came under increasingly heavy pressure from the Anglo-Americans to reduce exports to Germany, especially ball bearings.20

Hitler viewed Sweden’s increased independence with growing mistrust. At the end of 1941 he feared the British might invade Norway to exert pressure on Sweden, and only a month later he began to suspect Swedish hostility, claiming that the Swedes would support a British landing in Scandinavia. Hitler declared that Allied domination of Sweden would deprive Germany of freedom of movement in the Baltic. In April of 1942 he notified Mussolini that Sweden would defect if the British invaded Norway. Explaining that a link between Britain and Sweden would be dangerous for Germany, he informed his Italian ally that he had reinforced Norway with seventy thousand men and deployed an armored division near Oslo to threaten Sweden.21 The Germans received reports that the Allied landings in North Africa in November 1942 had made a profound impression in Sweden. To this Hitler declared that Scandinavia’s protection was more important than a major offensive in Russia for the coming year, and he accordingly ordered the armored division in Norway reinforced. Hitler’s reaction to Sweden’s announcement ending the transit traffic to Norway, however, was surprisingly calm.22 By the fall of 1943 Jodl too was convinced that a successful Allied landing in Norway would bring Sweden into the war, leading to the collapse of the entire Scandinavian front and endangering the Baltic.23

Swedish intelligence rendered an invaluable service to its government by cracking Germany’s codes at a relatively early date. In April 1940 the German military rented telephone and telegraph lines between Narvik and Oslo, and Trondheim and Oslo, which passed through Swedish territory. The Swedes promptly tapped these lines, as well as German lines from Berlin, Oslo, and Helsinki to Stockholm. Although in the beginning the Swedes read only military traffic, a direct line from Berlin to the German legation in Stockholm at the end of 1940 yielded diplomatic messages.24 A mathematics professor at Uppsala University, Arne Beurling, succeeded in forcing the machine code (Geheimschreiber) used by the Germans for communications with Norway, and he built a deciphering machine of his own. In this way the Swedes learned of Hitler’s preparations to invade Russia by the spring of 1941.25 Swedish intelligence also provided the government with advance warning of German intentions in diplomatic and economic negotiations. In mid-1942, however, the Finns alerted the Germans to Swedish code-breaking activity, and the Nazis tightened their communications security. The Germans transferred many of their communication wires to underwater cables and introduced more sophisticated code machines, so that after the end of 1942 Swedish intelligence rarely could decrypt German messages.26 The Swedes assumed that by this time the greatest danger had passed, because Germany had been forced on the defensive, but they were dangerously mistaken. The Swedes lost the ability to read German messages just as Hitler was seriously considering invading the country.

Nazi Germany contemplated attacking Sweden on several occasions throughout the war. In planning for the invasion of Norway at the end of February 1940, one of Warlimont’s subordinates in OKW submitted a proposal to occupy parts of Denmark and Sweden. Interest in Sweden’s iron ore was evident in this plan, which called for the seizure of Luleå and the rail line Luleå–Narvik. Warlimont altered the plan to envision the occupation of all of Denmark, leaving the Swedes alone, because on 1 March Hitler had ordered that no moves be made against Sweden.27 German suspicion of Sweden’s unreliability, however, increased. In January 1943 OKW noted that reports from Stockholm and Helsinki indicated the Swedes would suspend transit traffic if the Allies invaded Norway, concluding for that reason that German troops in northern Norway and northern Finland required additional supplies. In March, Hitler ordered German forces in Norway to prepare a study for operations in Scandinavia in the event of a change in the military or political situation. He also commanded OKW not to issue this order in writing but to impart its contents orally to staff officers from Norway and Finland who would soon be coming to Führer Headquarters. A few days later Hitler’s mistrust of Sweden had grown even deeper. He commanded Jodl to reinforce German troops in Norway and to provide the armored division there with the heaviest offensive weapons, against which the Swedes had no defense.28

The plan to invade Sweden envisioned an assault by a half-dozen divisions. In the north one division was to cross the border east of Trondheim toward Östersund and then thrust to the Gulf of Bothnia, supported by an armored division advancing somewhat farther south. In the south two to three divisions were to storm the frontier and drive on Stockholm, while one to two divisions dealt with Swedish troops near Lake Vänern. In addition, the Germans planned several small-scale amphibious and airborne landings on Sweden’s southwest coast and north of Stockholm to tie down Swedish reserves.29 At the beginning of 1943 the Germans had twelve divisions in Norway, including one armored division, and from April through June OKW sent further reinforcements. Yet in August, following the reverses Germany suffered in the summer of 1943, Hitler ordered the armored division to the continent, and the following month OKW transferred a division from Norway to the Balkans. This stripped German forces in Norway of operational reserves and ended the serious threat of invasion.30

Swedish war plans during World War II reveal a surprising, perhaps overoptimistic, confidence and aggressiveness after 1940. In the early interwar years Swedish planning had focused on two potential enemies, the Soviets and an unnamed western power, presumably Britain. In view of the international situation in the late 1930s, in 1939 the Swedes revised their plans to include war with Germany. When Germany occupied of Norway and Denmark, Sweden suddenly faced a hostile power along its 1,200-kilometer-long western border, as well as to the south in Denmark. Sweden’s 1940 plans were entirely defensive and called for concentrating most of its army in the southern and central part of the country.31 Swedish plans in early 1941 again emphasized defense against a possible German attack from Norway, but now the Swedes began to show signs of greater confidence. They assumed that with Germany’s depleted naval forces heavily engaged against Britain, the anticipated German attack on the Soviet Union would make Sweden’s fleet an important factor in the Baltic and that their army could seriously threaten Germany’s position in Norway. Nonetheless, this plan proposed a benevolent attitude toward Germany, since it was in Sweden’s interest to see the Soviets defeated. Plans from the autumn of that year provided for minor offensive action across the border into Norway—for example, to cut the rail link to Trondheim. By early 1942 the Swedes felt capable of an offensive to seize a Norwegian port to establish a link to Britain. The Swedes showed, however, a particular fear of airborne assault, against which they had no defense.32 In 1943 Sweden’s army planned, after repulsing a German invasion, for an attack toward Oslo as well as a thrust to capture the port Mo i Rana, approximately midway between Narvik and Trondheim. The 1943 plans remained essentially unchanged until the end of the war. Beginning in 1944, however, the Swedes began to pay closer attention to a possible threat from the Soviets.33

The Swedish Navy’s primary task was coastal defense. Since the army would concentrate its forces on the southern coast and along the Norwegian border, the burden of protecting Sweden’s long eastern shore fell to the navy. On the whole, the navy viewed its mission as defensive.34 By the spring of 1942 the Swedish Navy’s plans included provisions for limited offensive operations. If Germany controlled the Åland Islands the navy planned to attack supply routes to the islands. If the islands remained unoccupied, the navy intended attacks on German lines of communication in the Gulf of Bothnia, as well as on German bases in the Reval–Libau area. Surprisingly, the navy’s plans at the end of 1942 were much more pessimistic than in earlier years. The Swedes now realized that the Germans might invade not only from Norway, Denmark, or northern Germany but from Finland or the Baltic States as well. Swedish planners envisioned German landings almost everywhere.35 Plans in later years were not quite so gloomy, though they remained generally defensive.

If by the fall of 1943 the German Army rarely considered attacking Sweden, the navy still eyed Sweden with suspicion. The Swedish Navy was probably the most pro-German of all branches of its armed forces, but the Skl was dissatisfied. In April 1941 Raeder had complained to the Swedish naval attaché, Anders Forshell, about Sweden’s attitude.36 The Swedish Navy, however, proved extremely accommodating on several occasions. In the spring of 1940 Sweden’s naval vessels assisted the Germans in laying an antisubmarine net in the Sound between Denmark and Sweden (Öresund). In June 1941 the Swedish Navy laid mines in its territorial waters to supplement German mine barrages that blocked the Baltic from Swedish waters to the coast of the Baltic States. In addition, in the fall of that year Swedish warships repeatedly escorted German vessels carrying supplies to Finland.37

Dönitz was even more wary of Sweden than Raeder. When he assumed command of the navy in January 1943 Hitler wanted him to scrap the surface fleet, but Dönitz pointed out that powerful German naval forces in the Baltic would help influence Sweden’s attitude.38 A major irritant to Dönitz was the activity of Swedish aircraft in the Baltic. On several occasions German warships reported being “buzzed” by Swedish planes. In July 1943 the Skl ordered German vessels to open fire if approached by Swedish aircraft, maintaining that the Swedes repeatedly had been requested through diplomatic channels to halt this activity. The next month, following another incident of this type when Swedish aircraft shadowed a German convoy, Schmundt (Naval High Command, Baltic) complained that the Swedes would certainly pass any information on to Germany’s enemies.39 Schmundt regarded the Swedes with great mistrust; in fact, he counted them as already in the enemy camp. In August 1943 he warned the Skl that Swedish shipping represented a sizeable reserve for the Anglo-Americans. Noting Sweden’s increasingly hostile stance, he insisted that Germany must prevent the enemy’s use of these vessels. Schmundt proposed sending commandos to destroy ships in Swedish ports.40 Apparently the Skl considered this suggestion too far-fetched and an invitation for trouble.

The navy’s problems with Sweden persisted. Swedish fishing boats on at least two occasions entered a forbidden area and sabotaged lights on German buoys. In retaliation the Germans sank two Swedish fishing boats in the area in August 1943. Following this altercation the Foreign Ministry instructed the Skl to avoid further incidents with Sweden.41 Yet cases of “buzzing” and violations of German airspace continued, until events came to a head on 14 May 1944, when a German fighter shot down a Swedish plane near Libau. At first Kummetz (Schmundt’s successor) assumed that it had been a Soviet plane with Swedish markings, but he suspiciously added that if it were Swedish, it was spying on German U-boat training areas for Britain or Russia. Kummetz soon received a report that three Swedish air-men had been picked up in a dinghy, and early the next day the Germans shot down a second Swedish plane near Windau. Kummetz declared that Sweden and Germany’s enemies alike recognized the importance of air reconnaissance over this part of the Baltic and that the extraordinary search and rescue operation the Swedes had mounted when their plane had been downed revealed the importance of this information.42

Kummetz’s problems with the Swedes were not yet over. At the beginning of July a German patrol boat spotted a Swedish destroyer. Swedish aircraft had not reappeared over the coast of the Baltic States, but, Kummetz argued, now destroyers had taken their place. Within a month the Germans sighted Swedish warships near the Irben Straits on three occasions.43 A German patrol boat near Moen fired on a Swedish plane after it approached to a distance of nine hundred meters. To the Germans’ utter surprise, the aircraft returned fire! Perplexed, Kummetz remarked that this was the first instance of Swedish aircraft fighting back. Finally, less than a week after that incident a U-boat training flotilla reported encountering a Swedish destroyer eighteen nautical miles north-northwest of Libau. Stunned, Kummetz exclaimed, “The Swedes are in the middle of our U-boat training area!”44

Although regarded with great suspicion by the Germans, especially Schmundt and Kummetz, Swedish air and naval reconnaissance in the Baltic had been carried out for defensive purposes. The Swedes periodically worried about a German attack, either because the government was about to announce a measure displeasing to the Germans or because intelligence warned of an imminent German invasion. For example, on 28 July 1943, a few days before Sweden canceled the transit agreement, the Swedes began to carry out secret reconnaissance flights from the Kalmar Sound to the area near the island of Bornholm. As a further precaution, naval vessels laid mines along Sweden’s southeastern coast. In the first week of August the Swedes supplemented their air reconnaissance with patrols by destroyers near the island of Gotland and off the southeastern coast.45 Another invasion scare occurred at the end of March 1944, as a result of deteriorating relations between Finland and Germany. Sweden attempted to arrange peace talks between the Soviets and the Finns, angering Germany.46 The Swedes stepped up their air reconnaissance, and on 14 May a plane failed to return. The following day a minesweeper hailed a Latvian fishing boat and learned that the plane had been shot down. On 16 May Sweden’s Naval Staff ordered reconnaissance in this area halted. The Swedish airplane had been sent to search for transports at sea or around ports in the Baltic States, an area where the Swedes’ intelligence was poor.47 It had merely been a case of mutual suspicion.

Nazi preparations to seize the Åland Islands, “Tanne West,” began in the spring of 1944 and brought Sweden under even closer scrutiny. In July Kummetz warned of the possibility that Sweden might seize the islands itself. When the Germans sent heavy warships to aid Finland in the summer of 1944, the Skl instructed them to remain beyond the previously envisioned time, due to the unfavorable situation in the Gulf of Finland and also in consideration of Sweden.48 Although an announcement informing Sweden of Germany’s reasons for seizing the Åland Islands had been prepared, Hitler decided to cancel the operation out of regard for Sweden. In early 1944, as Sweden arranged peace talks between the Soviets and the Finns, concern for a German invasion of the Åland Islands, and possibly of Sweden itself, became acute, and the Swedes considered occupying the islands themselves.49 From the end of March until mid-April Swedish preparations for war steadily increased.50 After the Soviet summer offensive in Karelia the Swedes again briefly fretted about a German attempt to seize the Åland Islands. When word of the Germans’ unsuccessful attempt to seize Hogland arrived, the Swedes stepped up their reconnaissance near the Åland Islands but ordered no overall change in defensive readiness.51

The string of Allied victories in the summer of 1944 convinced the Swedes that Hitler would lose the war and that it would be advisable for Sweden to distance itself from Germany. In the second half of that year the Swedes dealt the Germans a series of economic blows. In August, Sweden’s government announced that it would no longer insure shipping to German ports, in effect forbidding its vessels to sail to Germany. The government halted the last transit through its territory on 9 September. On 27 September, fearful that Soviet submarines would soon reach the Baltic, Sweden closed its Baltic ports and territorial waters to all foreign shipping. Finally, on 12 October the Swedes ended the export of ball bearings to Germany. All of these measures were serious, but the withdrawal of Swedish shipping was most damaging, because from 1941 to 1944 Swedish vessels had brought an average of at least 40 percent of the iron ore to Germany, and Finnish vessels nearly 10 percent. With Finland out of the war and Swedish shipping to Germany halted, the Nazis faced the loss of half of the vessels engaged in transporting ore to the Reich.52 The closure of Sweden’s ports also meant that iron ore, even if Germany could scrape together ships to transport it, had to travel the long, dangerous route from Narvik. These events sobered the Skl, which on 29 September issued a directive to avoid all violations of Swedish territorial waters. In view of the current political tension with Sweden, that nation could be given no excuses for going over to the enemy side.53

Yet the German Navy was furious over these measures. The Skl viewed Sweden’s actions as proof that it had submitted to Allied demands to halt ore deliveries to the Reich. Dönitz declared that the Swedes had taken these steps because of “fear and dependence on international Jewish capital.” He added that Germany could still fight without Swedish ore and that the Swedes had best beware.54 On several occasions in the latter part of 1944 the Skl insisted that it must retain its heavy surface vessels not only to engage the Soviet fleet but with regard to Sweden as well.55 At the beginning of October the navy proposed the erection of launchers for Germany’s unmanned rockets to threaten cities in southern Sweden, but on 15 October Keitel announced that it was in Germany’s interest to avoid incidents with Sweden.56

At the beginning of October 1944, Soviet submarines entered the Baltic. In response to this the Skl wanted to declare the entire eastern Baltic, including the Gulf of Bothnia, an operational zone.57 Kummetz was clearly still angry about Swedish incursions in the area during the summer. He claimed that militarily it was unnecessary to include the Gulf of Bothnia and Åland Sea but that the declaration of the eastern Baltic as an operational zone made it possible to sink all merchant ships without regard to their nationality, and Swedish warships and aircraft in the area would be fair game. Kummetz also pointed out that mines would be effective in disrupting shipping between Sweden and Finland. Dönitz replied that the navy had no interest in traffic between Finland and Sweden. After the official declaration of the eastern Baltic as a war zone as of 11 November, the Skl repeatedly instructed U-boats to fire only if they were certain the target was not a Swedish vessel.58

At the beginning of 1945, OKW considered a report from the military attaché in Stockholm that warned of Sweden’s entering the war, and it returned to the proposal of erecting launching pads for V-1 and V-2 rockets pointing toward Stockholm. The Germans believed that this would dampen any enthusiasm for war in Sweden. But a few days later Hitler decided that Sweden’s entry into the war was unlikely and that no preparatory measures for Swedish belligerence should be taken.59 In mid-February OKW noted that relations with Sweden had further deteriorated, citing a report from the German military attaché in Sweden, Bruno von Uthmann, describing Sweden’s attitude as “unsettling.” Hitler too viewed Sweden with increased suspicion. In March he refused a proposal to evacuate northern Norway because he feared it would provide an incentive for Sweden to enter the war if the Anglo-Americans seized Narvik and established a link with Sweden. The presence of Norwegian “police troops” in Sweden was another cause of concern.60

The German Navy also drew up plans for an invasion of Sweden and reviewed them regularly. The navy first examined a landing operation on Sweden’s coast around the turn of the year 1939–40. This study, however, was only theoretical and does not appear to have been linked with plans to invade Norway and Denmark then under consideration.61 In the spring of 1943 the navy again analyzed the possibility of attacking Sweden. In this study the Skl asserted that the seizure of Sweden’s fleet would considerably strengthen Germany’s navy. The Skl also declared that Sweden’s navy represented a “considerable threat,” due to the lack of German escort vessels and the decisive importance of the Baltic for Germany. Indicating that it could not destroy the Swedish Navy, the Skl explained that the elimination of Sweden’s fleet required the German Army to capture its ports by land, which it should do as quickly as possible. But the Skl expressed grave reservations about the entire scheme. War with Sweden would reduce, if not paralyze, U-boat training in the Baltic; disrupt supply shipments to Finland, the Baltic States, and Norway, as well as the delivery of ore imports; and end the transit traffic to Norway. If Sweden and its ports could be occupied within days or even a few weeks, the navy considered the operation worthwhile. But if the Swedes continued longer to hold parts of their country, it could invite disaster. This would serve as an invitation for the Allies to invade Scandinavia and base aircraft in Sweden, which would endanger the Baltic—and loss of the U-boat training areas in the Baltic signified the death of the U-boat war. The Skl concluded that action against Sweden without a compelling reason was justifiable only if the success of the operation within a very short time was guaranteed.62 In view of Germany’s current situation, this was quite unlikely.

