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Ch 8: The Gomel Region (1)
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Ch 9: The Gomel Region (2)

CHAPTER 9: THE GOMEL REGION (2)

From October 1942 the 221st Security Division faced a new series of challenges, but also a 
new opportunity to prosecute further mobile anti-partisan operations. This chapter examines the 
forces which shaped the division’s conduct under these new circumstances, and also considers 

how and why the conduct of the division’s subordinate units increasingly diverged from that of 

the divisional level over the period from June 1942.

9.1. The division-level picture, October 1942 - January 1943

9.1.1. The intensified propaganda effort, and the deserter question

The winter of 1942-3 saw an intensification in many aspects of the 221st Security Division’s 
propaganda campaign. Among other things, wireless broadcasting for the population was 
extended during January and February, with the establishment of “listeners’ gatherings” 
(Horgemeinschaften) enabling entire villages to tune into radio programmes.1 The use of 
loudspeaker cars and German and Russian propaganda speakers was stepped up also. Yet other 
initiatives were directed at particular groups. The Propaganda-Staffel in Gomel, for example, 
reported that the mood of industrial workers was suffering from low rations and low wages. In 
an attempt to counter this, the Staffel planned a “trade fair” (Gewerbeausstellung) in Klinzy, 
and several “business conventions” (Betriebsappelle) in co-operation with the regional 
Wrtschaftskommando ?

Much of this effort corresponded to similar measures to improve propaganda across the entire 
Army Group Centre Rear Area.3 In terms of deserter policy, however, the 221st’s hearts and 
minds effort seems to have grown particularly daring. The intelligence section’s monthly report 
for December 1942 recorded an increase in propaganda aimed at encouraging partisan 
desertion, and it was during that month that the division took its sensible approach far enough 
to clash with higher-level policy. Its arguments were embodied in a communiqué of 3rd 
December, issued through the intelligence section, signed by Major Kriebel on behalf of 
General Lersner and sent to General von Schenckendorff. The communiqué warned that the 
current guidelines - which stipulated that partisans should be spared only if they deserted with 
their weapons before an anti-partisan operation, and that those surrendering during or after an 
operation, even if they brought their weapons with them, were to be shot - were dangerously 
counter-productive:

“An enemy with only the prospect of death staring him in the face will fight to the 
end bitterly and tenaciously, thereby inflicting greater losses upon us....Amongst 
the partisans are a large number of amoral fellow travellers, and the best means 
of weakening and undermining partisan morale is to target this particular group 
with an unrestricted propaganda effort enticing it to desert. ”4
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This was also an implicit criticism of the provisions on deserters in the OKW directive of 11th 
November, which stipulated that captured partisans be shot or better still hanged.5 It was also 

essential, the 221st pointed out, that promises of preferential treatment for deserters actually be 
kept. This of course implied that the Germans had not been keeping such promises before.6 

The division thus was criticising higher-level policy in ways which, if not absolutely unique, 
were certainly significant. The officers who drafted the communiqué of 3rd December clearly 

were more concerned about sensible anti-partisan policy than about being perceived by their 
superiors as overly “soft”. A similar line of thought seems to have been at work in the mobile 

Ankara operations of winter 1942-3.

9.1.2. Restrained exploitation? The Ankara operations, December 1942 - January 
1943

The 221st Security Division’s view of the Ankara operations, conducted in the north-eastern 
sector of the division’s jurisdiction primarily by the 36th Security Regiment, was that the 

operations’ purpose was to pacify the area, not plunder it. The regiment ordered that quota 
levels be strictly observed in the requisitioning of livestock, horses and produce, so as to ensure 
that the subsistence level be maintained.7 The 221st itself was even more unequivocal; there was 
to be no unbridled exploitation, even in those villages which had not achieved the necessary 
quota.8 For Ankara H, requisitioning was in most cases restricted, again, to collecting quotas 

from inhabited villages; only in the case of abandoned villages was the requisitioning to be 
more thorough and all-encompassing. Much of the livestock and foodstuffs procured in 
Ankara H, it seems, was not plundered from villages, but was in fact picked up when the 
partisans abandoned it.9 Moreover, the division imposed a total ban on the burning of villages 
for the duration of Ankara II.10 This may well have been a direct response to excesses 

committed during Ankara, for which the division had allowed the burning of villages “under 
certain circumstances”.11

At this stage the economic dimension of the anti-partisan effort had yet to assume the degree of 
importance which it would acquire later in 1943. In the case of the Ankara operations, security 

and not economic considerations seem to have dictated the agenda; a clear sign of this is that 
the operations did not take place in an area of the divisional jurisdiction deemed by the WiKo 
to be particularly economically threatened,12 but rather in the area which the 221st deemed most 
problematic from the point of view of general security.13 More significantly, whilst economic 
bodies often protested that anti-partisan operations in which economic needs were subordinated 
to “security” needs often resulted in unbridled excess and rapacity,14 the approach of the 
221st seems to have fostered conduct which actually was even more “restrained” than if 

economic imperatives had been in the driving seat. This is highlighted by comparing the 
Ankara operations with Operation Peter, conducted at almost exactly the same time in the 
jurisdiction of the 203rd Security Division. Though ostensibly an anti-partisan operation, 
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Peter’s real purpose was economic exploitation; it was termed an Erfassungsunternehmen 
(requisition operation) by the 203rd.15 Here too the economic bodies’ concern to maintain the 

area’s economic viability was apparent, but requisitioning seems to have gone beyond the 

fulfilment of quotas; two thirds of all produce and livestock were to be seized; what was left 
over was deemed, whether rightly or wrongly, as corresponding to subsistence level.16 Unlike 

Ankara II, however, “bandit-friendly” villages - presumably those which had fallen behind in 
fulfilling their quotas - were to be destroyed after labour, produce and livestock had been 

seized.

The Ankara operations therefore are another indication that the 22Ist’s constructive approach 
to anti-partisan warfare was continuing. The division’s intensified propaganda campaign, its 

stance on deserters and its determination not to allow any damage to its constructive approach 
from excessive economic measures were hallmarks of a unit which still clearly preferred 
cultivation to coercion. That it did was due not just to the sense displayed by division-level 
officers, but also to new developments in the division’s situation from October 1942 on.

9.2. Explaining the division-level picture

If, as has been argued, the 22Ist’s division-level officers were governed in their actions at this 
time by good sense more than by ruthlessness, they would have found much in their new 
situation to persuade them of the need for further constructive engagement both of the 
population and of potential partisan deserters.

9.2.1. “Passive” or “active” security?

For one thing, the arrival of reinforcements in the area did not mean that the 221st Security 
Division now enjoyed an unrestricted free hand to conduct mobile operations. It certainly could 

not rely upon the long-term assistance of the 1st Fallschirmjäger-Ausbildungs-Regiment,17 
Whilst the presence of this unit might provide some short-term respite for the division’s 
passive security effort, it did not really increase the viability of a major policy shift by the 
division in favour of mobile operations. Moreover, the arrival of the regiment was itself hardly 
cause for celebration. Whilst nominally a paratroop unit, and therefore enjoying association 
with that “crack” branch of the armed forces, the 1st Fallschirmjäger-Ausbildungs-Regiment 
was essentially composed of inexperienced trainees.

Meanwhile, though the onset of winter facilitated more effective mobile operations, there was 
also a need for long-term thinking. Whilst mobile operations might inflict blows upon the 
partisan movement over the winter months, thanks to the ease of traversing frozen swamps and 
tracing partisan tracks in the snow, such was the growth in the partisan movement by this stage 
that mobile operations could hardly hope to destroy the partisans outright. With mobile 

operations also posing the danger that excessive brutality might be unleashed, the 221st may 

166



Ch 9: The Gomel Region (2)

have feared embittering the population so far that the population would embrace the resurgent 
partisans the following spring. Whilst there is no written evidence that the 221st was thinking 
along such lines at this stage, such an interpretation seems likely in view of what is already 
known about the division’s approach. This would explain why such mobile operations as were 
undertaken focused on the area where the partisan problem was at its worst, the north-eastern 
Mamajewka forest sector, and why the directives which the division issued for them were on the 

whole relatively restrained. Elsewhere the division would restrict its efforts - successfully as it 
would turn out - to improving, albeit temporarily, the security situation along the railways.18

Further constraints, and therefore further incentives to continued cultivation, were generated by 
the nature of passive security itself.

9.2.2. The problems of passive security

Training, always a grave concern to the 221st as it was to other security divisions,19 was 

especially difficult for troops committed to guarding the railway lines, scattered as they were in 
particularly small groups over a vast area. The need for training and the often dire results of a 
lack of it were especially glaring among replacement troops. At the end of July, three of the 
division’s security battalions received replacements of eleven NCOs and 309 men, but many of 
these were either insufficiently trained or even completely untrained.20 By late August, General 

Lersner seems to have thought that further replacement troops might be more of a curse than a 
blessing; the latest projected batch had an average age of forty, with little training, and Lersner 
doubted that they would cope with the rigours of anti-partisan duty.21 Unsurprisingly, the end 
of October saw the 221st’s operations section castigating the troops for their lack of 
preparedness:

“Recently, heavy losses have had to be sustained due to the troops’ negligence 
and carelessness in their conduct of the full range of necessary security duties. It 
must be hammered into the troops that they must maintain the sharpest state of 
alertness, even in those areas where attacks have not recently taken place. ”22

Morale, meanwhile, was being sapped to a new low by the unrelenting rigours of security duty. 
By the summer of 1942, for example, most of the troops who had been with the division since 
June 1941 had not been on leave for twelve to eighteen months, some even longer.23 The sense 
of isolation was heightened by the often atrocious state of the roads, which in wet weather 
prevented the delivery of Feldpostu Probably, feelings of isolation were exacerbated and 
morale damaged further by the scattering of the division’s troops in small strongpoints along 
the railway lines. A report of 4th October by the division’s operations section described railway 

strongpoints in a state of disarray, with rifles, helmets, coats and gas masks left lying around in 
disorder.25 The dangers of illness from the unhygienic conditions in the East were heightened 

in the case of new, inexperienced troops recently transferred from the Reich; gout and 
rheumatism, for example, were rife within Landesschutzen-Bataillon 557.26 On top of all this
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was the damage wrought to morale by prolonged lack of obvious success and the sheer 
unrelenting boredom of passive security.27

It has already been seen why, temporary reinforcement by a second-rate training formation or 
not, the 221st Security Division is likely still to have felt the need to make a considerable 
commitment to passive security. It was clear however that even passive security, with its often 
excessively lengthy hours of sentry duty, might be beyond the capabilities of troops in the 
miserable state to which many of the 221st’s units seem by now to have been sinking - 
exaggerated though some of the reports may have been. This further debilitation in fighting 
power, in circumstances in which the prospect of long-term reinforcement was uncertain, is 
likely to have further reinforced the incentive to cultivate the population. Here, again, it would 
have compensated for dwindling combat effectiveness by facilitating a relationship with the 
population which was more likely to ensure the population’s greater involvement in the 
intelligence effort. It also made the division’s existence more tolerable in a general sense by at 
least slowing the process of growing accommodation between population and partisans.

Committed then, for the time being at least, to a sustained hearts and minds campaign, the 221st 
almost certainly would have felt compelled to intensify it by the fact that the partisans’ hearts 
and minds campaign was by now gathering momentum itself.

9.2.3. Difficulties in the hearts and minds campaign

The situation to autumn 1942

To a significant extent, the difficulties growing ever more acute in the 221st’s hearts and minds 
campaign had their roots in the constraints which had assailed propaganda even at the earliest 
stages of the Eastern campaign. Distribution of German propaganda had been beset by 
drawbacks as early as autumn 1941; the SD had on numerous occasions drawn attention to the 
far greater dissemination of partisan propaganda than German.28 Distribution had been 
hampered across the entire Rear Area by a lack of available aircraft; the 221st, for example, had 
had to wait until late October before benefiting from the services of a solitary ex-stunt ‘plane, 

use of which had been limited by the fact that its main burden had been reconnaissance 
duties.29 A further obstacle, and one of which the 221st’s intelligence section had been all too 

aware, had been that higher orders would often compel Ortskommandanturen and 
Feldkommandanturen to move around too quickly to be able to forge constructive relations 
with the civilian population.30

Whilst these problems had to a considerable extent been solved by the summer of 1942, the SD 
still judged the situation as far from ideal.31 The 221st Security Division’s intelligence section 

constantly pointed out the necessity of ensuring effective supply and distribution of 
newspapers, Wehrmacht reports and other material in the Russian language.32 Where the 
Germans seem to have made particularly little headway was in propagandising the youth of the
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occupied areas. Youth felt the influence of Soviet indoctrination particularly strongly because 
they had never known anything before the Soviet Union, and also because they felt robbed of 
their prospects by the hardship and upheaval which the German invasion had brought in it 

wake.33

By autumn 1942 the propaganda situation was growing ever more daunting for the occupying 
forces. An increasingly large area was falling under the influence of the partisans and their own 
forms of psychological warfare, and the miseries being inflicted upon the populace by the 
German occupation were creating a rich source of resentment for the partisans to tap.

Resentment and its exploitation by the partisans

There were three issues over which civilian resentment at this stage burned strongest. The first 
was German requisition policy, which by late 1942 was taking on ever more excessive 
dimensions. The high quota levels set by Wirtschaftsinspektion Mitte stoked hardship and 
bitterness,34 and in early October the 22Ist’s intelligence section reported that especially severe 
food shortages were expected over the winter, and that Bürgermeister should be as sparing as 
possible in the weeks and months ahead.35

The population’s mood was further darkened by its disillusionment with German agricultural 
reforms. Though the privatisation of agriculture, for which many farmers had yearned, had been 
officially enacted in March 1942, it had been carried out in a slow, piecemeal manner. This had 
been due in large part to the low esteem in which the Russians’ powers of self-motivation and 
drive were held by German agricultural officials.36 From the outset, moreover, the reforms had 
excluded state farms and machine tractor stations, and German taxes on private farms had far 
exceeded those on collective farms.37 By early October, the 221 st’s intelligence section 

reported that the farmers’ early enthusiasm for the reforms was clearly on the wane, and that 
many of them feared that the size of requisitions would soon push them below subsistence 
level.38 Within weeks, requisitions were combining with the impending Russian winter to stoke 

a mood of the blackest apprehension across the population.39

The most immense source of discontent was the Arbeitseinsatz of Russian workers in the 
Reich, every aspect of which, from increasingly ruthless recruitment methods to the treatment of 
workers in Germany, made it perhaps the favourite object of native resentment. Feelings ran 
particularly high over the compulsory labour of young girls. The 221st’s intelligence section 
reported on 3rd November that “wild rumours” (in reality probably accurate ones) were 
circulating about the treatment of Russian girls working in the Reich - that they were forbidden 
to go out, that they had no leisure time, and that they were falling foul of illness, malnutrition 
and a work burden which was driving them into the ground.40 By now civilians understandably 
were doing everything they could to avoid Arbeitseinsatz. Young men were fleeing to the 

partisans; young women frantically marrying, getting themselves pregnant or at least 
persuading their doctors to he for them in this regard.41 Another increasingly popular option,
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with both men and women, was self-mutilation.42 By December it was rumoured that all single 
women up to the age of thirty-five were to be sent to the Reich.43

Such fears were manna from heaven to a partisan movement itself intent on securing the 
population’s co-operation. There was more, however. For one thing, an increasing amount of 
animus was heaped upon members of the native auxiliary police and the German-appointed 
civilian administration. The auxiliaries’ policing methods, such as arresting people without trial, 
were often seen as nothing more than a hangover from the old Soviet days.44 Native 

administrators, meanwhile, were often perceived by the population as abusing their position to 
the advantage of themselves, their family and their friends in all manner of ways.45 The 

sometimes Neanderthal disposition of the Hungarian troops stationed in the divisional area was 
further cause for anger:

“For example - as a general rule they (the Hungarians) beat up all road menders 
and foremen, arrest people with German work passes and often beat up the 
inhabitants of entire villages. The (population’s) willingness to work is suffering 
greatly as a result of all this. ”46

Quite apart from all this is the likelihood, which unsurprisingly received scant attention in the 
221 st’s discipline reports, that the division’s own troops were behaving in a similarly atrocious 
manner. Last but very far from least, there was growing rage over German anti-partisan 
measures. Whilst actual brutality by the 221 st’s troops does not yet seem to have contributed 
significantly to the population’s bitterness, a contrast at this stage with the experience of other 
divisions,47 the same could not be said of the growing resort to evacuation of villages in the 

name of “security”. The indignation stoked by such measures is described in a report of late 
October from Feldkommandantur 528 (V), based in Klinzy, which railed against a proposed 
plan by the division to evacuate all able-bodied men from the partisan-endangered parts of its 
jurisdiction. The population was to be persuaded of the “necessity” of these measures through 
propaganda, but the Feldkommandantur held out no hope of the male population submitting 
willingly to evacuation, fearing as it would for the well-being, indeed the lives, of the families it 
would be leaving behind. In addition, the Feldkommandantur argued, any evacuation would be 
seen as an admission of German weakness and failure to destroy partisans, and this would 
further reduce the occupiers’ standing in the eyes of the population. Finally, the 
Feldkommandantur was also aware that Wirtschaftsstab Ost, the main body responsible for 
economic exploitation of the Army-administered areas, had hatched a plan forcibly to snap up 1 
500 men and 4 500 women from the Klinzy area for Arbeitseinsatz. Quite how the 
Feldkommandantur itself was to sell this plan to the population, at the same time as selling the 
idea of forced evacuation, was not clear.48

Exploiting resentment, however, was not the only prong of the partisans’ campaign to win the 
population over.
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Other partisan tactics

By autumn partisan propaganda was striking an increasingly nationalistic rather than 

ideological note, the partisans perceiving as they did that such appeals were more likely to strike 
a chord with the population.49 The partisans also continued to promise a rosier future, 
contrasting with the hardships which had been endured under the Soviet regime of old. It was 
equally important to inspire the population with fear, not least of the increasing possibility that 
the Red Army would return and inflict fearful vengeance upon pro-German collaborators. A far 

more immediate and tangible source of terror, however, was the partisans themselves. By 
December 1942, in the increasingly large area controlled or threatened by them, they offered a 
simple choice: “...they threaten to shoot those members of the population working for the 
Wehrmacht who do not cease such work and resign all their posts. ”50 Civilian administrators 

and OD men were thus in a constant state of terror for themselves and their families; in the 
endangered areas, mayors were moving to towns or villages occupied by German troops or, 
where that was not possible, were reduced to sleeping at a different address every night.51

By combining threats with enticements to “come over” in return for decent treatment, the 
partisans intensified attempts to persuade growing numbers of native administrators and 
auxiliaries to desert the German cause altogether.52 On 29th November, for example, the 27th 

Security Regiment reported that the OD leader in Mglin had twice been contacted by the 
partisans in writing, urging him to come over to his own brothers. The mayor of Krasnogorki 
had gone over to the partisans after being captured by them.53 The rate of desertion crept up 

among the Hiwis (unarmed native volunteers) and the rank-and-file OD, and in December it 
became a serious problem.54 It was fed by rumours, often spread by former Hiwis and OD 

men themselves, that deserters could expect good treatment from the partisans. Hiwis and OD 
men harboured a multitude of the kind of grievances ripe for exploitation by the partisans. As 
early as September, Hiwis felt they were getting a poor deal in terms of supply and 
consequently were defecting already. The manifold disadvantages which the OD suffered, 
particularly concerning clothing and equipment, were to drive many of its number to similar 
action.55

Fear of the partisans and uncertainty about the future could only be exacerbated, meanwhile, by 
the 221 sf s continuing failure actually to locate and destroy partisan groups.56 The intelligence 
section’s report for August 1942 reported that the mere presence of German troops reassured 
civilians, and helped prevent them from drifting further into the arms of the partisans. The less 
visible the German presence and the more visible the partisan presence, the more debilitating the 
effect upon the population’s faith in the superiority of German arms.57 By the end of the year, 
civilians in endangered areas appear to have resigned themselves to the 221st’s failure to 
destroy the partisans,58 and their accommodation with the partisans seems often to have been 

far from unwilling. A report by pro-German informers operating east of Tschetschersk 
described the attitude of much of the population there: “”Oh, leave the partisans be, they’ve 
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done us no harm. Whereas the Germans are after our chickens, our eggs, everything...” In 
short, the population cannot be trusted. ”59 Overall, the intelligence section commented at the 
beginning of November that the mood of the population unmistakably was deteriorating.60

It is the 221st’s very lack of success, however, which may help explain why the division’s 
hearts and minds campaign was at this stage sustained and even intensified. Though the 
campaign clearly was encountering setbacks, the fact that it seemed until now to have been 
successful, along with the apparent lack of viable alternatives, is likely to have convinced many 
officers that the best solution was to intensify constructive tactics to meet the new challenges. If 
nothing else, it should be stressed that the battle for hearts and minds hardly seemed lost by the 
end of 1942. In the 221st’s jurisdiction the intelligence section reported that, despite the 
population’s worsening mood, German propaganda was on the whole still being well- 
received,61 and the SD reported on 23rd December that the population was still overwhelmingly 
pro-German.62

The 221st Security Division, it seems, was compelled to a large extent by particular 
circumstances to conduct its anti-partisan effort in a way which relied more upon cultivating the 
population than upon terrorising it. Though specific circumstances changed over the second 
half of 1942, there was no fundamental change in the way they combined with the relatively 
sensible outlook of the 221st’s senior officers to compel the division in a constructive 
direction. As before, meanwhile, the careerist notion that constructive engagement equalled 
success and success equalled promotion is likely to have remained intact.

As before, however, the picture at divisional level did not necessarily correspond to the picture 
further down.

9.3. The lower-level picture, June 1942 - January 1943

9.3.1. Restrained conduct: a “trickle-down” effect?

Whilst the 221st Security Division’s subordinate units often conducted themselves with 
brutality in the Gomel area between June and October 1942, the picture was somewhat less 
damning than it had been in the Jelnja-Dorogobush area. This might be explained partly by the 
fact that the Jelnja-Dorogobush operations, having been of a particularly mobile nature and 
involved relatively extensive use of artillery, had presented greater opportunity for brutality. It 
does also seem, however, that the relatively constructive attitude which clearly characterised 
division-level officers had penetrated the division’s lower levels more thoroughly by the time 
the 221st arrived in the Gomel region.

This is certainly suggested by the comparatively measured conduct of units which did 
participate in mobile operations during the second half of 1942, particularly during the 
summer.63 It is perhaps especially significant that the operations of July and August were to a 
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large extent carried out by the 45th Security Regiment, a unit which otherwise seems to have 
enjoyed a particularly merciless reputation within the 221st.64 The harshness of the orders 

which Colonel Wiemann himself issued for the operations were in fact balanced to some extent 
by exhortations against “excessive” conduct. Whilst much of the excess which the 45th 
perpetrated over the period 1942-3 was almost certainly due to Wiemann’s own influence, the 
colonel seems on this occasion to have been at least partly swayed by the saner arguments 

emanating from the divisional level. At the very least, he bowed to pressure to incorporate such 
arguments to some extent in his own orders. The result, in any case, was that the 45th 
conducted the operations of July and August with what was for that unit an element of 
moderation.

