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Geh nicht nach Norden, und hüte dich
Vor jenem König in Thule,
Hüt dich vor Gendarmen und Polizei,
Vor der ganzen historischen Schule.

Don’t go North and beware
of the king in Thule,
Beware of gendarme and police
of the historic school.

From the poem “Deutschland: Ein Wintermärchen”
by Heinrich Heine (1844)
in Atta Troll: Ein Sommernachtstraum,
Deutschland: Ein Wintermärchen.
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FOREWORD

This book does not make for comfortable reading. It is a meticulous examination of Bandenbekämpfung, a term that has much broader and more pervasive meaning than simply “antipartisan warfare” and that characterized the German approach to security in occupied areas during the Second World War. Philip Blood demonstrates that the concept predated this conflict and actually stretched into Germany’s colonial past and its conduct in France in the Franco–Prussian War of 1870–71. Indeed, by its conception of “bandits” as microbes hostile to the very existence of the body politic, its roots go deeper, to the Thirty Years’ War or even to the Roman Empire. But on September 16, 1941, a decree under Keitel’s signature established Bandenbekämpfung as the strategic doctrine behind the Germanization of Europe. It affirmed that immediate and drastic action was imperative at the first sign of trouble, and the death penalty was to be used lavishly as a reprisal: this was how “great peoples restored order.” The implementation of this doctrine was eventually to become the responsibility of an SS officer who occasionally changed his name but is best known as Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski. He had served as an infantry officer in the First World War and by 1942 was the higher SS and police leader in the region of Russia-Centre. In August 1942, he became inspector of Bandenbekämpfung for the entire eastern area and was speedily appointed “plenipotentiary” that autumn, representing Himmler in all relevant matters and providing a key link between the SS and the Wehrmacht. But, in a way so typical of the rival fiefdoms that characterized the Nazi state, there were numerous squabbles and overlaps, and Bach-Zelewski’s appointment in mid-1943 as Chef der Bandenbekampfverbände, responsible, as he put it “for all partisan reports for the whole of Europe,” was intended to produce overall coherence.

Philip Blood describes Bandenbekampfverbände as “an exceptional form of information warfare and the driving force of an asset-stripping strategy that encompassed extermination and enslavement.” The details of the process and the troops involved, including formations that combined SS Police with Waffen-SS units, a variety of non-German units, and even the Dirlewanger brigade recruited from criminals serving prison sentences, are carefully cataloged. For instance, in 1943, Operation “Nasses Dreiek” (“Wet Triangle”) near Kiev, involved an ad hoc battle group supported by river police, a Luftwaffe signals regiment, pro-German Cossacks, and Hungarian supporting troops, with support from dive-bombers, which attacked a village “to cleanse it of enemies and return to its legal standing.” Although 843 “bandits” were killed and another 205 summarily executed, only ten rifles were recovered. The operation’s commander explained that this was because the bandits either buried their weapons or dropped them in swamps, but it is hard not to discern the wholesale brutality that characterized such operations. In another case, a Luftwaffe noncommissioned officer reported that “we had orders to kill all persons over five years of age.” In contrast, Operation “Wehrwolf,” which used Germans, Russians, Italians, Ukrainians, Poles, and Hungarians against a well-organized force under Major General Kovpak in 1943, saw substantial casualties on both sides.

Philip Blood uses abundant documentary and oral evidence to take us beyond the verdict of Christopher Browning’s ground-breaking Ordinary Men, his study of Reserve Police Battalion 101 in Poland, by examining the policy and structure that enabled ordinary men to do such extraordinarily dreadful things. Both historians observe the phenomenon, which still gives us pause for thought: men capable of carrying out deeds that might make us doubt our common humanity were themselves subject to the whole gamut of human emotions. Finally, Dr. Blood concludes by warning us that the events that he describes may not simply be confined to history, for he suggests that in the post-September 11 world “the impulses to turn to Bandenbekämpfung still resonate.”

RICHARD HOLMES
JANUARY 2006


PREFACE

This book is the offspring of doctoral and post-doctoral research started in November 1997. Following a brief survey of literature and broad discussions with Professor Richard Holmes, I decided to focus my research on the Nazi implementation of Bandenbekämpfung—“the combating of bandits”—in the period 1942–45. In keeping with most students, I raised a suitably vague and general question to get the process under way: Why did the Nazis discard the term “antipartisan warfare” (Partisanenbekämpfung) and adopt Bandenbekämpfung, if the words meant the same thing? The original plan called for a typical analysis of the origins, formulation, and implementation of Bandenbekämpfung. I thought this analysis might extend the existing historiography by only a small step, but all the same, it would fulfil the requirements of a doctorate. In the immortal words of Robert Burns, “the best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry,” and so they proved. Early in the research process, it was apparent that Bandenbekämpfung was a highly complex subject. It was not a simple case of antipartisan warfare dressed up in Nazified language but rather a completely different approach to the administration of security, opening up a new perspective on Nazism. Instead of pinpointing the origins of Bandenbekämpfung in the recent past, it appears that generations of German soldiers acquired their blueprints from antiquity. The formulation of Bandenbekämpfung into an operational concept was complex with several stages of development. It was no surprise, therefore, when the implementation was neither confined to a single theater of operations nor directed toward one enemy. Right up until the very end, the character and shape of Bandenbekämpfung proved very illusive, and the subject is far from being closed with this book.

Nazi Bandenbekämpfung was not Partisanenbekämpfung as it is so often assumed. After the war, it was convenient for allied war crimes prosecutors to adopt simple translations in the proceedings. The German defendants trying to avoid responsibility for war crimes preferred sweeping translations. Thus Bandenbekämpfung was officially treated as Partisanenbekämpfung. The first impression one should take from this is that words, translations, and interpretations play a significant part in history. Many German words do not translate well into English or lose their power when translated; Bandenbekämpfung is one such example. It was derived from two words: Banden, which means criminal bands(s) or gang(s), and Bekämpfung, to combat or to fight. The members of such bands or gangs are called bandits (Banditen) or gangsters, and collectively they conducted banditry or gangsterism. In effect the compound form of Banden and Bekämpfung meant combating banditry or gangsterism to its absolute eradication or extermination. The subtlety of this wordplay lies in its influence on the interpretation of legality and illegality in combatant classification. The tradition of the partisan, under German military law and in the general professionalization of warfare, was a legally recognized combatant function. The bandit or gangster has always been treated as an outcast and a criminal. Therefore, the implementation of Bandenbekämpfung was first concerned with the reclassification of certain enemy combatants and second, with their extermination.

