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Preface
Peter Fritzsche

“History,” Günter Grass has written, “the history we Germans

have repeatedly mucked up” over the course of the twentieth cen-

tury, “is a clogged toilet. We flush and flush, but the shit keeps ris-

ing.” Grass despairs in the most exasperated language about the abil-

ity of Germans to come to terms with their Nazi past. He is certainly

right to indicate that the German past has not gone away. Germans

live every day with the consequences of World War II and the Holo-

caust. But Grass is wrong to insinuate that Germans today are trying

to get rid of the past or have not learned from it. In the late 1990s, in

a truly extraordinary demonstration of public interest, tens of thou-

sands of Germans visited the photographic exhibition “War of Ex-

termination: The Crimes of the Wehrmacht, 1941–1944.” More ef-

fectively than any other work of history, the exhibit opened up a

difficult and productive debate on the role of ordinary Germans

in the murder of innocent civilians during World War II. Organized

by the Institute for Social Research in Hamburg, “War of Extermi-

nation” showed photograph after photograph of German soldiers

rounding up and killing Jewish men, women, and children in towns

across Poland, the Soviet Union, and Yugoslavia. In the streets, on

hastily erected gallows, along the edges of forest, perpetrators and

victims occupied the same photographic space. After fifty years, a

few dozen photographs eliminated at once the distance of time and

place and of selective memory. Facsimiles of military documents as

well as excerpts from the letters and diaries of Wehrmacht soldiers

added to the powerful message that the organizers hoped to convey:
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the German army was complicit in the murder of Jews and other ci-

vilians. The exhibit showed that it was more than just a few units

that were guilty of war crimes, and that partisans were not the only

civilians the Wehrmacht killed.

The Wehrmacht exhibit opened in Hamburg in March 1995 and

eventually toured thirty-three cities in Germany and Austria before

it was disassembled at the end of 1999. It prompted an extensive na-

tional debate about complicity and about the writing and rewriting

of history. The outpouring of newspaper commentaries and letters

to the editor, and sometimes tearful, sometimes defiant testimony by

veterans themselves, followed by conferences, panel discussions, tele-

vision shows, and finally some corrections to the installation itself,

did not provide closure. Rather, the photographs and documents

posed new questions about the German army and challenged widely

held assumptions which distinguished between the millions of Ger-

mans in the “clean” Wehrmacht and the hundreds of thousands of

culpable Nazis in the killing squads of the SS.1 Even the German

parliament debated the “War of Extermination” exhibit. In March

1997, lawmakers from all parties participated in a remarkably per-

sonal discussion in which they recollected family histories, exposed

their own misunderstandings and distortions, and, most important,

listened to one another. Thanks to the Wehrmacht exhibit, Germans

broke the cycle of reiteration and repetition.

The exhibit touched a very raw nerve. Almost 20 million German

men served in the Wehrmacht in the years 1939–1945. It was truly a

people’s army. Any indictment of what military units in the field did

to civilians was an indictment of masses of ordinary Germans, the

fathers of friends and neighbors. “Young and old may well have pre-

ferred to identify with the victims as they had done on other occa-

sions,” reflected Michael Geyer, “but here they recognized them-
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selves as killers of unarmed men, women, and children.”2 Indeed,

much of the evidence of the Wehrmacht’s participation in atrocities

came from soldiers themselves, who seemed eager to bear witness to

their acts. A series of photographs held in the United States Holo-

caust Memorial Museum (but not featured in the exhibition) shows

Wehrmacht soldiers assembling and shooting Jewish civilians and

then browsing through the pictures they have taken of the grisly

events. These snapshots may well have been tucked away in the per-

sonal belongings of soldiers at the front or sent back home to rela-

tives as souvenirs.3 Now they are evidence of the extensive criminal

activity of the Wehrmacht and of the broad knowledge and accep-

tance of that activity in everyday life.

The exhibit provoked an uproar because it undermined the ways

in which postwar Germans had managed to come to terms with the

very difficult legacy of the Nazi period. While no one disputed the

facts of the Holocaust, the record of the Wehrmacht was regarded as

relatively “clean.” The distinction between the many “good” Ger-

mans in the Wehrmacht and the far less numerous “bad” Germans

in Nazi organizations had allowed the postwar generations both to

recognize complicity and to contain complicity. Indeed, ordinary sol-

diers of the Wehrmacht were often perceived as victims themselves,

the unwilling instruments of a Nazi-inspired race war and the bear-

ers of its horrors on the eastern front. In the collective memory of

the war, the accent fell not on “Barbarossa,” the operational code

name for the German invasion of Russia in June 1941, but on Stalin-

grad, the battle site everyone knew as the place where so many sol-

diers on both sides suffered and died in the winter of 1942–43 and

the location from which so many German prisoners, more than one

hundred thousand in all, were taken, the vast majority never to re-

turn home. The Wehrmacht exhibit disputed this vision of German
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soldiers as victims only by putting Stalingrad back in the context of

Germany’s race war against the Soviet Union and reconnecting it to

“Barbarossa.” It showed very graphically what the German Sixth

Army did to civilians in Kiev and Kharkov in the autumn of 1941 on

its way to Stalingrad.4 Other photographs depicted the victims, civil-

ian faces on identity papers confiscated in the war. As a result of the

exhibition and the publicity surrounding it, the Wehrmacht was

identified as a perpetrator. The immensity of that judgment fell

hard on the contemporary Germans who crowded the exhibit. Ques-

tions of participation in wartime atrocities proved to be far more

vexing than simply establishing who had or had not been a Nazi, be-

cause it was not official party members but young army recruits in

their twenties who were the killers. The Wehrmacht exhibit forced

the issue of war crimes into German homes, often for the first time.

One newspaper ran an article titled “The Catastrophe and the Fam-

ily” as the exhibit traveled to Bonn, the “twenty-eighth station” of

this difficult journey.5 No new consensus emerged, but thousands

upon thousands of Germans were prompted to question ready-made

stereotypes and cherished assumptions both about the Nazi past and

about the way they had come to explain it in the decades since 1945.

Wolfram Wette’s new book on the Wehrmacht in World War II

helps to clarify these murky images from the German past. It is a so-

ber, angry indictment of the German army and its involvement in

atrocities against Jews and other civilians. It is also an analysis of

why this evidence was denied and replaced by the myth of the

“clean Wehrmacht.” Wette exposes the lies of the past and explains

how the general silence about the war crimes was finally shattered

by the Wehrmacht exhibit. He reveals the Wehrmacht to have been

a willing partner in the Nazi regime’s genocidal plans for the ra-

cial restructuring of Europe. First in Serbia and then in the So-
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viet Union, the Wehrmacht classified Jews as partisans and thereby

made them acceptable military targets. To retaliate against the kill-

ing of its own soldiers by partisans, the Wehrmacht wiped out whole

villages, executed men and, soon enough, women and children, and

otherwise destroyed the means of survival for millions of people.

Moreover, relations between the killing squads of the SS and the

units of the Wehrmacht were generally good, and the Wehrmacht

earned the praise of Nazi ideologues for assembling Jewish civil-

ians and cordoning off killing sites. Wehrmacht soldiers were often

among the crowds of spectators who watched the gruesome mur-

ders carried out by the SS. By 1942–43, the Wehrmacht had created

huge death zones in the Soviet Union in order to destroy the “racial”

enemy.

Wette’s indictment goes beyond the horrible events of World War

II, which he surveys with precision and clarity. He analyzes how the

Wehrmacht became such a willing partner of the Nazis and explores

the long-term political and social consequences of the army leader-

ship’s attitudes. Long before the Nazis arrived on the political scene

in the mid-1920s, the German army held highly prejudicial views of

Jews, Slavs, and Bolsheviks and anticipated the Nazi Weltanschau-

ung by turning them into the demonic amalgam “Jewish Bolshe-

vism.” Wette begins his book with an analysis of German percep-

tions of Russia precisely in order to counter notions of Germany’s

“fateful entanglement” in the East with precise facts about Ger-

mans’ prior political views about Russia and the Soviet Union. He

argues that the invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, in combi-

nation with the determination to fight the war as an all-or-nothing

race war, was not simply a demented Nazi mission but was co-

produced by the German army. Wette traces the long record of anti-

Semitism in the army, which not only disdained Jewish officer can-
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didates all along but also initiated in the middle of World War I the

notorious “Jew count” in order to determine whether or not Ger-

many’s Jews were dying at the same rate as Christians (they were).

Even before Hitler’s prophecies in Mein Kampf, the restless war hero

Erich Ludendorff imagined the next world war, drawing attention

to both the future demands of total war and the necessity for racial

cleansing in order to triumph. In short, terse, precisely formulated

paragraphs, Wette presents the unassailable evidence, making a

compelling argument for the long-term military preparation for

fighting a racial war to guard Germany’s future. There is no longer a

credible foundation for the myth of a “good” Wehrmacht. And, as

Wette shows, there is more and more willingness not simply among

scholars but among ordinary German citizens to confront this rec-

ord of complicity and of deeply rooted anti-Semitism in early-

twentieth-century Germany. The Wehrmacht is a sobering argument

for confrontation, not evasion, for history, not myth.

To try to understand “Barbarossa” as well as Stalingrad, and to

begin to make sense of the actions of German murderers in Babi

Yar, outside Kiev, on the way to Stalingrad, Wette plunges the reader

into two chapters on how the German military viewed Russians and

how it viewed Jews. This is the essential historical context for under-

standing the racially motivated violence on the eastern front. Then

Wette presents the evidence for wide-ranging complicity of the

army in crimes against civilians during World War II. He pursues

the establishment of the myths that protected the “clean” Wehr-

macht from indictment and finally the work of dismantling those

myths. Wette’s history is written in the active voice. This means that

the Wehrmacht soldiers analyzed here did not merely find them-

selves in the Soviet Union, in inhospitable circumstances. Rather

they put themselves there. They knew why they were on the eastern
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front and had been carefully trained for the work they set out to do.

Wette’s exposé has forced a new generation of Germans to confront

the truth about the army’s criminal activity in Nazi Germany’s racial

war. This book is an awful indictment of soldiers who are mostly

dead now, but it is also a powerful statement of how Germany today

acknowledges the crimes of the Wehrmacht.
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Foreword
Manfred Messerschmidt

Wolfram Wette’s aim in this book is not just to provide a new de-

scription of the Wehrmacht’s so-called “entanglement” in the cam-

paign of annihilation on the eastern front in World War II, but

rather to expose what this euphemistic term covers up: namely, the

development of an ideology and perceptions of the enemy that set in

long before 1933 and made the ideological solidarity between the

Wehrmacht and National Socialism appear to nationalist circles as a

plausible way to advance German power.

The transformation of Germans’ perceptions of Russia into a

threatening representation of “Jewish Bolshevists” cannot be as-

cribed to the National Socialists alone. The Reichswehr,1 circles

within the educated bourgeoisie, and even some voices within the

churches played a role. It is here that root causes of the German

army’s participation in the Holocaust are to be found. Hitler did not

need to compel the Wehrmacht to adopt his goals for the war on the

eastern front. The generals were not “seduced” or “led astray.”

Wette does not limit his discussion to abstractions or political the-

ory, however. He shows how political ideology was connected with

the course of events and decisions made by officers at various levels

of the military hierarchy, and how this connection turned the Wehr-

macht into co-perpetrators of the mass killings along with special

units designed for that purpose.

Wette also covers one aspect of the war omitted in most accounts,

namely, the attitudes and actions of the “average” German sol-
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dier—enlisted man and draftee—within the constraints of the Na-

tional Socialist system and the requirement to obey orders. It

emerges that the men impelled to resist on the basis of their Chris-

tian faith could not count on support from either of the major

churches (Roman Catholic and Lutheran), whereas Jehovah’s Wit-

nesses knew that fellow members of their denomination would

stand by them if they refused to serve in the Wehrmacht. The per-

spective of the “little guy” reveals in an especially vivid manner

both the Wehrmacht’s share in the Holocaust as part of the regular

division of labor and the documented efforts of the generals to in-

still ideology. This represents an important dimension of Wette’s re-

search, which he has been pursuing for some time now, into the Sec-

ond World War “as seen from below.”

Such an approach has a bearing, furthermore, on the second ma-

jor theme of this book, as the author traces how the role of the

Wehrmacht was addressed after the war—a history of misrepresen-

tation, concealment, and falsification the influence of which has not

been eradicated to the present day. In this case we are dealing with

the “achievement” of a broad conservative coalition that was made

easier by the climate of the Cold War, and to which the military, the

courts, and politicians interested in German rearmament made deci-

sive contributions. Wette documents this history with persuasive ex-

amples of a strategy of concealment that has had lasting effects not

only on the development of a military tradition within the Bundes-

wehr2 but on German historiography as well, with the result that re-

search on military history and on the Holocaust proceeded along in-

dependent tracks. Only in recent years has the taboo been shattered

that permitted no connection to be made.

Wette’s book thus represents a necessary step in the early stages of
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reconceiving the past. It demonstrates how the findings of earlier

critical studies can be incorporated into a new overall picture, and

does so impressively, as it is clearly organized and notably well writ-

ten. Few books prove as thought-provoking as this one.

foreword xvii





Abbreviations

CDU Christlich-Demokratische Partei,

Christian Democratic Party

DDP Deutsche Demokratische Partei,

German Democratic Party

DNVP Deutschnationale Volkspartei,

German National People’s Party

DVLP Deutsche Vaterlandspartei, German Fatherland Party

IMT International Military Tribunal

NMT Nuremberg Military Tribunal

OKH Oberkommando des Heeres, Army High Command

OKW Oberkommando der Wehrmacht,

Armed Forces High Command

SA Sturm Abteilung, Storm Troops

SD Sicherheitsdienst, “Security Service”

(i.e., Intelligence Service of the SS)

SPD Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands,

Social Democratic Party of Germany

SS Schutzstaffel, SS

USPD Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands,

Independent Social Democratic Party of Germany
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c h a p t e r o n e

Perceptions of Russia,

the Soviet Union, and Bolshevism as Enemies

In 1941 the generals of the Wehrmacht were prepared to wage an

unprecedented kind of war against the Soviet Union, motivated by

ideology and designed to exterminate specific ethnic groups within

the population. Today these facts are no longer in dispute. What we

still need, however, is an explanation of the underlying causes of

their behavior. How did it come about that the generals of the

Wehrmacht were willing to embrace Hitler’s plan for a war based on

racial ideology and use their powers of command to carry it out? A

study of the period immediately preceding the German attack on

the Soviet Union cannot provide a fully satisfactory answer to this

question, for several strands of the ideology behind the war of anni-

hilation against the Soviet Union originated much earlier. One con-

sists of the traditional attitudes regarding war and the necessity for

it that characterized first Prussian and then German military his-

tory; a second strand comprises the traditions of the authoritarian

state and the corresponding submissive attitude inculcated in the

population. Third is the tradition of anti-Semitism, and fourth and
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last the perceptions of Russia and attitudes about the Soviet Union

and Bolshevism prevalent in Germany.

Our first task will be to reconstruct German perceptions of Russia

at that time. It is necessary to understand that what the Wehrmacht

generals knew about the Soviet Union in the year 1941 and how they

viewed its inhabitants had considerable political significance. This is

because the military elite represented an essential source of power

within the National Socialist state.

Descriptions of the Wehrmacht as the “second pillar” of the Na-

tional Socialist state and its “guarantor of steel” indicate not only

that the Wehrmacht was an enormous instrument of force, but also

that the officers at the top could have played an independent role in

power politics, had they wished to do so. It is the fact that as a rule

they showed no inclination to make use of this power that needs to

be explained.

The military leaders rejected democracy because they regarded it

as a weak form of government, and they welcomed the reestablish-

ment of an authoritarian state under Hitler. They had failed to

grasp the significance of the fact that countries with democratic gov-

ernments had been able to defeat Germany in World War I because

they were better able to motivate and mobilize their populations.

Prejudice against pluralism in politics prevented the German mili-

tary leaders from drawing any connection between the two.

And, finally, one obvious fact is often overlooked: even though

Hitler was a dictator who succeeded in making himself supreme

commander of the Wehrmacht in 1934, he could not plan, prepare,

and wage his wars alone; he needed the close cooperation of the

military elite, that is, the generals of the army and the air force,

the naval leadership, and their general staffs. In fact, if we leave
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aside concerns about technical feasibility occasionally voiced by mil-

itary experts, the plans for war were supported by a far-reaching

consensus.

German Perceptions of Russia in the Twentieth Century

Views of Foreign Countries and Their Political Significance

Do the images that inhabitants of one country create about another

country have any lasting influence on the way the two nations get

along? Or does no such political significance exist in reality? In gen-

eral terms, one can say the following: under certain circumstances

the ideas that people develop about other nations can have sig-

nificantly greater political import than does reality. Often the real

conditions prevailing in a foreign country are unknown, and thus the

images that people have stand in for the reality. Such images provide

an orientation for people’s thinking, and sometimes for their actions

as well. Even if these images bear only a very small resemblance to

reality, they can represent an important factor in politics. The power

of images lies not in the degree to which they reflect reality but in

that fact that people believe them. Vivid proof of this is available, in

the conflict-laden history of Russo-German relations, in the percep-

tions of Russia that can be documented on the German side.

Naturally such observations do not answer the question of how a

particular image of Russia became established in people’s minds.

And indeed there is no single answer, since many very diverse influ-

ences play a role in forming ideas about another country, and only

rarely can one assign a precise identity to them. Nevertheless, in the

development of German images of Russia in the twentieth century,

certain driving forces existed which can indeed be named and de-

scribed. By this I mean the political elites in Germany who devised
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the aggressively exaggerated images of Russia that were then dis-

seminated as propaganda before and during the two world wars.

That this occurred in a context of specific political and economic in-

terests goes without saying. The function of such images was to con-

vince Germans of the correctness and necessity of their leaders’ po-

litical agenda, especially if it could be implemented only by using

military force.

In these historical situations the images of foreign peoples took

on the character of images of an enemy, and thus the degree to

which they corresponded to reality meant even less than before. Im-

ages of foes distort reality. They serve not so much to provide infor-

mation about other peoples as to motivate one’s own side to prepare

for and participate in a military conflict. The means by which im-

ages of the enemy are conveyed to the target audience is propa-

ganda.

Mirroring in East and West

German images of Russia—and conversely Russian images of Ger-

many—are the subject of ongoing research initiated by Lev Kope-

lev, the Russian writer and scholar of Germany who died in 1997.

Founded in the 1980s, the Wuppertal Research Project on German-

Russian Perceptions is an interdisciplinary investigation into the his-

tory of such images from earliest times to the twentieth century.

Since 1985 the results have been published in the series West-östliche

Spiegelungen (West-East Reflections).1 The scholars participating in

this undertaking want to find out not only “what Germans and

Russians knew about each other in past centuries” but also “what

German writers, scholars, diplomats, trade and research partners,

and journalists thought and wrote about Russia and Russians; what

their Russian contemporaries thought and wrote about Germany
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and Germans; and what image of the foreign nation developed from

their writings.”2 In other words, the investigators’ goal is to deter-

mine, in addition to the images themselves, the circumstances in

which the images developed, who produced them, and how they

were spread.

As far as the twentieth century is concerned, an additional aspect

should be considered, for in this phase the writers, scholars, traders,

and diplomats no longer played the major role in determining Ger-

man perceptions of Russia. Instead, the political elites and their

aides within the civil service entered the picture. They began work-

ing systematically to influence public opinion in Germany through

decidedly politicized notions about Russia. This politicization is

characteristic of twentieth-century German perceptions of Russia.

Taking the form of a negatively tinged image of the Soviet Union, it

became superimposed on—and at times even replaced—perceptions

of Russia as the homeland of the Russian people and their culture.

This politicized picture of the Soviet Union, however, was not spe-

cifically limited to Germany. It was developed in a similar manner

by the political elites of all Western countries that opposed Commu-

nism.3 Important new insights have arisen from research on specific

aspects of German attitudes toward Russia during the Third Reich.4

For an overview, however, it will be necessary to take a broader ap-

proach. Hence in what follows I consider several more general ques-

tions: What different perceptions of Russia existed in Germany in

the twentieth century? Which of them represent the main trend

that had a real effect, and which remained minority views without

any influence on history? And in addition, we must consider whether

particular perceptions emerged as focal points and how existing ten-

dencies could be consolidated and intensified. Next, I try to provide a

systematic summary of German perceptions of Russia in the twenti-
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eth century and identify the main categories into which they fall:

cultural, Social Democratic, Communist, nationalistic and imperial-

istic, and racist.

Perceptions of Russia among the German Bourgeoisie

At the beginning of the twentieth century, no clearly defined image

of czarist Russia existed in Germany. Germans regarded it as a

“distant land,” as puzzling, mysterious, and “Asiatic,”5 and vague

ideas circulated about the “Russian soul.”6 In Hermann Meyer’s

Konversations-Lexikon for 1866 the article on the Russian Empire

states: “The common people are in the main cheerful, carefree, fru-

gal, good-natured, but also gluttonous and intemperate; in some

cases they can be cruel, suspicious, and sly. There is a strong ten-

dency to thievery.”7 And an encyclopedia article of 1907 informed

contemporaries that Russians were open and hospitable “but also in-

dolent, disorderly, and given to drink.” The article continues, “On its

dark side the Russian character displays a love of material pleasures

and an inclination to guile, thievery, and graft.”8 It is evident that

this characterization hardly bothers to conceal an attitude of as-

sumed cultural superiority.

Political relations between Prussia, and later Germany, on the one

hand and Russia on the other during the nineteenth century tended

more toward cooperation than enmity, despite tensions arising now

and again from German nationalism and Russian pan-Slavism.9 In

particular, Bismarck’s foreign policy (up to 1890), which emphasized

Prussian/German and Russian joint action at the expense of the

Poles, tended to favor the positive patterns of perception. Within the

framework of these political conditions, the educated German mid-

dle class developed an image of Russia in which that country’s cul-

tural achievements predominated. This way of seeing the country
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was characterized by interest and understanding—the very opposite

of the perceptions of Russia that would come to play such a role in

the history of the twentieth century—although at the same time it

was connected with a sense of superiority, as we have seen. The Ger-

man admirers of Russia’s culture, however, were not especially in-

terested in political conditions there or in the misery of working

people, choosing instead to emphasize Russian literature, philosophy,

and art, and the long tradition of cultural ties between the two

countries.10 The tradition was exemplified by the great German phi-

losopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716), who suggested the

founding of the Imperial Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg in

the seventeenth century and collaborated effectively with Peter the

Great on the czar’s reforms.11

The list of great Russians who were and are admired in Germany

includes the names of Aleksandr Pushkin, Nikolay Gogol, Ivan Tur-

genev, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Leo Tolstoy, Anton Chekhov, Maksim

Gorky, Boris Pasternak, and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. It is important

to recall, in the words of the German historian Fritz Fischer, that

“for more than a hundred years, from the 1870s and 1880s to the

present day, the great works of Russian literature had a profound

emotional and intellectual impact on the educated German bour-

geoisie, creating a sense of connection with Russia that remained

constant throughout all the changes of governments and even wars

and revolutions.”12

Prior to the First World War, whole communities of Russian uni-

versity students were to be found in Berlin, Heidelberg, Dresden,

Leipzig, and Jena.13 Russian artists and scholars served on the fac-

ulties at German academies and universities. The First World War

put an end to most of these activities, and the Bolshevist revolution

in October 1917 dealt a further blow to perceptions of Russia as
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the home of intellectual and cultural elites. When the revolution-

aries deprived the never very numerous Russian bourgeoisie of

what power they had been able to exert, their German counterparts

viewed it quite understandably as a potential political threat.

Nevertheless, a German-Russian cultural exchange resumed in

the 1920s, though on a limited scale. German writers traveled

throughout Russia, as did thousands of Communist workers, and

reported their impressions at home. The pictures of Russia that they

developed would make an interesting research topic, since one

would assume that they came very close to reality.

Scholarly contacts in the period between the world wars reached a

certain peak when the prominent German scientist Max Planck led

a delegation to Leningrad on the occasion of the two hundredth an-

niversary of the Academy of Sciences and gave a speech on the uni-

fying effect of science.14 A conference of German and Soviet histori-

ans was held in Berlin in 1928. But the links between scientists and

scholars were only part of a far larger cultural network that also in-

cluded theatrical presentations, films, and exhibits. All of this ceased

when Hitler came to power in 1933.15

It must be said, however, that the mostly well-educated Germans

whose image of Russia was dominated by its cultural achievements

did not represent a particularly powerful interest group. It was very

different in the case of groups who viewed Russia through other

lenses—especially imperialist, racist, and anti-Bolshevist ones. Thus

the cultural image remained a relatively minor factor in terms of its

influence in Germany.

The Social Democrats’ View of Russia

There is good reason to speak of a distinctive Social Democratic per-

ception of Russia. Its outstanding characteristic was its emphasis on
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politics. Conditions in Russia were viewed in each instance through

the lens of German Social Democrats’ own convictions and assessed

accordingly. Such perceptions were, as a rule, not imperialist, milita-

ristic, or racist. The Social Democrats developed positions on the

changing political systems in Russia, first on the czarist autocracy,

and then on the no less autocratic Communist system in the form of

Stalinism.16 Within Germany they recognized the Communists as a

political party in competition with Social Democratic ideals and

hence, in the abstract at least, as a political opponent.17

Before the First World War, German Social Democrats tended to

have anti-Russian attitudes only to the extent that they rejected the

rule of the czars, who sought to seal the country off from all demo-

cratic impulses, as autocratic and socially unjust. During the Russian

revolution of 1905, the Social Democrats’ sympathies lay with the

revolutionaries. Their leader August Bebel was even prompted to

make martial statements, though already an old man. He announced

that if there should ever be a war against czarist Russia and its bru-

tally repressive system, he himself would be ready to “shoulder his

rifle.” He regarded the country as the “stronghold of reaction” in

Europe and held its political system responsible for Russia’s failure

to develop a modern economy.18

The anti-czarist views of the Social Democratic deputies in the

Reichstag strongly influenced the stance they took at the start of the

First World War. If the aim was now to defeat the “stronghold of re-

action,” they would not stand idly by. The question is whether the

leaders of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) were suf-

ficiently aware that the troops on the other side of the front lines

consisted of the very same Russian peasants whom they in principle

wished to liberate from the yoke of the czars. Rosa Luxemburg ad-

dressed precisely this danger of a breakdown of solidarity between
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ordinary working people in the countries at war when she com-

mented, “The dividends are rising while the proletariat falls.”19

The mood following the outbreak of war caused some Social

Democratic politicians to use phrases that could have originated

with the Kaiser’s own propagandists. For example, Gustav Noske, an

SPD deputy in the Reichstag, wrote in the Chemnitz newspaper the

Volksstimme (Voice of the People) that “at this moment we all recog-

nize it as our first duty to fight against the repressive yoke of Rus-

sian rule. We will not allow German women and children to become

the victims of Russian bestiality nor permit Cossacks to ravage Ger-

man fields . . . We will defend every last inch of German culture and

German freedom against a ruthless and barbaric foe.”20

Such a statement signaled a tendency to adopt the negative image

of Russia prevailing in Germany now that the country was at war.

The outbreak of open hostilities thus represents one of the key mo-

ments in which a primarily negative German perception of Russia

became dominant.21 After the two Russian revolutions of 1917—the

Menshevik uprising in February and the Bolshevik revolution in Oc-

tober—the Social Democrats found themselves with mixed feelings:

many sympathized with the Russians as they tried to shake off the

oppressive czarist regime; but they also roundly rejected Lenin’s

autocratic and undemocratic manner of governing. Furthermore,

the SPD from then on feared the Russian Communists’ calls for

world revolution, since it was directed at their own voter base in the

working class and threatened to provide serious competition for the

party’s own reform program. Nevertheless, the SPD retained a fun-

damentally positive attitude toward Russia in the decade after the

revolution, a circumstance that was for a short time reflected in

the German government’s foreign policy. The same political and

ideological view of Communist Russia also characterized the Social
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Democrats’ policy after 1945, albeit with a clear renunciation of the

use of force. Overall, the history of the Social Democratic Party re-

veals no racist tendency to disparage Slavic peoples.

“A Peaceful Power”: German Communists’ Pro-Russian Image

Among all twentieth-century perceptions of Russia that included

the political and social system and were not restricted to cultural

matters, the only positive image emerged from German Commu-

nists. Their image of the young Soviet Union of the 1920s drew on

idealizations of the Russian Revolution and the insurgent proletar-

iat. Lenin’s success in power politics also played a major role in Ger-

man Communists’ perceptions of Russia. In the process they failed

to reflect sufficiently on the actual differences that existed in eco-

nomic development between Germany, an industrialized country,

and the Russian agrarian state, which in 1917 contained only a small

population of industrial workers. The Communists’ relatively uncrit-

ical views stressed German-Soviet friendship instead.22

During the Weimar Republic the image of Russia represented by

the German Communist Party (KPD) and its associated organiza-

tions was entirely dominated by efforts to support the role of revolu-

tionary Russia in world politics. At the same time, the voter base of

the KPD between the world wars represented only about 10 percent

of the population.

Perceptions of Russia in Nationalist and Imperialist Circles

The nationalistic view of Russia had a far greater degree of influ-

ence in Germany. It consisted essentially of two trains of thought.

The first ran: Russia is immense, but structurally weak. Contempo-

rary propaganda expressed this idea in the image of the “colossus

with feet of clay.” The second was extremely aggressive in nature. It
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was located in the context of a German “striving toward the East,” a

euphemism for German desires to seize eastern territories from Rus-

sia by force. Soon after the turn of the twentieth century—but by

1912 or 1913 at the latest—Germans began speaking of an “inevita-

ble final struggle” for land between Slavic and Germanic peoples.23

A wave of propaganda was created “against pan-Slavism and against

the flood of Slavs threatening the Germanic peoples, but also against

the Germans’ archenemy, France.”24 Such an interpretation of a pos-

sible situation for future conflict was, however, once again connected

less with a fear of being outnumbered by Slavs than with an interest

in expansion for both strategic political and economic reasons, par-

ticularly into the Ukraine, the “breadbasket” of eastern Europe.

The first signs that this nationalistic and imperialist view of Rus-

sia was having an effect on policy can be identified in the period be-

fore the First World War. It became more influential in the years

1914–1918 and reached its peak in Germany’s war of annihilation

against the Soviet Union under Hitler in 1941–1945. Its advocates

were German nationalists, from the extremist Pan-German League

around the turn of the century to the fascist National Socialist

German Workers’ Party (NSDAP). But the crucial factor in histori-

cal terms is that this perception of Russia was represented within

highly influential elite circles. It really did consist in part of a smug

and condescending attitude toward the different levels of develop-

ment in the two countries, which went hand in hand with racist

comments even in the early days. A popular postcard from the year

1914 with a text about cleanliness is a typical example: “Little Fa-

ther, your country is a disgrace! We’re coming to cultivate you—and

to disinfect while we’re at it!”25

This sort of perception of Russia was shared by the fifty-six uni-

versity professors who signed the famous appeal in October 1914 ad-
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dressed to “the civilized people of the world.” It presented the war

as a struggle for survival that had been forced on a peace-loving Ger-

many, and contained the following passage: “In the East the land is

soaked with the blood of women and children butchered by the Rus-

sian hordes, and in the West our soldiers are being ripped apart by

dumdum bullets. The nations with the least right to call themselves

the defenders of European civilization are those which have allied

themselves with Russians and Serbs and offer the world the degrad-

ing spectacle of inciting Mongols and Negroes to attack the white

race.”26

One characteristic of the nationalistic and imperialist view of

Russia was the assumption that Germans were superior to the Rus-

sians and, more generally, to all Slavic peoples in terms of politics,

economics, military might, and intellectual ability. This thinking,

however, did not lead the German nationalists to act like German

admirers of Russian culture and initiate constructive exchanges that

might conceivably have reduced the disparities in economic develop-

ment. Instead, it was given a belligerent twist: since the distribution

of territory had left the Germans at a disadvantage, they were enti-

tled to conquer “the East” by force, govern it, and exploit it econom-

ically. As the supporters of this kind of German power politics per-

ceived the situation, the Russian Empire was enormous but at the

same time weak. They assumed that if it were invaded by what they

took to be a superior German army, it would quickly collapse. The

course of the First World War seemed to confirm this belief. After

the German government dictated the terms of the Brest-Litovsk

peace treaty in the spring of 1918, Germany’s expansionist ambitions

were able to be fulfilled for a brief period.

Although Germany’s real political possibilities were drastically

curtailed by the peace treaty of Versailles in 1919, the nationalistic-
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imperialist view of Russia persisted below the surface in the period

between the world wars.27 At this point it began to take on the con-

tours of an image of the Soviet Union. The nationalists of this

era presented a new defensive variation, in which Germany repre-

sented a “wall” or “bulwark” against Bolshevism. The fact that na-

tionalistic-imperialist perceptions of Russia lived on in Germany in

this temporarily defensive form even during the Weimar Republic

should not be overlooked in assessing the treaty of Rapallo.28 At the

same time, it should be stressed that anti-Bolshevist ideology was ex-

ploited in the 1920s in German domestic policy and used to hold dis-

parate groups together.

It is striking that the right-wing nationalists’ anti-Bolshevism was

compatible with short-term efforts to cooperate, such as in joint ex-

ercises of the Reichswehr and the Red Army.29

Using the “bulwark” claim as a point of departure, Hitler was

later able to implement his own program for seizing Lebensraum in

the East. And Hitler built on older perceptions of Russia in other re-

spects as well. Not least important among them was the utterly false

assumption that Russia was “a colossus with feet of clay,” which, as

is well known, still characterized the thinking of the National So-

cialist leadership and top echelons of the Wehrmacht in 1941.30 It is

apparent that carryovers existed from one government to the next.

National Socialists’ Perceptions of Russia:
“Jewish Bolshevism”

Racist perceptions of Russia represent a specific, exaggerated form

of the nationalistic view. They were particularly dangerous because

they interpreted the disparate stages of economic development in

Germany and Russia in racial terms. As a result, the Germans’ sense
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of superiority toward Russians—in which they were not unique—

acquired a “biological” foundation. In its simplest form, this view

held that differences between the Germanic and Slavic races existed

in nature, and that the former were more advanced.

Some early signs of a sense of superiority based on racist thinking

had been present in Germany even before the First World War. It

did not begin to play a role on the stage of world history, however,

until the Hitler era,31 or, more precisely, the Russian campaign from

1941 on.32 The racist viewpoint formed the ideological core of Hit-

ler’s perceptions of Russia. Hitler was convinced that the Slavic race

was incapable of forming its own state and hence had to be ruled

by others. This was the reason why international “Jewish Bolshe-

vism”—Hitler’s term—had been able to establish its foreign-domi-

nated rule in Russia in 1917.33 The phrase of course implied that

many or most of the leading figures in the Bolshevist regime were

Jewish. To eradicate Jews and seize Lebensraum in the East were

Hitler’s two main goals.

Hitler’s perceptions of Russia thus identified two enemy groups.

First, they led him to oppose Russian Jews within the context of his

program to annihilate the Jews of Europe. In addition to this anti-

Semitic strand, they had an anti-Slavic component. In the views of

the time, which were promoted by Hitler and by SS propaganda

in particular during the war, Germans were supposed to regard

not only Jews, or “Jewish Bolsheviks,” as racially inferior—Unter-

menschen34—but Slavs as well. National Socialist ideology declared

that these two groups did not deserve to be treated in accord with in-

ternational law. In the German empire of the future, “the greater

German Reich,” which would reach from the Atlantic Ocean to the

Urals, Slavs were to play the role of slave labor and serve the master

race.35
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This, in a nutshell, was the National Socialist image of Russia. Its

most striking feature was the way it gathered together all the nega-

tive clichés about Russia and the Soviet Union current in Germany

at the time and assembled them into a single portrait of the enemy.

The image of Russia devised by National Socialist propaganda had

several components which could be applied in various configurations

depending on the tactical needs of the moment.36 It combined the

traditional nationalistic sense of German superiority with a vio-

lently aggressive anti-Bolshevism that could be turned on and off

like a recording and correspondingly exploited. It also created a con-

nection to the racist elements mentioned earlier, that is, anti-Semi-

tism and anti-Slavism. These facets of the German image of the en-

emy were further interwoven with German fears of the great power

to the east and its supposedly “Asiatic” nature, which, the propagan-

dists claimed, threatened the continued existence of the West.

In this manner a diffuse complex of perceptions about the enemy

arose that made it possible to combine the waging of war with racial

policies.37 The function of the images of Russia put forward in Na-

tional Socialist propaganda is obvious: it was to inculcate in German

soldiers, both members of SS units and the regular troops in Russia,

attitudes that would enable them to carry out the program of racial

ideology whose core elements consisted of the “final solution” and a

German empire in the East.38

What was new in these perceptions, and what had been carried

over from earlier times? Fritz Fischer stresses the continuity between

the older pan-German form of expansionism under Kaiser Wilhelm

and Hitler’s policy of conquest, while at the same time drawing cer-

tain distinctions as follows: “A new aspect attributable to Hitler is

the intensification of this policy to a degree that made it criminal—

treating the Polish and Russian population as slave laborers, and al-
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lowing millions of Russian prisoners of war to starve to death, a

crime for which the Wehrmacht shares a good deal of the blame.

And the murder of millions of European Jews should probably be

ascribed to Hitler alone.”39

The specific way, described earlier, in which the National Social-

ists gathered together several older images of Russia, intensifying

them and making them more pointedly aggressive, and combined

them with an anti-Semitism bent on annihilation made this the

most momentous of all twentieth-century German views of Russia,

and the one with the greatest consequences for history.

The view expressed in the National Socialists’ propaganda phrase

“Jewish Bolshevism” must be clearly distinguished from attitudes

toward Russia or the Soviet Union that, while also anti-Communist

or anti-Bolshevist, contained no racist elements. Those who took the

latter position concentrated on criticism of the political and social

system. Political perceptions of the Soviet Union along these lines

formed part of the Social Democratic image of Russia from 1918 on,

and were also typical of non-socialist images of Russia throughout

the West.40 The typical National Socialist conflation of anti-Semitic

and anti-Slavic elements came to an end in 1945 with the Allied vic-

tory over Germany, but perceptions characterized by anti-Commu-

nism or anti-Bolshevism lived on after the end of the war.41 For West

Germans it formed one of the few ideological links between the

wartime and postwar eras.

Perceptions of Russia among the Wehrmacht Generals

The Reichswehr and the Wehrmacht before 1940

If the aim is to identify the intellectual and political milieu of the

officers in the Reichswehr and later the Wehrmacht, one can hardly
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go wrong in seeking them first among the proponents of the nation-

alistic-imperialist view. But recent research has enabled us to make

some interesting differentiations.42 It is known that during the years

of the Weimar Republic, the Reichswehr and the Red Army at one

point conducted joint maneuvers. The Soviet Union—like Germany

one of the defeated powers in the First World War—provided the

Reichswehr with an opportunity to carry out intensive testing proce-

dures and exercises on Russian soil that were forbidden in Germany

itself. The weapons training connected with these exercises later

enabled Hitler’s Wehrmacht to assemble the first armored units

(panzers) and Luftwaffe squadrons by the mid-thirties. The inten-

sive cooperation over a period of several years between Reichswehr

and Red Army officers43 resulted in perceptions of Russia on the

Germans’ part that were by no means purely negative.44 In addition,

the cooperation between two groups with such different ideological

orientations can be interpreted as an indication that a sense of inter-

national professional solidarity existed among career officers, as in

other professions, even when the nation-states to which they be-

longed were waging war on one another.

Furthermore, one finds that among the younger Reichswehr of-

ficers in the 1920s there were a good many who did not transfer

their domestic political antipathies—to liberals, Communists, or So-

cial Democrats—to the international arena. Specifically, this might

mean that they were primarily hostile not toward the Soviet Union

but rather toward the Treaty of Versailles, the newly established re-

public in Germany, and Poland. In some cases, officers’ prevailing

attitudes were even anti-western and anti-liberal, which made them

quite well suited to conduct joint exercises with the Soviet Union.

From “Thoughts on War in the Future,” which Lieutenant Colonel

Joachim von Stülpnagel, a planner for the Reichswehr, wrote in
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1924, for example, it emerges that he regarded France and Poland as

Germany’s main enemies.45 Pragmatic thinkers accepted the dic-

tum of power politics that foreign policy took precedence over all

other areas. Hence one could be opposed to Bolshevists, socialists,

and pro-democracy groups at home but still advocate military coop-

eration with the Bolshevist Soviet Union. This position could be

found within the Reichswehr, too.

When German officers had an opportunity to get to know a coun-

try as vast as Russia on their many official visits, what were the main

impressions they brought home with them? Clearly they shared one

overall impression, namely, that the Communist leadership had been

successful in eliminating Russia’s traditional inferiority complex in

dealing with foreigners, and that the country was experiencing a dy-

namic phase with accompanying hopes for both cultural and eco-

nomic development.46 Colonel Wilhelm Keitel expressed himself in

much the same terms in 1931, when he was serving as head of the

Organization Department in the Troop Office; this is the same man

who as field marshal and chief of staff of the Armed Forces High

Command signed criminal orders and brusquely rejected all criti-

cism of Hitler’s plans for a war of annihilation.47

More than a few German officers were favorably impressed by

what they called “the healthy militarism” of the Soviet state. By

this they meant “its whole-hearted propagation of defense and the

great value of the military for society,”48 that is, a high regard for ca-

reer military men, both in society at large and in the political

sphere, which the officers of the Reichswehr sorely missed at home,

given that the climate in the Weimar Republic tended to be anti-

military and Germany was limited to a 100,000–man army.

It is important to recall that it was the young staff officers of the

Reichswehr in the 1920s who became the Wehrmacht generals of

Perceptions of Russia, the Soviet Union, and Bolshevism as Enemies 19



the 1940s and led the war of annihilation against the Soviet Union.

The generals on the other side were not their old comrades from the

earlier joint exercises, however, for most of those men had fallen vic-

tim to Stalin’s purges in 1937 and 1938.

Occasionally one finds a Reichswehr officer voicing extreme racist

views about Russian officers even before 1933. When the Soviet gen-

eral and politician Mikhail Tukhachevsky visited Berlin in 1932, a

captain named Hans Krebs described official guests in the delegation

as “a sly and cunning Jew, . . . [and] a Jewish half-breed . . . insin-

cere, with a suspicious and treacherous nature, apparently a fanatic

Communist.”49 Language of this sort clearly belongs to the ideologi-

cal prehistory of the racist war of annihilation that followed. As an

expert on Russian affairs and a loyal National Socialist, Krebs was

posted to the German embassy in Moscow in 1936 as acting military

attaché in place of General Ernst August Köstring; as such he played

a not unimportant role in the grossly inaccurate estimation of the

Red Army, mentioned earlier.50 In the final phase of the war (on

March 29, 1945), Hitler made Krebs, by now an infantry general,

acting chief of staff of the army. After Hitler’s death, Krebs tried

unsuccessfully to open negotiations with the Red Army. He then

committed suicide in the Reich chancellery on May 1, 1945.

In 1933 Hitler’s new government broke off the joint activities

of the Reichswehr and the Red Army, to the regret of more than

a few officers. Among them was Colonel Walter von Reichenau,

who, having just been named head of the Ministerial Office of the

Reichswehr Ministry, occupied a key political position under Hitler’s

devoted minister of defense, General Werner von Blomberg. Inter-

estingly, Reichenau assured a member of the Soviet embassy staff in

Berlin in June 1933 that the Reichswehr stood behind “developing

and intensifying German-Soviet friendship, just as in the old days.”51

Eight years later, when the Soviet Union was attacked, Reichenau—
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by then a field marshal and commander of the Sixth Army—would

act as one of the most ardent proponents of racial ideology and the

war of annihilation.52

In the 1930s the German military’s perceptions of Russia began

to be affected by the diminishing flow of information about the

Soviet Union and its armed forces. This deficit encouraged a ten-

dency to fall back on old clichés, and they replaced reality to an

ever greater degree as time passed. Stalin’s purges were interpreted

within German military circles as a “beheading” of the Red Army,

depriving it of leaders and weakening even further a force that

lacked modern technology in any case.53 In fact, the purges wiped

out virtually the entire top leadership. According to one Russian

military historian, the army was lacking 120,000 senior officers in

June 1941 as a result.54 From this perspective the traditional image in

Germany of the “colossus with feet of clay” could gain new cur-

rency.55

Ideological Solidarity in 1941

In the 1970s the well-known military historian Andreas Hillgruber

decided to investigate the Wehrmacht generals’ ideas about Russia

in the period from July 1940 to June 1941, that is, during the plan-

ning phase of the Russian campaign. His study appeared in 1978.56

In it he focused on the circle of people directly concerned with the

preparations for war,57 and his conclusions largely confirmed what

had been known before. According to Hillgruber, the following ele-

ments typified the perceptions of Russia among the German mili-

tary elite in 1940–41:

1. They had relatively little current information about the

Soviet Union, its armed forces, or its industrial potential.

2. Hence, they fell back on the traditional notion that Rus-

Perceptions of Russia, the Soviet Union, and Bolshevism as Enemies 21



sia remained a “colossus with feet of clay,” which would

quickly collapse if attacked by a strong force from out-

side.

3. They viewed the entire country from a relatively narrow

military perspective, which in the absence of specific in-

telligence also tended to increase reliance on older ste-

reotypes.

4. These included a tendency to underestimate the military

capabilities of the Red Army, particularly within the

leadership, although ordinary Russian soldiers were cred-

ited with being tough and dogged fighters.

5. At the same time, they overestimated the capabilities of

the Wehrmacht, particularly in the euphoria following

the rapid fall of France in 1940.

6. As a result, they predicted that the Wehrmacht could

win a war against the Soviet Union in six to eight

weeks.58

In Hillgruber’s view, even though most of the military was

caught up in a rather traditional view of Russia, Hitler was able to

push through his concept of a war of annihilation based on racial

ideology with the help of “several military leaders.”59 More recent

research suggests the related hypothesis that in 1941 a genuine ideo-

logical solidarity was achieved between Hitler and the generals of

the Wehrmacht. In order to explain how this could come about, it

will first be necessary to discuss currents of anti-Semitism already

existing within the German military.

At this point, however, we can already say that in the spring of

1941 the staff officers of the Wehrmacht and the army had accepted

and “identified themselves with Hitler’s intentions to a large ex-
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tent.”60 There can be no doubt that the perceptions of Russia domi-

nated by racial ideology were now in the mainstream, and that they

and not others shaped history. The scattered protests that occurred—

against the decree to execute civilian political commissars who fell

into German hands, for example—had no real possibility of affect-

ing the course of events. In other words, from the time of the attack

on, an image of Russia couched in terms of racial ideology (along

with notions of annihilation and “criminal orders”) determined the

character of military actions, and not the remnants of a less radical,

more traditional image that continued to exist among some seg-

ments of the military elite. A comparison can help to sum up the

situation: unlike the Red Army, the Wehrmacht in 1941 needed no

political commissars to provide the troops with an ideological indoc-

trination; the German generals were taking care of this need them-

selves.

Of course, it should not be overlooked that opposition existed

within both the German diplomatic corps61 and the Wehrmacht.

Those who spoke out remained isolated, however, and were unable

to change the course of official policy in any phase of the war. Fur-

thermore, one historian who studied the attitudes of the German re-

sistance toward Hitler’s Russian policy and the war in the East62

reached the conclusion “that even during the war many of Hitler’s

opponents could not let go of the anti-Bolshevism—sometimes of a

militant kind—that had been stressed so much in Nazi propaganda

of the 1930s.”63 Even in these circles the Soviet Union was accepted

as the “proper” enemy, on the basis of a “fundamentally anti-Bol-

shevist unanimity” and probably also to some extent a racist attitude

toward the Slavic population.64

The ideas about Russia that had become firmly fixed in the minds

of the Wehrmacht elite thus continued the tradition of nationalistic
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currents present in certain circles of German society since the turn

of the century. This image already had racist or anti-Slavic tenden-

cies and was framed and propagated in the context of an “Asian

peril” threatening the West. After the Russian Revolution of Octo-

ber 1917 and the German Revolution of 1918, a highly emotionally

charged picture of the enemy arose among right-wing nationalists

and in parts of the educated German bourgeoisie, which could be

mobilized against the Soviet Union. These two strands of the nation-

alistic perceptions of Russia were characteristic of officers of the

Reichswehr in the 1920s and later of the Wehrmacht. It was Adolf

Hitler who then fused the idea of an “Asian peril” with anti-Semi-

tism, anti-Bolshevism, and anti-Slavic racism.
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c h a p t e r t w o

Anti-Semitism in the German Military

Was there a particularly virulent form of anti-Semitism cir-

culating in the Wehrmacht between 1935 and 1945 that would ex-

plain why soldiers were willing to participate in murdering Jews? Or

is it more likely that the levels of anti-Semitism in the Wehrmacht

were similar to those found in German society at large? The forms

that such an attitude could take varied widely, ranging from a vague

feeling that Jews were an alien people to a belief that it would not

be wrong to exclude them from public life altogether, and culminat-

ing in the “eliminationist anti-Semitism” of which Daniel Jonah

Goldhagen has written.1 We do not know how many Germans es-

poused this last murderous belief. Were there 100,000 of them, or

perhaps more?

What seems more important than numbers, however, is the fact

that the most extreme form of anti-Semitism was able to gain

ground only because a general prejudice against Jews existed in the

first place. Clearly the killers could count on many people who

sympathized in secret simply to look the other way. In this context,

what is crucial is that the authorities—in this case the National
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Socialist government and the agencies responsible for soldiers, the

Armed Forces High Command (OKW) and the Army High Com-

mand (OKH)2—opened the way for the murders to be committed;

they made it possible for the killing of Jews to be organized and car-

ried out as official acts of the state.

From Anti-Semitism to the Holocaust?

Any scholar researching the subject of anti-Semitism in the German

military, and trying to ascertain how much of a role it played in

events, will soon encounter a rather odd situation. Although some

research exists on the history of anti-Semitism in Germany in gen-

eral (most of it done by Jewish scholars, incidentally),3 there are vir-

tually no studies on anti-Semitism within the military in particular.

Hence we still know relatively little today about possible continuity

in anti-Semitic attitudes that might have extended from the nine-

teenth century up to the Second World War. The best introduction

to the subject remains Manfred Messerschmidt’s 1996 article with

the somewhat misleading title “Jews in the Prussian and German

Armies.”4 His essay contains a whole series of observations about

anti-Semitism in the German armed forces before the Second World

War. Apart from this, however, it is striking that even such an out-

standing study of the Reichswehr as the article by Rainer Wohlfeil

in the Handbuch zur deutschen Militärgeschichte (Handbook of Ger-

man Military History) omits all mention of the subject.5 The Eng-

lish historian F. L. Carsten, by contrast, has quite a few things to say

on the topic in his political history of the Reichswehr.6

On the whole, the subject of anti-Semitism in the Reichswehr has

not been much investigated up to now. What does exist is a whole se-

ries of studies on Jews who served in German armies in various peri-
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ods, in which the pervasive theme is their willingness to perform

military service in order to gain recognition from German society at

large. Horst Fischer studied this phenomenon in connection with

the wars of liberation against Napoleon in the early nineteenth cen-

tury.7 Several other studies date from before the First World War or

from the Weimar Republic. Most of the authors were Jewish, and

their aim was to provide documentary evidence of Jewish Germans’

patriotism as expressed by their military service (in many cases

voluntary).8 Various publications of the Reichsbund jüdischer

Frontsoldaten (League of Jewish Front Soldiers),9 which represented

these veterans’ interests in the public sphere, should also be men-

tioned. The authors of studies on Jewish soldiers in the First World

War10 and the Jewish Veterans’ League11 strive to make the same

point.

A perspective similar to that of this early pro-Jewish scholarly lit-

erature is displayed by German publications of a certain type from

the 1960s onward. Here the authors’ goal—certainly praiseworthy in

itself—is to refute the anti-Semitic slogans of previous decades and

confirm what Jewish organizations had always claimed and docu-

mented with statistics, namely, that Jewish Germans were no less

patriotic than Germans of other faiths. This tendency is apparent

in the documentation titled Kriegsbriefe gefallener deutscher Juden

(Wartime Letters of Fallen German Jews), first published in 1935

and reprinted in 1961.12 The political significance of the new edition

was heightened through the addition of commentary by Franz Josef

Strauss, then the German federal minister of defense. Strauss noted

that the soldiers’ letters from the First World War offered “wonder-

ful proof of the patriotic attitude of German Jews and an incontro-

vertible refutation of Nazi propaganda, which strove to depict Jew-

ish fellow citizens as cowardly, corrupt, and treacherous by nature.”
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In another passage Strauss explained that it was his wish “to show

our Jewish fellow citizens and soldiers in Germany in the right per-

spective again, after their memory was desecrated by the National

Socialists.” He admitted, however, that such an attempt could have

only a modest effect in view of “the great problem of anti-Semitism

and the atrocities connected with it.”13

When the Federal Ministry of Defense commissioned a traveling

exhibition, “German Jewish Soldiers, 1914–1945,” the result (assem-

bled by the Military History Research Office) took a similar line.14

The catalogue for this exhibition, published in 1982, also contains

informative accompanying texts. Richard Stücklen, president of the

Bundestag at the time, explained that the exhibit was linked with a

“national policy concern,” insofar as its goal was “to contribute to

the rehabilitation of Jewish soldiers” who had fought bravely for

their German fatherland as a matter of course.15 The head of the

Military History Research Office, a Bundeswehr officer, emphasized

for his part that “the declared aim of the exhibit . . . [was] to serve in

rehabilitating German Jewish soldiers who had hoped to achieve

full recognition as citizens by their military service for the father-

land, but who were denied the fruits of their efforts by the National

Socialists.”16

The German Jewish soldiers were thus to be “rehabilitated,” a

term that can only mean retroactively defending them from slander-

ous attacks. One wonders what audience was being addressed. The

sponsors did not answer this question explicitly. In any case, it did

not include Germans who had never denigrated Jews, for they had

never needed convincing that anti-Semitic propaganda did not de-

scribe the Jewish soldiers. But it remains an open question: Were the

accusations of slander directed at modern-day anti-Semites, perhaps

the members of the older generation who had never shaken off the
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influence of pre-1945 patterns of thinking? Or did the exhibitors

mean those Germans who, in Franz Josef Strauss’s words, had de-

famed Jews as “cowardly, corrupt, and treacherous” during the First

World War, that is, declared anti-Semites? In other words, was the

exhibit more of a retrospective and theoretical exercise, intended to

highlight an earlier current of right-wing thinking? Did it mean to

identify as slanderers those officers in the Prussian Ministry of War

who in 1916 ordered the “head count” of Jews in the Prussian-Ger-

man army that caused such enormous outrage? Or the free corps of-

ficers17 who assassinated prominent Jewish politicians during the

Weimar Republic? Or only the anti-Semites of the Nazi period in

the SS and the Wehrmacht who carried out the extermination of

Jews?

One can recognize in all of this an attempt to limit responsibility

for the extermination of the Jews of Europe during the Second

World War, and to assign it solely to the National Socialists. The

question of whether their racial anti-Semitism had any prior history

was avoided for the most part, and the question of the extent to

which anti-Semitism existed in the German military before Hitler

(and of course during the Third Reich) has also remained unad-

dressed. Instead, the title of the exhibition, “German Jewish Sol-

diers,” places the emphasis on the demonstrable existence of such

men within its ranks, not on the presence of anti-Semitism. It is

only consistent, then, that the 1982 catalogue ends with an essay on

the rare but naturally gratifying instances in which German officers

came to the aid of Jewish and “half-Jewish” comrades-in-arms.18

The existence of such cases cannot and should not be disputed. Nev-

ertheless, a historical approach that fails to place such noteworthy

instances of personal courage in the overall context of the war and

the Holocaust runs the risk of appearing defensive.
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In 1997 the radical right-wing newspaper Deutsche National-

Zeitung published a series of articles documenting the “patriotism

of German Jews” to combat the “erroneous impression of an alleg-

edly lasting antagonism between Germans and Jews.” Citing Profes-

sor Herbert Weichmann, a “patriotic Social Democrat of Jewish ori-

gin,” one article warned that “a dozen years of Hitler should not

be made the permanent standard by which a people is judged.”19

The newspaper made the argument that the Hitler years should be

viewed as a “historical accident” and cited a “flaming pro-German”

article from the Jüdische Rundschau (Jewish Review) of August 7,

1914, “which could not have been outdone in its attitude by the Pan-

Germans.” It quoted further an article from the newsletter of the

“Central Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith” from

March 30, 1933, in which “patriotic German Jews” contradicted for-

eign press reports on outbreaks of anti-Semitic violence in Germany.

Here, too, the message is that such “occurrences” aimed against

Jews took place only during the Hitler era, and excludes the question

of continuity. If one is looking for genuine explanations, however,

this question must be faced.

Germany under the Kaiser and the First World War

The Officer Corps: Jews Need Not Apply

If one compares anti-Semitism in the pre–World War I German

Empire with the anti-Semitic attitudes of earlier centuries, it is pos-

sible to identify several significant new developments.20 First of all,

it was the period when the pseudoscientific doctrine of fundamental

biological differences among races was spreading and finding accep-

tance. As a consequence, attempts were made to provide existing

prejudices with a scientific foundation and thereby give them addi-
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tional importance (in a period when faith in science was enormous).

