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Introduction


Operation Citadel, part of the battle of Kursk, continues to attract interest as the renowned Greatest Tank Battle of All Time. It took place at Prokhorovka, Russia, near the border of Ukraine far south-southwest of Moscow. It followed on the heels of Nazi Germany’s thrust into the Soviet Union during the 1942–1943 winter campaign and the Soviets’ subsequent counterthrust that spring and summer. Recent historical treatments have scaled down the size of the action, and some memoirs, such as those penned by German commanders Erich von Manstein and Friedrich Wilhelm von Mellenthin, along with German unit histories, have dominated our understanding of the battle for far too long.1 These were the sources primarily utilized by Paul Carell née Schmidt for his rousing, well-written Kursk segment in Scorched Earth (1966).2 These same sources have continued to dominate the German side of the battle through the publication of Geoffrey Jukes’s Kursk: The Clash of Armour (1968), Martin Caidin’s The Tigers Are Burning (1974), Mark Healey’s Kursk 1943: The Tide Turns in the East (1992), and Robin Cross’s Citadel: The Battle for Kursk (1993). Janusz Piekalkiewicz’s Operation “Citadel,” Kursk, and Orel: The Greatest Tank Battle of the Second World War (1987), George M. Nipe Jr.’s Decision in the Ukraine, Summer 1943: IISS. and III. Panzerkorps (1996), and Walter S. Dunn’s Kursk: Hitler’s Gamble, 1943 (1997) have each in their own way attempted to expand the universe of German source material, but none produced a comprehensive history of the battle.3 Even so, with such a wide variety of easily accessible books on the battle in print in English, it might be thought that very nearly the last word on that campaign has been spoken.4


When David M. Glantz and Jonathan House published The Battle of Kursk (1999), written with unprecedented access to the Soviet archives, many reviewers suggested that the definitive history of the operation had finally been written. Strangely enough, this has not turned out to be the case. Although Glantz and House deserve high marks for the scholarly perspective and research brought to bear on the Red Army side of the battle, their account of the German conduct of operations is disappointingly thin and relies on many outdated secondary sources while ignoring significant archival material that most historians knew for years had existed. As a result, when the authors set out to debunk the myths surrounding Kursk, their conclusions are at once unsatisfying and based on incomplete data. One almost wishes that the book had been entitled Kursk: The Soviet Perspective, for that of the Germans is strangely lacking.5


There is significant German material on Kursk and its aftermath in the German Archives (Bundesarchiv) and our own National Archives, both in the Foreign Military Studies section and in the Captured German Records section. Much of the statistical information contained therein has recently been published by Niklas Zetterling and Anders Frankson in their landmark study, Kursk 1943: A Statistical Analysis.6 Yet Zetterling and Frankson, and most of the other authors cited above, have not delved deeply into the postwar accounts written by former German officers of their battles and campaigns at the behest of the United States Army, which in the late 1940s was assessing its own performance and gearing up for a potential confrontation with the Red Army in Central Europe. Especially as these essays relate to the Russian front, their quality varies widely. Frequently officers lacked official papers and maps and had to work from memory: Errors in times, dates, places, and units abounded. Although some officers—Fritz Bayerlein, Gunther Blumentritt, Franz Haider, and Lothar Rendulic among them—made virtual second careers of churning out these works, others wrote only one or two papers. Those who wrote few essays tended to fall at the extremes of the spectrum: either meticulously detailed and accurate, or poorly conceived and sloppily written. Worse still, the translators were company- and field-grade officers with what appears to have been a very limited proficiency in German and almost no understanding of the structure and nomenclature employed by the army of their former enemies.


This state of affairs was rendered doubly unfortunate when, a few years later, two separate cadres of U.S. Army and U.S. Air Force officers, along with several civil servants, reworked, modified, excerpted, and— in the most extreme cases—completely rewrote some of these essays for official government publication. In that process, the U.S. editors (one is tempted to classify them as coauthors) introduced additional errors and, despite all protestations to the contrary, changed the original intent of the German authors in key passages. Several of these, most notably studies attributed to Hans von Greiffenberg, Franz Haider, Hermann Plocher, and Erhard Raus, have survived many reprintings and have become staple sources for many historians writing about the Russian front who lack either the linguistic skills or physical access necessary to work with original German material in the National Archives. As David Glantz has perceptively noted, reliance on these documents as essentially primary sources has severely skewed the Western view of the military events of the Russo-German war.


The tragedy has been compounded by the fact that many of the lesser-known (and untranslated) studies contain a tremendous wealth of information—as long as they are accurately translated and crosschecked, literally paragraph by paragraph, against contemporary documents. Among the most potentially valuable entries in this series is a six-part, multiauthor study of Operation Citadel, nearly the equivalent of the recently published Soviet General Staff study of the battle from the other side of the lines. The effort was coordinated by General of Infantry Theodor Busse, who had been Army Group South’s chief of staff during the battle. Busse contributed an overview while five coauthors with relevant personal experience wrote individual chapters on Armeeabteilung Kempf, Fourth Panzer Army, Second Panzer and Ninth Armies, Luftflotte Four, and Luftflotte Six. Curiously, the two best available histories of Kursk—the efforts of Walter Dunn and of Glantz and House—neither cite nor acknowledge the existence of this work. There are two main reasons for this strange omission. First, other than Busse, the manuscript does not identify the coauthors, which seriously compromises their authority; and second, the English translation of this work is particularly horrible, often literally reversing the meaning of entire sentences.


A modicum of research, however, reveals that Busse selected an extremely capable and knowledgeable cadre of authors.7 Listed in the order in which they appear in this book, they are:










	Armeeabteilung Kempf

	Erhard Raus, commander XI Corps






	Fourth Panzer Army

	Friedrich Fangohr, chief of staff






	Second Panzer and 

	Peter von der Groeben, operations officer, 




	Ninth Armies

	Army Group Center






	Luftflotte Six

	Friedrich Kless, chief of staff






	Luftflotte Four

	Hans Seidemann, commander, VIII Flieger Corps











The German versions of the manuscripts, moreover, are much cleaner and clearer than the existing translations (though the maps are poor in both editions).


Chapters 1–6 of this book are a new translation of that study, heavily annotated with new material in the footnotes and appendices.8 In preparing these chapters for publication the attempt has been made to take into account the fact that none of the authors expected their work ever to receive commercial publication. They wrote in clear but often pedantic German, relying far too much on passive verb tenses and convoluted grammatical construction, without specific reference to the names of commanders and other officers. Sentences within paragraphs often appear out of order (as if inserted by afterthought), while transitions and contrasting conjunctions are often implied or simply omitted. Attempting to reconstruct the sense of what these officers meant to say, therefore, has in many places required a departure from a strictly word-for-word translation, much at the same level that any good copy editor suggests structural revisions to a manuscript accepted for publication. The difference here has been the impossibility of consulting the authors directly when more subtle questions arose, but that is an issue that editors must regularly tackle. In addition, unit designations have been corrected and rendered in a consistent format, while the names of commanders and other individuals mentioned in the text have been supplied wherever possible. Extensive use of archival materials has been made to support or challenge statements made in narratives. All of the footnotes and appendices represent new work.


A separate manuscript on railroad transportation in the Army Group Center area (included here as Chapter 7) was not technically a part of the Busse study but easily could have been. Written by Hermann Teske, the officer in charge of rail transportation in the sector, this study has long been known and used as a major source by authors researching the Soviet partisan movement. Teske, unlike many other officers in the postwar program, did enjoy access to his working papers and crammed his study with table after table of statistical information.


Taken as a whole, the seven chapters in Part 1 represent a major source regarding German operations at Kursk. Although there is, of course, considerable repetition of the basic chronological framework of the battle, new and sometimes controversial material awaits within. For example, most of the army officers attribute the German failure not to lack of tanks or planes but to a shortage of infantry. Fangohr challenges what has heretofore been the consensus view of Hermann Hoth’s plans with respect to advancing on Oboyan or Prokhorovka, and Raus throws new light on von Manstein’s decision to continue the battle after the attack in the north had obviously failed.


Chapters 8–11 (Part 2) present detailed pictures of tactical combat— primarily infantry combat—during the summer of 1943 directly related to the battle of Kursk. In a brief narrative drawn from a larger study, Lothar Rendulic recounts the defensive stand of his XXXV Corps east of Orel. Erhard Raus’s account of his XI Corps in the battles of Belgorod and Kharkov, during the Soviet counteroffensive, once existed as a continuous manuscript before military editors chopped it into pieces and dropped the fragments into several different publications. The original manuscript appears to have been irrevocably lost, but the overwhelming majority of it—probably 90–95 percent—has been reconstructed and annotated here. Adding to the slim literature available on the battles fought by Army Group Center in the summer and fall of 1943, during and after the evacuation of the Orel salient, is the study of XX Corps operations by its commander, Rudolf Freiherr von Roman. Finally, in an extensive work that has been mined by capable historians but never available to the general public, Martin Francke (who kept the headquarters war diary) details the defensive battle fought by Sixth Army along the Mius River in late July-early August. This was the site of the first Soviet diversionary attacks, which successfully drew the II SS and XXIV Panzer Corps away from Kursk.


Part 3 consists of original essays on several critical topics regarding Operation Citadel. Chapter 12 examines key decisions made by Hoth and von Manstein before and during the battle. Chapter 13 utilizes contemporary German records to assess the effect of the repeated postponement of the offensive on the relative combat strengths of Ninth Army and the Soviet Central Front. Chapter 14 utilizes much of the new material unearthed in the rest of this book to cast new light on the disappointing results of Army Group South’s initial assault on 5 July. The concluding chapter of the book (Chapter 15) attempts to grapple with the question of Kursk as a decisive battle, responding to one of the more original provocative challenges to that viewpoint.
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Operation Citadel Overview






by General of Infantry Theodor Busse


Chief of Staff, Army Group South



Editor’s Introduction

Despite the fact that Field Marshal Erich von Manstein characterized Theodor Busse as “my closest collaborator” and that he rose to command one of the last armies defending Berlin, he has attracted very little attention either from historians or German officers composing their memoirs.1 The primary reason for this neglect appears to be the fact that Busse, capable as he undoubtedly was, came across as overbearing, excessively optimistic, zealously protective of his relationship with von Manstein, and far too closely tied with members of Hitler’s personal entourage for anyone’s comfort. Put simply, nobody liked him.


