
Strategic/Operational:
1) Hitler’s Disastrous Strategy – After his setbacks during the brutal winter of 1941–42, Hitler remained determined to defeat the 
Soviets and take them out of the war. Although prioritizing his main effort in the south for the 1942 summer offensive was a sound 
move, he still lacked the means to accomplish his ambitious ends. His only hope would be to focus his forces and supplies on a single 
objective. Yet, he didn’t. Even with his depleted strength and precarious logistics tail, he still divided Army Group South against 
two separate objectives, Stalingrad and the Caucasus. The result was long, weak flanks with extended and competing supply lines. 
Furthermore, when Hitler became distracted by the early successes of Operation Blue, he changed his objectives multiple times 
before doing the unthinkable with Directive 45 ‒ turning the two armies of Army Group South in opposite directions to conduct two 
different campaigns. When his chief of staff, Gen. Franz Halder, objected to Hitler’s overambitious plan, Hitler fired him with the 
remark, “We need National Socialist ardor now, not professional ability.”10 Fortunately for the Soviets, Hitler’s “ardor” would turn 
Stalingrad into an all-consuming battle that set the conditions for a Soviet trap. Stalingrad may be the best single example of Hitler’s 
strategic folly. 

2) A Brilliant Counterattack – Early in the battle, Stalin envisioned a counterattack against the overextended Germans. He sent 
generals Zhukov and Vasilevsky south from Moscow to plan and execute it. After building large reserves and methodically covering 
their preparations, they unleashed one of the most successful counterattacks in history. When the Soviets surrounded the German 
6th Army while pushing the remaining Germans back all along the front, the result was a foregone conclusion. Despite 6th Army’s 
desperate attempts to hold out, they were forced to surrender on 2 Feb. The Soviet victory was complete. 

3) Maneuver versus Attrition – Warfare always mixes elements of both maneuver and attrition. On the Eastern 
Front, maneuver warfare was a clear and decisive advantage for the Germans, whose blitzkrieg tactics had 

continually kept the Red Army battered and off balance. Yet at Stalingrad, Hitler completely discarded this advantage 
by locking his forces into a battle of attrition in and around the city. It was a costly mistake. The Soviets were skilled 

and tenacious in this urban and constricted fight. And with large manpower reserves, the Soviets were soon able to 
turn the tables on the bogged-down and worn-out Germans. Ironically, it was the Soviets who would outmaneuver the 

Germans to win.  

Tactical: 
1) Hitler’s Tactical Fixation – Warfare often produces tactical actions and objectives that radically alter the 

strategy of one or both of the belligerents. In the case of Germany, Hitler vastly compounded this problem 
through his incessant meddling in tactical details. Nowhere was this more obvious than during Operation 
Blue. Not only did he take over tactical command of Army Group A during the operation, but he also 
managed nearly every detail of Army Group B’s Stalingrad offensive. When Army Group B’s attacks began 

bogging down in October, a more rational national leader would have reevaluated the risks and costs 
of taking the city. After all, with the river already closed, Stalingrad itself had lost its tactical 

significance. Instead, Hitler made it an end unto itself. Rather than adjusting the operational 
concept to allow his generals to isolate it, or maneuver around it to cut off Soviet supplies and 

reinforcements, Hitler made Stalingrad a contest of wills. This played into Soviet strengths, where 
close-in fighting, manpower reserves, and time would eventually allow them to turn Hitler’s tactical 
fixation into a Soviet strategic advantage.  

2) Leadership – Strong leaders always influence the outcome of battles. In the case of Stalingrad, 
Soviet Gen. Chuikov stands out. As soon as he assumed command of the battered 62nd Army, he 
revitalized the desperate defense with energy, grit, and tactical skill. And despite great personal 
risk, he placed himself close to the fighting to ensure effective mission command. He moved units 
to defend threatened approaches, orchestrated effective defensive stands, and maintained the 
tenuous resupply operations across the Volga. Despite being outnumbered 2:1, he repeatedly 
counterattacked and consistently frustrated 6th Army’s plans at every turn. Chuikov’s leadership 
was decisive to the outcome.

World War II:

  Stalingrad

Germans: 170,000 soldiers from both 6th Army (commanded by 
Gen. Friedrich von Paulus) and 4th Panzer Army (commanded by 
Gen. Hermann Hoth) fought in and around the city. The Rumanian 
3rd and 4th Armies were positioned on their flanks. They were all 
part of Army Group B, commanded by Field Marshal Maximilian 
von Weichs. Army Group B was part of Army Group South.

Soviets: 90,000 soldiers in 62nd and 64th Armies fought in and 
around the city. Gen. Georgy Zhukov served as Soviet Premier 
Joseph Stalin’s overall commander, while Gen. Andrei Yeremenko, 
commanding both the Stalingrad and Southeast Fronts, served as 
the operational commander. Gen. Vasili I. Chuikov, commanding 
62nd Army, was the primary tactical commander.