Further examples of measured conduct took place during Operation Ankara. On 19th 
December, the first day of the operation, the 1st battalion of the 8th Police Regiment conducted 
itself with restraint upon discovering that the village of Guta, which it had just entered, had 
clearly served as a partisan base:

“It was clear from the agricultural stockpiles in Guta that the village was being 
used as a bandits’ strongpoint. Of the thirteen men present, the eight able-bodied 
ones were therefore arrested. ”65

Whilst these eight unfortunates could expect little mercy, the battalion chose not to carry out an 
indiscriminate massacre. Such relative restraint is even more striking for the fact that the 
battalion’s arrival at Guta immediately followed its total failure to intercept the partisan group 
which was active in the area; thus the battalion chose not to cover this failure by inflating its 
body count with dead civilians. A second incident, attributable to no particular unit, occurred on 
20th December:

“A bottle of (gun) powder was found in a house in Sinowjewka. Ammunition 
detonated when the house was burned down by order of the regiment. A sawn-off 
shotgun and a hunting rifle were found in the ruins, which despite a thorough 
search beforehand had not been found. The owner of the house admitted that her 
husband was with the partisans and had left the ammunition behind after his last 
visit. The woman was shot, and her children handed over to the headman. ”66

Harsh conduct it indeed was, but indiscriminate massacre would have been harsher still. How 
far these instances of relatively restrained conduct resulted from sensible considerations about 
discipline and keeping the population sweet, from the retention of old-fashioned military values, 
civilian ethics or even from a measure of affection for the population, it does seem that the 

constructive approach being pursued at divisional level found a significant amount of agreement 
at the lower levels. The spirit of constructive engagement only penetrated so far, however, as 
numerous instances of brutality demonstrate.

9.3.2. Explaining brutality: “smaller-scale” atrocities

At divisional level, the situation of overstretch and falling fighting power which assailed the 
221st Security Division in the Gomel region had helped compel a constructive approach to the
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anti-partisan effort, just as similarly constructive measures had emerged from the situation 

which the division had faced in the Jelnja-Dorogobush operations. As has already been seen, 
however, such a situation was bound to be felt in different, more direct and more acute ways at 
the division’s lower levels, and bloody outcomes were particularly likely when the effects of the 
situation combined with attitudes which, for whatever reasons borne of earlier life experiences, 
were hard and ruthless already.67 The result, as can be seen from Table 9, was plain; the overall 
disparity between recorded partisan dead and German dead between June 1942 and January 
1943 remained considerable to say the least. Table 10 shows the instances of individual 
atrocities which were committed.

Table 9: German and partisan dead in the 221st Security Division’s jurisdiction, June 1942 - 
January 1943.68

Period Partisan dead German/OT/OD 
dead

German/OT/OD dead 
as % of partisan dead

6.42 46 18 39.1%

7.42 206 78 37.9%

8.42 172 40 23.3%

9.42 164 56 34.1%

10.42 39 32 82.1%

11.42 106 28 26.4%

12.42 86 17 19.8%
1.43 199 57 28.6%

Total 1018 326 32.0%

Table 10: “Smaller-scale” atrocities in the 221st Security Division’s jurisdiction, June 1942 - 
January 1943.69

Date Unit / operation Details

25.7.42 No details. Firefight with partisans at Dobronossitschi, in Roslawl area. 15 
partisans killed. German losses: none.

6.9.42 Ortskommandantur 
Roslawl.

28 partisans killed in op. led by Ortskommandant. German losses: 
none.

12.9.42 SR 45 (prob. SB 
230)

Firefight with 200 partisans escaping from Operation Süd, s.w. of 
Ssidorowitschi, nr Krasnopolje. At least 40 partisans killed. German 
dead: 4.

26.9.42 1/ Pol. Rgt. 8 Firefight. 70 to 80 partisans killed and many wounded. German dead: 
2.

14.11.42 SB 791. Village of Ormino, occupied by 400 partisans, retaken by third 
company of SB 791. 20 partisans killed. German dead: none.

28.12.42 Probably SR 45. Firefight nr Krasnopolje. 25 partisans killed. German / OD dead: 3, 7 
OD missing.

11.1.43 OD 24 partisans killed near Merkulowitschi. OD dead: none. Captured 
weapons recorded: 10 rifles, 1 m.g.
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Possible “blanket influences” - frustration caused by demodemisation, social darwinist 
sentiment, anti-Slavism, distrust of the population and francs-tireur phobia - enjoyed plenty of 
scope during this period. The ongoing deterioration in manpower and the inability to get to 

grips with actual partisans induced by commitment to passive security are likely to have 
increased fear, frustration, “pressure to perform”, and the tendency to substitute terror of the 

population for anti-partisan action.

Among other things, units in the field had to cope with the concrete results of lack of training. 
A directive issued by the 221st on 25th June instructed commanders down to company level to 
ensure that training was being carried out properly,70 but it was extremely difficult, as has been 
seen, to train troops scattered in small groups across such a vast area. Security Battalion 706, 
for example, was so overstretched at the beginning of July that the only troops available to 
master its Vorfeld were drivers and desk-wallahs.71 The third company alone was responsible 
for 70 kilometres of track.72

Both General von Schenckendorff and the 221st still held officers personally responsible for 
the failures of their units, however. A great many security division officers, often due to their 
age, clearly were not up to their job - a problem which General von Schenckendorff identified 
across the entire Army Group Centre Rear Area.73 For the 221st Security Division, the 
operations section complained on 4th August that some officers were failing to carry out orders 
with the proper thoroughness and application.74

Whether via fear, frustration, a need to cover for failure, or the perception that the partisans 
could only be combated by terrorising the population, it is likely that the officers who felt 
particularly driven to brutality by their circumstances were the Feld- and Ortskommandanten. 
Feld- and Ortskommandanten seem often to have been particularly unequal to their tasks; the 
divisional personnel officer’s report for June to December 1942 claimed that the replacement 
officers from the west had been far below the standard needed for service in Russia and that 
most had therefore been given relatively quiet postings in Feld- and Ortskommandanturen?5 
Another factor contributing to this picture of miserable inadequacy was that Feld- and 
Ortskommandanten had to administer large areas often with wholly insufficient personnel. 
This was certainly a problem for Feldkommandantur 550, in the 203rd Security Division’s 
jurisdiction, which on 24th July reported:

“There are good grounds for doubting that Ortskommandantur Ljuban is up to 
the task of carrying out its duties with the care and application which Russian 
conditions demand. It is staffed by one sergeant, one senior private as clerk, and 
one interpreter. ”76

Such a situation, via whatever particular mechanism - it is not clear which - may well have led to 
the incident of 6th September 1942, shown on the table below along with the 221st’s other 
smaller-scale atrocities during the period June 1942 to January 1943, in which 28 partisans
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were killed by soldiers of the Ortskommandantur in Roslawl and the Germans themselves 

suffered not a single casualty.

Whilst German rather than OD units are the focus of this thesis, the conduct of the OD is 
worth a glance also, further illustrating as it does the link between poor fighting power and 
brutality. Frequently inadequate fighting power among OD units was likely to lead to the kind 
of brutality which manifested itself on 11th January 1943.77 Indeed, during 1943 the OD 

would increasingly find itself the object of derision from German officers, at a time when its 
importance to the German security effort was becoming ever greater. For example Lieutenant 
Gänger, of the 2nd company of Security Battalion 791, reported an action of 18th January 1943 
in which 13 German and 33 OD men had participated, but in which the German troops would 
have been more effective had they been on their own. The OD’s incompetence had directly 
resulted in the loss of an anti-tank gun, and Gänger claimed that “(i)n the firefight which 
ensued, the combat value of the OD was precisely zero. ”78 Whilst the OD is likely at least on 

some occasions to have been simply the whipping boy of German units anxious to cover their 
own failings, the frequently inadequate training and equipment with which it was provided 
would inevitably have blighted its fighting power at least to some extent, with all the 
implications for conduct which this brought with it.

German distrust of the population, meanwhile, was certain to be increased by the isolation of 
units which came with the continued commitment to passive security. It was the view of the 
27th Security Regiment that the partisans’ eyes and ears were everywhere, for partisan 
intelligence seemed to know the Germans’ every move.79 Nor could the Germans necessarily 

trust apparently loyal civilian administrators, for the partisans were making every effort to 
install their own people as straiten or OD leaders. One report described how an elderly partisan 
informer had been deliberately left behind in the Soviet retreat of 1941 because the partisans 
had assumed, correctly as it turned out, that the Germans would be taken in by his “dignified 
bearing” and appoint him to an administrative post.80 Indeed, feelings of racial contempt, and 

therefore potential for brutality, may have increased through prolonged contact with those 
members of the OD and administration who remained faithful to the German cause; shortage of 
suitable personnel and the fear of partisan reprisal for collaboration meant that neither the 
cream of Russian manhood nor the pinnacle of administrative acumen were much in evidence.81

With isolation, meanwhile, feelings of fear and helplessness before an unseen and ruthless 
enemy are likely to have increased. Thus, whilst division-level officers did not allow themselves 
to be brutalised by ruthless, underhand partisan tactics, there was no guarantee that the field 
units actually confronted with such conduct would follow suit. Reports of the killing of 
German soldiers, both individuals or groups, of partisans masquerading in German uniform, 
and of the partisans’ apparent murder of unarmed civilians, are all likely to have strengthened 
the propensity to “lash out” in frustration in a situation in which the enemy appeared to be all
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around.82 The first battalion of the 8th Police Regiment, stationed as it was in the particularly 
troublesome north-eastern sector, is likely to have felt these difficulties particularly acutely; this 
was a situation which is likely to have figured importantly in the atrocity which that unit 

committed on 26th September.

Finally, as before, it is likely that the propensity for brutality was highest in a unit possessed 
already of a particularly harsh mind-set. Such seems to have been the case with the 45th 
Security Regiment, commanded as it was by an Ostkämpfer of the Great War and failed 
businessman. Indeed, units of the 45th committed not one but two atrocities during this period, 

on 12th September and 28th December 1942.

The conduct of the larger mobile operations at the turn of the year, however, suggest that 
brutality was beginning to gather a wider momentum across the 221st’s subordinate units as a 

whole.

9.3.3. Explaining brutality: the winter operations

The operations of December 1942 to January 1943 - Ankara, Ankara II and Klette II - show 
that, the 22Ist’s measured exhortations notwithstanding, barbarisation at the lower levels was 
on the increase.

One possible ingredient was frustration at the mounting long-term rigours to which the 
division’s troops had been subjected, combined with particular difficult conditions in the 
operations themselves. To a large extent, all three operations used the same units. These, 
responsible as they had been for security in the particularly troublesome north-eastern sector, 
would already have been particularly affected by the strain, isolation and lack of training 

plaguing all the 22Ist’s subordinate units. During the operations themselves, moreover, these 
units were subjected to the pressure of having to cleanse large areas with insufficient numbers 
of troops, conditions common to most Großunternehmen. Further, the operations were taking 
place in an area in which the particularly numerous and active partisan groups operating there 
were likely to hold the civilian population more firmly in their grip than was the case elsewhere 
- hardly a recipe for trust between the Germans and the population.

All these influences, and their potential brutalising effects, were particularly visible during Klette 
II. This operation, which took place directly after Ankara II, saw units of the 221st, collectively 
designated Gruppe von Geldern, exact the same death toll than they had in both Ankara 
operations put together.83 Klette II lasted more than two weeks, culminating in the breakout of 1 

500 partisans, and was made all the more difficult by metre-high snow, outdated maps and 
insufficient numbers of troops. The 22Ist’s troops, primarily responsible for preventing the 
breakout of partisans, were too thinly spread to be effective in such a task.84 It is also likely that 
the troops were being reduced to a particularly low state of exhaustion, ineffectiveness and 
indiscipline, involved in mobile operations since December as many had been. Ost-Bataillon 
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604’s fatalities included its commander, Major Tschegeloff, who was described as having been 
“the soul of his unit” (“die Seele seiner Truppe”). This loss may have influenced the decision 
to send Ost-Bataillon 604 for four- to six-weeks’ retraining after the operation. The first 
battalion of Police Regiment 8, meanwhile, was accused of unprofessional judgement, wild 
imaginings and “overreaction” (“unsachlicher Lagebeurteilung, Übertreibung und 

Phantastereien”), and the 221st’s French battalion, particularly plagued by poor discipline and 
morale, earned the hatred of the civilian population through its constant wild plundering.85 As 

in previous cases, moreover, the fact that the reports were silent on the conduct of the division’s 
German troops does not mean that their conduct was impeccable; it was more likely a cover for 
the fact that their conduct, like those of the other units which took part in the operation, was 
now often anything but impeccable.

From the conduct of Klette II, it might at first seem that the worsening condition of the 22Ist’s 
subordinate units and the mounting challenges which they faced were becoming so intractable 
that they were lowering the threshold of brutality, and that the ruthlessness which previously 
had been displayed in the most extreme case by Colonel Wiemann was becoming more 
widespread, irrespective of the particular inclinations of individual officers. Brutalisation may 
also have been fuelled by another source, however; the network of orders under which Gruppe 
von Geldern was to operate came not from the 221st Security Division, but from Army Rear 
Area 532, and were far more ruthless than those which the 221st had issued for the Ankara 
operations. It was ordered that all stocks in the area be removed or, where that was not possible, 
destroyed on the spot, and units were also told that they would have to live off the land during 
the operation. Deserters, meanwhile, were to be dealt with in a way which contrasted harshly 
with the 221 st’s recommendations of December; no distinction was to be made between those 
who deserted before and those who deserted during an operation.86 Regardless of “situational 
difficulties”, then, Army Rear Area 532’s directives clearly had set a ruthless agenda before the 
operation had even started. At the very least, this helped legitimise the atrocities which the 
troops felt increasingly driven to commit by their worsening situation.

In this context the effects not just of Army Rear Area 532’s directives, but also of the OKW 
directive of 16th December 1942, need to be considered. Whilst earlier higher-level directives, 
such as that of 18th August, had perhaps been too ambiguous to have a decisive brutalising 
effect, there was no such ambiguity in the 16th December directive.87 Admittedly, it is likely 
that increasingly difficult circumstances did play some role in the excesses which the 221 st’s 
subordinate units perpetrated during the winter; the Ankara operations, after all, were carried 
out under the aegis of the 221st itself and were therefore subject to more restrained directives, 
but this did not prevent excesses from being committed. Moreover, the first Ankara operation - 
which seems to have been bloodier than the second - took place before the 16th December 
directive was issued. It is also likely, however, that the 16th December directive intensified a 
climate in which many officers felt they had free rein to butchery borne of any mixture of the
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brutalising influences which many are likely to have harboured more intensely than ever in the 
face of the increasingly difficult situation which they now faced. This may among other things 
have contributed to the particular viciousness of the larger Ostheer anti-partisan operations of 
the first months of 1943.88

As before, the picture at this level remains particularly speculative. Aside perhaps from 
individual examples such as Colonel Wiemann, there can be no certainty concerning the effect 

which generational differences were continuing to have. It seems nonetheless that the tendency 
to brutality not only remained greater than it was at divisional level, but also that by early 1943, 
in response to a combination of worsening circumstances and higher-level orders encouraging 

ever-greater viciousness, it was growing stronger.

9.4. Conclusion

The situation which the 221st Security Division faced from October 1942 presented new 
opportunities, with paratroop reinforcements facilitating more mobile operations, but also new 
difficulties in the shape of a partisan movement which was becoming increasingly adept at 
exploiting the population’s growing embitterment. That the 221st continued to respond to these 
challenges with a constructive, restrained anti-partisan effort, rather than one relying more on 
terror and coercion, was due partly to the fact that ruthlessness would further alienate the 
population rather than destroy the partisans, but also to the fact that the 221 st’s officers were 
able to recognise this. That they did so was due again to the mix of careerism and above all 
sense which ensured that their outlook remained more constructive than did that of units such 
as the 203rd Security Division and, even more so, the 707th Infantry Division. 
Constructiveness was also compelled by the need to retain the population’s co-operation in the 
passive security effort to which the 221st remained committed and which was growing more 
difficult due to the division’s deteriorating fighting power. The continuing effort at cultivation 
manifested itself at this stage above all in the 221 st’s handling of the deserter issue, but also in 
the intensified propaganda campaign and the restrained directives issued for the conduct of 
mobile operations.

At the 221 st’s lower levels, however, a substantially different picture was emerging. Whilst 
there is evidence that some officers, either through common sense or their own value 
judgements, were receptive to pleas for restraint in anti-partisan operations, the growing trend 
seems to have been one of brutality. This was brought about partly, as it had been during the 
Jelnja-Dorogobush operations, by the increasing strain of a situation which was overstretching 
units and progressively debilitating their fighting power. By late 1942 this was taking place in 
the face of a population which in the eyes of many officers in the field was growing more 
receptive to the partisans. All this, along with anti-Slavism, social darwinism and the traditional 
German disdain for irregular warfare, made for a potent brew - one which was especially 
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potent in the case of officers such as Colonel Wiemann, commander of the 45th Security 
Regiment, who were already possessed of a particularly ruthless attitude. Perhaps most 
importantly, the network of orders issued if not by the 221st itself then by higher offices 

seemed if anything to be giving an even bigger green light to brutality than they had before. 
This was especially the case with the OKW directive of 16th December, which appears to have 

particularly loosened the lid on brutality at the lower levels in the 221 st’s winter operations. 
The necessarily speculative nature of individual motivation aside, this grim trend seems 
unmistakable. Moreover, as the next chapter will show, it would intensify during 1943.
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CHAPTER 10: THE GOMEL REGION (3)

The depths to which the 221st Security Division’s situation deteriorated during the early 
months of 1943, along with the growing economic imperative of the German anti-partisan 
effort, fostered a dynamic altogether more ruthless than that which had driven the 221st during 
1942. The 221st’s conduct during the spring of 1943 was marked, therefore, by growing 
conflict between elements advocating the yet further intensification of the cultivation effort on 

the one hand and those of a more ruthless persuasion on the other. Chapter Ten examines the 
forces that fuelled this process and the outcomes that resulted.1

10.1. The division-level picture, February - May 1943: growing 
pressures

10.1.1. Operation Zugspitze

Operation Zugspitze, conducted in the 221st’s north-eastern sector in February 1943, provides 
the first clear signs that a more ruthless attitude was taking hold at divisional level as well as 
below it. The divisional directive for Zugspitze dispensed with the ban on burning villages 
which had held for Ankara n, authorising the burning of villages in certain circumstances. 
Explaining what lay behind this hardened approach is not straightforward, for Zugspitze took 
place before the serious deterioration in the 221st’s situation which set in with the coming of 
spring. Nor, taking place as it did in the north-eastern sector, does it appear to have been 

designed primarily to satisfy the Wirtschaftskommando in Gomel; as has already been pointed 
out, the north-eastern sector was not one of the areas whose economic viability was deemed by 
the WiKo as particularly threatened.2

That said, the greater ruthlessness of Zugspitze probably was indeed driven to an important 
degree by a mixture of security-related and economic considerations. For one thing - though 
there is no written evidence for this - the 221st may have decided after Ankara II that it needed 
to exploit the opportunities provided by the winter more fully. Winter after all was when 
partisan-infested areas were more accessible thanks to frozen swamps and, arguably, when the 
partisans were most vulnerable to attacks on their source of supply due to the particularly harsh 
conditions in which they were living.3 The order to bum villages may therefore have served the 
twin purpose of firstly inflicting a genuine blow against the partisans and secondly of 
facilitating more thorough requisitioning. Pressure from above, whether direct or indirect, may 
have played a further role in the development of this somewhat harder line. It may be that the 
221 st’s criticism of deserter policy in December 1942 had created the perception at higher 
levels that the division was perhaps being just a little too constructive. The directive for 
Zugspitze may have been intended, among other things, to counter such perceptions. This may 
have seemed especially necessary in an atmosphere which, for the time being at least, was 
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characterised by an explosion of bloodletting in the German anti-partisan effort as a whole, 
facilitated probably to some extent at least by the OKW directive of 16th December 1942.4 In 

other words, if the 221st’s constructive engagement effort of 1942 had to some extent been 

conducted with a view to currying favour with superiors, such a motive may by now have 
started working in the opposite direction.

It is nonetheless important to note that the 221 st’s directive for Zugspitze did not ape the call to 
unbridled brutality contained in the 16th December directive, nor was it nearly as ruthless as 
either Army Rear Area 532’s orders for the second Klette operation or those issued by the 
Ostheer units taking part in the Witebsk-Polozk area in early 1943.5 As before, the 221st 
seems to have retained a relatively sensible outlook - even though the word “relatively” needs 
if anything to be stressed yet more strongly than before.

Developments in the spring of 1943, however, would harden attitudes further.

10.1.2. Spring 1943: the partisan surge

The situation which developed in the spring of 1943, part of a general trend across the entire 
Army Group Centre Rear Area,6 was described by the 221st’s operations section in the 
grimmest terms:

“In the course of April 1943 the unrest in the entire divisional area reached 
dangerous proportions. Valuable economic installations - depots, dairies, 
distilleries etc. - were everywhere attacked and in places burned down. Raiding 
and plunder of the villages and the murder of starosten and other pro-German 
inhabitants became the order of the day. The division’s attempts to combat this 
mushrooming threat were severely restricted due to the inadequate forces 
available. ”7

Operations undertaken during April brought only the briefest respite from partisan activity; 
even those areas in which operations had met with some success were soon infested with 
partisans again. Forced recruitment, the division reported, was enabling entirely new groups to 
be formed; in some areas the partisans were extending recruitment up to 55 year-olds.8 
Instructors were being parachuted in, and Soviet officers had taken over the partisans’ training 
and leadership.9 Thus were the partisans able to extend their influence and draw ever nearer to 

the railway lines, highways and important strongpoints; the effects are all too clear from Table 
11.
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Table 11: The partisan war in the 221st Security Division’s jurisdiction, February - June 

1943.10

February March April May June

No. of clashes between 
partisans and Germans / 
OT / OD1 Hungarians.

59 66 113 131 112

No. of villages attacked 
(given as Plünderungen ).

Not given Not given 140 308 281

Total no. of sabotage acts. Not given Not given 87 233 200

No. of partisan dead.
No. of German etc. dead.

202 
68

121
68

500
66

176
74

117
28

German etc. dead as 
percentage of partisan dead.

33.7% 56.2% 13.2% 42.0% 23.9%

The fact that this surge ensued shortly after the 221st had been forced to relinquish three of its 
battalions must have been especially alarming to the division, for the immediate result was that it 
now became more overstretched than ever.11

10.1.3. The effect on fighting power

Partly as a result of these developments, the 221 st’s fighting power worsened further. The 
demands of active anti-partisan operations, coupled with the amount of passive security which 
the troops were still compelled to undertake, had led among other things to even greater 
restrictions on training.12 It is unsurprising that discipline and morale seem to have slackened 
further under such circumstances; this was certainly the judgement of an officer of the 
operations section inspecting the Gomel-Dowsk-Tscherikoff stretch of track.13 Lieutenant 

Andre reported that strongpoints were not being fortified and covered to a sufficient extent, that 
the squads available for defence were too small, and that the troops sometimes were not even 
guarding the bridges at all but, instead, their own living quarters.