Nazification was the final stage of a long process of militarization of Bandenbekämpfung. During and after the Thirty Years’ War, Bandenbekämpfung was practiced to eradicate roaming bands and organized by local communities. Prior to the Napoleonic age, Bandenbekämpfung was a purely civilian law and order issue. The first cases of the modern militarized form of Bandenbekämpfung, adopting small unit tactics to restore order, was introduced by the French gendarmerie during the occupation of the Rhineland, in the effort to combat banditry. German states adopted Bandenbekämpfung methods as a matter of course, especially in 1848 to counter revolution. During the Franco–Prussian War (1870–71), German troops resorted to Bandenbekämpfung as a means to eradicate French resistance (the francs-tireurs) but mostly to combat random acts of French armed civil disobedience against the occupation. During this campaign, the German army began the process of institutionalizing and internalizing a broad security apparatus. The Etappen, originally concerned with rear-area support functions in the Prussian army, was transformed after 1872. The purpose of this security establishment was to support the army at the front while securing its rear. Between 1871 and 1919, with a burgeoning security establishment, the German army collected together practices that can be loosely termed security warfare (refer to chapter 1). Operationally, this form of warfare embraced colonization, occupation, pacification, and intervention, of which Bandenbekämpfung was one facet.

Race, Space, and War

All said and done, Bandenbekämpfung was only a tool of the state. The reason it was adopted and adapted by the state is an altogether different issue. The race for space and space for race, purified by a perpetual state of war—these fundamental abstractions represented Hitler’s ideological trinity, from which he never wavered. For public consumption, he dressed them up with political slogans for a greater German empire, the purity of the Aryan race, and short wars of revenge and retribution. Hitler’s ambition was to bequeath German “living space” (Lebensraum), a concept not conjured up by him and incorrectly assumed to mean only the acquisition of territory. Hitler’s Lebensraum was about German existence, in its broadest meaning, in a Germanic world. There had been other versions. Woodruff Smith argued that Lebensraum was a product of nineteenth-century agrarian-based anti-industrialism. 1 During World War I, according to Fritz Fischer, Lebensraum came to shape Germany’s long-term occupation ambitions.2 After 1918, Germany’s grand exponent of Lebensraum, Karl Haushofer, a retired army general and professor at Munich University, was a prolific scholar who advocated the science of space (Raumwissenschaft) or geo-political studies.3 Ian Kershaw thought Hitler met Haushofer, through Rudolf Hess, before 1922.4 Whatever the circumstances, by the time Mein Kampf was published, Hitler’s spatial politics were cast in stone along with his racism. Hitler wrote, “When we speak of new territory in Europe today we must principally think of Russia and the Border States subject to her.” His scheme was not confined to land; Hitler’s expansion envisaged racial cleansing. He synthesized his idea for space in the East with a parody of Karl Marx’s “Jewish question” prophesying, “The end of the Jewish domination in Russia will also be the end of Russia as a state.” From the outset, Hitler’s grandiose ambitions demanded a foundation of destruction. His vision became Germany’s fate: “We are chosen by Destiny to be the witnesses of a catastrophe which will afford the strongest confirmation of the nationalist theory of race.”5

Bandenbekämpfung, in the context of race, space, and war, had a longer pedigree than Lebensraum. By the time Hitler’s protégé, Heinrich Himmler, proposed it, it had undergone numerous makeovers. Before World War II, the history of banditry in Germany was presumed to have been the residue of the apocalyptic Thirty Years’ War. Bandits in bands, deserters and stragglers from the war, ravaged German towns and countryside.6 The paranoia of that time still resonates deep within the German consciousness today. According to Uwe Danker, it was in the interests of the state and church to depict banditry as a threat to society. The church and state complex denounced criminal banditry as the vile act of immoral and ungodly men and outlawed bandits as robbers and murderers.7 From the outset of state-sponsored education, banditry was portrayed as the antithesis of an ordered society of lawfulness. Criminal banditry, however, was not the only form of banditry rooted in the consciousness of pre-1939 German society. Political banditry, defined in antiquity as an early form of terrorism or guerrilla warfare, was passed down through the Bible and ancient texts. Banditry or brigandage was as an endemic problem for ancient Rome. Classically educated Germans were tutored against the evils of political banditry and its social consequences. For generations of Germans, Bandenbekämpfung came to mean the restoration of law and order. Himmler was not, therefore, the first to exploit security for political ends.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Friedrich Nietzsche warned Prussia against the manipulation of history and the emulation of the past. His words proved prophetic. The distortion of history played its part in German security culture. When Victor Klemperer accused Hitler’s “Jewish war” of lacking any familiarity with Flavius Josephus’s book, he overlooked the classically educated Himmler.8 Gebhardt Himmler, Heinrich’s father, was a classical scholar and court teacher.9 He read excerpts of Josephus’s classical text to young Himmler, and there is every reason to believe this subject was discussed in the Himmler home, especially once the new translation by Dr. Heinrich Clementz was published in 1900.10 In the “Jewish war” of antiquity, Roman soldiers “admired the nobility” of the mass suicide of Jews at Masada. By stark contrast, in Hitler’s Jewish war, the SS showed only contempt and loathing for its Jewish victims. Hitler drew parallels with ancient Rome in his table talk. He once explained to Himmler that Rome paid for its mastery in blood and the employment of mercenaries.11 Martin Van Creveld noted that underpinning the Roman system was the principle of lex talionis, making the punishment fit the crime, a law for retaliation. The Romans exploited the law to suit their purposes.12 The Germans, in the name of Roman law, did much the same, and Himmler applied a form of lex talionis through so-called revenge actions (Vergeltungs-massnahmen). Himmler understood the meaning of Josephus and the dire implications for Germany if Hitler’s war against the Jews failed. After the war, in a state of utter collapse, one leading Nazi reflected in his Nuremberg cell that the collapse of Germany was synonymous with the fall of Carthage. In 1945, he was presumably alluding to the surrounding piles of rubble.13 These classical influences were instrumental in shaping the character of Bandenbekämpfung.

Gradually, the militarization of Bandenbekämpfung branched off into the dimension of political-security. The Etappen was expected to improve rear-area functions, but in doing so, it became an occupation administration, a security establishment, and a network for colonization. In 1872, the first colonies administered by the Etappen were Alsace and Lorraine. Germany’s brief but violent soirée with colonialism saw the adaptation of Bandenbekämpfung to colonial warfare through the Etappen. Germany used colonial conflict as a dress rehearsal for European war. In the process, Bandenbekämpfung became an extension of offensive operations as Germany perfected its security warfare concept. This kind of warfare percolated colonial policing, military tactics, and economic warfare. By 1912, security measures had internalized the practice of enslavement and extermination of occupied populations. During World War I, Bandenbekämpfung was further adapted to compensate for the various security demands of different theaters of war. By 1918, Bandenbekämpfung entered the German military lexicon alongside “small war” (kleine Krieg), “partisan warfare” (Partisanenkrieg), “irregular warfare” (Freischärlerkampf), and “people’s war” (Volkskrieg). This transformation of Bandenbekämpfung can be traced by comparing the 1908 and the 1929 editions of Brockhaus.14 Thus, by 1930, Bandenbekämpfung was already a powerful political weapon.

