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Preface

This book is not a comprehensive history of the German army and
its relationship with regime and society in the Third Reich. It is an
essay, arguing four distinct but related theses which, taken together,
may enhance our insight into the Nazification of Germany’s sol-
diers. This process began long before the war, and some of its roots
predate the Nazi regime. Yet it was during the war, and most im-
portantly on the Eastern Front, that the Wehrmacht finally became
Hitler’s army. Moreover, as the vast majority of German troops
fought for most of the war against the Red Army, one can say that
for the average soldier the fighting in Russia constituted the crucial
component of his war experience. Consequently, though I refer to
the impact of the prewar years on the soldiers’ perception of reality,
and take note of the rather different experience on other fronts, I
intentionally concentrate on that vast confrontation between Ger-
many and the Soviet Union, where the Wehrmacht both won its
greatest victories and was finally destroyed, and where the pro-
gressive ideological penetration of the army reached its peak, mo-
tivating the troops to fight with extraordinary resilience, on the one
hand, and to commit unprecedented crimes, on the other. I am
mainly concerned here with the land forces, or Heer. The involve-
ment of the SS in Nazi policies has already been widely discussed,
whereas the experience of the Navy and Luftwaffe, which had con-
scripted a much smaller share of Germany’s manpower, was in many
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ways different, though particularly the pilots flying over Russia were
just as exposed to the Nazi view of that war as the soldiers were
fighting on the ground. As the basis for my arguments I have used
some documents first published in my previous book, The Eastern
Front, 194145, German Troops and the Barbarisation of Warfare,
adding to them other unpublished documentary material and uti-
lizing the important secondary works that have appeared in the
intervening years. It should also be noted that while my earlier
monograph provided a close analysis of three combat divisions on
the Eastern Front, this work substantially widens the scope of my
argument by asserting that the experience of that front was crucial
to the German army as a whole, indeed to German society both
during and after the war.

While writing this book I have profited a great deal from lengthy
periods of research; I also owe more than can be acknowledged to
endless discussions with specialists, students, and friends. The recent
Historikerstreit has forced me to rethink and reformulate most of
my ideas; and the momentous political developments in Germany,
Eastern Europe, and the Soviet Union have brought into much
sharper relief the contemporary relevance of what many of us had
come to see as “mere”” history. I must also admit that my personal
experiences as an Israeli soldier and citizen have had a substantial,
if indirect impact on my views as an historian. If in Israeli political
debates I tend to cite the German example, when writing about the
Wehrmacht I find myself drawing on my own experiences. None-
theless, though I have tried to understand the mentality of Hitler’s
soldiers, I have not felt the need to identify with them. What I have
written is intended to contribute to our understanding of how or-
dinary men can be made into both highly professional and deter-
mined soldiers, brutalized instruments of a barbarous policy, and
devoted believers in a murderous ideology; how they can be taught
to live in an inverted world of fictitous images, and why their dis-
torted view of reality is perpetuated long after the objective con-
ditions which had prompted it have disappeared in a surge of
horrendous destruction.

I owe thanks to a large number of individuals and institutions
for guidance, ideas, and support. At Stanford University I was
launched on my first postgraduate attempts to understand history
by Gordon Craig, Peter Paret, Gordon Wright, and Chimen
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Abramsky. During my years at Oxford and in subsequent visits I
received valuable advice from Tony Nicholls, Tim Mason, and Mi-
chael Howard. I would also like to thank Pogge von Strandmann,
Richard Bessel, and Volker Berghahn. Other colleagues in Britain
who kindly invited me to read papers at various universities in that
country and provided me with much constructive criticism are Jer-
emy Noakes, Eve Rosenhaft, Jill Stephenson, and Dick Geary.
I owe a special debt to Ian Kershaw for years of friendship and
inestimable assistance. In Germany I am grateful to the staff of the
Militirgeschichtliches Forschungsamt in Freiburg, and especially to
Wilhelm Dejst, Bernd Kroener, Hans Umbreit, Jiirgen Forster,
Wolfram Wette, and Manfred Messerschmidt. Bernd Wegner, his
wife Anneli, and their three children have given me a home in
Germany to which I will always hope to return. The staff of the
Bundesarchiv-Militirarchiv guided me with great expertise through
the maze of documents. Thanks is also due to Reinhard Riirup for
inviting me to spend a constructive summer as a guest of the Techn-
ische Hochschule in Berlin, and to the Friedrich Meinecke Library
for its rich collection of secondary works. Cornelia Essner’s friend-
ship and hospitality made my stay in Berlin much more enjoyable
than it would have otherwise been. Hans Ulrich-Wehler’s interest
in my work has greatly encouraged me. At Tel-Aviv University I
wish to thank all my colleagues at the Department of History. I am
particularly indebted to Zvi Yavetz, Shulamit Volkov, Saul Fried-
lander, and Dan Diner. At the Wiener Library‘ Seminar I was for-
tunate to make the acquaintance of colleagues from abroad, among
whom I would especially like to mention Lutz Niethammer, Andy
Markowitz, Ulrich Herbert, Peter Fritsche, and Gordon Horwitz.
Guli Arad and Frank Stern extended their friendship and council,
while my students allowed me to try on them my more outrageous
ideas and often subjected them to well-deserved criticism. As a
Visiting Fellow at Princeton University I learned a great deal from
Lawrence Stone, Arno Mayer, Natalie Davis, David Abraham, Mar-
tha Petrusewicz, and Sheldon Garon. Mark Mazower has kindly
shared with me some of his own recent and fascinating work on the
subject. I would like to thank them all. Since coming to Harvard,
I have had the opportunity to exchange opinions with many more
collleagues. I am grateful to Charles Maier, Stanley Hoffmann,
David Landes, Jiirgen Kocka, and Allan Silver, as well as to Jeffrey



x  PREFACE

Herf and Daniel Goldhagen, for having given me of their time.
Paula Fredriksen and Richard Landes have shown me the extent to
which rigorous scholarship, intellectual pursuits, and long-standing
friendships can complement each other. I would also like to thank
the readers of this manuscript for numerous helpful suggestions and
comments, even if I have not always accepted their criticism. Need-
less to say, I alone am responsible for the final version of this work.

My research in Germany was financed by the German Historical
Institute in London, the German Academic Exchange Service, and
the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. I must particularly praise
the latter for its generosity and promotion of international schol-
arship. The Davis Center for Historical Studies at Princeton Uni-
versity enabled me not only to complete my previous book, but
also to sketch out the first outlines of the present work. The final
version of this book, however, was written at the Society of Fellows
of Harvard University. I cannot sufficiently laud this institution
both for enabling me to end a project which had been haunting me
for years, and for providing the perfect balance between solitude
and intellectual intercourse which is so hard to come by these days.
It is with pleasure that I express my gratitude to the Secretary of
the Society, Diana Morse, who had done more than anyone to help
me achieve this peace of mind, and to all other Senior and Junior
Fellows, especially Seth Schwartz, Leslie Kurke, Juliet Fleming,
Robin Fleming, Chris Wood, and Moshe Halbertal. Rogers Bru-
baker has been a particularly demanding colleague, for while his
incisive critique of my work has made me write everything twice,
competing with his tremendous industry has prevented me from
giving up before the finish. I can only conclude by expressing the
hope that all those who have helped me along the way will not be
too disappointed with the results of my efforts.

Cambridge, Mass. O. B.
October 1990
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Introduction

Almost half a century after its total destruction in the Second World
War, the Wehrmacht remains a major bone of contention in the
scholarship on the Third Reich. Was it merely a military organi-
zation which carried out its orders with remarkable professional
skill, or a highly politicized army? Was it a haven from the regime
or an exceptionally effective school of National Socialism? Did it
pose a threat to Hitler’s rule or was it rather his most formidable
instrument? Were the generals hampered in their endeavors to topple
the regime by the troops’ loyalty to the Fithrer, or was it the army’s
senior officers who insisted on motivating the rank and file by large
doses of National Socialist ideology? Briefly, was the Wehrmacht
Hitler’s army?

The following pages will argue that the only way to approach
this question is by a careful anatomy of the German army. This will
be done by proposing four theses on the war experience, social
organization, motivation, and perception of reality of Germany’s
soldiers. By examining the attitudes of both the higher and the lower
echelons of the army, this book will attempt to gage the degree to
which the Wehrmacht constituted an integral part of state and society
in the Third Reich. Naturally, for the individuals involved things
were never 50 neatly delineated. Yet many of the issues raised below
greatly occupied contemporaries, and were not superimposed on
the period merely for the sake of the argument. Moreover, differing

3
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interpretations of the Wehrmacht’s position within the Nazi state
have had a major impact on the postwar historiography of the Third
Reich.' Consequently, our analysis will touch both on the “actual”
historical events, and on their perception by preceding generations.

The first chapter examines the contradiction between the Wehr-
macht’s image as the most modern army of its time, and the profound
process of demodernization it underwent particularly on the Eastern
Front. By means of a detailed reconstruction of life at the front,
this chapter demonstrates the effects of the immense material attri-
tion on the troops’ physical condition and state of mind. It stresses
that as of winter 1941-42 the majority of Germany’s soldiers were
forced into trench warfare highly reminiscent of the Western Front
of 1914-18, while facing, however, an increasingly modernized en-
emy. Unable to rely on its hitherto highly successful Blitzkrieg
tactics, the Wehrmacht accepted Hitler’s view that this was an all-
or-nothing struggle for survival, a “war of ideologies” which de-
manded total spiritual commitment, and thus tried to compensate
for the loss of its technological superiority by intensifying the troops’
political indoctrination. This in turn opened the way for an ever
greater brutalization of the soldiers.

The complex relationship between tradition, modernity, and
Nazi ideology, made all the more intense by Germany’s progressive
material inferiority, is a fundamental problem of interpretation in
the history of the Third Reich. While many senior officers upheld
traditional social, political, and military values, they were attracted
to Hitler not least because he made possible the rapid modernization
of the army.? Conversely, whereas Hitler in particular manifested
a great deal of fascination with modern technology, Nazi rhetoric
and propaganda often expressed a powerful abhorrence of modernity
and made extensive use of pseudo-religious and mythical images.*
Initially, an attempt was made to oppose the army’s professional
Soldat to the ideologically motivated SS Kimpfer. However, these
simplified categories tended to overlap in practice, as the former
increasingly came to rely upon ideological commitment, and the
latter turned out to be a highly skilled professional. A similar par-
adox can be observed on the strategic level. While Germany’s Blitz-
krieg campaigns, which were based on a rational evaluation of the
relationship between economic means and military tactics, came to
be considered as typically Nazi, the total war strategy, which very
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efficiently mobilized Germany for the kind of war it had no hope
of winning, was seen as representative of such clear-thinking tech-
nocrats as Albert Speer.* Thus, instead of making the conventional
distinction between modernity and traditionalism, one might argue
that it was precisely this inherent tension between technology and
mythology, organization and ideology, calculation and fanaticism,
which constituted one of the crucial ties between the Wehrmacht,
regime, and society in the Third Reich, and provided the army with
much of its tremendous, albeit destructive energies.

The second chapter examines the destruction of the “primary
group,” the social unit which had traditionally constituted the back-
bone of the German army. Due to the tremendous losses in the
fighting, the lack of replacements, and the rapid manpower turnover
among combat umts, the Wehrmacht could no longer rely on the

“primary group” as the key for its cohesion. The widely accepted
sociological theory of Shils and Janowitz which maintains that the
Wehrmacht avoided disintegration due to its social organization is
thus shown to be largely irrelevant to conditions particularly on the
Eastern Front, where the lion’s share of the army fought throughout
most of the war.® This makes it necessary to find another explanation
for the Wehrmacht’s remarkable cohesion and battle performance,
especially in view of its aforementioned material weakness.

The thesis first propounded by Shils and Janowitz has both
influenced and reflected scholars’ interpretations of collaboration
with, and dissent from, the Nazi regime in the civilian sector as
well. Indeed, one might say that there exists an as yet unrecognized
link between “primary group” theory and Alltagsgeschichte, that is,
between the notion that soldiers are mainly motivated by a desire
to survive coupled with loyalty to their comrades, and the increas-
ingly popular argument that in the Third Reich most people were
far too preoccupied with everyday concerns to pay much heed to
the regime’s rhetoric or policies. Hence, while “primary group”
theory “depoliticized” the Wehrmacht, one consequence of writing
the history of the Third Reich “from below” was to create an impres-
sion of a “depoliticized” civilian society, most of whose members
presumably considered the “normality” of daily life as far more
important than the “abnormality” of Nazi ideology and actions.®
Yet when speaking of a vast conscript army such as the Wehrmacht,
not only is it important to realize that both the soldiers’ morale and
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motivation, and attitudes toward the regime among civilians, were
very closely related matters, but also that these are far too complex
issues to be explained by means of a single, rather mechanistic and
detached theory. In fact, some insight into the relationship between
the people and the regime may be derived from the notion that while
real “primary groups” do not fully explain combat motivation due
to their unfortunate tendency to disintegrate just when they are
most needed, the idea of attachment to an ideal “primary group,”
composed of a certain category of human beings, clearly does have
a powerful integrating potential. This kind of “primary group,”
however, is in some respects the precise opposite of the one pre-
sented in the original theory, for it is very much the product not
merely of social ties, but of ideological internalization, whereby
humanity is divided into opposing groups of “us” and “them.”
Indeed, the sense of identification with one group, and the abhor-
rence of the other, are in both cases dependent on an abstraction;
personal familiarity may only weaken the individual’s commitment
by revealing the less than ideal aspects of his own side, and the
human face of his opponents (which is why armies dislike frater-
nization). This kind of categorization is of course just as applicable
to civilians, and in both cases does not necessitate any profound
understanding of whatever world-view one believes oneself to be
fighting or working for. Instead, it calls for internalizing only those
aspects of the regime’s ideology based on previously prevalent prej-
udices,” and most needed to legitimize one’s sufferings, elevate one’s
own status, and denigrate one’s enemies, be they real or imaginary.

The third chapter proposes that it was the unprecedented harsh
discipline of the Wehrmacht which kept the units together at the
front. However, the soldiers’ submission to a disciplinary system
which led to the execution of some 15,000 men® was closely tied to
the troops’ own conduct toward enemy soldiers and civilians. While
many of the army’s criminal activities were directed from above,
the troops went unpunished even when they totally disregarded
orders forbidding plunder and indiscriminate shooting. By allowing
unauthorized actions against individuals considered as mere “sub-
humans,” the army created a convenient safety valve which made
it possible to demand strict combat discipline. Cohesion came to
depend on a perversion of the moral and legal basis of martial law.
Nevertheless, when terror from the enemy became greater than fear
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of one’s superiors, breasdowns did occur. Complete disintegration
was prevented not merely by discipline, but by creating a commonly
shared view of the war which made the prospect of defeat seem
equivalent to a universal apocalypse.

Domestic “discipline” in the Third Reich, perceived by many
as a return to “normality” after the chaos of the republic, was
achieved by means not unlike those employed by the Wehrmacht,
that is, by exploiting the regime’s popularity and the public’s con-
formism, while simultaneously stamping out any opposition with
the utmost brutality.? Thus, quite apart from isolated manifestations
of actual social or military disobedience and revolt, our understand-
ing of the vast majority’s obedience to the commands of the regime
will depend to a large degree on the relative weight attributed to
willing and possibly ideologically motivated support on the one
hand, and fear of punishment on the other. The severity of the
Wehrmacht’s discipline was not simply part of an old Prussian tra-
dition, but rather the result of profound changes introduced into
martial law under the Third Reich, as were indeed the instructions
issued to the troops concerning the manner in which enemy soldiers
and civilians were to be treated. The question of discipline per se
cannot be divorced from the new ideological determinants of martial
law, and any discussion of the nature of offenses and their punish-
ment must take this factor into account if it is not totally to mis-
interpret the evidence. This was of course very much the case with
the Third Reich’s civilian society as well, for although we are speak-
ing of two separate legal systems, it must be taken into account that
both were substantially altered to fit the ideological requirements
of the regime.'® Indeed, the fact that differentiating attitudes toward
various categories of human beings were neither limited to the Wehr-
macht nor reserved to occupied populations could clearly be seen
from the euthanasia and racial campaigns within the borders of the
Reich.!' Furthermore, the obedient and uncritical participation of
millions of soldiers in “legalized”” crimes was significant also in that
it probably both reflected the moral values these young men had
internalized before their recruitment, and affected their state of mind
and conduct upon returning to civilian society following the collapse
of the Third Reich. One aspect of this impact could be seen in the
content and uncritical public reception of the numerous personal
memoirs and formation chronicles published in Germany in the
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1950s and 1960s, which revealed an alarming sympathy with the
distorted norms of discipline and obedience, law and criminality
which characterized the Wehrmacht.

Chapter 4 discusses the extent to which years of premilitary and
army indoctrination distorted the soldiers’ perception of reality. The
Wehrmacht’s propaganda relied on a radical demonization of the
enemy and on a similarly extreme deification of the Fibhrer.
The astonishing efficacy of these images is shown by reference to a
wide array of evidence, ranging from analyses of soldiers’ opinions
by the regime’s own agencies and leaders, to the views of its op-
posers, the memoirs of former generals and soldiers, the oral tes-
timonies of workers and youths, and the private correspondence of
troops from the front. It is particularly in the latter case that we
find how soldiers preferred to view the reality they knew best
through the ideological filters of the regime. These images also
played an important role in the distorted reconstruction of the mem-
ory and history of the war, as can be seen from the manner in which
recent attempts to “historicize” the invasion of the Soviet Union
have employed arguments lifted directly from the Nazi regime’s
own wartime propaganda.'

The most powerful and successfully disseminated argument re-
garding the aims and nature of the Wehrmacht’s war in the East is
based on relegating the issue of the army’s criminal involvement to
a position of secondary importance, while simultaneously placing
the Wehrmacht firmly in the anti-communist camp. Indeed, this
approach both strives to “balance” the barbarities of the Wehrmacht
with Soviet atrocities and, even more significantly, to shift the stress
to the vast service rendered by the troops of the Third Reich to
Western civilization as a whole in damming the “Asiatic-Bolshevik
flood.” The origins of this image of the Wehrmacht as the bulwark
of Kultur date back to Nazi Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union
in summer 1941, presented at the time as a crusade against Bolshe-
vism and achieving a certain popularity in occupied Western Eu-
rope.'” But its greatest gains were made when the Third Reich was
already in its death-throes, at a time when Nazi propaganda did its
utmost to convince the troops that they were defending humanity
against a demonic invasion, while simultaneously hoping to sow
dissent between the Soviet Union and its Western Allies. Though
not successful in preventing the total collapse of the Reich, these
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efforts did bear fruit in another important sense, for they both
prepared the ground for the FRG’s eventual alliance with the West,
and provided the Wehrmacht’s apologists with a forcerful and po-
litically most applicable argument, even if it conveniently confused
between cause and effect.

The astonishing persistence of this new/old image of the Wehr-
macht was given powerful expression in the recent Historikerstreit.'*
Indeed it may be that not enough attention has been focused on the
bizarre inversion of the Wehrmacht’s roles proposed by all three
major exponents of the new revisionism, whereby overtly or by
implication, the army was transformed from culprit to savior, from
an object of hatred and fear to one of empathy and pity, from
victimizer to victim. Thus Michael Stiirmer’s geopolitical determin-
ism adds a measure of scientific inevitability (and continuity) to
Germany’s historical mission to serve as a bulwark against barbarian
invasions from the East; Ernst Nolte’s thesis about the horrors of
the Gulags and the fear of Bolshevism as having “originated”” Ausch-
witz makes it possible to rearrange chronology and imply that the
Wehrmacht’s invasion of the Soviet Union was essentially a pre-
ventive attack, just as the atrocities it committed were merely in-
tended to anticipate even worse barbarities by the “Asiatic hordes”;
and Andreas Hillgruber’s awe at the Wehrmacht’s self-sacrificing
struggle to halt the “orgy of revenge” about to be unleashed by the
Bolsheviks enables him to insist on the need to “empathize” with
the troops of East Prussia in conscious detachment from the inmates
of the death-camps whose continued extermination the Ostheer thus
assured. Martin Broszat’s much-debated “plea” for a historicization
of the Third Reich, though aiming at a much more subtle kind of
revisionism,'* is therefore answered by Stiirmer’s and Nolte’s at-
tempts to place Nazi Germany within a larger historical context,
and by Hillgruber’s insistence on empathy with the individual
Landser.

The book concludes by arguing that in Germany the popular
memory of “Barbarossa” is based on the same inversion of reality
which was common during the Third Reich, whereby the war’s
military events and physical hardships are greatly overemphasized,
while its truly unique aspect, namely its inherent criminality, is
repressed and “normalized.”® Yet it is the central contention of
thisstudy thatjustas we cannot speak of the Wehrmachtas an institution
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in isolation from the state, so too it is impossible to understand the
conduct, motivation, and self-perception of the individual officers
and men who made up the army without considering the society
and regime from which they came. And, as the relationship between
the military and civilian society was mutual rather than one-sided,
it would also be necessary to take into account the impact not merely
of the Wehrmacht establishment, but also of the millions of soldiers
who went through its ranks, upon all aspects of life in the Third
Reich.

Only by accepting this premise does it become clear that the
army was neither simply forced to obey the regime by terror and
intimidation, nor was maneuvred into collaboration by the mach-
inations of a minority of Nazi and opportunist officers, nor, fi-
nally, supported the regime due to some misunderstanding of
what National Socialism really meant and strove for. For all these
explanations will appear insufficient once we realize that particu-
larly and increasingly in the Third Reich, the army as an institu-
tion formed an integral part of rather than a separate entity from
the regime, while as a social organization it was composed of a
rapidly growing number of former civilians, and consequently re-
flected civilian society to a greater, rather than a lesser extent
than in the past. The Wehrmacht was the army of the people,
and the willing tool of the regime, more than any of its military
predecessors.

It is in this manner too that the connection recently emphasized
between the Wehrmacht’s criminal conduct in the East and the ex-
tremination of the Jews should be understood, whether we speak
of the generals or the privates.'” Indeed, although differences of age,
social background and education, political tradition, and religion all
played a part in each individual’s actions, the soldiers were more,
rather than less likely than the civilians to belong to those categories
supportive of the regime, its ideology, and its policies,'* while the
army’s top echelons, with their raison d’étre being the direction and
application of violence,' found it relatively easy to legitimize the
execution of Nazi policies with what seemed to be purely military
arguments. It is thus in large part the tendency to overlook or
underestimate the importance of the intimate ties between the army,
the regime, and society, rather than any “objective” lack of docu-
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mentary evidence, which has hitherto made for posing the wrong
questions and offering unsatisfactory interpretations as to the func-
tions, influences, and historical importance of the Wehrmacht in the

Third Reich.



1

The Demodernization
of the Front

One of the greatest paradoxes of the Second World War was that
between 1941 and 1942 the Wehrmacht’s combat units underwent
a radical process of demodernization, just as the Third Reich’s econ-
omy was being mobilized for a total industrial war.' The successes
of the German army in the first two years of the fighting were based
on an innovative and highly effective employment of its limited
material resources. The Blitzkrieg campaigns in Poland, Scandinavia,
and western Europe were brief and claimed relatively few casualties.
Once the Wehrmacht invaded the Soviet Union, however, and par-
ticularly in the course of winter 194142, the realities of the front
were profoundly transformed. Although the Reich actually pro-
duced a growing number of war machines, the vast majority of
German combat troops lived and fought in conditions of the utmost
primitiveness. As we shall see, this process had a major impact on
the character, self-perception, and conduct of the Wehrmacht.?
When Germany launched its attack in the West, its armored
forces were in fact numerically and in some respects also qualitatively
inferior to those of its opponents. On 10 May 1940 the Wehrmacht
sent into action 2445 of its 3505 available tanks. Facing it were no
less than 3383 French, British, Belgian, and Dutch tanks. Moreover,
only 725 of the German tanks were of the advanced Panzer III and

12
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IV models, and even they had great difficulties in confronting some
of the heavy French tanks. Yet the Germans made much better use
of their armor, for unlike the Western Allies, who distributed their
tanks piecemeal along the whole front, they organized them in Pan-
zer divisions, and then grouped those formations into powerful fists
capable of thrusting deep into the enemy’s rear. These organizational
innovations made it possible to achieve an overwhelming local su-
periority by employing entirely new tactics of concentration, break-
through, and penetration, creating the impression of overall
numerical and technological preponderance. The shock effect of
such armored raids was enhanced by a similar organization and
concentration of airpower. Unlike the armored corps, the Luftwaffe
did have more and better aircraft than its opponents. On the eve of
the attack the Germans had 4020 operational airplanes, as opposed
to 3099 Allied machines, including aircraft stationed in Britain. Even
more important, the Luftwaffe deployed in the West 1559 bombers,
whereas the Allies had only 708, most of which were relatively
obsolete. The combination of massed armored penetrations closely
supported by this “flying artillery” rapidly unhinged the enemy’s
front, disorientated his command, made havoc of his logistical sys-
tem, and greatly demoralized both front and rear. Under such cir-
cumstances the Allies’ great superiority in guns proved quite
meaningless. The campaign was won so swiftly and decisively that,
retrospectively, both sides came to view its outcome as inevitable.?

In fact, victory was anything but-a foregone conclusion. The
Wehrmacht’s armored element was merely a tiny fraction of its
overall strength. The Germans attacked in the West with 141 di-
visions, only 10 of which were armored. In order to bring the
maximum weight of tanks to bear at the Schwerpunkt of the battle,
in the crucial stage of the campaign no less than nine Panzer divisions
raced side by side to the Channel, thereby cutting the Allies’ forces
in two. This concentration of almost all the Wehrmacht’s modern
elements at one point of the front did achieve its goal. But it might
have also proved fatal. Had the Allies shown just a little more
understanding of the battle scene, and had they manifested a slightly
greater degree of organizational skill and coordination, they could
have severed this armored fist from the infantry formations trailing
behind, as well as from its vital logistical support, and thus rendered
it quite useless once it had exhausted its fuel and ammunition sup-
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plies. Hitler and his generals were well aware of the tremendous
risk they were taking; indeed, they were haunted by the spectre of
another “miracle on the Marne.” But in the relatively confined
spaces of the West, facing a hesitant, ill-prepared, and numerically
more or less equal opponent, this was a risk well worth taking.* In
the East things soon proved to be quite different.

The Wehrmacht achieved a tactical victory. But because Ger-
many had not won the war, its inherent weaknesses now became
increasingly evident. This was the second, and more profound lesson
to be drawn from the Western campaign. The Third Reich had
attempted to fight 2 European war without totally mobilizing its
economy. Having failed to achieve total victory in the West due to
Britain’s insistence to continue fighting, Hitler turned eastward,
hoping to destroy the Soviet Union with the same tactics which had
proved so effective in the West. But between 1940 and 1941 Ger-
many’s total war production as calculated in financial expenditure
had hardly grown, while that of Great Britain, the Soviet Union,
and the United States put together had almost doubled, and was
already three times larger than that of the Reich.® By winter 1941
42 Germany found itself engaged in a world war, and reluctantly
shifted to total economic mobilization. But not only did it enter the
race relatively late, its resources were much more limited than those
of its enemies. The Third Reich was capable of winning a European
Blitzkrieg; it could not win a total world war.

The risks of Blitzkrieg tactics and strategy, and the fundamental
limitations of Germany’s production capacity, became glaringly vis-
ible during the first six months of the Russian campaign. The Reich’s
war industries succeeded in raising tank production from 2235 in
1940 to 5290 in 1941; and the Wehrmacht doubled the number of
its armored divisions to twenty-one (though at the price of reducing
the number of tanks per division by a third). Yet this expansion of
the modern combat elements proved far from sufficient in view
of the tremendous losses at the front, and the size of the enemy’s
own armored forces. It is indeed quite revealing that judging by the
ratio between manpower and fighting machines, the Soviet forces
directly facing the Ostheer were more modern, even if just like the
Western Allies, they too had not yet learned to make effective use
of their material strength. In June 1941 the Ostheer’s 3,600,000
troops attacked with 3648 tanks out of a total German stock of 5694;
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once again, only 444 of these were of the relatively advanced Panzer
IV model. Facing it in Western Russia were 2,900,000 Soviet soldiers
supported by no less than 15,000 tanks out of a total armored force
of 24,000, more than all the tanks in the rest of the world put
together. To be sure, the vast majority of Soviet machines were
quite obsolete, but 1861 were T-34 and heavy KV tanks, significantly
superior to the best machines produced at the time in Germany.
And, whereas in 1940 only 358 such tanks were built in the Soviet
Union, in the first half of 1941 alone their number rose to 1503,
and even in the second half of that year, in spite of the occupation
of Russia’s primary industrial regions, a further 4740 advanced
models were turned out. Similarly, the Ostheer was supported by
only 2510 aircraft, considerably less than it had deployed in the
West, whereas the Russians had up to 9000, though in this case they
were generally inferior to German planes. Worse still, once the
Blitzkrieg faltered, the Soviet Union’s greater manpower and in-
dustrial resources came into play and rapidly widened the techno-
logical margin between the Red Army and the Ostheer.*

It should again be stressed that following the debacle of winter
1941-42, the Third Reich both immensely expanded its overall war
production and made considerable strides in the development of
some highly sophisticated weapons and machines. Yet the experience
of the average combat soldier at the front did not reflect Germany’s
switch to total war production. This was so both because propor-
tionately the enemy became ever stronger and better equipped, and
because due to the vast expanse of the territories occupied by the
Wehrmacht, the Reich’s rising production figures seemed far less
impressive at the receiving end. In the relatively constricted spaces
of the West, the Wehrmacht’s policy of maintaining a few well-
equipped divisions at the expense of the great bulk of infantry for-
mations had proved effective. In the East, one of the keys to the
failure of the Blitzkrieg was the infantry’s inability to keep up with
the armored spearheads over a long distance. Consequently the na-
ture of the war changed drastically as a more or less stable front
emerged which could only be held by the Wehrmacht’s ill-equipped
infantry formations, along with a growing number of armored di-
visions which had lost most of their tanks. Only a few elite units
were kept well supplied with modern fighting machines, but they
were no longer able fundamentally to change the overall situation.
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This was the reason that although as viewed in overall production
figures the Wehrmacht seemed to be undergoing a process of mod-
ernization, the experience of most troops on the ground was of
profound demodernization, of a return to the trench warfare of the
Great War made worse by the enemy’s growing technological
capacity.

It is of some interest to examine these developments at greater
detail. As far as war production was concerned, Germany managed
to raise the annual turnout of light and medium tanks to as many
as 22,110 by 1944, at which time it was also producing 5235 super-
heavy tanks. Yet the Soviet Union maintained an annual production
rate of 30,000 tanks as of 1943; Britain produced 36,720 tanks be-
tween late 1941 and the end of 1943; and the United States turned
out a total of 88,410 tanks. Similarly, the Third Reich raised aircraft
production from 12,401 in 1941 to 40,593 in 1944. But the Soviet
Union achieved a monthly production rate of between 2000 and
3000 aircraft in the last years of the war, and the United States
produced just under 100,000 fighter planes and more than 90,000
bombers, of which more than a third were four-engined long range
machines. All this was apart from the tremendous output of the
American motor industry, which turned out well over four million
armored, combat, and supply vehicles of all kinds, a large proportion
of which were instrumental in the motorization of the Red Army.’

From the perspective of the front, the length of the Soviet frontier
meant that the Ostheer could repeat its Blitzkrieg tactics only by
splitting its armor among three army groups, making each of its
spearheads weaker than the single and decisive armored concentra-
tion of the Western campaign. In the central sector of the front,
where the most powerful grouping of German forces was to be
found, it was necessary once more to split the armored formations
between two Panzer groups in order to encircle the large Soviet
forces in Belorussia. As the Germans charged deeper into Russia,
the length of the front almost doubled, from 800 to 1500 miles, and
lines of supply extended some 1000 miles to the rear. This further
increased the dispersal of tank units, and caused tremendous diffi-
culties with maintaining their crucial logistical links to the depots.
Matters were made worse due to the fact that while the Ostheer’s
supply apparatus was inadequately motorized, unlike western Eu-
rope, in Russia roads were sparse and mostly unpaved, and the
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railroad used a different gage. It is indicative of the partial modern-
ization of the Wehrmacht that although the Panzer divisions were
given their own motor supply columns, fully 77 infantry divisions,
or about half of the entire invasion force, relied strictly on horse-
drawn wagons for their provisions from the railheads. Moreover,
lack of spare parts meant that damaged vehicles could not be re-
paired, while overexertion and lack of food greatly diminished the
number of horses. Because the northern and southern army groups
failed to reach their operational goals with their own limited tank
forces, armored units in the center had to come to their assistance,
thereby greatly weakening the Ostheer’s thrust toward Moscow. By
the time the Germans finally .made up their minds to attack the
Russian capital, their material strength had already significantly di-
minished, and their logistical system was in increasing disarray. In
retrospect it can be said that the attempt to repeat the risky Blitzkrieg
tactics employed in the West with an even less favorable ratio be-
tween space and machines was thus bound to fail.®

Matériel and mentality were closely related matters in the Os-
theer. As the number of the tanks diminished, the troops had to
dig in and revert to trench warfare; as the trucks broke down and
the trains failed to arrive, provisions of ammunition, food, and
clothes decreased. The demodernization of the front was thus a
process whereby the disappearance of the machine forced the in-
dividual soldier into living conditions of the utmost primitiveness.
The nature of this process can be seen from the following instances.
Panzer Group 4, the armored element of Army Group North, raced
over 200 miles into Soviet territory in the first five days of the
campaign, but then had to wait a whole week for its supply basis
to be pushed forward before it could renew its advance. Even then,
it was necessary to divert all army group provisions and transport
resources to the the tank units, with the result that the infantry was
left far behind. Hence when the armored divisions reached the gates
of Leningrad, they had to wait so long for the infantry to catch up
with them that in the meanwhile the city’s defenses were reinforced
and it was no longer possible to capture it. From this point on the
front solidified and the remaining tanks were diverted to the center.’
Similarly, further south the infantry soldiers of 16 Army marched
on foot over 600 miles during the first five weeks of the campaign,
and then found themselves in an area of swamps east of the Lovat
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River where they were to remain for the next fourteen months in
the most wretched conditions conceivable.' The exertions of in-
fantry troops in the initial stages of “Barbarossa’ were not unusual,
albeit especially great, for an army which had conducted all its
Blitzkrieg campaigns with a small motorized element supported by
a vast mass of walking infantry. But when the tanks got bogged
down, and the whole army became stranded deep inside the Soviet
Union, the infantry became the backbone of the front, clinging to
it with the same desperation as the men of 191418, and with just
as little hope of ever being rescued from their predicament by this
or that technological means. Throughout the front lack of fighting
machines combined with the climatic and geographical peculiarities
of Russia to deprive this former Blitzkrieg army of all semblance of
modernity. The commander of 16 Army’s II Corps reported as early
as 28 October 1941 that

The recent rainy weather has made the roads and terrain. .. so
impassable, that only tractors, [Russian horse-drawn] Panje-wagons
and cavalry can still maintain a limited degree of mobility. . . . From
my own experience I know that while walking on the roads one
sinks to one’s knees in the mud, and the water pours into one’s
boots from above. Fox-holes are collapsing. . . . Some of the troops
have been eating only cold food for many days, as the field kitchens
and Panje-wagons could not get through and the number of food-
carriers did not suffice.

It is no wonder that these conditions had a direct impact on the

soldiers’ physical health and state of mind. As the corps commander
added,

The health of men and horses is deteriorating due to the wretched
housing facilities. . . . The men have been lying for weeks in the rain
and stand in knee-deep mud. It is impossible to change wet clothing.
I have seen the soldiers and spoken with them. They are hollow-
eyed, pale, many of them are ill. Frostbite incidence is high."'

The situation of the German infantry formations south of Len-
ingrad became much worse when six divisions were encircled by
the Red Army in the area of Demyansk. Between February and
April 1942 these 96,000 men found themselves in an extremely pre-
carious operational and logistical predicament. Here again the failure
of technology resulted in tremendous misery. As the Luftwaffe’s
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promises to airlift supplies to the besieged troops were fulfilled only
to a very limited degree, the men were compelled somehow to fend
for themselves with ever diminishing provisions of food, wearing
tattered summer uniforms with hardly any shelter from the fierce
weather, and fighting an increasingly well-equipped enemy with
ineffective weapons and never enough ammunition.'? The demod-
ernization of the Eastern Front was nowhere more evident than in
the Demyansk “pocket”: soldiers insulated themselves from the cold
with newspapers, until those too ran out; boots, gloves, caps, sweat-
ers, and coats were all in very short supply, and hardly appropriate
for Russian winter conditions in any case; the meager food rations
invariably reached the front-line frozen and consequently were
hardly edible.”” The 12th Infantry Division’s doctor reported that
the troops were living in dark, damp bunkers, badly ventilated and
cramped, almost impossible to heat and thus offering little oppor-
tunity to rest from action out in the open. The foul air caused
numerous respiratory diseases, while due to the absence of any
means for washing and cleaning clothes, the men were all infested
with lice and suffered from endless skin infections. The extreme cold
and indifferent hygiene also led to frequent inflammations of the
bladder and a high incidence of frostbite. Manpower shortage meant
long hours of guard duty, and the consequent lack of sleep along
with the incessant tension had a debilitating effect on the troops,
making them, in the doctor’s words, increasingly apathetic (“geistig
immer Stumpfer”)."* There were reports of soldiers fainting from
exhaustion while on guard duty, as well as of cases of nervous
disorders. One regimental doctor summed up the situation in the
following manner:

The men are greatly overstrung. This is becoming more visible every
day, in loss of strength, loss of weight, and increasing nervousness,
and has a progressively negative effect on battle performance with
the accompanying appearance of friction, breakdowns, and failures
on the part of commanders and men as a result of over-fatigue and
overstrain of the nerves."

Meanwhile, the only means left to the troops to defend themselves
from Soviet tank assaults were small caliber anti-tank guns. Com-
manders tried to persuade the men that the “fact that shells bounce
off the tanks should not serve as evidence that our guns cannot



20 HITLER’S ARMY

penetrate the Soviet tanks,” and that “operating our light anti-tank
gun courageously has brought good results,”'® but this was ob-
viously of small comfort to men who only a few months earlier
were marching behind their own seemingly invincible Panzers.
The situation on other sectors of the Ostfromt was essentially
the same. Less than a month after “Barbarossa” was launched, Army
Group South had to replace half of its trucks with Russian horse-
drawn “Panje-wagons” due to mechanical failure and lack of re-
placements, and by November its armored component, now rather
absurdly renamed 1 Panzer Army, had lost so many tanks and trucks
that it declared itself “incapable of conducting mobile warfare.” In
fact, as early as September almost two-thirds of the Ostheer’s tanks
were out of action. By mid-November Panzer Group 2, which had
set out as one of Army Group Center’s two armored concentrations
with 1000 tanks and had received another 150 as reinforcements,
was reduced to a mere 150 tanks, while only 15 percent of its supply
vehicles were still functioning.'” A look at one of this Panzer group’s
formations will illustrate how this tremendous attrition was expe-
rienced by front-line tank units. The 18th Panzer Division began
the campaign with over 200 tanks, but due not least to costly en-
counters with superior Soviet T-34s, after two weeks of combat it
was left with only 83 machines, or under 40 percent of its initial
force.”® Even at this early stage the divisional commander felt it
necessary to warn: “This situation and its consequences will become
unbearable in the future, if we do not want to be destroyed by
winning {wenn wir uns nicht totsiegen wollen].”"> But by 24 July,
after a month of fighting, the 18th Panzer was left with only twelve
tanks,”® which meant that it could no longer be considered an ar-
mored formation. Nor was the division’s logistical situation much
better, especially after the supply column of the Panzer regiment
was wiped out in a Soviet tank raid.?' This material destruction was
accompanied by manifestations of extreme battle fatigue, caused by
a combination of inhospitable terrain, tenacious enemy resistance,
and the Red Army’s preponderance in tanks and artillery. As early
as mid-July, when the Blitzkrieg was still in full swing, the 18th
Panzer’s motorcycle battalion experienced ten days of defensive
trench warfare under constant Soviet artillery barrages and infantry
assaults, highly reminiscent of the Great War. This was one of the
first instances of what only a few months later was to become
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the norm on the Eastern Front, namely, that material attrition on
the German side, and increasing material strength on the Russian
side, forced even many of the Ostheer’s armored units to dig in and
fight for their lives. In this case the result was group battle fatigue,
forcefully described by the battalion doctor:

A state of absolute exhaustion is noticeable. .. among all men of
the battalion. The reason is. . . a far too great mental and nervous
strain. The troops were under a powerful barrage of heavy artillery.
... The enemy charged them. .. penetrated their positions and was
repulsed in hand-to-hand fighting . . . the men could not shut their
eyes day and night. Food could be supplied only during the few
hours of darkness. A large number of men, still serving with the
troops at present, were buried alive by artillery fire. That the men
were promised a few days of rest. .. but instead found themselves
in an even worse situation. . . had a particularly grave effect. The
men are indifferent and apathetic, are partly suffering from crying
fits, and are not to be cheered up by this or that phrase. Food is
being taken only in disproportionately small quantities.”

As an important element in the Ostheer’s campaign, the 18th
Panzer was reinforced, though typically it remained far weaker than
it had been on 22 June, and in mid-August numbered less than fifty
operational tanks, or merely a quarter of its initial force.” Moreover,
due to lack of motorized transport the division now had to rely on
a newly established Panje-wagon supply column, certainly not the
most appropriate means of provisioning an armored unit highly
dependent on speed and maneuvrability.** As the fighting dragged
on and no end was in sight, more and more troops became aware
that the war was taking on a new character. One soldier diagnosed
the cause of the Wehrmacht’s approaching failure in Russia with
remarkable precision and foresight:

Today three months ago the campaign against Russia began. Every-
body supposed at the time that the Bolsheviks would be ripe for
capitulation within no more than eight to ten weeks. ... That as-
sumption, however, was based on a widespread ignorance of the
Russian war matériel.... We were spoilt by the preceding
Blitzkriege.?

Indeed, when the last phase of the campaign began with the attack
on Moscow, the remnants of the Ostheer’s modern elements were
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rapidly destroyed. The 18th Panzer was reduced to only fourteen
tanks by 9 November, and ten days later whatever had remained of
its armor was put out of action due to lack of fuel.? On the eve of
the Soviet counter-offensive in early December, the division had
only a quarter of its original mobility.”” This in turn also meant
severe shortages in supplies of food and clothes. The harsh living
conditions naturally made for a great rise in the incidence of frost-
bite, disease, and exhaustion.? The retreat from the attacking Red
Army made things even worse, for much of what had remained of
the division’s matériel had to be left behind.”” Symptoms of mental
attrition caused by fatigue, hunger, exposure, and anxiety also be-
came increasingly prevalent. On 22 December the division’s Op-
erations Section noted: “The physical and mental condition of the
soldiers and of some of the commanders calls for issuing very de-
tailed orders and carefully examining them, in order to avoid break-
downs.”” Indeed, on Christmas eve two young soldiers died of
exhaustion.”® Apathy was widespread. A soldier from the 57th In-
fantry Division wrote at the time that due to the “snow-storms,
blizzards and the great cold reaching down to 45 degrees [Celsius]
. . . there are many men who cannot find enough energy to withstand
the severity of winter and escape an otherwise certain death.””? The
demodernization of armored formations did not consist merely in
losing their tanks and trucks, but just as much in the numerous
cases of physical and psychological breakdown caused by the
wretched living conditions. As the divisional Quartermaster noted,
“the almost inhuman strain” of combat was made

even worse as there were no accommodation facilities. In spite of
the great cold, reaching 40 degrees [Celsius] below zero, the troops
had to spend day and night in the open and were only beginning
to dig fox-holes and set up accommodation facilities . . . [when] the
division received marching orders to a new assignment.”

Throughout the rest of the first winter in Russia the 18th Panzer’s
troops remained in essentially the same conditions as those of the
12th Infantry. This was characteristic of most Ostheer armored di-
visions which, stripped bare of their matériel and forced into en-
trenched, defensive warfare, underwent a relatively far more radical
process of demodernization than the regular infantry. Later on the
18th Panzer did manage to scrape together a few tanks, but their
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number never rose much above twenty, and was usually far lower
than that. In fact, the division’s material condition was even worse
than that of most Great War formations, for during the second part
of winter 194142 it never had more than thirty-two guns, and often
as few as five, while due to a great shortage of motorized supply
vehicles and the high mortality of horses, it was quite immobile for
much of the time, relying on primitive Russian Panje-wagons and
sledges for its provisions. Another indication of the decay of the
front was the quality of the equipment. While even the best German
tanks were inferior to their Russian equivalents, by now Panzer
units were compelled to fall back on more obsolete models, quite
useless against Soviet armor; similarly, the few artillery pieces left
were so worn out that their barrels were in imminent danger of
exploding, while anti-tank guns, as was the case in the 12th Infantry,
were mostly ineffective due to their small caliber.>* The sense among
the troops that they had been plunged into a state of extreme back-
wardness was enhanced by the fact that although this division, rather
exceptionally, had a relatively large though still insufficient stock
of winter clothes, these were far from adequate for Russian winter
conditions.”® And, although front-line units kept reporting this to
the rear, the quality of Wehrmacht winter uniforms showed little
improvement well into 1943.% Nor did it occur to those in charge
of tank production that equipping them with heating systems might
be essential for fighting in the East.”