Second, it must be noted that for the first time anti-Semitism now

became organized. Political associations were founded—such as the

Deutscher Handlungsgehilfenverband (German Clerks’ League, a

nationalist trade union), the Bund der Landwirte (Union of Agri-

cultural Workers), and the Alldeutscher Verband (Pan-German

League)—which made anti-Semitism part of their official program

and treated Jews as if they were a distinct political interest group

within the country. Among the publications used to further these

goals was the Kreuz-Zeitung. Their anti-Semitic propaganda, which

made use of all the modern media techniques of the day, was aimed

first and foremost at people who feared a decline in their social sta-

tus. Anti-Semitism gained a foothold in the parties on the right; in

the (Catholic) Center Party and among German Social Democrats it

found fewer supporters.

Since the Prussian officer corps was located on the far right of the

political spectrum of the day—generally monarchist, in favor of an

authoritarian state, anti-liberal, and opposed to the Social Demo-

crats—the attitude of most of its members toward Jews can easily be

guessed. And in fact the officer corps of the Prussian army under the

Kaisers did display a fundamentally anti-Semitic bias. This mani-

fested itself most clearly in the army’s personnel policies. At the

time neither a law nor official directives dictated that Jews—who

were then defined primarily as members of a religious faith rather

than as members of a race—were to be excluded as candidates for

career officer.21 On the contrary, their equal rights were protected by

the constitution of the German Empire. Consequently, it repre-

sented a clear breach of fundamental law when in practice, Jewish

civil servants and employees regularly experienced discrimination in

promotions. The practice of excluding Jews from promotion to the
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officer corps in the Prussian army was equally unconstitutional, as

was their exclusion from the ranks of reserve officers from 1885 on.22

Jews did not belong to the groups considered “desirable” within

the exclusive caste of Prussian career officers.23 The identity of these

“desirable” groups was defined by Kaiser Wilhelm II in an order re-

garding additions to the officer corps of March 29, 1890: “In addi-

tion to the sons of noble families of the country, and the sons of my

loyal officers and civil servants, who according to old tradition con-

stitute the main pillars of the officer corps, I see the future standard-

bearers of my army in the sons of those honorable bourgeois fami-

lies in which love for their king and fatherland and respect for the

military and Christian morals are cultivated and handed down.”24 In

the case of Jews, such a policy permitted those in charge of person-

nel within the military to cite their lack of “Christian morals.” The

same lack was attributed to Social Democrats, who were unwelcome

in the Prussian officer corps for political reasons. The latter were

also charged with possessing an insufficient degree of “love for king

and country.” They were “unpatriotic fellows,” and Prussian officers

wanted nothing to do with them.25 Since they feared that socialist

ideas might nonetheless seep into military bases through the pres-

ence of draftees, they developed a system of surveillance methods.26

The main factor in Prussian officers’ refusal to accept members of

the Jewish faith was clearly anti-Semitic prejudice. It existed in

rather distinct forms among the military leadership, who tended to

be members of the aristocracy, and among reserve officers, whose or-

igins were usually the middle and higher levels of the bourgeoisie.

The American historian Werner T. Angress described the difference:

“The anti-Semitism of the former was based on a traditional, deep-

rooted and widespread antipathy toward a religious minority felt to

be an alien element in a monarchical Christian state. The top of-
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ficers regarded Jews as socially inferior, classed them politically as

members of the democratic opposition or revolutionaries, and held

their military abilities in low esteem. Such an attitude toward Jews

was particularly prevalent in Prussia, the state within Germany that

had the largest Jewish population.” It was a “conventional” kind of

anti-Semitism, according to Angress, “based largely on a long-stand-

ing sense of class superiority and rarely amounted to a blind, fanati-

cal hatred.” In some cases, officers from the aristocracy married

wealthy Jewish women. The reserve officers from the bourgeoisie

adopted the aristocrats’ attitudes as a rule; but “on the eve of the

First World War they belonged to a generation that had grown up in

the 1890s and been shaped in their political thinking by the ex-

tremely nationalistic and anti-Semitic movement of that era. Fur-

thermore, the reserve officers were far more susceptible than their

superiors to the new kind of racially motivated anti-Semitism that

had been introduced into German politics around the turn of the

century.”27 In other words, there existed in the Prussian officer corps

a rather moderate, conventional anti-Semitism as well as a more

radical variant, a modern form based on racial ideology, which a few

decades later, in the National Socialist era, would be raised to the

level of official government ideology.

It should be noted that somewhat different conditions prevailed

in Bavaria and Saxony than in Prussia. In the royal Bavarian and

Saxon armies, Jews were able to become officers in the reserve until

the turn of the century, and in isolated cases even active officers.

This possibility led quite a few affluent Jewish families to leave

Berlin, capital of both Prussia and the German Empire, and move to

the other states so that their sons could acquire an officer’s commis-

sion in the reserves. In the militarized society of that time, it was a

seen as a highly desirable distinction.28
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How did the exclusion of Jews from the Prussian officer corps

work in practice? A decisive factor is that no order from the central

command was needed to achieve the desired goal. Rather, the system

which gave each regiment the right to select its own officers ensured

that Jewish applicants for either the active professional military

or the reserves had no chance of success.29 In other words, anti-

Semitism within the Prussian officer corps was a constant. Speaking

to the Reichstag as part of the debate on the “Jewish question” on

February 10, 1910, General Josias von Heeringen admitted openly

that a certain antipathy existed to the idea of promoting Jewish one-

year volunteers to officers in the reserves. Avoiding the question

of anti-Semitic prejudice within the officer corps, he stated “that

among the common people the opinion can be found here and there

that a Jew would not command the respect necessary for an officer’s

authority, and we have to take that into account.”30

It represents no contradiction to the foregoing that when the As-

sociation of German Jews published a study titled “The Jewish

Faith as an Impediment in Promotion to the Rank of Officer in the

Prussian Reserves” in 1911, the author noted that twenty-six sons

of Jewish parents had achieved that status.31 It was because in all

twenty-six cases the men had converted to Christianity to promote

their assimilation. Despite the widespread aversion to Jews, the

Prussian officer corps placed no obstacles in the way of converts.

This fact confirms that before the First World War, Jews were de-

fined far more by the religion they practiced than by heritage or

race. Although the radical racial anti-Semitism of the bourgeois na-

tionalists existed at that time, it did not set the general tone.

The Jewish “Head Count” of 1916

In the war years 1914–1918, the total Jewish population in Germany

numbered about 500,000. Almost 100,000 men of Jewish back-

34 the wehrmacht



ground served in the armed forces—in the ranks, as noncommis-

sioned officers, and a very small percentage as officers and medical

officers. Twelve thousand German Jewish soldiers lost their lives in

the First World War.32 Thirty-five thousand Jewish soldiers received

decorations of various kinds, including the medal “Pour le Mérite,”

the highest honor awarded.33 These figures demonstrate that the

Jewish citizens of Germany participated in the war and shared its

burdens in the same way as other Germans. Many of the soldiers

were volunteers. They wanted to establish themselves as loyal Ger-

man patriots, as a way of promoting equal rights for Jews and their

integration into German society.34 A statement by a Jewish air force

lieutenant from Württemberg named Josef Zürndorfer is typical of

this group: “I joined up as a German, to protect my threatened coun-

try—but also as a Jew, to fight for full equal rights for the members

of my religion.”35 Ludwig Frank, a noted Social Democratic member

of the Reichstag from Mannheim, made a point of volunteering for

the army very publicly in 1914;36 he was killed in his first battle

at the front. In the 1950s he was honored for his participation by

West Germany when an army barracks in Mannheim was named af-

ter him.

When Kaiser Wilhelm II announced in 1914, at the start of the

war, “I do not know parties any longer, I know only Germans,” Jew-

ish citizens felt included as part of the German nation. They rallied

around the flag as quickly as other Germans, and the tone in the

Jewish press was no less nationalistic than elsewhere. In fact, anti-

Semitism in the Prussian-German army appears to have been on the

decline during the first few months of the war. This can be ex-

plained first by the mood of euphoria pervading the nation and sec-

ond by the fact that the army needed millions of men and was not

prepared to exclude any group in the population, including Jews.

But only a few months later, in the fall of 1914, this aspect of the
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domestic “truce” was threatened when the right-wing press—espe-

cially the organs of the Pan-Germans and the Reichshammerbund

—resumed their anti-Semitic propaganda.37 What disturbed the

Jews in Germany even more than this, however, were the “unmis-

takable signs that anti-Semitism was noticeably on the rise in the

army, namely, in the officer corps, where it was particularly the re-

servists who were setting the tone.”38

Jews were forced to conclude that their efforts to prove themselves

good patriots by participating in the war effort were not being ap-

propriately honored everywhere. In the army itself, discrimination

continued as Jewish soldiers were regularly passed over for pro

motion.39 Furthermore, the propaganda of the radical nationalists

specifically targeted at Jews began to seep into the wider society;

the claim—entirely without foundation—that Jews were not fight-

ing at the front, that they were “cowards,” “shirkers,” and “war

profiteers,” gained wider acceptance when there were no military

successes to report and economic and political problems related to

the war arose within the country. Anti-Semitic propaganda could of-

fer some relief from these adverse developments by providing a dis-

traction and a scapegoat.

This was the situation when the Prussian Ministry of War initi-

ated its notorious “Jewish head count” in the autumn of 1916. On

October 11 General Wild von Hohenborn, the minister of war, issued

an order for statistics to be gathered on the number of soldiers of the

Jewish faith in the units of the Prussian army.40 While the decree

stated that no discriminatory intention lay behind the measure,

contemporaries did not accept the claim, showing that even at the

time the anti-Semitic impetus of the investigation was perceived.

Many Jews regarded it as defamatory, and they were entirely correct.

The Israelitisches Familienblatt (Israelite Family News) commented:
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“Officials have declared that inflammatory articles in the press are

the reason why statistics on Jews are being gathered. The official as-

surance that the Ministry of War is not pursuing any anti-Semitic

goal with its head count cannot alter the shameful fact that these ar-

ticles have appeared. The collection of statistics is in itself a conces-

sion to anti-Semites, who will be well aware of how they can exploit

it. It is for just this reason that Bavaria has not taken the same step

as Prussia and collected data on religious affiliation.”41

The resulting statistics did not confirm the anti-Semites’ expecta-

tions or provide fodder for their continuing propaganda. Hence the

Prussian Ministry of War opted simply not to publish them, al-

though several members of the Reichstag had demanded publica-

tion. As for the political effects of the defamatory head count of

1916, one must conclude that it drove a wedge between Jewish and

non-Jewish soldiers. It also caused German soldiers who until then

had not been exposed to anti-Semitic agitation to adopt a wait-and-

see attitude, if not an even more distant one, toward their Jewish

comrades in arms.

After the war the sociologist Franz Oppenheimer studied the

“head count” and published a brochure titled “The Statistics on

Jews Collected by the Prussian Ministry of War.”42 His results

showed that relative to their numbers in the population, just as

many Jews were fighting at the front as non-Jews. Oppenheimer was

able to refute empirically all the talk about cowardice and shirking,

but only after the fact: the head count of 1916 had long since af-

fected political developments.

Ludendorff, Bauer, Tirpitz, Gebsattel, Keim, and Others

After Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg took charge as the third

supreme commander of the German army during the war, General
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Erich Ludendorff and Lieutenant Colonel Max Bauer occupied po-

litically powerful positions on his staff: Ludendorff was quartermas-

ter general, and Bauer functioned as his political adviser. At the

same time, Bauer was liaison officer between the government and

the army supreme command, as well as a spokesman for the ex-

treme right-wing Pan-German Party. Ludendorff and Bauer were

committed anti-Semites. They considered Jews to be shirkers and

profiteers, although they knew full well that the statistics collected

in 1916 had provided no foundation for such beliefs.

Bauer used the same anti-Semitic arguments that had led the

Prussian Ministry of War to gather data. In a memo sent to the Kai-

ser, the Crown Prince, and General Ludendorff, Bauer noted that the

army’s strength was beginning “to crumble.” Among the reasons for

this, he asserted, were poor morale on the home front, which was be-

ginning to affect the army; the soldiers’ concerns for the welfare

of their families at home; the lack of proper care for the war

wounded—and the Jews. “Lastly,” he wrote, “there is a huge sense

of outrage at the Jews, and rightly so. If you are in Berlin and go to

the Ministry of Commerce or walk down the Tauentzienstrasse, you

could well believe you were in Jerusalem. Up at the front, by con-

trast, you hardly ever see any Jews. Virtually every thinking person

is outraged that so few are called up, but nothing is done, because

going after the Jews, meaning the capital that controls the press and

the parliament, is impossible.”43

In the right-wing officers’ hostile anti-Semitic view, Jews were

not only contemptible shirkers but also a powerful lobby in domestic

politics, able to direct the flow of capital and manipulate the press

and legislature. Hence Bauer, instead of offering rational arguments

against left-leaning liberals’ and Social Democrats’ support for a ne-

gotiated peace, tried to stir up emotions against them as “Jewish

freethinkers and international comrades.”44
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Max Bauer’s ideological viewpoint was by no means an isolated

case in the milieu of the armed forces. Lieutenant Colonel Hans

Helfritz, chief of staff of an army corps, saw liberals through the

same set of lenses. Writing to Erhard Deutelmoser, head of the war

press office, he declared that the “hateful Jewish attacks” printed in

the Frankfurter Zeitung “undermined the morale of all those who

do not support the same disgraceful pacifistic goals.” He demanded

that these articles be “ruthlessly eliminated from the press.”45

Clearly, as we can see, journalists who supported a negotiated peace

were characterized as Jewish, pacifist, disgraceful, and subverters of

social unity. The term “eliminate” had also been introduced.

For Bauer, an officer whose thinking followed the political catego-

ries of the right-wing nationalists, the political situation within Ger-

many in the spring of 1918 appeared polarized: on one side he saw

loyal German idealists, especially in Prussia, who had not wavered

in their desire to fight on to a victory, on the other the weak-kneed

advocates of peace negotiations, “as flabby as old women.” Bauer

perceived them as the enemy within, so to speak. From this perspec-

tive several factors appeared as threats to continued prosecution of

the war: the relatively weak national government, the majority par-

ties in the Reichstag (the Social Democratic Party, the Center Party,

and the left-of-center Progressive People’s Party), the labor unions

and people calling for strikes, along with “pigheaded or crooked leg-

islators and agitators.” What had an especially subversive effect was

“the spread of a Jewish mentality (since this is in fact the domi-

nant outlook of the Social Democrats, the Berliner Tageblatt [Berlin

Daily News], the Frankfurter Zeitung, and so on).”46 One can also

recognize the function of this anti-Semitic propaganda: the powerful

economic circles, political parties, media, and journalists who stood

“on the other side” on domestic political issues were characterized as

either “Jewish” or influenced by “a Jewish mentality.” The picture
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of the enemy was therefore not in sharp focus but blurred around

the edges; it was motivated at its core by anti-Semitic prejudice, but

it could be expanded and exploited to include other groups as neces-

sary. In other words, leading figures in the German military began

using anti-Semitism as a tool for manipulation as early as 1917–18.

Ludendorff and Bauer may well have been among the inventors

of the Dolchstosslegende, the legend of the “stab in the back,” but at

the very least they profited from it, since it drew attention away

from their own responsibility not just for the war in general but for

its prolongation and the ultimate defeat: “It was the pillars of the

Kaiserreich (the army, bureaucracy, industry, the churches and uni-

versities) who, with the aid of the press, sermons, memoirs, lawsuits

on trumped-up issues, and the historical profession (particularly

official historiography), created this legend in order to distract at-

tention from the locus of responsibility for the war and the military

defeat, and to place the burden of these on Jews and Social Demo-

crats.”47 The legend of the stab in the back had a genuinely anti-

Semitic thrust, for the men alleged to be shirkers, both the muni-

tions workers who went on strike and politicians from the socialist

parties, were labeled “Jews” themselves or their ideas were called

“Jewish-inspired.” From this source arose the anti-Semitic verse that

became popular in 1918: “Überall grinst ihr Gesicht, nur im Schütz-

engraben nicht!” (Everywhere you see them grin, except in the

trenches to help us win!)48

Ludendorff and Bauer believed that Jews had created a secret

international organization to promote revolutionary movements in

several countries, first Russia in 1917 and then Germany in 1918.49 In

1919 Ludendorff “devoted himself to destroying the ‘international-

ist, pacifist, defeatist’ Jews and the Vatican, people who ‘systemati-

cally destroyed’ our ‘racial inheritance and national character.’”50
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Such statements reveal few if any fundamental differences from

Hitler’s anti-Semitic perceptions of Jews as the enemy. Hence it is

anything but an accident that the celebrated commander of the First

World War, Erich Ludendorff, allied himself with Hitler in 1923 in

an attempted putsch against the Weimar Republic, that he agreed to

run for the Reichstag as a candidate of the National Socialist Party,

and that in 1924 he succeeded in winning election. In his book

Kriegführung und Politik (Warfare and Politics, 1922; revised edition

1923), the proclaimed anti-Semite wrote that Germany must be

made judenrein—“free of Jews”—before the next war.51 This idea

anticipated Hitler’s policies in the years 1933–1939. General Luden-

dorff ’s opinions on “total war” in the 1930s would be adopted by the

National Socialist Party and most of the leadership of the Reichs-

wehr.52

In 1917 the Pan-German politician Wolfgang Kapp founded a

new party, the Deutsche Vaterlandspartei (German Fatherland

Party, DVLP), which he hoped would attract all the various groups

demanding that Germany fight on until victory and become a kind

of “collective movement.” A further goal of the party was to pre-

serve the political dominance of the nobility and upper-middle class

in the face of growing working-class strength.53 The first chairman

of this pre-fascist group was a naval officer, Grand Admiral Alfred

von Tirpitz, who until March 1916 had been state secretary of the

Imperial Navy Office. Tirpitz was revered by the entire nationalis-

tic right wing and also idolized by the navy. Kapp tried several

times to establish a military dictatorship with Tirpitz as chancellor,54

and most career officers would have welcomed him as a political

“strongman.”

Close ties existed between the Fatherland Party and the Third Su-

preme Command of the army. A large number of former officers
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joined the DVLP; those on active duty were not permitted to be

members of any political party. While Tirpitz appears to have dis-

tanced himself from anti-Semitism,55 Ludendorff and Bauer were

strongly prejudiced, as noted earlier. In the Pan-German League,

anti-Semitism was used consciously as a political tool beginning in

October 1918 at the latest; former officers participated as leaders in

this effort. One of them was a retired general of the Bavarian cav-

alry named Baron Konstantin von Gebsattel, who was deputy chair-

man of the Pan-German League from 1914 on and, after the war,

chairman of the radically anti-Semitic Deutschvölkischer Schutz-

und Trutzbund (German Ethnic Defense Alliance). After Germany’s

military defeat he urged at one meeting that the organization

“exploit the situation to arouse opinion against the Jews and use

them as lightning rods for all the wrongs we have suffered.” August

Keim, another retired general and influential editor of the Militär-

Wochenblatt (Military Weekly), had expressed the same idea in the

last weeks of the war: “If we lose this war, it will only be because

the German people have been poisoned by the Jews; their heads are

spinning and they no longer know where they are going.”56 To the

members of the Pan-German League, the “Jewish question” now

appeared to be the most promising means for attracting the hoped-

for masses of supporters to their “collective movement.”

The Revolutionary Era of 1918–19

Perceptions of the Enemy as “Jewish Bolsheviks”

Although National Socialist propagandists of the 1940s are usually

thought to be the source of the catchphrase “Jewish Bolshevik” as a

characterization of one of Germany’s enemies, this is erroneous; the

42 the wehrmacht



term was already in use in some military circles during the German

Revolution of November 1918.57 On November 11, 1918, an officer of

the Imperial Navy, a commander named Bogislaw von Selchow,

noted in his diary: “This morning I went to the Navy Office, and the

red flag was hoisted above it. At the entrance a Jewish Bolshevik in

civilian clothes was standing guard with a shotgun. It was all like a

bad dream.”58 Presumably the guard belonged to the Berlin division

of the “People’s Navy,” a revolutionary unit whose political loyalties

lay with the Independent Social Democrats or the radical left-wing

Spartacists. Such fine political gradations did not interest a man like

Selchow. For him everything to do with revolution was “Bolshevist,”

and that was a term he equated with “Jewish.” This is the same

identification or reduction later propagated by Hitler. It was proba-

bly based on the notion (inspired by a basically anti-Semitic atti-

tude) that the German revolutionaries must be Jewish since the Rus-

sian Bolsheviks were. So even at this early date some considered the

two identical.

This perspective is of some significance, for it makes clear that

the propaganda phrase “Jewish Bolshevism”59 used to disparage of-

ficials of the Communist Party and Russian Jews after the attack on

the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, was not invented by Hitler or

Goebbels, but had been in circulation among radical right-wing

German officers since 1918. In Captain von Selchow’s diary there are

certainly passages foreshadowing an eliminationist form of anti-

Semitism, as in this excerpt from the entry for November 15, 1918:

“We passed all sorts of people, the dregs of the city. Jews and desert-

ers—gutter scum, in the vilest sense of the word—now rule Ger-

many. But as far as the Jews are concerned, their day will come, and

then woe to them!”60
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The Officers Who Assassinated Luxemburg, Liebknecht, and Eisner

The men who killed the two charismatic political leaders of the rad-

ical left in Germany, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, in

Berlin on January 15, 1919, were young officers in the Imperial

Navy. Among the participants in the officers’ plot led by Captain

Waldemar Pabst of the general staff were Lieutenant Hermann W.

Souchon—a nephew of Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, governor of the

Kiel naval base—Lieutenant Horst von Pflugk-Harttung, Captain

Heinz von Pflugk-Harttung, Lieutenant Kurt Vogel (ret.), as well as

Lieutenants Bruno Schulze, Heinrich Stiege, and Ulrich von Ritgen,

and Captain Rühle von Linienstern. Lieutenant Wilhelm Carnaris

was also involved.61 All these officers belonged to the Ehrhardt naval

brigade, attached to the Cavalry-Guards-Rifles Division under Lieu-

tenant General Heinrich von Hoffmann. The officers committed the

murders, and judges then shielded them from prosecution.62 The

right-wing nationalists regarded the antiwar position of the two

leaders of the Spartacists “as more evidence of the ‘Jewish Bolshe-

vik’ conspiracy. It did not matter in the least that both were atheists

with an overwhelmingly Gentile following, or that the vast majority

of Jews were appalled by their revolutionary ideas.”63

The man who gave the order for Rosa Luxemburg and Karl

Liebknecht to be killed was Captain Pabst,64 first officer of the gen-

eral staff of the Berlin Cavalry-Guards-Rifles Division. He later

boasted, “I had them executed.” In the next few years Pabst, a right-

wing fanatic with a love of intrigue, would turn up wherever a mili-

tary putsch against the government of the Weimar Republic was in

the works. He played just as important a role in the Kapp putsch of

1920 as General von Lüttwitz, Colonel Max Bauer, and Captain

44 the wehrmacht



Hermann Ehrhardt, whereas Ludendorff preferred to remain in the

background and wait to see whether the plan would succeed.

The Communist newspaper Rote Fahne (Red Flag) ran an article

on February 12, 1919, naming Lieutenant Pflugk-Harttung and his

associates as the men who had assassinated Karl Liebknecht, accus-

ing Lieutenant Vogel of the murder of Rosa Luxemburg, and identi-

fying Captain Pabst as an accessory. Thus the author of the article, a

Jewish journalist and politician named Leo Jogiches, came remark-

ably close to the truth, despite all the attempts of the military and

legal authorities to hush the matter up. In March, Jogiches was

taken into police custody and then shot dead by a police officer

“while trying to escape,” as the report put it.65

In Munich an officer by the name of Anton Arco-Vally had pre-

viously assassinated Kurt Eisner, the new Jewish premier of Bavaria

(a founding member of the Independent Social Democratic Party,

USPD), in January 1918. In May 1919 soldiers of the Reichswehr

mounted an attack on the revolutionary Bavarian government of

workers’ councils, killing 161 people in what was felt at the time to

be an “extension” of the First World War.66 It was in 1919, in the mi-

lieu of the Reichswehr, that Corporal Adolf Hitler, who had served

in the war, embarked on his political career as an “‘expert’ on the

Jewish Bolshevik menace.”67

Opposing Anti-Semitism in the Reichswehr: Noske and Reinhardt

At the time of the November revolution of 1918 in Germany, posi-

tive efforts were also being made to improve conditions for Jewish

soldiers. Walther Reinhardt from Württemberg, who became Prus-

sian minister of war in 1918, generally backed “full rights” for

Jews, including access to officers’ commissions68—a position that de-
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manded some courage, given the background of anti-Semitic preju-

dice already described. Reinhardt’s stance anticipated the equal civil

rights guaranteed by the constitution of the Weimar Republic in

1919.

After the Prussian Ministry of War was dissolved, General Rein-

hardt, who was loyal to the republic, became the first army chief of

staff for a time and then assumed command of a mixed training bri-

gade in Döberitz outside Berlin. At Easter 1921 he gave a farewell

address to these troops, among whom there existed not only a gener-

ally nationalistic attitude but also a strongly anti-Semitic one. In his

remarks Reinhardt spoke out clearly: “The German Jews who loy-

ally stand with us and fight alongside us must be recognized and re-

spected. The love of mammon and excessive greed for profit deserve

contempt, and we must reject them in Gentiles as well as Jews; first

and foremost, we must not let dissipated habits or irresponsibility

make us dependent on moneylenders and hence often on Jews. This

defensive kind of anti-Semitism is praiseworthy; it does not express

itself in animosity toward Jews, but is rather a form of self-disci-

pline.”69 At a time when another officer could describe the Weimar

government as a “Jew republic” and use an obscenity in referring to

the newly created Supreme Court without fear of dismissal,70 it

probably took some courage to oppose anti-Semitism as openly as

Reinhardt did.

Article 3 of the Weimar constitution declared the national colors

to be black, red, and gold, in place of the black, white, and red flag

of the German Empire created in 1871. The framers of the constitu-

tion were intentionally returning to the colors associated with the

democratic movements of the nineteenth century, particularly the

revolution of 1848–49. A good many officers and noncommissioned

officers of the Provisional Reichswehr, who had fought under the
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old imperial flag, felt that the new colors failed to express enough

national pride. They showed their disapproval by ridiculing the new

flag, often in combination with anti-Semitic slogans. In officers’

clubs the new colors were sometimes referred to as “black-red-mus-

tard,” and the black eagle on the new seal of the republic was called

the Pleitegeier.71 At the end of August 1919, officers at the Pinneberg

garrison in Holstein called the national flag the “black-red-gold

Jew flag”; their regimental commander was Colonel Leopold von

Ledebur, a right-wing radical and member of the aristocracy. The

Social Democratic newspaper Vorwärts (Forward), which reported

the incident, also noted that soldiers who refused to go along with

the shift to the right were being pushed out of the regiment bit

by bit.72

Gustav Noske, Reichswehr minister at the time and a Social Dem-

ocrat, was aware that “anti-Semitic incidents” had frequently oc-

curred within the army; he had been forced to admit as much in July

1919 to the German National Assembly, to his great—and sincere—

regret. Therefore, he continued, “all commanding officers must be

reminded that it is their duty at all times to respond forcefully to any

kind of anti-Semitic propaganda or incitement of hatred among

their men.” Noske agreed with the head of the Independent Social

Democratic Party, Hugo Haase, that anti-Semitic agitation within

the army was “extraordinarily dangerous,” and promised to “clamp

down” on it when an occasion presented itself.73

Nevertheless, only a month later, in August 1919, it became evi-

dent that the minister’s orders had met with no success at all in sup-

pressing anti-Semitic remarks by officers in the Reichswehr. At this

time it was reported that Colonel Wilhelm Reinhardt, commander

of the Berlin brigade of the Reichswehr and an authoritarian for-

mer leader of one of the free corps (not to be confused with the
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Prussian minister of war, Walther Reinhardt, mentioned earlier),

had disparaged the flag of the republic as a “Jew flag,” and had re-

ferred to Matthias Erzberger, the minister of finance, and the gov-

ernment as “riffraff” and “the dregs of society.” He had also sum-

marily discharged soldiers known to have republican sympathies.74

Once again a high-ranking army officer had revealed perceptions of

a political enemy within the country that imperceptibly combined

both anti-Semitic and anti-republican attitudes. The parallels to the

Nazi propaganda slogan of “Jewish Bolshevism” introduced later are

immediately obvious. Colonel Wilhelm Reinhardt, it should be said,

had a typical career for a man of his political convictions. He joined

the National Socialist Party, became a Gruppenführer in the SS

(equivalent to the rank of lieutenant general in the Wehrmacht),

and achieved the rank of general of the infantry in the Wehrmacht.

Back in the summer of 1919, when Reinhardt’s right-wing invec-

tive against the symbol and leaders of the Weimar Republic was

made public by a courageous soldier representing the Veterans’ Asso-

ciation of Noncommissioned Officers and Men, Noske could not find

the courage to remove the colonel from the Reichswehr. At that

point the former Social Democratic prime minister Philipp Scheide-

mann delivered a stirring speech at a rally in Kassel attended by

more than ten thousand people. Scheidemann warned that monar-

chist propaganda was being disseminated openly in army garrisons,

and that anti-Semitism was once again rearing its head as the peren-

nial favorite issue in radical right-wing agitation.75 Scheidemann’s

speech implies that in the first year of the Weimar Republic the real

political power lay not in the hands of the elected government but

in the hands of the military. In a speech to the National Assembly in

October 1919, later regarded as “historic,” Scheidemann declared to

the leaders of the government, “The enemy is on the right!”76 This
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warning, which proved only too well justified, was taken up again in

1922 in a vehement speech by Chancellor Joseph Wirth after the

murder of the foreign minister, Walther Rathenau. It is obvious that

the assassination attempt on Scheidemann in June 192277 repre-

sented one response to those speeches of 1919 by certain officers who

were prepared to use violence.

The Postwar Period: War Continued by Different Means

Anti-Semitic Extremism

The nationalist propaganda issuing from the radical right influenced

not only the political attitudes of officers who had fought in the war

but also their actions. Some were incited by it to mount attacks on

prominent left-wing politicians. Acts of political violence committed

by the radical right were mainly the work of military officers, either

still on active duty or retired.78

A whole series of assassinations and attempted killings took place

between 1919 and 1922; they were committed by junior officers who

experienced the end of the war as a loss of status. The huge wartime

army was disbanded, and many men had difficulties returning to ci-

vilian life. Since they would have preferred to remain on active duty

in the military, they joined the new free corps in 1919 and hoped to

serve in the future Reichswehr, which had yet to be created. The

Treaty of Versailles of June 28, 1919, however, limited the German

army to a maximum strength of 100,000 men and the navy to

15,000, making it inevitable that many units would be dissolved.

Two of these units, the Ehrhardt and Loewenfeld naval brigades,

had already played a prominent role in efforts to suppress the revo-

lutions of 1918–19; now they participated actively in the Kapp-Lütt-

witz putsch of March 1920, with the goal of preventing the brigades’
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dissolution, which had already been ordered. When the putsch failed

and they were forced to disband, the commander of one of the bri-

gades, Captain Hermann Ehrhardt, with members of his former bri-

gade founded a new secret organization called Organization Consul

(OC). It developed into a radical right-wing terrorist group. The of-

ficers and men of the organization carried out a whole series of po-

litical assassinations during 1921–22. The statistician Emil Julius

Gumbel, who made a systematic study of right-wing radicalism in

the Weimar era, had by 1924 reached the conclusion that the OC was

carrying out a program of planned murders: “There has probably

not been a single assassination in Germany in recent years in which

the Organization C[onsul] was not involved, either directly or indi-

rectly.”79 And in fact a study confirmed not long ago that the assassi-

nation attempts on Matthias Erzberger, Philipp Scheidemann, and

Walther Rathenau were planned, led, and carried out by officers

who had belonged to the Ehrhardt naval brigade.80 As will be shown,

anti-Semitic motives played a decisive role in these murders and oth-

ers as well.

The free corps veteran and writer Ernst von Salomon claimed

that Organization Consul was “a very loose association of former of-

ficers and men of the naval brigade, who . . . remained in touch and

on good terms with one another and out of personal loyalty to their

commander . . . occasionally carried out tasks assigned to them by

the captain’s ‘headquarters’ in Munich.”81 In fact, however, the OC

was an underground military organization, which maintained strict

secrecy and operated as a command structure in which orders were

given and carried out. The “consul” was the commander, Captain

Hermann Ehrhardt. He had an adjutant and a staff, and a right-

hand man, Lieutenant Alfred Hoffmann. Below the rank of the

commander and his deputy there were other former naval officers
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with precisely defined tasks and subordinates to whom they could is-

sue orders. In contrast to the real military, the members of an assas-

sination squad were chosen by lot, and everyone in the organization

knew that any betrayal would be punished with death. The mili-

tary character of Organization Consul was later confirmed by the

Wehrmacht during the Nazi years, incidentally, for the time a man

had spent in the organization counted fully in calculating his years

of military service.82 Already in the summer of 1921 the OC had

adopted a decidedly anti-Semitic program. Membership was open

to “patriotic Germans” but not to Jews or members of other “alien

races.”83 The bylaws also threatened traitors to the organization with

death. The OC identified as its targets the constitution of the Wei-

mar Republic, the Social Democratic Party, and Jews.

In the scholarly literature on the subject, these terrorists who at-

tacked the Weimar Republic in the postwar years are usually charac-

terized as right-wing radicals and ultra-nationalists.84 Certainly they

were both, but a further point should not be overlooked, namely,

their profession: all these extremists were either former career ser-

vicemen or men who had been so profoundly influenced by their ex-

periences in the military that they could not return to civilian life in

peacetime. Their thinking revolved around the use of force; they

viewed the world in terms of a stark division between friend and

foe, and they employed the tools of the trade they had been taught

to use during the war, namely, handguns and grenades. Psycho-

logically they remained in a state of war, even after the armistice

and the signing of the peace treaty. They referred to the first few

years after World War I as the Nachkrieg, which means something

like the “postwar war” or the “war extension.” In this combat the

enemy was no longer a foreign nation but domestic political oppo-

nents. Jews, pacifists, and socialists became the scapegoats for all the
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problems Germany faced at the time. What the extremists feared

most was the outbreak of a genuine peace, in which they would no

longer be able to practice their trade of violence. For this reason they

attacked the republic and hoped for the establishment of a military

dictatorship, which would apply the rules of military life, so trans-

parent and easily grasped, to society as a whole.

The killings committed in the early twenties by active and former

military officers with political opponents as their victims—Jews,

left-wingers, supporters of the republic, and pacifists—need to be

looked at against the backdrop of the National Socialist period as

harbingers of the Nazis’ tactics against their political opponents.

The Attempt to Assassinate Hugo Haase

After the revolutionary government in Munich had been brought

down by troops loyal to the national government acting on the or-

ders of defense minister Gustav Noske in May 1919, a degree of

calm returned to Germany, which had been disrupted for the previ-

ous six months by outbreaks of unrest amounting almost to civil

war. In October 1919, however, the German public was alarmed by a

new attack on one of the country’s leading politicians. The target

was Hugo Haase, then the chairman of the Independent Social

Democratic Party. In the years from 1914 to 1917, before the Inde-

pendents had split off from the main party, Haase—who was Jew-

ish—had served as co-chairman with Friedrich Ebert as successors

to the legendary leader and party founder, August Bebel. The Inde-

pendents’ party newspaper, Die Freiheit (Freedom), drew a connec-

tion with previous attacks on left-wing politicians and speculated

that this assault too had been mounted by organized militarists:

“Our party chairman, Comrade Haase, was wounded by a man who

fired several shots at him in front of the Reichstag, an hour before
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he was to give a major speech against the government’s criminal

policies in the East and the violence committed by Noske’s troops.

Murder squads from the militarists’ headquarters have already

killed Luxemburg and Liebknecht, Eisner, Dorrenbach, Landauer,

Jogiches, and many others in cities throughout the country.”85

In fact the man who fired at Hugo Haase, inflicting the wounds

from which he died a month later, acted alone. He was a French

worker in the leather trade named Voss, and was described as a

“mentally retarded monomaniac” and an “idiot”;86 clearly he had

not been in contact with the extremist officers of the Ehrhardt naval

brigade.

Gustav Noske, the defense minister, who had frequently been at-

tacked by Haase and the Independent Social Democrats as a “blood-

hound” for cooperating with the free corps and officers hostile to the

republic, described Hugo Haase in his memoirs as an outstanding

man and took the opportunity to describe the generally good rela-

tionship between Gentiles and Jews within the Social Democratic

Party:

His outlook and character will probably never be fully un-

derstood by outsiders, because they were shaped by his Jew-

ish faith. Haase was a thoroughly good and decent person.

No one can doubt the integrity of his political aims. He sin-

cerely believed that he was serving the best interests of the

German people and beyond that all of humanity. I have

known a good many Jews in my time, and there was hardly

one who did not suffer from the social discrimination they

experienced. Some were extremely sensitive when the sub-

ject of Judaism came up. Such treatment as second-class citi-

zens turned some of them into pessimists and cynics, while
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many others became consumed with hatred. Many of them

joined the Social Democratic movement, where anti-Semitic

attitudes were expressed only on very rare occasions, al-

though beneath the surface they were never entirely ab-

sent.87

Officers Assassinate Matthias Erzberger

In early 1920 Matthias Erzberger, the German finance minister and

member of the Zentrum (Center Party), was seriously injured in an

assassination attempt by a cadet named Oltwig von Hirschfeld.88 A

few months later, in May 1920, an unidentified attacker lobbed a

hand grenade at him during a campaign appearance in the Würt-

temberg town of Esslingen.89 Erzberger did not survive the third at-

tempt on his life on August 26, 1921; while out walking one day

in the Black Forest with Karl Diez, a Center Party deputy to the

Reichstag, he was killed by several revolver shots fired at close

range.

The two assassins both turned out to be former officers and mem-

bers of the Ehrhardt naval brigade: Lieutenant Heinrich Tillessen

(born in 1884) and Heinrich Schulz (born in 1893). They had re-

ceived their instructions to kill Erzberger from Manfred von Killin-

ger, head of a so-called “Storm Company Killinger” within the bri-

gade, and Captain Ehrhardt had approved the order.

Erzberger was marked for assassination because he had supported

the peace resolution of 1917 and then signed the armistice agree-

ment at Compiègne in November 1918 as a member of the German

delegation. Right-wing radicals also despised him for urging accep-

tance of the Versailles peace treaty and the payment of reparations

to the victorious Allies; Erzberger was regarded as a leading repre-
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sentative of the Weimar Republic, so was hated by the right. Nation-

alist politicians mounted a campaign of inflammatory attacks on

him, led by the German National Party politician Karl Helfferich,

who published a leaflet in 1919 titled Erzberger Must Go! 90 Charac-

teristically, the extremist circles that regarded Erzberger’s support

for the peace treaty and reparations as “crimes” depicted the finance

minister, who was a Catholic, as “a puppet of the Jews.”91 The results

demonstrate yet again what damage this kind of unchecked demon-

izing of enemies could do.

Manfred von Killinger, a leading figure in Organization Consul,

had a not untypical career as a right-wing extremist and anti-Sem-

ite.92 His career path led from one of the free corps to the National

Socialist Party and the SA (Sturm Abteilung, or storm troopers), and

from there to the higher ranks of Nazi policymakers. He held the

rank of lieutenant in the Ehrhardt naval brigade; then after the

Kapp-Lüttwitz putsch failed, he founded the Union of Front-Line

Veterans, a group of men prepared to “report for duty in the event

of a crisis.”93 Simultaneously, Killinger joined another secret society,

the “Germanic Order,” founded in 1912, to which Erzberger’s killers

also belonged. This society was open only to men prepared to take a

“blood oath” and swear that “only Aryan blood flows in his veins

and that his own and his wife’s parents and forebears include no

members of the colored or Hebrew race.” The goals of this organi-

zation were to “reestablish and strengthen the role of the Germanic

peoples as masters over other races.”94

Obviously we are dealing with a direct precursor of the National

Socialists’ racial policies, which became binding on members of the

Reichswehr in 1934 with the introduction of the “Aryan clause.”95 As

we have seen, Killinger himself participated in the assassination plot

against Matthias Erzberger. In the OC he was entrusted with “mili-
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tary” assignments. After joining the NSDAP in 1927, he joined the

SA in 1932 and was elected to the Reichstag as a Nazi Party deputy.

From May 1933 until 1935 he served as premier of the state of Sax-

ony; later he represented Hitler’s Germany as a diplomat in San

Francisco and Romania.

Assassins Attack Scheidemann and Kill Rathenau

The name of labor leader Philipp Scheidemann, a Social Democrat,

was also on the extremist officers’ list of targets. Scheidemann, who

had served as the first prime minister of the republic in 1919 and af-

ter his resignation became mayor of the city of Kassel, had assailed

anti-republican and anti-Semitic tendencies within the military on

several occasions. The plan was to kill Scheidemann in Kassel in

1922 using prussic acid, but by a stroke of luck the politician escaped

with his life.96

This latest attack on a leading politician of the Weimar Republic

was carried out by two former soldiers who had fought in the First

World War, Hans Hustert (born in 1900) and Karl Oehlschläger

(born in 1893). Both were supporters of the DNVP (German Na-

tional People’s Party) who had met as members in the Upper

Silesian Defense Force, one of the free corps fighting the Poles in

1919. In 1920 they joined Storm Company Killinger within the

Ehrhardt naval brigade and then Organization Consul, which issued

the order to assassinate Scheidemann. Even though he had resigned

as prime minister in 1919 out of protest over the harsh conditions of

the Treaty of Versailles, the nationalists still regarded Scheidemann

as the personification of the republic they detested so much. At their

trial the two assailants attempted to justify their crime with refer-

ences to a polemic written by Colonel Max Bauer, an associate of

General Ludendorff.97 Even though anti-Semitism played no role in
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this case, Scheidemann nevertheless fit the category of “November

traitors” as a perceived enemy of the nationalists; this category

lumped together all socialists, Jews, and pacifists without distinction.

Walther Rathenau, like Erzberger one of the political leaders

of the Weimar Republic, was the next victim of the extremists.

Rathenau, a wealthy Jewish industrialist and writer, had risen to

prominence during World War I as head of the government board

for overseeing the distribution of essential raw materials. He per-

formed this task so well that during the latter half of the war even

conservatives in Germany hailed him as a “savior of the fatherland”

and “an inspiring leader, Hindenburg’s counterpart in the economic

sector.”98 After the war Rathenau was first appointed minister of re-

construction and then German foreign minister.

Because he adopted a policy of consultation and negotiation with

the victorious powers, German nationalists began attacking

Rathenau, who was essentially a conservative, as a hireling of the

Allies and singling him out as a target of their vicious propaganda.

In a striking characterization Arnold Brecht, an expert on constitu-

tional law and a senior official at the Ministry of the Interior, de-

clared Rathenau to be the quintessential “Weimar German” and

hence in the category of perceived enemies known as “Potsdam Ger-

mans,” that is, the politicians alleged to have—cravenly and unnec-

essarily—betrayed the brave soldiers in the field.99 Testifying before

an investigating committee of the Reichstag after the war, General

Ludendorff, a pronounced anti-Semite, attempted to forge a link be-

tween Rathenau and the legend of the “stab in the back.” His de-

famatory statements would have far-reaching effects, and several

scholars regard Ludendorff as in large measure morally responsible

for Rathenau’s later assassination.100 The Neue Preussische Zeitung

(Prussian News) attacked Rathenau in May 1921 as a Jewish enemy

Anti-Semitism in the German Military 57



of the country who had driven it to the edge of ruin.101 This marked

the end of the period when the nationalists on the right took the

view that the foreign minister’s Jewish origins were offset by the

service he had rendered to the nation during the war. They put him

down on the list for assassination.

Rathenau could never grasp why someone who had done as much

as he had for his country should be so hated by nationalists. When he

once posed the question to Hellmut von Gerlach, a pacifist journalist

and political associate, Gerlach offered this revealing reply: “Pre-

cisely because you are Jewish and at the same time successfully shap-

ing Germany’s foreign policy. You are living proof that the anti-

Semites’ theory about the harm Jews cause to Germany is totally

wrong.”102 John Weiss, who has written on German and Austrian

anti-Semitism, also interprets the hatred for Rathenau in terms of

the deeply rooted perception of Jews as the enemy. In his Ideology

of Death (1996) he observes: “Nothing Rathenau could do would

protect him from the fury of the right . . . Pan-Germans despised

him for denouncing war profiteering without raising the false is-

sue of ‘Jewish’ profits, and they were furious when he called for

heavy taxes on inherited wealth and a high income tax to pay repa-

rations. Ludendorff joined in, denouncing the ‘Jewish traitor and de-

featist.’”103

When he was a young man, Rathenau’s chances of advancing in

the Prussian army had been as slim as those of other Jewish sol-

diers. He served as a one-year volunteer in a Prussian regiment, but

his Jewish origins made even a promotion to officer in the reserves

impossible.104 In 1921 Rathenau told an English officer about the

constant threats to his life: “In some parts of my country compa-

nies of men march to the rhythm of the words, ‘Schlagt tot den
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Walther Rathenau / die gottverdammte Judensau!’” (Kill that Wal-

ter Rathenau, the god-damned Jewish sow!).105 And it was true: this

couplet inciting to murder was being sung in free corps units in Up-

per Silesia at the time.106

The former Ehrhardt naval brigade continued to publish a news-

letter, Der Wiking (The Viking); it ran an article in 1922 after

Rathenau had been named foreign minister that referred to the re-

public as a “synagogue congregation” and to the role of Jews as the

“cardinal question” of all German foreign and domestic policy. The

article concluded: “As surely as there is a German God in heaven, so

surely shall we destroy the net in which the Jews have caught us.

With a single blow we will smash the Jewish yoke that now op-

presses a nation of 60 million. The path to this goal of liberation

will be found when the time is ripe, and then let the chips fall where

they may. How the goal is achieved will be of small concern.”107 The

wait turned out to be a short one.

Former members of the German navy who later became free

corps officers murdered Walther Rathenau on June 24, 1922, us-

ing an army-issue pistol and a hand grenade.108 The assassins were

twenty-four-year-old Erwin Kern, from Breslau, where his father

was a civil servant, and Hermann Fischer, age twenty-six, the son of

a professor of art in Dresden. Kern had not been demobilized from

the navy until the previous year. Like the other assassins from the

Ehrhardt naval brigade, to which they belonged, both young men

came from affluent middle-class families. Both were also members

of various other right-wing organizations, include the German Eth-

nic Protection Alliance. They were acting on orders from OC mem-

ber Karl Tillessen, a former naval lieutenant and later officer in the

SS, and the brother of Heinrich Tillessen, the man who had killed
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Erzberger.109 In delegating the assignment to assassinate Rathenau,

Tillessen was following orders delivered personally by Captain Ehr-

hardt.110

It emerged that on the night before the assassination, Kern had

made some muddled remarks providing clues about the killers’ mo-

tives: “They believed that the removal of Rathenau would incite the

left to attack, and that would result in the nationalist political par-

ties coming to power. Furthermore, the foreign minister was an ad-

herent of ‘creeping Bolshevism’ who was pursuing the goals of in-

ternational Jewry as one of the three hundred Elders of Zion. He

had also married off his sister to the Russian communist Karl Radek

and had achieved his appointment as head of the Foreign Ministry

through threats and extortion.”111 As is evident, Kern’s statements in-

cluded several different catchwords that added up to a complex iden-

tification of the enemy as consisting of Jews, leftists, Russian Com-

munists, and Bolsheviks. Inflammatory anti-Semitic slogans played a

role in them, as did a strategy of provocation designed to bring about

the overthrow of the republic.

The prosecutor later summarized the motives for the assassination

as follows: Rathenau’s killers had “committed the crime out of fa-

natic anti-Semitism and under the illusion . . . that by eliminating

an outstanding member of the government, whose policies they re-

garded as disastrous, they could bring about a working-class revolt

that would then . . . be suppressed and bring the radical right wing

to power.”112 Ludendorff and Ehrhardt were the figures they could

imagine in the role of a military dictator, and in the minds of the

nationalistic extremists in uniform, a military dictatorship corre-

sponded far better to the traditions of Prussian and German milita-

rism than the Weimar Republic, committed to the goals of democ-

racy and peace.
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During the National Socialist era Konstantin Hierl (a former of-

ficer of the general staff and commander of a free corps) became

leader of the Reich Work Service and named the posts in Bad

Schmiedeberg and Doberschütz “in honor of” the two assassins.113

With this gesture Hitler’s government ennobled the tradition of po-

litical assassination and at the same time legitimated its own policy

of violence against political opponents and minorities declared to be

enemies on “racial” grounds.

Rathenau’s assassination led to massive protests by pro-republic

groups, passage of a bill “to protect the republic,” and the banning

of organizations whose purpose was anti-Semitic propaganda. Yet

not quite two weeks after the killing, another prominent German

Jew became the target of an assassination attempt by right-wing ex-

tremists. The intended victim was Maximilian Harden, editor of a

journal devoted to politics and literature that shifted from a pro-war

to an ardently antiwar stance, reflecting Harden’s own views.114 Since

he had endorsed President Woodrow Wilson’s idea of world peace,

the German right wing viewed Harden as a traitor.

The perpetrators—Paul Ankermann, Albert Grenz, and Herbert

Weichardt—did not belong to the Organization Consul but were as-

sociated with other right-wing military groups dominated by racist

and anti-Semitic attitudes. Ankermann was corps leader of the Jung-

mannenbund (roughly, League of Young Knights) and had met

Grenz and Weichardt in the local chapter of the veterans’ organi-

zation Stahlhelm (Steel Helmet) in their town of Oldenburg. Grenz,

the owner of a bookstore, was also secretary of the Oldenburg

branch of the German Ethnic Protection Alliance, and belonged to

the National Federation of German Soldiers and the German Her-

ald.115 During his trial Ankermann told the court that Harden was

particularly dangerous “because of his writings and his change of
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attitude about national questions . . . It outraged us that he dared to

attack everything as a Jew.” Grenz saw himself as acting, so to speak,

on behalf of many German anti-Semites; he testified, “I do not re-

gret my action . . . Two percent of the German people may support

the other side, but 50 percent of them stand behind me.”116

The Weimar Republic

Veterans Introduce an “Aryan Clause”

From its founding in 1919, “Steel Helmet” attracted veterans of the

First World War with conservative, nationalistic attitudes. By the

mid-1920s the organization’s membership numbered about 300,000,

a figure that grew to 500,000 in 1930, if one includes its youth orga-

nization.117 These veterans regarded themselves not as right-wing

radicals, but rather as solid citizens still loyal to the values of the

Prussian military who, because of that loyalty, could accept neither

the limitations imposed by the Treaty of Versailles nor the “unsol-

dierly” democracy and republican form of government established

by the Weimar constitution. Those they regarded as their domestic

opponents were the “Reich Flag Black-Red-Gold,” an organization

dedicated to protecting the republic, and Jews and the Catholic

Church (both of which were seen as too “international” to be truly

patriotic).

In its early years the shared experience of the war in the trenches

dominated, insofar as every man who had served at the front had a

right to join the “Steel Helmet,” regardless of origin, class status, or

religious affiliation. Accordingly a number of Jewish veterans be-

came members, even though an alternative existed in the form of

the Federation of Jewish Veterans, also founded in 1919. According

to Volker Berghahn, author of a history of the “Steel Helmet,” how-
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ever, “soon a growing number of members began voicing the politi-

cal, cultural, and economic forms of anti-Semitism that had little to

do with the racism of the National Socialists but was quite wide-

spread in the German middle class.”118

Discussion of the “Jewish question” appeared on the official pro-

gram of the annual meeting for the first time in 1922. A stormy de-

bate took place when one group of delegates argued that this point

should be dropped from the agenda because it had no relevance for

the organization, while another faction insisted that it was a “burn-

ing question.” The president of the “Steel Helmet,” Franz Seldte,

attempted to mediate by declaring that all the members were “nei-

ther Jews nor Gentiles, but ‘Steel Helmet’ men.” The debate contin-

ued for several hours without a decision being reached.

Two years later the anti-Semites in the organization again seized

the initiative. This time they proposed the introduction of an “Aryan

clause” in the qualifications for membership, so that Jewish candi-

dates could be rejected and current Jewish members expelled. The

main spokesman for this group was Georg Ludwig Maercker, a re-

tired general who only a few years earlier had received instructions

from the Social Democratic minister of defense, Gustav Noske, to

guard the sessions of the National Assembly in Weimar as it drafted

the new constitution. The fact that Maercker and his volunteer corps

carried out their orders shows that, at least at that time, he was not

openly hostile to the republic. After leaving the Reichswehr, he

joined the “Steel Helmet” and was immediately named chairman of

the chapter in Saxony, as befitted his high rank. Maercker adopted

the position that “no Jews may be admitted to membership” and

was supported by Lieutenant Colonel (ret.) Theodor Duesterberg,

national vice chairman of the “Steel Helmet” and Seldte’s deputy.

At a meeting of regional chairmen in March 1924, Seldte had little
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choice but to accept the “Aryan clause,” and it was accordingly

added to the bylaws. The few Jewish members gradually dropped

out of the organization, which from then on strove, in its own words,

to keep at bay all “influences of non-German races.” This included

urging members to boycott Jewish-led businesses.119 The exclusion of

Jews from the largest and most influential veterans’ organization in

1924 must be regarded as an immediate precursor of the “Aryan

clause” introduced for the Reichswehr by Minister of War Werner

von Blomberg ten years later. In this way the ground was prepared.

Theodor Duesterberg, Seldte’s rival within the “Steel Helmet” as

well as his deputy, espoused a strongly racist ideology and acted as

spokesman for the racist wing within the organization. He supported

Maercker, as noted, and often expressed his anti-Semitic attitudes in

the years that followed. Hence it must have come as a serious blow to

him to learn from a fellow member in 1932 that he himself had

Jewish forebears. It emerged that his grandfather, a Jewish physi-

cian, had converted to Christianity in 1818. “Both his grandfather

and father had been loyal Prussian subjects and received both mili-

tary and civilian honors. Their descendant had every reason to be

proud of them, but the news came as a great shock. He nearly suf-

fered a breakdown and immediately submitted his resignation to the

board of directors.”120

Several leading figures within the “Steel Helmet” attempted to

dissuade Duesterberg from resigning, but others feared the reaction

of numerous members of the organization with anti-Semitic atti-

tudes if they learned the truth about his origins. Duesterberg made

a last-ditch effort to stay on by proposing a list of four requirements

that every member or candidate should fulfill before criticizing his

family origins. Each member of the “Steel Helmet” should be able
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(1) to present a notarized copy of church records showing that both

parents, as well as grandparents and great-grandparents on both

sides, were members of the congregation and, furthermore, to iden-

tify any and all ancestors of foreign blood (e.g., Polish, Italian,

French, Czech, or otherwise non-German); (2) swear on his word of

honor that he had no professional, familial, or personal dealings

with Jews, that he had not borrowed money from Jews and had no

Jewish patients or clients, or any Jewish in-laws; (3) furnish proof

that his ancestors participated in the nineteenth-century wars of lib-

eration and German unification, and on which side; and (4) furnish

proof that he himself served in the First World War, and in what ca-

pacity, whether at the front or at home.121

As soon as Duesterberg’s Jewish antecedents became public, the

National Socialists mounted a campaign against him in which Jo-

seph Goebbels, future Reich propaganda minister, and R. Walther

Darré, the Nazi Party agricultural expert, played leading roles.

Darré declined when Duesterberg challenged him to a duel, saying

that he could not engage in one with an opponent of “Jewish blood.”

So instead the two met before the court of honor of the Association

of Former Officers of the Field Artillery Regiment of Scharnhorst

(First Hannoverian) no. 10, to which Darré belonged. The court de-

cided against Duesterberg, indicating how widespread anti-Semitic

attitudes were among right-wing officers. (When Darré accepted the

post of minister of agriculture in Hitler’s “national cabinet” in 1933,

by contrast, the officers’ association refused to condemn him.) Ulti-

mately, German president Paul von Hindenburg and Minister of

Defense Werner von Blomberg intervened in Duesterberg’s dispute

with the “Steel Helmet” and urged him to resign. In April 1933

Duesterberg finally capitulated and left the organization.122
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No Jews in the Reichswehr

In the years from 1920 to 1926, the dominant figure in the Reichs-

wehr was Hans von Seeckt. He kept the armed forces of the republic

insulated to a large extent from social and political pressures and

strove to shape them in accord with his own ideas. His thinking

was influenced primarily by Prussian military traditions, meaning

that despite all the limitations imposed by the Treaty of Versailles,

Seeckt believed that the country would need a strong army in the fu-

ture. Only on that basis could Germany achieve its primary policy

goal, which was to regain the status of a major power in Europe.

Seeckt’s ideas were shared at the time by the nationalists on the

right; they were represented politically chiefly by the German Na-

tional People’s Party (DNVP), which had been founded as a succes-

sor to the German Fatherland Party after the First World War. Dur-

ing the last years of the war, the Fatherland Party had been located

at the right end of the political spectrum, with an emphatically anti-

Semitic orientation even at that time.123 The DNVP was closely asso-

ciated with several groups that had taken decidedly anti-Semitic

stances in the past, such as the Reichslandbund, the nationalistic

German Clerks’ League, and the Pan-German League, which had

spawned the more recent German Ethnic Protection Association.

The DNVP and these other organizations took up not only anti-dem-

ocratic and nationalistic slogans but also radically racist ones. Among

the older conservative groups anti-Semitism was a long-standing tra-

dition.124 The most extreme professed a racially based anti-Semitism

of the type the NSDAP would later adopt.