The navy, therefore, did not recommend the invasion of Sweden. The reason was that at the end of March 1943 the Skl had considered the repercussions of an Allied invasion in northern Norway. Although the Skl feared an undesirable effect upon the attitude of both Finland and Sweden, it regarded an Allied presence in Sweden as the greatest danger. In the Skl’s eyes Sweden would serve as a bridge to the Baltic, whereas the continuation of the U-boat war required Germany’s absolute control of the Baltic.63 In October 1943 the question of war with Sweden again surfaced. Meisel claimed that political developments, presumably Sweden’s halt to the transit traffic, raised the possibility of Sweden’s declaring war on Germany. He ordered a reexamination of the May study, based on the assumption of Swedish belligerence due to an Allied landing in Norway, Jutland, or western Sweden. Schmundt looked into this matter, but his assessment was no brighter than the previous one. He warned that the greatest danger from war with Sweden would be the Allies’ immediate use of Sweden as an air base. This would necessitate a vast increase in air defense for all ports and important bases in the central and eastern Baltic, as well as the Gulf of Riga and Gulf of Finland. Furthermore, the mere threat of Swedish submarine activity would require the formation of antisubmarine flotillas and the gathering of escorts for supply transports to Finland, the Baltic States, and Norway. Ending on a most discouraging note, Schmundt pointed out that one could draw parallels to the situation in the Mediterranean, especially the struggle to retain North Africa. Another report on this subject from Naval High Command, Norway, reached similar conclusions.64

Following the numerous steps the Swedish government took to throttle trade with Germany in the fall of 1944, the possibility of Sweden’s belligerence arose once more in mid-October. Meisel requested Wagner and the Skl’s operations section jointly to examine the consequences of war with Sweden. An Skl report from the same day noted that several problems raised in the 1943 study, such as supply of Finland and loss of imports from Sweden, no longer had any bearing on the situation. The loss of U-boat bases on France’s Atlantic coast, however, had increased the importance of control of the Baltic entrances and sea routes to Norway. The greatest problem facing Germany in the execution of such an operation was that there simply were no ground or air forces available to fight Sweden. For this reason, Germany had endeavored to keep Sweden neutral and avoid incidents.65 On 29 October this latest study, bearing Wagner’s signature, was completed. In it he claimed that the most effective way to eliminate the dangers resulting from Sweden’s belligerence would be to conquer and occupy the country, at least its southern half, either as a preventive measure or immediately after Sweden declared war. Wagner, however, realized that there was no chance of obtaining forces to attack Sweden. If Sweden entered the war it would almost certainly coordinate an attack of its own on Norway, probably toward the Oslo–Bergen area or Trondheim, with an Allied landing. One of Wagner’s greatest concerns was that Germany’s sea routes and U-boat training areas lay open between the German and Swedish coast.66 Wagner did not present a particularly optimistic assessment either.

At the beginning of December Dönitz stressed that the question of whether or not Sweden entered the war was of the utmost importance. He insisted that the disadvantages would be so serious as to outweigh any possible gains. Dönitz explained that he had informed Keitel and Ribbentrop of his views on this subject. On 9 February 1945, at the Skl’s request, Jodl issued instructions to Germany’s armed forces that Sweden’s entry into the war was unlikely and that Hitler wished no directives for war with Sweden issued.67

Sweden’s reaction to Germany’s defense of Courland was not quite what Hitler claimed. Instead of becoming alarmed, Sweden’s military paid scarcely any attention to the German troops in Courland. In early September the Swedes ordered defenses on the island of Gotland strengthened due to the situation in the Baltic States. Otherwise, they did not display much concern. In fact, at the very time Schörner’s supposedly threatening forces went over to the defense in Courland, the Swedish Defense Staff ordered a decrease in readiness.68 Although Swedish military leaders considered an Allied invasion of Norway or Denmark still possible, the threat from Courland seems to have escaped them. In general, the Swedes believed Germany was so tied down in defensive fighting that by the end of 1943 they considered an invasion of Sweden remote indeed. Actually, the Defense Staff’s naval section expressed more concern about a possible threat to the Åland Islands from the Soviet Union once it captured the Baltic States.69 The Swedes were probably quite content to have German troops in Courland.

Dönitz’s attitude toward Sweden reveals an interesting mixture of fear and contempt. He probably would have liked nothing better than to see Sweden brought to its knees by Nazi armies, because Sweden’s conquest and occupation would have removed a potential threat to the Baltic. But by mid-1943, when Germany seriously began to consider invading Sweden, it was too late. Dönitz had realized that he could not afford any disruption to U-boat training. If Sweden survived the initial onslaught, Allied air and possibly naval forces would arrive and gain direct access to the Baltic. Dönitz realized all too well what that would mean. As Churchill later wrote, “Without command of the Baltic we could not ask for a Swedish harbour. Without a Swedish harbour we could not have command of the Baltic.”70 Although Dönitz was more than willing to threaten Sweden, as the navy’s proposal to aim V-1 and A-4 rockets at Stockholm demonstrates, his intention was never to provoke the Swedes but to cow them into maintaining the course they had followed since September 1939.


CHAPTER 9

The U-boat War, the Baltic Sea, and Norway

THE MOST LIKELY REASON why Hitler chose to defend Courland and other bridgeheads along the Baltic concerns the Atlantic Ocean more than the Eastern Front. It is well known that the Luftwaffe suffered a serious defeat over Britain in the second half of 1940. Historians also acknowledge that the German army met its match at Moscow in December 1941 and that it never regained the strategic initiative after the Stalingrad debacle the following winter. Yet people often forget that the tide did not turn against German navy until May 1943. Following the defeat in the Battle of the Atlantic, Dönitz’s single-minded goal was to regain the initiative in the war at sea. He planned to achieve this with new models of technologically advanced submarines that would sever the link between the Old World and the New, isolating America and starving Britain into submission.1 But first these new U-boats had to undergo trials and their crews had to be trained, both of which for geographic reasons were possible only in the eastern and central Baltic. It was absolutely essential to Dönitz to control the Baltic so he could ready his new submarine force for operations in the Atlantic.

Although the German navy had been woefully unprepared for war in 1939, Dönitz’s U-boat arm increased in size and efficiency. The number of submarines in the first year of the war hovered between fifty and sixty. This number increased dramatically to 248 commissioned U-boats in January 1942 and 400 in January 1943.2 The year 1942 was a banner one for German submarines. Following Hitler’s declaration of war on the United States, U-boats prowled off America’s East Coast and in the Caribbean, sinking so many Allied vessels that the period from February to October 1942 became known to German submariners as the “Happy Times.” When American antisubmarine defenses improved, Dönitz shifted his U-boats back to the North Atlantic, where they again achieved impressive results. After a slow start in the first two months of 1943, large numbers of German submarines put to sea. The critical months of March through May saw the climax of the Battle of the Atlantic. Rarely has a period of victory been so closely followed by one of utter defeat. The Skl announced that in March 1943 U-boats had sunk 140 ships of some 875,000 tons for the loss of 14 submarines. Near the end of the month Dönitz’s submariners claimed to have fought their most successful convoy battle of the war, sinking a destroyer and thirty-four merchantmen of 200,000 tons without losing any of the thirty-eight attacking U-boats.3
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U-3008 (Type XXI U-Boat) at Wilhelmshaven, June 1945. Note the two type IX submarines to its left. U-3008 was one of only two type XXIs to make a wartime patrol. (Naval Historical Center)

Yet trouble was on the horizon. Dönitz met with Hitler in mid-April 1943 and reported on rising submarine losses in the Atlantic. Germany had lost nineteen U-boats in February, fifteen in March, and six during the first ten days of April. The advent of more effective Allied antisubmarine measures, he declared, called for increased U-boat construction. Dönitz proposed that the goal be increased from the as yet unreached figure of twenty-five submarines monthly to thirty, and Hitler agreed. In May the Germans claimed to have sunk fifty-seven ships of 344,000 tons, but at the cost of thirty-eight U-boats. Dönitz concluded that losses had reached an unacceptable level and ordered his submarines to leave the North Atlantic.4 Twice that month Dönitz briefed Hitler on the crisis of the U-boat war. He explained that Allied air superiority, coupled with a new device that enabled aircraft to locate submarines even during conditions of poor visibility, had deprived the U-boat of its advantages of stealth and surprise. Dönitz insisted that current losses made yet another increase in submarine production necessary and secured Hitler’s consent to raise production to forty U-boats per month. To expedite this, Dönitz asked that the armaments minister, Albert Speer, take over all naval construction, and Hitler approved this measure on 31 May.5
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USS U-3008 (ex-German submarine U-3008) at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, Kittery, Maine, August 1946. (Naval Historical Center)
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USS U-3008 (ex-German submarine U-3008) off Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, August 1946. (Naval Historical Center)

Dönitz planned to regain the initiative in the war at sea with two new models of submarines, the Types XXI and XXIII. The Type XXI, intended for action in the Atlantic, had a crew of fifty-seven, was 237 feet long, weighed 1,600 tons, and could maintain a submerged speed of eighteen knots for and hour and a half, or twelve to fourteen knots for ten hours. This speed and endurance signified a tremendous improvement over existing U-boats, which traveled underwater at six knots for forty-five minutes, at best. Most Allied convoys sailed at speeds of six to nine knots; the new submarines would be able to approach convoys and escape pursuit much more easily. Furthermore, the addition of a “silent running” motor for speeds up to five knots would make detection by listening devices much more difficult. The Type XXI’s design also incorporated additional defensive and offensive improvements. Thicker hull plating rendered the submarines less susceptible to damage from depth charges, and improved listening and location devices permitted submerged attack without the use of the periscope. These U-boats were also called “electro-submarines,” because of their two 2,500-horsepower electric motors.
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USS U-3008 (ex-German submarine U-3008) at sea, April 1948. (Naval Historical Center)

The idea for the Type XXI had originated at a conference Dönitz held in Paris in November 1942 with U-boat engineers and representatives from the Naval Construction Office. The designs for these submarines, completed in June 1943, combined the streamlined hull form of the Walter submarine (discussed below) with conventional means of propulsion. With its larger hull the Type XXI had two to three times the battery capacity of existing U-boats, which greatly enhanced its submerged speed and endurance. This submarine could also dive deeper than current U-boats; it was capable of reaching 376 feet, compared to 309 feet for the Type VII-C.6 The Type XXI had six bow torpedo tubes and could fire eighteen of its twenty torpedoes in twenty to thirty minutes.7 The smaller Type XXIII, intended for use off Britain’s coast and in the Mediterranean and Black seas, had a crew of only fourteen, was 114 feet long, weighed about 250 tons, and could cruise underwater at twelve and a half knots for one hour. The Type XXIII’s maximum diving depth was 330 feet. One disadvantage of its small size, upon which Dönitz insisted so it could be transported by rail, was that it carried only two torpedoes.8

In July 1943 Dönitz enthusiastically reported to Hitler that with their ability to approach convoys and evade pursuit at high speed, the new submarines would render current antisubmarine vessels obsolete, because Allied sub chasers were designed to combat U-boats with slow underwater speed. Furthermore, a submerged speed of eighteen to nineteen knots provided an advantage that would persist for quite some time, since the Allies could not increase convoy speeds to much more than ten knots. The electro-submarines had defensive advantages as well. Dönitz explained that the new submarines could dive faster if attacked and quickly pass through dangerous coastal areas en route to and from operating zones. Intensely interested, Hitler queried Dönitz on a number of the new U-boats’ technical aspects and agreed that they signified a revolutionary development. Hitler asked when the first of these submarines would be ready; Dönitz replied that because the Naval Construction Office’s estimate of November 1944 was too late, he had requested Speer, who was present, to devise a method to accelerate production. Hitler turned to Speer and instructed him to give construction of these U-boats top priority.

Dönitz also briefed Hitler on recent developments in the U-boat war. He reported that a professor at IG Farben believed he could develop a material to absorb radar waves. He announced also that he planned to return to the North Atlantic once a new antidestroyer torpedo was ready. Finally, he requested additional manpower for his branch of service; Hitler replied that he was devoted to the navy and would do everything he could for it.9

In hopes of regaining the initiative in the U-boat war, in mid-August Dönitz ordered submarine construction shifted to the new types XXI and XXIII. Despite this changeover, he insisted on a steady monthly output of forty submarines. Speer had reexamined initial delivery estimates and promised the first Type XXI in April 1944. To expedite their availability, Speer built these new submarines in a radically new fashion. His biggest gamble was to rush the submarines into production straight from the design stage, without first building a prototype.10 To ensure a smooth transition to the new building program Speer established a Central Board for Ship Construction in the summer of 1943. This committee consisted of representatives from the navy and the Armaments Ministry; it was headed by Otto Merker, whose previous experience was in the automobile industry. To reduce the amount of time and the number of workers required to build the U-boats, Merker proposed building the new submarines in prefabricated sections to be fitted together according to assembly-line procedures. Over a thousand designers and engineers worked at a central design agency in Blankenburg, in the Harz Mountains, to draw up the final plans for the new U-boats. Naval Construction Director Heinrich Oelfken headed this organization, the Glückauf Construction Office. Naval engineers concluded that building the Type XXI in eight sections would cut construction time from at least twenty-two months to as little as five to nine months.11 In addition, early estimates revealed that sectional construction would reduce slip time by 50 percent, a matter of vital importance, because submarines were particularly vulnerable to air raids while on slips.12

Industry throughout the Reich produced submarine engines and accessories, and thirty-two inland factories built the prefabricated sections. From these factories the sections, weighing up to 150 tons and thus too heavy for rail transport, proceeded via inland waterways to eleven fitting-out yards near the coast; there they received propellers, engines, periscopes, cables, and other equipment. Finally, the completed sections went to three nearby shipyards—in Danzig, Bremen, and Hamburg—for assembly.13 Dönitz placed orders for 170 Type XXI and 140 Type XXIII U-boats in the fall of 1943.14

The Germans planned to transfer final assembly of the new submarines from vulnerable shipyards to a colossal bombproof plant. Work on this facility, located on the Weser River near Bremen, began in early 1943 and was still in progress at the end of the war. The complex was approximately 1,350 feet long, 380 feet wide, and 75 feet high, with reinforced concrete walls nine to thirteen meters thick and a roof twenty-two feet thick. The building would accommodate twenty-four sections and thirteen or fourteen assembled submarines. The sections were to reach the building on barges traveling up a connecting canal and then to proceed along an assembly line, with finished submarines coming off the line inside the shelter. At the end of the assembly line each U-boat would be launched by flooding a lock chamber. Following engine tests the submarine would leave the plant’s bombproof doors and enter a canal to the river for its journey to the sea. The navy planned the construction of several similar installations.15 Although never completed, the undertaking of this mammoth plant reveals the expenditure of labor and materials the Germans were willing to make to build these U-boats.

Yet even the formidable Type XXIs and XXIIIs represented only an intermediate stage in German submarine development. Dönitz intended the “electro” U-boats to carry on the fight while the navy perfected a still more advanced weapon, the Walter U-boat. In the early 1930s engineer Hellmuth Walter had devised plans for a high-speed, lightweight submarine with a streamlined shape and an engine that used hydrogen peroxide fuel, which would eliminate altogether the need to surface. In 1939 he received a contract to build an experimental submarine. Walter built an eighty-ton unit, and during its trials in 1940 the Walter U-boat attained an astonishing underwater speed of 28.1 knots. In November 1941 Raeder and Adm. Werner Fuchs, head of the navy’s Construction Office, attended a demonstration of this U-boat. Raeder expressed great interest, though Fuchs’s office was slow to approve further tests. In January 1942 Walter contacted Dönitz, who embraced the idea wholeheartedly and requested development of these submarines as quickly as possible. Yet Fuchs’s office contended that the introduction of a new-type U-boat would impede current production. Dönitz nonetheless continued to push this project, and on 4 January 1943 the navy ordered twenty-four small Walter submarines, designated the Type XVII.16

What Dönitz really wanted, however, was an Atlantic U-boat, and Walter began work on a submarine of this type in January 1942. Still the navy was hesitant to develop Walter submarines. Dönitz sent word to Hitler, who called a conference to discuss the Walter submarine on 28 September 1942. Hitler began the meeting by stressing the significance of quickly bringing new weapons into operation. Dönitz seized this opening and declared that existing U-boats required technical improvements to maintain current levels of success in the face of improved Allied antisubmarine tactics. The advantage of a submarine with high underwater speed lay in its ability to approach convoys quickly and elude pursuit. An increase in diving depth would help U-boats evade sonar detection and reduce damage from depth charges. The Walter U-boat was exactly what he needed. Hitler enthusiastically supported Dönitz, which finally put an end to Fuchs’s foot-dragging. Walter presented the drawings for an Atlantic U-boat, designated Type XVIII, to Dönitz in November. Dönitz demanded that the Type XVIII enter production as soon as possible; Walter pointed out that it would take at least a year. Engine installation posed problems for serial production, current manufacture of hydrogen peroxide was minimal, and his engineers wished to await test results from the smaller Type XVIIs and two prototype Type XVIIIs.17 Hitler expressed keen interest in this project and suggested construction of these U-boats in protected bunkers. By mid-January 1943 Walter had completed revised plans for an Atlantic U-boat. He envisioned the Type XVIII as having a top submerged speed of twenty-four knots, maintained for 270 nautical miles. By the end of the war seven Type XVIIs had been commissioned, but only as experimental and training submarines; they never saw action. The Type XVIIIs were not completed before Germany’s defeat.18

To continue the fight until the Type XXI and XXIII submarines became available, then, Dönitz needed stopgap measures. These included improved torpedoes, heavier antiaircraft armament, and the snorkel. More so than earlier, submarines now had to destroy convoy escorts before attacking the merchantmen. The navy was hard at work on an antidestroyer torpedo, which Dönitz hoped to have ready by the end of the summer.19 On 24 May 1943 Dönitz ordered that all submarines located by aircraft should remain on the surface and engage the enemy with antiaircraft guns unless they could dive to eighty to a hundred meters before the plane released its bombs. This tactic only led to greater losses. By the end of June Dönitz ordered all U-boats to travel underwater through the Bay of Biscay in conditions of poor visibility, although this increased the transit time through this dangerous area.20 In any event, submarines still had to surface for four to five hours daily to recharge their batteries.