The struggle between Bandenbekämpfung and Partisanenbekämpfung began long before the Nazis. Before the 1880s, a long-cherished doctine of the professional soldier was the practice of Napoleonic-style small war. This was fundamentally Partisanenbekämpfung and gradually lost ground in the concentrated drive to build a machinelike conscript army led by an autonomous elitist officer corps. By 1900, the Imperial German Army had one measure that was the catchall for all circumstances, known as the Cannae principle. The Germans took Hannibal’s victory over the Roman army as the blueprint for their strategic, operational, and tactical war making. The colonial wars from 1900 to 1912 saw the demise of kleine Krieg in favor of the universal practice of Cannae for all operations. In German military terminology, therefore, the last vestiges of Partisanenbekämpfung were subsumed into security warfare before the Battle of the Waterberg (1904). All subsequent military security operations were waged as a desperate struggle against banditry. In 1919, the German army waged unrestricted Bandenbekämpfung in German streets against German communists, thereby removing any pretense at combating criminal banditry.

In a world that placed great store on the classification of opponents, Bandenbekämpfung had significant ideological clout. In 1941, the German army adopted Partisanenbekämpfung to regulate the cold-blooded killing of guerrillas, Red Army commissars, Jews, and stragglers. The army treated Soviet prisoners of war in the same manner as Herero tribesmen had thirty-six years before. Terror as a deterrent failed, and in Hitler’s mind, Partisanenbekämpfung fudged the issue; Hitler demanded the treatment of the Soviet Union as a “Jewish-Bolshevik bandit state” and a doctrine to see it through. He passed the job to Himmler. Once in command, Himmler immediately adopted Bandenbekämpfung. In his crusade against Bolshevism, he encouraged the scourge of banditry to biblical proportions and treated captives and innocents alike in ways more in keeping with the Romans. Under Himmler’s leadership, Bandenbekämpfung reengineered security warfare to enhance the SS leadership in its attempts to install Lebensraum. Typically, political justification for this policy was attributed to the racial and political banditry of Hitler’s opponents. Hitler declared all Soviet and Yugoslavian partisans “Jewish-Bolshevik bandits.” Not content with denigrating the East, he labeled all Anglo-American Special Forces gangsters and denigrated Winston Churchill as the gangster-godfather of liberal democracy. Criminalizing all resistors placed captives outside the minimal protection of the existing laws of war. The disposition of German retribution catapulted the world into an abyss of horror and despair that has never really gone away. By 1944, Bandenbekämpfung doctrine was not only applied on all fronts but also represented a Nazi response to the laws and customs of war.

Conventions and Structure

Please note that there is a bibliographical review at the end of this book that refers to some of the literature on this topic. In case readers have read or intend to read my PhD thesis, it is necessary to offer some explanation regarding its differences with this book.15 The overall Luftwaffe content is reduced and the security battalion case study removed in preparation for another book. The large content on the German army has been greatly reduced. The chapter and content associated with Kurt Daluege, the chief of the German uniformed police, was removed and published as a chapter of a book on European policing.16 Replacing this content is a greater focus on Himmler and his lieutenants, in particular Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski. The chapters on Poland and Western Europe are post-doctoral extensions of the original research. The aim here has been to create an in-depth study of Bandenbekämpfung from its origins to its domination by the SS.

The research for this book was concerned with upholding the accepted conventions of terms and phraseology. This was not straightforward. If this had been a study of social banditry, there would be little problem in using the word “bandit.” However, this book falls within the parameters of research into the Third Reich and Nazi genocide. The Nazis ensured that “bandit” was at the receiving end of virulent politicization. Since the war, scholars have generally adopted the stance that all “bandits” were partisans, primarily because they fought to resist and destroy Nazism. To delve into the conundrum of whether all “bandits” were partisans or all partisans bandits somewhat panders to Nazi rhetoric. To answer the question what is or was a partisan further complicates matters. The literal definition of the partisan is a soldier fighting on the flank or adjunct of the main army, dressed in uniform, serving under a military code, and operating under superior orders. Not all partisans could meet this definition, while many bandits were the personification of military bearing. What then of the terrorist, brigand, guerrilla, resistor, social bandit, Freikorps, freedom fighter, spy, or scout, who do not necessarily fit into this discussion?, it might be asked. Argument inevitably turns on the eye of the beholder: one man’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter. The problem here is that the Nazis also randomly categorized innocent civilians as bandits or Jews, usually to kill them. There has to be some latitude, albeit cautious, in the use of words without breaching political etiquette. The solution adopted here places a word with Nazi connotations within quotes or leaves it in the German original, for example “bandit” or Banden. Henceforth, through these forms readers are alerted to the contextual usage of words.

Another sensitive issue among scholars concerns the use of SS ranks and titles. Readers might be surprised to find that German titles, especially those of the SS, are kept in their original form, whereas the German armed forces are cited in their English equivalent. There is a practical reason for this. From the standpoint of order, with so many different rank titles across a plethora of organizations, it seemed important to distinguish the SS. The SS organization was judged criminal in 1946, but since then, scholars have tended to refer to them as “SS-Generals,” “SS-Colonels,” or “SS-Majors.” This has aided the social rehabilitation of former SS men; for example, the gravestones of former senior SS officers have “General a.d.” (general officer in retirement) engraved beneath their name. This suggests they had been a general officer in life. Yet the SS ranks were purely political and symbolic of the faith the Nazis had in the “leadership principle” (Führerprinzip). The translation into “group-leader” or “storm-leader,” so brazenly political (rank equivalencies are in tabulated form in appendix 2), has no military comparison with a general or a major.

During the war, the SS adopted the term Waffen-SS, denoting armed-SS, and by 1944, most SS personnel came under this branch of the service. The SS hierarchy hoped that by adopting the Waffen-SS ranks they could circumvent the onset of allied war crimes. Some authors have unwisely assumed that this differentiated the SS between soldiers with a purely military role and the political soldiers. In the same remit, across all the years of research, no examples were found of SS officers refusing to participate in crimes. Likewise, no evidence was found of a refusal to carry out criminal orders, or for that matter expressing the wish to care for the helpless. The SS officers discussed here did not decline medals or baubles for mass slaughter. In fact they embellished their performance in security reports for material rewards. When the war was over and members of the SS faced judgment, this odious group of men proved both dishonest and cowardly in the denial of their deeds. This book, therefore, does not rehabilitate criminals and sets out to place the SS ranks and recipients within their criminal structures.

