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About the Book

5th July 1943: the greatest land battle of all time began around the town of Kursk in Russia. This epic confrontation between German and Soviet forces was one of the most important military engagements in history and epitomised ‘total war’. It was also one of the most bloody, characterised by hideous excess and outrageous atrocities. The battle concluded with Germany having incurred nearly three million dead and the Soviet Union a staggering ten million. It was a monumental and decisive encounter of breathtaking intensity which became a turning point, not only on the Eastern Front, but in the Second World War as a whole. Using the very latest available archival material including the testimonies of veterans and providing strategic perspective alongside personal stories of front line fighting, Lloyd Clark has written a lucid, enthralling and heart-stopping account of this incredible battle.
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Introduction

The Battle of Kursk was the greatest land battle the world has ever seen on a fighting front that epitomized ‘total war’. Here was a barbaric campaign of passion and intensity, which was deeply rooted in ideology and centred on annihilation. It was a confrontation characterized by hideous excess and outrageous atrocities, involving the two largest national armies ever amassed, and fought over four years in operations stretching from the Arctic Circle to the Black Sea. It concluded with Germany having incurred nearly three million military dead and the Soviet Union a staggering 10 million. The Soviet losses alone equated to the total number of dead from all belligerent nations on all fronts during the Great War. Every week Stalin’s armed forces accumulated a football stadium’s worth of dead, and every three months mourned as many lives as the United States did in the entire war. Seventeen million civilians also perished as a direct result of the fighting between 22 June 1941 and 8 May 1945, in a conflict that set new standards in depravity and inhumanity. It was a war that proved to be another national trauma in a turbulent century for the Soviet Union’s ill-fated population, one that placed the enemy on the outskirts of their capital city and demanded seemingly endless sacrifice before it was over.

Although the Russo-German war changed the world for ever, its significance is not well represented in the national consciousnesses of the United Kingdom, Commonwealth countries and the United States. The general public of these nations does not seem to identify with the scale and importance of the fighting in Russia when compared with the more modestly influential northwest European campaign. While the Normandy landings during the summer of 1944 did mark a major turning point in the war in Europe, we should remember that by the end of that year, 91 Allied divisions in northwest Europe faced 65 German divisions across a 250-mile front, while at the same time in the East, 560 Soviet divisions fought 235 German divisions across 2,000 miles.

The lack of appreciation for the Eastern Front in the West, although regrettable, is, however, understandable. For those nations not involved in that particular fight, the historical vista that it presents is unlikely to be one with which their populations are particularly well acquainted. People are naturally influenced by their own nation’s campaigns and battles – ‘our history, our heritage, our war dead’ – but in so doing are in danger of overemphasizing the importance of that fighting on events and outcomes. To the people of the United Kingdom, for example, the confrontation between the Soviet Union and Germany not only lacks the immediacy of the liberation of France, but also an obvious relevance to their everyday lives. Here is a campaign fought by soldiers speaking in foreign tongues led by vile autocrats on battlefields many hundreds of miles away. What is more, there have been very few cultural reference points connected with that conflict for the population to soak up and share. Books about the Eastern Front – although not totally absent from the shelves of bookshops and libraries – have been severely under-represented in the history sections, the media has not shown any great appetite for the subject and, although some programmes about the war in Russia are to be found tucked away on ‘specialist’ television channels, very few mainstream films have been set in the East. Over the decades since the end of the Second World War, therefore, people living in the countries of the old Western Alliance have not been particularly likely to happen upon material – academic or otherwise – to raise their awareness of the Russo-German war.

In the last 20 years there has been a slow but gradual improvement in this situation. The lowering of the Iron Curtain heralded a haphazard erosion of the restrictions placed on the free flow of information and ideas that had previously so stifled a wider understanding of the Eastern Front. Now, nearly a generation since the fall of the Berlin Wall, the world is gaining a fuller, more accurate, better balanced and more vibrant picture of the fighting there than ever before. The nations of the former Soviet Union have a new outlook, which is reflected in a diminution of state bureaucracy, the opening of archives and closer links with foreign academic institutions. A new spirit of cooperation has been born. Nurtured by the email boom and given strength by low-priced air travel, circumstances have developed that are far more conducive to the undertaking of a fundamental reassessment of the Russo-German conflict than had previously been the case. It has been a slow and sometimes painful process, but its success should be measured not merely by the weight of the academic papers produced under the new conditions, but also by new initiatives, such as British, American and French units joining 10,500 Russian troops marching across Red Square to mark the 65th anniversary of the end of the war.

For students of the Eastern Front, the improvement in access to state documents, veterans of the conflict and the old battlefields has been thrilling and has encouraged a new generation of writers to take up the challenge of interpreting the campaign. The subject has been vitalized by a plethora of ground-breaking studies by academics such as David Glantz, and popularized by bestsellers from the pen of Antony Beevor. Thus, slowly, the West’s historical landscape has begun to broaden to incorporate the fighting in the East, which has persuaded historians not only to explore that campaign in greater breadth and depth, but also to re-evaluate the course, outcome and consequences of the Second World War. Kursk was partly prompted by the new energy that currently surrounds the study of the Russo-German war, but was also born of my frustration at being unable to find a text that placed the battle in its proper context and with the requisite detail. There are plenty of books that make sweeping generalizations about the fighting in the Kursk salient, and many that provide such mind-numbing technical information about formations and equipment as to render it impossible to deduce what happened, but precious few that provide a satisfying overview. It is peculiar that such a massive confrontation (which eventually occupied four million men, 69,000 guns and mortars, 13,000 tanks and self-propelled guns and almost 12,000 aircraft) should remain so relatively obscure. Even more so when one considers the exceptional influence that the battle had on subsequent events. In the words of historian John Hughes-Wilson, that Kursk is ‘one of the most decisive battles of the world is no exaggeration … [it had] epic significance.’

This volume, therefore, seeks to provide the
   overview that places the Battle of Kursk in the context required to do justice to its pivotal position in the course of the fighting on the Eastern Front. To do this, Kursk does not just take a snapshot of the campaign in July 1943 and provide highlights of the previous year’s combat, but subjects Germany and the Soviet Union to a political, economical, military and social examination from the last days of the Great War onwards. By charting the rise of Hitler and Stalin into determined, aggressive and ruthless dictators able to bend the equally vulnerable Germany and Soviet Union to their wills, we will be able to achieve some understanding of both the political motivations and the ideological fervour behind their ambitions. Through an examination of how these autocrats sought to achieve their goals, it will also be possible to assess how well prepared their nations were for the tasks that their leaders handed to them. The chances of success depended greatly on the belligerents’ mental and physical preparedness for the trials ahead along with the critical relationships between state, economy, armed forces and people. Such factors also helped to shape and determine the fighting methods that the combatants deployed. In blitzkrieg the Wehrmacht had a totemic operational technique, but by 1943 the improving Soviets had not only identified ways of countering it, but were also on the verge of re-establishing their own manoeuvre-warfare credentials. Critical to both was the ability to sustain the campaign and operations over protracted periods. This was not just a case of securing the vital raw resources and manufacturing facilities to turn iron into tanks and oil into fuel, but ensuring that necessities got to where they were needed in time to make a difference. Such issues constantly challenged the leading political and military figures of the day and had a seismic influence on strategy, but also had a direct impact on the hapless soldier at the sharp end trying to carry out his duty. As a result, although Kursk maintains the necessary focus on the decision makers, it has the fighting man at its heart. It should be remembered that those who fought to secure a brighter, safer future for their children in the Great War were the fathers who watched their sons march off to fight in an even more devastating conflict. By endeavouring to unravel the tangled skein of issues that surround the Battle of Kursk, it is hoped that we might take a step closer to understanding the reasons why another doomed generation were dragged from their families and sent to fight in hell.
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Map 1: Operation Barbarossa, 1941



Prologue

I walk under a scorching sun in the dusty tracks of the Wehrmacht’s most powerful division. The flat landscape is pregnant with ripe crops wavering gently in a tender breeze. There are no hedgerows, buildings or people. An unseen road springs from the village of Butovo, but I hear no traffic. There is an intense silence, which helps me to imagine the battle fought here in July 1943. This place is remote. Kursk is 65 miles to the north and Belgorod 30 miles to the southeast. This open steppe land is unlike anything in England and like nothing I have seen elsewhere in Europe. It reminds me most of the American mid-west and feels a long way from home. I look at the sketch map that has been provided for me to help pick out the landmarks. The village of Cherkasskoe lies shimmering a couple of miles to my left, a shallow ditch to my right, otherwise there is nothing but massive fields. I continue northwards and arrive at my destination suddenly – the western-most tentacle of a three-mile long balka. The 50-feet wide and 20-feet deep dried river bed was used during the battle to house a headquarters, field kitchen and a small medical aid station. It was a chasm that offered just a little safety as the landscape erupted around it.