From the latter part of 1942 there were growing indications that the Allies were using airborne radar to locate submarines, yet the Skl virtually ignored this threat until too late. In mid-May 1943 Walter reported he had discovered an effective countermeasure to Allied location systems—U-boats fitted with tubes through which to draw in air and expel exhaust could travel at periscope depth on their diesel engines rather than their electric motors. This would eliminate the need to surface to recharge batteries. Walter pointed out that it was unlikely the Allies could locate so small a device from the air. This apparatus, the snorkel, was not a new invention. When the Nazis overran Holland in May 1940, they had found Dutch submarines fitted with an air mast. The Submarine Acceptance Commission had tested the device, and the Naval Construction Office had suggested trying the snorkel on a submarine in combat, but Dönitz rejected the proposal. When the snorkel finally went into production in 1943, it did so without further tests and with only minor modifications recommended by Walter.21 A valuable opportunity to evade radar had been squandered in the meantime.

Although the Skl considered location devices the bane of its U-boats, there were actually a number of reasons for the Allied victory in the Atlantic in the spring of 1943. The Allies had recognized the serious threat posed by U-boats and devoted considerable human and material resources to develop effective countermeasures. Unknown to Dönitz, in May 1941 the British had captured a German submarine with its Enigma code machine, complete with instructions. After studying the Enigma machine the Allies were able to decipher messages to and from the U-boats. Knowing the location of submarines allowed the British to reroute convoys and dispatch antisubmarine forces to attack them.22 The Germans stubbornly believed their codes were unbreakable and made few changes in signals communication. But even the ability to decipher the German Navy’s messages, though it was a key development, alone did not account for the Anglo-American success. Another vital factor was the Allies’ ability to provide air cover over the entire North Atlantic with escort carriers and very-long-range aircraft operating from land. The formation of support groups to hunt U-boats and assist convoys under attack also increased German submarine losses. In addition, the introduction of ten-centimeter-wavelength radar, high-frequency direction finding (HF/DF, or “Huff-Duff”), and new antisubmarine weapons all played key roles. The German obsession with devising countermeasures to radar caused them to ignore the threat from decryption and direction-finding equipment. Although Dönitz blamed Allied aircraft for the turn of the tide in the U-boat war, at least when he was with Hitler, in fact the navy was not blameless, having allowed the enemy to gain the technological lead and failed to make submarine construction a priority.23

In the meantime the Battle of the Atlantic continued to go badly for Germany. At the beginning of August 1943 Dönitz reported that the U-boat war would remain costly until the new submarines became available. Hitler acknowledged this but insisted that the war at sea continue to keep Allied vessels engaged in defensive operations. In July the Germans lost twenty-seven U-boats, and the following month thirty-two submarines failed to return, over half the monthly average operating in the Atlantic.24 At the beginning of 1944 the Skl reviewed the status of the U-boat war. In an attempt to make a steadily deteriorating situation look better, the Skl emphasized that despite the loss of 227 submarines, 1943 had been the second most successful year of the war. Dönitz assured Hitler he would continue the fight until the new models of submarines were ready, pointing out as a problem that the Baltic was the sole training area for the new U-boat force. On 7 January Dönitz abandoned his wolf-pack tactics, ordering submarines instead to operate in groups of three or even individually. Massed attacks against convoys held little promise until the new submarines became operational.25 This was yet another admission of defeat in the Atlantic.

In January 1944 the Central Board for Ship Construction anticipated the completion of the first three Type XXIs in April and a total of 152 by the end of October. The first two Type XXIIIs were to be delivered in February, and the full complement of 140 by the end of October. The revival of the U-boat war was only a few months away—or so Dönitz led Hitler to believe. He soon had to explain, however, that the new U-boat war would not begin as soon as planned. At the end of February Dönitz reassured Hitler that the new submarines’ high speed would permit them to overtake convoys and that furthermore, since they would operate underwater, the enemy could not detect them as easily, because sonar range was much less than radar. Dönitz added, however, that a recent air raid had seriously damaged the new submarines’ electric motor factory in Berlin, resulting in a two-month delay.26

In mid-April Dönitz reported further delays to the Types XXI and XXIII due to bomb damage to an Augsburg factory producing motors. A few weeks later he explained that shipyards in Hamburg, Bremen, and Danzig required additional air defenses, which Hitler ordered Göring to provide. Dönitz also complained that the shortage of workers meant that the navy now expected delivery of only 140, instead of 218, U-boats in 1944; Hitler protested that he had not ordered any reduction in workers for submarine construction. Nevertheless, Dönitz promised, the first Type XXIII would still be ready for action in October 1944.27

On 6 June the Allies landed in Normandy, and a few days later Hitler requested a status report on the new submarines. At this time snorkels had been installed on only a handful of U-boats, and these had been sent into the English Channel. Initial reports from snorkel-equipped submarines were encouraging. U-boats fitted with this device had been located by the enemy, but ensuing attacks had been inaccurate. The snorkel seemed the best intermediate measure available until the arrival of the Type XXIs and XXIIIs, now scheduled for the winter of 1944–45.28 In fact, in the following months the performance of snorkel-equipped U-boats exceeded Dönitz’s initial optimism. The Skl boasted that a submarine had returned from the English Channel after remaining submerged for forty days. Although the U-boats fitted with snorkels did not achieve any spectacular success in the Channel, they were able also to operate off Britain’s east coast, in the Irish Sea, and off Gibraltar, areas into which German submarines had not ventured for three to four years.

The Skl noted with satisfaction that after U-boats had begun to operate solely underwater, losses dropped to the 1941–42 levels. This proved invaluable for boosting U-boat crews’ morale: snorkel travel granted security. But it did so at the cost of mobility, because the time required to journey to and from operational areas increased considerably, due to the slow underwater speed of existing submarines. Although the Germans kept a large number of U-boats at sea, each submarine spent only a fraction of the time at sea actually on patrol. Nonetheless, Dönitz repeatedly emphasized that the snorkel’s success justified his expectations for the electro-submarines, which would perform immeasurably better.29 The snorkel had proved an effective remedy to air power. With the submarines’ disappearance from the surface, visual search became more effective for the Allies than radar search. Until the end of the war the Anglo-Americans remained unable to produce an effective countermeasure to the snorkel.30

On 19 April 1944, the day before Hitler’s birthday, the first Type XXI submarine was launched. U-3501, however, had been launched rather prematurely. Openings in the hull had been patched with wood, and the U-boat returned to dry dock immediately after launching. It was not delivered to the navy until 11 July; it was commissioned on 28 July. The first Type XXI commissioned was U-2501, delivered on 15 June and commissioned on the 28th. Although it had not been launched prematurely, it still required ten days’ work in July to correct faults. The first Type XXIII, U-2321, was launched on 17 April 1944—also too soon; it was commissioned only on 12 June. Prestige, not readiness, was the key criterion for these launching dates.31 Other new-type submarines followed, although not as quickly as Dönitz had promised Hitler. In the meantime Dönitz’s insistence on continuing the U-boat war exacted a heavy price: Germany lost twenty-seven submarines in July and thirty-three in August 1944. By 1 November a total of thirty-one Type XXIs and sixteen Type XXIIIs had been commissioned.32 This amounted to but a fraction of the 152 Type XXIs and 140 Type XXIIIs Dönitz had originally planned to have at this time.

Despite this drastic reduction, Dönitz continually promised Hitler that the new U-boat war would soon begin. On 13 October 1944, exactly one week before Hitler ordered Army Group North to defend Courland, Dönitz met with Hitler. He stressed the importance of the Baltic for naval training, adding that he planned to send the first Type XXIIIs into action in January 1945, followed by forty Type XXI Atlantic U-boats in February. Surely Hitler believed that the simultaneous introduction of forty of these new submarines would bring spectacular results. At about the same time Dönitz assured Goebbels that the Type XXI U-boats would sail against enemy convoys in January. On 5 October 1944, however, the Skl had informed the Luftwaffe that the new U-boat war would begin in April 1945.33 Dönitz was attempting to convince Hitler that the revival of the U-boat war was just around the corner—when he knew that it was not. Submarine construction continued to fall behind even revised estimates. In early September 1944 the navy planned to have 120 Type XXIs and 46 to 50 Type XXIIIs by the end of the year. The actual numbers on 1 January 1945 were sixty-two Type XXIs and twenty-eight Type XXIIIs, despite an increase, achieved by Speer, in total submarine construction in 1944.34

At the beginning of 1945 Dönitz reviewed the statistical performance of U-boats per operational day. He concluded that submarines in December 1944 had achieved the same individual rates of success as in August 1942. The substantially lower actual tonnage sunk compared to 1942 resulted from the smaller number of submarines at sea and the increased time required for submerged travel to and from operational areas. This would change, however, with the arrival of the electro-submarines, whose submerged cruising speed was nearly twice that of current U-boats. If existing U-boats could achieve such success, then, stunning victories with the new-type submarines could be anticipated; Dönitz confided to Goebbels that he expected to launch the first convoy battles with the new submarines in February. In mid-February 1945 Dönitz informed Hitler that results from January confirmed this trend. He promised Hitler a sizeable increase in the number of U-boats at sea in the coming months, sixty per month, including the new-type submarines.35

Despite Dönitz’s repeated promises that the new U-boat war lay just ahead, it never arrived. By the end of the war fifty-nine to sixty-three Type XXIIIs had been built. Only five or six had put to sea, the first on 29 January 1945 and the last on 4 May. None was sunk while engaged in operations, and Dönitz reported their performance had been excellent. In fact, the biggest problem was that their commanding officers underestimated their speed. They approached too close to their targets, moving so rapidly that they fired the torpedoes within the safety range, inside which they were not armed.36 The Germans commissioned approximately 120 Type XXI U-boats by the end of the war.37 Adalbert Schnee’s Type XXI (mentioned in the introduction) left Kiel for Norway on 17 March 1945, but a problem with its periscope postponed operations. On 17 April U-2511 again put to sea, but it had to return four days later due to problems with its diesel engines. Schnee finally sailed on 30 April 1945, just over seven months after U-2511’ s delivery on 29 September 1944.38 Only one other Type XXI left port in search of enemy vessels. U-3008, commanded by Helmut Manseck, left Wilhelmshaven on 3 May 1945 but, like Schnee’s boat, received Dönitz’s order to cease attacks. Dönitz had based his entire strategy for nearly two years on the deployment of these submarines, and they never fired a shot.

The British and Americans first learned of the new German submarine program in November 1943, and in April 1944 air reconnaissance revealed a “double shock.” Not only were the new-type submarines already under construction, but the use of prefabricated sections made assembly time alarmingly brief. One submarine had been launched after only six weeks’ slip time. Decrypts of signals from the Japanese naval attaché provided the British with detailed information on the Types XXI and XXIII in the spring of 1944. Deciphered messages from the head of the Japanese Naval Mission, Admiral Katsuo Abe, informed the Allies that air raids had delayed the new U-boat offensive until the spring of 1945. This information led to increased bombing raids as well as mining operations in the Baltic to disrupt training.39 Exact knowledge of these new submarines, however, did not lead to complacency on the part of the Allies. The submerged speed of the Type XXI U-boat was higher than that of Allied corvettes and only slightly slower than frigates. The only vessel that could have effectively dealt with the Type XXI was the destroyer, and the British were chronically short of destroyers. The British Admiralty feared that shipping losses could exceed those from the spring of 1943, and for this reason the British held back approximately three hundred destroyers and escorts originally intended for action in the Pacific.40

In addition to the new-type U-boats, other causes for concern existed. The German submarines’ switch to transiting submerged and deploying individually led to a sharp reduction in signaling and thus of Allied decryption. Furthermore, the German Navy had begun experiments in flash transmission of radio messages. Such brief transmissions would have been devastating to Allied high-frequency direction finding as well as to their ability to intercept messages. In view of these developments, the new U-boats could have raised serious problems for the Allies. Churchill’s concern is evident in his request to Stalin at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 that the Soviets capture Danzig (one of three assembly sites for the Type XXIs) as quickly as possible. Signals intelligence provided the Allies with detailed information on U-boat specifications, though estimates on the number of these submarines available were often far from the mark.41

When Dönitz had so jubilantly reported to Hitler on the new-type submarines in July 1943, Hitler had declared that it was vital to bring technologically advanced weapons to bear. He had added, however, that technicians must not make exaggerated demands that delayed their availability. Dönitz apparently remembered only Hitler’s enthusiasm. One of the most puzzling questions about these U-boats is why they took so long to become operational. Several reasons account for this. One is certainly that the navy had allowed itself to be surpassed technically, switching much too late to submarines with high submerged speed.42 Another major cause of delays was damage inflicted by Allied aircraft. Air raids on shipyards caused serious problems, although bombing never halted U-boat construction. Air attacks on German shipyards and assembly yards destroyed and damaged a number of the new submarines as well as essential installations and equipment.43 Bombing caused greater delays, however, by blocking Germany’s inland waterways; the transport of U-boat sections from inland factories to assembly yards near the coast required passage through a number of canals. Bomb damage to the Kaiser Wilhelm, Mittelland, and Dortmund-Ems canals hampered the delivery of sections.44 Air raids on factories producing parts for U-boats, particularly batteries and accumulators, were particularly devastating.45 In addition, the time lost to bomb damage, absenteeism, or simply from workers taking shelter during air raids rose considerably in 1944.46 Anglo-American aircraft increasingly mined the Baltic to disrupt German shipping and submarine training. Dönitz frequently complained of this to Hitler, claiming that if Germany could not hold open the entrance to the Baltic, the U-boat war would come to naught.47 On several occasions the Skl noted that U-boat training areas, as well as several shipping lanes in the Baltic, had been closed because of the danger from mines.48

Many delays resulted from simple poor planning. The worst example was rushing the submarines into production without a prototype. Inexperience with sectional construction also caused serious problems. The tolerance for fitting sections together (initially plus or minus two millimeters for sections seven meters high and six meters wide) was rarely met, which meant that there was a good bit of shuffling sections around in hopes of finding a better match. Section ends often had to be stretched, shrunk, or patched to obtain a fit.49 Another problem was that the Type XXI submarines incorporated hydraulic power for all control systems and the periscope, antiaircraft armament, and torpedo hatches. But the Germans were relatively inexperienced with hydraulic design, and defects in the system led to chronic delays. Furthermore, construction of the submarines had already begun when snorkels were added to the design.50 On several occasions shortages of various components, such as batteries, periscopes, or electric motors, usually caused by Allied bombing, postponed production. Many sections arrived at the assembly yards with essential components missing. Moreover, at this stage of the war Germany lacked many high-quality materials required for these advanced submarines and had to substitute whatever was on hand.51 Besides shortages of materials, the navy always lacked skilled workers.52 The Type XXIII submarines did not contain as much highly sophisticated equipment as the XXIs, which accounts for their reaching operational status first. Further, although Hitler had assured Dönitz on 24 September 1943 and again on 26 February 1944 that he would support any measures to accelerate production of the new U-boats, in April 1944 he suddenly granted fighter production top priority. This confusion in armaments production also contributed to delays.53

Problems mounted in the final months. The Soviet capture of Danzig in March 1945 robbed Dönitz of one of three assembly sites for the new U-boats. The loss of Upper Silesia denied the navy that area’s industrial output. Chronic shortages of coal and electricity for shipyards, as well as fuel for the submarines themselves, impeded construction and training. A final reason for the Type XXIs’ delay was that each required a long period of trials to rectify teething problems, and their crews needed extensive training.54 The first Type XXI U-boats built required additional work after commissioning, about six weeks. Recognition of several problems that could be corrected during the construction process later reduced this time to about three weeks. Even proven submarine types normally required four months after commissioning before they were ready for action.55 The Germans obviously needed more time to work out the bugs in these new submarines and then train the crews. A variety of factors, therefore, contributed to failure of the Type XXI to reach the open seas before the war ended. Postwar studies conducted by the U.S. Navy concluded that had the Type XXIs become operational in large numbers, they could have posed a grave threat indeed.56

As it turned out, the Germans had devoted two years and enormous amounts of increasingly scarce raw materials to produce a weapon that did not yield a single Allied casualty. Vast numbers of skilled workers put in a colossal number of hours of labor to build these U-boats, which never fired a single torpedo at an enemy vessel. The construction of each submarine required an average of 252,500 man-hours, and approximately 40,000 production workers were involved in the Type XXI program.57 The new U-boat program tied up not only thousands of workers and 80 percent of the output of the nation’s entire electrical industry but enormous amounts of steel. The steel for the 170 Type XXI submarines ordered would have provided Guderian 5,100 additional tanks.58 The German war effort certainly would have benefited more from five thousand tanks than from Dönitz’s “miracle weapon.”

The Soviet Baltic Fleet

DÖNITZ’S GREATEST FEAR was that the Soviet fleet would sail from Kronstadt into the Baltic and wreak havoc in U-boat testing and training areas. Until the fall of 1944 he could point to the importance of shipping supplies to Finland and receiving imports from Sweden as equally vital reasons to maintain the blockade of the Soviet fleet within the Gulf of Finland. Then Finland surrendered and Sweden closed its ports to German vessels. Dönitz’s cries to keep Russian warships out of the Baltic, however, became no less shrill.

The Russians had begun to build up their fleet in the mid-1930s, because Stalin hoped to make the Soviet Union a world-class naval power. One area in which the Soviet Navy had an advantage over the Germans was its independent air arm, an asset Dönitz eagerly desired. Yet in the midst of the naval building program Stalin carried out his purges, which struck the Soviet Navy even more ruthlessly than the Red Army. In June 1941 Russia’s Baltic Fleet consisted of two old battleships, two modern cruisers, two antiquated cruisers, twenty-one destroyers, seventy submarines, and numerous smaller vessels.59 Raeder kept little of his naval strength in the Baltic in June 1941, because he expected the army to capture Russian naval bases quickly. The German Navy planned a defensive campaign in the Baltic, laying mine barrages to pin the Russian fleet within the Gulf of Finland until its bases had fallen.