It is possible that a man like Seeckt, who in his role as army chief

of staff could, more than anyone else, shape the Reichswehr to his

liking, was at home in these patterns of thinking, even though his
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wife was Jewish. A passage in a letter he wrote to her on May 19,

1919, makes his fundamentally anti-Semitic attitude clear. In ex-

pressing his opinion of the new prime minister of Prussia, Paul

Hirsch, a Social Democrat, Seeckt wrote: “[He] is not so bad and is

an old parliamentarian. For this post he seems quite unsuitable, es-

pecially as a Jew; not only because this is in itself provocative, but

because the Jewish talent is purely critical, hence negative, and can

never help in the construction of a state. This is no good.”125

The constitution of the Weimar Republic provided a foundation

for the complete emancipation of Jews. According to the constitu-

tion, at least, Jews could now become army officers on active duty. In

the nationalistic right-wing camp, however, this obligation was not

accepted. The basically anti-Semitic attitude in the officer corps of

the Reichswehr was carried over into the republic. The right-wing-

ers continued to slander and persecute Jewish candidates as they

strove to prevent any further emancipation. In nationalistic circles

German Jewish soldiers continued to be characterized in defamatory

terms as “cowards, deserters, and traitors”—long before Hitler came

on the scene.126 And during the 1920s they continued to be barred

from joining veterans’ organizations, which tended to espouse na-

tionalistic views.127 They were excluded, in other words, on the basis

of an anti-Semitic orientation. The right-wing and radical-right na-

tionalists persisted in blaming Jews for the defeat of 1918, for the

movement to create soldiers’ councils during the revolutionary pe-

riod, and for the weakness of the Weimar Republic.

As we have seen, the “Steel Helmet” introduced an “Aryan

clause” into its qualifications for joining; Jewish soldiers could not

become members even if they had served at the front and won deco-

rations for bravery. As a result of such attitudes, in the 100,000-man

army that the Allies had agreed to permit in the Weimar Republic,
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there were no Jewish officers and only a few Jewish enlisted men,

who were forced to fight—usually in vain—to be granted equal

rights.

In 1919 Jewish veterans of the First World War founded their own

organization, the League of Jewish Front Soldiers. Its chairman was

Dr. Leo Loewenstein, a former captain in the reserves, and their

newsletter was called Der Schild (The Shield). For the next decade

its main task was rebutting the vicious slanders and anti-Semitic at-

tacks of the other veterans’ groups.128

After the economic collapse of 1929 and the ensuing political

crisis, not all the attempts to find causes for the dramatic down-

turn were rational and analytic; people were also looking for scape-

goats. The capitalistic system appeared to have broken down entirely.

The old resentments of the middle class and educated professionals

against modern industrial society rose to the surface again, and na-

tionalistic ideas gained in influence. Increasingly, calls were heard

for a “strong man” to head the government, as Hans Mommsen has

written:

Such attitudes almost invariably went hand in hand with a

subliminal anti-Semitism, which under the prevailing condi-

tions was expressed more and more openly. By contrast, orga-

nized anti-Semitism was not particularly widespread. Fol-

lowing the ban of the German Ethnic Protection Association

it was most evident in the NSDAP, without, however, having

been the primary factor on the part of its sympathizers in

their decision to join the party. Anti-Semitic excesses like the

assaults that had taken place in Berlin’s Scheunen neighbor-

hood in November 1923 remained isolated incidents. On the

other hand, anti-Semitic feelings, particularly toward non-
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assimilated Jewish groups, began to pervade German public

life as a whole.129

In addition to the NSDAP, the creators and spreaders of anti-Se-

mitic propaganda included the DNVP and several student organiza-

tions, especially the German Student National Socialist League. The

last-named organization aspired to prohibit any Jew from studying

at a German university, and it acquired majority support in the stu-

dent bodies at many universities long before Hitler came to power.

The National Socialist Era up to 1939

From 1934 on, the Reichswehr increasingly adopted and applied

ideas borrowed from the National Socialists’ views on race. This was

not done by virtue of any special order Hitler had given. It was the

minister of defense, General Werner von Blomberg, who took the

initiative, just as he had earlier decided to issue an order requiring

all soldiers of the Reichswehr to wear a swastika (the symbol of the

National Socialists) as a sleeve patch on their uniforms. This was an

extraordinary first step in creating a positive attitude toward the Na-

zis within the army.130 During the Weimar years the Reichswehr had

remained politically neutral and committed to serving the republic,

but now the NSDAP was accepted as a virtually ideal embodiment

of a nationalistic authoritarian state.

On April 7, 1933, Hitler’s government issued the Law for the Res-

toration of the Professional Civil Service. This measure created a le-

gal basis for dismissing all officials whose political or religious affili-

ation was viewed by the Nazis as undesirable. This group consisted

first and foremost of supporters of democracy and the Weimar con-

stitution, but also included all Jews. Paragraph 3 of the new law
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stated, “Civil servants of non-Aryan origin are to be placed on re-

tirement status.”131 It made no mention at all of soldiers serving in

the Reichswehr. Nevertheless, General von Blomberg seized the ini-

tiative; in an act of proactive obedience, he gave instructions that the

“Aryan paragraph” be applied to all ranks of the Reichswehr.132

Blomberg ordered company commanders to obtain proof of “Aryan

origins” from all the men under their command. In cases where the

necessary documents could not be furnished, the order named spe-

cific officers who were then to determine “whether sufficient docu-

mentation existed to certify Aryan origins” for the man in question.

If not, such soldiers could “not be retained in the Wehrmacht,” and

were to be discharged immediately. The only exceptions permitted

were soldiers who had fought at the front in the First World War or

who had lost a son or father in the war.

This voluntary adoption of the “Aryan paragraph” for the Reichs-

wehr was a momentous step, as it gave Nazi racial ideology official

status within the military. Simultaneously, the defense minister in-

tervened in an area that top army officers had jealously protected up

to that time, namely, personnel decisions. Before Blomberg’s order,

such matters had been largely the privilege of regimental com-

manders. As noted earlier, during the empire this had led to the ex-

clusion of certain groups from the officers’ ranks even without a spe-

cific law, such as Jews, Social Democrats, and members of religious

sects. During the Weimar period the Reichswehr had circumvented

the provisions of the republican constitution guaranteeing equal

civil rights for all citizens in the same unofficial manner and had not

admitted Jewish candidates to the officer corps. Now, one year after

Hitler had come to power, anti-Semitism was formally introduced

into the language of a military order.

What motive could have prompted Blomberg to issue this racist
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order? The military historian Klaus-Jürgen Müller notes that in

1933 members of the NSDAP and its subsidiary organizations had

begun publicly voicing their doubts about the “racial purity” of the

Reichswehr officer corps. Since in this period the SA and Reichs-

wehr were rivals, Müller argues that Blomberg probably wanted to

block such criticism and demonstrate that the army could be relied

on politically and ideologically. Hence, he concludes, the extension

of the “Aryan paragraph” to the army should be viewed in the con-

text of an intra-German struggle for military dominance.133 Inter-

preting the order primarily in terms of power politics, however,

leaves one question open, namely, how willingly or unwillingly the

Reichswehr carried it out. In other words, to what extent was the

army already pervaded by anti-Semitic attitudes and thus open to

racism as a policy of the National Socialist state even before the

“Nuremberg Laws” were adopted in 1935?

Once the order was given, it is evident that the leadership of the

Reichswehr were prepared to do as they had been told. They re-

quired soldiers to submit the necessary documents, looked them

over, and decided which of the men had to be placed in the category

of “non-Aryan” and discharged. In the course of the purge, which

took only a few weeks, at least seventy officers, noncommissioned of-

ficers, and enlisted men were dismissed from the Reichswehr. It

must be stressed, however, that the men affected were neither prac-

ticing members of the Jewish faith themselves nor sons of observant

Jewish parents. (No one fitting this description was serving in the of-

ficer corps at that time in any case, as the Ministry of Defense ex-

pressly declared in October 1933.)134 Rather, for the first time the rac-

ist definition characteristic of Nazi ideology was officially applied

within the German armed forces. The officers and men discharged

were declared “non-Aryan” because one or more of their parents or
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grandparents had been registered as Jewish at birth. It made no dif-

ference whether the soldiers themselves practiced the religion or

even whether their parents or grandparents had converted to Chris-

tianity years earlier.

The documentary evidence reveals that seven officers, eight

officer candidates, thirteen noncommissioned officers, and twenty-

eight enlisted men were expelled from the army, as well as three of-

ficers, four officer candidates, three noncommissioned officers, and

four enlisted men from the navy, making a total of seventy.135 At the

same time, however, the goal of a “Jew-free” military was not

achieved with this single purge, since additional “non-Aryan” sol-

diers were discharged in succeeding months and further purges were

ordered and carried out, especially after the draft was introduced.

Although this first anti-Semitic purge within the Reichswehr rep-

resented a significant curtailment of autonomy in personnel matters

and could not help but have a negative effect on loyalty and esprit de

corps, it was not met with a storm of protest. Reactions varied.136 In

the majority of cases the order was obeyed and occasionally wel-

comed. Some commanders expressed their regret to the men af-

fected by it and did what they could to retain them. Nevertheless,

they did not raise any objection on principle to this racist exclu-

sionary measure. This was true of both General Werner von Fritsch,

commander in chief of the army, and Admiral Erich Raeder, the su-

preme naval commander. Their reserve suggests that either the of-

ficers accepted this form of anti-Semitism,137 or at least did not con-

sider it opportune to oppose it openly as the National Socialists were

creating an authoritarian state. It has been correctly pointed out that

during this early phase of cooperation between the Wehrmacht and

the NSDAP it was not yet possible to foresee the Holocaust. It is also

correct to say, however, that with regard to anti-Semitism, tradi-
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tional military values did not offer a foundation on which a policy

for opposing Hitler could develop.138

Colonel von Manstein Objects

It is all the more remarkable that in 1934 one officer did protest the

introduction of the “Aryan paragraph” in the Reichswehr on gen-

eral principle, namely, Colonel Erich von Manstein of the army gen-

eral staff. A few weeks after Defense Minister von Blomberg had is-

sued his order, Manstein wrote a memorandum, titled “Applying the

Aryan Paragraph of the Civil Service Law to the Wehrmacht,”139

and sent it to a number of senior officers, including General Ludwig

Beck, chief of the general staff of the army; General von Fritsch,

commander in chief of the army; and General von Blomberg him-

self. Manstein argued that Blomberg’s order infringed on the mili-

tary’s autonomy in personnel matters, thereby placing the high so-

cial status of the officer corps in doubt. In Manstein’s view this

status was justified by the particular nature of the profession and the

strict military code of honor. Considered in such terms, the expul-

sion of soldiers who had committed no offense, solely because of

their Jewish origins, was incompatible with the requirement of loy-

alty to comrades in arms. As is evident, Manstein’s arguments drew

upon the traditional officers’ code.

Yet there is no clear evidence that Manstein had any fundamental

objections to racist anti-Semitic ideology as such. On the one hand,

he expressed his incomprehension that men who had already “of-

fered proof of their Aryan convictions” would suddenly no longer be

regarded as Germans, whereas many other men had not offered

such proof, even though they might have “an Aryan grandmother.”

But on the other hand, Manstein declared it fundamentally appro-

priate “that the entire army endorse the idea of racial distinctions
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and in future not tolerate anyone in its ranks who does not meet the

criteria or offends against them.”140

The historian Klaus-Jürgen Müller has examined this statement

and Manstein’s polemics elsewhere against “Jews and half-Jews”

and “left-wingers in the civil service” and concluded that they do

not amount to explicit racism; rather they represent “popular preju-

dices” and “unexamined stand-ins for the hated ‘Weimar system,’”

expressing a general aversion to “leftist elements” and “representa-

tives of the system.”141 Müller thus assumes that an officer such as

Manstein would have made a fundamental distinction between com-

mon anti-Semitism and a rejection of the colors “black-red-gold”

and all they stood for. It is precisely their vagueness and lack of

sharp contours, however, that characterize the nationalistic percep-

tions of opponents and enemies.

One further factor should be considered in any interpretation of

Manstein’s objections to the “Aryan paragraph.” Erich von Manstein

was born the tenth child of Eberhard and Helene von Lewinski but

was adopted by an uncle. The king of Prussia granted special per-

mission for Erich to take his uncle’s name. The Lewinski family had

Jewish origins, including a distant forebear named Levi.142 His own

familial background probably motivated him to take a stand against

an anti-Semitic policy within the Reichswehr in 1934 and to reject

the modern, National Socialist form of racism which could pose a

danger to him personally one day.

The question of the extent to which knowledge of his own Jewish

ancestors may have influenced Manstein’s thinking and actions has

not been investigated; he would rise to the rank of field marshal and

is widely regarded as the best strategist among the generals of the

Wehrmacht. In view of later developments, particularly the war of

extermination from 1941 to 1944, it should be noted that even in the
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war years the enemy was not conceived in terms of some official

doctrine but rather consisted of a conglomeration of popular preju-

dices and was correspondingly vague in character. If we want to ac-

quire an accurate grasp of the actions of senior Wehrmacht officers

in the war and the Holocaust, creating somewhat artificial categories

is probably less helpful than pointing out the fluid boundaries be-

tween traditional anti-Semitism and its modern racist form. It was

the similarities between the two that made it possible to cluster to-

gether various prejudices and perceptions of who the enemy was.

General von Manstein exploited this possibility in 1941 when he

used the phrase “Jewish Bolshevism.”143

The facts of the case—namely, that the Protestant Christian gen-

eral had Jewish antecedents—are firmly established. Manstein in-

formed a small circle of officers on his staff (the High Command of

the Army Group Center), perhaps after one of them mentioned a

similar case in his own family. Lieutenant Alexander Stahlberg,

Manstein’s ordnance officer, revealed that he was the great-grandson

of Wilhelm Moritz Heckscher, who had helped to write the Pan-

German constitution of 1848 and served briefly as German minister

of justice. Since his own great-grandfather was Jewish, Stahlberg

told Manstein, he felt “involved with the fate of the Jews quite per-

sonally, as well as on principle.”144

During the campaign against the Soviet Union, when Special

Action Group D of the SS was attached to the Eleventh Army,

Manstein repeatedly received precise reports about their systematic

murder of Jews.145 His reaction to the reports is unclear. On the sur-

face, he either ignored them or declared the information on the scale

of the killings to be unreliable.146 Despite full knowledge of the

murders and, in his view, catastrophic strategic errors on Hitler’s

part, his motto was, “Prussian field marshals do not mutiny.”147 His
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views on the duties of a soldier, and in particular on the absolute loy-

alty a Prussian officer owed to a legitimate government, were such

that he could not take action against them, even when he was aware

of war crimes being committed on a mass scale.148 He must have

dealt with the knowledge that he himself had Jewish forebears by

repressing it.

Anti-Semitic Measures before the “Defense Law” of 1935

After 1933 the Militär-Wochenblatt (Military Weekly) began to re-

peat the old claims—long since disproved—that German Jews had

failed to do their part in World War I and had avoided service at the

front.149 Dr. Leo Loewenstein, chairman of the League of Jewish

Front Soldiers, had already rebutted such claims in a book titled The

Jewish War Dead (1932), based on careful research and accurate

statistics.150 But the anti-Semites in the Reichswehr and the gen-

eral population were more interested in expressing their prejudiced

views than in facts. The Military Weekly ran several racist articles in

late 1933, including one titled “Soldiers and Improving the Race.”151

They offer further proof that army leaders were now interested in

spreading the radical version of NSDAP racial doctrine within the

military and implementing it by purging soldiers with Jewish ante-

cedents from the army and navy. Manfred Messerschmidt sums up

the anti-Semitic measures of 1933–34 as “the climax of a long slow

process.”152 They closed a chapter of German-Jewish history that had

spanned some 120 years, beginning with the participation of Jews in

the wars of liberation in the early nineteenth century.

During this whole period, German Jews had hoped that their

readiness to perform military service, first in Prussia and other Ger-

man states, then in the empire, would be recognized and rewarded

with equal civil rights and integration into German society. In cer-
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tain periods “progress” of a kind was made toward these goals. The

German military at least took in Jewish soldiers in wartime and sent

them to the front lines along with everyone else; it just denied them

promotion into the officer corps. Then in times of peace Jewish sol-

diers were forced out, as occurred in the Reichswehr during the

Weimar Republic, even though the constitution prohibited discrimi-

nation on religious grounds. Now, in the early years of the National

Socialist government, the latent anti-Semitic attitudes within the

German officer corps became radicalized, and the Reichswehr

abruptly ejected all its members whose Jewish background they had

been able to discover. The only exceptions made—at least for the

time being—were for Jewish soldiers who had demonstrated brav-

ery at the front in the First World War and received the correspond-

ing military commendations. Here the traditions of the Prussian-

German military state clashed with the new racist ideology, espe-

cially the notion of a “racially pure” population.

Thus it was not the case that passage of the “Nuremberg Laws”

in 1935 forced the Reichswehr to fall into line and adopt analogous

measures within the military. On the contrary, it had already acted

independently in 1933–34. Reintroduction of a general draft—in vi-

olation of the Treaty of Versailles—and the increased demands for

personnel, armaments, and the attendant equipment then gave rise

to a further process aimed at keeping Jews out.

The Defense Law of May 21, 1935,153 brought about enormous so-

cial change in Germany. As a result of its passage, some 18 million

men were pulled out of the civilian labor force and called up for mil-

itary service. From the perspective of the National Socialist regime

and military leaders, it also posed “racial” questions for which new

answers had to be found, since applying the “Aryan paragraph” to a

much smaller force had offered only a provisional solution. In the
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Wehrmacht, as the Reichswehr was henceforth to be known, only

persons of “Aryan” descent were to be placed on active service (and

hence be eligible for military careers). Paragraph 15 of the law de-

clared in addition that “positions of command in the Wehrmacht

can be exercised solely by persons of Aryan descent.” Furthermore

—probably with an eye to Jewish veterans of the First World War

who had served at the front—the Defense Law stated that “whether

exceptions can be admitted, and to what extent, will be decided by a

commission on the basis of guidelines to be established by the Reich

minister of the interior and the Reich minister of defense.” Re-

quirements for marriage earlier proposed by General von Fritsch

now acquired the force of law: “Members of the Wehrmacht who

are themselves of Aryan descent are forbidden to marry persons of

non-Aryan descent. Violations of this regulation will result in demo-

tion to the rank of private.”154 The question of whether “non-Ary-

ans” should perform service in the event of war was raised and, like

the question of Jewish veterans, reserved for a special commission to

decide.

In a separate decree, “The Concept of Race and the Leadership

Elite,” dated May 13, 1936, Hitler as the supreme commander de-

manded that the leadership of the Wehrmacht use the concept of

race as a basic principle of orientation, above and beyond the legal

requirements. The officer corps should consist “of men of pure Ger-

man blood or a related type.” The Wehrmacht was further obligated

to select men for a career in the military “according to the strictest

racial standards, so as to have our soldiers taught and trained by the

best representatives of the German Volk.”155 Hitler assigned the task

of ensuring that these guidelines were applied uniformly through-

out the armed forces to the head of the OKW (Armed Forces High

Command).
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In June 1936 the Defense Law was modified to conform to the

Reich Citizenship Law of September 15, 1935, which established cit-

izenship on the basis of racial criteria: “Only those persons are to be

considered citizens of the Reich who are German citizens or mem-

bers of a related blood type who demonstrate by their behavior that

they are suitable persons willing to serve the German people and

Reich loyally.”156 Paragraph 15 of the new version of the Defense

Law now ran: “(1) No Jew may perform active military service. (2)

Jewish half-breeds cannot serve as officers in the Wehrmacht. (3)

The service of Jews during wartime is to be governed by special reg-

ulations.”157 Thus Jewish “crossbreeds” of the first and second degree

would be required to perform military service, but without the pos-

sibility of advancing in the ranks.

Exemptions Granted to “Half-Jews” and “Quarter-Jews”

The intention of Hitler and the Wehrmacht leaders to exclude Jews

from the Wehrmacht was unambiguous. At the same time, however,

it was not possible to make this racist principle a reality in pure

form. From the beginning, exceptions to the rule were granted, pri-

marily for veterans with service at the front in World War I. Now

the Defense Law introduced further special regulations for “Jewish

half-breeds,” although they proved difficult to implement in prac-

tice. Within the Wehrmacht, lists or tables were in circulation in

which an individual’s amount of “Jewish blood” was listed in per-

centages. These data were intended to make it easier to decide who

was to be classified as a “full Jew” (equivalent to three or four Jew-

ish grandparents), a “half-Jew” (equivalent to two Jewish grandpar-

ents), or a “quarter-Jew” (one Jewish grandparent).

Little is known, however, about how the exclusion of draftees

with Jewish forebears was handled in practice. “Full Jews” were not
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allowed in the Wehrmacht. “Half-Jews” were at first permitted to

serve, and even to volunteer, but could not be promoted to the rank

of officer. “Quarter-Jews” could not become officers but were al-

lowed to serve as enlisted men until 1944. At this point a decree was

issued ordering that they be discharged, but at such a late stage in

the war, it was very seldom carried out.158 In 1940, after the war had

begun, the OKW issued a secret decree on Hitler’s orders outlining

how “Jewish crossbreeds” in the Wehrmacht were to be dealt with.

It required that “half-Jews” be discharged from active duty and as-

signed to the second-line reserves with the notation “not to be

used.”159 Two years later, on September 25, 1942, the OKW ordered

the discharge of “50 percent crossbreeds.” In October 1944 the mili-

tary department of personnel, acting on instructions from Hitler,

discharged officers who had previously been declared “of German

blood” or registered as “crossbreeds in the first degree.”160

Any exemptions required specific permission from the Fuehrer.

Hitler reserved to himself the right to declare soldiers from Jewish

backgrounds “of German blood,” that is, to “Aryanize” individuals

by personal fiat. And in fact he is thought to have studied a consider-

able number of applications for “Aryanization”—as an amateur “ra-

cial biologist,” so to speak—and made recommendations based on

such superficial criteria as hair color or facial expressions. These ap-

plications were then processed by Major (later Lieutenant General)

Gerhard Engel, Hitler’s army adjutant, or another adjutant. Thou-

sands of men applied for racial exemptions. The evidence from the

files of the Reich chancellery indicates that Hitler approved more

than 60 percent of the petitions from quarter-Jewish applicants but

approved only 10 percent of half-Jewish applicants. The exact fig-

ures are not known, but they also number in the thousands.161 One

strange circumstance in this context is the fact that when a Jew-
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ish “crossbreed” fell at the front, Hitler displayed his gratitude

by posthumously certifying him to have been “of German blood.”

Hermann Goering is also reported to have declared, “I decide who is

Aryan!” Clearly, in addition to a systematic policy of racist discrimi-

nation and exclusion from the military, the National Socialist re-

gime permitted a number of arbitrary decisions.

Since approvals of applications were on the whole exceptional and

rare events, however, many more soldiers from Jewish backgrounds

forged their papers or concealed documents to prevent their ancestry

from becoming known in the first place. Their actions, taken to-

gether with the small number of officially approved “Aryaniza-

tions,” meant that a certain number of men with Jewish forebears

did serve in the German armed forces. The American historian

Bryan Rigg estimates that there were some 2,000 to 3,000 Jews and

150,000 to 200,000 “half-Jews” and “quarter-Jews” in the Wehr-

macht, most of whom were not identified. The vast majority were

draftees, although hundreds of officers, including about twenty gen-

erals, are thought to have been part Jewish. A portion of them re-

mained in the Wehrmacht even after the outbreak of the Second

World War.162 These soldiers of Jewish ancestry performed their mil-

itary service even though most knew that Jews were being murdered

and some were even aware of the fates of their own families.

On the one hand, the National Socialist regime had millions

of Jews murdered. On the other, it could not prevent—and clearly

did not want to prevent—a number of Jews and a larger number

of Jewish “crossbreeds” from serving in the Wehrmacht and even

achieving high rank, contrary to the Defense Law of 1935 and the

Nuremberg racial laws. One of them, the Luftwaffe officer Erhard

Milch, who enjoyed the personal protection of Hermann Goering,

even attained the rank of field marshal.163
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How can this situation be explained? It is undeniable that the

National Socialist state’s principle of anti-Semitism applied to the

Wehrmacht—particularly to the Wehrmacht—and was spelled out

in specific laws and regulations. In practice, however, the removal of

Jews and “crossbreeds” from its ranks could not be carried out as

strictly as the political and military leadership deemed necessary.

For one thing, a person’s ancestry could often not be determined

conclusively; furthermore, a good number of the men affected by

the racial laws chose not to reveal their identity as the state had now

defined it. Third, both the state and the Wehrmacht themselves

made distinctions between full, half-, and quarter-Jews. Fourth,

commanders protected the men under them who were of Jewish an-

cestry and endeavored to keep them in the Wehrmacht. And finally,

there existed the possibility that Hitler could “Aryanize” individu-

als, as mentioned earlier, and thus preserve them from the threat of

extermination.

From this it follows that the Wehrmacht derives no credit as an

institution from the fact that a certain number of soldiers from Jew-

ish backgrounds served in its ranks; it was not due to any lack of rad-

icalism by the army in carrying out anti-Semitic measures. Rather it

resulted from the practical impossibility of ending a long process of

assimilation and intermarriage with one swift stroke. In the preced-

ing century Jews had become assimilated into German society at an

increasingly rapid pace; there were thousands of mixed marriages

that by 1933 had produced more than 100,000 sons eligible for the

draft. Even with extreme measures it was not possible to undo these

developments entirely.

In addition, matters were affected by the military’s own tradi-

tions. German soldiers of the Jewish faith had fought at the front in

the First World War, and by so doing had acquired—at least tempo-

rarily—a recognized degree of status in German society. Thus, de-
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spite the new regime’s regulations, in the eyes of some officers in

the Wehrmacht they remained comrades in arms, who could not

simply be treated in the same way as Jewish civilians. This was the

attitude taken by the new president of the Reich and former field

marshal Paul von Hindenburg, who sent the League of Jewish Front

Soldiers greetings in 1933. Following his example, some Wehrmacht

officers clearly continued to distinguish between “ordinary Jews”

and veterans even during the Second World War.

General Werner von Fritsch

The attitudes of career officer Werner von Fritsch may be taken as

typical of many Reichswehr officers of the 1920s. In 1924 he wrote

to his fellow officer Joachim von Stülpnagel about his hope that

General Hans von Seeckt would establish a dictatorship. He reported

his total opposition to another “black, red, and gold cur” as head

of the German government, and went on to attack political leftists

and the “propaganda of the Jewish papers.” Fritsch concluded his

letter with a list of all those he perceived as enemies: “For in the last

resort Ebert, pacifists, Jews, democrats, black, red, and gold, and the

French are all the same thing, namely the people who want to de-

stroy Germany. There may be small differences, but in the end it all

amounts to the same.”164

Fritsch lumped together all political currents of the Weimar era

that ran counter to his own wishes for a military dictatorship,

thereby exhibiting extreme disloyalty to the republic to which he

had sworn an oath. The Social Democrat Friedrich Ebert was presi-

dent of the country, and black, red, and gold were the national col-

ors. Fritsch attacked pacifists, Jews, and democrats all in the same

breath as those responsible for all the political misfortunes of the

present day: the war, lost because the forces fighting at the front had

been stabbed in the back; the “shameful” Treaty of Versailles; and
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the hated Weimar Republic. He attributed to all of them a desire to

“destroy” Germany. How would he deal with these politicians and

members of these political and religious communities if he ever ac-

quired power within the country?

In 1935 Fritsch became commander in chief of the army. Even

before his promotion he had devised a policy that prohibited officers

from marrying Jewish women. On December 31, 1934, he formally

announced to the men under his command a view that amounted to

an order: it “goes without saying that an officer [should seek] a wife

only within Aryan circles.”165

The Aryan paragraph of 1934 gave rise to repeated instances of

soldiers snooping and spying on comrades to discover their ethnic

ancestry, both in the Reichswehr and later in the Wehrmacht. In any

event, the commander in chief (from 1935 to February 1938) felt

compelled to issue the following statement in January 1936, de-

signed to combat the consequences of the racist legislation: “I ex-

pect officers to display a spirit of comradeship and to refrain from

spreading any rumors about the non-Aryan ancestry of a fellow of-

ficer or his wife or speculating on the subject. Commanding officers

are to treat information regarding the non-German blood of a sub-

ordinate as strictly confidential. All communications pertaining to

the non-Aryan ancestry of an officer are to be treated as classified

documents.”166

Fritsch’s aim was to prevent turmoil within the officer corps. In

other respects he belonged to the group of hardened anti-Semites

who expected Hitler to carry out an extensive campaign against

Jews. A great deal of light is shed on his attitudes by a private letter

Fritsch wrote on December 11, 1938; it can be considered a key docu-

ment. Fritsch wrote to his correspondent: “Soon after the war I came

to the conclusion that three battles would have to be fought and won

if Germany was to become powerful again. 1. The fight against the
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working class, in which Hitler has been victorious; 2. Against the

Catholic Church, or to put it better, against ultramontanism; and 3.

Against the Jews. We are still in the midst of the last two battles.

And the struggle against the Jews is the hardest. I hope it is clear to

people everywhere what a battle it will be.”167 It is indisputable that

the conservative and nationalistically minded General von Fritsch

affirmed the National Socialist state, and he accepted Hitler as a

dictator fully and completely. Given this compatibility of outlook,

one may doubt whether Fritsch’s pronounced anti-Semitism reflects

“political naïveté,” as the historian Klaus-Jürgen Müller has as-

serted.168 By December 1938 the process of denying their civil rights

to German Jews was well advanced, and the pogrom of Novem-

ber 9–10, Kristallnacht, the “night of shattered glass,” had already

claimed dozens of Jewish victims. As we have seen, however, Fritsch

believed that this was only the beginning, and that the real “battle

against the Jews” still lay in the future.

Wehrmacht Indoctrination in Anti-Semitism

The beginnings of a training course in national political issues,

dominated by National Socialist ideology, were developed in the

Reichswehr during the winter of 1933–34.169 In 1939, the year in

which the war began, the supreme commanders of the army, navy,

and Luftwaffe concurred “that in future greater importance should

be attached to instruction on the National Socialist worldview and

national policy goals.” Accordingly, they decided to introduce teach-

ing materials on these two subjects for use within the military,

which company commanders, officers in charge of recruits, and pla-

toon leaders could draw on. Beginning in February 1939 such in-

structional manuals were distributed throughout the armed forces in

order “to achieve the most uniform instruction possible.”170

The fifth booklet issued that first year contained a nearly forty-
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page-long article on the topic of “Jews in German History,” written

by a Dr. C. A. Hoberg.171 Since political instruction in all units of the

armed forces was probably based on this text among others, it may

be considered an essential document of anti-Semitic indoctrination

within the military. Written in accessible language, the essay draws

on historical arguments to present a summary of National Socialist

views on “the Jewish question.” As Manfred Messerschmidt has ob-

served, its systematic vilification of Jews anticipated the propaganda

of the “ideological war.”172

In his opening sentence Hoberg asserts, “Jews have no share in

Germany’s great and unique history.”173 In support of this claim he

trots out the old suspicions connected with the “Jewish head count”

of 1916, namely, that German Jews had avoided service at the front,

and that many Jewish businessmen had profited handsomely from

the war. He then recounts the legend of the “stab in the back”:

“Worst of all were the Jewish propagandists who undermined the

will of those on the home front to persevere, while soldiers bled and

died at the front.”174 Hoberg asserts that the book J’accuse—written

by the German pacifist Richard Grelling175 about Germany’s respon-

sibility for the war and published anonymously in 1915—caused as

much damage to Germany as a lost battle. The “Jewish propaganda”

then reached its height in the revolution of November 1918, insofar

as Jews assumed leading positions in governments all over Germany,

including Hugo Haase and Otto Landsberg in the Council of Peo-

ple’s Deputies and Paul Hirsch as prime minister of Prussia. In Ba-

varia, according to Hoberg, Kurt Eisner headed a Communist gov-

ernment “at the head of a horde of Jews (Levien, Leviné, Toller,

Axelrod, etc.),” and in Austria Julius Deutsch and Foreign Secretary

Viktor Adler worked hand in hand with “the other Jewish Commu-

nists.” The first parliamentary cabinet in Germany after the war
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contained five “non-Aryans,” namely, Hugo Preuss, the principal

author of the Weimar constitution, Otto Landsberg, Bernhard Dern-

burg, Georg Gothein, and Eugen Schiffer. Another particularly con-

spicuous figure was the Jewish minister of finance from 1923 to

1929, Rudolf Hilferding. German foreign minister Walther Rath-

enau, also Jewish, is alleged to have initiated the “fatal policy of ful-

filling the demands of the Western powers”; he also concluded the

treaty of Rapallo with the Russian Bolshevists in 1922, but died

“from the bullet of an avenger whose cause was at heart just.”176 In

the postwar period the “Jewish Reds” betrayed the workers, just as

the “moneyed Jews” had earlier betrayed the Kaiser. To Hoberg this

added up to a Jewish monopoly on power: “The members of the race

active on both sides met in the middle and assumed rule over the

German people.”177 The “alien domination of Jews in the postwar

period” did not merely reduce “the economic prosperity, the intel-

lectual creativity, and political independence of the German peo-

ple”; it also threatened their “biological existence.” While mixed

marriages had been a rarity at one time, the author claimed that in

the 1920s almost one-quarter of German Jews had married Chris-

tian partners, a circumstance he interpreted as a “dishonoring of

German blood.”178

In his eyes Jewish blood was harmful because it was not only

alien to German racial stock but also biologically inferior, producing

mental illness, moral depravity, and criminality. Furthermore, Jew-

ish propaganda had exerted a harmful effect on every sphere of

German culture. It was necessary to shift from a Christian opposi-

tion to Judaism to a modern form of racism, Hoberg asserted, be-

cause of the large number of Jews who had converted to Christianity

during the nineteenth century. In the modern day only an investiga-

tion of racial origins could provide information about who was Jew-
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ish and who was not. He then introduced the Nazi program by de-

claring, “No Jew can be a member of the German people.” The

conclusion that soldiers were to embrace was the following: “Na-

tional Socialism does not intend to segregate the Jewish people and

preserve them, as the old empire did, nor absorb them into the Ger-

man people, as the nineteenth-century wanted to do. Rather it wants

to eliminate them from German life, as is the only correct way to

deal with an alien entity, with parasites and carriers of diseases.”179

By 1939, Hoberg continued, Adolf Hitler had succeeded in creat-

ing a dividing line between the German and Jewish populations

through legislation, yet this was not enough. The “defensive strug-

gle” against Jews would continue even after the last Jew had left

German soil, for two major tasks would still remain: “1. The eradica-

tion of all ill effects of Jewish influence, above all in the economy

and intellectual life; and 2. The struggle against world Jewry, which

is endeavoring to stir up hatred against Germany all around the

world.”180

The material for instructing members of the armed forces on the

“Jewish problem” ends with ideological slogans designed to justify

the coming campaigns against Jews: “We combat world Jewry in the

same way that it is necessary to combat a poisonous parasite. And

when we strike, we strike not only an enemy of our nation, but a

plague of all nations. The struggle against Jews is a moral struggle

for the purity and health of the racial communities that God in-

tended, and for a new and more just world order.”181

To the soldiers who were fed such information by their command-

ers, the statement that Jews had to be combated like a poisonous par-

asite, that is, done away with, offered a quite specific perspective.

With the knowledge that the Wehrmacht provided this kind of in-

doctrination in mind, it is worth noting that the full series title for
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this and similar works was “Instruction Manuals on the National So-

cialist Worldview and National Policy Goals.” Probably there was

some thought given to the parallelism between “National Socialist”

and “national policy”; some of the older officers, at least, considered

it important to link the two ideas. Since the instruction manuals

were published by the Supreme Command of the Armed Forces and

the preface stressed the common initiatives taken by the commands

of the army, navy, and air force to produce them, it is unlikely that

anyone protested their anti-Semitic content. In any event, no protest

is known to have occurred. The fact that the officer corps accepted

this aggressive form of anti-Semitism, and indeed probably agreed

with it for the most part, is highly important.

In conclusion, the portrayal of the enemy in strongly anti-Semitic

terms prepared millions of soldiers for the possible forms that a fu-

ture war might take—forms that were in no way connected with

facing the soldiers of enemy nations in battle. A direct path leads

from this material for indoctrinating racial hatred to the orders is-

sued in the spring and summer of 1941 at the highest levels of the

German military. The orders given to the German forces on the

eastern front in fact concerned not just the defeat of the Red Army

of the Soviet Union but also the extermination of large groups of

noncombatants, who had been declared enemies on the basis of rac-

ist and political criteria. The period in between—namely, the cam-

paign against Poland—gave soldiers time to become accustomed to

the new expectations. There they could learn for the first time how a

military campaign and the mass murder of civilians could be com-

bined under the ideological banner of an “ethnic struggle,” that is, a

racially motivated war of extermination.
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c h a p t e r t h r e e

The Wehrmacht and the Murder of Jews

The main means the Wehrmacht had at its disposal for conducting

the war consisted of issuing direct orders and disseminating propa-

ganda. The military leadership—that is, the Supreme Command of

the Wehrmacht and the High Command of the army—was respon-

sible for both. The combination of orders and propaganda created a

climate in which the murder of Jews could be carried out.

Issuing Orders and Propaganda in the Wehrmacht

The Generals’ Position: Solidarity with Hitler

In the spring of 1941, Hitler seized several opportunities to confer

with senior generals and army troop commanders and impress on

them his conviction that the approaching campaign against Russia

would be a “purely ideological war.”1 By this he meant both a racial

war and a war of extermination. At the same time, Hitler demanded

that the generals regard him not only as the supreme commander of

the armed forces but also as the “supreme ideological leader.”2

In the framework of preparations for this campaign one event
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plays a key role, as it marked the final step in the military leader-

ship’s progress toward solidarity with Hitler. This was a secret meet-

ing at the Reich chancellery on March 30, 1941—two and a half

months before the invasion of the Soviet Union—at which Hitler

addressed some 250 generals who would later command the German

forces on the eastern front, numbering 3 million men. These men

had not been specially chosen for this assignment on the basis of

their ideological soundness; rather they represented—to paraphrase

Christopher Browning—“ordinary generals.”3

In a speech that lasted nearly two and a half hours, Hitler re-

hashed his ideological convictions and spoke openly about his plans.

He denounced Bolshevism, declaring that it was “identified with

asocial criminality” and that the forthcoming conflict would be a

“war of extermination,” with an aim of eliminating both Bolshevist

commissars and the Communist intelligentsia. The German armed

forces would have to “forget the concept of comradeship between

soldiers,” he warned. “This war will be very different from the war

in the West. In the East, harshness today means leniency in the fu-

ture.” From the notes taken by General Franz Halder, chief of the

army general staff, it is not clear whether Hitler also made reference

to Jews.4 We can assume he did, however, for in the propaganda pub-

lished by the National Socialist regime from late June 1941 on, the

phrase “Jewish Bolshevism” became ubiquitous.

For historians trying to determine how the Wehrmacht reacted,

the following question is crucial: How did the generals gathered at

the chancellery react when Hitler demanded they wage a kind of

war that—as all of them undoubtedly realized—clearly violated

both prevailing international law and their own military code of

honor?

After the war, in the trial against the Supreme Command of the
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Wehrmacht in Nuremberg, men who had attended the meeting on

March 30 made some noteworthy statements. In their judgment, the

members of the American military court reported that

[Hitler’s pronouncement seemed] to have caused quite a bit

of excitement among those present who, of course, recog-

nized it as being brutal, murderous, and uncivilized. After

Hitler had made his speech and had departed to his inner

sanctum, protests were uttered by the commanders to the ef-

fect [that] the extermination planned by Hitler would vio-

late their soldierly principles and, further, would destroy

discipline. Brauchitsch [commander in chief of the army]

agreed with them and promised to express their opinion to

the OKW and Hitler, respectively. He tried through Keitel

[chief of staff of the OKW] to obtain a change in the plans

but was unable to do so.5

Nevertheless, later and more thorough research has shown that no

particular significance can be attached to these protests. The histo-

rian Heinrich Uhlig, who went through all the documents available

in the 1960s and compared them with the postwar statements by

Wehrmacht generals, reached a conclusion that is hardly surprising:

the statements were self-justificatory in character, and anyone intent

on getting at the historical truth would do well to disregard them.6

The investigations undertaken in the Military History Research

Institute (Potsdam) in the 1970s and 80s established that the gener-

als offered no concerted opposition to Hitler’s plans to attack the Soviet

Union. Some individuals expressed their displeasure and disapproval,

but on the whole their reactions did not have much effect.7 Instead,

Hitler’s intentions were passed down the chain of command and trans-
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lated into specific orders in the OKW and OKH. In this way the series

of orders came to be given that were later correctly termed “criminal.”8

The results thus show that in the spring of 1941, the leaders of the

Wehrmacht and army fell into line with Hitler because there was “a

substantial measure of agreement of ideological questions”; they,

too, held a view of Russia dominated by racial ideology.9 The scat-

tered protests against the order concerning Russian commissars and

others did not alter the course that had now been set.

The “Criminal Orders”

The division of responsibilities and areas of cooperation between

the Einsatzgruppen of the SS and the army were settled entirely in

accord with Hitler’s wishes before the June 1941 attack on the Soviet

Union. The two sides were represented at the discussions by SS-

Obergruppenführer10 Reinhard Heydrich, chief of the Sicherheits-

dienst (the security and intelligence service of the SS), and General

Eduard Wagner, quartermaster general of the army.11 This agree-

ment was then passed on to the troops on April 28, 1941—about a

month after Hitler’s speech to the generals of the eastern forces

and almost two months before the invasion of the Soviet Union—in

the form of a secret order from the army High Command. Its title

read: “Regulations for the Employment of the Security Police and

Sicherheitsdienst in Army Units.”12

It was agreed that special commandos of the Security Service

would carry out certain “security missions” within areas where Ger-

man forces were operating. After the Polish campaign it was clear to

all participants that these missions involved the execution of specific

enemy groups. General von Brauchitsch’s order employs the typical

euphemistic vocabulary, stating that the Einsatzgruppen and Secu-

rity Service commandos would be responsible for “carrying out mea-
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sures with respect to the civilian population.” Precise regulations

were drawn up for the ways in which the Wehrmacht and SS units

would cooperate both near the front and at some distance behind it.

As far as the division of responsibility was concerned, the order read:

“The special commandos of the security police and Security Service

have sole responsibility for carrying out their mission. They report

to the regular armies for marching orders, food, and shelter.”13 In

other words, the military commanders had a degree of authority

over the SS units. For their part, the SS units were instructed to co-

operate with the intelligence officers of the armed forces.

Shortly before the approximately 3 million soldiers of the Ger-

man eastern forces began their invasion of the Soviet Union on June

22, 1941, they received a key order. Titled “Guidelines for the Con-

duct of the Troops in Russia,” it depicted Bolshevism as a “mortal

enemy of the National Socialist German people.” The campaign

against Bolshevism would require German forces “to crack down

hard” and “completely eliminate all resistance, both active and pas-

sive.” It is important to note that Jews were expressly mentioned in

this OKW order, which depicted the campaign as also targeting

“Bolshevist propagandists, partisans, [and] saboteurs.”14 These de-

scriptions of the enemy were purposely kept vague. The intended

message was: Attack and “eliminate” everyone connected with Bol-

shevism and Judaism. As for the “treatment” of political commissars

within the Red Army (who were presented to German soldiers as

the incarnation of “Jewish Bolshevism”), the “commissar decree” of

the OKW gave instructions that they were to be shot on the spot.

Franz Halder, chief of the army general staff, was largely responsi-

ble for the language in which this order was couched.15

Yet another order considered “criminal” today dealt with ques-
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tions on the exercise of war jurisdiction for the upcoming cam-

paign.16 Essentially, this order provided instructions for dealing ruth-

lessly with the civilian population. It was formulated in such a way

that officers must inevitably have read it as authorizing virtually all

kinds of violence against civilians in the USSR. Concern for disci-

pline among German troops led to the contents of these orders being

revealed to enlisted men only gradually, but ultimately everyone

grasped the implications: In Russia I can do whatever I like, and I

will not be held responsible by the German military justice system.

Racist Orders and Speeches by Hoepner, Manstein, and Reichenau

It is not only the “criminal orders” emanating from the OKW and

OKH that document the solidarity between Hitler and the military

leaders. The commanders in the eastern theater also issued orders

that—most untypically for this form of communication with troops

in the field—contained lengthy ideological statements. In addition,

copies of speeches that high-ranking commanders delivered to their

officers have survived, revealing efforts to prepare the latter psycho-

logically and ideologically for the Russian campaign. Reading the

speeches and orders from 1941 of Generals Erich Hoepner, Erich von

Manstein, and Walter von Reichenau today, one cannot avoid the

impression that they represent a direct echo of Hitler’s speech of

March 30.

General Hoepner commanded Panzer Group 4, which was sched-

uled to participate in the eastern campaign. At the beginning of

May 1941—that is, more than a month before the invasion—he ex-

plained to his officers how it would be run. His written order offers a

perfect example of how various elements of German propaganda

could be combined to create an explosive mixture: “Every military
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action must be designed and executed with an iron resolve to anni-

hilate the enemy utterly and mercilessly. In particular there is to

be no mercy for officials of the present-day Russian Bolshevist sys-

tem.”17

In 1941 General von Manstein,18 whose abilities as a strategist

were much praised even after the war, commanded the Eleventh

Army in the southern sector of the eastern front. He, too, passed on

to his soldiers the aggressively anti-Semitic ideology of the National

Socialists.19 An order dated November 20, 1941, to be distributed to

all regiments and battalions—meaning that it reached all lower-

level officers at the very least—included this statement: “The Jew-

ish-Bolshevist system must be eradicated once and for all. It must

never be allowed to intrude on our European sphere again.” Man-

stein went on to say that German soldiers were participating in this

battle “as bearers of an ethnic message and to avenge all the acts

of brutality committed against them and the German people.” Man-

stein does not make entirely clear here what he meant by “brutal-

ity,” but probably he intended to evoke the revolution of November

1918, so traumatic for German nationalists. He further urged his

troops not to condemn the murders committed by the SS Einsatz-

gruppen: “Soldiers must show understanding for the necessity of

harsh measures against Jews, who have been the moving force be-

hind Bolshevist terror and must pay the penalty for it. These mea-

sures are also necessary to suppress uprisings, which in most cases

are instigated by Jews, at the first sign of unrest.”20

In October 1941 Field Marshal Walter von Reichenau, com-

mander of the Sixth Army in Army Group South, considered it nec-

essary to issue an order specifying how much force was permitted or

desired in dealing with the Bolshevist system, since so many soldiers

had “unclear ideas” on the subject. In this order, which was in-
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tended to reach every soldier in the Sixth Army, Reichenau pre-

sented ideological arguments for the goal of extermination: “The

most important goal of the campaign against the Jewish-Bolshevist

system is the complete destruction of its grip on power and the elim-

ination of Asian influence from our European cultural sphere. This

means that soldiers will have to carry out missions that go beyond

the traditional one-sided military duties. Here in the East our sol-

diers must not only engage in battle according to the rules of war,

but also be the bearers of a relentless ethnic message and ruthlessly

avenge the bestialities committed against us and ethnically related

peoples.” The order went on to mention the mass executions carried

out by the Einsatzgruppen of the SS: “Hence soldiers must fully ac-

cept the necessity for the harsh but just expiation exacted from Jew-

ish Untermenschen. This punishment serves the further purpose of

suppressing uprisings behind the German front lines, which experi-

ence has shown are always instigated by Jews.” Reichenau concluded

his order with an intentionally vague call to continue the war of

extermination: the mission of German soldiers was “ruthlessly to

eliminate the treachery and brutality of non-German individuals

and thereby secure the lives of German military personnel in Rus-

sia.”21

General Reichenau, a fervent National Socialist, had either ob-

served or been informed that the murders of Jews had by no means

met with the approval of all officers and soldiers in Army Group

South. In one case, Lieutenant Colonel Hellmuth Groscurth of the

general staff had attempted to intervene in the killings at Belaya

Tserkov’, and it is likely that some Wehrmacht officers expressed

criticism or even outrage over the mass executions at Babi Yar near

Kiev on September 29–30, 1941 (see the discussion later in this chap-

ter). General Reichenau’s order thus represents a response to the
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behavior of the troops during and after these mass killings. At the

time of the Babi Yar massacre, Reichenau had executive authority in

the Kiev area. His radical and racist order was adopted, inciden-

tally, by Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, commander of Army

Group South. It was also approved by Field Marshal Walther von

Brauchitsch, commander in chief of the army, and ultimately the

operation was expressly commended by Hitler himself.

Racist Wehrmacht Propaganda for Enlisted Men

Did these messages reach ordinary soldiers in the ranks? What did

they believe? As citizens of the National Socialist state, members of

the armed forces had been subjected to daily doses of propaganda

since the early 1930s. With the start of the Russian campaign, how-

ever, the propaganda concerning Jews became more and more ag-

gressive. Messages now spoke of Jews as “the global enemy” who

had to be “annihilated.” Hitler repeated several times his absurd

claim that Jews had begun the war against the German Reich. And

the propagandists set out to strengthen the sense of superiority that

Germans had long felt with respect to the Slavic peoples to the east,

and to found it on racist ideology.

Another way of influencing enlisted men was through propa-

ganda that the High Command itself produced in Department Wpr

(Wehrmacht propaganda). Brigadier General Hasso von Wedel, who

had built up the propaganda office within the OKW from 1939 on,

remained at its head until 1945. Despite stories to the contrary,

spread mainly by Wedel himself after the war, the department’s task

was to convey the anti-Jewish, anti-Bolshevist, and anti-Slavic mes-

sages and the concepts of the war of annihilation down the chain of

command to the enlisted men. The following passage taken from the

department’s newsletter, Mitteilungen für die Truppe (News for the
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Troops), illustrates how it was done. This newsletter was designed to

be read aloud to the men of a company, or otherwise brought to

their attention. The first issue after the attack on the Soviet Union

contained the following information on the aims of the war: “The

goal is to wipe out the species of subhuman Red represented by the

rulers in Moscow. The German people stand before the greatest mis-

sion in their history. The world will see how this mission is accom-

plished to the letter.”22 These few sentences clearly contain virtually

the entire propaganda message about the Russian campaign that the

National Socialists wished to send: anti-Bolshevism, racism, and the

plan for extermination.

If one attempts to acquire an overview of what the issues of the

propaganda department’s newsletter contained during the German-

Soviet war,23 the following trends are striking. Anti-Bolshevist propa-

ganda is ubiquitous, as is anti-Semitism. The soldiers were informed

quite openly that this campaign was “racial in character,” “in order

to rid Europe of Jews.”24 It was directed against “Stalin’s Bolshevist-

Jewish system,” but not “against the people of the Soviet Union.”25

There was no directly racist propaganda against ethnic groups in the

East other than Jews, but it was implied, especially from 1942 on.

The propagandists made it clear to German soldiers, for example,

that they were members of a Herrenvolk, a “master race.”26 At the

same time, they also tried to define the term Herrenmensch (racially

superior person, member of the master race) in somewhat milder

terms and link it to virtues such as a strong sense of duty.27

It is true that no direct path led from such vague descriptions of

the enemy and prejudices imbued with racism to the ideological war

of annihilation that commenced on June 22, 1941. The intent of the

military orders cited is clear, however: the soldiers were to be per-

suaded at least to tolerate the systematic killings by the SS, and to
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show no mercy in fighting their own battles. At the same time, the

language was intended to blunt their scruples and the feelings of

guilt likely to surface in conjunction with such brutality. Thus the

main function of the racist propaganda consisted in creating a psy-

chological distance between German soldiers and enemies through

continual denigration and dehumanization of the latter in order to

make killing them easier.

Some Theaters of War

Poland

The chronology of events shows that the killings of Jews began not

in the wake of the Russian campaign but much earlier, in 1939–40,

in Poland. There Hitler tried out not only the tactics of the Blitz-

krieg but also exterminating groups defined by racial ideology as

enemies28—as if in preparation for the war of annihilation against

the Soviet Union. It should not be forgotten that Poles were also

murdered on Stalin’s orders. More than four thousand Polish officers

were shot by Soviet secret police at Katyn, near Smolensk, in the

spring of 1940,29 in an action clearly analogous to the “decapitation”

of the Soviet Red Army during the purges of 1937–38. The Russian

government did not admit to this crime until the 1990s.30

Even before the Germans attacked Poland, the leaders of the

armed forces and the head of the SD, Reinhard Heydrich, had

reached an agreement that after the military conquest of Poland

some thirty thousand people would be arrested, based on lists of

names the Security Service had compiled in advance. On September

7, 1939, Heydrich spoke of murdering the Polish ruling class, which

consisted in his view of the aristocracy, Catholic clergy, and Jews.

Hitler ordered that “all members of the Polish intelligentsia” be
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killed.31 According to the agreement, the Einsatzgruppen would be

responsible for the “suppression of all elements hostile to Germany

and the Reich in enemy territory behind the front lines.”32 The chief

of the army general staff, General Franz Halder, was aware of the

dimensions of the National Socialist plans for extermination in Po-

land.33

After conquering Poland, the German occupying forces carried

out these plans, and the actual killings—the liquidation of the Pol-

ish intelligentsia, to which many Jews belonged—were carried out

by the Einsatzgruppen of the SS. The murder of Jews took place “in

public view,” as General Johannes Blaskowitz reported34—and hence

also in view of the German troops. It was in Poland that the Ger-

mans initiated their policy of enslavement and extermination, their

offences against human dignity and international law,35 and not in

the Soviet Union as is often assumed.

The Wehrmacht did not participate directly in the liquidation of

entire population groups in Poland, but neither did it insist on a pol-

icy of occupation that conformed to international law. The Wehr-

macht could have intervened in the mass murders being committed

by SS units, since officially the latter were police units under Wehr-

macht jurisdiction.36 Nothing of the kind occurred, however. Thus

the conclusion is justified: “After the Polish campaign the Wehr-

macht had no further right to feel it was innocent of the crimes of

the Hitler state.”37

In some cases individual officers lodged complaints. The previ-

ously mentioned General Blaskowitz,38 head of the Eighth Army in

Poland, protested repeatedly against the liquidations carried out by

the SS forces that had marched into Poland with the German army.39

His objections, however, seem to have been based not so much on

fundamental moral concerns as on pragmatic and tactical consider-
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ations. Blaskowitz thought that “slaughtering” ten thousand Jews

and Poles in mass shootings was inefficient and would also have an

adverse effect on discipline among his troops.40 When Brauchitsch,

the commander in chief of the army, failed to respond to these pro-

tests, Blaskowitz and other generals did not oppose him openly,

much less take the spectacular step of resigning. Instead they con-

formed. Even so, Blaskowitz fell out of favor with Hitler for having

protested at all, and received no further promotions during the war,

although he continued to be given assignments. Due to stand trial as

one of the defendants in the OKW case before the Nuremberg Mili-

tary Tribunal, Blaskowitz committed suicide in prison in 1948.

Another general, Field Marshal Georg von Küchler, also protested

against the killings in Poland and was removed from his command

as a result.41 The other commanders and high-ranking officers of the

Wehrmacht followed the advice of the OKW simply to steer clear of

the “racial measures” being undertaken—that is, the murders of ci-

vilians—and not get involved. Lieutenant Colonel Helmuth Stieff,

who in 1939 was serving as head of Group 3 in the Operations De-

partment of the general staff in Berlin, wrote to his wife from War-

saw about the mass killings of Polish intellectuals in November

1939, saying: “I am ashamed to be a German! The minority that are

dragging our good name through the mud by murdering, looting,

and torching houses will bring disaster on the whole German people

if we don’t put a stop to it soon.” He continued, “The wildest imag-

inings of propagandists who make up atrocity stories are tame com-

pared to the crimes that an organized gang of murderers, robbers,

and looters is really committing here, supposedly with the tacit con-

sent of the highest levels.”42 Stieff would later join the resistance cir-

cle that attempted to assassinate Hitler on July 20, 1944.
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Serbia

After making a thorough study of the military sources, the Viennese

historian Walter Manoschek was able to show that in 1941–42 the

Wehrmacht developed a regional model for “the solution to the Jew-

ish and Gypsy question.”43 His study caused a considerable stir, and

for good reason, since he demonstrated that the leadership of the

Wehrmacht had in principle approved the National Socialist policy

regarding Jews even before the campaign against the Soviet Union

began. Franz Halder, chief of the army general staff, drafted an or-

der in early April 1941 for the security police and Security Service

during “Operation Marita” that defined the enemy in highly sig-

nificant terms; in addition to “emigrants, saboteurs and terrorists,”

in Serbia this group was to include Communists and Jews.44

In the Serbian theater of war the Wehrmacht not only created the

political and logistical conditions for murdering Jews—as became

the rule in the Soviet Union—but also planned their extermination

itself and then proceeded to carry it out. Beginning in the fall of

1941, the Wehrmacht shot thousands of Jews, disguising the mea-

sure as the “execution of hostages,” even in the absence of specific

orders “from above.” As far as the motives of the commanding gen-

eral are concerned, one must conclude that Franz Böhme, who was

Austrian by birth, acted in anticipation of orders that had not yet

been issued.