I negotiate the balka’s grassy bank and drop down into the cool air at the bottom. I can hear voices and walk towards them to find Mykhailo Petrik and his son, Anton, enjoying a joke. Mykhailo was an infantryman during the Battle of Kursk and had been stationed in a dug-out not far from here during the opening days of the German offensive. We had met for the first time a week before and he had mentioned that he was keen to show his son the old battlefield and invited me to join them. We shook hands. Mykhailo’s were rough from years spent working as a mechanic near Smolensk; his son’s were soft after years spent working as a doctor in London and Moscow. ‘This is where I came to pick up the food for the section the night before the attack,’ Mykhailo explains. ‘It was full of people, full of activity but there was tension in the air. We knew that the Germans would strike soon. It was an anxious time.’

Anton produces a collapsible chair and, declining with a dismissive wave my offer to steady him, Mykhailo slumps into it. He tells us about joining up in Kiev – ‘a crush of people and a forlorn party official taking names’; his training – ‘they tried to starve us to death’; and his eventual deployment at the front during the battle for Moscow in December 1941 – ‘a nightmare spread over weeks’. His memory is good but details are lacking, until he comes to describe his DP light machine gun. ‘It fired a 7.62mm round from a pan magazine perched on top. It was light enough to fire from the hip, but for accuracy we used its bi-pod. It was a good weapon, but of an old design and was prone to overheating. We fired it in short bursts, but had to be careful not to cook it.’ Mykhailo proceeds to run through the parts of the weapon in loving detail and dismantles an imaginary DP on his lap, and then reassembles it while mumbling to himself. He completes his task with a smile, delighted that he can still remember the process. Anton and I applaud and he makes a little seated bow.

We leave the balka for the position that Mykhailo’s platoon occupied on the morning of 5 July. We walk in bursts of a couple of hundred yards to allow our guide to catch his breath. ‘The landscape has changed over the years,’ he says as Anton places a baseball cap on his father’s balding head, ‘but nothing that blocks the memory. It is all still recognizable.’ I ask him how many times he had been back to the battlefield since the end of the war. ‘Just once,’ he replies. ‘I returned in the 1970s with an old comrade who lived in Belgorod and was making a study of the battle. I do not think that he ever finished it. He died many years ago, but the maps that I copied for you are the ones that we drew during that visit. We spent a day wandering around, making sense of the ground and using some information that we collected and some we had been given by others.’ ‘But are you sure of your bearings now, all these years later?’ I ask. ‘Oh, yes,’ Mykhailo shoots back, ‘I spent yesterday out here hunting around.’ I look at Anton who is shaking his head with incredulity and adds with a smile, ‘This is an eighty-six-year-old man who disregards the advice of his physician son and likes to wander off in the middle of nowhere.’

We arrive at the edge of a field around half a
   mile from the balka, towards Cherkasskoe. ‘Our section was dug in here,’ Mykhailo announces with authority. ‘The Germans came towards us from that direction.’ I had been so engaged in conversation that I had failed to relate the ground to the battle as we walked. I turn and am astounded by the scene that greets me – a broad front of wide-open fields under a huge sky. I immediately imagine a wall of steel and field grey advancing towards us. I turn to Mykhailo and he opens wide his bright blue eyes and nods his head slowly as if to say, ‘Frightening, eh?’ He gives Anton and me a moment to absorb the scene and then fills in the detail. ‘We were targeted by dive bombers, artillery and tanks. There was an awful crescendo. But then it stopped, as the infantry rushed forward, and was replaced by the drilling sound of German machine guns and the explosion of mortars. That was when I was hit.’ His hand moves up to his neck and for the first time I see an old scar. ‘It was the last time that I saw my comrades,’ he says. ‘They were blown away by the enemy.’ He pauses and stares into the distance. ‘Blown away by the Nazis.’ The crops rustle and there is a short silence before Mykhailo declares, ‘It’s time to move on.’
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Map 2: The Soviet Counterblows, 1941–3




CHAPTER 1

The Origins of Annihilation I

(Germany and the Germans 1918–41)

The day dawned stormy and was to become shocking. On the morning of 12 July 1943 the Germans thrust towards the village of Prokhorovka some 50 miles southeast of Kursk. Acutely aware that his Tiger company would take the initial shock of any enemy counter-attack, 29-year-old SS-Untersturmführer Michael Wittmann’s senses were heightened to any movement before him. His commanders stood in their open turrets scanning the featureless steppe through their field glasses, but it was Wittmann who alerted them to the dust cloud thrown up by the approaching enemy armour.

There was no panic – well-rehearsed drills led to a smooth reaction. Crisp orders were issued and immediately followed by experienced crew who understood that vacillation and panic led to confusion and death. The Tigers advanced, their engines whining as they climbed a low rise before juddering to a halt. The 100 tank Soviet wave sped towards them in an attempt to get close enough for their guns to penetrate the panzers’ armour before the powerful German 88mm guns had an opportunity to pick them off. The Tiger gunners peered down their optical sights at the olive-green armour a mile away, but even as their cross hairs settled on a target, the T-34s dipped into a gentle fold in the ground like an armada sailing on a rolling sea. A tense minute passed before the enemy rose again and now they were just half a mile away. Anticipating the breaking wave, the Tiger commanders gave the order to fire. The 63-ton beasts jerked as their high-velocity guns blasted off their armour-piercing rounds.

The T-34s were devastated. An intense white explosion stopped one dead, another slewed to the right before coming to a blazing stop while a third was ripped apart and disembowelled with appalling ease. The German intercoms were alive with impassioned voices as commanders sought to break up the enemy formation and the five-man crews fought for their lives. The T-34s plunged on as the Tigers found new fire positions and unleashed more destruction. Wittmann’s skilful gunner, Helmut Gräser, took rapid aim and loosed off. The round buried itself into a victim and dislodged the turret. The Tiger was repositioned, the gun erupted, another hit.

The Soviets closed to within a couple of hundred feet and returned fire on the move. Wittmann’s Tiger was hit twice – the tank, ringing like a bell, was saved by two inches of steel – and four from his company were disabled. The field was littered with burning wrecks sending plumes of black smoke into the steel grey sky. The officer of one T-34 lay dead, slumped across his hatch as flames licked around the turret and his crew screamed from within. The acrid air hung heavy over the charred corpses and the broken bodies of the wounded.

The clash of arms at Prokhorovka was the greatest tank battle of the Second World War and was indicative of a new ‘totality’ to the fighting on the Eastern Front by 1943. The fathers of those who fought that summer in the Kursk salient had participated in the previous shattering conflict, which had been meant to safeguard the future of the next generation. Yet from the ruin of the Great War two new edifices to war arose. Their tyrannical architects – Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin – were guided by fervent ideologies and driven by unbridled ambition and a quest for supreme power.

The very idea of fighting another war was abhorrent to most Germans in 1918 for the nation was on its knees, the people starving, the armed forces broken, the economy crushed and politics in crisis. The decline from a strong, confrontational war-maker to feeble, tentative peace-maker was so abrupt that it destabilized the nation and left its population reeling. Although the dénouement was overseen by the military dictatorship of Generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff, as the Allies advanced irrepressibly towards Germany during the autumn of 1918, the population’s angst focused more and more on Kaiser Wilhelm II. The increasingly peripheral head of state was a reform-shy, anti-democratic figure. He had led Germany into the war but by the end of October 1918 was effectively confronted with a notice of eviction. It was served by a series of mutinies, which initially centred on the ports of Wilhelmshaven and Kiel, where rumours had spread that the fleet was to be sent into a final battle against the Royal Navy. The uprisings encouraged Communists, such as Richard Krebs, who later wrote in his autobiography, Out of the Night:


Then came stirring news. Mutiny in the Kaiser’s Fleet … I saw women [in Kiel] who laughed and wept because they had their men in the Fleet. From windows and doors in the front of the food stores sounded the anxious voices: ‘Will the Fleet sail out? … No, the Fleet must not sail! It’s murder! Finish the war!’ Youngsters in the street yelled, ‘Hurrah.’



