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			The Battle of Kursk

			Key information

			
					When: 5 July - 23 August 1943

					Where: In the neighborhood of Kursk (Russia)

					Context: The Second World War (1939-1945)

					Belligerents: The Third Reich against The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)

					Commanders and leaders:	Erich von Manstein, German general (1887-1973)

	Walter Model, German general (1891-1945)

	Nicolai Fyodorovich Vatutin, Russian general (1901-1944)

	Jukov, Russian general (1896-1974)




					Outcome: Russian victory

					Victims:	Russian camp: approximately 200 000 killed, 660 000 wounded and missing

	German camp: approximately 90 000 killed, 400 000 wounded and missing




			

			Introduction

			Although less well-known than the Battle of Stalingrad (September 1942-February 1943), Kursk was nevertheless one of the main confrontations between the Germans and the Russians during the Second World War and one of the most significant tank battles in history.

			The offensive was launched by Germany in July 1943 under the name Operation Citadel. The goal was to regain the initiative on the Eastern Front after the major defeat they had undergone in Stalingrad. Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) hoped to be able to seize the territories they had lost during the winter, relying on the fact that the Wehrmacht (German army) had always proved itself to be superior under favorable climatic conditions.

			In order to obtain a victory that would forever be remembered, Germany aligned an impressive fighting force on the Kursk salient (a salient of 23 000 km², located between Orel in the North and Belgorod in the South, which ran into the German front): There were roughly one million soldiers, more than 2 500 tanks and 2 000 planes on the front. However, the operation was delayed and the Red Army, informed of the operation, had time to prepare. Consequently, when the battle broke out, the Soviets were able to count on a numerically superior army of 1.3 million men, 3 600 tanks and 200 planes. After more than a month of fighting, the German troops were pushed back, at a heavy cost for both armies. This defeat meant the end of the Führer’s last hopes to vanquish the Soviet Union. 

		


		
			Political and social context

			The battle of Kursk took place in the context of the Second World War, which militarily opposed:

			
					the Axis, with Germany, Italy and Japan;

					the Allies, with the United States, the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union.

			

			The origins of the Second World War

			Although it was a result of World War I (1914-1918), World War II was very different. The motivations, the belligerents and the social context had greatly changed during the two decades separating the two conflicts.

			Many factors contributed to the creation of an explosive situation in 1939, including:

			
					The consequences of the Treaty of Versailles, which aimed to re-establish peace and define the punishments to be paid by Germany, which was considered to be responsible for this first world conflict. While the winning countries wanted a strict enforcement of the treaty ratified at the end of the First World War, others would have liked it to be revised. This was namely the case with Germany, whose war debts were enormous, and Italy, who was among the winners but couldn’t expand its territory, as opposed to the other European powers.

					The economic crisis. From 1929, the unemployment rate rose drastically in many countries, which became inwardly focused. The people, ruined, were ready for change, thus constituting a very favorable ground for extremism.

					The German expansionist policy. In his book Mein Kampf (1923-1924), Adolf Hitler explained his desire to expand Germany, a desire which he justified through the population growth of his country and his duty to offer his people a territory big enough for its needs.

					Italian expansionism. Benito Mussolini (Italian statesman, 1883-1945) also wished to expand the territory of his country. Therefore, he conquered Ethiopia in 1936 and Albania in 1939. That same year, he signed a German-Italian military alliance called the Pact of Steel;

					The arms race. From 1933, Adolf Hitler increased the military strength of Germany, despite the interdiction imposed by the Treaty of Versailles.

					The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). General Francisco Franco (1892-1975) tried to overthrow the democratic government in place and was supported in this by Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini.

			

			
				
					Good to know

					Nazism is an ideology that cannot be dissociated from its founder, Adolf Hitler. After his failed coup d’état in 1923 (the Munich Putsch) he was imprisoned. During his detention, he wrote a book called Mein Kampf, in which he developed this ideology based on two principles:

					
							The Aryans are the elite of the people and therefore have all the rights, including that of conquering vital space. According to him, the Germans are the best representatives of this Aryan race;

							A totalitarian state, led by an almighty leader, is necessary for the flourishing of the German race when facing the people he judged to be inferior.

					

					Adolf Hitler took advantage of the difficult social and economic context to impose his ideas on the population. After his rise to power in 1933, he progressively imposed the Nazi ideology on Germany and established the Third Reich. This ideology would later die along with the Führer, in May 1945.

				

			

			Europe seemed to catch fire, but France and the United Kingdom remained relatively passive in the face of all these early warning signs, thus allowing Adolf Hitler to plan his conquest. He first invaded Austria in 1938 (the Anschluss) and received a warning from the Allies during the Munich conference that same year, after he attacked Czechoslovakia. But it was not until the month of September 1939 and the beginning of the invasion of Poland that France and the UK declared war on Germany.