Equipment too was cause for mounting alarm; reports multiplied of partisan groups which were 
not only numerous but also, thanks to improved supply from the Red Air Force, increasingly 
well-armed. The 45th Security Regiment drew attention to the inevitable effects:

“Many times our railway patrols have come to grips with enemy mine-layers. On 
every occasion the bandits have been equipped with machine-pistols and our own 
troops have not. This explains why the enemy’s losses are never established, 
despite the fact that the actions are often fought at extremely close quarters. In the 
darkness, directly after the moment of surprise has gone, the rifleman hardly ever 
has the chance to fire a second shot. The regiment wishes to stress the 
psychological consequences for the troops. ”14

The OD’s condition was if anything even more lamentable. Though the OD’s material state 
had improved significantly by spring 1943, it could not keep pace with the OD’s further 
expansion in the following months. Morale, meanwhile, was spiralling downward; desertion
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continued unabated, at a time when the division’s reliance upon the OD was greater than ever. 
The worsening situation at the front, with all the growing uncertainties this brought, played a 
role in rising desertion,15 along with the partisans’ increasingly crafty cultivation of the OD 

men who fell into their hands; by March the partisans, rather than shooting captured OD men, 
were re-educating them before then in some cases setting them free.16 The effects of all this 

upon the CD’s overall fighting power were entirely predictable, and are described 
uncompromisingly by the German officers who witnessed them. Contemptuous sentiments 
were expressed, for example, in a report by Feldkommandantur 528 (V). Here, Sergeant Bauer 
of the Feldgendarmerie had been killed leading an OD squad against partisans, but the OD had 
subsequently failed to pursue the partisans immediately and capture them. Their excuse had 
been that they had felt too shaken by the death of Bauer, to whom they had been devoted, to 
have been capable of decisive action.17 Yet more alarming was a report from the 1st battalion of 
the 8th SS Police Regiment, stationed in the north-eastern sector.18 An officer of the battalion 
had been ordered to build a strongpoint in Bazun, to be manned by OD men. When the OD 
men accompanying him had heard about this, however, they had waited until the detachment 
from the battalion had departed before themselves disappearing one by one. By June 1943, 
both Feldkommandantur 516 and the Feldkommandantur in Gomel were reporting that the 
worsening partisan situation in their respective areas had made the OD as a whole quite 
unreliable.19

During 1942 the 221st had tried to compensate for its diminishing fighting power by 
strenuously engaging both population and potential deserters. By spring 1943, however, there 
were sure signs that this was ceasing to be a viable option.

10.1.4. The battle for hearts and minds: the turning tide

Until late 1942 the 221st’s cultivation effort can hardly be said to have been a failure. Failure, 
however, is what increasingly stared it in the face during 1943, and this development was to 
help forge the growing fault line between those in the division advocating an intensification of 
such methods and those beginning to favour an altogether harsher approach.

The main reason for the division’s increasingly apparent failure was that the population’s 
disaffection and the partisans’ increasingly effective exploitation of it were clearly gathering 

pace. Still most prominent among the causes was the Arbeitseinsatz, the intensification of 
which during 1943 stoked even greater resentment than before. The intelligence section’s 
report for February 1943 reported not only that most of the civilians earmarked for 
Arbeitseinsatz were fleeing their villages, but also that the effects of “good news” from the 
Reich, presumably in the form of letters or talks given by Ostarbeiter on leave, had all but dried 
up.20
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By 1943, however, the partisans had additional material to work with. The overall report 
compiled by the 221st’s intelligence section for January to August 1943 asserted that the 
“punitive expeditions” undertaken by the division had contributed to the population’s 
darkening mood.21 Thus by 1943 the brutality of operations such as Ankara, Klette 11 and later 

Osterhase was creating the kind of situation for the 221st which had already plagued the 707th 
Infantry Division in 1942.22

Probably the most important dimension, however, was the increasing likelihood of Soviet 
victory. The deteriorating situation at the front line, which with the retreat from the Caucasus by 
January and the fall of Stalingrad in February assumed frightening proportions for the 
Germans, was a further source of torment for the 221st’s hearts and minds effort. Along with 
increased bombing by the Red Air Force it fuelled civilians’ fear of what might happen to them 
if, as seemed increasingly likely, the Germans were forced to retreat.23 The intelligence section 

described the impact which these developments had had upon the population’s mood, along 
with “the constant rumour-mongering which follows in its wake, nourished and spread on an 
enormous scale by bandits, spies and the like. ”24 The arrival of tens of thousands of troops 
from the Italian 8th Army during February did not help one iota. These troops had staggered 
into the 221 st’s area after being thrashed in the winter battles in southern Russia, and their 
morale and discipline were dangerously low; as well as plundering and requisitioning Russian 
houses and accosting Russian women and girls, they spread defeatist talk and thus reinforced 
the population’s perception that Soviet victory was just a matter of time.25 At the end of April 
the intelligence section reported that “(fhe successes of the Red Army and the rising partisan 
activity in the rear areas, skilfully exploited and exaggerated by enemy propaganda, have 
almost totally destroyed the population’s belief in the victory of German arms.”26 In a 

situation such as this, the observation of the Wirtschaftskommando Witebsk , further to the 
north, would have greatly resonated with the officers of the 221st. The governing principle in 
the population’s behaviour, the WiKo asserted, was that “(f>oyalty lies where the power 
lies”.2'' It would have been clear to the 221st, as it was to the WiKo in Witebsk, that this 

principle now worked firmly against the Germans rather than for them.

All this could only further ease the partisans’ task of securing ever-greater swathes of the 
population, by whichever means, for the Soviet cause. Moreover, whilst the partisans continued 
to employ terror extensively, their cultivation effort was growing increasingly skilful. For one 
thing, they were now recruiting as far away from base as possible so as not to antagonise the 
population in their immediate vicinity. Indeed, they often made the effort to supply nearby 
villages, and here requisitions were where possible restricted to families of German-appointed 
administrators or OD men. The partisans seem by now to have recognised that press-ganged 
civilians were likely to make less enthusiastic partisan recruits, and that they therefore needed to 
win the population over through their deeds.28 This certainly seems to have had some effect, as 
Corporal Meynecken, formerly a prisoner of the partisans, testified after his escape:
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“In every village the population was in a good mood. Everywhere the bandits 
were welcomed and fed, and so far as I could see this was all done willingly and 
without any pressure from the bandits. The bandits had brought two accordions 
with them, which they brought out at every village they rested in for the villagers to 
dance to. The villagers didn’t seem at all intimidated when they chatted with the 
bandits. The bandits too seemed in a remarkably good mood; I was made to 
watch while they danced to harmonica music. ”29

The 221 st’s attempts to turn the population’s mood, meanwhile, were being reduced to a state 
of frustrated impotence by a multitude of practical difficulties. Partisan attacks on railways 
caused severe disruption to the supply of propaganda,30 and the accommodation of troops 
bound for the front in theatres and cinemas denied the population a source of entertainment.31 

The strains on propaganda personnel, meanwhile, were growing intolerable. During March 
most of the personnel of the Propaganda-Staffel Gomel had to accompany particular 
operations and were therefore quite unable to organise other talks and displays for the 
population. This came on top of further disruption to propaganda distribution caused by 
bombing and partisan attacks on rail supplies.32 During late March and early April new 

propaganda units had to be established in Nowosybkoff, Ssurash and Neshin, but it proved 
impossible to expand the staff of the Propaganda-Staffel in Gomel accordingly. Later that 
month the Staffel had to relinquish thirteen of its younger men, presumably for front-line 
duty.33

By May 1943 there were too few suitable Russian propaganda speakers available to the 
division,34 and rumours among the population about plummeting German fortunes at the front 

and the bombing of German cities further fuelled the spectre of eventual Soviet victory. By now 
there were also illegal partisan printing presses in towns such as Nowosybkoff, and the 
partisans were seducing the population by selling it cut-price salt and textiles. The youth of the 
area was particularly influenced. “Youth is especially receptive to partisan propaganda, 
because it sees itself being robbed of all its prospects in life (by the German occupation), ” the 
intelligence section reported.35

By now, then, fright at accelerating partisan activity and the division’s own worsening condition 

was coupled with a growing realisation that no decisive improvement could be effected by 
stemming the anti-German tide in the population’s mood. If this were not enough to fuel a 
more ruthless approach at the 221 st’s divisional level, however, the area’s economic situation 
provided further impetus.

10.1.5. The economic situation

By spring 1943 both the 221st Security Division and WiKo Klinzy, as the former WiKo 
Gomel was now titled, were unpleasantly aware of the economic effects of rising partisan 
activity in the division’s jurisdiction. The WiKo’s agricultural section reported at the end of 
April that:
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“As far as agriculture is concerned, the security situation has deteriorated again. 
In the Bobruisk area just fourteen per cent of the Wolloste remain pacified, in the 
Gomel and Klinzy area just thirty-seven per cent. By night the entire region 
becomes the partisans ’ area of operations. From every forest fires bum and 
rockets climb into the air to light the way for the Red Air Force. ”36

The March report of Wirtschaftsinspektion Mitte, meanwhile, singled out the 221 st’s area as 
one of special concern:

“In WiKo Klinzy’s area the security situation has worsened further. In the 
Bobruisk area sixty per cent of the Wolloste are not being cultivated; in the Gomel 
and Klinzy areas the figures are thirty-eight and forty-two per cent...bands of 
several hundred, sometimes over a thousand, rove through the region paralysing 
all economic activity and destroying dairies, MTS stations and depots. ” 7

All this could only hamstring supply of food and labour, at a time when the German war 
effort’s need for both was growing increasingly acute. Of direct importance to the 221st, 
meanwhile, was the fact that these developments seriously threatened its own food supply. 
Shortage of food for the troops was becoming more manifest; on 16th April, for example, the 
quartermaster of the Army Group Centre Rear Area declared that the ration for fresh potatoes 
would be set at a maximum of 500 grams per day.38

The situation which the 221st Security Division faced during the spring of 1943, then, was one 
of rising partisan disruption both to the security of the supply routes and the area’s economic 
viability, along with a change in the population’s mood which the 221st’s best propaganda 
efforts were proving increasingly unable to prevent. The response to this problem at the 
divisional level of the 221st seems to have been one of confusion, of growing conflict between 
“hawks” and “doves”, as the division’s more constructive elements found their wisdom 
increasingly challenged by other elements who had started advocating a ruthless response. 
With the ineffectiveness of the division’s constructive efforts increasingly apparent, officers 
within the operations section, the quartermaster’s section and perhaps General Lersner himself 
may have been persuaded to “coerce a little more and cultivate a little less”. Whereas 
previously these officers had been sensible enough to prevent such brutalising tendencies as 
they harboured from deterring pursuit of what had seemed a necessary constructive approach to 
anti-partisan warfare, the increasingly obvious failure of such an approach seems to have 
hardened their attitude markedly. Consequently, as has already been suggested, such careerist 
perceptions as they possessed may have changed also; after all, if constructive engagement was 
proving increasingly ineffective then it was hardly compatible with enhanced career prospects.

That ruthlessness was taking a firmer hold at divisional level seems clear from the 221st’s 
directive for Operation Osterhase.

10.2. The division-level picture: the ruthless response
The location for Osterhase, conducted at the end of April 1943, seems to have been determined 
by security concerns; the area selected, the jurisdiction of the 45th Security Regiment, appears 
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to have seen a particularly sharp rise in partisan attacks upon the railways during April.39 

Another possible security consideration was the need to “impress” the population. With the 
population’s support for the German cause dwindling, a ruthless anti-partisan operation in a 

particular part of the division’s jurisdiction might showcase the effectiveness of German anti­
partisan methods and remind the rest of the population that they too could expect similar 
treatment if they co-operated with partisans. A side-effect for which the division is likely to 
have hoped was a reassertion of OD discipline, an improvement in OD effectiveness and, 
consequently, an easing of the pressure on the 221st’s own troops. Certainly, pursuing these 
aims was a likely motive in light of the division’s earlier concerns.40

The form of the operation, however was driven by a ruthlessness borne of both security and 
economic considerations. As in Zugspitze, the fact that villages could again be burned at the 
division’s discretion allowed in some circumstances the most exhaustive type of requisitioning 
- that which left nothing behind.41 Osterhase went much further, however, over the systematic 
gathering of livestock and produce. The divisional quartermaster declared that the level of 
requisitioning depended upon whether a village was earmarked for destruction, or whether it 
was to be left standing in the interests of further economic exploitation. The issue which was to 
decide a village’s fate was whether it met its quota, and economic logic dictated that those which 
had not were pro-partisan.42 This seems to have been the first instance where the 221st 

accepted the principle that economic criteria should decide whether or not a village was disloyal 
and invited destruction. In the event, Osterhase saw twice as much requisitioning as Ankara 
despite involving about half as many units.43 and an excessively high recorded body count of 
“partisans”.

As before, however, the perceptions of individual officers continued to exert an important 
influence over their response to the situation which they faced. There was no “blanket” 
increase in ruthlessness at divisional level, as is indicated by the behaviour of the intelligence 
section during this period.

10.3. The division-level picture: the limits of “cultivation”
The increasingly apparent failings of the 221st’s hearts and minds campaign met a markedly 
different response from the division’s intelligence section. Lieutenant Meyer’s section, always 
the strongest proponent of a “constructive” approach to anti-partisan warfare, seems to have 
believed in the spring of 1943 that the best course of action was to intensify the cultivation 
effort even further. Indeed, in view of the success which the 221 st’s constructive engagement 
effort had enjoyed until late 1942, the intelligence section may have believed that “one last 
push” was necessary. However, whilst the intelligence section was certainly more sensible than 
other elements of the division in realising that ruthless methods were far more likely to alienate 
the population than combat the partisans effectively, its motives for continuing to promote a 
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more measured approach may well have contained an element of selfishness. Having set 
particular store, it seems, by constructive methods, Lieutenant Meyer is likely to have viewed the 
impending failure of such methods as a failure for himself personally. Understandably, he 
would have been anxious to avert such an outcome. Indeed, it may be for this reason also that 
the intensified hearts and minds campaign of spring 1943 saw not only more rigorous 
employment of existing methods but, in addition, calls for a sea-change in policy at the highest 

levels of the Reich itself.

10.3.1. The intensified hearts and minds effort

In the spring of 1943 the intelligence section and its subordinate Propaganda-Staffeln pushed 
themselves even further in their attempts to saturate the population with propaganda. During 
April, for example, the Russian-language newspaper Nowy Put increased circulation in the 
Gomel area from 35 000 to 45 000.44 One of the most important propaganda battlegrounds 

was the OD. It was acknowledged that, if the flow of desertions were to be stemmed, then the 
supply, clothing and Betreuung of the OD required a new degree of attention, and bad handling 
of the OD by German officers and NCOs must be sharply countered. Above all it was 
necessary to make the OD man feel that he was being treated absolutely fairly.45

Ever greater effort, meanwhile, went into propagandising the thousands of workers being 
procured for the now-compulsory Arbeitseinsatz. The Propaganda-Staffel in Klinzy was 
especially active in this regard. During June it distributed postcards and letters from 
Ostarbeiter in the Reich, and put on religious services, musical numbers and film-shows for the 
workers before they were transported.46 The intelligence section still saw an opportunity, 
meanwhile, to undermine partisan morale and entice deserters,47 and it still seems to have been 
able to influence other branches of the division accordingly. On 29th June, for example, the low 
number of partisan deserters prompted the divisional quartermaster to order that deserters be 
given the same rations as members of the Ost-Truppen.^

It was perhaps the bloody excesses of Osterhase which prompted the intelligence section to 
urge sweeping political reforms as the only possible long-term means of enticing the 
population back into the German fold. Lieutenant Meyer may in addition have felt emboldened 
by the fact that he was promoted to captain on 1st May.49 Thus the intelligence section’s report 
for May maintained that many civilians still felt cause to fight the partisans, but that this could 
be effectively harnessed only if a nationalist Byelorussian government were to be formed in the 
very near future along the lines of the governments which the Japanese had set up in Burma 
and Manchuria.50 In doing so, the intelligence section was echoing not only other security 

division offices, such as the administrative section of the 203rd Security Division,51 but also the 
higher-level efforts of Colonel Gehlen and others.52 The intelligence section combined its call 
for reform with a scathing attack upon the propaganda tactics which had been determined by 
higher-level policy makers, slating the slogan “the battle against Bolshevism” as totally
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inadequate for propaganda purposes.53 It also signalled its despair at the ruthless, exploitative 

nature of occupation policy in general:
“The enormous moral credit which the German Wehrmacht possessed at the time 
of the invasion has almost completely evaporated, and belief in German victory 
destroyed. This is due to our mistaken perceptions of the Russians, in particular 
our tendency to draw no distinction between Russians in general and Bolsheviks 
in particular. ”54

Whilst waiting for sanity to prevail in the higher echelons of policy making, the intelligence 
section tried to inject a greater degree of “humanity” into the division’s mobile operations. 
The efforts which were made in this direction, and the forces which constrained them, were 
particularly visible in Operation Sommerfest.

10.3.2. Operation Sommerfest

In seeking a vehicle for “humanising” anti-partisan operations, the intelligence section made 
what appears to have been a genuine effort to distinguish between “innocent” and “guilty” 
among the inhabitants of those villages condemned to destruction and persuade other division­
level elements to do likewise.

For early July’s Operation Sommerfest the population of evacuated areas, it was declared, was 
not to be uniformly condemned as Banditenhelfer. Civilians were to be vetted by the GFP, with 
the help of trustworthy individuals from the local population. They were then to be handed over 
to the administrative section for the next stage: “Section VII (administrative) to assume 
responsibility for resettling the useful part of the population in areas as far away from their 
villages as possible, and for transferring suspect elements to labour camps. ”55 Whilst many 
German units seem merely to have paid lip-service to the idea of distinguishing between 
“guilty” and “innocent”, the 221st does seem to have been sincere, even if it was motivated by 
the practical need to keep the population sweet rather than by genuine humanity.56 The 
strongest sign of sincerity is the proportion of the population which actually was spared death 
or the labour camp. Though there is no numerical record, there is a strong suggestion that the 
proportion was in fact high:

“The requisition staff was not deployed in the usual way, because it was clear that 
most of the villages being vetted were not bandit villages, but merely contained 
individual families who had been helping the bandits...It emerged that a large 
number of the villages which (the division) checked had not been visited (by the 
partisans)/or months, in some cases for over a year. ”57

Admittedly, in the general scheme of things such “restrained” measures were paltry 
consolation for the misery which German anti-partisan operations inflicted, and it is likely that, 
as with the rest of Captain Meyer’s initiatives, they were conceived out of cynical calculation 
rather than humanity. What perhaps prevented the intelligence section from doing more, 
however, were the restrictions imposed by its need to co-operate with the quartermaster’s 

section in formulating such measures. The quartermaster’s section, more mindful perhaps of
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economic imperatives, seems to have been set on severely restricting the freedom of action of 
which the intelligence section might otherwise have taken fuller advantage. Certainly, the 
quartermaster’s orders for Sommerfest made clear that, as far as he was concerned, there would 

be no compromise on the fundamental principle that a village’s allegiance or otherwise to the 
German cause would be determined primarily by its record in meeting quotas, and that it would 
be spared or destroyed accordingly.58

Sommerfest therefore suggests that the 221st Security Division’s constructive engagement 

policy was being constrained not only by forces beyond the division’s control, but also by 
forces within the division itself. With ruthlessness now apparently taking firmer hold at 
divisional level, efforts to intensify constructive engagement were likely to be restricted. It 
seems that more division-level officers were no longer convinced, unlike in 1942, that 
constructive engagement would have the necessary effect. Though there may have been some 

readiness to accept a measure of it, it was probably felt it should not take any form that might 
obstruct the “necessary” injection of greater ruthlessness.

A similar state of affairs, in which the need for cultivation was acknowledged but actual 
cultivation was restricted by ruthless economic imperatives, was apparent in the administrative 
section of the 203rd Security Division; this case warrants some attention because it deepens 
understanding of the calculation which may have been being played out within the 221st 
Security Division at this time. In March 1943 the 203rd’s administrative officer showed 
considerable concern for the plight of refugees in the division’s jurisdiction, railing against the 
simple proposal put forward by the area’s economic administration to feed the evacuees with 
rations originally reserved for the civilian population. Even if there were enough food to go 
round until the next round of crop-gathering, the administrative officer pointed out, the effects 
on the mood of the civilian population could be appalling. Meanwhile, the refugees themselves 
had been kept in the dark about what would happen to them and this had enabled the partisans 
to put the rumour about, successfully, that the refugees were to be shipped to Poland as 
agricultural labourers. Consequently many refugees had sold their horses and livestock, at 
pitifully low prices, because they had thought these would be taken from them by the 
Germans.59 This collective state of affairs was condemned by the administrative officer.

At the beginning of May, however, the administrative officer displayed a contrasting, utterly 
pitiless attitude toward the forced recruitment of Russian workers for Arbeitseinsatz:

“When asked, the unit responsible for agriculture in Bobruisk declared that there 
are still significant labour reserves in its rural areas, who can only be described 
as “surplus mouths ”. The Führer has declared that recruiting labour from the 
eastern territories is vital to the war effort. All over German-occupied Europe the 
last available sources of labour are being mobilised, by force where necessary, if 
they have not been mobilised already. Nowhere has this been more thoroughly 
realised than in the Reich itself, where our women are being put to heavy physical 
work in armaments factories and other concerns. It seems quite unacceptable, in 
view of the situation, that the Russian population be exempted. The Russians are 
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used to being forced to work, and if other means fail then they should be forced 
using the harshest methods. ”60

Though refugees and labour procurement were separate issues, they were linked in that the way 
in which the Germans handled them was likely to have a bearing upon German relations with 
the population. The contrast between the conciliatory viewpoint expressed in March and the 
heartless exhortations made by the same officer in May in fact illustrates the increasing 
difficulties in relations with the population which the deteriorating situation was causing. This 
was the situation which seems to have been developing at the divisional level of the 221st also. 
Whilst the 221 st’s more hawkish elements may still have recognised the importance of 
cultivation, they were now sufficiently unconvinced of its viability for them to be determined not 
to let it interfere with the harsher line which they now felt the deteriorating economic and 
security situation demanded.

10.4. Conclusion

At the 221 st’s divisional level, growing conflict between hawks and doves seems to have been 
the order of the day during the first months of 1943. On the one hand, the “hard-line” 
mentality clearly was in the ascent. A desire to avoid creating an overly “soft” impression at 
higher levels in the more brutal general atmosphere created by the OKW directive of December 
1942 seems along with the opportunities afforded by winter conditions to have provided the 
first push in a more ruthless direction, and the process was apparently reinforced by the 
dangerous deterioration in the economic and security situation and by the progressive failure of 
constructive engagement. The ruthless directives for Operation Osterhase were the result. On 
the other hand, the division’s “doveish” tendency - primarily Captain Meyer’s intelligence 
section - was intensifying constructive engagement, its effort albeit constrained, as the 
Sommerfest operation showed, by the division’s hardening institutional attitude.

The slide to brutality was not a uniform, inexorable process, however; as the next chapter 
shows, the personal attitudes of individual officers continued to exert a significant influence 
upon a unit’s approach even in the increasingly desperate straits in which the 221st Security 
Division and its subordinate units found themselves during the summer of 1943.
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Betr.: Monatsbericht vom 20.2. bis 20.3.43, pp. 1-2.

36 Translated from: "Der Stand der allgemeinen Befriedung hat sich weiter im Bereich der Gruppe La 
verschlechtert. Im Gebiet Bobruisk sind nur noch 14% der Wolloste und im Gebiet Gomel und Klinzy nur noch 
37% der Wolloste befriedet. Nachts ist das gesamte Gebiet der Gruppe La offenes Operationsgebiet der 
Bolschewisten. Aus allen Wäldern flammen Feuerzeichen und Raketen steigen zum Himmel, die den roten 
Flugzeugen den Weg weisen." NA T-77/1147, file WiID/857. WiKo 210 (Klinzy), Gruppe Landwirtschaft, 
11.7.43. Kriegstagebuch der Gruppe La Klinzy. Überblick in der Zeit vom 1.4. bis 1.7.43, p. 1. Wolloste were 
administrative units roughly equivalent to a parish.
37 Translated from: "Im Gebiet des Wi Kdo Klinzy hat sich der Stand der Befriedung weiter verschlechtert.

Im Gebiet Bobruisk werden 60%

Im Gebiet Gomel 38%

Im Gebiet Klinzy 42% der Wolloste nicht bearbeitet.