As mutinies rolled across Germany, soldiers’ and workers’ councils seized power in numerous cities to the cry of ‘peace and democracy’. The abdication of the Kaiser on 9 November and the announcement of an armistice two days later successfully diluted the venomous radicalism that the status quo so feared, but there was too much momentum to thwart some change. The result was a very orderly and restrained revolution, which led to the establishment of the Weimar Republic and moderate coalition governments clutching at little more than hopeful democratic intentions with which to undertake the rebuilding of Germany. Unimpressed and frustrated, Communists and Nationalists fought each other on city streets. In January 1919, Berliner Hilda Brandt wrote to an English friend:


Most of us just want peace. To take up the wretched strands of our lives and move on. To have fighting on our doorstep – so much uncertainty – is too much to bear. I have lost Gerd [husband] and Friedrich [son] and for what? It is as though the barbarity of the fighting front has seeped into our souls without us knowing … We are hurting, still grieving and feel helpless. We yearn for leadership and stability, not thugs and more conflict.



Yet there was one thing about which the political extremists agreed: the ‘vacuous’ Weimar Republic committed an act of treachery when it signed the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919.

The treaty – which was designed by the victorious Allies – formally brought the Great War to an end and significantly shaped Europe’s future. It punished Germany by emasculating the country’s military forces – disbanding the general staff, abolishing conscription, the airforce and panzer force, and limiting the army to 100,000 men and the navy to 15,000 personnel with just six battleships. Any military threat to the West was further undermined by the demilitarization of the Rhineland, while humiliation was heaped on the vanquished, not to mention economic purdah, by the loss of 13 per cent of German territory, 12 per cent of its population and all its colonial possessions. Yet even though these provisions were far-reaching and intended to hurt, no aspect of the treaty attracted more contempt in Germany than Article 231, which asserted German culpability for starting the war and was used as a lever to extract war-damage reparations amounting to 136,000 million gold marks. It was scant compensation to be told by the Allies that the treaty was a ‘restrained compromise’, which the outraged German press called a ‘diktat’. Reflecting the national mood, Deutsche Zeitung reported on 28 June 1919:


Today in the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles, the disgraceful Treaty is being signed. Do not forget it! The German people will, with unstinting labour, work to regain the place among the nations to which it is justly entitled. Then will come vengeance for the shame of 1919.



The Germans were not the only ones who believed that the Treaty of Versailles was fatally flawed and would lead to future conflict. The French press, for example, thought the settlement too lenient. Field Marshal Ferdinand Foch opined: ‘This is not peace. It is an armistice for twenty years.’ British economist John Maynard Keynes agreed, not because the treaty was too lame but because the reparations were too great for Germany to bear. He argued: ‘The treaty, by overstepping the limits of the possible, had in practice settled nothing.’

Although the fledgling republic was checkmated and had little option but to agree to abide by the treaty’s provisions, right-wing politicians, Nationalists and some ex-military leaders lambasted the new regime for their complicity in signing the document, criticized the left for disrupting an ‘undefeated army’ with their ‘selfish uprisings’ and the ‘greedy Jews’ for engaging ‘in profiteering, careless of whether Germany won the war or not’. These ‘November criminals’ who had ‘stabbed Germany in the back’ would, the disillusioned suggested, be made to pay for their disloyalty and subversion. Such an argument was central to the developing ideology of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party during the 1920s.

Although Hitler later wrote that he became politicized while a ‘coffee-house dreamer’ during his five years in cosmopolitan Vienna before the Great War, his political awareness really developed while he was serving in the German army on the Western Front. During his time as a junior soldier, his drifter’s life found a purpose and he became attracted to extreme nationalism. Drawing on his experience of dislocation, struggle and loneliness in the capital of the fading Austro-Hungarian Empire, Hitler bored his comrades with mini-lectures about the benefits of territorial expansion after the unification of German-speaking peoples. He also harangued Communists, Jews and sectors of the home front whom he believed to be undermining the nation’s ability to win the war. Hitler immediately knew where to point the finger of blame, therefore, when the war was lost. Receiving the news in hospital while recovering from wounds received in a gas attack, he later wrote:


Everything went black before my eyes; I tottered and groped my way back to the dormitory, threw myself on my bunk, and dug my burning head into my blanket and pillow … And so it had all been in vain. In vain all the sacrifices and privations … Miserable and degenerate criminals! … There followed terrible days and even worse nights – I knew that all was lost … In these nights hatred grew in me, hatred for those responsible for this deed … I, for my part, decided to go into politics.



Hitler remained in the army after the war and was posted to Munich, a hot-bed of right-wing extremism. He became active in what was soon to become the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP) or Nazi Party. Attracted to the organization’s devotion to Germany and aspirational leanings towards imperialistic nationalism, which were intertwined with anti-Semitism, by the time Hitler left the army in April 1920 he had become the meagrely supported party’s leading orator. His poorly prepared but passionately delivered diatribes pandered to the workers with vague suggestions of socialist ideas (which were later dropped) and became increasingly well received by audiences that grew steadily from dozens to thousands. Hitler connected particularly well with former soldiers and one of them, fellow Nazi Gregor Strasser, later wrote:


[W]e became nationalists on the battlefield … we could not help coming home with the brutal intention of gathering the whole nation around us and teaching them that the greatness of a nation depends on the willingness of the individual to stand up for the nation.



By the summer of 1921, Hitler was chairman of the party with unlimited powers and supreme self-confidence. He worked increasingly hard to give the impression that he lived to represent the common man, but as his private secretary during the Second World War was to later write, Hitler was ‘a man whose honourable façade hid a criminal lust for power’. This aspect of his personality, when coupled with an impatience for national recognition, led to Hitler undertaking a classic (if somewhat desperate) political stunt. In late 1923, as Germany was gripped by hyperinflation and unable to fulfil its Versailles reparations commitments, he decided to seize power in Munich. On 8 November, Hitler, assisted by the Nazis’ thuggish, brown-shirted private army, known as the Stormabteilungen (SA), hijacked a political meeting in a Munich beer hall and, firing a pistol above his head, announced, ‘The National Revolution has begun!’ A stupefied audience listened as the scruffy rebel declared:


The Government of the November criminals and the Reich President are declared removed. A new National Government will be nominated this very day here in Munich … We can no longer turn back; our action is already inscribed on the pages of world history.



It was a precipitate and poorly organized affair, so woefully supported that when the Nazis marched on Munich the following day, they were crushed by waiting police and troops. Yet the publicity generated by the Beer Hall Putsch and Hitler’s subsequent trial did succeed in announcing the arrival of the Nazis on the political scene. Hitler devoted a significant proportion of the 13 months that he spent in gaol to dictating Mein Kampf (My Struggle). This turgid, rambling and undistinguished fusion of autobiography and political treatise failed to set literary tongues wagging, but it did provide an insight into Hitler’s irrational mind, his ideology and his future ambitions – including his intentions for the Soviet Union.

Mein Kampf was not just about Hitler’s struggle, but the ongoing struggle he perceived between strong pure races and mixed weak ones. It was a fight that, he argued, the strong would win, as was nature’s way. Consequently, Hitler believed that if Germany developed into a pure Aryan race – ‘the highest species of humanity on the earth’ – it would defeat and rule over inferior races. Yet this destiny, he contested, was threatened by the ‘corrupting influence’ of Jews and Marxists. He wrote that ‘Marxism itself systematically plans to hand over the world to the Jews’ while ‘The Jewish doctrine of Marxism rejects the aristocratic principles of Nature and replaces the external privilege of power and strength by the mass of numbers and their dead weight.’ Once ‘Jewish Marxism’ had been identified as the cause of Germany’s post-war ills, it was a simple step to pinpoint the elimination of Jews and Marxists as necessary. ‘[T]here are only two possibilities,’ Hitler suggested, serving up a common enemy upon which Germany could focus its suspicions, concerns and distress, ‘either victory of the Aryan or annihilation of the Aryan and the victory of the Jew.’