All these factors combined to cause the same physical and mental
attrition among the troops of the 18th Panzer which we noted in
the 12th Infantry. Badly fed and clothed, filthy and infested with
lice, lacking shelter and fighting against increasing enemy pressure
with diminishing manpower reserves, the troops were assailed by
an array of diseases, ranging from influenza, skin infections, and
frostbite, to intestinal inflammations and typhus and spotted fever
epidemics.” In mid-February 1942 the 18th Panzer’s commander
pointed out that

due to the constant great demand of guard duty and patrols, and
furthermore because of the wretched accommodation facilities, a
significant deterioration in the physical and mental resistance
strength [of the troops] can be observed . . . one company was pulled
out of the line and quarantined owing to frequent outbreaks of
spotted fever. . . . The reduction of food rations is unbearable in the
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long run in view of the troops’ condition. A full rest is advisable
for replenishment, restoration of health and morale.”

As rest was out of the question, it is not surprising that during the
first three months of 1942 some 5000 soldiers, or close to a third
of the division’s manpower, reported sick.* This was of course by
no means exceptional. In 1942 spotted fever reached epidemic pro-
portions throughout the Ostheer, claiming no less than 36,434 vic-
tims. Indeed, in December 1941 alone the number of the sick in the
East rose steeply to 90,000, along with a similarly high incidence
of frostbite. By January 1942 almost two-thirds of the overall
214,000 troops lost to the Ostheer were victims of illness and frost-
bite rather than enemy action, with their numbers rising to as many
as half a million by spring 1942.*' The wretched living conditions
and the resulting deterioration in the troops’ health also had a serious
psychological effect. The commander of the 18th Panzer was not
alone in urging his officers “to take vigorous action against the
clearly widespread fatigue and indifference among our men.”** The
first winter in Russia both materially demodernized the German
side of the front and produced a changed mentality among the Wehr-
macht’s troops. Symptomatic of this metamorphosis was the com-
plaint made by the commander of Army Group Center, Field
Marshal von Bock, that “our troops run away whenever a Russian
tank appears,” an unprecedented phenomenon in an army which
had only recently introduced modern armored warfare to Europe.
The man who had led this military revolution, General Heinz Gu-
derian, now described his once invincible Panzer group as “a lot of
armed camp-followers who trudge slowly backwards,” plagued by
“a serious crisis of confidence” prevalent both “among the troops
and the junior commanders.”*’

Yet the changing character of warfare on the Eastern Front did
not merely produce fatigue and apathy, but also a new image of
war. Between 1918 and 1939 men had come to accept the idea that
the combination of the machine-gun and barbed wire which had
caused the stalemate along the continuous Western Front of the
Great War, would remain a permanent feature of modern warfare.*
But during the first two years of the Second World War the Wehr-
macht’s tanks and aircraft accelerated the pace of fighting to such a
degree that the notion of a front seemed to have vanished altogether.
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The image of war became one of highly trained professionals wield-
ing sophisticated fighting machines and conducting rapid and spec-
tacular campaigns. Once “Barbarossa” was launched, however, the
striking imbalance between the Ostheer’s modern and obsolete ele-
ments, already evident in the Western campaign, could no longer
be bridged due to the much greater spaces of Russia and the strength
and determination of the Red Army. As a consequence, the Ostheer
became stranded along an overextended front deep inside the Soviet
Union. The front assumed once more the character associated with
the Great War, and the Ostkdmpfer’'s war came to consist of tra-
ditional, entrenched warfare, rather than of the quick marches and
decisive encounters he had learned to expect. “To say: ‘Even a dog
wouldn’t go on living like this,” means little, for hardly any animal
lives in lower and more primitive conditions than us,” wrote one
soldier as early as 18 August 1941.* But his was a much more
frustrating and demoralizing situation than that of his Great War
predecessors, for unlike them he was well aware of the now lost
potential of conducting war quickly, conclusively, and at a relatively
low cost. Worse still, now his enemies began increasingly to inflict
upon him what only a year earlier he had inflicted on them, using
those technologies and tactics he could no longer employ. As one
soldier wrote home, “I didn’t know what trench warfare was like,
but now I have learned. Our casualties are great, more than in
France.” But, as he went on to say, this was not simply a repetition
of 1914-18, for now he was made to feel as the French and Poles
had felt: “I have never seen such tough dogs as the Russians, and
it is impossible to tell their tactics in advance, and above all their
endless matériel, tanks and so forth.””*® This could indeed read as a
letter written by a Frenchman in May 1940. Thus for the individual
Landser, technology was transformed from an ally to an enemy,
and his animosity toward its deadly products hurled at him at the
front was only further enhanced by the growing intensity and fe-
rocity of the Western Allies’ strategic bombing of civilian centers
and industrial targets far in the rear. The old romantic view of war
was badly shaken. One soldier complained: “Yet why is this suf-
fering in itself not great, but so unspeakably common and dirty?”*
Instead, combat troops now began to rationalize these developments
by employing a sort of nihilistic, social-darwinian argumentation,
not unlike that of Ernst Jiinger, according to which not only was
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war hell, one also had to be a beast if one wished to survive it. The
chronicler of the elite Grossdeutschland Division, who had served
in its ranks as an officer, succinctly described this new attitude:

Man becomes an animal. He must destroy, in order to live. There
is nothing heroic on this bartlefield. . . . The battle returns here to
its most primeval, animal-like form; whoever does not see well,
fires too slowly, fails to hear the crawling on the ground in front
of him as the enemy approaches, he will be sent under. ... The
battle here is no assault with “hurrah” cries over a field of flowers.**

Another soldier wrote as early as 11 July: “Here war is pursued in
its ‘pure form’ [‘Reinkxltur’], any sign of humanity seems to have
disappeared from deeds, hearts, and minds. The scenes which one
observes border on insane hallucinations and nightmares.”* And
Ansgar Bollweg, a thirty-year old student of theology, mentioned
Jiinger approvingly when he summed up his own view of the war
in a letter written in November 1943: “This war has made us soldiers
different. . . . With the senses of a predator we recognize how the
rest of the world will be ground between the millstones of this war.
The Middle Ages are finally reaching their end. Knights, kings,
townsmen, peasants have all been destroyed.”*® Paradoxically, the
troops may have clung to each other and kept on fighting precisely
because of that terrible sense of isolation and abandonment which
oppressed them so heavily, for there was nowhere to flee to in the
depths of Russia:

It is the courage of the desperate [writes the chronicler of the GD],
trying to defend what has already been won, the fear of falling alive
into the hands of the enemy, and the instinct of self-preservation,
which are the reasons for the willingness of the men fighting in the
East to make this sacrifice. They do not give up.”

This was indeed a new concept of heroism, a new self-perception
of the combat soldier, which substituted a ruthless, fanatic, amoral
view of war for material strength and rational planning. There was
an anarchic element in this celebration of death and return to sav-
agery among the front-line troops, combining a growing contempt
for traditional authority and values with a powerful urge to anni-
hilate both one’s enemies and oneself. The origins of this view, not
unrelated to the romantic imagery of war, preceded the Russian
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campaign. Even in 1939 the twenty-year old Baron von Guttenberg
wrote from Poland: “War is a blood-letting to be endured by hu-
manity. It is the duty of every man to conduct himself in harmony
within the chaotic confrontation of storming spirits.” And the young
Oskar, Prince of Prussia, rejoiced at the time: “We stand before the
burning gates of Europe. . . and only a shudder of belief illuminates
our actions, of which one says he would wish to follow us to the
end of the world.”® Another soldier wrote from France in June
1940 that “war is and will remain a condition of existence. A state,
a national community, appears to need periods of fighting, in order
to preserve its values and to fulfil its tasks; otherwise it must sur-
render them by becoming powerless and weak.”* Yet the unprec-
edented turmoil on the Eastern Front greatly radicalized this
concept, producing the image of the new, ideal, instinctive warrior.
“Orders are not given any more,” wrote one member of the GD
Division: “Leadership has reverted to its original form.” It is, he
claimed, ““a battle for survival,”” where everything was allowed which
might prevent the extinction of the individual soldier, and by ex-
tension also that of his comrades, his unit, his race and country.*
But it became much more than that, for in the attempt to overcome
the material demodernization of the front, the terrible mental at-
trition of the soldiers, the hopelessness of the situation, and the ever
growing superiority of the enemy, battle was made into a thing of
itself, a condition to be glorified as the real, supreme essence of
being. Indeed, even those who perceived the madness of the war
saw no other way of coping with its reality than by idealizing it.
Harald Henry, a twenty-two-year-old student of philosophy, main-
tained in October 1941:

Yes, what I live here is Idealism. The Idealism of “in spite of it
all,” [living] right on the edge. When I make front against “ideal-
istic” conceptions, then this is due to my bitterness against all false
affirmations, against an enthusiasm that recognizes and knows noth-
ing of what we suffer and what is being destroyed here. ... But
what we must do here, suffering to insanity, holding on and ex-
tricating ourselves with clenched teeth, ever participating and pre-
pared—and then in the midst of the atrocious wretchedness, in the
abysses and darkest aspects of life, still preserving the belief in its
light and beautiful sides, in the meaning of life, in the external
values, in the whole rich and beautiful world of Idealism, how



28  HITLER’S ARMY

should we call that? This is that “in spite of it all,” that inner
indestructibility, that unshakable will to conceptualize even the
most horrible as part of the whole, to see it within the “good”
general stream of life.*

The demodernization of the front had several important con-
sequences. First, it led to such heavy losses among combat units
that the traditional backbone of the German army, the “primary
groups” which had hitherto assured its cohesion, were largely wiped
out. Second, in order to prevent the disintegration of the army as
a whole which might have resulted from the breakup of the “primary
group,” theé Wehrmacht introduced and ruthlessly implemented an
extremely harsh disciplinary system, to which was given not merely
a military, but also an ideological legitimation. Yet draconian pun-
ishment did not suffice in cases where fear of the enemy was greater
than fear of one’s superiors. Thus in compensation for their obe-
dience, and as a logical conclusion of the politicization of discipline,
the troops were in turn given license to vent their anger and frus-
tration on the enemy’s soldiers and civilians. The demodernization
of the front consequently greatly enhanced the brutalization of the
troops, and made the soldiers more receptive to ideological indoc-
trination and more willing to implement the policies it advocated.
This process was possible, however, only because a large proportion
of the Wehrmacht’s officers and men already shared some key ele-
ments of the National Socialist world-view. Confronted with a bat-
tlefield reality which no longer corresponded to their previous image
of war, and with an enemy who could not be overcome by em-
ploying familiar military methods, German soldiers now accepted
the Nazi vision of war as the only one applicable to their situation.
It was at this point that the Wehrmacht finally became Hitler’s army.



The Destruction of the
Primary Group

The meost obvious, and to contemporary German soldiers also the
most painful consequence of the failure of the Blitzkrieg in the Soviet
Union and the demodernization of the front was the tremendous
casualties sustained by combat units. This was neither a local nor a
temporary setback, for from the very beginning of “Barbarossa”
until the final stages of the war the Wehrmacht invested the lion’s
share of its manpower and material resources in the East, and as of
winter 1941-42 was never again able to seize the initiative on more
than an increasingly limited part of the front. Most Ostheer soldiers
spent the next three years of the war in defensive positions and
predictably sustained the kind of losses associated with entrenched
warfare which previous Blitzkrieg campaigns had managed to avoid.
Indeed, it was in the Soviet Union that the Wehrmacht’s back was
broken long before the Western Allies landed in France, and even
after June 1944 it was in the East that the Germans continued to
commit and lose far more men. Hence, the war experience of most
German combat soldiers was forged on the Eastern Front, and it is
only by examining events there that one can gain the proper insight
into the functioning of the Wehrmacht, the mentality and self-
perception of its troops, and the changes it underwent during the
war. Put differently, one can argue that only during the war in the
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Soviet Union did the Wehrmacht attain full “maturity” and finally
become Hitler’s army. This is important to recognize not merely
because of the numerical weight of the Ostheer, but also because it
revealed the inherent dynamic of serving as the military instrument
of the Nazi regime. Ultimately, not even the remotest and most
isolated elements of the German armed forces could remain com-
pletely immune to this process.

Cohesion in the German army was to a large extent maintained
by a conscious and systematic nurturing of what has come to be
termed “primary groups.” The roots of this social organization go
back to a military tradition which expected soldiers to feel a special
kind of bond and loyalty to their unit. This sort of esprit de corps
was especially effective in cases where battalions, regiments, and
later on also divisions were raised on a regional basis, making for
linguistic, religious, normative, and many other kinds of affinities
between the men. As armies expanded, this type of unit loyalty
became more difficult to maintain. While the size of military for-
mations made familiarity between all members impossible, the
growth of the nation-state was accompanied by the attempt to stress
national patriotism, rather than regional loyalty, as a major factor
in the cohesion and motivation of the soldiers. The effort to nurture
personal ties between soldiers also seemed to preclude full exploi-
tation of the nation’s human resources. Some countries, such as the
United States, chose a more efficient manpower policy which treated
soldiers as individuals to be sent wherever needed, rather than to a
specific unit where they might have already formed, or were ex-
pected to develop personal ties. The German army, however, chose
more systematically to organize the tradition of keeping together
soldiers belonging to a specific unit and recruited originally from
the same Webrkreise, or conscription zones. This policy meant that
not only were troops trained and grouped into units together, but
also that the wounded could expect to rejoin their old comrades
once they recovered. This practice could become administratively
very cumbersome, but was highly conducive to morale, for German
soldiers could see their unit as a kind of home to which they could
always return, a social group made of men they knew and trusted.
While it was no longer possible to maintain group loyalty to a whole
regionally conscripted division, within that formation men forged
“primary group” ties at the company and platoon level; to a large
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extent, they developed the same ties with their junior and middle-
ranking officers at the platoon, company, battalion, and often also
the regimental level. Indeed, the German army traditionally ex-
pected its officers not only to lead their men into battle, but also
to care for their needs, creating thereby a sense of belonging to a
family, albeit a highly hierarchical and disciplined one, reflected in
the customary junior commander’s form of address to his men as
Kinder.'

This traditional social organization at the lower echelons made
such a profound impression on some Western scholars studying the
German army during and immediately after the Second World War
that it was proclaimed as the real cause for the Wehrmacht’s re-
markable cohesion, rather than any ideological motivation. The gist
of the argument was that

the unity of the German Army was in fact sustained only to a very
slight degree by the National Socialist political convictions of its
members, and that more importantly in the motivation of the de-
termined resistance of the German soldier was the steady satisfaction
of certain primary personality demands afforded by the social or-
ganization of the army.?

The cohesion of the Wehrmacht was thus said to have been the
product not of abstract ideas, but of a concrete and clearly identi-
fiable social system which catered to the formation and preservation
of close personal ties between soldiers within a network of “primary
groups.” As these “primary groups” constituted the backbone of
the army, it was further maintained that

once disruption of primary group life resulted through separation,
breaks in communications, loss of leadership, depletion of person-
nel, or major and prolonged breaks in the supply of food and
medical care, such an ascendancy of preoccupation with physical
survival developed that there was little “last ditch” resistance.?

Ever since it was first formulated in 1948, this theory has had a
major impact on all subsequent writing on the Wehrmacht, as well
as on soldiers in general.* The idea that German soldiers were mo-
tivated by organization rather than indoctrination became so pre-
dominant, that very little effort was made to re-examine the evidence
on which the original thesis had been based. Instead, forty years
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after Shils and Janowitz had suggested their “primary group” the-
ory, another scholar similarly asserted that what he termed the out-
standing “fighting power” of the German army, “rested almost
solely on the excellence of its organization per se.”® Unfavorably
comparing the U.S. Army with the Wehrmacht, he too asserted that

the average German soldier . . . did not as a rule fight out of a belief
in Nazi ideology. ... Instead, he fought for the reasons that men
have always fought: because he felt himself 2 member of a well-
integrated, well-led team whose structure, administration, and func-
tioning were perceived to be, on the whole. . . equitable and just.®

We shall have an opportunity to ask what the implication is of
averring that German soldiers believed themselves members of an
institution based on justice and equality, and what impact this self-
perception might have had on the troops’ conduct. In the present
context the main point to be made is that the evidence presented in
support of these assertions is, to say the least, highly problematic.
Shils and Janowitz had collected the opinions, through interviews
and questionnaires, of German prisoners of war captured by the
Western Allies during the last phase of the war and immediately
after the cessation of hostilitics. A number of factors cast doubt on
the validity of these soldiers’ testimonies and on the extent to which
they were representative of the “average” German soldier. First,
these men were captured while fighting against the Western Allies,
whereas the vast majority of Wehrmacht troops were deployed in
the East; even if some of the soldiers in question had probably been
on the Eastern Front earlier on, their self-perception and attitudes
to the enemy and the regime must have been molded by their recent
experiences in the West. Second, considering their status as pris-
oners, these men could hardly be expected to reply sincerely to
questions posed by their interrogators regarding their commitment
to a regime and ideology deemed criminal by the enemy; moreover,
POWSs would generally tend to be more critical of their military
and political leadership than the average soldier, for the very fact
of their falling into the hands of the enemy may either undermine
their confidence in their leaders or reflect a previous state of de-
moralization which had led to their giving themselves up in the first
place. Third, these men were interviewed when the Third Reich was
on the verge of collapse, or had already capitulated following Hitler’s
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suicide, and consequently their psychological state must have been
very different from that of POWs captured even a few months
earlier, let alone of soldiers still fighting with their units. Finally,
it is by now commonplace among historians that oral testimonies,
even when taken under far less problematic circumstances, must be
examined against more objective types of evidence before their his-
torical value can be determined, as has indeed been shown by schol-
ars concerned both with the Third Reich and numerous other
societies.”

Even more disturbing than these reservations is the fact that
“primary group” theory actually reversed the chronology of events.
The Wehrmacht began to manifest its most remarkable “fighting
power” precisely at a time when the network of “primary groups”
which had ensured its cohesion during previous Blitzkrieg cam-
paigns began to disintegrate, and its troops went on fighting with
astonishing determination throughout the last three years of the war
in spite of the fact that this supposedly crucial element of esprit de
corps had been substantially weakened. Ideological motivation was
not indispensable, though it was far from absent, during the rapid
victories in Poland and France; there the tactics discussed in the
previous chapter and the tightly knit social organization of the units
were indeed quite sufficient to maintain the cohesion and morale of
the troops. But during the first six months of fighting in the Soviet
Union most of the preconditions presented by Shils and Janowitz
as bound to lead not only to the disintegration of the “primary
group,” but by extension also to the breakup of the army as a whole,
already existed. Yet while the “primary groups” did more or less
disappear, the army fought with far greater determination and
against far greater odds than at any other time in the past. We have
already seen the material demodernization on the Eastern Front,
where most of the heavy fighting was conducted throughout these
ycars, as well as the ensuing mental attrition of the troops, both of
which reached such an extent as to have warranted a complete dis-
integration of the army according to “primary group” theory. In
the following pages we shall see in greater detail the degree to which
“primary groups”’ by and large ceased to exist among combat troops
due to the enormous casualties and rapid manpower turnover at the
front.®

“Primary group” theory maintains that social organization
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made ideology unnecessary. This is a far too dichotomous view
even under the most favorable circumstances. Indeed, German
soldiers had no trouble noting the importance of both. Karl
Fuchs wrote from Russia on 26 October 1941, even before the
massive losses of the winter months decimated his unit, that “the
secret behind our incredible successes and victories” was to be
found in the “great comradeship [that] binds us German soldiers
together” and in their “devotion to the cause.””” Egon Freitag, a
twenty-three-year old student of engineering, insisted on 28 Au-
gust 1941: “We were never mercenaries, but—to use the hack-
neyed phrase—defenders of the Fatherland. There are certainly
among our ranks those who fight for the idea of National Social-
ism, and others who fight for the Fatherland, that spot on the
map for which risking one’s life remains self-evident. We lie to-
gether in the tent.”’® For him, comradeship and ideology
(whether Nazi or nationalist) were as clearly inseparable as Ger-
many’s invasion of the Soviet Union was a defensive operation.
To be sure, individual motivation had many complex sources.
Helmut von Harnack, a twenty-three-year-old high school grad-
uate who returned to the front after being wounded twice, won-
dered in a letter dated 23 September 1941 whether he was
motivated by “pride and impatience,” by the “sense of duty that
one must help the comrades stuck in the mud, that one simply
belongs there, that one cannot be torn away, because one feels
oneself out there almost at home,” or perhaps, citing Rilke, that
he kept going merely “um wiederzukehren!”'' As casualties on
the Eastern Front mounted, however, the weakening of the pre-
viously effective “primary group” ties increasingly tilted the bal-
ance in favor of ideological motivation. Indeed, the fact that in
the West there was relatively little “last-ditch” resistance proved
precisely the opposite of what Shils and Janowitz have tried to
demonstrate. In the West, due to the relatively less costly fight-
ing, “primary groups” survived to a much larger extent than in
the East. The reason that the Westheer presented generally little
“last-ditch” resistance in spite of the existence of “primary
groups,” while the Ostheer fought till the bitter end in spite of
their absence, was mainly ideological. The troops of the Wehr-
macht had been taught that both on the personal and on the na-
tional level surrender to the Red Army was equivalent to giving
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oneself up to the devil; individually, because they had been per-
suaded that the Soviets would kill them outright; collectively, be-
cause a Soviet victory would spell the end of civilization, indeed
could only be understood in terms of a universal apocalypse. As
regards the West, Nazi ideology itself was far less extreme, and
could in any case rely to a much lesser extent on the kinds of
popular prejudices against Slavs, Jews (especially the so-called
Ostjuden), and Bolshevism which made the acceptance of its anti-
Soviet propaganda so widespread. Consequently, the individual
soldier believed it safer to surrender to the Western Allies rather
than to the Russians, for while he quite rightly considered his
chances of personally surviving capture in the West much better,
he also did not feel guilty of actively causing his country’s ex-
tinction by doing so. This was clearly illustrated when during the
last months of the war tens of thousands of German soldiers
strove to extricate themselves from the fighting in the East and
surrender in the West, while those who nevertheless remained
there fought on with suicidal and senseless ferocity. In fact, this
manner of thinking was legitimized even by Nazi propaganda,
which in the last phase of the war increasingly emphasized the
need for the Western Allies to join hands with the Reich against
the “Judeo-Asiatic” hordes threatening to flood the lands of cul-
ture and civilization."? As Shils and Janowitz themselves con-
ceded, even if they thereby contradicted their own theory,

the question of the Russians was so emotionally charged, so much
the source of anxiety, that it is quite likely that the fear of the
Russians did play a role in strengthening resistance. National So-
cialist propaganda had long worked on the traditional repugnance
and fear of the German toward the Russian. The experience of the
German soldiers in Russia in 1941 and 1942 increased this repug-
nance by direct perception of the primitive life of the Russian vil-
lager. But probably more important was the projection onto the
Russians of the guilt feelings generated by the ruthless brutality of
the Germans in Russia during the occupation period. The shudder
of horror which frequently accompanied a German soldier’s re-
marks about Russia was a result of all these factors."

We shall return in a later chapter to some other implication of this
insightful passage. But first let us have a closer look at the actual
destruction of the “primary group” on the Eastern Front. This
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process can best be understood first by reviewing the overall tre-
mendous losses sustained by the Ostheer and the insoluble man-
power crisis into which the Wehrmacht was consequently plunged,
and then by examining the impact this situation had on some specific
combat units fighting on the Eastern Front.

In preparation for the attack against the Soviet Union the Wehr-
macht established fifty-two new divisions, but this considerable ex-
pansion was offset by the fact that due to the much larger territories
now controlled by the Reich, fully forty-nine formations were em-
ployed in occupational duties in 1941, as opposed to only fourteen
the previous year. This meant that when the Ostheer marched into
the Soviet Union with 3,050,000 men organized in 136 divisions
(not including its allies), it could leave behind a reserve of only
twenty-six divisions, of which fourteen had in fact either not com-
pleted their establishment or were still tied up elsewhere. Worse
still, the rapid build-up of new formations was achieved at the price
of a considerable deterioration of standards, with the result that in
June 1941 no less than sixty-six divisions were unfit for combat.
These difficulties could have been overcome had the Wehrmacht
repeated its former successes. Instead, after just over a month of
fighting, the Ostheer already lost more men than in the whole West-
ern campaign, and yet was still very far from its primary operational
goals. In September the now 142 divisions fighting in the East re-
ported an average decline of close to 50 percent of their initial battle
strength, calculated in terms of manpower and equipment, and by
November most infantry formations had lost half of their personnel.
At this point OKW admitted to having completely exhausted its
immediately available manpower reserves.'*

The Wehrmacht’s replacement system was based on a separate
Ersatzheer (Replacement Army) charged with organizing and
training fresh recruits, who were then delivered to the Feldheer
(Field Army). These conscripts were normally sent to formations
recruited from their own regions of origin, and were gradually
introduced to their units with the intention of allowing them to
fit into existing “primary groups” of veterans, or to form such
groups of their own. In June 1941 the Ersatzheer numbered
400,000 men, and in order to facilitate the quick delivery of re-
inforcements to combat formations at the front, 90,000 of these
soldiers were organized in so-called “field replacement battal-
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ions” which marched directly behind the attacking divisions. But
these reserves were quickly consumed, and by August the front
needed a further 132,000 replacements. Now the familiar logisti-
cal difficulties came into play, for in the fight over transport
room manpower reserves were rather low on the list of priorities.
Instead, the Ersatzheer established another 100 “field replacement
battalions” and sent them walking to the front, a rather lengthy
procedure considering that the fighting-zone was constantly mov-
ing eastward. These were heterogeneous units, for in the rush to
reinforce the rapidly dwindling front-line formations, there was
no time for consideration of “primary group” ties. By the time
they finally arrived at the front, the situation was in any case so
bad that these battalions were consumed even more quickly than
their predecessors. Meanwhile more radical emergency measures
became necessary to expand the Wehrmacht’s diminishing man-
power reserves. In October five divisions were established from
men hitherto exempted from military service due to their impor-
tance for industry (UK-Stellen); and men from service units in
the rear and occupation divisions in the West were earmarked as
further Ostheer reinforcements. The motley collection of 250,000
new replacements thus created were organized into combat for-
mations around a nucleus of experienced regiments pulled out of
the front for this purpose. This measure was once more in con-
tradiction to any former “primary group” practice, for while de-
priving older combat divisions of a third of their veterans, on the
one hand, it established formations of an extremely heteroge-
neous character, on the other. Nor was this step sufficient to
make up for the growing manpower gaps in the East. In mid-
December it was thus necessary to send another eight under-
manned Westheer divisions to the East, accompanied by four so-
called Walksire divisions, originally intended for use against do-
mestic unrest and unprepared for combat duty. As another des-
perate measure, the remaining twenty-three divisions in the West
were instructed to give up one battalion each, so as to serve as
the framework for the creation of a further four to six divisions
composed primarily of poorly trained former UK-Stellen person-
nel, thus once more breaking up existing formations and estab-
lishing new and highly heterogeneous units.'®

The manpower crisis of 1941-42 was thus only partially resolved
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by a series of piecemeal measures which made havoc of the previous
replacement system.'® Consequently the “primary groups” could
not be retained to the same extent as in the past, even if the Wehr-
macht did its utmost to preserve this tradition. And, since this was
only the beginning of a long-term and increasingly deeper crisis,
the role of the “primary group” as the basic social unit of combat
formations significantly diminished. The inability to overcome the
manpower shortage was illustrated by the fact that in July 1942 the
number of Ostheer troops had diminished by 750,000 men to
2,700,000. Paradoxically, the number of divisions deployed on the
Eastern Front actually increased by 43 to 179." This unhealthy
development resulted from the attempt to keep formerly homoge-
neous formations together without being able fully to replace their
losses, while using a large proportion of the new reserves to create
ever more divisions. In theory, this policy should have at least had
the merit of maintaining the old “primary groups,” but in practice
whereas the “primary groups” were destroyed by casualties, the
replacements which did arrive were too heterogeneous to make pos-
sible the formation of new “primary groups,” and too few to make
these veteran divisions once more militarily effective. While the
reluctance to disband depleted divisions had to do mainly with Hit-
ler’s fear of causing anxiety in the rear, it eventually had the effect
of demoralizing the men at the front, for though numerically greatly
diminished, these formations retained their old designations and
were consequently given tasks far beyond their present abilities.
Having seen their old comrades, the members of their “primary
groups,” killed or wounded, the few survivors of the first winter
in Russia could neither form into new groups due to the constant
and rapid manpower turnover, nor even briefly enjoy a sense of
strength by being sufficiently reinforced. Conversely, the newly
established formations, even if they had had any “primary group™
ties to start with, came into the war at a stage when these could not
be kept for any reasonable amount of time.

While the chronic lack of replacements meant that the man-
power crisis could not be overcome and would eventually lead to
Germany’s defeat, it was the enormous losses at the front which
were directly responsible for the physical destruction of the “pri-
mary group,” as well as for the general deterioration in the
professional standard of the troops. During the first six months



The Destruction of the Primary Group 39

of the campaign, the Ostheer sustained close to 750,000 casual-
ties, rising to over a million, or a third of the entire army in the
East, by late March 1942, of whom more than a quarter were
either killed or missing.'* Not only was it impossible to make up
for these losses, as OKH reported at the time “all ranks describe
the standard of their [replacements’] training and morale [innere
Haltung) as exceedingly bad.” Soldiers with specialized training
were particularly scarce. Consequently, in March 1942 only eight
divisions, or 5 percent of the entire Ostheer, were considered
fully prepared for offensive action.”” Among the officer corps the
situation was even worse. Not only were officer casualties pro-
portionately much higher than among the rank and file, but the
Wehrmacht had suffered from a lack of officers even before the
fighting began. The situation was further complicated by the rela-
tively advanced age of senior and middlé-ranking officers due
both to the stagnation in promotion in Weimar’s Reichswehr,
and to the need to re-activate retired officers during the rapid ex-
pansion of the officer corps in the 1930s. The harsh living and
fighting conditions in the East took a heavy toll on these elderly
men. By spring 1942 about half of the divisional commanders in
the Ostheer had to be replaced. Conversely, efforts to make up
for the losses among the junior ranks by instituting crash officer
courses produced men who lacked the proper qualifications for
filling the positions vacated by their elderly superiors. Yet as cir-
cumstances pushed junior officers rapidly along the command
structure, platoons and often also companies had to be taken
over by NCOs and even privates, The radical transformation in
the pattern of officer casualties can be gauged from the fact that
whereas during the first two years of the war only 1253 officers
died in action, between June 1941 and March 1942 no less than
15,000 officers were killed. Casualties were of course highest
among junior combat officers, whose numbers could not be re-
placed at the same rate. While in July 1941 there were still
12,055 first-lieutenants in the army, by March 1942 their number
had diminished to 7276.%°

Figures concerning the Wehrmacht and Ostheer as a whole may
suffice to demonstrate that “primary groups” were unlikely to sur-
vive the terrible mauling on the Eastern Front. But as we shall see
below, among combat units losses were proportionately much
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higher, and manpower turnover much faster, than these totals would
suggest. By observing some of the formations at the front it will
become clear that “primary group” must be dismissed as a major
factor in sustaining the cohesion of the Wehrmacht throughout the
Russian campaign. Let us examine the following examples. The 18th
Panzer Division, which crossed the Soviet frontier with 17,174 men
and 401 officers, began suffering considerable casualties from the
very first days of fighting.?' Within less than three weeks the division
lost some 2300 men and 123 officers, or close to one-third of their
original number.?? Casualties among officers were so high, that by
mid-July six battalion commanders were dead or wounded. No
wonder that even at this early stage of the campaign, one of the
battalions reported that “we have too many casualties. The old spirit
is lacking.” Toward the end of the month the rifle brigade, which
had set out with five fully manned battalions, was left with only
600 men, or a fifth of its initial strength, while the motorcycle
battalion lost well over half its men and almost all squad and platoon
leaders.” By this time the division as a whole had lost 3200 men
and 153 officers, or half of those available five weeks earlier. The
few officer replacements who now arrived were mainly composed
of young and inexperienced men. In order to fill its junior commard
positions, the division was compelled to commission many of its
NCOs, a procedure which made it necessary to give NCO positions
to privates. It is clear that within many of the division’s combat
units there was already a feeling that their “primary groups” had
been decimated. One rifle regiment commander lamented the loss
of sixty-one experienced officers and over 1000 of his original 2100
men, and went on to say that the meager replacements he had re-
ceived were not only professionally inferior, but also failed to revive
the unit’s badly shaken esprit de corps.*

The independent Grossdeutschland Regiment, a motorized elite
unit numbering some 6000 men, found itself in a similar predicament
from the very beginning of the campaign. In a typical incident on
5 July, one of its companies was ambushed in a forest and entirely
wiped out.”” This was merely a foretaste of the losses it sustained
in fierce forest battles around the Briansk “pocket” in October,
where its unit commanders were particularly hard hit.?* The 18th
Panzer, which was fighting next to the GD, was reduced by the
end of that month to only 9323 men and 239 officers, even though
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it had already used up its replacement battalion.”” Typically, one of
its rifle regiments now numbered merely 814 men and twelve of-
ficers, which meant that it had diminished to the size of a battalion.?
As casualties mounted remorselessly in November, there was an
increasing feeling that all the “old hands™ were disappearing. The
divisional pastor wrote at the time in his diary:

This is no longer the old division. All around us are new faces.
When one asks where this or that man is, one is always given the
same reply: dead or wounded. Most of the infantry company com-
manders are new, most of the old ones are gone.”

The GD too was rapidly decimated in a series of battles around the
town of Tula. In early November one of its battalions was reduced
to only eight officers and 359 men, and precisely a month later the
remnants of this unit were totally wiped out in a Soviet attack.*
The 12th Infantry Division, which had marched into the Soviet
Union with a combat element consisting of 14,073 men and 336
officers, suffered the same fate. In early November one of its reg-
iments was compelled to disband a whole battalion for lack of man-
power, and the division resorted to establishing a convalescent
company from troops being treated in the field hospital.”’ By the
second week of December the 12th Infantry had lost 4200 men, or
close to a third of its initial manpower, and was reduced to 11,351
men and 287 officers. ™

It was, however, the Red Army’s December counter-offensive
which finally destroyed whatever “primary groups” may have re-
mained intact. By the end of the month the 18th Panzer reported
that the number of soldiers “who actually go into action with a
weapon in their hands” had been reduced to a mere 1963 men and
forty-three officers, and the whole formation was reconstituted in
only four battalions, all of them fighting as infantry.”® Nor was it
the worst hit. In mid-December the 6th and 7th Panzer Divisions,
fighting in the same sector as the 18th, were left with only 180 and
200 soldiers respectively. Indeed, the entire LVI Panzer Corps was
manned by no more than 1821 “fighters” (Kimpfer).”* The 18th
Panzer did receive relatively plentiful replacements in the ensuing
winter months, but those were decimated in another bout of heavy
fighting as well as from the atrocious living conditions. During the
first three months of 1942 alone the division lost a total of 6667 men
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and 120 officers, a high proportion of whom were victims of disease
and frostbite.”® Yet even excluding the sick, by the end of March
total battle casualties since the opening of the campaign reached
9148 men, or over half the division’s initial manpower, and 323
officers, or four-fifths of their original number.* The 12th Infantry
fared little better following its encirclement by the Red Army in
February 1942. During the ensuing four months the 96,000 German
troops trapped in the Demyansk “pocket” lost a total of 41,212
men, or 43 percent of their strength, while the force sent to break
the siege sustained another 12,373 casualties, comprising a quarter
of its manpower, within merely four weeks of fighting.”” This was
a heavy price to pay for Hitler’s refusal to allow any retreat from
a tactically untenable position. As the divisional adjutant of the 12th
Infantry reported, the heavy losses made it necessary constantly to
re-establish combat units from the battered remnants of destroyed
companies and battalions. By sending all available convalescents and
service troops into combat, these newly built units somehow held
the front. But by now there were no longer any “primary groups”
left and, as the adjutant stressed, official unit designations “in no
way reflected reality between February and May.” Manpower man-
agement under such circumstances was so chaotic that by April the
division’s six remaining battalions were made of such a mishmash
of soldiers that one company was said to consist of troops from no
less than seventeen different units. Officer casualties were even more
distressing, In an attempt to alleviate the situation, the 12th Infantry
sent officer cadets to the front, but due to a lethal combination of
inexperience and excessive zeal more than half of them were lost
within a few days of fighting. As a result seventeen companies had
to be taken over by NCOs. The command structure of the division
became so disorganized, that according to the adjutant

due to the merging of units and the need to pull out whole regimental
staffs who had remained without any troops, the regiment and
battalion commanders were mostly not in a position to exercise any
influence upon the placement of officers or to submit any proposals
in that regard.®®

The GD Regiment was hit especially hard, for in the Soviet offensive
it was entirely wiped out. Reduced to companies of ten to fifteen
men during the retreat from Tula, by the end of 1941 the GD had
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accumulated a total casualty count of 4070 men, or close to three-
quarters of its initial manpower, along with 125 officers, probably
more than their original number.”” By mid-February all that re-
mained of the regiment were two battalions numbering some sixty
men each and composed of companies led by NCOs. Soon thereafter
the regiment was reorganized into a single rifle battalion, which on
20 February returned from its last operation that winter with no
more than three officers and about thirty men and NCOs as the
sole survivors of what had been a 6000-man unit.* It can thus be
concluded that as regards the formations examined here, few “pri-
mary groups” could have possibly survived the first winter in Russia,
nor could they have played a significant role in sustaining the morale
and cohesion of the combat units at the front. Moreover, as can be
seen from the soldiers’ correspondence, this was the situation in
many other combat units as well. Thus, for instance, Harald Henry
wrote from the front on 21 December 1941 that he still hoped “to
come out even of this mess, even if as the last surviving man of the
whole company.”*' He was killed the next day. On 24 December
Hans Pietzcker wrote: “Dear Mother, it was sad, it was bitterly
difficult—of my 36 men only six are still with me,” and then has-
tened to add that “we held out, loyal to our duty and responsibility
.. . we were undefeated, we knew our tasks and our orders.”**? Will
Thomas wrote on 19 January 1942: “I am the only remaining officer
of those who served in the regiment and also the only remaining
company commander of those who set out in the autumn.” He too
was killed the following week.*

In the course of the following three years the ever larger
losses spelled the repeated destruction of combat units, while the
growing overall manpower shortage increasingly hindered the re-
inforcement of depleted formations and the establishment of new
ones. And, as the rate of manpower turnover at the front con-
stantly rose, the creation and preservation of viable and effective
“primary group” ties became ever more difficult. On the eve of
its 1942 summer offensive the Ostheer’s manpower situation re-
mained critical. Even those formations intended to take part in
the attack on the southern sector of the Eastern Front had re-
tained only 50 percent of their combat strength, with infantry di-
visions lacking on average 2400 men, armored divisions between
1000 and 2000. This limited state of preparedness for action
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could only be achieved by depriving formations stationed along
the lion’s share of the front from any significant reinforcements.
Consequently, divisions on the northern sector lacked on average
4800 men each, and in the center as many as 6900, while their
combat strengths were reduced to a mere 35 percent of establish-
ment. These depressing figures were of course a direct conse-
quence both of the huge casualties sustained in the first year of
the Russian campaign, reaching close to 1,300,000 men (exclud-
ing the sick), or 40 percent of the Ostheer’s overall manpower of
3,200,000 soldiers, as well as of the general manpower shortage
in the Reich which made it impossible fully to replace losses on
such a scale. Although the Wehrmacht had called up' conscripts
earlier than scheduled, and recruited much larger numbers of for-
merly exempt workers, the lack of men on the Eastern Front
could not be reduced to less than 318,000. And, while another
960,000 soldiers were expected to be ready by September 1942, it
was stressed that in the event that the summer offensive failed,
no further replacements would be forthcoming for quite some
time.** The Wehrmacht chose to take the risk, and for the sec-
ond time in a row met with disaster.

Operation “Blan” was launched on 28 June 1942, and by mid-
September—that is, even before the battle of Stalingrad began taking
its toll—over a third of a million men were lost.** Following the
destruction of Paulus’ 6 Army in the cauldron of Stalingrad, the
Soviet counter-offensive of winter and autumn 1943, and the abor-
tive German “Zitadelle” offensive, losses rocketed to unprecedented
levels. Between November 1942 and October 1943 the Ostheer sus-
tained well over a million and a half casualties (including the sick),
of whom close to 700,000 were permanently lost. As replacements
could not keep up with this rate of casualties, no less than 40 di-
visions were either disbanded or re-grouped into so-called “small
divisions,” and the establishment figures of the remaining forma-
tions were cut almost by half to 10,700 soldiers. Indeed, by De-
cember 1943 the Ostheer’s overall strength was down by more than
a million men to just over 2,000,000 soldiers. In an attempt to make
up for this mammoth shortage, the army now greatly intensified
the conscription of Soviet POWs and civilians, euphemistically
called volunteers, or Hiwis, whose number ultimately reached some
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320,000 men. While the Hiwis were distributed among German
formations mainly as replacements for service troops ordered to
combat duty, another 150,000 men belonging to Soviet national
minorities were organized into semi-independent Ostlegionen,
though even in this case most command positions were held by
Germans.* Yet none of these measures, including the transfer to
the front in the second half of 1943 of another half a million non-
combat troops from the rear, young recruits, women, foreigners,
and ethnic Germans, could make up for the increasing losses.*” In
summer 1944 the great Soviet offensive against Army Group Center
claimed a monthly average of over 200,000 soldiers and almost 4000
Hiwis during the five months between 1 July and 31 December.
Indicative of the much greater weight of the Eastern Front even
following the Allies’ landing in Europe is that in the West the
monthly average of German casualties during the same period was
just over 8000 men. *® By November 1944 the Ostheer’s total man-
power had further declined to 1,840,000 men, and that in spite of
the recruitment of yet more UK-Stellen personnel and the conscrip-
tion of 16-year-old lads.*’ By the end of March 1945 the Ostheer’s
overall casualties mounted to 6,172,373 men, or double its original
manpower on 22 June 1941, a figure which constituted fully four-
fifths of the total losses sustained by the Feldbeer on all fronts since
the invasion of the Soviet Union.>® And yet, among combat units
at the front casualties were proportionately much higher still, with
a corresponding impact on the formation and life-expectancy of
“primary groups.”

Throughout spring and early summer 1942 the 18th Panzer Di-
vision constantly complained that “allocation of replacements is in-
sufficient,” that the “lack of officers and NCOs is particularly
noticeable” and, following the arrival of some reinforcements, em-
phasized the “very considerable lack of NCOs and particularly of
officers with front-line experience” among them. All that time the
division was operating with merely one motorcycle and three in-
fantry battalions, supported by a few weak specialized companies.>
Yet even these remnants of what had not long ago been a well-
equipped and fully manned armored division were again destroyed
in a fierce Soviet attack in early July. In the first four days of combat
alone, no less than 1363 troop and forty-three officer casualties were
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registered, with one rifle regiment losing all but one of its officers.*
The effects of such decimation can be gauged from the divisional
pastor’s diary entries at the time:

The number of the dead is increasing, the number of the wounded
is frightful. In my black book there is already one black cross after
another, my whole congregation is almost completely dead or
wounded. . . . Then last night we carried the dead out of the trenches
and from no man’s land. ... Our cemetery in Bukan has grown
tremendously. At first there were only a few graves, now there are
already over 400, all in a few days. And how many more will die
later in the first aid stations in the rear, or lie in another cemetery?
One regiment has brought its sacrifice. The colonel’s face has grown
terribly thin over these last few days—sleepless nights, turbulent
hours. ... He stands silently in front of the long rows of graves:
“There lies my old guard. In fact we too should be there. Then it
would all be over.”

During the battles of the following winter in the area of Orel,
the 18th Panzer was once more severely shattered. Even when it
began this round of fighting the division’s combat strength stood at
less than 3000 men, and by the second week of March 1943 it had
only 1994 left in its combat elements out of a total divisional strength
of merely 2834 men.> The chronic shortage of unit commanders,
and their rapid rate of turnover, characteristic by now of all Ostheer
formations, was well illustrated in a divisional evaluation from early

April:

During the last few days, 8 out of 16 commanders (among whom
are all Panzer Grenadier {i.e. infantry] commanders) have been
changed; apart from that, the divisional commander and the First
Operations Officer are new. . . . None of the commanders have had
any battle and command experience in their present position in the
attack, and only one has had any in the defense. ... The officer
corps at hand is numerically insufficient for either attack or defense.
... [There is a] shortage of 28 per cent [among NCOs]. .. [who]
are good as individual fighters, but most of whom, and particularly
the young men, are still not very impressive in their capacity as
commanders.

Under such circumstances, it was obviously difficult to form ties of
loyalty to the officers, especially considering the parallel constant
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and rapid decimation of the rank and file. As the above estimation
went on to say, the division was now left with four infantry bat-
talions numbering about 290 men each, and its total manpower had
been reduced to merely 2440 men, well under a sixth of this former
Panzer formation’s initial strength.>

The 12th Infantry division was hit just as badly. Eleven months
after it had entered the Soviet Union, this formation accumulated a
total casualty count of 9272 men and 341 officers, that is, two-thirds
of the initial manpower and more than the entire divisional officer
corps.* By this time the division was also some 6000 men and over
seventy officers short of its establishment figures.”” The numerically
insufficient and poorly trained replacements tended to arrive piece-
meal, which meant that they had to be sent directly into the fighting
without the slightest opportunity of either receiving further training
or familiarizing themselves with their comrades. As the division
reported on 5 June,

Following the fierce defensive battles during May the gaps torn in
the front were filled by inexperienced replacements. . . . The hith-
erto preferred acclimatization of young replacements in a sector not
under attack was not yet possible due to the fact that there was no
divisional reserve.