...Banden von vielen Hundert Personen, oft sogar über 1000 durchstreifen den Bereich, lähmen jede 
wirtschaftliche Betätigung und zerstören Molkereien, MTS-Stationen und Staatsgüter." NA T-77/1099, file 
WiID/368. Wiln Mitte Stab Abt. I/Id, 4.2.43. Lagebericht Nr 26, p. 5. It needs to be remembered that these 
reports may have exaggerated economic problems somewhat.
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38 BA-MA, RH 26-221/5lb. RHGeb. Mitte Quartiermiester, 25.4.43. Besondere Anordnungen für die 
Versorgung.
39 According to the divisional KTB (which admittedly kept a far from complete record) the number of successful 
partisan attacks on the stretches of railway which bestraddled the 45th’s jurisdiction rose from two in March to 
ten in April. By contrast, attacks in the 930th Grenadier Regiment’s jurisdiction fell from ten in March to six in 
April. NA T-315/1682, file 36509/1. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. la, 1.3.-30.4.43. KTB, 1.1.-1.6.43.

40 See above, pp. 150-1, 166-72.

41 NA T-315/1685, file 36509/13. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. la, 6.4.43. Betr.: Unternehmen "Osterhase", p. 2.

42 See above, p. 111.

43 See above, Table 6, p. 114.

44 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ic, 3.5.43. Monatsbericht, 1.-30.4.43, p. 2.

45 NAT-315/1682, file 36509/4. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. la, 11.3.43. Betr.: Sicherung des Divisions-Bereiches.

46 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ic, 26.6.43. Betr.: Propagandistische Betreuung der 
Arbeitertransporte.

47 NA T-315/1687 file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ic, 2.6.43. Betr.: Beitrag zu Monatsbericht 221. Sich- 
Division la für die Zeit vom 1. bis 31. Mai 1943, p. 1.

48 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/27. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ib, 29.6.43. Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgung 
Nr. 42/43.

49 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/25. Kriegsrangliste sämtlicher Offiziere und Beamten im Offizierrang des Stabes 
Sicherungs-Division 221, 1.1.-31.8.43, p. 1.

50 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ic, 2.6.43. Betr.: Beitrag zum Monatsbericht 221. Sich- 
Division la für die Zeit vom 1. bis 31. Mai 1943, p. 1.

31 NA T-315, Roll 1586. 203. Sich.-Div. Abt. VII / Mil Verw, 25.2.43. Betr.: Lagebericht für Februar 1943.

52 See above, p. HO.

33 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ic, 30.6.43. Betr.: Politische Überwachung der 
Bevölkerung, p. 2. On other pleas by officers for a more realistic approach to propaganda, see: Förster, J., 
"Rußlandbild”, pp. 157-60.

34 Translated from: “Der ungeheure moralische Kredit, den die deutsche Wehrmacht bei ihrem Einzuge besaß, ist 
infolge der jahrelangen falschen Einstellung gegenüber der Russen (insbesondere des Nicht-Trennens von 
Bolschewist und Russe) fast völlig geschwunden, der Glaube an den deutschen Sieg zerstört.” NA T-315/1687, 
file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ic, 31.5.43. Betr.: Politische Überwachung der Bevölkerung, p. 2.

33 Translated from: “Division Abt. VII veranlaßt Umsiedlung der brauchbaren Bevölkerungsteile in möglichst 
weit vom Heimatgebiet abgesetzte Räume und für Überführung der unzuverlässigen Elementen in Arbeitslager. ’’ 
NA T-315/1686, file 36509/17. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. la, 20.6.43. Betr.: Unternehmen Sommerfest, p. 2.

36 Christian Gerlach cites German Army and SS officers who claimed that operations were indeed conducted 
with a view to distinguishing between “innocent” and “guilty”, but then argues that these claims were not 
credible. He cites examples of operations where the onus was on proving innocence not guilt, with the result 
that vast numbers of civilians were killed. Gerlach, Wirtschafts- und Vernichtungspolitik, p. 863.

37 Translated from: “Der Erfassungsstab trat in der vorgesehenen Form nicht in Tätigkeit, weil es sich bei 
keinen der überpreuften Ortschaften um ausgesprochene Banditendörfer handelte, sondern lediglich einzelne 
Familien Banditenhelfer waren.....Es stellte sich heraus, daß ein großer Teil der überprüften Dörfer seit 
Monaten, in einem Fall sogar seit einem Jahr nicht besucht waren.” NA T-315/1687, file 36509/27. Sich.- 
Rgt. 930 Abt. Ib, 10.7.43. Erfahrungsbericht über Erfassung u. Evakuierung beim Unternehmen Sommerfest.
38 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/27. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ib/Ic, 21.6.43. Betr.: Befriedung des Raumes entlang der 
FK-Straße Gomel-Dowsk.

39 NA T-315/1586, file 29186/3. 203. Sich.-Div. Abt. VII. Lagebericht, März 1943, pp. 2-3.

60 Translated from: "Der Gebietslandwirt Bobruisk, befragt, hat erklärt, daß noch erhebliche Arbeitsreserven in 
den Landgemeinden brachliegen, die nur als unnütze Esser angesehen werden können. Der Führer hat die 
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Erfassung der Arbeitskräfte aus dem Ostraum für den Arbeitseinsatz im Reich als kriegsentscheidend bezeichnet. 
In dem deutschen Machtbereich unterworfenen europäischen Gebiet und mehr oder weniger noch darüber hinaus 
werden heute die letzteren verfügbaren Arbeitskräfte mobilisiert, und zwar, wo es nicht anders geht, auch unter 
Zwang. Dies gilt insbesondere für das Reich selbst, wo auch unsere Frauen weitgehend zu schwerer körperlicher 
Arbeit in Rüstungs- und anderen Betrieben eingesetzt werden. Angesichts dieser Lage erscheint es nicht 
angängig, die russische Bevölkerung, die es nicht anders gewohnt ist, als in großem Ausmaße durch Zwang an 
die Arbeit gebracht zu werden, zu verschonen. Es sollte im Gegenteil, wenn alle anderen Mittel und Wege 
versagen, erforderlichenfalls der härteste Zwang aufgeobten werden.” NA T-315/1586, file 29186/3. 203. Sich.- 
Div. Abt. VII. Lagebericht, April 1943, pp. 12-13.
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CHAPTER 11: THE GOMEL REGION (4)

Summer 1943 saw the ruthlessness of the 221st Security Division intensify as its economic 
and security situation deteriorated even more rapidly than before. As before, however, the road 
to ruthlessness remained a “twisted path”, in which the perceptions of individual officers still 

played an important role in the form and degree of brutality which resulted. This final empirical 
chapter analyses the processes which unfolded at the 221st’s divisional level during the 
summer of 1943 and also among its subordinate units from February of that year.

11.1. The division-level picture: the worsening situation, summer 1943

The situation which the 221st Security Division faced during the summer of 1943 was one 
which was likely to harden the approach to anti-partisan warfare at divisional level even further. 
It was also the kind of situation likely to lead to serious contemplation of the kind of “dead 
zones” policy which featured increasingly in the German anti-partisan effort of 1943.

The pitiless logic of the dead zones concept, borne of rising partisan activity, economic 
disruption and the waning German ability to hold on to rear area territory, and envisioning the 
cultivation of select parts of rear area territory and the corresponding devastation of others,1 

seems increasingly to have been recognised within the 221st Security Division that summer. 
Though there appears to have been no blanket directive ordering a shift to such a policy, there 
are clear signs from June onwards that the division was pursuing it. In addition to worsening 
economic and security circumstances, a further force likely to have hardened attitudes was 
growing desperation borne of the realisation that Germany was losing the war.

11.1.1. The deteriorating economic and security situation

A report of 11th June 1943 emphasised the 221st’s impotence, with a shortfall of five 
battalions since February, in the face of the snowballing partisan activity in its jurisdiction.2 The 

division was not entirely powerless; during June for example it managed to prevent an increase 
in the number of succesful rail attacks.3 Successes such as these seem however to have been 
bought at an increasingly high price, with the troops guarding the railways driven again to the 
limits of endurance in terms of guard duty and the other rigours of passive security. This was 
highlighted in a divisional report of 6th July, which also predicted that further deterioration was 
just around the comer.4 The worst-affected unit was Security Battalion 242,5 but the division 

also made clear that, by now, that battalion’s case probably was not exceptional:

“Whilst the average age of other security regiments many not be so high, or the 
signs of strain clear, as they are with Security Battalion 242, the sudden loss of a 
strongpoint is always possible under current conditions. Everything boils down to 
the fact that....there is no prospect of reinforcement. This means firstly that the 
demands (on the division) are always increasing, and secondly that there is often 
no possibility of leave. ”6
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No less depressing for the division was the economic situation. With the further spread of 
partisan activity in May, WiKo Klinzy’s assessment became more pessimistic than ever. It 
identified the most endangered areas as Tschetschersk, Buda-Koschelewskaja and Klimow; in 
Klimow in particular, reports of plunder and murder were coming in daily.7 At the end of May 

the 221st itself reported on the decisive effect which increasing partisan activity was having 
upon agriculture in the area: “The agricultural population is not meeting its quotas. This 
however is hardly surprising in view of bandit activity. ”8 Moreover, bombing raids were 
killing workers, unsettling the population and causing production to fall further.9

Even more immediately worrying for the division was the supply of its own troops. The 
miserable state of rations being endured in the 183rd Security Regiment’s jurisdiction was a 
grim indication of how far conditions might deteriorate on this particular front.10 The 

operations section also reported that supply points could now only be defended against the 
partisans if they lay inside the major towns, and that partisan activity in many areas had led to a 
fall in the collection of agricultural products and taxes.11 July saw both a rising incidence in 

partisan attacks on economic installations, and an apparent recognition by the 221st of the true 
extent of the danger posed by those areas which effectively had had to be abandoned to the 
partisans:

“In the farthest corner of the extensive bandit territory around Korma, 
Krassnopolje and Tschetschersk, the farmers are forced under threat of reprisal 
to thresh grain immediately after harvest, and hand nearly all of it over at the 
partisan airfield in Ossinowka. The bandits therefore are not just restricting 
themselves to destroying economic concerns through attack and sabotage; 
increasingly, they are trying to deprive the occupying troops of the crops. Despite 
our own troops’ efforts, the transportation of food supplies has been disrupted by 
strong and repeated bandit attacks. Bandit-ruled territory has been progressively 
isolated from neighbouring areas, and the movement of civilians within it 
restricted with draconian methods, with the result that whole tracts of the 
divisional area have been cut off. Our own propaganda effort has been largely 
expelled from such areas. These areas constitute a severe danger, because enemy 
forces, including airborne troops, are able to gather within them. ”12

Taken together, it would seem that the economic and security situation was such that 
retrenchment by the 221st to cultivate select areas and simply devastate the rest was becoming 
all but inevitable. It was made even more so by the division’s continuing failure in the battle for 
the population’s hearts and minds.

11.1.2. Hearts and minds: the battle lost

During the summer of 1943 the partisan effort to secure the population for the Soviet cause 
gathered further momentum, aided by disillusionment with German occupation policy and 
perhaps above all by the growing realisation that the Germans were losing the war. July and 
August 1943 in fact saw the 221st Security Division’s propaganda effort assume its most 
comprehensive form yet. In July the Propaganda-Staffel Gomel distributed 178 000 
newspapers and magazines, 60 050 brochures, 250 000 placards and 813 700 leaflets. School 
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and youth propaganda were supplied by the school newspaper Skolnik and the teachers’ journal 
Schule und Erziehung, and picture books were provided for kindergartens.13 Despite this 

intensified effort, however, the portents of ultimate failure were stronger than ever.

From the intelligence section’s reports, it appears that the failure of the campaign was felt 
across all areas in the division’s jurisdiction, whether they were directly endangered by the 
partisans or not. A sure sign was the extremely low voluntary participation in the 
“celebrations” for the “day of liberation” of 22nd June, the second anniversary of the 
German invasion; the overwhelming sentiment among the population was that it should be 
declared a day of mourning instead.14 It is perhaps unsurprising that the cause of the Vlasov 

Army fell completely flat in the division’s area; by June the intelligence section reported that 
six months of pro-Vlasov propaganda had scarcely made an impression upon the population.15 

In July and August 1943, in the wake of the German defeat at Kursk and the big Soviet 
offensives that followed it, the partisan rumour mill again went into overdrive, propelling the 
population even more inexorably in the direction of the Soviet cause.16

Whilst the 221st put particular effort into propagandising the Ostarbeiter, reflecting similar 
efforts across the entire area under Army Group Centre, it was here that winning over hearts 
and minds was proving a particularly thankless task. The wholesale recruitment of those bom 
in 1925 and 1926 led to the setting up of transit camps in the area of every Ortskommandantur, 
in which films about life and work in Germany and other forms of Ostarbeiter propaganda 
were presented.17 On 28th July, in a joint directive composed by the quartermaster’s, 
intelligence and administrative sections, the intelligence section’s two subordinate Propaganda- 
Staff eln were informed of their main task for the next six weeks:

“The population needs particularly to be made to understand that it cannot stand 
idly by, but must make its contribution to the building of the new Europe....It must 
also be made to see that life in Germany is good to the Russian worker, and that 
the Arbeitseinsatz is only for a limited period. ”IS

These efforts were entirely in vain, however; the intelligence section later reported that: 
“The population’s resistance (to Arbeitseinsatz.') was so strong that the 
recruitment in July 1943 of those born in 1925/6 was a total failure in most areas 
of the division’s jurisdiction. This was despite every conceivable propaganda 
effort by the division itself. ”19

Many, it was reported, had continued to desert to the partisans rather than face Arbeitseinsatz· 
In June the division’s overall ability to propagandise the population was further compromised 
by the increasingly dire state of affairs at the Propaganda-Staffel in Gomel. The overall 
judgement was grim: “In its current state, this unit is unworthy of the title “Propaganda- 
Staffel”.”20 The Propaganda-Staffel in Klinzy too did not escape disruption - it was bombed 

during June, resulting in the destruction of much propaganda material.21 The 221st was also 
losing the battle to control desertion from the OD and Ost-Truppen units in its jurisdiction, 

particularly in those areas where partisan propaganda was especially active.22 The partisans 
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were making a more strenuous effort than ever to re-educate captured members of the OD, the 
Ost-Bataillone, and the native civilian administration:

“Hand-written, printed leaflets targeting the OD and other native units have been 
found. They encourage the reader to desert with his weapon, appeal to his 
national honour and also employ the standard scare tactics depicting the grisly 
revenge which the already advancing Red Army will inflict upon all OD men. 
There is particular emphasis on “fantasy totals” of German dead, as well as the 
names of OD deserters who are praised for having enticed more of their 
comrades to desert with their weapons. Of note were a number of personal hand­
written letters by bandit chiefs to mayors and other civilians, threatening them 
with the direst consequences if they continued working for the Germans. Leaflet 
raids and distribution have been reported in all rayons; lately they are being 
distributed in the market places. ”23

In response the division’s own efforts grew increasingly desperate. The operations section tried 
bribery; on 6th July it announced:

“In order to give some substance to the constant announcements of a reward 
system for the OD, a representative of Section VII is to be responsible in every 
larger operation for ensuring that the belongings of bandits and bandit 
accomplices are secured for distribution to the OD. ” 4

Already in one operation, which had taken place in June, the principle of “rewarding” both OD 
men and starosten with requisitions had been introduced.25 By August, however, the sheer 
magnitude of the OD problem had prevented the 221st from solving it. A report by the 
operations section dated 22nd August judged that, despite all the division’s efforts, the OD was 
now far less reliable than it had been before.26 As partisan influence spread further, meanwhile, 
German-appointed native administrators were covertly transferring their allegiance to the 
partisans in ever-greater numbers; official directives were only being followed as long as the 
means were there to oversee them - a state of affairs that was becoming increasingly rare.27

By August partisan propaganda was achieving ever-greater effectiveness. “The propaganda is 
skilful and up-to-date, and exploits all the latest developments as far as it can, ” reported the 
intelligence section.28 Even in villages still ill-disposed toward the partisans, the division’s 

troops themselves could by now expect no help. This was clear to the third battalion of the 
930th Grenadier Regiment, which on 10th August reported that:

“The population is in two minds about the troops. On the one hand they know 
they have nothing to fear from German soldiers; on the other, heavy propaganda 
activity by the bandits arouses great distrust of the troops, especially in those 
areas which have felt little of our presence. The fear of being named a traitor by 
one’s neighbour and turned over to the partisans is hindering people from giving 
precise statements about bandit movements. It was also clear that of all the 
starosten whom we came across, none could name or wanted to name anybody 
suspected of helping the partisans. It is obvious from this that no starost feels that 
his life is safe. ”29

Just as the growing ineffectiveness of the 221st Security division’s hearts and minds campaign 
had since the beginning of 1943 led elements at divisional level increasingly to eschew 
constructive efforts in favour of more ruthless ones, its ever more obvious failure in this area 
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during the summer of 1943 was likely to stoke a yet harsher approach to the anti-partisan 

effort. There was one other factor, meanwhile, which invested a “dead zones” policy with even 

more appeal.

11.1.3. The drive for Ostarbeiter

By late June 1943, WiKo Klinzy’s agricultural section saw a particularly pressing need for 
intensified procurement of labour.30 Its report, as well as bemoaning the fleeting nature of the 

221 st’s anti-partisan successes of the spring, therefore pushed for a yet more economically- 
driven anti-partisan effort with labour procurement a top priority:

“The various military operations have brought no relief whatsoever, and German 
influence continues to disintegrate. Forced labour recruitment is having an 
extremely bad propaganda effect. It would be better to carry out labour 
recruitment in unpacified areas, so as to show the peaceful areas that they may 
work under German protection. ”31

The ante was upped by a centrally-issued directive of 21st July. From 1st August, it ordered, 
the great majority of Army Group Centre’s jurisdiction - both the Army Group Rear Area and 
the Army Rear Areas - was to be combed each and every week for an additional 3 800 
workers. This quota must be met under any and all circumstances, and no misplaced notions of 
humanity must be allowed to interfere. All those born in 1925, except those already serving in 
the OD or as Hiwis, were to be procured. Those of working age gathered up in the course of 
anti-partisan operations were to be sent to the Reich as a matter of course, and accommodated 
and transported separately from the other Ostarbeiterf2 This directive was part of a Reich-wide 

initiative to procure more labour from the East, which had been initiated earlier in July by Fritz 
Sauckel, the Reich Minister for Labour.33

The overall worsening in the economic and security situation and the failure of constructive 
engagement were thus joined by a need for renewed labour recruitment to create a cruel logic in 
favour of a “dead zones” policy. A fourth force which may have been at work was growing 
desperation in response to the realisation that Germany was clearly losing the war. The defeat at 
Kursk in July 1943 and the major Soviet offensives which followed it had probably brought 
home the increasing likelihood of Germany’s eventual crushing defeat with particular force. All 
told, there were abundant conditions for altogether harsher conduct during the summer of 1943.

11.2. The new approach: “dead zones” and more ruthlessness

11.2.1. The “press gang” operations, June - July 1943

The decision to restrict its hold only to parts of its jurisdiction was not the only factor which 
allowed the 221st to release troops to devastate the rest; the division was further helped by the 
arrival of new Hungarian forces in its area at the beginning of July.34 It was partly in 
anticipation of this that on 25th June the division announced an Aktivierung der 
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Bandenbekampfung (galvanising of the bandit war), consisting of short-term active operations 
to be carried out if necessary at the temporary expense of passive security.35

Two things marked all these operations: the callous yet unsurprising destruction of large 
numbers of villages, and the initially more surprising apparent lack of partisans killed by the 
division’s troops.36 The two were in fact consistent with the logic of dead zones, especially 

when the need for labour was particularly strong; after all, a dead workforce was no use to 

anybody. Indeed, this was apparent in the first large-scale operation in Byelorussia whose 
explicit aim seems to have been the creation of such a zone. Operation Hermann, carried out 
mainly by SS units between mid-July and mid-August 1943, saw a horrendous death toll of 

over 4 000 people, but also the procurement of 9 065 men, 7 701 women and 4 178 children, 
for labour either in the Reich itself or in German-occupied Russia.37

With WiKo Klinzy’s agricultural section and later Army Group Centre itself urging 
heightened priority for labour procurement, then, it can be assumed that the individual officers 
in charge of the 221st’s operations were this time particularly aware of the need to “rein in” 
the excesses of their troops. The 25th June directive, which covered several envisaged 
operations, ordered requisition of crops and livestock up to quota level, evacuation and burning 
of “villages serving as bandit bases”, the seizure of able-bodied men for Arbeitseinsatz, and a 
propaganda effort to “explain and justify” the measures to the population and entice forced 
partisan recruits to desert.38 In other words, a uniform and systematic approach was to be 
pursued, with no room for unrestricted brutality by the troops. On 4th July, for example, the 
division ordered the 183rd Security Regiment: “Evacuation, reprisals and destruction of 
villages only with division’s authorisation. ”39 It would appear at first sight, then, not only that 
the conduct of those operations was driven by economics, but also that, in this case, the 
economic imperative actually countered the tendency to murderous brutality.40 In addition, the 

low number of partisans recorded as killed by the division’s troops themselves during July and 
August suggests that the division was trying to adhere to the OKH directive of 1st July, which 
had stipulated that all captured partisans be treated as POWs.41

In other senses, however, economics fuelled more merciless conduct. For one thing, it can be 
assumed that a great many “suspect” partisans or partisan accomplices fell into the hands of 
the GFP or SD, at whose hands death may well have awaited them.42 As has been seen, 
however, such was the growing power of the partisans by this stage that a huge portion of the 
population could scarcely avoid helping them in some respect. Thus, whilst there is an absence 
of the kind of directives which, like those issued by Ostheer units in the Witebsk-Polotsk 
operations of early 1943, seem to have advocated the murder of men, women and children by 
other agencies,43 the 221st’s operations of summer 1943 almost certainly resulted in 

considerable loss of civilian life. Meanwhile, though the death toll inflicted by the 221st’s
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troops themselves might have been negligible, the burning of villages by the troops was not. 

WiKo Klinzy reported that, between 1st and 11th July,
“Rayon Mglin has been largely evacuated and burned to the ground. Extensive 
preparations need making for the crops there to be gathered during the next few 
weeks....likewise in Rayon Slinka twelve villages have been burnt down in the 
course of a military operation. ”44

Among other things, the mass burning of villages facilitated a more ruthless level of 

requisitioning and, indeed, the 221st itself had a considerable incentive to ensure that this was 
the case; the need to keep the OD sweet demanded it. The orders for Operation Sommerfest, for 
example, directed that some of the requisitions should be distributed among deserving 

starosten and OD men.45

The cruelty of these operations needs therefore to be stressed again. Attempting to “explain 
and justify” the measures enacted was an almost perverse way of trying somehow to 
compensate for mass requisitioning, the wholesale destruction of villages, the evacuation, 
uprooting and effective enslavement of much of the population and the liquidation of the rest.

That the 221st’s dead zones policy was adopted primarily in response to the division’s 
particular situation, and not as the result of higher-level pressure, is also suggested by the fact 
that most of the devastation reported by WiKo Klinzy took place before Hitler’s order of 10th 
July to evacuate the “bandit areas” of the northern Ukraine and central Russia.46 Moreover, 

the ruthlessness which was coming to characterise the divisional level generally was becoming 
sufficiently strong to permeate the one-time stronghold of constructive engagement, the 

intelligence section.

11.2.2. The intelligence section: the new mood

There were signs, during the summer of 1943, that the ruthlessness which was infecting the 
221 st’s divisional levels was now affecting the intelligence section also. For one thing there 
was now support for harsh anti-partisan measures, such as the evacuation of villages; this is 
made clear by Captain Meyer’s endorsement of such methods in July 1943:

“Evacuating villages in the bandit areas has a detrimental effect upon the bandits. 
It prevents the bandits from filling their ranks with the inhabitants. The supply of 
food, which came primarily from the inhabitants of the evacuated villages, is no 
longer possible. When the bandits are prevented from harvesting and exploiting 
the best land, this affects their supply very badly. The bandits’ mood is greatly 
impaired... ”47

By summer 1943, then, it seems that the 221st’s situation had deteriorated so drastically that 
Captain Meyer himself had grown markedly harsher in his outlook. The process was more 
complicated, however, than simply a deteriorating situation. This becomes clearer in considering 
the injection of ideology into the propaganda which was distributed to the population.