Alexander Stahlberg best captures the feelings of the other officers toward Busse. Having just drawn his billet as von Manstein’s adjutant in the critical days when the Sixth Army still held out at Stalingrad, Stahlberg made the requisite courtesy calls—“in precise order of seniority, according to custom”—on Army Group Don’s chief of staff, Major General Friedrich Schulz, and Busse, the operations officer. “I at once felt trust and liking for General Schulz,” Stahlberg recalled, but “things were quite different” with Busse. “When I went to his office, he offered me a chair facing him, turned the light of a standard lamp on me and questioned me about everything he was interested in without my being able to see his face,” the young adjutant later wrote, noting that as a result “there was a wall between us from the start.”2


Theodor Busse was a Prussian, born at Frankfort on the Oder (the town he would later defend as an army commander) on 15 December 1897. He entered the army as an officer cadet in December 1915 and received his commission as a lieutenant in the 12th Grenadier Regiment in February 1917. Young Busse must have impressed someone during the final year of World War I, because he received one of the 4,000 prized officer slots allowed in the post-Versailles Reichswehr (German army). By July 1937, Major Busse had risen to become the la (operations officer) of the 22nd Infantry Division, the post in which he gained promotion to lieutenant colonel in February 1939. During the Polish campaign, the 22nd Infantry Division found itself relegated to a reserve role but played a much more active part in the conquest of the Netherlands in May 1940. Although Busse appears to have performed well, he also rankled General of Artillery Franz Haider, chief of the Army General Staff, by circulating a tactless report that harshly criticized the Luftwaffe’s (Germany’s air force) interservice cooperation even before the campaign ended. This unfortunate lapse probably contributed to Busse missing out in the major round of promotions and decorations following France’s defeat.3


Knowing that he could not afford to let his peers get too far ahead of him, Busse jumped at the chance to become operations officer for the newly formed Eleventh Army in September 1940. Eleventh Army had been activated to train new divisions raised for the invasion of the Soviet Union, and when Busse joined the staff there were no plans to utilize it in the campaign. Fortunately for Busse, his new commander, Colonel General Eugen Ritter von Schobert, was a committed national socialist (Nazi) and preferred like-minded men around him. Though Busse was not a Nazi, he strongly supported Hitler’s leadership and apparent success as a warlord. Even more critical to Busse’s career was the fact that Twelfth Army headquarters, in the wake of the successful Balkan campaign during the late spring of 1941, could not be released from garrison duty to participate in Operation Barbarossa. On short notice, Eleventh Army headquarters was shipped to Romania to control German forces there.4


Arguably the biggest break of Busse’s life came on 12 September 1941, when the airplane carrying von Schobert crashed, killing everyone aboard. His successor—and the man to whom Busse would be linked throughout the rest of the war—was Erich von Manstein. Busse served von Manstein as operations officer during the Eleventh Army’s conquest of the Crimea and held the same post at Army Group Don during the Stalingrad campaign. In March 1943 von Manstein chose Busse over Henning von Tresckow (another gifted staff officer who happened to be a ringleader in the anti-Hitler conspiracy within the army) to become chief of staff, a position he held through the battles for Kursk, the Dnepr River line, the Cherkassy debacle, and the encirclement of the First Panzer Army in early 1944.5


Relations between the two men did not start amicably. Busse admitted to R. T. Paget, von Manstein’s postwar defense attorney and earliest biographer, that “during the first two weeks I hated his guts; I never left his presence without smarting. But in spite of myself I admired his amazing grasp” of the strategic and operational situations. Eventually Busse found the key to working with his new commander; as Paget wrote, von Manstein “hated paperwork and rarely read papers that were put before him. He expected his officers to report concisely upon their contents and he then initialed the papers to indicate that they had been reported upon. His officers were not encouraged to be verbose.” Busse also learned that von Manstein preferred optimism to gloom, and though other staff officers ridiculed his trademark assurance (“It’s a bad business, Sir, but we’ll manage somehow!”) the young Prussian understood the field marshal more completely than they.6


Unfailing optimism and personality quirks represented only the smaller part of the reason many of Busse’s fellow officers mistrusted him. Busse had married a woman whose sister had married Lieutenant General Wilhelm Burgdorf, who rose to become one of Hitler’s adjutants and ultimately the chief of the army’s personnel office. If officers close to the front viewed Busse with disdain, their feelings toward Burgdorf reached the level of revulsion. Hard-drinking and politically ambitious without being constrained by any hint of a conscience, Burgdorf routinely wrecked careers, cheerfully turned over accused officers to the mercies of the People’s Court, and earned himself a grisly footnote in history as the man dispatched to ensure that Field Marshal Erwin Rommel committed suicide in 1944 following the failed assassination attempt against Hitler. Heinz Guderian characterized Burgdorf as “oafish,” which was about the most polite description applied to him. It was a measure of Busse’s social ineptitude that he never realized that his practice of spending an hour or so on the telephone with Burgdorf every evening added more bricks to the wall between himself and his peers. Ironically, Busse does not seem to have used these conversations with Burgdorf to advance any particular agenda. In fact, Busse actively supported the idea of the army forcing Hitler to name von Manstein or Gerd von Rundstedt as effective commander-in-chief for the Russian front, something he obviously did not communicate to his brother-in-law.7


Busse received the Knight’s Cross in January 1944, based on his work as Army Group South’s chief of staff, and when Hitler sacked von Manstein in March, Busse remained in place to provide continuity as Colonel General Walter Model took over. He was transferred to command the 112th Infantry Division on 20 July 1944—ironically the very day Hitler survived the famous assassination attempt. In the purges of the army’s senior leadership that followed the failed plot, an indisputably loyal and nonpolitical officer like Busse (especially one whose brother-in-law now controlled the personnel office) enjoyed excellent career prospects: After commanding his division for less than two weeks (he may or may not have actually reported for duty), Theodor Busse received command of the I Corps in Army Group North. Promotion to command of the Ninth Army in front of Berlin followed six months later.8


In the waning days of the Third Reich, Busse demonstrated an aptitude for operational command and a firmness of resolve that astounded his critics. Initially Busse believed that if he could hold the Oder River line long enough, the Americans would take Berlin and save the bulk of Germany from Soviet occupation. When that idea proved chimerical, Busse steadfastly covered the retreat of German refugees as long as he could, then fought his way west to link up with General of Panzer Troops Walter Wenck’s Twelfth Army, managing to salvage 40,000 of his initial 200,000-man command from the final conflagration. Accomplishing these feats required Busse to ignore or even defy orders from Hitler, the German Army High Command (OKH), and his army group commander; only Burgdorf ’s patronage, the unyielding support of Heinz Guderian (the current chief of the Army General Staff), and Busse’s ability to establish an informal relationship with Reichsminister Joseph Goebbels allowed him to remain in command long enough to do so.9


Busse, who would later resurface as West Germany’s director of civil defense, contributed to only three projects under the auspices of the U.S. Army’s historical program. He was one of six coauthors of study P-143(a)(11) (“Selected [Ninth] Army Operations on the Eastern Front”) and one of thirty-three participants in the turgid P-211 study (a 315-page work entitled “Weather Information for Army Tactical Operations”) for which he penned a mere fifteen pages.10 Busse’s primary accomplishment involved coordination of the Operation Citadel study: He selected the five coauthors, created the general guidelines, and, having read the individual chapters, wrote the overview and introduction. Fully aware of the impediments to research (lack of maps, reports, etc.), Busse admitted that the study could not “lay claim to being a first-rate work of analytical military history,” but he had obviously taken pains to verify his information as thoroughly as possible.


The introductory chapter to the Citadel study is vintage Busse and provides some unintended insights into his personality. Only Theodor Busse, three years after the fall of Berlin, could refer to the battle of Kursk as a “victory” while simultaneously admitting that the offensive had “neither denied the Soviets a base of operations around Kursk nor destroyed sizeable enemy forces, or even eliminated STAVKA’s [the Russian general headquarters] intention to conduct a major offensive in 1943.” Writing well before much of the later mythology regarding the Kursk operation had developed, Busse supported the idea that most field commanders favored the so-called backhand blow rather than a set-piece preemptive assault. This later became the standard mantra of German memoirs—Hitler’s insistence on striking first. But Busse subtly undercut many self-serving postwar accounts (including those of Guderian and von Manstein) with his contention that those generals had agreed with Hitler that Germany could not afford to relinquish the tactical initiative in Russia, something most of them later took pains to deny. Busse inconveniently asserted that “everyone, including Hitler, OKH, and the army group and army commanders, thoroughly agreed on this point.”


In passing (because he had no idea that it would later become a point of debate), Busse also rebutted the idea that Fourth Panzer Army’s commander, Colonel General Hermann Hoth, had fatally changed the axis of his attack around 9 July, when he sent the II SS Panzer Corps toward Prokhorovka instead of continuing to drive directly for Oboyan and then Kursk. Busse’s understanding of Hoth’s tactical plans (obviously influenced by Friedrich Fangohr’s essay, but not dissenting from it) was that the panzer general had from the outset intended to engage Soviet armored reserves near Prokhorovka. That key point will be developed in Chapter 12.


But this Chapter 1 also represents something more than an overview and summary of the operations detailed in the analyses that follow. Busse provides a grand strategic perspective and insight into the conclusions (and limitations) of German military intelligence during the planning phase of the offensive. It is also from Busse that we receive the first hints of the extent to which von Manstein’s decisions during the battle were influenced by his subordinates, especially the commander of III Panzer Corps, Hermann Breith. In total, this chapter provides a sound summary of Operation Citadel from the German perspective and manages to raise a number of important historical questions.




Operation Citadel Overview




by General of Infantry Theodor Busse


Chief of Staff Army Group South





Introduction



There were no situation maps or files available for the preparation of this study. The various contributors had only their memory and a few personal notes upon which to rely. This study, therefore, cannot lay claim to being a first-rate work of analytical military history. In many instances, its treatment must unfortunately remain superfluous. In the material that it does offer, however, this work is historically accurate, though minor errors of detail may have occurred.


This overview sketches the overall inception and development of Operation Citadel. Because the operations of the field armies and the Luftwaffe are discussed individually, the description of the battle itself has been kept brief and confined to those events that decisively affected the course of the entire operation. The activities of the Luftwaffe are not discussed in this overview, because they will be examined in detail in subsequent chapters. Suffice it at this point to pay special tribute to the Luftwaffe’s large share in the victory. Considering the relative disparity in ground force strength, this victory could not have been won without the gallant efforts of the men of the Luftwaffe.


In organization and content, the study of the action fought by the Ninth Army departs from the pattern set in the studies of Armeeabteilung Kempf (commanded by General of Panzer Troops Werner Kempf) and Fourth Panzer Army. The reason for this difference is the absence of a writer who could have described details by drawing on his personal experiences. The study, however, remains valuable because its description of the battle within the Orel salient (which adjoined the area encompassed by Operation Citadel) shows how justified were Field Marshal Gunther von Kluge and Colonel General Walter Model when they objected to the decision to schedule the operation for as late a date as was actually set.


As directed, all authors who collaborated in writing the chapters on the operations of individual field armies and the Luftwaffe have expressed their opinions regarding the reasons for the failure of the operation. They did so in order to illustrate the perspective of each participating major command.


The maps available for the preparation of this study were inadequate. The following maps were available:





A. German map, scale 1:3,000,000, reduced from 1:1,000,000


B. U. S. map, scale 1:2,000,000


C. U. S. and German maps, scale 1:1,000,000


D. Assorted German Army and Luftwaffe maps, scale 1:300,000





The Situation on the Eastern Front, Spring, 1943

The German victory in the battle of Kharkov (5–31 March) brought the great Soviet winter offensive to a complete standstill and deprived the enemy of freedom of action. The effects of this victory were felt along the entire Eastern Front, though they were noticed primarily in the sector of Army Group South and in the southern part of the sector of Army Group Center. A defensive line—continuous, though as yet not entirely consolidated—had again been established by both army groups. The enemy’s exhaustion and the onset of the muddy season provided the time necessary to eliminate the existing deficiencies in manpower and equipment. Potential Eastern Front operations for 1943 had therefore been returned to a sound military basis despite the German defeat at Stalingrad and the ensuing loss of territory that followed.


The strategic and political situation of the Third Reich, on the other hand, was extremely unfavorable at this time, having taken a general turn for the worse for the first time since the start of the war. The growing superiority of the Western Allies became initially evident in the course of heavy bombing raids on Berlin. The Axis powers had lost Tunisia; the impact of this defeat on Italy and on Mussolini’s position was not as yet clearly discernible, but it was bound to have a negative effect. Romania had lost two field armies during the winter battles of 1942–1943. The position of Marshal Antonescu [of Romania] (who derived his power solely from the military) had been severely shaken. The limit of his country’s military capabilities had undoubtedly been reached. Thus the principal European allies of the Third Reich had turned into very uncertain factors. Germany therefore needed a tangible victory if this situation was to take a turn for the better, which meant that the political situation would necessarily influence command decisions on the conduct of military operations on the Eastern Front.


Soviet military strength had for the moment been exhausted by the winter offensive and by the German counterattack at Kharkov. The Russian winter offensive nonetheless achieved a larger measure of success than the STAVKA had perhaps anticipated at the outset, though losses in men and material—particularly in tanks—were heavy. It would certainly take longer than the duration of the muddy season to restore front-line Red Army units to full fighting strength. OKH calculated that the Soviets were not going to be ready to launch a new offensive until perhaps the end of June.


By the end of April it was impossible to forecast a clear picture of Soviet intentions. It remained to be seen whether the Soviets were going to seize the initiative again by launching an all-out offensive at the earliest possible moment, or whether the Red Army would remain on the defensive until the expected German attack had been repulsed, and then inaugurate a counter offensive. One thing was certain: The Soviets would not remain passively on the defensive. This assumption was borne out by the demands of the Allies and by Soviet successes during the winter offensive.


