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         Welcome

         By 1943, Adolf Hitler had realised that the German Army was no longer capable of fighting an offensive war. The army was short of men, guns and tanks, and the Luftwaffe could not afford to lose any more aircraft. Consequently, when Hitler flew to his forward headquarters in Ukraine in February 1943, he brought with him a clear message: the German Army would no longer go on the offensive. For the next year, it would instead defend its positions and let the Red Army exhaust itself in futile attacks.

          
      

         As we know, that’s not how history turned out. At the meeting in Ukraine, Hitler’s generals identified a vulnerable spot on the front line where hundreds of thousands of enemies could be captured and the Soviets weakened before they launched their summer offensive. After weeks of deliberation, the Führer was persuaded to make a fateful decision: all forces were to be deployed to the front line salient where they would trap the Red Army near the city of Kursk, 500 kilometres south-west of Moscow.

          
      

         For the next few months, both the German Army and the Red Army staked everything on winning the coming Battle of Kursk. Soviets in their thousands built impenetrable defensive lines, while German units transported newly developed Tiger tanks and Wespe (Wasp) guns by the hundreds to the front line. Finally, on 5th July 1943, Soviet artillery shattered the silence of the balmy Russian summer night. The Battle of Kursk was underway, and the winner of World War II would be decided during the following week’s engagements.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Moment of destiny on the Eastern Front
      

         

         
            In early 1943, Germany was under pressure on the Eastern Front after its defeat at Stalingrad. Hitler ordered all attacks suspended, but then a proposal from a colonel-general landed on his desk. It highlighted an area near the town of Kursk where the paper’s author believed the Soviets were walking into a trap.
      

            By Henrik Nordskilde
      

         

         Adolf Hitler was under pressure as he stepped into Army Group South’s headquarters in the city of Zaporizhzhia in Ukraine on 18th February 1943. In addition to the defeats at Stalingrad, Kharkiv, and the city of Kursk, Nazi Germany’s other problems were beginning to spill over onto the Eastern Front. The campaign in North Africa had turned from triumph to failure. The vaunted Desert Fox, Erwin Rommel, and his Afrika Korps were in full retreat, the Allies were already on their way to take Tunisia, and when – not if – Africa fell, the Americans and British would probably attempt a landing in southern Europe via the Mediterranean.

         The threats were all too real, and for the leader of the Third Reich, there was only one solution: halting all offensives in the Soviet Union. As he told his generals, this would allow him to release troops quickly from the Eastern Front to Italy and the Balkans should it become necessary over the course of the year. Germany had to go on the defensive on the Eastern Front, and the army would have to rely on courage and new weapons to protect the vast agricultural areas and hundreds of factories that it had captured over the previous 20 months.

         The decision was reinforced by the intensification of Allied bombing raids over Germany and the withdrawal of crucial Luftwaffe reserves from the Soviet Union to defend German cities. The armed forces no longer had the strength for another attack.

         Hitler had come to tell his officers on the Eastern Front, there in Zaporizhzhia, that there would be no new summer offensive. But by the time Hitler boarded his plane home a few hours later, his plans had changed: a proposal for a small advance in the middle of the more than 2,000-kilometre-long front line had captured the Führer’s attention. Around the Russian city of Kursk, which had been recaptured by the Soviets a few months earlier, was a bulge. For Hitler, it represented a golden opportunity to turn the tide of war on the Eastern Front.

          
      

         German declaration of “total war”

         On the same day that Hitler was discussing strategy in Ukraine, his propaganda minister, Joseph Goebbels, delivered his famous “total war” speech at the Berlin Sportpalast. The Nazi regime had gathered 14,000 fanatical Nazis at the indoor arena in southern Berlin to cheer as Goebbels spewed bile and fear across the airwaves. The minister confessed that Germany was in danger of losing World War II and that the war effort needed to intensify.

         In a fiery address designed to work his audience into a frenzy, Goebbels told the German people that the war now threatened to “overshadow all previous human and historical experience” but that not acting would lead “to the destruction of the Reich and a total Bolshevisation of the European continent”.

         “The German army, the German people and their allies alone have the strength to save Europe from this threat … Danger faces us. We must act quickly and decisively,” Goebbels shouted, predictably eliciting a loud cheer from his carefully cultivated audience. Next came the famous words that would lead Germany into a new phase of the war:

         “Are you and the German people willing to work, if the Führer orders, 10, 12 and if necessary 14 hours a day and to give everything for victory? … Do you want total war? If necessary, do you want a war more total and radical than anything that we can even imagine today?”

