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Analysis: 
Lend Lease to Russia
By John M. Barr

Slow Start

   O n 22 June 1941 Hitler 
launched more than 4 
million men, 3,500 armored 

vehicles and 4,000 aircraft across the 
Soviet border in the largest military 
operation in history. By the end of that 
year Germany captured more than 
500,000 square miles of the Soviet 
Union’s richest territory, including 
about 75 million inhabitants (a little 
more than a third of the pre-invasion 
population), and 30 percent of its 
productive capacity. On top of that, by 
the end of the year the USSR had lost 
in combat some 3.1 million men along 
with about 20,000 tanks, 18,000 planes 
and more than 60,000 artillery pieces. 

Yet nearly four years later the Soviet 
military colossus stood triumphant 
over a broken Nazi state. One of the 
ongoing debates ever since has con-
cerned to what extent Allied (especially 
US) “Lend Lease” aid contributed to 

Moscow’s ability to survive the German 
onslaught and ultimately prevail.

The US had already made provision 
for using its vast industrial potential 
to help its allies with the passage 
of the Lend Lease Act on 11 March 
1941. In that bill, congress authorized 
the president to manufacture “any 
defense article for the government 
of any country whose defense 
the President deems vital to the 
defense of the United States.” 

On 24 June 1941, President 
Roosevelt held a press conference 
in which he announced Washington 
would give all possible help to the 
Soviet Union. That idea was at fi rst 
not well received within this country. 
An opinion poll conducted in July, 
for example, found 54 percent of the 
respondents were opposed to aiding 
the USSR. Roosevelt persisted, how-
ever, and initial arrangements were 
made to get arms to the Soviet Union.

That aid soon began to fl ow, 
but only in small quantities. The 
fi rst convoy of six ships arrived in 
Archangel on 31 August. By the end 
of 1941 the Allies had delivered to 
Moscow about 850 tanks and 873 
combat aircraft. A formal arrangement 
with Moscow was inked in October, 
whereby Stalin agreed to purchase, on 
credit, $1 billion ($15 billion in today’s 
money) in arms to be repaid, interest 
free, over the course of 10 years. 

Much larger amounts were to 
start to fl ow after Stalin’s Foreign 
Minister Vyacheslav Molotov arrived 
in Washington in May 1942. That 
visit culminated in a full mutual aid 
agreement between the two countries 
on 11 June, whereby the US pledged 
to extend to the USSR the benefi ts 
of the Lend Lease program.

Routes

During those negotiations the 
Allies determined there were three 
routes by which military aid to 
Russia could be delivered. The Arctic 
convoys to Murmansk and Archangel 
were by far the most dangerous 
and received the most media and 
historiographic attention, but more 
than 50 percent of the supplies went 
by ship via the Pacifi c. American 
cargo ships fl ying the fl ag of the Soviet 
Union steamed to Vladivostok and 
unloaded supplies to be transported 
along the Trans-Siberian Railroad to 
Soviet assembly plants in the Urals 

British Lend Lease

Though overshadowed by the massive assistance provided by the US, Britain 
sent what it could to help the Soviet war effort. When Hitler attacked Russia in 
June 1941, Winston Churchill—until then an inveterate opponent of the Soviet 
regime—was put in the uncomfortable position of supporting his long-time ideological 
enemy. He responded to criticism on that score by stating: “If Hitler invaded hell I 
would make at least a favorable reference to the devil in the House of Commons.” 
The prime minister then authorized the immediate provision of aid to Moscow. 

Britain, struggling to support its own war effort while also receiving Lend Lease 
aid from the US, didn’t have much to spare, but it provided armaments at a critical 
juncture. In December 1941, during the crucial battle in front of Moscow, the Red 
Army’s entire operative tank force was made up of only 1,700 vehicles, 60 percent of 
which were light models. By that time Britain had already provided 750 tanks, about 
half of Russia’s tank force. At a time when Stalin was phoning commissars on the 
front line to tell them to use their shovels to dig their own graves, because there could 
be no retreat from Moscow, the presence of any armored vehicle was precious.

Though lacking the same impact as the tanks, the British also formed a unit that fought 
directly for the Soviets in 1941. The fi rst British deliveries included the personnel and 
all 40 Hurricanes of 151 Wing of the RAF. From 11 September through 18 October, those 
British pilots fl ew missions over Murmansk, claiming 15 kills for the loss of just one of 
their own. After training Soviets to fl y their planes, the RAF personnel returned to England 
where their commander was awarded the Order of Lenin by the Soviet ambassador.