Whilst the intelligence section’s activity report for June had railed against the inadequacy of the 
rallying cry “Kampf gegen den Bolschewismus” for the population,48 it was exactly this tired
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kind of claptrap to which Captain Meyer reverted in his attempts during July to indoctrinate 

press-ganged Ostarbeiter: “Jewish-Bolshevik and alien elements are destroying your homes, 
stealing your livestock and property and pressing your husbands and sons into bandit service, 
where they will be killed in pointless bloody undertakings. ”49 A supplement to the intelligence 

section’s report for the period January to August 1943, which was compiled in November, 
trotted out the same sentiments:

“The Jews and Bolsheviks are mercilessly leading millions of your brothers, 
fathers and sons to certain death, in order to save their own miserable skins. 
Russian lives and Russian blood count for as little now as they did before the war. 
So long as life is treating him well, the Jew-Bolshevik is unmoved by the worst 
sufferings of the people. ”50

There was in fact widespread use of ideologically-coloured material to secure the hearts and 
minds of those sections of the population which during 1943 and 1944 were still deemed 
sufficiently pro-German to be spared destruction. This seems to have been especially the case 
with the development of the Wehrdorf concept, which saw the principle of ‘divide and rule” 
reach its furthest extension.51 Yet ideological propagandising of Wehrdorf inhabitants seems to 

have been almost pointless for, as SS General von Gottberg was to point out, the civilians who 
volunteered to live in Wehrdörfer were for the most part driven by the desire for material 
advantage.52 In the case of the 221st during the summer of 1943, moreover, the intelligence 
section’s new diet of ideology was being fed not to pro-German Wehrdorf inhabitants but to 
press-ganged Ostarbeiter and to a population which, judging from the experiences of the 
summer, predominantly was not pro-German even in those areas of the 221st’s jurisdiction 
which could still to some extent be administered and exploited.53 Aside from the highly 

unlikely event of a wave of pro-German and anti-Bolshevik feeling having swept the population 

by November, it would seem that there was therefore little to be gained from injecting a heavier 
dose of ideology into propaganda for the population. That Captain Meyer did so, then, is a 
phenomenon which demands further explanation.

Meyer may in fact have continued to see the value of cultivating the population. In sales terms, 
however, his attempt to market the tangible benefits of German occupation had been so at odds 
with reality that the vast majority of the population clearly was no longer buying it. In the 
absence of any better ideas, Meyer may simply have been engaged in a desperate attempt to win 

back the hearts and minds of the population by whatever means. Under such desperate 
circumstances, it is perhaps not surprising that the means he chose were ones which resonated 
with himself personally - unreconstructed anti-Bolshevism and anti-Semitism - and clouded 
his judgement as to how effective they were likely to be. It is also possible that Meyer had 
become sufficiently disillusioned by constructive engagement to allow other elements of the 
221st Security Division some opportunity to use the intelligence section as a channel for their 
own more ruthless outlook. On a more personal level, meanwhile, the captain’s new-found 
enthusiasm for beating the ideological drum for the first time since 1941 may well have been 
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reinforced by the turning tide of war. In this situation, sheer desperation might bring ideological 
sentiments increasingly to the boil.54 Desperation was also reflected across the German Army 
as a whole during 1943 in its intensified drive to indoctrinate the troops, an effort in which the 
221 st’s intelligence section also took part.55

If then one can still speak of there having been a balance between “hawkishness” and 

“doveishness” at the 221 st’s divisional level during the summer of 1943, it seems to have been 
one which had clearly shifted in favour of the former. The increasingly intractable difficulties in 
the 221 st’s jurisdiction, in both the security and economic spheres, had combined with the 
increasingly obvious failure of the hearts and minds campaign to create the kind of situation in 
which growing desperation had caused officers increasingly to eschew constructive 
engagement. Increasingly they favoured an approach which, whilst trying to adhere to the 
measured OKH directive of July concerning partisan prisoners, was in many ways harsher than 

that which they had pursued before.

Even at this stage, however, the perceptions of individual officers at divisional level still had an 
important role to play. Nowhere is this clearer than in comparing the 221st Security Division to 
another unit which was operating in the same geographical area.

11.3. The personal dimension at divisional level: the clash with the 
Hungarians, July 1943

Just as the 221st Security Division had clashed with official policy over the deserter issue in 
December 1942,56 so it found itself courting controversy in July 1943 over Csobo, an anti­
partisan operation conducted by Hungarian VIII Corps in the 221 st’s jurisdiction south of 
Nowosybkoff.

On 2nd July the 221 st’s operations section and its quartermaster’s section issued a joint order 
still adhering to the principle of judging the “reliability” of villages on their economic worth, 
and sparing or destroying them accordingly. In those villages to be spared, any requisitions 
were to be carried out only up to quota level. Quickly, however, the order was changed to cover 
all villages.57 In the wake of this change, the 221st’s operations section contacted the division’s 
liaison officer with Hungarian VIII Corps:

“The division requests that the Hungarian troops refrain from any evacuation, 
destruction of villages, or reprisal action in the course of the operations. The 
division wishes to point out that general burning of villages and measures 
directed against the population are strictly forbidden by order of the army group 
commander. ”58

This was not the end of the affair, however; after the operation, the Hungarian commander 
complained directly to Army Group Centre Rear Area command about what he perceived as the 
221 st’s overly soft attitude:

“In the course of Csaba (sic) it has been necessary to annihilate entire villages 
within the operational area, and resettle their inhabitants. From communication 
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with the 221st Security Division it has become clear, however, that the divisional 
command, as the senior field command, is opposed to this policy. I must urgently 
emphasise that only the most radical pursuit of this policy will prevent the 
partisans and inhabitants from pouring back in a very short space of time and 
polluting the area once more. ”5

If, as seems clear, the 221st was itself adhering to a “dead zones” policy, why then did the 
Hungarian commander condemn the division as soft? A possible answer is that, whilst the 
221st now fully accepted the “dead zone” principle, it may well have differed with the 
Hungarians over how far to apply it. It is possible that Csobo took place in an area which the 
221st deemed as being still not beyond salvation; more significantly, it is equally possible that, 
whilst the 221st was now prepared to sanction the widespread destruction of villages in certain 
areas, it may have preferred to be more discriminating between particular villages than the 

Hungarians.

Why did the two units adopt such different approaches? The harsher Hungarian stance may 

have been due partly to the fact that Hungarian units were if anything even more poorly 
equipped on the whole than were German units. Coping as they had to with a particularly 
inferior degree of fighting power, they are therefore likely to have favoured especially ruthless 
measures by way of compensating. Certainly, the particularly pitiful condition of many 
Hungarian units seems to have played a role in their brutal behaviour in the Army Group South 
Rear Area during 1942.60 On the other hand, the 221st’s fighting power, with all the hardships 
the division had undergone, is by this stage unlikely to have been a great deal better than that of 
the Hungarians. Certainly, such inferiority as there was in the Hungarians’ fighting power is 
perhaps too small to explain fully the vast difference between what the 221st wanted from the 
operation, and the 900 deaths, mostly of non-combatants, which the Hungarians delivered. 
Moreover, the restrained approach of the 221st clashed not just with that of the Hungarians but 
also with that of one of its own subordinate units; a report by the third battalion of the 45th 
Security Regiment had earmarked 22 “bandit-friendly” villages for destruction in the course 
of Csobo

Here then the importance of individual perceptions is clear once more. Certainly the ruthless 
ideological outlook of Colonel Wiemann, the 45th Security Regiment’s commander, and 
possibly also that of the Hungarians, seem to have led them to a conclusion very different to 
that of the 221st as to whether the area was to be either cultivated or devastated.

The fact that such different conclusions could be drawn by different units concerned with the 
same area therefore suggests that the 221st Security Division was possessed of an outlook 
which, though it had hardened in absolute terms, was still markedly more restrained than that of 
other units. The more sensible, constructive legacy of 1942 still seems to have enjoyed at least 
some currency. How though did the picture differ at the division’s subordinate levels?
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11.4. The lower-level picture, February - August 1943

As is shown in the table below, brutality was not uniform throughout the division’s lower levels 
during 1943; clearly the “spirit of constructiveness” had not been extinguished, regardless of 

how far it was sustained by notions of sense, by particular “counter-values” or by an element, 
still, of careerism. Directives such as that issued by the OKH on 1st July or the OKW on 18th 
August may to some degree have countered the growing brutalisation which seems to have been 
engendered by the OKW directive of December 1942;62 certainly this appears to have been the 
case to a certain extent at the level of the division itself.63 As before, however, the 221 st’s 

onerous circumstances were felt particularly acutely at its lower levels, in ways which were 
more likely to stoke a ferocious response than they were at the divisional level. Further, the 
division’s worsening situation - overstretch and isolation, falling fighting power, ever-rising 
partisan activity and an increasingly alarming supply situation - seems to have meant that the 
“threshold” for brutality was still lower than it had been during the summer of 1942. The 
particular mechanism through which increasingly difficult circumstances were translated into 
brutality remained a twisted affair nonetheless, shaped not least, again, by the dispositions of 
particular officers. This is demonstrated by three contrasting case studies drawn from Table 12.

Table 12: Atrocities perpetrated outside of major anti-partisan operations by the 221st 
Security Division’s subordinate units, February - August 1943.64

Date Unit Details
14.2. Unknown Firefight. More than 30 partisans killed. German losses: none.
30.3. OD 15 partisans killed near Tschetschersk in attack on OD 

strongpoint. OD losses: 2 dead.
18.4. OD/Cossacks Firefight. 25 partisans killed. OD losses: none. Captured weapons 

recorded: 19 rifles, 4 m.g.s, 2 revolvers.
22.4. Unknown At least 83 killed in attacks on strong- point near Nowosybkov. 

German losses: none. Captured weapons recorded: 1 rifle.
23.4. Unknown 22 partisans killed near Lyssyje. German losses: 1 dead, 4 OD 

wounded.
5.5. Weißes Kommando 

(OD)
15 partisans killed. OD losses: none.

17.5. Security Battalion 242 Cleansing operation by battallion; c. 65 partisans killed, 120 - 
150 wounded. German losses: none.

7.7. Unknown 20 partisans killed in attack on strongpoint near Budischtsche. 
German losses: none.

29.8. Security Battalion 242 Battallion attacked on road whilst withdrawing. 150 partisans 
killed or wounded. German losses: 15 dead, 13 wounded and 9 
missing.

30.8. Weißes Kommando 
(OD)

Firefight. 17 partisans killed. OD losses: 1 dead.

11.4.1. Security Battalion 242

Security Battalion 242 was responsible on two occasions, 17th May and 29th August, for the 

apparent massacre of large numbers of non-combatants. The situation which the battalion faced
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was, even by the normal standards of the conditions endured by the 221st’s subordinate units, 
an appalling one. Whilst this does not excuse the battalion’s excesses, it does suggest that the 
unit was pushed to such excess without needing encouragement from a commanding officer 

who had already been particularly brutalised by his previous life experiences.

Security Battalion 242 was subordinate to the 183rd Security Regiment, whose jurisdiction 
comprised the north-western corner of the 221st Security Division’s area. This area contained 
none of the major rail routes which criss-crossed the divisional area and its partisans were less 
active than those elsewhere. Consequently the area was far down the list of the 221st’s 
priorities; responsibility for it was assigned to a single battalion, and Security Battalion 242 was 
the unlucky unit. The battalion was consistently neglected in terms of reinforcements, rations 

and equipment, and its isolated units therefore seem to have been particularly incapable of 
preventing the partisans from tightening their grip on the area and diminishing the German 
Army’s standing in the eyes of the population.65

The wretched state of impotence and fear to which the battalion was reduced is vividly 
described in a series of miserable reports despatched to divisional command. By 10th May, a 
week before the first massacre which the battalion’s troops perpetrated, it was reported that 
civilian labourers were no longer turning up to help deforest the area on either side of the 
railway tracks; instead, the Germans and the OD were virtually having to drag them there. A 
day earlier, German sentries had been murdered on duty. The OD itself, meanwhile, was 
growing increasingly disobedient and untrustworthy. One occasion on which this was clear was 
the killing of Corporal Nickel, of the battalion’s third company, on the night of 13th/14th June. 
Nickel was inspecting the OD barracks in Janowka when the building suddenly came under 
attack from the partisans. To the third company, it was clear that the attack had taken place with 
the connivance of OD men.66 The most telling sign of this was that Nickel, an unpopular figure 
with the OD men, had been shot in the back.

The fear engendered by such a situation is likely to have been exacerbated by the underhand 

methods which the partisans were reported as using all over the 221st’s jurisdiction during 
1943. February brought reports of female Russian agents posing as kitchen personnel and 
poisoning the troops’ food, or throwing strychnine down wells.67 In early February partisans 
managed to tune into the same wavelength as one of the division’s regiments. The resulting 
exchange was recorded by the division’s intelligence section: “At the end of the conversation 

an unknown voice called down the line: “Thanks for the chat! Yours, the partisans. ” ”68 It 
was later reported that the partisans were erecting dummies with guns in the middle of the 
forest; German troops who had approached them had opened fire and given their position 
away.69 On 22nd June the intelligence section reported an increase in partisans wearing 

German, Slovak, Hungarian or pro-German Cossack uniforms. The same report also described 
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how the partisans often made false telephone calls to lure German troops and OD men out of 

their strongpoints.

Facing these pressures to a greater extent than the rest of the division, the morale of Security 

Battalion 242’s troops was in danger of going into free-fall:
“The troops ’ pride and confidence are suffering, because their paltry numbers, 
inadequate weaponry and low mobility prevent them from delivering a powerful 
blow against the bandits. The bandits are in a poor state militarily and could 
certainly be destroyed if sufficient forces were deployed....the men are willing, as 
they showed at Kamenka and Lossof, but the current strained situation is creating 
demands which cannot be met in the long term. ”70

Whilst the divisional files do not go into detail about the events of 17th May, then, this may 
well have been the first point at which mounting fear, distrust, frustration and a desperate need 
for concrete results against the partisans translated into indiscriminate massacre; arguably there 
was no need for officers to subscribe particularly enthusiastically to notions of “racial 
struggle” in order to be brutal in such circumstances. If the battalion’s dire situation were not 
remedied immediately, moreover, such events were likely to repeat themselves. Nor was any 
remedy forthcoming; by the beginning of June the battalion’s situation was worse in eveiy 

respect:
“Last night, quite by accident, the OK in Propoisk uncovered a plot by some 
Hilfswillige, who until then had been reliable, to murder their officers and then, 
with the OD and bandits massing before Propoisk, to annihilate the other 
Germans there....(meanwhile) the battalion’s strength continues to dwindle 
without any prospect of reinforcement, and its tasks grow more difficult and 
numerous. Things cannot continue as they are. The men on watch are being 
pushed to the limits, and every man down to the lowliest private is afraid in the 
face of the danger which grows more threatening all the time. No one can explain 
or understand why our side is so weak and inactive; this is a condition which the 
German Army has never before experienced.
The companies can no longer spare any men for the training courses which have 
been ordered....the last replacements arrived in September 1942. ”71

By mid-June the battalion’s condition bordered on the pathetic. It had lost 47 dead, 53 
wounded and 6 missing, and two thirds of these losses had been sustained since February 

1943. The reinforcements consisted of one man and two NCOs, and even these were of third- 
rate quality.72 The food situation in the north-western sector was especially shocking; it was 
described in all its depressing detail in a report of 10th July by the commander of the 183rd 
Security Regiment. “The men don’t understand why they are being supplied at this time of 
year with dry vegetables which are neither nourishing nor appetising, ”73 wrote the 
commander. The result was that the food was atrocious even if it had been prepared by an 
expert - which in most cases it had not, for most outposts lacked a proper cook. Normally the 
troops received about 15 grams of fat per day to be distributed among four pieces of bread. 
“This, as 1 have already reported, is barely enough for a single slice of bread. Of course, it’s 
possible in theory to spread 15 grams over four slices, but the result is that you can hardly 
even see it. ”74
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The commander stressed the danger posed to the troops’ morale, morale which was already 
suffering from the fact that the troops’ families lived for the most part in one of the most 
heavily-bombed areas of the Reich. Perhaps most ominously, the commander pointed out that 
the troops saw their food situation as no better than that which had presaged the collapse of 
morale on the Western Front in 1918.75 Neither this nor the battalion’s own appeals seem 

however to have brought significant improvements in Security Battalion 242’s situation, in a 
rayon now infested with as many as 3 000 partisans armed to a large extent, it was reported, 
with machine-guns.76 Under the circumstances, it is perhaps surprising that the battalion did 

not commit further atrocities before that of 29th August.

Security Battalion 242, then, was a striking example of the link between poor fighting power 
and brutality. Equally striking, though for very different reasons, was the path to brutality of the 
45th Security Regiment. In 1943, this was most prominent in the regiment’s conduct at the end 
of April of Operation Osterhase.

11.4.2. The 45th Security Regiment and Operation Osterhase

To a considerable extent the barbarities of Osterhase were facilitated not only by the OKW 
directive of December 1942 - yet to be countered by the more restrained high-level directives of 
summer 1943 - but also by the ruthless division-level directives which placed particular 
emphasis on using economics to decide the fate of particular villages.77 Ruthless though these 
orders were, however, they do not on their own explain the particular brutality of Osterhase·, 
they may have provided the excuse for killing but they did not provide the actual impetus. Nor 
does the deteriorating situation of the 221st Security Division as a whole provide a complete 
answer; the still significant variation in conduct across the division’s subordinate units during 

1943 makes this clear. Of crucial further importance to the conduct of Osterhase was the 
interaction between the operation’s particular circumstances and, perhaps most importantly, 
regimental command-level attitudes which due to the ideological proclivities of its commander, 
Colonel Wiemann, were brutal already.

On 27th April the main action centred around the village of Kamenka. There was a major clash 
in the forest near the village, with a surprise German attack on a partisan camp, before the 
Germans moved into Kamenka itself. It was reported that “(f)he village of Kamenka had been 
built up as a well-stocked supply base, primarily with livestock and horses, all of which fell 
into the hands of the troops. ”78 In piecing together a picture of how 250 people were killed 
during Osterhase at next to no cost to the Germans, it seems likely that many of the villagers of 
Kamenka were killed when the Germans arrived that day. The requisition which was carried out 
in Kamenka was reported as “total” (“restlos ”), and it appears that all the produce and 
livestock fell into the hands of the troops themselves, rather than into the hands of the 
requisition staff.79 Troops who not only were clearly set on picking the village clean, but who 
also were gorged with success just after their surprise attack on a partisan camp, were unlikely 
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to handle the civilian population in a measured way. With Kamenka being used to stockpile 
partisan provisions, the villagers clearly would have been under suspicion anyway.

The second surge of brutality seems to have come on 29th April. It was on this day that heavy 

resistance was reported in a forest three kilometres west of Lossof:
“In the course of hard, day-long fighting it proved possible, thanks to the very 
well-equipped Luftwaffe units which were on hand, to drive the bandits into the 
forest and cleanse it by evening. After the two bandit camps in the forest were 
overrun, the enemy, having suffered very heavy losses, fled westward across the 
swamps. ”80

If, as seems likely, this “engagement” also saw a high death toll, then at least part of the 
possible explanation lies with the Luftwaffe troops; certainly, it was these units who took credit 
for the success of this part of the operation: “Without these troops, well-led and with modem 
equipment, the division’s own weak and ill-equipped forces would have been quite unable to 
achieve success against such superior and well-armed bandits. ”81 This however explains only 

a very small part of the contrast between partisan and German casualties. Where the superior 
equipment of the Luftwaffe troops would have been decisive was in combat with actual 
partisans. These, however, seem to have constituted at most 15% of partisan dead during 
Osterhase ft The death of many non-combatants therefore requires a different explanation. 
Here again some of the explanation almost certainly lies with the Luftwaffe troops who, as has 
been seen, enjoyed a particularly merciless reputation.83 But this too should not be overstated; 

indeed a later operation conducted by the 45th in the same area, code named Junikäfer, saw the 
Luftwaffe troops behave with relative restraint whilst the Order Police and OD units taking part 
finally wiped Kamenka off the map and killed everyone who lived there.84

A further possible explanation for the brutality of Osterhase lies in the fact that the forces that 
saw action on 29th April faced a particularly acute problem of overstretch. Already it had been 
recognised that the forces committed to Osterhase fell short of what was required for an 
effective encirclement:

“An encirclement, considering our own weak forces and our experiences of the 
previous winter, was out of the question. Attacks were targeted instead on 
particular points. ”85

The quality of the forces committed was also a serious concern; Security Battalion 242 made 
for a particularly glaring contrast with the Luftwaffe troops. The battalion was thoroughly 
pessimistic about the state of its own mechanisation, claiming that its trucks were wholly 
unsuited to tasks like the fast delivery of supplies, or the transportation of reserves to a critical 
sector. Another source of depression was the age of the battalion’s company commanders - 54, 
52,48 and 44. At platoon level the ages of the commanders were 54, 47, 45, 37 and 28.86 On 
28th April, furthermore, it had been announced that the forces which the 203rd Security 
Division had committed to the operation were to be sent back to the 203rd the following day.
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Thus the forces still committed were now under even more pressure, and a likely result, as is 
already abundantly clear, was greater brutality.87

However, any explanation for the scale of barbarity committed during Osterhase is incomplete 

without incorporating the mind-set of officers in the 45th Security Regiment. After all, many of 
the 221 st’s operations during 1943 were marked by situational difficulties and ruthless 
economic imperatives, but it was the combination of all these forces with the 45 th’s long­
standing ideological brand of ruthlessness which seems to have lent Osterhase a particular 

degree of fury. Just as the outlook of the regimental commander, Colonel Wiemann, had 
steered the unit toward particularly merciless conduct during 1942, so too does it seem to have 

played a critical role in the apparently murderous execution of Osterhase.

Indeed, there are indications from Osterhase itself that this was the case. For one thing, 
Osterhase was the only one of the 221st Security Division’s anti-partisan operations of 1943 
for which the regiment in charge compiled a report mentioning among other things the number 
of commissars who had been killed. Even more strikingly, it was the commissars who 

according to the 45th had been the driving force behind the ferocity of partisan resistance. They 
had, it was claimed, been shooting any partisans seen fleeing in the face of the Germans.88 The 

fact that the main explanation of resistance was still the Bolshevik bogeyman, and not the 
partisans’ genuine fighting effectiveness, says more about the ideological paranoia of the 
officer who wrote the report than about the true state of affairs. Indeed, the fact that German 
casualties in Osterhase were actually extremely light suggests that talk of “ferocious partisan 
resistance” was the work of an officer whose ideological drive blinded him to reality.89

What seems clear, then, is that Osterhase was a particularly bloody synthesis of all the 
situational and personal influences which generated brutality at the lower levels of the German 
anti-partisan effort. The result appears to have been a considerable amount of indiscriminate 
killing by the 45th Security Regiment’s own troops.90

Another complex interaction of circumstances and personalities shaped the significantly 

different brand of ruthlessness displayed by the 930th Grenadier Regiment.

11.4.3. The 930th Grenadier Regiment

Operation Zugspitze, which the 930th Grenadier Regiment conducted in early February 1943 in 
the forests south-west of Belynkowitschi, was marked by an approach which, though 
undeniably ruthless, was significantly different to that of the 45th Security Regiment.