			Treaty of Non-aggression between Germany and the USSR

			Adolf Hitler managed to invade Poland in 1939 due to the fact that he had concluded an agreement with the Russian giant. The treaty of non-aggression between Germany and the Soviet Union ensured the neutrality of one of the two countries if the other were to be at war. But this agreement also included a secret clause: the repartition of the Eastern European countries among the Führer and Joseph Stalin (Soviet statesman, 1878-1953). According to the terms of this pact, Poland was to be divided between Germany and the Soviet Union.

			Such a treaty surprised the whole of Europe because of the differences existing between the two political systems and because of the lack of common interests. But, in reality, Joseph Stalin feared the German power and didn’t trust the European democracies to help him. He even suspected France and the UK of encouraging Germany to attack Russia in order to get rid of the threat of communism.

			
				
					Good to know

					Originally, communism promoted a society without social classes and without a State. This ideology was mainly based on the theses by Karl Marx (Socialist theorist and German revolutionary, 1818-1883). The movement was initiated in Russia by Lenin (revolutionary and Russian statesman, 1870-1924), after the October Revolution (1917) which overthrew the regime of the Tsar. Until 1921, the regime was called ‘war communism’: to impose this ideology, it was necessary to take up arms. After 1921, Lenin introduced the New Economic Policy (NEP), which consisted of a partial return to capitalism in order to get the country’s economy back on track. As this system saw the re-appearance of social inequalities, Stalin ended it in 1928 and developed the economy through collectivization and planning, which came closer to an oligarchy, or even a dictatorship. Little by little, the USSR tried to convert the whole world to its ideology – through the Internationals –, which considerably worried the European democracies.

				

			

			The Wehrmacht crossed the Polish border on 1 September 1939. France and the UK immediately declared war on Adolf Hitler, but didn’t intervene militarily. On 17 September, the Russians entered Poland and finalized the sharing of the country with Germany on 28 September.

			From then on, in Western Europe, all the armies stood in their positions until spring, in what would later be called ‘the phony war’. During this period, the Germans and the French faced each other along the border, but didn’t attempt anything. Tensions were growing, but thanks to the treaty of non-aggression, Adolf Hitler knew that his dangerous Eastern adversary would not intervene. The Führer was therefore free to focus all his armed forces in Western Europe.

			In the spring of 1940, the Germans opened five successive front lines and used the technique known as Blitzkrieg (meaning “lightning war”), which consisted of associating land, air and mechanical forces in a well-defined sector in order to destroy the enemy defenses in a very short time. The Wehrmacht achieved victory after victory:

			
					Denmark was invaded on 9 April and capitulated on the same day;

					Norway was invaded on 9 April and capitulated on the 10 June;

					Belgium was invaded on 10 May and capitulated on 28 May;

					The Netherlands was invaded on 10 May and capitulated on 25 June;

					France was invaded on 10 May and capitulated on 25 June.

			

			Operation Barbarossa

			But Adolf Hitler did not stop at Western Europe, where only the UK was still resisting. The Führer also wished to expand his vital space toward the East by attacking the Slavs and thus become the master of the oil resources in the Caucasus. On 22 June 1941, he launched Operation Barbarossa, which aimed to invade the USSR, thus marking the end of the German-Soviet Pact.

			
				
					Did you know?

					To Adolf Hitler, attacking the USSR was a necessity to abolish communism and to annihilate the Russian Jews who were, according to him, at the heart of the State. This form of ideological and racial crusade was called Weltanschauungskrieg by the Germans, i.e. worldview warfare. The Nazi terminology remained vague, however, when it came to distinguishing the Jews from the rest of the Russian population. Thus, the SS leader in charge of the center of Russia, Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski (1899-1972), claimed as soon as September 1941: “Where there is a Partisan, there is a Jew, and where there is a Jew, there is a partisan;” (cited in Husson, Werth and Buffet 2001, pp. 38-39).

				

			

			The goal of the German staff was to reach the Kremlin as quickly as possible to have this fortress which housed the Soviet power surrender. Adolf Hitler, however, wished to take Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) and Kronstadt (a Russian harbor) before Moscow. Finally, the attack was split over a front line of several thousands of kilometers, according to three axes:

			
					In the north, an army moved towards Leningrad through the Baltic countries;

					At the center, the most important strength moved towards Moscow, sending reinforcement to the other armies when necessary;

					In the south, the Wehrmacht aimed for the city of Kiev, the harbor of Odessa, then Stalingrad, a strategic location for controlling the Volga (river irrigating more than a third of Russia).

			

			On the Russian side, the generals quickly realized that a war with the Third Reich could not be avoided. But in 1941, Joseph Stalin thought that the concentration of German troops on the Russian borders was a provocation strategy. Operation Barbarossa therefore benefitted from a certain surprise effect, which prevented an efficient Soviet counter-attack. Not as well-equipped and less organized, the Red Army withdrew on every front, until the Battle of Moscow (beginning 1942).

			
				
					Good to know

					For most of the German staff, Moscow was a priority. The fall of the Kremlin, a symbol of the communist power, would have been a fatal strike against Joseph Stalin. But Hitler gave his generals other priorities, amongst which was that of seizing Ukraine’s resources. The German troops were delayed several times and the Russian defense took this opportunity to organize itself. From October 1941 to January 1942, the fighting was heavy at the gates of Moscow. Finally, the Russian support troops arriving from Siberia and the Far East managed to push back the Germans.