This book is divided into three parts. Part 1 traces the origins and development of Bandenbekämpfung in terms of security warfare. The purpose behind this first section is to explain how a minor function turned into a dominating policy. Part 2 examines Nazi Bandenbekämpfung in detail, principally from the viewpoint of the Soviet Union, focusing on organization, doctrine, terrain control, and operations. Examining Bandenbekämpfung by its salient points exposes the flaws in its doctrinal formulation while explaining its apparent high performance. Part 3 examines its climactic decline. The application of Bandenbekämpfung in Poland, Yugoslavia, Italy, and France highlights how far the practice became the universal doctrine of German occupation. The contrast between the demands of the conventional military equation of troops, terrain, and tactics set against the flexibility and simplicity of Bandenbekämpfung made its application universal. In the final chapter, attention turns to the war crimes process, explaining the problem of eradicating such an insidious concept as Bandenbekämpfung and the origins of denial common to revisionist circles.
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PART ONE
ORIGINS AND IMPLEMENTATION


1
SECURITY WARFARE

Military politics troubled the world in 1919. Military interventions, from Ireland to India, stretched British security capabilities. The U.S. armed forces were involved in “sphere of influence” actions in Panama, Honduras, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic. The Entente Cordiale had seen fit to intervene in Russia, as their former ally descended into revolution and civil war; allied troops were still there in 1919. Together with France and Belgium, Britain and America deployed occupation troops in the Rhineland, the symbol of Germany’s military-industrial complex. In April 1919, two events occurred that have cast a long, dark shadow over the history of civil-military relations. At Amritsar, in India, British troops massacred nearly four hundred men, women, and children; a further fifteen hundred were injured. In Munich, troops from the former Imperial Army and Freikorps encircled the city on April 27. Their mission, sanctioned by the Weimar government, was to eradicate the Munich Soviet republic (Räterepublik); cleansing the city of left-wing “dirt and filth” was completed by May 1, 1919. Amritsar contributed to the end of British rule in India. Munich was an object lesson in German military security capabilities. From the perspective of this book, Munich proved to be the more profound event. German soldiers had the opportunity to carry out their long desired and planned-for intervention into German politics, set aside in 1914. The application of full-scale professional violence against civilians and poorly trained militia failed to disturb a world reeling from the consequences of total war. Munich was the culmination of trials and errors in German military security methods, percolating down since 1814, and was evidence that the army had perfected its capacity for police actions.

Between the occupation of the Rhineland by Prussia in 1814 and by the allied powers in 1919, Germany developed extraordinary military capability, which has been attributed to rapid industrialization, extension of bureaucracy into military organization, and the rise of a professional army. With these developments, Munich marked a watershed in military culture that has largely gone unnoticed, occurring when it did as the army was reduced in size and authority. Weimar placed security on the political agenda and looked to a professional police force as a cure-all. Long before Munich, the army was the “pillar” of the German nation, and national security the remit of the Great General Staff of the Imperial Army. A doctrine of military security had developed from theories of war and military establishment. The origins of all modern military security began with the bureaucratization of baggage trains as permanent corps of security and supply, new formations added to the army’s traditional order of battle. The very emphasis of security changed from a dull backwater duty into an essential component of the offensive. Victory and occupation forced the army into contending with military government and policing. A tide of security expertise washed through the army officer corps and transformed it into a fully fledged operational responsibility with the potential to become a generalissimo. This flowering of the security concept within the realm of German military science, however, was not the corollary of a specific school of security, but only the residue from an army deliberately expending considerable state resources on studying, planning, and preparing for aggressive war. Consequently, Germany scaled the heights of Harold Lasswell’s “garrison-state and security determined by the specialists of violence.”1

Munich had been on the receiving end of a security action then known as Bandenbekämpfung. The operation was praised in right-wing and military circles as a resounding political and military success. Operationally, Munich demonstrated that professional soldiers and militia volunteers could work together toward a common mission irrespective of different service backgrounds. Munich proved that ad hoc and scratch units with a minimum of training could be turned into effective combat groups under firm and determined leadership. This presented commanders in the field with greater flexibility in preparing a concerted plan of action, while using resourceful officers to bring these groups into the combat area, with minimal confusion. Approaching the target area from the north, south, east, and west, the combat groups had successfully brought about the complete encirclement of the city. They then systematically exterminated “the enemy,” on that occasion, communists. This lesson had a profound effect on German security culture.

Doctrine

Armed intervention had long been a feature of German political history, the most noteworthy examples being von Schill and the attempted storm of Westphalia (1807); the Freikorps and the Landwehr, raised to ward off French retribution at Prussian defection in Russia (1813); and the pacification of the 1848 revolution.2 In 1912, the Great General Staff carried out a feasibility study into the possibility of intervention in towns threatened by armed insurgents.3 The demands made by the army on society for men and resources were, according to Alfred Vagts, inexorably leading toward revolution.4 The Zabern incident of 1913 was an indication of the attitudes that prevailed between the army and society. A lieutenant insulted the people of Alsace; this triggered public outrage. The commanding officer stood by the lieutenant as a matter of honor, declared martial law, and arrested civilians who jeered the army.5 European war in 1914 dampened the friction between the army and society.6

From 1815, the study of warfare flourished, especially among the armies of Europe. Antoine-Henri Jomini took Napoleon’s legacy and rooted it into the texts of military science.7 Jomini’s presence with the “master” was long enough to establish his credentials as a scholarly pretender to Napoleon’s interpretation of warfare. Jomini’s Summary of the Art of War (1837) had such a profound impact on the study of warfare, as Michael Howard observed, that his principles were institutionalized into the armed forces of Europe with the growing expectancy of a general European war.8 The thrust of Jomini’s ideas lay with the offensive through the concentration of superior force at a decisive point in battle. He ruled that success was assured when an army secured its own lines of operations (lignes d’opérations).9 Under Jomini’s influence, Prussian officers serving in the rear areas became as mindful of the enemy as their comrades in the front line were. The baggage train became a mobile barracks and depot; and advances in railway engineering hastened the transformation, which in turn led the railway to become integrated into the field security functions. Jomini’s teachings were used to champion a distinct Prussian–German way of warfare that became the mantra for every efficient officer. 10 He declared that the aggressive prosecution of war, fully secured in the field, was a winning strategy.

Oberstleutnant Albrecht von Boguslawski, inspired by Jomini, tried to proliferate the military scientist’s ideas of operational technique. In 1881, Boguslawski published a series of lectures titled Der kleine Krieg (The Small War).11 This book described the tactical procedures for the conduct of both partisan and antipartisan warfare. In the final chapter, the book addressed the problem of training and explained that adequate training was fundamental to achieving success. Intensified training correspondingly raised the level of expertise, providing the ambitious commander with alternative ploys such as night operations. A subsequent review by a British military journal included the partial translation of Der kleine Krieg into Partisan Warfare.12 Boguslawski’s reviewer was impressed by the function of partisan warfare, which included gathering enemy intelligence, preventing a surprise attack, keeping the enemy occupied with tactical movements, and harassing the enemy without becoming compromised. The continued resistance against invaders by civilians struck the reviewer into commenting,

[W]e must imagine an invader to have occupied one or more provinces, making it incumbent on the defender not only to threaten his flanks and rear to the utmost, but also to make the public at home and abroad believe that the provinces in question are not really subdued. Such acts must often, in order to gain the end in view, be combined with armed resistance on the part of the civil population. 13

The British review mildly rebuked Boguslawski for not defining his terms of reference. Definition and classification was already commonplace in international military scholarship. It was germane to the general acceptance of a codification and legislation for the conduct of war. Boguslawski avoided classifications of combatants and even included guerrilla-style operations in his examples. This went against Francis (Franz) Lieber’s principles of classification for belligerents and nonbelligerents. Lieber was a Prussian immigrant in America and a professor of law at Columbia University. During the American Civil War, he had answered legal questions over the standing of “guerrilla parties” that had become the accepted terms of reference for small-war combatants.14 Lieber strongly approved of partisan warfare as legally acceptable but in equal measure disapproved of guerrillas in any form. He labeled guerrillas self-constituted bands of armed men conducting irregular war. In Lieber’s opinion, guerrillas relied on the dynamics of the band, lacking regular status or permanent standing, and consequently, they were outlaws—bandits. The explanation of Lieber’s attitude stems from his experience of soldiering in the Prussian Freikorps during 1813–14. Guerrilla war bore too striking a resemblance to the stereotypical banditry from the Thirty Years’ War of Lieber’s Prussian middle-class schooling. The tenets of Lieber’s ideas remain strong today, but we should be mindful of his background and the prejudices underpinning his judgments.15