By the beginning of May certain dispositions of Soviet strategic reserves and potential points of main effort became clear (see Map 1.1):




	Three groupings opposite the right flank and center of Army Group South, in Areas A, B, and C.


	One major grouping (five or six armies), containing numerous tank units, located opposite the northern flank of Army Group South and opposite the southern flank of Army Group Center, in Area D.


	One strong grouping opposite the eastern and northern sectors of the Orel salient, in Area E.


	One grouping opposite the center of Army Group North, in Area F.


	One group of strategic reserves controlled by the STAVKA, located in the vicinity of Moscow, in Area G.





Foreign Armies East [Fremde Heer Ost—German military intelligence] evaluated the strength of the Red Army forces in each of these areas, concluding that the Soviet main effort could be expected against Army Group South.11 The STAVKA’s objective was apparently to penetrate between Army Groups Center and South in order to push Army Groups South and A into the sea. In conjunction with this offensive, the enemy was expected to attack Army Group Center from Area E. The objective of this subsidiary operation was probably to cut off the Orel salient and thereafter create a final, conclusive rupture of the German front. By comparison, any operations that could be expected from the remaining assembly areas were of minor significance.


Hitler was determined to regain the initiative on the Eastern Front completely. The counteroffensive at Kharkov represented the first step in this direction. Maintaining the initiative against the Soviet Union in 1943 had become critical, because this was bound to be the last year that the Third Reich could reasonably expect to be operating unencumbered by the threat of a second front established in the West. Everyone, including Hitler, OKH, and the army group and army commanders, thoroughly agreed on this point, though opinions on the solution to the problem at hand naturally differed. The following were presumed to be the alternatives:






1: Offensive-defensive action, which meant allowing the Soviets to attack first, and then switching to a counterattack. This solution was advocated by Colonel General Kurt Zeitzler, the chief of the Army General Staff; Lieutenant General Adolf Heusinger, chief of the operations detachment at OKH; and Field Marshals Gunther von Kluge and Erich von Manstein, the commanders of Army Groups Center and South.12 These officers emphasized that the issue was not to hold terrain but to defeat the Red Army in an offensive-defensive action. They believed this course of action would more likely lead to success, in view of the existing strength ratio between the combatants. Once the Soviet forces had been irrevocably committed in attack, the counterattack would strike the enemy while he was in motion, following a period of elastic defense. The superior quality of German leadership and troops, which had again been proven in the battle of Kharkov, would more likely neutralize Soviet numerical superiority and produce a victory than the prospect of holding the entire length of an overextended front while simultaneously attacking and penetrating a belt of enemy fortifications before the armies could come to grips in open terrain.


2: Strike the first blow in order to smash Soviet attack preparations decisively at an early date, which would thereby make it impossible for the Red Army to launch a major offensive during 1943.




Hitler decided on the second solution, time and again dismissing the first solution because he flatly rejected the idea of any voluntary loss of territory. Always suspicious when this question arose, he feared that defensive-offensive action would begin with a calculated loss of territory that would start the entire front into a retrograde movement that could never be arrested again. He argued further that he did not have time to wait for Stalin to oblige him by launching an offensive, especially in view of the coming invasion in the West.


Thus the decision to strike the first blow had been made. The question then became where to strike. The following factors assumed decisive importance in the solution of this problem:




	Where could we most effectively strike at Soviet attack preparations?


	Where could we find an area/objective that corresponded to the limited size of the forces we would have available for the attack?


	When should the attack take place?





Our appreciation of Red Army concentrations at that time strongly suggested that the point of main effort should be placed in the vicinity of Kharkov and north thereof. That was where it would be possible to hit Soviet offensive preparations most effectively, with the best prospect of ruining the enemy’s own offensive plans. The Kursk salient encompassed a limited area that corresponded to the strength of the forces at our disposal. Once this salient had been pinched off, the objective could be considered to have been achieved while simultaneously conserving German strength as a result of shortening the front line.


As to the timing of the operation, everyone agreed that it had to be launched as soon as possible. We could only hope to strike a successful blow while Soviet forces had not yet regained their full fighting power—while their strategic concentrations were incomplete and the terrain remained insufficiently fortified. An early attack might also secure a certain degree of surprise, though other factors would eventually render it useless to hope for this.


During the muddy season major operations by either side were precluded, and we could not hope to attack immediately after its end. The muddy season could only be expected to last through the end of April or beginning of May, even in the event of unfavorable weather. In view of our heavy losses during the winter battles, it would be impossible to reorganize the German divisions earmarked for the attack by that time. The major stumbling block was the speed at which the panzer divisions could be reequipped with tanks. Thus the jump-off date for the operation was tentatively set for the earliest date considered practicable: on or about 25 May. Delays immediately occurred in the provision of new tanks to the panzer divisions, particularly the new Pzkw V Panthers. When it became necessary to postpone the first tentative date, OKH and the front-line headquarters agreed that the operation would have to be launched by mid-June at the latest in order to retain the essential prerequisites of success. Hitler nonetheless postponed the deadline once again during early May, primarily in consideration of arguments made by Colonel General Model, commander of the Ninth Army. The Soviets had persistently strengthened their fortifications opposite the Ninth Army sector and moved new forces into the depth of the projected attack zone. Model demanded additional infantry and panzer units to match these enemy increases, as well as more tanks for the panzer divisions already at his disposal. Moreover, as the result of the inadequacy of the communications net and the partisan threat to its rear areas, Ninth Army had also lagged considerably behind Armeeabteilung Kempf and Fourth Panzer Army with regard to strategic buildup, reorganization, troop training, and the stockpiling of supplies. Field Marshal von Manstein, with OKH approval, firmly voiced his opposition to any further postponement of the operation. He believed that additional delay would melt away the essential prerequisites for the success of the attack, but Hitler ultimately designated 5 July as the start date for Operation Citadel.



Forces and Missions

The OKH plan of operations provided for a concentric attack against Kursk by Army Group South (issuing from the shoulder on both sides of Belgorod) and Army Group Center (issuing from the sector west of Malo-arkhange’sk). The objective was to seal off the salient along the line Belgorod-Kursk-Malo-arkhange’sk; to establish a new, shorter defensive line; to destroy Red Army forces cut off in the salient; and to engage and defeat the strongest possible Soviet forces from STAVKA’s strategic reserves.


The following forces were available:





ARMY GROUP SOUTH


 Five corps headquarters
     Eight infantry divisions
     Nine panzer/panzergrenadier divisions
    Various Army troops
     Luftflotte Six




ARMY GROUP CENTER


 Five corps headquarters
     Fifteen infantry divisions
     Six panzer divisions
     One panzergrenadier division
     Various Army troops
     Luftflotte Four




TOTAL


 Twenty-five infantry divisions
     Sixteen mobile divisions.




Six of the infantry divisions (two with Army Group South, four with Army Group Center) were still holding front-line sectors at the time the attack commenced. They could only be released for commitment after the offensive had started.


The army groups received the following missions within the scope of this plan (see Map 1.2):






Army Group South: break through enemy positions out of the line Belgorod-Gertsovka (sixteen kilometers north-northeast of Borisovka); drive a sharp wedge toward Kursk via Oboyan; aggressively screen the eastern flank; and seek contact with Ninth Army on the heights north of Kursk. All available forces were to be concentrated for the destruction of Red Army units sealed off in the salient, following the establishment of a new main battle line as follows: course of the Koreniyo and Rayevka Rivers—west bank of the Don Simina up to its mouth; along the heights east of the Seim River to a point east of Kursk.


Army Group Center (Ninth Army): break through between the Orel-Kursk highway and railroad (and on both sides of the railroad); penetrate to Kursk while driving spearheads sufficiently far to the east so that the new front established guaranteed use of the railroad. The seizure of Malo-arkhange’sk would secure contact between the Ninth and Second Panzer Armies. After achieving these objectives, Ninth Army and Second Panzer Army were to be committed in a concentric attack for the purpose of eradicating any Soviet forces remaining in the salient.






Estimates of the Soviet Situation Through the Beginning of July

By the beginning of July the enemy situation on the southern part of the Eastern Front had clarified significantly. The picture of grouped strategic reserves, which had first emerged in April, had been confirmed in its basic outline. That assembly areas appeared to have moved closer to the front indicated that many units had completed their reorganization and were ready for combat.


Foreign Armies East provided the following appreciation of the location and strength of individual groupings in the Soviet strategic reserves (see Map 1.3):




AREA A


 Two army headquarters
     Two rifle corps headquarters
     Thirteen rifle units
     Five tank/mechanized units




AREA B


 Three army headquarters
     Five rifle corps headquarters
     Five tank/mechanized corps headquarters
     Twenty-four rifle units
     Twenty-five tank/mechanized units





AREA C


 One army headquarters
     One tank army headquarters
     Six rifle corps headquarters
     Twenty-six rifle units
     Seven tank/mechanized units





AREA D


 One army headquarters
     One tank army headquarters
     Two rifle corps headquarters
     Two tank/mechanized corps headquarters
     Twenty-eight rifle units
     Seventeen tank/mechanized units





AREA E


 Two army headquarters
     One rifle corps headquarters
     Five tank/mechanized corps headquarters
     Five rifle units
     Twenty-five tank/mechanized units





AREA F


 One tank army headquarters
     Two tank/mechanized corps headquarters
     Seven rifle units
     Fourteen tank/mechanized units




AREA G


 Five rifle units
     Eight tank/mechanized units




AREA H


 One tank army headquarters
     Two rifle corps headquarters
     One tank/mechanized corps headquarters
     Five rifle units
     Eight tank/mechanized units




AREA I


 Six army headquartersz
     Two rifle corps headquarters
     One tank/mechanized corps headquarters
     Thirty-three rifle units
     Eight tank/mechanized units





TOTAL


 Fifteen army headquarters
     Four tank army headquarters
     Twenty rifle corps headquarters
     Seventeen tank/mechanized corps headquarters
     146 rifle units
     121 tank/mechanized units


A well-constructed, heavily mined defensive system, echeloned in depth, had been developed along the entire front. In some sectors, as in the Belgorod area and the salient south of Orel, this defensive system had attained a depth of up to twenty-five kilometers; these sectors in particular were heavily mined and contained numerous antitank obstacles. Red Army strength in these sectors had, moreover, grown substantially since April and May. The city of Kursk itself was heavily fortified. Details of the Soviet defenses in the forward areas of each of the field armies are contained in those individual chapters.


OKH derived the following estimate of Soviet strategy:






1: The Soviets were ready for action.


2: They expected a German attack aimed at cutting off the Kursk salient.


3: They planned to wait for this attack to be launched and would only counterattack after determining its full extent.


4: They wanted to hold the Kursk salient under all circumstances, for it would have to serve as the springboard for the main attacks of their own offensive. Aside from the increased commitment of troops to the front lines and the feverish construction of defensive positions, the grouping of strategic reserves behind this sector can be argued as evidence for this conclusion. These reserves were so deployed as to allow the Red Army to counteract the German attack both in the northern and southern half of the Kursk salient. The Soviets had positioned themselves to do this by having the Steppe Front attack from the east while the Central and Voronezh Fronts attacked from the west.


5: Once the Soviets felt that they had contained the German attack, they would commence offensive operations against the Donets Basin and the Orel salient. Judging by enemy preparations, it was reasonable to assume that the Soviets would launch their attack against the Orel salient first. Foiling this plan would require the Ninth Army’s attack to smash through with such impact that the Red Army would be forced to employ sizable elements from its Bryansk Front and STAVKA reserves to contain the German attack.


6: Whether the forces of the Southwestern Front were going to strike south of Kharkov or counterattack the southern flank of Army Group South’s attack force remained, in the final analysis, to be determined by the course of the German attack.




Both OKH and the front-line headquarters expected the attack to succeed, provided it could be launched before mid-June. This would allow the German offensive to strike and defeat substantial elements of the Soviet reserves that certainly would not yet have recovered their full combat strength. If Red Army forces in the Kursk salient could be quickly sealed off and destroyed by a series of rapid assault penetrations by the panzer divisions, the Soviets would also be deprived of their most important base of operations at Kursk, which would have thoroughly disrupted their own offensive plans.