         The arena howled its assent. The Nazis present almost drowned out Goebbels’s voice as he wound up his speech with a rallying call: “Now, people rise up and let the storm break loose!”

         The Germans had been ordered to give everything, and Hitler had just decided where they must give it: total war was waiting at Kursk.

          
      

         Nazis feared defeat

         Goebbels’ announcement that Germany risked being defeated demonstrated the seriousness of the situation in 1943. The speech at the Sportpalast was the first time the Nazi leadership had officially admitted that the war could be lost and that the German army was in a tight situation on the Eastern Front. The winter had been hard on the German war machine, and the failed attempt to capture Stalingrad had cost them dearly. The attack had been launched in the summer of 1942, but by January 1943, General Friedrich Paulus’ 6th Army was surrounded and was finally forced to surrender to the Red Army. By the time the fighting in Stalingrad ended on 2nd February, 180,000 German soldiers had lost their lives, and 90,000 had been taken prisoner. Enormous quantities of equipment were lost, and the officer corps was also depleted: alongside Paulus, 22 other generals had surrendered to the Soviets, much to Hitler’s annoyance. The defeat at Stalingrad had shaken the Germans and even Joseph Goebbels, outwardly confident as ever, wrote in his diary on 4th February that the announcement that the 6th Army had capitulated had “shocked” the German people.

         After the victory at Stalingrad, the Soviets continued their advance westwards and, on 8th February, recaptured the railway hub of Kursk, some 500 kilometres south-west of Moscow. On 16th February, Ukraine’s second-largest city, Kharkiv, which lies 200 kilometres to the south, also fell, despite Hitler’s orders to hold out at any cost. Everywhere along the front, the Germans were in retreat. The situation prompted the army to call up all World War I veterans under the age of 50 and send them for duty on the Eastern Front. They were joined by young teenagers from the Hitler Youth. Together, they lined up to stop the Soviet steamroller.

          
      

         Hitler’s favourite wanted to attack

         The meeting in Zaporizhzhia was unusually frank. It was 16 days after the fall of Stalingrad, and Hitler was summarising the army’s problems and prospects for the rest of the year. To Hitler’s surprise, Field Marshal Erich von Manstein, the leader of Army Group South, including the front in Ukraine, was ready to attack despite the difficult situation.

         Von Manstein believed that Germany should launch an offensive. Specifically, he advocated an attack in an area near Kursk where the Soviets had made a sort of ‘small bulge’ in the front line by pushing too far forward, creating a favourable situation for the Germans.

         The Red Army has secured control over an area of around 150 km by 250 km within the bulge, which protruded into German-held territory. The Soviet advance had extended the German front line by 550 kilometres and had captured thousands of German troops. But it also provided the German army with a chance to carry out one of its famous pincer manoeuvres that had proved so successful in the past to capture hundreds of thousands of Soviet soldiers. As von Manstein explained, Kursk was the only place where the Soviets were vulnerable.

         The field marshal was therefore disappointed when Hitler took to the floor with his plans for 1943:

         “We cannot mount any major operations this year … We have to avoid any risk. I think we should just take minor evasive actions.”

         The Führer, who had won the hearts of his generals over three years with courageous, offensive warfare, now seemed timid. Since the Battle of Stalingrad, Hitler’s decisions had become increasingly questionable, and the generals were slowly beginning to lose confidence in their leader.

          
      

         Soviets almost captured Hitler

         The Germans’ problems on the Eastern Front were underlined when, during Hitler’s visit, Soviet tanks broke through the German lines and raced towards Zaporizhzhia. The Red Army quickly captured the airport east of the city and began gunning closer to the city’s second airport, where Hitler’s plane was waiting for him. The Nazi leader’s driver, Erich Kempka, later described the situation on 18th February in Ukraine:

         “The generals begged Hitler in vain to get out of Zaporizhzhia, but he … declined to leave. Not until the western airport came under attack from Rata fighters and he was satisfied that he had been sufficiently well informed during his four-day stay, and ordered the necessary countermeasures, did Hitler give the order to leave.”