				

			

			Stalingrad, the symbol of the Great Patriotic War

			The Soviet Union waged total war to push back the invader. The whole population took part in the war effort and Soviet industrial production increased drastically. The acts of extreme violence perpetrated by the German troops rallied the population around Joseph Stalin who declared ‘The Great Patriotic War’ on 10 October 1941.

			However, by 1942, the military situation had become caught in a dead end on the Eastern Front. The Wehrmacht was stuck in front of Leningrad, where it settled for a two-and-a-half-year long siege. In the south, the Battle of Stalingrad was getting bogged down in street fights. It was only during the month of February 1943 that the armed conflicted evolved in a significant way. After five months of bitter conflict, the Soviets managed to push back the Wehrmacht from the city. After their surrender, more than 94 000 German soldiers were taken prisoner. The Soviet Union, encouraged by this victory, started the slow reclamation of is territory. But one more major obstacle was lying in its way: the Battle of Kursk.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Erich von Manstein, German general

			Born in 1887, Erich von Manstein, who came from a family of many generals, was predestined to join the German army. He enrolled at the Military Academy in 1913, but his training was interrupted by the First World War, during which he fought in Belgium, Poland and France. He took part in the Battle of Verdun (February-December 1916) and the Battle of the Somme (July-November 1916), and was awarded several military honors.

			During the interwar period, he became a fervent anti-communist and therefore rejoiced in Adolf Hitler’s rise to power. When the Führer decided to re-arm Germany, thus violating the Treaty of Versailles, Erich von Manstein participated actively in the project. He quickly became second-in-command in the staff of the Wehrmacht and perfected the technique of Blitzkrieg. After his intervention in the annexation of Austria, Erich von Manstein took part in the Poland Campaign. He then drew up a plan for the invasion of France, which was followed broadly by the German Chancellor.

			In 1941, he took part in Operation Barbarossa during which he gained many significant victories. Nevertheless, he was stopped before Leningrad and failed in several rescue attempts during the Battle of Stalingrad. The German general then won the Battle of Kharkov, before preparing for the Operation Citadel.

			In charge of the armed forces that were to attack Kursk from the south, Erich von Manstein’s mission was to catch the Russians along with generals Walter Model and Hand Günther von Kluge (1882-1944). The offensive began on 5 July 1943.  Thinking that the Soviets would lead a counter-attack sooner or later, Erich von Manstein kept many troops as reserves, but he underestimated the size of the enemy’s forces and their amount of reinforcements. After one week, Operation Citadel got stuck, before the Germans were forced to retreat. According to the German general, this defeat was due to the many delays in the operation, which had allowed the Soviets to prepare their defenses.

			In 1944, Erich von Manstein had to undergo an operation for an eye-problem and subsequently retired. However, until the end, he remained convinced that Nazi Germany could win against the Allies.

			In 1949, he was sentenced to 18 years of reclusion for war crimes, but was released four years later for health reasons. He then wrote his memoirs, in which he blamed Hitler for the war and everything it entailed. He died in 1973.

			Walter Model, German general

			The son of a music teacher, Walter Model enrolled at the cadet school in 1908. During his military career, the German general made very few friends, given his ambition and antisocial character. During the First World War, he distinguished himself through his actions, and, despite his bad character, he rose through the ranks. His appointment to the General Staff allowed him to escape the Battle of the Somme. At the end of the war, he was awarded the rank of captain.

			The interwar period allowed him to strengthen his reputation. During that period, he gave strategy lessons to young officers and supported the modernization of the German army. When Nazism took root in the country, he became a fervent supporter.

			At the beginning of the Second World War, Walter Model accumulated victories, first in Poland, then in France. When Operation Barbarossa was launched, he led the 3rd Panzer Division at breakneck speed through the Soviet territory.

			In 1943, he was put in charge of Operation Citadel, along with Erich von Manstein and Günther von Kluge, in order to avenge the terrible defeat of Stalingrad. Walter Model took charge of the armies attacking the northern flank of the Kursk salient. However, he uttered some doubts as to the success of the operation, given the extent of the Russian defenses. Consequently, the general asked that the operation be delayed in order to consolidate his troops with new tank models, namely the Jagdpanzer Elefant, fearsome panzer hunters. But despite technological superiority, the German general, trapped from the beginning of the attack, would never manage to gain the upper hand.

			After the defeat of Kursk, Walter Model inflicted heavy losses on the Soviets during their recapture, to which he owed his promotion to the rank of field marshal. In 1944, he was sent to Normandy, where he was forced to gradually withdraw to Germany. When the situation became desperate, at the end of the war, he dissolved his army rather than surrendering. In the end, he committed suicide in April 1945 to avoid being put on trial by the Soviets.

			Nicolai Fyodorovich Vatutin, Russian general

			Born in 1901, Nikolai Fyodorovich Vatutin joined the Red Army in 1920. He quickly became a member of

			
			
			Gueorgui Konstantinovitch Jukov, Russian general
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