Meanwhile, the number of officers declined relentlessly, and soon
the division was faced with a shortage of no less than ninety officers,
notwithstanding the fact that its establishment figures had been sig-
nificantly cut.*® This situation had a particularly detrimental effect
on the 12th Infantry’s command structure. By July 1942 the division
was left with only five of its nine battalion commanders; conse-
quently, eight company commanders had to take over sectors nor-
mally put under charge of more senior officers, while a ninth was
detached to another division. This meant in turn that companies
were now led by young and inexperienced officers, while platoons
were almost invariably led by NCOs, whose own numbers had now
greatly diminished because many of those who survived the fighting
had already been made into war-officers. As for the rank and file,
at this stage only a quarter of them were trained infantry troops;
the rest came from non-combat units.”> This shortage of skilled
soldiers, itself the product of heavy losses among combat troops,
was also the cause for even greater casualties among men untrained
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for fighting. As one of the infantry regiments reported, enemy raids
against its positions had achieved significant successes due to “the
meager numbers of men. . .and the low level of training [which]
can only be offset by sending some qualified commanders,” who
were, however, very hard to come by, as we have already seen.*
By August the division’s losses thus rose to 10,897 men, or close
to four-fifths its initial strength, and yet things seemed to be getting
progressively worse. Now the divisional commander again pointed
out that

as experience has shown, units which had been replenished by re-
placements have sustained particularly high casualties during the
first days of combat in a new operation; casualties were that much
higher, the larger the infantry units sent to the attack, and the greater
the lack of qualified NCOs.*'

Efforts made by the division to train newly arrived replacements
and gradually introduce them to the battlefield®* failed time and
again due to the constant emergencies at the front, which soon made
it necessary once more to establish “Alarmeinbeiten” of untrained
service troops whose casualties were probably even higher than those
of fresh recruits.®> With the arrival of winter Soviet attacks inten-
sified, and the large-scale decimation of the previous year was re-
peated. In early December one of the division’s regiments was wiped
out within the space of ten days’ combat, losing 614 men out of a
total of 793, and a few weeks later the powerful “storm battalion”
returned from the front with thirty-six men and a single officer, by
which time the number of battalions in the division had shrunk from
eight to four.* These tremendous losses were partially replaced by
more fresh replacements, many of whom became casualties just as
soon as they arrived from the Reich. The divisional commander
repeatedly complained about the lamentable “fighting quality of the
young replacements. .. who have received little training with the
fighting troops, whether in [offensive] battle or in defensive combat
against tank assaults.”** Yet he had no choice but to make immediate
use of them, reporting once more in early December:

The replacements have gained no self-confidence and fail in the
advance. By dodging the tanks they prevent the officers from car-
rying out their battle tasks. . .. I caution against a false estimation
owing to the large number of replacements, particularly among
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companies which have had to be newly established on the front-
line.

Evidently shaken by this massacre of untrained young men the
commander cabled the corps two days later, emphasizing that

recruit replacements since early 1942. . . had not been acclimatized
in their new units by training and could not be gradually introduced
to battle experience. The good will which they have brought with

them has not proved sufficient to overcome the feeling of isolation
on the confused battlefield or the terror of the tanks.*

But nothing much could be done about this situation. Not only did
the troops of the 12th Infantry have little opportunity of forming
stable “primary groups,” many of them hardly spent more than a
few days in its ranks before they were either killed or sent back to
the rear in hospital trains. Nor was it possible to form any sort of
familiarity with unit commanders. By winter 1942-43 officer re-
placements were being utilized in a similar manner to the rank and
file. Newly arrived and inexperienced officers could no longer be
given an opportunity to get to know their units, but were instead
sent at their head directly into battle, as unfamiliar with the terrain
and the enemy as with their men. This of course led to heavy casu-
alties and was certainly not the best means to strengthen the men’s
confidence in their commanders.*’

The Demyansk “pocket” was finally given up by the Germans
in the face of an approaching Soviet offensive in February 1943.
When the 12th Infantry settled into its new positions along the Lovat
river in early March its combat elements numbered only 171 officers
and 4822 men, half as many officers and a third as many men as it
had mustered at the start of the campaign.®® The new line did not
prove much safer than the old one, and in occasional eruptions of
hard fighting units were mauled time and again. In late March, for
instance, one battalion returned from a brief but fierce battle with
only forty-six men of the original 475, and another was left with
sixty-four out of 360.°’ According to the last divisional casualty
count available, between 22 June 1941 and mid-October 1943 the
12th Infantry lost a total of 16,112 men, or well over its initial
strength, and 527 officers, which constituted 157 percent of their
original number.” Very little documentation has survived regarding
this formation’s last days, but it is known that it sustained heavy
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losses in the defensive battles around Vitebsk in winter 1943—44,”!
and was then completely destroyed in the Soviet summer offensive
of June 1944.7 This could mean that during its three years on the
Eastern Front the 12th Infantry lost as many as twice its initial
number of men and about three times as many officers. This scale
of casualties, and the consequently rapid rate of unit destruction
and manpower turnover, thus clearly hindered the formation of
“primary groups” and greatly limited the impact of personal ties
between unit members on motivation and cohesion in battle.

Unlike the formations surveyed above, the newly established
Grossdeutschland Division survived till the very last days of the war
thanks to a constant flow of replacements. It thus serves as an
excellent example of a highly motivated division whose astonishingly
high casualties precluded the preservation of anything but the most
limited degree of “primary group” ties. The GD entered the German
summer offensive of 1942 with some 18,000 men and 300 officers,
and even in the first month of fighting lost over 2000 men and 114
officers, or close to 40 percent of their original number.” But it was
only after the division was transferred to defensive positions on the
central sector of the front that casualties reached truly alarming
proportions. In September alone one of the infantry regiments lost
close to 1400 men, with one battalion being entirely wiped out and
many companies reduced from 140 to less than fifty men. Officer
losses were especially severe, including a regimental commander and
two battalion commanders with most of their staffs killed by direct
artillery hits on field headquarters, an event which was to recur
frequently over the next three years.” In November things became
even worse. One battalion was destroyed within twenty minutes
while charging into a Soviet artillery barrage, losing virtually all its
officers from platoon leaders to the battalion commander. The fate
of a neighboring unit was described by one of its members:

Completely isolated, [the second platoon] fought...to the last
man. . . . As both our company commander, Lieutenant Rupp, and
his Sergeant-Major Sonnenberg were missing after these battles, and
the soldiers of the first and second platoons had been mostly
wounded or killed, our old “sixth> [company] was completely an-
nihilated but for five men. During the next few days.. . . the battalion
fought as a small battle-group.
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Three days after this diary entry was made, the battalion in question
was reduced to the size of a fully manned platoon.” These losses
compelled the GD to establish “Alarmeinbeiten,” with the familiar
result of even higher losses among these untrained service troops.
By the end of the month at least another two battalion com-
manders were killed, and in December a whole infantry regiment
was encircled by Soviet tanks and totally wiped out, an event de-
scribed by the divisional operations officer in a letter to his wife:

The most frightful incident occurred when a regiment commander
bid farewell from me on the radio. He described how they had
been surrounded, fighting hard, and yet the Russian came ever
closer, a withdrawal was of course forbidden. “Here we now re-
main,” he said, “my men are fighting like lions, but soon it will
all be over, we are ready, please stay a little longer on the line, I
would still like to speak to you—now the tanks are coming”—then
the connection was cut. The colonel is dead, his staff have fallen,
only one officer and one man have succeeded in breaking out.”®

As the fighting went on, yet another battalion was reduced to four
officers and thirty-five men. The manner in which one unit after
another was destroyed in futile counter-attacks can be gaged from
the description of one such operation by an infantry company:

The heights were taken in spite of heavy defensive fire. But in the
battle for the top bunker one man after another was killed. Lieu-
tenant Weiss and his five remaining men could no longer take the
last position. And so they left the heights held by the Russian with

the sole achievement of having had the whole company smashed to
bits.”

The company to which the trooper who wrote this passage
belonged was itself decimated, having lost six commanders since
July and numbering by the end of December just one officer,
two NCOs, and eight men. Nor was this exceptional; a neigh-
boring company had been reduced to one officer, one NCO, and
16 men.”® Indeed, within the preceding four months the remain-
ing infantry regiment had lost 2674 men, which constituted two-
thirds of its manpower.”” And, as replacements could not keep
up with these losses, most companies had only one officer left,
while platoons were led by NCOs and even privates.®® As the di-
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vision went on fighting almost without pause until spring 1943,
by April its total casualty count reached 10,365 men, just under
two-thirds of its original strength merely ten months earlier,
while 375 officers, or 125 percent of their number in June 1942,
were either dead or wounded.* That such destruction of combat
units was not exceptional at the time can be seen from numerous
soldiers’ letters. Thus, to cite only one example, on 15 September
1942 Martin Linder wrote from the Eastern Front:

Since 28 June 1942 alone our company has sustained 190 casualties
in wounded and killed. As wounded are considered those who must
be sent to hospital—many of the lightly wounded remain either
directly with the combat troops or recover among the service units.
Of the 190 [casualties] 34 were killed and one can calculate that a
further 10 to 15 have either died in hospital or are certain to die of
their wounds in the future.®

Returning from a brief leave at home, Linder wrote on 28 November
1942 that while he had been away “[t]wo-thirds of my platoon have
become casualties.” *

In the few months preceding the last large-scale German of-
fensive in the East, operation “Zitadelle,” frantic attempts were
made to reinforce the Ostheer’s formations. But both the inade-
quacies of the preparations, and the paroxysm of destruction
which seized the front once the attack was launched, forcefully
demonstrated that the terrible manpower drain did not merely
prevent any meaningful resurrection of the Wehrmacht’s “pri-
mary groups,” but was rapidly bleeding the Reich white to the
extent that it would soon have no more men fit for army service
left at all. In fact, as of summer 1943 fighting units sustained
such a high rate of losses, that they were eventually wiped out
one after the other, though fighting until the very last:moment
with dwindling replacements gathered from every conceivable
source. Here the 18th Panzer serves as a particularly good exam-
ple. In spring 1943 this formation’s combat elements numbered
124 officers and 3782 men, less than half its original strength. Yet
even these figures were reached by ordering all service troops be-
longing to the classes of 1906 and 1907 to combat duty, which
meant that a large proportion of the division’s fighting units were
now made up of ill-trained men aged over 36 years.* In order to
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bring the division to strength in view of the approaching offen-
sive, in May 1943 it finally received eighty-nine officer, 130
NCO, and 2571 troop replacements.®® But once again this un-
commonly generous reinforcement largely reflected the deteriora-
tion in the Wehrmacht’s overall situation. It soon turned out that
half of the new officers were in fact merely cadets, and the other
half were elderly, inexperienced, and poorly trained. Similarly,
the NCOs, quite apart from being numerically insufficient, were
also professionally disappointing.® Nevertheless, as the division
entered the battle of Kursk with four infantry battalions and
three support battalions, it was relatively far more powerful than
most other German divisions at the time.” In the course of the
next four months, however, the 18 Panzer sustained such heavy
losses that it was finally compelled to disband altogether. On 11
July, less than a week after “Zitadelle” was launched, the 18th
Panzer’s combat elements still numbered 5266 men and 157 offi-
cers; twelve days later only 890 men and less than thirty officers
were left.*® This tremendous decimation prompted the divisional
commander to order all available service troops to the front, not
least because he knew that “the higher leadership will set the di-
vision tasks which cannot be carried out with the combat
strengths reported hitherto.” Yet considering previous screenings
of service units, it is clear that these men were entirely unfit for
combat duty.®”” A week later one of the division’s two rifle regi-
ments was reduced to merely 127 soldiers, and by 27 July it had
only one officer company commander left.* All in all the divi-
sion lost 3198 men and 145 cfficers in July alone, about half its
men and almost all its officers in a single month of fighting. At
this stage both rifle regiments put together had 482 men left, and
all but four companies were led by NCOs. Whatever “primary
groups” had formed in the months leading to “Zitadelle” were
thus wiped out within a few weeks of fighting.”

In early August the division was reinforced and its combat
strength raised to 113 officers and 3643 men. But the replace-
ments were described as invariably elderly and poorly trained
men. By the end of the month the 18th Panzer reported a further
toll of 1249 casualties, to which were added another 825
wounded and 685 missing soldiers lost during the preceding two
months and not previously reported due to the chaotic conditions
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at the front. The only way the division could continue operating
was by attaching to its units men from disbanded or routed for-
mations roaming its area of operations. Officers were now cre-
ated by rapidly promoting NCOs, whose own dwindling
numbers were similarly raised by promoting privates.” Yet as the
fighting went on, by mid September the division had only two
infantry battalions left, numbering together 308 men and sup-
ported by 91 pioneers and 118 replacements, and by the end of
the month the division counted another 1181 casualties, or half of
its manpower four weeks earlier.” The intensity of the fighting
can be gaged from noting that between 4 July and 30 September
a total of 218 officers were lost, well over their number at the
beginning of “Zitadelle.” These officers included 10 battalion, 83
company, and 85 (officer) platoon commanders. All in all, since
22 June 1941 the 18th Panzer sustained 695 officer casualties, or
173 percent of their original number, a third of whom were lost
in the last three months of its existence. By the time the division
was finally disbanded on 10 October 1943, it counted 17,001
rank and file casualties, which was just as many men as it had
had at the start of “Barbarossa.”” One can conclude that in spite
of fighting fierce battles until the end, the 18th Panzer’s troops
could not have maintained more than the most ephemeral “pri-
mary group” ties, nor felt much personal loyalty to their unit
commanders, during the major part of their service in the Soviet
Union.

The GD Division’s survival until April 1945 allows us to examine
the relationship between the extremely high casualties of those last
two years and the no less remarkable determination of German
troops in the face of certain defeat.”® For this formation too, the
battle of Kursk meant terrible losses within the space of a few weeks;
but it also spelled the acceleration of the cycle of destruction and
reconstruction which continued well into the last months of the
war. Even during the first days of “Zitadelle” the commanders and
staff officers of both infantry regiments, and of another three bat-
talions, were almost all either killed or wounded.” By mid-August
the average strength of the infantry companies had dwindled to some
twenty-five men, many of them now led by NCOs for lack of
officers. Here too the practice of making immediate combat use
of replacements proved very costly; in one such instance a group
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of young recruits who had just arrived at one of the companies were
sent directly to the battlefield and within a few hours six were dead
and four wounded.” By early September most companies were
hardly larger than squads. The sixth Grenadier company was com-
posed of five men led by a lance-corporal, the seventh of five led
by a corporal, the entire third Grenadier battalion had three officers
and 29 men, and the second battalion had three officers and 22
men.” As the GD retreated to the west bank of the Dniepr in late
September, it reported a total casualty count of 7347 men within
the preceding six months, bringing its overall losses since June 1942
to 17,712 men and 590 officers, or almost as many men as it had
set out with and double the number of officers.” But the fighting
went on without pause. By November the pioneer battalion lost all
but one of its officers, while the two infantry regiments put together
had only 250 men left, with one battalion reduced to twenty-seven
soldiers.'® Even after some replacements arrived in early 1944, it
was reported that battalions “still had 100 men, a considerable force
at the time. There were two companies of 40 men each, and a reserve
of about 20 men.”'”!

Some insight into the rapid turnover of combat unit commanders
can be gained from the following example. On 26 July 1943, Second-
Lieutenant Heinz, commander of the sixth Grenadier company, was
killed and replaced by an NCO; on 7 August Second-Lieutenant
Ahlfeld took charge of the company, but was killed four days later.
Second-Lieutenant Pfau took over on 13 August and was wounded
after eight days. His replacement, Second-Lieutenant Fritz, was
wounded on 2 September and an NCO had to command the unit.
On 17 September Lieutenant Wiebe took over, but on 6 October
Pfau returned, having recovered from his injury, only to be wounded
once more two weeks later. Second-Lieutenant Hegemann, who
took over on 3 November, was reported missing after three days,
and his replacement, Second-Lieutenant Michaelis, was wounded in
turn ten days later, relinquishing company command to Lieutenant
Saalfrank. This was an average rate of a new company commander
almost every week. Battalion commanders did not fare much better.
On 14 October Captain Knebel, commander of the second Gren-
adier battalion (to which the sixth company belonged), was replaced
by Captain Kraussold, who within a couple of weeks was replaced
himself by Lieutenant Konopka. On 17 November Konopka was
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wounded, but Captain Kraussold, who again took over battalion
command, was seriously wounded only hours later. Now Captain
Weizenbeck assumed command, but less than two weeks later he
too was wounded. His replacement, Captain Krambeck, was also
wounded a few days later and had to relinquish command to Captain
Mickley.'” Under such circumstances it would indeed be hard to
believe that soldiers could develop much personal familiarity with
and loyalty to their ever changing commanders, quite apart from
their own rapid manpower turnover. In a letter sent on 12 July 1942
from Sevastopol, Friedrich Reinhold Haag, a company commander
in another formation, described the effects of such rapid manpower
turnover:

I have experienced again how difficult it is to lead a company into
a battle and to sacrifice men while hardly knowing any of them.
Then they fall right next to you and one of them cries perhaps:
“Herr Leutnant, be sure to write home”—and you don’t even know
what his name is.'?

Whatever remained of the GD following these winter battles was
decimated during the long retreat to Rumania in the wake of the
Red Army’s great offensive in the Ukraine in March 1944. It was
in this chaotic withdrawal that the sixth Grenadier company, not
unlike many other combat units, lost three commanders, of whom
one was an NCO, within the space of only three days.'® Having
reached the Rumanian frontier, however, the division was rapidly
reinforced, and in early April boasted of four infantry battalions
numbering some 400 men each, along with other support units. But
once more there was no time for any ties to develop between its
new members and the few surviving veterans, for following another
Soviet attack by 10 May the battalions were reduced to an average
of 65 men, having lost close to four-fifths of their troops within
less than a month.'”® Another batch of replacements was similarly
mauled in defensive warfare in June, and when for the third time
in three months the GD re-established its units, the fresh replace-
ments were mainly composed of fifteen- and sixteen-year old lads
taken directly from the Hitlerjugend, along with some elderly Great
War veterans.'® This extraordinary rate of destruction and replace-
ment continued after the division was transferred to East Prussia
later that month. In heavy fighting during the first half of August
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1944 companies were again reduced to an average of twenty men.'”
Officers were as always particularly hard hit: the four companies
of the first Grenadier battalion registered twelve changes of com-
mand in the space of merely nine days. Indeed, by the time this
Battalion retreated to Memel in the first part of October, it was
composed of eighteen men and led by a sergeant, himself wounded
a few days thereafter.'”

Now for the last time the GD was re-established. Evacuated
by sea from besieged Memel, in November 1944 the remnants of
the division arrived at Rastenburg in East Prussia, where substan-
tial reinforcements brought up their strength to about 10,000
men.'” The majority of these soldiers had had no previous expe-
rience in the GD, nor did they have much of an opportunity to
gain any now, for when the division went back into action in
early 1945, it was rapidly torn to shreds in the final mammoth
Soviet offensive. Soon cut off from the main bulk of the Os-
theer’s retreating formations, between 15 January and 22 April
the GD sustained the astonishing total of 16,988 casualties, con-
stituting 170 percent of its manpower at the beginning of 1945.
By now the 4000 GD survivors were fighting desperately in the
Samland peninsula, filling their ranks with the remnants of other
German formations scattered in the area.''® Even at this last stage
of the war plans were drawn to extricate the division from East
Prussia and re-establish it somewhere in the ever contracting
Reich, but time finally ran out.'"' In mid-April the Red Army at-
tacked once more, and following a few days of fierce fighting,
the last 800 GD soldiers swam across the bay to the Frische Neb-
rung land-strip where they were picked up by a ship which took
them to Denmark. Most of these men, who ended up in British
captivity soon thereafter, had been in the GD only a few weeks
or months.'"? Since it first went into action in June 1942 until the
end of the war, the GD lost about 50,000 men and 1500 officers,
or close to three times the number of men and five times the
number of officers it had had upon establishment.

From everything we have seen above, one cannot avoid the con-
clusion that throughout the war in Russia the “‘primary groups” of
the Ostheer’s combat units could not have survived more than a few
weeks at a time under battle conditions, and could thus not have
played a significant role in the cohesion and motivation of the main
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bulk of the Wehrmacht’s land forces. Similarly, personal loyalty to
officers could also not have been a significant motivating factor due
to their immense casualties and the resulting extremely rapid turn-
over of unit commanders. The question that should now be asked
is what did make for the German army’s remarkable cohesion? In
the next chapter we shall suggest that military discipline greatly
contributed to keeping the men at the front, but that this was
achieved only by profoundly perverting the nature and meaning of
discipline, a process which had an important impact on the troops’
conduct and state of mind, ultimately leading to a widespread bru-
talization of combat units.



3

The Perversion of Discipline

Harsh military discipline had a long tradition in Germany, stretching
back to the days of corporeal punishment in the old Prussian army.'
Just like organization and planning, discipline and obedience were
the trademarks of the German military long before Hitler came to
power. Frederick the Great’s line tactics and the oblique attack, the
elder Moltke’s massive concentration of forces by making precise
and innovative use of trains, the clockwork-like realization of
Schlieffen’s huge “swinging door” strategy—all seemed to prove the
efficacy of these German virtues on the battlefield.? It was conse-
quently seen as only natural that the Wehrmacht too had maintained
the nigid disciplinary system of its predecessors. Indeed, while its
clever combination of the old military tradition with modern fighting
techniques can be regarded as one of the keys to the Wehrmacht’s
astounding military successes, the strict obedience demanded from
the troops, and the draconian punishments meted to offenders,
doubtlessly played a major role in maintaining unit cohesion under
the most adverse combat conditions. Nevertheless, it must be em-
phasized that in the Third Reich, and especially during the war, the
theory and practice of martial law in the Wehrmacht underwent
fundamental and crucial changes, which both reflected and enhanced
the overall transformation of the army’s character, and were re-
sponsible not only for the troops’ steadfastness on the battlefield,
but also for their profound brutalization.

59
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The widespread, though temporary breakdown of discipline in
the Kaiserheer during the final stages of the Great War left a lasting
impression on the men who were 10 serve as the architects of the
newly established Wehrmacht. Just as Hitler feared that the demands
of another total war might destabilize his regime and bring it down
as rapidly as the Kaiser’s, so too the generals feared a repetition of
the humiliating scenes of soldiers’ councils refusing to obey their
officers.” The new Wehrmacht was supposed to do away with the
social barriers between officers and men, on the one hand, and to
demand “blind” obedience and unquestioning loyalty from the
troops, on the other. Soon enough the same “blind”” obedience, this
time directly to the Fihrer, was also demanded from the generals
and staff officers, who had long nurtured a tradition of independent
and critical thinking, quite contrary to the stereotypical view of the
German military. Ideologically founded on the myth of the so-called
Frontgemeinschaft of 1914—18, and on the related belief that only
total spiritual commitment would enable one to withstand, if not
actually celebrate, the horrors of modern war, the new Wehrmacht
shared numerous common roots with National Socialism, much of
whose own vocabulary and imagery had been lifted directly from
the realities and fictions of the Great War.* Thus from the very
beginning military discipline in the Third Reich’s army was closely
tied to the ideological determinants of the regime, not merely by
coercion but very much by choice and affinity. Traditional norms
of discipline and obedience were consciously and willingly adapted
to fit the political concepts deemed necessary for improving the
effectiveness of the military machine and the cohesion and morale
of its troops.

The politicization of discipline went hand in hand with a polit-
icization of the army as a whole.®> Attempts to keep some of the old
traditions whilst permitting the ideological penetration of the mil-
itary were bound to fail. The army’s top priority was combat per-
formance, one of whose preconditions was assumed to be a new
and more demanding disciplinary system based on and legitimized
by the introduction into martial law of Nazi legal and moral concepts
and norms of behavior. This voluntary legal Gleichschaltung inev-
itably led to a profound perversion of discipline in the Wehrmacht.®
To be sure, draconian punishment did instill into the troops fear of
their commanders and induced them to carry out their orders even
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under extremely difficult conditions; it also greatly brutalized the
men. Fearful of their commanders, and unable to defeat the enemy,
the troops turned against the occupied civilians and prisoners. This
was a gradual process, dependent both on the ideological stance of
the regime toward each of its enemies, and on the degree of resistance
met by the Wehrmacht. As for the soldiers, prejudice, fear, and
brutality became closely entwined. During the Wehrmacht’s rapid
successes in the first two years of the war traditional discipline
normally sufficed. While the troops were not punished with inor-
dinate cruelty, the enemy’s civilians and prisoners were also treated
decently, and soldiers stepping out of line in their conduct toward
the occupied were severely punished. However, as was particularly
the case in Poland, this did not apply to political and “racial” cat-
egories deemed by the regime, and thus also by the Wehrmacht, as
undeserving of the accepted rules of war. The potential of ideolog-
ically determined brutality revealed in autumn 1939 became the rule
with the invasion of the Soviet Union. Here the perversion of dis-
cipline could be seen on three, closely tied levels: within the ranks
of the army, breaches of combat discipline were punished with
unprecedented harshness and contempt for life; conversely, soldiers
were ordered to commit “official” and “organized” acts of murder
and destruction against enemy civilians, POWs, and property; and,
as a consequence of the legalization of criminality, the troops soon
resorted to “wild” requisitions and indiscriminate shootings explic-
itly forbidden by their commanders. In stark contradiction to the
harsh combat discipline, however, the troops were rarely punished
for unauthorized crimes against the enemy, both because of their
commanders’ underlying sympathy with such actions, and because
they constituted a convenient safety valve for venting the men’s
anger and frustration caused by the rigid discipline demanded from
the men and by the increasingly heavy cost and hopelessness of the
war. Thus a vicious circle was created whereby the perversion of
discipline bred increasing barbarism, which in turn further brutal-
ized discipline. That the army’s murderous policies in Russia only
swelled the ranks of the partisans, justifying even greater annihilation
and destruction, merely reflected the penetration of Nazi legal per-
versity into the Wehrmacht, not unexpectedly accompanied by the
irrational and nihilistic modes of behavior typical of the regime as
a whole.” From the army’s point of view, quite apart from imple-
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menting Hitler’s policies, the only binding laws in its anti-Bolshevik
“crusade” were those which ensured the preservation of its own
cohesion and effectiveness.® Whatever served this goal had to be
ruthlessly enforced, and whatever stood in its way had to be just as
ruthlessly suppressed. Yet while fear of one’s commanders normally
sufficed to keep even the most faint-hearted in their positions, when
terror of the enemy became even greater, breakdowns did occur.
The growing incidence of local disintegration demonstrated that
discipline was not enough; but the fact that such occurrences could
be isolated and did not substantially influence the army’s cohesion
as a whole showed that there were even deeper causes for the troops’
willingness to go on fighting.

The aim of military discipline is of course to ensure that soldiers
follow a certain set of rules and regulations which provide for an
army’s cohesion and combat effectiveness; it is also a reflection of
that army’s self-image. In this sense both the content and the means
of enforcement of such rules and regulations indicate the underlying
ideological concepts of the army. At the same time, the aggravation
of brutality by the troops was also a reflection of the social influence
of Nazism and, more specifically, of the declared aims of the war,
especially against the “subhumans” in the East. The transformation
in the Wehrmacht’s self-perception can clearly be observed through
the judicial and practical changes in its disciplinary system. This
process can be illustrated by a few examples. On 25 October 1939,
less than two months after the invasion of Poland, the commander
in chief of the army complained in a circular to all units: “The
achievements and successes of the Polish campaign cannot allow one
to overlook the fact that a part of our officers lack a firm inner
bearing [ feste innere Haltung).” Von Brauchitsch was particularly
worried about cases of illegal exactions and requisitions, embezzle-
ment and theft, maltreatment of subordinates, drunkenness, in-
subordination, and rape. He stressed that the conduct of officers
would have an immediate effect on the soldiers, and in a special
supplement outlined those areas which were of especial significance
for the officer’s “inner bearing” and appearance. The commander,
he maintained, should set an example to his men by his readiness
to fulfill his duty and by his sense of responsibility, but he should
also care for his subordinates in their daily affairs; he should enforce
strict but just discipline; he may never be drunk, and must take care
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that his “exterior bearing,” his uniform, remain in faultless order,
even in the most difficult battle situations. Moreover, the officer’s
wife too must not only be a good spouse to him and a devoted
mother to his children, but should also assist him in his professional
capacity by serving as an example to the rank and file.”

Orders of this sort, stressing the officer’s bearing, appearance,
and care for his men, had a distinctly traditional air and wording.
Formation commanders similarly tried to instruct their officers in
the old spirit of chivalry and paternalism. In November 1939 the
commander of the 12th Infantry Division warned his officers not
to enter public bars or public dance halls in uniform, not to be seen
with “ladies” who were not absolutely beyond reproach, and to
take more care with uniforms and salutes.' Finally, in December,
von Brauchitsch clarified to his officer corps the close link between
“outer and inner bearing.” Blending the traditional asceticism of the
officer corps with the new anti-materialist terminology of the Nazis,
the commander in chief of the army wrote:

It is this historical legacy whose preservation should be the highest
duty of anyone who has had the honor of wearing the officer’s
coat. Bravery in the face of the enemy alone is not enough. It is
just as important to avoid all temptations in daily life. Notwith-
standing all idealism, material things force themselves greatly upon
one’s thoughts; the officer must thercfore serve as an example of
abstention precisely in this sphere.

There were indeed reasons to worry about the officers’ moral out-
look, as the supplement to Brauchitsch’s order clearly revealed. Here
was a long list of officers tried and severely punished for offenses
such as theft, drunkenness, misconduct and reprehensible sexual
behavior."" And, as could be expected, the troops’ discipline during
the Polish campaign and the subsequent occupation of that country
was likewise far from satisfactory. As early as 29 September 1939
the 12th Infantry Division appealed to its troops to take more care
of their appearance and soldierly conduct,'? and two days later Army
Group South noted that “discipline . . . among all rear units, as well
as among many newly established units. . . has reached such a low
point, that it must be dealt with by employing all possible mea-
sures.”"” The steep rise in disciplinary infringements during the
occupation of Poland was evident from the court-martial records of
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the 12th Infantry. Whereas in September this formation tried only
seventeen men, in October the number almost doubled to thirty-
two, reaching a peak of sixty-three trials in November. By then the
division was back in the Reich, but the after-effects of the occupation
were so prolonged that even in December 1939 and January 1940
an average monthly rate of fifty trials was maintained." Growing
nervousness among senior officers regarding the detrimental effects
this disciplinary deterioration might have on battle performance and
cohesion led to increasingly harsh punishment. On 8 November
1939, for instance, 4 Army announced that it would severely punish
men found guilty of such offenses as absence without leave, deser-
tion, plunder, and disobedience, and went on to stress that in par-
ticularly serious cases it would not hesitate to make use of the death
penalty."

The occupation of a foreign country is always a threat to military
discipline. But in the case of the Wehrmacht the situation was further
complicated by the underlying ideological determinants of its own
disciplinary system, as well as by the criminal activities of the SS in
areas directly under the army’s control which, however, not only
did it lack authority to stop, but was in fact expected to support
both practically and morally. Brauchitsch himself, in spite of his
respect for the officer corps’ traditional values, was simultaneously
at pains to persuade his officers and men of the need to act and feel
as the true representatives of Hitler’s new Reich. As early as 19
September 1939, the commander in chief of the army warned in a
so-called “Leaflet for the Conduct of German Soldiers in the Oc-
cupied Territory of Poland” that the troops should expect to be
confronted with “inner enmity” from all civilians who are not
“members of the German race.” Moreover, he went on to say, “The
behavior toward Jews needs no special mention for the soldiers of
the National Socialist Reich.”'¢ In Poland the status of the occupied
had nothing to do with, international law and conventional military
practice, but was determined strictly according to biological and
political criteria. So as to dispel any feeling that such instructions
might conflict with the army’s traditional values, on 25 October, in
the very same order that called upon officers to take care of their
“outer and inner bearing,” Brauchitsch explicitly forbade “all crit-
icism of the measures of the state leadership” being carried out at
the time by the SS in the occupation area, and called for “strict
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silence’” and “avoidance of all gossip and the spreading of rumours.”
Indeed, even the officer’s wife was expected to set an example of
ideological conformity. An incident which involved two senior of-
ficers’ wives, one of whom had made “derogatory remarks about
the political leadership and other defeatist comments of all sorts,”
and the other who had denounced her to the Gestapo, furnished
the commander in chief of the army with the opportunity to air his
views on the subject. “I have already pointed out numerous times,”
he wrote in an order circulated to all units,

that the officer corps and thereby the officers’ wives must set an
example of faith [Bekenntnis) in National Socialism and in con-
stantly behaving according to the dictates of that conception [An-
schauung). Any offense against this is a severe injury to the
appearance of the officer corps."”

Discipline was thus increasingly becoming a political issue. To
be sure, long before the outbreak of war expressions of political
criticism were a punishable offense in the army; but the troops were
by and large kept away from the practical implications of Nazi
policies. In Poland things took a radical turn, and although the
Wehrmacht was not officially and directly involved in the murders
committed by the SS, they often occurred in sight of the troops,
indeed under their protection. The traditional disciplinary code and
value system did not allow for such crimes, and the officer corps
might have been expected to be morally revolted by them, if not
indeed physically to prevent their continued perpetration. Yet from
the regime’s point of view the practical implementation of its ide-
ology was nothing but the raison d’étre of the war. The army could
thus either rebel against the regime or adapt itself to a new set of
norms and values. Significantly, choosing the latter alternative also
meant that the troops’ conduct would fundamentally change.'® This
was clearly understood by General Blaskowitz, the commander of
the occupation forces in Poland, as illustrated in his memorandum
of 6 February 1940. Warning against the beginnings of partisan
activities against the Wehrmacht, Blaskowitz went on to say:

It is incorrect to slaughter a few ten-thousand Jews and Poles, as
is happening at the moment; for this will neither destroy the idea
of a Polish state in the eyes of the mass of the population, nor do
away with the Jews. On the contrary, the manner in which the
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slaughter is carried out causes great harm, complicates the problems
and makes them much more dangerous than they would have been
if premeditated and purposeful action were taken.

This was an ambiguous statement, for it could also be read as a
recommendation to kill more people in a more orderly and disci-
plined manner, rather than to refrain from the butchery altogether.
Indeed, this was the reason that such pogroms as “Kristallnacht,”
or even the murder campaign of the Einsatzgruppen, were rejected
in favor of the organized, systematic, disciplined killing in the gas
chambers. Concerned more with the military consequences of the
massacres, however, Blaskowitz maintained that they would merely
assist the enemy’s propaganda, while forcing the Poles to join forces
with the Jews against the Germans. Furthermore, he stressed:

There is hardly any need to mention the effect on the Wehrmache,
which is compelled passively to observe these crimes, and whose
standing particularly among the Polish population will be irreme-
diably harmed.

Most perceptively, Blaskowitz realized already in this early stage of
the war that even the relatively passive role played by the Wehrmacht
in these crimes was bound to have the most serious long-term effects
not only on the soldiers, but on German society as a whole:

However, the worst damage which will be caused to the body of
the German nation by the present conditions is the boundless bru-
talization and the moral depravity which in the shortest time will
spread like an epidemic among the best German human material.

This, Blaskowitz understood, would be the consequence of “legal-
izing” criminality and thereby making it virtually illegal to act
against what by every accepted standard of human decency and
morality was clearly criminal:

When high officials of the SS and the police call for atrocities and
brutalities and publicly praise them, then within the shortest spell
of time only the brutal will rule. With astonishing speed men of
the same sick leanings and character will come together, in order
to give full vent to their beastly and pathological instincts, as is the
case in Poland. There is hardly any way to hold them in rein; for
they must rightly feel themselves officially authorized and entitled
to any atrocity.
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The only way to protect oneself from this epidemic is by bring-
ing the guilty and their followers at the greatest speed under military
command and jurisdiction. '

In fact, however, rather than bringing the SS under military
jurisdiction, martial law increasingly remolded itself to fit the Nazi
concept of “racial” and political justice. As Blaskowitz had pre-
dicted, the occupation of Poland was only the beginning of a process
of brutalization which soon spread throughout all ranks of the army.
Yet this was not an entirely irreversible development, as the radically
different course of events in the West proved less than a year later.
Here the SS was not allowed the same freedom as in Poland, due
both to political considerations and because the nations of Western
Europe ranked much higher on the Nazi “racial” scale than the Slavs
in the East.”® To be sure, the brutalization of the troops in Poland
did have an effect on their conduct in the West; but not only were
they less plagued with prejudices about the inhabitants of these more
“civilized” countries, this time their officers stepped in with harsh,
occasionally even brutal disciplinary measures.*'

Before turning to the Eastern Front, the main theatre of the war,
it is thus instructive briefly to examine the manner in which com-
manders of combat formations in the West reacted to acts of looting
and violence by their troops against the civilian population. The
fighting had been in progress for only two weeks, when the com-
mander of the 12th Infantry Division warned his troops to avoid
unnecessary plunder, though significantly he also authorized unit
commanders to take from the inhabitants whatever they deemed
necessary:

“Living off the land”” must be under the unit commander’s super-
vision. The dividing line between plunder and procuring the essen-
tial needs must be strictly observed. The troops should not live
badly, but must also neither dissipate nor enjoy their provisions
too greatly, particularly as regards alcohol.?

Even at this early stage of the campaign there was clearly a great
deal of looting and drinking going on, and senior commanders be-
came increasingly determined to tighten their control over the
troops’ conduct. Yet it must be stressed that it was the official
authorization given to combat units to “live off the land” which so
greatly enhanced the potential of outright plunder; only the forceful
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intervention of high-ranking officers, backed by the army’s rules
and regulations, prevented this campaign from degenerating into
one of robbery and murder. The Wehrmacht’s troops showed them-
selves capable of a high degree of brutality even when under strict
orders to observe the laws of war; but in the West commanders
could still be shocked and distressed by such crimes, as was obvious
from an order issued by the commander of 4 Army, von Kluge,
two days after the end of hostilities:

Trial proceedings show a frightening increase in rape offenses. The
detailed circumstances are often downright heinous. The discipline
and appearance of the Wehrmacht in the occupied territory will
face grave dangers in view of these crimes.”

The corrupting effects of occupation, the example given by the SS
in Poland, and the highly ideological context in which the war was
being fought, all made it extremely difficult to control the troops.
Nor were the officers always blameless. In early October 1940 the
12th Infantry noted that the German police had found plundered
Polish and French goods in soldiers’ homes; these goods, it was
said, had been “distributed in the presence of senior officers to of-
ficers, NCOs, and soldiers.”*

In order to prevent the spread of such conduct the army resorted
to very harsh punishment. By late October 1940 the 12th Infantry
sentenced to death five soldiers found guilty of rape and armed
robbery, and sentenced another forty-two to over one year’s im-
prisonment.” But as the occupation went on, discipline continued
to deteriorate. Whereas during the first three-quarters of 1940 a
monthly average of only eighteen men were court-martialled, in the
last quarter of the year the average leaped to over thirty, reaching
as many as forty-five trials per month in the first quarter of 1941.%
The divisional court martial blamed the long “rest period” on this
disturbing increase in breaches of discipline, and the divisional com-
mander similarly argued that “the long rest period in a rich land”
had led astray “many soldiers whose character in not strong enough
to resist temptation.””” Yet judging by the nature of the offenses,
it seems they were just as much the product of the brutalizing effects
of war, occupation, and an ideology which allowed one severely to
maltreat the enemy and yet retain one’s inherent moral superiority.
Apart from the more common breaches of discipline such as absence
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without leave, theft, and insubordination, the division noted a rise
in cases of plunder, drunkenness, brawls with officers and civilians,
as well as sexual attacks on women, children, and even intercourse
with animals.?® It should be noted, however, that troubling as this
situation was, it remained both quantitatively and legally within the
bounds of what could be expected under conditions of military
occupation. While the number of trials stabilized at the relatively
low monthly average of thirty, on the one hand, it seems that by
and large soldiers who committed offenses against members of the
civilian population were brought to justice and severely punished,
on the other.?” There were only two, though highly significant ex-
ceptions: those perceived as the Reich’s political enemies, be they
former German citizens, foreign political opponents, or resistance
fighters, and those labelled as the German Volk’s biological enemies,
and especially Jews, were treated not only by the SS, but also by
the Wehrmacht, in an entirely different manner and could not expect
any legal protection. Here military discipline showed its capacity
not only to prevent crimes, but also to legalize them. As early as
21 June 1940 the 12th Infantry was issued the following order:

Prisoners who are Germans belonging to the Reich [Reichsdeutsche]
(including areas annexed to the Reich) and Czech citizens, since
they also count as members of the German Reich, as long as they
are so-called emigrants, are to be shot after their identity has been
established. The execution should take place in POW camps.*

Men belonging to this category were of course either political ref-
ugees or Jews who had escaped Nazi Germany and had been denied
citizenship by their host countries. But while in the West this was
at least initially a limited phenomenon, which moreover had little
impact on the local population at large, in the East it became the
basis for the Wehrmacht’s occupation policies.

The German army invaded the Soviet Union equipped with a
set of orders which clearly defined “Barbarossa” as a war essentially
different from any previous campaign, a “war of ideologies” in
which there were to be “no comrades in arms.” It is the fundamental
contradiction in terms encapsulated in what have come to be known
as the “criminal orders™' that is so essential to our understanding
of the perversion of law and discipline in the Russian campaign. By
legalizing murder, robbery, torture, and destruction, these instruc-
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tions put the moral basis of martial law, and thereby of military
discipline, on its'head. The army did not simply pretend not to
notice the criminal actions of the regime, it positively ordered its
own troops to carry them out, and was distressed when breaches
of discipline prevented their more efficient execution. At the same
time, in calling their troops to order, the generals reminded them
of the image and honor of German arms, which their own orders
had done so much to besmirch. Moreover, the very application of
these orders had a profoundly perverting effect on military language,
camouflaging brutalities behind a series of euphemisms and pseudo-
legal terms. Ultimately, the army reverted to the crudest moral code
of war, according to which everything which ensured one’s survival
was permitted (and thus considered moral), and everything even
remotely suspect of threatening it must be destroyed (and was by
definition immoral).?? Put differently, the Wehrmacht’s legal system
adapted itself to the so-called Nazi Weltanschauung, with all its
social-darwinist, nihilist, expansionist, anti-Bolshevik, and racist at-
tributes. This it applied both to its real and perceived enemies, and
to its own men.

The close connection between military discipline and the treat-
ment of enemy soldiers and civilians in the Soviet Union can be
gaged from the metamorphosis in certain key concepts relevant to
both spheres. We have seen that in the West the heaviest sentences
were meted to soldiers found guilty of rape, robbery, and plunder.
The most highly publicized cases, those which caused the greatest
anger among commanders and occasionally culminated in the exe-
cution of the culprits, thus concerned attacks on the person and
property of enemy civilians. Very few soldiers were charged with
serious breaches of discipline concerning their conduct within their
units and on the battlefield, for the fighting lasted only a few weeks
and victory was quickly and decisively achieved. In the Soviet
Union, however, we no longer hear of soldiers being tried, let alone
executed, for acts of violence and plunder against Soviet citizens.
Indeed, according to the “Barbarossa” decree, such prosecution was
legally possible only if it was shown that by committing these of-
fenses a soldier had simultaneously breached military discipline. But
officers rarely made use of this argument and preferred to refrain
from taking any punitive measures. While the frequency of com-
plaints made by commanders regarding their men’s “wild” actions
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testifies to their widespread prevalence, the almost total absence of
courts martial against such offenders shows just as clearly that for
all intents and purposes, both de jure and de facto, they had ceased
to feature as punishable breaches of discipline. Conversely, as com-
pared with previous campaigns, soldiers on the Eastern Front be-
came the target of an ever harsher policy of punishment for breaches
of discipline related to actual combat activity, as the dramatic rise
in long prison terms and executions demonstrates. This was caused
by a combination of the conditions at the front and the ideological
perception of the war. The tough demands of the fighting made for
a growing incidence of attempts to evade the battlefield, while
the view of the front as the spearhead of a quasi-religious, anti-
Bolshevik, and “racial” crusade meant that such offenders came to
be considered as the personal enemies of the Fithrer and the betrayers
of the Volk, therefore deserving punishment by death.*> Because
they were fighting against Untermenschen, the troops were allowed
to treat them with great brutality; but because these same Unter-
menschen threatened Germany, indeed the whole of Western culture
and civilization, with a diabolical invasion, refusing to confront them
relegated one to their own level. These two spheres of the troops’
conduct in the East were also physically and psychologically con-
nected. Under permanent threat of draconian punishment by his
superiors if he shrank away from the lethal realities of the front,
the individual soldier’s compensation was his ability to wield the
same destructive power against enemy civilians and POWs. To his
officers, he was expendable the moment he ceased to fulfil his func-
tions; to the population, he was the embodiment of the Herrenrasse,
standing above the law, deciding about death and life according to
the dictates of his whim.**

The anxiety expressed by several generals on the eve of “Bar-
barossa” regarding the detrimental effect such murder instructions
as the “commissar order” might have on the troops’ discipline,
though it had no substantial effect either on the formulation or on
the implementation of the orders, was based on the experience that
once commanders let go of the disciplinary reins, it becomes ex-
tremely difficult to regain control over men progressively brutalized
by combat.> Yet atrocities have often also had a powerful unifying
effect on the perpetrators. Let us consider the ancient custom of
sacking cities as the culmination of a long siege operation. In this
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manner commanders compensated their troops both materially and
psychologically for submitting to the discipline which had made
victory possible, proved to them what profit could be gained by
obedience, and allowed them to release their pent up anger and
frustration against the enemy, rather than against their superiors.
The choice to allow, for a determined spell of time, such localized
and controlled chaos, and to direct it toward defenseless members
of the enemy’s side, instead of leading to the army’s disintegration,
actually enhanced its cohesion. Something of this mechanism op-
erated in Russia, though on a far greater scale.”® To be sure, once
ordered to take part in “organized” requisitions, it became exceed-
ingly hard to bar the troops from “wild” looting on their own
initiative; similarly, having been instructed to shoot certain cate-
gories of POWs and civilians, not only did the troops go on with
the killing even after the orders were changed, they also took to
indiscriminate shooting without regard for the particular categories
singled out for murder by their superiors. However, contrary to
the expectations of some generals, it was precisely because, rather
than in spite of what they called the “Verwilderung” of the troops,
that it became possible to enforce such brutal combat discipline on
them without stirring any visible spirit of rebellion, let alone actual
mutiny. On one level, it was easier to bear the officers’ brutality
by being allowed to act brutally toward others; on another, brutal
enforcement of will came to be seen as the norm; and, at the most
profound level, this vicious circle of brutality merely seemed to
confirm the Nazi view of the war—a war whose character had been
legitimized by ideological arguments to start with—and thus served
to instill into the troops an ever firmer belief in the absolute necessity
of fighting and winning Hitler’s Weltanschauungskrieg. The Ostheer
was consequently held together by a combination of harsh combat
discipline and a general license to barbarism toward the enemy.
Though probably not consciously planned, this mechanism pro-
duced both impressive combat performance and unprecedented
destruction. Most important, these two major aspects of the Wehr-
macht’s war in Russia were closely tied to and governed by an
ideological framework which dictated the army’s policies and
molded the troops’ perception of reality.