The Prussian regulations for the code of conduct in war were revised in 1856 and still in force when the War Book (Kriegsbrauch im Landkriege) was introduced in 1902. These revised regulations followed after a long series of vicious parliamentary squabbles between the military and the antimilitarist lobbies.16 During the Franco–Prussian War and the subsequent occupation of France, Germany proved capable of applying a strict legal code in its military administration. Even in the 1940s, this occupation was regarded as legally sound and relatively properly administered.17 However, Lieber’s fundamental belief in the professional soldier’s code of honor as the means of applied self-regulation was at odds with changing developments in warfare and the incremental effects of colonialism. The international attempts to impose humanitarian controls in war that led to The Hague and Geneva conventions (1899 and 1907) were the products of Lieber’s thinking. Lieber and humanitarianism, however, were both made redundant when the 1902 German War Book stated, “What is permissible includes every means of war without which the object of the war cannot be obtained; what is reprehensible on the other hand includes every act of violence and destruction, which is not demanded by the object of war.”18 Laws and wars were turning into conflicts of interpretation, judged by the victor.

In February 1871, a senior British officer was so appalled by Germany’s war making against France that he wrote to The Times arguing that the aggression should no longer be tolerated. The article particularly identified the institution of terror used by the Germans on the grounds of security and therefore “military necessity.” The Germans used the system of “cantonment,” billeting soldiers and animals with civilians. Added to this, they ruthlessly enforced hard fighting on the French and imposed a strict regime of occupation. The collapse of the French army did not lead to the collapse of France. An upsurge of the People’s War led by civilian militias known as francs-tireurs (“free-shooters,” in German Freischärler) caused the Germans large-scale organizational problems and legal headaches in trying to impose their rule. The campaign against the francs-tireurs had a lasting impact on the German way of war. The Great General Staff declared that all Freischärler were guerrillas and irregulars, and thus illegal. A franc-tireur who survived beyond the immediate moment of capture, which was far from certain, faced court-martial and a minimum prison term of ten years’ hard labor.19 The collective view of German war making, then and now, was the tendency toward the overreliance on fear as a deterrent, without compensating for the countervailing response of desperation.20

In the 1890s, the social benefits of education and a rising tide of nationalistic jingoism coincided in the popularization of the military through literature. The public gorged on cheap and cheerful stories of war and adventure. This literature dispensed with legal precaution regarding the treatment of irregulars, foreign civilians, or the realities of war. The twenty-fifth anniversary of the Franco–Prussian War inspired a proliferation of celebratory books or Festschriften.21 One such Festschrift, by Professor Theodor Lindner, University of Halle, typically was embossed with Iron Crosses and Germanic eagles and proclaimed German mastery in war. 22 To determine his argument for balance and accuracy, Lindner included examples of German soldiers’ less-than-honorable behavior. In many respects, this distinguished Lindner from court historians of the time. Lindner exposed two security issues. The first was guerrilla warfare during occupation. By 1873, the army had dispensed with the threat of the francs-tireurs through careful handling of the occupation. When Lindner published his book, however, the franc-tireur had become a virulent form of state-encouraged fanaticism and a social outlaw symbolic of France. The term Franktireur represented an extreme form of guerrilla in German military terminology.

Explaining the nature of this fanaticism, Lindner described an incident reputed to have taken place on September 9, 1870, when francs-tireurs blew up the town arsenal of Laon. Forty men were killed, and many local inhabitants, including the commander of a Prussian cavalry division, were wounded.23 Lindner judged the indiscriminate violence as immoral and completely unethical. He then broached the subject of civil-military relations in occupied France in general and Alsace-Lorraine, where the civilian population proved largely hostile toward Germans, in particular. The French civilians took potshots at the soldiers attributing them the status of barbarians (Barbaren). Lindner upheld German honor, justifying German actions under the most trying circumstances. Most significant, he praised the troops for remaining true to their “soldiers’ code,” labeled the French as underhanded, questioning their national ability to comprehend modern warfare, and concluded that the Germans were superior warriors.24 Mark Stoneman has explained that the ill-treatment meted out by soldiers of the Bavarian army against French civilians earned them lasting international notoriety. He concluded that the veterans’ subsequent justifications for their actions were based on a combination of excuses, including military necessity, pride in their army, and social Darwinism.25

Lindner’s second issue concerned the behavior of the soldiers and the problem of supply. Even with the system of cantonment, German soldiers plundered shoes and boots from French citizens, even stripping them in the streets. The real problem was the failure of the regular supply channels, but Lindner could not admit this. He chose to excuse outright theft of underwear on the grounds that the troops wished to remain “human.” Food shortages that led the troops to pillage “empty” houses were declared acceptable because the homeowners had fled. Likewise, he condemned “sneaky” French attempts to hide away food but condoned the “cleverer” German ability to root out the goods. Lindner explained that the troops resorted to stripping “wet” walls, digging up “foul smelling dung heaps,” and bayoneting recently planted herb gardens to find buried food and wine.26 Lindner adopted wit and humor to explain away the widespread theft of chickens. The chickens, he wrote, overcome by the disgrace of national defeat, chose to commit suicide. They hurled themselves under the wheels of passing Prussian army carts or jumped into soldiers’ cooking pots. The climax of his tale was a cockerel, the symbol of France, which “followed the call to arms and vigorously attacked a group of German soldiers.”27 Lindner explained that once the occupation was established, the army resolved its supply problem by imposing taxes—collected through the military administration—on French communities and using this money to pay French farmers to deliver cattle and food.28

In 1891, Alfred von Schlieffen, a Prussian of the old school and a disciple of Jomini, became the chief of the Great General Staff. Schlieffen invigorated the German officer corps with the challenge to reach the fame of generalissimo or Feldherr. In rising to the level of senior command or great generalship (Feldherrnkunst), the professional officer was expected to live the dictum that for every problem, there was a military solution. The implications of such ideas, drummed into every soldier, forged a peculiar mindset. Schlieffen also had the measure of great leadership in which a commander not only defeated enemies but annihilated them.29 This annihilation became the only acceptable measure of success in war. Schlieffen set out to transform the conscript Imperial German Army into a machine employed to fulfill the offensive spirit. In so doing, he offered ambitious officers rapid advancement but the side effect was a system imbued with internal competition, career jealousy, and bureaucratic inertia. Since the end of the First World War, Schlieffen’s life has been subject to considerable interpretation.30 Gunther Rothenberg argued that Schlieffen instilled the economy of effort, maneuver, and the concentration of force into all levels of the army. An observation made in 1952 of the German high command concluded that Schlieffen’s ideas “permeated the German officer corps even to the lower ranks.”31 Recently, Robert Foley suggested that “Schlieffen the man” became “Schlieffen the idea” within the German army.32