In all, Britain sent the USSR 5,218 tanks that, coupled with those sent by the US, 
made up about 11 percent of Russia’s total wartime tank production. England also 
provided Russia with 5,511 Bofors anti-aircraft guns, along with approximately 3,300 
Hurricane and 1,000 Spitfi re aircraft. In all, London sent 308 million pounds sterling 
of armaments and another 120 million in raw materials, food and medical supplies. 
In dollar terms (using the then extant exchange rate), the British sent about 1.7 
billion dollars worth of supplies, 15 percent of the total aid to Russia.    ★  

or directly to the front line. Despite 
German protests, Tokyo honored its 
non-aggression pact with the Soviets 
and allowed the shipments to continue 
unhampered throughout the war.

Also part of the Pacifi c passage 
was the Alaska-Siberian aircraft route 
(known by the acronym ALSIB), 
which was used primarily for the 
direct transfer of aircraft to Russia. Bell’s plant at Buffalo delivered over 2,000 P-63 Kingcobras to Russia, where they stood up well to the harsh environment.

FDR signs the order extending the Lend Lease program to the Soviets, 24 June 1941.

Soviet air crew prepare to take over some newly arrived American 
planes at an airfi eld in Abadan, Iran, late in 1942.
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A Red Air Force P-39 Airacobra.

A can of SPAM as they appeared during the 
war. In his memoirs, Nikita Khrushchev 
claimed the Red Army could not have survived 
in the fi eld without this important source 
of fat and protein for its soldiers. Some 
485,000 tons of the stuff were sent over.

Planes would start their journey in 
Great Falls, Montana, and make a 
series of hops to Nome, Alaska. From 
there Soviet crew would pilot the 
planes and fl y them through six more 
stops to the fi nal delivery airfi eld 
at Novosibirsk. Terrain and climate 
presented obstacles to the use of 
that route. During winter, American 
mechanics would duck in and out of 
heated tents just to be able to work in 
20 minute stretches in the sub-zero 
temperatures. Nevertheless, by the end 
of the war nearly 8,000 planes were 
fl own directly to Russia via the ALSIB.

In 1941 the Allies also opened a 
corridor through Iran into Russia. That 
route was made possible by the com-
pletion in 1939 of the Trans-Iranian 
Railroad, which linked the Persian Gulf 
with points all over Iran including the 
Russian border. With the refusal of 
Shah Reza Pahlavi to expel all Germans 
from his country in 1941, the British 
and Soviets engaged in a joint opera-
tion to overthrow him and seize con-
trol of the railroad. Thereafter Allied 
convoys from the US would sail around 
the Cape of Good Hope and unload 
their cargoes at ports in both Iraq and 
Iran. That route was responsible for 
deliveries of approximately 25 percent 
of the total supplies sent to Russia. 

Recognizing the importance of 
deliveries both to British forces in 
North Africa via Suez and to Russia via 
Iran, Berlin launched three long-range 
U-boat efforts against those routes. 
The raids targeted Allied shipping off 
Cape Town, South Africa, and near 
Madagascar between October 1942 

and August 1943. German submarines 
sank approximately 440,000 tons of 
Allied shipping (about eight percent 
of the total Allied shipping losses 
in the war) during those attacks. 

The distance involved—an average 
round-trip voyage for a U-Boat was 90 
days—meant no sustained campaign 
could be kept up, and there was never 
any serious disruption of the route. 
At most the Germans were able to 
interdict only about four percent of the 
supplies sent via the southern route.

Arctic Convoy Battles

By far the most dramatic and 
most dangerous route for shipping 
supplies to Russia was via the Arctic 
convoys to Murmansk and Archangel. 
Those convoys delivered about 25 
percent of all the supplies sent by 
Britain and the US during the war. 
Because of shipping shortages and 
the fact the US wasn’t yet at war, 
almost all of the deliveries at fi rst 
went via the northern route despite 
the fact it was subject to German 
interdiction from bases in Norway. 

At the start the convoys met with 
little resistance, both because of their 
small size (an average of eight vessels 
per convoy) and the fact Luftfl otte 
Five in Norway was devoting a third of 
its 180 aircraft to supporting ground 
operations along the Finnish portion 
of the eastern front. During 1942, how-
ever, Murmansk would be the main 
port for receiving the rising tide of 
Allied assistance and Hitler opted to try 
to stem that fl ow. In March of that year 

he issued a directive to intensify the 
war against the Arctic supply convoys 
in order to “bring to a stop the enemy’s 
until now undisturbed merchant 
traffi c between the Anglo-American 
states and Russia in the Arctic Sea.” 

A series of increasingly fi erce 
battles were fought over successive 
convoys until that of PQ-17 in 
mid-1942. That convoy, made more 
vulnerable by a mistaken order from 
the British Admiralty for its ships to 
scatter, saw 24 merchantmen sunk out 
of 35 dispatched along with the loss 
of 153 seamen, 210 aircraft, 430 tanks 
and 100,000 tons of munitions. The 
battle over that convoy was so intense 
that, as the merchantman Olopana
approached survivors of the sunken 
Washington, those sailors refused res-
cue, fi guring their odds of survival were 
greater in lifeboats on the open sea 
than on a fresh target for the Germans.