A propaganda troop of the Wehrmacht was also working in Ser-

bia. The events and speeches it sponsored, which emphasized the su-

periority of the German “master race” over the Slavs of Serbia,

demonstrated in an exemplary manner “how firmly National Social-

ist racial ideology was anchored in the Wehrmacht.”45 Under the ef-
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fect of such influences, enlisted men and officers carried out their

orders to kill Jews without protest. In their letters home they wrote

openly about the massacres and even included photos of the mass

shootings and hangings, despite strict prohibitions.46 According to

Manoschek, the equation of Jews with Communists matched the

view of the troops. This shows that the propaganda had achieved its

goal and that the attitude could be converted into action.

The murderous practice of the Wehrmacht commanders in Serbia

resulted in the extermination of all Jews there within a year, mak-

ing it unnecessary to call in the commandos of the SS for assistance.

Kaunas, Lithuania

As they murdered the Jews of Kaunas (present-day Lietuva) in 1941,

Wehrmacht units and SS commandos employed a division of labor

that would be duplicated later in many places. The historian Helmut

Krausnick offered a detailed account of these events in his book Die

Truppe des Weltanschauungskrieges (The Troops of the Ideological

War), first published in 1981.47 The killings of Jews in Kaunas, at

that time the provisional capital, began within three days of the

start of the eastern campaign, on June 25, 1941. When the advance

troops of Army Group North took and occupied Kaunas, they were

immediately followed by SS Einsatzgruppe A, headed by Brigade-

führer48 Franz Stahlecker. Himmler’s deputy Heydrich had in-

structed Einsatzgruppe A to incite the Lithuanian population to

carry out a pogrom against Jews that was supposed to appear sponta-

neous. In Kaunas this succeeded on the night of June 25–26. Accord-

ing to Stahlecker’s report, “more than 1,500 Jews were eliminated by

the Lithuanian partisans,49 several synagogues were set on fire or de-

stroyed by other methods, and a Jewish quarter of about sixty houses

was burnt down.”50
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The reaction of the officers of the Wehrmacht who were present

in Kaunas to this bestial massacre is described by Krausnick as “one

of the most distressing in the annals of the German army.” He con-

tinues:

Normally the most basic duties of an occupying force, even

in the first few days after entering a large city, was to guar-

antee a minimum of public order and take responsibility

for the safety of the entire population. What happened in

Kaunas makes a mockery of the traditional standards of an

occupation by the German military, and a former staff of-

ficer of the Army Group North testified that it was the most

appalling thing he had experienced in both world wars. In

full public view, in the streets and squares of the city, the

Lithuanian “partisans” killed the Jews they had herded

together. Two eyewitnesses reported that hundreds were

clubbed to death at a gas station, one after the other. This

last atrocity took place only about two hundred yards away

from the headquarters of the Sixteenth Army, before a large

crowd that included a great many German soldiers in uni-

form, as the surviving photographs make revoltingly clear.51

Ernst Klee, Willi Dreßen, and Volker Rieß published some of

these photographs, now in the collection of the German Federal Ar-

chives in Ludwigsburg, in their volume “The Good Old Days.” The

editors added several eyewitness reports from German soldiers, in-

cluding a colonel, as well as a corporal and sergeant major from a

bakers’ company.52 They show that German soldiers watched the

public killings but made no attempt to intervene, even when the

massacres continued over the next few days, claiming thousands of
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additional lives. How can this behavior be explained? Didn’t the SS

commandos who organized these massacres expect that officers of

the Wehrmacht would intervene and put a stop to them? Krausnick

argues, based on Stahlecker’s report, that there existed not only an

agreement between General Ernst Busch, commander of the Six-

teenth Army and a loyal follower of Hitler, and Stahlecker himself,

but also strict military orders, delivered verbally, to keep out of what

would be disguised as “spontaneous self-cleansing actions.”53

When Franz von Roques, commander of the Army Group North

Rear Area, received an account of the massacres, he first inspected

the sites and then went to his superior, Field Marshal Wilhelm von

Leeb, who, as commander in chief of Army Group North, had exec-

utive authority in the occupied portions of Lithuania. Leeb listened

to Roques’s complaints and responded that he had no influence over

such measures; all one could do was keep one’s distance. Then Leeb

and Roques discussed whether it might not be better to sterilize

Jewish men rather than killing them. In other words, two high-

ranking Wehrmacht generals considered sterilizing millions of in-

nocent men as a more humane alternative to the plans for mass mur-

der, the beginnings of which were already under way.54

In early July 1941 Hitler’s chief adjutant, Colonel Rudolf

Schmundt, was on a visit to the headquarters of the Army Group

North in Kaunas. When he was informed of the “spontaneous” po-

groms and the liquidation of Jewish men by Einsatzkommando 3 in

the city, Schmundt replied, “Soldiers should not be burdened with

these political questions; it is a matter of a necessary cleaning-up op-

eration.” Clearly he was acting as Hitler’s mouthpiece.55

In sum, we can conclude that both Wehrmacht officers in occu-

pied Lithuania and their superiors had precise information about
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the killings of Jews in Kaunas between June 25 and June 29, 1941.

By doing nothing to stop it, they offered de facto protection for the

SS commandos and their Lithuanian accomplices. This case set a

precedent for later events.

Belaya Tserkov’: The Children’s Massacre of August 1941

Belaya Tserkov’ lies not far from the Ukranian capital city of Kiev.

The town became the scene of a barbaric massacre only a few weeks

after the German invasion of the Soviet Union when the German

occupiers murdered ninety Jewish children there. Those responsible

were officers from both SS commandos and the regular army. This

massacre offers further proof that the murder of Russian Jews began

in the first few months of the eastern campaign, everywhere the

Wehrmacht had created the necessary conditions. At the same time,

the events in Belaya Tserkov’ and Babi Yar show how closely the

army and SS were working together.

What distinguishes the children’s massacre from many compara-

ble killings in Poland and the Soviet Union is the detailed infor-

mation we possess about it. This is owing in large measure to one

German officer, who courageously intervened but was unable to pre-

vent the children’s deaths in the end. This was Lieutenant Colonel

Helmuth Groscurth, who did not survive the end of the war; he died

as a Russian prisoner of war in April 1943. He succeeded in preserv-

ing seven important documents, however, which describe what hap-

pened in Belaya Tserkov’ between August 20 and 22, 1941. They re-

veal the preliminary events, Groscurth’s clash with the SS and army

authorities who were responsible, and finally the course of the mas-

sacre itself. First published in 1970, the documents also received

commentary from scholars in the field.56 The massacre they de-
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scribed did not attract wide public attention, however, until the 1995

exhibition assembled by the Hamburg Institute for Social Research,

titled “War of Annihilation: Crimes of the Wehrmacht, 1941–1944.”

What exactly happened in Belaya Tserkov’? The historians Bernd

Boll and Hans Safrian describe the central events:

The post headquarters in Belaya Tserkov’ ordered the reg-

istration of Jews in mid-August. The Secret Field Police

turned the adults over to Sonderkommando [special com-

mando] 4a, which had them shot by a platoon of Waffen-SS.

Ninety children remained under guard in a building outside

the city.

On August 20, two chaplains alerted the First General

Staff Officer of the 295th Infantry Division, Lieutenant Col-

onel Groscurth, to the misery of the children, who had been

locked in the house for days without food, waiting for their

execution. Groscurth convinced the commander of military

administration headquarters that he should postpone the

murders by demanding a decision by superiors with the

Sixth Army. The Commander of the Sixth Army, von Reich-

enau, responded: “Immediately after the telephone inquiry

from the Division and after consulting with SS Colonel

Blobel (head of Sonderkommando 4a), I delayed the execu-

tion because it had not been properly arranged. I ordered

that on the morning of 8/21 Blobel and the representative

of the Army High Command should go to Bialacerkiev to as-

sess the situation. As a matter of principle, I have decided

that the operation, once begun, is to be carried out in a

proper manner.”

The army leadership thus issued the death sentence for
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more than ninety children. They were executed as planned

on the next day.57

As is evident, a whole series of members of the Wehrmacht and

SS were involved in this deadly operation.58 The headquarters of the

town commander of Belaya Tserkov’, which had been established af-

ter the advance of the Sixth Army into the area southwest of Kiev,

was a Wehrmacht field post. It was from these headquarters that the

order was issued in mid-July for the Jews of the town to be regis-

tered. And it was the Secret Field Police, a unit of the Wehrmacht,

who took the Jews who showed up to register to a school building

outside the town and turned them over to an officer of the SS from

Sonderkommando 4a, one of the units known to have murdered

Jewish men, women, and children systematically in areas occupied

by the Wehrmacht. The head of the Sonderkommando had the pris-

oners shot by members of a Waffen-SS platoon. Over the following

days several hundred more Jewish men and women in Belaya Tser-

kov’ were identified and murdered. In these actions the staffs of the

town commander and field commander worked in close cooperation.

After the adults who had presented themselves for registration

had been shot, their children remained in the school, where enlisted

men heard them crying. They reported their observations to two

military chaplains, expressing their “vehement indignation” at the

situation.59 The chaplains made an inspection and then turned for

help to Lieutenant Colonel Groscurth, who was attached to the staff

of the 295th Infantry Division, then stationed in Belaya Tserkov’.

When Groscurth entered the school, he encountered an SS sergeant

who informed him that the parents of the children had already been

shot and that the children themselves were about to be “elimi-

nated.” Groscurth then went to the field commander, who was him-
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self an officer of the Wehrmacht, and also an army lieutenant colo-

nel. He explained to Groscurth that the SS officer was correct, and

that he was carrying out his assignment with the field commander’s

knowledge. Groscurth, hoping to prevent the children from being

killed for the time being, placed a telephone call to the staff head-

quarters of Army Group South and spoke with an officer there, who

told him that the supreme command of the Sixth Army was the re-

sponsible authority. The intelligence officer there promised Gros-

curth that he would obtain a decision from the commander, General

Walther von Reichenau, by that evening. At that point the staff of-

ficers began to debate the matter. Reichenau spoke by telephone

with SS Colonel Blobel, the leader of Sonderkommando 4a, and or-

dered him to proceed to the site with an officer from Reichenau’s

staff. On principle, the general decided that the ninety children

should be murdered. The next day Groscurth received a message to

this effect. In a meeting attended by several Wehrmacht and SS of-

ficers, he was rebuked for having needlessly held up the “elimina-

tion” of the children, for, as Field Commander Riedel mentioned

several times, they were “spawn” that had to be “eradicated.”60

It emerges that a relatively large group of people knew about the

killings of the children in Belaya Tserkov’. In addition to the en-

listed men, officers, chaplains, and SS men already mentioned, prob-

ably all the German soldiers stationed in the town had heard about

them. Furthermore, it becomes clear how closely the various staffs

and headquarters of the army were working with the SS special

commando already operating in the region at that point, only about

two months after the war against the Soviet Union had begun. In

the person of Reichenau, the Sixth Army made itself “a willing ac-

complice to genocide,” even in the absence of a specific order from

Hitler for the Wehrmacht to participate in the killings of Jewish

men, women, and children.61
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The murder of the children in Belaya Tserkov’ was not an isolated

incident, nor was it an act of excessive brutality arising from specific

circumstances. On the contrary, the murder of Jews in the Ukraine

by Einsatzgruppe C,62 with “active support” from the Sixth Army,63

had been proceeding systematically for weeks by that time. Fifteen

hundred Jewish men had been killed in early July 1941 in the town

of Lutsk in the western Ukraine.64 In Tarnopol, Sonderkommando

4b instigated pogroms against the Jewish inhabitants.65 Members of

the Wehrmacht participated in them, clubbing innocent people to

death. In Zhytomyr, Sonderkommando 4a hanged two victims in

public and shot hundreds of Jewish men.66 Here as elsewhere a large

number of spectators were present at the mass killings. And in any

event, Sonderkommando 4a, a unit of Einsatzgruppe C numbering

about seventy men in all, would never have been capable of murder-

ing many thousands of people on its own.

As we have seen, the man chiefly responsible for the murders of

ninety Jewish children in Belaya Tserkov’, Field Marshal von Reich-

enau, commander of the Sixth Army, found it necessary to spell out

once again for his troops the requirements of a war of extermina-

tion; obviously, reluctance to follow orders still existed in some quar-

ters. Lieutenant Colonel Groscurth, who back in August 1941 had

not been able to imagine that the Wehrmacht would support and

cooperate in the murder of defenseless children, now learned what

the commander of the Sixth Army meant when he spoke of “a re-

lentless ethnic message” and “eradication.” At the end of the first

year of the campaign against the Soviet Union, Groscurth wrote

about Reichenau and his ilk in a letter to his brother: “One can’t

view the responsible people with anything but the deepest con-

tempt. Because this is so, Germany will be destroyed; I no longer

have the slightest doubt of that.”67 Nevertheless, this officer’s atti-

tude and his courageous act were rarities: “He was one of the very
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few officers in the German armed forces who intervened in an exe-

cution by the Einsatzgruppen with the threat of force—unsuccess-

fully in the end, but through no fault of his own.”68

The circumstances of the killings of the ninety children in Belaya

Tserkov’ on August 22, 1941, make it clear that the German machin-

ery of extermination had been set in motion on the eastern front

and could no longer be stopped from within.

The Massacre at Babi Yar

The massacre at Babi Yar, near Kiev, which claimed the lives of

more than thirty thousand Jewish victims on September 29 and 30,

1941, was the largest single mass killing for which the German army

was responsible during its campaign against the Soviet Union. The

military official in charge was Field Marshal von Reichenau, com-

mander in chief of the Sixth Army. Just as the name “Auschwitz”

has become a symbol for the mass killing of Jews by poison gas in

quasi-industrial procedures (and in a broader sense for the murder of

European Jews in general), so “Babi Yar” stands for the mass execu-

tions carried out by mobile SS units in the first two years of the war

against the Soviet Union. In this phase the Einsatzgruppen of the

SD were still killing their victims with bullets, and in carrying out

their “operations,” they cooperated closely with the Wehrmacht.

As far as historical research on Babi Yar is concerned, it must be

noted that up to now no German historian has undertaken a com-

prehensive study of the massacre. When Erhard Roy Wiehn, a soci-

ologist at the University of Konstanz, edited a memorial volume for

the fiftieth anniversary of the massacre in 1991, he had to admit that

the voluminous collection of essays could provide only “a fragmen-

tary survey of events leading up to the killings, the massacre itself,

and its consequences.”69 In the 1990s research on this war crime was
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advanced considerably by the studies of Bernd Boll, Hans Safrian,

and Hartmut Rüss, and through the work of Klaus Jochen Arnold on

some secondary aspects.70

The German invasion of the Soviet Union and the capture of the

Ukrainian capital city of Kiev by the troops of the Sixth Army un-

der Field Marshal Walter von Reichenau created the conditions for

the murder of Kiev’s Jews. The Twenty-ninth Army Corps took Kiev

on September 19, 1941, and placed it under occupation law. An ad-

vance group of Sonderkommando 4a of Einsatzgruppe C, about fifty

men strong, arrived with the corps, followed a few days later by the

rest of 4a and the Group C staff.71 The Sixth Army established a mil-

itary administration for the occupation and named Brigadier Gen-

eral Kurt Eberhard, Field Commandant 195, as city commandant for

Kiev.72

In order to understand how the German crimes in Kiev could be

committed with so few obstacles, it is necessary to know the back-

ground. Reichenau and the commanding officer of Sonderkom-

mando 4a, SS Colonel Paul Blobel, had worked closely together on

carrying out murders of Jews in the preceding months of July and

August.73 Kuno Callsen, who was Blobel’s liaison officer to Sixth

Army headquarters, reported that Blobel himself was in close con-

tact with Reichenau during this period.74 Clearly the views of both

men about the role of racial ideology in the war, and the necessity of

killing Jews, were nearly identical. Five weeks earlier, on August 22,

Reichenau had decided that the Jewish children of Belaya Tserkov’,

temporarily spared when their parents were murdered, should also

be shot.75

After Kiev had fallen to the Germans and the Babi Yar massacre

had taken place ten days later, Einsatzgruppe C filed a report de-

scribing the cooperation of the Wehrmacht in glowing terms: “From
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the very first day the group succeeded in creating an excellent work-

ing climate with all Wehrmacht duty stations. This also meant that

from the start of its operations the group never had to remain in the

rear area; instead we were repeatedly asked by the Wehrmacht to

keep our commandos as far forward as possible.”76 The commander

of Einsatzgruppe C, SS Brigadier General Otto Rasch, stressed sev-

eral times how closely he had cooperated with Reichenau, who for

his part repeatedly expressed appreciation for the work of the special

commandos, including the massacre at Babi Yar.77

Kiev had become the capital of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Re-

public in 1934; at the time of the German attack in 1941 it had a

population of about 930,000. About half of the city’s residents were

ethnic Ukrainians, and one quarter were Russians. The Jewish resi-

dents of Kiev numbered around 220,000. Two thirds of them were

able to flee eastward as the Wehrmacht neared the city, so that ac-

cording to German estimates some fifty thousand Jews remained

in Kiev under the occupation.78 Since the younger and relatively

healthy Jewish men had been drafted into the Red Army,79 this

group consisted largely of old men, women, and children. When the

Wehrmacht marched in, the response of the population was mixed:

some welcomed the Germans, but others were distinctly hostile. In

any event, it rapidly proved more difficult to implement the planned

occupation policy than the Wehrmacht leaders had originally ex-

pected.

Only a few days after the Germans had taken Kiev—sometime

between September 24 and 26—powerful explosions rocked the city

center, destroying a number of buildings in which the Wehrmacht

had installed headquarters and duty stations. Several hundred of the

occupation troops and a number of local inhabitants were killed.80

The German officers now felt an urgent need to “find a guilty
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party.”81 It was in this mood that they gathered to discuss the situa-

tion and seek what the SS documents misleadingly called appropri-

ate “retaliatory measures.” The meeting took place on September 26

in the office of the city commandant, Major Brigadier Kurt Eberhard,

the “little palace” of the czar.82 In addition to the general and several

SS officers, it was attended by Major Gerhard Schirmer, an intelli-

gence officer representing the Twenty-ninth Army Corps. At this

meeting it was decided that a large number of the Jews of Kiev

should be killed. It was also determined that “the Jews of the city

should assemble for the purposes of a so-called evacuation.”83 Given

the policy of extermination carried out in the preceding months, the

participants could sense that they had the backing of Field Marshal

von Reichenau, the highest-ranking representative of the Wehr-

macht in the region.84 It is possible that the plans to murder the Jews

of Kiev involved direct consultations between Blobel and Reichenau.

This meeting and others that followed were also attended by SS

First Lieutenant August Häfner, who belonged to Sonderkommando

4a of Einsatzgruppe C. He later recalled the respective assignments

of the SS and Wehrmacht as follows: “We had to do the dirty work. I

will never forget how Brigadier General Eberhard said to us in Kiev:

‘You have to do the shooting.’”85 Not only did the general have no ob-

jections to the plan for the massacre as such, but, given the ongoing

arson attacks, he was actively promoting it, as an SS report to Berlin

confirms: “The Wehrmacht welcomes the measures and requests a

radical approach.”86

The agreement that the Jews of Kiev had to be killed in “retalia-

tion” for the bombings and arson amounted to a diversionary ma-

neuver. The German officers merely seized on them as a justification

for the murders, which had been planned in advance on ideological

grounds. The term “retaliation” was intended to create the impres-
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sion of military necessity and thus justify it in the eyes of soldiers

and members of the SS.87

Carrying out the “operation” was assigned to Sonderkommando

4a under Colonel Blobel. The unit had already proved its murderous

efficiency over the previous few months in a number of mass shoot-

ings. It was made up of members of the security police and the SD

(most of whom had formerly belonged to the Gestapo or police de-

tective squads), as well as one company of a Waffen-SS battalion

on special assignment and two detachments from Police Regiment

South.88 Two further police battalions and units of Ukrainian auxil-

iary police were brought in as reinforcements.

The operation began with the posting of notices around the city

in Russian, Ukrainian, and German ordering the Jewish population

to assemble at a specific place at eight o’clock in the morning on the

following day, September 29.89 Failure to comply was punishable by

death. The text was formulated by members of Propaganda Com-

pany 637, and the posters themselves were produced in the print

shop of the Sixth Army.

The next morning a far larger number of Jews appeared at the

gathering point near the Kiev cemeteries than the Germans had ex-

pected: more than thirty thousand. According to survivors’ reports,

most of them believed the Germans’ assurances that they were to be

evacuated and “resettled.” It was also reported, however, that some

old men among the Jews remaining in the city had warned, “Chil-

dren, we are going to our deaths. Prepare yourselves!”90 One Jewish

mother who did not believe in the “resettlement” plans found no

other way out but to poison herself and her children. One girl threw

herself from a window of the Kiev Opera. Most of those who obeyed

the summons to gather probably expected that the Germans would

load them onto trains and transport them to Russian territory. The
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attempts to prevent panic by making misleading announcements

seem to have succeeded in large measure.91

Next the German occupation authorities ordered the Jews to start

walking toward the part of town where the Jewish cemetery and a

section of the Babi Yar ravine were situated. The route was guarded

by Wehrmacht soldiers under the command of Commandant Eber-

hard.92 The site of the shootings itself had been cordoned off with

barbed wire, with members of Sonderkommando 4a and Ukrainian

police standing guard. When they arrived, the Jews were made to

surrender their valuables, undress, and proceed to the ravine, where

they were shot. According to the official reports of Einsatzgruppe C,

33,771 people were murdered on September 29 and 30, 1941.93 Ac-

counts of how the shootings proceeded, from both members of the

special commando and survivors of the massacre, have been pre-

served.

One German participant, Kurt Werner, reported:

The terrain was sandy. The ravine was about 10 meters deep

and 400 meters long, about 80 meters wide at the top and 10

meters wide at the bottom. Immediately after arriving at the

execution site I had to climb down into this gully with my

fellow soldiers. It didn’t take long before the first Jews were

led down the sides of the ravine to us. They had to lie down

with their faces to the ground. In the gully there were three

groups of soldiers with roughly twelve men in all. New

groups of Jews were being sent down constantly. The new

arrivals had to lie down on top of the corpses of the Jews

who had just been shot. The soldiers stood behind them and

killed them with shots to the base of the skull. I still remem-

ber today the horror that struck the Jews when they reached
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the edge of the ravine and got their first sight of the bodies

below. Many of them started screaming with fright. You

can’t imagine what strong nerves it took to go on with that

filthy job down there . . . The whole process must have lasted

until about five or six o’clock at night.94

The participation of army engineers in concealing the massacre

has been documented.95 As far as getting rid of the evidence is con-

cerned, the killers were always intent on hiding their crimes.96 This

is true of the German perpetrators who acted on official orders in

Kiev in 1941 and could cite that fact in their defense. Covering up

the evidence of the murders served several purposes. First, it would

have made preparing and carrying out further massacres more dif-

ficult if word had got out. And second, the leaders wanted to prevent

reports about the killing of Jews in Kiev from being used in enemy

propaganda to denounce the German occupying forces and sway

both the Russian population and world opinion against them.

The German authorities involved in the massacre at Babi Yar

made every possible effort to hide the events from local people as

well as the German population and the rest of the world. A week

later the SS recorded its impression that both the killings and the at-

tempt to hush them up had been generally successful: “The opera-

tion itself went smoothly, with no unforeseen incidents. The mea-

sures to ‘relocate’ Jews were definitely regarded favorably by the

population. Hardly anyone is aware that the Jews were in fact liqui-

dated, but past experience indicates that if it were to become known,

it would probably not meet with disapproval. The Wehrmacht also

expressed its approval of the measures carried out.”97

The only place where the liquidations were not hushed up but in-

stead were documented precisely was in the top secret reports of the
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Einsatzgruppen to the Reich Security Main Office in Berlin. They

were regularly sent as coded messages by radio. The Security Office

collected them and made them available to a strictly limited circle

of leaders under the title “Event Reports, USSR.” As we know today,

however, the British Secret Service was able to listen in on and de-

code these radio messages from 1941 on. Einsatzgruppe C boasted in

its reports of the extraordinary efficiency of its special commandos

in the systematic killing of nearly 34,000 people in only two days.

The group also presented itself to its superiors as a unit that at-

tached great value to orderliness in matters of precise bookkeeping.

Thus the massacre at Babi Yar was fully documented from the per-

spective of the perpetrators by Sonderkommando 4a and Einsatz-

gruppe C.

By contrast, the fact that the Wehrmacht was informed and in-

volved finds practically no mention in its records. How can this find-

ing be explained? For one thing, only a few records of the army units

present in Kiev in 1941 have survived. In particular, the war diary of

the Kiev city commandant’s headquarters, which would be of great

value in reconstructing the course of events, has never been found.

And even those records which are preserved contain striking gaps. In

the records of the Sixth Army and the Twenty-ninth Army Corps,

for example, the intelligence officers’ reports are missing for pre-

cisely the days at the end of September and beginning of October

1941. Yet despite this lack of documentation, one must try to envi-

sion how large an “operation” this mass killing was, and how metic-

ulously it had to be planned and carried out. Many German authori-

ties participated in it either directly or indirectly.

In interpreting the silence about the massacre at Babi Yar in the

Wehrmacht records, we must assume that a systematic attempt was

made to erase all traces of guilty knowledge and participation. It be-
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gan on the day itself, went on long after the end of the war, and con-

tinues to cast its shadow up to the present day.98 There must have

been a tacit agreement among the officers of the Wehrmacht units

stationed in Kiev to keep all mention of this crime and their partici-

pation in it out of the official records as far as possible so as not

to sully the army’s reputation. The condition that Brigadier General

Eberhard required from the SS—“You have to do the shooting”—

offers a key to the cover-up efforts that began on the spot.

It was possible, however, to find one “leak” in the surviving docu-

ments. This is a report, located in an obscure file, by an officer

named von Froreich, who served as an administrator in the 454th

Security Division.99 It proves that it was not difficult for a member of

the Wehrmacht in Kiev at the time to acquire information about the

main facts of the massacre. On October 1, 1941, Froreich had a con-

versation with several other officers, including men from the head-

quarters of Field Commandant 195. What he heard there he wrote

down as follows: “The Jews of the city had been ordered to assemble

at a particular place in order to be registered and relocated in a

camp. Approximately 34,000 of them appeared, including women

and children. All of them were killed after turning in their valu-

ables and clothing, a process that took several days.”100

Froreich’s entry represents the only known instance in which a

member of the Wehrmacht mentioned the massacre at Babi Yar in

writing. He was presumably a lawyer who had worked in some bu-

reaucracy before the war, one of the “civilians in uniform” too unfa-

miliar with military customs to know not to put on paper what he

had heard. The news that Froreich picked up on his visit to Kiev

spread rapidly to other Wehrmacht units, too—as was inevitable,

given the scale of the atrocity.

Information about the massacre at Babi Yar soon found its way
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beyond the limits of the Ukrainian capital. In early October several

foreign journalists turned up in Kiev and began researching. In this

context it is of interest that news of Babi Yar was already circulating

among the staff officers of the German military commander’s head-

quarters in Paris that same month. An officer just transferred from

the eastern front to Paris had been able to provide accurate details

of the mass murder to people he encountered.101 And even Victor

Klemperer, the professor of Romance languages living in Dresden,

got word of the horrible events on the edge of Kiev in the spring of

1942. A corporal serving as a driver for a troop of police had reported

to Klemperer’s wife, Eva: “Ghastly mass murders of Jews in Kiev.

The heads of children smashed against walls, thousands of men,

women, adolescents shot down in a great heap, a hillock blown up,

and the mass of bodies buried under the exploding earth.”102 Ac-

counts of the shootings in Babi Yar spread like wildfire, mainly

through soldiers home on leave or transferred to other posts.103

In 1943, after the Germans lost the battle of Stalingrad and the

possibility began to emerge that the Red Army might force the

Wehrmacht to keep on retreating, the idea was born in Berlin to

eradicate the evidence of crimes against civilians committed on So-

viet territory. That summer Himmler ordered Blobel to remove all

traces of the killings in the occupied areas of the Soviet Union be-

fore the expected advance of the Red Army. So Blobel returned

to Babi Yar with another unit, Sonderkommando 1005, which had

been created especially for this assignment. Its members included

more than three hundred prisoners who had been requisitioned

from a concentration camp, many of them Jewish themselves. Under

the supervision of German SS men, they “unearthed” (enterdeten)

the bodies—allegedly between 40,000 and 45,000 of them—and

burned them on pyres made of railroad ties soaked in gasoline. After
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four weeks of labor, which was treated as “top secret,” all traces

of the mass graves were completely gone. What remained was to

remove those who knew how the evidence had been destroyed—

namely, the members of the special commando. The prisoners had

an inkling of the fate intended for them and tried to flee. About

three hundred of them were shot, but a few succeeded in escaping

and after the war were able to provide eyewitness accounts of how

the corpses were burned.104

It is to be presumed that in the interests of their own image, the

officers of the Wehrmacht prevented information about the massa-

cre at Babi Yar from being entered in units’ logbooks. And in addi-

tion they had an opportunity after the war to undertake a systematic

cleansing of the files of the army and SS units involved. When the

war ended, the U.S. Army seized the Wehrmacht files but did not use

the material in preparing the charges for the Nuremberg war crimes

trials. The Americans did, however, make the material available to

German officers who were prisoners of war and were doing research

in the U.S. Army’s “Historical Division” on the Wehrmacht’s strat-

egy in the campaign against the Soviet Union. General Leo Geyr

von Schweppenburg has confirmed that it was quite possible “to en-

sure that bits of incriminating evidence, which could have been used

at the Nuremberg trials, disappeared here and there. The Americans

even helped out.”105

After the war it was lawyers and jurists who first began dealing

with the massacre at Babi Yar in the framework of the Nuremberg

trials. Among the accused was Paul Blobel, the head of Sonderkom-

mando 4a. He had formerly studied architecture and worked as an

architect, making him one of the highly educated men—“SS intel-

lectuals”—that Himmler preferred as leaders of Einsatzgruppen

and their special commandos. At the very least they had a university
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degree, and thus came by no means “from the fringes or dregs of

German society, but rather from its middle or upper strata.”106 The

American military court appeared impressed by the biographies of

the SS mass murderers:

The defendants are not untutored aborigines incapable of

appreciation of the finer values of life and living. Each man

at the bar has had the benefit of considerable schooling.

Eight are lawyers, one a university professor, another a den-

tal physician, still another an expert on art. One, as an opera

singer, gave concerts throughout Germany before he began

his tour of Russia with the Einsatzkommandos. Another of

the defendants, bearing a name illustrious in the world of

music, testified that a branch of his family reached back to

the creator of the “Unfinished Symphony” . . .

It was indeed one of the many remarkable aspects of this

trial that the discussions of enormous atrocities . . . [were]

constantly interspersed with the academic titles of the per-

sons mentioned as perpetrators.107

The defendants cited “orders from above,” situations of self-defense,

and their duties as soldiers as mitigating circumstances. Feelings of

guilt, shame, or remorse were lacking, and it would be wrong to con-

clude that they carried out the murders of Jews against their will:

“Hatred against the Jews was great; it was revenge, and people

wanted money and gold.”108

The military court found Blobel guilty on all three counts of the

indictment (crimes against humanity, war crimes, and membership

in a criminal organization) and sentenced him to death by hang-

ing.109 He spent the next few years in the prison at Landsberg and
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filed an appeal for clemency, but in the eyes of John J. McCloy, the

American high commissioner for Germany, Blobel’s crimes repre-

sented one of the few cases in which “clemency has no meaning . . .

no mitigating circumstances whatever have been found.”110 Other de-

fendants in Case 9 for whom the death sentence was not commuted

were SS leaders Werner Braune, Erich Naumann, and Otto Ohlen-

dorf. As grounds for his refusal to grant clemency to Blobel, McCloy

summed up his crimes, noting, “The Military Tribunal at Nurem-

berg found him guilty of ordering the killing of 60,000, including

over 30,000 Jews who were murdered in the notorious two-day mas-

sacre at Kiev in September, 1941, and sentenced him to death.”111

Blobel and the three other leaders of Einsatzgruppen were hanged

at Landsberg on June 8, 1951.

In the 1960s the Central Bureau for the Prosecution of National

Socialist Crimes that had been established in the city of Ludwigs-

burg opened investigations on eleven more members of Sonderkom-

mando 4a. In the “Callsen trial,” the county court of Darmstadt pro-

nounced eight of them guilty of “jointly aiding and abetting to

murder 33,771 people” on November 29, 1968, and sentenced them

to long prison terms.112

Field Marshal von Reichenau had died of a stroke in 1942, and

General Eberhard died in Stuttgart in 1948. The other officers of

the Wehrmacht, however, who participated in the preparation, over-

sight, and cover-up of the Babi Yar massacre in one way or another

were never placed on trial. The background of this scandalous omis-

sion remains murky.

Two motives are discernable, one of them political and the other

legal. The political motive is connected with the fact that in 1955 a

new military organization was established in West Germany with a

leadership that consisted entirely of former Wehrmacht officers.
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The government did not want a renewed spate of war crimes trials

to impede the development of the Bundeswehr. And in the legal

area a lobby of former National Socialists, who had ties to the

Federal Ministry of Justice and included several members of the

Bundestag, found a way to protect former officers by reinterpreting

the definitions of “murder” and “accessory to murder,” and through

the statute of limitations.113 This was the final stage (to date) in the

long process of removing almost all traces of evidence that could

have led to a more accurate historical clarification of the German

war crimes at Babi Yar.

The Wehrmacht and SS in the Russian Campaign

How the agreement between the Wehrmacht and SS to cooperate

functioned in practice was uncovered long ago. The well-known his-

torian Andreas Hillgruber described it in 1984:

The practical cooperation of the regular army and the Ein-

satzgruppen with regard to Jews took this form: Immediately

after gaining control of an area the army commander issued

orders for the Jews there to be registered. Instructions for

Jewish residents to come forward and identify themselves

were provided on large-format posters, making it easy for

units of the security police and SD to place them under ar-

rest—unless some of them, having learned of their intended

fate, fled to the woods or otherwise “went underground” . . .

Just like the Einsatzgruppen in the Rear Army areas, in the

parts of the Soviet Union placed under German civilian ad-

ministration the “higher SS and police leaders” had a pre-

scribed set of duties—that included the systematic killing of

Jews.114
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In principle, this distribution of labor between the two remained in

force throughout the war, and in fact they grew closer over time. In

the framework of the campaign of annihilation, which led to an in-

crease in barbarity,115 members of the SS and the Wehrmacht came

to view the official distinction as artificial.

This is confirmed by a report to the OKW filed by Major General

Hans Leykauf, who was assigned to inspect armaments in occupied

Ukraine.116 In this document Leykauf recounted his experiences in

the previous six months on the subject of “settling the Jewish ques-

tion in the Ukraine.” On the details of the operation in which units

of the police shot Jews, he wrote, “It took place in full public

view, with reinforcements from the Ukrainian militia, and unfortu-

nately in many cases with the voluntary participation of mem-

bers of the Wehrmacht.” Leykauf was aware of the scale of the kill-

ings: “In terms of the number of executions the operation is more

gigantic than any similar measure undertaken in the Soviet Union

previously. A total of some 150,000 to 200,000 Jews [have been]

executed so far in the part of the Ukraine belonging to the Reich

Commissariat.”117

Leykauf, an economic expert in the military, then began bemoan-

ing the fact that while this murderous “solution of the Jewish ques-

tion” did in fact mean the “elimination of superfluous mouths to

feed,” it also had drawbacks from an economic point of view. Using

language that associated the Wehrmacht with SS units, he wrote to

his superior: “If we shoot the Jews, let the prisoners of war die, and

condemn a considerable part of the urban population to starvation,

and if we are further going to lose a part of the rural population to

hunger next year, then the question that must be answered is: Who

exactly is supposed to produce economic value here?” In the Ukraine

the murder of Jews was certainly also carried out in the main by
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Einsatzgruppen and police units of the SS. Nevertheless Leykauf, an

officer of the Wehrmacht, rightly used the first-person plural: “we,”

the German invaders and occupiers, the Wehrmacht and SS, are re-

sponsible for killing the Jews, for letting so many prisoners of war

die, and letting countless Ukrainian civilians starve.

When the noted scholar of the Holocaust Raul Hilberg wrote on

the topic of “the Wehrmacht and the extermination of the Jews,”

he stressed not a few spectacular incidents but rather the way the

Wehrmacht took part “in the process of extermination like every

other branch of authority in the Third Reich”: “The involvement of

the Wehrmacht in the annihilation of European Jews occurred in

wartime and often in the name of the war. It was easy to stigmatize

‘the Jews’ collectively as opponents of the Third Reich and a threat

to the army.”118

Furthermore, the campaign against the Soviet partisans was also

seized upon to a considerable extent as a pretext for murdering Jews.

In two case studies of the German occupation in Belorussia, the his-

torian Hannes Heer has decoded the meaning of the then-common

phrase “mopping up the countryside”—in other words, killing the

Jews—with the active participation of the Wehrmacht.119 And so in

October and November 1941 the first major ghetto massacres were

carried out under the orders of Brigadier General Anton von Bech-

tolsheim, the Wehrmacht commander in Belorussia, which the

Germans had now renamed the “General Commissariat of White

Ruthenia.”

In the Army Group Rear area the “security divisions” murdered

countless Soviet civilians and burned Russian settlements to the

ground under the pretext of suppressing partisan resistance. In

Wehrmacht documents these operations were concealed as the

“elimination of partisan nests, partisan camps, partisan bunkers.”120
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Admittedly, Stalin had issued a call on July 3, 1941, for the partisan

war to be unleashed,”121 but there were many delays, and the parti-

san movement did not become a significant force until 1943. What

really happened in the first phase of the occupation in 1941–42 un-

der the cloak of fighting partisans is revealed clearly in the reports

of the Wehrmacht commanders. They record that for every German

soldier killed, approximately one hundred Russian “partisans” had

died. Heer refers to this lopsided result, which requires an explana-

tion, as “the bizarre situation of an anti-partisan war without par-

tisans.”122

The Jewish population represented the most significant group of

victims in these operations. This was barely concealed by the slogan

“Jews and partisans are the same thing.” The war logbooks of the

infantry divisions assigned to the area provide evidence, and Raul

Hilberg offers confirmation: “It was almost an automatic mecha-

nism to suspect that [the Jews] were helping the partisans—particu-

larly in the ‘flat land.’ Even the utterly helpless Jewish prisoners of

war, soldiers in the Red Army, were transferred without further ado

to the SS and police for ‘special treatment.’”123

Some critics of the exhibition “The German Army and Geno-

cide” took offense at the stark phrase “partisan struggle without

partisans” and in this context expressed doubt more generally about

whether or not the Wehrmacht had carried out a war against the ci-

vilian population of Belorussia in violation of international law, un-

der the pretext of combating partisan attacks. Since then this point

has been carefully studied once more by a commission of experts,

who looked in particular at the provisions of the Hague Convention

regarding the laws and customs of war on land. As the commission

concluded, there can be no doubt that the German leaders, with the

approval of the Wehrmacht leadership, had “decided months before
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the attack that no consideration whatsoever should be given to inter-

national laws of war, including the Hague Convention.”124

Furthermore, plans to decimate the Russian population were also

drawn up prior to the attack on the Soviet Union. The leaders then

sought plausible arguments to persuade the Wehrmacht to accept

such a war aim. The commission had the following to say on this

subject:

It was fully accepted that the planned exploitation of So-

viet food resources, in which the Wehrmacht cooperated and

for which it bears partial responsibility, would involve the

deaths from starvation of untold millions of Soviet citizens

. . . The military leadership reckoned with the foreseeable

consequences of such a policy, meaning not only a parti-

san movement led by Communists but also hunger revolts

among the general population. This is reflected in the blan-

ket permission to carry out executions on a large scale, as

provided by the “War Jurisdiction Decree” of May 13, 1941.

Not only could partisans as defined by the Hague Conven-

tion be shot on the spot, but also “suspicious elements” and

“attackers” of all sorts, whereby the decree defined “attack”

so broadly as to include distributing leaflets or failing to fol-

low German orders.125

This background explains why the Wehrmacht claimed to be

fighting a “struggle against partisans” as early as 1941, when—de-

spite Stalin’s call to arms—no serious threat by partisans appeared to

exist yet. The German advance aroused fear and dread, causing Rus-

sian soldiers who had been cut off from their units to flee into the

forests, but it did not lead to an organized resistance movement. Peo-
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ple driven by the German policy to roam the countryside searching

for food were shot as “vagabonds” or for “aiding the partisans.” On

the subject of the scale of these killings, the commission reported

that in the Rear Army area center 80,000 partisans and “suspected

partisans” were liquidated between June 1941 and May 1942, while

German casualties numbered 1,094.126 This disproportion certainly

justifies calling the campaign a war against civilians, in this case the

population of Belorussia, in violation of international law. At the

same time, it should be noted that among the German troops a sub-

jective sense of being threatened by partisans was widespread. On

this point the commission observed: “Before the war against the So-

viet Union began, the German leadership stoked a fear of partisans

quite intentionally, not least because it seemed to guarantee that the

chosen policies would be carried out in radical form. Hitler himself

had declared to his inner circle that a war against partisans had ‘one

advantage: It makes it possible for us to exterminate whatever op-

poses us.’”127

Why did it take so long for these connections to be recognized?

First of all, a new school of military and contemporary historians

had to uncover the fact that the highest military authorities, in par-

ticular the OKW and the OKH, issued a series of criminal orders be-

fore the attack on the Soviet Union in which Jews, among other

groups, were fated for annihilation. Then scholars could prove that

arrangements to cooperate had been made at the highest levels of

the SS and Wehrmacht, according to which the military would cre-

ate favorable conditions for the SS to carry out the killings and also

provide logistical support. Research on special topics made it increas-

ingly apparent that the murderous operations of the SS units had

not remained secret, but rather had taken place in full public view,

at least in 1941–42. Regular army soldiers played roles as spectators,
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bystanders, and photographers, and occasionally took part in the

shootings themselves. By cleverly manipulating and exploiting fa-

miliar military concepts, Wehrmacht commanders in different re-

gions contributed to members of their own troops becoming perpe-

trators of the Holocaust themselves. In Serbia, killings of Jews were

labeled shootings of “hostages,” and in Belorussia and elsewhere, ac-

counts of suppressing “bandits” and “partisans” served a similar

purpose. Recent studies on the liquidation of Jews in specific areas

under German occupation in eastern Europe have established that

the operations were carried out in very different ways, but that the

Wehrmacht cooperated actively everywhere.

Anti-Semitism as a Soldier’s Duty

General Rudolf Schmundt’s Directive of 1942

The anti-Semitic propaganda and policy goal of exterminating the

Jews of Europe did not provoke serious or extensive opposition in the

officer corps of the Wehrmacht even after the killings of the SS

Einsatzgruppen became widely known and the subject of frequent

discussions in various units. One such discussion is documented for

the officers of the Army Group Center.128 The fact that these mur-

ders prompted individual officers from this army group to join a na-

scent resistance movement did not become known in Berlin, of

course, until after the assassination attempt of July 20, 1944. Hence

their deliberations cannot have been the reason why the Armed

Forces High Command felt it necessary to declare a radical anti-Se-

mitic attitude to be virtually a German soldier’s official duty.

There were a few cases that made it clear to the Wehrmacht lead-

ership that the attitudes of its officers did not always meet expecta-

tions, although these were hardly of a spectacular kind. One regi-
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mental commander serving on the eastern front, for instance, had

for years exchanged annual birthday letters with a childhood friend

and former schoolmate who was Jewish. Once he had even tried to

send a letter to the man—without including a return address—via

an officer under his command who was going on leave. Another of-

ficer had appeared in public several times in a German city in the

company of a Jew who, “although he had served as an officer in the

world war, was now recognizable as a Jew by virtue of the Star of

David he wore.”129 At a time when the extermination campaign was

in high gear, the leaders of the Wehrmacht showed themselves to be

so loyal to Hitler that they felt obliged to pursue even cases as trivial

as these. Both officers were discharged because of the behavior de-

scribed.

The head of personnel for the army, Colonel (later General)

Rudolf Schmundt, publicized both cases and treated them as an op-

portunity “to make unmistakably clear the demeanor of officers

with respect to Jews.” He issued a secret directive requiring unam-

biguously anti-Semitic deportment:

Every officer must be fully aware first that the Jewish lobby

has challenged the German people’s claim to Lebensraum

and standing in the eyes of the world, and second has forced

our nation to prevail against a world of enemies by spilling

the blood of our best young men. Officers must therefore

adopt a clear and totally uncompromising stance on the Jew-

ish question. There is no difference between supposedly “de-

cent” Jews and the rest. Nor may any consideration be given

to relationships of whatever nature that existed before the

threat posed by Jews was common knowledge among the

German people. Hence no connection, even of the most ca-
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sual sort, may exist between an officer and a member of the

Jewish race. The present decisive struggle against the inter-

national enemy Jewish Bolshevism has clearly revealed the

true face of Jewry. Every officer must therefore oppose it on

the basis of firm inner conviction and refuse all association

with it. Any infraction against this uncompromising stance

will make him unviable and result in expulsion from the

army. All officers under your command are to be instructed

accordingly.130

Like his fellows generals Blomberg, Keitel, Jodl, Reichenau, and

Burgdorf, Schmundt was a committed National Socialist. In 1939 he

was appointed the Wehrmacht’s chief adjutant in the OKW to the

“Fuehrer and Chancellor of the Reich,” Adolf Hitler; to this was

added on October 1, 1942, the influential position of chief of person-

nel for the army. Schmundt has been characterized as “a willing tool

of Hitler.”131 In his directive he took as his model an officer commit-

ted to a struggle based on a belief in racism. Consequently, any of-

ficer who deviated in any manner from the position of extreme anti-

Semitism was guilty of dereliction of duty. The term “unviable”

made it clear beyond all doubt that an officer who behaved like those

described could be relieved of duty and discharged from the army.

Admirals Erich Raeder and Karl Dönitz

After World War II, the German navy succeeded in even greater

measure than the army in deflecting suspicion that it could have

borne any responsibility for the Holocaust. In fact, however, naval

units took part in the killing of Jews,132 and senior officers espoused

decidedly anti-Semitic views.

The commander in chief, Admiral Erich Raeder, claimed to have
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set the navy on a National Socialist course even before January 30,

1933.133 According to a statement made by air force general and air

commander of the Atlantic theater Ulrich Kessler in 1945, Raeder

was an outspoken anti-Semite and had informed him in early 1933

that he could not be “indifferent” to Jews but had to “hate” them.134

According to the same source, Raeder’s successor, Admiral Karl

Dönitz, was “a picture-book Nazi and confirmed anti-Semite.”135 It

was partly for this reason that Hitler later appointed Dönitz as his

successor. In a radio address broadcast on Heroes’ Day—March 12,

1944—the admiral spoke of the “corrosive poison of Jewry.”136 In an-

other speech in 1944 he declared, “I would rather eat dirt than have

my grandchildren raised in the Jewish outlook and poisoned by that

filth.”137 In his own defense Dönitz later asserted that he had saved

some officers from the concentration camps, retaining them under

his command even though their Jewish forebears meant that they,

like Lieutenant Commander Schmidt di Simoni, fell under the Nu-

remberg Laws.138

Officers Find the Italians Not Anti-Semitic Enough

There is another, little-known chapter in the history of the Wehr-

macht: in the years 1941–1943, considerable conflict arose between

German and Italian officers because the latter were unwilling to

make Italy a staging ground for the Germans’ murderous anti-Semi-

tism. Admittedly, racial laws were passed in Italy in 1938 that turned

Jews into second-class citizens, but so many Italians withheld their

support and refused to cooperate that the laws’ effectiveness was re-

duced. Actual extermination was favored by no one.139 In any event,

the officers of the Italian armed forces completely rejected the Ger-

mans’ racist ideas and offered active resistance to the campaign of

persecution.140
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As a result, an unbridgeable gap opened up between the treat-

ment of Jews in the Italian-occupied areas of Yugoslavia and Greece

and those controlled by the Germans. When they marched into

Greece in April 1941, the Germans immediately began persecuting

the Jews of that country (although deportations did not start until

March 1943). The Italians, by contrast, introduced measures to pro-

tect them. In Salonika, for instance, the Italian consul general liber-

ally dispensed certificates of Italian citizenship to the Jews of the

city, thereby rescuing them from the clutches of Italy’s German

ally.141 In the Libyan city of Tripoli, which was occupied by Italian

troops, members of the Wehrmacht reported with disgust that Ital-

ian officials were protecting the roughly sixteen thousand Jewish in-

habitants and allowing them to go about their business undisturbed.

Some of them expressed the opinion that the Jews of Libya were

fundamentally “decent fellows.” When they revealed through their

behavior that they made no distinction between Italians and Jews,

they were met with total incomprehension on the German side.142

Wehrmacht officers exerted pressure on their ally to stop the flight

of Greek Jews into the Italian zone of occupation and to follow the

German model by requiring them to wear the yellow star. But once

again the Italians turned them down flat.143

At the beginning of 1943, Commander in Chief Southeast, Gen-

eral Alexander Löhr, tried to persuade the Italian commander in

chief in Greece (from April 1941 to May 1943), General Carlo

Gesolo, to follow the German model in dealing with Greek Jews.

Gesolo turned him down.144 Thereupon Löhr criticized the Italians’

approach as weakness, a policy of trying to ingratiate themselves

with the local population. “Clearly the Italians failed in his eyes by

displaying human compassion, by being too soft, and showing more

willingness to negotiate than a master race should.”145
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In the Croatian region of occupied Yugoslavia, Jews sought and

received protection from the Italian armed forces. When the Ger-

man government demanded that they turn over the Jews, the Italian

government declared it to be a question of honor and refused. Major

General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau, then the German plenipo-

tentiary general in Croatia, reported to Berlin in August 1941 that

Jews in the Italian-occupied areas were given preferential treatment.

In Dubrovnik, he wrote, Italian officers had appeared in public ac-

companied by Jewish women, and socialized with Jews without the

slightest embarrassment. He had also heard that they had conducted

some five hundred Jews from Sarajevo to Dubrovnik, where the Ital-

ians supplied them with false passports.146

The chief of staff of the Italian infantry division “Murge,” sta-

tioned in Mostar, declined to take action against the Jews in the city,

who, according to the Wehrmacht, were fomenting rebellion. He de-

clared that any special measures against Jewish citizens were incom-

patible with the honor of the Italian army.147

Angered by the pro-Jewish behavior of Italian officers, General

Löhr and General Glaise von Horstenau joined forces with the Ger-

man envoy in Zagreb, SA Obergruppenführer (Lieutenant General)

Siegfried Kasche, and wrote Hitler an account condemning the ac-

tions of the local Italian military authorities. According to their re-

port, “implementation of the Croatian government’s laws concern-

ing Jews is being so undermined by Italian officials that in the

coastal zone—particularly in Mostar, Dubrovnik, and Crikvenika—

numerous Jews are protected by the Italian military, and other Jews

have been escorted across the border to Italian Dalmatia and Italy it-

self. Through these actions the Jews receive assistance and can carry

on their subversive work against the government, i.e., work counter

to our common war aims.”148
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Not long afterwards, on December 13, 1942, propaganda minister

Joseph Goebbels made an entry in his diary concerning the problem

of fundamental differences in Italian and German attitudes toward

Jews and treatment of them: “The Italians are extremely lax in the

treatment of Jews. They protect the Italian Jews both in Tunis and

in occupied France and won’t permit their being drafted for work or

compelled to wear the Star of David. This shows once again that

Fascism does not really dare to get down to fundamentals, but is very

superficial regarding most important problems. The Jewish question

is causing us a lot of trouble. Everywhere, even among our allies, the

Jews have friends to help them, which is a proof that they are still

playing an important role even in the Axis camp.”149

It remains to be noted that, acting on orders from Generals Franz

Böhme, Edmund Glaise von Horstenau, and Alexander Löhr (all of

whom were from Austria), troops of the Wehrmacht systematically

murdered the Jewish males of neighboring Serbia, starting in the

summer of 1941—unhindered by the more compassionate and less

racist Italians. This operation began independently, without the sup-

port of the SS, which only later, from the end of 1941 on, killed the

Jewish women and children of Serbia.150

In sum, we can say that the officers of the Italian armed forces re-

fused to hand over Jews to the Germans for extermination in the

years from 1941 to 1943, during which time they were allies of the

Wehrmacht in the war. German officers responded to this resistance

not only with incomprehension and disgust but also with growing

animosity. Such hatred would then find expression in physical at-

tacks on Italian soldiers after Italy pulled out of the war in the

fall of 1943. In the context of the racism that stood uppermost in

Wehrmacht officers’ minds and made them a “master race,” the

Germans now began to regard Italians as inferior too, and treated
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them in a manner hardly less degrading and inhumane than their

treatment of Jews and Russian prisoners of war. Between Italy’s

withdrawal in 1943 and the end of the war in 1945, German killed

approximately 46,000 Italians, among them many soldiers and about

7,000 Jews.151
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c h a p t e r f o u r

Generals and Enlisted Men

The Military Elites in the Grip of a War Ideology

It transpires that there was a not inconsiderable overlap of in-

terests and opinions between Hitler and the German military elite.

If we want to delve more deeply into the question of why this was

so, we would do well to investigate how both Hitler and his com-

manders understood the role of war in international relations, both

in historical terms and in their own time. Hitler and the National

Socialist leaders on the one hand and the representatives of the mili-

tary elite on the other shared a belief that great political questions

are always ultimately decided by war and the force of arms. Hence

one can speak of a shared conviction that was fundamentally milita-

ristic in nature. Within this ideology of war, issues of national de-

fense served as a superficial rationalization at best. In actual fact, the

expansion of Germany’s boundaries was a given in this kind of

thinking, and the potential goals of war—such as achieving hege-

mony in Europe, building an empire, making Germany a great

power or even a world power—were debated solely in terms of their

practical feasibility.
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Of course, one could say that thinking about armed conflict is the

military profession’s job, and hence it is hardly surprising to find se-

nior members of the military performing their assigned task. Yet

one can also argue that it is possible to think about armed conflict

without emphasizing conquest and wars of aggression. And it was

through its aggression and campaigns to conquer territory that the

Wehrmacht became “the single greatest cause of misery” for the

people and nations of Europe in the period in question.1 The Ger-

man military’s traditional orientation, which had been shaped by

history, prevented its leaders from developing any fundamental criti-

cism of Hitler’s expansionist policy (although they often criticized

the plans for specific campaigns from a technical standpoint).

The unified Germany created in 1871 was an authoritarian state

based on Prussian traditions, and the thinking of its officers was

characterized by the belief that armed conflict between nations rep-

resented the natural state of affairs. Either separately or together,

God, history, and nature were called upon to justify this view. Wag-

ing war was considered normal. The military had to be prepared to

engage in armed conflict from time to time, and its leaders did not

expend much thought on the political distinction between aggres-

sion and defense.

This thinking was reflected in their actions, in both domestic and

foreign affairs. Because the main pillars of the German Empire de-

sired an authoritarian state whose destiny was to achieve victories in

war, military leaders were disinclined to leave foreign policy to dip-

lomats and civilians. They intervened in it as readily as they did in

internal matters. Justification for this was provided by reports and

policy papers that intentionally stressed military solutions to con-

flicts and downplayed possible peaceful measures. Such interference

reached a peak during the First World War, when Paul von Hinden-

burg and Erich Ludendorff headed the High Command between
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1916 and 1918. Since the generals also occupied key political offices

themselves, historians have quite accurately characterized the Ger-

man government of the time as a military dictatorship, the most ex-

treme form of Prusso-German militarism that had ever existed up

to that time.

The decisive element in the whole edifice of military thinking

was the idea that force played a positive role in history, a notion

espoused not only by German nationalists, incidentally, but also

by Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and other leaders of the workers’

movement in Germany.2 Otto von Bismarck had earlier captured the

essence of this attitude in the striking phrase “blood and iron.” The

pacifist educator Friedrich Wilhelm Foerster had called it Schwert-

glauben, “faith in the sword,”3 a characterization taken up by the

peace movement after World War I. Foerster spoke as well of the

“warlike Prussian spirit,” “militaristic and nationalistic delusion,”

the “vice of war,” a “militaristic attitude,” and the widespread

“idolization of power” in Germany;4 he considered the last to be

something like a national disease. Foerster was not alone; Paul von

Schoenaich, Franz Carl Endres, and other officers who became paci-

fists considered militarism to be primarily a matter of the country’s

“mental outlook.”5

In fact, the phenomenon confronting us here represents the ideo-

logical core of Prusso-German militarism. The continuity evident as

the German state changed from a monarchy to a republic to the Na-

tional Socialist regime is as striking as it is disturbing. One finds the

same outlook reflected in remarks by such diverse figures as the

Prussian field marshal Helmuth von Moltke in the year 1875, the

Württemberg politician and supporter of the republic General Wil-

helm Groener in 1919, Army Chief of Staff General Hans von

Seeckt in 1922, and General Ludwig Beck (who was prepared to crit-

icize Hitler on some points) in 1938. The attitudes of these four
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men, whose thinking typifies various versions of this militarism, are

presented briefly in what follows.

Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke

Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke (1800–1891) served for thirty

years as chief of staff of the Prussian army, from 1858 to 1888. In

this role he led the military campaigns that resulted in the unifica-

tion of Germany under its first Kaiser, the former King Wilhelm I

of Prussia. Moltke summed up his metaphysical vision of the place

of war in the world in 1880 in a letter to Johann Kaspar Bluntschli, a

professor of constitutional law at the University of Heidelberg. It

contained a passage that has been cited repeatedly ever since: “Peace

is a dream, and not even a good one; war is a link in God’s world or-

der. War develops the noblest human virtues, such as courage and re-

nunciation, devotion to duty, and the willingness to make sacrifices,

even at the risk of one’s own life. Without war the world would de-

generate into a swamp of materialism.”6

Moltke’s thinking may well have been more multi-layered and

flexible than that of other Prussian generals, a group in which he

stood out for the breadth of his education. All the same, his view of

war as part of a divinely ordained world order was standard among

the officers of the era. In the same letter to Bluntschli, incidentally,

Moltke contemplated the possibility of the maximal war that could

be waged with the weapons of the time, which he characterized as a

“struggle for existence.”7

Dreams of peace were thus for other people; the officers them-

selves, used to thinking in terms of Realpolitik (as they saw it),

meaning the exercise of power and waging war, inhabited a funda-

mentally different mental world. It was an attractive one for them,

too, to the extent that it offered them a chance to win honor, glory,

and prestige—as peace did not.
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The ridicule that authoritarian politicians in Kaiser Wilhelm’s

Germany heaped on pacifists must be understood in this context.

They regarded pacifism as a mixture of “stupidity, cowardice, and

treason.”8 At best, pacifists were naïve idealists. They threatened to

become dangerous crackpots, however, when they dared to ques-

tion—and hence potentially to weaken—the authoritarian nation-

state and thereby the ideological and material foundations of life in

the officer corps as well.

General von Moltke’s war ideology was a common theme among

the soldiers of the era. This is demonstrated, for example, by the

views of August von Mackensen, then a student and lieutenant in

the reserves, whose later career as a Prussian field marshal in the

uniform of the Death’s Head Hussar Regiment became the stuff of

legend. Mackensen’s answer to the question of what caused wars was

simple: “As long as boys get into fights, nations will go to war against

each other.”9 A passage from a letter Mackensen sent to his mother a

few years after the Franco-Prussian war of 1870–71 can also be con-

sidered thoroughly typical of its time. In it he expressed his “secret”

hope that there would not be another fifty years of peace, and that

the “good time” of the recent war would come to “blossom” for him

once again. Like many of his contemporaries, Mackensen believed

that war ennobled men and kept them from going soft. This was

one more reason why war had to be viewed as a necessity from a

“moral” point of view.10

General Hans von Seeckt

In 1920 General Hans von Seeckt (1866–1936) was chosen chief of

the army command. He remained the political and military leader

of the Reichswehr until his dismissal in 1926. After Friedrich

Ebert’s death in 1925, Seeckt debated whether to seek the office of

president of the new republic, but decided not to run against the
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great hero of the First World War, Field Marshal Paul von Hinden-

burg.

In the early phase of the Weimar Republic, Brigadier General

von Seeckt, then serving as head of the General Troop Office in the

newly created Reichswehr ministry, issued a directive to the general

staff of the Provisional Reichswehr. He wanted to articulate for

them his view of the times and the tasks that the German military

elite would face in the future. He began with several skeptical obser-

vations on the peace treaty of Versailles, the League of Nations, and

that organization’s goal “of achieving international peace through

general disarmament.” He appended this decidedly anti-pacifist

statement: “My own training in history prevents me from seeing

in the idea of permanent peace anything more than a dream—

whereby it remains an open question whether one can consider it, in

Moltke’s phrase, a ‘good dream’ or not.”11 For his part, Seeckt was

unwilling to rely on the protection of the League of Nations, that is,

on outside assistance. In his view, two old German sayings would re-

main valid in the new era: “Selbst ist der Mann” (A man relies on

himself) and “Wehrlos—ehrlos” (without defense—without honor).

It was true that the limitations on rearmament dictated by the

Treaty of Versailles could not be circumvented. Nevertheless, as the

general argued in a restatement of “faith in the sword,” no treaty

could forbid men from “thinking like men” and making Germany

ready to defend itself, at least in psychological terms. The following

passage is quoted in full, as it reflects the warrior who has recog-

nized, so to speak, that peace cannot be trusted, and that the state

and nation remain in need of defenders:

German officers, and especially members of the general

staff, have never sought a fight for its own sake or been war-
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mongers. And they should not do so now, but they should

also never forget the great deeds achieved by German war-

riors. Keeping the memory of them alive in ourselves and

our people must be a sacred duty. For then neither officers

nor people will lapse into enfeebling illusions of peace, but

will remain aware that in the moment of truth only per-

sonal and national stature counts. If fate once again calls the

German people to arms—and who can doubt that day will

come?—then officers should not have to call on a nation of

weaklings, but of strong men ready to take up familiar and

trusted weapons. The form these weapons take is not so im-

portant if they are wielded by hands of steel and hearts of

iron. So let us do our utmost to ensure that on that future day

there is no lack of such hearts and hands; let us strive tire-

lessly to strengthen our own bodies and minds and those of

our fellow Germans.

It was, Seeckt continued, “the duty of every member of the general

staff to make the Reichswehr “not only a reliable pillar of the state,

but also a school for leaders of the nation. Beyond the army itself,

every officer will sow the seed of manly attitudes throughout the

population.”12

In sum, Seeckt was issuing a warning against “enfeebling illu-

sions of peace” that could produce only a “nation of weaklings.”

Only German military might would count in the future war that

fate would send, and the task fell to the officers of the general staff

to train the men and lead the nation.

It was Seeckt who, confronted with the necessity of reducing the

numerical strength of the German army, responded by creating a

professional military of greatly increased efficiency. His elite officers
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were recruited from the most promising sons of aristocratic military

families. He saw no room in the army of the new republic for Jews,

Communists, Social Democrats, or outspoken democrats,13 for none

of them had shown much enthusiasm for embracing the proper kind

of “faith in the sword.” In 1923 Seeckt complained accordingly in a

memorandum to Chancellor Joseph Wirth and other leading Ger-

man politicians that the “German nation, with its Socialist major-

ity,” would be averse to “a policy of action, which has to reckon with

the possibility of war.” While he had to admit that the foolish cry of

“No more war!” continued to find broad support, what was needed

instead was a leader whom the people would follow “in the strug-

gle for their existence,” despite their “widespread and understand-

able need for peace.”14 What Seeckt envisioned specifically was

anti-French and anti-Polish policies and military cooperation with

Russia.

During the years in which Seeckt was in charge, he found a num-

ber of ways to sidestep the conditions of the peace treaty and pre-

pare the buildup of the army of the future. And he certainly did not

restrict his thinking to the requirements of national defense. In-

stead, carrying on the pre–World War I tradition, he aspired to

world power status for Germany. In 1925 he confessed once again

openly that this was the goal: “We must become powerful, and as

soon as we have power, we will naturally take back everything we

have lost.”15 Striking in this formulation is the lack of an economic

motive in favor of power politics, which had earlier dominated the

policies of both Bismarck and Albrecht von Roon, the Prussian min-

ister of war, when the German Empire was founded.16

General Wilhelm Groener

General Wilhelm Groener (1867–1939), who came from Württem-

berg, figures among the most intelligent men in the top military
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echelon under the Kaiser and in the Weimar Republic, and also

among the most sophisticated in his political thinking. In 1918 he

succeeded Ludendorff as first quartermaster general in the High

Command under Hindenburg. After the German Revolution broke

out in November, he assured Friedrich Ebert, leader of the revolu-

tionary government of People’s Deputies, that the High Command

was willing to cooperate. Ebert decided to work with Groener for the

purpose of demobilizing the enormous army.17 A personal relation-

ship began to develop between the leading Social Democratic politi-

cian and the flexible general. Groener later served in the govern-

ment of the Weimar Republic as minister of transportation (1920–

1923) and as Reichswehr minister (1928–1932).18 In 1931–32 he also

served simultaneously as minister of the interior. He was a moderate

among the generals of his generation, and his political sympathies

are said to have lain with the liberal German Democratic Party

(DDP). In terms of military ideology, however, he must be regarded

as another supporter of “faith in the sword,” and thus part of the

continuing tradition.

In 1919, the first year of the republic, Groener grew alarmed at

the mass protests by antiwar and pacifist demonstrators and felt

compelled to warn the head of the government about what he re-

garded as a dangerous development. He summarized his views to

Friedrich Ebert, who was by now the president, as follows: “We must

never succumb to the self-deception of pacifist ideologists, as if eter-

nal peace and human bliss could be achieved by suppressing every

trace of national and martial spirit in a nation . . . Only in a perma-

nent struggle for life are those mental and moral powers strength-

ened and steeled which alone can elevate a people, forming the

wings by which they rise. Any nation that violates this law of nature

is inwardly diseased and doomed to decline. They are false prophets

who urge the people to renounce the development and use of their
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physical powers in the struggle for survival.” In the coming years of

peace, General Groener told the president, Germany would have to

develop its muscle “as a great people that refuses to go under, that

has the will to fight for its survival and once again takes up this

struggle with the nations of the earth, to the extent and with the

means that its condition reasonably allows.”19

The underlying social Darwinism of the message is evident: Nat-

ural law ordains a never-ending struggle to survive, and for that

reason maintaining the martial spirit of a nation and readying its

defenses constitute a government’s chief tasks. A commitment to

preserving peace amounts to self-deception on the part of pacifist

ideologues, and anyone taken in by their arguments will be guilty of

causing his own country’s ruin. It should be added that the resem-

blance of this argument to Hitler’s is striking. I say this without any

polemical intent, but in order to make clear how close this conserva-

tive, nationalistic ideology of war stands to the biological doctrine of

the radical right. In the sequel to Mein Kampf, known as his Second

Book, Hitler wrote in 1928 that “politics is in truth the implementa-

tion of a people’s struggle for survival,” and “life is the eternal stake

for which it fights and struggles.” The constant task of “all truly

great legislators and statesmen of this earth was never the limited

preparation for a war but rather the unlimited inner development

and education of a people”—for war.20 In both places we find social

Darwinist thinking of an unceasing struggle between different pop-

ulations which manifests itself in different forms of warfare; a na-

tion can withdraw from it only at the price of its own downfall.

General Ludwig Beck

General Ludwig Beck (1880–1944) was a typical officer of his time

to the extent that he approved Hitler’s plans to rearm Germany on a

148 the wehrmacht



large scale. He hoped that they would not merely result in “reestab-

lishing Germany’s military parity,” as the propaganda of the time

put it, but in fact lead to military supremacy. Beck was chief of the

army general staff from 1935 to 1938. When he realized that Hitler

intended to use the new armaments for wars of aggression, he wrote

memoranda expressing opposition, but his concern was based on a

lack of adequate preparation. Since his point of view did not prevail,

Beck resigned in 1938. He later played a leading role in the resis-

tance movement whose members attempted to assassinate Hitler on

July 20, 1944. If the attempt had succeeded, the plan foresaw Gen-

eral Beck as the new head of state.

Beck is quoted here in order to make it clear that he, too, es-

poused the traditional ideology of war and the Prussian “faith in the

sword.” In the late 1930s General Beck wrote, “The ultimate instru-

ment in nations’ dealings with one another will remain their force

of arms.” Omitting mention of the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928,

which called for renunciation of war as an instrument of national

policy, he continued, every country was “entitled in principle to

make use of the sword.” Beck created a connection to Moltke’s views

by stating that war represented “a link in God’s world order.” Hence

it was pointless to rack one’s brains over how to prevent war: “We

cannot abolish war. All reflection on the imperfection of human be-

ings as God has made them will inevitably lead to this conclusion.”21

Despite all the genuine differences that existed among the lead-

ing thinkers of the Prusso-German military tradition, they inhab-

ited the same ideological neighborhood, and we can assume that the

average officer of that era regarded pacifists as despicably weak, de-

cadent, or even pathological. Not infrequently pacifism was linked

with treason, and thus criminalized.22 At the same time, the average

officer thought of himself in categories such as strong, manly, coura-
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geous, realistic, loyal to the monarch, and martial. He was filled

with a sense that he belonged to a special and socially elevated caste.

Hitler and the Generals

Those who speak of “the Wehrmacht” and mean the power struc-

ture of the institution as a whole are referring mainly to the respon-

sible group of military leaders. It cannot be doubted that the top

level—that is, the ranking officers in the high commands and the

troop commanders—were largely responsible for converting into

specific military orders Hitler’s general ideas about race and waging

an ideologically based war of extermination. This was demonstrated

in the preceding chapter. By comparison, the responsibility of mil-

lions of German enlisted men, many of whom were drafted for

military service against their will, is incomparably smaller, even

though, over the course of the war, many of them became accesso-

ries to crimes, or even accomplices in them.

But how much military and political influence did the military

elite possess, beyond the confines of the institution, within the over-

all power structure of the National Socialist regime? While National

Socialists persecuted their political opponents and achieved the

Gleichschaltung (Nazification) of most political and social organiza-

tions, they handled the Wehrmacht with kid gloves, and even favor-

itism. The military was strengthened enormously, in terms of both

personnel and materiel, and Hitler declared it to be the “second pil-

lar” of the state, alongside the Nazi Party itself. In comparison with

the treatment of military affairs under the Weimar governments,

Hitler’s policies brought about the restoration of the authoritarian

state for which the military had been longing. And that in turn

brought officers immense gains in social prestige and possibilities for

professional advancement.
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One development with significant consequences for the relation-

ship between the new government and the military leadership oc-

curred on February 3, 1933, only a few days after Hitler had been

named chancellor. The new head of government met for the first

time with the commanders of the army and navy in a secret meet-

ing at the Berlin home of General Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord,

chief of the Army High Command. In a speech that lasted two and

a half hours, Hitler laid out his new policies. Lasting relief for the

present crisis, he explained to them, could be found only “by seizing

new Lebensraum in the East and Germanizing it relentlessly.” In or-

der to achieve this, the first requirement would be a “complete re-

versal” of current domestic policies, entailing “the strictest kind of

authoritarian government, eliminating the cancerous tumor of de-

mocracy, . . . [and] eradicating Marxism root and branch.” It would

further be necessary to make Germany ready to defend itself again,

that is, to attack pacifism and strengthen the resolve of the popula-

tion to fight “by all possible means.” Germany would need to build

up its armed forces and existing arsenal, freeing up the Nazi Party

storm troopers (SA) to concentrate on domestic political issues. It

would also be necessary for the army to refrain from all intervention

in the domestic struggle.23

Hitler thus announced to the commanders of the armed forces in

unmistakable terms his agenda for establishing an authoritarian

state, and also for militarizing the government, the economy, and

society. He even mentioned his goal of conquering new territory as

Lebensraum. The generals and admirals in his audience were

pleased by the “strong will and ideological energy” in Hitler’s

speech.24

Hitler’s program for making the entire nation “ready to defend it-

self again” corresponded to the ideas then current in the armed

forces that the wars of the future would be “total” in character.25
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Werner von Blomberg, the new Reichswehr minister, was thus prob-

ably speaking for the commanders as a whole when he declared on

the same day, February 3, that Hitler’s cabinet had turned the aspi-

rations of many of Germany’s finest into a reality because the cabi-

net represented the first step in readying the average citizen for

“self-defense.”26 In this case, then, the interests of the National So-

cialist government and the military coincided. The same holds for

the long-term prospect of a future war. The officers could have had

no doubt that when Hitler spoke of expanding the military and

building new weapons, he did not mean strengthening the country’s

defenses—a goal that in itself represented a violation of the Treaty

of Versailles—but rather preparations for an extensive campaign of

conquest.

All this indicates that Hitler and the military leadership were in

agreement from this early date on about a policy to militarize Ger-

man society as a necessary first step on the path to later wars of ag-

gression. A not insignificant circumstance in the solidifying of this

alliance was the way Hitler repeatedly emphasized his sense of obli-

gation to the traditions embodied by Paul von Hindenburg, the for-

mer field marshal of the First World War and current president of

Germany. Adolf Hitler’s public gesture on Potsdam Day, March 21,

1933,27 could not have failed to make a lasting impression on mili-

tary leaders of a conservative Prussian stamp and leaders from in-

dustry, the churches, the civil service, the legal system, and the aris-

tocracy: in a well-calculated symbolic gesture, the old field marshal

had appeared at the military ceremony in full uniform, with all his

medals and a spiked helmet, and the man who had served in the war

as a private bowed to him before the eyes of the assembled soldiers

in a gesture of respect.28

Hindenburg died in 1934, and after that Hitler became, at least
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pro forma, “supreme commander of the armed forces.” The military

leadership now saw to it that all soldiers swore an oath of loyalty to

Adolf Hitler personally. Such an oath may not have meant much to

the average enlisted man, but for career officers it was a different

matter. Up to 1918 they had sworn loyalty to the Kaiser as their su-

preme commander; he had been the central figure from which ev-

erything else took its orientation, and the new oath to the Fuehrer

and chancellor of the Reich, Adolf Hitler, appeared to stand in the

same tradition. Certainly the oath the generals had sworn to Hitler

played a critical role during the Second World War, in particular

when they struggled with the question of whether to join the resis-

tance movement.

In the scholarly literature on the Wehrmacht, much has been

made of Hitler’s distrust of the generals, most of whom were Prus-

sian and members of the aristocracy, and of various crises in which

they were involved. Both the distrust and the crises were real, and

have been well documented. Hitler was in fact by no means always

certain that he had the generals’ support, and he remained suspi-

cious of them to the very end. Members of the military elite ex-

pressed doubts about Hitler’s radical war strategy, as General Lud-

wig Beck did, for example, in 1938. Objections of this kind were

raised during the preparations for war against France. But when the

Blitzkrieg against France was waged exactly as Hitler wanted and

ended in triumph, the generals were reduced to silence. From that

point on they accepted the priority of Hitler’s political leadership

more than ever. In their eyes the military success had proved partic-

ularly convincing. And with few exceptions, they had no objections

on principle to the fact that Hitler’s radical kind of warfare violated

international law. As we have seen, they accepted both the planning

of the Russian campaign and the events at several sites.
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The weight of the events referred to as the “generals’ crises” has

often been overemphasized since 1945. It is true that a number

of generals were recalled, replaced, or transferred to the so-called

“Fuehrer’s reserve,” and often this occurred against their will, of

course. The resulting anger and resentment, however, never rose to

levels that could have threatened the survival of the regime. The

sole event amounting to a direct political attack on the dictatorship

was the assassination attempt against Hitler on July 20, 1944.29 In

sum, the relationship between Hitler and the generals who did not

participate in the conspiracy was one of trust, approval, and subordi-

nation; it was not characterized by conflicts, let alone fundamental

differences of opinion on how the war should be waged.30

The fact is that a basic consensus developed early on between the

military leadership and Hitler, given their similar political inter-

ests and their views on war as an instrument of policy—even a pol-

icy of aggression, conquest, and extermination. Through the oath

they swore to the “Fuehrer and supreme commander of the Wehr-

macht,” career officers saw themselves as the latest link in the long

Prussian tradition of unconditional obedience to military orders.

The victories of 1939–40, which National Socialist propaganda as-

cribed to Hitler’s genius as a military strategist, further reduced the

officers’ independence and political clout, binding them even more

closely to the country’s political leaders and their party.

Given so much consensus, it is almost surprising to find that

Hitler made systematic use of bribes to keep the leaders of the

Wehrmacht on his side. Hitler did not invent the use of gifts (in this

case mostly cash or real estate) as a tool of leadership; it had existed

earlier under rulers like Frederick the Great in Prussia and Napo-

leon in France.31 The goal always remained the same: to bind the

generals more closely to the ruler by giving them valuable presents.
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Hitler marked special occasions such as military victories, but also

birthdays, with gifts of money or land (tax free) as well as expensive

objects, such as works of art, that had been seized by revenue of-

ficials. Occasionally politicians like Robert Ley and Joachim Ribben-

trop or the staff of the architect Albert Speer were rewarded in this

way,32 but as a rule such gifts flowed to the top echelon of the mili-

tary. As early as 1935 Hitler thanked August von Mackensen, the

prominent elderly field marshal, for his services to the regime with a

country house, which came with three thousand acres of land and a

staff of two hundred. Field Marshals Gerd von Runstedt, Erhard

Milch, and Hans-Günther von Kluge each received 250,000 reichs-

marks, and General Heinrich von Kleist got the lavish sum of

480,000 marks, while Admiral of the Fleet Erich Raeder and Luft-

waffe General Hugo Sperrle were given paintings valued at 38,000

and 90,000 marks, respectively. Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel even

took the initiative in this area, asking for and receiving from Hitler

250,000 reichsmarks in cash and a tract of land valued at 730,000

marks, from tax money and confiscated property.33 The book Dienen

und Verdienen (Serving and Earning) by Gerd R. Ueberschär and

Winfried Vogel documents the extent to which members of the top

echelon were dependent on the regime for their standard of liv-

ing, and how Hitler ensured their gratitude, continued compliance,

and support through his material gifts—buying it, in effect. The

fact that generals allowed themselves to be rewarded in a manner

smacking of corruption remained “largely unknown” to the Ger-

man public during the war.34

In the final phase of the war, when it had become clear that Ger-

many could not win it, the generals did not distance themselves

from their supreme commander, Hitler, even though more people

died from war-related causes than in the previous four years.35 They
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remained devoted—one could even say chained—to him, and let the

soldiers entrusted to their oversight fight on until the unconditional

surrender of May 8, 1945.

The “Little Guy” in Uniform

Conscription: Providing Fresh Supplies of Cannon Fodder

In 1935 Hitler reintroduced the military draft in Germany, flouting

the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles.36 In doing so he could

count on the support of all Germans who favored nationalistic poli-

cies aimed at reacquiring power. They all believed that reintroduc-

ing conscription was a necessary first step for waging the war of the

future, in which Germany would regain its position as a world

power. This war would have to be fought at some point. And the

government needed the draft if the German “ethnic community”

(Volksgemeinschaft) was to be successfully prepared for battle on the

broadest possible scale. Hitler’s earliest political writings reflect this

fundamental conviction,37 and he never altered it.

When, only a few days after being named chancellor in 1933, Hit-

ler spoke to representatives of the military and stressed his intention

to toughen up the population for battle “by all possible means,” they

could have had no doubt that these means included the reintroduc-

tion of conscription.38 It was also clear that this measure was only a

steppingstone on the way to Hitler’s openly stated aims, “seizing

new Lebensraum in the East and Germanizing it relentlessly.” In

other words, the military potential represented by future conscripts

would be systematically and efficiently exploited to build up an

army capable of going on the offensive.39 Over the next two years the

National Socialist government and the military leaders collaborated

in the closest imaginable way to create a political and organizational
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basis for reintroducing general conscription40 as quickly as possible.

Their aim was realized with the defense law passed on March 16,

1935.41

It is not possible here to go into the foreign reactions this step pro-

duced.42 Instead the emphasis will be on the ideological grounds for

it publicized by the chief propagandist of the regime, namely, Adolf

Hitler himself. In his proclamation “To the German People,”43 Hit-

ler presented the familiar revisionist arguments having to do with

foreign policy, providing endless figures and adding repeated asser-

tions of his desire for peace. He added that these measures would en-

sure the honor and security of Germany.44 In a speech delivered to

the “soldiers of the new German Wehrmacht” during the party

conference in September 1935, Hitler went even further, claiming—

falsely—that for Germans, “the service of arms was never an en-

forced service, but a service of the highest honor in every period of

our history.” And in a truly odd rhetorical flourish, given that the

topic was his reintroduction of universal conscription, he asserted,

“Throughout the centuries, German men have done this voluntarily,

and they were proud of their accomplishments.”45

An instinctive response to such claims is to ask why, if this was the

case, it had been necessary to pass a conscription law at all. Yet the

intention of this kind of rhetoric about conscription was clear: it was

to tar anyone who opposed compulsory military service as a pacifist

without honor or a traitor, to mark the place of such people as out-

side the bounds of the socially acceptable. As is well known, consci-

entious objectors were not recognized during the Third Reich; there

was no legal way to refuse military service.

Men who nevertheless did refuse—like Hermann Stöhr, a Lu-

theran pacifist and secretary of the German branch of the Interna-

tional League for Reconciliation—were sentenced to death by the
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Reich War Court and executed. During the Third Reich this court

sentenced approximately three hundred conscientious objectors to

death.46 Most of them were Jehovah’s Witnesses.47

Rhetorically and ideologically inflated descriptions of military

service were common under the National Socialists. They must be

understood as part of a strategy to militarize German society. One of

the organizations that took up this task enthusiastically was the Ger-

man Society for Defense Policy and Defense Studies.48

A few figures may help to clarify what the Defense Law of 1935

meant for Germany. During the Second World War, approximately

20 million German men—that is, roughly 50 percent of all male cit-

izens—performed military service.49 Precise figures are hard to come

by, but if one assumes that between 1 and 2 million of them were

volunteers, that leaves between 18 and 19 million who were drafted,

in other words, forced to serve. This means that the armed forces of

the Third Reich were overwhelmingly an army of conscripts, with a

relatively small percentage of career soldiers and volunteers.

In the prewar period German men were confronted with the to-

talitarian oversight and registration mechanisms of the National So-

cialist state and co-opted into the community of the German Volk.

Once they were drafted, they were subjected to an even more rigid

system in which orders were given and obedience was required, and

they were trained with a view to their future tasks of military ag-

gression.

Even more than their basic training, however, it was the war itself

that would rob conscripts of their natural inhibitions about killing.

In wartime conditions that imposed both physical and psychological

burdens on soldiers, the military’s demands of absolute, unquestion-

ing obedience—even to criminal orders—caused many of them to

lose most of their sense of individual responsibility and personal
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guilt. Soldiers’ sense of humanity and justice became dramatically

deformed. The militarization of Germany, achieved on the basis of

general conscription, led during the war to a disturbingly far-reach-

ing loss of humane standards of behavior that had previously been

viewed as a hallmark of civilized societies.50

It should not be necessary to stress here that none of the demo-

cratic ideals professed by proponents of universal conscription in

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had survived in the

Wehrmacht of the decade 1935–1945. The earlier optimistic as-

sumptions that citizen-soldiers would serve as guarantors of peace

had nothing to do with the actual conditions of the Third Reich.

The reality of a militarized German Volk under fascist leadership

was utterly different. The course of the battle of Stalingrad is a

fitting symbol. Outwardly the Germans were aggressive and effec-

tive enough toward foreigners to advance all the way to the distant

Volga, but inwardly they were virtually paralyzed by a military

discipline that suppressed all rational reflection.51 “Citizens and sol-

diers were degraded to the status of materiel, never more so than in

the Third Reich, when universal conscription and democracy repre-

sented the most drastic opposites imaginable.”52

Toward the end of World War II, soldiers are reported to have

deserted or acted “subversively” by the hundreds of thousands.53

Nevertheless, it will probably prove impossible to dislodge the hy-

pothesis that the thoroughly militarized German Volksgemeinschaft,

whose armed members consisted overwhelmingly of conscripts with

no other options than to serve, fought to the bitter end and failed to

revolt, as their fathers had in 1918. There was no draftees’ uprising

in 1944–45.

In other words, the worst fears of the Allies, and in particular the

British, after World War I were realized, although they had done
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what they could to prevent it. For this reason, they did not debate in

Potsdam in 1945, as they had in Versailles in 1919, the question of

whether Germany ought to maintain a professional or a conscripted

army. Instead they decided on a far more radical solution: “the com-

plete disarmament and demilitarization” of Germany.54

During the November uprisings of 1918, conscripts of the Ger-

man Imperial Navy took the initiative, sending the signals that

would lead to revolutionary political changes and thereby fulfilling

the fears of the professional military and the hopes of radical demo-

crats at the same time. If one disregards this brief episode, however,

there is no indication whatsoever that conscription led to a more

democratic, let alone more pacifist, attitude within the German

armed forces. During the National Socialist regime it is much more

the case that attempts to frame conscription in authoritarian terms

succeeded.

The armed forces were defined and shaped from the perspective

of the career officers, not by the conscripts who stood at the bottom

of the hierarchy and were granted no role beyond carrying out or-

ders. Hopes of a more democratic kind, once espoused by no less a

figure than Friedrich Engels, proved again and again to be illusory.

In reality, universal conscription in the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries, up to 1945 at least, was an instrument of various govern-

ments for compelling young men to military service; the political

and military leadership could then do with them what it liked.

Conscientious Objectors: The Jehovah’s Witnesses

The only group who resisted all the pressure exerted by Hitler’s gov-

ernment to serve in the armed forces were members of a religious

community, the Jehovah’s Witnesses. The authorities treated them

with the greatest severity possible. In 1933 this group had only be-
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tween twenty and thirty thousand members in Germany, yet the

new government placed it on the list of forbidden organizations in

June 1933, and sent approximately ten thousand of its members to

prison or to concentration camps.55 One wonders why the National

Socialists were not simply able to ignore such a relatively small mi-

nority. It is a fact, however, that they treated them like influential

political opponents. This was the case although the Jehovah’s Wit-

nesses did not regard themselves as a political group in the least.

Their own view of themselves was as professing Christians who

sought to maintain their distance from all political issues. Neverthe-

less, their belief in a genuine kingdom of God on earth, which tran-

scended all earthly governments, presented sufficient grounds for

trouble in an authoritarian state. The Jehovah’s Witnesses came into

conflict with the totalitarian government’s demands for unquestion-

ing obedience.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses displayed a distinct tendency to resist,

which could be considered political even though the impulse behind

it was religious in nature. The group’s publications characterized

the Third Reich as “the rule of the Devil” and Hitler as the “Anti-

christ.” Members refused to say the normal greeting of the period,

“Heil Hitler!,” insisting instead on the traditional “good morning”

or “good day”; this was a stance that required considerable courage

under the new regime. Far more serious, however, was their refusal

to swear an oath to Hitler as the supreme commander of the armed

forces. From the perspective of the regime, this behavior represented

disloyalty in a whole variety of forms and was treated as a declara-

tion of open defiance. In the 1930s SS and Gestapo officers indeed

categorized Jehovah’s Witnesses as enemies of the state.56

The situation worsened with the reintroduction of universal con-

scription in 1935, for now every man in a particular age group was
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required to perform military service, without exception. Finally,

once the war began in 1939, the Jehovah’s Witnesses had to face the

most difficult choice imaginable: either they bowed to the “necessi-

ties of wartime,” meaning the demands of the totalitarian state, and

renounced their convictions, or they remained true to their beliefs

and resisted the draft. Choosing the latter, however, meant an almost

certain death sentence. The number of community members who

accepted martyrdom as their fate has remained a little-known fact to

the present day.

Detlef Garbe’s research has shown that some 250 German and

Austrian Jehovah’s Witnesses were sentenced to death by the Reich

War Court for conscientious objection and were executed, usually by

guillotine. As Hanns Lilje, a Lutheran bishop in Hannover observed

in 1947, the Jehovah’s Witnesses can “claim to be the only group

that refused military service on a large scale during the Third Reich

openly and on grounds of conscience.”57 In fact they were the only

group that promoted and practiced conscientious objection during

this period. The sense of cohesion within the group was extremely

significant, for men who belonged to the Jehovah’s Witnesses and re-

fused the draft could be sure that their religious community backed

them completely and would provide moral support at every point

along the difficult path they had chosen.

Conscientious objectors from the two main churches in Germany

could not count on the same solidarity, and this helps to explain why

so few of them came from these groups. A total of twelve Roman

Catholics and four Lutherans were executed for refusing to renounce

their convictions. One of them, Franz Jägerstätter, was an Austrian

farmer and a Catholic from St. Radegund, not far from Hitler’s

birthplace in Braunau on the Inn.58 Jägerstätter objected to serving

for religious and political reasons and was guillotined, without ob-
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taining any assistance from church authorities. The Lutheran paci-

fist Dr. Hermann Stöhr, who before 1933 had served as secretary of

the International League for Reconciliation, received no more sup-

port or protection from his church leaders when he cited religious

belief as the grounds for his refusal to join the army. A death sen-

tence was passed on Stöhr by the Reich War Court in the spring

of 1940 and carried out immediately.59 Even after 1945 the two

churches did not honor or commemorate the conscientious objectors

in their ranks, and the postwar legal system offered them no posthu-

mous recognition either. It was not until 1997, for example, that the

conviction of Franz Jägerstätter was formally overturned.60

One question that has been much discussed is whether the Jeho-

vah’s Witnesses were actually pacifists. Is it necessary to distinguish

them from pacifists whose motives were political? First of all, it

must be noted that the latter group as a rule did not openly refuse to

serve in the military. Some prominent pacifists recognized the com-

ing danger even before 1933 (or at the latest soon thereafter) and

emigrated. Others, like Carl von Ossietzky, were arrested and suf-

fered in concentration camps. During the war some supporters of

banned pacifist organizations tried to find niches in the military that

promised a chance to avoid combat. These circumstances deserve

mention for two reasons: they show, first of all, how unique the be-

havior of the Jehovah’s Witnesses was, and second, that it would be

wrong to categorize them as part of the pacifist movement of the

time without further differentiation. German pacifists may have

been led by various motives to the join the movement, but they al-

ways understood it as openly political, whereas the Jehovah’s Wit-

nesses were “not motivated by politics or pacifism, or at least not pri-

marily.”61

In that case, why were the military courts of the Third Reich so

Generals and Enlisted Men 163



hostile to the members of the denomination who became conscien-

tious objectors? What caused the military to treat them with such

extreme harshness and brutality? It can’t have been their numbers,

since the few hundred draftees from the ranks of the Jehovah’s Wit-

nesses were insignificant in an army of 20 million men. Why did the

judges consider them so dangerous, when all they wanted was to

practice their faith and avoid politics as far as possible? How could

they sentence these men to death? In some cases, judges appear to

have had scruples. But why didn’t more of them?

To answer this question it is necessary to step back and view it

from a broader perspective; then it becomes evident that the Na-

tional Socialist regime punished others who offered resistance, such

as deserters and those accused of “undermining morale,” with equal

severity. All the participants in the plot of July 20, 1944, were killed,

regardless of whether they were civilians or in the military, or only

indirectly involved. Germany was then a totalitarian military dicta-

torship that brooked no deviation from the party line. It inflated the

idea of military service ideologically, calling it “honorable service to

the German people,”62 thus sending a signal that no one would be

able to evade the regime’s grasp. Significantly, the National Socialists

did not use the term “conscientious objection” that is so familiar to

present-day Germans, largely because it numbers among the basic

rights specifically guaranteed by our constitution. Instead the re-

gime spoke of “underminers of morale,” and the legal system dealt

with them under this heading, whereby “undermining morale” was

viewed as a hostile act directed against the whole community of the

Volk. From the beginning of the war on, it constituted a capital of-

fense.63

The Nazis’ harsh treatment of Jehovah’s Witnesses who became

conscientious objectors can be explained partly as a result of this
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totalitarian mentality, but the political leadership also feared,

strangely enough, the “propagandistic effect” of these “stubborn re-

sisters,” that is, their potential to serve as role models.64

Deserters and “Underminers of Morale”

How many members of the German armed forces deserted in the

course of the Second World War is unknown; a great many cases cer-

tainly went unrecorded. As the army retreated and Germany ap-

proached collapse in 1944–45, men may have deserted in the hun-

dreds of thousands. Entire units disintegrated in the weeks and

months before the capitulation, and no one was keeping written re-

cords anymore. We possess a more exact figure on the sad topic of

the number of death sentences imposed on soldiers by military

courts during the war, however: 30,000.65 More than 22,000 of these

men were sentenced for the crime of desertion, and in some 15,000

cases the sentences were actually carried out.66

This toll of lives provides further evidence that those who tried to

resist the war in any form were treated with the greatest possible se-

verity. It was the murderous excess of a military justice system un-

leashed against its own troops, and it has no parallel in history.67

In the democracies of the English-speaking world, exactly one sol-

dier was executed for desertion during the Second World War, a

man from Detroit named Eddie Slovik.68 His case made headlines,

whereas for a long time the German public did not even register

what was being done to deserters from the Wehrmacht.

The treatment of deserters and so-called “underminers of mo-

rale” (Wehrkraftzersetzer) can be understood properly only in the

context of the First World War,69 or, more precisely, the way the ex-

periences of this war were interpreted during the 1920s. Servicemen

at the front, “in the trenches,” came to be surrounded with an al-
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most mythological aura, at the opposite end of the scale from “cow-

ards,” “shirkers,” and, worst of all, deserters, who were detested as

morally inferior. Hitler touched on the subject in Mein Kampf: “The

deserter must know that his desertion brings with it the very thing

that he wants to escape. At the front a man can die, as a deserter he

must die.”70

During the Second World War, just as German military psychia-

trists offered their full support to the goals of the National Social-

ists,71 so too did the justice system of the Wehrmacht (with some ex-

ceptions).72 Military judges did not just interpret Hitler’s dictum lit-

erally; they even exceeded expectations, so to speak, in their eager-

ness not to be criticized by the right, as had occurred after the First

World War. At that time radical nationalists had faulted the courts

and the legal system for not having prosecuted the underminers of

morale on the home front, whom they associated with the legend of

the “stab in the back.” Hence military judges in the Second World

War did not spend much time looking into the motives of individual

defendants; their aim was rather to use harsh sentences to instill fear

among the population and so counteract their growing unwilling-

ness to keep on fighting, especially toward the end of the war.73

It is largely because the war courts took so little interest in this

question that we still know very little about the motives of deserters

from the Wehrmacht.74 For their part, the defendants accused of de-

sertion could naturally not mention to the court any political or

moral motives they might have had, as it would have robbed them

of any slight hope of escaping a death sentence. And last but not

least, since they were executed, they were not around to explain

their motives after the war. We cannot assume that their motives for

trying to escape the machinery of the National Socialists’ war were

all the same; most likely they represented a whole spectrum: at-
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tempts to gain personal advantage; moral scruples and revulsion at

the Germans’ actions and extermination practices; shattered nerves

as a result of unbearable pressures; realization that the German

cause was lost (particularly in the final phase of the war); recogni-

tion of the unjust character of the National Socialist regime and the

need for political resistance; and perhaps, in extreme cases, a convic-

tion in the minds of a few that in order to fight Hitler they should

join the other side.

One should probably picture the Wehrmacht deserter as a man

torn by conflicting feelings and divided loyalties, seeking a way out,

someone who did not want to share in the guilt for what was going

on. In sociological terms, deserters were “average guys” in uniform

who used one of the very few options remaining to them in the com-

pletely militarized society of that time to refuse to serve in the

armed forces. It took more than fifty years after the war ended in

1945 for the realization to spread within the German public that de-

sertion from the Wehrmacht needed to be reappraised in order to re-

flect the perspective that, in view of the criminal dimensions of this

war, “any form of resistance at all [was] a morally appropriate act

that merited respect.”75

The charge of “undermining morale” should not be understood

today as referring primarily to specific acts of resistance such as sab-

otage in armaments factories or openly calling for resistance to con-

scription. As a rule, it was based on remarks made by German citi-

zens in public that did not conform to National Socialist propaganda.

People who expressed doubt about Germany’s “final victory,” made

jokes about the Fuehrer, or questioned the point of the war soon

found themselves accused of this crime.76 Others willing to denounce

them for such remarks could clearly be found in all sectors of soci-

ety.77 In democratic nations such behavior is protected by the right
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of free speech, but it had been declared a capital crime in a society

that in terms of both ideology and production was entirely focused

on war.

How extensive were desertion and “undermining morale” during

the Second World War? The former Wehrmacht general Günther

Blumentritt dealt with the subject somewhat indirectly in response

to a question put to him by American officers in 1947: “Why did

German soldiers go on fighting in a hopeless situation?” It obviously

did not occur to Blumentritt that desertion could be seen as a form

of resistance on the part of enlisted men. He wrote that Germans

could take pride in the fact that their army continued to fight even

when the outlook was hopeless; it showed they had learned the les-

sons of 1918. Whereas the revolution had “been on the march” back

then, the German population in 1945 was united in its opposition to

Bolshevism. There were no red flags, no “indiscipline,” no class ha-

tred or party divisions, but instead a “community united by its suf-

fering” and soldiers prepared to do their duty.78

Looking at the final phase of the war objectively, one must con-

cede that at least General Blumentritt described the overall situation

accurately. The National Socialist regime and the Second World War

came to an end only with the Wehrmacht’s unconditional surrender.

Ultimately the “other soldiers” (in the title of one recent study)79

who refused in one way or another to fight for Hitler amounted at

best to sand in the gears of the war machine. A small number of in-

dividual resisters were dealt with by the military justice system,

army prisons, and so-called punishment battalions (Strafbataillone),

but they never represented a politically significant group. This fact

makes their willingness to buck the tide appear all the more coura-

geous. For decades after the war, the great majority of soldiers who

had followed orders also refused to grant any recognition to those
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who had not. Demanding any more from the majority and their

families would have been problematic, for it would have forced them

to examine their own behavior, and the underlying values of mili-

tary obedience and duty.

The Effect of War Propaganda on Enlisted Men

National Socialist propaganda always portrayed Russia as essentially

an enemy nation, as was discussed earlier. This meant that the image

was based less on knowledge of the country and its people than on

negative stereotyping and prejudice. It was comparatively easy to

spread such notions, for at that time few Germans had visited Rus-

sia. The information gap was filled by propaganda messages. As far

as Hitler’s plans to wage a war for Lebensraum was concerned, limit-

ing knowledge about Russia to a few negative clichés had its advan-

tages; his goal was not to stimulate informed discussions but to

persuade the recipients of the propaganda that Russia should be at-

tacked and its land annexed. Propaganda aimed at the military had

the specific tasks of reducing soldiers’ inhibitions about killing Rus-

sians and any scruples they might have about the war’s legitimacy,

and increasing their sense of their own superiority. At the same

time, it was directed against the Red Army as “Untermenschen in-

fected with Bolshevism.”80 The extermination practice of the war81

showed the terrible extent to which it succeeded.

The question remains whether, when the image encountered real-

ity, the experience made Germans more skeptical about their own

government’s propaganda. Were civilians at home affected by per-

sonal encounters with Russians performing forced labor, or soldiers

by contacts in the Soviet Union with Russians, their culture, and the

landscape? Did the propaganda image of the enemy turn into per-

ceptions of reality? One would also like to know whether the Na-
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tional Socialist propagandists were forced to alter their strategy, and

if any changes can be identified in their depiction of Russia and

Russians.

In her book Hitler’s War and the Germans, Marlis G. Steinert

investigated these questions in detail, using reports from the SD

(Sicherheitsdienst), the SS intelligence service, and other documents

in which the mood of the public was reported. The results of her re-

search are surprising, for they suggest that after some initial success,

the anti-Soviet propaganda had less and less effect. Steinert summa-

rizes the development as follows:

Rank and file Germans, inundated with anti-Bolshevik pro-

paganda for years, were nevertheless more inclined to inter-

pret this agreement [i.e., the Hitler-Stalin pact] positively

because fear of a two-front war and of an onslaught from the

east was more deeply rooted than ideological antipathy. Bis-

marck remained the ideal of the gifted statesman, which

Hitler was not beginning to approach. The rupture of the

agreement and the attack on Russia could only be made ac-

ceptable to the broad masses by using the argument of an in-

evitable military confrontation between Bolshevism and Na-

tional Socialism and by playing on atavistic fears. Thus the

picture of Asiatic “sub-humans” (Untermenschen) was inces-

santly drummed into the public. As early as the winter of

1941–42, however, cracks appeared in this artificial carica-

ture, and doubt began to creep in as to its authenticity. Men

who fought so doggedly for their fatherland and their politi-

cal system, who were able to bring such military potential

into play, could not operate exclusively under the lash of

their commissars and be completely primitive. The daily
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contact with the eastern worker, who showed himself to be

intelligent, technically talented, and likeable, caused the real

breach in this carefully created image of the enemy. Collec-

tive stereotype and personal experience clashed increasingly,

and despite all official propaganda efforts the fear of Bolshe-

vism vanished, especially among certain strata of the work-

ing class and among those who had nothing more to lose as

respect grew for the tremendous accomplishments of the

eastern foe. The view began to spread that it was only the es-

tablishment—old and new—that had to fear for its exis-

tence, and not the mass of the working people. However, the

Red Army’s conduct on German soil painfully confirmed

Goebbels’ worst invectives concerning the “Asiatic hordes.”

Towards the end of the war this almost-vanished fear of

eastern savagery, combined with the concept of a despotic

Bolshevik system in comparison to which National Socialism

seemed positively benign, emerged stronger than ever. The

wretched mass of refugees became the vehicle for this terror

and had to atone vicariously for the Teutonic mania and

German atrocities. Next to the repercussions of renewed

totalitarian developments in East Germany, these people

remained the strongest motive force of a rapidly spread-

ing anti-Communism in West Germany during the postwar

period.82

Can one conclude that in the end the propaganda failed to win out

over reality? One would have to ask to what extent the anti-Bolshe-

vist stereotypes, which were drummed into people for years during

the Third Reich, became a permanent part of Germans’ view of the

world, and particularly of soldiers who had served in the eastern

Generals and Enlisted Men 171



campaign. Letters sent home from the eastern front by enlisted men

show that personal experience could be interpreted according to the

negative clichés they had previously learned. (Several editions of

these letters have been published,83 and there are additional col-

lections in the archives that are gradually being studied and eval-

uated.)84

Here is one example that, although it certainly cannot be re-

garded as representative for the men and noncommissioned officers

of the Wehrmacht,85 does reveal what National Socialist propaganda

achieved in some soldiers’ heads. The following passage is taken

from a letter written by a member of a Naval NCO Training De-

partment at Eckernförde on January 31, 1943. This was one day after

Hermann Goering had delivered a “funeral oration” on the radio for

the doomed Sixth Army in Stalingrad.86 Petty Officer Second Class

A.M. wrote:

In his speech yesterday our Reich Marshal expressed in very

moving words to all of us, no doubt, that we Germans would

lose everything that makes life worth living for us if Bolshe-

vism should win. But we still have millions of soldiers in re-

serve, who are prepared to give their all. I’m sure I don’t

need to tell you that—you know it as well as I do. But what

else can one write, when one’s thoughts are with our heroic

comrades on the eastern front and the brothers are dying

cheerfully so that our homeland and everything we love can

be preserved? It is hard for a soldier to be on a base at home

when out there every comrade is giving the utmost he can.

But I also believe that the decisive moment is coming in this

struggle, and every man will have to do his duty, wherever

he is sent. After all, I have seen those dehumanized hordes
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myself, and I can imagine what would happen to our beauti-

ful country if the Bolshevists came flooding in.87

Even more revealing is a letter containing a reaction to Goebbels’s

notorious speech of February 18, 1943, on “total war.”88 It shows that

all the elements of anti-Bolshevist ideology had taken root in the

writer’s thinking, and that he was among those Wehrmacht soldiers

who were convinced of the necessity of the war of annihilation

against the Soviet Union. The NCO W.F. wrote to his wife on Febru-

ary 19:

In the meantime we heard Goebbels’s big speech last night. I

don’t think any of his other speeches was as stirring as yes-

terday’s, the way it roused the crowd. We’ve known about the

danger of Bolshevism for years, but we didn’t know its full,

true danger until this winter . . . Now we have to be utterly

ruthless. The war has reached its highest pitch; it is merci-

less, and the Bolshevists, those tools of Judas, have forced us

into this situation. If we were not equal to it, it would mean

our destruction. But since we have recognized this diabolical

threat for what it is, it stops being a threat. It becomes in-

stead the realization that we must just fight back with the

same means, or maybe even more brutally, because we know

that it is what God wants. For the time being we must aban-

don our lofty ideas about the value of human life, not be-

cause we want to, but because we must. We attach more

value to our lives, they are more valuable to human civiliza-

tion than those of the Asiatic hordes. This is a hard and bit-

ter realization, no question, but it is what Nature demands.

Any other course of action would be terrible for us and result
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only in what you describe in your letter, dear wife—whereby

forced labor in Siberia or some other place would be getting

off easy.

Then a fellow would still be alive, even if his life was mis-

erable. It’s more probable that he would lose his life. The

best thing then would be if he put an end to it himself first.

But that is not what we want, not with a single thought. We

want to fight, fight to our last breath, until God’s justice is

victorious. That is our unflinching and unalterable resolve.

We believe that our cause is good, to be fighters and mar-

tyrs in order to save Western civilization. We believe uncon-

ditionally in the strength of our Fuehrer, who has been cho-

sen by a higher power to shape the destiny of nations. For

that reason we also believe in our victory, which is ordained

by nature! Or else it is God’s will that the human race should

perish. But we are all the more convinced of victory, since

we know God is not a figure but Nature.

Nature is God. We know there is a higher power in Na-

ture, and that is God. He created life, He created death, and

He created what lasts. Nature was and is eternal and will re-

main for eternity. Bolshevism is unnatural; it uses force to in-

tervene in natural human development and leads it into

paths that can only result in chaos and annihilation. But

those who sin against Nature and against God will be anni-

hilated.89

Any analysis of the possible mutual influences of propaganda im-

ages of the enemy and direct personal experience will fall short,

however, if it does not take account of the particular situation in

which such changes of perspective and consciousness took place.
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This situation was a war and the constant dangers to which soldiers

were exposed. These circumstances made them crave reassurance in

the form of messages that gave meaning to what they were doing,

and such messages were offered by the anti-Bolshevist, anti-Semitic,

and anti-Slavic ideology behind Nazi propaganda. Whereas the char-

acterization of the last two groups as inferior races was relatively

short-lived and did not outlast the Third Reich, the ideology that de-

picted Bolshevism as a threat could not be exposed as false through

personal experience, since the “enemy” was so abstract. This may

help to explain why the anti-Russian propaganda images in their

anti-Bolshevist form remained unaffected by the political realign-

ment after 1945 and continued to exert an influence for decades in

the new configurations of the Cold War.

Soldiers of the Wehrmacht in Light of Recent Research

The “Average Joe”: Enlisted Men

Enlisted men made up more than 90 percent of the armed forces of

the National Socialist state. Historical scholarship in Germany has

lagged far behind that in the English-speaking countries in paying

attention to the experience of ordinary servicemen. This is espe-

cially true of the majority of soldiers, meaning those who func-

tioned obediently as cogs in the war machine and drew no negative

attention to themselves. Since the 1990s a trend has arisen to focus

intently on marginal groups of resisters, such as conscientious objec-

tors, people convicted of “undermining morale,” and deserters.

In the records of the Wehrmacht, the “little guy” or “average

Joe” tends to exist only in anonymous form, as an unnamed statistic

in reports of losses and troop strength. The logs of military units of

varying sizes and other official sources generally make no mention
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of enlisted men by name. The same applies to “regimental histo-

ries” written after the war and the diaries and accounts published by

officers. The men under their command remained nameless, and

their ordinary hardships and battle experiences went unreported.

This explains why the historical archives contain so little mate-

rial on the subject. It has been estimated that the source material

on enlisted men in the German Federal Archives–Military Archives

in Freiburg amounts to less than 1 percent of the total holdings.

The Library for Contemporary History in Stuttgart, by contrast, has

made a priority of buying up collections of soldiers’ letters and

makes them available to researchers.

If one surveys the research on military history with this in mind,

it becomes evident that for a long time scholars concentrated on a

tiny percentage of the total military, namely, generals and admirals

and their aides, the officers of the army and navy general staffs.90

Behind this perspective, which remains overwhelmingly dominant,

a few interests can be identified. For one thing, the proponents of a

focus on general staffs believe that research on military leadership

in wartime can be of service to the military at the present time and

in the future—the argument of “practical use.” Second, depictions

of the role played by elites are likely to promote respect for the mili-

tary as a profession. Manfred Messerschmidt’s call for research on

the role of Germany in the Second World War, to be written as

“a history of the German people in wartime,”91 has not yet been

heeded to the extent that it needs to be.

Of course, some good reasons can also be cited for the continuing

concentration of military historians’ interest on elite groups. The

first concerns the system by which power is exercised within the

military. More than in other areas of society—including industry,

the churches, educational institutions, or political parties—the top
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leadership in the military determines what happens wholly and

completely. Nowhere else is the hierarchy so highly developed or the

formulation of objectives so controlled from the top down (or, to

put it more precisely, the imposition of the leadership’s decisions

through orders they expect to be obeyed); nowhere else does this

constitute the absolutely dominant principle by which the institu-

tion functions. This means in turn that researchers seeking to under-

stand what goes on in a military organization can in large measure

limit their investigation to the thinking of the top echelon—how it

assesses a given situation, what orders it gives, and last but not least,

how it presents itself in historical accounts and memoirs written af-

ter the fact. Soldiers who do not belong to this elite function in this

system, and in the thinking of those who run it, act merely as agents

executing commands—essentially, that is, as parts of a machine.

A second good argument involves a political and historiographic

challenge. If, from the 1960s on, many military historians in West

Germany concentrated on subjecting the role of the Wehrmacht

leadership in the National Socialist state and the Second World War

to critical investigation, one of their main aims was to correct a lop-

sided view. This overly positive view was spread—just as it had been

after the First World War92—through memoirs by officers intent on

defending their reputations, and works of fiction that depicted sol-

diers as heroes and war as an adventure, including millions of popu-

lar booklets of stories for young people (Landserhefte).93 In view of

all these publications, the important task fell to military historians

as scholars to write truthful accounts based on the sources that had

become available in the meantime.94

As necessary as these new emphases and the dismantling of cer-

tain legends may have been, however, they did not encourage the

study of the military from the perspective of social history in gen-
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eral, or research on the experiences of enlisted men in particular. In

order to highlight the magnitude of this deficit once more, it should

be pointed out that the armed forces of the Third Reich numbered

overall around 20 million men.95 Plans called for officers to make up

about 3 percent of this total. This goal was never achieved, however,

owing to the high mortality rate of young officers holding the ranks

of lieutenant to captain, that is, those who served at the front. The

military elite in the narrower sense—generals, admirals, and their

aides—constituted at most one tenth of the officer corps, meaning

that they represented less than 0.3 percent of the total armed forces.

The remainder, 99.7 percent of the Wehrmacht, consisted of en-

listed men, NCOs, and junior officers not serving as aides to the

top echelon, and until recently military historians had hardly stud-

ied them at all. Little work has been done on the group of noncom-

missioned officers.96 The history of German enlisted men in the Sec-

ond World War has remained largely uncharted territory.97 For a

long time, ordinary servicemen, popularly referred to in German as

Landser, were simply overlooked.

Usually the story of their suffering was summed up with a refer-

ence to the memorials to “unknown soldiers,” and that was that.

The best known is probably the tomb of the unknown soldier under

the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. In almost every European country

there are similar war memorials where one unidentified soldier rep-

resents the many war dead of the nation. In Germany, however, no

such national monument was erected after either the First or the

Second World War; instead many towns created their own. Although

these memorials were certainly constructed with the best of inten-

tions, little thought appears to have been given to the idea that their

anonymity could be a form of disrespect. Research on the victims of

National Socialism, by contrast, has stressed the importance of shed-

ding light on individuals’ fates.
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We also need examples of individuals among the ordinary ser-

vicemen who, as so often, found themselves in the double role of

perpetrator and victim—during the Third Reich as well as in pre-

ceding centuries. In the war memorials of many German towns and

villages this need has long been met, as they record the names of the

fallen.98 Nevertheless, such monuments are no substitute for histori-

cal accounts of their lives. We serve the end of assembling a truthful

and specific picture of the war only when we can give back to the

unknown soldier his face, his name, and his story. This does not

mean that a telling of military history “from below” can replace the

perspective “from above,” but it can make an essential contribution

to a new synthesis, in which the whole becomes visible, including

the darker side.

Representative Experiences at the Front

In 1995 Stephen G. Fritz of East Tennessee State University pub-

lished a book whose title begins with the German word Frontsol-

daten. It refers to Hitler’s soldiers in the Second World War.99 This

excellent work paints a clear but depressing picture of the ordinary

serviceman that is full of stark contrasts. At the same time it testifies

to what can be achieved by a modern military history “from below.”

Fritz states that his purpose was “to allow average German soldiers

to speak . . . to hear their words and see the war through their eyes so

as to get at the reality of the combat experience as lived by the men

in the bunkers and foxholes.”100 How could such a book be written?

On what sources could the author draw? It emerges that he went

through thousands of letters, diaries, memoirs, and oral accounts by

Germans who served at the front in the Second World War and stud-

ied their accounts of daily life. He then noted recurring themes and

created a systematic frame of reference for them. Because the author

does not place his own analysis in the foreground but lets these “av-
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erage men” speak for themselves, a high degree of authenticity is

achieved.

Those of us who have read collections of battlefield letters cannot

avoid the impression at times that many of the Landser were not ca-

pable of finding adequate words to describe the events swirling

around them. They could not accurately describe what it was like to

live on the borderline between life and death, in a chaos that shat-

tered nerves and wore bodies to the bone.101 Yet it was by no means

due to a lack of intelligence, nor merely consideration for the feel-

ings of the recipients of the letters, whom the soldiers did not want

to alarm. Many enlisted men were simply struck dumb by the hid-

eous reality of battle; what they were experiencing was an inferno

that defied description. Nevertheless, Fritz furnishes proof that the

history of everyday life can extend even to the battlefield, for the

relatively few soldiers who ignored the prohibitions against keeping

diaries and sought to capture the real quality of their experience in

letters home enable us today to grasp what war at the front was like.