The ideas expressed in Mein Kampf did not have shocking implications just for Germany, but also for Europe and the wider world. Hitler emphasized that war was ‘quite in keeping with nature’ and should be ‘embraced’. In seeking to abolish the Treaty of Versailles, reinvigorate German militarism, establish a Reich of German-speaking peoples and attain Lebensraum (living space) in eastern Europe for ‘racially pure’, self-sufficient Germans, Hitler did not shy away from the idea of a war in general, and a war against the Soviet Union in particular. The preparation of a nation fit and ready to undertake such a programme would need careful direction and, the Nazis argued, this should be done by an authoritarian government led by a dictator whose wishes would be obediently fulfilled. On his release from prison, Hitler immediately began to plan a route to power and the realization of his political ideals.

Throughout this period Hitler refined his political skills and two distinct sides to his personality emerged. In private he was awkward, undistinguished, irresolute and dull, but in public he became dominant, charismatic, decisive and prone to tirades. Hitler’s rages were a political instrument that he turned on and off as necessary, but he was capable of completely losing control. Indeed, one party official suggested that Hitler had to work hard to ‘conquer his inhibitions’ and explained ‘how necessary to his eloquence were shouting and a feverish tempo’. He had a horror of appearing ridiculous and began to spend considerable amounts of time practising his carefully choreographed speeches. Starting slowly, gently and quietly, he would increase the intensity, the volume and his gesticulations until he was shouting and thumping the lectern. Meeting Hitler for the first time, industrialist Paul Weber was surprised by the outward ordinariness of the small dark man who greeted him in Munich during 1928:


Here was an unassuming man with a weak handshake dressed in a slightly ill-fitting dark suit … We were ushered into a private meeting room where Hitler took an age to decide who should sit where. He seemed nervous, but as the room filled with 10 and then 20 others, his back straightened, he snapped orders to his acolytes and brought the meeting to order. He then embarked on a 20 minute lecture … before inviting others to speak. Throughout the three-hour meeting I am not sure that Hitler was moved by one word that anybody said although he listened intently … When he disagreed with an individual, his dark eyes bored into the speaker, which, I am sure, was most off-putting. Occasionally, he would hit the table and pace the room in frustration. I got the impression that Hitler entered the meeting with his mind already made up and that the evening was just a great act – but I am not sure. What I do know is that Hitler was a master of manipulating decisions and events to get what he wanted.



Dominating the Nazi Party structure and its decision-making process, Hitler resolved to seek popular support and use the democratic system to attain power. The tainted Weimar regime continued to produce governments that failed to grapple with Germany’s manifold problems, and Hitler recognized that there was an opportunity for the Nazis to prosper if the party offered strong leadership, vision and vague yet inclusive policies. As Hitler was keen to point out, the Nazis provided the electorate with a new and unsullied option. He remarked, ‘We are the result of the distress for which others were responsible.’ It seems that the population reacted positively to this strategy for Nazi Party membership grew during the second half of the 1920s, although the number of seats they won in the Reichstag – the German parliament – was limited by a revival in the economy and the political stability that followed the election as President of Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg in 1925. However, an economic collapse in 1930 during the Great Depression produced fertile ground for the Nazis to increase their parliamentary representation.

Protected by his fanatically loyal Schutzstaffel (SS) detachment, Hitler’s public profile continued to grow despite the setback of failing to oust Hindenburg in the presidential election of 1932. Yet with the jobless total reaching 5.1 million that year, the electorate seemed to be increasingly tempted by the Nazi message, and the party became the largest in the Reichstag. In such circumstances, Hitler was the obvious choice for the Chancellorship, although Hindenburg was concerned at his aims and ambitions. However, Hindenburg’s worst fears were assuaged by the same leading businessmen and army figures whom the Nazis had spent a great deal of time and resources flattering. Hitler was appointed Chancellor on 30 January 1933. Although the President hoped that Nazi extremism would be suffocated by the more traditional right in the coalition government, this was not to be. Hitler was not going to be smothered by anybody, and he immediately set about ensuring that his political career continued unfettered.

The first shackle that Hitler planned to remove was Germany’s hard-won democracy. The smashing of the Weimar constitution came in March 1933 with the introduction of an ‘enabling bill’, which freed Hitler from the legal restraint of the President, parliament and the voters. Having implicated the Communist party in a plot to burn down the Reichstag, he was able to ban the Communists’ participation in the vote, and this critical Nazi legislation was passed to the intimidating sound of the SA and SS chanting ‘We want the Bill – or fire and murder’.

Hitler then turned on his political opponents. First, he banned all other parties and then, during the summer of 1934, he purged his own party. He decapitated the Nazi left by removing the leadership of the socialist-leaning and dysfunctional SA and so protected his right-wing agenda. Executions were carried out by the SS, assisted by the Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei), the secret state police. Hitler personally arrested SA leader Ernst Röhm by bursting in on him in a hotel room and, with revolver in hand, shouting, ‘You are under arrest, you pig.’ The subsequent execution of Röhm and others was justified at a cabinet meeting on 3 July, where it was decided that murders without trial were ‘lawful for the necessary defence of the state’. It was clear from that day forward that opposition to Hitler and the Nazis was best avoided.

    On 2 August 1934, Hitler took the opportunity offered to him by Hindenburg’s death to amalgamate the offices of Chancellor and President, a further step in his mission to consolidate power. As Führer and Reichskanzler, Hitler was determined to subjugate the population to his will and prepare them for his more ambitious political aims. He sought nothing less than total loyalty. ‘The people are impotent, they cannot rule themselves; yet I cannot rule the people unless I am the soul of the people,’ he said. He also demanded and received the soul of the Wehrmacht (Armed Forces) from Colonel-General Werner von Blomberg, the Minister of Defence, in return for the purging of the SA and promises of increases in its size and capability. After a long and proud history of the armed forces standing outside politics, from 2 August 1934 its members were required to repeat the following:


I swear by God this holy oath, that I will render unconditional obedience to the leader of the German Reich, Adolf Hitler, supreme commander of the armed forces and that, as a brave soldier, I will be ready at any time to stake my life for this oath.



To some, these words came easily, but to others they were worrying. Infantryman Alarick Lindner testifies:


We officers were particularly disturbed by the politicization of the army and concerned with where it might lead us … The change was forced on us and it happened quickly. Within weeks the German Eagle badge that we wore proudly was redesigned with a swastika [Nazi Party symbol] clasped between its talons, portraits of Hitler appeared in headquarters and a bust of Hitler appeared in the mess. We understood that we were servants to the politicians, but I abhorred being a servant to the person of Hitler. However, soon after, we were re-equipped and the battalion was strengthened by a new company … Having been weak for so long, this turn of events made many – myself included – turn a blind eye to our ‘Nazification’.



Having secured the loyalty of the armed forces, Hitler then turned to the German population and began to manipulate its attitudes and beliefs. Propaganda was given a high priority in this process and was overseen at a new ministry, which controlled the press, literature, music, the fine arts, theatre, radio and film. It was headed by the pinch-faced Joseph Goebbels, who argued:


It is not enough for people to be more or less reconciled to our regime, to be persuaded to adopt a neutral attitude towards us, rather we want to work on people until they have capitulated to us, until they grasp ideologically that what is happening in Germany today must be accepted but also can be accepted. Propaganda is not an end in itself, but a means to an end … The new Ministry had no other aim than to unite the nation behind the ideals of the national revolution.



Hitler was portrayed as the personification of Germany’s past, present and future, who deserved and demanded unquestioning compliance while applying the Nazi Party’s creed. Just as Nazi imagery never allowed those in uniform to forget where their obligations lay, the civilian world also began to feel Hitler’s omnipresence. Nobody could walk through city, town or village without setting eyes on a photograph of the Führer or a swastika-emblazoned flag. Newlyweds were presented with a copy of Mein Kampf and there was a legal obligation from July 1933 on all but the military to raise the right arm in salute and bark ‘Heil Hitler.’ Massive crowds gathered to listen to Hitler’s speeches. During the early 1930s, the party faithful and threatened were bused from venue to venue in order to guarantee a large and passionate audience. By 1936 this was no longer necessary and American journalist Virginia Cowles wrote of one 200,000 strong rally:


As the time for the Führer’s arrival drew near, the crowd grew restless. The minutes passed and the wait seemed interminable. Suddenly the beat of the drums increased and three motor-cycles with yellow standards fluttering from their windshields raced through the gates. A few minutes later a fleet of black cars rolled swiftly into the arena: in one of them, standing in the front seat, his hand outstretched in the Nazi salute, was Hitler.