At first everything proceeded according to plan. As Nazi troops neared Reval the Russians planned to withdraw to Kronstadt, forming four convoys with over one hundred warships and sixty transports and auxiliary vessels. The ships sailed from Reval but encountered trouble almost immediately. The convoys ran into German mines and came under repeated attack by aircraft. Exact losses are uncertain, but an estimated sixteen warships and thirty-five transports sank during the flight from Reval.60 By mid-September the Germans had severed Leningrad’s land contact with the Russian interior. Hitler feared the Soviet fleet would attempt to flee to neutral Sweden and he ordered German warships to take up blocking positions near the Åland Islands. The Luftwaffe then carried out a series of air raids on the Soviet fleet, damaging nearly all the heavy Soviet warships. By the end of the month the Skl had returned German warships to their home ports.61 For nearly three years Russia’s Baltic Fleet remained blockaded near Leningrad. During this time its vessels served as floating artillery batteries, aiding in the defense of Leningrad and in January 1944 shelling German positions to support the offensive that finally lifted the siege. Soviet submarines broke into the Baltic in 1942, but they could not penetrate the mine barrages and submarine nets the Germans erected the following year.

Shortly after his appointment as the German Navy’s commander, Dönitz instructed the fleet to consider action to counter the possible emergence of Soviet warships from the Gulf of Finland. Soviet minesweepers became more active there during the summer of 1943, increasing anxiety within the German Navy. As a precautionary measure the Skl ordered one thousand mines held in readiness in case the Soviet fleet forced a passage through existing mine barrages.62 In the fall of 1943 Dönitz faced a dilemma. Fearful of attracting Allied air raids to submarine bases and training areas, in September 1943 he forbade the transfer of the damaged battleship Tirpitz to Gdynia for repairs. To Dönitz, an operational battleship in no way justified the possible threat to the U-boat war, and Hitler supported Dönitz in this decision. Naval Group Command North/Fleet proposed the transfer of the heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen to Norway to compensate for the Tirpitz’ s operational loss. Dönitz agreed to release Prinz Eugen from its training duties and prepare it for action, but not in Norway. He ordered the cruiser to remain in the Baltic, insisting that even a temporary disruption to the U-boat war must be avoided.63

At the beginning of 1944 the Soviets lifted the siege of Leningrad and pushed the Germans back to Narva. Dönitz’s panic resulting from these events has been examined previously. The Skl’s fear of the Soviet fleet’s breaking out from Kronstadt threatened to become reality. At this time the Germans gauged Soviet naval strength at one battleship, three cruisers, eleven destroyers, fifty motor torpedo boats, thirty-five submarines, and over one hundred small vessels.64 Compared to the British fleet this was not a terrifying force, but the Skl preferred not to have to scrape together units to meet this threat. The Second Task Force Dönitz had formed in January remained operational.

Finally, with Finland’s defection, the failure to capture Hogland, and Army Group North’s withdrawal from Estonia, the Skl’s fears were realized. Russia controlled the entire coast along the Gulf of Finland, and Soviet warships could enter the Baltic from Finnish ports or from Reval. Several naval commanders believed the Soviets would immediately send out submarines and motor torpedo boats. To make matters worse, German naval intelligence confirmed POW reports that the Soviets had increased their submarine strength in the Baltic by bringing additional submarines to Kronstadt via the Ladoga Canal and Volkhov River. Although the Germans did not expect the appearance of heavy surface vessels before the following spring, they could not rule this out. Germany’s Baltic task force made preparations for a fleet engagement.65

The belief in an imminent fleet engagement made the Germans reluctant to expose the Second Task Force to danger for any other purpose. Admiral Burchardi maintained it was too risky to support Army Group North’s withdrawal in the Riga area, insisting that the task force remain clear for action against the Soviet fleet; similarly, Meisel informed Guderian in December 1944 that the navy had to preserve its cruisers and destroyers for an anticipated clash with the Russian fleet. Kummetz declared his intention to send the Second Task Force into action as soon as vessels the size of a destroyer or larger appeared.66 In mid-February 1945 Soviet motor torpedo boats attacked a Courland convoy. Dönitz’s reaction to this relatively minor incident demonstrates his fear that disaster loomed. He considered transferring Germany’s entire motor-torpedo-boat force from Holland and Norway to the Baltic. Other officers vigorously protested this proposal, and cooler heads pointed out that there would be problems finding bases for these vessels and that the withdrawal of all such vessels from the West would free considerable enemy forces. Meisel suggested that Dönitz transfer only two of the six flotillas currently stationed in the West. The following day Kummetz reported that Soviet aircraft were his greatest concern and assured the Skl that his forces could deal with Russian surface vessels in the area. Dönitz calmed down and accepted Meisel’s proposal.67 Nonetheless, Dönitz still wanted to wipe out any Soviet surface vessel that endangered the revival of the U-boat war. He advocated a raid by German destroyers or torpedo boats against Soviet bases in Lithuania, but the Skl warned that the danger from German mines in the area was too great.68 The Skl recalled the disasters that had befallen the warships that had attempted to reinforce German minefields the previous year. Dönitz did not.

The following month it was Hitler’s turn to panic. Upon receiving reports of the presence of Soviet submarines in the Pomeranian port of Stolpmünde, Hitler ordered the Luftwaffe to attack these submarines, even if this meant postponing other tasks. Upon further investigation the “Soviet submarines” turned out to be sunken German vessels.69 At this time Second Army was fighting for its life around Danzig and Gdynia, but Hitler considered the destruction of suspected enemy submarines in the central Baltic more important. The first Type XXIIIs were then already operating off the coast of England, and Dönitz had promised that the Type XXIs would be ready any day.

As its naval bases in eastern Germany fell to the Soviets one after another, the German Navy still scanned the horizon for the Russian fleet. In mid-March Kummetz stated his intention to leave strong fleet units in the eastern Baltic to oppose Soviet warships. On 13 April the Army of East Prussia reported that enemy motor torpedo boats had been spotted in the Bay of Danzig.70 But by this time there was little Dönitz could do. Most of Germany’s fleet had been destroyed, and the few vessels that remained had no fuel. Nonetheless, and despite his fears, not even a single Soviet destroyer had entered the Baltic.

To the Germans the inactivity of the Soviet fleet was incomprehensible. Kummetz in particular was perplexed, claiming that Russian destroyers could have greatly aided the Red Army by disrupting Courland’s supply. Kummetz assumed that Stalin wished to preserve his navy and preferred not to risk a battle with the German fleet.71 The complete inactivity of the Soviet Baltic Fleet’s heavy surface vessels is indeed puzzling. The Russians recognized well enough the danger from German submarines to the Arctic convoys that brought them food and equipment. Yet they failed to grasp that the best chance of countering this threat lay in disrupting the delivery of combat-ready U-boats. In fact, the Soviets protested that British mining of the central Baltic threatened their own submarine operations. Even the Baltic Fleet’s air arm failed to concentrate on naval targets, flying far more sorties to support the land front. Soviet submarines, although occasionally sinking crowded refugee ships with great loss of life, torpedoed only a tiny percentage of the German vessels sailing in the Baltic. Soviet sources account for this poor performance by claiming that submarine commanders lacked experience in conducting night attacks; the Germans normally kept their vessels in port during daylight hours and sailed only under cover of darkness. Furthermore, Russian torpedo fire control systems and target-location equipment were rather primitive at that time. Soviet reports also contend that the mine situation in the Gulf of Finland remained too precarious to risk action by the Baltic Fleet.72

Another possible explanation for the Baltic Fleet’s inactivity was lack of manpower. In the initial phase of the war the Soviet Navy provided 346,750 sailors to fight on land.73 The sailors withdrawn from the Baltic Fleet for Leningrad’s defense in the summer and autumn of 1941 probably suffered heavy casualties during the bitter fighting of that period. The loss of experienced seamen and the fleet’s inability to train throughout the almost three-year blockade would have been a formidable, although not insurmountable, obstacle. If Stalin had ordered the Baltic Fleet to sail, it would have done so, regardless of the cost.

Another theory is that Hitler’s invasion caught the Soviet Navy in a period of transition. During the 1920s and 1930s the navy had considered England its most likely foe. Due to numerical inferiority to the British fleet, Soviet naval strategists focused upon active defense, intending to fight only under the most favorable conditions. Such propitious conditions would be somewhat rare in wartime, and in effect this limited the fleet to coastal defense and support of the army’s flanks along Russia’s coast. In the years preceding the war a strategy of command of the seas began to gain acceptance. The German invasion, however, brought an end to the construction of capital ships, catching the Soviet Navy in the midst of transition from a “young school” to an “old school” strategy,74 and bereft of its most capable officers as a result of the purges. The Russian navy revealed itself unwilling to adjust, or incapable of adjusting, to the combination of strategic defense and tactical offense that the situation now required.75 Yet again, if Stalin had ordered the Baltic Fleet to attack, the navy would have adjusted its strategy accordingly. This explanation also fails to account for the success and aggressiveness of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet in comparison to the Baltic Fleet.

A third possibility is that the Soviets did not recognize the potential of their navy. In view of Russian activity in the Baltic theater, it appears that the Soviets regarded the sea primarily as a convenient chopping block, with which they could split up German armies on the land front.76 Soviet armies in this theater never captured a major port in initial attacks. Instead, they veered from centers of resistance and broke through to the coast in lightly defended sectors. Had Russian troops seized Libau in their initial drive to the Baltic in early October 1944, German forces in Courland almost certainly would have been doomed due to lack of supplies. Without Libau as a supply port, Army Group North probably would have been forced to try to break through to East Prussia, a risky operation in view of Soviet troop concentrations in the area. Similarly, the appearance of Soviet warships off Courland’s coast would have caused major disruptions in the army group’s supply. A raid by a few Russian destroyers at critical periods, such as in the midst of the Third Kurland Battle, could have temporarily thrown German supply efforts into disarray. The importance of Baltic ports to the Germans seems to have been a factor the Soviets simply failed to comprehend.

Dönitz had no way of knowing this. Based on German experiences in the Black Sea, where Russian naval forces had proved quite active, Dönitz had to anticipate offensive action by Soviet warships in the Baltic. Since the German Navy’s primary goal was to revive the U-boat war, the Baltic represented a much more vital area than the Black Sea. For this reason Dönitz had advised Voss in August 1943 not to object too strenuously to proposals to retreat from the Kuban but to protest vigorously any suggestion to withdraw from the Leningrad area. Throughout 1944 and 1945 Dönitz apprehensively awaited reports that the Soviet fleet had sailed from Kronstadt, but his fears never materialized.

Norway

HITLER’S REFUSAL TO ABANDON Norway in the war’s final months is another subject that has long puzzled historians. Along with his demands to evacuate Courland, Guderian also repeatedly urged Hitler to withdraw forces from Norway in order to provide troops for the Eastern Front. But the Baltic was not the only area Dönitz considered vital for the U-boat war. The invasion of Scandinavia in April 1940 took place at the navy’s behest. Raeder had frequently warned Hitler of dire consequences if the British occupied Norway and pointed out the great advantages that would accrue from German possession of that country.77 Yet the Nazi occupation of Norway did not ease Hitler’s concern, because after the Norwegian campaign he still feared a British invasion in Scandinavia.78 In September 1941 he mentioned to Raeder the possibility of moving part of the surface fleet from France to protect Norway, citing the danger from air raids to warships in Brest. His anxiety increased, and at the end of December he ordered Raeder to move all battleships and pocket battleships to Norway.79 The battle cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau and the heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen carried out the “Channel dash” in mid-February 1942. The transfer of these vessels under Britain’s nose was a great propaganda coup, but strategically it signified the German fleet’s assumption of defensive tasks, leaving only the U-boat arm and occasional air sorties to disrupt shipping to the British Isles.80

In January 1942 Hitler maintained that intelligence pointed to an imminent invasion of northern Norway, and he warned that a successful Allied landing could decisively influence the course of the war. Allied control of Scandinavia would jeopardize Germany’s domination of the Baltic and its supply of Swedish iron ore and Finnish nickel. He also believed that the Soviets’ ability to resist depended upon supplies shipped to Murmansk and Archangel; an Allied landing on Norway’s Arctic coast would greatly reduce the threat to convoys to Russia. Hitler commanded the army and Luftwaffe to reinforce their units in the north; also, in an extraordinary display of anxiety, he ordered all U-boats transferred to Norwegian waters, to give advance warning of an invasion. A few days later Hitler again demonstrated his distress, insisting to Wagner that every warship not off Norway was in the wrong place.81 Hitler’s concern for Scandinavia persisted. Throughout 1943 he considered a landing in Norway likely, especially since the North African invasion in November 1942 indicated an Allied strategy of striking at the Reich’s periphery. At the turn of the year Hitler again pointed out the danger of an Allied landing and instructed the navy to deploy sixty to eighty submarines in Norwegian waters. Yet another invasion scare occurred shortly after the Allies landed in Normandy.82 In the autumn of 1943 Denmark joined the list of areas Hitler considered likely targets for an Allied invasion, and he began to strengthen its coastal defenses and build up reserves there in October. At the end of the year the Germans had six divisions, with about 130,000 troops, in Denmark and over thirteen divisions, with 314,000 men, in Norway.83

Finland’s withdrawal from the war in September 1944 also had ramifications for Norway’s defense. Although Hitler originally planned to retain part of northern Finland for its nickel deposits, on 3 October he ordered Twentieth Mountain Army to continue its withdrawal to Norway. Rendulic, then commander of Twentieth Mountain Army, received instructions to retreat to the Lyngen Position, a line across northern Norway from Lyngen Fjord to the northern tip of Sweden. Several factors influenced Hitler’s decision to withdraw from Finland. Perhaps most important, Speer had reported that Germany possessed sufficient stockpiles of nickel, so there was no need to hold Finland’s nickel mines. Twentieth Mountain Army’s withdrawal would also provide reinforcements against a feared British landing in Norway, strengthen the Narvik area against a possible Swedish attack, and ease the strain on coastal shipping supplying units in the far north. Under difficult Arctic conditions, Twentieth Mountain Army completed its retreat to the Lyngen Position at the end of January 1945.84 In the course of this withdrawal Hitler feared the Allies would attack Norway to trap Twentieth Mountain Army between an Anglo-American invasion force and pursuing Soviet troops.

Hitler insisted that the British wanted to keep the Soviets out of Norway and could accomplish this only by occupying the country themselves.85 At this time Dönitz was not as concerned with Norway, regarding Denmark as a more likely site for an invasion. Dönitz ordered coastal batteries erected on Jutland’s east coast and on the islands of Seeland and Fünen and warned against withdrawing too many troops from Denmark. He feared that the Royal Navy would attempt to break through the Skagerrak and stage a landing. This would prove disastrous, cutting off Norway completely and crippling the U-boat war by blocking submarines’ entrance and exit routes to the Atlantic.86 At the same time Dönitz insisted that the Danish ports of Aalborg and Aarhus were indispensable, both for the U-boat war and to maintaining supply shipments to Norway. At the end of January 1945 Dönitz pointed out that Allied occupation of Seeland would almost totally seal off entrances to the Baltic.87

In the summer of 1944 Norway’s importance to the navy vastly increased. The Allied invasion of France radically undercut the foundations of the U-boat war. As early as 13 June Meisel declared that the navy had to prepare additional submarine bases in Norway. Dönitz, at this time in his period of despair, glumly responded that bunkers required a great deal of time and effort to build and that he could not count on Norway with certainty. In August Meisel again advocated the preparation of more U-boat berths in Norway. Dönitz still believed that maintenance of Norwegian bases posed too many problems and declared that the U-boat war would continue from German ports, in order to concentrate all resources in one area.88 Meisel refused to give up. At the end of August he informed assembled naval commanders that in the future the U-boat war would continue from bases in Germany and Norway. For this reason it was vital for the navy to keep open sea routes in the Baltic and the North Sea. Meisel declared this a task of the first order. He again emphasized this point early the next month, recalling that Dönitz had repeatedly maintained that the revival of the U-boat war was the navy’s foremost goal. With the loss of French bases, Norway would serve as the staging area from which to launch the new U-boat offensive.

Adm. Eberhard Godt, head of the U-boat operations section, also recognized the increased importance of Norwegian ports for submarine operations.89 The two officers convinced Dönitz of Norway’s significance, and as a result the grand admiral opposed the decision to evacuate all German forces from Norway north of the Lyngen Position. He suggested leaving troops to protect coastal artillery batteries at Hammerfest and Alta Fjord, claiming that these important areas should not simply be handed over to the enemy. Hitler agreed, and Twentieth Mountain Army left small detachments at Hammerfest and Alta. The Germans did not evacuate Hammerfest until mid-February 1945.90

Following the failure of the Ardennes offensive and with the approach of operational readiness for the new-type XXI and XXIII submarines, Norway’s value to Dönitz grew. Guderian repeatedly demanded the evacuation of troops from Norway to defend the Reich, but as had been the case with Courland, Hitler refused. Early in February 1945 Assmann requested the Skl’s opinion on a proposal to withdraw additional divisions from Norway, which would result in the evacuation of northern Norway. The Skl replied that a retreat from the Tromsö–Narvik area would cause very serious problems for the U-boat war, since enemy pressure on the Trondheim area would then increase. The Skl regarded loss of the Trondheim area as totally unacceptable, and Dönitz agreed. At the beginning of May 1945 Gen. Franz Boehme, commander of German armed forces in Norway, reported to Dönitz that eleven divisions and five brigades remained in the country, the total strength of German forces in Norway amounting to 380,000 men.91

In early March Boehme called for a withdrawal from northern Norway and for a curtailment of the construction of submarine bunkers due to shortages of coal, cement, and other supplies. The Skl again warned OKW that these measures would cripple the U-boat war. A week later Jodl presented Hitler with the army’s request to withdraw south of Narvik in order to ease the supply situation. Hitler refused this proposal, because he feared the evacuation of northern Norway would entice Sweden to enter the war against Germany; he also claimed that Germany needed fish from the Lofoten Islands to feed its populace. In addition, he declared that Allied possession of northern Norway would threaten vital submarine bases in the southern part of the country.92 By the end of the month Hitler was continuing to insist on the defense of Tromsö, Harstad, and Narvik.93

To the very end Dönitz and the Skl clung to the dream of operating the Type XXI submarines from Norway. Boehme asked the navy’s commander in Norway at the end of April if he still considered occupation of the Narvik sector vital. On 27 April—three days prior to Hitler’s suicide—the Skl replied that despite the fuel situation, the Narvik area was essential as for submarines.94 On the night of 3 May the Skl instructed the U-boat operations staff that even if the enemy occupied all of northern Germany, the U-boat war would continue from Norway. For that reason Dönitz had sent Godt and Hessler to Norway that afternoon. Dönitz still had not given up. Only on 4 May did OKW order troops in Norway to avoid incidents that might provoke the Western powers.95 The location of operational Type XXI submarines at the end of the war provides additional evidence of Germans plans to renew the U-boat campaign from Scandinavia. Of sixteen Type XXIs submarines ready for action, ten were in Norway and three in Denmark, and seventeen of twenty Type XXIIIs were in Norway.96

Norway and Denmark had one factor in common with Estonia—they controlled entrance to the Baltic. The Skl feared the consequences of an Anglo-American breakthrough into the Baltic from the West almost as much as a Soviet one from the East. Dönitz informed Hitler that in the event of a major landing in Scandinavia, he planned to oppose the Allies with the task force in northern Norway as well as with warships from the Training Fleet and all available destroyers, torpedo boats, and motor torpedo boats in the Baltic, even those from training schools.97 Hitler had approved Dönitz’s decision not to send the fleet to combat an Allied landing on the French or Dutch coast, but Dönitz intended to engage the same enemy warships if they invaded Denmark and southern Norway. In other words, Dönitz was willing to risk a fleet engagement with either the Soviet or the clearly superior British fleet to protect any threat to his Baltic training areas.