Schlieffen became obsessive in solving Germany’s self-imposed strategic dilemma of war on two fronts and against overwhelming forces. He believed the solution lay in the precedents of Hannibal’s victory over the Romans at the Battle of Cannae (216 BC). After a series of spectacular military achievements, Hannibal set his numerically inferior forces to encircle a Roman army. The audacity of Hannibal’s victory exploited the terrain and his opponents’ way of warfare so completely that the Romans were completely destroyed. Schlieffen studied the battle and found strategic solutions that suited him. He likened himself to Hannibal laboring at the head of a federated army of military establishments (the Prussians, the Bavarians, and the other Germanic states). He also assumed that Germany’s principal opponents (France and Russia) were nations that had overcome military tribalism, fielding homogeneous forces under unified command. Schlieffen concluded that Cannae proved Clausewitz and Napoleon wrong: smaller forces could encircle larger opponents. However, in establishing Cannae’s credentials, Schlieffen smoothed over uncomfortable but salient points. Hannibal was, by the prevailing standards of the German officer corps, a maverick. Schlieffen demanded that his officer corps follow his orders to the letter. The battle, although an overwhelming victory, was not exploited by Hannibal and proved his undoing, because it reinforced the Roman determination to destroy him. Irrespective of this, Schlieffen ensured Cannae became the dogma behind all aggressive German army operations.

In theory, Schlieffen sought to make the army flexible in responding to all situations.33 In practice, the enlargement of the army from 400,000 in 1870 to 864,000 by 1913 forced him to simplify tactics and standardize operations. The principles of Cannae were reduced to enveloping attack (umfassender Angriff), encirclement (Einkesselung), encircling maneuvers (Einkreisungsmanöver), and encircling pursuit (überholende Verfolgung). These were exhaustively trained for and rehearsed by the army. Schlieffen’s solution was a cyclical process of standardized basic training, war planning, mobilization rehearsals, and large-scale military exercises, implemented with every new intake of conscripts. This tortuous cycle of inducting recruits and transforming them into the cogs of a military machine was seen as instilling discipline and building military efficiency. This turned the army into either the manipulative agent of socialization described by Volker Berghan34 or the seal of the national spirit professed by veterans.35 The twelve-week basic training program culminated in massive exercises held on expansive troop training grounds. On these mock battlefields, troops were honed to perform the maneuvers of encirclement and envelopment, the reinforcement ad nauseam of Cannae, which was expected to help establish a doctrine of aggressive warfare and the coup de grace in security actions.36

The Institutions

In the eighty years after the demise of Napoleon, most armies of Europe responded to the socioeconomic challenges of the nineteenth century through technocratic professionalism. In Prussia, professionalism came from a process of regimented schooling, conscription, and training in the military academies. In time, the professionalization of the officer corps, the regimented bureaucratization of the state, and the influx of military officials defined the German military establishment over society; Christopher Dandeker has called this the militarization of government.37 The armies of Germany had been active in financing and planning the development of the states. The Prussian army endorsed the construction of state railways during the 1840s and established strong links with banks and business. When Schlieffen became chief of the Great General Staff in 1891, the full potential for a unified Imperial German Army had still to be realized. He recognized that troops could neither march to the beat of different drums nor perform the precious Cannae, unless welded into a clockwork-like army. Historians have focused on the social consequences of latent civilian militarism. The paradox of deep-seated anxieties and fears about the military came from within a society deeply dependant on the protection of the army and its regulation of law and order. The consequences of Schlieffen’s efforts were seen in 1914. The Imperial German Army entered the war on a sounder operational footing than any other army, but its rapid collapse in November 1918 indicated the underlying frailties of a militarized society.

One Prussian tradition, after 1813, was to assign older reservists to security duties. The Landwehr, a territorial militia, was the backbone of homeland defense. Although formed from reservists, the Landwehr was responsible for securing Germany’s conquests and military occupation. In the early days of the Prussian annexation of the Rhineland, Landwehr regiments were garrisoned in every town and city. In 1822, the 25th Duke of Wellington Landwehr Regiment had three battalions of infantry. The regiment was raised from men over twenty-four years old and was mustered from within the area of Aachen, Jülich, and Düren.38 The total manpower was 8,113, with the main fighting complement listed as 56 officers, 333 noncommissioned officers, and 5,859 troopers; the rest was made up of 1,848 elderly war reservists, 73 bandsmen, and 3 surgeons. Michael Howard regarded the Landwehr as critical to Prussian security operations during the Franco–Prussian War with a total deployment in excess of 110,000 men. 39 Its duties ranged from guarding railway lines and strong points to taking hostages and committing reprisals to when called on, detering franc-tireur activity. During the war, the Landwehr received frontline troops, especially the cavalry, bolstering their aggressive operational mobility.

The German military rear-area system was called the Etappen. The term originated from the French étape, meaning stages, and referred to the army’s lines of communication. The Etappen were the responsibility of the quartermaster-general (Generalquartiermeister) within the Great General Staff (grosser Generalstab). In time, the Etappen grew into a larger and more complex organization than the fighting (teeth) arms. Its mission was to support and supply offensive operations from the rear area and into the combat zone. In practice, this usually meant plundering the land as offensive operations ground forward. Its secondary mission, growing in greater importance over time, involved countering incursions by partisans or guerrillas and preventing disruption of the rear area. Operationally, the Etappen expanded and contracted, rather like an accordian, to given circumstances. At its greatest extension, the system controlled the corridors between the army’s bases in Germany and the front lines. The Etappen were erected on a cadre of professional soldiers, reservists, and civilian experts and tradesmen. They carried out a broad range of tasks including taking prisoners of war, policing, controlling civilians, and administering the occupation. When the war ended, the Etappen were reduced as an unnecessary financial burden on the state. In response to supply problems during the wars of 1866 and 1867 and the insecurity caused by francs-tireurs in 1870–71, the system was reformed and regulated under the 1872 Etappen regulations.40

After 1872, this system became a fixture of the permanent military establishment. The publication of its ordinances immediately attracted British attention.41 The British noticed that responsibility for the Etappen remained within the decision-making circle of the quartermaster-general of the army. The senior field officer was the general inspector rear area of the army (Generaletappeninspektionen der Armee), who administered the operational functions and later joined with the inspector general of communications (Generalinspekteur des Etappen- und Eisenbahnwesens). To sustain the mission demanded by the new instructions, the Etappen received specialists from all branches and services of the army. The new guidelines also reflected advancing railway engineering and the growing dependency of the army on railways. Reflecting this new requirement, the army introduced the post of chief of the field railway (Chef des Feldeisenbahnwesens). Military traffic managers joined the Etappen to prevent bottlenecks in transportation and to maintain the flow of traffic along roads and railways. A railway protection regiment was raised with railway reservists; this led eventually to the military railway corps (Feldeisenbahnkorps). In theory, local military commands (Etappenkommandantur) were placed in railway junctions and towns. During occupation, they ruled local civilians by distributing work and food and imposing social control. In the surrounding hamlets and villages, a district commander (Ortskommandantur) extended this system of control. The priority task was protection, and to this end the flow of replacements could be interrupted in an emergency, forming troop-cadres (Stammtruppe) for security duties. Local rear-area departments (Etappenhauptorte) and roving special military courts (Sondergerichte) supervised military justice.42