The British learned their lesson, 
and when the 40-ship convoy PQ-18 
was sent in September, its was beefed 
up with an escort carrier. Though 
13 ships were sunk in that convoy, 
the Germans lost 44 aircraft, more 
than a third of their attack force. 

The threat from German 
interdiction was greatly reduced in 
November 1942, when the Allied 
landings in North Africa resulted in 
the transfer of four wings of Luftwaffe
bombers and torpedo planes from 
Norway to the Mediterranean. As a 
consequence, Germany was never 
again able to launch a serious threat 
to the northern route of the Lend 
Lease program. Overall, about seven 
percent of the supplies sent to Russia 
via the North Atlantic were lost.

Deliveries

All of that effort resulted in an 
immense quantity of war materiel 
being delivered to the Soviet Union. 
The mainly American aid can be 
broken down into three categories: 
weapons, support items and raw 
materials. In terms of major weapon 
systems, the US delivered 11,400 
aircraft, 7,165 tanks, 5,500 40mm anti-
aircraft guns, 1,000 quad-mounted 50 
caliber anti-aircraft guns, 2,500 81mm 
mortars and 137,000 .45 caliber sub-
machineguns. Those numbers made 
up about eight percent of Russia’s total 
production of such items as aircraft, 

continued on page 30 »

A British labor demonstration in favor of aid to Russia, shortly 
after the start of the initial German invasion in 1941.
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» continued from page 28

down to less than one percent of 
production for submachineguns. 

The Soviets made outstanding 
use of the 4,423   P-39 Airacobras, 
which outfi tted a number of their 
air units. Because of good handling 
characteristics below 10,000 feet, 
those aircraft were used mainly 
in the air superiority role. 

One myth that’s persisted is the 
US dumped inferior aircraft on the 
Russians, saving the best models 
for itself. In actuality the Americans 
also delivered modern models 
such as the P-47 Thunderbolt. That 
plane wasn’t favorably received by 
Russian pilots, though, as they had 
little need for its long range and 
ability to dive, since they mostly 
operated from bases close to the 
front at altitudes under 10,000 feet.

The most important contribution 
from Lend Lease was in support 
materials. For example, approximately 
350,000 trucks were delivered during 
the course of the war. That number 

was equal to all of Germany’s truck 
production during the war, and it 
exceeded the Soviets’ own produc-
tion by about 150,000 vehicles.  

Other support items also helped 
the Red Army maintain mobility. For 
example, 50 million square feet of 
all-weather landing mats were sent to 
help construct temporary airfi elds near 
the front. The American provision of 
1,100 locomotives, some 11,000 freight 
cars and 3,600 miles of track helped 
the USSR expand its rail capacity and 
repair German war damage. Similarly, 
the 49,000 Jeeps and 34,000 motor-
cycles that were sent also gave tactical 
mobility to offi cers and messengers.  

Lend Lease also helped the Red 
Army to clothe and feed itself. By the 
end of the Lend Lease program, nearly 
300,000 pairs of rubber-soled ski boots, 
400,000 Arctic suits and 1 million pairs 
of woolen underwear had been deliv-
ered, all items useful to help Soviet 
formations stay in the fi eld in winter. 
American factories also sent 106 mil-
lion yards of cotton cloth, 62 million 
yards of woolen cloth, and 14 million 
pairs of boots. Moscow’s receipt of 
225,000 cans of shoe polish, 50,000 
hair clippers, and 257 million buttons 
no doubt also helped its soldiers 
look sharp in their victory parades. 

The US also provided 4.4 mil-
lion tons of foodstuffs, or about 
10 percent of the 40 million tons 
of food consumed by the Soviet 
armed forces during the war. 
Those rations included both sugar 
and the famous cans of Spam.

The largely unheralded fi eld of raw 
materials is another area where the 
US made a signifi cant contribution to 
Moscow’s war effort. As Marshal Georgi 
Zhukov stated after the war: “We did 
not have enough munitions; and how 
would we have been able to turn out 
all of those tanks without the rolled 
steel sent to us by the Americans?” 

The US sent about 270,000 tons of 
rolled steel, enough to manufacture 
about 15,000 T-34s, a third of the 
total production of that tank. The 
US also provided an additional 1.8 
million tons of steel in other forms. 

Other raw materials important 
for Russia’s wartime production were 
also sent. The US supplied Russia with 
about 50 percent of its aluminum, a 
raw material vital for tank engines and 
aircraft frames, as well as 400,000 tons 
of copper for use in electronics and 
engines. Soviet production was also 

aided by the provision of machine tools 
estimated to have increased Soviet 
aircraft production by 15 percent.