CHAPTER 10

Hitler and Dönitz

ADMIRAL DÖNITZ PLAYED a pivotal role in shaping German grand strategy at sea and on land in the final years of the war, and his loyalty to Hitler allowed him to rise to a prominent position of leadership in the Third Reich.1 Dönitz gained influence in the fiercely competitively arena of Nazi politics because of the offensive nature of submarine warfare at a time when Hitler had increasingly few options to regain the initiative, and due to his close personal relationship with his Führer. Few military officers demonstrated their devotion to Nazi ideology and their loyalty and unquestioning obedience to Hitler as eagerly as did Dönitz, particularly in the final months of the war. Hitler’s admiration for and trust in his naval commander in chief is evident in his selection of Dönitz as his successor, a choice that came as a surprise to many people but not to those closest to Hitler.

In his memoirs Dönitz claimed that “as a result of the Russian breakthrough in January [1945], it became clear that the U-boat arm, in spite of the new weapons which had restored its superiority over the defense, would not again be engaged in large-scale operations. The U-boat campaign was no longer the navy’s most important task.”2 If this represented Dönitz’s belief at the time, he did an amazing job of concealing it from Hitler and from everyone else. Meisel certainly never gained this impression, maintaining that Dönitz viewed the anticipated U-boat offensive as the only means to win the war.3 In mid-February 1945 Dönitz boasted that the navy’s current total of 450 U-boats represented the highest number Germany had ever possessed. Two days later he briefed Hitler that two Type XXIIIs were operating off the coast of England and that the first Type XXI would sail for the American coast at the end of February or beginning of March. At the end of the meeting, Hitler emphasized the importance he attributed to the revival of the U-boat war for Germany’s overall situation. Dönitz predicted great victories with the revolutionary new submarines, which could travel from Germany to Japan without surfacing.4 Despite Dönitz’s earlier warnings that loss of the Bay of Danzig would cripple U-boat training, submarine training continued to the end in waters off Sassnitz, Lübeck, Warnemünde, and Travemünde.5

Dönitz submitted a report to Hitler on 28 February that contained his true assessment of the U-boat war. He reviewed prewar operational thinking and the course of the U-boat war since 1939, and after discussing the reasons for the defeat of Germany’s submarine force in the spring of 1943 as he saw them, Dönitz turned to the possibilities offered by the new models of U-boats. He maintained that a submarine that operated completely underwater would turn the tide of the war at sea and that thus it was vital to send into action as many of these U-boats as possible. The next day he again assured Hitler that the Anglo-Americans had no means of locating and combatting submerged submarines. In the summer of 1945 Dönitz prepared a report for his captors clearly stating that the imminent arrival of Germany’s miracle weapons, especially his new submarines, “completely justified the hope for a reversal in the nick of time” and that his goal in the war’s final months had been to try to hold out long enough for these weapons to become operational.6 These statements hardly indicate that Dönitz no longer regarded the U-boat war as a priority.

Dönitz’s attempt to revive the Battle of the Atlantic conformed to Hitler’s vision of waging war offensively, and in many ways Dönitz’s political views also mirrored those of Hitler. Despite his claims to have had nothing to do with politics prior to his appointment as Hitler’s successor,7 Dönitz was a firm, even unconditional, adherent of National Socialism. Dönitz’s daughter later insisted her father never joined the Nazi Party, but records from the former Berlin Document Center prove that he became a Party member early in 1944.8 In truth, Dönitz enthusiastically embraced Nazism. Several leading naval officers maintain that Dönitz was “clearly under Hitler’s influence” and “closely tied to Nazi ideology and Hitler.”9 Raeder wrote that after an “inappropriate” speech to the Hitler Youth, he acquired the nickname “the Hitler-Boy Dönitz.”10 Speer attempted in February 1945 to enlist Dönitz’s support in circumventing Hitler’s scorched-earth policy, but Dönitz replied, “I am here only to represent the navy. The rest is none of my business.”11 At about the same time, Dönitz issued an order warning that any naval officer, regardless of rank, who impaired the troops’ spirit of resistance would be placed at the army’s disposal. He could not use such officers.12

There is ample evidence in his public and private statements of Dönitz’s anti-Semitism. When the Swedes closed their waters to German shipping, for example, Dönitz blamed their action on “fear and dependence on international Jewish capital.”13 In a speech of March 1944 he referred to “degraded Jewish enslavement” and declared, “What would have become of our country today if the Führer had not united us under National Socialism? Split parties, beset with the spreading poison of Jewry, and vulnerable to it because we lacked the defense of our present uncompromising ideology, we would long since have succumbed under the burden of this war.”14

When prosecutors at the Nuremberg Trials asked exactly what he meant by this statement, Dönitz replied, “It means that it might have had a disintegrating effect on the people’s power of endurance. . . . I was of the opinion that the endurance, the power to endure, of the people, as it was composed, could be better preserved than if there were Jewish elements in the nation.”15 Dönitz thereby voiced his approval of the expulsion of the Jews from Germany—at his trial.16 In August 1944 Dönitz proclaimed to his commanders, “I would rather eat dirt than see my grandchildren grow up in the filthy, poisonous atmosphere of Jewry.”17 He told interrogators in the summer of 1945 that “the whole nation of course agreed that such a thing as the control of all business life and economic power, up to 80 or 90 percent, by Jews, was intolerable. That situation had to be corrected and some check imposed on them.”18 Such comments require no further elaboration.

Dönitz would claim to have known nothing about the murder of the Jews, but the extent of his knowledge of the Holocaust is uncertain. He attended the infamous Gauleiter (regional Party leader) conference in Posen in October 1943, but it is not clear whether he was present for Himmler’s speech acknowledging the extermination of the Jews. He could not rid himself of his anti-Semitism in Spandau, still envisioning the supposedly pernicious power of the Jews. In 1953 he told Speer that if it were up to the Americans, Speer would be released before he was, because “the American Jews would make sure of it.”19 Dönitz apparently embraced Nazi racial ideology in its entirety, including the drive to eliminate “inferior elements” from the gene pool. Although there is no direct evidence of Dönitz’s support for the forced sterilization or euthanasia programs, in 1943 he declared that a soldier’s asthma “endangered the national community [Volksgemeinschaft].”20

When Dönitz became the navy’s commander in chief, he brought many changes to the service. Unlike Raeder, who rarely visited Hitler’s headquarters and remained as briefly as possible, Dönitz came frequently and for extended periods. He saw Hitler on 119 days between February 1943 and April 1945.21 Hitler soon developed a genuine admiration of and fondness for Dönitz. Hitler’s satisfaction with the navy in general, and Dönitz in particular, grew especially in the final months of the war. As Michael Salewski has stated, in Dönitz Hitler saw the ideal soldier of the Third Reich.22 Hitler praised the navy’s loyalty and fighting spirit on a number of occasions and was keenly aware that very few naval personnel had been implicated in the Resistance following the assassination attempt of 20 July 1944. In the autumn of 1944 Hitler remarked that in contrast to 1918, wherever the navy fought it now displayed exemplary behavior and unparalleled aggressiveness. Once when Admiral Fuchs dined with Hitler, a high-ranking Nazi Party official commented that Hitler was so interested in the navy that he would have become a naval officer if he had had the chance!23 Hitler also displayed great confidence in the naval units fighting on land in the war’s final months, declaring that the navy was an example for the other branches of Germany’s armed forces. Several times he commented on naval units’ steadfastness and insisted they receive the best equipment available, exclaiming that “first-class soldiers must receive first-class weapons.”24 In March 1945 Hitler considered appointing naval officers to command “fortresses” in the West. He declared that many fortresses, but as yet no ships, had been lost without fighting to the last man.25 Not only Hitler but also army generals like Guderian and Raus praised the courage of naval troops fighting as infantry.26

There are also many examples of Hitler’s personal fondness for Dönitz. During air raids, Hitler sometimes phoned Dönitz to make sure he had gone to his shelter, and on several occasions when Dönitz visited Führer Headquarters Hitler invited the grand admiral to dine with him.27 In the fall of 1943, in response to Dönitz’s request, Jodl issued instructions that in the future Dönitz should receive a copy of all proposals submitted to OKW that affected naval interests.28 This gave Dönitz advance warning of threats to what he perceived as the navy’s interests. With this knowledge he could arrive at Hitler’s headquarters with well-prepared arguments to contest unpalatable proposals.

Several members of Hitler’s entourage attested to Dönitz’s popularity with Hitler. Speer later asserted that Dönitz was one of the few Nazis given an SS escort squad and an armored Mercedes, and Hitler’s valet, Heinz Linge, was to recall that the Führer often claimed Dönitz was the only one who had not deceived him. Puttkamer declared that Dönitz won Hitler’s respect by speaking bluntly but honestly, adding that Dönitz had immense authority even with the Party. Hitler’s air force adjutant asserted that in the war’s final weeks Hitler displayed great confidence in Dönitz, but not in Göring or Himmler. Goebbels’s diary contains several passages praising Dönitz for his ideological attitude and determination to continue the struggle. On Hitler’s last birthday, ten days prior to his suicide, he invited only Dönitz, Keitel, Jodl, and Göring individually into his private quarters to receive their best wishes. Everyone else had to settle for a handshake from Hitler in a crowded conference room. Finally, in his political testament Hitler stated, “May it become a point of honor to future German Army officers, as already is the case with our navy, that the surrender of a district or city is out of the question.”29 To reward Dönitz for his loyalty, Hitler granted him a monthly “salary supplement” of four thousand marks.30 On the tenth anniversary of the Nazi seizure of power Hitler appointed Dönitz naval commander in chief, and exactly one year later he awarded Dönitz the Golden Party Badge. Hitler was keenly aware of dates and the significance of timing, and it is very unlikely that the choice of 30 January to give Dönitz these two great honors was happenstance.31

Dönitz returned Hitler’s admiration. After a meeting in August 1943 Dönitz added to the summary of the conference: “The immense power the Führer radiated, his unswerving confidence, the farsighted evaluation of the situation in Italy these past days has made it very clear that in comparison to the Führer, we are all very wretched pip-squeaks. . . . Anyone who believes he could do better than the Führer is stupid.”32 When British aircraft sank the battleship Tirpitz in November 1944, Hitler did not reproach Dönitz but rather consoled him. Dönitz claimed that on this occasion he realized not only Hitler’s historic greatness but also his humanity.33 In July 1945 Dönitz told interrogators that “Hitler was a person with an abundance of good heart; his mistake was perhaps, that he was too noble.”34 Immediately prior to the Nuremberg Trials, Dönitz said of Hitler, “I have always found him very courteous, very polite, and very hearty to me. I can’t say any other thing. I made his acquaintance as a man of the best heart, of the most noble heart.”35 In the summer of 1946 he pointed out that people in 1850 regarded Napoleon as despicable and a criminal but that forty years later judgment had changed, indicating his belief that Hitler’s reputation would be restored. At the same time he stated, “All in all, I believe that there was very much decent in the Third Reich.”36 Even after the Nuremberg trials, when he could no longer even feign ignorance of the enormity of Nazi crimes, Dönitz did not revise his opinion of Hitler. He still considered criticism of Hitler treasonous and was probably the only person on the planet to regard himself as Germany’s sole legal head of state because Hitler had appointed him thus. He bitterly resented being a prisoner and, prior to his trial at Nuremberg, tried to convince the Anglo-Americans that he alone could prevent German naval officers from going over to the Russians.37

Some of Dönitz’s actions in the final weeks of the war, including his brief tenure as head of state, require closer scrutiny. On 22 April Dönitz left Berlin first for Plön, and ten days later for Flensburg, to command the “northern zone,” consisting of northern Germany, Denmark, and Norway. On the morning of the 25th he held a meeting with two Gauleiters of northern Germany, Friedrich Hildebrandt and Hinrich Lohse. Dönitz briefed the two Party officials on what he considered to be the most urgent tasks facing the northern region, explaining that his foremost goal was to obtain more combat soldiers by combing out men from rear-area units in all branches of service. Another “urgent task,” ranked eighth, was to establish flying drumhead courts-martial. In view of the situation facing millions of German soldiers and civilians, one can only wonder at Dönitz’s belief that roving courts-martial were a priority. Furthermore, naval police had a reputation among some Germans as being even more savage than the SS; naval executions for desertion continued until the end of the war and beyond. Incredibly, on 4 May 1945 Dönitz approved a sailor’s death sentence for making critical remarks about Hitler, and on 9 May—after the war had ended—the Naval High Command checked to make sure the execution had been carried out. Three additional sailors who deserted on 5 May were executed on the 10th, again after the war was over.38

Dönitz became Reich president on 1 May and held this post until the 23rd, when the Allies arrested him. In that time he did virtually nothing to break with Hitler’s policies. He did reject the services of criminals like Himmler but allowed several Nazis to remain in their cabinet posts, and he ordered no changes whatsoever in OKW. He made no attempt to ban or dissolve the Nazi Party, and pictures of Hitler remained on the walls of government buildings even after Germany’s surrender.39

There are several versions of how Hitler selected Dönitz as his successor. After the war Dönitz insisted that the appointment had taken him “completely by surprise.” He also falsely claimed that since 20 July 1944 he “had not spoken to Hitler at all except at some large gathering.”40 Dönitz would maintain that in prison Speer confided that he had suggested Dönitz to Hitler as a possible successor. Speer, however, asserted this was not the case and that he had assured Dönitz of this shortly before the latter’s release from Spandau.41 At Nuremberg Dönitz testified that he had no idea why Hitler had chosen him, that he assumed it was merely because after Göring’s fall from favor he was the senior service chief.42 Yet Admiral Meisel attested that Dönitz had engaged in a power struggle with Göring, due to Dönitz’s “unbridled ambition” to become “the second man in the state.”43 Hitler’s naval adjutant related a story that one evening in the winter of 1944–45 Hitler asked who his successor should be. One person proposed Göring, another Himmler, and so forth, but Hitler rejected them all. Then someone suggested Dönitz, and Hitler remained silent.44

Some view Hitler’s choice of Dönitz as his successor simply as a matter of convenience, but this is not the case. Hitler seriously considered two army men, Model and Schörner, both experts at defensive warfare and fanatical National Socialists, and coincidentally both former commanders of Army Group North.45 It was surely wounded pride and jealousy that led Göring to exclaim, “Who was Dönitz? A little admiral who could negotiate a peace.”46 Göring was not alone in suggesting that the selection of Dönitz reflected Hitler’s realization that the war was lost, that he needed to appoint someone suitable to make peace. This appears to be a logical course of action in hindsight, but it does not make sense when viewed from Hitler’s perspective when he made this decision. In his last days Hitler repeatedly looked to Dönitz to relieve Berlin, not to surrender it.47 Furthermore, Hitler expelled Göring and Himmler from the Party and stripped them of their titles for negotiating with the Allies. Hitler’s anguish and sense of betrayal at their attempts to negotiate is well documented. Furious, Hitler shouted, “A traitor must never succeed me as Führer.”48 Why would he have appointed Dönitz as his successor to make peace when he had just disgraced the two most likely candidates for that very reason?