The German invasion of Russia, intended to create a vast new
Lebensraum for the Aryan “‘race,” was launched not only as a war
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of extermination, but also as an unprecedented campaign of enslave-
ment and plunder. Consequently, the civilian and military author-
ities planned ruthlessly to exploit the economic resources of the
occupied territories, with an eye to satisfying most of the invading
army’s needs, as well as preserving the German population in the
Reich from any war-related shortages. That implementing these pol-
icies would bring death by starvation to millions of Russians was
fully acknowledged and considered by many as anything but an
unwelcome side-effect. Closely integrated into these plans, the Os-
theer’s combat formations were ordered to “live off the land” with
scant regard for the inhabitants’ welfare. Such instructions, issued
at the start of a ferocious campaign, were bound to have disastrous
consequences for the occupied Soviet population. Moreover, as
some commanders were quick to realize, the Wehrmacht’s policy
left Russia’s civilians with little choice but to resist with ever greater
tenacity an invader who promised them only suffering and death.
This had the effect of a self-fulfilling prophesy, for the war in the
East soon became precisely the kind of savage struggle for survival
Hitler had said it would be. The hardship of fighting called for
brutal enforcement of discipline, the intensification of partisan ac-
tivity led to increasingly barbarous and indiscriminate retaliation by
the army. This accelerating process of radicalization, visible at all
levels of the Ostheer, reflected the true essence not only of the war
in the East, but also of the army as a whole, for in the Soviet Union
the Wehrmacht finally became Hitler’s army in every sense of the
term.”’

The plans of the Reich’s Ministry of Food and the Wehrmacht
Office of Military Economics and Armaments (Webrwirtschafts-
und Riistungsamt) to turn the Soviet Union into Germany’s agri-
cultural, and to 2 more limited extent industrial hinterland, also had
a highly useful propagandistic purpose. Now the regime could pre-
sent the campaign in the East not only in negative terms as a defensive
struggle against the threat of a racially and ideologically demonic
enemy, but also as a means to settle all of Germany’s domestic
problems. This was a war

for grain and bread . . . a war 1o create the preconditions for solving
the social question. . . . For once we too want. . . to be paid. . . . On
the endless fields of the East surge waves of wheat, enough and
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more than enough to feed our people and the whole of Europe. . . .
This is our war aim.

Nor did these ideas appeal only to the economic elite of the Reich.*
Martin Linder, a twenty-five-year-old chemistry student from Vi-
enna, wrote from the Eastern Front on 22 July 1942 that he expected
the Wehrmacht to take over the whole of Western Russia, all the
way to Astrakhan and including the Caucasus, following which it
would destroy the “Anglo-Saxons” jointly with Japan, and achieve
full control over the Mediterranean:

Europe will then have more peace, raw materials and time to prepare
itself for a cleansing of the East. The East will secure for us the
freedom of food, quite apart from the oil, coal, and iron which will
come from there in large amounts.”

In fact, however, once the invasion began, it soon turned out that
these hopes had been based on a great deal of ignorance as to the
true economic capacities of the Soviet Union, while lack of coor-
dination between the various occupation agencies, along with the
characteristic tendency among both soldiers and civilian adminis-
trators to opt for unrestrained exploitation and destruction rather
than for reconstruction, severely limited those economic benefits
which might have otherwise been reaped. The nemesis of “Barba-
rossa” was that the very ruthlessness of its exploitive drive hampered
the only kind of economic policy which might have made victory
possible.*® To this one should add the Red Army’s wide-ranging
evacuation particularly of industrial machinery and plants and the
intentional or accidental devastation caused by the fighting itself.
Meanwhile, the needs of the Ostheer proved much greater than
expected, especially as the campaign dragged on into winter; and
the extraordinary logistical difficulties often made it impossible to
transport goods from the richer regions of occupied Russia to the
more impoverished areas. Initially the units on the ground were
quite indifferent to the assumption that “in Russia a few millions
can certainly be allowed to die of hunger” if one wished to proceed
with “the ruthless exploitation of the land.” But by autumn many
soldiers grasped that this economic policy was turning the popu-
lation against them. Similarly, some civilian officials began to won-
der whether the Germans were not in fact working against their
own ends. As one of them wrote:
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If we shoot the Jews, let the prisoners of war die, cause significant
portions of the metropolis population to starve to death, and in the
coming years also lose some of the agricultural population through
hunger, one question remains unanswered: who then is supposed
to produce economic goods?

Indeed, by then hundreds of thousands of POW's and civilians were
dying of hunger, while others fled to countryside in search of food
or joined the partisans. Only in early 1942 was it finally decided to
put an end to the brutal and senseless exploitation of the land and
systematically to reconstruct its economy, whose collapse merely
meant that there would be nothing left to exploit, quite apart from
turning the inhabitants against the Germans. Yet the ideological basis
of the occupation prevented any far-reaching practical changes in
economic policy even then. This was clearly manifested, for in-
stance, by Goring’s reaction to reports on food shortages in the
Reich, which immediately prompted him to demand the Reichs-
kommissare and military commanders in the East to proceed with
the utmost exploitation of the land:

I...do not care if you say that your people [the Russians] are dying
of hunger. So they may, as long as not a single German dies of
hunger.

Simultaneously, in an attempt to free more of its workers for military
service, the Reich turned to importing hundreds of thousands of
forced laborers from Russia, once again blocking the possibility of
any substantial reconstruction in the occupied areas, and convincing
even more inhabitants that they had no choice but to join the par-
tisans, a major cause for the growth of resistance to the Germans
also in Western Europe.*' The result of all this was that by 1943
the Germans produced only 10 percent of occupied western Russia’s
prewar industrial output, and half of its agricultural yields; by the
time even these levels were reached, the Ostheer was already on the
retreat, laying waste everything it had managed to rebuild in a series
of brutal “scorched earth” operations.*?

The major part of this economic exploitation and devastation
was carried out under orders and in a disciplined manner. Never-
theless, the cruelty and brutality such actions involved led many
troops to assume that there was no reason to wait for orders from
their commanders before they acted in the same manner on their
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own initiative. For reasons of control and discipline, the officers
tried to draw a clear distinction between what they called “orga-
nized” and “wild” requisitions, but with singular lack of success.
And, as far as the Russians were concerned, the only difference was
in any case that organized plunder was generally more efficient,
widespread, and ruinous. This was evident from the very first days
of the campaign. Upon setting out on “Barbarossa,” the 18th Panzer
Division ordered its units to rely for their provisions on a “full
exploitation of the land.” Special “booty-registration-units” were
set up and the division expected to need only supplies of flour from
the rear.® Yet by late July it was realized that the fighting and Soviet
evacuations had brought work on the fields to an almost total stand-
still, and that if it were not resumed immediately, the army would
soon be faced with tremendous logistical difficulties, while the pop-
ulation would be doomed to widespread starvation. Consequently
the 18th Panzer appointed an “Agricultural Officer” to supervise
the reconstruction of the collective farms occupied by its units, and
his first report in early August predictably noted that the situation
was indeed very serious.* Nevertheless, although fully aware now
of the potentially disastrous long-term effects of its policies, the
division persisted to live off the land without any regard for the
future. Official requisitions in August and September 1941 alone
amounted to twenty-five tons of meat, rising to forty tons in No-
vember, and that despite numerous reports that due to the poverty
of the land any further exploitation was out of the question.* Sim-
ilarly, the 12¢h Infantry Division officially requisitioned no less than
112 tons of oats, 760 tons of hay, 32 heads of cattle, 65 sheep, 94
pigs, 2 tons of potatoes, 350 kilograms of butter, 2350 eggs and
2200 litres of milk between 24 July and 31 August 1941 alone. Such
“organized” exploitation was greatly expedited by the centralized
Soviet Kolkhoz system. Although the Ostheer had made the abo-
lition of these hated collective farms an important element of its
propaganda among the farming population of the Soviet Union, it
was in fact in no hurry to fulfil these promises in view of the potential
of large-scale requisitions and control of production presented by
the Kolkhoz. Instead, the army merely replaced managers suspect
of “Bolshevik” loyalties by often highly incompetent collaborators.
No wonder that by mid-August the 12th Infantry reported that the
peasants were completely at a loss (véllig ratlos) as to what was
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actually expected of them by their German occupiers. To make
things even worse, the army now ruled that only working men and
women would be entitled to a share of the crops, leaving children,
pregnant women, the sick, and the old dependent on the good will
and increasingly meager resources of the able-bodied.* Indeed, by
early November the 12th Infantry pointed out that existing food
supplies in the areas under its control would “hardly suffice to keep
the population alive,”" and on 7 December the divisional quarter-
master of the 18th Panzer noted that orders for requisitions had
taken on an “increasingly theoretical meaning,” for the inhabitants
had been stripped bare.*® This armored division had meanwhile also
expropriated large numbers of sledges, horses, and snowshoes, all
vital for survival in these village communities.*’ But the poverty of
the population merely induced these formations officially to sanction
“wild” requisitions by instructing their men to resort to “self-
help.”*

The troops had in fact made it their habit to loot the population
long before they received official permission to do so. As early as
11 July 1941, at a time when there was still no conceivable existential
need for such actions, XLVII Panzer Corps noted that

the wild requisitions of cattle and poultry . . . from the impoverished
inhabitants cause extraordinary bitterness among the villagers. . .
requisitions are a matter for the supply officers.”

A week later the 18th Panzer noted the high incidence of “senseless”
slaughtering of cattle, and by the end of the month it remarked that
its troops were often taking the inhabitants’ last remaining food
reserves and livestock.” Yet although the divisional commander
rightly warned that such reckless plunder would drive the population
“back into the Bolshevik camp,”** no one seems to have been pros-
ecuted for this unauthorized looting. In September the divisional
commander once more explained that whereas the

troops should live extensively off the land . . . [this does not mean]
that individual units and individual members of the Wehrmacht
should try to appropriate supplies on their own initiative [auf eigene
Faust].*

In October II Corps also appealed to the troops not to confuse
“necessary and just” requisitions with “wild robbery and plun-
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der.”* The consequences of the army’s policy of exploitation, and
of its inability to control and reluctance to punish its soldiers for
acts of plunder, were such that in November all front-line formations
were informed:

The livestock population in the occupied parts of Russia has already
been so frightfully reduced, that if the unsparing taking of cattle
from the land by the troops continues. . . it will result in starvation
among the inhabitants and cause severe problems for the German
army due to the approach of winter.*

But the troops were well aware that official policies were just as
ruthless as their own more limited actions and, even more important,
that there was little likelihood of being punished. The official dis-
tinction between organized and “wild” requisitions was finally
shown to have been a farce all along when commanders ordered
their troops to loot the inhabitants at will. From now on discipline
meant that everything was allowed which promoted the army’s sur-
vival without thereby threatening its cohesion. The 12th Infantry
decreed that “the civilian population is to be allowed to keep what
is deemed by the commanders as absolutely necessary for its needs,
leaving the interpretation of what the Russians need in order to
survive the winter open to junior officers clearly more interested in
the fate of their own men.”” Soon even this reservation disappeared,
and units were instructed simply to take everything they ‘needed
from the inhabitants. In January 1942, for instance, an order was
issued for “felt-boots [to] be ruthlessly taken off the civilian pop-
ulation.”*® One regiment reported the appropriation of forty-eight
horses from the villages under its control, leaving the inhabitants
with merely two animals, only one of which was capable of pulling
a wagon.” In the 18th Panzer soldiers were now openly practicing
armed robbery, meeting any resistance to plunder with immediate
resort to firearms, another habit that once acquired was there to
stay, as shown by its reappearance during the following winter.*
As late as summer 1943, the commander of II Corps complained
that

in spite of numerous and repeated orders forbidding wild requisi-
tions and exactions, such incidents have been reported to the corps
time and again. .. [Consequently, the Russians will] understand-
ably view the German soldier as a thief and a robber.*
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It is quite astonishing that even at this late stage of the war the corps
commander failed to grasp that the “wild” behavior of his troops
was merely a product of the organized exploitation of the land;
indeed, that what had made the individual German soldier into “a
thief and a robber’’ was the fact that his commanders at the highest
echelons of the military hierarchy had sent him into the Soviet Union
on a campaign of robbery, destruction, and murder.

The effects of these policies on the local inhabitants were pre-
dictably disastrous. As the 12th Infantry itself reported regarding
winter 194142,

the land was exploited to the utmost. . .. Thereby a situation of
general lack of food supplies for the civilian population arose, which
in some cases caused starving Russian civilians to turn to German
units and ask for relief or beg to be shot.®*

It is documents of this kind which one should keep in mind when
reading the apologetic memoirs of Wehrmacht generals, according
to which the “benevolent military administration” was disrupted by
the “so-called ‘Reich commissars’ [who] soon managed to alienate
all sympathy from the Germans and thus to prepare the ground for
all the horrors of partisan warfare.”® Not only were the units at
the front anything but “benevolent,” they also persisted in these
exploitive policies notwithstanding reports by their own officers on
the horrific consequences of such actions. Even in the first three
months of the year the 18th Panzer requisitioned no less than 610
heads of cattle from villages described by its own units as suffering
from an acute lack of food.* And although it made some attempts
to reorganize the agricultural system in spring 1942, the division
contradicted its own actions by conscripting all civilians aged over
15 for military-related labor, conducting extensive food requisitions,
and, as the second winter approached, expropriating such quantities
of horses, sledges, and winter clothing, that according to German
units on the ground the population was left without any winter
equipment whatsoever.®® The Grossdeutschland Division pursued
the same policies in the Ukraine during the Ostheer’s 1942 summer
offensive, relying for its food supplies mainly on the local population
and, although there were no shortages, allowing its troops to indulge
in looting the inhabitants.® In autumn the division organized large-
scale requisitions of horses, wagons, sledges, and agricultural prod-
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ucts, and often also ejected the inhabitants from their houses.*”” With
the arrival of winter the troops were urged to resort to “self-help,”
while unit commanders were ordered ““to conscript the civilian pop-
ulation with ruthless energy for all tasks” at the front.®® In the course
of this recruitment the division also took the opportunity to point
out Jews and other “suspects” found in the villages to the SD for
further “treatment.”®” And once more in spring 1943 the division
stressed that “no effort should be spared in fully exploiting the
economic resources” of the inhabitants, no matter how impover-
ished they had become in the course of the occupation.” The 12th
Infantry’s growing lack of manpower also induced it to exploit the
Russians under its control as forced labor. In January 1942 the
division ordered its units “ruthlessly and mercilessly” to recruit
civilians for the construction of fortifications, and to “bring the
population even to the front-line itself, regardless of age and sex.””
The following month it was ordered that for “work on the roads,
the civilian population is to be conscripted still much more exten-
sively than hitherto.””? By June 1942 the 12th Infantry was em-
ploying 6265 civilians, but maintained that it could only feed 3792
of them; yet another 2208 people, including 476 women and 219
children, were defined as having “no value for the corps and the
economy.” These so-called ““useless” inhabitants were simply driven
out of their homes to unknown destinations.”” Such organized
“evacuations” were carried out by orders of the division throughout
1942. Those allowed to remain were mostly employed by the units:
the men as “Hiwis,” the women and children as forced laborers put
to work constructing roads, clearing snow, and building fortifica-
tions. In October 1942, for instance, the 12th Infantry engaged 935
civilians in such tasks, of whom 806 were women and children.”*
In 1943 the 18th Panzer also ordered it units “ruthlessly to conscript
... all the population,” women and children included, “with all
available means,” for work on its defensive lines.”® The 12th Infantry
employed other “young childless girls and women™ in various do-
mestic chores within the camps, and there is evidence to suggest
that they were used for sexual purposes as well, once more with the
approval of local commanders.” The civilians employed by the army
were officially entitled to merely half the weekly rations supplied
to the soldiers, but often received even less than that; nor did they
have any medical care whatsoever.”” The only remedy offered for
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the frequent outbreaks of epidemics in summer 1942 were “ruthless
evacuation” or “complete isolation” of the sick.”” Meanwhile, an
increasing number of civilians were being recruited for work in the
Reich. The 12th Infantry sent to Germany 2556 men, women, and
children between July and November 1942 alone, and many more
in 1943,” and the 18th Panzer reported similarly large numbers in
spring and autumn 1942. As parents were not allowed to take with
them children aged under 15 years, this also created a large popu-
lation of children whose chances of survival were very slim indeed.*
Yet all this time the exploitation of the collective farms continued
unabated.®’ No wonder that by autumn and winter 1942 the 12th
Infantry reported that the population’s food reserves were once more
“infinitely scarce.”®

Withdrawals, which especially in the case of Army Group Center
were carried out on a significant scale already in winter 1941-42,
were another occasion for that deadly combination of official de-
struction and individual brutality. Reeling under the weight of the
first Soviet counter-offensive, the 18th Panzer burned all the villages
it was forced to evacuate, destroyed or consumed their entire live-
stock, arrested and sent to the rear their adult male population, and
drove the women and children out into the snow.* This was com-
mon practice on other sectors of the front as well. Thus, for instance,
Werner Pott wrote from the area of Kalinin on 19 December 1941
of “the civilian population, whose houses we set on fire in our retreat
and who will be abandoned to death by starvation.””** Upon reaching
its new defensive line, the division rapidly created a so-called “desert
zone” some ten miles deep, by driving out the population and laying
waste its settlements. Thus on 1 January 1942 no less than forty-
eight villages were ordered evacuated and destroyed.®® Barely a
month later the division retreated to yet another defensive line, and
once more created a stretch of barren territory ahead of its positions,
burning down houses, poisoning wells with dead cattle, taking the
men to the rear, and ordering the women and children “to wander
off to the area north-west of the desert-zone” in temperatures reach-
ing 40° Celsius below freezing point.* Similar tactics were employed
during the division’s withdrawals in winter and summer 1943, and
along with the special “Kommando” established especially for the
purpose of destroying all the economic assets in the areas vacated
by the formation, and the arrest of all adult men and women, the



82  HITLER’S ARMY

troops looted whatever they could get their hands on.*” It was the
same case during the withdrawal from the Demyansk enclave in
winter 1943. The formations carefully planned and methodically
executed the complete devastation of the region by destroying and
booby-trapping the villages, slaughtering the cattle, and burning
down agricultural installations and machinery; to deprive the Red
Army from any potential conscripts, the men were arrested and sent
to the rear.* This “scorched earth” operation was carried out with
such discipline and efficiency that II Corps publicly praised its for-
mations for their excellent achievements.*” The GD’s role in such
actions in the course of 1943 was particularly conspicuous, pre-
senting its troops with a wide range of opportunities for individual
brutality.* During the retreat to the Dniepr in autumn 1943, the
division established a so-called Riumungskommando, which within
the space of three weeks drove out of their villages no less than
13,627 civilians, requisitioned 9268 heads of cattle and 1392 tons of
crops, and destroyed 1260 agricultural machines and 165 mills.
However, as the final report of this unit noted, these figures did
not include the widespread “wild” looting triggered by the official
measures.”

Of arguably even deadlier consequences was the manner in which
the Wehrmacht’s orders regarding Soviet soldiers and politically or
“racially” dangerous elements not only officially sanctioned a cam-
paign of organized murder, but also opened the way for a massive
wave of indiscriminate shooting by soldiers who refused to distin-
guish between the various categories of enemies dictated from above.
Here was indeed a powerful demonstration that by perverting the
moral basis of discipline the army had undermined its own ability
to enforce such orders which of necessity had to apply moral ar-
guments. By providing its troops with a license to murder disarmed
soldiers and defenseless civilians, the army could no longer punish
them for persisting with such actions when instructed to stop, nor
to insist on making fine distinctions between the victims. Contrary
to postwar claims, while orders to kill were carried out with con-
siderable efficiency, orders to confine the murders to certain cate-
gories of people and then further to limit them due to changing
circumstances were widely ignored by the troops. Significantly,
though in both cases refusal to follow orders was rarely punished,



The Perversion of Discipline 83

indiscipline in the former was just as rare as it was frequent in the
latter.

In the course of the Russian campaign over 5,700,000 Red Army
soldiers were captured by the Germans, of whom no less than
3,300,000, or 57 percent, died. Indeed, even by early 1942 two
million Soviet POWs were already dead. This unprecedented death
rate was related to the execution of commissars by the troops upon
capture; to the delivery to the Einsatzgruppen for “special treat-
ment” of so called “politically intolerable” (politisch untragbaren)
prisoners, that is, all members of the intelligentsia (Intelligenzler),
“fanatic communists,” and Jews; and to explicit orders issued to
the formations on the ground to supply POWSs “only with the most
essential provisions,” and to “feed them with the most primitive
means,” as well as to the lack of any serious preparations for the
huge number of prisoners the Wehrmacht expected to take by em-
ploying its well-tried envelopment tactics against the Red Army.
Thus while as many as 600,000 prisoners may have been shot out-
right; many of those who survived the initial selection were doomed
to perish not long thereafter from starvation, exposure, epidemics,
and exhaustion. Commanders at the front repeatedly warned their
men of the “treacherous behavior especially of prisoners of war of
Asian descent,” ordered them to “act ruthlessly and energetically
against the slightest sign of insubordination” and “totally to elim-
inate any active or passive resistance” by making “immediate use
of weapons,” and reminded them to “take into account the ani-
mosity and inhuman brutality of the Russians.” Not surprisingly,
these instructions led to an upsurge in indiscriminate shootings.
Thus a further unknown, but probably very large number of Soviet
soldiers were murdered by the troops following their surrender but
before they were given the opportunity to be counted as prisoners.
To this killing of POWs was added the “destruction” of so-called
political and biological enemies, mostly simply described as “ban-
dits” or “partisans,” without much effort to distinguish between
real guerrillas, political “suspects,” and Jews. The extent to which
this euphemism was applied to what were in fact large-scale murder
operations was demonstrated, for instance, by the report of the
Wehrmacht commandant of Belorussia, who claimed to have shot
10,431 prisaners out of 10,940 taken in “battles with partisans” in
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October 1941 alone, all at the price of two German dead. Yet this
was but one of many so-called “anti-partisan campaigns™ which
turned out to be outright massacres of unarmed civilians.*?

Bearing in mind the frequently heard argument that combat for-
mations had had no part in the execution of the “criminal orders,”
the extent of the official and unauthorized actions taken by the
troops at the front is particularly striking. On the eve of “Barba-
rossa” the 12th Infantry Division ordered its units to separate of-
ficers, commissars, and NCOs from all other prospective prisoners
and deliver them for further “treatment” to the SD.*® Indeed, di-
visional interrogation records show that long after the Kommissar-
befehl had been officially rescinded, prisoners were still being sorted
out along “racial” criteria, thereby greatly facilitating their “elim-
ination” by the death squads.” It must also be stressed that both
the generals in the rear, and even more so the officers on the ground,
tended to choose the most radical interpretation of the “criminal
orders.” For instance, in mid-September OKH added the provision
in its orders to combat divisions in the East that all Soviet troops
who had been overrun by the Wehrmacht and had then reorganized
behind the front were to be treated as partisans (that is, to be shot
on the spot).”® This instruction was more severe than the “Barba-
rossa” decree, but still left some leeway by specifically referring to
organized soldiers and employing a euphemism. The 12th Infantry’s
commander, however, had no time for such subtleties, and sum-
marized his instructions at an officers’ conference in the following
manner:

Prisoners behind the front-line. . ..Shoot as a general principle!
Every soldier shoots any Russian found behind the front-line who
has not been taken prisoner in battle.>®

Yet even before these orders were issued, reports of indiscriminate
shootings by the troops rapidly multiplied. As early as 5 July 16
Army warned its formations that “after POWs have been reorga-
nized into work-battalions they should not be attacked and shot,””’
a clear indication that even prisoners forced to volunteer their ser-
vices to the army were not safe from trigger-happy German soldiers.
Two weeks later the 12th Infantry urged its troops to understand
that “ ‘bumping off’ [‘Umlegen’] Russians who had already been
taken prisoner is unworthy of German soldiers.””*® But neither in
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this division, nor in many others, were the troops convinced
by such appeals, particularly as they were normally accompanied
by orders to kill a great many other Russians belonging to a grow-
ing list of political, “racial,” and military categories. Indeed, as
the army’s propaganda represented all Russians as Untermenschen
not deserving of life in any case, the soldiers saw no reason to distingu-
ish between them and those slated to be shot outright.

The armored formations of Army Group Center are a good case
in point. Here the official policy of selective murder outlined by
the “Barbarossa” decree had an immediate and striking effect on
the troops. On 25 June 1941, that is, on the third day of the cam-
paign, the commander of XLVII Panzer Corps issued the following
order:

I have observed that senseless shootings of both POWs and civilians
have taken place. A Russian soldier who has been taken prisoner
while wearing a uniform, and after he had put up a brave fight, has
the right to decent treatment.

From this passage one would assume that General Lemelsen con-
sidered the Russian campaign to be a war like any other, and for
this reason was shocked by his men’s behavior. Yet as he proceeded
to explain to the troops the real goals of the campaign, the corps
commander revealed that his own thinking had been molded by that
combination of ideology and ruthless, indeed cynical practicality
typical of National Socialism: “We want to free the civilian popu-
lation from the yoke of Bolshevism and we need their labor force.”
The Russians were to be freed from Bolshevism so that the Germans
could enslave them for their own purposes. At the same time, the
political goal of destroying Bolshevism was to be carried to its ul-
timate conclusion. Hence the general hastened to clarify that his
instructions to spare the lives of the prisoners did not apply to their
political leaders:

This instruction does not change anything regarding the Fiihrer’s
order on the ruthless action to be taken against partisans and Bol-
shevik commissars.”

This meant that both the political officers in uniform, and anyone
described as a partisan by the army, a category which included
“racially undesirable elements™ such as Jews, were to be done away
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with. And, while Red Army soldiers belonging to neither criteria
were to be initially spared, they too could expect to perish later or
at best to become the Reich’s slaves. Under such circumstances, it
is no wonder that merely five days later Lemelsen had to appeal
once more to the troops, as they had entirely ignored his first order.
Yet significantly, even now the general did not threaten to punish
the culprits, in spite of the fact that he was confronting what
amounted to a collective breach of discipline:

In spite of my instruction of 25.6.41. .. still more shootings of
POWs and deserters have been observed, conducted in an irre-
sponsible, senseless and criminal manner. This is murder!

But again the corps commander felt obliged to explain to his troops
what the war was about, thereby belying his overt intention of
conducting the fighting according to the traditional rules of war:

We want to bring back peace, calm and order to this land which
has suffered terribly for many years from the oppression of a Jewish
and criminal group.

So as to make sure that the men did not misunderstand his criticism,
nor take his ideological clarifications as mere theoretical rationali-
zations, the general repeated in even greater detail the murder in-
structions which had set off the brutalities he was trying to stop:

The Fiihrer’s instruction calls for ruthless action against Bolshevism
(political commissars) and any kind of partisans! People who have
been clearly identified as such should be taken aside and shot only
by an order of an officer.’®

So much for Guderian’s claim that his Panzer Group 2, one of whose
elements was XLVII Panzer Corps, never even received the “com-
missar order.”'® More important, as this incident clearly revealed,
soldiers could and did disobey orders, and though they were oc-
casionally admonished for doing so, as long as their disobedience
concerned greater brutality against the enemy, rather than attempts
to evade combat, they were hardly ever punished. It was now ob-
vious that attempts to control the troops while issuing them with a
license for murder could not possibly succeed. It should also be
understood that Lemelsen was representative of many other Ostheer
generals, who though appalled by their men’s brutality, were si-
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multaneously engaged in furnishing them with arguments lifted di-
rectly from Hitler’s ideological arsenal as a means to motivate them
in battle and make them believe that the murders they were ordered
to carry out were an unavoidable existential and moral necessity.
This pattern was repeated over and over again during the war in
the East. Whereas the recognition by the generals that the killing
and maltreatment of POWs merely stiffened the enemy’s resistance,
coupled with the need for forced labor in the Reich, finally caused
the abolition of the Kommissarbefebl and brought about some im-
provement in conditions for prisoners by 1942, commanders failed
entirely in their efforts to put a stop to the indiscriminate shootings
by their troops. Ironically, in this respect breaches of discipline in
the Ostheer were far more common than in any other army in the
Second World War; even the Red Army was more successful in
controlling its men once they entered German territory than the
Wehrmacht had been in Russia. Under the pressure of combat and
ideology, harsh discipline and official barbarism, the men were pro-
gressively brutalized. At this stage one could no longer expect them
to alter their conduct toward an enemy still described as a devilish
Untermensch. The contradictory practical interests of formations on
the ground also constantly clashed, for while commanders were
highly conscious of the detrimental effects of their troops’ conduct,
they countered their own efforts to control them by simultaneously
attempting to stiffen the men’s resolve by means of ideological in-
doctrination. In February 1942 the 18th Panzer admitted that “Red
Army soldiers. . .are more afraid of falling prisoner than of the
possibility of dying on the battlefield,” and maintained that this was
manifested by the fact that “since November last year. . . only a few
deserters have come over to us and that during the battles fierce
resistance was put up and only a few POWs were taken.” The
division concluded that “the troops must be instructed that not all
Russians are communists.””'® However, it was precisely at this time
of military crisis that this same division, along with the rest of the
Ostheer, greatly intensified the ideological indoctrination of the men
with the hope of thereby making up for its tremendous material
attrition.'® Nor was the indiscriminate shooting of prisoners limited
to soldiers who had grown used to operating according to the dic-
tates of the “commissar order.”” The GD Division, which came to
the front after the order was rescinded, behaved in precisely the
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same manner, demonstrating that this was more a question of ide-
ological preparation and unwillingness on the part of commanders
to enforce their will as regards Russian lives. In September 1942,
for instance, the GD instructed its troops that

all commissars—politruks—who fall alive into the hands of the
troops are to be transferred immediately to the divisional intelli-
gence section. Shooting by the troops after taking them prisoner is
strictly forbidden.'®*

As we now know, army intelligence collaborated closely with the
SD, and there is good reason to believe that “suspects” were even-
tually shot. But the troops, not threatened with any punishment,
had no time for these somewhat more cumbersome procedures. Far
from being ignored while still in force, the “commissar order” kept
dictating actions on the ground long after it was officially with-
drawn, especially as the other criminal sections of the “Barbarossa”
decree remained in force throughout the war. Unable, and probably
also unwilling, to prosecute their men for killing Russians and Jews,
front-line divisions were satisfied with simply recording the innu-
merable cases of indiscriminate shootings throughout the war. In
another such instance the GD noted that

many deserters brought wounded [from the battlefield] have
claimed that they had received their wounds from the Germans
hours after they had thrown down their weapons and had visibly
indicated their intention to desert by raising their arms in the air,’®®

And in April 1943 the division issued yet another rather limp appeal
to its troops, emphasizing that they

must understand that the ultimate result of the maltreatment or
shooting of POWs after they had given themselves up in battle
would be. .. a stiffening of the enemy’s resistance, because every
Red Army soldier fears German captivity.'%

All this had little effect for, as their experience had taught them,
the troops knew that orders not backed up by a willingness to resort
to harsh punishment were not really meant to be obeyed in the first
place.

Calls by formation commanders to behave toward POWs with
more consideration must have been viewed as quite cynical at least
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by some of the soldiers who remembered the official maltreatment
of prisoners particularly during the first months of the campaign.
16 Army, for instance, ordered its formations on 31 July 1941 not
to transport POW's to the rear in empty goods and troop trains as
they might “‘contaminate and soil”” them.'”” Thus the ill-fed prisoners
were forced to walk across vast distances to camps in Poland, with
the result that many of them died on the way. The 18th Panzer
similarly forbade the transportation of its POWS in trucks, for fear
they might infest them with lice.'® Prisoners employed as forced
labor by front-line divisions were officially entitled to just over half
the rations given to German soldiers, but even this insufficient
amount was drastically reduced in late October.'® In practice, many
formations, such as the 18th Panzer, insisted that prisoners be fed
“with the most primitive means.”"" Especially in winter, combat
divisions also ordered their troops to confiscate from the prisoners
all items of clothes deemed useful for their own protection from the
cold, condemning POWs to death by exposure.''' Medical treatment
of wounded prisoners by German doctors, as well as providing them
with any army issue medicines, was also officially forbidden.""? Yet
as the manpower shortage worsened, growing numbers of POWs
were “nominated as volunteers” and employed in a variety of mil-
itary tasks, among them clearing minefields without receiving any
previous training.'”’ These official actions set an example to the
troops as to the manner in which Soviet prisoners should be treated,
and no amount of appeals later on in the war could undo their
impact.

If the Ostheer’s commanders found themselves in some conflict
with their troops over the treatment of POWs, there was much less
friction regarding the so-called partisans, though here too the sol-
diers found ample opportunities for “wild,” unauthorized actions.
“Partisans,” or “bandits,” was a term used to describe all civilians
deemed unworthy of life by the army, whether due to guerrilla
activity or to political and “racial” affiliation. In a world where life
was cheaper than food and clothes, and whose inhabitants were
divided into members of the “master race” and “subhumans,” one
could not issue orders for massacres of helpless civilians without
expecting the perpetrators to perform similar atrocities on their own
initiative. Sanctioned already in the “Barbarossa” decree, collective
punishment for partisan attacks soon became the rule, and from that
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point on no one in the army seemed to bother much about the
identity of the murdered. On the first day of the campaign the 12th
Infantry instructed its units not to treat guerrillas (Freischarler) as
POWs, but rather to have them “sentenced by an officer on the
spot,”"'* one more euphemism for summary execution. In late July
16 Army similarly ordered that members of “partisan-battalions,”
as well as all civilians rendering them any kind of assistance, were
to be “treated as guerrillas,” that is, to be shot.'"® The 18th Panzer
issued very similar instructions in early August, ordering its troops
to shoot anyone resisting its units and not clearly identifiable as
belonging to an organized army unit, as well as any civilian suspected
of having rendered assistance to resisters.''® The division also en-
forced strict curfew regulations on occupied settlements and in-
structed the troops to make “ruthless use of firearms” against
offenders,'"” almost precisely the same order given by II Corps,
which insisted that “Ruthless action is to be immediately taken
against suspect elements!”'"® This too implied either shooting or, as
was becoming increasingly popular in the Ostheer, hanging, for
“suspect elements” meant anyone belonging to “undesirable” po-
litical and ““racial” categories.'"” Indeed, as early as 4 July the 12th
Infantry reported the execution of ten civilians accused of belonging
to the communist youth organization or of being Jewish.'”® Al-
though it was soon discovered that this policy only enhanced guer-
rilla resistance,'”’ in mid-August II Corps insisted that “partisans
are to be publicly hanged and to be left to hang for some time” as
a warning, while communist bureaucrats “about whom nothing can
be proved” should be delivered to the Einsatzgruppen, obviously
for somewhat more discreet execution.'” The following month the
12th Infantry declared that anyone seen “walking about” during
curfew should be shot, and that village mayors would forfeit their
own and their families’ lives for any partisan activity in the vicinity
of their villages,'? a threat also made by the 18th Panzer in October,
accompanied by the taking of hostages to prove its serious inten-
tions.'?* By then the 12th Infantry decreed that anyone “tolerating”
partisans would be hanged, and a few days later it was announced
that civilians caught without the recently issued passes would be
shot on the spot.'” The troops were meanwhile expressly ordered
to burn down any house suspect of harboring partisans without any
attempt to find out who was actually inside.'** In November divi-
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sional units were detached to carry out reprisal actions against vil-
lages which had failed to report the presence of “aliens,” and while
such “suspect elements” were either executed by the troops or given
over to the SD for “special treatment,”'? other units became en-
gaged in a campaign of public hangings of civilians charged with
such offenses as “feeding a Russian soldier,” “wandering about,”
“trying to escape,” and so forth.'* Between 11 November and 5
December II Corps “annihilated”” 448 “partisans” and burned down
sixteen villages, driving off their cattle and horses and destroying
all existing food reserves. As the corps admitted the loss of merely
six soldiers killed and eight wounded in a partisan attack far from
this area, it is obvious that this frenzied extermination policy had
very little to do with actual guerrilla activity.'” This pattern was
repeated in another such operation reported by 16 Army, where
387 civilians were killed at the price of ten dead and eleven wounded
soldiers.'*

As the front stabilized, more systematic steps were taken against
the population. In December the 12th Infantry evacuated some 2000
inhabitants from its front to a depth of six miles, either burning
down their houses or taking them over for accommodation.”' Even
IT Corps conceded that the civilians were driven off “with entirely
inadequate supplies of food,” all in the height of winter."”* Behind
this area, another so-called “barred zone” was established where,
by the 12th Infantry’s own account, provisioning the population
became “quite impossible.”'** Nevertheless, inhabitants disobeying
any of the rules imposed on their movement were either shot on
the spot or delivered to the SD."** This only forced more.people to
join the partisans. But instead of changing what had clearly become
a counter-productive campaign of murder and destruction, in Jan-
uary Army Group North declared that

The recent revival of partisan activity in the rear area...demands
that action be taken...with the greatest ruthlessness. Partisans
should be destroyed wherever they appear, as should their hiding
places [i.e., villages), if they are not needed by our troops for
accommodation. '*

Indeed, by this time the 12th Infantry’s standard reaction to partisan
attacks on its units was to burn down the villages in the vicinity of
the attack, shoot all the male inhabitants, and leave the remaining
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women and children to fend for themselves in winter conditions
without any shelter.'>® The 18th Panzer also practiced a policy of
summary executions of suspects behind its “desert zones” through-
out 1942.'” Similarly, on the eve of the Wehrmacht’s summer of-
fensive in the Ukraine the GD Division ordered its troops to
“destroy” all captured partisans, and gave license to battalion com-
manders to execute civilians suspected of rendering any assistance
to guerrillas."® Consequently, by September reports of indiscrim-
inate shootings of civilians multiplied to such a degree that the
division decided to transfer the responsibility for executions to
the GFP, the Secret Field Police which closely collaborated with
the SD."” But though the troops were explicitly ordered to transfer
all suspects to the police, the killing went on unabated. Combat
divisions were also employed in large-scale ““anti-partisan” opera-
tions. In May 1943 the 18th Panzer participated in “Zigeunerbaron,”
a “cleansing” action in the forest regions south of Briansk. Troops
were ordered to arrest all male civilians between the ages of fifteen
and sixty-five, and to drive out the remaining population, whose
property was to be confiscated and villages burned down. Captured
Red Army officers and commissars were to be transferred to the
division’s intelligence section, most probably for later execution by
the SD, while soldiers, communist party members, and Jews were
to be used for clearing minefields, the Wehrmacht’s idea of a prof-
itable execution. Indeed, within the space of merely two weeks the
division and its support units killed 1584 “guerrillas,” took 1568
prisoners, and drove out of the area 15,812 inhabitants, burning
down all their villages. The fact that the division found only a few
obsolete firearms among the population, and that it sustained almost
no casualties, indicated that this operation was merely one more
feast of destruction against defenseless civilians.'*

The extreme measures used against civilian resistance to German
occupation, and particularly the implementation of the regime’s ra-
cial and political elimination policy by the army under cover of
“anti-partisan” operations, ordered, organized, and perceived as
quite legal by military commanders, had a powerful brutalizing
effect on the troops. Very few units on the Eastern Front could
have avoided taking part in such actions. And, as what constituted
guerrilla activity included a wide-range of actions or lack of actions,
and as the term “partisan” denoted not merely active or passive
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resisters, but also people belonging to “undesirable” political and
“racial” categories, the war in the East offered the German soldier
endless opportunities for committing authorized and unauthorized
acts of murder and destruction, robbery and plunder, rape and
torture, for which he was rarely punished and not infrequently
praised by his superiors. Nevertheless, when the term “partisan”
seemed insufficient to legitimize brutality, especially where ob-
viously helpless civilians were concerned, the army sometimes re-
sorted to the euphemism “spy” or “agent,” a uniquely useful term
precisely because it was based on the assumption that innocence was
the best indication of guilt. In July 1941 the 12th Infantry tried out
this euphemism for the first time when it ordered its troops to shoot
refugees attempting to cross the German lines “for suspected es-
pionage.”"*! The troops reacted with such enthusiasm, and the in-
cidence of indiscriminate shooting rose so dramatically, that II
Corps was finally compelled to order “suspects” to be brought
before the appropriate officers for interrogation, rather than simply
killing them on the spot.’*? The 18th Panzer, which had also treated
refugees as an “espionage hazard,”'* took till June 1942 to admit
that “grave errors’ had been committed in the treatment of “agents,”
and even then it merely instructed its units to transfer “suspects”
to the GFP, thereby sentencing them in any case to almost certain
death.'

Now while the generals had little scruples about issuing orders
to shoot men and uproot whole populations, they feared that exe-
cuting women and children might cause disciplinary problems
among the troops, and normally preferred the SS and SD to carry
out such unsavory tasks.'** But in the numerous ““unavoidable” cases
of brutality against women and children, as well as in the army’s
propaganda against fraternization, the euphemism “agent” was
found to be very handy indeed. In October 1941, for instance, the
12th Infantry warned its troops that “information is usually carried
by youngsters aged 11 to 14,” and recommended “flogging [as] the
most advisable measure for interrogation.” The Russians, it ex-
plained, “and especially the women,” were liars, but “a few pats
on the back will shorten” the process of interrogation consider-
ably.'*® An example of the senseless sadism such ideas inspired was
the interrogation of fifteen ““agents” conducted in spring 1942 by
II Corps. The “suspects” included twelve lads aged between fifteen
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and seventeen, a mother with her child, and only one adult male.
The corps reported that two of the boys, though manifesting “a
certain stupidity,” were “fanatic communists and German-haters,”
and consequently their interrogation “lasted many hours,” and
“every truthful statement had to be forced out of them by the most
brutal methods.” Subsequently all “suspects,” including the mother
and her child, were executed as “agents.”"*” The GD Division ex-
plained to its troops in October 1942 that “men of all ages, good-
looking women and particularly young girls and lads and even
children,” were being employed as enemy agents; children were
supplied with unlikely “stories,” such as that they were looking for
their parents, while their real object was to spy for the enemy.'*
The 12th Infantry tried to dissuade its men from fraternizing with
Russian women by pointing out that they were “mostly Jewish
females . . . whose Jewish origin cannot be seen.”'*’ Along these
same lines the 18th Panzer warned that “the Russian woman is
prepared to make unscrupulous use of her physical advantages and
of our soldiers’ trust for purposes of espionage in the interest of the
war,” and that not only was “intercourse with female civilians. ..
unworthy of the German soldier,” it “also carries with it the danger
of being exploited or harmed by a spy, of falling into the hands of
a female partisan and of being terribly mutilated.” The division thus
threatened the troops that while women caught in the company of
German soldiers would be delivered to the police on “security”
grounds, their male partners would be prosecuted for collaborating
with the enemy’s intelligence service.'** Similarly, the GD reminded
the men that whereas “contact” with women was likely to confront
them with an enemy “agent,” it was certain to end with some kind
of venereal disease, as nearly all Russian women were “known” to
be infected.'' This campaign did not necessarily prevent the troops
from fraternizing with Russian women, but it may well have pre-
pared the background for their brutal behavior and indifference to
the fate of helpless women and children when the occasion arose
during “anti-partisan” operations.