This confident expectation changed along with the enemy situation and the postponement of the date of attack beyond 10 June. Toward the end of June, this change in the general outlook, along with the impossibility of changing Hitler’s with regard to striking the first blow, led to deliberations about the advisability of quickly regrouping to launch a surprise attack from the west, possibly on both sides of Rylsk. This attack had the potential to split the salient in two, followed by the reduction of each segment individually. OKH and the army groups eventually rejected this solution due to terrain factors such as road connections in the assembly area; numerous defiles and waterways running perpendicular to the direction of attack; and the belief that the time required to redeploy troops and supplies would necessitate a further postponement of the attack. Such a solution would have constituted a very artificial operation and would certainly not have led to the desired shortening of the front lines. Moreover, this operation would have required a frontal assault, which would have rendered it nearly impossible to batter and obliterate a desirable number of Soviet forces. This option did not advance beyond a state of deliberation, and the original attack plan was maintained despite the doubts that had arisen in many places.


During the rest period prior to the offensive, the state of training, equipment, and morale of the units earmarked to participate reached the highest peak ever attained heretofore and thereafter during the entire Russian campaign. The assault divisions and army troops moved quickly and efficiently into their assembly areas.


Within Army Group South’s sector, Armeeabteilung Kempf’s XI Corps (320th, 106th, and, subsequently, 198th Infantry Divisions) was assigned to screen aggressively along the right flank of the main effort of Fourth Panzer Army once the offensive began. To this end, Armeeabteilung Kempf had to push its right wing to the Koren River, with the pivotal point of this move being located south of Toplinka Station. If events developed favorably, the XI Corps advance would be extended to the Korocha River, allowing the Armeeabteilung to screen its own panzer forces against the enemy concentration at Kuplansk.


After breaching the Soviet defenses, Armeeabteilung Kempf’s III Panzer Corps (6th, 7th, and 19th Panzer Divisions) would penetrate in the direction of Korocha as rapidly as possible. These divisions were to engage and defeat the strong reserve force located and identified there in order to gain freedom of movement for further operations. According to the development of the battle, this would come either in the form of a thrust northeast or north in conjunction with the right wing of the Fourth Panzer Army. In anticipation of such an opportunity, III Panzer Corps initially deployed its right wing astride the Razumnaya sector and its left to the west of the Belgorod-Kursk highway.


The main attack against Kursk and responsibility for quickly establishing contact with Ninth Army fell to Fourth Panzer Army. We anticipated that enemy reserves (chiefly tank units) could be expected to approach rapidly from the east before the linkup could occur. That these forces would have to be engaged in the vicinity of Prokhorovka had been recognized as a prerequisite for the overall success of the operation. Thus II SS Panzer Corps on the right flank of Fourth Panzer Army (consisting of elements of the 167th Infantry Division and the Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler, Das Reich, and Totenkopf SS Panzergrenadier Divisions) was deployed in a parallel echelon to the right on both sides of Volkhovets, ready to push to Prokhorovka.


Fourth Panzer Army’s XLVIII Panzer Corps (consisting of elements of the 167th and 332nd Infantry Divisions; 3rd and 11th Panzer Divisions; Grossdeutschland Panzergrenadier Division; and 10th Panzer Brigade) had to break through enemy positions on both sides of Butovo and execute a swift thrust to the south bank of the Pena River while maintaining contact with II SS Panzer Corps. XLVIII Panzer Corps’s primary mission, upon reaching the Pena River, was to cover the left flank of II SS Panzer Corps against strong Soviet tank forces presumed to be in the vicinity of Oboyan.


In addition to staging a diversionary attack on the left flank of Fourth Panzer Army, LII Corps (consisting of the 255th and 57th Infantry Divisions) had to cover the western flank of XLVIII Panzer Corps on the day prior to the attack. After pulling its elements out of XLVIII Panzer Corps’s sector, LII Corps would then follow in the wake of the armored attack, echeloned to the left.


In the area of Army Group Center, XLVII Panzer Corps (consisting of the 6th Infantry Division and the 2nd, 9th, and 20th Panzer Divisions) had been deployed to deliver Ninth Army’s main blow. The corps would break through between the highway and railroad leading to Kursk, then advance swiftly to the high ground south of the city, there establishing contact with Army Group South.


The flanks of this narrow-chested wedge were protected in the following manner:




Right flank: XLVI Panzer Corps, consisting of 7th, 31st, 102nd, and 258th Infantry Divisions; and Gruppe von Mantueffel.


Left Flank: XLI Panzer Corps, consisting of 86th and 292nd Infantry Divisions; 10th Panzergrenadier Division; and 18th Panzer Division.





XLVI Panzer Corps, maintaining close contact with the XLVII Panzer Corps main attack, had to push its left flank to the line Chern Criik-Patesh. Thereafter the right wing of XLVI Panzer Corps would be advanced to its first objective—the Svapa sector—together with XX Corps as soon as the attack had progressed far enough to permit such an action.


Similarly, XLI Panzer Corps, its main effort placed astride the railroad, would push south approximately to the vicinity of Olkhovatka. Veering sharply to the east, XLI Panzer Corps had to reach the heights east of the Snova sector, establishing a new line as it halted.


To the far left flank of Ninth Army, XXIII Corps (consisting of 78th Assault Division, 216th and 385th Infantry Divisions) was to take Malo-arkhangel’sk and establish a new line east of the railroad, though leaving its left wing in its existing position.


Located on far right flank of Ninth Army, XX Corps (45th, 72nd, 137th, and 251st Infantry Divisions) initially had only to hold its position. As soon as Soviet forces began withdrawing in front of its sector as a result of the main attack, XX Corps was to form three groups and strike out toward Dmitriy-Lgovski, Deryugino, and Mikhaylovka.


The 36th Infantry Division and 12th Panzer Division both remained in Army Group reserve behind the XLVII Panzer Corps sector.



The Course of the Battle, 5–9 July

Fourth Panzer Army opened the battle with a preliminary attack at 1500, 4 July, in order to seize certain absolutely necessary observation sites for use during the artillery preparation prior to the main attack. The attack seized these points in every instance. The offensive itself commenced on the morning of 5 July, though the actual hour of attack differed in various sectors.


The attack penetrated the enemy line at all but a few points. In slugging their way through the enemy defense system, German troops experienced great difficulties. Clinging tenaciously to their positions, the Russians everywhere defended themselves stubbornly. The lack of a sufficient number of infantry divisions in the attack—which had been pointed out repeatedly by army and army group headquarters—became painfully evident on the very first day as our troops began fighting their way through the Soviet defenses.


Enemy countermeasures on 5 July were confined to counterthrusts by tactical reserves. On 6 July the Red Army launched powerful counterattacks with reserves located close to the front lines (rifle divisions and tank brigades). These tactics confirmed that the Soviets intended to hold the Kursk salient at all costs for use as an operational base. This determination manifested itself particularly in front of Ninth Army.


Repulsing numerous counterattacks while engaged in a fierce battle on 7 July, Armeeabteilung Kempf‘s XI Corps reached the terrace six kilometers west of the Belgorod-Volchansk railroad. In some places XI Corps spearheads had penetrated into the tree belt on the west bank of Koren Creek before repeated, tank-supported Russian attacks forced the corps to assume the defensive. Upon this line XI Corps stood like a rock wall, fulfilling its mission although holding position further to the west than called for in its attack orders.


During the night of 5–6 July, III Panzer Corps moved its elements to the west bank of the Donets, with the 6th Panzer Division moving up behind the 7th Panzer. The main body of the 168th Infantry Division launched a combined attack with the 19th Panzer against Soviet positions on the heights northeast of Belgorod, from whence it had so far been impossible to dislodge the enemy. This attack was likewise unsuccessful; the heights were not secured until 9 July, when the combined 6th and 19th Panzer Divisions crashed through to the heights in the vicinity of Melekhovo. This thrust, staged from the northwest, resulted in the complete capture of Belgorod heights, wiping out two Red Army divisions. Employing mobile defensive tactics during this period, the 7th Panzer Division—adjoining XI Corps—repulsed strong attacks from the east in the area southeast of Melekhovo; though successful, the division was thus tied down in this area.


Thus Armeeabteilung Kempf was still fighting within the Russian defensive system at the end of July 9. The final position of this system ran approximately along a line extending east and north of Melekhovo to Sasnoye Station, through which the Armeeabteilung had not managed to reach open terrain before Soviet reserves began to participate in the action. The Germans had been engaging these reserves out of the Korocha area since 7 July.


On 5–6 July, II SS Panzer Corps, deployed on the right wing of Fourth Panzer Army, battled through two Russian defensive belts in bitter fighting. The SS advance was especially hampered by the flanking threat from the east that had developed when Armeeabteilung Kempf’s left wing had been halted. Continuous enemy attacks—first by infantry and, starting 7–8 July, by tanks—tied down the SS Totenkopf Panzergrenadier Division until the 167th Infantry Division arrived, setting back the corps’s schedule. Since 8 July, II SS Panzer Corps had been engaged with two or three newly arrived Russian tank corps (II Guards Tank Corps and the XVIII and XXIX Tank Corps). By the evening of 9 July, SS Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler and Das Reich were just north and northeast of Belenikhino Station, slowly fighting their way forward on either side of the railway leading to Kursk, as Totenkopf slowly closed up along their left flank.


The XLVIII Panzer Corps had to overcome thundershowers, a muddy creek bed, and soggy ground while fighting bitter individual engagements in the enemy’s defensive system. On 6 July the corps finally broke through the first belt of enemy defenses and at one point penetrated the second belt. The following day XLVIII Panzer Corps found its efforts finally crowned with success, as the 11th Panzer Division and Grossdeutschland Panzergrenadier Division thrust along either side of the highway to Oboyan to a point just eleven kilometers south of the town. The 3rd Panzer Division trailed behind the spearhead units while the 332nd Infantry Division, echeloned in depth, advanced northeast on both sides of Zavidovka.


Powerful Russian counterattacks launched from the northeast, north, and west hit XLVIII Panzer Corps’s spearheads on the morning of 8 July. These attacks continued with undiminished fury throughout 9 July, requiring the 11th Panzer and Grossdeutschland to make maximum efforts to repulse them. Simultaneously, dug-in Soviet infantry supported by tanks holding out stubbornly in the Pena River bend north of Zavidovka forced the Germans to stage a deliberate assault. Elements of LII Corps relieved the 332nd Infantry Division from its position on both sides of Zavidovka, allowing it to conduct a coordinated attack with the 3rd Panzer Division from 8–10 July that ejected the Russians from the Pena River bend but could not eliminate them completely. By the evening of 9 July, therefore, XLVIII Panzer Corps’s position had somewhat improved.


Ninth Army succeeded in effecting a fourteen-kilometer penetration at its point of main effort during the initial assault. This attack carried XLVII and XLI Panzer Corps to the line Zaborovka-Ponirts-Poniri on 6 July. Unfortunately, XLVI Panzer Corps gained little ground, and the XXIII Corps attack on Malo-arkhangel’sk failed. Newly arrived Russian forces (one tank corps, three rifle divisions) engaged the German panzer spearheads on 6 July. The fury of these counterattacks intensified, their number multiplied, and the Soviets finally struck all along Ninth Army’s wedge on 7 July. Nonetheless, the German attack continued to gain ground toward the south, where they slowly advanced on a ten-kilometer-wide front before grinding to a halt on 9 July in front of a new, heavily occupied position on the high ground around Olkhovatka.



The Course of the Battle, 10–17 July

Colonel General Model wanted to complete his breakthrough of the enemy defensive belt on 12 July by shifting the main attack effort to XLVI Panzer Corps, which was to receive the 36th Infantry Division and 12th Panzer Division from Army Group Center’s reserve. The Soviets thwarted this plan on 11 July by attacking the Second Panzer Army on the eastern face of the Orel salient, chalking up considerable success. The resulting situation forced Field Marshal von Kluge to discontinue Ninth Army’s Kursk attack in order to make elements available for use in the defensive battle within the Orel salient.