Hitler need not have feared defection by Dönitz. Dönitz had long been an ardent supporter of Hitler’s strategy of holding out to the end. For example, in an address in December 1943 Dönitz proclaimed several ideas he would later insist he had never espoused: “I am a strong supporter of the idea of ideological indoctrination. . . . It is nonsense to say that soldiers or officers must be non-political. . . . I am an adherent of not giving up anything in the East that is not absolutely necessary. I have vigorously advised holding the Crimea. I have exerted my influence as much as I could for that purpose.”49

Two months later Dönitz delivered a similar talk, again emphasizing the importance of defending every foot of ground in the East, including the Crimea. He also insisted it was vital to keep the enemy out of the Baltic because of the current buildup of the new U-boat force. In a speech later that year Dönitz maintained that the navy’s “fanatically pursued and unshakable goal” was to revive the U-boat war. He insisted that the Allies had not yet built enough vessels to compensate for the tonnage they had lost and that their demands for shipping space were greater than ever. In December 1944 Dönitz addressed high-ranking naval officers in Weimar, and a major theme of this talk emphasized the need to hold Courland.50 In a radio speech of 20 February 1945 Dönitz announced to Germany’s youth, Even after the war had ended, while still head of state, Dönitz declared that “the basis for the further existence of the German people is the national community created by National Socialism.”52

You have been so very fortunate as to be placed by destiny in the greatest era of our people. . . . You must be attached body and soul and with all the forces of your heart and character to the Führer. You must regard yourselves as his children, whom nothing on earth could ever make waver in their unconditional loyalty. This is the greatest and finest thing in a man’s life—unconditional and loyal devotion to the great man who is his leader.51

Dönitz certainly had done nothing to indicate to Hitler that he would conclude peace. In March 1945 he urged Germans to follow the example of the Japanese at Iwo Jima, where American troops killed 14,000 Japanese soldiers but captured only 180. In a decree of 11 April 1945 he warned that slavery awaited Germans in the Soviet zone of occupation, while in the Anglo-Saxon zones National Socialism would be ruthlessly eliminated, resulting in chaos for the German people. In addition, he cautioned that the “intellectual weaklings” who considered surrender would be the first to perish under such conditions. Finally, Dönitz pointed out that continuing to fight offered Germany the only hope to improve its situation. He commanded all naval personnel on land to fight to the end defending their naval bases, and those at sea to go down with their ships rather than surrender. At the meeting with the Gauleiters on 25 April 1945 the subject arose of ending the war to save lives. Dönitz angrily replied that this was a matter for Hitler alone to decide and that no one had the right to diverge from the course determined by him. “The Führer’s actions,” he insisted, “are determined exclusively by concern for the German people. In any event, since capitulation must mean the destruction of the German people’s substance, from this viewpoint it is only right to fight on.”53

Dönitz backed up his words with action. On 26 or 27 April, with the situation in Berlin clearly hopeless, he ordered 150–300 naval cadets flown into the capital to help defend the city. Although this demonstration of devotion impressed Hitler, the cadets were not trained for street fighting and needlessly suffered heavy casualties. Hitler’s comments about these troops reveal his fondness for Dönitz:

Grand Admiral Dönitz has detached Navy soldiers for the personal protection of the Führer. They are the bravest men he has. He wants to make a certain number of them available to me. This offer comes from Dönitz himself. He’ll bring them in at any cost. When I have them, it will be a certain relief for you, because it’s the highest elite of a commander-in-chief of one of the branches of the Armed Forces. Of the 600,000 men in the Navy, Dönitz will give the bravest 150 men for my personal protection. The moment could come when extreme steadfastness is everything. . . . The Navy wanted to send in 2,000 men every night for three or four days.54

Between 24 and 27 April Dönitz readied approximately 12,000 naval troops for air transport to Berlin, but by this point it was no longer possible to fly them there. In contrast to Himmler and Göring, early on 1 May Dönitz, unaware at this time of Hitler’s suicide, dispatched a telegram to his Führer pledging his loyalty and promising to continue the fight.55

Hitler’s political testament contained no indication that he wished his successor to end the war. Instead he wrote: “I request the commanders of the army, navy and air force to strengthen our soldiers’ spirit of resistance in the National Socialist spirit with the utmost means, with special emphasis to the fact that even I myself, as the founder and creator of this movement, have preferred death to cowardly abdication or even a capitulation.”56 In the next section of his testament Hitler expelled Himmler and Göring from the Party for negotiating with the enemy without his knowledge and against his wishes. Hitler selected Dönitz as his successor because he believed the grand admiral was a dedicated Nazi who would never surrender.

Memories of 1918 were never far from Hitler’s thoughts. If he had wanted to surrender, he certainly would not have chosen a staunch Nazi to do so, because (even though the war had supposedly been lost due to treachery) true Nazis never surrendered. The greatest treason of the “November Criminals” of 1918 had been to surrender. If he had been thinking of giving up he could have bestowed this burden upon people he detested; like the founders of the Weimar government, they could bear the odium of defeat, not the Nazis. True, it would be difficult to manufacture another “stab in the back” legend with Russians troops occupying the Reichstag, but one lie had caught on, why not another? If 1918 was frequently on Hitler’s mind, it was even more the case with Dönitz. The navy bore the disgrace of having ushered in the revolution with its mutiny. Dönitz, and many other members of the German Navy, were absolutely determined that the service’s loyalty to the government, especially in time of war, never again would be called into question.57

According to his memoirs, once Dönitz took over the government he saw that he must conclude peace after saving as many people as possible from the Russians. But his actions at the time do not bear this out. Admiral Godt, one of Dönitz’s closest advisers throughout the war, claimed that after Hitler’s death Dönitz underwent a complete transformation. A few days earlier Godt had considered it likely that Dönitz would continue the fight, regardless of the consequences.58 Keitel’s memoirs indicate that only on 3 May was Dönitz ready to end the war,59 and this is borne out in documentary evidence. Although on the morning of 2 May Dönitz recognized that the military situation was hopeless, he insisted that the war continue, not only to gain time to prevent soldiers and civilians from falling under Soviet control but also because the Russians strove for the destruction of Germany’s “national character” (Volkstum).60 Several of Dönitz’s contemporaries believed that he intended to follow Hitler’s aim of splitting the enemy alliance.61 Speer would state that in Spandau Dönitz expressed outrage that West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer had renounced the Anschluss with Austria, confiding that he had wanted to continue the war against the Soviets in May 1945 but that the Western Allies prevented him from doing so.62

Dönitz appointed Hans-Georg von Friedeburg to succeed him as commander in chief of the German Navy. On 28 April Friedeburg instructed U-boat commander Erich Topp, about to put to sea in a Type XXI submarine, that the navy would continue the struggle from Norway if the enemy captured Germany. Should Germany also lose Norway, Topp was to take his U-boat to sea until he ran out of fuel and then “go on land and fight the enemy with whatever you have left to fight with.” Topp met with Dönitz that day, and he gained the impression that the grand admiral believed all was not yet lost. Another U-boat commander received orders on 3 May to continue operations near New York.63 On the night of 3 May the Skl instructed the U-boat operations staff that if the enemy occupied all of northern Germany, the U-boat war would be continued from Norway. For that reason Dönitz had dispatched Godt and Hessler to Norway that afternoon.64

After Dönitz succeeded Hitler he attempted to evacuate as many German troops from Courland and East Prussia as possible, and on 3 May he radioed Hilpert to withdraw into bridgeheads around Libau and Windau. Dönitz wanted fighting troops to aid in northern Germany’s defense, and he instructed Hilpert that seasoned divisions had top priority in the evacuation. The next day Lt. Col. Ulrich de Maizière, operations officer of OKH’s operations section, flew to Courland and East Prussia to coordinate plans for the evacuations.65 Why would Dönitz insist that fighting troops receive priority unless he planned to continue to fight? Dönitz still had not given up. It was only on the afternoon of 6 May, following several attempts to make a separate peace with the Western powers, that the Dönitz government unequivocally stated that its main task was to end the war on all fronts.66 The German Navy in World War II could not be accused of surrendering at five minutes before twelve. It had held out until there remained very little left to hold. Germany lay in ruins, its defeat total.

“A Kind of Mesmerism”

HOW WAS IT POSSIBLE for intelligent people who knew the true state of affairs to continue to believe Hitler could win the war? According to contemporaries, at least part of the reason lies in Hitler’s perceived ability to inspire confidence. Admiral Ruge described it as follows:

It was a kind of mesmerism which acted on different men in different ways. Susceptibility to this influence seemed to be dependent on some kind of resonance which some types of men possessed to a high degree. It was particularly striking with Doenitz, to a slightly lesser extent with Kesselring. The situation might be darker than ever and their spirits at a low ebb when they went to Hitler’s headquarters, but they returned radiating an optimism not at all warranted by general conditions. A similar case was Vice Admiral Voss, Doenitz’s representative in Hitler’s headquarters, who was completely under this spell as late as April 1945.67

Ulrich de Maizière expressed it almost identically, stating that “Hitler possessed an inexplicable, I am not afraid to say demonic, personal radiation of power, which can scarcely be described, can all the more not be grasped, and which only a very few people were able to avoid. Even older, life-experienced and high-ranking people were overcome.”68 Neither Ruge nor Maizière was tainted by Nazi crimes, and each later held top positions in the West German military, Ruge as inspector of the Navy in the Ministry of Defense and Maizière as inspector general of the Bundeswehr. These individuals in particular were not employing a “Hitler made me do it” defense to justify their actions. People who commented on this trait usually referred to Hitler’s effect on others, not upon themselves, as if to imply that they were less susceptible.

Hitler’s strange ability to influence others is one of the most inexplicable traits he possessed. Ruge commented that although difficult to explain, this characteristic of Hitler’s had not been sufficiently explored. One must avoid the pitfall of simply declaring that Hitler hypnotized the German people, but at the same time, his uncanny ability to change people’s minds cannot simply be ignored. Most people who came into frequent contact with Hitler mention this trait, but historians have tended to downplay or ignore it, mainly because it is empirically unverifiable and appears to involve accepting first-hand accounts uncritically. This study makes no attempt to explain it but merely recognizes that many of those around Hitler perceived the effects. Examples previously discussed in this study include Küchler and Friessner, but there are numerous others. According to Speer, in April 1945 Hitler convinced Field Marshal Albert Kesselring that it would be possible to drive the Western Allies from Germany by launching a flank attack at Eisenach with one hundred tanks. “Such was the magic of Hitler!”69 Hitler’s secretary described how grizzled generals would go into conferences determined to stand up to Hitler but be unable to do so once they were in his presence.70

Speer described this phenomenon in even more detail, obviously struggling to understand the attraction Hitler had for him personally. He regarded the people constantly in Hitler’s presence as slaves, with no will of their own. Speer maintains that the men Hitler influenced were not only weak-willed lackeys, such as Keitel, but also courageous men who had commanded troops at the front in World War I. He too had seen commanders arrive at Führer headquarters determined to contradict Hitler but after a few moments in his presence come around completely to his point of view. Hitler retained this ability to persuade others even in the years of defeat. Although obviously exhilarated by Hitler’s presence, Speer claimed to have become tired, exhausted, and empty if he remained around Hitler too long. He asserted that the only way he could preserve his independence was to visit Hitler’s headquarters no more than every two to three weeks. Speer discussed this phenomenon with Dönitz at the beginning of 1944, and the grand admiral claimed Hitler had a similar effect upon him.71 Near the end of his life Speer told journalist and author Gitta Sereny, “I am still convinced now that this was his greatest gift: to convey, not in words but by a kind of mass—and individual—hypnosis, that he cared about each of us, even, if you forgive the term, that he loved us.”72

Meisel, one of Dönitz’s closest colleagues during the war, claimed to have felt relieved and unburdened when in Hitler’s presence; Hitler, he asserted, radiated strength. He also stated that Dönitz visited Hitler’s headquarters more and more frequently so that he could draw strength from Hitler.73 Anyone reading Goebbels’s diaries is sure to be struck by his near-worship of Hitler and the obvious rejuvenation he experienced in Hitler’s presence. Elke Fröhlich has described how, to the very end, Goebbels’s visits with Hitler served to reenergize the propaganda minister, restoring his confidence and determination.74 Dönitz visited Hitler more and more often in the war’s final months, and like Goebbels, he drew inspiration from these visits. He seemed to find the strength from Hitler to continue to demand unconditional obedience and to fight on regardless of the cost. Confidence that Hitler could turn the tide of the war was not as rare as people today might think. Dönitz was one of those whose faith in Hitler endured, and he did his utmost to help his Führer win the war militarily. Furthermore, several witnesses maintain that even in the final weeks Hitler, despite his appalling physical deterioration, retained the ability to inspire his followers.75

Dönitz’s decisive role in shaping German strategy in the final two years of the war is evident in his success in convincing Hitler to defend decisive sectors in various theaters. Although one of Germany’s most prominent naval historians asserts that Dönitz won Hitler’s confidence “by pleading the Navy case, while scrupulously avoiding meddling with the affairs of the Army,”76 the evidence points elsewhere. As is apparent from the example of Norway and the bridgeheads along the Baltic coast, Dönitz had a definite interest in ensuring that several key areas remained in German hands, and he did everything he could to convince Hitler—usually successfully—to command the army to defend these sectors. Moreover, these were not the only theaters of the war where Dönitz intervened in army affairs. There is conclusive evidence of Dönitz’s role in the defense of the Crimea.77 However, the navy also demanded the retention of Odessa as a supply port for troops in the Crimea. Dönitz considered possession of Odessa crucial for control of the Black Sea, and he insisted on the city’s defense also to deny the Russian Black Sea Fleet an advanced base.78 The similarities to Dönitz’s policy in the Baltic are obvious. Dönitz repeatedly meddled in the army’s affairs for the navy’s benefit. He urged Hitler to order the army to defend a position on land that served to maintain control of the sea.

Dönitz also pointed out the importance of holding certain areas in the West. In the Mediterranean, Dönitz urged the defense of Tunisia and Sicily. At the beginning of September 1944 Voss reported that upon Dönitz’s recommendation, Hitler had declared the west bank of the Scheldt River near Vlissingen a “fortified site,” to be held to the end.79 The following month Dönitz informed Hitler that defending the Dutch island of Walcheren, at the mouth of the Scheldt River, was vital to blocking the river and thereby denying the Allies use of Antwerp as a supply port. Furthermore, on at least three occasions in February 1945 Dönitz called for the defense of the west bank of the Rhine to allow shipment of coal on the river.80

Dönitz also tried to impress Hitler with his offensive spirit, and in doing so he often advocated questionable operations. When he briefed Hitler on the collapse of the U-boat war in May 1943, Dönitz complained that the Allies had concentrated their defenses in the Bay of Biscay, the only feasible route by which submarines could enter and exit the Atlantic from their French bases. To remedy this situation, Dönitz suggested that Germany occupy Spain and Gibraltar. Not only would this provide the navy with more bases from which to send its U-boats into the Atlantic, but possession of Spain also would threaten the Allies’ flank in North Africa and completely alter the situation in the Mediterranean. In a reversal of the normal perception of affairs, it was Hitler who injected reality into the discussion, explaining that he did not have the forces for this operation.81 Although this proposal was clearly unreasonable in view of Germany’s overall situation in May 1943, Dönitz nonetheless showed that he had not given up the fight and, like his Führer, still thought of conducting the war offensively. Another example of Dönitz’s desire to demonstrate his aggressive stance was the operation of the battle cruiser Scharnhorst in late December 1943. Dönitz ordered the Scharnhorst to intercept and destroy a convoy in the Arctic Ocean, but instead of finding a convoy, it ran into several British cruisers. The German vessel attempted to escape but ran into another group of British warships and was sunk, losing all but thirty-six of its crew of nearly two thousand. The Scharnhorst had engaged the enemy without a destroyer escort or reconnaissance support from either aircraft or submarines, in conditions of poor visibility, and with inadequate detection equipment.82 Yet it had sailed. Again, Dönitz had demonstrated his spirit of attack.

Dönitz’s insistence on bringing the electro-submarines into action was somewhat problematic in itself. Although high-speed underwater travel enhanced the ability to evade detection and elude pursuit, it also drastically curtailed a submarine’s range of observation. A sailor with binoculars on a U-boat’s conning tower had a much greater field of vision than that afforded by a periscope. For this reason air reconnaissance was absolutely essential for the success of the new U-boats. Unfortunately for Dönitz, this had been a serious problem for years. One of his most frequent complaints since the war began had been the lack of reconnaissance aircraft.83 Even before the collapse of the U-boat war Dönitz considered this the greatest problem facing his submarines—in effect, the ability to find convoys. In mid-December 1943 Dönitz sent Hitler a personal message emphasizing that for the upcoming campaign with the electro-submarines, air reconnaissance was a higher priority than previously. Hitler ordered Göring to increase output of long-range reconnaissance aircraft for this purpose, but actual production fell far below Dönitz’s needs.84 Over and over again Dönitz protested that air reconnaissance was essential to the success of his new U-boats.85 Even though it clearly was not forthcoming, however, he never considered halting the new submarine program. If Dönitz had been able to send the Type XXI submarines into the Atlantic, their actually finding targets to attack would have been purely a matter of chance.

Dönitz even developed his own variation of the Wellenbrecher doctrine. In May 1943, and frequently thereafter, he reported to Hitler that despite the heavy losses his submariners currently suffered, the U-boat war had to continue, because it tied down enormous Anglo-American air and naval forces. Hitler immediately agreed, declaring that any reduction in the war at sea was out of the question. The Atlantic served as his western perimeter, and if he had to fight on the defensive he preferred to do so at sea rather than on Europe’s coast.86 Dönitz maintained that the submarine war had to continue also because it would prove impossible to resume the war at sea if it stopped completely. To sustain the struggle was a tactical, technical, and most of all a psychological necessity. If all U-boats remained in port a large number of aircraft, including many heavy bombers, would be free to attack German cities. Furthermore, the multitude of destroyers and other vessels currently engaged in convoy protection could embark upon raids against German coastal shipping or support the expected invasion of Europe. Dönitz claimed that the diversion of enemy forces could not be underestimated, and it would continue only as long as U-boats put to sea. In addition, sustained operations were essential to keeping abreast of enemy antisubmarine tactics so the new type U-boat crews could be trained accordingly. For these reasons the navy had to persevere, whatever the cost.87 In October 1944 Dönitz estimated that the Allies employed 3,000–4,000 aircraft, thousands of escort vessels, and about one million people to combat German submarines.88

The Durchhalt Strategy

HITLER’S STRATEGY IN 1944 AND 1945 has been referred to as the Durchhalt strategy, holding out at all costs.89 Although many former German generals claim it consisted of nothing more than clinging tenaciously to every foot of ground and hoping for the best, it was actually a broad strategy with military, political, and economic aspects. Hitler’s first concern was to retain the areas economically essential to continue the war. Speer’s August 1944 study of raw materials helped him determine some of the boundaries of the reduced Reich. The Wehrmacht’s dependence on oil required the inclusion of Hungary, and this explains why in January 1945, after the Ardennes Offensive failed, Hitler shifted troops from the West to Hungary rather than to East Prussia or Poland. Dönitz’s demands to defend the shores of the eastern Baltic and Norway for the new U-boat offensive meant that Hitler had to hang on to these areas as well. With raw materials and strategically vital geographic regions in German hands, Hitler could concentrate on the other military and political aspects of the Durchhalt strategy. A cable from Assmann to the Skl in July 1944 contains the best brief description of this strategy:

Our strategy on all fronts is now focused upon gaining time. At present, a few months could easily be decisive to save the Fatherland. Thus, every square meter of ground must be defended most bitterly tooth and nail. With complete appreciation for the heavy fighting and the burden upon our brave fighting troops, tough leadership and clinging to every kilometer is in the interest of the entire nation, and thus necessary.