Then Hitler began to speak. The crowd hushed into silence, but the drums continued their steady beat. Hitler’s voice rasped into the night and every now and then the multitude broke into a roar of cheers. Some of the audience began swaying back and forth, chanting ‘Sieg Heil’ over and over again in a frenzy of delirium. I looked at the faces around me and saw tears streaming down people’s cheeks.



Meanwhile, Goebbels – the holder of a doctorate in German philology – lashed out at ‘degenerate tendencies’ with highly orchestrated, public book-burning ceremonies, which consigned free thought to ashes. A witness of one such ‘ritual’ in central Berlin lamented:


All afternoon Nazi raiding parties had gone into public and private libraries, throwing on to the streets such books as Dr Goebbels in his supreme wisdom had decided were unfit for Nazi Germany. From the streets Nazi[s] … [had] picked up these discarded volumes and taken them to the square … Here the heap grew highter and higher, and every few minutes another howling mob arrived, adding more books to the impressive pyre.



    The Nazi obsession with ‘cleansing’ was further manifested in the regime’s policy towards the Jews. In its quest for ‘racial purity’, the government began to publish anti-Semitic propaganda, dismissed Jews from positions in government and excluded them from working in the media and entertainment industries. The victimization was taken up by sectors of the German population, which increasingly shunned Jews both socially and professionally. By September 1935, the Nuremberg Laws had removed citizenship from all Germans with one or more Jewish grandparent and forbidden the marriage of Aryans to Jews, but worse was to come. In November 1938, menacing anti-Semitism turned into murderous aggression when a nationwide pogrom was unleashed against Jewish-owned businesses and property. Scores of Jews were killed in a frenzy of violence, and thousands more were arrested and sent to SS-administered concentration camps where they joined other ‘enemies of the state’, including Marxists, criminals, homosexuals and vagrants. When it came to identifying and tracking down the ‘undesirables and polluters of Germany’, the security services were increasingly assisted by the public, who felt that it was their duty to do so. The more impressionable younger generation were particularly keen to provide information and the Nazis were equally keen to embrace them, the next generation of parents, workers and soldiers. Indeed, in a particularly sinister speech Hitler advised:


[W]hen an opponent says, ‘I will not come over to your side,’ I calmly say, ‘Your child belongs to us already … You will pass on. Your descendants, however, now stand in the new camp. In a short time they will know nothing but this new community.’



    In schools, the development of intellectual ability was replaced with practical skills and fitness. Textbooks were written to reflect Nazi ideology and the teaching profession was brought under close Nazi control. In higher education, pure research and traditional subjects went into sharp decline while new subjects, such as racial studies, were introduced to uphold Nazi concepts. Informal education was also controlled. Some popular youth organizations, such as the Boy Scouts, were banned and the Party took over others. The raison d’être for those groups that survived was to produce young men and women who were ‘educated physically, mentally and morally in the spirit of National Socialism, to serve the nation and the racial community’. Boys aged 14 to 18, for example, could join the Hitler Youth, which offered a mixture of outdoor activities, physical fitness and careful indoctrination, while the League of German Maidens focused on directing girls to become good wives and mothers. Both sexes were lectured in their responsibility to provide a future generation of ‘strong Germans ready to serve the Reich’. Some, it seems, lost little time in fulfilling their duty for in 1936, when members of the Hitler Youth and League of German Maidens gathered together at the annual NSDAP rally in Nuremberg, 900 girls returned home pregnant. Many parents were horrified by what the Nazi organizations turned their children into. Karla Kortig, the mother of two teenaged boys, recalls:


The Hitler Youth ended my sons’ childhood. They became loutish and spouted the Nazi mantra without thinking. Before they joined they were careful family boys who enjoyed being at the bosom of the family. Within weeks of joining that hideous organization they became distant, within months I hardly recognized them.



    With such young men, Hitler sought to build a new warrior race, willing to make difficult sacrifices. If that meant Germany was becoming brutalized, then so be it. But in preparing Germany for war, Hitler needed more than just willing soldiers. He needed an economic and military infrastructure to support them.

Recognizing the close connection between the Reichsmark in the pocket and popular support for the regime, as well as the relationship between industrial output and his aim to prosecute a war successfully, Hitler was determined to ‘reorientate’ the German economy. Having immediately rejected any notion of restarting reparation payments to the Allies after they had been temporarily suspended in 1930, the Nazis sought to lower unemployment through a mixture of capitalist free-enterprise and public spending. Meanwhile, the nation began preparation for war with the regime’s 1936 Four Year Plan, which sought autarky and the development of a wehrwirtschaft (war economy). Overseeing this critical project was Hermann Göring, a man with a severely limited understanding of the complicated issues involved but with unbridled ambition. Linking the plan with Hitler’s desire for territorial acquisition, Göring said:


We are overpopulated and cannot feed ourselves from our own resources … we lack foodstuffs and raw materials … The final solution lies in extending our living space, that is to say, extending the source of raw materials and foodstuffs of our people. It is the task of the political leadership one day to solve this problem … I, therefore, set the following tasks: 1) The German armed force must be operational within four years. 2) The German economy must be fit for war within four years.



    Yet as the German economy began to be reshaped to cater for the needs of war, the contradictory aspects of Hitler’s economic plan began to reveal themselves. The quest to minimize imports, for example, was incompatible with the requirement for more raw resources to fulfil the rearmament programme. Although German industry was directed to produce synthetic oil, petrol, textiles and rubber, it missed its output targets by some massive margins. Thus, by 1939, Germany still had to import two thirds of its oil, one fifth of its food and one third of its raw materials. Göring failed to achieve autarky in four years and, therefore, Hitler had to add to his list of strategic objectives the requirement to plunder foreign assets. Germany had never embraced the idea of fighting another protracted and multi-fronted war, and six years after Hitler came to power it was clear that she was incapable of fighting either. It was a situation that neither diplomats nor generals could afford to ignore.

When the Nazis came to power there was no radical change in foreign policy, but there was a change in tone. While governments of the Weimar Republic initially sought concessions through ‘passive resistance’ and working in a constructive manner with the Allies (which led to Germany being accepted as a member of the League of Nations), from 1930 a far more aggressive posture was adopted. Hitler’s regime added grit to international relations as it flagrantly set out on a course to destroy the Versailles agreement and regain ‘Germany’s rightful status as a great power’. Foreign affairs were Hitler’s great interest and he spent an inordinate amount of time on how the military might be used to achieve his territorial ambitions. The destruction of the Treaty of Versailles was seen by Hitler as a means of accessing his wider foreign policy ambitions. Speaking to army officers in February 1933, Hitler said:


    The struggle against Versailles is the means, but not the end of my policy … we have to proceed step by step, so that no one will impede our advance … I must gain space for Germany, space big enough to be able to defend ourselves against a military coalition … We need space … to make us independent of every possible political grouping and alliance. In the east we must have the mastery as far as the Caucasus and Iran. In the west, we need the French coast. We need Flanders and Holland. Above all we need Sweden … We cannot, like Bismarck, limit ourselves to national aims. We must rule Europe or fall apart as a nation.



By October 1933, Germany had withdrawn from the League of Nations and its World Disarmament Conference in a calculated move to avoid their restriction. The French were understandably concerned and soon began to fortify their common border and build an alliance system against Hitler in Eastern Europe. It was overtures made by Paris to Moscow that led Poland, Russia’s old enemy, to sign a non-aggression pact with Germany in 1934. That agreement erroneously implied that Hitler had no territorial ambitions in the East and accused France of mischief-making.