As Fritz observes, “The picture that emerges from their personal ob-

servations is therefore subtle, complex, and contradictory in its mes-

sage.” The author sums up this ambiguity as follows: “War is vile,

but the chronicle of the Landser shows that not all who fight wars

are vile.”102

The self-image of many Wehrmacht soldiers—that despite all

the death and destruction they had remained “decent fellows”—

dominated the memoirs written after 1945: they had not deserted

their comrades when they were in trouble (and on whom they de-

pended); that in situations of confusion, fear, pain, and horror they

had continued to do their duty; that they did not shrink from danger

and were proud of their willingness to sacrifice themselves if need

be.103 “Decent behavior” was defined chiefly terms of a soldier’s own
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unit, the small group who depended on him and with whom he was

trying to survive. At the same time, his treatment of the enemy

could be lawless; it could lack all humane orientation and become

wantonly cruel in ways that are described in the most drastic yet ac-

curate terms imaginable in letters from the eastern front.104 Soldiers

shot prisoners of war and partisans, men trying to give themselves

up, commissars, and Jews; they destroyed entire villages and wiped

out their inhabitants, “always conscious,” as one Landser wrote after

the war, “that as good soldiers we had to fulfill our hard duty.”105 An-

other confessed after the war, “I had unquestioningly accepted the

brutal philosophy that might makes right.”106

Based on his reading of letters and diaries, Fritz reaches the con-

clusion that “there existed among the troops in Russia such a strik-

ing level of agreement with the Nazi regime’s view of the Bolshevik

enemy and the sort of treatment that should be dealt them that

many soldiers willingly participated in murderous actions.”107 He

concludes further that a surprisingly large number of servicemen

had adopted the complete National Socialist view of the world.

These soldiers fought not only because the machinery of war left

them no alternative, but also because they believed in the declared

political goals of the war and the higher meaning ascribed to the

struggle by Nazi propaganda.

In what is perhaps the strongest chapter of the book, “Trying to

Change the World,” Fritz uses a broad range of sources to demon-

strate the degree to which most German servicemen believed that

their mission was not only to preserve Germany and Europe from

Bolshevism, but also to impose change in accordance with the Na-

tional Socialists’ concept of the “ethnic community” and racial ide-

ology. After the war they remembered the dangers and hardships of

all kinds that they had endured, but either lacked or had repressed
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the knowledge of the injustices they and their fellow soldiers had

committed. This resulted in a belief that German soldiers on the

eastern front had been victims rather than perpetrators. The bitter

truth, however, was that for all their idealism, they had been tools of

Hitler.

In order to compensate for the relative lack of sources for writing

military history “from below,” the anthropologist Hans Joachim

Schröder took a different approach and decided to interview World

War II veterans, in a sense creating the source material himself.108

He asked participants in the war to tell their life stories, and then in-

terpreted the results with a specific set of analytic tools.109 This was

the first time so much material had been collected from enlisted

men who had fought in the Second World War, systematically

sorted, and provided with commentary. The interview technique

had clear limitations, however. While the veterans had some general

inhibitions in bringing up their war experiences, they were even less

forthcoming about taboo subjects such as killing others, instances of

cruelty, and war crimes. Nearly all his informants, Schröder re-

ported, either were unwilling to speak openly and in specific terms

about the terrors of war, or were very hesitant.110 He therefore con-

cluded that while the interview technique yielded new insights into

the basic phenomenon of fear, it provided little information on the

crimes that made the Second World War the most hideous in human

history.111 The interviewees simply remained silent on this aspect of

their war experiences.

The Will to Survive in the War’s Final Phase

“To be or not to be!” “Final victory or doom!” “Triumph or death!”

These were the terms in which National Socialist propaganda de-
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scribed the alternatives for the future of the German people. The

commanders of the Wehrmacht responded to such dramatic procla-

mations not with the hardened realism one might expect; rather

they guaranteed through the orders they issued that the battle the

propagandists depicted as “heroic” would actually be fought.

The last nine months of the Second World War were not just one

more phase in a long struggle; it was the bloodiest and most destruc-

tive of all. After the Allies landed in Normandy in June 1944, they

stepped up their bombing of German cities.112 These aerial raids

were by no means limited to military targets, but consisted of carpet

bombings of residential areas; by targeting civilians, the aim was to

break the German population’s will to fight on. The next spring the

British and Americans continued their bombardments with attacks

on Dresden—at that time crammed with almost a million refu-

gees—on February 13–14, 1945, and again on April 17. They bombed

Würzburg on March 16, Hildesheim on March 22, followed by Pots-

dam, the town which symbolized German militarism, on March 27,

and Paderborn on April 14. In this last stretch of the war, between

300,000 and 400,000 Germans died every month, soldiers and civil-

ians alike.113 Of the approximately 5.3 million German soldiers who

lost their lives in the Second World War, some 2.6 million were

killed in this last phase between July 1944 and May 1945. The fact

that more and more fighting was taking place within the borders of

German territory contributed to this, and the ground battles grew

increasingly fierce. Both troops and the civilian population were now

caught up in violence that the Wehrmacht had unleashed from 1939

on in its attacks on neighboring countries.

By this time it was clear to most thinking people that the war

could not end in victory for Germany. Why did it then continue?

Why did Hitler not end it earlier? Or why didn’t the military leader-

Generals and Enlisted Men 183



ship demand that the government begin peace talks, or even force it

to, as the third High Command under Hindenburg and Ludendorff

had done in the fall of 1918? Why didn’t the more than 10 million

soldiers serving in the Wehrmacht in 1944, whose service had be-

come so exceedingly dangerous, exert pressure on their leaders? And

finally, why didn’t the German civilian population protest against

the prolongation of the war, carrying out strikes or even mounting a

revolution, as they had at the end of the previous world war? Ques-

tions of this kind have been raised again and again, although as yet

no convincing answers have been found.

Outwardly during the final nine months the political and military

leaders of Germany displayed confidence and optimism. They tried

to give the impression that a military victory still lay within the

realm of possibility.114 In view of the military crisis that was devel-

oping, however, as even they could not deny, National Socialist pro-

pagandists stopped referring to a victory that was imminent in the

summer of 1944. Instead they now spoke of a distant future when

the “final victory” would occur. At the same time, Joseph Goebbels,

the minister for propaganda, announced that Germany would soon

deploy “miracle weapons,” which would tip the balance. In secret,

Hitler and his loyal inner circle hoped that the Allied coalition

might soon break apart.

During this period the message was hammered home ever more

forcefully that the German population would have to hold out with

fanatic determination. Propaganda began depicting in the most lu-

rid colors imaginable what dangers threatened in the event of a mil-

itary defeat. The German people would be “exterminated,” a claim

that can be recognized without difficulty as a projection of the Nazis’

own policies onto their opponents. Using this scenario as a basis, the

propagandists could then proclaim that in the current situation the
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only alternatives were “victory or doom.” They could not and would

not envision any other possible path to ending the war, such as an

early capitulation.

As a result of this unmovable stance, the specter of “total war”

that Goebbels had invoked in February 1943, after the defeat at Sta-

lingrad, became more and more of a reality. The regime forced old

men and boys, even women and children, into “voluntary” forms of

service in militias and auxiliary organizations. The militarization of

the Volksgemeinschaft reached its peak.

Simultaneously, military tactics grew increasingly brutal. Contin-

uation of the war against a stronger enemy was forced with every

possible means and in the face of all resistance, even as the Allies

began penetrating into German territory. The Nazi leadership called

upon Germans to oppose the advancing forces “everywhere, un-

flinchingly and implacably,” and “down to the last bullet.” Martin

Bormann, Hitler’s right hand and head of the Reich chancellery,

proclaimed the watchword: “Win or die!”115 The armed forces, the

SS, and the justice system proceeded even more radically against de-

featists and deserters.

Despite this terror, signs occurred here and there that things were

beginning to fall apart.116 Such events did not crystallize into an or-

ganized political opposition that could have demanded and forced a

swift end to the war. Since both leading National Socialists and the

generals had long feared a repetition of the revolutionary unrest

that had manifested itself in 1918, they did everything they could to

nip resistance in the bud.

Hence the final months of the war appear as one gigantic excess

of violence, a fanatic escalation of the last-ditch effort evoked in

Nazi propaganda. Was there no hesitation in unleashing it? In fact

the German war machine stopped running only when the territory
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of the Reich was completely occupied by Allied troops and the

Wehrmacht was forced to sign an unconditional surrender.

Here the views of General Günther Blumentritt should be re-

called, as he expressed them in 1947. To the question of why Ger-

man soldiers kept on fighting even though their situation was hope-

less, he responded with allusions to 1918: their continuation of the

war all the way to an unconditional surrender proved that the Ger-

mans had learned the lessons of that year, and instead of attempting

a revolution, they had stood solidly against “Bolshevism” in 1945.

Blumentritt left no doubt of his opinion that obeying Hitler to the

bitter end had represented a sensible course of action.

This kind of thinking is difficult to understand today. It is strik-

ing that the political goals for which Germany was fighting play no

major role in the general’s argument, nor did the millions of war

dead and the incalculable destruction prompt any self-criticism. In-

stead Blumentritt focused on an ideal that was closer to being real-

ized in 1945 than at any previous time: Germany presented itself as

a determined and united people that had adopted military patterns

of organization from top to bottom and whose discipline could be re-

lied on even when the outlook was hopeless. The path of uncondi-

tional surrender quite obviously struck the former general not as a

politically and morally blameworthy end but as an honorable process

in which the weaker had succumbed. Blumentritt apparently re-

garded total defeat as more acceptable than the conclusion of the

First World War, which in objective terms was far more favorable for

Germany. How is this strange perspective to be explained?

The myth of an honorable defeat had played a role at the end of

the First World War. When news leaked out of an impending truce,

the German navy entertained the idea of sending the fleet on a sui-

cidal “final sortie” against Britain.117 Given the two countries’ re-
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spective military resources, this action would necessarily have ended

in utter defeat, meaning the sinking of the ships with their crews.

Influential career officers in the Imperial Navy believed that “going

down with honor” (ehrenvoller Untergang) was preferable to accept-

ing a truce. As is well known, enlisted men then prevented the fleet

from embarking on this doomed course. On the five large warships

that had been selected for this mission, with a combined crew of

more than five thousand men, a mutiny occurred on October 29–30,

1918. The sailors, refusing to follow orders, put out fires in the en-

gine rooms, thereby saving many lives. The plans of the officers to

stage a sacrifice to the god of war were completely rejected by the

crews, most of whom were skilled workers in civilian life.118 Never-

theless, the senior officers refused to give up the idea of “going

down with honor” ; instead they sought and found an opportunity to

bring it about. On June 21, 1919, Rear Admiral Ludwig von Reuter

gave his sailors the order to scuttle the ships of the German High

Sea Fleet that had been interned in the British harbor of Scapa

Flow.119 The order was carried out; the ships went down, but the

crews survived.

In the summer of 1919 most German politicians were outraged at

the harsh conditions imposed on their defeated country by the victo-

rious Allies. A cabal of officers held a “council of war” to discuss

whether Germany should break the armistice agreed upon at Com-

piègne on November 9, 1918, and initiate hostilities again.120 Rear

Admiral Adolf von Trotha, who had helped devise the plan to send

the German fleet to certain destruction, repeated his rallying cry:

“The Navy wants to preserve its honor.”121 At the same time, the best

known of the German military commanders, Field Marshal Paul

von Hindenburg, entered the political debate with a similar sugges-

tion. In a telegram to Gustav Noske, a Social Democrat and Reichs-
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wehr minister, on June 17, 1919, Hindenburg began with a sober

analysis of the military situation, stressing that reopening hostilities

was hopeless, and pointing out that the likely consequence would be

having to sign the peace treaty. Nevertheless, Hindenburg informed

Noske, “As a soldier I must favor an honorable end over an ignomini-

ous peace.”122 Certainly one of his motives was a hoped-for propa-

ganda effect. The field marshal had refused to go to Compiègne

himself months earlier, and now his aim in mentioning an “honor-

able end” was to recommend himself to German nationalists who

attached more importance to heroic phrases than to a sober view

of what was politically possible. It was going to be the politicians

who would have to bear the guilt for signing the peace treaty in

Versailles, just as they had earlier in Compiègne. To this extent

Hindenburg’s telegram represented encouragement to avoid facing

reality.

In the final phase of World War II, many of the older members

of the Wehrmacht may have had vague memories of the heroic

phrases in circulation during 1918 and 1919. The younger soldiers

and civilians recalled something else, however: namely, the similar

tone of Nazi propaganda after the devastating defeat of the Sixth

Army in Stalingrad. In that case, too, the mythologically laden con-

cept of Untergang played an important role. There can be no doubt

that Hitler, Goering, and Goebbels did indeed associate this term

with the idea of a sinking ship, a ship whose crew was doomed to die

by drowning. They expected the soldiers of the Sixth Army to fight

“to the last man” and “to the last bullet” and then go to their

deaths.123 Once they were encircled and could not win, they were not

to make a risky attempt to break out, much less capitulate and be-

come the Russians’ prisoners of war. To accept death—be it at the

hand of the enemy, from hunger or cold, or through suicide—was a

188 the wehrmacht



“fate” that the Nazi leaders regarded as heroic. Hence they set out to

conceal the hideous reality of mass death in Stalingrad from the

German people and transform it into a heroic myth.124

By elevating the military disaster of Stalingrad to the rank of

sacrificial death of historic proportions, the Nazi propagandists

moved into an abstract, noble, and supposedly loftier world of make-

believe.125 Through their use of quasi-religious terms such as “holy

awe,” “reverence,” “omnipotence,” “providence,” and “faith,” Hit-

ler, Goering, and Goebbels pursued a systematic strategy of “de-re-

alization.”126 It becomes particularly evident in Goering’s speech on

January 30, 1943, a few days before the remnant of the Sixth Army

in Stalingrad finally capitulated.

Those German soldiers still alive in Stalingrad regarded it as their

own “funeral oration.” Goering made use of two historical events

that had long since achieved mythical status; they were probably fa-

miliar to many Germans of that time from their school days. The

one story took place in ancient Greece. In 480 bce a troop of three

hundred Spartans under their leader Leonidas had defended the

Greek pass of Thermopylae against the Persians to the last man,

giving their lives for the larger goal of the war. Goering described

this “heroic sacrifice” as an example of “the noblest military tradi-

tion.”127 In addition, he recalled “a magnificent heroic epic of an un-

paralleled struggle,” namely, the “battle of the Nibelungs”: “They

too stood in a hall full of blazing flames, slaking their thirst with

their own blood, but they fought to the very last.”128

In view of the imminent “downfall” of what remained of the

Sixth Army, Hitler promoted its commanding officer, General Fried-

rich Paulus, to the rank of field marshal and praised him publicly as

“the heroic defender of Stalingrad.”129 He did so, of course, assum-

ing that Paulus would then commit suicide and demonstrate to other
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officers what the leaders in Berlin expected from the generals of a

defeated German army. As it transpired, however, the generals in

Stalingrad were not at all inclined to embrace the notion of “victory

or death” when their own lives were at stake. Hitler was incensed

when he learned that a few hours after his promotion, Paulus and

many other generals and their staff officers had allowed themselves

to be taken prisoner.130

In a talk with Goebbels he reaffirmed his principle that no one

would ever hear “the words ‘yield’ or ‘capitulate’ from ‘us.’” The pro-

paganda minister regarded the fact that the generals of Stalingrad

had become prisoners of war rather than commit suicide as “a dev-

astating blow to the prestige of the army.”131 He feared that the idea

of ending the war by capitulating might now gain ground within

the Wehrmacht.

In 1944–45, then, the political and military leaders of Germany

could base their thinking on the test case of Stalingrad. Did they re-

ally believe that a “final victory” could be achieved? In Hitler’s case,

we know that he kept well informed about the relative strength of

the various combatants in all phases of the war, especially about the

most important economic data. In the words of the military histo-

rian Bernd Wegner, Hitler possessed “a modern and complex over-

view of the war as it affected entire societies.”132 After Stalingrad at

the latest, he knew that Germany could no longer win.

This knowledge could not be expressed publicly in Germany,

however. Those Germans who still possessed some common sense

(probably including most ordinary working people) and could as-

semble a relatively realistic idea of the hopelessness of Germany’s

position from the available information—that is, those whose think-

ing was “normal” in the traditional sense—were treated as outright

criminals. They were labeled “defeatists” and “underminers of mo-

rale” and could count on a death sentence.133
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In an order dated February 6, 1944, General Wilhelm Keitel cre-

ated a new group, known as “National Socialist guidance officers,”

or political officers, whose task was to see to it that no one deviated

from the policy of resistance “to the last man.” By the end of the

year, 623 such men were serving full-time at levels ranging from

the supreme commands of the various service branches down to sin-

gle divisions. Most of them were members of the National Social-

ist Party. In addition, there were approximately 47,000 part-time

“guidance officers.” In the eyes of General Georg von Hengl, the job

of these political officers was to instill in the troops “hatred and an

implacable will to destroy.”134

Given the obvious discrepancy between the hopeless outlook for

the German forces and the radical policy of holding out to the bitter

end, one must ask: Was it in fact the regime’s goal to guide the na-

tion to a “final victory”? Did it paint the consequences of defeat in

such lurid colors so as to mobilize the greatest possible amount of

energy for holding out? Or were the political and military leaders

of the National Socialist state considering other possibilities at the

same time? In his study of Georges Sorel’s theory of violence, the

philosopher Hans Barth explained the purpose of the “heroic myth”

as that of “preparing people for catastrophe, but not in such a way

that they endure it passively as victims, but rather that they bring it

about themselves in battle.”135

Seen in this light, the policy of last-ditch resistance looks differ-

ent from what the propagandists of “final victory” intended. Then

one grasps the ambiguous nature of German war policy from the

summer of 1944 on. On the one hand, the declared goal was military

victory, but on the other hand, Hitler and his henchmen were clearly

prepared to have Germany “go down with the ship” in the kind of

cataclysm that Admiral von Trotha and Field Marshal von Hinden-

burg had once envisioned. Or one might also describe their goal as
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repeating the experience of Stalingrad on a vastly larger scale—

namely, to have the entire German nation go down fighting. And in

setting this policy in motion, they committed an enormous crime

against their own people.

Hitler declared to his armaments minister Albert Speer on March

19, 1945: “If the war is lost, the people will be lost also. It is not nec-

essary to worry about what the German people will need for elemen-

tal survival. On the contrary, it is best for us to destroy even these

things. For the nation has proved to be the weaker, and the future

belongs solely to the stronger eastern nation. In any case only those

who are inferior will remain after this struggle, for the good have al-

ready been killed.”136 In other words, using the social Darwinist the-

sis of the survival of the fittest, Hitler developed a heroic myth

about how the defeated end.

Hitler had another, more trivial motive for the policy of resisting

to the bitter end. As the man responsible for the war and the war

crimes committed by the Germans, he knew he would not survive a

military defeat. Hitler realized this early on. On June 16, 1941, a few

days before he launched the attack on the Soviet Union, he revealed

this conviction to Goebbels: “We have so much to answer for already

that we must win, because otherwise our entire nation—with us at

its head—and all we hold dear . . . [would] be eradicated.”137 In Hit-

ler’s mind the regime faced only two alternatives: victory or death.

To this extent, every prolongation of the war meant the prolonga-

tion of his own life. Many Nazi Party leaders and senior military of-

ficers shared this view. A number of them committed suicide follow-

ing the capitulation,138 choosing the moment and form of their own

personal Untergang.

It is well known that the generals and officers of the general

staffs of the Wehrmacht did not attempt to block the suicidal policy
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of resistance, but willingly carried it out.139 According to the histo-

rian Heinrich Schwendemann, their orders in the final phase of the

war followed a “strategy of self-annihilation.”140 What was officially

presented as a “defense” of the country was in reality a preparation

for its destruction. By obeying Hitler’s “Nero order” of March 19,

1945, the German army took the “scorched earth” tactics it had em-

ployed in Russia and applied them within its own borders. How is

this behavior to be explained? Why did the generals agree to follow

the path to catastrophe?

On the one hand, one must consider that rational and professional

thinking in the military had long since been replaced by a flight

from social, economic, and political realities, as became especially

evident in the generals’ inadequate analysis of economic potentials

and the overemphasis placed on strategic and tactical “genius.” Evi-

dence for this hypothesis can be found in the daily Wehrmacht re-

port, the war log of the OKW,141 the “News from the Supreme Com-

mand of the Wehrmacht,” published to keep the troops abreast of

the war situation,142 and the “News for the Troops.”143 If the generals

essentially behaved no differently from the National Socialist Party

leaders, this highlights the close ties between the two “pillars” of

the regime. They were in the grip of inhumane ideologies and had

committed such enormous crimes in their name that even when the

war was obviously lost, they were unable to find their way back to a

politically rational course of action. As Wilhelm Keitel, whose motto

was “Do your duty till death,” reported, Generals Schörner and

Wenck were still attempting in April 1945 to cheer Hitler up with

hopes that the military outlook would improve.144

It is difficult to judge whether and to what extent the civilian

population, officers below the top ranks, and the mass of enlisted

men were affected by the propaganda of last-ditch resistance. The
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opinion polls of the security service (SD) of the SS, which continued

until about the middle of 1944, reveal that after the Germans lost

the battle of Stalingrad, the mood of euphoria in the population

vanished. The potential for enthusiasm that could be mobilized

through propaganda promoting the ideology of the “master race”

and military victories was largely exhausted by then. No clear mood

of opposition to the National Socialist regime and the war had

arisen either, but something like an abandonment of the collective

flight from reality can be observed.

Correspondence from the field reflects very different attitudes

among the soldiers. The attitudes ascertained by the research of the

Wehrmacht propagandists in the last six months of the war do not

indicate that the Germans were motivated by any desire for collec-

tive self-immolation at this point. They suggest instead that ordi-

nary people were thinking and acting in realistic terms. They coun-

tered the ruling elite’s cultivation of a doomsday scenario with a

determined will to survive.145 Nevertheless, the extreme militarism

of the Third Reich nipped in the bud any potential civilian move-

ment to end the war.
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c h a p t e r fi v e

The Legend of the

Wehrmacht’s “Clean Hands”

After the war a legend about the Wehrmacht lived on for de-

cades: that it had “kept its hands clean.” Developed and dissemi-

nated in the last phase of the war and the immediate postwar period

by the Wehrmacht leaders themselves, it was to become what was

perhaps their greatest victory. One joke runs that although the Ger-

man army may not have done so well in the war itself, it had a really

great public relations strategy for winning the postwar. Not until

fifty years after the war had ended did the legend begin to crumble

and scholars begin to trace and discuss the story of its amazing suc-

cess.

The literature on this topic can be listed in short order. The first

scholar who should be mentioned in this connection is the Israeli

military historian Omer Bartov, author of a book on Hitler’s Wehr-

macht in which he investigated German soldiers’ motives for fight-

ing.1 Then, in an essay published in 1995, he took up the question of

how historians, and West German military historians in particular,

had dealt with the history of the Wehrmacht in the preceding de-

cades.2 Bartov distinguishes between several phases of progress in re-
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searching the subject and points out which questions scholars had

excluded either completely or in part. It must be stated at the outset,

however, that the long life of the public legend of the Wehrmacht

should presumably be regarded as resulting only to a small degree

from the hesitancy of historians to delve into it. The career of this

legend is embedded in the larger question of how Germany dealt

with the history of the Third Reich and the Second World War as a

whole.

Here the active “politics of amnesty” of the new Federal Re-

public of Germany played an important role, as Norbert Frei has

demonstrated for the years up to 1955.3 And Ulrich Herbert and

Olaf Groehler have assembled a valuable collection of essays on the

topic of how differently the Nazi past, especially the Holocaust, was

treated by the two postwar German states.4 From a survey of the lit-

erature by Gerd R. Ueberschär titled “The Murder of the Jews and

the War in the East,” it becomes clear that research on what may

well be the most problematic aspect of the Wehrmacht’s history,

namely, its participation in the Holocaust, is still in the beginning

stages.5

Finally, Klaus Naumann, a member of the Hamburg Institute for

Social Research, has written on how the connection between the

Wehrmacht and the war of annihilation was perceived in Germany

in the years from 1945 to 1995.6 He concluded that the Wehrmacht’s

crimes during the Second World War had rendered both the war on

the eastern front and the Wehrmacht itself taboo subjects.7 The leg-

end is the visible sign of this taboo, so to speak. But Naumann’s hy-

pothesis can represent no more than a first approach to the subject,

for the sociopolitical dimension (i.e., the question of which political

and social groups had an interest in propagating a certain image of

the Wehrmacht, and with what means they attempted to promote it)
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has hardly been investigated at all to date, although the documen-

tary material has been available since the Nuremberg trials.

The Birth of a Legend

Getting Rid of the Evidence

Did German soldiers have general knowledge during the war of

both the criminal strategy of the Wehrmacht in the East and the ex-

termination of the Jews? In order to answer this question in any de-

tail, it is necessary first to discuss how the Wehrmacht functioned in

such areas as keeping information classified and systematically mak-

ing little information available.

Within the Wehrmacht the principle reigned that individual sol-

diers should know only as much about the military situation as was

necessary for them to perform their immediate assignments. En-

listed men were not supposed to think about the larger picture, but

simply obey the orders of their superiors. To this extent the classi-

fication and withholding of information represented a means of

military control. Only secondarily did it serve the purpose of in-

creasing the efficiency of troop operations. Furthermore, if a cap-

tured soldier was not supposed to provide valuable military informa-

tion to the enemy, this goal was most easily achieved by ensuring

that he never had access to any. The military leaders intended for

the horizons of millions of enlisted men to remain limited: the less

they knew, they better.

Ordinary enlisted men, like the civilian population at home,

caught glimpses of important military and political events in the

way their government intended, namely, through the daily “armed

forces report” on the radio and the speeches of Nazi leaders, also

broadcast on the radio.8 Soldiers received further information from
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direct orders, army newsletters, and a number of news sheets dis-

tributed at the front. All of them were put together according to

rules laid down by the propaganda department within the OKW,

which also kept a watchful eye on whatever was published. There

were thus certain prospects for successfully keeping some informa-

tion secret and suppressing unwelcome news.

One such piece of information was the “commissar decree” (di-

recting that Russian political commissars were to be shot if cap-

tured), which was disseminated in writing to the commanders in

chief of the various armies, who were to pass it on in oral form only.

Issuing some orders in camouflaged language served a twofold pur-

pose; first, the aim was to suggest that the extermination of certain

groups was a military necessity occurring within the framework of

normal combat; second, it was to leave as few traces as possible, as

when Jews were falsely identified as “partisans,” Gypsies as “crimi-

nals,” women as “female partisans,” and children as “scouts” and

“lookouts.”9 No mention was made of killing Jews, but rather euphe-

mistically of “further treatment” of Jews or of the “solution to the

Jewish question.” Policies such as the arrest and murder of Jews and

partisans were concealed behind phrases such as “mopping-up oper-

ations” and “pacification,” or “deportation” and “resettlement.”10

The supreme commands repeatedly issued orders that care should be

taken to carry out executions of Russian political commissars, pris-

oners of war, Jews, “partisans,” “vagrants,” and other groups identi-

fied as undesirable “at a distance from the troops if possible” and

“inconspicuously, away from the actual front lines.”11 In the logs of

army units such killings were “concealed by means of careful use of

language.”12

Again and again, regular soldiers photographed shootings or

hangings carried out by either SS Einsatzkommandos, local collabo-
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rators, or Wehrmacht units themselves. Orders were issued, and fre-

quently repeated, that taking photographs was not permitted and

represented an infraction of regulations,13 but these were only par-

tially successful in suppressing documentary evidence of the crimes.

As defeat became more likely in 1944–45, when the danger threat-

ened that mass graves might be discovered and offer incontrovertible

evidence of war crimes to the outside world, SS units began return-

ing to the sites, digging up the bodies, and burning them.14

How much did the soldiers fighting on the eastern front know

about all of this? One must be aware that in addition to the official

channels of information, a great deal of news circulated informally

at the front and at home, and passed from the front to civilians

in Germany. Soldiers spoke of their own experiences to other sol-

diers, and despite military censorship the letters they sent home also

played an important role in spreading news. In many such letters

available to us today, it becomes clear both how effective regime pro-

paganda was in influencing soldiers’ views and also how common

the knowledge was that Jews were being murdered.15 In addition, ru-

mors flourished both at the front lines and on the home front.16 Ru-

mors represented a counterweight to official propaganda character-

istic of a dictatorship, since they allowed information to spread that

the regime would rather have kept secret. It will probably never be

possible to determine precisely how much soldiers knew. There is

good reason, however, to doubt that any German enlisted man serv-

ing on the eastern front could have remained unaware of the “ra-

cially” motivated murders that were being committed.

And the officers serving in the East? What did they know about

the killings of Jews? We know from a report on a trip to the front

filed by Major Rudolf-Christoph von Gersdorff, who in 1941 was

serving as an intelligence officer (Ic) on the staff of the High Com-
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mand of Army Group Center, that the officers in the East were fully

informed about the murders being perpetrated by the SS Einsatz-

gruppen and other crimes. The following passage from his report of

December 1941 leaves no room for doubt:

In all conversations of any length with officers, I was asked

about the shootings of Jews, without having made any refer-

ence to them myself. I gained the impression that the officer

corps is generally opposed, one could almost say, to the shoot-

ing of Jews, prisoners, and political commissars. In the case

of the commissars it is mainly because killing them in-

creases the strength of the enemy’s resistance. The shootings

are regarded as bringing dishonor on the German army, and

on the officer corps in particular. Officers brought up the

question of responsibility for them, in stronger or less strong

language depending on the individual’s temperament and

disposition. I was able to ascertain that the existing facts

have become known in full, and that the officers at the front

discuss them far more than was to be assumed.17

Nevertheless, for the most part one searches in vain through the

war logs and other records of the Wehrmacht for any references to

these “existing facts.” How can this be explained? It is likely that

most commanders had an awareness of wrongdoing, and thus en-

sured that the files remained “clean.” Furthermore, the Allies an-

nounced that after their victory over the Wehrmacht they would es-

tablish tribunals to try war criminals, a threat that probably had

much the same effect.

Yet keeping the official army records “clean” did not begin to re-

move all the traces of the crimes, for the SS reports, especially those
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of the Einsatzgruppen in the Soviet Union, described their activities

openly. They also mentioned the willingness of Wehrmacht units to

cooperate. No effort was made to cover up these activities in the SS

reports; rather, their aim was to provide the bureaucracy with docu-

mentation of efficient mass killings. Their tone is often triumphant,

in expressions such as “Lithuania is Jew-free!”18 or “The Crimea is

Jew-free!”19 The discrepancy between the surviving records of the

two organizations has allowed historians to reconstruct events with a

great degree of accuracy.

With regard to the reputation of the Wehrmacht among the Ger-

man population at home, it is interesting to note that during the

final year of the war, the army was considered more reliable than

National Socialist propaganda. In any event, in the summer of 1944

the regime called a halt to the propaganda activity of the SD, the se-

curity service of the SS, which had provided important “talking

points” for civilian discussion groups in the preceding years. Instead

the OKW was now instructed to assign this task to Wehrmacht sol-

diers in major German cities. Accordingly, regular soldiers played

the double role of opinion pollsters and conveyers of a “no surren-

der” message in the last six months of the war.20 They played their

part in preventing revolutionary sentiments from spreading, as had

occurred in 1918, when the population had begun pressing for a swift

end to the war.

Blurred Images of the Wehrmacht in 1945

Given the existence of such disparate channels of communication,

could the German public have had a clear picture of an organization

as large as the Wehrmacht when the war ended in 1945? Or must

one not rather assume that during the phase of military collapse,

very different ideas of this institution and its role in the war existed
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side by side? To some extent these ideas must still have been in-

fluenced by National Socialist propaganda. Yet they must also have

reflected the personal experience of soldiers and civilians, which

varied greatly. Anyone trying to assess how impressions of the Wehr-

macht could have been formed in the war years must be aware that

in the decade between 1935 and 1945, approximately 20 million peo-

ple served in its ranks. Leaving aside the political implications, one

must recognize that sheer numbers had given it the character of a

“people’s army.”21 A father or son from virtually every German fam-

ily had been drafted into the Wehrmacht and become a cog in its

machinery, and this fact was significant in psychological terms.

Personal experience probably dominated the picture that many

had of the Wehrmacht at war’s end. This meant, however, that peo-

ple in Germany saw the institution through very different lenses.

For refugees from East Prussia who had been evacuated across the

Baltic on German navy ships, the Wehrmacht represented rescue in

a time of crisis. But the experience of other refugees, who had re-

ceived hardly any help from the German troops flooding back from

the East,22 was not the same at all. Still another picture of the

Wehrmacht had probably impressed itself on the German inhabit-

ants of towns and villages through which the battle-hardened, ex-

hausted, and demoralized members of their own army had passed

on their retreat, sometimes looting and plundering like an enemy.23

In the furor of the final phase of the war, millions of enlisted men

must have hated superiors who were determined to enforce a policy

of holding out to the bitter end and summarily sentenced to death or

simply shot anyone who saw the coming capitulation as inevitable

and reacted accordingly.24

Most members of the military leadership refused to look reality

in the face even in the concluding phase of the conflict. They con-
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tinued a war that had been lost in military terms long before—de-

termined to “go down fighting,” as the much-used phrase had it25—

and showed little hesitation in waging war against citizens of their

own country. Some of these officers, taking the consequences of

their actions as the regime was foundering, committed suicide. It is

well known that Hitler, Goebbels, Himmler and National Socialist

Party Gauleiter such as Paul Giesler, Wilhelm Murr, Bernhard Rust,

Gustav Simon, and Josef Terboven killed themselves, as did many

less prominent leaders of the NSDAP and the SS, and government

officials. What was and is less generally known is that Wehrmacht

officers—thought to number in the thousands—also took their own

lives.26 Former Major General Josef Folttmann assembled a list con-

taining the names of generals who committed suicide in 1945, with

the telling title “The Generals’ Self-Sacrifice.”27 Folttmann counted

thirty-five army generals, six Luftwaffe generals, eight admirals,

thirteen generals of the Waffen SS, and five police generals. While it

is possible to interpret their suicides as an admission of guilt, this

cannot be proved. The majority of the leadership followed a differ-

ent path: they remained determined to go on erasing traces of their

crimes.

As an institution, the Wehrmacht had come to be synonymous

with the war and violence, and all those who welcomed the end of

the terrible conflict shed no tears over its mandated dissolution. And

certainly millions of enlisted men must have felt some satisfaction at

the fact that the officers who had wielded the power of life and

death over them as military commanders were now stripped of that

authority. After the First World War, millions of people had joined

in chants of “No more war!” Now many Germans took up a far

more radical and specific slogan: “No more military!”28

The policy of the occupying powers played a further role. The
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Allied authorities exposed the scale of the crimes that had been

committed by requiring Germans in internment centers and pris-

oner of war camps to watch films about the mass murders in concen-

tration camps; many civilians were forced to attend showings of

them as well. One unintentional effect on the generally poorly in-

formed German audiences, however, was to focus their attention on

the SS. People tended to ignore the role of the Wehrmacht, although

toward the end of the war it had provided soldiers to serve as con-

centration camp guards.29 Research would be needed on the question

of whether, through their policies, the Allies contributed in any way

to the picture that was beginning to emerge, according to which the

SS had committed the crimes and the Wehrmacht had “kept its

hands clean.”

It should be kept in mind, then, that at the time of the uncondi-

tional surrender in May 1945 and immediately afterward, Germans

had no unified picture of the Wehrmacht but rather a large number

of different points of view, depending on their personal interests

and experiences. The picture of the Wehrmacht did not yet exist; it

still had to be created.

The Legend Begins: Dönitz’s Final Report

This image was created, quite officially, by high-ranking representa-

tives of the National Socialist regime and the Wehrmacht. The ac-

tual starting point of the legend30 must be considered the last edition

of the “Wehrmacht Report,” published on May 9, 1945. The man

responsible for it was Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, who by then was

functioning as Hitler’s successor, that is, as the new head of state as

well as supreme commander of the armed forces.31 This was the final

bulletin in which the end of the war was announced. Simulta-
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neously, Dönitz and his advisers seized the opportunity to offer an

interpretation of the war and the role of the Wehrmacht that suited

their interests. The relevant passages run as follows:

Since midnight the guns have been silent on all fronts. On

the orders of the Grand Admiral the Wehrmacht has called

a halt to the fighting, which had no prospect of success. This

marks the end of almost six years of heroic struggle. Those

years brought us great victories but also grave defeats. In the

end the Wehrmacht succumbed honorably to a vastly greater

force.

German soldiers fought bravely for their country, remain-

ing loyal to their oath and performing acts of valor that will

never be forgotten. They were supported until the end by

those on the home front, who gave their all and made enor-

mous sacrifices.

The unparalleled achievement of those at the front and at

home will be justly acknowledged by the later judgment of

history.

Nor will our opponents fail to show respect for the

achievements and sacrifices of German fighting men on

land, at sea, and in the air. Every soldier can thus stand

proud and tall as he lays down his arms and can set to work

with courage and confidence, in the darkest hours of our his-

tory, for the everlasting life of our people.

The Wehrmacht pays homage in this dark hour to its

comrades felled by the enemy. The fallen demand our un-

conditional loyalty, devotion, and discipline toward the fa-

therland, now bleeding from countless wounds.32
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The core message conveyed was that while the war had been lost to

the superior force of the enemy, the German armed forces had

waged it heroically and honorably, and given their all; soldiers had

fought valiantly and efficiently, making great sacrifices and always

remaining true to their oath. The Wehrmacht’s achievements would

be judged favorably by both its opponents and history, and never be

forgotten.

The Generals’ Memorandum of November 1945

Admiral Dönitz’s report in May established the guidelines for fur-

ther development of the legend. It should not be overlooked, how-

ever, that immediately after the capitulation, a few generals took

steps to acknowledge the truth in their statements. Thus, as he was

preparing for the Nuremberg trials, former General Hans Röttiger,

who had commanded panzer troops, wrote of his recognition “that

the struggle against bandits that we were waging had as its ultimate

aim the exploitation of the military for the purpose of ruthlessly ex-

terminating Jewry and other unwanted elements.”33 He later with-

drew this document, probably on the advice of his lawyer, and it was

replaced by a sanitized version. Röttiger later advanced to the posi-

tion of First Inspector General of the army in the postwar German

Bundeswehr.

At about the same time, in November 1945, several high-ranking

former Wehrmacht generals wrote a memorandum for the Interna-

tional Military Tribunal in Nuremberg. The suggestion that they do

so had come from the American general William J. Donovan, who

was opposed to prosecuting the German general staff as a criminal

organization and therefore—counter to his instructions—wanted to

offer the generals an opportunity to prepare the best possible de-

fense. This led to a vehement dispute with the American chief pros-
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ecutor, Judge Robert H. Jackson, as whose deputy General Donovan

later served in the trial before the International Military Tribunal.34

Even at this early stage the first indications of the new constellations

of the Cold War were surfacing. Donovan numbered among the rep-

resentatives of the United States at the trial who took the view that

Americans ought to do everything in their power to win over the

Germans as allies in the conflict with the Soviet Union.35

The generals who participated in drawing up the memorandum

were Walther von Brauchitsch, commander in chief of the army

from 1938 to 1941; Erich von Manstein, commander of the Eleventh

Army in 1941–42 and until March 1944 commander of Army Group

South; Franz Halder, chief of the army general staff from 1938 to

1942; Walter Warlimont, deputy chief of operations, Armed Forces

High Command; and Siegfried Westphal, chief of staff to the Com-

mander in Chief West.

The generals’ memorandum, titled “The German Army from

1920 to 1945,”36 was designed to counter the Allies’ declared inten-

tion of assigning to the army general staff explicit responsibility for

war crimes and crimes against humanity. While it was conceived

from the outset as a contribution to their defense effort, the generals

in fact turned it into a complete denial of guilt. One scholar has

characterized the memorandum as a “document of self-deception.”37

But it was much more than that, namely, an important further step

in the great cover-up that would produce the legend of the Wehr-

macht’s “clean hands.”

Manfred Messerschmidt has analyzed the contents of the memo-

randum, which remained largely ignored until the 1990s. He con-

trasted the generals’ claims of innocence with reality and reached

the following conclusion: the writers saw it as their top priority “to

demonstrate that the army had been against the party and the SS,
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had disapproved of almost all of Hitler’s important decisions, and

had opposed the commission of war crimes.”38 Thus, their self-de-

fense already contained all the key elements of what would become

the dominant public view of the Wehrmacht for decades, glossing

over their true actions and playing down the role of the OKW and

OKH in the Second World War. Messerschmidt’s bitter conclusion:

not one of the writers took responsibility for his own actions or fail-

ures to act.39

The generals’ attempts to put the best face on their conduct of the

war in the 1945 memorandum would be adopted as the main theme

of the defense in the subsequent war crimes trials. The chief counsel

for their defense, Dr. Hans Laternser, based his pleadings through-

out on a picture of the Wehrmacht as outlined in Admiral Dönitz’s

last report and the generals’ memorandum. The latter document

was passed from hand to hand among former officers, not just those

on trial in Nuremberg. Because of the signers’ prominence and their

high military rank, their self-exculpatory claims appear to have

been taken at face value in those circles and “elevated to the status

of historical truth.”40

The War Crimes Trials

The International Military Tribunal (IMT) found twenty defen-

dants guilty in the main war crimes trial. Several of them were mili-

tary leaders, including:

Hermann Goering, who like Hitler held both military and

political offices, was Reich minister for aviation and simul-

taneously commander in chief of the Luftwaffe with the

special rank of Reichsmarschall, which had been created
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expressly for him. Goering was sentenced to death and com-

mitted suicide on the eve of his execution.

Wilhelm Keitel, field marshal and chief of staff of the

OKW, received the death sentence and was executed.

Alfred Jodl, a general and chief of operations of the OKW,

was Hitler’s most trusted adviser on operational matters. He

was also sentenced to death and executed.

Erich Raeder, grand admiral and commander in chief of

the navy up to 1943, was sentenced to life imprisonment.

Karl Dönitz, grand admiral, Raeder’s successor as com-

mander in chief of the navy, and briefly Hitler’s successor

as president of the Reich, was sentenced to ten years in

prison.41

Fourteen of the defendants found guilty had played a generally non-

military role in events that were deemed war crimes by the Allied

judges.

The notion that German elites shared responsibility for the

crimes was also reflected in the disposition of the twelve follow-on

trials, known as the NMT trials, since they were conducted by the

United States Nuremberg Military Tribunal. Military officers num-

bered among the defendants in three of them: the Milch Case

(NMT 2), the Hostage Case (NMT 7), and the High Command Case

(NMT 12). Whereas Case 7 concentrated on a particular theater of

war, namely, the Balkans (and Greece), in Case 12 the defendants

were representative members of the Wehrmacht leadership. It was

the intention of the American occupation forces, under whose super-

vision the trials took place, to use Case 12 to expose the role that the
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German military elite played in the war crimes of the National So-

cialist regime and to see that the guilty parties paid the penalty.

Already in the earlier IMT trial not only top regime leaders had

been prosecuted but also “criminal organizations” deemed to have

carried out important functions within the system, such as the lead-

ership corps of the National Socialist Party, the Gestapo and Security

Service (SD), the SS, the SA (Sturm Abteilung, the “storm troop-

ers”), and the cabinet of the Reich. The “General Staff and High

Command of the German Armed Forces” were originally intended

for inclusion as one such organization.42 Under this last heading

the prosecutors of the International Military Tribunal grouped the

highest-ranking military leaders of the Wehrmacht, that is, about

130 officers who had served in the OKW at any point between Feb-

ruary 1938 and the end of the war; in the High Commands of the

army, navy, and Luftwaffe; or as field commanders.43

During preparations for the trial, however, it became apparent

that the idea of indicting the “General Staff and High Command”

—as opposed to, say, the Wehrmacht in its entirety—lacked a com-

pelling rationale and as a result could not be carried out.44 The tribu-

nal ultimately determined that neither the general staff nor the

OKW could be considered an “organization” or a “group” under the

terms of Article 9 of its constitution.45 For this formal legal reason,

therefore, the “General Staff and High Command of the German

Armed Forces” could not be declared a “criminal organization.” Af-

ter this judgment of the IMT was handed down, only trials against

individual defendants could take place. Such trials would serve the

desired purpose better than trying to declare the general staff as a

whole to be a criminal organization.46

Nevertheless, the judgment was by no stretch of the imagination

an acquittal. Its concluding passage, which was read out by the pre-

siding judge, Sir Geoffrey Lawrence, ran as follows:
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They have been responsible in large measure for the miser-

ies and suffering that have fallen on millions of men, women

and children. They have been a disgrace to the honourable

profession of arms. Without their military guidance the ag-

gressive ambitions of Hitler and his fellow Nazis would have

been academic and sterile. Although they were not a group

falling within the words of the Charter they were certainly a

ruthless military caste. The contemporary German milita-

rism flourished briefly with its recent ally, National Social-

ism, as well as or better than it had in the generations of

the past.

Many of these men have made a mockery of the soldier’s

oath of obedience to military orders. When it suits their de-

fence they say they had to obey; when confronted with Hit-

ler’s brutal crimes, which are shown to have been within

their general knowledge, they say they disobeyed. The truth

is they actively participated in all these crimes, or sat silent

and acquiescent, witnessing the commission of crimes on a

scale larger and more shocking than the world has ever had

the misfortune to know. This must be said.

Where the facts warrant it, these men should be brought

to trial so that those among them who are guilty of these

crimes should not escape punishment.47

Despite this moral condemnation of the Wehrmacht elite, the

former professional soldiers of the Wehrmacht immediately set

about reinterpreting the failure to convict the group “General Staff

and High Command” on formal grounds into a full acquittal and

presented this false conclusion to the public. To the present day

the claim is repeated in certain circles that the leadership of the

Wehrmacht was acquitted in the Nuremberg war crimes trials, even
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by the standards of what they refer to disparagingly as “victor’s jus-

tice.” This represents one of the fateful postwar legends.

Case 12: The Nuremberg “High Command” Trial of 1948–49

In the Potsdam Declaration of August 2, 1945, the Allies recalled

what their central purpose had been in waging war against Ger-

many: “German militarism and nazism will be extirpated and the

Allies will take in agreement together, now and in the future, the

other measures necessary to assure that Germany never again will

threaten her neighbors or the peace of the world.”48 The declaration

assigned the task of carrying out the demolition of militarism and

Nazism in practical terms to the Allied Control Council and attached

a catalogue of primary objectives: the complete disarmament and

demilitarization of Germany, the abolition of all military and Na-

tional Socialist organizations, the reorganization of the entire educa-

tional system on democratic and peaceful principles, and finally, the

aim of arresting war criminals and bringing them to judgment.

This was a goal that the victorious powers had failed to achieve

after the First World War, when they wanted to have German war

criminals extradited and placed on trial. Now the Allies established

an International Military Tribunal and other courts that prosecuted

and convicted German war criminals in the years between 1946 and

1949—the goal that the victorious powers had failed to realize after

the First World War. They did not, however, commit the obvious

mistake of equating or confusing militarism with the military; they

did not aim solely to break up the Wehrmacht of the National So-

cialist state. Rather they recognized that the militarism that had

taken hold in Germany between 1933 and 1945 had eventually in-

fused all other spheres of life in Germany—political, economic, so-

cial, and intellectual. One symptomatic indicator was the fact that

even civilian representatives of the government regularly appeared
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in public in military or military-style uniforms and adopted a corre-

sponding manner. Far more significant in terms of actual political

power was Hitler’s joining of political and military leadership in his

double role of “Fuehrer and Supreme Commander of the Armed

Forces.”

This structure of the National Socialist form of militarism ex-

plains why the accused at the Nuremberg war crimes trials were

not only soldiers but also leading representatives of all the groups

that had provided essential support to the whole system. The Wehr-

macht, or more precisely the military leadership of the Wehrmacht,

represented just one of these elites that were responsible for war

crimes, along with economic leaders, top bureaucrats, scientists, and

high-ranking members of the criminal justice system. The political

importance of the Wehrmacht could hardly be overstated, since it

did indeed represent, especially during the war years, the “second

pillar” of the regime (alongside the Nazi Party itself) of which Hit-

ler had spoken in 1933.

In the follow-on “High Command trial” of 1947–48 conducted by

the American authorities, the fourteen accused men were members

of the military leadership. They included several field marshals

along with other high-ranking officers, such as prominent troop

commanders whose achievements had been repeatedly emphasized

by National Socialist propagandists in attempts to bolster the waning

legitimization for continuing the war. There were relatively few

generals among the men, who had been selected from the previously

mentioned list of 130 drawn up by the IMT. Most of the defendants

belonged instead to the second tier of the hierarchy and could thus

be seen, in a manner of speaking, as representative of the entire mil-

itary elite—or at least that was the reasoning of the authority issu-

ing the indictments.

The accused49 were:
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Wilhelm von Leeb, born in Landsberg on the Lech in 1876,

career soldier after graduating from a classical Gymnasium,

promoted to rank of field marshal in July 1940. From the

summer of 1941 to January 1942 commander in chief of

Army Group North in the campaign against the Soviet

Union, with General Ernst Busch (Sixteenth Army), Gen-

eral Hoepner (Panzer Group 4), and Field Marshal von

Küchler (another defendant in the same trial) serving un-

der him.

Hugo Sperrle, born in Ludwigsburg in 1885, the son of a

brewery owner, completed high school. Career soldier, of-

ficer in the Luftwaffe, commander of “Legion Condor,” the

German force that participated in the Spanish Civil War.

Promoted to general in July 1940, appointed commander in

chief of Air Fleet 3 in 1941.

Georg von Küchler, born near Hanau in 1881, joined the

army after receiving his Abitur. In the campaign against the

Soviet Union was commander in chief of the Eighteenth

Army in Army Group North (under Leeb), which advanced

through the Baltic region to Leningrad. Promoted to field

marshal in June 1942, succeeded Leeb as commander in

chief of Army Group North and retained that command

until January 1944.

Johannes Blaskowitz, born in East Prussia in 1883, son of a

Protestant pastor, joined the army after high school. In the

1939 campaign against Poland he was a general and com-

mander in chief of the Eighth Army, and protested at this

point against the killings of Jews in Poland. He was named
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commander in chief of the First Army on the western

front, but Hitler never promoted him again because of the

critical memoranda he submitted during the Polish cam-

paign.

Hermann Hoth, born in Neuruppin in 1885, son of an army

staff physician. Became a soldier after his Abitur. Promoted

to general in 1940, named commander of Panzer Group 3

belonging to Army Group Center on the eastern front. Ap-

pointed commander in chief of the Seventeenth Army

(Army Group South) in October 1941, then commander in

chief of the Fourth Panzer Army in 1942–43.

Hans Reinhardt, born in Bautzen in 1887, attended a classi-

cal Gymnasium, then entered the army. In 1941 he com-

manded a panzer corps (Army Group North) that saw action

at Leningrad. Promoted to colonel-general in 1942, com-

manded the Third Panzer Army, also on the eastern front,

until he was assigned to lead Army Group North in August

1944.

Hans von Salmuth, born in Metz in 1888, son of an officer.

Attended a classical Gymnasium, then joined the army.

Commanded an army corps on the eastern front, named

commander in chief of the Second Army in July 1942, pro-

moted to general in 1943.

Karl Hollidt, born in Speyer in 1891, son of a Gymnasium

professor. After classical Gymnasium became a career sol-

dier, became commanding general of an infantry corps in

the Sixth Army (Army Group South) in 1942, promoted to

general in 1943.
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Otto Schniewind, born in Saarlouis in 1887, son of an attor-

ney and notary, attended classical Gymnasium, joined the

Imperial Navy. Promoted to admiral in 1940, chief of staff

of the Naval War Staff from 1939 to 1941 under Raeder,

commander of the fleet from 1941 to July 1944, named gen-

eral-admiral in 1944.

Karl von Roques, born in Frankfurt on the Main in 1880,

joined the army after his Abitur, commander Rear Area

(Army Group South) as a lieutenant general in 1941–42.

Hermann Reinecke, born in Wittenberg in 1888, son of an

officer, joined the army after his Abitur. Named a lieutenant

general in 1942, chief of the Armed Forces General Affairs

department in the OKW, from 1943 simultaneously chief of

the National Socialist Guidance Staff of the OKW, from

1938 to 1945 responsible for prisoners of war under Keitel.

Walter Warlimont, born in Osnabrück in 1894, attended

classical Gymnasium. Career soldier, spent some time at

university after 1918, chief of the National Defense depart-

ment in the OKW, named deputy chief of operations in the

OKW in 1942, promoted to Major general, and to lieutenant

general in 1944.

Otto Wöhler, born near Hannover in 1894, attended high

school, joined the army, named chief of the general staff of

Army Group Center in March 1942. Became a lieutenant

general and commanding general of the First Army Corps

in 1943, commander in chief of the Eighth Army in 1944

and, at the end of 1944, commander in chief of Army

Group South until virtually the end of the war.
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Dr. Rudolf Lehmann, born in Posen in 1890, son of a pro-

fessor of law. Studied law, received his doctor of laws degree

from the University of Marburg in 1920. Named presiding

judge of an appeals panel at the Reich court-martial

(Reichkriegsgericht) in 1937, chief of the legal division of

the OKW in 1938, promoted to judge advocate general of

the OKW in 1944.

It is not entirely clear how the term “High Command trial” be-

came accepted, first in Allied usage and then in general German us-

age. If one takes the service ranks of the accused as a basis, the term

is in fact misleading. Only three of the fourteen defendants actually

belonged to the OKW, namely:

General Hermann Reinecke, who was responsible for the

supervision of prisoners of war as chief of the Armed

Forces General Affairs department;

Judge Advocate General Rudolf Lehmann, chief of the

Legal Division of the OKW; and

General Walter Warlimont, deputy chief of operations in

the OKW, that is to say, the deputy of Alfred Jodl.

The other defendants in the trial were former troop leaders, that

is, commanders in chief (Oberbefehlshaber) of various armies and

army groups. And indeed the official name of the trial was not the

“High Command trial” but rather United States of America v. Wil-

helm von Leeb, et al. (Case 12).50

Although “High Command trial” became the accepted name, it

appears to have had little to do with the terminology used by the In-
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ternational Military Tribunal. Even though the tribunal had re-

jected the hypothesis that the “General Staff and High Command

of the Armed Forces” constituted a “criminal organization,” the

American prosecutor Telford Taylor and his colleagues prepared

Case 12 so as to give the impression that the fourteen defendants

were once again being placed on trial as a group representing the

Wehrmacht leadership. Perhaps this should be regarded as an at-

tempt by the Americans to achieve the collective prosecution of the

OKW that had failed in the IMT trial.51

The High Command trial ran from December 30, 1947, to Octo-

ber 29, 1948. The indictment had been presented on November 28,

1947. The defendants appeared in court at the end of December,

but the actual proceedings did not get under way until February 5,

1948. On the very same day, one of the accused, General Johannes

Blaskowitz, committed suicide, so only thirteen defendants remained

on trial before American Military Tribunal 5-A.

The court held 233 sessions in the Nuremberg Palace of Justice.52

The panel consisted of Presiding Judge John C. Young, former chief

justice of the Supreme Court of Colorado; Judge Winfield Hale, a

judge of the Appellate Court of Tennessee; and Judge Justin W.

Harding, who had already served as a judge in the “Justice Trial”

(Case 3).53 Hans Laternser served as one of the German defense at-

torneys and represented the main defendant, Field Marshal von

Leeb.54 He also coordinated the general defense for all the accused.

The judgment was announced on October 28, 1948, making it the

next to last. (The trial of Ernst von Weizsäcker went on until April

1949.)

It was characteristic of the proceedings that the prosecution could

base its accusations on a large number of documents containing

valuable evidence, which its competent and efficient staff had begun
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to assemble even before the main war crimes trial before the Inter-

national Military Tribunal (1945–46).

Just as in the IMT trial, the High Command trial turned on

charges of crimes against peace (preparation for wars of aggres-

sions), war crimes, and crimes against humanity, with the last two

predominating. The court considered in particular the criminal or-

ders drawn up by the Wehrmacht leadership, the issuance of these

orders to the troops, and the multitude of appalling war crimes that

resulted from them. It focused on the “commissar decree” of 1941

and the murder of political commissars in the Red Army to which it

led, as well as on the “commando order” of 1942. This latter order

served as the basis for the murders of Allied soldiers who had fought

as commandos, mainly on the coasts of western Europe and Greece,

and been taken prisoner by the Germans. The court also dealt with

the crimes against other prisoners of war, chiefly soldiers of the Red

Army, whose deaths after being taken captive numbered in the mil-

lions. A further charge involved the defendants’ share in the respon-

sibility for the Wehrmacht’s criminal measures against civilians in

occupied areas. Untold numbers of them had been killed by Ger-

mans or deported to Germany to perform forced labor.

In their defense, the generals on trial typically denied all personal

guilt, citing orders from above, or alleging that they had not known

of the crimes or could not remember details clearly. Not one of the

high-ranking officers showed any sign of remorse or acknowledged

that he had borne any responsibility for war crimes; only General

Blaskowitz’s suicide points in this direction.

On the charge of having planned wars of aggression and thereby

committed “crimes against peace,” all the defendants were acquit-

ted. The military tribunal did succeed in showing that many of

them had been present at the sessions in which Hitler laid out his
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plans to attack other countries. And some of them had even partici-

pated in planning the campaigns for those attacks. The IMT had

previously found Keitel and Raeder guilty of crimes against peace.

Surprisingly, however, the tribunal now found that

the acts of Commanders and Staff Officers below the policy

level, in planning campaigns, preparing means for carry-

ing them out, moving against a country on orders and fight-

ing a war after it has been instituted, do not constitute the

planning, preparation, initiation and waging of war or the

initiation of invasion that International Law denounces as

criminal.