         The Soviet tanks were only 30 kilometres away when Hitler’s plane took off from the airport, which had just been attacked by enemy aircraft. Erich von Manstein had not persuaded Hitler to attack during the meeting, but he had planted a seed in the Führer’s mind. The marshal wasn’t the only one hoping for a German offensive at Kursk. More and more officers were persuaded that an advance at Kursk might be their only chance of an attack in the East in 1943.

         One of the officers who recognised the opportunity for a decisive attack was the German 2nd Panzer Army commander, Colonel-General Rudolf Schmidt. He received a telephone call from his commander, Field Marshal Günther von Kluge, on 10th March – three weeks after Hitler’s visit to Ukraine. At first, Schmidt didn’t like what he heard. His 2nd Panzer Army was positioned at the town of Orel, north of the Kursk salient, where it was busy holding the line against advancing Soviet forces. Witnessing the Soviet attacks first-hand, Schmidt sensed that the Red Army, like the German one, was flagging.

         Now von Kluge was on the phone, ordering him to launch a local counter-attack against the Soviets to secure the front line. It had to be done quickly, von Kluge told him, before the start of the period the Russians referred to as rasputitsa [the season without roads]. Rasputitsa was a time in spring and autumn when the unpaved roads outside the cities turned into puddles of mud, becoming largely unserviceable, especially for Germany’s heavy military vehicles. In early spring, melt water from the snow destroyed the roads; in autumn, rainfall turned the baked roads into muddy mires.

         Schmidt’s analysis echoed Hitler’s of three weeks earlier: his forces were so pressed that he could not carry out the type of attack von Kluge wanted before the thaw came. Instead, he suggested they “refrain from offensive schemes and economise forces”.

         After all, as the general argued, both the 6th and the 9th Panzer Armies were already busy trying to stabilise the front line. But then Schmidt threw his superior a bone by telling him that he had an idea of how the Germans could attack once the roads improved and their men had time to organise. Schmidt outlined a plan to attack the pocket at Kursk. The marshal was quick to see the opportunity: the bulge meant that the Soviets were facing the Germans on three sides: north, west and south. It was a formidable target that made von Kluge exclaim:

         “I must say, your line of thought really has some merit”.

          
      

         Pre-emptive attack to reduce danger

         The German officer corps became increasingly optimistic about an attack at Kursk throughout March. An aggressive thrust could capture hundreds of thousands of Soviets, not to mention guns, tanks and vehicles. Such an encirclement could reduce the Red Army’s strength and ensure that any offensive the Soviets mounted in the summer of 1943 would be easier to repel. In this sense, the attack was considered pre-emptive. It would also shorten the front line and allow the Germans to send some troops from the Eastern Front to Italy.

         On 11th March, the day after the conversation between Rudolf Schmidt and Günther von Kluge, Hitler returned to Army Group South’s HQ in Zaporizhzhia. This time Hitler was in high spirits, even happily calling everyone “Herr Field Marshal”. Some believed that the politesse indicated that the Führer had regained his fighting spirit, but others saw it as a warning, a reminder that Hitler had neither forgotten nor forgiven Field Marshal Paulus’s surrender at Stalingrad the previous month.

         If it was intended to intimidate his senior commanders, the tactic failed. The only field marshal present, von Manstein, still openly disagreed with the Führer’s plans. Since their last meeting on 18th February, von Manstein had been discussing alternative options with his generals, not least Schmidt and von Kluge. He was now even more vehement that a major offensive should be launched before the roads became unusable. But despite all von Manstein’s arguments and arrows on maps, Hitler remained resistant to the idea, saying:

         “Through continuous raids we have to keep the initiative and maintain losses at a ratio of

         about 1:10. The Russian has to be systematically weakened, not so much with divisions as with modern weapons. And then we have to hold and defend.”

         The decision had not been taken because he was suddenly enamoured with defensive operations, the Führer told the assembled officers. He would have preferred a quick victory to free up the forces he needed to fight off an Allied invasion of the Balkans or Italy, an event he was sure would follow the defeat of German troops in North Africa. But Hitler didn’t want to gamble on a major attack like the one proposed by Erich von Manstein. The wounds of Stalingrad were still too raw, and he knew Germany could not afford to lose a similar number of soldiers that summer.

          
      

         Hitler was obsessed with numbers

         Erich von Manstein was far from satisfied. That night, he wrote about Hitler in his war diary:

         “No clarity about his own agenda. We are moving on two different levels – I on the operational one, he on the level of materiel and numbers.”