Britain, meanwhile, felt safer behind the English Channel but hoped to avoid war by adopting a policy of ‘appeasement’ towards Germany. The teetotal Hitler was so delighted with a naval treaty between the two nations, signed in June 1935, that he celebrated with champagne. While pleased with the agreement that the German fleet could grow to 35 per cent of the size of the Royal Navy and build submarines, he was ecstatic to find that he was capable of pulling the weighty levers of international diplomacy. From this point on, Hitler gloried in manipulating international fears, leaving false trails and opportunistically manoeuvring Germany into advantageous positions. Yet although many of his diplomatic victories were completed legally – such as the January 1935 plebiscite in the Saar, which resulted in a 90 per cent vote in favour of the region returning to Germany – Hitler knew that he had to prepare his military for the moment when he was compelled to take what he wanted by force.

    By announcing in March 1935 that a Luftwaffe (airforce) already existed, his army was 240,000 strong and conscription was to be introduced, Hitler ensured that Germany finally threw off its status as an enfeebled leper state. Evasion of the military provisions of the Treaty of Versailles had begun during the Weimar period when the intelligent and talented General Hans von Seeckt was Commander in Chief of the army. It was he who ensured that, although small, the army was a modern and educated élite that would prove a sturdy platform for later expansion. Seeckt turned necessity into a virtue and said: ‘The smaller the army, the easier it will be to equip it with modern weapons, whereas the provision of a constant supply for armies of millions is an impossibility.’

    It was also under Seeckt’s vigilant and progressive stewardship that a stimulating debate began concerning the lessons of the Great War, how new technology might be harnessed by the army and the nature of future war. Interested in the potential for armoured warfare in cooperation with tactical air power, in 1922 the Germans began to conduct a series of military experiments in Europe’s other pariah state, the Soviet Union. In exchange for industrial expertise and financial investment, the Soviets provided facilities for the Germans to build military aircraft and tanks and conduct manoeuvres away from prying eyes. This led to the publication of a radical new German doctrine: ‘Leadership and Battle with Combined Arms’. During the Weimar period, the armed forces were inventive and resolute in the face of the Treaty of Versailles, but there is no denying that its restrictions, when combined with a lack of investment and weak political will, severely undermined what could be achieved. The Nazi regime, however, ushered in a new and explosive era in both foreign affairs and military development. From 1933 all three armed services were re-energized as Hitler made it clear that his agenda for Europe was inextricably linked to what the military could deliver. It was a clever move, for it deftly turned the officer corps’ gaze away from politics and towards the fulfilment of their own pent-up ambition. Using the resources released by Göring’s Four Year Plan, the armed forces grew, modernized and prospered.

A new generation of dynamic and innovative generals oversaw the rapid development of the army and the application of ‘Army Regulation 300 – Troop Command’, the 1933 doctrine with which the German army was to go to war six years later. An evolution of the theories expounded during the Weimar period, the German fighting method became known to the world as blitzkrieg (lightning war) and embraced manoeuvre in a balanced, all-arms approach to war fighting, centred around aggressive use of air power and the employment of tanks in panzer divisions. The aim, as would have been understood by the great nineteenth-century Prussian generals, such as von Moltke, was to encircle and physically annihilate the enemy in a kesselschlacht (cauldron battle) and through this achieve a vernichtungsschlacht (the annihilation of the enemy’s armed forces through a single crushing blow). Blitzkrieg, therefore, presented Hitler with the means for a swift, efficient and decisive military victory, which avoided the protracted, bloody and resource-sapping fighting that he had experienced during the Great War. It was an exciting time for the professionals in the rapidly growing military machine, but as Major-General Heinz Guderian, an armoured warfare theorist and commander of one of the new panzer divisions, wrote in his 1937 book Achtung – Panzer!:


    Little more than twenty years have passed since tanks first appeared on the bloody Somme battlefield; this is a short period in the span of history. But modern technical development has acquired storm force … On many issues [of their employment] there still exist differences of opinion of a sometimes quite fundamental nature. Only time will tell who is right. But it is incontrovertible that as a general rule new weapons call for new ways of fighting, and for the appropriate tactical and organizational forms. You should not pour new wine into old vessels.



    During the late 1930s the Wehrmacht honed its fighting techniques as Hitler began his foreign policy experiments and flexed his new-found military muscles. First came the great gamble in remilitarizing the Rhineland in March 1936. Although both generals and diplomats feared that the action would lead to armed confrontation, in the event there were no moves to stop Germany and the episode raised Hitler’s stock massively with the military. Next, valuable fighting experience was gained when both the army and airforce supported Franco’s Nationalists in the Spanish Civil War, and then, in March 1938, came the Anschluss (union) with Austria. Although no fighting took place in this move to incorporate Germany’s neighbour into the Reich, ground forces did roll across the border as a show of force and, in common with experiences to come, the staff learned a great deal from the opportunity to plan and organize a major military enterprise that required men, vehicles and resources to move considerable distances. As Hitler followed his troops into Vienna some 25 years after he had left the city, the success reinforced a feeling that Providence was on his side. Just after the war Albert Speer, the architect who became Minister for Armaments, wrote that Hitler: ‘had pieced together a firm conviction that his whole career, with its many unfavourable events and setbacks, was predestined by Providence to take him to the goal which it had set him’ and that continued boldness would reap reward. It seems Hitler’s cult of personality was such that he was viewed as a messiah by his loyal circle who, when in his presence, were, according to Speer: ‘insignificant and timid … They were under his spell, blindly obedient to him and with no will of their own.’ Hitler relished the role and the adulation for, having found his life’s meaning in politics, he believed that he was now on the verge of achieving greatness.

The Führer drew confidence from his early international successes and, no doubt, began to believe his own rampant publicity. He was willing to challenge any nation that blocked his way and did not shy away from using aggression to crush them. Indeed, Hitler announced enthusiastically to colleagues, while observing an army exercise during the summer of 1938: ‘War is the father of all things; every generation has to go to war once.’ Even so, with Britain, France and the Soviet Union actively seeking to avoid a conflagration, Hitler hoped that he would be able to soak up yet more territory before hostilities became necessary. Germany occupied the Sudetenland in October 1938, having achieved a diplomatic victory the previous month. Hitler stated that a region of Czechoslovakia, German-speaking Sudetenland, was his ‘last territorial demand in Europe’, and at a conference in Munich Britain, France and Italy endorsed its annexation. Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister, returned to London to announce that the agreement had secured ‘peace in our time’. Hitler, however, regarded such diplomacy as ample evidence that Europe was not willing to fight to protect Czechoslovakia and in March 1939 the Wehrmacht was ordered ‘to liquidate the remainder of the country’.

    It was a highly provocative act for this was not only Hitler’s first attack against a foreign-speaking country, it was the invasion of a nation allied to both France and the Soviet Union. Faced with destruction, the Czech President capitulated without a fight and ‘confidently placed the fate of the Czech people in the hands of the Führer’. France and the Soviet Union looked on aghast, but ultimately failed to act. Hitler, inviting his secretaries to kiss him, declared, ‘Children, this is the greatest day of my life. I shall go down in history as the greatest German.’ The betrayal of the Munich agreement meant nothing to Hitler, but it told all of those states willing to listen that appeasement had failed and Germany would be stopped only by a war.

It had taken Hitler just six years to demolish the Treaty of Versailles and redraw the map of Europe – but he was not finished yet. In April 1939, spurred on by his recent success and voracious appetite for territory, Hitler decided to invade Poland. This would be an unquestionably belligerent act, which would require Germany to use a military machine that was still to be fully tested, and would pull on an economy that remained poorly organized for war. Yet although advisers both in uniform and suits urged caution, Hitler’s enthusiasm for the offensive was unbounded. But first he needed to ensure that he was not plunging Germany into a two-fronted war with Britain, France and the Soviet Union galloping to Poland’s defence. Hitler therefore entered into some unlikely diplomacy. Led by Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, a man who was thoroughly underwhelmed by Nazi philosophy, Hitler sought to reach an understanding with his ideological nemesis, Joseph Stalin. Under the non-aggression pact, which was signed in August 1939, the two states agreed not to attack each other and to remain neutral if either was attacked by a third power. A secret provision allowed for a dual invasion of Poland and its subsequent division between Berlin and Moscow. That agreement gave Germany the great advantage of allowing the Wehrmacht to deal with enemies one front at a time. In common with the pact with Poland, Hitler regarded this new deal as pragmatic, and without the prospect of longevity. Recalling his long-standing aim of ‘slaying the Russian bear’, he advised colleagues during the summer of 1939, before the pact was signed:


    In a few weeks I shall stretch out my hand to Stalin at the common frontier and with him undertake to redistribute the world … After Stalin’s death – he is a very sick man – we will break the Soviet Union. Then will begin the dawn of the German rule of the earth.