From the point of view of locating and destroying the partisans, Zugspitze was a failure; the 
partisans, warned in advance, escaped before it had even started. The regiment claimed, however, 
to have made up for this failure in other respects:

“Though it was not possible to locate and destroy the bandits, the regiment was 
able to comb the area thoroughly, an area which previously had not been entered 

216



Ch 11: The Gomel Region (4)

by German forces. In the course of the operation it became clear that a number of 
villages had been thoroughly infested by the bandits. With the division’s 
permission, seven villages were destroyed. 141 accomplices of the bandits were 
shot by the GFP and about 400 people were taken to the reception camp in 
Unetscha. ”91

This was harsh conduct indeed. For one thing, there was no hard evidence that the population 
of the condemned villages had been actively supporting the partisans. Two methods were 
employed to establish “guilt”. The first seems to have been torture - indicated here by the 

euphemism “forceful questioning”:
“The population pleaded complete ignorance concerning the bandits until, after 
some forceful questioning, the women claimed that their husbands were either 
“with the Red Army” or “at unknown whereabouts”. Thirty women admitted that 
their husbands were fighting with the bandits. ”92

The other was the less than completely reliable assurances of the inhabitants of neighbouring 

villages:
“The inhabitants of Petrow skij and Swoboda named Nowa Buda, Ignatowskij and 
Worowaja as major bandit nests, in which every inhabitant was a bandit. They 
clearly showed their satisfaction at the destruction of these villages. ”93

The 930th’s conduct of Zugspitze, then, seems at first sight to have been yet another example 
of unnecessary excess driven by the need to cover for failure. However, the 930th’s conduct of 
Zugspitze differed significantly from the 45th’s conduct of Osterhase because it was not the 
kind which spurred the regiment’s own troops to unbridled excess against the civilian 
population. Ruthlessness was clear, in the fact that the 930th’s troops burned several villages to 
the ground, were implicated in the torture of inhabitants and handed 141 more over to the GFP, 
on evidence which was hardly watertight, for summary execution. It seems however that the 
930th’s troops themselves were not allowed to indulge in the kind of indiscriminate massacre 
which had marked the 45th’s conduct of Osterhase.

Over railway security similarly, the 930th stopped short of letting its own troops off the leash. 
This does not detract from the ruthlessness of the orders which were issued; the sharp rise, in 
March, of partisan sabotage along the railways in the 930th’s jurisdiction is probably what led 
to the regiment’s call, on 8th April, for its third battalion to enact the harshest measures to 
prevent explosions along the rail line in the Belynkowitschi-Irshatsch area.94 There was to be 

ruthless execution of the no-man’s-land order; any Russian civilian found either by day or by 
night on either the track or its environs was to be shot on sight. Another regimental order, also 
issued on 8th April, made clear that a court martial awaited any troops who failed to carry this 
order out.95 Here too, however, there is no sign that the 930th was loosening the lid on 
widespread, indiscriminate brutality by its troops or advocating harsher treatment of the 
population as a whole.

The 930th’s troops were burning villages, handing over inhabitants to die at the hands of the 
GFP, and shooting individual civilians trespassing on no-man’s-land. This does not appear to
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have been the kind of “measured” conduct which was primarily concerned about relations with 
the civilian population, but it was more discriminating than the unbridled massacre which the 
45th Security Regiment’s troops appear to have committed during Osterhase. It may be that 
the 930th was more concerned that reining in the brutality of its own troops was the only means 

of ensuring the essential maintenance of discipline. This was due perhaps to ruthless 
sentiments being less virulent - for whatever reason - among the 930th’s officers than they 

were among those of the 45th.

Together, the contrasting examples of Security Battalion 242, the 45th Security Regiment and 
the 930th Grenadier Regiment show that, whilst the 221st Security Division’s increasingly 
unmanageable situation was fuelling ruthlessness across the division’s lower levels, the 
attitudes of commanding officers, shaped by whatever previous experiences, remained pivotal in 

influencing not only the degree of brutality but also the particular process by which 

circumstances translated into brutality.

That said, the further decline in the division’s fortunes during the summer of 1943 seems to 
have caused some convergence in the paths to brutality which different units were taking. 
Nowhere is this convergence more apparent than in further comparison between the 45th 

Security Regiment and the 930th Grenadier Regiment.

11.4.4. Summer 1943: converging paths to brutality?

During the summer of 1943 the 45th Security Regiment’s ruthlessness continued to enjoy rude 
health at all levels of that unit. Operation Junikäfer, conducted by the 45th during early June in 
the same area as Operation Osterhase, saw the village of Kamenka razed to the ground and its 
inhabitants wiped out.96 A report of 16th June by Captain Backofen, commander of the 45th’s 
11th company, communicated his unit’s experiences during the course of Operation 
Nachbarhilfe and in doing so displayed a view of the “dead zones” policy which seems to 
have been more pitiless than that which the 221st itself was advocating: “This evacuated zone 
(no-man’s-land) had to be monitored by random mobile patrols (mounted squadrons), which 
shot on sight and without warning any bandit or civilian whom they came across. ”97 

Backofen gives a telling indication of how his total mistrust of the population had helped bring 
him to this conclusion:

“The population of the forest villages, or of the villages at the edges of the forest, 
is working without exception with the bandits. It is immaterial whether this co­
operation is voluntary or coerced; it alone is sufficient reason to deal the 
partisans a decisive blow by evacuating the population and burning down the 
villages in these areas. ”98

By summer 1943, however, such sentiments were echoed by the 930th Grenadier Regiment. 
For one thing, there is much similarity between the 930th’s orders for the clearing of the 
Mamajewka forest, and the 45th’s reports for Nachbarhilfe and Csobo. All advocated, either 
explicitly or implicitly, the wholesale destruction of large numbers of villages and the
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indiscriminate killing of civilians found there. The 930th not only welcomed unequivocally the 
evacuation and destruction of villages but also emphasised that they must be carried out even 

more ruthlessly. For an operation to evacuate the Mamajewka forest in late June, the regiment 
issued directives to evacuate the populations of certain villages, but for other areas ordered:

“By burning the area indicated in red....the partisans’ basis of supply and shelter 
is removed....as far as these areas are concerned, it has been made clear to the 
troops that every individual encountered is to be regarded as a bandit. This 
removes any source of confusion or consideration regarding the civilian 
population.

This approach appears to have been markedly harsher than the 930th’s approach earlier in 

1943. The regiment’s attitude may well have been hardened by its loss of many troops to other 
units in late April and a massive increase, during May, in partisan sabotage of the railways in its 
area.100 In general terms, the apparent convergence between the 930th and the 45th seems 
therefore to have been driven by the worsening situation in which the 221st as a whole found 
itself by the summer of 1943. This is not to argue that the perceptions of individual officers did 
not continue to play a role in shaping a particular unit’s conduct; for one thing, as has been 
seen, brutalisation does not appear to have been uniform across the 221st’s lower levels during 
the summer of 1943. However, just as the seemingly intractable problems which the 221st 
faced had turned the previously constructive outlook at divisional level into a noticeably more 
ruthless one, so too do they appear to have ensured that previously more “restrained” elements 
at the division’s lower levels were now receiving a significant injection of viciousness.

11.5. Conclusion
The economic, security and propaganda situation faced by the 221st Security Division during 
the summer of 1943 was, in common with the German security effort as a whole, the most 
difficult yet. Combined with increasing desperation borne of growing realisation of Germany’s 
eventual defeat, it seems to have provided a further push to ruthlessness at divisional level. By 
this stage, the erstwhile principal stronghold of constructive engagement, the intelligence 
section, was affected also. The result encompassed increasing execution of a ruthless dead 
zones policy, a renewed injection of ideology into the propaganda distributed to the population, 
and an intensified drive to indoctrinate the division’s own troops. As before, however, the 
perceptions of individual officers were such that the 221st’s divisional levels remained 
relatively committed to a degree of constructive engagement. The division’s clash with the 
Hungarians over Operation Csobo demonstrates this clearly.

At the 221 st’s lower levels, however, the difficulties of the situation were again felt more acutely 
than at divisional level. Yet here too, brutalisation was not an inexorable, uniform process; the 

ongoing importance of individual officers’ dispositions seems clear in the apparent continued 
adherence to a policy of restraint practised by some units. However, despite higher-level 

attempts to tighten the lid on brutality which had been loosened by the 16th December directive, 
deterioration was intensifying to such a degree that officers were increasingly likely to seek 
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respite in greater brutality. Whilst particular circumstances and personalities continued to play 

an important role in shaping the path to brutality taken by different units, a harsh overall trend, 
driven more and more by the pressures of the situation, seems unmistakable.

In the absence of further archival material, no analysis of the 221st Security Division is 

possible beyond the end of August 1943. There is therefore no way of knowing how far the 
brutalising trends of spring and summer 1943 would have continued in the division’s new 
jurisdiction, or how far they would have been checked by the extremely belated and ultimately 
doomed attempts made at the Army’s highest levels to rein in the excesses of the anti-partisan 
effort and put it on a more far-sighted footing than before.101 Nor is there any way of knowing 

how far the 221st would have discriminated between different parts of its jurisdiction, between 

those sections of the population to be cultivated, above all for Wehrdorf projects, and those 
targeted for further merciless treatment in the name of “military and economic expediency”. 
What is likely, however, is that both conduct and its causes would have continued to be shaped 
not just by higher-level directives and general trends, but also by particular circumstances and 
the varied perceptions of officers on the spot. This has been apparent after all at every stage of 
the 221st Security Division’s partisan effort from 1941 to 1943, and there is no reason to 
suppose that it was a phenomenon restricted to that division.

The general results of the analysis of this two-year period and their implications for the future 
development of the Wehrmachtsdebatte are the subject of discussion in the following chapter.
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is little information on the incidents involving "unknown" units. The 18.4.43 and 22.4.43 incidents are the 
only ones for which the number of captured partisan weapons is recorded. On 18th April 19 rifles, 4 machine­
guns and 2 revolvers were captured. This tallies neatly (perhaps too neatly) with the number of partisans 
recorded as killed. Overall it suggests that this incident was a genuine combat engagement, one in which the 
partisans were taken by surprise. By contrast, the fact that only one rifle was retrieved from at least 83 bodies 
after the incident of 22nd April points to a massacre of non-combatants rather than a genuine attack on an OD 
stronghold as the reports claimed.

65 NA T-315/1684, file 36509/8. SB 242, 10.5.43. Betr.: Bandenlage im Bereich des Sich Batl 242, p. 2.

66 NA T-315/1684, file 36509/9. 3/SB 242, 14.6.43. Betr.: Tagesmeldungen.

67 BA-MA, RH 26-221/5lb 13.2.43, p. 2. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. le, 13.2.43. le Befehle und Mitteilungen Nr. 3 
NfD, p. 2.

68 Translated from: "Am Ende des Gespriichs wurde von unbekannter Stimme in die Leitung folgender Staz 
gerufen: "Wir danken Euchfiir diesen Spruch, Eure Partisanen."" NA T-315/1687, file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 
221 Abt. le, 13.2.43. le Befehle u. Mitteilungen Nr. 3, p. 3.

69 NA T-315/1687, file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. le, 21.4.43. le Befehle und Mitteliungen Nr. 7, p. 1.

70 Translated from: "Der Stolz und das Selbstbewuj3tsein der eigenen Truppe leidet darunter, daj3 sie bei der 
geringen Starke, unzuliinglichen Bewaffnung und geringen Beweglichkeit nicht einen kraftigen Schlag gegen 
diese militarisch minderwertige Bande fiihren kann, wo doch ihre Vemichtung bei gegebenen Mittel gesichert 
sein konnte ... D ie Manner sind, wie sie auch bei Kamenka und Lossof gezeigt haben, willig und gut. Doch 
wird die augenblickliche Beanspruchung, bedingt durch die angespannte Lage, auf die Dauer nicht ausgehalten 
werden konnen." NA T-315/1684, file 36509/8. SB 242, 10.5.43. Betr.: Bandenlage im Bereich des Sich Batl 
242, p. 2.

71 Translated from: "In der vergangenen Nacht ist man der OK Propoisk durch Zufall einer Verschworung auf die 
Spur gekommen. Bisher zuverlassige Hilfswillige sollen die Absicht gehabt haben, die Offiziere zu ermorden, 
um danach zusammen mit den OD und den dicht var Propoisk liegenden Banden die anderen Deutschen zu 
vernichten ... S o schwindet die Starke des Bat[ immer mehr dahin, ohne daj3 Ersatz kommt. Die Aufgaben 
werden aber andererseits immer schwerer und zahlreicher. Wie es jetzt geht, kann es auf die Dauer nicht 
weitergehen. Die Leute auf den Feldwachen sind bis auf's Auj3erste beansprucht. Jeder Deutsche, auch der 
einfachste Mann, macht sich Sorgen und sieht die Gefahr, die immer mehr droht. Niemand kann sich die 
Untatigkeit oder die Schwache auf unserer Seite, die bisher im deutschen Hee re nicht bekannt war, erkliiren oder 
verstehen.

Fur die befohlenen Lehrgange sind Leute aus den Kompanien nicht mehr herauszuholen. Um die jetzigen 
Feldwachen noch besetzen zu konnen, miissen bei der besonders schwachen 1. Kompanie einige andere 
Feldwachen geschwacht werden, was auf die Dauer ein unhaltbarer Zustand ist  Der letzte Ersatz ist im
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September 1942 eingetroffen.” NA T-315/1684, file 36509/9. SB 242, 30.5.43. Betr.: Lage im Bereich des 
Sich Btl 242.

72 NA T-315/1684, file 36509/9. Sich.-Rgt. 183, 17.6.43. Betr.: Bandenmeldung im Gebiet Propoisk u. 
Korma, pp. 1-2.

73 Translated from: “Die Truppe hat kein Verständnis dafür, in der jetztigen Jahreszeit, mit Trockengemüse 
beliefert zu werden, dem man weder einen guten Geschmack, noch ausreichenden Sättigungswert nachsagen 
kam. ” NA T-315/1684, file 36509/9. Kommandeur SR 183, 13.7.43. Betr.: Verpflegung.

74 Ibid.. Translated from: “Diese reichen kaum für ein Stück Brot, wie ich bereits gemeldet habe. Natürlich kann 
man theoretisch diese 15 Gramm auch auf vier Stück Brot verteilen, mit dem Erfolg, daß auf keinem mehr ein 
Aufstrich zu finden ist. ”

75 NA T-315/1684, file 36509/9. Kommandeur SR 183, 13.7.43. Betr.: Verpflegung. General Ludendorff 
himself called lack of food the biggest single assault on morale. Kellett, Fighting Power, p. 246.

76 NA T-315/1684, file 36509/9. 2. Komp. SB 242, 13.8.43. Betr.: Meldung über Mannchaftslage der 2. 
Komp, in Stützpunkt Krasnopolje. This report may well be exaggerated - a partisan group this strong could 
have overwhelmed the company whenever it wanted to - but it is almost certain that the company was in a very 
bad state.

77 See above, pp. 191-2.

78 Translated from: “Der Ort Kamenka war als Versorgungsstützpunkt ausgebaut und mit reichen Vorräten, vor 
allem an Vieh und Pferden, besetzt, die restlos in die Hand der Truppe fielen. ” NA T-315/1685, file 36509/13. 
Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. la, 2.5.43. Betr.: Bericht über Unternehmen Osterhase, p. 2.

79 Ibid..

80 Translated from: “Dank der zur Verfügung stehenden Luftwaffen-Verbände mit ihrer modernsten Bewaffnung 
gelang es, in schweren, den ganzen Tag über andauernden Kämpfen in den Wald einzudringen und diesen 
allmählich bis zum Abend von den Banditen zu säubern. Der Feind wich nach Inbesitznahme seiner im Wald 
vorhandenen 2 Lager nach schwersten Verlusten nach Westen über den Sumpf aus. ” Ibid..

81 Ibid..

82 Judging on the basis of the difference between captured partisan weapons and recorded partisan dead. See 
above, Table 6, p. 114.

83 See above, p. 103.

84 NA T-315/1686, file 36509/18. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. la, 11.6.43. Betr.: Bericht über Unternehmen 
"Junikäfer", p. 5.

85 Translated from: “Auf eine Einkesselung wurde im Hinblick auf die schwachen Kräfte im Hinblick auf die 
vielfach unbefriedigenden Erfahrungen des Winters bewußt verzichtet. Es wurde vielmehr schwerpunktarig 
angegriffen. ” NA T-315/1685, file 36509/13. NA T-315/1685, file 36509/13. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. la, 2.5.43. 
Betr.: Bericht über Unternehmen Osterhase, p. 5.

86 NA T-315/1685, file 36509/13. SB 242, 4.5.43. Erfahrungsbericht aus dem Unternehmen “Osterhase” vom 
27.4. - 30.4.43, pp. 1-2.

87 See above, pp. 23, 106-7, 177-9.

88 NA T-315/1685, file 36509/13. SR 45, 1.5.43. Erfahrungen über den Kampf bei Kamenka und Lossow. The 
report was written by a Lieutenant Klapproth of the regimental operations section, on Colonel Wiemann’s 
behalf.

89 In the course of research, no other report was unearthed from spring or summer 1943 which attributed 
ferocious partisan resistance mainly to the threats and merciless exhortations of the commissars. Whilst other 
such reports probably were made and are not available in Federal German archives, it seems likely that they 
were at least comparatively rare. A clear demonstration of just how rare and how at odds with reality the 45th's 
comments were is to contrast them with those of General Hermann Hoth. Though Hoth issued a particularly 
ruthless ideological general order to his troops in the autumn of 1941 and was also at the forefront of efforts to 
radicalise conduct of the Kommissarbefehl, even he recognised that the Russians were not fighting primarily out 
of fear of their commissars. By 1943 there was if anything infinitely greater reason to draw this conclusion. 
Streit, Keine Kameraden, p. 84; Förster, J., "Rußlandbild", p. 149.
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90 Indeed, the 221st's divisional level was itself moved to comment about the noticeable discrepancy between 
Gennan and partisan dead in the operations. The 45th Security Regiment claimed that 70 partisans had been 
killed by anti-tank guns, but even if this was true a massive shortfall remained. Indeed, the recording of 250 
partisan dead but just 34 guns captured seems to confirm that the vast majority of dead were non-combatants. 
The regiment's further claim that the partisan dead/partisan weapons disparity was because the partisans had 
transported many of their weapons away seems dubious; it was unlikely that partisans who presumably wished 
to break out of the regiment's cordon would have allowed themselves to go weaponless. NA T-315/1685, file 
36509/13. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ia, 29.4.43; idem., Sich.-Rgt. 45, 29.4.43.

91 Translated from: "Wenn es auch nicht gelang, die Bande zu fassen, so wurde dieses bisher noch nicht betretene 
Gebiet griindlich gesaubert. Dabei ergab sich, dajJ eine Anzahl van Orten vollig banditenverseucht war. Mit 
Einverstandnis der Division wurden daher 7 Dorfer zerstort. 141 Banditenhelfer durch die GFP erschossen und 
etwa 400 Personen dem Auffanglager in Unetscha gefilhrt." NA T-315/1686, file 36509/17. GR 930 Abt. Ia, 
8.2.43. Bericht tiber Verlauf und Ergebnis des Unternehmens "Zugspitze".

92 Ibid.. Translated from: "Die Bevolkerung wollte zuerst van Banden Uberhaupt nichts wissen, bis auf 
energische Nachfrage die Frauen aussagten, dajJ ihre Manner "bei der roten Armee" oder "unbekannten 
Aufenthalts abwesend seien." 30 Frauen gaben zu, dajJ ihre Manner bei den Banden seien." The "forceful 
questioning" was probably conducted by the GFP. Ibid., p. 2.

93 Translated from: "Die Einwohner van Petrowski} und Swoboda bezeichneten Now Buda, Ignatowskij und 
Worowaja als Hauptbandennester, wo jeder Einwohner Bandit sei. Sie bezeigten offen ihre Befriedigung, als 
diese Dorfer brannten." Ibid., p. 2.

94 Ibid.. According to the 22lst's war diary- an incomplete record, admittedly - there seem to have been ten rail 
attacks in the 930th's jurisdiction during March, as opposed to just two in the area of the 45th Security 
Regiment. NA T-315/1682, file 36509/1. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ia, 1.-30.3.43. KTB, 1.1-1.6.43.

95 NA T-315/1684, file 36509/8. GR 930 Abt. Ia, 8.4.43.

96 See above, p. 215.

97 Translated from: "Diese evakuierte Zone (Niemandsland) mUsste in unregelmajJigen Abstiinden van schnellen 
Streifen (Reiterschwadron) uberwacht werden, die }eden Zivilisten, Banditen oder dergleichen ohne Anruf oder 
Verhor an Ort und Stelle erschiejJen." NA T-315/1683, file 36509/5. Hauptm. Backofen, 11/Sich.-Rgt. 45, 
16.6.43. Bericht tiber Erfahrungen in der Bandenbekampfung (insbes. "Nachbarhilfe" I u. II), p. 2.

98 Ibid.. Translated from: "Die Bevolkerung in den Walddorfem oder den um die Walder gelegenen Dorfer arbeitet 
ausnahmslos zusammen mit den Banditen. Dabei ist es unerheblich, ob diese Mitarbeit freiwillig oder 
erzwungen ist. Schon aus diesem Grunde ist die Evakuierung der Bevolkerug und die Vemichtung der Dorfer in 
den Gebieten, wie oben ausgefilhrt, erforderlich, um den Banditen in den Waldem einen entscheidenden Schlag zu 
versetzen. "

99 Translated from: "Durch die Abbrennung des rot eingezeichneten Bezirkes ....ist den Banditen 
Versorgungsbasis und Unterschlupf genommen .. In diesen Gebieten sind nun far die Truppe klare Verhiiltnisse 
geschaffen, d.h., jeder dart Angetroffene ist als Bandit anzusehen. Verwechslungen und RUcksichtnahme auf 
Zivilbevolkerung ist hier ausgeschlossen." NA T-315/1684, file 36509/9. SR 930 Abt. Ia, 23.6.43. Betr.: 
Evakuierung des Mamajewka-Gebietes.

100 Between 1st and 21st April the 930th's combat strength fell from 659 to 439. According to the divisional 
KTB, 13 successful partisan attacks on railways took place in the 930th's jurisdiction during May as opposed to 
6 during April. NA T-315/1684, file 36509/8. Gefechtsstarke der 930. Gren.-Rgt., 1.2.-11.5.43; NA T- 
315/1682, file 36509/1. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. Ia, 1.4.-31.5.43. KTB, 1.1-1.6.43.

101 Operation Orloff demonstrates the "other" side of the dead zone policy, the need to cultivate the population 
of those areas deemed worth saving. Orloff, it seems, was a purely security-driven operation against a particular 
partisan unit which appears tp have infiltrated one of the areas of the 221st' s jurisdiction which had been "spared 
the axe". The order directed, among other things, that deserters were to receive significantly better treatment, in 
terms of transportation, rations and medical attention, than were ordinary prisoners. In part of the area in which 
the operation took place the entire male population aged between 16 and 65 was to be collected and sent to the 
temporary prison camp in Propoisk to be vetted, but it was stressed that "rough treatment" was to be avoided 
under all circumstances. There is no mention of evacuation of villages or procurement of labour. From this it 
seems clear that the division was extremely anxious to keep the population of these select areas "on board". NA 
T-315/1687, file 36509/24. Sich.-Div. 221 Abt. le, 26.8.43. Betr.: Unternehmen "Orloff'.
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CHAPTER 12: EVALUATION AND CONCLUSIONS

This chapter considers how far analysis of one particular Ostheer security division over the 
period 1941 to 1943 supports the argument forwarded at the beginning of the thesis. What 
conclusions can be drawn about the behaviour of the security divisions in general, and what are 
the implications for the Wehrmachtsdebatte? The chapter firstly reiterates the main argument 
and the various elements which generated the more specific questions which have been 
investigated. The methodology is evaluated, and the thick narrative of the thesis is then 
summarised and the ways in which it has addressed particular historical questions assessed. 
Finally, the contribution of the thesis is evaluated in terms of how far the research results can be 
generalised for Ostheer security divisions as a whole.