              We must gain time in order to restore the balance of forces, especially in the air. The Führer sees this as the guiding principle for the further conduct of battle. Our armaments justify great expectations—continuous increases in our production, fighter production highly satisfactory, heavy tanks, assault guns. The development of V-1s and A-4s [V-2s] gives great hopes. We have sure expectations for new successes in the U-boat war with new submarine types. Everything is in progress—with results in a foreseeable period of time—thus the demand to fight, to defend, to hold, to strengthen the morale of troops and officers. We must nail down the front where it now stands. The Führer fanatically fulfills his duty to safeguard the future livelihood of the German people. Demands cannot be considered in regard to individual soldiers or local difficulties. Holding every strip of ground is the absolute necessity for the salvation of the nation.90

Hitler hoped to crush the Allied invasion of the continent on the beaches, so he could turn against the Soviet Union with nearly all his strength. Once the Normandy invasion succeeded, he had to hold out until Germany could launch the Ardennes Offensive. Hitler’s secretary Traudl Junge recalled that in late August 1944, upon asking whether Germany could still win the war, those in Hitler’s entourage always gave the same answer—the situation looked bad but they just had to hold out until the new weapons were available.91 Even after the Ardennes offensive Hitler believed he had a number of chances to regain the initiative. He placed enormous hopes on the new jet aircraft and V-2 rockets, with which he would turn back the Allied bomber offensive and repay the British for the destruction of German cities; the vengeance weapons, he hoped, would cause such destruction and demoralization that the English people would demand peace.92 The new submarine offensive, which Dönitz kept promising was almost ready to begin, would isolate Britain from America and end the war in the West. The day after Assmann sent his report outlining Hitler’s strategy, the Skl noted that the first Type XXI would be ready for operations around 1 January 1945.93 Hitler also hoped that fanatically defending every foot of ground would make the invasion of Germany so bloody that the Western Allies’ morale would collapse and they would come to terms.

Along with jet aircraft and unmanned rockets, which are better known, the Type XXI U-boats represented one of the miracle weapons integral to the Durchhalt strategy. From mid-1943 on Dönitz advocated the defense of every foot of ground, especially in the East, to buy time for the new U-boat force. Dönitz was determined to do his part to make sure the navy did not falter. On 11 October 1944—the day after the Soviets isolated Army Group North in Courland—Dönitz gave a speech to officers and high-ranking civil servants in the Naval High Command. Considering the date and content of this speech, it is worth quoting at length as evidence of Dönitz’s thoughts at that time:

The war situation, along general lines, is well known to you. Both in the East as well as in the West, we have not been able to hold the large areas we gained in the first years of the war, areas that we exploited to our greatest strategic and economic advantage in the years they were under our control. Our enemies’ superior numbers in people and materiél forced us to reduce our operational area and withdraw to shorter lines. In this connection, the superiority of the enemy air force, especially in the West, has played the decisive role. It is now important to gain time until new divisions, newly equipped, are available. It is therefore decisive that in the West, for example, we hold on to the ports we possess as long as possible, and if we lose them, turn them over to the enemy only in a thoroughly destroyed condition so that the enemy cannot obtain supplies through these ports. The effort to hold the ports as long as possible has already worked extraordinarily to our advantage in the West. . . . The holding of the large Dutch port cities, the retention most of all of Antwerp and Dunkirk is therefore of great importance.

              In the East, since 20 July the extraordinarily skillful leadership of General Guderian, by concentrating his forces and using mobility, has succeeded in stabilizing the front to an unexpected extent. Even if it has been necessary recently to withdraw Army Group North, this had to take place for reasons of manpower, in order to be able to withstand a renewed Russian assault at some other place on the Eastern Front in the coming winter months. In the East as well the important thing is to gain time; if we gain a few weeks’ time, until we are able to throw new forces into the defense, the situation will be mastered.

              The political results of the withdrawal of the Eastern Front have been immense. The friendly attitude of the Turks ended when we gave up the Crimea. The withdrawal of the front to the Romanian border caused the defection of the Romanian state. This also led to the defection of Bulgaria. Our difficulties in the East and the West brought about the collapse of Finland. Russia thereby gained a considerable increase in political and strategic power in the East. We need waste no words about the results of the capitulation for these states. They now belong to Asia; they have lost their racial and political independence.

              Our military tasks in the presently reduced sphere of influence are now basically the following:

       1. It is important at all costs to hold the Reich. This task will be fulfilled with the new divisions and with new weapons, which are in the process of being delivered. It is evident here that Germany’s sources of manpower had not as yet been exhausted.

       2. The second requirement is that we put a roof over Germany; that is, that we prevent the air attacks which, after the reduction of the area, could hit Germany more heavily than before. This roof is to be gained as soon as our big fighter program has become reality. At that point it will be a matter of protecting, above all, the sources of our armaments power, our war production itself and our transportation routes. As painful as the destruction of our German cities is and will be, nevertheless their preservation cannot be our primary goal, since their destruction is not decisive.

       3. It is important that we retain possession of the exits from the Baltic Sea, the waters in the Baltic and Norway. That is necessary for economic reasons; most of all, however, in order that we do not lose the training areas in the Baltic, and the sally-port of the Baltic entrances for our naval war. We shall succeed, under any circumstances, in fulfilling these three great tasks of the German armed forces. Thereby the continuation of the war is ensured. The raw materials for the continuation of the war economy are available in the Reich. The food supply is guaranteed.

       Of the three basic military missions mentioned above, the last—the retention of Norway, the Baltic, and the Baltic entrances—concerns the most vital interests of the Navy. The first and second tasks, the holding of our army’s fronts in the East and West, and the reduction of air raids by increased fighter protection, are purely defensive tasks. The Navy alone has the offensive mission, to continue and again to intensify the war at sea in its most effective form—the tonnage war. . . .

              The main effort of the attacks on the sea routes, however, by the nature of things, has lain with the U-boat force. . . . We should not forget that for years the enemy in this war has designated the U-boat war as the number one danger, that even this year Churchill declared that the elimination of the U-boat war had been the most critical and decisive success of all events in the course of the war, that the technical achievements which deprived the U-boat war of its great successes had saved the fatherland.

              But even today the U-boat war continues and ties up several thousand aircraft, several thousand destroyers, corvettes, frigates and other warships, and nearly a million Englishmen, which otherwise could be sent into action at other places. Besides, as long as the U-boat war is effective by its mere presence, even with only few successes as at present, the enemy is not in a position to give up his convoy system. . . . It is therefore absolutely clear for us that compared with all our other tasks, the main task of the navy is again to intensify the tonnage war. . . .

              The above-mentioned offensive task of the navy is, however, only possible if we protect our coasts from incursions, if we retain our sally-port out of the Baltic and our training areas in the Baltic. It is therefore required to strengthen our coastal defense as much as possible, and the artillery and flak protection of our fortresses. It is above all else necessary likewise to build all those naval vessels which can serve to protect our Baltic, our Baltic entrances, and our coastal approaches on our own coast and off occupied areas. . . .

              This is the way it is: in every war there are only two possibilities. Either one fights or one asks for peace, one capitulates. . . .

              If we were to go this way and ask for peace and capitulate, and the enemy would thereupon disarm us, do you believe that he then would have the least regard and the slightest interest in us? . . . The Russian has his own industry. . . . [W]hat he needs is labor in order to bring his industry, and what has been destroyed of his land to order again, and to make up for his large demographic losses. German people of both sexes would be shipped to Russia in unimaginable numbers. These people would never see Germany again. . . . The result of it would be the complete annihilation of the German people. For us, therefore, this path is totally out of the question. We would have to be ashamed in front of all those who have fallen in this war, in front of all the victims who would have made sacrifices in vain. We would have to be ashamed in front of our children and grandchildren, who then would point with their finger at us, “You have sold us, out of cowardly fear for your own fate, you were too weak, and now we have to suffer for it.” If such a path, to ask for peace, is not acceptable, then there is only one other way: to fight on inflexibly and resolutely with all our energy. Anything in between is impossible. . . .

              For an officer’s unambiguous, determined and tough attitude toward unconditional and ruthless fighting, however, the following is necessary:

       1. We must cling to this National Socialist state and our Führer with fanatical support and love. It is an absurdity in life not to do things with one’s whole soul, with one’s whole heart. It is obvious that, if there stands behind a person’s deeds, behind a person’s actions his complete desire, his utter conviction, then he will achieve more than if he acted half-heartedly. . . . One cannot swear an oath and then tolerate a modification in silence. Where this ultimately leads to, we experienced on the 20th of July. Ultimately to shameless treason. I am of the view that it is better, greater and more beautiful to go through life with fanatical adherence to one person, than to live indifferently and uncommitted, with a lukewarm heart. And upon whom else shall we then in this life wait, to whom else do we want to attach ourselves as soldiers with our entire soul, if not to this man who, favored by providence, joins together in unique greatness the fullness of humanity of a warm heart with tremendous skill, immense knowledge and an iron will: he who has written on his banner all that is sacred to every soldier, he who has returned to the German people their soul. Rightly the soldier stood on the side of the opposition in Marxist times, when the soldier’s honor was dragged through the mud and only he mattered who was rich or who attached himself to material things; when by the Jew everything that was honorable, willing and self-sacrificing was mocked, and every heroic thought was ridiculed as being stupid. For all these reasons it is our soldierly duty to be devoted with all our souls to the Führer. It is splendid when one knows that there is a person for whom one would let himself be hacked to pieces.

       2. As soldiers we must know that our profession, our mission is to fight. . . .

I have the clear view that militarily we still have many possibilities in this war. I am of the opinion that in the end we will preserve Germany and our people in this war, that we then will be the victors in Europe, and that it will be inevitable that Europe will rally around us as the strongest and most capable people. That will be the certain result of this war and the inevitable political development. . . .

              The urgency of the times is so great and they are hard and serious enough that it is high time that each of us profess a yet more fanatical attitude. With the unique leadership we have in our country, we shall be showing the others that it is not so simple to knock us to the ground. Only this recognition alone will cause the host of our enemies’ political antagonisms to grow, since the aim to make Germany small is all that unites them and permits presently to retire into the background their manifold, diverse, political antagonisms. If the Allies realize, however, that their goal to force us to our knees is not attainable, or only after long and bloody additional fighting, then for them the question of the practicality of continuing the war will appear all the larger. . . . Our tough standing is therefore the dire necessity for our self-preservation, our tough standing is militarily the only correct thing, our hard standing is however, also politically that which alone makes possible to us the active exploitation of the change in the political world arena.94

Dönitz in this way reiterated the main elements of the Durchhalt strategy to his audience and advocated the absolute necessity of holding out long enough for Hitler to turn defeat into victory. Dönitz was not alone in his belief that Hitler would confound his enemies and once again emerge victorious. Goebbels had long since seized upon the Durchhalt slogan for his propaganda, and he apparently believed it until very near the end.95 In October 1944 Himmler declared that new weapons, especially jet fighters, were on the way and that the decisive thing was to hold on for another year. Jodl and Himmler both mentioned the new submarines in talks designed to raise morale and instill hope.96 Speer also gave several speeches urging his audience to hold out until the new weapons became available, and on several occasions he too referred specifically to the new submarines. He was somewhat more realistic, however, because he cautioned that it would take time before enough new weapons were deployed to be decisive. Nonetheless, Speer believed at least until the end of January 1945 that Hitler could end the war favorably, and so did many German generals.97 In early April 1945 General Reinhardt bitterly noted in his diary, “When, how, comes the salvation in which we still believe? And I am banished as a spectator!”98 Reinhardt had commanded Third Panzer Army during its almost complete annihilation in the summer of 1944 and led Army Group Center/North when the Soviets smashed his forces on their drive from the Vistula to the Oder. If he still believed in victory, anyone could have.

Goebbels attempted to strengthen soldiers’ will to fight by instilling confidence in Hitler and claiming that Germany’s enemies planned to destroy the Reich and its inhabitants. Death would be preferable to living under the conditions imposed by the enemy. The navy’s die-hard propaganda also encouraged German soldiers to fight on, in the belief that their sacrifices would be rewarded by decisive victories at sea.99 This propaganda was effective with large segments of the German population. Until very near the end of the war many people, especially Germany’s youth and young soldiers, still had faith in Hitler, and many believed that he had withheld powerful weapons that he would unleash at the last moment.100 Speer related an account of having a flat tire in front of a miner’s house in the Ruhr in mid-March 1945. He had not been recognized in the darkness, and as he spoke with the local inhabitants he had been astonished at the common people’s faith that the enemy would be driven from Germany.101 High-ranking Nazis and common laborers alike believed that Hitler would prevail, that the Durchhalt strategy would succeed. Moreover, Dönitz hardened Hitler’s conviction to hold out with assertions that the revived U-boat war would force Britain to its knees. He bears some of the responsibility for the hundreds of thousands of soldiers and civilians killed in the last months of the war.

The Durchhalt strategy was not an admission of defeat but a reflection of Hitler’s unwavering will for victory. He had so thoroughly convinced himself that Germany had lost World War I solely because it had given up too quickly that he believed he had only to persevere to achieve victory this time around. Hitler repeatedly claimed that the inherent contradictions of the coalition opposing him were too great for it to hold together indefinitely.102 He also increasingly recalled Frederick the Great’s last-minute salvation in the Seven Years’ War.103 In mid-April 1945 he informed Hilpert, Army Group Courland’s commander, that he “would have to hold out until the turn that has occurred in every war has taken place.”104 Obviously Hitler did not wish to consider the possibility that the turn had already occurred. Nazi Germany’s last foreign minister, Schwerin von Krosigk, radioed Tokyo on 7 May 1945 that until the last moment Hitler had believed a military victory in the decisive Battle of Berlin could turn of the tide of the war.105

As Germany’s defeat drew nearer, Hitler increasingly sought out the company of his old Party comrades from the Kampfzeit, the time of struggle before he had gained power.106 Goebbels also harkened back to the Kampfzeit for inspiration, sensing that he must conduct his propaganda campaign as he had in those dark days.107 Both Hitler and Goebbels recalled earlier times when victory had seemed impossible, yet Hitler had refused to give in and had ultimately triumphed. Hitler also repeatedly compared his situation in Berlin to that of Stalin in the winter of 1941 at Moscow. Stalin had been in an even worse situation, and he had recovered.108 Hitler’s insistence on continuing the war arose not so much because he feared defeat but mainly because he could not conceive of defeat. As Eberhard Jäckel has concisely demonstrated, Hitler was one of the few people in history to construct a complete worldview, a new way of looking at the world and explaining human history. If his ideology was correct, the supposedly racially superior Germans simply had to defeat the supposedly subhuman Russians. Jodl summed up this concept well in a speech in November 1943: “We will win, because we must win—because otherwise world history will have lost its meaning.”109

Although people today understandably shake their heads and wonder how Hitler possibly could have thought in 1944 and 1945 that he still could win the war, this was not so irrational. The irreversible turn of the tide against Germany did not occur until the summer of 1944. This was quite late in the war, and although the initiative certainly passed to the Allies between November 1942 and May 1943, it was not necessarily an irreversible shift. The advantage could have shifted yet again—had changes within Nazi Germany been made—but developments from June to mid-October 1944 virtually ensured that this would not occur.

In those months Germany experienced one military and diplomatic disaster after another. The Allied invasion of Normandy succeeded and German troops were driven from virtually all of France, Rome fell, the Eastern Front collapsed, and Germany lost Romania, Bulgaria, Finland, and Hungary as allies. Over one-third of Germany’s total casualties up to October 1944 came in the period from June through September, a number estimated at between one and one and a half million troops killed, wounded, or missing.110 In other words, in those four months the Germans suffered one casualty for every two sustained in the previous fifty-seven months of the war. Along with these human casualties came enormous losses in weapons and materiél.

Hitler, however, believed that he still had a chance to reverse the situation. Nineteen forty-four was the year of the “armaments miracle,” as Speer managed to increase production through August–September of that year.111 Hitler had a whole array of new technologically advanced weapons already coming off the production lines—jet aircraft, unmanned rockets, and new models of submarines. Hitler recognized that technological developments were decisive in warfare, although he overestimated the impact a small number of advanced weapons could have. To his closest associates Hitler repeatedly emphasized the importance of technology in general, calling frequently for realization of technical developments for the U-boat war. Throughout the final year of the war Hitler often spoke of the decisive results he expected from the electro-submarines and jet aircraft.112

In addition to holding out for these new miracle weapons, in the last months of the conflict Hitler and his trusted advisers instituted a variety of measures in a desperate effort to turn the tide of the war. Himmler assumed command of the Replacement Army following the failed assassination attempt of 20 July. In the late summer and fall of 1944 Hitler, Goebbels, and Himmler adopted total-war policies designed to mobilize German resources more effectively. Between August and December 1944 this effort released nearly one million men from the home front. Rather than send these troops to replenish existing divisions, Hitler used many to set up new Volksgrenadier (people’s grenadier) divisions. Hitler intended these new divisions to help halt enemy advances and conduct major offensives planned for the summer of 1945.113 The Volkssturm, founded at the end of September 1944 and placed safely under Nazi Party control rather than under the army, would also help stabilize the front and buy time. Hitler believed that this combination of steps would be decisive in permitting Germany to hold on either until the new weapons turned the tide or the enemy coalition fell apart. Although neither the Volksgrenadier divisions nor the Volkssturm proved particularly effective, their creation reflected Hitler’s belief that determination and an infusion of National Socialist ideology could help turn things around.114 With ideologically inspired soldiers fanatically defending every inch of the homeland, enemy casualties would reach politically unacceptable levels, and America and Britain would come to terms. Germany would be saved as it had under Frederick the Great. What Hitler called for, then, was not entirely unprecedented. Seen from Hitler’s perspective the Durchhalt strategy probably offered his best chance to win the war and was not as delusional as it seems at first glance.


Conclusions

AN ANALYSIS OF GERMAN STRATEGY on land and at sea in the final eighteen months of World War II brings to light the decisive importance of the Baltic theater. When the Soviets began to force Army Group North back from Leningrad in January 1944, Hitler repeatedly insisted upon the defense of coastal sectors, first along the Gulf of Finland and then on the Baltic. By forbidding a retreat from the Narva area he permitted the Soviets temporarily to isolate the army group in Estonia and eastern Latvia in the summer of 1944. Hitler’s refusal to withdraw Schörner’s forces from the Riga area then enabled the Russians again to sever the army group’s land contact with the Reich, this time for good, through their attack to the coast near Memel at the beginning of October. This process of isolation was later repeated with Army Group Center/North and Army Group Vistula in East and West Prussia. Of all the bridgeheads German troops defended along the Baltic in the final seven months of the war, only those in Courland, on the Hela Peninsula, and at the mouth of Vistula River held out until Germany’s surrender. Over one million German soldiers fought in the Baltic bridgeheads, and most of these troops therefore could not participate in the defense of areas previously considered to be the most decisive to Nazi Germany’s survival, namely the Ruhr and Silesian industrial areas, and the Reich capital, Berlin.