Meanwhile, by the evening of 11 July, the situation in Army Group South’s sector had developed as follows:






1: On the front of Armeeabteilung Kempf, XI Corps had achieved a great defensive success in destroying all of sixty Russian tanks that had broken through in its sector. The corps had a firm hold on its position.


2: The III Panzer Corps had stalled in front of the last enemy position along a line running west and north of Melekhovo to Sasnoye Station. The 198th Infantry Division finally relieved the 7th Panzer Division in the evening of 10 July. With the 168th Infantry Division now closing up the left flank of the corps, the command was now in a position to consider the consolidation of all its force for an assault on the enemy line.




On the morning of 11 July, Field Marshal von Manstein held a conference with General of Panzer Troops Werner Kempf, commander of the Armeeabteilung, and Colonel General Hermann Hoth, commander of Fourth Panzer Army. The field marshal proposed the following question: Should the attack be continued, considering the condition of the troops, the ever-increasing strength of the Russians, and—particularly—the fact that Ninth Army’s assault had ground to a complete halt by 9 July? General Kempf favored suspending the attack. General Hoth advocated a continuation of the operation with the more limited objective of destroying the Red Army units south of the Psel River by a coordinated attack of both armies. Sharing Hoth’s opinion, von Manstein reserved his final decision pending a conference with General of Panzer Troops Hermann Breith, commander of III Panzer Corps, so that the army group commander could personally study the situation and observe the condition of the troops. This visit confirmed von Manstein’s point of view, and he ordered the attack resumed on the basis of Hoth’s proposal.


Pursuant to this order, III Panzer Corps attacked enemy positions in the afternoon of 11 July, breaking through and—by evening—advancing to the vicinity of Oskotshnoye. On the right flank, 7th Panzer attacked east of Razumnaya, while the left flank (19th Panzer) was on the Donets River; the 168th Infantry screened the extended flank along the Donets against tank-supported Red Army units attacking the eastern flank of Fourth Panzer Army.


German arms had won a great victory, and III Panzer Corps was at last on open ground, prepared to bring the maneuverability of its three panzer divisions into play


Meanwhile, on 10 July Fourth Panzer Army had started assembling II SS Panzer Corps for the attack on Prokhorovka, while the XLVIII Panzer Corps successfully repulsed continuing heavy attacks and cleared the Pena River bend of the enemy (which was accomplished on 11 July).


Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler and Das Reich gained but little ground toward Prokhorovka on 11 July, but with the addition of Totenkopf to the attack, II SS Panzer Corps managed to establish a bridgehead across the Psel River bend southwest of Dmitriyeskoye. XLVIII Panzer Corps spent the day in heavy defensive fighting, repulsing all attacks, inflicting heavy losses, and even capturing over 100 encircled tanks despite the enemy’s best efforts to prevent them from doing so.


That evening, however, Field Marshal von Manstein received word of the adverse developments in Army Group Center’s sector. He understood immediately that the entire offensive was threatened when Ninth Army’s attack bogged down, enabling the Soviets to turn south with full force. Left to its own devices, Army Group South must expect more days of bitter fighting. Nevertheless, von Manstein adhered to the decision to continue with the limited-objective attack. This was the only way we could hope to hurt the Russian forces with which we were already in contact, as well as those that, according to all intelligence reports, we would encounter within the next few days. The field marshal hoped that by continuing the battle our divisions might gain the freedom of action necessary to withdraw to their original jump-off positions—a move that was certainly going to become necessary later on.


Thus nothing was changed in the order that had just been issued: Armeeabteilung Kempf would wheel around and move against the flank and rear of the Soviet Sixty-ninth Army, which was heavily engaged with German units on the eastern flank of Fourth Panzer Army. The Red Army committed fresh forces (V Mechanized Corps against Armeeabteilung Kempf; XVIII and XXIX Tank Corps, 13th Guards Rifle Division, and 219th Rifle Division against Fourth Panzer Army) and launched a coordinated attack against both armies on the morning of 12 July. Armeeabteilung Kempf repulsed all attacks on 12–13 July but remained tied down in defensive fighting to such an extent that it could not as yet consider wheeling northwest; however, the necessary bridgeheads over the Donets River were secured.


By the morning of 14 July, 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions had defeated the Russians in their front, driving them off toward the north and opening the road to Korocha. In our desire to capitalize on this success, we were tempted to take this important traffic center, but considering the overall situation, Field Marshal von Manstein decided that the thrust to the northwest would be carried out as originally ordered. While 6th Panzer Division remained behind in the area west of Novaya Sloboda, 7th and 19th Panzer Divisions debouched from the bridgehead southeast of Oskochnoye, advancing to take Zhilomostnoye and the terrain east of the town by the evening of 14 July This reestablished contact with the right wing of Fourth Panzer Army At the same time, 168th Infantry Division pulled out from its position along the Donets and was moving toward Novaya Sloboda to relieve 6th Panzer.


Fourth Panzer Army repulsed all attacks on 12–13 July without losing a foot of ground. A local crisis on the western flank in the area of Bogaty—caused by the attack of a Russian tank corps—was also mastered. On 14 July, II SS Panzer Corps resumed its attack, pushing to the outskirts of Prokhorovka. Simultaneously while pursuing the enemy, XLVIII Panzer Corps forced its left wing so far to the north that it gained observation points overlooking the Psel River valley west of Oboyan.


For Army Group South, 14 July brought complete success along the entire front, and the enemy’s offensive power appeared to have been broken. The requirements for cleaning out the southern bank of the Psel from Prokhorovka to a point north of Peny had been established. Pertinent orders for this operation had been issued, when the situation in Army Group Center and—within the area of our own army group— along the lines of Sixth Army and First Panzer Army now forced the abandonment of the attack. The Red Army had achieved such great success in the Orel salient that Army Group South had to transfer some of its forces to that area. On 17 July the enemy also launched the long-anticipated attack against Sixth Army (Schwerpunkt at Kubyhevo) and First Panzer Army (Schwerpunkt at Izyum). With the incomplete successes of 14 July, then, Operation Citadel had come to its end.



Conclusions

Operation Citadel did not produce the results desired by Hitler. The battle neither denied the Soviets a base of operations around Kursk nor destroyed sizable enemy forces, nor even eliminated the STAVKA’s intention to conduct a major offensive in 1943. The German Army did not achieve freedom of action, could not establish a shorter line designed to conserve its waning strength, and—quite the contrary—the operation used up almost all reserves on the Eastern Front.


This failure must not be ascribed to the troops or to front-line leadership; both gave their all and demonstrated that they could cope with any situation.13 Particularly the spirit, bearing, and selfless devotion of the men were beyond praise. Untroubled by decisions affecting higher strategy, our soldiers went confidently into battle, and—despite the battle’s outcome—the men of Army Group South came out of the operation with a feeling that they had remained victors over an enemy vastly superior in men and material. The reasons for the failure are to be found elsewhere.


One fact must be established. Hitler was correct in arguing that 1943 would be the last year in which the absence of an actual threat in the West permitted a maximum effort in Russia. As far as time was concerned, this was the last opportunity to deliver a crushing blow to Soviet offensive power before an invasion occurred in the West. But did this plan have to be carried out by striking the first blow, especially considering the disparity in German and Russian strength?


During the winter of 1942–1943, the severe battles in the course of the retreat from Stalingrad and the Caucasus had demonstrated the superiority of our operational leadership and our troops in mobile warfare. However, to force the enemy into an open battle by means of a breakthrough was an erroneous decision considering our limited forces, and in particular our inadequate number of infantry divisions. One did not have to wait for the experiences of this war to appreciate the drain on military strength that attends any breakthrough of well-fortified positions even if vast amounts of supplies are available. Time and again the commanders of armies and army groups, in agreement with OKH, urgently called attention to this most vulnerable point of the operation. The panzer and panzergrenadier divisions—nineteen if the uncommitted reserves of both army groups are counted—would have sufficed to gain a major victory—but only if they succeeded in reaching open terrain.


Appraising the situation in retrospect, we find that there is no doubt but that we could have employed a defensive-offensive action as had been urgently requested by OKH and the combat commanders. The overall strategic picture (in fact, the situation in the Mediterranean theater alone) forced the Red Army to attack in the summer of 1943, regardless of whether we did them the favor of making the first move. Hitler’s fear that perhaps Stalin might not oblige him by launching an offensive, and that he himself would lose the last year in which freedom of action existed on the Eastern Front, would never have materialized.


Compared to the major reasons for the failure of the attack, other factors were only secondary in nature. These factors were:




1: The lack of sufficient infantry divisions forced us to employ the mobile units from the outset. The panzer and panzergrenadier divisions, therefore, expended their strength in the course of unaccustomed fighting in the system of fortifications before they could develop their primary assets—mobility and speed—in open terrain.


2: Furthermore, the panzer and panzergrenadier divisions had to protect their own extended flanks as the attack progressed, instead of having infantry available to relieve them of this mission.


3: By tying down the panzer units on the flanks, the attack wedges of both army groups (which were already extremely narrow because of our inadequate forces) were further reduced in width as the operation progressed, thereby critically diminishing the fighting power of these divisions.


4: The late timing of the operation played a critical role. All the dark forebodings of OKH and the combat commanders came true. Time worked for the Red Army in every respect. It could strengthen local defenses, refit its units (particularly with tanks), and divine our intentions. An operation that could be ventured against an unprepared enemy at the end of May or beginning of June amounted to a drastic mistake at the beginning of July in the face of a completely prepared enemy.


5: As a result of the late timing of the operation, every element of surprise had been eliminated. Had the attack begun sooner, under the prevailing circumstances, the location of the main effort would hardly have been a surprise to the enemy; now even the timing was no longer a surprise. By the employment of an excellent espionage system in his own country, the enemy was not only aware of our operational plan by the beginning of July, but he had also clearly been informed about many details. A rapid shift in the strategic concentration of troops and in deployment would have resulted in major disadvantages without ensuring a satisfactory measure of surprise.




In summary, the following can be established:


Operation Citadel failed because it was carried out with insufficient forces, considering the late timing of the operation. Furthermore, the Soviets had anticipated our line of action and had fully prepared for defensive and offensive maneuver. The year 1943 could have taken a different turn had the Red Army been made to expend its forces in a direct assault on our unbroken front, backed up by powerful mobile reserves. Instead, the Soviets were able to conduct their own offensive as a counterattack, with the main effort directed against our unsuccessful assault—a maneuver that expended all of our mobile forces.
















APPENDIX 1A

German Military Intelligence and Soviet Strength, July 1943



The intelligence estimates cited by Busse in the text were admittedly drawn from memory and stated inexactly, but they do allow for some rough comparisons with actual Red Army strength in order to assess the effectiveness of German military intelligence activities. In the table below Busse’s estimates have been matched against the highly detailed Soviet order of battle provided by David Glantz and Jonathan House in The Battle of Kursk.14 Several items should be clarified. Army and tank army headquarters require no explanation. Corps headquarters have been interpreted as rifle corps headquarters, and “mobile corps” headquarters translated into tank, mechanized, or cavalry corps headquarters. “Rifle units” are assumed to refer to rifle divisions, and “mobile units” to mechanized brigades (but not motorized brigades) and tank brigades or separate regiments.










	Front

	German estimate

	Soviet strength






	Bryansk

	Six army HQs

	Three army HQs






	

	Two corps HQs

	Five corps HQs






	

	One mobile corps HQ

	One mobile corps HQ






	

	Thirty-two rifle units

	Twenty-four rifle units






	

	Eight mobile units

	Thirteen mobile units






	Central

	—

	Five army HQs






	

	One tank army HQ

	One tank army HQ






	

	Two corps HQs

	Ten corps HQs






	

	—

	Four mobile corps HQs






	

	Ten rifle units

	Forty-two rifle units






	

	Sixteen mobile units

	Twenty-nine mobile units






	Voronezh

	Two army HQs

	Four army HQs






	

	One tank army HQ

	One tank army HQ






	

	Two corps HQs

	Eleven corps HQs






	

	Three mobile corps HQs

	Five mobile corps HQs






	

	Twenty-eight rifle units

	Thirty-six rifle units






	

	Seventeen mobile units

	Twenty-six mobile units






	Steppe

	Two army HQs

	Five army HQs






	

	—

	One tank army HQs






	

	One corps HQ

	Seven corps HQs






	

	Five mobile corps

	HQs Ten mobile corps HQs






	

	Five rifle units

	Thirty-two rifle units






	

	Twenty-five mobile units

	Twenty-eight mobile units (plus nine cavalry units)












If the estimates that Busse recalled were approximately accurate, they reveal considerable information about the German failure at Kursk. As a general comment, the Germans apparently missed—almost completely—the extent to which the Red Army had managed to reintroduce corps headquarters as an intermediate level of command. This error had little actual impact on strength estimates but a tremendous influence on any appreciation of Soviet operational and tactical flexibility.