12.1. The central argument reiterated

The argument forwarded at the outset of the thesis contained three strands:

i) that the conduct of officers in the Ostheer’s rear area anti-partisan units was shaped by 
interactions between real or perceived military necessity, ideology, economics, the need for 
constructive engagement, and the personal perceptions of officers;

ii) that perceptions were shaped by a variety of ideological, military, pragmatic, ethical and 
careerist influences;

iii) that the resulting conduct displayed different shades of brutality and restraint.

The forces of “cumulative radicalisation”, characteristic of the Third Reich as a whole, had 
ensured that the German anti-partisan effort overall had been marked by ultimately self- 
defeating destructiveness borne of ruthless military and above all ideological imperatives and, 
later on, of economic forces. The brutality which it had unleashed had therefore gone beyond 
what might have been expected as a consequence of the normal pressures of counter­
insurgency warfare. Officers on the ground had nonetheless enjoyed some freedom of action 
which had ensured that their behaviour was shaped not only by orders from above but also by 
their situation and by a range of personal perceptions. Both situation and perceptions had to a 
large extent worked in a brutalising direction, albeit in varied ways. The security divisions had 
faced a daunting task; with manpower and equipment at their disposal which had been 
inadequate in both quality and quantity, they had had to face an unseen and ruthless enemy 
who, aided by the alienating destructiveness not just of German anti-partisan methods but also 
of the German occupation as a whole, had been able progressively to loosen the Germans’ 
administrative and economic grip over the occupied territories. Whilst this situation had 
contributed to German brutality, however, it had also been a spur to a considerable amount of 
cultivation, both of population and of potential partisan deserters. It was here that personal 
perceptions had helped determine the direction in which an officer went, shaped as they had 
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been by a combination of wider societal and political events, exposure to ruthless institutional 

mind-sets, and formative life experiences.

How far has the thesis validated its central argument? There are three strands to this question 

just as there are to the central argument itself. The first task is to evaluate how successful the 

methodology has been. The following section concerns itself with this, paying particular 
attention to the methodological advances which it has made from which the Wehrmachtsdebatte 

as a whole might benefit.

12.2. The methodology evaluated
Chapter One expressed the hope that the thesis would benefit from the particular 
methodological innovation of a “longitudinal” study of a single German Army security 
division.1 It was hoped that focusing at divisional level would enable the “interaction” between 
wider forces, specific circumstances and individual motivations to be analysed more fully than 
in a jurisdiction-level study of the kind conducted by Truman Anderson. Thus, elements of 
Taterforschung - the study of motivation among individual perpetrators or groups of 
perpetrators - might be particularly fruitfully combined with elements of region-level studies. It 
was also hoped that the longitudinal treatment would deepen analysis by enabling patterns over 
time, shaped by changing circumstances, to be identified. This was seen as a development from 
previous case studies which, whilst important, are limited by the fact that they only focus on 
periods of weeks or months or, as with Schulte’s The German Army, are arranged thematically 
rather than longitudinally. At the same time, it was acknowledged that all this was contingent 
upon the nature and quality of available sources.

How far have these hopes been fulfilled, and what are the implications for further development 
of the Wehrmachtsdebattel To begin with it must be conceded that a division-level study does 
not seem intrinsically to constitute any advance beyond the depth of analysis which can be 
achieved in a larger-scale jurisdiction-level study. Both types of study per se appear similar in 
terms of being able to pitch research at a level combining the bigger picture and the individual­
level picture. Moreover, like the studies of Schulte, Anderson and others, the analysis of the 
221st Security Division over the entire 1941-3 period has been aware of the source-related 
problems of incompleteness and unintentional distortion, intentional distortion, sanitising of 
events and above all the drawbacks of using mainly official sources to try to explain personal 
motivations. In the absence of a lucky find such as the material used in the case studies by 
Michael Geyer and Mark Mazower, it has had to battle these problems by reading between the 
lines and drawing on sources of other command levels and agencies to achieve a more 

comprehensive picture. At the same time, it is accepted that there will ultimately need to be 
recourse to Soviet sources in order to address a number of issues with the necessary 
thoroughness.
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In what ways, if any, is the source base used in this thesis an improvement on what has gone 

before? Purely in terms of the sources themselves, it seems clear that the use of personal officer 
files, however limited, brings a number of issues about personal motivation into sharper focus. 
This is certainly so in the cases of General Pflugbeil, General Lersner and above all Colonel 
Wiemann. Granted, analysing personal motives remains a labyrinthine task involving a great 
deal of speculation, and the picture presented in this thesis remains far too fragmentary a basis 
for making confident assertions about “generational” effects. Personal files do however 

facilitate a somewhat more confident degree of speculation, and the next chapter will among 
other things consider ways in which exploiting this kind of source more extensively could 
benefit future research. Regarding the other sources which have been used, this is certainly not 
the first low-level case study to combine Einsatzgruppen or economic agency reports with 
Army files which contain detailed material generated by sub-divisional units, but it is the first to 

use this combination over the entire 1941-3 period.

This is an important distinction, and this new depth of longitudinal analysis is arguably the 
main contribution the thesis has made. There are several individual cases of officers whose 
conduct as illustrated in the 221st’s files over a two-year period has been combined with 
information from their personal files to enrich understanding of their possible motives beyond 
the point which would have been reached had the analysis restricted itself to a period of weeks 
or months. For example, that frustrated military ambition rather than ideological hatred helped 
fuel General Pflugbeil’s ruthless temperament during the Jelnja-Dorogobush operations of 
1942 seems more likely when one considers both his daring actions at the battle of Bialystok in 
1941 and his subsequent career up to 1945.2 To take another case, Captain Meyer’s cultivation 
of both population and potential partisan deserters during 1942 can be more confidently 
ascribed to pragmatism rather than humanity - thus scuppering attempts which might be made 
to put an apologist “spin” on it - when set against his more ideological and ruthless approach 
both in 1941 and when the mask slipped in the summer of 1943? Thirdly, the particular 
viciousness of the 45th Security Regiment’s conduct of Operation Osterhase during April 
1943 is more readily explainable when the long-running ruthlessness which the regiment’s 
commander displayed during 1942 is considered. In turn, that this ruthlessness was 
ideologically-driven seems more likely when one bears in mind the three-pronged set of 
potentially ideologically brutalising influences to which Colonel Wiemann was subjected in the 
course of his earlier life.4 Whilst conclusions about motives remain speculative, then, it is 

speculation which is more informed than would have been the case in a short-term study.

The longitudinal approach has also allowed more informed conclusions to be reached about the 
approach of the 221st Security Division as a whole. Over a lengthy period, this division 
displayed what appears to have been a significant degree of pragmatism in its handling of both 
population and potential deserters. There is a clear thread running from the autumn of 1941 
through to the winter of 1942/3; it can be seen in the 221 st’s particularly extensive recruitment
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of civilians and ex-POWs into the security effort, through its policy on deserters in the Jelnja- 
Dorogobush operations, its attempts to sugar the pill of internment for civilians detainees 
during the summer of 1942 and, perhaps most notably, its criticism of higher-level deserter 
policy in December of that year. Even by the summer of 1943, by which time the division's 
overall attitude and conduct seem to have hardened markedly, its argument with the Hungarians 
over Operation Csobo shows that a spirit of relative constructiveness, albeit one borne probably 
of calculated pragmatism rather than civilised decency, was far from dead.5 Comparisons with 
different divisions at different points in time over the period as a whole bear out the view that 
the 221st Security Division, whilst certainly not on the side of the angels, was far from being 
the German Army's worst case of Nazi thuggery and excess. In tum this conclusion has 
important implications, as will be seen below, for evaluating the conduct of the Ostheer' s rear 
area anti-partisan units in general, and it could not have been reached without the longitudinal 
approach which this thesis has adopted.

The thesis therefore has "held its own" methodologically and indeed in some respects has 
provided new methodological pointers for future research. The next task is to consider how far 
the research findings have validated the central argument of the thesis, in the context of the 
historical issues which the debate on the Ostheer's anti-partisan effort has generated. The best 
means of addressing this question is to break the picture down into the periods 1941 and 1942­
3, periods which, historically, correspond to the two most distinctive phases in the development 
of the Ostheer's anti-partisan effort.

12.3. Addressing the historical questions

12.3.1. 1941
The high-level security directives of 1941 targeted not just actual partisans but also any 
potential source of opposition, including escaped POWs, refugees and above all communist 
functionaries and Jews. Stalin's decision to escalate the war in the Germans' rear was greeted 
by Hitler as an excuse to intensify German harshness even further. Whilst ideology was of 
central importance, particularly in the mushrooming viciousness of the German Army's 
"security" campaign of autumn 1941, many aspects of the situation which the security 
divisions themselves faced constituted a recipe for fear and frustration and, consequently, even 
greater brutality. They did not yet have to contend with a partisan movement of any size, but 
they did have to reckon with the fact that their insufficient manpower was overstretched across 
vast areas of often inhospitable terrain. The behaviour of each individual unit nonetheless was 
influenced by that unit's particular situation and the perceptions of its commanding officer.

Within the 221st Security Division there are strong indications that ideologically-driven 
ruthlessness did indeed exist to a large degree, both at divisional level and below. Probably by 
any reckoning, officers' belief in the Jude gleich Bolschewik gleich Partisan equation should
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be assigned major importance in any assessment of the killing process which was later to 
unfold. Judged against that of other security divisions, however, it seems that the 22Ist’s 
potential for ideologically-driven brutality was not quite so uniformly acute as it might have 
been. Moreover, it appears to have been shaped by forces which were considerably more 

complex than undiluted ideological conviction, forces which included pragmatism and 
careerism. Nor is it clear how far officers were ideologically brutalised by their experiences 

before the campaign and how far by their subsequent experiences.

The 221 st’s practical difficulties provided another potential source of brutalisation. The 
division’s situation is likely to have been viewed as particularly alarming by officers afeared of 
guerrilla warfare, accustomed to rapid overwhelming victory and distrustful and contemptuous 
of the Slavic population. For some officers in the 221st the comedown may have been 
particularly hard in view of the division’s recent success in capturing Bialystok. Indeed, if the 

22Ist’s potential for ideological brutality was not as great as that of other security divisions, its 
potential for brutality borne of its perception of the military situation may have been somewhat 
greater. The importance of the 221 st’s situation in fuelling its brutality is indicated perhaps 
most strongly by the fact that Major Haupt’s directive of 6th September, perhaps the single 
most important trigger for the autumn killing campaign, was issued at a time when it was 
particularly likely to tap into the fear engendered by suddenly deteriorating military 
conditions.6

There is plenty of support here for Jürgen Förster’s emphasis on the importance not only of 
ideology but also of the military situation in fuelling the spiralling ruthlessness of the German 
security effort during 1941.7 It is nonetheless essential to emphasise the importance not just of 
the situation but also of the harsh anti-guerrilla attitudes which, whilst doubtless strengthened 
by Nazism, had permeated the German military mind-set since 1870 and ensured that the 
situation was perceived by many officers in unreasonably dark terms. The attention which 
Fattig, Browning and Anderson pay to this older mind-set is therefore vindicated.8 If the 

military situation did indeed provide the bridge between ideology and mass killing, many of the 
rivets came supplied courtesy of the Army’s military mind-set.

Overall, the picture is one of differentiation. Thus whilst Hannes Heer may have a strong case 
for arguing that Hitler, higher command levels and many senior field commanders were set on 
systematically brutalising their troops, the 22Ist’s case suggests that in the field itself this 
process took place neither systematically nor uniformly. Corresponding as this does to the 
findings of Truman Anderson’s study of the Army Group South Rear Area during 1941, it 
seems that brutalisation at the Ostheer’s lower levels was considerably more varied in cause 
and degree than Heer gives credit for. The fact that it was differentiated, however, means that 
Heer’s interpretation may well apply to some officers, perhaps belonging to the 
Frontkämpfergeneration who arguably had been particularly hardened by their formative fife 
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experiences. The brutalisation process may have been eased in the 221st’s case by the fact that 

General Pflugbeil seems to have had a rather “hands-off’ attitude when it came to curbing 

excess.

Similarly, whilst Joachim Hoffmann, Jörg Friedrich et al. cannot be supported in their view that 

increasingly ruthless German conduct was basically provoked by the ruthlessness of the 
partisans themselves, their interpretation may be relevant in explaining the brutalisation of a 
significant number of individual officers. If the 221st’s example is anything to go by, however, 
the full barbarity of Ostheer security units in the autumn of 1941 can be attributed only in 
small degree to this kind of provocation. By no sensible measure was the 221st’s conduct in 
proportion to the pinpricks which the partisans had already managed to inflict upon it. Nor is 
there any evidence that it can be explained primarily by righteous outrage at reports of the 
Soviet atrocities which were being encountered by other units. If provocations such as these did 
indeed contribute to tipping an officer over the edge, they are likely to have had considerable 
help from the harsh ideological and military attitudes which that officer harboured already.

Nor does the killing seem primarily attributable, as Jörg Friedrich would also have one believe, 
to the practical notion that victimising Jews and communists as a Pariahvolk was a sure means 
of cementing the loyalty of the population to the German cause. This almost certainly was a 
consideration, but comparison between lower-level units across security divisions suggests that 
the degree to which a unit did target Jews and communists, in both the summer and autumn 
1941, was determined primarily not by cold pragmatism but by its degree of genuine 
ideological conviction. This conviction in turn bolstered the belief that Jews and communists 
were indeed a genuine threat, and not just a pool of convenient reprisal victims.

All told, whilst the end results were morally inexcusable, it seems from analysis of the 221st - 
along with selective comparison with other units - that conduct was not monocausal but was 
shaped by complex and varied interactions of ideological, military, circumstantial and personal 
influences. Whilst the precise make-up of personal influences remains blurred and subject to 
much speculation, it certainly seems clear that they did play a role in determining the different 
shades of restraint and brutality which resulted. The analysis of 1941 therefore essentially 
bears out the central argument of the thesis. It reinforces the picture, which has been tentatively 
emerging from other low-level case studies of recent years, of a killing process shaped in varied 
ways by forces more diverse than ideological conviction, the bridge linking ideology, necessity 
and brutality, or righteous indignation at partisan ruthlessness.

How these findings might be further developed is one of the concerns of the following chapter; 
meanwhile, the next issue to consider is how far the central argument of the thesis is borne out 
by analysis of the period 1942-3.
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12.3.2.1942-3

The directives issued by Hitler, the OKW and the OKH during 1942-3 responded to 

circumstances which were very different to those of 1941. Most of the Jews in the Army Group 

Centre Rear Area had been either murdered or deported, and the priority now was containing a 
genuine, expanding and ever more threatening partisan movement. Institutional chaos ensured 
that the directives which ultimately reached the Ostheer' s security divisions were marked to a 
great extent by confusion and contradiction. Thus whilst the anti-partisan effort cultivated both 
the population and potential deserters through a range of propaganda and practical means, it 
also unleashed anti-partisan operations of extreme ferocity and destructiveness which caused 
the deaths of at the very least tens of thousands of non-combatants. During 1943 in particular, a 

new dimension of ruthlessness would be added by economic imperatives.

Nonetheless, it would be wrong to describe the ruthlessness of the Ostheer’s anti-partisan 
effort in blanket terms either as a murderous programme of ideologically- and economically- 
driven barbarity, or as a necessary response to the tensions inherent in any counter-insurgency 
campaign. It seems rather from the 221st Security Division’s example that the mix of 
cultivation and ruthlessness arrived at by each security division and, in turn, by each of its 
subordinate units, was shaped in varied ways not only by wider forces but also by particular 

circumstances and perceptions. The need for inventiveness thrown up by conditions on the 
ground combined with the freedom of action afforded by higher-level directives, even expressly 
ruthless ones, to facilitate a myriad of responses in the field.

In the case of the 221st, the emphasis on constructiveness seems to have been more marked 
than it was in the case of a number of other units. Indeed, the 221st appears on occasion to have 
outdone what was expected of it in this department. Some of this was generated by the 
division’s situation; in the Jelnja-Dorogobush operations in the spring of 1942 it had to reckon 
with partisans who were considerably better-equipped and better-trained than the second-rate 
units at its own disposal. In the Gomel region, it faced first of all a particular dearth of 
intelligence and then, over a longer period, a severe problem of overstretch. On both occasions, 
the sensible course of action was to compensate through more effective cultivation of both 
population and potential deserters. That the 221st took the sensible option was due not just to 
its situation, however, but also to the personalities shaping policy at divisional level. In contrast 
to much-cited arguments, then, the 221st’s case shows that difficult circumstances and 
increasing brutality did not necessarily walk hand in hand.9

The increased ruthlessness which emerged at the 221st’s top levels during 1943 does seem to 
have been driven primarily by circumstances - namely the worsening economic and security 
situation. Even at this stage, however, the more sensible heads at the 221st’s divisional level 
seem to have ensured that the division’s conduct remained relatively measured; nowhere is this 
clearer than in the clash with the Hungarians over Operation Csobo.}0 Csobo is not the only 
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instance in the 221st’s conduct to raise the question of just how uniformly fundamental 
economic imperatives were to the German anti-partisan effort of 1943. Christian Gerlach 
depicts a process which, though it varied in pace and form across different areas, was driven 
primarily by economic factors. Cold economic calculation, he asserts, both radicalised the 
conduct of operations but also intervened against such “uneconomic” viciousness as was 
committed by the troops. The 221 st’s example indicates however that tensions also existed 

between economic ruthlessness and the more sensible, measured execution of security policy 
which some Ostheer units wanted to pursue. Here as before, the picture of motivation and 
conduct varies more than much of the previous literature gives credit for.

Meanwhile, the 221 st’s clash with the 45th Security Regiment over Csobo exemplifies the 
contrast which existed between perceptions at divisional level and perceptions further down. 
Whereas the 707th Infantry Division seems to have won approval from subordinate units for its 
particularly ruthless approach,11 the 221st apparently had less success in winning its 

subordinate units over to a more measured way of thinking. This was probably due in large part 
to the fact that the difficulties which assailed a division as a whole, such as partisan ruthless and 
diminishing fighting power, were felt by the subordinate units in specific, direct and acute ways 
which often made brutality the more attractive option. Thus, there is some support for the 
argument that German conduct, during 1942-3 at any rate, was brutalised at least partly by 
partisan ruthlessness and the security divisions’ often insurmountable practical difficulties. 
That the 45th Security Regiment appears to have been the most consistently vicious subordinate 
unit during this phase, however, seems to have been due to the pre-existing ideological 
proclivities of its commanding officer. Thus whilst the anti-Slavic extermination mentality of 
the type described by Hannes Heer and Wolfram Wette12 does not offer a blanket explanation 
for brutality, different degrees in its intensity do seem to have helped ensure that the conduct of 
some officers and units remained worse than that of others.

Conversely the good sense or more moral, traditional outlook of other officers may have 
contributed to restraining the ruthlessness of their units. Here again, the clear variations in 
conduct which existed at the 221st’s lower levels during the period support the view that 
brutalisation not only was borne of a multi-faceted process but also was not inevitable. 
Nonetheless, “decency” may be far too charitable an explanation for much of this restraint; 
certainly the motives of the 221st’s division-level officers in pursuing some degree of 
constructive engagement seem to have been more pragmatic than moral. Alexander Dallin’s 
description of rear area officers as having been a lone source of decency in a sea of criminal 
conduct seems a good deal less convincing, on the whole, than Theo Schulte’s more sober 
arguments about calculating pragmatism.13 Nonetheless, whilst explanation of personal motives 
must again remain very speculative, the fact that the degree of brutality which marked some 
other units was sometimes eschewed in favour of a measure of cultivation again highlights the 
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importance of personal perceptions. It also shows once more that brutality was not an inevitable 

outcome of the tensions inherent in the conditions which the Germans faced.

Here as in 1941 then, the picture of motivation and conduct which emerges bears out the central 
argument of the thesis. It seems that at this stage also wider forces interacted with 
circumstances and individual perceptions to create varied dynamics across different units. 
Again, whilst a great deal of speculation remains about the particular make-up of personal 
motivation, particularly the pre-existing elements forged from earlier life experiences, the 
differences in perceptions seem to have played a crucial role in shaping the varied and nuanced 

picture of conduct which emerges.

The final part of this chapter considers how far one can expand from the conclusions which 
have been reached to come to an assessment of Ostheer security units as a whole.

12.4. The continuum of brutality
Whilst the attention of this thesis has focused primarily upon one security division, the many 
examples of other units which are cited suggest that the varied and nuanced picture presented 
here is indeed generalisable; indeed, this view is borne out by the sum of previous detailed low- 
level Ostheer case studies.14 What appear essentially ungeneralisable are the particular balances 
between ruthlessness and cultivation which existed within particular units, and the mixture of 
circumstances and personalities which helped strike those balances. That said, it is possible at 
least to engage in some informed speculation about the wider picture. A simple yet effective 
way of visualising it is to see the Ostheer's security units strung out along two intersecting 
continuums, the horizontal labelled “situation”, and the vertical “inclination”. The place of 
each security unit on either is determined by how far its conditions (situation) or the mind-set 
of its officers (inclination) were likely to fuel brutality.

Admittedly, placing any one unit on either continuum is no easy task; its location is determined 
by complexly interacting situational or personal factors, both of which appear to have changed 
over time. More daunting still is the task of trying to place the units into some kind of order; 
indeed, arranging a “representative” sample of units along the continuums with sufficient 

confidence would be a task for future research utilising a wider range of sources. For now, the 
tentative conclusion which can be drawn is this. Whilst a great deal of the 221st Security 
Division’s behaviour during the period 1941-3 was morally indefensible, the “intersection” of 
situation with inclination led in the 221st’s case to conduct which was less brutal than that of 
several other security divisions considered in the course of this thesis. The 221st does not 
appear to have been unique in this respect - there are clear signs that the 339th Infantry 
Division, for a time at least, was of a like mind. Though this does not mean that the mentality of 
either division was “typical” of Ostheer security units, it must be stressed that those divisions 
which were of a more brutal persuasion were not typical either; thus for example whilst the 

235



Ch 12: Evaluation and Conclusions

203rd Security Division found itself in a similar situation to the 221st but was possessed of a 

markedly more ruthless attitude, the ruthlessness of the 707th Infantry Division’s mind-set 
outdid that of both the 221st and the 203rd.15 Similarly, ideological ruthlessness during the 

1941 campaign seems to have varied significantly if not necessarily greatly - the contrast 
between the 221st on the one hand with the 286th and 454th on the other illustrates this point 
clearly.16

Nor was there such a thing as a typical, average situation in which a security division found 
itself. All were subjected to circumstances with the potential to brutalise conduct, but not to the 
same degree. To take just two examples: firstly, during the period 1942-3 the 201st and 286th 
Security Divisions were assigned particular priority in terms of manpower allocation, due to the 
especially alarming degree of partisan disruption taking place in their jurisdictions.17 

Consequently both divisions were allocated a greater portion of available manpower, and this in 
turn increased their propensity for large mobile operations and therefore brutality. For much of 
the same period, by contrast, both the 203rd and 221st Security Divisions found themselves 
further down the pecking order for allocation of reinforcements, and their potential for brutality 
generated by this particular cause was stymied accordingly. Secondly, whilst the potential for 
brutality of both the 201st and the 203rd Security Divisions during 1942-3 may have been 
bolstered by the “institutional rivalry” which they may have felt with the SS units with whom 
they sometimes operated,18 no such rivalry was a consideration for either the 221st Security 

Division or the 707th Infantry Division. Whilst this particular well of brutality was closed off, 
however, the 707th clearly had others to draw from, so far apart was it from the 221st in terms 
of the overall level of butchery which it inflicted during the eastern campaign. None of this is 
even to mention a wider set of potential influences upon conduct, the myriad of environmental 
conditions and ethnic permutations which characterised the German-occupied Soviet Union as 
a whole and together encompassed not just central Russia but also the entire area from the 
Baltic to the Caucasus.