The Ostheer thus provided its troops with an array of orders,
rationalizations, and incentives for brutally treating both captured
enemy soldiers and the occupied civilian population. The scope of
officially authorized murder, maltreatment, and destruction of prop-
erty far outweighed “wild” actions performed on the troops’ own
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initiative. Moreover, the troops’ conduct can only be understood
within the context of the Wehrmacht’s far-reaching legalization of
actions previously considered criminal, the organized manner of
their execution, and the widespread agreement with the ideology
which motivated them, all of which made for a situation whereby
an army normally insistent on rigid obedience allowed its troops to
get away with mass breaches of discipline regarding the treatment
of enemy soldiers and civilians. Paradoxically, these “wild” acts of
brutality made it possible for the officers to enforce the harsh combat
discipline essential for maintaining the cohesion of the army. For
their crimes against the enemy the troops paid a high price by yield-
ing to the draconian measures applied by their commanders.

Discipline in the German army was always harsh; but in the
Wehrmacht, and especially in the Ostheer of 194145, it became
positively murderous. This had of course to do with the conditions
at the front, but more important, it was a manifestation of the extent
ta which the regime’s Weltanschauung had penetrated the ranks of
the army and remolded its concepts of legality and criminality,
morality and justice, discipline and obedience. Indeed, here was a
clear case of the connection between the the army’s crimes toward
other nations and its ruthless treatment of its own troops, for both
stemmed from the same ideological roots, and were based on the
same inversion of martial law. Being simultaneous, these two aspects
of the Russian campaign also had the effect of enhancing and legit-
imizing each other, that is, of accelerating the process of brutali-
zation both within the ranks of the army and toward the enemy,
and creating a need for ever more ideological justifications, which
in turn provided arguments for even greater brutality. Hence the
army’s legalization of crimes toward the enemy, its toleration of
disciplinary offenses by the troops toward the same enemy, and its
enforcement of a brutal discipline as concerns the soldiers’ combat
performance, were all linked to each other, derived their legitimacy
from the acceptance of the Nazi “world view,” and must be seen
together as forming the kernel of the war in the East, and by ex-
tension, as the most characteristic and essential features of the
Wehrmacht.

With this background in mind we should examine the unprec-
edented record of military justice in the Wehrmacht. Whereas during
the Great War the Kaiserheer executed only forty-eight of its sol-
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diers, in the Second World War between 13,000 and 15,000 men
were put to death by their own army. By way of comparison, we
may note that whereas in 1914~18 the British and French armies
executed far more soldiers than the Germans (346 and 650 respec-
tively), in 1939-45 the proportions were drastically reversed, with
only forty British and 100 French soldiers being put to death. The
astonishing number of executions in the Wehrmacht was mainly due
to the politicization of martial law, whereby such offenses as de-
sertion and self-inflicted wounds came under the heading of treason
and subversion (Wehbrkraftzerseztung), and were consequently pun-
ishable with death. Thus, between January 1940 and March 1942
some four-ffths of the death sentences were based on ideological-
political grounds. It has been calculated that an average of 100
soldiers accused of desertion, and another 100 found guilty of
subversion, were executed every month throughout the war, con-
stituting about half the total number of soldiers charged with these
offenses. Moreover, by 1944 as many as 85 percent of all death
sentences passed were actually carried out, as opposed to only 30
percent in the Great War. As the war dragged on, the number of
trials per month rose by a factor of 3.5, from 12,853 in December
1939 1o 44,955 in October 1944, but the number of death sentences
rose by a factor of no less than eight, from 519 in 1939-40 to 4118
in 1943-44. This meant that in relation to trials, the death sentence
became twice as common. Soldiers who escaped capital punishment
could still expect extremely severe sentences. Quite apart from the
thousands of men sent to penal battalions, between late August 1939
and mid-1944 as many as 23,124 soldiers received very long prison
terms with hard labor, 84,346 were sentenced to over one year’s
imprisonment, and yet another 320,042 men were sentenced to pe-
riods of less than one-year’s arrest.'

The reluctance of commanders in Russia to prosecute their troops
for offenses committed against enemy soldiers and civilians was thus
more than offset by their quick and brutal retaliation against men
charged with breaches of combat discipline. This can be best seen
at the level of the fighting units themselves. On the eve of “Bar-
barossa” the commander of Panzer Group 2 instructed his officers
to take the most severe measures against breaches of discipline, and
made a point of stressing that deserters “should be shot on the
spot.”'> By 1 August 1941 the 18th Panzer, which belonged to this
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Panzer group, informed its troops that three soldiers captured by
the Russians had committed treason by telling the enemy “that they
had been forced to fight,” and that consequently, once back in
German hands, they could expect no mercy “for such dishonorable
behavior.”'** A couple of weeks later the division tried three soldiers
for cowardice, sentenced one of them to death and the other two
to ten years’ imprisonment and the loss of all their rights as citizens.
“This incident,” the divisional commander briefed his officers,

is to be used as an urgent theme for instruction. It should be pointed
out that cowardice is not only the most disgraceful, but also one
of the most dangerous crimes a soldier can commit, for it not only
undermines discipline, but also weakens the striking capability of
the troops. This danger will be dealt with in every instance with
the heaviest punishment—the death penalty.'**

This was no idle warning. In mid-December, for instance, an NCO
who had pulled his squad out of its battle positions due to what he
thought were the sounds of approaching Soviet tanks, was sentenced
to ten years’ imprisonment.'* At the end of the month the 18th
Panzer issued a special order clearly intended to emphasize that the
consequences of cowardice should be feared even more than its
causes:

Lance-Corporal Franz Aigner, staff company I1/Panzer Regiment
18, was sentenced to death by court martial on the charge of cow-
ardice. . . . Although he had seen his unit marching forward, he
entered a house, drank a bottle of schnapps with an unknown
soldier, though he had already drunk a sufficient amount of alcohol
before, and fled to the rear without cap or weapon, where he was
seized in this ragged and drunken condition. Every case of cow-
ardice will be severely atoned for with death. The troops are thor-
oughly to be instructed on this by the company commanders
personally.'”’

As the chaos at the front made for a rise in breaches of combat
discipline, lesser offenses were also punished with great harshness.
In late November 1941 the 18th Panzer tried eight soldiers for ne-
glect of duty while on guard, sentencing three of them to between
three and four years’ imprisonment and the remaining five to even
longer terms. Another soldier, found sleeping in his position, was
sentenced to five years in jail. But even this seemed insufficient, and
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the divisional commander took up the issue in another appeal to his
troops:

As all instructions and warnings, as well as the publication of pre-
vious sentences by court martial to long prison terms have hitherto
had no instructive and deterring effect, the court martial is com-
pelled to threaten with making use in the future of the heaviest
punishment—the death sentence.'>®

It thus became standard policy to terrorize the troops from evading
a likely death at the front by promising them certain execution if
they were caught in the act.

In the course of 1942 the soldiers had ample opportunity to learn
that their commanders were quite willing to carry out their threats.
In March, for instance, two soldiers belonging to the 18th Panzer
were sentenced to death, one for abandoning his gun crew during
combat and another for refusing an order in the course of an enemy
attack.'®® That same month XLVII Panzer Corps noted:

The discipline of the troops has deteriorated during the winter. This
is shown also by the increasing number of trials. Guard duty has
particularly been neglected, spelling danger for the troops.

But although it was obvious that these were manifestation of ex-
haustion due to heavy combat and lack of manpower, the corps
insisted:

The troops are repeatedly to be instructed that only the most severe
punishment can be expected in cases of cowardice or fear, desertion,
absence without leave and neglect of duty while on guard.

To be sure, in some cases it was precisely the fear of such severe
punishment that made soldiers who had absented themselves for a
brief time from their units to turn into real deserters. As the corps
itself realized:

There have been numerous cases in which soldiers who had left
their units or were absent from them, kept going to the rear only
because they were afraid of being shot.

Consequently, the corps promised the troops: “A soldier who re-
quently, the corps p P

ports back to his unit of his own free will, will always receive a

lighter sentence than one who is caught.” But light sentences were
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a very relative concept at the time, and the number of severe pun-
ishments in fact kept multiplying. Thus soon thereafter the corps
executed another deserter, sentenced to death (but ultimately did
not execute) a soldier charged with self-inflicted wounds, sentenced
two men to six and eight years’ imprisonment respectively for smok-
ing during a partisan attack on the village in which they were quar-
tered, and sentenced to three years’ imprisonment with hard labor
and loss of all citizenship rights a soldier who had returned late
from an assignment in the rear. '* The commander of the 18th Panzer
was evidently losing his patience with the troops, as could be seen
from the notes he prepared for a conference with his officers:

Four deserters in the area of the corps—thorough instruction—
deserters will never see the Fatherland again—concerning all those
reported “missing” conduct a thorough investigation. '*'

The GD Division, plagued by similar difficulties, reacted with no
lesser harshness, sentencing to death seven men in the second half
of 1942 alone, and charging another eleven soldiers with desertion,
most probably sentencing them too to death, though their records
have not survived.'* The 12th Infantry Division, which sentenced
to death at least sixteen men charged either with desertion or self-
inflicted wounds between the beginning of “Barbarossa” and June
1943, made a special effort to publicize the executions, whose effect
was enhanced by posthumously depriving the culprits of their rights
as German citizens and thereby barring their families from collecting
their pensions.'®’ This policy doubtlessly terrorized the troops. As
a deserter from the division reported to his Soviet interrogators in
October 1942, the reason that in spite of the terrible living condi-
tions, the devastating casualties, and the prevalent sense of pessimism
among the troops, discipline still held was mainly fear. The men
were afraid that if they deserted their families would be punished,
that if they were seen trying to cross over they would be shot,
and that if they were caught they would be executed. Indeed, he
claimed that he had succeeded in reaching the Russian lines only by
shooting three sentries who had opened fire at him.'** Nor was he
exaggerating. A few months earlier 16 Army informed its units of
the summary execution of five soldiers caught while trying to de-
sert.'®® A Russian deserter told his interrogators that of seven Ger-
man soldiers who had tried to cross over to the Red Army, four
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were shot dead by their own officers before they could make it to
the other side.'® As a further humiliation, soldiers executed for
desertion were now buried without military honors, far from any
military cemetery, their graves marked with a simple sign indicating
only name, date of birth and death, but neither rank nor unit
designation.'”’

By the third year of the war in Russia ever harsher measures
were needed to keep the men at the front. In February Hitler cir-
culated the following order to all front-line formations:

I have found out that during the retreats and evacuations ordered
in the last few weeks, there have been some unpleasant and unruly
scenes. . . . This is unbearable. . . . The reason for this is that com-
manders do not make use of all [disciplinary] measures. . .. The
harder the times, all the tougher should be the measures by which
the commander enforces his will. I therefore demand that every
commanding officer and NCO, or in extraordinary situations every
courageous man, will enforce the execution of orders, if necessary
by the force of arms, and will immediately open fire in case of
insubordination. This is not only his right, but also his duty.'*®

Indeed, from this stage on, the Wehrmacht experienced a growing
incidence of cases whereby discipline was enforced not merely by
court martials and heavy punishments, but also by the application
of force without any prior legal proceedings. For this reason it is
also impossible accurately to estimate the actual number of soldiers
executed for real or perceived offenses during the war. Here was
another manifestation of the complete collapse of the rule of law,
so characteristic of the Third Reich, and the self-willed realization
of the Nazi social-darwinian myth of the survival of the fittest. The
army, whose cohesion depended on discipline and obedience, chose
increasingly to ignore the legal basis, perverted as it in any case had
become, of its disciplinary system, bypassed the cumbersome pro-
ceedings it necessitated, and, emulating its own long-established
practice against the enemy, simply shot anyone who hampered it
from fulfilling its tasks. Hitler’s instructions were rapidly applied
in field formations. During the evacuation of the Demyansk enclave,
11 Corps established so-called “Army Patrols” (Heeresstreifen), and
ordered them “to make immediate use of their weapons (submachine
guns, pistols) in order to enforce obedience and discipline.”'*’ Sim-
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ilarly, in summer 1943 the commander of the 18th Panzer ordered
both his officers and soldiers to enforce combat discipline if need
be by resorting to the use of arms against their comrades:

I expect every officer, NCO and man, who has retained his soldierly

honor, to do everything in order to control such outbreaks of panic

[as described in the first part of the order].. .. I expect officers to

make ruthless use of all means at their disposal against men who

bring about occurrences of panic and who leave their comrades in

the lurch and, if necessary, not to refrain from using their

weapons.'”
Having legalized the murder of civilians, it was really only a matter
of time and circumstances before the army would sanction the mur-
der of its own troops. The extent to which the officers and soldiers
of the Wehrmacht were willing to carry out such orders and col-
laborate in the killing of their comrades without any legal proceed-
ings was merely one more measure of their brutalization, a process
begun with Hitler’s “seizure of power” and reaching its climax on
the Eastern Front.

Harsh discipline thus played a far more important role in pre-
serving unit cohesion than “primary groups.” It was particularly
effective within the context of a brutal war in which soldiers were
not only ordered to commit crimes against the enemy, but also
allowed to get away with breaches of discipline toward prisoners
and civilians. Indeed, the preservation of cohesion and the preven-
tion of rebellion made such unpunished offenses a “necessary” as-
pect of the war. The “legalization” of authorized, and the toleration
of unauthorized crimes was a central component of the Wehrmacht’s
remarkable determination on the battlefield, quite apart from the
sense common to so many soldiers and officers of having to stick
together precisely because they shared a common guilt. This mech-
anism could function properly only because of the general sympathy
felt by all ranks for the major tenets of Nazi ideology which made
Soviet prisoners and civilians into such ideal targets. Yet although
this was an effective means to preserve cohesion, it simultaneously
secured the Wehrmacht’s final defeat, for as a growing number of
officers came to realize, the Soviet regime could only be toppled
with the collaboration of the Soviet peoples, a condition made im-
possible by Germany’s murderous occupation policies.
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All this is not to say that the Ostheer was entirely immune to
breakdown. Only four days after “Barbarossa” was launched, the
commander of XLVII Panzer Corps expressed concern about the

repeated occurrences of panic, particularly among the baggage and
supply column, upon hearing reports (which have proved to be
false) of approaching enemy tanks. Whole battalions have turned
around on their tracks and fled back to the rear. This bebavior is
unworthy of German soldiers. 1 charge the unit commanders with
the responsibility for preventing any repetition of these occurrences
of panic....It is especially unworthy, however, that it was the
officers themselves who had given the signal for this type of oc-
currences of panic. In the future such officers are to be immediately
reported or arrested by the commander or superior officer in the
vicinity on the grounds of cowardice in the face of the enemy. . ..
If it is found that German soldiers have been spreading panic, they
are to be immediately brought before a court martial.'”

The commander of the 18th Panzer, which as part of this corps
experienced several such incidents, used a similar tone in addressing
his officers:

Every formation, unit, or column commander, who violates the
repeated orders concerning discipline, should be clear in his mind
that he is seriously endangering the course of the fighting and is
thereby taking upon himself a heavy responsibility.'”

But while the initial successes of the campaign meant that these
instances of panic presented no threat of disintegration, during the
latter part of the war they became cause for much greater anxiety
among commanders. The 18th Panzer, for instance, experienced a
long series of breakdowns during the last months of its existence in
summer and autumn 1943. On the first day of the “Zitadelle” of-
fensive one of its rifle regiments refused to assault the enemy’s
positions when it came under a heavy artillery barrage, and a re-
connaissance company which retreated in chaos from an abortive
attack caused a general panic among the men of another rifle bat-
talion which culminated in a hasty withdrawal from a well-defended
line.'” Not long thereafter the Alarmeinbeiten raised by the division
as an emergency measure fled from the battlefield the moment their
officers were hit. The next day one of the rifle regiments “‘came out
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of control” in the wake of a Soviet attack, the troops fled to the
rear, and “within minutes the divisional headquarters itself became
the front-line.” A few days later another infantry battalion fled as
a Soviet tank attack rolled over its positions.'’ The divisional com-
mander was highly distressed by this series of incidents whereby,
in his own words, “companies, on hearing the cry ‘enemy tanks,’
spring on the vehicles and tow-tractors of the heavy weapons and
drive away to the rear in wild confusion.” We have already seen
that unlike the manner in which such cases were treated in 1941,
by now officers, NCOs, and even privates were expected to shoot
down without further ado anyone suspected of causing panic.'” But
the divisional commander also tried to harp on his men’s professional
and national pride, urging them:

Preserve your feeling of unconditional superiority over the Russian
infantry, who have always been inferior to you and remain so now.
Fight hard and resolutely against any manifestation of panic! Do
not let yourselves be induced to abandon your anti-tank fox-holes
and keep in mind how little the enemy can see from his tanks.
Maintain an iron discipline among your ranks, carry out your duty
even when your commanders have fallen, He whose heart is in the
right place, can and should lead even without shoulder-straps and
stripes.'”

Ultimately all this was to no avail. The 18th Panzer was in the midst
of a particularly acute manpower and material crisis, and its dis-
bandment in October 1943 may well have had to do with these
frequent cases of disintegration. Yet the Ostheer as a whole main-
tained its cohesion for almost two more years, fighting with a great
deal of devotion and determination. Only when everything was lost
did the soldiers finally give up, and even then their officers still tried
to keep them in their positions. The GD Division, for ong, disin-
tegrated only in April 1945. Coming under attack by a far superior
Soviet force, Captain Mackert, a GD battalion commander, saw a
nearby unit climb out of its positions and march to the rear. Soon
one of his own companies, first on the Soviet line of attack, also
fled from its positions. “All my attempts to keep the company
together failed,” wrote Mackert, who was threatening them with
his pistol: “The men would rather be shot than stay in their posi-
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tions.” Within a few moments the captain was left with only a
company sergeant, two radio operators, and a runner. He never saw
his men again."”

From all this it is clear that at critical moments, when terror
from the enemy became even greater than fear of one’s superiors,
incidents of breakdown among combat units did occur, and no
amount of disciplinary brutality could prevent them. But what is
most important about these incidents is that although they were far
from infrequent, at no stage of the war save for the very last weeks
did they threaten the cohesion of the army as a whole. Thus it was
shown that just as brutal discipline could be accepted by the troops
only because they had been taught to believe in the ideological
arguments on which it was based, so too this ideological cohesion
of the troops assumed a major role in preventing the organizational
disintegration of the army when the disciplinary system crumbled.
Paradoxically, while discipline was aimed at instilling into the troops
fear of their superiors, indoctrination increasingly terrorized the
soldiers by horror tales about what they could expect from the
“Judeo-Bolshevik” and “Asiatic flood” threatening the cradle of
culture. Thus precisely when fear of the enemy in one point of the
front overcame fear of punishment and caused local breakdowns,
the overwhelming terror from the ultimate consequences of a Soviet
victory rapidly isolated this incident; rather than the breakdown
spreading across the front, the reaction of nearby units was to steel
themselves once more and make yet another effort to halt the de-
monic hordes advancing from the East. Mutiny and disintegration
tend to have a contagious effect on armies and to spread with re-
markable speed; the Wehrmacht protected itself from most break-
outs by harsh discipline, but completely inoculated its troops from
a panic epidemic by huge counter-injections of terror from the en-
emy. Indeed, one can say that the typical Landser was a very fright-
ened man, scared of his commanders, terrified of the enemy; this
is probably why he seems to have enjoyed so much watching others
suffer. The photographs of smiling Wehrmacht troops, each with
his little camera, busily taking pictures of hanged “partisans,” or of
piles of butchered Jews, this horrific “Exekutions-Tourismus,'’®
can only be understood as the ultimate perversion of the soldiers
by a terroristic system of discipline, backed by a murderous ide-
ology, which achieved its aim of preserving cohesion at the price of
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destroying the individual’s moral fabric and thereby making possible
the extermination of countless defenseless people. The troops’ per-
ception of reality and understanding of their actions was distorted
by the conditions and circumstances of their existence. Yet it must
be emphasized that it was the years of premilitary and army indoc-
trination which molded the soldiers’ state of mind, prepared them
for the horrors of war, and instilled into them such determination
and ruthlessness. The following chapter will examine the extent to
which Nazi ideology shaped the Wehrmacht into Hitler’s army.



The Distortion of Reality

In mid-July 1941 a Wehrmacht NCO wrote home from the Eastern
Front:

The German people owes a great debt to our Fiihrer, for had these
beasts, who are our enemies here, come to Germany, such murders
would have taken place that the world has never seen before. . . .
What we have seen, no newspaper can describe. It borders on the
unbelievable, even the Middle Ages do not compare with what has
occurred here. And when one reads the “Stirmer’”” and looks at the
pictures, that is only a weak illustration of what we see here and
the crimes committed here by the Jews. Believe me, even the most
sensational newspaper reports are only a fraction of what is hap-
pening here.'

This striking inversion of reality, which ascribed the unprecedented
brutality of the Wehrmacht and the SS to their victims, was the
most characteristic feature of the German soldier’s “coming to
terms’’ with his actions in the Soviet Union. Indeed, it can be said
that this was probably the most effective means of overcoming the
moral scruples many of the Wehrmacht’s troops and officers may
still have retained in spite of their long years of ideological training.
Yet it is precisely this distorted perception of reality which gives us
the measure of success of Nazi propaganda and indoctrination.? The
German soldier was not expected to become ideologically committed
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to some sort of National Socialist theory or dogma; although the
regime naturally wished the soldiers to accept its Weltanschauung,
this never claimed to be a consistent and coherent set of ideas, but
rather was a series of slogans meant to derive from and guide one’s
actions. The central themes of Nazi ideology, racism and especially
anti-Semitism, anti-capitalism but much more so anti-Bolshevism,
expansionism and most particularly the creation of Lebensraum in
the East, as well as the construction of a harmonious and “racially
pure” Volksgemeinschaft at home, ruled, however, in accordance
with the Fébrerprinzip, had much afﬁnity with the army’s own
modes of thmklng, principles of organization, self-appointed tasks,
and ideals.> Both Nazism and the military tended to idealize battle
as the supreme test of the individual, and to view the comradeship
in arms of the soldiers, the so-called Kampfgemeinschaft, as the
perfect model for social organization. This was no coincidence, for
just as many of the Nazi ideas originated in the military, so it seemed
to a growing number of officers only natural to reintroduce them
back into the army in their more radical, Nazified form. National
Socialism’s tendency to stress action, rather than theory, also nicely
corresponded to the military mentality. The deed preceded the
thought, constantly molding and confirming it.* Yet this was not a
pragmatic approach, for underlying the action there were a few
essential and unchangeable beliefs and dogmas which no amount of
empirical evidence could disprove, particularly as they were not
based on rational examination or logical construction, but on faith.
Hence, in order not to be hampered either by disturbing manifes-
tations of reality, or by previously acquired moral codes and tra-
ditions, one had constantly to observe the world, and particularly
the causes and consequences of one’s actions in it, through Nazi
ideological filters. This tended to become a self-fulfilling prophecy,
whereby acting in a manner perceived as necessary for the situation
one expected actually created that situation, confirming one’s ex-
pectations and justifying one’s actions. The confusion between cause
and effect was indeed inherent to the war in the East, and constituted
a vital component of its destructive energy. It also implanted itself
deeply in the German collective memory of the war. The distorted
features of the tortured and butchered served as evidence of their
own, rather than of their murderers’ inhumanity; the sense of moral
outrage and physical disgust they aroused produced a powerful de-
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sire for revenge, which by a process of inversion was directed at the
victims rather than the perpetrators, that is, the “other” rather than
oneself, for it was their presence which had made such atrocities
necessary, their evident inhumanity which had revealed one’s own
barbarity. Hence, only by physically annihilating the victims and
erasing their memory could one salvage one’s own humanity.’

Such a profound distortion of one’s rational faculties and per-
ception of reality, such an effective mechanism of inversion, called
for a major indoctrinational effort. To be sure, soldiers often cope
with the destruction of enemy lives and property by shifting the
responsibility for their actions to their opponents. Dehumanizing
the enemy is an inherent element of war; when soldiers attach a
particular identity to the individual they confront on the battlefield,
pulling the trigger may become all but unbearable. Only in rare
cases do soldiers kill out of personal hatred for a specific individual;
rather, they may sense hatred or wish to take revenge on a gener-
alized, faceless entity which constitutes the “enemy.” Most often,
soldiers find it easier to kill each other precisely because they do
not perceive the enemy as a fellow human being. Indeed, soldiers
confronted with the realization that they had actually killed indi-
viduals not unlike themselves can be struck by a sense of personal
guilt accompanied by outrage at those who had ordered them to do
the killing. Nonetheless, the case of the Wehrmacht, and especially
of the Ostheer, was essentially different, for this was no ordinary
war between two opposing armies, but a campaign of murder and
destruction which dispensed with all previously accepted norms of
conduct, and intentionally mobilized the unavoidable sense of guilt
for killing innocent civilians and unarmed soldiers as an engine even
further to enhance its barbarity, punishing its victims for having
made their persecutors into monsters. Yet although the conditions
at the front and the nature of the occupation accelerated this process,
its roots lay in a much longer preparation going back to the soldiers’
prewar, premilitary experiences.

Most of the men who served as the Wehrmacht’s combat troops
during the Second World War were either children or teenagers
when Hitler came to power in 1933. An eighteen-year-old soldier
in 1943 would have been only eight during the Nazi “seizure of
power.” Thus the fighting spearhead of the Third Reich was com-
posed of men who had spent the formative years of their youth
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under National Socialism. This was of particular importance because
the regime was first and foremost concerned with indoctrinating
Germany’s young generation, both in the official educational system
and especially within the ranks of the Hitlerjugend and the Arbeits-
dienst. Exposed to the influence of these new and still attractive
institutions at a highly impressionable age, there is little doubt that
the youths who were to become the Wehrmacht’s combat troops
were to a large extent molded in the spirit of Nazism, and prepared
for the kind of war the regime was determined to wage. The HJ
gained much of its appeal by openly opposing the traditional foci
of authority, the family and the school, and by presenting itself both
as a rebel youth movement set upon destroying a staid and anach-
ronistic present so as to create a bright future full of adventure and
promise, and as a highly disciplined and devoted body of followers
united by a single cause and led by a quasi-divine leader. This comn-
bination of rebellion against the old forms and institutions, and an
exhilarating, fanatic devotion, this commitment to destroying the
present and building the future, this desire to disobey the old rules
and rulers and yet “blindly” to follow the new, to act rather than
think, this celebration of youthful vitality accompanied by a fasci-
nation with death, was at the very heart of the Nazi takeover of
Germany’s youth and future soldiers.®

The manner in which National Socialist indoctrination molded
the minds and personalities of German youngsters is vividly por-
trayed in their memoirs. In the case of Alfons Heck, who was six
years old in 1933, membership in the Hitler Youth was so important
that it constitutes the main theme of his autobiography. Raised by
Catholic parents without any Nazi inclinations, Heck soon joins
the HJ and becomes a fanatic supporter of the Fithrer. Significantly,
although the events described in the book are set in the same rural
region of the Rhineland as the film saga Heimat, while the protag-
onists of the latter are supposed to have remained almost completely
untouched by Nazism, Heck’s is a Bildungsroman concerned with
the making of an innocent child into a zealous Hitler Youth leader
whose greatest desire is to sacrifice himself for the Fithrer.” Natu-
rally, even in 1944 the seventeen-year-old Heck knows little Na-
tional Socialist theory; but as a fighter for the cause he embodies
the Idealtyp of the regime. Although Hitler’s suicide sweeps away
all his previous loyalties, as long as the Fithrer is alive the lad’s
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devotion to him constitutes the most crucial motivating force of his
young spirit. One may only wonder what traces this youthful,
twelve-year long addiction had left on the adult’s postwar character.®
The slightly younger Dieter Borkowski, raised by his mother in the
great metropolis of Berlin, also describes his identity as having been
molded mainly by the HJ, anti-Semitic films, and the popular Woch-
enschauen.” In May 1945, when this sixteen-year-old lad is still
fighting in Berlin with all the determination of a sworn defender of
the regime, he hears that the Fithrer has taken his own life. The
tremendous shock he experiences upon receiving this news gives us
a measure of Borkowski’s devotion to Hitler and everything he
embodied for him, however limited his understanding must have
been of National Socialism’s ideological and practical implications:

These words make me feel sick, as if I would have to vomit. I think
that my life has no sense any more. What was this battle for, what
were the deaths of so many people for? Life has apparently become
worthless, for if Hitler has shot himself, the Russians will have
finally won. ...Has the Fiihrer not betrayed his Volk then after
all™®

There were many more such cases. The regime won the loyalty of
Germany’s children and youths by entrusting them with tremendous
destructive powers. Some were soon old enough to exercise these
powers against the Reich’s real or alleged exterior enemies; the
younger generation was confined to the family circle and the school,
where it functioned as the regime’s corps of agents and informers.
Thus the twelve-year-old Jochen Ziem, and the sixteen-year-old
Karl Hillenbrand, who spent an idyllic childhood in a Siegerland
village, came close to denouncing their parents to the Nazi author-
ities when they either clashed with them on family matters or felt
they were betraying the Reich.!

It was precisely the young combat soldiers of the Wehrmacht
who were most likely to have come under the influence of Nazi
indoctrination before their conscription. Children aged between six
and eleven in 1933 spent long years in the HJ, yet had a good chance
of finding themselves at the front during the war. Interestingly,
social background seems to have played a far less important role in
deciding these youths’ position toward the regime than we would
expect from patterns of support to the Nazi party before the “seizure
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of power.” Eugen Oker, who grew up in a Catholic Bavarian village,
was fourteen when Hitler came to power, and that very same year
became an ardent HJ follower.'? Gustav Koppke, who grew up in
the Ruhr industrial region, and both whose father and stepfather
had been miners and communists before 1933, likewise became a
devoted HJ member. He was only nine when he watched the Kris-
tallnacht pogrom: “It was terribly impressive, when the SA
marched. ... I was on the side of the strong guys; the Jews, they
were the others.” For boys of his age, Képpke reported, being of
working-class origins mattered very little:

Our workers’ suburb and the HJ were in no way contradictory.
. .. this idea of the HJ versus the people, you shouldn’t see it as if
we young lads had to decide for something or against something;
there was nothing else. .. and whoever wanted to become some-

thing belonged to it. . .. The HJ uniform was something positive
in our childhood.

Strongly influenced by wartime propaganda, Koppke considered
partisans as Untermenschen, and domestic criticism of the regime
as treason, coming close to denouncing his parents for speaking with
Polish Zwangsarbeiter. In 1944, when he was hardly sixteen,
Koppke volunteered to the SS Hj-Division, and was just as shocked
as many of his contemporaries by the collapse of the “thousand-
year Reich” not long thereafter:

I was raised then, in the National Socialist time and had seen the
world just as they had shown it to us.... And suddenly nothing
made sense any more."

Another son of a working class family, Gisberg Pohl, already held
a senior HJ position when he volunteered for the Waffen-SS at the
age of eighteen in 1943. He did his basic training in the concentration
camp Buchenwald. Forty years later he recalled the effect of what
he saw there: “For me a whole world came apart,” he maintained,
especially because “I was then. .. quite earnest,” and “[a]lthough
they naturally tried to explain to us...that these were Unter-
menschen, Russian POWs, Jews, I don’t know who they rounded
up there.” Yet from the perspective of late middle-age Pohl main-
tained that “I naturally made too much of it then, right, and one
has made too much of it later.” This son of the working class
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also took part in the suppression of the Warsaw rising, and remem-
bered asking himself at the time: “Does the Fiihrer know this then?”
But once more he hastened to add to his interviewer that

being a young man one easily made too much of it. We had after all
gone to Russia, we wanted there [to destroy] subhumanity—1 was,
that is, strongly convinced of my task, that I was right. And once it
goes that far, then you don’t think about it much, then only one
thing remains, then you know very well, either him or me."

There were of course exceptions. As we learn from Heinrich
Boll’s autobiography, certain families did retain their children’s loy-
alties and succeeded in preventing their becoming enthralled by the
H]J." Yet even in BoIl’s case it should be remembered that he served
for six years in the Wehrmacht, mostly on the Eastern Front, and
though wounded on numerous occasions, kept returning to the
fighting. Moreover, as some of his early postwar stories reveal, he
too was not entirely free from the stereotypical views of the enemy
pumped into every German youth and soldier, combining for in-
stance the propagandistic image of the insidious/partisan/whore,
with his own brand of the innocent/angelic/virgin which featured
later so prominently in his mature writing.'® Bernt Engelmann,
though conscripted to the Wehrmacht, collaborated with the resis-
tance and ended up in a concentration camp. Yet in his book on
that period he writes:

It was not uncommon for young people in Germany to reject their
families’ convictions and follow the Nazis, and many fathers and
mothers, themselves strongly opposed to the Hitler regime, were
denounced by their own children as enemies of the state or even
turned over to the Gestapo."”

Indeed, as he travelled around Germany forty years after the event
trying to reconstruct people’s memories of the Nazi dictatorship,
he found out that many of his contemporaries could still think of
those years with a great deal of nostalgia. One of his former school-
mates, for instance, had this to say on the first wave of terror in
March 1933:

I just remember how thrilling it was. People were electrified, and
they ‘all talked about the “unity of the German people,” and the
“national uprising.” I loved the constant marching and singing,
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with flags and bunting everywhere. ... All in all we had a won-
derful, carefree youth, didn’t we?'*

His friend also managed to marry a Wehrmacht officer on none
other but 9 November 1938, but asked whether she had not been
upset by the events of “Kristallnacht” that very day, she said: “When
we left the banquet that night, the streets were littered with broken
glass. And of course I had on delicate evening slippers, and a floor
length gown. Father said it was a disgrace that the crews hadn’t
cleared up the streets yet.”"” But while this woman simply went on
leading a normal life, hardly noticing the changes taking place around
her as long as they did not touch her personally, others were far
from indifferent, especially the young men who ended up in field-
gray uniforms. In 1981 Engelemann overheard a man in his sixties
reminiscing about his youth in a manner not unfamiliar to anyone
who has frequented German Kneipen: “Back then we hadn’t the
slightest doubt about the rightness of our cause or the certainty of
the ultimate victory. That’s what we grew up with—at home, in
school, and in the Hitler Youth.” It later turned out that he had
been a tank driver in the Adolf Hitler Waffen-SS Division.*
Hannsferdinand Débler, who as a twenty-six-year-old in 1945
was of the same age group as Boll, was far more typical of his
generation than the celebrated author. Describing himself in his
memoirs as a “150 percent idealistic-believing officer,” he kept fight-
ing even after the capitulation was formally announced. Signifi-
cantly, although he totally internalized the regime’s value system
and conformed to the new ideal type of the Wehrmacht’s combat
officer, Débler did not consider himself a party member; indeed,
just like the younger Heck, he saw himself as being of a higher
quality than the staid and corrupt “Alte Kaimpfer.” His energetic
and self-sacrificial devotion to the regime was expressed in a will to
conform to its models of heroism and action. Raised by his mother
in a petit-bourgeois family, Débler wished more than anything else
“to belong” and “to be there.” Unlike Béll, his pastor seemed to
him pathetic, and his friendship with a half-Jewish girl had no impact
on his anti-Semitic views. Débler’s identity was molded in a con-
stantly military environment where action replaced thought. He was
indeed an outstanding example of the type manufactured by that
powerful combination of the Nazi regime’s ideology, the Wehr-
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macht’s system of values, and the reality of the war, enhanced by
the youthfulness of the soldiers, the manifest weakness of family
and school in the face of totalitarian rule, and the tremendous impact
of a highly appealing youth movement, which deliberately mobilized
the rebellious spirits of the young against their parents and teachers,
providing them instead with military trappings, power over their
elders, and an opportunity to sacrifice themselves for a “good
cause.”' Such idealistic junior officers in turn had a substantial
influence on the rank and file, while simultaneously generating a
feeling of pride in the Wehrmacht’s achievements among the pop-
ulation in the rear. A good example of this effect can be seen in a
letter written in August 1941 by Frau Else Gaupp of Bad Cannstatt
to the commander of the 18th Panzer Division, then in the midst
of the Russian campaign. Thanking the general for the kind words
with which he had notified her of her son’s death in action, she
added: “You, Herr General, knew indeed only the skilful officer
Julius Kirn, but he was much more than that: he had character, a
beautiful, harmonious man, a fully chivalrous son.” So as to dem-
onstrate her son’s devotion to the cause, she then went on to cite
one of his last letters, in which he spoke of his feeling

of being able to step forth in battle as a leader, to return from a
hard, but victorious fight, to see and to experience how the eyes
of the soldiers are directed at me, while the artillery shells are
exploding all around, and to know that one can depend on oneself,
because in spite of the anxiety one is capable of doing and achieving
the right thing, [and] this knowledge and this experience make me
proud, and I am endlessly thankful for my fate, which has allowed
me to experience such hours. Some scrutinize their anxiety, I too
have fear, [but] it is beautiful to overcome it. Perhaps precisely we
Germans possess the ability to be happy in battle, because it is
especially the fighting which provides us soldiers with the best
measuring-rod, and each of us comes to know himself, if he is
truthful with himself. If I fall, this death will also be an experience

for me, it will be the last fulfilment of my profession and of my
life.”

Similarly, in 1987 Mrs. Helene Fuchs Richardson introduced a col-
lection of letters written by her husband, a Panzer sergeant, platoon
commander, and officer candidate, killed near Moscow in Novem-
ber 1941, with the following remarks:
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I assume it was his artistic nature and his enthusiasm for the new
National Socialist Germany which first brought him to the Hitler
Youth and then into the Nazi Party. ... Karl was very much in
favor of the National Labor Service. ... When he was drafted for
military servive, he volunteered for the tank corps because this unit
seemed to be most important to him. His letters from the front
speak of his deep love for the Fatherland and the strong belief in
the Fiihrer.

He was born in 1917 and as a youth grew up with the teachings
of National Socialism. He was an impressionable young man and,
like many of his contemporaries, was overwhelmed by the preaching
of the party. ... Since he was such an idealist and a firm believer
in the Third Reich, it would have been a bitter disappointment for
him to have experienced the total collapse of Nazi Germany in
1945.2

And his son, whom he had never seen, adds: “My father’s letters
from 1937 to 1941 provide a unique perspective of this important
period from the point of view of a typical, young German man. He
was truly devoted to the cause of Greater Germany and felt it was
his sacred duty to engage in battle for this cause.”* Indeed, Karl
Fuch’s devotion to the Nazi cause was manifested early on, long
before he found himself on the battlefield. On 23 November 1938,
while still a student, he wrote his parents:

By God, you should have been in Wiirzburg during this Jewish
mess [Kristallnacht]. 1 don’t know if things were as hectic in Nu-
remberg, but we made a clean sweep here. I can tell you that the
authorities didn’t miss one of those pig Jews.”

There were many such enthusiatic young men among the Wehr-
macht’s soldiers and junior officers, powerfully imbued both with
racist sentiments and with the notion that war was the climax of
human existence. Karl Fuchs wrote his wife in May 1941: “Life, by
definition, means struggle and he who avoids this struggle or fears
it is a despicable coward and does not deserve to live.”* A few days
later he added: “The struggle for existence. .. creates proud, free,
honest and upright people. All others will remain repulsive creeps,
inferior individuals who shy away from danger and who, when the
chips are down, will succumb to that danger.”” Heinz Kiichler, a
twenty-six-year-old student of law, wrote from the Eastern Front
on 11 July 1941:
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Sometimes conversations in a small group revolve around [contem-
porary] events and the future; no outlook seems promising; only
fresh individual courage for life will know how to master future
times, in which lying ideals, false gods and untruthful wisdom will
be and must be smashed. Calm and peace, tranquil happiness will
no longer be alloted to this generation; war will go on for many
years, if not for centuries! Oh well, one will not be put to sleep
and will not rust, will not find boredom, will not be satisfied with
phrases and flattering lies; perhaps precisely this time will lead
toward truth and knowledge.?®

And on 6 September he added:

I understand the endeavors of men to give their death a meaning,
in that they conjure for themselves a picture of the soul, of a battle
for a great, just, holy cause. . .. My own battle is different. . . . The
struggle for the truly human, personal values, for the timeless cause
of the spirit, the spirit that creates the tie between man and God,
in constant endeavor for knowledge and truth. And this battle must
be fought today also materially, with sacrifices of blood and life.?’

Eberhard Wendebourg, a student at a teachers’ seminar aged twenty-
four, wrote from the East on 5 October 1941: “For us this means
now only to go on doing our duty faultlessly, independently of any
recognition and tribute. This is a hard, but valuable school, to have
to accomplish His work, His task. But how it fortifies the soul,
how it steels the will!”” Wendebourg looked forward to returning
from the war and teaching what he had learned there to his students:
“It will be wonderful to work then. ... And the Volksgemeinschaft,
a truthful goodness and love among all Germans, will be fought for
anew, even better than in the years before the war.” His greatest
hope was “to show German youths German values and German
greatness and to educate them into real Germans, in whom spirit
and mind, will and soul are equally well learned.”*® Giinter von
Scheven, student at the Arts Academy of Berlin aged thirty-three,
wrote on 18 August 1941 from Russia: “What makes me strong is
the realization that each sacrifice is necessary, because it is tied to
the necessity of the whole.”*! He then added in December: “This
[war] is about overcoming the chaotic passage and the preservation
of human dignity, which is purified by pain and renunciation. . ..
We are fighting not for political contestables, but in the belief that
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the Noble and the Best must prove itself anew in the battle with
the ghostly manifestations of Materialism. I see the whole nation
in the process of being recast, in a storm of suffermg and blood,
which will enable us to reach new heights.””> The Alsatian volunteer
Guy Sajer describes in his memoirs how his company commander’s
“obvious and passionate sincerity affected even the most hesitant.”
This officer’s moral code made for great devotion to his own men
at the expense of everyone else: “I would burn and destroy entire
villages if by so doing I could prevent even one of us from dying
of hunger”; his ideals were so great that they could only be accom-
plished by a sort of universal plastic surgery: “We are trying. . . to
change the world, hoping to revive the ancient virtues buried under
the layers of filth bequeathed to us by our forebears™; this operation
must be brutal, and if it fails, “those of us still alive... will be
judged without mercy . . . accused of an infinity of murder . . . spared
nothing”; consequently, the soldiers should remember that “life is
war, and war is life. Liberty doesn’t exist.” Upon hearing this ni-
hilistic/idealistic speech by their company commander, Sajer tells
us, “we loved him and felt we had a true leader, as well as a friend
on whom we could count.” Yet these words could have just as
well been spoken by Hitler. The Fithrer and the junior officers
indeed spoke the same language, sharing a paternalistic devotion to
the Volk or “their men,” a commitment to use the most ruthless
means against anyone perceived as an obstacle to the realization of
their vague, distant, but to them highly idealistic goals, and deriving
the same sense of acute joy from the actual act of destruction, from
the killing of others and the prospect of one’s own death.

The premilitary preparation of Germany’s youth combined or-
ganizational principles such as group loyalty and absolute obedience
to superiors, individual qualifications which put physical stamina
far above intellectual ability, and certain ideological tenets, the most
important of which were racism, anti-Bolshevism, expansionism,
and a quasi-religious faith in the Fiihrer, who constituted both the
supreme authority, the embodiment of the Volk, and the arbiter of
Germany’s destiny. As the youth movement adopted military forms
of organization, discipline, and training, on the one hand, and the
army introduced ideological indoctrination to the troops, on the
other, conscription was not experienced as a2 move to a fundamen-
tally different environment. As far as Germany’s military tradition
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went, however, the Wehrmacht chose a radically new path by its
decision to devote a considerable effort to the political, that is,
National Socialist education of the troops, and its particular insis-
tence on instilling into them a mystical belief in Hitler. Indeed, it
is indicative that only in the Army and the HJ every individual
swore a personal oath of allegiance to the Fiithrer;** and, excluding
the SS, these two organizations did in fact stand out as more devoted
to Hitler than any other group in the Reich. The indoctrination of
the soldiers was of crucial importance in two related ways. First, it
taught the troops totally to trust Hitler’s political and military wis-
dom, and never to doubt either the morality of his orders or the
outcome of his prophecies. Indeed, the attachment to the Fihrer it
created was so powerful that only his death could finally break it.
Second, it provided the soldiers with an image of the enemy which
so profoundly distorted their perception that once confronted with
reality they invariably experienced it as a confirmation of what they
had come to expect. Indoctrination thus served the double purpose
of strongly motivating the troops and greatly brutalizing them, for
it legitimized both one’s own sacrifices and the atrocities committed
against the enemy. Faith in the Fiihrer allowed one to believe in the
essential moral value of the most heinous crimes, and to trust his
promises of the inevitable Endsieg; a false perception of reality made
for viewing the enemy as a host of political and biological demons,
and to ignore all signs pointing at the approaching military catas-
trophe.*

“Belief” in Hitler, in an increasingly religious, metaphysical
sense of the term, was a central element in Nazi ideology. Its achieve-
ment was facilitated not only by Hitler’s own tendency to refer to
himself as the representative of providence in the world,* but also
by a general susceptibility to such appeals by large sectors of German
society. As one historian has written:

Especially in Protestant Germany, Hitler’s claim to be a providential
saviour had a strong resonance. His religious invocations suited a
society which for generations had seen the interwining of the divine
and the secular. As religious faith waned, the secular (the nation or
the Volk) was sanctified. Above all one was taught to sacrifice for
the state, as once one had sacrificed for God, and yearn for the
community of the Volk, as one had once been given strength by a
congregation of the faithful.””