In June of 1941, Adolf Hitler launched Operation 
Barbarossa, the largest land invasion in history, 
hoping to eliminate the Soviets from the war 
before turning his attention back to England 
and, soon, America. But after a promising start, 
heavy autumn rains ‒ followed by winter cold and 
snow ‒ stalled the Germans. Soviet counterattacks 
further complicated Hitler’s plans. But by the 
spring of 1942, the Germans had regrouped to 
launch a major offensive in the south. When 

both sides converged on Stalingrad, determined Soviet resistance 
turned the fight into a grinding contest of attrition over seven weeks 
of block-by-block fighting. With the Germans worn down, the 
Red Army was able to launch one of the most successful surprise 
counterattacks in history by surrounding and defeating the entire 
German 6th Army. The stunning Soviet victory turned the tide of 
the war while shocking the entire German nation with the prospect 
of losing the war.  

Actions by the Germans – Hitler had always faced the prospect of 
a two-front war. After failing to secure his western flank by taking 
Britain out of the war in 1940 (See Battle Digest Vol. III, Issue 5: 
Battle of Britain), he turned east in 1941. If he could defeat the 
Soviet Union, he would be able to focus on the growing Anglo-
American threat. 

Operation Barbarossa began on 28 June 1941, when three army 

groups, with over 3.5 million soldiers, rolled over Red Army units 
across a 1,000-mile front. After moving hundreds of miles into 
Soviet territory in just a few weeks, Hitler assumed victory was 
imminent. But just as Napoleon had learned in 1812, autumn rains 
and the harsh Russian winter soon ground the invaders to a halt. 
When the German attacks stalled, Soviet counterattacks pushed the 
Germans back across the entire front. But by February ’42, when the 
Soviet offensives stalled, the Germans had survived the crisis.

Despite the setbacks, Hitler was determined. Yet, with his armies 
and supplies depleted, he was forced to prioritize. He decided the oil 
fields of the Caucasus would be the target for his upcoming summer 
offensive. This would starve the Soviets of fuel and give the Germans 
needed supplies. In a prescient remark, Hitler stated, “If I don’t get 
the oil of Maikop and Grozny, then I must end this war.”1 By April, 
Hitler issued Directive 41, outlining his plan for Army Group South. 
It was named Operation Blue. He also added a clever ruse: Army 
Group Center would feint toward Moscow to draw away Soviet 
attention. 

But Barbarossa had taken a heavy toll. By May ’42, even after adding 
1.1 million replacements, the 225 divisions on the Eastern Front 
were still short 625,000 men, including a 50% shortage of infantry 
in Army Group South.2 To bring them up to strength, Hitler moved 
units from Army Group Center, leaned on his Axis allies, and 
brought in younger, less-experienced reserves from the west. For 
the overconfident Hitler, Army Group South’s million men in 90 
divisions (including 300,000 troops from Rumania, Hungary, and 
Italy) were more than enough. 

Army Group South launched Operation Blue on 
28 June 1942. Field Marshal Wilhelm List’s Army 
Group A moved southeast toward the Caucasus, 
while Field Marshal Fedor von Bock’s Army 
Group B moved east to protect List’s northern 
flank. The initial advances proceeded so well that 
Hitler made drastic changes to the plan. On 25 
July, after removing Bock for moving too slowly 
and replacing him with Field Marshal Maximilian 
von Weichs, Hitler issued Directive 45. This 
significant change turned Army Group A south 

to trap two Soviet fronts along the Don River toward Rostov, while 
Army Group B now moved north to capture Stalingrad. He also 
detached 4th Panzer Army from Army Group B and sent it south. 
Remarkably, Hitler had just divided his armies and sent them in 
opposite directions. (Map 1)
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Discussion Questions:

1) Describe how Hitler’s strategy changed throughout the campaign and how the Battle of 
Stalingrad demonstrates the perils of mismatching the ends (goals and objectives) of a strategy 

with its means (resources, equipment, and manpower). 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

2) Discuss the conditions that set up 6th Army for defeat and how the Soviets took advantage of them at the
right moment. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

3) Describe how each side effectively used, or failed to use, the principles of war (mass, offense, surprise, security, 
maneuver, objective, unity of command, simplicity, and economy of force) during the campaign and battle.  

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

4) Using Stalingrad as a backdrop, discuss the appropriate role of national leaders in the conduct of wartime
operations. Compare and contrast Hitler’s role in Operation Blue with past U.S. wartime presidents, such as 
Abraham Lincoln or Franklin D. Roosevelt. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

5) Explain some ways that the Battle of Stalingrad affected the overall direction of WWII. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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