Under the record we find the defendants were not on the

policy level, and are not guilty under Count I of the Indict-

ment.55

On the charges of having committed war crimes and crimes

against humanity under counts two and three, eleven of the defen-

dants were found guilty. Generals Warlimont and Reinecke, who

had served on the staff of Hitler’s closest military advisers, received

life sentences. Field Marshal von Küchler and Generals von Salmuth

and von Rocques were sentenced to twenty years in prison, while

Generals Reinhardt and Hoth were given sentences of fifteen years.

Judge Advocate General Lehmann and Generals Wöhler and Hol-

lidt received sentences of five to eight years, and the man after

whom the trial was officially named, General von Leeb, was given

the light sentence of three years, which was considered as served

by the end of the trial itself. Both Field Marshal Sperrle of the

Luftwaffe and Admiral Schniewind were acquitted.

The convictions resulted, as the proofs of individual guilt submit-
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ted to the tribunal showed, because the defendants had participated

in drawing up criminal orders such as those authorizing the shoot-

ings of commissars and commandos, in committing crimes against

prisoners of war and civilians, in deporting civilians from occupied

countries to perform forced labor, and either participating in or pro-

viding support for the murders of Jews in the East.

The Allies’ Concern about Possible Legends

One of the reasons for conducting the twelve follow-on trials in gen-

eral and the High Command case in particular was the Americans’

well-founded concern that, after the conclusion of the trial against

the major war criminals, dangerous myths might be created and

spread in Germany. Thus the American prosecutor Walter H. Rapp

explained during a radio interview in 1948 that the most important

effect that the High Command case was intended to produce was

“the prevention of legends.” Without the prosecution of “two or

three field marshals and a dozen or more generals,” Rapp believed,

the impression could spread in the general public, “as it appears to

have done after the First World War,” that “the generals were or are

kind, highly educated old gentlemen who would never have consid-

ered doing the kinds of things of which they were accused.” He con-

tinued, “I believe the fact that the generals’ true faces have now

been exposed and that they have been shown for what they really

are must be a great help in ensuring that in future the population

will never place blind trust in a general or expect him to bring about

the reconstruction or rebirth of Germany.”56

In fact, some circles in Germany began making efforts early on to

limit the responsibility for undeniable war crimes to the men who

had already been convicted. The war criminals who had not yet been

charged, some high-ranking officers among them, now saw an op-
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portunity to present themselves to the public as in effect exonerated

and morally rehabilitated. In retrospect one can say that fears with

respect to the creation of legends were all too justified, especially the

legend of the Wehrmacht’s “clean hands.” By the end of the 1940s,

the political winds had begun to shift in the western zones of Ger-

many to the extent that growing numbers of citizens rejected the le-

gitimacy of the war crimes trials, and a process of rehabilitating old

National Socialists and integrating them into West German society

began on a large scale, supported by a policy of cover-ups and de-

nial.57 In other words, the war crimes trials did not succeed in creat-

ing a psychological distance between the German public and the

Wehrmacht.

Keeping the Memory of War Crimes Alive

In 1948—that is to say, while the follow-on trials were still under

way—the International Military Tribunal issued instructions for a

German edition of the proceedings against the major war criminals

to be published in forty-two volumes, alongside the English, Rus-

sian, and French editions. No such procedure was instituted for the

subsequent trials conducted by the American military tribunal, in-

cluding the High Command case. The United States government

published a fifteen-volume edition in English between 1949 and

1953, known as the “Green Series,”58 which included key excerpts

from all twelve cases,59 including those involving Wehrmacht gen-

erals.60 Nevertheless, this collection remained largely unknown in

Germany.

In general it can be said that virtually no one was interested in

publishing materials from the follow-on trials in West Germany in

the 1950s. Only one of the tribunal’s documents—the judgment

against Ernst von Weizsäcker in Case 11, the “Ministries” or “Wil-
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helmstrasse” trial—was published in German in 1950.61 As far as the

High Command case is concerned, it is significant that in the period

after the war the sole book to appear was a collection of the speeches

for the defense by attorney Hans Laternser.62 Overall the lack of at-

tention to the Nuremberg follow-on trials was characteristic of the

“move on” mentality of the 1950s. The “scrupulous forgetting”63

was an essential component of the great collective repression that

Ralph Giordano has called “the Germans’ second crime.”64

The West German government’s policy of taking no notice of the

judgments handed down in the war crimes trials of the 1940s played

a not insignificant role in advancing this attitude.65 Probably in reac-

tion, and to make a political point, the East Berlin publishers Rütten

and Loenig, which had already brought out the judgment of the

IMT trial,66 began publishing all of the judgments of the follow-on

trials, beginning with Case 12 against the High Command in 1960.67

The polemical tone of its foreword owed a great deal to the Cold

War climate of that era.68 After this the High Command trial fell

into oblivion until journalist Jörg Friedrich published his massive

Das Gesetz des Krieges (The Law of War) in 1993.69 This book,

whose subtitle reads The Trial against the High Command of the

Wehrmacht, is not so much a historical study of the trial as a long es-

say that uses material from it to support and illustrate certain gen-

eral hypotheses about problems of modern warfare. Thus there is

still no German edition of the case. Generally speaking, one can say

that the High Command case needs to be rediscovered by Germans

with an interest in recent history.

The Kesselring and Manstein Trials

Just like the men indicted in Nuremberg, German generals put on

trial in other countries denied that the Wehrmacht had participated
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in any war crimes. They included the former commander in chief

Southwest, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, whom the British tried

before a military court in Venice in 1946–47. Although the Wehr-

macht committed numberless war crimes in Italy under Kesselring’s

command, the general disputed this with “unimaginable brazen-

ness” and “audacity,” claiming “that despite the gory nature of war,

German soldiers’ actions were based on humane, cultural, and eco-

nomic criteria to a degree very rarely seen in wars on this scale.”70

Kesselring even expected that the Italians would erect a monument

to him.

Kesselring’s successor as commander in chief Southwest, General

Heinrich von Vietinghoff-Scheel, also painted a falsely rosy picture

when he claimed, “Here both sides fought decently from the first

day to the last, just like in old times . . . The war in Italy ended as it

had begun and run its course: ‘fairly.’”71 Here again the claim was

raised, in a distortion of the historical record, that the Wehrmacht

had fought fairly in Italy from 1943 to 1945 despite 46,000 Italian

military internees and prisoners of war, 37,000 political deportees,

and the loss of 7,400 Jewish lives and the lives of another 16,000

Italian civilians.72

The trial of Field Marshal Erich von Manstein before a British

military court in 1949 showed—even more clearly than the High

Command case—to what extent historical truth had had to be sacri-

ficed in the meantime to the demands of the Cold War. In the politi-

cally conservative portion of the British public, but also at the liberal

and left-wing end of the spectrum, more and more voices were be-

ing raised in favor of sparing the West Germans in view of the

threatening international situation. Their wish was to go easy on

them, in the person of the prominent former field marshal, in order

to win them over to an Atlantic defensive alliance. With this politi-
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cal goal in view, many Britons were willing to draw a positive pic-

ture of the Wehrmacht against their better knowledge. Prominent

British politicians and jurists thought it appropriate to present the

Wehrmacht as an army that had fought a purely military war just

like others.73 Former prime minister Winston Churchill went so far

as to contribute to a fund so that Manstein would be able to pay two

British defense attorneys.

Ultimately two men were found to play this role who represented

what must certainly have been an optimal combination: Reginald D.

Paget, a Labor M.P. and former naval officer, and Samuel C. Silkin,

another Labor M.P. and son of the minister of agriculture, who was

also Jewish.74 With the support of the German attorneys Laternser

and Leverkuehn, who had gained experience in defending Wehr-

macht generals, Paget and Silkin shaped their pleadings along the

lines of the generals’ memorandum of 1945. The defense turned

into a “crusade” against the Allies’ humiliation of the German gen-

eral and for the cause of “saving the honor of the German Armed

Forces.” The specific features of the German war of annihilation in

eastern Europe, the aims to conquer territory, the racism and exter-

mination of Jews were played down, and the Wehrmacht’s participa-

tion in the planning and execution of this campaign was passed over.

Paget described the documents submitted to the court as showing

that, in his opinion, “the Wehrmacht displayed a large degree of re-

straint and discipline in circumstances of unimaginable cruelty.” On

the subject of the planned rearmament of West Germany, he added:

“For Germany Manstein will never be a war criminal. He is a hero

of his people and will remain one.”75

Nevertheless, the prosecution was able to demonstrate that Man-

stein agreed with the goals of the war of annihilation, and further-

more that he was informed about both the shootings of Jews and po-
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litical commissars and Wehrmacht assistance in the killings carried

out by Einsatzgruppe C. The British military court, presided over by

Lieutenant General Frank Simpson, sentenced Manstein to eighteen

years in prison. With the cooperation of the noted British military

historian Sir Basil Liddell Hart, the defense team appealed to the

British public to support a general amnesty for war crimes. Man-

stein’s sentence was reduced to twelve years in 1950, and in May

1953 he was released.76

Paget published a sympathetic account of Manstein’s military ca-

reer and trial in 1952 in a book that was also translated into Ger-

man.77 It probably helped, in both Great Britain and Germany, to so-

lidify the legend that the Wehrmacht had remained “clean.”

Finally, it should be mentioned that even the Briton perhaps best

known for his pacifism, the philosopher Bertrand Russell, struck the

same note as these politicians and jurists when he declared publicly

in Germany in 1949 that Manstein presumably deserved to be pun-

ished, but that in the existing political situation the trial was wrong.

One had to keep in mind, Russell wrote, that the victors’ war crimes

had not been punished. If Europe—meaning an anti-Soviet western

Europe—wished to regain its vigor, it would have to cooperate with

Germany. In politics it was necessary to concentrate on the future

rather than the past.78

As such comments show, the legend of the Wehrmacht’s “clean

record” was spread not just by German generals; vocal proponents of

this view came forward even in the Allied countries once the Cold

War had begun.

The Missing Debate on the Wehrmacht and the Holocaust

A topic raised explicitly neither in the IMT trial of major war crimi-

nals nor in the High Command case was the possible connection be-
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tween the Wehrmacht and the Holocaust, that is, collusion or com-

plicity in the systematic murder of some 6 million Jews in the

territory conquered by the German armed forces.79 The mass exter-

mination was investigated in Case 9 of the NMT follow-on trials

(the “Einsatzgruppen case”), but not in the trials of the military

elite.80 How can that be explained? What prompted the Allies to

hang back so noticeably in facing the question of the systematic de-

struction of the European Jews? Were they unaware of the scope of

the problem? Did they just not want to know, as the English histo-

rian Walter Laqueur speculates?81 Did this make them react with

suspicion even to firsthand information from witnesses such as Jan

Karski?

Karski was a Polish cavalry officer to whom the Polish govern-

ment in exile in London assigned the task of obtaining information

on Hitler’s plans to exterminate the Jews of Europe. Disguising

himself as a Ukrainian guard, he gained entry into the Warsaw

ghetto and Isbica Lubelska, a holding camp for the Belzec death

camp. He was an eyewitness to the misery of the starving inhabit-

ants of the ghetto and the shooting of Jews. He was later able to pass

on what he knew to both the British foreign minister Anthony Eden

and President Franklin D. Roosevelt in person, but his information

did not prompt any discernible political or military reaction.82

As we know today, the British were soon able to decipher the re-

ports being transmitted via radio from the Einsatzgruppen of the

SS to the Reich Security Main Office. In other words, they were

well informed about these groups’ murderous activities in Poland

and the Soviet Union.83 The reason why this information was kept

secret remains unexplained. Some commentators have suggested

military grounds, for if the Germans had learned that their code

had been broken, it would have been impossible to go on intercept-
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ing the enemy’s messages. Others suggest that the British govern-

ment may have been secretly in sympathy with the elimination of

Jews and Bolshevist functionaries. One question raised repeatedly in

this context is why the Western powers did not bomb the access

routes to Auschwitz. In any case, the Allies knew more than they

were prepared to admit.84 The same holds true for the Catholic

Church, which admitted its failures in this regard for the first time

in 1997.

What were the reasons why the Holocaust was to a large extent

excluded from the Nuremberg war crimes trials? Should they be

sought in American domestic politics, as Raul Hilberg conjectures?

Was the aim to prevent the still widespread discrimination against

African Americans in the United States from being connected in any

way with the Germans’ murders of Jews? Or was it to prevent the

fact from becoming known that the Allies knew about the killings

early in the war? Was it that the Allied prosecutors and judges could

not conceive that the conduct of the war and the killings of Jews

were closely connected, or that the murders could not have occurred

without the cooperation of the Wehrmacht? Or were they them-

selves taken in by the legend that, while the Wehrmacht may have

committed some war crimes, it neither knew of nor cooperated in

the specific crime against humanity that the mass murder of Jews

represented?

These questions still await investigation. For now we can only

point to the fact that while the Nuremberg trials dealt with war

crimes and crimes against civilians, the Holocaust as such was passed

over. As a result, the former Wehrmacht generals were largely

spared the task of defending themselves on the “front” of public

opinion.
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Writing History from the Wehrmacht’s Point of View

General Franz Halder and the “Historical Division”

In addition to writing briefs for the defense for the Nuremberg mili-

tary tribunal, former Wehrmacht officers had another outlet for pre-

serving their personal view of the war for posterity: they could write

history on commission for the Allies. The military historian Bernd

Wegner sheds light on the key point of this truly astonishing prac-

tice when he notes that the old saw that history is written by victors

was not borne out after 1945: “The writing of (West) German his-

tory on the Second World War, and in particular on the Russian

front, was for over two decades, and in part up to the present day—

and to a far greater extent than most people realize—the work of

the defeated.”85

The opportunity to depict their own military achievements in the

conflict was offered to German prisoners of war who had served as

officers by the Historical Division of the United States Army.86 Se-

nior and top officers who appeared suitable on the basis of their edu-

cation and experience were recruited to participate in a project to

write the history of military events during the Second World War.

None of them were trained historians except for General Waldemar

Erfurth, who had earned a doctorate in the field. In June 1946 no

fewer than 328 German officers, all prisoners of war, were writing

for the history program; most of them held the rank of general. By

March 1948 they had produced more than one thousand separate

manuscripts totaling about 34,000 pages.87 American military of-

ficials were able to persuade General Franz Halder, former chief of

the army general staff, to take on overall leadership of the project.

Halder was held in great esteem by the German officer corps. He
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was widely believed—erroneously—to have been an opponent of

Hitler, but he embodied more than any of his peers the spirit of the

Prussian and later German general staff. The reason he gave for his

willingness to cooperate with the Americans on the history program

was revealing: it was important, Halder declared, “to continue the

battle against Bolshevism.”88 Arguments in the same vein were put

forward by Admiral Dönitz, who had for a brief time succeeded Hit-

ler, and General Reinhard Gehlen, the later head of the West Ger-

man intelligence service. Serving as Halder’s deputy was General

Adolf Heusinger, who was simultaneously working in the “Gehlen

Organization,”89 and later became the first inspector general of the

Bundeswehr. Like Gehlen, Heusinger represents a strand of conti-

nuity between the Wehrmacht and the Bundeswehr. Beginning in

about 1947, the Americans running the Operational History (Ger-

man) Section and its counterpart, the Naval Historical Team, shifted

its focus from accounts of German operations during the war to

studies of the Soviet Union, a development clearly connected with

the growing tension between East and West.90

An essential component of the picture of the Wehrmacht assem-

bled by the former officers had to do with the allegedly outstanding

professional skills of the leadership and the unusual courage and en-

durance of German soldiers. In fact there was—and probably still

is—a degree of “admiration for the professionalism of the German

military among British and American forces, based on their bat-

tlefield experience”91 (in addition to revulsion at the war crimes

committed by members of the Wehrmacht leadership). This may

well represent something like professional solidarity among career

soldiers. Such admiration continued to be expressed in books by Sir

Basil Liddell Hart and a number of memoirs by British and Ameri-

can officers; it still crops up in radical right-wing circles and the
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work of apologists for the Wehrmacht when they wish to defend the

fiction of a war fought fiercely but “fairly,” against all the evidence

amassed by more critical military historians.

During his fifteen-year association with the Historical Division,

Halder expressed a preference for being addressed as “General” by

his fellow officers and acted as if he were their commanding officer

in dealing with their manuscripts. Furthermore, he laid down a ver-

sion of the political context in which the Wehrmacht had acted and

insisted that all the German officers writing for the program abide

by it:

According to [Halder’s version of events], the Wehrmacht in

general and the army leadership in particular were in effect

victims of Hitler on a historic scale, or at the very least

abused instruments of his criminal policies, which they

sought to oppose in every possible way up to and including

tyrannicide (viz. the plot of the Twentieth of July). From

this perspective the military strategy for which they were re-

sponsible appears somehow almost miraculously detached

from the political goals of the regime. When the war was not

described simply in terms of “fate” or as a necessary preven-

tive strike, it was interpreted basically ahistorically as the

work of a demonic personality—it was “Hitler’s war.” The

writers then attempted to distance themselves from it in two

different ways: first of all on a moral level, by sharply distin-

guishing the uncompromising but essentially “decent” form

of war conducted by the regular troops from the dirty and

criminal operations of the SS; and second on a technical or

professional level, by blaming all the tactical and strategic

defeats not on their own mistakes, but rather on a combina-
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tion of difficult terrain and climatic conditions on the one

hand, and Hitler’s dilettantism and stubbornness on the

other.92

This was admittedly a cleverly conceived global defense offered

by men who were personally involved and partially responsible, and

who, thanks to the support of the Allied military forces, had access

to source materials that did not become available to professional

historians until the early 1960s or even later. Halder and his ex-

Wehrmacht officers enjoyed a privileged position, although they

were themselves dilettantes in the matter of history, and the few

historians who were working on the history of the Second World

War in the 1950s were obliged to seek information from the general

and his colleagues.93 Halder, as head of the German section of the

Historical Division in Karlsruhe, could acquire “the role of a doyen

in the field of the history of the Second World War.”94 His influence

not only on authors of memoirs and historians but also on newspa-

per editors and writers of military stories was considerable.

In the work of the Historical Division the traces of the war of

annihilation for which the Wehrmacht leadership was responsible

were covered up once again. The set of instructions sent by former

Field Marshal von Küchler to his military colleagues working for the

division at the POW camp in Garmisch-Partenkirchen typifies the

way in which former high-ranking officers were allowed to shape

legends about their own institution. He directed them to obey the

following guidelines: “It is German deeds, seen from the German

standpoint, that are to be recorded; this will constitute a memorial to

our troops.” Thus, “no criticism of measures ordered by the leader-

ship” was permitted; no one could be “incriminated in any way,”

and the achievements of the Wehrmacht were to be appropriately
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highlighted.95 Censorship disguised as a “scholarly commission” en-

sured that no deviations from the guidelines occurred. The former

officers—schooled in esprit de corps, obedience, and personal loy-

alty—probably saw few difficulties in following their instructions,

particularly since the guidelines reflected their own views and fur-

thered their own interests.

One of the officers who worked in the Historical Division, former

General Geyr von Schweppenburg, confirmed that it was definitely

possible there “to allow one or the other piece of incriminating evi-

dence that could have been used at the Nuremberg trial to disappear.

The Americans even helped out.”96

Generals’ Memoirs and Adventure Stories

The decade of the 1950s in Germany was a time of rebuilding,

growing prosperity, and political stability dominated by the Cold

War and the ideology of anti-Communism, but also by the attempt

of many Germans to avoid dealing with politics and history at all.

Under these circumstances it was naturally impossible for any self-

critical review of recent history to thrive. Instead, the view of the

National Socialist era fluctuated between extremes, with a tendency

either to demonize the regime or to play down its negative side. Al-

though many Germans recognized and accepted some degree of

guilt and responsibility, denial of guilt and self-exoneration were

rife.97

A number of German officers who had occupied positions of lead-

ership during the Second World War and who afterwards worked for

one of the various historical projects sponsored by the Allies left the

preserve where they had quietly written classified studies in the

spirit of the general staff and published their own memoirs in the

1950s. They included General Franz Halder,98 Grand Admiral Karl
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Dönitz (who had been found guilty of war crimes),99 the once promi-

nent panzer commander General Heinz Guderian,100 and Field Mar-

shals Albert Kesselring101 and Erich von Manstein102 (both convicted

as war criminals by a British military court in Venice). Manstein was

still held in high esteem as a military strategist in West Germany in

the 1950s.

Other authors were General Siegfried Westphal,103 one of the

authors of the generals’ memorandum of 1945; Erwin Rommel,

commander of the German troops in Africa104; Adolf Heusinger,105

Halder’s deputy in the Historical Division and later inspector gen-

eral of the Bundeswehr; and Generals Warlimont and Greiner. Still

other Wehrmacht officers—such as Tippelskirch, Philippi, Heim,

Mellenthin, Doerr, Erfurth, and Middeldorf—became known as the

authors of uncritical studies on particular aspects of the war.106

Despite all the differences in detail, these books tend to depict

Hitler as a little corporal who interfered with the professional mili-

tary’s handling of the war.107 The title Erich von Manstein chose,

Lost Victories,108 sums it up. Given their general apologetic tone, one

is not surprised to find no mention in them at all of war crimes or

the Wehrmacht’s participation in the killings of Jews.

Bernd Wegner and others have pointed out correctly that the gen-

erals’ memoirs shaped perceptions of the Wehrmacht not just in the

decade in which they appeared; their influence has been far greater,

as a number of internationally renowned historians and journalists

adopted this favorable picture of an efficiently run force that partici-

pated in war crimes to no greater degree than other armies. In this

group Basil H. Liddell Hart, the influential British writer on mili-

tary affairs, stands out. He edited the English editions of Rommel’s

papers and Guderian’s memoirs and enthused about the professional
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abilities of Wehrmacht officers in his own publications.109 Authors

like Albert Seaton and Earl F. Ziemke, whose approach highlighted

strategy and operations, also expressed admiration for their skill and

leadership. David Irving’s work, with its more politically accentu-

ated interpretations of the Wehrmacht and National Socialism, has

also proved influential.

Omer Bartov has summed up this development by pointing out

that as a result, a number of legends have become accepted in much

of the world and among more than a few military historians in

Great Britain and the United States: that the Wehrmacht kept its

distance from the regime; that officers served their country, not the

Fuehrer, with devotion; that the generals were horrified by the

crimes of the SS and offered resistance to them; that they strictly ad-

hered to moral standards and the code of professional soldiers.110

The general tendency to repress and deny guilt also found ex-

pression in the pictorial images of the 1950s, in memoirs of the

war years, popular magazines and newspapers, youth literature, and

other books and films. Their common thread was a romantic depic-

tion of war as a great adventure for idealists and daredevils,111 evok-

ing the experience of comradeship and stressing the abuse of mil-

lions of decent soldiers by a criminal regime.112 Thus they present a

guilty Nazi leadership on one side and on the other a misled popula-

tion, including the men in the Wehrmacht. This perspective domi-

nated West German recollections of the Second World War for de-

cades. The argument of these authors offered an apology for the

Wehrmacht in the sense that the military defeat at Stalingrad in

1942–43 was declared to be the responsibility of the “demon” Hitler

or else “fated,”113 so that the armed forces were let off the hook and

declared to have “kept their hands clean.”
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The Cold War Begins

Eisenhower’s and Adenauer’s Declarations of Honor

As it turns out, two documents were more important for the self-

respect of the Wehrmacht elite and the perceptions of the German

public than the semi-acquittal by the International Military Tribu-

nal at Nuremberg—namely, the two public declarations made by the

commander in chief of NATO forces in Europe, General Dwight D.

Eisenhower, on January 23, 1951, and Federal Chancellor Konrad

Adenauer on April 5, 1951. They occurred as the result of a politi-

cally tense situation in which the governments of both the United

States and the Federal Republic of Germany knew that a West Ger-

man army would have to be built up in the foreseeable future, and

that the expertise of the former Wehrmacht elite would be indis-

pensable in creating it.

The immediate background of the declarations was the “Him-

merode Memorandum” of 1950.114 Its authors were a group of for-

mer Wehrmacht officers whom Chancellor Adenauer had invited

to a conference on military affairs held at the monastery of Him-

merode in the Eiffel. Included in their number was former General

Hermann Foertsch, who had served in the 1930s under General

Walter von Reichenau as one of the leaders responsible for indoc-

trinating the troops with National Socialist ideas. Former gener-

als Adolf Heusinger and Hans Speidel had proposed him as an

adviser for Adenauer. At the conference Foertsch—brother of Fried-

rich Foertsch, later inspector general of the Bundeswehr—was

elected to chair the “internal structure” working group.115 The of-

ficers assembled for the conference made it clear to the chancellor

that in their view a German army could be called into existence only

after representatives of the Western powers had issued a formal dec-
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laration rehabilitating the soldiers of the Wehrmacht. They de-

manded that the men who had been convicted as war criminals be

released “if they had acted only on orders and were not guilty of

any offense under the old German laws.”

General Eisenhower had previously spoken of the Wehrmacht in

very negative terms and identified it with National Socialism. A

planned stop in Germany as part of the general’s trip to Europe in

January 1951 offered an opportunity to try to win him over to a more

favorable view. Speidel and Heusinger met with Eisenhower in Bad

Homburg and persuaded him to sign a document they had prepared,

in which he declared that his earlier assessment of the Wehrmacht

had been an error. The public learned of this when Eisenhower told

reporters before boarding his return flight in Frankfurt that in his

opinion, the fact that certain individuals had committed dishonor-

able and despicable acts during the war did not affect the honor

of the great majority of German soldiers and officers. As he had

told the chancellor and the other gentlemen with whom he had spo-

ken the evening before, Eisenhower continued, he had become con-

vinced that a real difference existed between German soldiers and

officers as such and Hitler and his criminal gang.116

Shortly thereafter, on April 5, 1951, Chancellor Adenauer made a

similar declaration on the occasion of a debate in the Bundestag on

Article 131 of the Basic Law (the provisional West German constitu-

tion). While his statement did not rehabilitate the Wehrmacht as a

whole, it officially restored the honor of those soldiers “who had not

been guilty of any offense.”117

These official statements may be regarded as marking the end of

the postwar period as a time of humiliation, impotence, and a lack

of professional opportunities for the former Wehrmacht elite. Now

the highest political representative of the Federal Republic and the
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highest military representative of the Western alliance had made

their peace with the very same generals whose influence the victors

of the Second World War had wanted to destroy permanently—or so

it must have appeared to the generals themselves. It was not so much

the publicly heralded normalization of political and economic con-

ditions—the currency reform of 1948, the founding of the Federal

Republic in 1949, or the beginning of the “economic miracle”—

that signaled the end of the postwar period for the military, but

rather the rehabilitation of their profession. This step, in turn, cre-

ated the foundations for West German rearmament. Simultaneously,

and on a parallel track, Article 131 was inserted into the Basic Law,

which ensured that former career soldiers were entitled to pensions

and benefits like civil servants of the old regime.118

Adenauer’s Policy on Dealing with the Past

The contemporary historian Norbert Frei has described with consid-

erable precision how the legend of the Wehrmacht’s “clean hands”

was created in the 1950s.119 In a 1997 article for the news magazine

Der Spiegel titled “Everyday Horror,” he investigated the particular

question of how the Wehrmacht was depicted in the Adenauer era

not in the memoirs of those involved or in publications for mass au-

diences, but in official policy.120

The following scene which Frei describes can be considered char-

acteristic of the political atmosphere in West Germany in the early

1950s. In the fall of 1952 two convicted German war criminals man-

aged to escape from the Werl penitentiary. One of them, Wilhelm

Kappe, had been sentenced to life imprisonment by the British for

shooting a Russian prisoner of war. When Kappe turned up at the

house of relatives in the north German town of Aurich, the local

party chairman of the Social Democrats, a fish merchant by the
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name of Wilhelm Heidepeter, notified the police. The fugitive was

able to escape again, confident of support from the population and

the press. Heidepeter, however, received threats in the wake of his

“denunciation.” Residents of the town gathered in front of his

house armed with clubs and carrying a banner declaring, “This is

where the traitor lives,” and shattered the front window of his shop.

Fortunately Heidepeter had already fled, so he was not present when

his fellow Social Democrats stripped him of his party offices and ini-

tiated proceedings to expel him. Not one voice was raised in the

press in his defense. In other words, the vast majority of the popula-

tion retained the nationalistic attitudes inculcated in them earlier.

Not only did they not accept the verdict that war crimes had been

committed, but also they expressed solidarity with those who had

been convicted, protected them, and demanded their release, prefer-

ably in the form of a general amnesty. The press and politicians

joined in the chorus for the most part, with few deviations.

Representatives of the powers occupying Germany were forced

from time to time to remind the German public that there had after

all been some reason why people had been convicted and imprisoned

as war criminals; the procedure had not been entirely random. In

this case the British High Commissioner Sir Ivone Kirkpatrick felt

compelled to remind them that almost all the men and women in

question had been found guilty of participating in the murder or

torture of Allied citizens in slave labor camps or concentration

camps.

Germans apparently lacked the awareness that wrongs had been

committed, however, having long since become accustomed to speak-

ing of “so-called war criminals” and demanding their release. Al-

ready by the end of 1950 the American High Commissioner John

McCloy had received death threats because he refused to pardon the
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war criminals in the Landsberg penitentiary (the prison where con-

victed war criminals were held) who had been sentenced to death.

McCloy was appalled that the Germans would not recognize the

enormity of what had taken place.

In fact, there existed a broad consensus across party lines in West

Germany about how the past should be dealt with, for now and in

the future. The demand, expressed in a threatening tone, was that it

was “time to close the chapter.” It is amazing to see how much en-

ergy and determination were invested in the founding years of our

republic in nipping the investigation of Nazi crimes and war crimes

in the bud. And it is fascinating and frightening to see how the

war generation virtually cemented over its past and made outraged

claims of innocence the norm. The most disturbing aspect of this

process is the solidarity that developed between those who had

merely gone along or not protested and the true war criminals, for in

the case of the great majority this cannot be explained by self-inter-

est. Norbert Frei concludes that it must represent “an indirect ad-

mission of the entire society’s enmeshment in National Socialism.”

The West German hysteria over the war criminals in the early 1950s

amounted to a “secondary confirmation” of the fascist social com-

munity.

Between 1949 and 1954 a number of groups represented the in-

terests of Germans with ties to the crimes of the National Socialist

past in domestic policy debates; they included influential veterans’

and soldiers’ organizations and also the churches. The political par-

ties then took up the issue, followed by the federal government, in-

cluding the “notorious civilian” Konrad Adenauer, and the national

print media. Among the important steps in the process of exonerat-

ing the perpetrators were the “Federal Amnesty” of 1949, the rec-
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ommendations of the Bundestag on ending the de-Nazification pro-

gram in 1950, the “paragraph 131 law” of 1951, and the second

“exemption from punishment” law of 1954. All these measures and

administrative decisions connected with them were directed at the

same goals, namely, commutation of prison sentences and the full

reintegration of millions of former Nazi Party members into society.

With regard to the efforts to rehabilitate members of the Wehr-

macht leadership, it should be noted that German politicians en-

tered into a virtual competition for veterans’ votes in 1950–51. These

voters were courted in the run-up to rearmament. During the cam-

paign, in the summer of 1953, Chancellor Adenauer made a highly

publicized visit to the British prison for war criminals at Werl. This

gesture contributed to the victory of the coalition parties of the

Adenauer government, which emerged from the election with a

two-thirds majority in the Bundestag.

Between 1950 and 1955 the drive to limit responsibility for the

war and the crimes of the National Socialist regime to Hitler and a

small clique of “major war criminals” had considerable success.

Other Germans considered themselves to have been “seduced” by

their political machinations, a status that, if looked at in the proper

light, included them among the “victims.” This denial of reality

made possible the reintegration of the old National Socialist elite

into German society. By the end of the 1950s, the idea of the gener-

als’ innocence was firmly established in people’s minds. As Norbert

Frei put it: “When the Americans closed Landsberg in 1958, the ma-

jority of Germans, who had never accepted the fact of the Wehr-

macht’s participation in the war of annihilation, had long since

moved on. What was alive was the legend that it had been an ‘ordi-

nary war’—an epic tale of honor regarding the Wehrmacht’s ‘clean
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hands,’ which permitted millions of German veterans to honor the

memory of their fallen comrades and to find meaning in the hard-

ships and personal sacrifice of their own military service.”121

Wehrmacht Crimes, the Justice System,
and the Statute of Limitations

The German justice system did not make any particular effort to

bring criminals from the National Socialist era to trial either. As

far as Wehrmacht officers are concerned, the record could not be

clearer: “From 1952 to 1959 there were almost no investigations of

members of the Wehrmacht, let alone trials and convictions. The

few cases pending were disposed of by invoking the law of July 17,

1954, guaranteeing ‘exemption from punishment.’”122

A new impulse to prosecute Nazi crimes actively came from the

“Einsatzgruppen trial” that took place in the city of Ulm in 1958.123

It brought to light the fact that “many terrible National Socialist

crimes, especially those committed in the East, had not been dealt

with by the courts at all.”124 Alarmed by this information, the minis-

ters of justice in the German federal states decided in October 1958

to create a Central Bureau for the Prosecution of National Socialist

Crimes in the city of Ludwigsburg. In the succeeding decades the

prosecutors working for this bureau succeeded in assembling a valu-

able body of documentation that historians have consulted in grow-

ing numbers. Whether their work was successful in legal terms is

another question.

In any event, to my knowledge the German justice system did not

convict a single Wehrmacht officer of war crimes or crimes con-

nected with the National Socialist regime. How is this fact, which

reflects little credit on the system, to be explained? One could as-

242 the wehrmacht



sume that the authorities in Ludwigsburg held back because the

image of the “Wehrmacht with clean hands” was already firmly es-

tablished in the minds of the West Germans; in this view, the prose-

cutors were unwilling to challenge the prevailing mood—that a

line had been drawn under the past and people had moved on. Over-

all such a suspicion is not justified, however. The prosecutors from

the Ludwigsburg bureau conducted solid investigations and pursued

their task of picking up where the Nuremberg trials had left off and

exposing National Socialist crimes with diligence.125

They did so under very particular conditions established by the

politicians, however. The agreement concluded by the ministers of

justice authorized the Central Bureau to investigate National Social-

ist crimes but not war crimes. This terminology drew a distinction

between types of offenses that led to many problems as time passed,

with political implications that have not been entirely clarified up to

the present day. In any event, the specific assignment given to the

Central Bureau was to investigate killings of civilians committed

during the Second World War outside actual combat operations. The

former head of the bureau, Adalbert Rückerl, interpreted the word-

ing to mean that “the primary focus was to be on concentration

camps, forced labor camps, and ghettos, as well as on the acts com-

mitted by special commandos and Einsatzgruppen of the Security

Police and SD that qualified as murder or manslaughter.” As for the

investigation of genuine war crimes committed by members of the

armed forces, the Ludwigsburg prosecutors were authorized to pro-

ceed only if they were “inseparably connected with crimes commit-

ted on the basis of National Socialist ideology.”126 In 1965, seven

years after the founding of the bureau, new guidelines were agreed

upon. Once again they contained an explicit statement that the bu-

reau’s competency did not extend to investigating war crimes.127
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In distinguishing between “National Socialist crimes” and “war

crimes,” the intention was apparently to identify and charge those

associated with the extermination programs aimed at European Jews

as well as the Sinti and Roma Gypsy groups, which were based on

ideology and essentially carried out by the SS, but not to pursue the

members of the Wehrmacht who were responsible, for example, for

allowing more than 3 million Soviet prisoners of war to starve to

death. The underlying assumption or claim was that as a rule, no

inseparable connection existed between the war crimes of Wehr-

macht soldiers and their political convictions. At the time, politicians

clearly considered it possible—or at least politically desirable—to

draw a clear line between the two types of crimes and the two orga-

nizations, since a set of beliefs about the differing moral qualifica-

tions of the SS and Wehrmacht had long since established itself in

the public consciousness.

Rückerl’s successor was Alfred Streim, a senior prosecutor who

died in 1996. Streim reported that the Central Bureau did in fact

look into the actions of Wehrmacht soldiers, based on the legal prin-

ciple that all known crimes had to be investigated. They opened

“more than one thousand investigations on a large number of mem-

bers of the former Wehrmacht, particularly the army,” and passed

the results on to the appropriate criminal authorities. “In no case”

did this lead to an indictment. “The cases were closed because of a

lack of evidence or the expiration of the statute of limitations, or be-

cause the defendant had died.”128 Streim noted, in very circumspect

language, that “the reasons were not necessarily always ones with

which we would have concurred,” and further that “the reasons

given for closing cases or not issuing an indictment were some-

times unconvincing and in a few cases grounds for considerable con-

cern.” He concluded that crimes by members of the regular armed
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forces had not been pursued further “largely for political reasons.”129

Streim thus reported more openly than his predecessor Rückerl that

in this area political considerations and influences played a particu-

lar role—the details of which remain unknown to us today.

Presumably, as Rückerl hinted, an influential network of people

operated behind the scenes, with great determination and success, to

achieve the goal of amnesty for members of the Wehrmacht.130 The

historian Ulrich Herbert discusses the subject in his biography of a

presumed key figure, Werner Best.131 When many efforts began in

the early 1960s to bring Nazi perpetrators to trial, Herbert reports, a

central question arose: Who was responsible for the mass crimes of

the regime in a legal sense? An important decision on this point was

handed down in 1963 by the Federal Supreme Court in Germany in

the case of a KGB agent named Bogdan Stashinsky, who was con-

victed of having assassinated two Ukrainian nationalists in Munich

in 1956. The court found that Stashinsky was not guilty of murder,

however; rather he had acted as an accomplice of the man who had

given the orders to kill the two men, namely, the chief of the KGB

in Moscow, and had thus acted merely as an abettor. In a parallel de-

velopment, it became standard practice in the prosecution of crimes

committed during the Third Reich to regard only Hitler, Himmler,

and Heydrich as “chief National Socialist perpetrators” and the

members of the SS, the Waffen SS, and the police who had carried

out the mass murders in the East as “abettors.” This juristic con-

struction enabled courts to classify the actual perpetrators as “acces-

sories to murder,” and instead of being condemned to life in prison

the defendants received far milder sentences.

Since the Nazi era perpetrators who had not yet been brought to

trial were now likely to be charged and convicted, they continued to

use their considerable influence to try to make the existing laws
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more favorable. Their demand for a general amnesty had to be

dropped in view of the negative international reaction. Instead they

sought solutions that would provide the widest possible amnesty

without the effect becoming immediately apparent to the outside

world. The main figures in developing this strategy were an attor-

ney from Bonn named Lohmann, who had already acted as a de-

fense attorney in several trials, and Werner Best, Heydrich’s former

deputy at the Reich Security Main Office, who in the 1960s was co-

ordinating the defense strategy of the men who had already been

charged. At the beginning of January 1963 Lohmann wrote to Best,

setting forth a plan that he had clearly been working on for some

time:

Lohmann began by pointing out the judgment that the Fed-

eral Supreme Court had just handed down in the Stashinsky

case, which deviated from prior verdicts of German criminal

courts in recent years in suggesting that even so-called “Na-

tional Socialist perpetrators” could be charged only as acces-

sories if they had not acted on their own initiative. It would

be a smart move politically, Lohmann noted, if the responsi-

ble bodies would issue a partial amnesty for all such perpe-

trators who had acted on orders from above and would thus

now have to be legally characterized as “accessories” . . . At

the same time it would be feasible to block any possible out-

cry from abroad about not dealing with the past by noting

that the amnesty was only partial.132

Lohmann’s calculation was that such a partial amnesty for those who

had been “accessories to murder” actually amounted to a general

amnesty in disguise.
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In his letter to Best, Lohmann also mentioned the Wehrmacht,

observing that recent trials had revealed the extent to which the

armed forces had participated in the National Socialist extermina-

tion campaigns. That is, the documents collected by the defense

attorneys in the trials up to the present time showed “that the or-

ders regarding the extermination of Jews and partisans were issued

through Wehrmacht channels. If one were to apply the standards of

the Ludwigsburg Central Bureau to the former members of the

Wehrmacht and current members of the Bundeswehr, it would be

necessary to indict a huge number of people, and the Bundeswehr

would be gravely discredited both at home and abroad.”133 Lohmann

saw in this a way to exert pressure on the German government. If

the government were prepared to accept a “partial amnesty,” then it

could help avoid a future “avalanche of trials” against members of

the Bundeswehr. Lohman noted that some influential people in po-

litical circles took the same view: “Gehlen’s office regarded the or-

ders collected [by the defense attorneys] as a potential bombshell.

I’m told Gehlen himself intends to take the matter up with the

chancellor and propose that the Ludwigsburg project be shut down.”

Lohmann also reported that Franz Josef Strauss, the former defense

minister, had criticized the National Socialist trials very outspo-

kenly—off the record. More support could be counted on. He ended

his letter by asking Best to take over “strategic leadership” in the

matter, something that would naturally have to be done behind the

scenes.

It is obvious that this political strategy was designed to frustrate

the activities of the Central Bureau in Ludwigsburg. The document

discovered by Ulrich Herbert was extremely sensitive politically, for

at least three reasons:

1. We learn from lawyers who had specialized in defending war
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criminals that Wehrmacht officers who had been taken on by the

Bundeswehr were implicated in National Socialist crimes during the

Second World War.

2. We learn further that the prosecutors of the Central Bureau

in Ludwigsburg were clearly in the process of investigating such

crimes committed by Wehrmacht officers and that an influen-

tial group of politicians, civil servants at the German intelligence

agency, and attorneys were discussing how to prevent the disclosure

of such offenses. The document informs us that Reinhard Gehlen, a

former general in the Wehrmacht and at that time head of the Fed-

eral Intelligence Service, intended to talk with Chancellor Adenauer

and propose that he put a stop to the Ludwigsburg investigations.

3. The consistently defensive behavior of the German justice sys-

tem, after the founding of the Ludwigsburg bureau, with regard to

the war crimes of Wehrmacht officers appears in a new light. Refer-

ences to the fact that the general public was firmly convinced of the

Wehrmacht’s innocence at the time do not provide a sufficient an-

swer to the question of why the judiciary, both up to the Central Bu-

reau’s creation in 1958 and afterwards, convicted not one officer

of the Wehrmacht.134 The prosecutors in Ludwigsburg were by no

means guided by the widespread attitude that it was time to draw a

line under the past and move on. But on the other side was an influ-

ential network of people pursuing the goal of obtaining passage of a

law that would grant amnesty to members of the armed forces.

The details of Best’s efforts remain unknown.135 But in the years

that followed it became evident that a statute of limitations for mur-

der was not achievable politically and that no majority would be

found in the German Bundestag in favor of an amnesty for National

Socialist perpetrators, particularly after the Social Democrats joined

the governing “grand coalition” in 1966. From the perspective of
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the perpetrators’ defense counsel, the situation now presented the

following challenge: “If the desired aim was to shut down a large

number of the investigations and proceedings against National So-

cialist perpetrators, then a legal construction would have to be found

of a kind that would prevent both the majority in the Bundestag and

the Social Democratic leadership at the Federal Ministry of Justice

from realizing what was actually at stake.”136

Pushing through such a measure was of course possible, it must

be said by way of explaining this political detective story, only be-

cause the group of defense attorneys had contacts among top of-

ficials at the Ministry of Justice who shared their views and were

thus prepared to work toward the same goal under the political ra-

dar. Apparently it was Dr. Eduard Dreher, a high-level civil servant

at the ministry, who hit upon the trick that would enable them to

achieve it without causing an uproar. In 1968 a prefatory bill to the

Misdemeanors Bill was introduced in the Bundestag for no dis-

cernable reason. Essentially it had to do with traffic misdemeanors,

but under a misleading heading it contained a substantial revision

of the article of the German criminal code that dealt with the of-

fense of acting as an accessory to murder.

Neither the top political appointees at the Ministry of Justice nor

the elected members of the Bundestag spotted the legal bombshell

lurking within the new version, namely, that it established a statute

of limitations of fifteen years for this offense. In one stroke it re-

moved the possibility of prosecuting all crimes committed during

the Third Reich that fell into this category, since under the new law

the statute of limitations for them had expired.137 The news maga-

zine Der Spiegel was the first to expose the disaster, in an article

published in January 1969. In Rückerl’s view irreparable harm had

been done. One newspaper estimated that as a result nearly 90 per-
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cent of all National Socialist murders would go unpunished.138 It also

meant that former Wehrmacht officers who had been approved by a

board of review in the mid-1950s and had taken up leading positions

in the newly founded Bundeswehr were protected from prosecution.

They included Hans Poeppel, the three-star general who was the

subject of a 1983 article by the American historian Christopher R.

Browning that connected him with the German war crimes perpe-

trated in Serbia in 1941.139
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c h a p t e r s i x

A Taboo Shatters

Historical Research

Critical Military Historians and Their Work

In the 1950s historians in West Germany, especially those at uni-

versities, paid very little attention to the Second World War, and

even less to the Wehrmacht. It was for this reason that the former

German generals who wrote down their version of its history under

the roof of the American Historical Division could exercise a deci-

sive influence on the subject. Some of them also published mem-

oirs characterized by a desire to justify themselves and whitewash

the Wehrmacht. In their accounts for the United States military—

which was particularly interested in the Germans’ experience of the

Soviet Red Army’s tactics—the Wehrmacht officers drew mainly on

their personal recollections. Sometimes the Americans made origi-

nal sources, that is, the Wehrmacht’s own records, available to them,

thereby placing them at a considerable advantage over other re-

searchers.

When the Wehrmacht files were returned to Germany by the

Americans and British in the early 1960s and placed in the German
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Federal Archives–Military Archives, conditions were created that

enabled scholars to probe the history of the Wehrmacht. Works pub-

lished during the 1960s—such as Andreas Hillgruber’s book Hitlers

Strategie (Hitler’s Strategy), the reports by Helmut Krausnick and

Hans-Adolf Jacobsen on the commissar decree and the concentration

camp system, and the books on the Wehrmacht by Manfred Messer-

schmidt and Klaus-Jürgen Müller published in 1969—brought im-

portant advances in our knowledge of the field.1 The 1970s and

1980s saw publication of the studies by Christian Streit and Alfred

Streim on the fate of Soviet prisoners of war in German custody and

a series of monographs by the historians of the Military History Re-

search Institute, which is funded by the German Federal Ministry of

Defense. They covered the war of extermination in the East, and

German war crimes in Yugoslavia, Greece, and Italy. The research

of the Austrian historian Walter Manoschek uncovered the crimes

of the Wehrmacht in Serbia.2

In the early 1980s Manfred Messerschmidt, chief historian of the

institute, summarized research on the Wehrmacht up to that time

and discussed the problems of creating a military tradition given the

current state of knowledge.3 His conclusion: “The campaign against

the Soviet Union, like all other German military undertakings after

1939, had the character of a war of aggression, with all the wrong-

fulness that suggests. But beyond that it must be regarded as a crimi-

nal event planned with the cooperation of the army, Luftwaffe,

navy, and Wehrmacht leaders; it represents the absolute nadir of

German military history.”4 The criminal orders of the Wehrmacht

leadership and the anti-Semitic statements of high-ranking soldiers

acquired crucial significance, Messerschmidt found, in the context

of questions about the connections between the Wehrmacht and the

Bundeswehr: “They reflect the zenith of a development undergone
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by the German national state when the conservative and nationalis-

tic traditions of a military state were combined with components of

racial ideology and ethnicity.”5

These findings painted a picture of the Wehrmacht based on

scholarly research that utterly contradicted the existing legend. Was

it possible, in the light of these new insights, to cling to the old sug-

arcoated version, or did they call for a critical revision? In Messer-

schmidt’s own view (which had political consequences at the time)

the answer was: “Possibilities for identification with the attitudes,

existence, and campaigns of the Wehrmacht should be inconceiv-

able for the Bundeswehr. The primacy of politics in the parliamen-

tary democracy cannot be compared with the Wehrmacht’s position

within the ‘ethnic community.’ Any links to soldierly virtues of the

Wehrmacht or individual members of it cannot ignore the question

of whether such virtues were consciously exercised or blindly de-

voted to serving National Socialism and Hitler.”6

Research on the Holocaust and Military History

Scholarly research on the Holocaust has not come to an end yet—far

from it. Among other things, the Goldhagen debate in 1996 over the

motives of the perpetrators7 revealed that crucial questions have not

been answered satisfactorily. Maybe they have not even been asked

yet. Goldhagen’s thesis—that a widespread “eliminationist anti-

Semitism” allowed the Holocaust to become a “national project”—

was received critically for the most part by German historians. The

general public’s reception of his ideas, however, showed that he had

clearly been able to fill an existing vacuum. Perhaps the rejection of

his thesis also needs to be considered and interpreted in the larger

context of a discussion of our current political culture, which has re-

mained unsettled since the historians’ debate of 1986.8
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In other words, “research on the National Socialist persecution of

Jews still presents one of the great challenges of contemporary his-

toriography.”9 It can hardly be said that German historians were out

in front on this topic in the first few decades after the Second World

War;10 rather the Americans and Israelis took the lead, and West

German scholars did not enter the international debate until the end

of the 1970s.11 And then it is noticeable that they have tended to ex-

clude the role of the Wehrmacht. Christian Streit and Alfred Streim

were the first to discuss the treatment of Soviet prisoners of war in

their books, and Helmut Krausnick and Hans-Heinrich Wilhelm

opened up the subject of the Einsatzgruppen—two particular as-

pects of the history of the Wehrmacht that historians had avoided

up to that time. Nevertheless, they did not deal with the question of

whether the Wehrmacht was involved in the murder of the Euro-

pean Jews in certain cases, and if so, what form that involvement

took. Dieter Pohl notes that “the separation of the subject of the

persecution of the Jews from other areas of policy” was characteris-

tic of Holocaust research until the 1980s, and this observation is par-

ticularly true with regard to the Wehrmacht. Only gradually was the

Wehrmacht’s share in the Holocaust exposed, Pohl writes, citing

Manoschek’s work on Serbia and the volume edited by the Hamburg

Institute for Social Research, The German Army and Genocide.12

In a recent research article on the Holocaust, Gerd R. Ueberschär

notes that the “criminal orders” given to regular soldiers “reveal a

high degree of responsibility, involvement, and participation of the

military leadership in this extermination campaign.13 He further

emphasizes, with reference to the work of Manfred Messerschmidt

and Omer Bartov, “that the Wehrmacht was permeated with Na-

tional Socialist ideology and propaganda about the total annihilation

of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ by so-called ‘Aryans’ and the ‘master race,’
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and that Wehrmacht commanders had no scruples about cooperat-

ing with the criminal extermination campaign of the National So-

cialist regime.”14 And finally, the armed forces themselves played an

active role in this campaign, as Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Gross-

man’s Black Book has shown.15

The Israeli historian Omer Bartov, who now teaches in the United

States, has recognized the undeniable achievements of the critical

wing of West German military historians, but he also reproaches

them for their omissions: “Even in confronting sensitive political,

ideological, and conceptual issues, they have . . . failed seriously to

address some of the most difficult and potentially explosive ques-

tions, such as . . . the involvement of the army in the Holocaust.”16

His criticism is directed in particular at the series Germany and the

Second World War by the members of the Military History Research

Institute. It also takes up the warning issued by the well-known Ger-

man historian Andreas Hillgruber in 1985.17 He pointed out during a

conference on the build-up to the decision to murder the European

Jews that the campaign against the Jews had to be regarded as a gen-

uine part of the Second World War and could not be described as a

separate event. In the eyes of a large number of National Socialist

leaders, the war served as a means of altering the racial balance of

Europe. The physical extermination of the Jews in Europe was in-

tended to bring about a decisive advance in the “racial revolution”

and give permanence to the goal of German world power.18

Those familiar with research developments in the field will have

to admit that such criticism is justified, at least in part. Military his-

torians have in fact devoted far too little attention to the forms of

participation (which no doubt varied from region to region) in the

murder of the Jews. They did, however, make one contribution that

should not be overlooked, namely, to investigate and document the
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origins of the orders later characterized as “criminal” and through

them the Wehrmacht leadership’s undeniable responsibility for a

war that became a criminal undertaking. When the generals re-

ferred in their orders to “Bolsheviks, Jews, commissars, and inferior

races,” they also spoke of the necessity of exterminating them, send-

ing soldiers down the fateful path that made the Holocaust possible.

Too little research has been done to date on the practical aspects

of the extermination campaign. A generation of younger historians

has taken up this subject in recent years and begun to produce a

number of studies showing how this campaign proceeded in various

regions, based on empirical evidence and with little emphasis on

moral judgments. Some of their results were presented in a lecture

series at the University of Freiburg in the winter of 1996–97.19

Walter Manoschek reported on the persecution and murder of Jews

in Serbia; Christoph Dieckmann and Thomas Sandkühler covered

Lithuania and Galicia, respectively,20 while Dieter Pohl spoke on Po-

land under the “General Government,” and Christian Gerlach on

White Russia.21 The framework was the same for all of these cases,

in that each region had first been conquered by the Wehrmacht, and

then placed under an administration run by the occupiers.

With the exception of Manoschek’s work on Serbia and Gerlach’s

on White Russia, none of these studies focuses on the Wehrmacht

and its share in the mass executions. Nevertheless, the Wehrmacht is

always present, for as the regional studies make clear, to a far greater

extent than had previously been realized, there was close coopera-

tion in the occupied countries between the various German organi-

zations and authorities, that is, the civil administration, labor offices,

regional SS and police forces, economic administrators, and also the

Wehrmacht.22 Despite all the regional differences, it can be estab-

lished that in each place the killings of Jews acquired their own
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dynamic;23 there were no precise orders from above on how to pro-

ceed, but only general instructions that left a great deal open to in-

terpretation by troops “on the ground.”24 Nowhere did the Wehr-

macht act as a brake, but on the contrary, it developed significant

drives of its own, as in Serbia and White Russia.

Until recently, military historians who worked on the Wehrmacht

in the Second World War and historians of the Holocaust pursued

their topics independently of each other. The reasons why this was

so, and the degree to which specific interests and happenstance

played a role, are still worthy of consideration today. In any event,

the separation of these two tracks once more reinforced the impres-

sion that the military pursued its own war, and the murder of Jews

was the “dirty business” of the SS and its Einsatzgruppen. The new

approaches I have described, which shed light on the cooperation of

German occupying authorities in a given region, are guided by the

desire not to repeat this mistake.

Perceptions of the Wehrmacht in the Bundeswehr

The Significance of History in Legitimizing the Military

The question of how officers of the Bundeswehr (founded in 1955)

perceived the Wehrmacht is naturally of particular interest, since—

if we follow chronology and leave aside all political implications—

the latter was its direct predecessor as an institution. No other fed-

eral institution in West Germany was as intimately connected with

its history. No one could overlook the fact that both were staffed to

a considerable extent by the same people: the officers approved by

the commission to build up the new force had all served in the

Wehrmacht.25 Such continuity in personnel and the simultaneous

wish of politicians to distance themselves from the Wehrmacht as
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an institution gave rise to an ongoing disagreement for decades

about the kinds of tradition the Bundeswehr ought to recognize.26

For the generation of officers who founded the Bundeswehr, the

Wehrmacht was not merely another topic on which reasonable peo-

ple could disagree; it was a piece of their own biography and out-

look.

The desire to cling to perceptions of a “clean” Wehrmacht that

had fought bravely and effectively was connected directly with Ger-

man career soldiers’ self-image, since the military, far more than

other professions, tends to derive its legitimacy—its right to exist—

from history. Soldiers see the necessity of their profession as based

on historical experience, on the fact that there have “always” been

wars, and for that reason no country can do without soldiers and or-

ganized preparations for war. In their view, an orientation based on

the past and derived from a country’s military traditions can further-

more build a sense of personal confidence and a knowledge of how

to behave in challenging situations.27

This was the thinking of German generals not just in the Kaiser’s

time and the National Socialist era;28 some hold that belief even to-

day. During the Persian Gulf war of 1991, for example, one major

general in the Bundeswehr complained that German society had a

generally bad attitude toward war. He informed his readers that

“the real thing” was not peace, “no matter how convincing and also

appealing that may seem at first glance. The real thing is war, and

the Basic Law is quite definite on that point. The task assigned to

the Bundeswehr by the [German] constitution is defense, pure and

simple, not peace.” The author, Johann Adolf, Count Kilmansegg,

supported this view with a general justification of war based on his-

tory. Wars occurred, he wrote, “because this world is as it is, good

and bad, peaceful and violent, just and unjust.” And this would
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remain so for all time, “since war, violence, death, and injustice can-

not be abolished forever through a single great moral and political

effort.”29

In such a context the enormous sensitivity of the topic of history

for the German military, in both emotional and intellectual terms,

becomes understandable. Or to put it the other way around: any-

one threatening to take their history away from German career

soldiers—for instance, by destroying the retouched legends of the

Wehrmacht—is pulling the rug out from under them, so to speak.

The persistence of most West German military professionals in

clinging to perceptions of the Wehrmacht that are at least not fun-

damentally negative can be explained to a considerable extent by

these circumstances.

Since the 1960s the proponents of top officers in the Bundeswehr

who subscribe to these views and hence to the Wehrmacht as a form

of role model have been known as “traditionalists.”30 They have con-

stituted a majority opposed by a small group of “reformers” led by

Wolf Count von Baudissin, whose goal was to make a fresh start.

