The 32nd  Rifle Division

The 32nd  Rifle Division was one of the oldest in the Red Army. Although only designated as the ‘32nd’ late in the Russian Civil War, it traced its lineage back to one of the first regiments of “Petrograd (Leningrad) Workers” in 1917. The division had distinguished itself in the fighting against the Japanese at Lake Khasan in 1939, winning the Order of the Red Banner after that action. It was alerted for movement to the ‘active army’ fighting the Germans in late September 1941. Therefore, it was not only at the higher prewar strength of the Far Eastern forces, but had time to completely mobilize before going into action. When it arrived in the Moscow area on 9-12 October 1941, the division was at full strength by the big prewar (April 1941) shtat: 15,000 men, 8593 rifles, 872 vehicles, 444 machineguns of all kinds, and 286 artillery pieces and mortars. Although the 32nd was formed early in 1922 in the Volga Military District, it had been in the Far East for almost ten years, and was known as a “Siberian” division – probably indicating that its recruits were still coming from the northeastern districts of the Volga area, which included the Western Siberian oblasts. The 32nd was virtually the only rifle division in 5th Army straddling the main Moscow highway when the German advance arrived on 13 October. Defending the same position as the Borodino battlefield of 1812, the 32nd was supported by a Student Battalion, the 230th Training (Reserve) Regiment, plus under strength tank brigades, antitank regiments, several Guards Mortar (rocket) battalions and a handful of old T-28 tanks without engines dragged onto the battlefield and dug in as improvised bunkers. For five days, fighting with rifle units partially encircled at times, the 32nd fought 10th Panzer and SS Das Reich Motorized Divisions to a standstill. It was 19 October before another rifle division arrived to support the 32nd Division and 5th Army’s defense. By November the division was at half strength: 7680 men, 141 HMGs and LMGs, 203 SMGs, 44 artillery pieces of all kinds (including AT and AA), 33 mortars, 9 AT rifles. By then the 17th Rifle Regiment had been reduced to two small rifle battalions, and the division stripped mortars from the rifle units to form a Divisional Mortar Battalion. Despite the heroic nature of the defense at Borodino, the 32nd did not become a Guards Division until after it took part in the Soviet counteroffensive in 5th Army from December 1941 to March 1942. Only after it had taken part in the recapture of Mozhaisk and in pushing the Germans back down the Moscow highway was the division recognized officially, and on 24 May 1942 it became the 29th Guards Rifle Division.
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