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Introduction

In one sense, the Battle of Kursk was a coming of age for the Soviet Union. The Bolshevik nation had brought down the Romanov dynasty and replaced authoritarian tsarist rule with a brutal regime that governed with an iron fist and a dogma that crusaded for the rights of the worker while crushing dissent. The Russians had defeated the German army at Stalingrad, bringing to an inglorious failure the ambitious Operation Barbarossa, which Adolf Hitler had planned as the ultimate downfall of the despised Slavs and hated communists of the Soviet Union. Joseph Stalin, the Russian despot who had succeeded Vladimir Lenin as the nation’s leader, was surely Hitler’s rival in megalomania and aggression.

Stalin’s Russia had stood up to Hitler’s crack troops at Stalingrad in part because they had no choice. Stalin would not allow his soldiers to surrender, and he would not allow the civilians to escape; they risked being shot by the Soviet soldiers if they tried to flee the starving city. When Stalin lost soldiers, he replenished his ranks with more. Hitler, convinced that his forces would defeat Russia by October 1941 after invading in June, had not equipped his soldiers or their vehicles with clothing or protection against the cold. Hitler did not have the human reserves that the Russians had; he had not believed he would need them. Russia, he had predicted, would fall like rotting wood once the Nazis kicked in the door. But Hitler’s dogma and rhetoric were no match for the indomitable Russian winter,

However, the Germans weren’t giving up yet. One last stand at Kursk would keep them viable and prevent their occupied lands in Western Europe from thinking that the Nazis were weak. The Germans were confident at the prowess of their vaunted Panzer tanks. The Battle of Kursk was the biggest battle between tanks in history, with an estimated 8,000 tanks taking their place in an armored clash of titans: the most modern versions of the German Panzers versus the Russian T-34. By the end of the battle, the Germans had lost 750 tanks and assault guns. More than 6,000 Russian tanks and assault guns were lost, but the Russians had more tanks waiting, just as they had more soldiers. Historians and military experts, while acknowledging the qualities of the Panzers, give the Soviets the edge in tanks for their T-34.

The Germans had planned the battle to begin as early as March 1943 but continued to delay at Hitler’s orders in order to bring in more troops and supplies. What the Germans did not know was that the Russians were privy to their intelligence and knew exactly where the battle would take place and when. They opted to let the Germans take the offensive while the Soviets carefully planned their defensive strategy and their counterattacks.

The battle got fully underway on July 5, 1943 with some 8,000 tanks, 5,000 aircraft, and 3 million troops. It would take several weeks, but by the end of August, the Soviets were victorious, and the battle served as a turning point in the war. The losses sustained by the Germans were irreplaceable; the Soviets seemed to have a limitless inventory of soldiers to bring to the front lines.

The mighty Wehrmacht had been defeated by the Slavic forces derided by the Nazis as the Untermensch, the subhumans. The Soviets would never relinquish their strategic initiative throughout the duration of the war, and as the Allies ascended, the Germans were forced to face the destruction of their ambitions. The Third Reich, which was, Hitler said, destined to last a thousand years, would meet its demise in less than two years. The Nazis would be demolished as a military force, and the diabolical leaders would face judgment at Nuremburg. Hitler, unable to bear the thought of defeat and humiliation, took his own life as the Soviets approached Berlin.

Joseph Stalin would continue as the premier of the Soviet Union until 1953. His purges were a terrible form of governing by violence and fear as he held his country in a grip of steel. But despite his cruelty and his disregard for the wellbeing of the people he led, he brought the Soviet Union from a backward, primitive agricultural nation to world-ranking as an industrial power.

At the end of the war, with Germany vanquished and the nations of Europe struggling to recover, the Soviet Union and the United States, once allies against a common enemy, would stand astride the shattered world like giants as a Cold War, furtive and deadly, would haunt the political destinies of the continents for decades to come. The war against the Nazis had been relatively simple in comparison, but as the Battle of Kursk demonstrated, the Russians would not give up, and the Russians were willing and able to fight.


Chapter One

Hitler’s View of the Untermensch

“Just as the night rises against the day, the light and dark are in eternal conflict. So too, is the subhuman the greatest enemy of the dominant species on earth, mankind. The subhuman is a biological creature, crafted by nature, which has hands, legs, eyes and mouth, even the semblance of a brain. Nevertheless, this terrible creature is only a partial human being.”

—German anti-Soviet propaganda pamphlet

For the followers of the National Socialist philosophy, the world order was very simple. The Aryans were superior to other races, and it was up to Germany to restore those demographics to their proper hierarchy. The Germans employed the term Untermensch to categorize those members of the human species who, in their view, so miserably failed to hold up the dignity of humanity. Untermensch referred to all the non-Aryans, or inferior races as the Nazis viewed them, particularly the Jews, Slavs, and Roma or blacks and other persons of color.