With respect to Bryansk Front, the Germans somewhat underestimated Russian strength, but not to a decisive degree; the same is also true of the Voronezh Front. Regarding the Central Front, facing Ninth Army, the Germans attacked an enemy at least four times as strong in terms of infantry, and nearly twice as strong in terms of tanks, than they expected. The fact that this was case, and not merely a failure of Busse’s memory, is borne out by the artillery intelligence estimates presented in the appendixes for Chapter 4. The German forecast concerning Steppe Front’s tank holdings proved to be relatively accurate, but they missed the concentration of nearly twenty rifle divisions.


Two provisional conclusions about these comparisons therefore emerge. The rapid failure of Ninth Army’s attack from Orel becomes quite understandable when it is realized that even the suspicious Walter Model failed to credit the strength of the Soviet buildup there; not only were the Germans heavily outnumbered, but they were ignorant of just how badly the odds had been stacked against them. Along the Belgorod sector, by contrast, Army Group South appears to have had a good grasp of the Russian strength immediately opposed to it and of available armored units in strategic reserve. What von Manstein and Busse missed was the weight of additional rifle divisions that could be thrown into the defensive lines or used to threaten their extended flanks, especially that of Armeeabteilung Kempf.


To what extent did these German underestimates result from Russian deception measures? It is difficult to tell. In his groundbreaking study of Soviet military intelligence, David Glantz concludes that STAVKA “ordered strict measures to conceal the assembly and redeployment of the strategic reserve—the Steppe Military District,” but he does not make an argument with respect to Central Front.15 Now that Glantz and House have so carefully documented Soviet strength at the beginning of the campaign, intense forays into the existing files of German military intelligence are in order.
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Armeeabteilung Kempf





by Colonel General Erhard Raus


Commander, XI Corps



Editor’s Introduction

Considering the critical nature of its mission—covering the right flank of II SS Panzer Corps’s drive toward Oboyan—Armeeabteilung Kempf suffered under arguably the greatest handicaps of the three major assault commands. General of Panzer Troops Werner Kempf not only possessed the weakest force (three panzer and three infantry divisions in the attack sector) but also had been saddled with the requirement of forcing three bridgeheads across the Donets River on the opening day of the offensive and penetrating five to eight kilometers into the Soviet defensive system. This would have been a difficult assignment under the best of conditions, but the Armeeabteilung barely possessed parity with its initial opponent, Lieutenant General Mikhail S. Shumilov’s Seventh Guards Army. Under such conditions it is hardly surprising that the Armeeabteilung failed to achieve the goals set for it. Thus a major key to understanding the German defeat in Operation Citadel is necessarily an appreciation for the struggle of Armeeabteilung Kempf.1


When Theodor Busse assembled his team of writers for the Kursk study in 1947 he had four possible choices to tackle the chapter on the Armeeabteilung: Hans Speidel (chief of staff), Hermann Breith (commander, III Panzer Corps), Erhard Raus (commander, XI Corps), and Franz Mattenklott (commander, XLII Corps). Speidel would seemingly have been the first choice as the officer with the most relevant knowledge of the operation. Busse and Speidel, however, did not get along well together, and—equally important—Speidel’s time was consumed with the preparation of studies on the anti-Hitler resistance in the German army, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, and the Battle of Normandy. Among the corps commanders, Mattenklott did produce several manuscripts for the historical program, though his XLII Corps had such a peripheral role in the battle of Kursk that he would have brought little firsthand knowledge to the project.


Hermann Breith, leading the Armeeabteilung’s panzer spearhead, would therefore seem to have been a natural choice as the primary author, and it is probable that the single manuscript he produced for the U.S. Army (D-258) was a preliminary background contribution to the Operation Citadel project. This work itself, however, suggests several reasons why Busse would not have wanted Breith to expand the narrative to cover the operations of the entire. As I observed in my introduction to Breith’s essay, his “narrative of the battle is succinct, in places to the point of degenerating into a list of villages and daily troop movements.” Moreover, as additional research on III Panzer Corps’s operations since 1994 has shown, Breith’s account of the initial assault is riddled with inaccuracies, a fact of which Busse would have been aware with even a superficial reading.2


Busse then found himself left with Erhard Raus, an officer who—like Speidel—contributed thousands of words to the historical program. Unlike Speidel, Raus had served exclusively in the east from 1941 to 1945 and preferred to write detailed tactical narratives rather than sweeping historical analyses. A close comparison of this chapter of the Kursk study with other writings by Raus reveals striking textual similarities (particularly compelling in the German version of the texts), as well as several places in which the author must have had especially detailed knowledge of XI Corps operations.


Comparison between this manuscript and others by Raus also led to an exciting discovery. It is no secret that Raus himself coordinated several groups of writers who turned out detailed publications on tactical aspects of the war in Russia. These studies, as David Glantz has noted, became exceptionally influential on U.S. views of the Russo-German war; they have recently been republished. Historians have also realized that significant portions of these studies covered actions in which Raus himself commanded, chopped by his U.S. editors into small bits and pieces to be scattered throughout. What has escaped general notice, even by Raus’s biographer, is that the original German drafts underlying the later heavily edited and revised studies actually constitute a complete narrative memoir covering the war in Russia.3


The original manuscript remains lost, and may not still exist, but by taking the longer segments that lay behind the already published material, combining them with unpublished studies totaling nearly five times their length, and supplementing these with the text from several articles Raus published in Allegemeine Schweizerische Militarzeitschrifte, nearly the entire document can be reconstructed. In its scope and value as a historical source, the Raus memoir rivals the books of Guderian, von Manstein, and von Mellenthin. In some ways it is more valuable because Raus remained a field commander throughout the war, entering Russia at the head of a motorized brigade and working his way up to army command.


I am currently in the process of editing and annotating the entire Raus memoir for publication, and what appears below and in Chapter 10 can be considered an advanced excerpt, covering the period between February and August 1943. It should be noted that Chapter 2 differs somewhat from the draft originally included in the Busse study in that it is considerably longer and, in places, more detailed. All of the authors in the Kursk study touched on von Manstein’s counteroffensive in February–March 1943, and it seemed appropriate to include the more extensive account that Raus wrote. Likewise, additional material that obviously belonged within this period in the larger memoir has been interwoven with the existing draft.


As can be seen in both excerpts in this book, Erhard Raus was an entertaining writer with a keen tactical eye—his narrative is easily more readable and less self-serving than Guderian’s. His work is very much a Cold War period piece, in which the Germans fought hard but honorably against the malevolent Soviet hordes. He is at times incorrect in his chronology, and his anecdotes occasionally confuse similar events, people, and units. Such discrepancies are covered in the notes and when taken into account do little to harm the historical importance of his recollections.


The primary limitation (and at the same time the greatest strength) in the Raus memoir is its unrelenting focus on tactical warfare. Readers will not find character sketches or extended analyses of von Manstein or Model, and despite the best efforts of this editor, many of the junior officers fighting their small, intense battles for nameless Russian villages remain anonymous themselves—knowable only through their actions. That portion of the original work thus far unrecoverable appears primarily to be framing or transition material, wherein Raus could be expected to place the operations he commanded into the greater perspective of the war. This lack is not a significant problem with the segments presented here and will be handled in the larger publication with bridging material provided by the editor.


One final note is appropriate. Although there is significant overlap between material in the Raus memoir and sections of the related U.S. Army publications, careful readers will notice differences in syntax and translation. The U.S. officers who edited Raus for government publication did a considerable amount of smoothing, homogenizing, and sanitizing; despite protestations to the contrary, they sometimes altered his observations or conclusions. Where possible, this translation returns to the German manuscript materials and tries to recapture the original style and feel of his writing. Only when (and if) someone recovers the uncut manuscript text of Erhard Raus’s memoirs will a final judgment on the accuracy of that process be possible.




Armeeabteilung Kempf




by Colonel General Erhard Raus


Commander, XI Corps



Defense and Recovery, February–March 1943

By 23 November 1942, the Red Army had closed the ring around Stalingrad and started the most powerful winter offensive of the war. Advancing rapidly, the Russians annihilated in quick succession the Romanian, Italian, and Hungarian armies along the Chir and Don Rivers, opening a 560-kilometer gap in the German front. This breach equaled the length of the entire Western Front in World War I. Initially, only isolated German divisions, committed in support of the allied and satellite forces, stood in the way of the Russians, like the stays of a corset. The bulk of German reserves—including five fully equipped panzer divisions—remained tied down in Western Europe because of the Allied invasion of North Africa, although some of these divisions later appeared on the Eastern Front. Army Group A, in the Caucasus, found itself in danger of being cut off, forcing an immediate withdrawal. The army group’s motorized units (mainly First Panzer Army) redeployed along the Donets River in order to strengthen the southern wing of Army Group Don, while the Seventeenth Army remained for the time being in the Kuban area and formed a bridgehead there. North of the gap, Second Army had been forced to evacuate Voronezh and the Don Front, with its southern wing being pushed far back to the west. Gradually, two-thirds of the entire Russian front began to sway and crumble.


The front lines built up on the southern flank and along the Donets could not withstand the Russian pressure in the long run, and the only solution was to withdraw farther and farther to the west. The Kuban bridgehead was abandoned, the Seventeenth Army withdrawn without losses to the Crimea and—save two German and one Romanian corps—thrown by divisions into action in support of the new Sixth Army (formed from Armeeabteilung Hollidt) fighting desperately north of the Crimea along the Mius. The Red Army always had more units available than Field Marshal von Manstein’s Army Group Don, and these were remanned and reequipped in case of need to fuel the continuing thrust to the west. By mid-February 1943 three Soviet armies were striving to reach Kharkov to take that important railroad junction in a concentric offensive. The Russians intended no less than to overcome the formidable obstacle represented by the Dnepr River before any German troops could establish themselves there. Signs of exhaustion among the Soviet spearhead formations had increased to such an extent, however, that it was possible for Field Marshal von Manstein to detach several panzer divisions from the front lines to the south at the same time that OKH sent up several more, completely rearmed and reequipped, from the West (most significantly the II SS Panzer Corps with the overstrength panzergrenadier divisions Liebstandarte Adolph Hitler, Das Reich, and Totenkopfhr).


In the wake of this impending disaster, the staff of XI Corps, which had been lost at Stalingrad, was reconstituted from an unassigned corps staff that was hastily organized in the beginning of February 1943. Formed in the area north of Kharkov, it originally consisted of Lieutenant General Hans Cramer and several General Staff officers who happened to be in this area on an inspection trip. The staff had to assume command over the 168th, 298th, and 320th Infantry Divisions, which had all been committed to cover sectors formerly held by Hungarian and Romanian forces.4 These divisions lacked a higher headquarters after the collapse of Germany’s allies on the Stalingrad front. The lower echelons of the staff were picked from the field units, and a Hungarian signal battalion (later replaced by a small German unit) took care of signal communications. The initial difficulties were being gradually overcome when I took command on 10 February, though it took six months and required numerous reassignments and organizational changes to transform the improvised corps staff into a regular one. Both the XI Corps (known officially as Provisional Corps Raus until midsummer) and II SS Panzer Corps were assigned to another improvised headquarters, Armeeabteilung Kempf .5


Some of the units assigned to XI Corps had been recently transferred from France, but others had been forced to fight their way out of repeated encirclements. For example, the 320th Infantry Division, which had held a sector on the Don Front with Italian divisions on its flanks, suddenly found itself behind Russian lines because of the rapid disintegration of our allied armies.6 Major General Georg Postel, the division commander, decided to fight his way back to German lines. En route all of the 320th motor vehicles ran out of gasoline and had to be destroyed. The horse-drawn batteries and field trains also lost a tremendous number of animals in battle and from exhaustion. The division’s fighting power and mobility were both thus severely impaired. To avoid the fate of so many other divisions at Stalingrad and along the Don, General Postel had to resort to desperate improvisations. What the division needed either had to be wrested from the Russians or taken from the land.