         The general believed that Hitler’s obsession with numbers and relative power was increasing and preventing him from seizing the initiative as he had earlier in the war.

         The German army had been outnumbered in the campaign against France and the offensives against the Soviet Union in 1941 and 1942. Yet they had secured magnificent victories, and von Manstein was sure that the German Army could do it again. The field marshal also knew that Germany would never be able to match the Soviets in numbers of soldiers and tanks. Hitler was waiting in vain.

         Despite Hitler’s show of resistance on the day, von Manstein’s words must have made an impression on him: two days later – on 13th March 1943 – he visited Army Group Central in Smolensk, north of Kursk, to learn more about the situation at the salient. Among the officers present was Rudolf Schmidt, who now had the opportunity to present the idea he had pitched to Field Marshal von Kluge over the telephone. Schmidt built on von Manstein’s arguments and proposed attacking the promontory simultaneously from the north and south, with the two German armies meeting in the middle in Kursk.

         If all went according to plan, as many as nine Soviet infantry armies and two tank armies would be surrounded relatively quickly, explained Schmidt, who had seen for himself the hundreds of thousands of Soviet soldiers the Germans could capture in such an attack. Schmidt claimed that the offensive would greatly reduce the risk of Soviet attacks for the rest of 1943, thereby freeing up troops to be sent to the Mediterranean to resist the expected Allied landings.

         The attack would also ‘straighten out the bulge’, leaving far fewer miles of front line to defend. They were the same arguments Hitler had heard at Army Group South’s HQ, and Hitler was slowly becoming convinced that the plan could succeed and of the significance of such a victory.

         Hitler continued to work on the plan with Schmidt, concluding that the best time for the attack was just after the roads became passable again – around the end of April. The time frame would allow the Germans the time to properly organise the attack while ensuring that the tanks rolled forwards before the Soviets had time to establish an impenetrable defence. Hitler was convinced. A pre-emptive strike at Kursk at the end of April could slow the Soviets. The generals’ solution was the right one. The Red Army needed to be pushed back and captured by a pincer manoeuvre, with armoured and army forces attacking from north and south. It was also clear that the attack had to be launched as soon as the rasputitsa was over, when the weather made an armoured offensive possible.

         Hitler had made his decision – now it was up to fate to say if it was the correct one.

          
      

         The Soviets were exhausted

         While the Germans were planning their key strategic manoeuvre for 1943, the Soviets were doing likewise. On the other side of the front, the Red Army was preparing for the months after the rasputitsa. At the same time as Hitler was meeting Army Group Centre, Georgy Zhukov, now a marshal of the Soviet Union – the country’s highest military rank – was summoned at short notice to an important meeting with Joseph Stalin in the Kremlin.

         Zhukov had led the Soviet winter offensive and devised the plan for victory at Stalingrad. Now he was on the north-western front near the River Lovat, making new plans. The 500-kilometre-or-so journey to Moscow meant a lot of travelling in a Jeep on bumpy roads. With typical Russian fortitude, Zhukov arrived in Moscow late on the evening he’d been summoned and trundled into the room where Stalin’s meeting was already in progress.

         The room was filled with Politburo members and senior figures in the armament industry, in particular those from the factories responsible for aircraft and tank production. The men in the room were discussing how to improve efficiency. It was after three in the morning when the meeting broke up. Only then was Zhukov called. Stalin greeted the marshal before casually asking him:

         “Have you had dinner?”

         Zhukov admitted that he hadn’t had time to eat on the road.

         “Well, then come over to my place and we can talk about the situation in the Kharkiv area at the same time,” the Soviet leader and absolute commander-in-chief replied.

         Kharkiv, the important Ukrainian city south of Kursk, had just fallen into German hands again, and after the recapture, German troops had continued further north. Before the attack, the enemy intercepted and decoded Soviet messages and concluded that the Red Army was nearing exhaustion and its supply lines were dysfunctional.

         Stalin, for his part, feared the Nazis’ next move, believing that another German summer offensive would cost him dearly. The marshal and dictator could see trouble on the horizon following their push into German territory at Kursk. The Soviets were vulnerable there and a German offensive, in particular against Kursk, could trigger more attacks. Zhukov and Stalin quickly concluded that Hitler could capture Kursk and use it as a launchpad for an assault on Moscow. The front needed to be inspected.