Several probable reasons for Hitler’s decision to defend these coastal sectors have been examined. The possibility that Hitler ordered these bridgeheads held in order to tie down enemy forces is consistent with his conduct of the war on other fronts. The notion of binding disproportionate numbers of enemy troops played a major role in Hitler’s decision to defend such cities as Thorn, Schneidemühl, and Poznan. Hitler’s racial beliefs led him to underestimate fatally the strength and determination of his enemies, especially the Russians and Americans. The desire to tie down enemy forces probably was a factor in Hitler’s decision to defend the Baltic bridgeheads, but it was not the determining one. The Wellenbrecher doctrine served to buy time, but it could not win the war on its own.

That Hitler might have wished to retain Courland as a springboard for a future offensive against the Soviets is also in line with some of his previous strategic decisions. The example of the Kuban bridgehead and his confidence in the success of the upcoming Ardennes Offensive represent but two examples of his intention to regain the initiative. Hitler had a very definite conception of how to wage war, and he frequently emphasized that the only way to win was by fighting offensively. This too may have been one reason for his decision to defend Courland, and a major one at that, but it does not account for the bridgeheads in eastern Germany. Hitler envisioned the Ardennes Offensive as the decisive blow that would turn the tide of the war, but after it failed he had something else in mind when he ordered additional coastal sectors held to the last man.

Hitler’s claim that only the presence of German armies in Courland prevented Sweden’s entry into the war is more difficult to explain. Throughout the war Hitler demonstrated extraordinary concern for Scandinavia, and by late 1944 he desperately hoped Sweden would remain neutral. Yet it is unlikely that even Hitler seriously believed a handful of hard-pressed divisions in Latvia posed any real threat to Sweden. Swedish military and political leaders did not feel threatened in the least by German troops in Courland. Instead, the Swedes were relieved that the Soviets had not conquered the Baltic States in their entirety. The most likely explanation is that Hitler played the Swedish card as a diplomatic reason that he realized Guderian and other generals could not effectively oppose. Preventing Swedish belligerence might help him not lose the war, but it could certainly not bring about a German victory.

Dönitz, however, offered a chance to win the war. He assured Hitler that the Type XXI U-boats would regain the initiative in the Battle of the Atlantic and force Britain to its knees. All he required was time to test these new submarines and train their crews in the eastern Baltic; that in turn entailed holding key coastal regions and confining the Soviet Baltic Fleet within the Gulf of Finland. For this reason Dönitz vehemently opposed any proposal that threatened Germany’s complete domination of the Baltic. Dönitz fought desperately to prevent Army Group North’s withdrawal from Leningrad, Narva, and Sworbe, just as he alone convinced Hitler to try to seize Hogland from the Finns. Once Schörner’s forces were cut off in Courland, he urged Hitler to defend that position. The presence of German air and naval bases in Courland, Dönitz assumed, would deter the Soviet Baltic Fleet from venturing into the U-boat training areas. The bridgeheads in East and West Prussia served several purposes. They facilitated Courland’s supply, prevented the Soviets from establishing forward naval bases—as Dönitz learned after the Russians brought motor torpedo boats by land to Memel—and most important, they protected German ports essential as bases for the new submarine fleet and its auxiliary vessels. Dönitz was able to persuade Hitler of this, which probably was not very difficult, because only the navy offered him a means to win the war. The army was quite proficient in advising Hitler how to delay defeat, but it offered few suggestions to guarantee German victory. As in the case of the French Atlantic ports, Hitler made the correct decision. His generals then had opposed the defense of French ports for tactical reasons, yet Hitler was thinking in strategic terms.1 Germany’s retention of French Atlantic ports created logistical nightmares for Allied forces in Western Europe, but even this was a temporary measure to buy time. Once wolf packs of Type XXIs engaged Allied convoys, Hitler believed, enemy possession of French ports would be irrelevant. Dönitz’s U-boats would prevent American and Canadian troops and supplies from reaching Britain in the first place. Hitler’s decision to defend the bridgeheads along the Baltic is evidence of his conviction that the war was not yet lost, that it still could end in victory for Nazi Germany.

In any event, no matter which reason was the determining factor in Hitler’s decision to defend Baltic ports, collectively they provide additional evidence for consistency and continuity in Hitler’s actions. Whether he planned to knock Britain and America out of the war with a fleet of technologically advanced submarines or by seizing the port of Antwerp in the Ardennes offensive, he intended now to bring about precisely what he had attempted to achieve from the beginning. Hitler’s foremost war aim had always been to remove the threat in the West so that he could concentrate his armies in the East and acquire Lebensraum for the sustenance of future generations of National Socialist Germans in an autarkical, blockade-resistant Reich. Furthermore, this had to succeed, because Hitler’s worldview could not allow for supposedly subhuman Russians to defeat supposedly superior Aryans.

Finland and Sweden played pivotal roles in German strategy in 1944 and 1945. These two nations were important to the Nazi war effort not only as sources of nickel and iron ore but also because of their geographic location. The Germans required Finnish cooperation to maintain the mine barrages and antisubmarine nets essential to blockade Russia’s Baltic Fleet within the Gulf of Finland. Sweden’s long border with Norway and its location in the Baltic made it a source of genuine concern, for Dönitz required German domination of both these areas. He needed the Baltic in which to test the Type XXI and XXIII submarines and train their crews, and Norway as the base from which to launch the new U-boat war. Hitler’s refusal to evacuate over 350,000 German troops from Norway has long been a puzzle. In the context of his Baltic strategy, however, Hitler had no choice but to leave a powerful force to defend Norway.

The notion that Hitler could have continued to believe in victory until the very end seems unimaginable today. But Speer, one of the most intelligent and rational members of Hitler’s entourage, was to recall that even in the war’s final weeks the Reich’s collapse “seemed absolutely inconceivable.”2 It is likely that many other top Nazis and ordinary Germans viewed the situation similarly. They had seen Hitler rise from an obscure street-corner rabble-rouser to gain control of Germany, and they had watched him implement his domestic program to end unemployment and pull Germany out of the Depression. Against the advice of his generals he had openly rearmed Germany in violation of the Versailles Treaty and gained control of Austria and Czechoslovakia without firing a shot. Then had followed the years of Nazi military victories, victories on an unprecedented scale. All of this had been accomplished under Hitler’s guidance. He had performed miracles in the past, and his followers believed that he would do so again.

Those in close personal contact with Hitler, and some historians, have maintained that Hitler alone made most important decisions3 and that he rarely imparted to others the full reason for his actions.4 As commander in chief of the army, Hitler controlled OKH’s conduct of the war on the Eastern Front. As supreme commander of Germany’s armed forces, he directed operations in all other theaters through OKW’s operations staff. This also was consistent with his policy to divide power among as many people or organizations as possible, so that he was the only one who had a comprehensive understanding of all fronts—he alone possessed a complete overview of events. Hitler could thus turn down a request from OKH and cite reasons from OKW theaters, and vice versa. Similarly, this was true in his frequent presentation of diplomatic and economic factors to justify his actions. If his generals opposed his military arguments, he could always point to diplomatic and economic reasons that his generals would find difficult to counter. Speer provides several examples of Hitler doing so.5 In the case of Army Group North Hitler used both kinds of arguments. At the beginning of 1944 he refused to permit the army group’s retreat, first from Leningrad and then from Narva, out of concern for relations with Finland and also to ensure supplies of Finnish nickel and Swedish iron ore—even though Speer had assured him sufficient stocks of nickel existed. After Finland surrendered and Sweden closed its ports, Hitler claimed Sweden would join the Allies unless Germany maintained a foothold in the Baltic States. How could his generals argue that this was untrue?

When Hitler ordered the defense of Courland he, of course, had no way of knowing that the Soviets would isolate German armies in East and West Prussia. His reasons for issuing the command to defend Courland were based upon entirely different assumptions. But the need to maintain Courland’s supply set in motion a series of events that neither he nor Dönitz could have anticipated. As the Soviets isolated additional German units along the Baltic coast, Dönitz and Hitler realized that each successive bridgehead had to be held to ensure the supply of those farther to the east. A final point concerning Courland is that Hitler, quite unintentionally, probably saved the lives of tens of thousands of the army group’s soldiers by ordering them to remain in Courland. If he had withdrawn the divisions in Courland to bolster the front in the East, or even to strengthen the assault in the West, a large number of men who as it was survived probably would have fallen in Germany’s final, desperate, and extremely costly battles. Although many German prisoners of war died in Soviet captivity, their chances of survival were greater in labor camps than battling the Russians in the streets of Breslau. This point applies, however, only to the Courland bridgehead. German troops in the coastal pockets in East and West Prussia suffered horrific losses.

Guderian, Schörner, and Dönitz all played key roles in the concluding stage of the war and in Hitler’s strategy to defend Baltic ports. Despite his postwar assertions to the contrary, Guderian enthusiastically supported Hitler throughout most of the war. Goebbels praised Guderian as “an ardent and unquestioning disciple of the Führer,”6 and in August 1944 Guderian proclaimed, “There is no future for the Reich without National Socialism.”7 But to Hitler, Guderian was unequal to the task, and his opposition to Hitler’s Baltic strategy, particularly regarding the role of Army Group Courland, caused frequent arguments with the Nazi dictator. Both Zeitzler and Guderian considered their disagreement with Hitler over the withdrawal of Army Group North a major reason for his loss of confidence in them. Hitler obviously had definite views on the strategic role he intended this army group to fulfill.

This is no question that Schörner was an avid devotee of Hitler who ruthlessly and brutally exacted obedience from his troops, but he was no incompetent toady. On his authority German troops evacuated Estonia, Sworbe, and other areas, and unlike Dönitz he agreed to comply with Speer’s request to halt the senseless scorched-earth policy Hitler ordered at the end of the war. Schörner’s ability to disobey Hitler’s explicit orders and still retain his command resulted from Hitler’s trust in his loyalty, a rarity for army generals at this stage of the war. That Hitler seriously considered Schörner as a possible successor is evidence of the Führer’s trust in him until the very end. There is also ample evidence that Schörner was a talented commander. The retreat from Estonia in the midst of a Soviet offensive was no simple task, and the evacuation of German troops from their tiny bridgehead on the Sworbe Peninsula easily could have resulted in catastrophe. Schörner’s withdrawal to Courland and guidance of the army group during the first three Courland Battles demonstrate considerable skill and tenacity on the defense. Schörner’s tactical skill and his willingness to defy Hitler when he believed the situation warranted it deserve recognition.

Finally, as long acknowledged by experts on the German Navy like Salewski, Baum, Thomas, Kraus, and Bird, Dönitz too was a true believer in National Socialism, an ardent disciple of Hitler who not only wholeheartedly subscribed to Hitler’s Durchhalt strategy but strengthened his Führer’s belief in its validity. Dönitz’s resistance to any proposal that the German Army retreat along the Gulf of Finland or the Baltic; his insistence that Leningrad, then the Narva line, then Sworbe and Courland, then East and West Prussia, and finally Stettin and Swinemünde, be held to the last man—all this is evidence of his single-minded determination to buy time for the new submarine fleet. He exerted his influence to the utmost to prevent Army Group North’s evacuation once it had been isolated in Courland by making its extrication by sea appear more difficult than it actually would have been. When Hitler needed divisions from Courland to shore up the front in Pomerania and West Prussia, Dönitz managed to withdraw them in short order. To Hitler’s mind, Dönitz was doing what a commander should do. He was still trying to win the war. Hitler continued to fight to the end, and he chose as his successor the man he believed would carry on the struggle.

Dönitz’s post-Nuremberg declarations bear even less resemblance than Guderian’s to his wartime actions. In August 1945 Dönitz claimed that Germany had been justified in its Durchhalt strategy in order to gain time to bring the jet aircraft and new U-boats into action.8 He commented at length on the success he believed the navy would have achieved had the Type XXIs been ready in time. Dönitz also insisted that the Soviet drive to the Baltic coast near Memel in October 1944 had posed a serious threat to German domination of the Baltic. He admitted that from this time on Soviet aircraft and motor torpedo boats had directly threatened the U-boat training areas.9 These points, as well as his acceptance of National Socialist ideology and his close personal relationship with Hitler, find no mention in his postwar publications. There is little doubt, however, that his devotion to Hitler and to Nazi ideology was genuine. There are too many examples to ignore.

The examples of Guderian, Schörner, and Dönitz illustrate some general conclusions regarding leadership in the final months of the Third Reich. Ian Kershaw has described the activity of these men as “working towards the Führer.” According to Kershaw, those who really wanted to advance in Hitler’s Germany would not wait for instructions from Hitler but would “in the spirit of the Führer, work towards him.”10 In other words, as Hitler attempted to regain the initiative it was ambitious subordinates like Dönitz, proposing a radical war-winning strategy by offensive action, who gained Hitler’s ear and his support. A general like Schörner who shot stragglers and guaranteed that his troops would hold their positions to the last round was more likely to secure Hitler’s approval than a commander who claimed he could not hold his sector of the front. If someone faltered, as did Guderian, and began to urge greater caution and repeatedly propose giving up territory Hitler wanted to hold, he would lose favor and be replaced by a Model, Schörner, or Rendulic. Guderian started off as army chief of staff with great enthusiasm and with Hitler’s support, but by late 1944 or early 1945 he was probably one of those generals who believed that the war could no longer be won. Perhaps it would be better to get out of the war as tidily as possible than to fight the most bitter, bloody, and destructive battles on German soil. Hitler often could tell whether a general was genuinely loyal or merely appeared to follow his commands. He was therefore willing to accept retreats by Schörner that he would not have permitted Guderian.11

This explains much in the rise of these loyalists during the final months of the war, but there appears to be something more involved. In the final years of the war, Hitler demanded two additional qualities from those who wished to rise to the very top—loyalty to him personally and unquestioning ideological conformity to National Socialism.12 The truly influential people in the final year of the war were those like the “old fighters” from the period before the Nazi seizure of power. Himmler, Goebbels, and Bormann would be joined by soldiers like Dönitz, Model, and Schörner. Hitler took the Führer principle and Nazi racial and expansionist ideology seriously, and he expected his top officials to do so as well.

One important point that has not generally been recognized is that Hitler permitted more retreats than previously assumed. The major retreats in France, Finland, and the Balkans from August through October 1944 provide convincing evidence that Hitler would sanction major withdrawals when he thought they were necessary. Hitler refused to approve retreats along the Baltic in 1944 and 1945 not because he never did so but because he considered domination of the Baltic essential to turn the tide of the war yet again in Germany’s favor.

For the past three decades historians have considered questions of continuity and discontinuity in the German Navy, and some brief comments along these lines are in order. In both world wars the German Navy planned to fight according to Mahanian principles, with a fleet centered around battleships, but both broke out before Germany’s naval buildup had been completed.13 In each conflict the navy had no objection to war with Britain, only to the premature outbreak of hostilities. As a result, in the First World War the fleet remained largely inactive, and in the second the navy was too weak to challenge Britain on the surface. Germany therefore again had to wage guerrilla warfare at sea, to conduct a submarine campaign in an unsuccessful attempt to force Britain to submit.

The attitudes of navy veterans also were strikingly similar after both conflicts. Following each world war, naval officers closed ranks and permitted no criticism of their wartime leaders. Just as Raeder allowed no condemnation of Tirpitz after World War I, disparagement of Raeder or Dönitz in the post-1945 period brought disapproval and ostracism from former Kriegsmarine comrades. Most naval officers bitterly resented the trial and conviction of Raeder and Dönitz as war criminals, and naval officers generally presented a united front in their refusal to examine critically the conduct of the war at sea or the navy’s relationship to Hitler and National Socialism.14

The relationship of the navy’s commanders in chief with Hitler is another topic that has generated much discussion among historians. Keith Bird’s recent biography of Raeder convincingly demonstrates that Raeder was far more attracted to National Socialism than previously thought, yet the appointment of Dönitz represented something new for the navy.15 Raeder welcomed many of the national and social aspects of Nazi Germany, but Dönitz embraced National Socialism, including its racist ideology, with a zeal not evident in Raeder. At the outbreak of war Raeder gloomily envisioned the navy “dying gallantly”;16 in the end Dönitz expected Germany’s civilian population to perish rather than deviate from Hitler’s criminal commands. Dönitz’s devotion to Hitler in spite of the collapse of the world around him signified something radical and extreme. Despite many Germans’ hatred of the Versailles Treaty, Germany survived Versailles. In the final months of World War II many Germans must have wondered if their country would survive Hitler.

Scholars have demonstrated that the German Navy was much more receptive to Nazism than earlier imagined, and Salewski even refers to the navy as the National Socialist organization.17 Dönitz supported Hitler’s vision of conquest and racial reorganization of society, and he believed in unquestioning obedience to his Führer. What greater demonstration of the navy’s loyalty to Hitler and his regime could there be than for its admirals literally to follow Hitler to the grave? Nine German admirals committed suicide rather than surrender.18 Dönitz, who possessed great charisma himself, had indeed inspired his men to follow Hitler.

In the end Hitler’s Durchhalt strategy with its Baltic emphasis failed, and failed spectacularly. Yet examination of this unsuccessful attempt on the part of Hitler to alter the fortunes of war is not merely an intellectual exercise. If we eschew the wisdom of hindsight and attempt to analyze the situation from Hitler’s perspective at the time he made his decisions, we find that this strategy made sense. Hitler was not just clutching at straws. Some of Hitler’s most incomprehensible decisions—abandoning one army group in Latvia and another in East Prussia, leaving hundreds of thousands of troops idle in Norway as Allied armies advanced on Berlin—formed individual pieces of a plan. For the plan to succeed, however, Hitler needed commanders who would not lose their nerve, men who were as determined as he to hold out until the very last moment. Finally, Hitler also demanded his followers’ unconditional loyalty and acceptance of National Socialist ideology. That Dönitz demonstrated both of these attributes was the deciding factor when Hitler chose an admiral as his successor.
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