First, the troops procured hundreds of the small peasant panje horses for the light vehicles. Oxen pulled the medium artillery, while cattle and oxen served as draft animals for transporting radio and signal equipment. Even General Postel himself decided to use such a team as a sure means of transportation. The loss of many machine guns, antitank guns, and artillery pieces could be offset only by weapons captured from weak Red Army detachments in sporadic raids; the ammunition for these weapons also had to be taken from the enemy. Similar methods were employed to obtain rations. Small radio sets and other sensitive equipment had to be carried on litters. Infantrymen atop the panje horses were charged with reconnaissance and security. The difficult retreat of the 320th Infantry consumed several weeks and was an uninterrupted series of marches, combat actions, and improvisations.


As General Posters division approached Kharkov on 13 February, it suddenly made radio contact with II SS Panzer Corps, defending the city, and asked for assistance in its attempt to break through to friendly lines. Obergruppenfuehrer Paul Hausser, commander of the II SS Panzer Corps, coordinated a strong panzer thrust out of his own lines with a simultaneous attack to the west by the 320th Infantry Division. Achieving tactical surprise, this attack pierced the Russian lines at the designated point, and the division was able to slip back into German lines.


The 320th Infantry Division’s appearance hardly resembled that of a German army unit. A strange conglomeration of weapons, equipment, vehicles, and litters; small and large shaggy horses, oxen, and cows; all accompanied by soldiers in such a strange variety of winter clothing that the overall impression was that of a traveling circus on parade. Yet what General Postel led into Kharkov was a battle-tested unit with excellent morale that had courageously fought its way through enemy territory, had returned to its own lines, and was to be considered a precious addition to the Armeeabteilung’s strength.7 By 14 February the 320th Infantry once again stood shoulder to shoulder with the Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler and Das Reich SS Panzergrenadier Divisions, as well as the Grossdeutschland Panzergrenadier Division, in the Kharkov defenses, facing east. The strong will to survive and the skillful improvisations demonstrated by General Postel and his soldiers had enabled the division to avoid destruction.8


Unfortunately, by 14 February, Kharkov itself had been surrounded by three Russian armies and its defenders ordered to hold out in a hopeless situation. In his last telephone message, Obergruppenfuehrer Hausser called attention to the seriousness of the situation and stated emphatically that the only choice was between losing the city alone or losing the city with all the troops in it. The reply was that “Kharkov must be held to the last man.” On the following morning a second order came through by teletype stating that “Kharkov must be held to the last man, but the defenders must not allow themselves to be encircled.” On the strength of this ambiguous order, the second part of which precluded the first, the encircled II SS Panzer Corps, the Grossdeutschland Panzergrenadier Division, and the 320th Infantry Division took immediate steps for a breakout to the rear without the knowledge or approval of the Armeeabteilung. After two days of hard fighting, which ended with the loss of several hundred motor vehicles, Hausser rejoined the German lines, having saved five divisions. His decision to evacuate the city would soon be proven correct.


The next Soviet thrust, aimed at Poltava, ground to a halt about fifty kilometers short of that city because the Russian troops had become too exhausted to continue. Now the Soviets placed all their hopes in the Third Tank Army, commanded by their most capable tank expert, Colonel General Markian M. Popov.9 Throughout mid-February, Popov had advanced practically without resistance in the direction northwest of Dnepropetrovsk with the apparent intention of reaching the Dnepr bend. His objective was to cross the Dnepr before the Germans could build up their defenses along the river. Soon, however, it became obvious that his forces lacked the necessary drive. XI Corps employed improvised truck transports to place regiments of the 167th and 168th Infantry Divisions in place to block the enemy’s attempt to push forward against Poltava from Zenkhov and Oposhnya; after heavy fighting these regiments threw the Russians back across the Vorskla River.


During this fighting an incident occurred that proved the fact that it was not at all unusual for women to fight in front-line Red Army units. A Soviet T-34 was apparently rendered immobile by a direct hit, but when German tanks approached, it suddenly reopened fire and attempted to break out. A second direct hit again brought it to a standstill, but in spite of its hopeless position the T-34 defended itself until a tank-killer team advanced on it. Finally it burst into flames from a demolition charge and only then did the turret hatch open. A woman in a Red Army tanker uniform climbed out. She was the wife and crewmember of the Russian tank company commander who, killed by the first hit, lay beside her in the turret. So far as Russian soldiers were concerned, women in uniform were superiors or comrades to whom respect was paid.


Meanwhile, we were building up strength for a frontal counterattack (see Map 2.1). Divisions arriving from the west detrained at Poltava behind the defensive screen established by XI Corps. We held this line with our three infantry divisions and the reconnaissance battalion of the Totenkopf SS Panzergrenadier Division. Totenkopf’s other motorized elements, as well as the Grossdeutschland Panzergrenadier Division and the Fuehrer Begleit Panzergrenadier Battalion, had moved to rest areas west of Poltava but still close to the front. These units formed a mobile reserve to be committed in the event that the Red Army attempted to capture Poltava by an enveloping thrust through the gap to the north. The Russians actually tried to outflank Poltava through the Merla Valley, but our infantry divisions, supported by the Totenkopf battalion and tactical Luftwaffe units, eliminated this danger. During these actions the enemy showed definite signs of weakness and exhaustion, and the time for a major counterattack seemed to be approaching.


Quick action was indicated because the snow was beginning to thaw. Mud formed on the ground, and soon all movements would become impossible. But deep down the soil was still solidly frozen. Cold nights prevented a quick thaw and favored movements during the early morning hours. Meanwhile, Armeeabteilung Kempf’s battle-weary front-line troops had been granted a short breathing spell and the opportunity to integrate newly arrived replacements and equipment. By 10 March the Armeeabteilung’s counterattack forces stood ready to jump off; their morale was excellent.


The XI Corps main effort had been placed on the southern wing of its front, where terrain conditions favored the employment of panzers. There Grossdeutschland was assembled and given the mission of attacking toward Valki. Adjacent on the left, 320th Infantry Division was to attack after an artillery preparation delivered by all guns in two divisions, supported by corps artillery. The two divisions had formed themselves for a Schwerpunkt attack, leaving in their broad front sectors only thin protective screens, which after the start of the offensive were to be withdrawn and follow the forward movement as reserves. Still very weak, the 168th Infantry Division remained around Mirograd, refitting.


After a formidable ten-minute artillery preparation, the grenadiers of the 320th Infantry Division penetrated the Russian positions, mopped up a strongpoint on the main Poltava-Kharkov highway, and threw the enemy back beyond a flooded brook on the other side of Valki. This normally insignificant watercourse had suddenly grown into a raging torrent, which brought the attack to a halt after a gain of less than two kilometers. Grossdeutschland’s panzers attempted to overcome the swift current farther upstream and finally succeeded in crossing several hours later. More than eighty panzers broke through the second Russian position on the east bank of the brook and rolled toward Valki. Soon our engineers threw an improvised bridge across the brook, and the attack regained its momentum.


Farther north, the 167th and 168th Infantry Divisions also penetrated Soviet positions on their front after heavy fighting. These divisions captured a number of villages and attempted to establish contact with LI Corps of Second Army to the far left of the Armeeabteilung. The reinforced Totenkopf reconnaissance battalion, committed between the 320th and 167th Infantry Divisions, closed in on the Soviet positions situated in the woods and penetrated deeply into the forest. The battalion’s light tanks advanced in heavy fighting along the railroad tracks running parallel to the woods. By afternoon, XI Corps had made progress along its entire front and kept the crumbling enemy on the move.


On 11 March XI Corps committed all its forces to a concentric attack on Bogodukhov. For this purpose the corps zone had been narrowed to sixteen kilometers (its width had already been reduced from ninety-five to forty kilometers at the end of the first day). The Russians defending Bogodukhov could not resist the onslaught of our ground troops, which were closely supported by the Luftwaffe. Bogodukhov fell after brief house-to-house fighting, and XI Corps then established contact with the spearheads of II SS Panzer Corps, which had just entered Olshany, twenty-four kilometers southeast. After annihilating strong Soviet forces in the Olshany area, Obergruppenfuehrer Hausser turned the corps he had saved from encirclement to the east, enveloping Kharkov and cutting off any Russian route of withdrawal to the north.


While XI Corps’s main force received orders to advance northward in an attempt to establish contact with LI Corps and thereby isolate the enemy in the Akhtyrka area, I ordered the 320th Infantry Division to screen the pivoting movement of II SS Panzer Corps. Ever-increasing mud and floods slowed the advance at every step. Although all bridges across the swollen Vorskla, Udy, and Lopan Rivers had been destroyed, our infantry and panzer units nonetheless continued to reach their daily objectives. Many motor vehicles and horsedrawn artillery pieces, however, bogged down along the way. On the other hand, the considerably lighter artillery of the Russians and their panje wagons pulled through everywhere and escaped our pursuit.


Grossdeutschland carried the main effort and reached the upper Vorskla, with the 167th Infantry Division following closely behind. Since LI Corps on the southern wing of Second Army had lagged so far to the west, no contact with it could be established, and the Russians around Akhtyrka escaped encirclement. In order to continue the operation by a thrust on Tomarovka, our panzer elements had to pivot to the east, changing the direction of their attack. I replaced them with elements of the 167th Infantry Division, which formed a line facing north to provide flank cover. The advance on Tomarovka was delayed because territorial gains to the east automatically led to an extension of the open flank that our limited forces could not easily support.


By the second day of the thrust toward Tomarovka, the strong 167th Infantry Division had been almost entirely immobilized along the flank. I decided that we would have to await the arrival of LI Corps before the eastward thrust could be resumed. Unfortunately, OKH—which was responsible for coordinating the operations of the two army groups—was too far removed from the scene, and its decisions therefore failed to keep abreast of the fast-moving events at the front. When OKH finally ordered LI Corps to relieve the 167th Infantry, we continued our advance and Grossdeutschland entered Tomarovka. On its approach to the town, Grossdeutschland destroyed a considerable number of Russian tanks while many undamaged ones that had bogged down in the mud were retrieved and turned against the Red Army.


It was in this action that Pzkw VI Tigers engaged the Russian T-34s for the first time, and the results were more than gratifying to us. For example, two Tigers acting as a panzer spearhead destroyed an entire pack of T-34s. Normally the Russian tanks would stand in ambush at the hitherto safe distance of 1,200 meters and wait for the German tanks to expose themselves upon exiting a village. They would then take the tanks under fire while our Pzkw IVs were still outranged. Until now this tactic had been foolproof. This time, however, the Russians miscalculated. Instead of leaving the village, our Tigers took up well-camouflaged positions and made full use of the longer range of their 88mm main guns. Within a short time they knocked out sixteen T-34s that were sitting in open ground and, when the others turned about, the Tigers pursued the fleeing Russians and destroyed eighteen more tanks. Our 88mm armor-piercing shells had such a terrific impact that they ripped off the turrets of many T-34s and hurled them several yards. The German soldiers witnessing this event immediately coined the phrase: “The T-34 tips its hat whenever it meets a Tiger.” The performance of the new Tigers resulted in a great morale boost.


Further to the south, Kharkov was recaptured by the Liebstandarte Adolph Hitler SS Panzergrenadier Division after four days of street fighting in which Tigers again played a decisive role. The Das Reich SS Panzergrenadier Division turned north, advanced on Belgorod, captured the city, and linked up with Grossdeutschland, which had now thrust beyond Tomarovka. Between these two points two German infantry divisions slowly struggled through the mud in their effort to reach the west bank of the river. When our counteroffensive had begun there was still some snow on the ground, but just before the Armeeabteilung reached the upper course of the Donets a sudden rise in temperature created a severe muddy condition. All vehicles except those on the only hard-surfaced road in the area, leading from Kharkov to Kursk, became helpless. Our infantry could still slog forward, but heavy weapons and artillery were delayed and finally moved up only with great effort. Even the T-34s of the Russian rear guards had become embedded to such an extent that we could not retrieve them until warm weather.