Favorable Perceptions in the Early Years of the Bundeswehr

When the Bundeswehr was founded in 1955, the West German pub-

lic had already embraced a largely favorable image of the Wehr-

macht, in developments I have already described.31 People wanted to

put the past and its burdens behind them and enjoy the material

blessings emerging from the “Economic Miracle.” It was in such an

atmosphere that the Bundeswehr was built up. The soldiers had a

few central points of historical and political orientation that, in a

manner of speaking, provided an ideological foundation for the or-

ganization in its formative years.32 They included the traditional per-

ception of the Soviet Union (or Communism) as an enemy and a

A Taboo Shatters 259



positive—or at least not totally negative—perception of the Wehr-

macht. The “traditionalists” among the officers who had served in

the Wehrmacht themselves passed on these favorable associations to

succeeding generations. Their belief that the two armies should be

linked by an unbroken tradition led to a certain number of deci-

sions with consequences that still occupy the Bundeswehr today. The

names given to army bases are a case in point. In the build-up phase,

the leaders of the Bundeswehr chose them from a list assembled by

the Wehrmacht on instructions from Hitler in 1937–38. At that time

Hitler was conducting his campaign to rename bases,33 which in ret-

rospect must be interpreted as part of the ideological campaign to

prepare for the coming war; some two hundred new military bases

were built and named after battles and heroes of the “Great War”

of 1914–1918. These same names were now adopted by the Bundes-

wehr.34

While the connection to the Wehrmacht was somewhat indirect

in this instance, there were other cases in which the troop com-

manders of the early years did not hesitate to name a rather large

number of army bases after generals of the Wehrmacht. It should

be noted that the creation of such links to the Wehrmacht stemmed

not from instructions issued by the federal minister of defense but

rather from initiatives within the army; at the outset the ministry

had given the army leaders a free hand on such questions, and

they proceeded to demonstrate how they felt about the Wehrmacht.

Among the officers who had served Hitler loyally and were now sig-

nally honored by the Bundeswehr one finds General Werner von

Fritsch, Colonel Werner Mölders, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel,

Brigadier General Adalbert Schulz, General Hasso von Manteuffel,

General Eduard Dietl, and General Ludwig Kübler.35

The fact that this list includes anti-Semites, men who had been
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committed Nazis from day one, and war criminals either was appar-

ently unknown to the responsible troop commanders or—as is more

likely—carried no particular weight with them. The determination

to retain their names even decades later, when information on their

ideology and actions had long since become available, reveals the

enormous influence of the traditionalists within the Bundeswehr.

(One need only think of the battle over Camp Dietl in Füssen,

locally dubbed the “Seven Years’ War.”)36 Occasionally the mili-

tary leaders attempted to make local politicians—who apparently

knew little history except the military variety—responsible for the

choices; this merely shows that the necessary sensitivity to the past

was lacking in those circles as well.

The Reformers

For the circle of reformers around Wolf Count von Baudissin, the

goal was to risk a genuinely new beginning with the Bundeswehr

and set up a military force that would identify itself with parlia-

mentary democracy.37 In their view, German military history from

the founding of the empire in 1871 in general, and the history of the

Wehrmacht in particular, offered very little material as a starting

point. Baudissin took the stance that the Bundeswehr should not fol-

low in the footsteps of either the Reichswehr or the Wehrmacht but

instead “create something fundamentally new today without bor-

rowing from either of the old armed forces.”38 Baudissin was con-

vinced that the Wehrmacht had to be regarded as an organization

that had served a criminal regime, issued criminal orders itself, and

committed crimes—all of which rendered it guilty.39 First at the

“Blank Office”40 and then at the federal Ministry of Defense, the

contrast between Baudissin and his associates and the “traditional-

ists” could hardly have been clearer.
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It should be stressed, however, that the reformers were in good

company intellectually speaking when they placed the Wehrmacht

in the context of Germany’s militaristic and authoritarian traditions

and the National Socialist dictatorship. This was exactly the view

taken by foreign and German historians. In the 1950s the former

found themselves in rare unanimity in support of the conservative

historian Gerhard Ritter’s observation that the Wehrmacht embod-

ied the “most extreme militarism” in German history.41 Only with

the onset of the Cold War, when the concept of militarism was

adapted for the propaganda battles of the time, did that consensus

break down.42

Furthermore the reformers opposed the traditionalists on the

question of how the participants in the plot to assassinate Hitler on

July 20, 1944, should be viewed. They insisted that this small group

of officers ought to be considered a primary model for the Bundes-

wehr and hence a new source of tradition, a highly sensitive issue for

their opponents, who would not have been able to combine it with

the legend of the “clean” Wehrmacht.

Most of the former Wehrmacht officers thus rejected the idea out

of hand. The traditionalists regarded the men who had plotted

against Hitler as officers who had broken their oath of loyalty, in vi-

olation of the long Prussian and German tradition of obedience to

authority. As a rule such officers were considered despicable. On this

subject the former Wehrmacht general Erich von Manstein, who

had regained political influence in the 1950s, uttered the memorable

statement that the plot of July 20 was “unworthy of an officer.”43

Hence it is not surprising that the reformers’ positive view of mili-

tary resistance in the Wehrmacht could not prevail until discussions

had gone on for decades and a new generation had grown up. It took

a long time, too, until this view was symbolically expressed by nam-

ing several Bundeswehr barracks after Wehrmacht officers such as
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Beck, Fellgiebel, Kranzfelder, Stauffenberg, and Tresckow—all of

them members of the resistance who gave their lives fighting the

unjust regime of the National Socialists.44

The traditionalists, for their part, defended their positive view of

the Wehrmacht by pointing to its high degree of military profes-

sionalism and effectiveness, which they noted had also been praised

by its opponents.45 In addition, they cited the oath they had sworn as

officers, the principle of obedience to orders, the legal practice that

had arisen in Germany of holding only the issuers of criminal or-

ders as guilty (not those who followed them), and the brave sacri-

fices made by the soldiers of the Wehrmacht. These were the argu-

ments of the Wehrmacht legend, already present as such in Admiral

Dönitz’s last report of May 9, 1945. The reformers countered with

the argument that technical and operational successes of the mili-

tary could not be separated from the criminal regime on whose be-

half they had been achieved.

The First “Traditions Decree” of 1965

Can one say that in the first years of the Bundeswehr’s existence two

opposing views of the Wehrmacht were in competition? Certainly

different assessments of it existed. The more critical of the two,

however, never really had a chance of prevailing against the stronger

group of military traditionalists. The literature on the Bundeswehr’s

first decade occasionally mentions a situation in which the enlisted

men were taking over traditions from the Wehrmacht in an unex-

amined and uncritical manner that was also not authorized from

above. This kind of “wild growth”46 represented not so much a gen-

eral lack of orientation that called for guidance from the leader-

ship as a general reactionary outlook favoring the Wehrmacht as a

model.

The Ministry of Defense realized early on that it would have to
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find practical ways of creating a tradition that would be acceptable

both to the West German public and to the country’s allies in the

West. The real bone of contention, it emerged repeatedly, was the

Wehrmacht and the perpetuation of symbolic links to it. Thus a full

ten years went by before the minister of defense, then the Christian

Democrat Kai-Uwe von Hassel, could issue a first decree concerning

the cultivation of traditions in the Bundeswehr on July 1, 1965.47

What perceptions of the Wehrmacht did it endorse? The answer

is, in fact, none, for the term “Wehrmacht” did not appear in it. The

wording of the decree reflected the ongoing controversies between

the traditionalists and the reformers in so far as it fell back on vague

and wordy generalities such as, “In history everyone shares good for-

tune and merit as well as catastrophic destiny and guilt” (paragraph

6). Following the “qualified” declarations on the Wehrmacht sol-

dier’s honor issued by Adenauer and Eisenhower in 1951, the authors

used quite general language to suggest that those few soldiers who

committed crimes should be distinguished from the many soldiers

who fought bravely and behaved well, even heroically. They avoided

making any statement about the Wehrmacht as an institution. The

decree did, however, praise the members of the resistance who par-

ticipated in the plot of July 20, 1944, a statement to which the ma-

jority of Wehrmacht veterans were by no means receptive: “Ulti-

mately responsible only to their own consciences, soldiers proved

themselves by offering resistance to the injustice and crimes of the

National Socialist dictatorship, up to and including the ultimate sac-

rifice of their own lives” (paragraph 14).

When the reformers considered the question of whether their

ideas (and critical assessment of the Wehrmacht) had prevailed not

only in government legislation and military textbooks but also in the

everyday activities of the Bundeswehr, they were forced to concede
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that the reform efforts had failed, and that the restoration of the

military on the model of the old Wehrmacht had succeeded to a

considerable degree.48 Not only was the Wehrmacht increasingly

viewed in positive terms, but it was even seen through rose-colored

glasses. One symptom of these developments was a public statement

by a commander of the Leadership Academy of the Bundeswehr,

who in 1965 summed up his own achievements as having “realized

the Wehrmacht model of 1939.”49

The Second “Traditions Decree” of 1982

In the early 1980s a public debate over whether Germany should up-

grade its weapons systems resulted in a broad wave of criticism of

the Bundeswehr’s still unresolved relationship to symbols and tra-

ditions of the Wehrmacht. Part of that discontent took the form

of protests against military ceremonies when public officials were

sworn in. In this situation the minister of defense, the Social Demo-

crat Hans Apel, took an important step when—only a few weeks be-

fore the expected collapse of the government majority—he issued a

second decree that for the first time contained an explicit rejection

of all symbolic links to Wehrmacht traditions.50 Reflecting the docu-

mentation of the role of the Wehrmacht in the Second World War,

the new guidelines stated: “Military forces were in part enmeshed in

National Socialism and its guilt, and in part misused. No guilt results

from the latter. An unjust regime such as the Third Reich cannot be

a source of tradition” (paragraph 6). Like its predecessor, the decree

avoided any mention of the Wehrmacht, probably for tactical rea-

sons. Nevertheless, no one could be in doubt any longer about the

matter itself.

Manfred Wörner, a Christian Democrat and Apel’s successor as

minister of defense, announced in his very first speech on taking of-
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fice that he intended to throw out the traditions decree as soon as

possible, but nothing of the kind occurred. This was hardly due to a

reduction of the pressure being exerted by veterans’ organizations.

Rather it is likely that the new defense minister, who was quite pre-

pared to work with the traditionalists, found that he had little room

to maneuver. Recent findings, to which the scholars of the Military

History Research Institute had made a not insignificant contribu-

tion, left him little choice. The staff at the ministry had probably re-

alized that the image of the supposedly “clean” Wehrmacht could

not be maintained, given the growing number of scholarly publica-

tions proving the contrary. Thus the decree of 1982 remains in force

and continues to constitute the official guidelines for acceptable tra-

ditions in the Bundeswehr.

The Veterans’ Organizations Protest

While the traditionalists among the active military leadership

were obliged to follow the new guidelines, veterans’ organizations

mounted vehement protests.51 They feared that the positive image of

the Wehrmacht which they had kept alive for decades would begin

to crumble in earnest. They challenged the politically unwelcome

findings of academic military historians and were not above attack-

ing their reputations, even demanding the dismissal of Manfred

Messerschmidt, then the chief historian at the Military History Re-

search Institute,52 who had taken a very clear stand on several occa-

sions.53 The veterans’ objections included claims that the historians

had “defamed the German military” and “maliciously and in a de-

famatory manner attacked the reputation of German soldiers.”54

Millions of Wehrmacht soldiers and “the military service of Ger-

mans” had been slandered, they protested.55 The extreme right-wing

Deutsche Wochen-Zeitung informed its readers that German history
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was being “officially falsified” at the institute, at taxpayers’ ex-

pense.56

General Secretary Körber of the Federation of German Veterans’

Organizations went public with a characteristic type of argument.

Denying that an extermination campaign had ever taken place, he

declared that criminal behavior had occurred only in isolated in-

stances: “No one disputes that during the Second World War soldiers

of the Wehrmacht committed crimes, too. When such acts became

known they usually led to sentencing of the offender by a court. If

such regrettable instances are generalized and ascribed to the Wehr-

macht as a whole, as Dr. Messerschmidt has done, it amounts to dis-

crimination . . . Defaming German soldiers in general means the

defamation of more than 11 million German men, many of whom

sacrificed their lives or their health for our fatherland.”57

General Heinz Karst, a member of the traditionalist faction and

at one time head of educational programs for the Bundeswehr, who

had earlier published an influential book, Das Bild des Soldaten (The

Soldier’s Image), now speculated in the rightist journal Criticon

that the military historians publishing critical assessments of the

Wehrmacht clearly wanted a “second wave of ‘demilitarization.’”

First, there had been a peace movement protesting the upgrading of

the German army’s weapons systems; now Karst thought he saw a

parallel movement, an “attack on the Wehrmacht and the war gen-

eration that built up the new German democracy. Almost all the pol-

iticians of the founding generation, with the exception of Adenauer

and Ollenhauer, served as soldiers in the Wehrmacht. Most of them

were officers, like Karl Carstens, Alfred Dregger, F. J. Strauss, Hel-

mut Schmidt, Wilhelm Berkhan, and “Ben Wisch”;58 others, like

Carlo Schmid, served in the role of legal advisers. The Bundeswehr

was built up almost entirely by officers and noncommissioned of-
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ficers of the Wehrmacht.” Karst mentioned a “press campaign”

against the Wehrmacht, the German need to deal with the past, and,

quoting Theodor Heuss, a recent “tendency toward self-destructive-

ness” on the part of Germans. He then went on to describe the ca-

reer to date of the Wehrmacht legend in the manner characteristic

of traditionalists: “Up to a few years ago the Wehrmacht was seen as

a fighting force that deserved respect on the whole, although it was

not disputed that instances of wrongdoing had occurred: ideological

adjustments to Hitler’s ideas, crimes, and toleration of crimes at the

fringes. Now, however, some perceive the Wehrmacht as the enemy

and have begun eagerly searching for evidence that it committed

outrages. No other nation on earth,” Karst continued, politicizing

the critical historians, “would permit this kind of ‘research’ to be

visited upon the millions of their dead from the front and the

POW camps.”59 Whereas abroad the outstanding military feats of the

Wehrmacht were admired, in their own country the soldiers—who

were after all subject to the authority of political leaders—were be-

ing “vilified again in a second wave that has been rolling through

the media and ‘scholarship’ since 1979.”60 Thus it was only logical

that former General Karst would call Apel’s decree of 1982 “disas-

trous.” In May 1988 Deutschland Magazin, another right-leaning

publication, ran a cover story on the subject of “How leading schol-

ars of the Military History Research Institute defame soldiers and

falsify history,” in which Heinz Karst once again had his say.61

After Fifty Years a Taboo Is Broken

As is well known, it is one thing to present the results of years of re-

search in scholarly tomes and quite another to acquaint a larger

public with the upshot of what they contain. In fact, for a long time
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the public took little or no notice of the findings concerning the

Wehrmacht, so that the touched-up picture created in the postwar

years remained surprisingly intact. It seems likely that this was due

primarily to the influence of the war generation, but with the pas-

sage of time its spokesmen, who, like Hans Filbinger, saw them-

selves as belonging to a cohort that had been unfairly denigrated and

“reviled,”62 had increasing difficulty prevailing against other views.

The “historians’ quarrel” of 1986–87 revived the discussions of

recent German history and raised the historical and political con-

sciousness of the younger generations. They persisted in asking

questions about what was known of the role of the Werhmacht in

the National Socialist state, particularly with regard to the war on

the eastern front. Television programs, important weekly newspa-

pers, and a few publishers (such as Fischer, which brought out a se-

ries on the era), did their part by making the information more

widely available.63

The Wehrmacht Exhibition, 1995–1999

Fifty years after the end of the Second World War the time was then

ripe for a far-reaching revision of the notion, still widely held by the

general public, that the Wehrmacht had fought a war like any other

army and was not guilty of particular crimes. The touring exhibi-

tion mounted by the Hamburg Institute for Social Research pro-

vided the catalyst.

The public debate that ensued on the history of the Wehrmacht

can be called unparalleled in terms of both length and the degree of

participation. The interest in Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s theses on

the character of anti-Semitism in Germany was equally great, but

of shorter duration, while Victor Klemperer’s diaries were much

read and well received, but gave rise to no fundamental controver-
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sies. The historians’ quarrel of 1986–87 had essentially taken place

among professionals, and the public served merely as an audience.

The Wehrmacht, by contrast, became a focus of historical and po-

litical interest for hundreds of thousands if not millions of citizens.

Often they were members of the younger generations, and their

goal was to gain information. They simply wanted to know what had

really happened and what had previously been withheld from them.

Among those who became involved, however, there were also many

prominent figures, as the impressive list of speakers who opened

the exhibition in different cities attests. They included Klaus von

Bismarck (at the opening in Hamburg), Iring Fetscher in Pots-

dam, Erhard Eppler in Stuttgart, Johannes Mario Simmel in Vienna,

Diether Posser in Essen, Jutta Limbach in Karlsruhe, Christian Ude

in Munich, Hans Eichel and Ignaz Bubis in Frankfurt, Hans-Jochen

Vogel in Marburg, and Johannes Rau in Bonn.64 Eighty more cities

had applied to host the exhibition by November 1999, when schol-

arly reservations led to its being withdrawn for revision or the devel-

opment of a new approach.

On an emotional level, the shattering of the taboo threatened the

shelter to which the war generation had fled, in a manner of speak-

ing, after 1945. Once they had assigned all responsibility for mass

crimes to the Nazi leaders and the war criminals sentenced at Nu-

remberg, they constructed the pleasing picture of a “clean” Wehr-

macht, which helped them to repress their dreadful memories and

guilt feelings.

The breadth and intensity of the upheaval in the 1990s was con-

nected, among other things, with the sheer size of the Wehrmacht.

Roughly 20 million men had passed through this gigantic military

force of the National Socialist system, making it truly an army of

the people. To a far greater degree than the Bundeswehr of today, it
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represented and reflected the general population of the country.

Thus it cannot be understood solely as an institution of the state, but

must be seen as a part of society, closely bound up with the lives of

the average German family. Clearly, millions of men who served in

it retained a sense of connection even after the war ended. This

helps to explain what is otherwise scarcely comprehensible, namely,

the fact that senior generals and the many “little guys” in uniform

shared a common identity, as it were, and did not differentiate be-

tween levels of responsibility or particular interests. To this extent

the legend of the Wehrmacht fulfilled a social function.

When the discussions about the Wehrmacht began in 1995, their

tone was muted. The social scientist Klaus Naumann has analyzed

the reports in German daily and weekly newspapers of that year, the

fiftieth anniversary of the war’s end.65 The enormous significance

of the Third Reich, the war of extermination, and genocide for

the Germans’ self-image became apparent. In the anniversary year,

however, what the media recalled was not primarily the Wehrmacht

but the liberation of the concentration camps, the final phase of the

Allied bombing campaign, the onset of streams of refugees from the

East, the last days of the war in particular localities, and finally the

unconditional surrender on May 8, 1945. Echoing the assessment

given by Federal President Richard von Weizsäcker on the anniver-

sary ten years earlier, the newspapers almost uniformly character-

ized the military defeat of the Wehrmacht and the National Social-

ist state as a “liberation.” The pattern of interpretation centered on

this one word.

Yet perceptions of the Wehrmacht itself remained diffuse. In rec-

ollections from many different places around the country, members

of the Wehrmacht appeared in a variety of roles: the poor grunt, the

soldier determined to do his duty, the fanatic who wanted to hold
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out no matter what, and the deserter trying to escape coercion to

fight to the death. In accord with the newly won consensus that the

surrender represented a liberation, the tenor of the reports was that

the soldiers of the Wehrmacht had been “neither heroes nor crimi-

nals.” Thus in the general atmosphere of the time, when the Ham-

burg exhibition opened in March 1995 it was definitely bucking the

trend, for it challenged the aspect of the postwar consensus that had

blotted out the realities of the war for the sake of harmony and pa-

cification. And half a century after the war the generation that had

fought it and lived through it no longer had the energy to steer the

discussion, as it had done before.

The shattering of the taboo did not occur abruptly but was rather

an unfolding process. On the first stops on the exhibition’s tour

(Hamburg, Berlin, Potsdam, Stuttgart, Freiburg, Mönchengladbach,

Essen, Erfurt, Regensburg, Nuremberg, Karlsruhe, and the Austrian

cities Vienna, Klagenfurt, Linz, and Innsbruck), the visitors tended

to be people with a special interest in the subject, and the accompa-

nying program was dominated by scholarly lectures.66 The break-

through to coverage by the major media did not occur until two

years after the opening. It resulted in part from the greater public

awareness of history and politics created during the anniversary year

of 1995, but also from the altered political framework, that is, the

end of tensions between East and West and German reunification. A

major factor was also the younger generation in Germany, which no

longer defined itself in relation to the Second World War, as did its

elders.

But the decisive impetus for increasing public interest in the exhi-

bition came from the polarization of politics in the cities of Munich

and Bremen in the winter of 1996–97. The two major conservative

parties, the Christian Democratic Union and Christian Social Union,
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along with the right-wing National Democratic Party and the veter-

ans’ organizations, mounted protest campaigns, singing the old re-

frain of the “clean” Wehrmacht. As a result, people by the hundreds

of thousands, particularly the young, began paying attention to the

subject of the Wehrmacht and the war of extermination on the east-

ern front—often for the first time in their lives. Once their interest

had been aroused, they swarmed to see the source of the contention.

A symbol for the history books might be the image of the long lines

that formed daily in front of Munich’s city hall of people prepared

to wait several hours in order to see the exhibit and make up their

own minds about this chapter of German history.

The public debates over the Wehrmacht were documented in sev-

eral books, particularly the vehement and scandal-tinged disputes in

Bremen67 and Munich.68 The proponents of the image of a “clean”

Wehrmacht found a supporter in Rüdiger Proske, a World War II

veteran and former television journalist. In two booklets Proske ac-

cused the critical historians of having begun their “march through

the institutions” in 1968 and now, as holders of senior positions, to

have joined like-minded journalists, judges, and politicians in de-

claring “war on the Wehrmacht.”69 While some traditionalists may

have appreciated Proske’s confirmation of their position, the wider

public took little notice of his message.

The companion volume to the exhibition, by contrast, as well as

the catalogue and a booklet published by the weekly Die Zeit titled

“Obeying Orders to Commit Murder? The Hidden War of the Ger-

man Wehrmacht,” became bestsellers.70 The journalist Heribert

Prantl collected the most important texts of the German controversy

and published them in paperback under the title Crimes of the

Wehrmacht.71 The Fritz Baur Institute in Frankfurt produced a set of

materials for the use of teachers whose classes saw the exhibit,72 and
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a further publication presented the reactions of visitors.73 Once again

readers could encounter the familiar patterns of perception: some

reported that they “had always known” about the crimes, while oth-

ers did not dispute that the crimes depicted had taken place but

wanted to see them presented “in a broader context.”

People in the latter category encountered further challenging

documentation in the film and book by the Viennese filmmaker

Ruth Beckermann, who interviewed veterans at the exhibition itself

in Vienna in the fall of 1995. She wanted to know, she reported, “ei-

ther how these men had participated in the extermination of Slavs

and Jews or what they had seen and heard.” Beckermann titled her

work Jenseits des Krieges (Beyond War), to reflect their experiences

outside the bounds of normal wartime events. The writer Robert

Menasse provided a notable commentary on their statements in

his foreword: “Whether they speak or remain silent: it is all one.

Speaking and silence betray them.”74 He proposed a new interpreta-

tion for the silence, namely, to regard it not as an indication of the

incorrigibility of the perpetrators but as a reflection of the mon-

strousness of the events, which surpass all attempts of the mind to

assimilate them.

Perceptions of the Wehrmacht in Today’s Bundeswehr

In the course of the considerable public discussion over the role of

the Wehrmacht in the war which was set in motion by the Hamburg

exhibition, the leadership of the German armed forces naturally

considered whether the interpretation of the Wehrmacht estab-

lished by the guidelines of 1982 could be maintained, or whether

changes would be necessary. The Ministry of Defense commissioned

a study on “the Wehrmacht in the Third Reich”75 and developments

in new research, which came up with the following conclusions. The
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memoirs written by former generals in the 1950s stressed that Na-

tional Socialist crimes had occurred without the participation of the

Wehrmacht. The distinction between the Wehrmacht as a force es-

sentially obeying international law and the SS as an instrument of

Hitler’s policy of extermination had dominated until about 1975

(meaning in the view of the general public). This distinction had

been abandoned, however, by serious scholars in the mid-1960s.

Writing in the mid-1990s, the authors of the ministry’s new study

reached the conclusion that although historians had not agreed on a

single picture of the Wehrmacht, there was a growing tendency to

depict it “as a real instrument of the National Socialist policy of ex-

termination.” The study provided an accurate list of the hypotheses

(called “claims”) currently being debated by the public: (1) the

Wehrmacht had played a decisive role in the Holocaust; (2) its cam-

paign against partisans had amounted to genocide; (3) it had mur-

dered prisoners of war; (4) it had carried out criminal orders; and (5)

its courts had suppressed resistance to National Socialism by convict-

ing deserters and subjecting them to draconian sentences. Finally,

the authors of the study summed up the current state of research as

follows: “The Wehrmacht took part in the violent National Socialist

policies, and its role increased as time went by. As the war continued,

it was increasingly enmeshed in the crimes of Hitler and his regime.

The scope of this participation and enmeshment remains a problem

for scholars and must be clarified by further research.”76 The politi-

cal conclusions the authors drew looked like this: “The connection

of the Wehrmacht to the National Socialist state, the fact that the

regime made it an instrument of its criminal policies, and finally

the culpable enmeshment of military leaders and soldiers in all

ranks in the regime’s outrages mean that the Wehrmacht as a whole

cannot serve as a source of traditions for the Bundeswehr.”77
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One word from this assessment that requires further discussion is

Verstrickung, “enmeshment,” a term that conceals the true situation.

It has cropped up in the debates about the role of the Wehrmacht

during the Nazi era for decades, and is meant to suggest that during

the Second World War the Wehrmacht was drawn into unpleasant

events or became trapped in an unfortunate position from which it

could not extricate itself. The word carries an implication that others

were guilty, that is, that Hitler and the other Nazi criminals drew

the Wehrmacht into a criminal war. The current state of knowledge,

however, requires that we regard the Wehrmacht as having been

aware of the crimes and in fact a co-perpetrator; its share of respon-

sibility for them must be properly emphasized.

This analysis of the state of research into the history of the

Wehrmacht confirmed Apel’s 1982 guidelines on tradition once

again. In November 1995 Defense Minister Volker Rühe gave a

speech in Munich in which he made the political consequences re-

sulting from that analysis very clear. Speaking to commanders of the

Bundeswehr, Rühe declared: “As an organization of the Third Reich,

the Wehrmacht was enmeshed in crimes of National Socialism at

the top level, with portions of its troops, and with its soldiers. As an

institution it cannot for that reason be the founder of traditions.”78

This marked an end for the time being to decades of debate within

the Bundeswehr—to the degree that ministers have any control

over the matter. It would be even more important, however, for the

Bundeswehr to discuss the facts of the Wehrmacht’s history and

make them known, so that the old legend cannot flourish under-

ground.

An Unwelcome Memory

Raul Hilberg, a scholar of the Holocaust who since the end of the

war has studied and analyzed the murder of European Jews from the
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perspective of the perpetrators, has experienced over and over again

that the public in fact really did not want to know what happened

and why it happened. He encountered skepticism, rejection, and lack

of interest everywhere, even in Israel, where people were focused on

stabilizing their newly founded country. The public in the United

States also reacted negatively. Since West Germany had become an

ally in the course of the Cold War, the Americans did not want to

know too much about German crimes during the Second World War.

The part of the German past that interested American leaders was

instead the battles against the Soviet Union, from which they hoped

to gain useful information. Thus it came about that the research be-

ing gathered on the Holocaust received very little attention. The

findings were not actively suppressed; only after many attempts was

a publisher found for Hilberg’s book The Destruction of the Euro-

pean Jews, which first appeared in the United States in 1961. It

was not until 1982 that the small Berlin publishing house Olle &

Wolter brought out a German translation.79 It finally reached a

wider German public when the large publisher Fischer brought out

a revised edition in paperback in 1990 in its series “The National

Socialist Era.”80 But for a long period of time the history of the

Holocaust was—as Hilberg put it with some bitterness—an “unwel-

come memory.”81

The same may be said of the history of the Wehrmacht, which is

after all closely connected with that of the Holocaust. A broad seg-

ment of the German public welcomed neither the work of the

Nuremberg military tribunals in the late 1940s in uncovering war

crimes nor the work of historians from the 1960s on that revealed

the Wehrmacht’s crimes. The reminders of incriminating facts were

unwelcome as well, and they encountered determined resistance.

Critical historians were forced into the role of bearers of bad news

and denounced as disloyal; they had “fouled their own nest.” Mem-
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bers of the war generation exerted themselves to promote the policy

of repression and revision that had begun in the Adenauer era and

to frustrate all attempts to set the record straight; and as we have

seen, their efforts enjoyed a large degree of success for decades. Not

until fifty years had passed after the end of the war and the collapse

of the Nazi regime did the younger German generations who had

grown up in the meantime want to know what really happened.

Only then did the information that had long since been uncovered

on the Wehrmacht’s participation in a campaign of extermination

in eastern Europe reach the general public. Only then did the cir-

cles that had been concerned to uphold the legend of “clean hands”

lack the numbers, energy, and influence to keep the truth from com-

ing out.

This delayed willingness to relinquish cherished legends concern-

ing the Second World War and European fascism can be observed in

countries other than Germany, incidentally. In Italy, and also in

France, Switzerland, Sweden, Denmark, and elsewhere, a process

has been observable since the mid-1990s in which the truth has

gradually come to the fore.82 National myths are crumbling ev-

erywhere. The younger generations no longer feel compelled to

evade unpleasant truths and are beginning to see the history of their

countries with new eyes.

A Man Who Rescued Jews as a Role Model: A Political Watershed?

On May 8, 2000, an army base was for the first time named after a

Wehrmacht soldier who saved the lives of some three hundred Jews,

actions for which he had been sentenced to death by a military court

and shot. This man was Sergeant Anton Schmid from Austria, and

the base in the town of Rendsburg in Schleswig-Holstein now bears

his name.83 Until that time the base had borne the name of General
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Günther Rüdel, a member of the top leadership of the Wehrmacht

that as a whole represented a crucial pillar of support for the Na-

tional Socialist regime. Rüdel, however, did not condemn prisoners

at the Volksgerichtshof, the “People’s Court,” as has been claimed;84

rather he participated in one case on a voluntary basis and succeeded

in winning an acquittal. Both President Johannes Rau of Germany

and Defense Minister Rudolf Schärping attended the official re-

naming ceremony. The German American historian Fritz Stern,

who had been awarded the German Book Dealers’ Peace Prize in

1999, delivered an address on the occasion,85 which can be considered

a milestone in the controversy over traditions in the Bundeswehr.

Reporting from the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961,

Hannah Arendt summed up the story of Sergeant Anton Schmid of

the Wehrmacht. He “was in charge of a patrol in Poland that col-

lected stray German soldiers who were cut off from their units. In

the course of doing this, he had run into members of the Jewish un-

derground, including Mr. [Abba] Kovner, a prominent member, and

he had helped the Jewish partisans by supplying them with forged

papers and military trucks. Most important of all: ‘He did not do

it for money.’ This had gone on for five months, from October, 1941,

to March, 1942, when Anton Schmidt [sic] was arrested and exe-

cuted.”86

Arendt continued:

During the few minutes it took Kovner to tell of the help

that had come from a German sergeant, a hush settled over

the courtroom; it was as though the crowd had spontaneously

decided to observe the usual two minutes of silence in honor

of the man named Anton Schmidt [sic]. And in those two

minutes, which were like a sudden burst of light in the
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midst of impenetrable, unfathomable darkness, a single

thought stood out clearly, irrefutably, beyond question—how

utterly different everything would be today in this court-

room, in Israel, in Germany, in all of Europe, and perhaps in

all countries of the world, if only more such stories could

have been told.87

Who was the man from the Jewish underground resistance who

provided such powerful testimony about an unknown sergeant in the

Wehrmacht? Abba Kovner emerged as a partisan commander in

German-occupied Lithuania at the age of twenty-three. Born in

Sevastopol, he had attended a Hebrew secondary school in Vilna,

then a center of Jewish culture known as the “Jerusalem of Lithua-

nia.” When the Wehrmacht seized the city in late June 1941, he fled

with a group of friends to a Dominican convent on the edge of town.

On learning that the Germans were murdering Lithuanian Jews, he

formed a group of Jewish partisans. Kovner recognized earlier than

others that the massacres by the SS Einsatzgruppen were part of a

systematic plan, and he was the first to call for armed resistance.

On December 31, 1941, a manifesto by Kovner was read aloud in a

partisan camp, in which he stated: “Hitler plans to kill all the Jews

of Europe . . . [T]he Jews of Lithuania are the first in line. Let us not

go like sheep to the slaughter. We may be weak and defenseless, but

the only possible answer to the enemy is resistance!”88 During the

winter of 1941–42, the young partisan commander Abba Kovner

came into contact with Sergeant Schmid directly or indirectly. He at

once registered the extraordinary aspect of the situation—that a

member of the Wehrmacht was helping Jews in Vilna who were

threatened with extermination.

After the end of the Second World War, Kovner emigrated to Pal-
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estine. He later became an influential poet and writer in Israel,

where he chaired the Hebrew Writers Association. His testimony at

the Eichmann trial made a deep impression on those present. We do

not know whether it registered in West Germany, but the general

commitment to repression at the time makes it unlikely.

The Jewish writer Hermann Adler was the first to refer to

Schmid’s rescue work in print, in his volume of poetry Gesänge aus

der Stadt des Todes (Songs from the City of Death), published in

1945. In a preface Adler wrote, “I remember also an obscure ser-

geant from Vienna, Anton Schmid, who was sentenced to death by

firing squad by a German military court because he saved those who

were being persecuted, and who now rests under a simple wooden

cross at the edge of the German soldiers’ cemetery in Vilna.”89

Sergeant Schmid had hidden Hermann Adler and his wife, Anita,

in the Wehrmacht building where he worked in occupied Lithua-

nia and befriended them. With the Adlers acting as go-betweens,

Schmid was able to work together with the Jewish underground re-

sistance.90 Adler was thus a direct eyewitness to Schmid’s rescue op-

erations. Even though Hermann Adler’s poems, written mostly in

the Vilna ghetto, received a prize from the literature commission of

the city of Zurich, the information about Anton Schmid did not en-

ter the public consciousness in Germany.

The same holds true of another book of poems by Adler titled

Ostra Brama (the name of a church in Vilna), in the eighth section

of which Adler commemorated the extraordinary Anton Schmid un-

der the title “A Friend’s Sure Hand.”91 In the 1960s Adler was then

commissioned to write scripts about Schmid for a television docu-

mentary and a radio broadcast in Germany.92

The state of Israel honored Anton Schmid in 1967 as one of the

“Righteous among the Nations” for risking his life to save Jews dur-
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ing the Holocaust.93 On the grounds of the Yad Vashem memorial in

Israel a tree was planted in his name, accompanied by an inconspic-

uous stone tablet inscribed “Anton Schmid—Austria.” Austria, the

country of his birth, is named there, not Germany, in whose army

he was forced to serve, and little notice was taken in Germany

of even this honor. Not until 2000, nearly sixty years after Anton

Schmidt’s actions and nearly forty years after Eichmann’s trial in Je-

rusalem, did this extraordinary soldier receive official recognition in

Germany, on an occasion that offered an opportunity to learn more

about his virtually unique case.

The facts had been collected long before, to the extent that it was

possible. Several of the people whose lives Anton Schmid had saved

in Vilna testified later to his remarkable acts. The Encyclopedia of

the Holocaust provides this summary:

A sergeant in the Wehrmacht, stationed in Vilna, Schmid

was responsible for collecting straggling German soldiers

near the railway station and reassigning them to new units.

A large group of Jews from the Vilna ghetto were assigned to

different labor duties in Schmid’s outfit: upholstering, tailor-

ing, lock-smithing, and shoe mending. He gained their affec-

tion and confidence. Shocked by the brutalities of the mass

killings at Ponary, Schmid decided in late 1941 to do what-

ever he could to help Jews survive. He managed to release

Jews incarcerated in the notorious Lakishki jail, rescued Jews

in various ways, and surreptitiously supplied food and provi-

sions to Jews inside the ghetto. In three houses in Vilna un-

der his supervision, Jews were hidden in the cellars during

Nazi-staged Aktionen (i.e., massacres). Schmid also became

personally involved with leading figures in the Jewish un-
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derground such as Mordecai Tenenbaum (Tamaroff), and co-

operated with them. He helped some of them reach Warsaw

and Bialystok (to report on the mass killings at Ponary) by

transporting them over long distances in his truck. Some of

these underground operatives met, planned activities, and

slept in his home. He sent other Jews to ghettos that were

relatively more secure at that time, those of Voronovo, Lida,

and Grodno.94

After the war Simon Wiesenthal not only hunted down Adolf

Eichmann and other Nazi criminals, but also collected information

on Anton Schmid for his documentation center in Vienna, preparing

the way for Schmid’s recognition at Yad Vashem. Wiesenthal, who

spoke with several survivors of the Vilna ghetto, provided even more

details about Schmid’s activities: “He would slip into the ghetto, at

great personal risk, bringing food to starving Jews. He would carry

milk bottles in his pockets and deliver them for babies. He knew that

thousands of Jews were hiding elsewhere in Wilna, and he acted as a

courier between them and their friends in the ghetto. He carried

messages, bread, drugs. He even dared to steal Wehrmacht guns,

which he gave to Jewish resistance fighters.” From his informants

Wiesenthal gained the impression that Anton Schmid became “a se-

cret one-man relief organization.”95

Hermann Adler mentions that Schmid had fellow soldiers he

could depend on, who made it possible for Schmid often to keep

more than twenty people in his quarters overnight and then drive

them to Warsaw, where he was supposed to deliver German soldiers

who had become separated from their units.96 This reference claims

our particular interest, since it sheds a little light on Schmid’s imme-

diate surroundings. Without buddies who would at least cover for
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him (if not actively provide support), it is unlikely that Schmid

could have continued to carry out such risky operations over a period

of several months.

We know from other sources that many enlisted men were not yet

so affected by radical propaganda at the time in question, the au-

tumn of 1941, that they would have approved of the extermination

campaigns of the SS. One important indication of this stems from

the order issued by Walter von Reichenau, commander of the Sixth

Army, dated October 10, 1941, cited previously. Reichenau reached

the conclusion that many soldiers still had “unclear ideas” about

how to behave when confronted with the “Jewish-Bolshevist sys-

tem”: “Here in the East our soldiers must not only engage in battle

according to the rules of war, but also be the bearers of a relentless

ethnic message.” Hence they would have to “accept the necessity for

the harsh but just expiation exacted from Jewish Untermenschen.”97

In sum, then, Reichenau was not content with the degree of zeal

displayed by the soldiers and demanded, in the form of an order,

that they ruthlessly “eliminate the treachery and brutality of non-

German individuals,” meaning that they should support the mur-

ders being committed by the SS Einsatzgruppen.

In Lithuania, and in Vilna in particular, where Anton Schmid was

assigned to pick up stray German soldiers, the terror against Jews

had already escalated by October 1941.98 Several thousand Jews had

been murdered. On September 6, 1941, the remaining Jewish popu-

lation of Vilna had been moved to two ghettos. Those deemed capa-

ble of work or possessed of useful skills had been sent to one and the

rest to the other, and the two groups had received different identity

cards. Then a series of “selections” had taken place in the second

ghetto, and the victims were transported by truck or railroad to the

village of Ponary eight kilometers south of Vilna, where they were
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shot.99 The site was a wooded area next to the railroad tracks, where

Soviet firms had made excavations in 1940–41 in preparation for the

installation of underground oil tanks.100 Everyone in the vicinity

knew of the mass shootings.

The Polish writer Józef Mackiewicz, who at that time lived in

Vilna, only a few kilometers from Ponary, heard “repeated short

bursts of gunshots, many of them; sometimes they would go on for

hours, or sometimes it would be rounds of machine-gun fire. This

happened on different days, almost always in broad daylight. Some-

times on several days in a row, usually near dusk or morning.” He

knew that “mass slaughter” was occurring, that Ponary was “one of

the biggest Jewish slaughterhouses in Europe”: “In this war Ponary

came to stand for horror of a kind we had not known before. The

sound of these letters with a y at the end made people’s blood run

cold. Their dark notoriety seeped slowly through the country after

1941, further and further, like sticky, congealing human blood.”101

The group responsible for the killings in Lithuania from July 2,

1941, on was Einsatzkommando 3 under SS Colonel Karl Jäger. The

figures in his report—officially titled “Complete List of Executions

of Jews Carried Out before December 1, 1941, in the Area of EK

3”—and other sources indicate that of the 55,000 Jews in the popu-

lation of Vilna, only 16,500 were alive at the beginning of Decem-

ber.102 That means that in about six months some 38,000 Jews had

been murdered. Another 5,000 were thought to have fled into the

forests.103

This was the situation in which Sergeant Anton Schmid decided

to strike out on his own and help as many Jews as he could. A writer

named Purpur, whom Schmid hid in his living quarters, asked him

once, “Isn’t it reckless, risking your life like this?” “We’re all go-

ing to croak sometime,” Schmid told him. “But if I get to choose be-
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tween croaking as someone who killed people or someone who

helped them, then I’d rather go out as a helper.”104 Where did Anton

Schmid find the courage to swim against the murderous tide sweep-

ing past him and act in violation of the tenor of military orders, al-

though he was fully aware that by providing practical help he was

endangering his own life?

In general it is a difficult task to gather enough biographical ma-

terial on an enlisted man to be able to comment on his socialization

and his motives for saving lives. In Schmid’s case we know this

much. He was born in modest circumstances on January 9, 1900, in

Vienna, where his father worked for the post office. He trained as an

electrician. In July 1918, in the last year of the First World War, he

was drafted, but given permanent leave a few months later. He mar-

ried and had a daughter. In 1928 he opened an electrical appliance

store in Vienna. After the German annexation of Austria in 1938, he

helped several Viennese Jews escape to Czechoslovakia. Although

Schmid was nearly forty, he received another draft notice in 1939,

this time from the German Wehrmacht.105 Because of his age he was

not sent to the front but assigned to support units in rear areas, first

in Poland, then in the campaign against the Soviet Union. In the

Lithuanian city of Vilna he belonged to Company 2 of Landes-

schützen-Bataillon 898 and was appointed leader of the local group

that collected soldiers separated from their units.106

His activities helping Jews lasted for a period of several months,

as far as we know, from October 1941 to February 1942. He saved the

lives of about 350 people by giving them the yellow identity cards

that indicated they were skilled in trades useful to the Germans.

In addition, he maintained contacts with members of the Jewish

underground that was preparing for the uprising in the Warsaw
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ghetto.107 At some point his superiors learned of his activities, for

members of the Gestapo became aware of the presence of many

Jews from Vilna in the Lida ghetto. When some of them were ar-

rested and tortured, they revealed that they had arrived there with

Schmid’s assistance.108 In any event, Schmid was tried by the war

court of the office of Field Commander (V) 814/Vilna, which sen-

tenced him to death on February 25, 1942. Unfortunately, the files of

the court, including the judgment, have not survived, so we cannot

learn how the court redefined the act of assisting Jews, which did

not break any military law, into a crime for which Schmid could be

condemned. Apparently the formal charge was accepting bribes, but

it could also have been providing aid and comfort to the enemy, col-

laboration, or something of a similar nature.109 Stephanie Schmid re-

ceived notification of the death sentence and demanded information

from the court, which fended her off with formalities.110 It is known

only that Schmid was executed on April 13, 1942, and buried at the

military cemetery in the Anatol district of Vilna.111

Simon Wiesenthal, who talked with people Schmid had rescued,

had this to say about the personality of the forty-two-year-old ser-

geant: “Schmid was not the drill-sergeant type. He was a quiet man

who did a lot of thinking and said very little; he had few friends

among his army buddies.” Wiesenthal describes the only known por-

trait of him112 as follows: “It shows a thoughtful face, with soft, sad

eyes, dark hair, and a small mustache.” He was “a devout Catholic

who suffered deeply when he saw other people suffer. He was also a

man of exceptional courage . . . Schmid decided it was his Christian

duty to help the oppressed Jews.” One of the survivors told Wiesen-

thal: “He did it out of the goodness of his heart. To us in the ghetto

the frail, quiet man in his Feldwebel’s uniform was a sort of saint.”113
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After the war court had sentenced him to death, Anton Schmid

wrote a farewell letter to his wife in Vienna, which may bring us

closer to the personality and motives of this extraordinary man:

I must tell you what fate awaits me, but please, be strong

when you read on . . . I have just been sentenced to death by

a court-martial. There is nothing one can do except appeal

for mercy, which I’ve done. It won’t be decided until noon,

but I believe it will be turned down. All similar appeals have

been turned down. But my dears, cheer up. I am resigned

to my fate. It has been decided from Above—by our dear

Lord—and nothing can be done about it. I am so quiet that

I can hardly believe it myself. Our dear God willed it

that way, and He made me strong. I hope He will give you

strength, too.

I must tell you how it happened. There were so many

Jews here who were driven together by the Lithuanian sol-

diers and were shot on a meadow outside the city—from

2,000 to 3,000 people at one time. They always picked up the

small children and smashed their heads against trees—can

you imagine that? I had orders (though I didn’t like it) to

take over the [soldiers’ retrieval unit] . . . where 140 Jews

worked.114 They asked me to get them away from here. I

let myself be persuaded—you know I have a soft heart. I

couldn’t think it over. I helped them, which was very bad,

according to my judges. It will be hard for you . . . but forgive

me: I acted as a human being, and didn’t want to hurt

anyone.

When you read this letter, I will no longer be on this
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earth. I won’t be able to write you anymore. But be sure that

we shall still meet again in a better world with our Lord.115

On April 13, 1942, the day of his execution, Schmid was able to

write one more letter to his wife:

My dear Steffi . . . I could not change anything, otherwise I

would have spared you and Grete all this. All I did was to

save people, who were admittedly Jews, from the fate that

now awaits me, and that was my death. Just as in life I gave

up everything for others . . . Now I close my last lines, the

last I can write to you, and send you my love. I kiss you both,

and another kiss to you, Steffi, you are everything to me in

this world and the next, where soon I will be in God’s hand,

many kisses, love forever from your Toni.116

In the early 1960s, during Adolf Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem,

Simon Wiesenthal was able to learn the address of Anton Schmid’s

widow. He visited her and found a woman who had grown old and

tired running a small shop to make a bare living. Her married

daughter, Grete, now lived with her, and they told Wiesenthal “that

life had not been easy for them in 1942, when it became known in

their district that Feldwebel Schmid had been executed because

he’d tried to save some Jews. Some neighbors even threatened Frau

Schmid, the widow of a ‘traitor,’ and told her to go elsewhere. A few

people broke the windows in her home.”117 Simon Wiesenthal made

it possible for Stephanie Schmid and her daughter to travel to Vilna

in October 1965 to visit Anton Schmid’s grave.

In her book on Eichmann’s trial, Hannah Arendt noted how dif-
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ferent the world would be “if only more such stories could have

been told.” It should be said that even within the German Wehr-

macht there were more soldiers willing to save lives as Anton

Schmid did118—but until recently the German public took very little

interest in them. In the past that may have been because the great

majority of perpetrators and the people who went along with them,

the witnesses and those with knowledge of crimes, did not want to

be confronted with the shaming evidence that even in the Wehr-

macht there were men who helped Jews and saved lives.

They were not members of a resistance group like the officers

who tried to assassinate Hitler on July 20, 1944. They wrote no re-

ports or memoranda, nor did they strive to change existing orders or

power structures. Rather than taking on the institution—which they

believed they had no chance of influencing—they provided practi-

cal help to those who were worst off. In this they acted differently

than the officers of the general staff, most of them aristocrats, who

were behind the plot to kill Hitler. Nevertheless, the attempts to save

lives and help victims were without doubt an expression of resis-

tance against the despotic National Socialist regime, and so it is ap-

propriate to call them resisters.

Anton Schmid was not a career soldier but a “civilian in uni-

form,” a Viennese shopkeeper who had been drafted and forced to go

to war. He was able to preserve the humane orientation he had ac-

quired before his induction into the Wehrmacht, and act on it. They

were not many others like him, perhaps a dozen or so out of a total

of about 18 million.

Why did it take until the year 2000 for an army base to be named af-

ter so deserving a man? Anton Schmid was honored at the Israeli

Yad Vashem memorial site in Jerusalem in 1967 as one of the
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“Righteous among the Nations.” No one in Germany or in the

Bundeswehr took advantage of this opportunity to honor him here

as well. In the 1990s two different ministers of defense, Rupert

Scholz and Volker Rühe, both members of the CDU, received pro-

posals to name a base after Schmid but showed no interest.

Rühe was fully occupied in a struggle to preserve the names of

two army bases commemorating Dietl and Kübler, two seriously in-

criminated Wehrmacht generals. Given the newly awakened interest

of the public in such matters, it was a lost cause, but not until sev-

eral years had gone by. Rühe’s successor, Rudolf Schärping, then be-

gan carrying out an intention he had announced in 1994 to make

changes in the sensitive question of names of army bases “where the

valid law on military tradition is being flouted.”119

Choosing an appropriate base would pose an unforeseen prob-

lem, as it happened, since the leaders at the Noncommissioned Of-

ficers School II in Weiden (Oberpfalz) refused to accept renaming,

even though their institution retains the problematic name Ost-

mark-Kaserne to this day.120 Nor, apparently, could the commanders

of Camp Boldt in Delitzsch and Camp Lützow in Münster be per-

suaded to accept the name of Anton Schmid, for the Schleswig-

Holsteinische Landeszeitung reported that the Rudel-Kaserne in

Rendsburg was the “fourth choice.”121 This may be the reason why

a majority of the soldiers and civilians working there protested

against the change in name imposed on them “from above.”

It is precisely because the number of people prepared to assist and

save lives was so tiny that we should honor their memories today.

The renaming of a Bundeswehr base after one of them could mark

the beginning of a new tradition. The outlook for such a shift has

improved.
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c h a p t e r s e v e n

Conclusion

The German Wehrmacht bears the onus of having waged a war

of extermination in eastern Europe between 1941 and 1944 in viola-

tion of international law. The essential outlines of what happened,

known since the Nuremberg war crimes trials, have now been con-

firmed by German and international historians, with the addition of

much specific detail. The facts are thus known, including the Wehr-

macht’s murderous treatment of Soviet prisoners of war. There is

still a need for more research on the extent of the German army’s

participation in the killings of Jews.1

In the meantime, a younger generation of German historians has

taken up the subject, which was ignored and repressed for decades.2

They are in the process of examining and evaluating new source

materials that will not only enable us to understand better what re-

gional differences existed in carrying out extermination policy, but

also provide more insight into how the process of killing proceeded

as a whole. As we now have grounds to believe, it was not set in mo-

tion as the result of a single central order issued by Hitler, but rather
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gained momentum from impulses on the ground in many different

places.

Proof has been furnished long since that commanders of the

Wehrmacht and the German army prepared the war of extermina-

tion in the form of fundamental written orders, and that they incul-

cated racist ideology in soldiers during the war through a propa-

ganda campaign. What still requires an explanation is the causes of

this development; in particular, we need an answer to the question

of why the generals of the Wehrmacht followed the dictator Hitler

on the path to a racial war. As this book has been able to demon-

strate, one date stands out in the immediate run-up to the attack on

Russia, namely, March 30, 1941. On that day Hitler delivered a

speech to about 250 generals on the approaching war against the So-

viet Union. Afterwards the military elite were prepared to stand

“shoulder to shoulder” with the Fuehrer of the National Socialist

state, who at the same time was supreme commander of the Wehr-

macht. The generals offered no protest against Hitler’s plans for con-

quest and extermination; rather they prepared to go down this path

with him.

The underlying causes for this agreement cannot be sufficiently

explained by examining the immediate period before “Operation

Barbarossa” began. They must be traced back to the era between the

two world wars, and even before World War I. As far back as that

there existed in some segments of German society, especially the

military, perceptions of Russians and Jews as enemies, which were

later combined with anti-Bolshevist slogans. Traditional patterns of

thought are evident first in the Prussian and later in the German

military that must be regarded as a significant part of the ideologi-

cal background of the Second World War.
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Historical research in Germany has made a detour around anti-

Semitism in the military of the empire and the Weimar and Na-

tional Socialist eras. Historians have tended to deny the continuity

of such negative perceptions and assigned responsibility for their

undeniable existence during the Second World War to National

Socialism alone. Yet the connections to be made seem obvious: be-

tween the Jewish “head count” of 1916, the assassinations of Jewish

politicians of the Weimar Republic that were committed by Ger-

man officers both on active duty and retired, the “Aryan clause” of

the Stahlhelm veterans’ organization in the 1920s, the introduction

of a similar clause in the Reichswehr in 1934, and the later extermi-

nation policy. Under National Socialist rule, anti-Semitism was

propagated by the state for the first time, including in the armed

forces. It was Hitler who then took the traditional right-wing per-

ceptions of who was an enemy of Germany and connected them

with “Jewish Bolshevism,” adding the traditional element of anti-

Slavic feeling and turning the combined image into the ideological

core of the campaign against Russia. The background of these ideo-

logical currents makes it possible to explain why in March 1941 Hit-

ler encountered no serious resistance from the German military

elite.

Furthermore, no perceptible disagreement existed between the

leaders of the Nazi Party and the Wehrmacht on the question of

whether “great matters” could be solved by other means than war-

fare. They shared the conviction that there was no alternative. The

way of thinking had a long tradition first in the Prussian and then

in the German military, as did the idea that in case of doubt the so-

called “necessities of war”3 overrode any limits imposed on the con-

duct of warfare by international law. This led to a generally dismiss-
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ive attitude toward international legal restrictions regarding warfare

among the officers of the Wehrmacht.

Contemporary and military historians, drawing heavily on pri-

mary sources, have described the form that the Wehrmacht’s cam-

paign against “Jewish Bolshevism” took in practice in such places as

Poland, Serbia, and Russia.4 They have also debated whether the

campaigns in the West—in Greece, Italy, and France, for example—

in fact differed so fundamentally from the war on the eastern front,

as has often been assumed on the basis of a lack of racist motives for

extermination. These questions have been discussed elsewhere, with

comparisons of different theaters of war.5

In recent years we have gained greater insight into the experience

of the “average Joe” in uniform, meaning the many millions of en-

listed men and noncommissioned officers who participated in the

exterminationist campaign on the eastern front. Many of them fol-

lowed the generals’ ideological guidelines reluctantly, while others

supported the campaign on the basis of their own convictions. Re-

cent research has revealed a considerable amount of agreement with

and support for the regime’s goals at the bottom of the military hi-

erarchy.6 Very few summoned the courage to resist this war—to the

extent that it was possible at all.

While the Wehrmacht was officially dissolved after the capitula-

tion of May 8, 1945, that did not put an end to its history. Some be-

lieve that only after that date did the Wehrmacht achieve its ulti-

mate victory, namely, in its struggle to preserve its image as an army

with “clean hands” in the eyes of the public both at home and

abroad. The myth of the Wehrmacht lived on.7 The policy of apol-

ogy evident in the memoirs of former generals—in concert with

many like-minded people in West Germany—worked successfully
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for decades. Within the Bundeswehr, the Wehrmacht continued to

provide a central point of historical reference and to serve as a

model, even though official decrees in fact did not permit such a

connection.8

Not until the last quarter of the twentieth century did the results

of research by critical historians reach the general public in Ger-

many. A highly controversial exhibition on the crimes of the Wehr-

macht in the war of extermination, mounted in the late 1990s, con-

tributed decisively to the shattering of the old taboo and a new

willingness to face the particularly grim topic of the Wehrmacht’s

connection with the Holocaust.

In the year 2000 the time was finally ripe for a symbolic political

act: the naming of a Bundeswehr base after a Wehrmacht sergeant

who had saved the lives of Jews, in place of a World War II general.

It appears to suggest the gradual emergence of the Bundeswehr

from the shadow of the Wehrmacht.9 We must wait and see, how-

ever, whether a living tradition will develop from this one sym-

bolic act.

As the war generation departs the scene, German society finds it-

self at the beginning of the twenty-first century in the midst of a

major process of reorientation. The myth of the Wehrmacht has

paled. From today’s perspective it appears to us a giant machinery of

extermination that spread suffering and misery across the entire

continent of Europe and paid little heed to humanity and interna-

tional law in its campaigns. Measured by the standards of civilian

society, which contrast markedly from those of the earlier martial

culture,10 only those few resistance fighters in the Wehrmacht who

protested against extermination in one way or another deserve our

respect.

For a long time now the officers involved in the conspiracy of July
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20, 1944, have been celebrated for opposing the dictator—although

only at a very late date—and for supporting the true interests of

Germany. Recently, however, their reputation has been somewhat

tarnished by revelations that they were not only anti-democratic in

their attitudes but also personally “enmeshed” in the extermination

campaign before they courageously began conspiring to assassinate

Hitler.

At the same time, most German citizens now feel respect for sol-

diers who deserted from the Wehrmacht, conscientious objectors,

and those “defeatists” and “underminers of morale” who refused at

some point to follow their leaders during the war. There is growing

interest for those few who provided assistance and saved lives while

wearing the uniform of the Wehrmacht, thereby proving that coura-

geous acts in violation of orders and the expectations of their supe-

rior officers were possible even in an organization perceived to have

been totalitarian. The legend of the Wehrmacht’s “clean hands”

now belongs to the past.
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