Hitler was under no illusion that the German invasion of Poland would be resisted and so, for the first time, prepared to unleash his snarling armed forces. It was a new chapter for Germany, as Hitler made clear to his generals in May while they were in the midst of planning the campaign:


With minor exceptions German national unification has been achieved. Further successes cannot be achieved without bloodshed. Poland will always be on the side of our adversaries … Danzig is not the objective. It is a matter of expanding our living space in the east, of making our food supplies secure, and of solving the problem of the Baltic states. To provide sufficient food you must have sparsely settled areas. There is therefore no question of sparing Poland, and the decision remains to attack Poland at the first suitable opportunity. We cannot expect a repetition of Czechoslovakia. There will be fighting.



    The invasion began at dawn on 1 September 1939 and later that day Hitler announced to the Reichstag: ‘I have put on the uniform which was once the most holy and precious to me. I shall take it off only after victory or I shall not live to see the end.’ Hitler had every hope of achieving victory quickly, particularly as the Soviets were poised to attack from the east. Having destroyed the Polish airforce and won air superiority, the Luftwaffe was free to support the ground offensive. The two panzer-led pincers concentrated their forces to create local superiority, scything through the mal-deployed and thinly manned defences. The Poles conducted a fighting withdrawal and even launched brave counterattacks against some overextended attacking formations. But while the Polish army could make an attempt at defending against one enemy, the Soviet invasion – which began on 17 September – made their precarious position untenable. Polish capitulation on 5 October stunned observers. Germany had ripped through a nation of 35 million people with ease, using methods that quickly rendered the enemy’s defences impotent. Yet it was a brutal campaign, which destroyed all before it, as explained by young SS officer Walter Schellenburg, who picked his way through the ruins of Warsaw:


I was shocked at what had become of the beautiful city I had known – ruined and burnt out houses, starving and grieving people. A pall of dust and smoke hung over the city and everywhere there was the sweetish smell of burnt flesh … Warsaw was a dead city.



The invasion of Poland showed what Germany was capable of and it went beyond military accomplishment. Hitler was bent on destruction and said: ‘We are ruthless. Yes, we are barbarians! We want to be. That is an honourable epithet. We are the ones who will rejuvenate the world. The old world is done for.’

    The campaign in Poland provided the German high command with plenty of lessons to learn, but it seemed to vindicate blitzkrieg, the kesselschlacht and the vernichtungsschlacht. The Poles had been incapable of contending with the high-speed dexterity of the air-land invasion and a significant victory had been achieved at the cost of 50,000 German casualties. Hitler’s belligerence, however, did finally lead to Britain declaring war on Germany, which surprised him. Paul Schmidt, a German government interpreter, wrote of the minutes after the British announcement:


Hitler sat motionless, gazing before him. He was not at a loss, as was afterwards stated, nor did he rage, as others allege. He sat completely silent and unmoving. After an interval which seemed an age, he turned to [Joachim von] Ribbentrop, who had remained standing by the window. ‘What now?’ asked Hitler with a savage look, as though implying that his Foreign Minister had misled him about England’s probable reaction. Ribbentrop answered quietly: ‘I assume that the French will hand in a similar ultimatum within the hour.’



Moving to an anteroom, Schmidt broke the news to other members of the hierarchy:


Göring turned to me and said: ‘If we lose this war, then God have mercy on us!’ Goebbels stood in a corner, downcast and self-absorbed. Everywhere in the room I saw looks of grave concern, even amongst the minor Party people.



    The British announcement was followed by a French declaration of war. Hitler had miscalculated. Germany had upset the balance of power in Europe and presented a threat, which in all likelihood would remain extant until the country had been destroyed. As a result, there would be much more fighting before Hitler could turn east. This situation forced the ultimate opportunist to acknowledge to a large group of senior officers that events had occurred ‘not exactly according to the schedule which was envisaged’. The clock of war had been started and, since Hitler could not stop it ticking, he had to take the important decision concerning where and when to launch his next move.

While the Führer pondered affairs of strategy and grand strategy, clearly within his province as head of government, the army high command were becoming exasperated at his propensity to meddle in their province of operational and tactical affairs. Hitler had endeavoured to undermine the military’s much cherished independence ever since he came to power and in February 1938 made a significant change in the military decision-making system. Having swept away the old system of command and a raft of unpalatable generals, he appointed himself Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces. For the first time since Frederick the Great, political and military powers were merged. The War Ministry was replaced by Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW), which acted as the Armed Forces High Command and Hitler’s own military staff. This gave the Führer a more effective means of directing the armed forces under the leadership of the loyal and subservient General Wilhelm Keitel. OKW took Hitler’s ideas and translated them into orders that were passed on to Oberkommando des Heeres (OKH), the army high command; Oberkommando der Marine (OKM), the navy high command, and Oberkommando der Luftwaffe (OKL), the airforce high command. Each then planned their own separate aspects of a campaign, but without any reference to a coordinating body. The system did not make best use of the expertise of the staffs, nor was it as efficient or effective as it might have been because it lacked any joint-planning headquarters, but it did allow Hitler to divide and rule the armed forces. The new Supreme Commander rarely let his service chiefs attend the same war conference at which he listened to reports, made decisions and issued directives. There were no ‘checks and balances’ and limited consultancy over strategy aims and how they were to be realized – Hitler took the decisions and it was Hitler’s strategy that was pursued.

    Yet it was not just in the upper echelons of decision-making that Hitler involved himself, but also the conduct of war fighting. With the navy carefully toeing the Nazi Party line, and Hermann Göring – a fervent Nazi and former Great War fighter ace – commanding the Luftwaffe, it was the army that needed to be watched. Hitler did not trust the army high command’s temperament, loyalty or decision-making ability and found them too class-conscious, negative and cautious. He was irked by their protest at his decision to reoccupy the Rhineland, their ‘squirming’ over the occupation of Czechoslovakia and their insistence that the army was still years away from being ready for war when he ordered the invasion of Poland. Their ‘lack of vigour’ led to Hitler’s interference in OKH’s planning and conduct of operations against the Poles, and his insistence on viewing orders down to regimental level for the first three days of the offensive, which kept him abreast of likely military developments – albeit at an obsessively low level – and gave him control. He listened to advice from experienced professionals, such as Colonel-General Franz Halder, who oversaw planning as Chief of the Army General Staff, and General Walther von Brauchitsch, Commander in Chief of the German Army, but did not necessarily act on it. As a former corporal, Hitler certainly did not have either the experience or qualifications to pass judgement on the physical application of force, but that did not stop him. The fact that the revisions made by Hitler to plans for Poland proved astute led him to think that his triumphant intervention was exactly what was needed to put pompous senior officers in their place, and encouraged even greater meddling.

    The piqued and undermined generals believed that Hitler’s interference was dangerous, his military thinking reckless and his lack of consultation gratuitous. Under pressure from his colleagues, Brauchitsch confronted Hitler about the situation, saying, ‘OKH would be grateful for an understanding that it, and it alone, would be responsible for the conduct of any future campaign.’ A chilling silence was followed by a response that was to become increasingly common when Hitler grew exasperated by the military – carpet-biting rage. For 20 minutes he fumed about the ‘treacherous and cowardly General Staff’ before leaving Brauchitsch alone to ponder the wisdom of ever having agreed to raise the subject. OKH had naively believed that the army carried more influence within the regime than it actually did, and had failed to recognize the new relationship that existed between the executive and the military. There was no longer a team, but a master and a servant. Brauchitsch and the army high command had been firmly put in their place, and to underline this Hitler announced to the General Staff that he would smash the West within the year.