Entering Zolochev, a small city twenty miles north of Kharkov, our troops had occasion to discover the extent to which the Russians sought to intimidate their own population through atrocities. The inhabitants told the German military police that Russian security troops, before their retreat, had herded and whipped a large number of local boys between the ages of fourteen and seventeen years naked through the streets in intense cold. Afterward, they were said to have disappeared into the fire-house where the NVKD [the Soviet Security apparatus] had its headquarters, never to be seen again. During a subsequent search, all of the missing boys were found in a deep cellar of the firehouse, shot through the neck and covered with horse manure. The bodies were identified and claimed by relatives. Nearly all had frostbitten limbs. The reason for this particular atrocity was assumed to have been the alleged aid rendered to German occupation forces.


The Russians also apparently sought to impress German troops and lower their morale by committing numerous atrocities directly against them. One such case occurred in Second Panzer Army’s sector several hundred kilometers to the north. During fighting over the village of Zhizdra in early March, a battalion of the 590th Grenadier Regiment, 321st Infantry Division, was assigned the mission of mopping up a sector overgrown with brush. The attack failed. When, on 19 March, the sector again passed into our hands after a counterattack, forty corpses of soldiers were found with their eyes gouged out, or their ears, noses, and genitals cut off. Corpses found in another sector of the battlefield bore signs of similar mutilations.


Despite atrocities like these, such Russian elements as escaped across the Donets were badly mauled, and our reconnaissance units advancing beyond the river met little resistance. Even though our attack divisions appeared fully capable of continuing their drive, the overall situation and the prevailing mud made such a decision inadvisable. Moreover, the objective of the frontal counterattack had been achieved. The breach in the German lines, open for four months, had been closed, and the greatest Russian winter offensive fought to a halt. After suffering a defeat of gigantic proportions at Stalingrad, the German army once again held a continuous line anchored on the Donets River.



Situation, 10 April 1943

After Army Group South had concluded its 1943 spring offensive, the enemy in front of Armeeabteilung Kempf primarily remained on the defensive. The Russians, though generally quiet, demonstrated greater activity in the northern sector of the front, between Belgorod and the army group boundary. Lively reconnaissance efforts, artillery reinforcements, the arrival of reserve forces, and the improvement of the natural terrain features for defense all suggested that the Soviets intended to strengthen their defenses in this new sector of the front as quickly as possible. In rear areas, lively traffic of all kinds indicated a rapid and intense reorganization of heavily battered units. Although intelligence identified no new Red Army units at the front, it seemed entirely possible that railroad traffic (in excess of normal troop replacement and supply requirements) had delivered at least three new rifle divisions into the Kursk area and two into the area of Valuiki-N. Oskol-St. Oskol. Aside from this observation, we received indications that significant forces had shifted from the sector opposite the German Sixth Army, as well as from the sector facing Army Group Center, into the N. Oskol-Korocha-St. Oskol area. It proved impossible to determine then whether these units were being concentrated for offensive or defensive purposes.


Armeeabteilung Kempf’s main line of resistance and disposition of forces is indicated in Map 2.2. In addition to the 106th, 167th, and 320th Infantry Divisions and the Totenkopf SS Panzergrenadier Division already committed at the front, the following units had been assigned to the Armeeabteilung at that time for “reorganization and training in local areas”: Headquarters, III Panzer Corps; Headquarters, II SS Panzer Corps; 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions; Grossdeutschland Panzergrenadier Division; Das Reich SS Panzergrenadier Division; and Liebstandarte Adolf Hitler SS Panzergrenadier Divisions. Beginning in late April, the following units arrived: Headquarters, XLVIII Panzer Corps; 11th Panzer Division; 168th Infantry Division; and Army troops (armored and self-propelled antitank gun units, flak, artillery, engineers, bridge trains, road construction battalions, etc.). The Armeeabteilung placed reorganizing units in the vicinity or west of Kharkov. Units committed at the front rotated one-third their strength (one reinforced regimental Kampfgruppe) at a time, for purposes of reorganizing near the front. Because the original attack date had been set for 4 May, maximum efforts were made to move up required personnel and material.


As soon as the Armeeabteilung realized that the Red Army had moved additional forces into the area northeast of Belgorod, a panzer Kampfgruppe—established by rotating elements of the panzer divisions refitting farther to the rear—was placed on alert north of Kharkov. This deployment prepared us to meet any Soviet attempt to launch a surprise attack on Kharkov.


During this period of protracted position warfare, the 106th Infantry Division, south of Belgorod, managed to take a large number of prisoners. These prisoners were taken in midday raids, because it had been ascertained from deserters that the Russians in this sector—which could be readily observed from the western bank of the river—were allowed to move only at night and therefore slept during the day. The prisoners admitted that many of their comrades were dissatisfied and would like to desert; however, they were afraid of being fired upon by our troops and would have difficulties crossing the deep river that separated them from the German lines. Contact with the company of malcontents was soon established and the necessary arrangements made. Unobtrusive light signals on the chosen night informed the Russian company that the necessary ferrying equipment was ready and that German weapons stood ready to cover their crossing. All necessary precautions had been taken in case of a Soviet ruse. Just the same, the company really dribbled down to the banks of the river and in several trips was ferried across the Donets in rubber boats. The company commander, an Uzbek first lieutenant, was the first man to reach our lines. Part of the company, unfortunately, ran into Russian minefields, suffering considerable losses from exploding mines as well as from the fire of the alerted enemy artillery. The result of this undertaking was that, having become unreliable, the 15th Uzbek Rifle Division was immediately withdrawn from the front, disciplined, and committed elsewhere.



Situation About 30 June 1943

Enemy forces moving into previously identified assembly areas since May had been increasing to such an extent that we had to plan on facing a heavy concentration of Soviet reserves in the area of Korocha–Volokonovka–N. Oskol, as well as the Kursk area. Though we observed no general forward movement of Russian units during May, June brought a continuous strengthening of the enemy front, particularly in terms of artillery, heavy weapons, dug-in tanks, etc. We concluded that the Soviets intended to maintain a defensive stance, however, because they were undoubtedly aware of the numerous panzer divisions in the Kharkov area, while the course of our front line strongly suggested the potential for a large-scale attack. On the other hand, the prospect of a pending Russian offensive could not be completely dismissed given the manifestation of increasing enemy strength throughout June.


Large-scale and well-planned construction of field fortifications accompanied the Russian buildup, which the Luftwaffe monitored through aerial photographs taken during daily flights. Opposite Belgorod, where the main weight of the German attack would fall, the Russian defensive system consisted of three successive fortified belts, extending by the end of June to a depth of forty kilometers. We documented in great numbers the following features: positions on reverse slopes; switch positions; dummy installations; alternate artillery positions (up to four per battery); and alternate positions for dug-in tanks. Mines not only covered the approaches but had been laid to an unprecedented depth. Towns located within and behind the Soviet defensive system—to a distance of sixty kilometers—had been evacuated and transformed into what were practically fortresses, coupled with covering detachments. Most positions appeared already occupied, and reserves had bivouacked in dugouts near the forward areas.


No changes had occurred in the Armeeabteilung’s main battle line since 10 April. West of Belgorod, Headquarters, Fourth Panzer Army, assumed command of II SS and XLVIII Panzer Corps, while Headquarters, III Panzer Corps; 6th, 7th, and 19th Panzer Divisions; and a number of army troops had been attached to the Armeeabteilung.


After units had been reorganized and refitted, the Armeeabteilung concentrated on intensive training for the attack and on the tactical instructions of the subordinate commanders—both in practice and in theory— with particular emphasis placed on the types of missions the troops would be expected to perform. Field exercises with live ammunitions, as well as demonstrations in which the Luftwaffe and other elements participated, contributed to the achievement of a high standard of combat readiness. Map exercises and terrain orientation meetings occurred concurrently, while special courses taught military bridge construction and minefield clearing. Simultaneously, in order to deceive the Soviets regarding German intentions, new large-scale defensive positions were constructed at the front and in forward areas.


In connection with this training effort, XI Corps staff made a thorough study of the problem of crossing the extensive minefields on the east side of the Donets. The usual procedure of sending engineer detachments to clear narrow lanes for the advance of the infantry spearheads was not considered satisfactory because the terrain offered no cover and the enemy could inflict heavy casualties upon engineers and infantry by concentrating his fire on these lanes. Several improvised methods for overcoming this obstacle were therefore under consideration.


The identification of the mined area was the first prerequisite because the infantry had to know its exact location prior to the crossings. This was possible because the German-held western bank commanded the Russian positions on the other side of the river. Another prerequisite was that the infantry should be able to spot the location of individual mines at close range with the naked eye. In many places small mounds or depressions, dry grass, differences in the coloring of the ground, or some other external marks facilitated the spotting. The engineers had made a number of experiments in mine-detecting. In the early days of the war, the infantry sometimes crossed narrow minefields after individual engineers lay down beside the mines as human markers, taking great care not to set them off by pressure. Although neither engineers nor infantry troops suffered losses during these early experiments, the procedure was risky and could be applied only on a small scale. It was therefore of little consequence in the later stages of the war.


A second, more promising method that fulfilled expectations consisted of marking individual mines by placing small flags or other simple markers next to the mines. This was done by engineers or infantrymen who were trained in the recognition of mines. This procedure was applied repeatedly and showed better results than the first, but its large-scale use presented difficulties. The third and best method was to thoroughly instruct all infantrymen in enemy mine-laying techniques and in spotting mines by using captured enemy minefields as training grounds. This procedure required that all infantrymen be sent to rear areas in rotation and was therefore rather time-consuming.


These requirements could be met in the case of Operation Citadel because the time of the attack had been twice postponed with an ensuing delay of several weeks. The divisions committed in the narrow attack zone had moved two-thirds of their combat forces to the rear, where the daily training schedule featured tanks passing over foxholes and the crossing of Russian-type minefields. This training paid off because it helped the soldiers overcome their fear of tanks and mines.



The Mission of Armeeabteilung Kempf

The plan of attack assigned Armeeabteilung Kempf the mission of providing an aggressive screen along the eastern flank of Fourth Panzer Army, which was to advance across the line Malino-Oboyan. Specifically, the Armeeabteilung had to hold the Donets Front from the right boundary of Fourth Panzer Army to the mouth of the Nezhegol River while advancing to the Nezhegol-Korocha line to screen its own panzer elements for a push in the general direction of Skordnoye. After breaking through the Donets position, III Panzer Corps would take over responsibility for aggressively screening the flank of the entire operation in the sector Korocha-Seim River (see Map 2.3).


The Armeeabteilung had to calculate on meeting the following Red Army forces (see Map 2.4).10




Day One: four rifle divisions in the first line between the mouth of the Nezhegol River and Belgorod;


Day Two: all other divisions located in forward areas (estimated at four rifle divisions);


Day Three and beyond: considerable tank and mechanized forces from the Ostrogozhsk region.




That the STAVKA intended to hold the shoulder of the Kursk salient with all available forces became increasingly apparent from troop dispositions and the extent of the defensive system in the Belgorod area. We projected that the Soviets had three alternatives from which to choose in committing their strategic reserves:




	Piecemeal commitment during a defensive battle (this would have been best for us).


	A concentric counterattack (starting the third or fourth day).


	A counteroffensive of major proportions.





The following German units were available to the Armeeabteilung:




	For defense along the Donets sector: XLII Corps with 39th, 161st, and 282nd Infantry Divisions (one division, composed of just two infantry regiments, had to be spread over a front line 145 kilometers long);


	For gaining the Nezhegol-Korocha line: XI Corps (also known as “Corps Raus”) with 106th and 320th Infantry Divisions.


	For the panzer attack on Skordnoye: III Panzer Corps with 6th, 7th, and 19th Panzer Divisions, as well as 168th Infantry Division.





Considering Russian dispositions, defenses, and terrain, German strength could be considered only minimally sufficient for the assigned mission. Clearly, there could not be any major losses at the outset of the operation.
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