


	Elite • 90
	[image: image]




Heroines of the Soviet Union

1941 – 45

[image: image]

Henry Sakaida • Illustrated by Christa Hook

Consultant editor Martin Windrow


CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

HERO OF THE SOVIET UNION

THE HEROINES

COMPLETE LIST OF HEROINES OF THE SOVIET UNION

THE PLATES

BIBLIOGRAPHY


HEROINES OF THE SOVIET UNION 1941–45

INTRODUCTION

IT HAS BEEN SAID THAT THE SOVIET UNION was the only country during World War II to organize and use women in combat. Although the Allied Forces employed women in the military, their roles were limited to support in administrative, medical, communication, transportation, and technical fields, mostly behind the frontlines. However, many Soviet women took up arms and fought alongside their male comrades in some of the bloodiest battles of the war. Of the more than 10 million Soviet soldiers who took part in the Great Patriotic War (1941–45), roughly 800,000 of them were women.

When Germany attacked the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, hundreds of thousands of men rushed to defend the Motherland. Thousands of patriotic women surged into enlistment offices to volunteer, only to be turned away or directed to civilian home defense. They were told that fighting was a man’s job.

To be brushed aside in such a cavalier manner was quite shocking and insulting to women, especially since Joseph Stalin had gone to great lengths to show the doubting world the virtues of Communism. He wanted to showcase the advancement of women in science and industry. His wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, headed the women’s section of the Communist Party. She championed the rights of women in the areas of equal pay, divorce, and abortion. Under the Marxist-Leninist ideology, women were in theory equal to men.
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Giant Stainless steel statue (62 meters high) dedicated to the Motherland. It is on top of the building that houses the National War Museum Complex of Kiev, Ukraine. Visitors can climb inside the statue to the top of the shield to get a breathtaking view of the River Dneiper and metropolitan Kiev. The unique museum collection has over 300,000 exhibits and is constantly updated. First opened in 1974, it has had more than 19 million visitors from over 170 countries.

Despite the official policy of equal rights for women, the Communist regime became more rigid during the 1930s. Since men still harbored chauvinistic attitudes, change came slowly. They still believed that women should not have direct combat roles. They could not see their mothers, sisters, and wives picking up a rifle and fighting and dying like men.

The young Soviet women would not be denied. They chafed at the backbreaking labor of digging anti-tank ditches or helping to bring in the harvest while the enemy advanced on Moscow. They found it hard to sit on the sidelines. Some had flight and paramilitary skills from their involvement with Osoaviakhim (The All-Union Voluntary Society for the Support of the Air Force). As high school students, they participated in marksmanship, gliding and parachuting, powered flights, and aircraft mechanics. These clever women used any means at their disposal to worm their way into the fighting. The easiest path to the frontlines was to take a medical training course and then volunteer as a field medic. On the battlefield, medics searched out the wounded and dragged them into shellholes and trenches to provide first aid. When the enemy counterattacked, the women would not leave the wounded unprotected: they picked up available weapons and fought savagely. These field medics quickly became known as the “Angels of Mercy” and were highly respected.
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The fastest way for women to join the military at the start of the war was to take a certified Red Cross medical training course.

In the area of aviation, three women regiments were formed by aviatrix Maj Marina Raskova. This charismatic leader, role model, and Heroine of the Soviet Union convinced Stalin that women should be employed as fighter and bomber pilots. Whether this was motivated by politics or public relations is immaterial.

The women in the 46th Taman Guards Night Bomber Regiment not only had to fight the enemy, but also male prejudice. At first, they were regarded lightly. However, they were so successful in harassing the Germans at night in their rickety biplanes that the enemy named them the “Night Witches.” The women wholeheartedly accepted the new moniker and they were proud to call themselves so. As a testament to their skill and valor, 21 became Heroines of the Soviet Union.

Other women aviators served in all-male units, the most notable being Lydia Litvyak, the most famous female pilot of the Great Patriotic War. She shot down 12 German planes before she was killed in combat.

During the early part of the war, the Soviets suffered horrendous losses. What they could not make up for in military hardware, they made up with masses of fighting men. Stalin’s strategy was to try to overwhelm the enemy with wave after wave of infantry. He issued a strict directive that no Soviet soldier was to fall back, and enforced this with NKVD (Internal Security) troops who brought up the rear. Anyone violating this provision was shot on the spot.
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“Forward, follow me!” Sr/Sgt Zinaida Mareseva shouted these orders and stopped the retreat of her battalion on August 2, 1943. She rallied her troops during a fierce enemy counterattack along the banks of the Northern Donets River in Belgorod Province. She was wounded the following day, died three days later, and became a Heroine on February 22, 1944.

The presence of women on the battlefield had an unexpected consequence. There were many instances in which men found themselves pinned down by enemy fire, unable or unwilling to move forward. Suddenly, a woman would get up and charge ahead. “Cowards!” a political officer would yell at his men. “Look at that woman! She is not afraid!” Then entire units would suddenly find the courage to rally around the woman and charge forward. Some skirmishes were won because a woman took the initiative.