On top of the supplies of fi nished 
metal products and ore, the US also 
delivered about 470,000 tons of explo-
sives, 1.4 billion rounds of small arms 
ammunition, and 21 million rounds 
of ammunition of 37mm and larger 
sizes. The raw explosives delivered 
were enough for the Soviets to load 
more than 60 million artillery shells.

Finally, the US provided about 2 
million tons of petroleum products. 
That was about 10 percent of the 
total fuel consumed by the Red 
Army during the war. That fi gure 
also amounted to nearly 60 percent 
of Soviet production of high-octane 
aviation fuel, and so was crucial to the 
effective deployment of their air force.

Effects

After several decades during which 
Moscow insisted Lend Lease was 
insignifi cant, and primarily a method 
by which America had merely sought 
to profi t from the blood of Soviet 
soldiers, a revisionist view emerged. 
The new interpretation asserts 
Lend Lease was crucial to Moscow’s 
survival and its ultimate triumph. The 
Russian historian Boris Sokolov, for 
example, wrote in 1998 that: “Lend 
Lease was the decisive factor in the 
Soviet ability to continue the war.” 

More recently, American 
historian John Mosier contends 
Stalin’s victory “was built as much on 

mountains of Allied materiel as on 
the mountains of Russian corpses.”

While Mosier raises a number of 
interesting points about the effect 
of American and British military 
efforts on Hitler’s plans for the eastern 
front, a close examination of the 
evidence reveals his argument is 
overstated. While the US provided 
signifi cant help in certain key areas, 
Russia clearly stopped Germany’s 
initial invasion on its own and it 
was the common Allied effort that 
put an end to the Third Reich.

Mosier supports his claim Lend 
Lease propped up Stalin by pointing, 
for example, to the absolute tonnage 
of materials that arrived in the Soviet 
Union for the year 1943. He states in 
that year Russia received a total of 
about 5 million tons of supplies from 
the Western Allies. In isolation that 
appears to be an impressive fi gure, 
but it overlooks both the nature of 
those supplies and the stupendous 
amount of tonnage required to feed 
Russia’s war effort and economy. 

First, throughout the war 50 
percent or more of the total American 
deliveries to Russia were for non-
military items such as raw materials 
and food. Reducing the 1943 deliveries 
pointed to by Mosier by 50 percent 
leaves only 2.5 million tons available 
for direct supply to the front line 
troops. That number is almost insignif-
icant compared to the actual require-
ments for combat operations. For 
example, on an annualized basis, the 
nine divisions of US First Army alone 

Soviet Experience With Western Weapons

As the Soviet industrial complex absorbed and made use of Western raw materials, 
the country’s military tried to make maximum use of the fi nished weapons sent. Though the 
Red Army mixed Western and Soviet tanks in the same brigades in 1941 and 1942, by 1943 
entire formations were being outfi tted solely with Sherman tanks. The Soviets regarded the 
Sherman as reliable and the British Valentine as an excellent scout tank. Matilda and Stuart 
tanks were viewed as under-gunned, however, and the US Lee/Grant was generally disliked.

It was in the air the Soviets made the most direct use of Lend Lease weapons. 
The P-39 was probably the favorite American plane used by them, and they assigned 
it almost exclusively to air superiority units. A number of Soviet aces fl ew the plane in 
combat against the Germans. For example, Pavel Kutakhov, who became commander 
of the Soviet Air Force in 1969, fl ew P-39s during the war. He shot down 13 German 
planes and shared credit for an additional 28. Ivan Bochkov was credited with 
seven individual and 35 shared kills in his P-39, and he was posthumously awarded 
the Hero of the Soviet Union medal when, in April 1943, he used his P-39 to hold off 
fi ve Me-109s, thereby enabling his wingman to escape in a damaged plane.

It wasn’t just US combat aircraft that saw action on the Russian front. Pilot Olga 
Lisikova was assigned one of the C-47’s delivered under the Lend Lease program. 
She used that aircraft to fl y many of her 280 combat-related missions, including eight 
sorties to insert intelligence agents behind German lines. In December 1943 Lisikova 
was the only pilot, out of 14 sent to fl y at tree top level through zero visibility overcast, 
to deliver three tons of ammunition and supplies to a partisan detachment under 
heavy pressure from the Germans. Lisikova also used her C-47 to ferry wounded Soviet 
troops for medical treatment and shuttle Sturmovik engines between factories for 
refurbishment in an operation that saw her log 216 fl ight hours in just 12 days. ★

A Lend Lease supply convoy photographed as it crossed the Iranian-Soviet border in 1944.

A British tank rolls off the factory fl oor on its way to Russia in 1942.

Buy Now! 

Home 

http://shop.strategyandtacticspress.com/ProductDetails.asp?ProductCode=WW32
http://worldatwarmagazine.com/