          
      

         Zhukov was dispatched

         As the meeting drew to a close, Stalin thought for a moment and then looked at Zhukov:

         “You’re going to have to fly out to the front in the morning.”

         The dictator was taking no chances; he wanted the man he trusted most at Kursk to form a plan. It was five in the morning by the time the conversation ended; just two hours later, Zhukov marched onto a plane, fell asleep and only woke when the plane touched down at the Voronezh airfield, 200 kilometres east of Kursk. From there, he was able to get a better overview of the situation. For the Soviet Union, the moment of destiny had arrived – Zhukov needed to decide how the Red Army could finally gain the upper hand against the Germans.

         The marshal had arrived in the nick of time. The situation at Kursk was worse than either he or Stalin had been told. The terrain to the south of Kursk was ripe for an enemy armoured attack, the front line was long and the defensive positions weak, and at least half a million Soviet troops were in danger of being quickly surrounded.

         Zhukov called Stalin that same day and issued a blunt demand:

         “Stavka’s reserves must be deployed here; otherwise, the Germans will capture Belgorod and continue their offensive on the Kursk sector.”

         Zhukov’s prediction was fulfilled in part a few days later when the city of Belgorod fell into German hands, making the bulge at Kursk an even more prominent and obvious German target. On 8th April, Zhukov sent a telegram to Stalin, again outlining the situation as he saw it. After inspecting the entire front line from south to north, the marshal issued his verdict: the Germans no longer had the strength for a united attack across a broad front.

         It was therefore likely that Hitler would attack a narrow point on the front line with enormous force. Kursk was the obvious target and offered the Nazis the possibility of an advance on Moscow, which was Stalin’s greatest concern. Zhukov estimated that the attack would also shorten the front line for the Germans, freeing up enemy troops. He could also see that the city of Kursk, a hub for important roads and railways, was a key strategic target.

         Stalin and Zhukov correctly guessed the Germans’ plans for an attack on the Kursk salient, but they didn’t understand the motive behind the attack: that it was only a pre-emptive offensive to weaken the Soviets. The two men were left with several options. They could attack first, thus destroying the Germans’ preparations, or they could formulate a defensive strategy. Zhukov preferred the latter option, writing in a telegram to Stalin:

         “I do not believe it is necessary for our forces to mount a preventive offensive in the next few days. It will be better if we wear the enemy out in defensive action, destroy his tanks, and then, taking in fresh reserves, by going over to an all-out offensive we will finish off the enemy’s

         main grouping.”

         With those words, a thought began to take shape in Stalin’s mind. The Red Army could wear down the Germans while secretly preparing a massive offensive, just as they had at Stalingrad. Then, when the time was right, the Soviets could strike back and crush the Germans once and for all. The war could be decided in a single battle, and the front line at Kursk was the perfect place to spring the trap.

          
      

         Stalin laid out his plan

         Stalin, however, was concerned about the Soviet forces’ ability to withstand a German summer offensive. He summoned Zhukov to Moscow again. On the evening of 12th April the marshal met with Stalin, alongside two colleagues, to present their reading of the situation:

         “We all believed that, proceeding from political, economic, and military and strategical considerations, the Nazis would attempt, at any price, to retain their hold on the front stretching from the Gulf of Finland to the Azov Sea.”

         They also concluded that if the Germans were to take action, a two-pronged attack, from north and south, at the Kursk salient would be the obvious way to shorten the front line and try to surround a large number of Soviet soldiers. Stalin took the situation extremely seriously, as Zhukov’s memoirs recall:

         “The Supreme Commander listened to our views more attentively than ever before. He agreed that the main forces should be concentrated in the Kursk area, but, just as before, he was anxious about the Moscow sector.”

         Although Stalin feared the Germans would target Moscow, he backed the defensive strategy at Kursk, and together the four men devised a plan to protect the front and use the salient and its terrain to bleed German resources dry. On the same day, work began on strengthening the defences.

         At the same time, the Germans adjusted their attack plans, but Hitler stuck to the overall concept. The German summer offensive – Unternehmen Zitadelle [Operation Citadel] – was to be of limited scope but highly aggressive. On 15th April, the Führer issued Operational Order No. 6, stating:

         “The first of this year’s attacks, as soon as the weather permits, is Operation Citadel.”

         The moment of destiny on the Eastern Front was approaching.
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