Political considerations dictated whether the occupation system took the form of a general government or a military government. The former was staffed by civilians and administered by the army; the latter was a military state. According to Michael Rowe, the Prussian army in the Rhineland (1814) formed a working relationship between local collaboration and military administration.43 In 1870–71, this same army, with Prussian state assistance, knitted together a highly profitable and financially rewarding occupation of France. The Prussian government, through the secondment of senior public servants, tax and finance specialists, and sociopolitical experts from universities, assisted the army. Public servants or civilian commissioners, working with French mayors and local councilors, handled the civil functions of occupied France.44 German army civil-military relations policy for occupation in 1873 had crafted a subtle form of control. The complete Etappen function reflected Germany’s central position in Europe and thus threatened Russia and France. The British army review of the regulations concluded that no organization comparable to the Etappen existed within the armies of Europe. They were particularly struck with authority handed to the Etappen commanders, “great powers of organisation” arranged around “three perceptions”: first, providing necessities for the army in the field; second, “calming the temper of the local population”; and last, preventing enemy infiltration. The British were also interested in what they termed the duties of the communications officer during an occupation. This involved installing civil government, establishing collaboration with the indigenous population, and turning “the resources of the country to the best account for the benefit of the army.”

The final pieces in the organizational development of the German military security establishment were the field police and military intelligence. In August 1866, Bismarck promoted Baron Wilhelm Stieber as director of the Prussian State Ministry and charged him to erect a central intelligence bureau (zentrale Nachrichtenbüro) for political security and intelligence.45 The first secret field police (Geheime Feldpolizei), known as the GFP, began with fifty conscripted police officers.46 Its mission was to safeguard the senior commanders and staff officers of the high command. In 1870–71, Stieber became the chief of Field Police under the Great General Staff and commanded thirty-one administrators (Polizeibeamten) and 157 field officers.47 The military police (Feldgendarmerie) usually came from the cavalry and served with each army corps. The normal command was a cavalry captain (Rittmeister), two noncommissioned officers (Wachtmeister), and sixty military police (Feldgendarmen). For civil-military relations purposes during an occupation, they joined local commands and worked alongside the beat police (Landespolizei). Policing the occupation of France (1871–73) involved cadres of constables, collaborators, prefects, mayors, and the men from the Etappenkommandanten. In Lorraine, the chief of the local rural police (Landgendarmeriekommando) came from the Berlin police. In Rheims, the Germans employed collaborators to raise a local protection militia (Schutzmänner), used to counter the roving bands of francs-tireurs and bandits. In the 1880s, the introduction of passports and controls, primarily to administer the annexation of Alsace-Lorraine, led to the founding of the Border Police (Grenzschutzpolizei), attached to the GFP. By 1914, the GFP was the central secret police agency for the army, commanded by Major und Polizei-Rat Bauer, under Oberst Nicolai. During the Great War, members of the GFP were granted the right to wear either uniforms or civilian clothing, depending on their duties.

In 1884, Major von Lettow-Vorbeck became director of military intelligence and counterintelligence for the Imperial German Army.48 Between 1900 and 1917, the intelligence services underwent a series of changes. Initially, their functions were to monitor foreign press and propaganda, censor mail, operate the border police, recruit spies, and conduct counter-espionage. After the Russo–Japanese War, reforms were introduced, and in 1906, the intelligence and security police agencies were reorganized. Developments continued to separate military intelligence from counterintelligence. In 1910, Department IIIb, the German army Abwehr was formed to handle foreign military intelligence, and in the spirit of the times, the navy established its own Abwehr branch. In 1913, IIIb came under Oberst Walter Nicolai, aged thirty-nine, chief of military intelligence of the German Supreme Command (Chef des Nachrichtendienstes der obersten Heeresleitung). Nicolai scored several successes revealing spies and traitors. He believed an iron curtain (eiserner Vorhang) had descended around Germany and her allies prior to the war, leaving only Switzerland as a small window to the outside world and thus restricting intelligence operations. The occupation and annexation of Alsace-Lorraine was soon regarded as a springboard for French espionage by the German army. Rightly or wrongly, German perceptions fixated on French revanchism, and these perceptions became connected with a deeply held suspicion of Britain.49 In 1917, the army finally decided to separate counterintelligence from foreign military intelligence. The intelligence section within IIIb became the Foreign Armies Section (Fremde Heeresabteilung). Therefore, by 1917, military policing, counterintelligence, and military intelligence were three distinct branches of the army.

Rehearsals for War

Between 1870 and 1912, security warfare became an integral part of the German way of war. A supremo of security was not elected during the Franco–Prussian War. The only Feldherr was Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke. The francs-tireurs were a serious security problem for only a brief time. The military governments, the extent of the Etappen, and the number of security operations did not fall to a single commanding officer of an occupation security army. Security was a common responsibility accepted as a regular military routine. The rise of security warfare and the first dubious contests of its Feldherr followed the institutional changes of 1872 and surfaced within Germany’s colonial conflicts. When Schlieffen became chief of the general staff in 1891, he inherited a military and national political disaster. In July, the governor of German East Africa (Tanzania) ordered Emil von Zelewski, the commander of the local militia (Schutztruppen), to quell an uprising of the Wehehe tribe, in the south of the country.50 Zelewski led a force of fourteen “European” officers and men with 362 locally recruited Schutztruppen through the bush and mountain range. They came under repeated hit-and-run attacks, primarily because their marching order lacked discipline. On August 17, one of the German officers took a shot at an eagle flying overhead. This precipitated the Wehehe’s signal for attack. The ensuing Battle of Rugaro turned into Germany’s Little Big Horn, and Zelewski, like George Armstrong Custer, suffered the ignominy of defeat, by a band of tribesmen. In the ensuing chaos, the Schutztruppen fled, and a sixteen-year-old boy speared Zelewski to death. Only three Europeans survived, and 250 out of 320 Askaris were killed. News of the debacle, according to Jan-Bart Gewalt, arrived in Berlin by telegram announcing that Zelewski’s corps had been “shattered” (aufgerieben).51 Erick Mann thought much of what was later written about Emil von Zelewski absolved him. However, consciousness of the disaster became deeply rooted in the consciousness of German officer corps.52