The Distortion of Reality 119

It is indeed striking to note that as early as October 1932, even
before his fatal decision to collaborate with the NSDAP, the oth-
erwise not particularly perceptive von Papen realized the pseudo-
religious, dogmatic, and totalitarian essence of Nazism. To his mind,
what gave

the doctrine embraced by the NSDAP. . . the nature of a political
religion [Konfession] is its axiom of the “exclusiveness” of the po-
litical ““all or nothing” [and] its mystical Messiah-faith in the “word-
mighty” [wortgewaltigen] Fihrer as the only one summoned to
control destiny. And indeed it is here that I see the unreconcilable
difference between Conservative Politics rooted in Faith and a Na-
tional Socialist Faith rooted in Politics.”

There are many examples of the power of this faith in Hitler, in
some cases lasting well after the collapse of his regime. Bernt En-
gelmann cites a woman of his generation who described her mother
as one of

those who believed in the Fithrer as the saviour and were hypnotized
by him. ... She was convinced everything the Nazis did was right
and essential, and she dismissed all whispered rumours of atrocities
as stupid, malicious gossip. . . . In May 1945 her whole world col-
lapsed. . . . Mother was among those the Americans forced to tour
nearby Dachau. ... Mother suffered a nervous breakdown....
[But] nothing could shake her faith in Hitler. “I’m sure the Fithrer
wouldn’t have wanted that,” she said later. . . . “True National So-
cialism was pure and decent!” She clung to that till she died, only
three years ago.”

And another of his acquaintances, Frau Gussi Hohlbaum, similarly
claimed in the early 1980s to have remained true to the flag “to the
bitter end,” and insisted that though

mistakes had been made...to this day I'm absolutely sure the
Fiihrer himself never wanted these things and probably didn’t know
about them. ... And yet he really did accomplish the impossible!
Millions of people found new happiness.*

Yet the purpose of the Nazi sacralization of ideology was not merely
to achieve abstract belief, but rather to harness faith as a motivating
engine for concrete action. This was stressed time and again by the
regime’s ideologues, who frequently associated the term politischer
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Glaube both with a “blind” subordination to the Fiihrer, and with
the “deed.” In 1938, for instance, the SS journal Das Schwarze Korps
asserted in an article entitled Kult und Glaube:

True and vigorous faith cannot exist in the abstract, it reaches its
fulfilment only in the deed. The deed is the only true witness to
faith. . . faith-movement-action . . . these are the three terms that
determine for us the natural path of human piety.*'

In fact, as early as 1927 Hitler himself pointed out that he had no
interest in understanding, but only in belief, for it was thus that
one could achieve total commitment:

Be assured, we too put Glauben [faith] in the first place and not
cognition. One has to be able to believe in a cause. Only Glauben
creates a state. What motivates people to go to battle and to fight
and to die for religious ideas? Not cognition, but blind faith.*

The Wehrmacht was well aware of the powerful need for belief
among soldiers living in conditions of constant danger, and catered
to it with an endless stream of leaflets, brochures, speeches, radio
talks, newspaper articles, and all other forms of propaganda directed
at the troops throughout the war. It is of some interest to cite a few
examples from this material, for it is only by reading these texts
that one may grasp the extent to which they relied on emulating
religious formulas, on the one hand, and served the troops as a
model for articulating their own feelings in private correspondence,
on the other. The Wehrmacht’s propaganda made a conscious and
concerted effort to associate Hitler with God, to present “his mis-
sion” as emanating from a divine will, and to tie his personal fate
with that of the German Volk, indeed with the destiny of “Western
civilization” as a whole. Political faith both motivated people into
concrete action, and was simultaneously enhanced by it. Note, for
instance, the excerpts from a speech made by Hitler in April 1940
which the army distributed to the units as posters to be hung in the
barracks. The unmistakable eschatological tone of this speech, which
combined pseudo-theological arguments with social-darwinism,*
and tied together military traditions and Nazi ideology, was doubt-
lessly intended to create an impression of divine intervention. In-
deed, as we shall see below, this unholy mixture did have a powerful
effect on the troops. The German soldier, Hitler asserted,
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is the first representative of life in this struggle [for existence], for
he has always been the best selection of those people who by their
life’s mission and—when necessary—Dby their loss of life have en-
sured the life of the others in this and thereby in the next world.
... No one who has not added to tradition by his own life and
action may speak of tradition. . . . Whatever is to be with the life
and destiny of the individual, supreme to all of them is the existence
and future of the whole. .. for us all has been revealed what so
many will still certainly have to fight for in the near future: the
German Volk! The world wishes our dissolution. Our answer can
only be the renewed oath to the greatest community of all times.
Their aim is German disunity. Our creed [Glanbensbekenntnis}—
German unity. Their hope is the success of capitalist interests, and
our will is THE NATIONAL SOCIALIST VOLKSGEMEINSCHAFT!*

Similar terms were used in the radio program “The Voice of the
Soldiers,” regularly delivered “by an officer of the Wehrmacht.”
The twelfth lecture, broadcast on 25 April 1940 and issued simul-
taneously in printed form, was entitled “Arms, Comradeship and
Total Commitment [Einsatz].” Filled with enthusiasm at the exploits
of Germany’s armed forces in the Scandinavian expedition, the
speaker asserted that

A new spirit distinguishes the present war. Every soldier, every
military leader, indeed everyone in Germany has the same goal in
mind and is straining to do all in his power in order to fulfil it. We
are experiencing what is called “total war-leadership”. ... This is
based first and foremost on the fact that everything is guided and
brought into unison by the will of one personality.

This will, the presence of the strong personality of the Fiibrer,
is of decisive importance. Providence [die Vorsehung] has sent Ger-
many the Fihrer at the right hour. At this moment we view his
work over the preceding years from a new perspective: it has created
the uniform spirit which has become so strongly visible during the
previous weeks in the collaboration between army, navy and Luft-
waffe. We soldiers know that without the work of the Party this
would not have been possible. The Party is the carrier of the spiritual
and the mental preparation for the present mighty task of our
people.

What does total war-leadership mean? It consists of more than
the concentration of the military under a unified supreme command.
... It can also not be completely explained by the fact that the
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Wehrmacht and the economy construct in war a single unity. It
demands the same spiritual, mental and ethical orientation of 80
millions. It calls for the same determined will to victory in all
positions of public and private life. It owns the unlimited confidence
in our cause and the firm belief in Germany, in the German people
and in its historical appointment and precondition.

Everyone in the homeland.. . . on the Westwall, on the ships. . .
in the squadrons flying over England and France, feels that in the
entire German people beats only one heart, one spirit of war and
will to victory; the German strength is not in the numbers of men,
artillery, aircraft or warships. . .. No one has that which National
Socialism has created in 20 years.*

Thus the technological, organizational, and tactical achievements of
the Blitzkrieg were redefined as a spiritual phenomenon, created by
the Nazi party and directed by a God-sent Fiihrer. Even in 1940,
when Germany’s relative military strength was at its height, the soul
of National Socialism and the collaboration between Hitler and
providence were presented as far more important than professional
skill and technological innovation. This celebration of the irrational,
this cult of the Fiihrer, reached its peak following the victory over
France.*® An article published in the Mitteilungen fiir die Truppe, a
news-sheet issued by OKW and distributed to all Wehrmacht units,
clearly reflected the quasi-religious fervor which seized both the
army’s propagandists and, as we shall see, many of the soldiers on
the ground as well:

What the reports of OKW in May 1940 had made known is one
single grand poem of German heroism and inspired [Genialer] lead-
ership. . .. Any attempt to describe the battles of these three weeks
of the Greater German War of Liberation with one word which
would equal their greatness, must be admitted to border on the
impossible. . . . This battle of annihilation was so great that we can
only accept with shocked silence and thankful hearts this act of
destiny.

Behind the battle of annihilation of May 1940 stands in lone
greatness the name of the Fiihrer.

All that has been accomplished since he has taken the fate of
our people into his strong hands!

... He gave the people back its unity, smashed the parties and
destroyed the hydra of the organizations. . . he decontaminated the
body of our people from the Jewish subversion, created a stock-
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proud, race-conscious Volk, which had overcome the racial death
of diminishing births and was granted renewed children-prosperity
[Kinderreichtum] as a carrier of the great future of the Fatherland.
He subdued the terrible plight of unemployment and granted to
millions of people who had already despaired of the Volk a new
belief in the Volksgemeinschaft and happiness in a new Father-
land. ...

His genius, in which the whole strength of Germandom is em-
bodied with ancient powers [mit Urgewalt verkérpert], has ani-
mated the souls of 80,000,000 Germans, has filled them with
strength and will, with the storm and stress [Sturm und Drang] of
a renewed young people; and, himself the first soldier of Germany,
he has entered the name of the German soldier into the book of
immortality.

All this we were allowed to experience. Our great duty in this
year of decision is that we do not accept it as observers, but that
we, enchanted [hingerissen], and with all the passion of which we
are capable, sacrifice [bingeben] ourselves to this Fiihrer and strive
to be worthy of the historical epoch molded by a heaven-storming

will.¥

As the final victory eluded the Wehrmacht in the endless spaces
of Russia, casualties accumulated at a terrifying rate, and the tre-
mendous attrition rapidly eroded German material strength, the tone
of the army’s propaganda changed from ecstatic to frantic, often
verging on the hysterical; technology and skill were now to be
increasingly replaced by devotion and fanaticism, rational thought
by “blind” belief. Commanders were charged with instilling into
the men a new ideological fervor with which to combat the enemy’s
superior numbers and machines, as well as the Red Army’s own
apparent ideological motivation. In an appeal made in April 1942
by the officer corps™ news-sheet, Mitteilungen fiir das Offizierkorps,
commanders were urged to realize that

(i]n the struggle against the capitalism and imperialism of the English
and the Americans and against the world-revolutionary theses of
the Bolsheviks the weapons of the Wehrmacht alone will not achieve
victory . . . [which can be gained] only . . . when the people.. . . con-
fronts the political and ideological theses of the enemy with better
political concepts. . . . [SJuch an attitude . . . is based on the German
people’s unshakable sense of loyalty to Fiihrer, Volk and Father-
land, the kind of loyalty which remains absolutely firm in the face
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of all crises and knows no scepticism. . . . Not only are the economic
and power-political bases of our life critically threatened, but the
whole spiritual life of the nation, the ethical basis of our cultural
and religious concept of the world, truly everything which is great
and holy for German men in life and death, all is threatened at the
core if we fail to master the enemy. . . . Have the officers burnt this
so deeply into their men’s hearts, that each of them knows and sees
fully and clearly against what devilish game in the world he has
been called into action?. .. We know that the Devil has been set
loose against our land. .. we are filled with the responsibility to
God to defend the land which had been given us, to save His
property and to multiply it, and therefore we mobilize not only
our weapons . . . but also the weapons of the soul. . . . The military-
spiritual [webrgeistige, or ideological] leadership of the soldiers has
been added to the officers’ duties, because political determination
and soldierly feats are a single unity and are indissolubly bound to
each other. The more German soldiers are aware of the full extent
of the mortal danger which threatens them, the greater will be the
conviction and the toughness with which they will confront the
dynamics of the Bolshevik revolution with the whole strength of
soul and will of National Socialist Germany. . .. In the war, as the
Fiihrer has said . . . the nations are being judged in the Godly court
of the Almighty. He who survives this trial will be seen as worthy
of molding a new life on earth. . .. What a task!. .. The officers of
the Fihrer, and the German soldiers whom they lead, a sworn
community of the best men of German blood, carried on by the
love, the work and the belief of the German people, are marching
to the decision. There beyond hell is burning. May it charge! We
shall still win!*®

The Wehrmacht’s propaganda thus fed the troops with an ever heavi-
er diet of religtous images, portraying Hitler and the Nazi creed as
God’s instruments charged with protecting German culture and
blood, and communism as Satan’s servant, unleashed from hell to
destroy civilization. Only an unquestioning belief in the Fuhrer and
the final victory would save the world from subjugation by the
devil’s hordes. The German soldier could well imagine what these
demonic hordes might wreak on his land, for his own army’s actions
in Russia had provided him with an appropriate example. Indeed,
it was fear of vengeance for the Wehrmacht’s barbarities which made
this propaganda so effective. But the memory of previous victories
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still left some hope that the tide would turn, and strengthened the
belief that Hitler would once more achieve the impossible as he had
done so many times in the past. This too became a constant theme
in the Wehrmacht’s propaganda, as can be seen from the following
excerpt, taken from the booklet “National Political Instruction”
handed out to company commanders as a guide for the ideological
training of the troops:

Only the Fiihrer could carry out what had not been achieved for
a thousand years. ... [He has] brought together all the German
stock . . . for the struggle for freedom and living space. . . [and] di-
rected all his thoughts and efforts toward the National Socialist
education of the Volk, the inner cohesion of the state, the armament
and offensive capability of the Wehrmacht. . .. When the German
Eastern Armies fought an unparalleled battle during the winter of
1941-42 in the snow and ice of the Russian winter, he said: “Any
weakling can put up with victories. Only the strong can stand firm
in battles of destiny. But heaven gives the ultimate and highest prize
only to those who are capable of withstanding battles of destiny.”
In the difficult winter of 1942—43 the strength of the Fiihrer was
demonstrated once more, when. . . he called upon the German Volk
at the front and in the homeland to stand firm and make the supreme
effort. The Fiihrer. . . clearly sees the goal ahead: a strong German
Reich as the power of order in Europe and a firm root of the German
Lebensraum. This goal will be achieved if the whole Volk remains
loyal to him even in difficult times and as long as we soldiers do
our duty.*”

The Fiihrer was thus presented as the creator of the new German
nation and the guardian of its ancient traditions, its source of power
and prosperity, of fertility and purity. As long as Hitler lived and
the people remained loyal to him, no harm could come to the Reich.
But the continued effectiveness of this “Fiihrer cult” in the face of
ever growing defeats depended to a large extent on the conviction
that confronting the Reich, particularly in the East, was an enemy
who combined racial perversity with a demonic ideology. Even more
important than providing the troops with an ideal image of their
own leadership, Weltanschauung, and racial qualities, was the con-
certed attempt to terrorize them by visions of destruction at the
hands of the “Judeo-Bolsheviks,” indeed, to convince them that all
the atrocities they had committed would be turned against them in
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case they failed to win. The Wehrmacht’s barbarous policies were
thus utilized for propagandistic purposes as well, providing a vivid
and frightening model of what Germany itself could expect in defeat,
especially powerful because for some at least it was perhaps tinged
with a sense of guilt, with a feeling that such revenge would be well
deserved. As one soldier who had witnessed a massacre of Jews in
Lithuania in July 1941 said: “May God preserve us from losing the
war, because if revenge [for this] is taken, things will be bad for
us.”*® For the troops at the front, however, the embodiment of the
enemy’s ideological and racial qualities, of his fanaticism and will
for revenge, was doubtlessly the Soviet commissar. The Mitteilungen
féir die Truppe painted a particularly nightmarish picture of this
monstrous angel of death accepted, as we shall see, by many of the
soldiers as an accurate reflection of reality:

Anyone who has ever looked at the face of a red commissar knows
what the Bolsheviks are like. Here there is no need for theoretical
expressions. We would insult the animals if we described these
mostly Jewish men as beasts. They are the embodiment of the
Satanic and insane hatred against the whole of noble humanity. The
shape of these commissars reveals to us the rebellion of the Unter-
menschen against noble blood. The masses, whom they have sent
to their deaths by making use of all means at their disposal such as
ice-cold terror and insane incitement, would have brought an end
to all meaningful life, had this eruption not been dammed at the
last moment.*

Just as the image of the enemy’s revenge was rooted in the memory
of one’s own crimes, so too the destructive qualities ascribed to the
commissar reflected National Socialism’s own powerful nihilistic
urge. Similarly, the consistent refusal to discuss the theoretical con-
tent of communism emanated from the Nazi emphasis on action
and belief, and the characteristic reluctance to engage in rational
discussion; faith, physical coercion, or outright destruction were
always preferred to persuasion. This was a language well suited for
soldiers. Thus the enemy too was portrayed as a “believer” in the
religious sense rather than as a professional or a patriotic defender
of his country. And, because the Red Army fought with such de-
termination, it became necessary even further to “fanaticize” one’s
own troops. This was again highly in line with the inherent ten-
dencies of Nazism, for thriving as it had always done on action, it
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could reach higher peaks of intoxication from devastating enemy
territories than from building Autobahbnen at home; consequently,
the more destructive the war in the East became, the greater energies
Nazism could derive from it. The soldier, whose vocation, however
sublimated, is ultimately to destroy, could only welcome a world-
view which now endowed it with a universal, metaphysical meaning.

The propagandistic image of the enemy seemed to be confirmed
upon actual encounter. It has been said that within Germany the
“disappearance” of real Jews from the cities and towns made it easier
for the population to accept the abstract anti-Semitic portrayal of
“the Jew.”>? On the Eastern Front, however, the troops found no
contradiction between the “Judeo-Bolshevik Asiatic hordes” which
sprang from the propagandists’ imagination and the enemy soldiers
they were actually fighting. Nor, for that matter, did encounters
with Jews in the East make them doubt the existence of that mythical
Jew who played such a prominent role in their indoctrination ma-
terial. Quite on the contrary: reality did not disprove myth, but
was rather molded so as to fit it. Thus one measure of the extent
to which Nazi images permeated the soldiers was their manner to
resolve the contradiction between abstract image and actual ap-
pearance by destroying the latter as a manifestation of the former.
The distortion of perceived reality consequently led to a distortion
of objective reality: one saw what one expected to see, and one
smashed it so as not to have to see it any longer. This process was
greatly accelerated due to the fact that such propagandistic portrayals
of the enemy were not disseminated merely by the party’s organs
and the army’s high command in the rear, but also by combat
commanders at the front, many of whom, moreover, did not view
ideology cynically as one more means to motivate their troops, but
seem to have believed it with precisely that sort of fervor demanded
from the Fithrer’s disciples. Indeed, ever since the collapse of the
Kaiserheer the German officer corps had been searching for a new
set of ideas which would form the crucial link between effective
action and spiritual commitment, both endowing the deed with a
higher meaning and deriving its essence from the experience of com-
bat; now that they had been provided with such an ideology, they
were not likely to take it lightly.** Significantly, even officers with
little reason to be enamored of Hitler and his regime often shared
many of the Fithrer’s prejudices, or what they preferred to call his
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Feindbild, despite the obvious fact that many of their perceived
“enemies” hardly constituted an objective threat to the Reich. Thus,
for instance, less than a year after his ejection from the position of
commander in chief of the army by means of an outrageous fabri-
cation, and merely a few weeks following the Kristallnacht pogrom,
Colonel-General von Fritsch wrote in a private letter:

It is very strange that so many people should regard the future with
growing apprehension, in spite of the Fiihrer’s indisputable suc-
cesses in the past. ... Soon after the [First World Wlar I came to
the conclusion that we should have to be victorious in three battles,
if Germany was again to be powerful:

1. The battle against the working class, Hitler has won this;

2. Against the Catholic Church. . .and

3. Against the Jews.
We are in the midst of these battles, and the one against the Jews
is the most difficult. I hope everyone realizes the intricacies of this
campaign.™

Fritsch did lose his faith in the ability of the Nazi regime to “save”
Germany earlier than most other generals due to his personal mis-
fortune. Yet his faith in Hitler was merely transformed into fatalism,
and ‘while he believed that the Fihrer would most probably lead
the Reich into the abyss, he saw him as Germany’s destiny and
could thus not even contemplate any opposition to his regime.>® His
more adaptable colleagues manifested greater optimism, and their
conviction in Hitler’s ideological arguments grew following their
triumphs in Poland and the West. Two months before the invasion
of the Soviet Union, General-Colonel von Kiichler, commander of
18 Army, told his divisional commanders: “A deep ideological and
racial abyss separates us from Russia,” which was, after all, “an
Asiatic state.” Therefore, he stressed, “the aim must be to destroy
European Russia.”” Expressing complete agreement with the “crim-
inal orders,” von Kiichler issued his formation commanders with
the following instruction: “The political commissars and GPU-
people are criminals. . .. They are summarily to be brought before
a field court martial.””* Colonel-General Hoepner, commander of
Panzer Group 4, perceived the coming war in the east precisely in
the same terms as the regime’s and the Wehrmacht’s propaganda.
On 2 May 1941 he wrote:
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The war against the Soviet Union is an essential component of the
German people’s struggle for existence. It is the old struggle of the
Germans against the Slavs, the defense of European culture against
the Muscovite-Asiatic flood, the warding off of Jewish Bolshevism.
This struggle must have as its aim the demolition of present Russia
and must therefore be conducted with unprecedented severity. Both
the planning and the execution of every battle must be dictated by
an iron will to bring about a merciless, total annihilation of the
enemy. Particularly no mercy should be shown toward the carriers
of the present Russian-Bolshevik system.”

On the eve of “Barbarossa” the commander of XLVII Panzer Corps
urged his troops to keep in mind the historical context in which
they were setting out against the Soviet Union:

It is now our task to destroy the Red Army and thereby to eradicate
for ever Bolshevism, the deadly enemy of National Socialism. We
have never forgotten that it was Bolshevism which had stabbed our
army in the back during the [First] World War and which bears
the guilt for all the misfortunes our people has suffered after the
war. We should always rememker that!*®

Once the fighting began, rather than attempt to temper their
troops’ brutality, many commanders seemed to think that the sol-
diers were still showing too much compassion for the enemy, and
strove to instill into them a greater understanding for, and a firmer
will to participate in, the brutalities deemed essential for the vic-
torious outcome of this “war of ideologies.” The commander of 6
Army, von Reichenau, thus appealed to his troops on 10 October
1941:

Regarding the conduct of the troops toward the Bolshevik system
many unclear ideas still remain.

The essential goal of the campaign against the Jewish-Bolshevik
system is the complete destruction of its power instruments and
the eradication of the Asiatic influence on the European cuitural
sphere.

Thereby the troops too have tasks, which go beyond the con-
ventional unilateral soldierly tradition [Soldatentum). In the East
the soldier is not only a fighter according to the rules of warfare,
but also a carrier of an inexorable racial conception [vélkischen Idee)
and the avenger of all the bestialities which have been committed
against the Germans and related races.
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Therefore the soldier must have complete understanding for the
necessity of the harsh, but just atonement of Jewish subhumanity.
This has the further goal of nipping in the bud rebellions in the
rear of the Wehrmacht which, as experience shows, are always
plotted by the Jews.*

This order served as a model for many other Wehrmacht generals,
and was indeed highly praised by Hitler himself, who made a point
of distributing it to all combat formations in the East. Borrowing
some of Reichenau’s phrases, on 20 November 1941 General von
Manstein, commander of 11 Army, issued his own, if anything even

more radical version:

Since 22 June the German Volk is in the midst of a battle for life
and death against the Bolshevik system. This battle is conducted
against the Soviet army not only in a conventional manner according
to the rules of European warfare. . . .

Judaism constitutes the mediator between the enemy in the rear
and the still fighting remnants of the Red Army and the Red lead-
ership. It has a stronger hold than in Europe on all key positions
of the political leadership and administration, it occupies commerce
and trade and further forms cells for all the disturbances and possible
rebellions.

The Jewish-Bolshevik system must be eradicated once and for
all. Never again may it interfere in our European living space.

The German soldier is therefore not only charged with the task
of destroying the power instrument of this system. He marches
forth also as a carrier of a racial conception and as an avenger of
all the atrocities which have been committed against him and the
German people.

The soldier must show understanding for the harsh atonement
of Judaism, the spiritual carrier of the Bolshevik terror.*

Five days later, the commander of 17 Army, Colonel-General Hoth,
provided his own troops with a still more elaborate “analysis” of
the historical and ideological context of the war, coming nevertheless
to the same conclusion that only by annihilating their racially inferior
and morally depraved enemy would they save European and es-

pecially German “culture” from Asiatic barbarism:

It has become increasingly clear to us this summer, that here in the
East spiritually unbridgeable conceptions are fighting each other:
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German sense of honor and race, and a soldierly tradition of many
centuries, against an Asiatic mode of thinking and primitive in-
stincts, whipped up by a small number of mostly Jewish intellec-
tuals: fear of the knout, disregard of moral values, levelling down,
throwing away of one’s worthless life.

More than ever we are filled with the thought of a new era, in
which the strength of the German people’s racial superiority and
achievements entrust it with the leadership of Europe. We clearly
recognize our mission to save European culture from the advancing
Asiatic barbarism. We now know that we have to fight against an
incensed and tough opponent. This battle can only end with the
destruction of one or the other; a compromise is out of the question.

Hoth went on to say that “compassion and weakness™ as regards
the population were out of place, and urged the soldiers to under-
stand the “necessity of the harsh measures against racially foreign
[volks- und artfremde] elements.” One must realize that

Russia is not a European, but an Asiatic state. Each step in this
unhappy, enslaved land teaches us this difference. Europe, and
especially Germany, must be liberated for ever from this pressure
and from the destructive forces of Bolshevism.*

Thus the commanders of the Ostheer joined in the general pro-
pagandistic effort to paint an inverted picture of the reality on the
Eastern Front. These pronouncements were all the more authori-
tative because they were delivered by men professionally equipped
to assess the nature of the war. The gist of the argument was in all
cases that the attack against the Soviet Union had merely been a
preventive measure, intended to thwart the approaching invasion of
“Asiatic barbarism,” led by “Judeo-Bolshevism,” which had aimed
at devastating Europe and destroying its “culture.” Precisely because
the threat was so great, everything was allowed, indeed, everything
must be done, to eradicate the Soviet enemy’s “power basis”—that
is, the communists and the Jews. No amount of evidence to the
contrary could undermine this logic, which conveniently shifted the
responsibility for the murderous Nazi policies in the East to their
victims. Little wonder that throughout the war the Wehrmacht con-
sistently relied on the same argument. In late December 1941 the
commander of II Corps reminded his troops that theirs was merely
a defensive war against a barbarous enemy:
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The battles of the previous months have shown you that the Russian
soldier is. . . prepared to commit any vile act, be it murder or treach-
ery.... What would have happened had these Asiatic Mongol
hordes succeeded to pour into Europe and particularly into Ger-
many, laying the country waste, plundering, murdering, raping?®

Neither the officers nor the rank and file seem to have been partic-
ularly disturbed by the inherent contradictions of their propaganda.
After all, by early 1943 the commander of 16 Army was only one
among many officers who insisted that the Wehrmacht must man-
ifest precisely that kind of fanatic determination previously so con-
demned as regards the Red Army. On the occasion of the “tenth
anniversary of the National Socialist movement’s victory,” the
troops were especially urged to remember that it too had been

fought for in tough battles, with a fanatic belief and an unshakable
confidence in the Fiihrer, [and] had created the preconditions for
the victory of arms in the struggle of the German people for a new
and just order of existence. . . . United and strong in its belief in the
justice of its cause and with an iron will for victory, National
Socialist Greater Germany is now in the fourth year of its struggle

for Lebensraum. Many men have sealed their love to Fiihrer and
Reich with death.®

Nor should one think that such ideological pronouncements were
limited to the public sphere. Just as von Fritsch had revealed his
prejudices in a private letter in 1939, so Colonel-General von Rich-
thofen, commander of 4 Airfleet, made the following remarks in
his diary as late as January 1943:

I am reading again the chapter in “[Mein] Kampf™ about Russian

and Eastern policies. Still very interesting and provides answers for

almost all questions also in the present situation. Will take care to
emphasize these arguments more strongly to the troops in the whole
area.**

Divisional commanders too showed much concern for their
men’s ideological convictions. One way of ensuring that the troops
would receive the appropriate instruction was by conducting weekly
political sessions at company level, for which officers were supplied
with ample indoctrination material. This practice was begun by the
12th Infantry Division, for instance, in July 1940,* and by June
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1943 indoctrination was further intensified by the introduction of
special “educational officers,” specifically charged with the political
instruction of the troops. As the divisional commander explained,

on the eve of the fifth year of the war the significance of a unified
instruction . ; . of the troops increases. . . . [Therefore, although] the
commanders carry the basic responsibility for this work of [ideo-
logical] instruction and education . . . [from now on] they will nom-
inate educational officers for their advice and support.*

This ideological instruction was generally greeted with enthusiasm
by the troops. One of the division’s battalions reported:

Platoon and company commanders, as well as other officers, dis-
cussed current political issues. In many bunkers radio-connections
were installed, so that music, news broadcasts, and political
speeches could be heard. . . . The soldier is thankful for any change
. .. [and] manifests an interest in instruction in political and other
current issues, which comes to show that he is more preoccupied
with them than one usually thinks.*

The 18th Panzer also expressed a lively interest in the ideological
instruction of its soldiers. This formation introduced “educational
officers” already in autumn 1942, and the divisional commander
reported that here too they were warmly welcomed by both officers
and men:

The initiative was viewed quite positively by all officers and wel-
comed enthusiastically by some. The view that owing to the length
of the war the mental energy of the men had to be particularly
preserved and encouraged, and that this cannot be achieved to a
sufficient degree by the conventional means of entertainment, was
generally accepted. . .. The soldiers listened to the lectures atten-
tively. In many cases there is an inner response and a need to be
spoken to in such a manner. . . . Doubtlessly this institution depends
particularly on the personality of the officers nominated to carry
out this work; they must have the confidence of the commanders
and the unit leaders. Where this is the case, their work is very
valuable. In the division this institution has till now proven itself
and promises good results once it is further expanded.*

The GD Division shared the view that ideological instruction was
highly important for the morale and motivation of the troops. Upon
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establishment in spring 1942, the divisional commander pointed out
to his company commanders that they were not responsible only
“for pure leadership and training,” but were also charged with mak-
ing extensive use of the company instruction sessions and the ap-
propriate propaganda material so as to provide their men with
ideological training.®® In September the division stressed once more
that the Wehrmacht could win only “[b]y our unshakable belief that
we are and will remain absolutely superior to the enemy even in the
most critical situations.””® And in April 1943 the divisional com-
mander stressed once more that

The length of the war calls not only for extraordinary efforts re-
garding the military performance of the Wehrmacht, but also makes
demands upon the power of resistance of each individual soldier.
This mental power of resistance has to be repeatedly strengthened,
particularly during rest periods. This will be achieved by:
1. The uniform orientation of commanders and troops in ideo-
logical issues.
2. Strengthening of soldierly qualities: bravery, toughness, the
will to fight and to obey.
3. The recognition of the historical significance of the war.
4. Creation of a confident view of the military and political
‘situation even in the face of setbacks and the length of the
war: education to steadfastness in crises.”’

The following month the division introduced “educational officers”
and charged them with carrying out all propaganda and “political-
educational” instruction among the troops.”

Toward the end of the war, when the objective situation became
evidently hopeless, combat formations intensified their indoctri-
national efforts even more in a desperate attempt to make up for
their material weakness. In January 1945 the 4th Panzer Division
issued to its troops a so-called “Front-credo” (Frontbekenntnis),
which compressed the essence of the National Socialist Weltan-
schauung into a pseudo-religious statement of belief:

I PROFESS—in view of my oath to the flag—my front com-
radeship to my division.

1 AM DETERMINED to give my whole strength, my blood and
my life in the present decisive battle for the life of my people.

NEVER will I abandon my weapons. . ..
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I BELIEVE in Germany. I will also do all in my powers to
preserve and to strengthen the spiritual power of resistance of the
German people at the front and in the homeland by speech and
deed.

1 BELIEVE in the German people united by National Socialism
and in the victory of its just cause.

I BELIEVE as a National Socialist soldier in my Fithrer Adolf
Hitler.”

By the last year of the war, the Wehrmacht began making use of
so-called National Socialist Leadership Officers (NSFOs), who even
more closely resembled the hated Red Army commissars than the
“educational officers.”’* These missionaries of the Nazi cause were
particularly active in disseminating concise and unambiguous battle-
slogans among the troops. Typical of the numerous statements of
belief common in the Wehrmacht during the last months of the war

was the following propaganda leaflet issued by one of the divisional
NSFOs:

1. Asia has never defeated Europe. We will break the Asiatic
tidal wave this time too.

2. A rule of Asiatic subhumans over the West is unnatural and
contradicts the sense of history.

3. Behind the flood of the red mobs sneers the distorted face
of the Jew. His craving for power will be broken, as it was
once broken in Germany.”

The evidently tremendous propagandistic efforts made by the Wehr-
macht’s commanders notwithstanding, many historians are reluctant
to accept that the junior officers and rank and file of fighting units
could have been motivated by ideological arguments either in combat
or in their treatment of enemy prisoners and civilians. Partly, this
has to do with the difficulty of associating the hodgepodge of non-
sense which paraded itself as the Nazi Weltanschauung with the
remarkable professionalism of German soldiers; partly, it has to do
with structural developments within the discipline. Thus while his-
torians dealing with civilian society pay little attention to the army,
military historians are mainly concerned with military matters,
touching on the contact between soldiers and civilians only at the
higher levels of either hierarchy, in matters concerning strategy,
politics, and economy. Consequently the junior ranks of the army
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are treated as a gray, faceless mass, devoid of both a civilian past
and an individual identity, will, and consciousness. This makes it
possible to ascribe to this mass conscript army whatever character-
istics one chooses without, however, providing much evidence to
sustain one’s opinion. The Wehrmacht’s soldiers may either be pre-
sented as fanatic Nazis, or as entirely indifferent to ideology, de-
pending on one’s more general view of civilian society in the Third
Reich, and with reference neither to the special conditions under
which the soldiers lived, nor to the particular background they came
from as recruits. Indeed, just as conscripts supposedly shed all their
civilian attributes once they are in uniform, so too their experiences
as soldiers seem to be completely erased upon their return to civilian
society. Needless to say, after years of education in the Third Reich,
a young man’s civilian background was just as crucial to his conduct
as a soldier as the experience of six years in war was crucial to
molding his civilian identity upon release from military service. To
be sure, the tendency of historians to underestimate the relationship
between army and society has itself to do with the abhorrence of
things military following the carnage of the war, just as their scep-
ticism toward ideological motivation is a direct consequence of the
disillusionment with the ideals of the first half of this century, whose
great promises were drowned in rivers of blood. To these more
general causes can be added the fact that in the West the Wehrmacht
had by and large observed the rules of war as far as POW's and the
civilian population were concerned, excluding of course political
and “biological” enemies; ideology did play a lesser role in the
conquest and occupation of Western Europe.” The war in the East
was indeed very different. It was the Soviet troops and population
who had to bear the main brunt of the war and of Nazi barbarism,
just as it was they too who finally broke the Reich’s military might.
But the Western experience and memory was different, and was thus
differently reflected in the writings of Western historians. Not un-
related was also the fact that the liberal tradition of rigidly separating
between politics and the military hampered a clearer understanding
of the radically different tradition in Germany or, for that matter,
also in Russia. Ironically, while the Cold War and the fear of com-
munism made for a view of the Red Army as a highly politicized
institution, it also created the basis for the resurrection of German
military institutions, which in turn made it politically necessary to
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repress the notion of Nazi penetration into the army of the Third
Reich.”” At the same time, those components of the Wehrmacht’s
propaganda which had presented it as the bulwark of civilization
against Bolshevism now appeared admirably suitable for the needs
of the Western Alliance. But for the fact that this had come about
only after the Nazi regime had been destroyed, Goebbels would
have certainly had much cause for satisfaction. And, because during
the last decade East-West relations have improved, the growing
distance of time between the Third Reich and present concerns seems
to justify an approach according to which the Wehrmacht’s soldiers
should also be considered as the victims, rather than the instruments
of Hitler’s regime. Thus another distortion of the reality of the
Wehrmacht’s war on the Eastern Front was gradually legitimized.”

Nazi indoctrination in fact had a major and insufficiently ac-
knowledged impact on the perception of reality of all ranks in the
German army during the war, and its effects can be seen to have
lingered on for many years after the “capitulation.” The degree to
which the regime’s “world-view” penetrated into the minds of its
soldiers does not call for much reading between the lines, for a wide
array of evidence is readily available. Similarly, examples of the
manner in which Nazi arguments were still being used to justify the
Wehrmacht’s actions long after the war was over are not difficult
to come by. Note, for instance, the published memoirs of the Panzer
general Heinz Guderian, Whereas regarding the army’s involvement
in the implementation of criminal policies he takes a familiar apol-
ogetic line and simply falsifies the evidence, Guderian expresses full
agreement with the Fithrer’s contention that the invasion of Russia
was merely an attempt to save the Reich from “being overwhelmed
by the Asiatic Bolshevik flood. .. from the east.” Indeed, to his
mind “Barbarossa” was a noble struggle whose goal was to defend
“European civilization.” Hitler, he maintains,

was clearly aware of the threat that the Soviet Union and the com-
munist urge to world hegemony offered both to Europe and to
Western civilization. He knew that in this matter he was in agree-
ment with the majority of his fellow-countrymen and, indeed, with
many good Europeans in other lands.”

This was written in 1952, when many “good” Europeans and Amer-
icans were certainly anti-communist, though far fewer would have
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been flattered by Guderian’s association of this position with Na-
zism. Interestingly, this view of the Wehrmacht as having played
the role of Europe’s savior from communism sheds a different light
on the argument made by German generals both during and after
the war, that any opposition to the regime would have in any case
been impossible due to the support Hitler enjoyed among the junior
ranks of the army. Guderian writes that “as one year succeeded the
next” following the Nazi “seizure of power,”

the opposition within the Army was continually weakened, since
the new age groups that were now called to the colors had already
served in the Hitler Youth, and in the National Labor Service or
the Party, and had thus already sworn allegiance to Hitler. The
Corps of Officers, too, became year by year more impregnated
with young National Socialists.*

This was obviously true. But what Guderian fails to mention is that
he himself featured prominently among Hitler’s enthusiastic sup-
porters, not merely because the Fiihrer had made possible the re-
alization of his technological dreams by rapidly promoting him to
a position of influence, but also since he became convinced in the
most fundamental tenets of National Socialism, namely, the need
for expansion of German power and the consequent necessity totally
to destroy “Judeo-Bolshevism™ or, in its postwar version, ““Asiatic
barbarism” and communism. The difference between the junior
ranks and the Wehrmacht’s young generals was thus not as great as
such memoirs try to make out; both had in common a favorable
opinion of the Nazi Weltanschauung as they understood it, and a
willingness to implement those aspects of it which were relevant to
their functions as soldiers. Thus Guderian is really also referring to
himself and to his peers when he writes:

When National Socialism, with its new, nationalistic slogans, ap-
peared upon the scene the younger elements of the Officer Corps
were soon inflamed by the patriotic theories propounded by Hitler
and his followers.®'

If we understand that what many of these officers believed to be
“patriotic theories” were actually National Socialist notions of geo-
graphical expansion and “racial” destruction, we can view the above
passage as a candid statement of the extent to which the regime had
succeeded to implant its world-view into the minds of its soldiers.
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Such pronouncements by a former Wehrmacht general merely
eight years after the end of the war may not be particularly sur-
prising, though the tendency of Western scholars and soldiers to go
on considering such men as mere professionals certainly is. The
influential British military historian Liddell Hart was among those
who set the tone for this approach, when he wrote soon after the
fighting ended how much he had been taken by the supposed “gen-
tlemanliness” in war of the German generals he had spoken with.*
An RAF officer who contributed an introduction to a book pub-
lished originally in 1952 by the German pilot Hans-Ulrich Rudel
claimed that “although I have only met him for a couple of days he
is, by any standard, a gallant chap and I wish him luck.”* Brader
did not seem to think that Rudel’s gallantry was somewhat qualified
by his obviously intense loyalty to Hitler and everything he had
stood for, not only until the very end of the war, but even while
writing his autobiography. Indeed, this tough Stuka pilot’s outburst
of emotion upon hearing of Hitler’s suicide is accompanied by a
sense of continuing mission quite unencumbered by his Fihrer’s
fate. Thus, while the suicide is said to have had “a stunning effect
upon the troops,” Rudel feels that as

the Red hordes are devastating our country. .. we must fight on.
We shall only lay down our arms when our leaders give the order.
This is our plain duty according to our military cath, it is our plain
duty in view of the terrible fate which threatens us if we surrender
unconditionally as the enemy insists. It is our plain duty also to
destiny which has placed us geographically in the heart of Europe
and which we have obeyed for centuries: to be the bulwark of
Europe against the East. Whether or not Europe understands or
likes the role which fate has thrust upon us, or whether her attitude
is one of fatal indifference or even of hostility, does not alter by
one iota our European duty. We are determined to hold our heads
up high when the history of our continent, and particularly of the
dangerous times ahead, is written.*

Rudel’s views of the war had thus been distorted to such a degree
by Nazi indoctrination that he stuck to them long after the fighting
was over, and had no fear of publishing them either in Germany or
in an English translation. Nor did he have much reason to worry,
as the warm introduction by an RAF officer testifies. Rudel describes
the fate and role of Hitler’s regime in Europe using precisely the
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same propagandistic terms so prevalent during the war. The Third
Reich is not the terrible destroyer of human beings and moral values,
but their defender; the German soldier is not Hitler’s instrument of
genocide, but a sort of Germanic St. George spearing the communist
dragon. Postwar knowledge of the real essence of the Nazi dicta-
torship seems to have had little impact on such men; who in any
case must have known a great deal about the regime’s murderous
nature long before it was finally destroyed.

Rudel’s pronouncements, which are fairly representative of the
memoir literature of the first two decades following the end of the
war, are a good indication of the manner in which men whose minds
had been permeated by Nazi ideas retained these views in spite of
the obvious consequences of Hitler’s policies. But the Nazi Wel-
tanschauung had a considerable effect on some of the regime’s do-
mestic opponents as well, reflecting as it did in a more radical form
some of the aspirations and hopes of German nationalism as it had
been molded at least since Bismarck. This in turn has meant that
some of the key arguments and terms employed by the regime during
the war have recently resurfaced in the Federal Republic under the
guise of an attempt to give the Germans back their history and allow
them to regain their national identity by recognizing the positive
aspects of even the murkiest periods in their past. Most disturbingly,
ideological, geopolitical, and nationalist justifications for the role
played by the Third Reich, and especially by the Wehrmacht, in
“stemming the Bolshevik flood,” have appeared in works by several
eminent and respectable scholars, thereby legitimizing a historical
interpretation which consciously or not credited Nazism with the
same sort of achievements it had claimed for itself in the last phases
of the war.*® The most pertinent example of this scholarly distortion
of the past in the name of the future as regards the Wehrmacht was
a little book published in 1986 by Andreas Hillgruber.*® To his
mind, when observing the “winter-catastrophe of 1944/45,” that is,
the Red Army’s penetration into East Prussia, the (apparently Ger-
man) historian

must identify with the concrete fate of the German population in
the East and with the desperate and costly [opferreichen] efforts of
the German Ostheer and the German navy in the Baltic Sea, which
sought to defend the population of the German East from the orgy
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of revenge of the Red Army, from the mass rapes, the arbitrary
murders and the innumerable deportations, and to keep open the
flight routes to the West over land or sea for the East Germans in
the very last phase [of the war].”

The Russians, maintains Hillgruber, had committed precisely the
sort of barbarities Nazi propaganda had always predicted they
would. Consequently, the historian ought to have no qualms about
choosing the German victims of the Bolshevik “orgy of revenge”
as his object of Rankean empathy. The author is well aware that
the Russians’ desire for revenge was a direct result of the horrors
inflicted upon them by German occupation; he similarly admits that
as long as the Wehrmacht kept fighting in the East, the extermination
of the Jews could continue undisturbed; yet he finds his choice quite
natural and unproblematic, and rejects the idea of empathizing either
with the regime’s victims, or with its domestic and foreign opposers.
Thus Hillgruber perpetuates a kind of continuity quite different
from that actually meant by the “revisionist” historians. In 1941
Wehrmacht propaganda warned that had Germany not invaded Rus-
sia, it would have been subject to a barbarian invasion from the
East; the German soldier was therefore ordered to do what otherwise
would have allegedly been done to him. In 1944 it was claimed that
these predictions were coming true; hence the Western Allies were
asked to join hands with the Nazi regime against the “Asiatic flood.”
This argumentation was also adopted in the apologetic memoir lit-
erature of the 1950s and the 1960s. Finally, in 1986 a respectable
German scholar could claim that the Ostheer’s battles of 1944-45
had been a heroic effort to stem that same ““flood” and should
consequently be seen as a glorious chapter in German history, even
if this chapter had been written during the Nazi regime’s most
frenzied period.

Hillgruber does not dwell on the fact that the Red Army was
actually far more lenient to the occupied Germans than the Wehr-
macht had been to the Russians, and that although the Soviet Union
established ruthless dictatorships in the East, it did not have the
same genocidal intentions partly carried out by the Third Reich.
After all, had this not been the case, German reunification would
have remained a mere theoretical issue. Quite on the contrary, this
author speaks of the “Soviet view of war, which had clearly by and
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large taken on such barbarous characteristics during Stalin’s ep-
och.”®® Not only does he confuse chronology, lacking to mention
that the Red Army came to Berlin only as a reaction to the Wehr-
macht’s almost successful attempt to conquer Moscow, he also tries
to show that there was no fundamental difference between Nazi,
Soviet, and Western barbarism. Once more repeating the propa-
gandistic claims of the period, Hillgruber maintains that the Western
Allies refused to rescue the Reich from the Russians merely because
by achieving the total destruction of Germany, their own position
would have remained unchallenged. Indeed, he believes that their
sinister plans were the legacy of a general European, rather than a
specifically Nazi manner of thinking:

The widespread idea in Germany during the First World War of a
racial field- and floor purge, which was carried out by the German
and Soviet sides since the beginning of the Second World war in
September 1939, was now—without it being possible to find direct
links to the expulsions of portions of the population in the East—
also introduced by the British side as an element in their own war
plans, as it appeared likely to promise long-term security for their
own role of leadership in Europe.”