Slavs included ethnic Poles, Serbs, and eventually the Russians, although Russians enjoyed a brief reprieve during the period when the Molotov-Ribbentrop Non-aggression Pact was in effect. Belarussians, Ukrainians, Czechs, and Slovaks were also destined, owing to their inferior ranking as humans, to be slaves when the Nazis ruled Europe. The “final solution” for the purification of the races involved the extermination of the Jews because, in Hitler’s eyes, they were subhuman and unfit to exist. Some Slavs would be killed as a result of the Holocaust, but others were to be sent to work as slaves in Asia. These Slavs, many of whom had Aryan features, were believed to have had, in the long-ago past, German origins. If the Slavs with Nordic features were younger than ten years old, they could be Germanized. But otherwise, the Nazis felt, the Slavs were only suited to be slaves serving the German Reich. Those whose ethnic origin was Slavic and Bosnian, Bulgarian, and Croatian were, in Party philosophy, superior to other Slavs because, although they lacked the racial purity of the Germans, they benefitted from being less Slavic and more Germanic in their bloodlines.

Hermann Göring, who was in charge of the planned resettlement of the Untermensch in the east, had a numerical formula for the process. Germanization would be available for 30% of Ukrainians, 20% of Belorussians, and 10% of Poles and Russian. When explaining the government’s views, Wehrmacht officers told their soldiers that the war against the Soviet Union was a crusade fought against the Untermenschen in order to purify the race and also to obtain Lebensraum, or living space, for Germans in the territory that had formerly been occupied by Slavs. The Germans had bold ambitions to accomplish these aims, with 50 million people destined to be displaced, enslaved, and disposed of.

Mein Kampf outlined Hitler’s master plan. Jews had diluted the racial and cultural purity of the master race and were to blame for the fact that Germany had been kept from its rightful place at the top of the ethnic pyramid. Hitler’s loathing of the Jews was a fundamental building block of his political beliefs, and his racial philosophy would be a major factor in all aspects of his leadership. As an Austrian, Hitler’s birthplace of Braunau was not far from Bratislava, and he grew up believing in the superiority of the Germans over those, like the neighboring Slavs, who were non-German. Mixing of the ethnic









Conclusion

Ending on August 23, 1943, the Battle of Kursk lasted for one and a half months and dealt a conclusive blow to the German military. For the first time, the Germans had faced an enemy capable of stopping their offensive without allowing them to break through.

The numbers were staggering: more than 3 million Russians and Germans took part in the battle; 8,000 tanks; 50,000 artillery guns; and 5,000 warplanes. The Germans suffered 200,000 casualties, including 80,000 deaths, and lost 750 tanks and assault guns. Numbers were higher for the Soviets, who suffered 850,000 casualties and lost 6,000 tanks and assault guns. Exact numbers, however, cannot be confirmed. The Germans made every effort to repair their damaged tanks, with the result that a tank knocked out of one day’s battle might have been restored to service for the next encounter. German records were taken when the war ended, with many of them being sent to the United States and the Soviet Union. The archives in the U.S. were made available in 1978, but the Russians did not do the same. Civilian costs were high as well, with thousands of residents of Kursk dying during the fighting.

The blow to the German confidence was equally conclusive. The Germans, even with their technological advantage and deadly resume, could not overcome the Soviet defense or the reserves of the Russians. The Soviet victory gave the Red Army the operational initiative for the rest of the war, but it was a hard-won triumph. They lost more soldiers and more equipment, but in Stalin’s callous assessment, the people were expendable; there were more to replace them. That was not the case for the Germans. The Germans were unable to launch any new major offensives along the Eastern Front; the most that they were capable of doing was to respond to the Soviet advances. The Allied presence in Italy required Germany to divide its resources in order to face the enemy from the West.

There was a crucial difference in military planning that affected the outcome of the Battle of Kursk. Despite his iron control over his country, Stalin had allowed his commanders the freedom to make the vital decisions on the battle plans. He rarely overruled the decisions they made, and that freedom gave the Red Army the room it needed to pursue a meaningful strategy. Hitler insisted on interfering with his generals, focusing on the military instead of the politics of his country’s war. Hitler blamed the defeat at Kursk on his general staff.

Had the Germans managed to break through the Russian lines, they might have been able to avenge their defeat at Stalingrad and avoided defeat on the Eastern Front. But they did not. Many historians regard the Battle of Kursk as the defining battle of the war, the one in which Germany’s weakness and the Allies’ strength emerged to predict the turning tide of the conflict.

In the end, the Allied victory may have come not from the superiority of the Russian tank or Hitler’s flaws as a military leader. According to historian Dennis Showalter, “Russian soldiers were drawn from a society and culture where suffering pain and inflicting it were the stuff of everyday.” By 1943, the Russians’ ability to absorb pain from the enemy and inflict it in return would turn the tide of war.