As far as possible, moreover, the picture needs to be broken down a level further to encompass 
not just security divisions but also their subordinate units. Clearly, though the research 
presented in this thesis enables a better glimpse of the wider picture, the potential for more low- 
level study of the Ostheers anti-partisan effort remains great.

12.5. Conclusion

To a significant extent, the thesis has borne out the central arguments, made at the start, about 
the diversity in the causes and form of conduct at the lower levels of the Ostheer's anti-partisan 
effort. Whilst the nature of the sources necessarily compels much speculation about particular 
personal motives, the combination of extensive low-level sources with a longitudinal approach 
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does constitute a methodological advance and provides insights into a number of historical 

issues which further the development of the Wehrmachtsdebatte.

The final chapter considers potential sources and directions for further development of the 

research.
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1 See above, p. 13.
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CHAPTER 13: DEVELOPING THE RESEARCH

There are numerous ways in which the research presented in this thesis, properly developed, 
might make further contributions not just to the Wehrmachtsdebatte but also to wider research 
areas in war and society in the twentieth century. This final chapter suggests ways in which this 

might be achieved.

13.1. Contributing to the Wehrmachtsdebatte

There are a number of ways in which new sources might be incorporated to deepen analysis of 
officer conduct at the lower levels of the Ostheefs anti-partisan effort. For one thing, time 
constraints prevented a comprehensive examination of every German archive for the purposes 
of this thesis, but the Bundesarchiv-Zentrale Nachweisstelle near Aachen and the Deutsche 
Dienststelle in Berlin house diverse low-level sources, including among others literally millions 
of registration cards and other personal documents, which might be utilised to develop research 
on particular divisions and units even further down the command structure. They might shed 
further light on many of the influences upon conduct generated by both situation and by 
individual officers’ perceptions.1 Meanwhile, the archives which were tapped in the course of 
this thesis themselves contain further potentially useful sources. A number of the many front­
line divisions which were temporarily engaged in anti-partisan operations, for example, are well- 
represented in the Federal German military archive (BA-MA).2 It would also be worth 
systematically accumulating the personal files of rear area security officers, encompassing 
those housed in both the BA-MA and the Deutsche Dienststelle, in order to investigate further, 
among other things, the link between different types of conduct by officers and the subsequent 
patterns of their promotion.

None of this is to mention the potentially vast array of sources in former Eastern bloc archives, 
including both material generated by German Army units, which subsequently fell into Soviet 
hands, and Russian-language material. It may prove possible, for example, to locate the 
administrative files of the 221st Security Division, a potentially highly useful source which is 
unfortunately absent from federal German archives. It may also be possible to obtain material 
generated by individual battalions and regiments.3 Russian-language sources, such as the trials 
of former German soldiers, Ost-Truppen and OD men might prove well worth locating. More 
fundamentally, the influence of partisan behaviour upon German conduct and the general 
viewpoint of the civilian population need to be properly considered in order to achieve a fuller 
picture, and this necessitates consultation of the kinds of Russian-language sources which 
illuminate that side of events.4 A search for these kinds of sources might encompass not only 
major archives but also local-level archives and, indeed, interviews with civilian eyewitnesses.5 
Certainly, there is a need to avoid unwarranted excitement about tapping vast wells of 
undiscovered sources - former Soviet archives remain very much uncharted water and one 
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should not necessarily expect them to yield a historiographical pot of gold. Many of these 
sources are also likely to be accompanied by considerable methodological difficulties which 
will need to be borne in mind. This line of enquiry remains worthy of consideration 

nonetheless.

Utilisation of all these extra sources might facilitate more thorough consideration of the 
circumstantial and personal influences which shaped the conduct of security division officers. 
Issues which could be considered at greater length rather than just touched upon, as this thesis 

has sometimes had to do, include the effect of whether a unit was a rear area security unit or 
had been drafted in temporarily from the front-line,6 the degree and form of co-operation with 

other agencies such as the SS, and the length of time which a unit had previously spent in the 
particularly harsh conditions of the East.7 The role which partisan groups played could also be 
researched more fully; seeing as it has proved possible to draw attention to varied conduct 
among German units, there are also grounds for investigating variation across partisan units 
and the effect which this had upon the German response. Partisan-generated sources might also 
reveal more about the true composition of the massive body counts which the Ostheer security 
effort inflicted.

Greater variety and abundance of sources might also enable more detailed comparative study of 
shorter time-periods. It might for example prove possible to carry out a more detailed 
comparison of the 221st Security Division with the 203rd Security Division or the 707th 
Infantry Division during the second half of 1942, focusing particularly on the precise 
mechanisms of their passive and active security operations.8 With a more reliable and detailed 
breakdown of casualty figures, provided in documents generated by both sides - perhaps 
recording them on a daily basis rather than at the end of the operation - it might be possible to 
analyse the number of “partisan” dead which a German unit inflicted during a particular 
operation in relation to aspects of that unit’s own situation. Analysis might focus more 
precisely upon changes in the quality and quantity of the manpower and weapons available to a 
unit, the size of the area which it had been assigned the task of cleansing and the time limit 
which it had been set.

Another possibility is to carry out comparative, lower-level analyses of particular phases in the 
Ostheer s anti-partisan effort. An obvious candidate would be the intensification of autumn 
1941. Given that recent studies by Christian Gerlach and others have shown the development of 
the Final Solution at this time to have been a differentiated process, shaped not only by 
ideology but also by particular conditions and the ambition and initiative of different agencies 

and individuals, there seems plenty of call to subject the parallel escalation of the Ostheer’s 
anti-partisan effort to similar scrutiny.9 There is potential for rigorous comparison, both across 
and within different security divisions, of the developing situations which units faced during the
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period, the changing degree of ideologically or militarily ruthless content in their directives, and 

the perceptions of the officers who commanded them.

Finally, there are possibilities for an approach extending analysis to the period prior not just to 
the invasion of Russian but also to the Third Reich itself.10 With material from the BA-ZN and 
the Deutsche Dienststelle establishing the identity of officers in terms of social class, religious 
denomination and other factors, it might prove possible to investigate how the conduct of 
different generations was shaped by social, political and economic developments from the 
1890s on.11 Research might focus particularly fruitfully on a comparative basis between 
regions. It might be interesting, for example, to compare the officers of a security division 

hailing from an industrialised Protestant area - such as the Silesian 221st Security Division - 
with one from a rural, Catholic background such as the Bavarian 707th Infantry Division.

All this constitutes plenty of food for thought, contingent though it obviously would be upon 
the quality of the sources which could be unearthed. In addition, there are wider debates to 
which future research could contribute.

13.2. Contributing to wider debates

One potentially very fruitful line of enquiry involves analysing the lower levels of the Ostheer’s 
anti-partisan effort alongside units of other combatant nations of the Second World War. This 
would be a means of investigating how and how far the brutal conduct of warfare in general 
was shaped by the immediate situation, by influences particular to certain societies, by various 

kinds of racism or by the trend toward mass industrialised warfare during the first half of the 
Twentieth Century. In the first instance this kind of study might compare German anti-partisan 
units in Russia with units of Germany’s satellites which fought in the same theatre; certainly, 
questions in this direction are raised by the clash between the 221st Security Division and the 
Hungarian VIII Corps over Operation Csobo in July 1943.12

Analysis need not restrict itself to the Eastern Front, however. A further potential area of 
comparative investigation lies between the Eastern Front and the Pacific War during the same 
period. Whilst the Pacific War did not approach the Eastern War in terms of destructiveness, 
loss of life and, on the German side at least, ideologically-driven brutality, research has shown 
that it encompassed a brutal and pronounced racial aspect and is therefore in some ways 
comparable.13 Moreover, whilst not actually a guerrilla war, the hostile environment and 

ruthless unseen enemy which the US marines faced during their “island-hopping” campaigns 
made for an experience similar to that of the Germans in Russia; similar to some extent also 

was the often brutal American conduct.14 Moreover, with Germany, America and Japan all 
having industrialised, modernised and expanded at breakneck speed during the 19th and early 
20th Centuries, there is particular potential for comparative research into how far brutality was 
shaped by transnational influences on the one hand and by influences particular to certain
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countries on the other. Particularly fruitful, arguably, would be a longitudinal Germany/United 
States comparison. Whilst there is certainly a danger of overstressing the parallels, the 

American record on ruthless, racially-influenced military practice prior to the Second World 
War shows that the German Army did not enjoy a monopoly on brutality. The ransacking of 

South Carolina by General Sherman’s troops during the American Civil War, and then the 
frequent massacre of Indian tribes and later, during the Spanish-American War, of Philippines 
(though not, significantly, of Spaniards) are cases in point.15

Investigation might actually go beyond the confines of historical research. Detailed comparative 
historical studies of the German anti-partisan effort in Russia and other counter-insurgency 
operations of the Twentieth Century, analysing both their successes and their failures, might 
prove of considerable value in current efforts by governments, the military or international 

bodies to organise effective and hopefully more constructive and less unnecessarily brutal 
counter-insurgency operations. The ongoing prevalence of bloody and often unsuccessful 
counter-insurgency operations such as those in Vietnam, Afghanistan, the Balkans and most 
recently Chechnya shows not only that this issue contains much potential for further 
exploration but also that such an undertaking is very necessary. Here, the rigours of historical 
analysis might be combined with concepts such as organisation theory.

13.3. Conclusion
This thesis not only contributes to the ongoing Wehrmachtsdebatte; it also provides a sound 
base for further enrichment of the debate utilising a wider range of both German- and Russian- 
language sources. Its implications also reach beyond the confines of the Wehrmachtsdebatte 
itself, extending to investigation of wider aspects of twentieth-century warfare and also, of most 
immediate practical benefit, to efforts to realise effective, constructive and less brutal counter­
insurgency operations in today’s world.
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UNPUBLISHED PRIMARY SOURCES

This table lists the bulk of the source material which was consulted over the course of the thesis 
(the remainder is listed on the pages following the table). The table contains all the information 
necessary for locating the principal files both in their original form at the Bundesarchiv- 
Militararchiv (BA-MA) and in the microfilmed versions at the U.S. National Archive (NA). It 
was felt that such detail was not necessary for every single file which has been used; thus, those 
which were consulted before the final research topic was decided upon are listed together under 
their BA-MA numbers only.

The German Army files which survived the Second World War were initially shipped out to the 
United States, where they were microfilmed before being returned to the German Federal 
Republic. The originals now reside in the BA-MA, whilst the NA has retained its microfilmed 
copies. Neither version, however, is 100% complete.

For one thing, a small number of the original documents which were transferred to the BA-MA 
have subsequently been removed. The number of such missing documents is far too small to 
suggest any higher-level conspiracy. The most likely explanation is that there have been a 
handful of cases over the years of “incriminating” documents being removed, either by a 
particular archivist upon the documents’ arrival or, more recently, by an individual visitor to the 
archive. Conversely, a little “sloppy practice” on the part of some of the American archivists 
who filmed the original files during the 1940s and 1950s seems the most likely explanation for 
the absence of a small number of documents from the NA microfilmed versions. All this means 
that it is important for researchers to check both versions of the files against one another. This 
is likely to be easier for European researchers than for their North American colleagues, for the 
BA-MA itself houses its own copies of most of the NA microfilms.
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Army Group files

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 19 II 123 NA T-311 inH371/4B
124 III H371/4C
139 65002/30
153 H 11-8/24
163 65002/35
165 65002/37
166 65002/38/53
170 65002/20/75852
170 D 75852
171 65002/21
172 65002/22
173 65002/23
174 65002/24/69
175 65002/26
176 65002/25
177 65002/28
178 65002/33
383 No concurrence

Army files

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 20-9
RH 20-18

373 
1279-1281

NAT-312
—

Panzer Army files

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH21-2 374 NAT-313 28499/58
403 28499/85
489 37075/58
521 37075/91
541 37075/113
558 37075/133
564 37075/141
574 37075/158
584 43407/36
713 75118/34a
718 30233/66
719 30233/65
720 37075/162
725 37075/167
727 37075/169
732 85387
901 28499/88
908 37075/90
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Army Group Rear Area!Army Rear Area files

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH22 2 NA T-501 16407/1
3 16407/2
4 16407/3
5 16407/4
6 16407/5
7 16407/6
8 16407/7
9 16407/8
10 No cone.
11 16407/10
12 16407/11
13 30910/36
170 16407/17
171 16407/18
185 16133
186 15338/1
187 15338/2
188 15338/3
224 14684/2Ptl
225 14684/3
226 14684/4Ptl
227 14684/4Pt2
228 14684/4Pt3
229 24693/1
230 24693/2Ptl
231 24693/3
232 31491/1
233 31491/2Ptl
234 31491/2Pt2
235 31491/3Ptl
236 31491/3Pt2
237 K 14684/2Pt2
238 K 24693/2Pt2
243 24693/4
244 31491/4
247 14684/5
248 24693/6
249 31491/6
250 18916/1
251 18916/2
215 75156/lPtl
298 75156/lPt2
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Division files

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 26-5 7-11 NA T-315 —
RH 26-6 8-52; 56, 57K, 59-60, 

62-72, 86-104;
109-11, 114, 116

—

RH 26-9 81, 82, 85-90 —
RH 26-35 88-9, 95-6, 103-5 —
RH 26-50 85 —
RH 26-72 79, 85-92, 98, 

100-105
—

RH 26-93 38-9 —
RH 26-96 33 —
RH 26-201 5 29196/1

6 29196/2
7 38204/1
8 38204/3
9K 77827/1
10 38204/2
11 29196/3
12 38204/4
18 29196/4
19 38204/6

RH 26-203 1 29186/1
2 29186/2
3 32104
4 35950/1
5 35950/2
6 29186/3
7 36050

RH 26-207 13 33300/1
14 33300/2
15 33300/3
16 33300/4
17 33300/5
18 33300/6
19 33300/7
20 39100/1
21 39100/2
22 39100/3
23 44225/1
24 44225/2
27 33300/8
29 39100/4

RH 26-213 3 14424/1
4 14424/2
6 14424/4
7 27358/1
8 19661/1
9 27358/2
11 35307/1
12 35307/2

------- ,-------------------- 13 42150/1
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Division files (continued)

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 26-221 14 NAT-315 42150/2
15 27358/4
17 35307/3
10 16748/7
11 16748/8
12 16748/9
13b 16748/10
13a 16748/10
14 16748/11
15 16748/12
16 16748/13
17 16748/14
18 16748/15
19 16748/16
20 16748/17
21 16748/18
22 16748/19
23 16748/20
24 16748/21
25 16748/22
26 19344/1
27 19344/2
28 19344/3
29 19344/4
30 19344/5
31 19344/6
32 22639/1
33 22639/2
34 22639/3
35 22639/4
36K 22639/5
37 29380/1
38 35408/1
39 35408/2
40 29380/2
41 29380/3
42 29380/4
43 29380/5
44 29380/6
45 29380/7
46 36509/1
47 36509/2
48 36509/3
49 36509/4
50 36509/5
51 36509/6
52 36509/7
53 36509/8
54 36509/9
55 36509/10
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Division files (continued)

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 26-221 56 NA T-315 36509/11
57 36509/12
58 36509/13
59 36509/14
60 36509/15
61 36509/16
62 36509/17
63 36509/18
64 36509/19
65 36509/20
66 36509/21
67 36509/22
68 36509/23
69 W5934/3
70 16748/23
71 19344/9
72 19344/10
73 22639/6
74 29380/8
75 29380/9
76 36509/24
78 23562
79 29380/10
80 36509/25
83 16748/24
84 16748/25
85 16748/26
86 19344/7
87 19344/8
88 22639/7
89 22639/8
90 29380/11
91 29380/12
92 29380/13
93 36509/26
94 36509/27
95 36509/28
98 19344/11
101 19344/12
104 23563

RH 26-227 36-76, 96-101, 107- —
112, 130-150

RH 26-251 13, 15-19,81-2 —
RH 26-253 46 —
RH 26-254 6-7 __
RH 26-258 40-1, 85 —
RH 26-281 2 15954/1

4 15954/2
6 15954/5
7 37996/1
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Division files (continued)

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 26-281 8 NA T-315 77842/1
9 77842/3
10 37966/4
11 43887/2
12 43887/1
13 15954/4
14 43494
25 A 15954/14
25 B 77842/2
29 37996/9
31 37966/10
33 43887/4

RH 26-285 4 14878/3
5 14878/4
7 22041/1
8 22041/3
10 29241/2
12 35155/2
15 43060/2
17 14878/5
18 22041/8
19 29241/3
20 35155/4
21 43060/4
42 43405/1
44 43405/3
46 43405/4

RH 26-286 2 16182/1
3 16182/2
4 16182/3
5 16182/4
8 38424/1
9 38424/2
10 16182/5
12 29027
13 38424/3
14 16182/6
16 16182/8

RH 26-299 124 —
RH 26-339 5 13914/4

7 13914/6
16 29087/2

RH 26-339 18 29087/4
36 22441/7
38 29087/9
39 44418/6

RH 26-403 2 15701/1
3 15701/2
4 15701/3
7 32103/2
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Division files (continued)

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 26-444 6 NA T-315 19403/1
7 30260/1

RH 26-444 8 35770/1
9 35770/2
10 19403/2
11 30260/2
12 35770/3
17 19403/5
18 30260/4
19 35770/5

RH 26-454 5 20179/1
6 20179/2
7 20179/3
8 20179/4
9 20179/5
10 20179/6
12 22866/1
13 22866/2
14 22866/3
15 22866/4
17 34026/1
18 34026/2
19 34026/3
20 34026/4
21 35222/1
22 35222/2
23 35222/3
25 20179/8
26 20179/9
27 20179/10
28 20179/11

RH 26-707 2 WK VII/527
3 No cone.
4 27797/1
5 27797/2
6 27797/3
7 27797/4
8 27797/5
9 41762/1
10 41762/2
11 41762/3
12 41762/4
13 41762/7
15 WK VII/527
15 D WK VII/527
16 27797/6
17 41762/5
18 41762/5
19 41762/6

1J 21________ 45546
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Panzer Division files

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RH 27-11 91 NAT-315 21708/6
95 26009/8
96 27973/4
97 30137/5
98 34132/7

Wirtschaftsinspektion/Wirtschaftskommando files

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RW31 554 NA T-77 WiID/358
555 WiID/359
556 WiID/360
557 WiID/361
558 WiID/362
559 WiID/363
560 WiID/364
561 WiID/365
562 WiID/366
563 WiID/367
564 WiID/368
565 WiID/369
566 WiID/370
567 WiID/371
568 WiID/372
569 WiID/373
570 WiID/374
571 WiID/375
575 WiID/379
576 WiID/380
577 WiID/381
580 WiID/394
584 WiID/336
585 WiID/354
586 WiID/356
588 WiID/345
590 WiID/347
592 WiID/349
593 WiID/350
594 WiID/351
595 WiID/352
602 Wi/ID/4.34
603 Wi/ID/4.22
767 WiID/876
768 WiID/877
769 WiID/878
771 WiID/846
772 WiID/847
773 WiID/848
774 WiID/849
775 WiID/850
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Wirtschaftsinspektion/Wirtschaftskommando files (continued)

BA-MA group no. BA-MA file no. NA series no. NA file no.

RW31 776 NA T-77 WiID/865
787 WiID/818
795 WiID/733
796 WiID/735
807 WiID/734
814 WiID/811
816 WiID/748
817 WiID/749
818 WiID/750
819 WiID/751
820 WiID/752
821 WiID/753
824 WiID/861
825 WiID/862
826 WiID/863
827 WiID/864
830 WiID/853
831 WiID/854
832 WiID/855
833 WiID/856
834 WiID/857
837 WiID/1082
848 WiID/842
849 WiID/843
870 WiID/816
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The following additional unpublished primary sources were also used:

Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte, Stuttgart

Feldpostbriefe from Sammlung Sterz and Sammlung Schüling.

Bundesarchiv Berlin-Lichterfelde

Files NS 19/2406, /2605; R 20/1-2, /4-8; /10-18, /25-9, /32, /60, /214; R 70 SU/13, /14, /18, /21, 

/22,/26,/31,/108,/116.

Bundesarchiv Koblenz

File B 120/589.

Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv, Freiburg-im-Breisgau

Pers 6 files: RH7/704, /707, /714; Pers 6 1616H/AS35747, 546H/AS63343, 853H/AS46467, 
8709H/AS32213, 10239H/AS96, 12278H/AS49246, 888H/47779, 943H/AS62045,

796H/Bem. s. a. H6/26a MsG109, 2577H/AS32860, 673H/AS28303, 6900H/AS60275.

Bundesarchiv-Zentrale Nachweisstelle, Kornelimünster

Case lists and notes from RH 26-6 G, RH 26-227 G, RH 26-253 G, RH 26-254 G.

Pers 6 files: 7265H/AS32004, 8388H/AS31949, 8389H/AS31914, 4201L/AS18826, 
8082H/AS38847.

Imperial War Museum, London

Trial transcripts from Case No. 12, U.S. Military Tribunal, Nuremberg (English version).

National Archive, Washington D.C.

Captured German Documents, series T-175, films 233-6.

Zentrale Stelle der Landesjustizverwaltungen, Ludwigsburg

Files of AZ II202 case nos. AR-Z 197/67, AR-Z 37/69, AR 2394/65, AR 946/61, AR-Z 27/61, 
AR 2353/65, AR 1780/66, AR 1258/68, AR-Z 9/63; files of case nos. SA 44a, Z 20/60, Z 
104/82, Z 86/84, 319 AR 1592/72, 319 AR 985/73.
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PUBLISHED PRIMARY SOURCES

Baade,Fritz, et al. (eds.). “Unsere Ehre heißt Treue”. Kriegstagebuch des Kommandostabes 
RFSS. Tätigkeitsbericht des Kommandostabes RFSS. Tätigkeitsberichte der 1. und 2. SS 
Infanterie-Brigade, der 1. SS-Kavallerie-Brigade und von Sonderkommandos der SS 
(Vienna: Europa Verlag, 1965)

Halder, Franz. Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des 
Heeres 1939-1942 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1962-1964; 3 vols.).

Heer, Hannes (ed.). “Stets zu erschießen sind Frauen, die in der Roten Armee dienen. ” 
Geständnisse deutscher Kriegsgefangener über ihren Einsatz an der Ostfront (Hamburg: 
Hamburger Edition, 1995).

Kohl, Paul. Der Krieg der deutschen Wehrmacht und der Polizei 1941-1944. Sowjetische 
Überlebende berichten (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1995).

Meier-Welcker, Hans. Aufzeichnungen eines Generalstabsoffiziers 1939-1942 (Freiburg-im- 
Breisgau: Rombach, 1982).

Müller, Norbert (ed.). Deutsche Besatzungspolitik in der UdSSR 1941-1944. Dokumente 
(Cologne: Pahl-Rugenstein, 1980).

- Okkupation, Raub, Vernichtung. Dokumente zur Besatzungspolitik der faschistischen 
Wehrmacht auf sowjetischem Territorium 1941 bis 1944 (Berlin: Militärverlag der DDR, 
1980).

Müller, Rolf-Dieter (ed.). Die deutsche Wirtschaftspolitik in den besetzten sowjetischen 
Gebieten 1941-1943 (Boppard am Rhein: Harald Boldt, 1991).

Wette, Wolfram and Ueberschär, Gerd R. (eds.). Der deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 
1941. Berichte, Analysen, Dokumente (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1991).
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