The Germans might have thought of genocide first, and might have
practiced it along with the Russians, but the British were apparently
not far behind, in theory if not in practice.

Conversely, Hillgruber finds that not only the circumstances of
the war in the East, or the genocidal plans of Germany’s enemies,
but also some central aspects of the Nazi regime’s own policies,
make it possible to identify with the Third Reich and lament its
total demise. As he points out,

the Eastern political concept of the liberal-conservative opposition
deserves a just appreciation; it was the only active alternative in
Germany to Hitler’s radical utopia. Common to both conceptions,
that of Hitler and that of the liberal-conservative opposition, was
only [!] the conviction that Europe had to be organized and led,
or in Hitler’s view, ruled, from the middle, by the German Reich.”™

With this aspiration of both Hitler and his (liberal?)-conservative
opponents Hillgruber wholeheartedly agrees.” Indeed, in his view
it was not only a German, but also a European tragedy that a
Mitteleuropa “organized and led” by Germany had failed to come
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into being due to the machinations of the flanking superpowers
which thus ensured Europe’s political impotence. This brings him
to the conclusion that the German army was engaged in a fight for
two noble goals, precisely those, incidentally, ascribed it by Nazi
propaganda. First, writes Hillgruber,

the German Ostheer defended in an entirely elementary sense the
people of precisely these Prusso-German Eastern Provinces, who
were threatened by the gruesome fate of having their homeland
flooded by the Red Army. . .. The oft-repeated claim of National
Socialist propaganda, that there was no alternative between Hitler
and Stalin, now became a reality for the Germans in the East.”

Hillgruber readily adopts this perception of reality for, along with
many postwar apologists, he accepts the central contention of the
Nazi regime that bad as Hitler might have been, he was by far better
than Stalin. Consequently, one was justified to defend the Nazi
regime of the former from the “Bolshevism” of the latter, especially
as there was ostensibly no other alternative. Nazi propaganda had
been right all along, as were the Wehrmacht’s soldiers. Moreover,
as we learn from Hillgruber’s second conclusion, this was not merely
a battle for survival, but also a fight to retain Germany’s greatness.
In these last months of the war, he writes,

the German Ostheer also struggled—only partly informed of the
Allies” war aims by the half-truths of the National Socialist pro-
paganda—in desperate defensive battles for the preservation of the
independence of the German Reich’s great power position, which
according to the will of the Allies was to be smashed.”

The ultimate defeat of the Wehrmacht inevitably spelled the defeat
of Europe, whose heart was torn out and whose body was left at
the mercy of the superpowers in the periphery. Put differently, both
in the “elementary sense” of fighting for their own and the civilian
population’s survival in the face of a barbaric invasion, and in the
politico-strategic sense of defending Europe from the domination
of non-European powers, the troops of the Ostheer were, as Nazi
propaganda had claimed all along, fighting for a just cause. Hill-
gruber thus provides us with a disturbing example of the manner in
which merely forty years after the event a scholarly aura can be
given to a distorted interpretation of the Third Reich’s war based
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to a large degree on the regime’s own propaganda.® The only re-
deeming feature of this presentation, and it is an important one in
this context, is that it supplies us with powerful proof of the lingering
effects Nazi views have had not only on veterans, but also on schol-
ars. In another sense, Hillgruber has defeated his own ends, for he
has taken for granted what most historians have been reluctant to
admit, namely, that rather than being a victim of the regime, the
German soldier of the Second World War was a fighter by conviction
for what he had been taught to believe were existential and moral
goals. Hillgruber does not provide much documentation for this
assertion, but as we shall see below, the Wehrmacht’s troops did
indeed come to accept the Nazi view of reality. Indeed, it was this
belief in the regime’s propaganda which kept them fighting even
when their units disintegrated and military discipline broke down.
This does not mean that every individual German soldier was a
committed National Socialist; rather, it is to say that the vast ma-
jority of the troops internalized the distorted Nazi presentation of
reality, and consequently felt that they had no other alternative but
to fight to the death.”

Among the Third Reich’s higher military and political echelons
there was little doubt that the rank and file and junior officer corps
were highly committed to the regime. This view was shared both
by the minister of propaganda and by the conspirators, by officers
seeking an excuse to stay out of trouble and continue collaborating
with the regime and by those who hoped to overcome the military
crisis by strengthening the will and determination of the soldiers.
Studies of morale in the Third Reich have stressed that until late in
the war combat troops remained in higher spirits than the population
in the rear, their firsthand knowledge of military setbacks notwith-
standing. One historian has claimed that “periods of buoyancy were
triggered mostly by the confidence and attitude of the front-line
soldiers,” who were “the staunchest supporters of Hitler and the
regime.” The authorities were well aware of this, and by 1943
“[m]obilization of officers and soldiers to raise the public mood. ..
had long been introduced.”* SD reports in June 1943 led another
historian to conclude: “The ‘Fiihrer myth’ remained relatively
strong . . . [among] ordinary soldiers.”” Following the attempted
assassination of Hitler in July 1944, another “morale report” main-
tained that
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today [people] think that for some time the traitors have sabotaged
the Fiihrer’s objectives and orders. This opinion is primarily due
to an increase in the written and oral reports by soldiers from the
Eastern Front who declare that they are now discovering the reasons
for the absence of reinforcements and the often senseless shifting
of units and exposure of the front.”®

American surveys among German POWs revealed that more than
two-thirds of the soldiers expressed “belief” in the Fiihrer in August
and late November 1944.°> An army report from mid-December
1944 pointed out that there was little defeatist talk among the troops,
and that “[t]here is a firm conviction that the tremendous military
efforts of our people will lead us to victory.”'® In July 1941 Goeb-
bels wrote in his diary that “our soldiers at the [Eastern] front are
now completely convinced of the necessity of this war,”'*' and added
a few days later: “Morale of our men at the front [is] very good.
The soldiers now realize that this campaign was necessary.””'? If
this was perhaps to be expected at a time of great victories, as late
as March 1945 Goebbels insisted that according to Allied sources
“our men have been fighting like savage fanatics,”!* and that the
troops were “resisting at all costs—to the extent that the situation
and their equipment permit.”'** Highly impressed by a visit to one
of the combat units, Goebbels wrote that “there is not the smallest
sign of defeatism here,”'®® and proudly observed “that the faith in
victory and in the Fiihrer is prevalent among these men.””'% Even
the prisoners, he went on to say, “still maintain the view that Ger-
many must definitely win the war,” as they “have an almost mystical
faith in Hitler. This is the reason,” he concluded, “why we are still
on our feet and fighting.”'”’

The same generals who made such efforts to motivate their
troops by large doses of National Socialist propaganda also
claimed that precisely the success of this indoctrination had ham-
pered any action against Hitler. Thus Manstein maintained in his
memoirs:

The preconditions for a coup d’état would have been. .. the fol-
lowing of the whole Wehrmacht and the agreement of the majority
of the population. Both did not exist during the years of peace in
the Third Reich as well as during the war (with the exception per-
haps of the very last months).'*®
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Which is, of course, another way of saying that the majority sup-
ported Hitler. Though such apologetic claims, found in numerous
other memoirs,'” should not to be taken at face value, it is well
worth considering that even those who did find the courage to plot
against Hitler were evidently much disheartened to discover that
virtually no military units existed which could knowingly be de-
ployed in a Putsch attempt. As Johnnie von Herwarth wrote, “the
soldiers. . . were naturally under the influence of Nazi propa-
ganda.”'"® Consequently,

[i]t would have been difficult in any circumstances to identify among
the tens of thousands of troops those upon whom we could count.
The task of locating them became more vexatious as we realized
that few, if any, were likely to fit that category. ... We never had
any troops upon which we could rely one hundred per cent.'"

Indeed, as von Herwarth explains, the very decision to assassinate
Hitler rather than arrest and try him as had previously been sug-
gested was based on

the general conviction that German troops would never be willing
to accept a different command as long as Hitler lived, but that news
of his death would instantly bring about the collapse of the myth
that surrounded his name. Hence there was no way of gaining the
support of large numbers of German troops without eliminating
Hitler."?

Postwar accounts which speak of the soldiers’ pure professionalism
and ideological indifference, whether written by the very same gen-
erals who excuse themselves for inaction against the regime by saying
precisely the opposite, or by more disinterested historians who,
however, often rely on claims made by the former rather than on
less biased evidence, can thus not be seen as reflecting the objective
reality at the front. One must read the following passage by the
German historian Hans Mommsen to understand the degree to
which even the most distinguished scholars of the Third Reich tend
to reject the notion that Germany’s national army of conscripts had
become Nazified, all available documentation notwithstanding:

The picture drawn by the regime’s propaganda of troops fanatically
fighting for the National Socialist cause, was false even concerning
the elite formations of the Waffen-SS. . . . The mentality of the av-
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erage Landser was characterized by soberness, rejection of the far-
from-reality propaganda tirades, and by a firm will personally to
survive. Certainly, under cover [unter dem Vorzeichen] of the com-
missar order there were grave encroachments by the army against
the defenseless civilian population handed over to it and against
prisoners of war; the partisan war led to an unprecedented brutal-
ization of the conduct of war by both sides [!). But the average
soldier had little influence on this and could hardly find a way of
avoiding the escalation of violence.'

To be sure, the soldiers were indeed concerned both with their
survival and with the various professional aspects of fighting, but
rather than diminishing their need for propagandistic reinforce-
ment, the worsening battle situation generally enhanced it. Natu-
rally, it would be false to describe the troops’ “mystical belief in
the Fiihrer” as a firm commitment to an articulate and coherent
ideology; Nazism never made such claims to begin with. Quite
on the contrary, as we have noted before, while being contemp-
tuous of the “intellectualism™ of rival ideologies, it was highly
consistent in presenting itself as an intense emotional state de-
rived from “natural instincts” and “unshakable beliefs.” The sin-
gle most important element in this state of mind was “blind
faith” in the Fithrer. Creating and preserving this unquestioning
loyalty to Hitler among the troops played a major role in distort-
ing their perception of reality, both by sustaining their hope in
the Endsieg and by shifting the responsibility for their own
crimes to their victims. The profound impact of indoctrination
and propaganda on the soldiers’ psyche can clearly be seen from
their private correspondence.

The most striking aspect of the soldiers’ letters is the remarkable
similarity between their terminology, modes of expression, and ar-
guments and those which characterize the Wehrmacht’s propaganda.
In complete contradiction to Mommsen’s above quoted assertion,
the fact that these men, who were indeed closer than any of the
propagandists to the reality of the war, saw and described it through
the distorting lenses of the regime’s ideology, is the true measure
of the extent to which they had been made into Hitler’s soldiers in
the most profound sense of the term—that is, that they perceived
reality at the front just as he did in the safety of his bunker, sharing
his fantasies of conquest and grandeur, of racial genocide and Ger-
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manic world rule. In fact, even those soldiers who expressed criti-
cism of the regime were infected by the Nazi vocabulary. Nor should
we find this particularly astonishing for, as some scholars have pow-
erfully shown, the National Socialist perversion of the German lan-
guage was so profound, that it affected even the regime’s victims.'"*
This phenomenon too has had a lingering effect on German society,
since efforts to “purge” the language after the war have not been
altogether successful, both because the Nazis had already “purged”
it once before from “foreign” influences (and some German dic-
tionaries still have special volumes of Fremdworte), and because the
vast literature on Nazism has had the paradoxical effect of keeping
Nazi terms in constant circulation. Seen from this perspective, it
was inevitable that after years of premilitary and army indoctrination
the Wehrmacht’s troops would be able to assess and describe reality
only by constant reference to the Nazi Weltanschauung, which in
their case literally constituted their view of the world. Considering
its consequences, the creation of this consensus among the troops
was probably the single most significant achievement of the Nazi
regime’s educational efforts.

As indoctrination greatly intensified during the Russian cam-
paign, and as prejudices against Slavs and Mongols, Gypsies and
Jews, and of course Bolsheviks, were far greater than against the
inhabitants and political systems of Western Europe, ideological
references and racist sentiments were far more prevalent in letters
from the Eastern Front. But long before “Barbarossa” the sol-
diers’ correspondence reflected the extent to which they had
come under the influence of the regime’s Weltanschanung. As
early as 3 September 1939 the twenty-four-year-old Heinz Ki-
chler was convinced that he was fighting ““a new battle for a bet-
ter future,” and that

this time the decision must be reached, whether the chaotic cir-
cumstances should result in the self-dissolution of our culture or
in a new rational world-order. ... We should have no fear of this
battle. . . . [W]e should also not value our lives too dearly. ... Our
greatness must lie in the ability, not to master fate, but to preserve
our fate in spite of our personality, our will, our love, and unre-
servedly to sacrifice ourselves to a world-order which is not our
own. Even the frightful plight, perhaps it precisely, will bring us
closer to cognition and truth.'"
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Similarly, on 9 February 1940 Karl Fuchs, then serving with the 7th
Panzer Division, wrote to his father:

We all hope that we'll be transferred to the front soon. That is our
greatest wish!...[I]n the final analysis, this must be the highest
and most noble goal: a man must prove himself in battle. This battle
is not only an individual struggle but also a struggle for our family
as well as our German people.'*

The great victories in the West led to increasing adulation of
Hitler and consequently to a growing agreement with his “ideas.”
This can be seen, for instance, from the intelligence reports of 16
Army during its occupation of France and the Netherlands in the
second half of 1940 and early 1941, which included an evaluation
of the troops’ morale based on an analysis of their letters. In No-
vember 1940 it was reported that the men’s letters “express very
frequently a general confidence and a belief in the rightness of the
Fiihrer’s policies,”!"” Thus one soldier wrote:

We Sudeten-German SA men want to be in the very front-line, in
order to render a fraction of our thanks for the liberation of our
beautiful homeland by our magnificent Fithrer Adolf Hitler. In this
struggle too our Fithrer will lead us victoriously.

Another soldier expressed the same kind of determination to
fight on:

Yes, we are merely front-soldiers, who will remain in this situation
and never rest, till Germany is completely victorious. Yes, the
homeland should be filled with new pride of her sons, who will
still knock into the ground even the last enemy [England]. No
sacrifice will be too great for us.—Be strong, and bear with patience
all that destiny will demand of you.

A particularly interesting letter repeated almost word for word what
could be read in most propaganda sheets of the period, affirming
that the troops had come up against precisely that kind of “reality™
they had been led to expect, and finding this as further proof of the
superiority of the Reich’s political system and of the Germans’ ob-
vious superiority:

We are all burning to be allowed to present those who are guilty
of this great war [England and the Jewish “plutocrats”] with the
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last reckoning. And the reckoning will be made precisely, this we
have sworn to our dead comrades. ... Now we are stationed in
France and have had more than enough of the moral, ethical decay,
which appears to us here again and again. We repeatedly recognize
that this people can hope for no salvation from the mire into which
it has sunk. There one can see for the first time how beautiful
Germany is, and how proud we should be of being German, and
thankful to our Fiihrer, who had spared us from the misery which
we now see daily."*

This view was echoed by many other soldiers. Heinz Kiichler wrote
as early as 3 June: “It is still unclear to me what had made the rapid
German victory possible,” and then added in English: “There was
certainly something wrong in the state of France!”'"” Karl Fuchs
wrote his new bride on 15 July:

Later my soldier friends and I went to a “bookstore” in Versailles.
You can’t imagine what junk and pornography we saw!...You
can truly see that in the areas of cleanliness and morality, the French
people have skidded to a new low. Such an incident is simply
unthinkable and impossible in our German Fatherland. When a
society is capable of reducing feminine beauty to such a level, then
this society has lost its right to be called a “grande nation.” Yes,
this society has lost not only its vitality but also its morality.'*®

In January 1941 16 Army’s intelligence report once more ex-
pressed satisfaction with the troops’ confidence in the Fihrer
and in the ostensibly fast approaching final victory. The report noted
that

Many letters can serve for the strengthening of the home-front on
account of their content. They fortify the sense of attachment be-
tween the homeland and the front and serve as a guarantee that
among the troops a good soldierly bearing and a decent German
conviction always have the upper hand.''

What the intelligence section meant by this “decent German con-
viction” was naturally a complete trust in Hitler and the Wehr-
macht’s commanders. And indeed, the soldiers’ letters showed that
they both received and read the propaganda material amply supplied
to them, for their interpretations of the war situation were unde-
niably similar to the regime’s official line. Thus one soldier wrote
that “John Bull will certainly not survive a second summer, the
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Fiihrer and his proud Wehrmacht will take care of that. I am proud
to have actively helped at the front in the army.”'? Another man
noted: “We are working on giving England the last blow and then
there will be calm. Then the great peace will come for which all
peoples are hoping. Fighting for that, no sacrifice is too great.” This
soldier obviously believed that he too was fighting a war to end all
wars, and that a Europe ruled by Hitler would revert to peace and
prosperity, as the regime repeatedly claimed. Others were less peace-
fully minded. One letter saw in the coming battle an opportunity
for revenge and a heroic death, and expressed the kind of total trust
in Hitler and quasi-religious fatalism which Nazism had done so
much to promote among its followers:

This time it is really impossible for me to celebrate Christmas at
home. But that is of no harm; because the Fatherland and the Fiihrer
have called us, and we have followed their call with a happy heart.
Our comrade Fritz Lehmann has brought a much greater sacrifice,
he has given his life. He has fulfilled the most beautiful duty of a
soldier and has become an example for us all, which we have to
follow. We still have to gain what he will no longer be allowed to
experience, namely the victory over our craftiest enemy [England].
We will achieve this goal. Our lives belong to God and to the
Fatherland, and may they decide over our fate.'”

Such views were shared by many other soldiers. Thus, for instance,
Karl Fuchs wrote his father on 3 August 1940 that “the days are
numbered for those bums over there in England. They won’t be
able to attack German cities and peaceful farms anymore. All of us
feel that once we’re over there, no one will show any mercy what-
ever, no matter who'’s involved.”'** And on 1 September he prom-
ised his wife that it “will be a pitiless and dreadful time for
England,”'?® and urged her to “think of our Fatherland and our
Fiithrer to whom we give everything as his children.””'* Fuchs, like
many of his generation, saw his love to his wife and his love to
Hitler as a single entity symbolizing the spirit which united the
whole German Volk. Thus he wrote on 9 November 1940:

The last words of the Fithrer’s radio address are over and a new
strength streams through our veins. It is as if he spoke to each
individual, to everyone of us, as if he wanted to give everyone new
strength. With loyalty and a sense of duty, we must fight for our
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principles and endure to the end. Our Fiihrer represents our united
German Fatherland. . . . What we do for him, we do for all of you;
what we sacrifice in foreign lands, we sacrifice for our loved ones.
When the Fiihrer speaks on these festive occasions, I feel deep in
my soul that you at home also feel that we must be ready to make
all sacrifices. . . . German victory is as certain as qur love for each
other. Just as we believe in our love, so we believe in our final
victory and in the future of our people and our Fatherland.'?

And the following day he added in a letter to his father that having
heard Hitler’s “magnificent and overwhelming” speech, he had
come to feel “the greatness and the intensity of our times” and to
understand that “only one thing matters and that is our German
Fatherland.”'?

The correspondence from the Eastern Front provides us with a
particularly good opportunity to observe the manner in which Ger-
man troops internalized some of the central notions of National
Socialism and employed them to rationalize their predicament at the
front, legitimize their criminal actions, and fortify their spirits. Nat-
urally, much of what the soldiers wrote was heavily influenced by
the Wehrmacht’s propaganda. But it is extremely revealing that they
incorporated these arguments in their private correspondence, given
the fact that censorship was concerned with incidents of criticism,
not with the absence of Nazi phraseology. The soldiers’ letters re-
flected the distortion of reality among the troops in two significant
spheres: first, the dehumanization and demonization of the enemy
on political and racial grounds, with a particular reference to the
Jews as the lowest expression of human depravity; and, second, the
deification of the Fithrer as the only hope for Germany’s salvation.
Intermixed with these central themes were notions regarding battle
as a supreme test of character and manhood, as well as of racial and
cultural superiority, and a view of the war as a holy crusade for a
better future and against an infernal host of enemies sanctioned by
God, who among the more pious and philosophically inclined at
least partially replaced Hitler as the arbiter of German and universal
destiny. On the first day of the campaign Hermann Stracke, a
twenty-two-year-old student of philosophy, wrote: “Last night the
lieutenant read us the Fihrer’s appeal, and now we may at last take
part.” This would be “the war of Young Europe against the greater
part of Asia,” and though “the will of destiny remains obscure,”
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he insisted that “I go to the battle confidently, glad and undaunted,
and proudly take upon myself this test of life.”’’?> One sergeant
wrote that he had always known “that in the long run no friendly
relations can be maintained with the Bolsheviks,” especially as
“there are far too many Jews there.”'* Two days later another NCO
explained that “Jewry has declared war against us along the whole
line,” and added: “The Marxists fight shoulder to shoulder with
high finance as before 1933 in Germany.” Yet he was reassured by
the knowledge that “in Germany National Socialism had won,”!*!

As the campaign progressed, the resistance of the Red Army and
increasingly also of the civilian population seemed to confirm what
they had been told, while the atrocities committed by the Wehr-
macht and the SS were attributed to the enemy’s malicious character
rather than the murderous policies of the Nazi regime. Indeed, the
inversion of reality soon became a consistent component of the
correspondence from the front. On 28 June Karl Fuchs wrote his
wife and baby son that the Russians “fight like hired hands—not
like soldiers, no matter if they are men, women or children on the
front lines. They’re all no better than a bunch of scoundrels.” He
hastened to reassure them, however, that “Europe stands under the
leadership of our beloved Fiihrer Adolph [sic] Hitler, and he’ll re-
shape it for a better future.””**? Another soldier promised in early
July: “This time an end will certainly be put to this God-hating
power,” and expressed his shock at observing “evidence of Jewish,
Bolshevik atrocities, the likes of which I have hardly believed pos-
sible. . . . You can well imagine,” he went on to say, “that this cries
for revenge, which we certainly also take.”**> A Wehrmacht major
who happened to pass through Warsaw on his way to the front
went so far as to ascribe the horrors of the ghetto not to Nazi
barbarism, but rather to the Jews’ own inhumanity:

The conditions in the ghetto can hardly be described. . .. The Jew
does business here with the others also on the street. In the morning,
as I drove through in my car, I saw numerous corpses, among them
those of children, covered anyhow with paper weighed down with
stones. The other Jews pass by them indifferently, the primitive
“corpse-carts” come and take away these “remainders” with which
no more business can be done. The ghetto is blocked by walls,
barbed-wire, and so forth. . .. Dirt, stench and noise are the main
signs of the ghetto.'**
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Yet it never occurred to this officer that these Jews were being
starved to death by his fellow-countrymen. Similarly, another man
reported from Minsk in October that

Following [partisan] attacks a number of people, especially Jews,
are summarily taken and shot on the spot, their houses set on fire.
Recently . .. POWs were simply shot down in a pile by the guards.
The lads quarreled over bread and old pieces of clothing which had
been thrown to them. Three lay dead and were instantly buried on
the spot by the Jews like mad dogs.'*®

This man reacted in the same way to what he saw as others in the
rear reacted to propaganda photographs and films; reduced to a state
of terrible wretchedness and starvation, the Reich’s alleged biological
and political enemies came to resemble the stereotype of the Un-
termensch promulgated by the regime. Killing them was conse-
quently no worse than shooting a mad dog. But as the Soviet
subhumans were found to resist the Wehrmacht with great ferocity,
the soldiers followed the propagandistic line which attributed this
unexpected turn of events to the ideological incitement of the Red
Army by Jewish Bolsheviks as well as to the generally savage nature
of the Russian race. The fact that the Wehrmacht reacted to Soviet
resistance by calls for a further “fanaticization” of its own troops
by means of intensified indoctrination, and demanded even more
“ruthlessness” than previously, merely justified the claim that this
was indeed a “war of ideologies” where everything was allowed to
achieve final victory. In early August one soldier wrote that “the
Russian is a very tough warrior,” and explained that “the brutality
which constantly characterizes the Russian can be explained only
by incitement.” Indeed, he believed that the Russians were “a people
which needs long and good schooling in order to become human.”'*
Karl Fuchs wrote on 5 July that “Russia is nothing but misery,
poverty, and depravity!”'”” Two weeks later he promised: “When
I go back I will tell you endless horror stories about Russia. Yes-
terday, for instance, we saw our first women soldiers. . . . And these
pigs fired on our decent German soldiers from ambush positions.”"*
In early August he reported that the “pitiful hordes on the other
side are nothing but felons who are driven by alcohol and the threat
of pistols pointed at their heads. . . . There is no troop morale and
they are at best cannon fodder. . .. They are nothing but a bunch
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of assholes!”” He thus concluded: “Everyone, even the last doubter,
knows today that the battle against these subhumans, who've been
whipped into a frenzy by the Jews, was not only necessary but came
in the nick of time. Qur Fithrer has saved Europe from certain
chaos.”'” Finally in September he informed his mother that “Russia
is like a pigsty,” and that the Soviet troops were “desperate and
right now are driven toward the front with threats from their po-
litical commissars. Their last hour has come!”™* Another soldier
was certain that the Red Army’s determination was due to the fact
that its troops were all “confirmed communists.”'*' Indicative of
this inversion was a letter by a captain who must have known of
the wide-scale maltreatment of Soviet POWs, and yet maintained
that “[t}he Russians had been completely stultified and persuaded
that the Germans would massacre all prisoners,”’*? implying that
they had been lied to and that nothing of the sort was actually taking
place.

The refusal of the Russians to capitulate in spite of their alleged in-
feriority was put to use by the propagandists as a justification for the
invasion of the Soviet Union, for it was supposed to prove that the
Red Army had secretly prepared to attack the Reich and, that had this
plan not been foiled at the last moment, it would have totally devas-
tated Germany. This line of thinking can still be found in some his-
torical writings today, evidence of another heritage of Nazi
propaganda, rather than of any documentary proof: “Barbarossa”
justified as a preventive war, if not indeed a pre-emptive attack, and
German criminal policies qualified by Soviet intentions toward the
Germans and actual practice toward their own alleged domestic ene-
mies.'*’ The idea of the Gulags as the “originators” of Auschwitz is
anything but a recent invention;'* not only was this a common prop-
aganda claim, it was also widely accepted by the troops. In mid-July
1941 Private Fred Fallnbigl wrote from the front:

Now I know what war really means. But I also know that we had
been forced into the war against the Soviet Union. For God have
mercy on us, had we waited, or had these beasts come to us. For
them even the most horrible death is still too good. I am glad that
1 can be here to put an end to this genocidal system.'**

Lance-Corporal J. F. wrote on 3 August that “to those in the home-
land we soldiers can only say that he [Hitler] has saved Germany
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and thereby the whole of Europe from the Red Army by his de-
cision. The battle is hard,” he admitted, “but we know what we
are fighting for, and with confidence in the Fiihrer we will achieve
victory.”'*¢ Another soldier wrote from Russia in late August 1941:

Precisely now one recognizes perfectly what would have happened
to our wives and children had these Russian hordes. . . succeeded
in penetrating into our Fatherland. I have had the opportunity here
to...observe these uncultivated, multi-raced men. Thank God

they have been thwarted from plundering and pillaging our
homeland.'*’

Private Kurt Christmann exclaimed a few days later: “What would
have happened to cultural Europe, had these sons of the Steppe,
poisoned and drunk with a destructive poison, these incited sub-
humans, invaded our beautiful Germany? Endlessly we thank our
Fihrer, with love and loyalty, the saviour and the historical fig-
ure.”"*® On 1 September Lance-Corporal O. Rentzsch expressed
similar sentiments:

It is good to know that this confrontation has already come. If
otherwise those hordes had invaded our land, that would have. ..
made for great bloodshed. No, now we want to shoulder ourselves
all endeavors, in order to eradicate this universal plague.'*’

Private Albert Stahl agreed that “Germany can only be glad to have
a Fihrer who is putting an end to this whole spectre. Even if already
thousands of brave German soldiers rest here in the earth, then this
sacrifice is not in vain, for an invasion of our homeland would have
been an end of everything. In this strong belief,” he concluded,
“the soldier fights with greater courage than ever before and in spite
of all dangers.”**® Corporal Alois Hein likewise found it “impos-
sible to contemplate, what would have happened had these beasts
come to Germany.” Consequently: “Everyone must willingly hold
out and make sacrifices to the extreme, for compared to what would
otherwise happen, this is nothing.””"*' Yet another NCO shuddered
at the thought of the terrible fate from which Germany had been
saved at the last moment: “Had these cannibalized heaps of soldiers
fallen upon Germany, everything which is German would have been
done with.”"®? And in November Karl Fuchs wrote his mother:
“You at home must always keep in mind what would have happened
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if these hordes had overrun our Fatherland. The horror of this is
unthinkable!”!*

Quite apart from their deep-seated racism and anxiety, the sol-
diers’ letters also betray a need to justify the criminal actions of the
army in the East, observed by all and committed by many of the
troops. There is little doubt this was largely achieved by dehuman-
izing the Russians and ascribing to them atrocities they might have
committed. The backward conditions in which the village popula-
tion lived, made even worse by the effects of the fighting, further
encouraged the soldiers to think of the Russians as subhumans, while
simultaneously reconfirming the troops’ belief in the superiority of
their own culture, race, and leadership. One NCO wrote: “Our
propaganda has certainly not exaggerated, perhaps understated”
what he called the “pre-flood conditions” reigning in the Soviet
Union.'** Karl Fuchs noted: “No matter where you look, there is
nothing but dirty, filthy block houses. You can’t find a trace of
culture anywhere. Now we realize what our great German Father-
land has given its children. There exists only one Germany in the
entire world.”'*® This also made the troops fee! that they were
actually liberating the Russian people from “Bolshevism, the world’s
enemy, which had made the Russians into its mercenaries.” The
Russians’ suffering was therefore blamed not on the Wehrmacht,
but on the “Bolsheviks,” who “do not care whether the Russian
people is bled to death,” and “have no sense of responsibility.” %
Lieutenant Otto Deissenrath wrote on 30 July 1941: “Everywhere
the ghost of Bolshevism stares at us, from the tormented eyes of
the peasants, from the dull gaze of the prisoners, from the hundreds
of murdered people, from the farm houses, the impoverished villages
and the collapsing homes, it often seems to me that this is the devil’s
work.” All of which led him to conclude that he was waging “a
battle against slavery, against Bolshevik madness.””'> Private Walter
Sperath expressed indignation at discovering that even “animals are
treated better back home than the manner in which these people are
housed and fed,”” and he too swore that he and his comrades “will
not end this battle before this rabble is eradicated root and branch
with the blessing of European culture and humanity.”*%® Similarly,
Karl Fuchs wrote his mother on 15 October: “Our duty has been
to fight and free the world from this Communist disease. One day,
many years from now, the world will thank the Germans and our
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beloved Fiihrer for our victories here in Russia. Those of us who
took part in this liberation battle can look back on those days with
pride and infinite joy.”"*” And a few days later he wrote his wife:
“Now that we have been here for some time and have had a chance
to become acquainted with this land, we all of a sudden understand
why it was an easy thing for the Communist agitators to system-
atically poison these people.”” Indeed, he asked her to keep his letters
so that “I will remember from them the true character of this country
and its people who have been so depraved by these idiotic Com-
munist ideas.”'*

Yet at the same time the racist prejudices of the troops made
many of them wholly indifferent to the fate of their victims. In mid-
September one soldier seemed to be quite unmoved by the fact that
the prisoners his unit had taken consisted mainly of “old men over
40...[and] young, 15-year-old women,” especially as they were
all “Mongols, Chinese, Asiatics, a mixture in the real sense of the
word.” This obvious racial inferiority of the enemy must have also
been the reason for his satisfaction at observing the numerous hang-
ings of “those who have stolen military property or soldiers who
have been roving about in the forests dressed as civilians and who
have committed acts of terrors. They remain hanging two or three
days as a warning.”**' Lance-Corporal G. S. noted that among “this
mixture of races the devil would feel at home. It is, I believe, the
most depraved and filthiest [people] living on God’s earth.”'*? An-
other sergeant commented with the same matter-of-fact tone that
“in response” to the shooting of a German officer by a Russian
civilian “the whole village was burned down,” then observed that
“this Eastern campaign is greatly different from the Western cam-
paign.”'®> In mid-October an NCO described the Soviet POWs as
“dull, animal-like and ragged—and yet often treacherous,”'** and
another maintained that the Russians were “no longer human beings,
but wild hordes and beasts, who have been bred by Bolshevism
during the last 20 years.” Therefore, he explained: “One may not
allow oneself to feel any compassion for these people, because they
are all very cowardly and perfidious.”'*® Indeed, as early as 25 July
Corporal Aloys Nackas maintained that the “enemy is not made of
real soldiers, they are guerrillas and killers.” But he was sure that
“we at the front will finish off these Bolshevik hordes, for which
the whole of Europe will thank us.”'* Karl Fuchs described on 3
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August the obvious inferiority of Russian POWS: “Hardly ever do
you see the face of a person who seems rational and intelligent. They
all look emaciated and the wild, half-crazy look in their eyes makes
them look like imbeciles.”” He simply could not understand how
“these scoundrels, led by Jews and criminals, wanted to imprint
their stamp on Europe.”’®” But he had no doubt that the “war
against these sub-human beings™ was nearly over, and found it
“almost insulting when you consider that drunken Russian criminals
have been set loose against us. They are scoundrels, the scum of the
earth! Naturally,” he was happy to point out, “they are not a match
for us German soldiers.”'*® On 22 September Fuchs asked his wife:
“Can you imagine that human beings grow up like animals? That
seems to be the case here. . . . I suppose it’s just impossible to ask a
Russian to think of something beautiful and noble,” he con-
cluded.'®® In another letter he described the “distorted, grimacing
faces™ of the Russians, “driven by a political insanity,” and the rage
which they awakened in him. “In my opinion, these Bolsheviks are
murderers of all culture!””!”° Fuchs was quite sure he had come face
to face with reality: “We have seen the true face of Bolshevism,”
composed to his mind of “Communist scoundrels, Jews and crim-
inals,” and, he assured his mother, he and his comrades “will know
how to deal with it in the future.”!”! And yet, if the Russians were
so inferior, and Bolshevism so despicable, some soldiers asked them-
selves why were there “so many martyrs for the Bolshevik cause”
among them. The answer supplied to them by the Wehrmacht’s
propaganda, and cited in many letters, was simply that there was
“something diabolical about them.”'’? But then both the size of the
country, and the sacrifices made by the Russians to defend it, pro-
duced an even greater determination to wipe them out completely.
As Giinter von Scheven wrote in September 1941: “Spatially there
is no goal, the landscape extends ever farther. . . the enemy is count-
less, though hectacombs have been sacrificed. Apparently everything
must be annihilated before the war will end.””!”

Anti-Semitic sentiments among the troops increased as condi-
tions at the front worsened and as soldiers were no longer merely
exposed to racist propaganda but also observed and in some cases
participated in mass murders of Jews. Whereas concerning the Rus-
sians soldiers occasionally expressed pity, the fate of the Jews only
enhanced the feeling that this was a “race” which indeed deserved
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total annihilation, particularly as it might otherwise take revenge on
the Germans for its destruction. But from the very first weeks of
“Barbarossa” many soldiers’ letters revealed the impact of years of
anti-Semitic indoctrination and deeply rooted prejudices. Lance-
Corporal Paul Lenz maintained early on in the campaign: “Only a
Jew can be a Bolshevik, for this blood-sucker there can be nothing
nicer than to be a Bolshevik. . . . Wherever one spits one finds a Jew.
...Asfar as T know. .. not one single Jew has worked in the work-
ers’ paradise, everyone, even the smallest blood-sucker, has a post
where he naturally enjoys great privileges.”'”* In early August 1941
Lance-Corporal Herbert Nebenstreit wrote of his impression of
Russia: “Only in Poland have I seen so much filth, mire, and rabble,
especially Jews. I think that even there it was not half as bad as
here.”"”* Private Reinhold Mahnke furnished a detailed description
of Bolshevik-]Jewish atrocities against the Lithuanians. Not only did
they eject them from their houses and then burn them down, they
also “cut off their feet and hands, tore out their tongues. . . . They
even nailed men and children to walls. Had these criminals come
to our country,” Mahnke now realized, “they would have torn us
to pieces and mangled us, that’s clear. But the Lithuanians have
taken revenge,” he concluded, referring to the anti-Jewish pogroms
conducted by the local population with the encouragement of the
Einsatzgruppen and under the observing eye of the Wehrmacht.'”
Lance-Corporal Heinrich Sachs similarly noted “how the Jewish
question was solved with impressive thoroughness under the en-
thusiastic applause of the local population.” He then went on to
quote Hitler’s speech before the Reichstag threatening the Jews with
destruction if they caused a war against Germany, and added that
the “Jew should have known that the Fiihrer was serious and must
now bear the appropriate consequences.”'”” Captain Hans Kon-
druss, writing from Lvov (Lemberg) in mid-July had discovered
ample evidence to show that “here clearly a whole people has sys-
tematically been reared into subhumanity. This is clearly the most
Satanic educational plan of all times, which only Jewish sadism could
have constructed and carried through.” The fact that the municipal
library contained the Talmud, and that among the massacred civil-
ians there were allegedly no Jews, was to his mind “indicative of
the real originators.” He too was satisfied to note that the “wrath
of the people has however been turned upon this people of crimi-
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nals.” Indeed, he asserted: “It will be necessary radically to scorch
out this boil of plague, because these ‘animals’ will always constitute
a danger.” The Jews had turned the population away “from every-
thing which to us human beings has been eternally holy,” for their
goal was “the brutalization [Vertierung] of a whole people, in order
to make use of it as an instrument in the war for Judas’ world
domination.”'”® Lance-Corporal Paul Rubelt agreed that the “Jews
were for the most part the evil doers” in the Lvov massacres, and
noted that now the “culprits are shot.”'”” Indeed, Corporal K. Suff-
ner, who maintained that the “Bolsheviks and the Jews have mur-
dered 12,000 Germans and Ukrainians in a beastly manner,”
reported that “the surviving Ukrainians arrested 2000 Jews and ex-
ercised frightful revenge.” He concluded: “We swear that this plague
will be eradicated root and branch.”'*® Lance-Corporal Hans Fleis-
chauer expressed similar sentiments: “The Jew is a real master in
murdering, burning and massacring. . . . These bandits deserve the
worst and toughest punishment conceivable.” The consequences he
drew from his experience with Jewish atrocities were far from un-
typical: “We all cannot be thankful enough to our Fiihrer, who had
protected us from such brutalities, and only for that we must follow
him through thick and thin, wherever that might be.”'*’ Private von
Kaull believed that “international Jewry,” already in control of the
capitalist world, had taken “as a counter-weight this proletarian
insanity” as well: “Now these two powers of destruction have been
sent to the field, now they are incited against Europe, against the
heart of the West, in order to destroy Germany.” He was impressed
with the scale and significance of the conflict: “Such a huge battle
has never before taken place on earth. It is the greatest battle of the
spirits ever experienced by humanity, it is waged for the existence
or downfall of Western man and the highest values which a people
consciously carries on its shield.” Consequently: “We must give
our all to withstand this battle.””**” Private Gregor Lisch asked his
family in the rear to “be happy that the Bolsheviks and the Jews
had not come to us,” for “the Jews have destroyed these poor
people.”'® And Private Fallnbigl, while stressing that “we should
be happy that we have not had this scourge of humanity in our own
country,” was convinced that “the German world would not be
prepared for such heinous deeds even after years of preparation.”'**

As the war dragged on, soldiers progressively embittered by the
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endless fighting readily accepted the propagandistic line that the Jews
were to blame. As one lance-corporal exclaimed in April 1942:
“These swine of human creatures. They have clearly brought us this
outrage of a war.”'® Typical of the inversion process common
among the troops and the sense that the murderous treatment of
the Jews merely confirmed their inhumanity was the following letter
sent in July 1942:

About events in the East concerning the Jews one could write a
book. But it would be a waste of paper. You can be sure that they
come to the right place, where they will no longer oppress any
peoples. ™

The frustration caused by partisan activities also contributed to anti-
Semitic sentiments among the troops. It was the Wehrmacht’s policy
to execute large numbers of civilians in retaliation for any attack on
military personnel, and the Jews were clearly the most convenient
target, especially as the local population itself was often also strongly
anti-Semitic.'” The soldiers were quick to draw the conclusion that
not only did the Jews constitute the main support of “Bolshevism”
in Russia and had been about to overtake Germany as well, but that
they were also directly responsible for the growing number of “ter-
roristic” guerrilla attacks. One NCO wrote home in July 1942 that

the great task given us in the struggle against Bolshevism lies in the
destruction of eternal Jewry. Once one sees what the Jew has done
in Russia, one can well understand why the Fithrer began the strug-
gle against Jewry. What sorrows would have come to our homeland,
had this beast of a man had the upper hand?. . . Recently a comrade
of ours was murdered in the night. He was stabbed in the back.
That can only have been the Jew, who stands behind these crimes.
The revenge taken for that act brought indeed a nice success. The
population itself hates the Jews as never before. It realizes now,
that he is guilty of everything.'®

It is interesting to note that the encounter with real Jews seemed to
confirm even the most pornographic and malicious anti-Semitic
propaganda produced in the Third Reich. Thus while it is true that
initially it was easier to create hatred and fear of an abstract enemy,
once this image had been internalized soldiers applied it to real living
human beings, apparently believing that they actually resembled the
caricatures of “the Jew” in Nazi newspapers. As one corporal wrote,
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although in the course of this war a little more light will have been
cast on the Jewish question even for the most pigheaded philistine
[Spieser], it is nevertheless still of the utmost importance that this
question be further put in the necessary light, and here the
“Stiirmer” has, thank God, still remained true to its old positions.
Just as the Eastern Jew now reveals himself in all his brutality, so
have all this vicious lot, no matter whether in the West or in the
East.'’

Indeed, Streicher’s yellow sheet seems to have enjoyed a great deal
of popularity at the front. One NCO reported in August 1942 that

I have received the “Stiirmer” now for the third time. It makes me
happy with all my heart. . . . You could not have made me happier.
... I recognized the Jewish poison in our people long ago; how far
it might have gone with us, this we see only now in this campaign.
What the Jewish-regime has done in Russia, we see every day, and
even the last doubters are cured here in view of the facts. We must
and we will liberate the world from this plague, this is why the
German soldier protects the Eastern Front, and we shall not return
before we have uprooted all evil and destroyed the center of the
Jewish-Bolshevik “world-do-gooders »'*

This reaction to reality as a confirmation of propaganda was evident
concerning other aspects of the Soviet Union as well. Thus early on
in the campaign Private W. Limmert wrote that “if in the past I
thought that our propaganda had in this respect [conditions in Rus-
sia] somewhat exaggerated, today I can say that it had rather em-
bellished conditions, for reality here is still far worse.””'*' Lieutenant
Lorenz Wichter also noted that what he had seen was “much, much
worse than the German newspapers can write.”'”> And Sergeant
Hans Schimanowski, afraid that people at home might not have
been give an accurate picture of reality in the East, recommended
that they come to sample it. “I would never have believed that
anything like this exists in the world,” he admitted, “[bJut we Ger-
mans are fighting for a just cause, and therefore victory will be
ours.”'”