Although Hitler’s determination to attack the Soviet Union remained undiminished, his need to fight on a single front made him turn west first. With Stalin currently pacified by the non-aggression pact, Germany had engineered an opportunity to knock France and Britain out of the war without the threat of Stalin becoming involved. As Hitler said to his senior officers:


Russia is at present not dangerous. It is now weakened by many developments. Moreover, we have a Treaty with Russia. Treaties, however, are only kept as long as they serve their purpose … We can oppose Russia only when we are free in the west.



    Although originally scheduled for November 1939, the German attack on France and the Low Countries did not take place until the following May due to various planning, logistical and weather considerations. In the intervening period Hitler sought to secure his northern Scandinavian flank, acquire coastal bases for the navy and protect the supply of iron ore from Norway and Sweden. Germany overwhelmed Denmark just hours after launching an invasion on 9 April and on the same day struck at Norway. The offensive began well, with Oslo and several other towns and cities falling quickly to German airborne and amphibious forces. Despite British and French troops landing at northern ports in mid-April, the Luftwaffe defeated attempts to resupply them and forced their evacuation just two weeks later. A subsequent Allied landing in mid-May eventually took Narvik, but met the same end just two days before Norway finally succumbed on 10 June.

Germany had notched up another comprehensive victory, but it did nothing to ease the growing tension between OKW and the service high commands. The campaign revealed an easily flustered Supreme Commander who had begun to exhibit huge mood swings as he bulldozed his way into operational matters. Moreover, Germany’s achievement in Scandinavia had three significant detrimental strategic effects: in Britain it led to the feeble Neville Chamberlain being replaced as Prime Minister by the pugnacious Winston Churchill; it tied Germany to the provision of a large occupation force; and it so denuded Germany’s surface fleet that it forced Hitler to rethink his future plans.

    Yet by the time Norway fell, German forces were already surging through France. Beginning on 10 May, an audacious plan pinned the Allies with a secondary attack into northern Belgium and Holland, while the main armoured force undercut them with a surprise thrust through the ‘impenetrable’ Ardennes, heading towards the English Channel. Hamstrung by their reliance on an outdated, static, defensive strategy – grinding the enemy down in attritional, positional warfare – the Allies were outflanked and completely dislocated. By 4 June, 338,226 British, French and Belgian troops were trapped on the Dunkirk beaches, allowing Hitler’s forces to turn on Paris. The French capital fell on 14 June, four days after Benito Mussolini’s Italy allied itself with Germany, and the nation yielded eight days later. Elated and acutely aware of the historical significance of the French submission to Germany a generation after Versailles, Goebbels wrote in his diary: ‘The disgrace is now extinguished. It’s a feeling of being born again.’ Hitler had presided over one of the most complete victories in history and accomplished in six weeks what the Central Powers had failed to achieve during the entire 1914–18 war. Even so, the campaign revealed a number of ongoing problems and weaknesses that were to affect Germany’s operational and strategic effectiveness.

    While the rapid fall of France and the Low Countries seemed to reaffirm the military’s approach to defeating an enemy quickly, there had been no plan to encircle or annihilate the enemy in one campaign. Even if events in France were used to validate the vernichtungsschlacht in retrospect, in fact the Germans simply took the opportunity that arose during the campaign to achieve it. Mindful of the old adage that ‘no plan survives first contact’, commanders had a responsibility to be flexible and seize fleeting chances quickly. As a consequence there had been no plan for the German armoured force after it had penetrated the Ardennes, but although this encouraged initiative, it also created the potential for vacillation and space for enemy reaction. Hitler’s own intrusions began during the planning phase when he overrode the fears of some of his more conservative generals (who preferred a pared down mechanized re-run of the 1914 Schlieffen Plan through central Belgium) and authorized the intrepid move through the Ardennes. Later, during the campaign itself, as armoured commanders (including Heinz Guderian and one Erwin Rommel), having passed through the Ardennes, took their chance and plunged for the coast, Hitler lost his nerve. Fearing that the armoured force was vulnerable since it had out-run its logistic support and the non-motorized infantry, which followed, he ordered a halt. Guderian later wrote:


The Supreme Command intervened in the operations in progress, [the] results of which were to have a most disastrous influence on the whole course of the war … The order contained the words: ‘Dunkirk is to be left to the Luftwaffe …’ We were utterly speechless.



The inability of the Luftwaffe to prevent an evacuation of Allied forces from Dunkirk gave Britain hope and an experienced rump upon which to build a new army. As Guderian reflects, the decision was to haunt the Germans in the years to come, but the euphoria of victory choked any attempt to ask challenging questions about the experience – perhaps because Hitler knew that he would not like the answers. Hitler was, in the words of the obsequious Keitel, ‘the greatest commander of all time’, which, it seems, was to make up for various strategic and operational weaknesses. Those weaknesses were pushed out of sight by ambition, but as they festered some of the clearer-thinking generals remained concerned about how the armed forces would fare against stronger opposition with greater resources that allowed them to undertake protracted attritional warfare over great distances – the Soviet Union, for example. But Stalin’s empire would have to wait a while yet. Britain still had to be defeated.

    Hitler had expected Winston Churchill to submit to German threats after the ease with which France had been despatched, but he did not. Reflecting the defiance of the nation and, as a student of history, recognizing how difficult it was to mount a successful invasion across the narrow English Channel, the new Prime Minister was determined to fight on. This caused Hitler a problem for he had no invasion plans and there were not the naval resources to undertake the effort. He could ignore Britain, but he anticipated that if left undefeated, the islands would become a staging post for an Anglo-American invasion of the Continent at some point in the future. Britain had to fall, but the Luftwaffe’s inability during the summer of 1940 to create the conditions under which an invasion could take place was a major setback. The Führer was furious but on 17 September the invasion was postponed and plans were never to be revived.

And so Germany’s hastily prepared war
   caravan raced on with its blinkered driver gripping the reins ever more tightly as he headed towards a storm. The clock was ticking and Hitler was heading east.
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Map 3: The Eve of Battle, 4 July 1943




CHAPTER 2

The Origins of Annihilation II

(The Soviet Union and the Soviets 1918–41)

In May 1937, Marshal Mikhail Tukhachevsky was to have the honour of representing the Soviet Union at the coronation ceremony of George VI in London. He never arrived. Although the British Embassy was informed that the soldier had been taken ill, the truth was that Tukhachevsky had become a victim of a new phase in the Kremlin’s ‘cleansing operations’. His fate had been sealed in Moscow at a reception held after the May Day Parade when an ebullient Joseph Stalin remarked to his extravagantly moustachioed confidant, Marshal Semyon Budenny, that it was time ‘to finish with our enemies because they are in the army, in the staff, even in the Kremlin … We must finish with them, not looking at their faces.’ Budenny had been imploring Stalin to undertake a purge of ‘difficult’ senior officers for several months because he believed that it would remove the final threat to the General Secretary’s power outside the secret police. Those senior officers included 44-year-old Tukhachevsky, the Deputy Commissar for Defence, a bug-eyed womanizer who happened to be the most talented soldier of his generation. Arrested by the secret police (NKVD) along with seven other high-ranking colleagues, the men were driven to Moscow’s notorious Lefortovo Prison where they were tortured.

The officers’ trial was held on 11 June and was overseen by a secret special military tribunal of the Supreme Court, which included Budenny. The fictitious charges levelled against Tukhachevsky and his fellow (grotesquely bruised) accused included involvement in treasonable contact with unfriendly powers, espionage, sabotage and assassination. Proceedings were a mockery. The critical evidence amounted to little more than the blood-spattered confessions extracted while the accused were being beaten. Stalin had already directed that the ‘traitors’ be shot, so there was only one possible outcome and all eight were sentenced to death. Just after midnight the senior executioner, Captain Vasili Blokhin, fed eight rounds into his pistol’s magazine and politely asked his prisoners to kneel on the dirt floor and bow their heads. Then, walking behind his prey, he cocked his pistol and proceeded to shoot each in the back of the neck. Stalin was not present at the trial as he had been attending his mother’s funeral, but he insisted on hearing all the gory details on his return. ‘What were Tukhachevsky’s final words?’ he asked Nikolai Yezhov, the NKVD’s sadistic chief. ‘The snake said he was dedicated to the Motherland and Comrade Stalin,’ came the reply. ‘He asked for clemency.’ Stalin was silent for a moment – and then belched.
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