In the infantry, about 40 percent of the medical personnel were women, and they often fought fiercely to protect their wounded comrades. Although men were physically stronger, it took no more effort for a woman to pull a trigger or a pin from a grenade, or to pilot a fighter or a bomber, or drive a tank. They could kill just as effectively as men. There is a wide-spread misconception in the West that these female soldiers endured constant sexual harassment by their male comrades. One male Soviet veteran had this to say: “We were constantly on the go and always exhausted. The only things we thought about were survival, our families, food, and rest!” “The women field medics were angels!” said another veteran. “They were greatly respected for saving so many lives. We thought of them as our sisters and we were very protective of them. No man in my unit ever laid hands on them or said unkind things.”
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The “Night Witches” of the 46th Taman Guards Night Bomber Regiment in a publicity photo. Left to right: Rufina Gasheva, Irina Sebrova, Natalya Meklin, Marina Chechneva, Nadezhda Popova, Serafina Amosova, Yevdokiya Nikulina, regiment leader Maj Yevdokiya Bershanskaya, Mariya Smirnova, and Yevgeniya Zhigulenko. Eight of these women became Heroines.
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A bust in Bobruysk, Belarus (formerly Belorussia), was erected in honor of Vera Khoruzhaya. She ran a vast spy network in Vitebsk, but was caught in November 1942 and executed the following month. (Joe Walker)

The young women of the Komsomol (Young Communist League) also did their share for the Motherland. The idealistic student leaders organized resistance networks, distributed leaflets, gave aid and comfort to the partisans, and engaged in sabotage.

After the end of the war, many women left service. Many had health problems directly related to the war. For those who stayed and made the military their career, they found the post-war environment very unfriendly. Military academies no longer accepted them. Promotions came slowly and many were weeded out for medical reasons. Men’s attitude to women in the military took a giant step backward. Women’s voices were seldom heard in a political system that did not encourage their participation.

The role of Soviet women in the Great Patriotic War is now receiving due recognition in the West. They proved themselves beyond expectation. The US military has recently reconsidered the role of women in combat, a lesson they should perhaps have learned from the Soviets more than 60 years ago.


HERO OF THE SOVIET UNION

The title “Hero of the Soviet Union”(HSU) was the highest distinction any Soviet citizen or foreigner could receive. Streets, factories, ships, buildings, and organizations were named in their honor. Their likeness was carved on granite or cast in bronze, and publicly displayed. The Gold Star Medal they wore brought instant respect and admiration, and was recognized in all parts of the Soviet Union by the old and young alike.

The Soviet government awarded a huge quantity of medals to its citizens, a tradition based on history and culture. Commemorative and jubilee medals were practically given away, for having been a veteran, a resident of a certain city during the war, or for something as mundane as working in a factory. Over a million medals were awarded to commemorate the 100th anniversary of Lenin’s birth. However, the Gold Star of a Hero of the Soviet Union separated the distinguished few from the masses.

The title “Hero of the Soviet Union”1 was established by the Central Executive Committee and the Council of People’s Commissars on April 16, 1934. The recipient was recognized with the Order of Lenin, the highest award of the USSR. The Order of Lenin was first established on April 6, 1930, by the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, and was not purely a military decoration: it could be awarded for achievements in science and industry, agriculture, promoting Communism, etc. To separate the Hero from the non-Hero, the Gold Star Medal was established on August 1, 1939, by the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet. Hence, the Hero received both during their investiture. In addition to the Gold Star Medal and the Order of Lenin, the recipient was also given a large diploma from the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet and a small passport-sized red leather identification booklet, which had the award document reproduced inside. This booklet was often used to obtain privileges and was treated like a bankbook.
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Pvt Anelia Kzhivon became the only non-Soviet (Polish) Heroine during the Great Patriotic War. She was a machine gunner with the 1st Polish Division. On October 12, 1943, her truck was attacked by German planes. She sacrificed her life to rescue the wounded and saved her headquarters’ important documents. She became a Heroine on November 11, 1943.
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Sr/Sgt Valeriya Gnarovskaya killed 28 Germans in one battle while protecting the wounded. On September 23, 1943, she saved the lives of 70 wounded men by throwing herself under a Tiger tank with a satchel of anti-tank grenades, destroying the tank. She became a Heroine on June 3, 1944.

To become a HSU, the individual had to perform a great military feat. Marshals and generals could receive the honor for a successful campaign while the colonels and their subordinates might receive it for their units’ successes. Although some believed that the award was reserved mainly for officers, many enlisted personnel from sergeants to privates received it for their role in hand-to-hand fighting.

Many coveted the title because of the special privileges it brought. The major perks included a union-level personal pension, first priority on a housing list
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