Retrospectively, at a distance of thirty years, and particularly
when questioned by police officials, soldiers sometimes described
events differently than in their letters from the front. The surviving
members of a company which belonged to the elite 1st Mountain
Division were interrogated in 1971 regarding the massacre of 317
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civilians of all ages and both sexes in the Greek village of Komeno
on 16 August 1943. Ostensibly in retaliation for a partisan attack,
the officer in charge is said to have ordered the troops to “shoot
everyone and leave nothing standing.” The soldiers carried out the
order, but as one man reported to his interrogators, “there was
much discussion of this action” within the company. “Few thought
it right,” he went on to say. “I myself was so sickened by the
atrocities {Grausamkeiten] that it took me weeks to recover my
peace of mind [seelisches Gleichgewicht].” Another soldier noted:
“Most of the comrades were very depressed. Almost none agreed
with the action.” Indeed, he asserted: “With some exceptions, all
of them had crises of conscience [Gewissenskonflikte].”” One NCO
allegedly warned his commanding officer that this would be “the
last time I take part in something like that. That was a disgrace
[Schweinerei] which had nothing to do with fighting a war.” Men
are said to have asked comrades armed with automatic weapons to
shoot in their stead, because they could not aim their rifles at the
inhabitants. Yet another of those questioned reported that

most of the soldiers did not agree with this action. . .. Many said
openly that it was nothing but a disgrace [Schweinerei] to shoot
unarmed civilians, Others, rather fewer, took the view that they
were all a potential enemy so long as they supported the partisans
against us soldiers. The argument was so heated that I might almost
speak of a mutiny [Meuterei]."™

Such testimonies seem to indicate that there was much more criticism
of atrocities committed by the Wehrmacht among the soldiers than
the official documents and, for that matter, private correspondence
betray. As far as the troops’ letters are concerned, this is not sur-
prising, for negative comments about the regime and the imple-
mentation of its policies could and did lead to prosecution and heavy
punishment. The fact that official documents also rarely mention
such outspoken criticism may mean that officers preferred not to
remark on negative attitudes among the troops in reports to their
superiors. But as the court martial records of combat divisions also
rarely refer to soldiers charged with criticizing reprisals of this sort,
one may assume that this was far from a common phenomenon. It
may also mean that as long as one carried out orders, even if re-
luctantly, one had no reason to fear disciplinary action for expressing
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one’s personal disgust. Indeed, the most important aspect of this
incident is that the men acted precisely as they had been ordered
and massacred over half the population of the village, in spite of the
fact that many of them were allegedly aware of the criminal nature
of the operation. Moreover, as this reprisal action was carried out
in 1943 by a unit which had previously served on the Eastern Front,
where such massacres were quite common, it is unlikely that it was
the troops’ first experience with Wehrmacht atrocities. This would
raise the question why were they so critical this time around. Perhaps
the fact that on this occasion the action was against a Greek, rather
than a Russian village, may have made them feel particularly uneasy.
We have seen that Nazi propaganda was most extreme regarding
the Russian/Jewish/Bolshevik enemy; it certainly did not put a par-
ticular stress on the Greeks. Thus there was a much less distorted,
dehumanized image of the Greek inhabitants. More important, per-
haps, is the fact that we depend here on testimonies given in the
course of a police inquiry thirty years after the event. It is more
than likely that these circumstances had a major distorting effect on
the men’s recollection, both because of fear of prosecution, and
because the growing awareness over the years that they had actually
taken part in a massacre may have caused them to exaggerate their
objections to it at the time. As one man who had been a junior
officer in Poland and Russia said under less delicate circumstances
forty years after the event:

Well, of course, what they [the Nazis, rather than “us,” the Wehr-
macht] did to the Jews was revolting. But we were told over and
over again that it was a necessary evil. . .. No, I must admit, at the
time I had no idea we had fallen into the hands of criminals. I didn’t
realize that until much later, after it was all over.”

We can thus conclude that while this and similar incidents were
accompanied by a certain amount of verbal resistance, criticism was
probably far more limited than former participants preferred to
remember; that as long as one carried out orders, one was not
punished for expressing reservations; and that criticism was more
common when non-Russians were involved. Reprisals were carried
out throughout Europe, but on an incomparably greater scale in the
Soviet Union; and, as Soviet citizens were portrayed by Wehrmacht
propaganda and seen by many soldiers as Untermenschen, not only
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were such actions executed without any resistance from the troops,
they also gave cause to very little criticism. In fact, as the soldiers’
letters demonstrate, they were often viewed with a great deal of
approval. Hence the case of Komeno may be described as the Greek
exception which proved the Russian rule.

Faith in the Fithrer was from the very start a major component
in the distortion of the troops’ perception on the Eastern Front. In
mid-October 1941 one NCO expressed this feeling succinctly when
he wrote that “for us the Fiihrer’s words are gospel.”'* Private von
Kaull exclaimed in a letter to his brother:

The Fithrer has grown into the greatest figure of the century, in
his hand lies the destiny of the world and of culturally-perceptive
humanity. May his pure sword strike down the Satanic monster.
Yes, the blows are still hard, but the horror will be forced into the
shadows through the inexcorable Need, through the command
which derives from our National Socialist idea. This {battle] is for
a new ideology, a new belief, a new life! I am glad that I can
participate, even if as a tiny cog, in this war of light against
darkness.'”

As the fortunes of the Ostheer rapidly deteriorated, the troops’
“belief” in Hitler did not falter, but rather increased in direct pro-
portion to the hopelessness of the situation. While at a time of great
victories praise of the Fiihrer was accompanied by a confidence in
the Wehrmacht’s own invincibility, the growing sense of the army’s
inability to overcome the military crisis created a need to rely on
an irrational faith in the only man who was perceived as Germany’s
destiny, for better or for worse. Like all gods, Hitler’s ability to
mold the course of history was derived from the faith of his fol-
lowers. Thus belief became both a personal, psychological need
among the troops, and a weapon which would strengthen the Fiihrer
and enable him to wring from history the now increasingly mythical
Endsieg. The battle of Stalingrad was a good indication of this pro-
cess. The Field Post Inspection Office (FPP) of 4 Panzer Army
examined over 11,237 letters sent to and from Stalingrad between
20 December 1942 and 16 January 1943, and noted that almost until
the very end the soldiers kept expressing their loyalty to and belief
in Hitler. In early January 1943 one corporal wrote: “We all have
the staunchest hope that the Fithrer will not abandon us and will
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surely find a way out, as he has always done before.” Another
soldier maintained that “we stand in complete trust of the Fiihrer,
unshakable until the final victory.” As late as 16 January one of the
soldiers claimed that the men were certain the siege would soon be
broken. “This is why we hold on as strong as iron,” he explained,
for the salvation was “as certain as 2 x 2 = 4.” Another soldier
forcefully described the profound crisis of belief in which he found
himself even when reality provided him with ample evidence that
all was lost and that Hitler had abandoned the men of Stalingrad:

The Fithrer has promised to get us out of here. This has been read
to us, and we all firmly believed it. I still believe it today, because
I simply must believe in something. If it isn’t true, what is there
left for me to believe in?...Let me go on believing, dear Grete;
all my life—or eight years of it, at least—I have believed in the
Fithrer and taken him at his word. ... If what we were promised

is not true, then Germany will be lost, for no other promises can
be kept after that.'™

Of course, by this stage the intense hunger, cold, and rapidly de-
teriorating military situation were having an effect. Soldiers now
wrote: “One becomes apathetic about everything and thinks only
about eating.” Yet even among those who realized that they were
doomed, some felt certain that their sacrifice would not be in vain
and had a higher significance which transcended individual fate.
Rather than admit that they had been abandoned by Hitler, these
men accepted even now the propagandistic line that the military
disaster whose victims they had become was a necessary step toward
the Endsieg. Thus one NCO wrote home that

the world outside should also know what German soldiers have
taken upon themselves and have been able to bear here. This heroism
and this perseverance are unprecedented and will be rewarded by
a great victory.

The refusal to accept the futility of the battle thus led many soldiers
to grasp at any ideological interpretation which presented the debacle
of Stalingrad as a victory of “world-historical” significance. As one
major wrote to his wife:

The pitiless battle goes on, the Lord helps the brave! Whatever
providence may have decided, we ask only . . . to have the strength
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to hold on! One will say of us one day, the German army fought
in Stalingrad as no soldiers in the world had ever fought before. It
is the mothers’ task to pass this spirit on to our children.'”

While the men inside Stalingrad were naturally haunted by fear
and doubts as their end approached, many of those fortunate enough
not to be swallowed into the cauldron seem to have been taken in
by the propagandistic reinterpretation of the disaster as a powerful
rallying point for even greater sacrifices. Instead of seeing it for what
it was, the beginning of the end and a clear sign of Hitler’s senseless
strategy, one lieutenant wrote from the front in early February
1943 that

this struggle for life, this looking death straight in the face, is quite
inhumanly heroic! There in Stalingrad now surges a sea of the best
German blood. . . . I believe that never before has National Socialist
Germany been as earnest as now. . . . Here it is no longer a matter
of the individual, here it depends on the whole. Only as long as
we are aware of that, will we be able to achieve victory!™®

Soldiers did not merely accept the propagandistic claim that great
sacrifices justified even greater bloodshed, but were also increasingly
persuaded by the social-darwinist argument that both the winners
and the losers deserve their fate. The only way Germany could prove
that it had fought all along for a just cause was by winning, no
matter by what means and at what price. As another officer wrote,
the war

compels us to the greatest exertion of all our powers in order to
pass through the moments in which one feels that it is beyond our
powers. ... If only because the continuation of this war can cer-
tainly not bring us greater misery and stress, than if we were to put
down our arms. I would not like to think what would happen then!
... Now is the test: if we hold on now, then we shall have a future.
If we do not hold on—then we do not deserve any future, then we
do not deserve any pity.”'

Thus the soldiers progressively retreated to an unreal, mystical,
nihilistic world whose features had little to do with their actual
experiences at the front, but were taken from propaganda tracts
written by men who had mostly never been in a battle, or had long
forgotten its realities and preferred to glorify its memory. The re-
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markable paradox was that the closer one was to the front, the more
earnestly one tended to take the heroic verbiage supplied from the
rear. Not a few historians, perhaps because most of them have also
not experienced battle at close quarters, believe that combat soldiers
are the first to see through the glorification of war commonly as-
sociated with “soldiers of the pen”; there is good reason to doubt
whether this is the case in any army, especially regarding national
conscript forces.? But the case of the Wehrmacht was certainly
different, for the troops at the front were the firmest of Hitler’s
followers, and the least cynical about his ideology.

Increasingly during the last two years of the war, the troops at
the front came to see themselves as the missionaries of the entire
German nation, indeed of Western civilization as a whole. Rational
evaluation and clear perception of events were replaced by intense
terror from and rage against a faceless, monstrous enemy, which in
turn only enhanced the men’s desperate clinging to their faith in
Hitler’s ability to avert the apocalypse and lead the Reich to the
Endsieg over the forces of evil. It was at this period, just as Germany
was accelerating even further the implementation of its genocidal
policies, that the view of the Wehrmacht as the protector of hu-
manity gained increasing force. Paradoxically, the soldiers’ aware-
ness of the regime’s criminal actions (at least at the front) made them
fight with even greater determination for its survival by intensifying
their fear of the consequences of defeat. Note the following letter
by a Wehrmacht captain written in mid-February 1943:

May God allow the German people to find now the peace of mind
and strength which would make it into the instrument needed by
the Fithrer to protect the West from ruin, for what the Asiatic
hordes will not destroy, will be annihilated by Jewish hatred and
revenge. The belief at the front is unshakable, and we all hope that,
as Goring has said, with the rising sun the fortunes of war will
again return to our side.””

This was, indeed, the core German troops’ ideological motivation,
a combination of prejudices and phobias which made them so much
into Hitler’s soldiers. God was with the Fiihrer, and the German
people were God’s instrument, whose goal was to save the West
from Asiatic barbarism and Jewish revenge. The danger was great;
but as long as belief in Hitler remained unshakable, victory was
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certain to come. Ironically, even men who claimed that the “time
of fanaticism and intolerance of other views is over,”” and that “if
we want to win the war, we must become more rational’” concluded
that all this was necessary “so that we will not be delivered to the
revenge of the Jews.”?* By this stage of the war, very few soldiers
could remain immune to Nazi terminology and modes of thinking,
even if they saw themselves as opponents of the regime. The most
sceptical were found willing to sacrifice themselves for what ulti-
mately meant the Hitler regime, and refused to consider the pos-
sibility of giving up or rebelling against the insane orders of their
superiors. Friedrich Bohringer, a twenty-year-old student of phi-
losophy, readily admitted on 22 March 1944 that it was “after all
difficult to stand in front of a dark abyss and to be told: leap in and
bury yourself in it! This is your destination, nothing else!”” He asked:
“Has there ever been a young generation with such uncertainty and
blackness, with such a bleak future as ours? Yet,”” he insisted, “it
is still necessary once again to overcome the horror of natural man
and to let the other side of us be expressed, that which knows the
eternal laws.” Béhringer would no longer be “consoled with the
daily slogans of the politicians. . . . This sham-world is not worth
dying and fighting for!” But: “For Germany? Of course—for the
hidden, eternal, Germany! Is it still necessary to make big speeches
about this?”’** And the twenty-one-year old Franz Rainer wrote
from Italy on 26 August 1944:

The Lord must still see and once more help us out of this predic-
ament. Are we really the wicked who have been condemned to
destruction? . . . Will the others still succeed to triumph over us, we

who had ventured forward too far and already believed ourselves
to be like God?**

The failed Putsch attempt served as a particularly powerful in-
dication of the reserves of “belief” in the Fihrer still remaining
among the troops of the Wehrmacht only months before the Third
Reich finally collapsed. Indeed, Hitler’s “salvation” even further
enhanced his divine aura and appeared conclusively to prove God’s
approval of the Fithrer and his actions, as he himself so often as-
serted. Conversely, the generals’ plot also supplied the soldiers at
the front with an explanation for the endless defeats they had ex-
perienced in spite of their tremendous efforts and Germany’s alleg-
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edly God-sent leadership. Now all failures and mistakes could be
attributed to the assassins who, in league with the Jews, Bolshevism,
and Plutocracy had formed a fifth legion in the rear and had almost
stabbed Germany once more in the back. The conspirators knew
well enough that such would be the reaction of the troops if they
failed;? yet it is still remarkable to what extent the Putsch of July
1944 rallied the soldiers around Hitler and motivated them to go
on fighting in total disregard of objective military reality. One cor-
poral raged against “this vile booby-trap against the Fithrer” in a
letter written the next day. “Thank God,” he went on to say, “once
again he survived it.” Reassuring the rear, he then concluded:
“Among us here there is a general feeling of indignation over this
crime.””® For the man at the front, any attempt to dispense with
Hitler was a crime; the regime’s own crimes were moral actions
derived from a historical and existential necessity. One lieutenant
wrote that it was “morally depressing” and “criminal. .. to want
to do away with such a deserving people’s leader.”*” Hitler’s sal-
vation, however, was clearly an act of God. As one corporal put it:
“Providence has protected our Fiihrer from everything.” Indeed,
this man could well imagine “[h]Jow the people will rejoice and with
what happiness it will hear the news that the beloved Fiihrer still
lives. . . because he is the one who leads us to the Endsieg.”*'® An-
other lieutenant wrote two days after the Putsch attempt that his
colonel had “had tears in his eyes” upon receiving the news, and
went on bitterly to rail against “the swine who had thrown the
Fiihrer to the devil,” opposing them to his own “front and troops
generals. . . who believe unshakably in the Fihrer.” Here was the
same symptom of greater confidence in Hitler the closer one came
to the front, not unlike the parallel phenomenon of greater religious
observance among troops immediately on the front-line.*"' The need
of soldiers under constant danger of death for some kind of spiritual
support, provided in the Wehrmacht first and foremost by a quasi-
religious belief in Hitler, was thus powerfully demonstrated in this
period of profound military and psychological crisis. Thus the letter
cited above concluded with the revealing statement that the
“wretched lot” of conspirators had failed to “take away from us
our belief in victory,” and that Hitler’s survival was “the great
providence, which can only strengthen our belief even further.”*'?
After all the great sacrifices, it was felt, the Putschists had almost
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snatched victory away from Germany at the last moment, as had
indeed happened in the Great War. One lieutenant exclaimed:
“These bandits tried to destroy that for which millions of people
have already given up their lives.” Yet their failure gave him ““a nice
feeling,” because now he knew ““that a November 1918 will not be
repeated.”?"> Another combat soldier wrote:

I and all members of the company were struck dumb by the an-
nouncement of this revolting infamy. Praise to God that providence
has preserved our Fiihrer for the salvation of Europe, and it is now
our holiest duty to bind ourselves to him even more strongly, so
as to make good again what the few criminals, probably paid by
the enemy, have committed without any consideration for the peo-
ple as a whole. ... They all belong to the public gallows.?"*

Forty years later, a man who had served in the war as a combat
soldier, and whose father had been a Wehrmacht major-general,
illustrated much of the grotesque insanity of the period in the fol-
lowing personal account:

It came as a terrible shock to me. My whole world collapsed. I was
a young first lieutenant at the time, serving on the Eastern Front.
When my commanding officer informed me that my father had
been executed for plotting against the Fiihrer, I thought he was out
of his mind. My father—a dedicated National Socialist and a model
officer—it was unbelievable. Why should he have gone over to the
opposition? We owed the Fiihrer everything!*'®

These were anything but isolated outbursts. In August 1944 a report
by 3 Panzer Army’s FPP, based on the inspection of 44,948 letters,
stressed:

The high number of expressions of joy at the Fithrer’s deliverance,
presented as a real stroke of good fortune for the German people,
prove not only the love and loyalty of the soldiers to the Fiihrer,
but also reveal. .. the soldiers’ strong determination to fight and
win in his sense.

This was in spite of the fact that a quarter of the letters contained
complaints regarding the general situation, the men’s direct superiors
and the higher leadership, as well as on lesser issues such as pro-
visions, friction within the units, and postal delays. Thus although
a significant rise in criticism was observed, these comments entirely
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excluded Hitler and everything that he stood for. Indeed, remarks
considered by the censor as constituting serious breaches of disci-
pline, sabotage, or subversion were found in only 50 letters, that
is, a mere 0.1 percent of the overall number examined; a particularly
impressive achievement taking into account the terrible mauling 3
Panzer Army had only recently experienced in the Soviet summer
offensive of June 1944.%'

Throughout the last months of the war, and in some cases merely
a few weeks before the collapse of the Reich, many soldiers refused
to face up to reality, and continued expressing unflinching trust in
Hitler, no matter how obviously false his promises of victory had
proved to be. In August 1944 one corporal insisted:

When the Fiihrer says that we have the means and the weapons to
push the enemy back once more from our borders, and that we
will ultimately wring victory from him, then I know very well that
an unbending trust and a strong and uncompromising belief in the
Fiihrer are essential to overcome this momentarily difficult period.
. .. Belief gives the strength to bear all hard and difficult sorrow.
... My belief in the Fiihrer and in victory is unshakable.?’

Escape from reality was of course a constant feature of the troops’
reaction to the war. Even in August 1941 Siegbert Stehmann, a
twenty-nine-year old theologian, expressed that hodgepodge of ro-
mantic philosophy, religion, and fascist ideology so typical of his
generation in a letter written following a battle in which 80 soldiers
and all officers of his company were killed: “To us lonely men one
thing has been revealed in the hopelessness: that reality is nothing,
miracle [das Wunder] is however everything. This keeps us going.
No man can help us, only God alone.”*'® This nihilist romanticism
greatly increased toward the end of the war even among the most
disillusioned of Hitler’s soldiers, and made them ready to sacrifice
themselves for what they still believed would be a better future.
Indeed, by September 1944 Stehmann was writing:

How the horror of these times has influenced us, that we accept
with indifference the all-present terror which we would have never
been able to imagine! The German people has almost surpassed the
legendary capacity for suffering of Russia. Perhaps this is the great-
ness of its hour. . ..

Germany, the eternal Job of world history, sits everywhere on
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the ruins of its still, beloved world, and waits passionately for the
releasing word of God, who can heal the broken. . . . The material
worries weigh lightly, when one contemplates our Volk, when one
thinks of the approaching fate of our Volk, whose country has
already been penetrated by the enemy. ... A thousand-year Reich
is going to the grave. . . . God will help us. . . . No one in the world
is more blessed than our Volk, which even today sends its roots
deep into the earth.?"”

Reinhard Becker-Glauch, an art historian aged twenty-eight, wrote
on 27 September 1944, shortly before his death:

The great, sweeping slogans of this war have grown dumb, and
over all it is now a question of mere survival. Yet even with such
constricting goals war has its greatness and its elevating happiness,
more than any other, because it drives us all consciously to the
limit of things; the sham-values sink behind and what really occupies
the heart, you and the homeland, alone remain strong. These are
more than platitudes. Hour by hour we experience the blazing love
to you and to the Fatherland as the driving realities.”*°

Klaus-Degenhardt Schmidt, a torpedo boat commander aged
twenty-six, similarly, asserted in December 1944: “My goal in this
war is the formation of the Volk, the end of all previous history.
... For me the Volk is a temporal law for which I have stepped
forth in affirmation of divine orders. I believe in its holy destination
and goals, in its reality as a decree of providence. It fights for its
existence against a world.” Indeed, Schmidt did not perceive of an
end to the struggle: “After the weapons are laid down [the Volk]
will have to undergo a spiritual battle to the end. We need sacrifices
and assistance. This is the birth of the hidden and the visible Ger-
many.” Thus death was birth, defeat was victory, suffering was
purification: “Each year of misery and war was a school, whose
sense is already evident in spite of all sacrifices.” What that sense
was, Schmidt did not reveal. But in his last letter he reflected “on
everything beautiful, eternal, light, renewable in us and around us,”
and found that “this time enables us to accomplish more with joy
and goodness of heart than the more comfortable years of the past.”
Thus he went down fighting for Hitler and imagining himself to be
dying for a better world.*”

Waiting for the promised Wunderwaffen increasingly combined
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with terror from the consequences of defeat, vividly portrayed by
the Wehrmacht’s propaganda and effectively motivating the troops
to go on fighting out of fear of the enemy precisely when the number
of Hitler’s faithful finally began to diminish. In September 1944 one
lieutenant maintained:

Nothing may exist which could make us weak. Any German defeat
would spell a total. . . destruction of all Germans. ... We are the
last bastion, with us stands and falls everything which has been
created by German blood over the centuries.”

Still many soldiers refused to accept that the end was near. Rolf
Hoffmann, aged twenty, wrote on 4 February 1945:

Six long years we have held our own against a world of enemies.
... Do we deserve finally to break down and be destroyed? We
want to have confidence in God, that He will not abandon the
German people and will give back to it at the end of this mighty
struggle its right to live on this earth. Therefore we must endure,
until a better future is assigned to us.*?

Wilhelm Heidtmann, a thirty-year-old candidate of theology, wrote
in August 1944: “God grant me always to do that which is needed
for the protection of the homeland, and to be certain with all my
heart!” By September he asserted that “God’s kingdom cannot be
conquered with human weapons,” from which he concluded that
“even the Western powers will not be able to prevent the fulfilment
of that which Christ had said of his resurrection,” namely, the
rebirth of the German Reich. And as late as March 1945 he reported
that “some of the [British] enemy waved to us: ‘comrades!”—but
German paratroopers do not cross over to the other side.”?** Dr.
Clemens August Hoberg, aged thirty-three, wrote on 24 February
1945:

We held our positions in Pomerania to the last moment. . .. The
general situation is certainly progressively worsening, and it is not
difficult to foresee that the events of this year will bring with them
the climax and the end. For there is nothing left but to defend
ourselves to the last. Any capitulation would only spell our certain
end. ... So long as the battle goes on, we still always have innu-
merable incalculable possibilities.?*
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Fear and distrust of the enemy also meant that the troops rejected
the propaganda directed at them by their opponents, as the higher
military and civilian authorities of the Reich acknowledged with
satisfaction and the Allies were forced to admit.?*® Indeed, one Pan-
zer captain believed that only “limitless hatred and the ultimate
sacrifice” were the proper answer to the enemy’s propaganda.’”’
Many soldiers asserted once more that the enemy was even worse
than his portrayal by their own propaganda. While one corporal
was simply filled with horror at the thought that “the black and
yellow races will destroy and devour Europe,”””® a lieutenant
pointed out that “what the newspapers write is only a watered-
down version of what the Bolsheviks actually do wherever they
come.”?”’ By the last weeks of the war it was probably terror more
than anything else that sustained the troops at the front.”° In mid-
March 1945 one soldier wrote that “we still hope that our culture
will be spared from the Mongol stream. ' But there were still those
who hoped to continue the good fight, either in this war, or if it
were truly and finally lost, which they were still reluctant to admit,
in the next.” This was certainly the opinion of a soldier writing
from a military hospital in late March:

Even if the war turns out unfavourably for us, which, as I have
said, is still far from clear, then I am not one to hide my head in
the sand. . . . As the alliance between the Western powers and Stalin
is merely instrumental, it seems to me that there will still be at least
one more confrontation between these two fundamentally opposing
parties. For this, as well as for our own battle against Bolshevism,
the German people will in any event still have to bring more sac-
rifices. In any case we have still not lost the war.?**

Nor was this soldier entirely wrong. Repeating what the Nazi
regime maintained at the time and, along with many others, antic-
ipating the Cold War, his letter also contained the essence of the
argument made much more recently by revisionist (and from a dif-
ferent angle also by left-wing) historians, namely, that “Hitler’s
war” had been waged first and foremost against communism and
consequently, as some will have it, that the Third Reich had served
as the main bulwark against “Bolshevism™ and ought to be given
its due for having “saved” Western civilization from Asiatic bar-
barism.?** According to this view it was the failure of the Western
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Allies to grasp the “true” nature of the war that made them insist
on the destruction of the Reich, a mistaken policy which led to the
occupation by the Red Army of Eastern Europe, instead of teaming
up with the Wehrmacht to push back the Russians. Indeed, the
belated realization of this crucial aspect of the war formed the basis
for the resurrection of the Bundeswehr as the successor of the Wehr-
macht in its central role of keeping communism out of the West.
These are arguments which must be kept well in mind when one
ponders the significance of German reunification, for the creation
of a German superpower in Central Europe will fill the void created
by the retreat of the Soviet Union and make possible the formation
of a German dominated Mittelexropa, a concept which can be traced
back all the way to the original unification of Germany, if not indeed
to the aspirations of German nationalists from the middle of the
nineteenth century. A less distorted view of the past will thus make
for a better understanding of what the future still holds for Europe
as it moves to what some would like to call the postwar era, and
others might feel may be a reversal of history to the instability of
the entre deux guerres. It is in this context that we should recall
Hitler’s own postscript to his testament, dictated on 2 April 1945.
Germany’s defeat, he said, would be a tragedy for Europe as well
as for the German people:

With the defeat of the Reich. . . there will remain in the world only
two Great Powers capable of confronting each other—the United
States and Soviet Russia. The laws of both history and geography
will compel these two powers to a trial of strength, either military
or in the field of economics and ideology. These same laws make
it inevitable that both Powers should become enemies of Europe.
And it is equally certain that both powers will sooner or later find
it desirable to seek the support of the sole surviving great nation in
Europe, the German people.”*

Alan Bullock considered these words prophetic when he cited them
in his book some thirty years ago. How much more prophetic, and
menacing, they may seem to some readers today.

To conclude, we have seen that throughout the war, but espe-
cially between autumn 1941 and almost until the “capitulation”—a
period characterized by a growing sense of crisis accompanied by
an increasingly mystical hope for salvation—the troops’ view of
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reality was composed of two interrelated elements: a progressive
dehumanization of the enemy and a parallel deification of the Fiihrer.
In the case of Hitler, as his opponents realized, only death could
undo his god-like image and free his followers from his hold; in the
case of the enemy, under the circumstances of postwar occupation
and political and military impotence his demonic image had to be
suppressed and repressed. Moreover, following the division of Ger-
many, the dual character of the original enemy was divided among
the two German republics: capitalism remained the enemy of the
GDR, communism that of the FRG. This allotment of enemies was
useful in facing up to postwar realities, not only because it was
encouraged by the respective occupiers and became an essential part
of the two Germanys’ legal systems, but also because it did not
necessitate a total break with former beliefs. Only hatred and fear
of “the Jew” was officially done away with in both states, and has
since had to find an outlet either in philo-Semitism, indifference,
and denial, or to appear in more or less concealed forms among the
more extreme right- and left-wing fringe.”* It remains to be hoped
that the powerful prejudices regarding the “other” which still existed
under the surface in both republics will not come to play a larger
role in the newly reunified and more independent Germany which
has now emerged in the heart of Europe.



Conclusion

The German people did not go to war in 1939 with the same “Hurra-
Patriotismus” of August 1914, Indicatively, the mood of the nation
during the Sudetenland crisis in autumn 1938 was not essentially
different from that of Britain and France.! Contemporary reports
noted that there was “no enthusiasm whatsoever for entanglement
in war,” that “[m]orale [was] widely depressed,” and that there was
“overall a ‘general war-psychosis.” ”’ As the crisis reached its climax
it was reported: “Everywhere there prevailed great tension and anx-
iety, and everywhere the wish was heard: anything but war. ..
expressed with particular vigor by veteran World War front sol-
diers.” Yet once the Munich accords were signed, the public mood
rapidly changed into one of admiration for the Fiihrer’s “political
skill.” People had taken Hitler’s “peace campaign” of the mid-1930s
quite seriously, and had come to believe that he wanted to avoid
war just as much as they did. By 1939 the public was so certain of
the Fithrer’s ability to extricate Germany from political crises with-
out going to war that there was far less “war psychosis” than during
the preceding year.?

When war did eventually break out, a widespread depression
was noted by all observers of the German public. Bernt Engelmann
recalls: “No crowds had gathered. We saw no trace of rejoicing,
certainly none of the wild enthusiasm that Germans had shown. ..
in 1914.”> An American correspondent found the population apa-
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thetic. A Gauleiter who was travelling throughout the country at
the time remarked that there was “no happiness, no joy.” Instead,
he wrote, “everywhere I came an oppressive silence, not to say
depression, prevailed. The whole German people seemed to be
struck by a paralyzing horror, so that it was capable of neither
expressions of approval nor of disgust.” Another observer spoke of
the “dull obedience of a mass educated to follow [its leaders] blindly
and thoughtlessly, but also stupefied and confused by militant pro-
paganda.” It has been claimed that the majority of the German
population manifested at the beginning of the war a mood of “un-
willing loyalty.”* One might say that the Germans accepted the
outbreak of war with the same fatalism that characterized their be-
havior during the last desperate months leading to the
“capitulation.”

The great military triumphs in the first two years of the war
dispelled much of the gloom. If in 1939 the Germans still believed
that Hitler could always avert war at the very last moment, after
the victory over France they were sure that he could defeat any
enemy.> There were other reasons for contentment. During the
1930s the regime had done away with unemployment and was per-
ceived by large sectors of the population as having brought Germany
out of what had seemed until the Machtergreifung as an insoluble
economic crisis. Prosperity and social order under Hitler’s rule could
be seen as a “return to normality™ after the anarchy of the Weimar
Republic’s last years.® Not that the Nazis had created the idyllic
Volksgemeinschaft; indeed, toward the outbreak of war there were
renewed signs of unrest among the workers who wished to make
use of the increasing labor shortage to demand higher pay.” Yet as
long as one did not belong to the political or “racial” categories
persecuted by the regime, was not subject to the “euthanasia” cam-
paign, and did not engage in anti-Nazi activities, one was not badly
off in Germany of the late 1930s.® Furthermore, when within less
than a year Germany came to occupy most of Western and Central
Europe, the economic prospects of ruling over the entire continent
left little room for social unrest. National pride in Germany’s mil-
itary achievements combined with hopes for unprecedented pros-
perity from which everyone—at least every “Aryan”—would gain.”
Successful empire-builders have always benefited from this kind of
“social-imperialism.”
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The invasion of the Soviet Union caught not only Stalin, but
also many Germans by surprise, and once more unleashed a wave
of apprehension and anxiety. On the second day of “Barbarossa”
the SD.noted that “according to reports. .. from all parts of the
Reich the announcement of the outbreak of war with Russia has
caused great surprise among the population.”’ By July it was
claimed that the “general mood [Stimmung] among wide sectors of
the population has. . . undergone an increasing deterioration.” Of
course, stressed the SD, “by and large confidence in victory and
trust in the leadership have remained,” but “the people are depressed
or embittered and incensed by the toughness of the struggle in the
East, the criminal conduct of the war by the Red Army, by the
noticeable casualties . . . and above all by the consequent difficulties
of supply.”"! This was a telling analysis of the public mood, for it
encapsulated the most important aspects of the war in the East—
which from now on became the war—as perceived by the German
population. Here was a mixture of irrational, but powerful terror
from the Russians, and a very concrete worry about the material
consequences of fighting a war on such a scale. Fear of “Asiatic
Bolshevism,” anchored in long established prejudices and fanned by
Nazi propaganda, created the basis for a grotesquely distorted view
of reality. Although it was known that Germany had attacked, the
Soviet Union was seen as the aggressor; and while the public was
promised to gain from the ruthless exploitation and enslavement of
the Russians, the Red Army was believed to be the real criminal.
Similarly, fears of shortages were accompanied by a widespread zeal
for economic expansion which made the idea of a Raubkrieg in the
East particularly popular among Germany’s industrialists and busi-
ness community.'? The prospects of power and wealth were greater
than ever before, but so were the risks. Hitler’s previous triumphs
had convinced soldiers and civilians alike that this war too would
be won, but the enemy’s determined resistance, and the terror from
his dehumanized image, filled the Germans with great anxiety. The
cause of that fear had to be wiped out by every means available.
This was necessary because the enemy was evil; it was bound to
succeed, because it was the Fiithrer’s wish; and it was also to be
richly rewarded. In this sense the Germans were indeed fighting
Hitler’s “war of ideologies.”

The war in the Soviet Union demanded increasingly total man-
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power mobilization. Even the German workers, who throughout
the 1930s had resisted the myth of the Volksgemeinschaft and had
striven to protect their economic, if not their political interests, were
now drawn into the war and forced to become part of the no less
mythical Kampfgemeinschaft. In the Wehrmacht the working class
disappeared, only to re-emerge in 1945 after many years at the front
as Hitler’s soldiers and the representatives of the Herrenrasse in the
vast territories occupied by Germany. At home some of them might
have remained immune to the regime’s propaganda,'’ but once in
uniform they were sucked into the army’s “melting pot” and forged
into Hitler’s instruments, becoming the executors of his policies,
the conquerors of his empire. There were no class-oriented rebel-
lions in the Wehrmacht, indeed, there were no mutinies at all. In
the Ruhr industrial region workers might have grumbled against the
regime, but in the ranks they numbered among those very same
soldiers considered by all observers as Hitler’s most loyal support-
ers. This transformation of Germany’s workers into Hitler’s soldiers
was a measure of the regime’s success in mobilizing the whole nation
to fight its war of conquest and destruction. Naturally, the soldiers
fought for many reasons; they fought for survival, for their com-
rades, for their families in the rear, and for Germany’s victory and
prosperity. But workers or not, they also fought against “Plutocra-
cy,” “Asiatic barbarism,” and “Judeo-Bolshevism,” and in defense
of “German culture” and “Western civilization.” In this sense they
fought for Nazism and everything that it stood for.™

Perceived as a struggle of all-or-nothing, the war in the East
called for complete spiritual commitment, absolute obedience, un-
remitting destruction of the enemy. As such the war in the East
constituted not only the climax of the Nazi regime, but also the
most important element of its postwar memory in Germany. Sur-
viving its reality and living with its recollection necessitated a pro-
found process of inversion. When the soldiers returned home, they
brought with them the images and horrors of the war, the perverted
morality which had formed its basis, and the distorted perception
which had made living through it bearable. All of these were com-
bined into Germany’s collective memory of the war, for only thus
could postwar society “come to terms” with its past. “Auschwitz”
could be ascribed to a minority, numerous as well it might have
been. Not so the war. Every family had sent at least one soldier to
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the front. Worse still, the young men who returned from the fighting
became Germany’s workers and bureaucrats, professors and techno-
crats, bankers and politicians, judges and lawyers, writers and
poets.'® It was inconceivable that they had all taken part in a huge
criminal undertaking. Thus the same psychological mechanism
which had facilitated fighting a barbarous war was employed to
facilitate living with its memory. The soldiers’ combat experiences
were portrayed as unique, the uniquely criminal characteristics of
the war were “normalized” as mere by-products of the fighting.
Cause and effect were reversed: barbarism was perceived as the
outcome of the enemy’s bitter resistance to occupation, not as its
main trigger. The troops’ sufferings were vividly remembered, their
victims’ were repressed. Nor was this view of the war limited to
the soldiers. Civilians too perceived the strategic bombing raids and
the occupation of the land by enemy armies as unique manifestations
of the destructiveness of war; the industrial murder of millions of
human beings was viewed as merely one more aspect of war’s evil
nature, not something unique to Nazi Germany’s very specific war.
And, because the bombing and occupation were experienced by
many more Germans than the death camps, they remained implanted
much more deeply in their memories.'® Thus the genocide of Jews
and Gypsies ceased to be directly related to the Germans, and be-
came something executed not by them, but in their name. The
culprits could not have anything to do with the resurrected German
people of the postwar era. The war remained a deep, painful mem-
ory, but it was a memory of one’s own suffering, and it left no
room for one’s victims. If for Hitler the war had been a vehicle for
winning over those Germans who had previously remained aloof
from his regime, it served postwar German society to repress the
memory of its crimes by lamenting its own fate.'” The war had made
the Wehrmacht into Hitler’s army, the Germans into Hitler’s peo-
ple. Defeat converted them all into victims. If Austria was Hitler’s
first victim, Germany was his last. And victims cannot be called to
account.

In 1981 the sixty-six-year old clerk Werner Paulsen said in an
interview: “On 30 June [1941] I experienced the worst day in my
life.” He was one of many Germans whose memory was still dom-
inated after forty years not by family matters, careers, or political
events, but by the war; and, in that war, by very specific incidents
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which had marked them for the rest of their lives. This overwhelming
memory of the war, and the extremely selective assortment of details
it contains, is both a very intimate part of each individual’s identity,
and a major component of this entire German generation’s collective
consciousness. For the former NCO and platoon leader this was a
Russian ambush: “All at once we were shot at from all directions.
In front of us. Behind us. Bullets everywhere.”” Of Paulsen’s platoon
which had numbered fifty men, only four survived. Within an hour
a total of 92 German soldiers were killed next to him: “one fell to
the left, one fell to the right. It just went: putch, putch, putch. And
there they all lay. It happened so quickly, one couldn’t do a thing.”
The next day one of his comrades went to bury the dead: “And
what he saw there was ghastly.” The bodies were terribly mutilated.
“Eyes gouged out. Genitals cut off.” They had been fighting next
to an SS unit, but Paulsen at first claimed not to know “whether
the SS had already done this before.” Later on in the interview he
admitted that “on our side things were certainly not much different,
then.” His conclusion was common to many veterans: “Unfortu-
nately it was really like that: what you do to me, I do to you.”"®
Paulsen remembered this incident with great clarity; it was, after
all, the worst day of his life, his closest encounter with death. But
what he remembered was a bloody battle in which many of his
comrades were killed and mutilated by the Russians. He conceded
that the Germans had probably also committed atrocities, but here
his memory failed him. Indeed, he may well have added this qual-
ification due to his exposure to postwar media reports on Germany’s
criminal conduct in the war. He thus presumed that such events
had taken place, but he could not remember taking part in them,
or even observing them. The war was the single most important
event in his life, and the most important element of that war was a
massacre of German soldiers by Russians. This was his war, and
that of most other survivors; this was also the collective memory
of the war. As for the rest, it might have happened, one would do
better not to deny it, but it formed no part of one’s own experience
and memory. In this sense, it had not really happened after all.
Thus the popular collective memory of the war is one of a terrible
event in which many people suffered and died as victims of an
apocalypse beyond their control. The impressive efforts of German
scholars to document the involvement of numerous institutions and
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individuals in the very down-to-earth and practical aspects of the
regime’s criminal policies seem to have had little effect on this image
of the war. This is the reason that évery new study on the partici-
pation in murder of soldiers, or doctors, or lawyers, or any other
profession or sector of society is invariably greeted with a sense of
shock and astonishment. The facts are there for everyone to behold,
but they are kept well apart from one’s own experience and memory.
Paulsen will admit that the Germans too may have committed atroc-
ities; but he had no part in them, nor had any of his comrades.
Indeed, this collective amnesia is so powerful that it infects even
those very scholars who have done so much to cure it. Thus, for
instance, an historian who had written the most substantial study
of Nazi indoctrination in the Wehrmacht concludes by doubting its
effect on the troops, and notes, furthermore, that he personally
cannot recall having ever been exposed to political education during
his own service in the Wehrmacht.'” Another historian, who had
done much to show the involvement of the lower ranks in the
realization of the “final solution,” states unambiguously that “[t]he
mentality of the average Landser was characterized by soberness,
[and a] rejection of the far-from-reality propaganda tirades,” and
that the troops “had little influence” on, and “could hardly find a
way of avoiding the escalation of violence,” which was in any case
part of “the conduct of war by both sides.”” Finally, yet another
scholar, who had made a major contribution to our knowledge of
Hitler’s plans and preparations for the Vernichtungskrieg in the East,
asks his (German) colleagues to identify with the German soldier,
whose exploits he then describes with a great deal of pathos, only
to proceed with a highly detached account of the “final solution,”
leaving the question of empathy with its victims to other, presum-
ably Jewish historians.?

The German people did not want war. In 1939 most of them
preferred things to remain as they had been during the preceding
six years of Hitler’s rule. Once war broke out, however, they found
that much could be gained from it, and the Fithrer’s popularity rose
to even greater heights. Germans became anxious when the Wehr-
macht invaded the Soviet Union. They did not want that war either.
But while at first they expected Hitler to bring them world domi-
nation and wealth, later on they came to view him as their only
hope for salvation. Instead, he brought them catastrophe. With this,
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they were released not only from his hold, but also from his crimes.
They became his, and his victims® victims. Only now, while these
pages are being written, are the Germans liberating themselves from
the consequences of the catastrophe they had done so much to bring
upon themselves. Ironically, their return to greatness is once more
closely tied to Russia’s retreat to the East. As the war generation is
dying out, a new generation is being born into a reunified Germany.
Let us hope that fifty years from now the new superpower emerging
in Mitteleuropa will have an easier time remembering its past than
the two rapidly vanishing German republics have had remembering
theirs.
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unable to defeat Russia), but one of which he does not approve and certainly does
not see as having erected a bulwark against barbarism.

235. Bullock Hitler, pp. 772-73.

236. F. Stern, The Whitewashing of the Yellow Badge (Oxford/New York,
1992).

Conclusion

1. Fear of war also featured prominently in fictional accounts of the period.
See, e.g., G. Orwell, Coming Up for Air, 2d ed. (Harmondsworth, 1962); J.-P.
Sartre, The Reprieve, 6th ed. (New York, 1968).
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2. W. Wette, “Ideologien, Propaganda und Innenpolitik als Voraussetzungen
der Kriegspolitik des Dritten Reiches,” in Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite
Weltkrieg, 1: 138-42. See also H. Auerbach, “Volksstimmung und versffentliche
Meinung in Deutschland zwischen Mirz und November 1938, in Machtbewusst-
sein in Deutschland am Vorabend des Zweiten Weltkrieges, ed. F. Knipping and
K.-J. Miiller (Paderborn, 1984), pp. 274-93.

3. Engelmann, Hitler’s Germany, p. 169.

4. Weute, Ideologien, p. 25.

5. Kershaw, “Hitler Myth,” pp. 151-68.

6. L. Niethammer, “ ‘Normalisierung’ im Westen. Erinnerungsspuren in die
50er Jahre,” in Ist der Nationalsozialismus Geschichte?, ed. D. Diner (Frankfurt/
M., 1987), pp. 153-84, esp. 156-58.

7. T. Mason, “The Workers’ Opposition in Nazi Germany,” HWJ 11 (1981):
120-37; S. Salter, “Class Harmony or Class Conflict?,” in Government Party and
People in Nazi Germany, ed. J. Noakes (Exeter, 1980), pp. 76-97.

8. Peukert, Alltag und Barbarei, esp. pp. 53-57.

9. Umbreit, Vormachtstellung, pp. 322-27.

10. H. Boberach (ed.), Meldungen aus dem Reich (Miinchen, 1968), p. 155.

11. M. G. Steinert, Hitlers Krieg und die Deutschen (Diisseldorf/Wien, 1971),
p- 209.

12. Miiller, Das Scheitern, pp. 939-44.

13. But one female worker in Berlin is said to have complained in October
1941 that it was quite impossible to organize resistance in the factories: “Half the
workers simply haven’t the courage to open their mouths. The other half seem
intoxicated by all the victories and repeat whatever lies the propaganda men feed
us.” Engelmann, Hitler’s Germany, p. 249.

14. A more detailed treatment of this issue in Bartov, Missing Years.

15. Engelmann, Hitler’s Germany, pp. 238-39, notes that Ernst Jinger, re-
cipient of the 1982 Goethe Prize, was engaged in executing Wehrmacht deserters
in occupied Paris. Jiinger is reported to have explained that though he had tried
to make the executions as humane as possible, he was also “interested in observing
how a person reacts to death under such circumstances,” and characterized this as
“a higher form of curiosity.”

16. See especially U. Herbert, * ‘Die guten und die schlechten Zeiten.’ Uber-
legungen zur diachronen Analyse lebensgeschichtlicher Interviews,” in “Die Jabre
weiss man nicht, wo man die heute binsetzen soll.” Faschismuserfabrungen im
Rubrgebiet, ed. L. Niethammer (Berlin/Bonn, 1983), pp. 67-96; Niethammer,
Heimat und Front; A. Troger, “German Women’s Memories of World War II,”
in Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars, ed. M. R. Higonnet et al.
{New Haven, 1987), pp. 285-99. Also see Engelmann, Hitler’s Germany, pp. 116
19, for a revealing converstaion with an old friend particularly adept at suppressing
unpleasant memories; and ibid., pp. 331-33, for his remark that “as soon as the
first shock [of defeat] was over, the Germans allowed their recent past to sink into
oblivion. At first, forgetting was a matter of self-preservation. . . . And eventually,
one simply got used to acting as if certain things. . . had not happened at all.”
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17. See, e.g., W. Benz, “Die Abwehr der Vergangenheit. Ein Problem nur
fiir Historiker und Moralisten?,” in Ist der Nationalsozialismus Geschichte?, ed.
D. Diner (Frankfurt/M., 1987), pp. 17-33; and ibid., H. Mommsen, “Aufarbeit-
ung und Verdringung. Das Dritte Reich im westdeutsche Geschichtsbewusstsein,”
pp. 74-88.

18. Niethammer, Heimat und Front, pp. 191-92.

19. Messerschmidt, Die Webrmacht, pp. 334, 483, and n. 1132.

20. Mommsen, Kriegserfabrungen, p. 13.

21. Hillgruber, Zweierle: Untergang.
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