This inauspicious beginning spurred Schlieffen to institute performance standards for all aspects of operations. It is often assumed that colonial wars played no part in European warfare and that Schlieffen was not involved in these operations, but this was not the case. He ensured that military expeditions were fully planned, organized, and commanded by professional officers. He also observed colonial conflicts as putative testing grounds for his operational ideas. Fate, however, interrupted his plans with the first major international incident. The Boxer Rebellion (1900) might have served his purpose had Kaiser Wilhelm II not intervened. The kaiser agreed to send a military expedition to join the great powers under the command of Field Marshal Count Alfred von Waldersee, a notorious political intriguer and racist.53 The expedition embarked on July 27, 1900, under the kaiser’s orders to neither show mercy nor take prisoners.54 Encirclement failed in China. A youthful Leutnant Franz Ritter von Epp of the Ninth Bavarian Infantry Regiment volunteered for the China expedition in the hope of achieving the cherished opportunity of a baptism of fire. In April 1901, Epp took part in an operation near the Great Wall of China. Although the security operation was sanctioned by the great powers commission, the tactical details were left to the Germans. The German commander, not surprisingly, opted for encirclement, which he attempted twice against both the left and right flanks of the Boxer force, reputed to be more than one thousand soldiers strong. The Germans managed to kill two hundred, while the rest escaped. The failure of the first attempt at encirclement was blamed on the poor geographical position; the second remains less clear, although almost certainly it reflected a tactical failure by the Germans.55

Pursuit and Bandenbekämpfung also failed in China. On March 19, 1901, Epp’s company received word of the murder of two German soldiers. That afternoon, Epp’s 6th Company received orders to conduct a search for the men. In the dusk, they conducted a house-to-house search and interrogated the locals looking for the two men. Epp had detailed collection carts and coffins for the bodies prior to setting off, certain that the men were dead. During the search, there was obviously some kind of incident, although not clarified, but that evening the Germans camped outside the village. They had set the village on fire and held thirty Chinese as prisoners. One prisoner apparently choked through the night, without relief, the consequences of a chest wound. They found no trace of the missing soldiers except for their guns, which been thrown down a well.56 After arriving in China, the German troops participated in more than fifty operations. Years later, the fighting in the rebellion was recorded in the German infantry handbook as operations against Chinese “bandits” (Banden).57 The German performance in China came under severe political scrutiny from the Social Democratic Party. On January 11, 1902, August Bebel, the leader of the SPD, accused the army of excesses based on the evidence received from soldiers’ letters. One soldier told his parents that when the Chinese refused to give up food, he “hit them on the skulls” with a lance, and when several tried to protect themselves, he ran them through. The Germans invoked penalties on villages that did not conform to their rule; fines were as high as 30,000 Marks. Epp returned to Germany and reflected on the wider implications of the campaign. He thought Bebel’s accusations exaggerated or invented and believed the army had behaved bravely and humanely. Epp did agree that the drinking and general unruly behavior of the troops remained a problem in China.

In 1904, thirteen years after the Zelewski debacle, Schlieffen had another opportunity to fully rehearse his concept of war under hostile fire conditions. In German Southwest Africa (Namibia), the Herero tribes were challenging the German’s right to rule them. With a population estimated at eighty thousand, they represented more than a few unruly clans waging a bush war (Buschkrieg). Schlieffen prepared a full-scale operational plan and recommended Lothar von Trotha to command the expedition. Trotha’s chief of staff was Oberstleu-tnant Charles de Beaulieu from the Army General Staff. Among the line officers were Franz Ritter von Epp and Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck. The German plan called for a series of oblique maneuvers by the troops, coordinated through the Etappen, to pressure the Herero into congregating in one place. The coup de main, an encirclement of the Herero, would lead to their annihilation through superior tactics and systematic killing. The Herero gathered at the Waterberg in August 1904, and Trotha sensed this was his opportunity to strike. After the battle, Trotha wrote, “My initial plan for the operation, which I always adhered to, was to encircle the masses of Herero at Waterberg, and to annihilate these masses with a simultaneous blow.” He expected to “establish various stations to hunt down and disarm the splinter groups who escaped, later to lay hands on the captains by putting prize money on their heads and finally to sentence them to death.”58 A Festschrift published by approval of the German War Ministry (Kriegsministerium) confirmed the plan for battlefield decapitation and extermination.59

Although technically outnumbered, the German order of battle included artillery and heavy machine guns, field telecommunications, and exploitation of the railway network. The central command (Etappenkommandantur Swakopmund) controlled the main supply depots, as well as the flow of reserves and replacements, and managed all communications (transport and telecommunications). From the central hub, each Ortskommandantur was placed in a strategic position and guarded by a ring of guard posts. Linking these outposts was the militarized railway system with station commanders (Bahnhofskommandantur) and the railway troops (Eisenbahntruppen), erecting an internal security web across Namibia. The military railroad increased the army’s response to Herero incursions. Landwehr troops posted to the Etappen and railway installations erected defensive positions, armed strongpoints (Stützpunkte), with machine-gun posts and trench lines.60

Contradictory accounts of the battle that followed exist. Helmut Bley argued that the Herero broke out of the encirclement.61 Horst Drechsler believed Trotha deliberately deployed troops in such a way as to leave an opening. A gap filled by a small force under Major von der Heyde was to hold its position, while the stronger pressing force under Oberst Deimling was to force the Herero, during the melee, to break out, but only into the wastelands of the Omaheke Desert (referred to as the Sandveld).62 Tilman Dedering suggested that poor coordination and planning allowed the Herero to break out and escape. Dedering also explained that subsequent justifications by Trotha and his staff only confused the outcome further.63 Epp happened to serve at the Waterberg in his second colonial campaign, and Epp’s version is the tacit acceptance of failure. After Trotha issued the orders on August 4, Epp noticed that there were large gaps between the encircling forces. One group, under Deimling, was slow to arrive at its designated position and was last in line. The fighting opened at 6:30 a.m., when Epp’s troops entered the fighting zone. Another unit from Epp’s group came on the receiving end of a surprise and concerted Herero counter-attack. At 8:00 a.m., the Herero attacked the left flank, and only with machine guns could the Germans hold them off. Another counter-attack at 9:30 a.m. forced Epp to deploy his artillery. A strong attack at 12:30 p.m. forced Epp to keep firing while on the move. After an hour, the fighting gave way to a pursuit that lasted until 3:15 p.m., when the Germans, without explanation, marched back to their encampments. Epp recorded that, after the battle, until August 16, his unit spent time in the “noble” soldierly task of cattle rustling.64

The escape of the Herero and their continuing acts of insurgency led the Germans to introduce Bandenbekämpfung operations. Kurd Schwabe described several such operations, and one example is especially revealing. During the occupation of Namibia in 1905, Etappen troops attempted to destroy Andreas, a Herero guerrilla leader (Bandenführer), and his followers. On May 12, a detachment from an Etappen company located and attacked the guerrillas by a river. After five hours of hard fighting on difficult ground, the Herero leader escaped with the loss of twenty men. The Germans had no idea of the actual size of his force. The German casualties included one officer, two troopers, and three members of the Schutztruppen. The Germans divided into two troops; one followed Andreas, while the other returned to the nearest Etappen base to report the incident. Raising a general alarm, two more detachments set off in pursuit of Andreas. One detachment came from an Etappen company; the other included ninety volunteers armed with an artillery piece and led by an Oberleutnant of the reserve.65 On May 26, Andreas fled toward the British border and was intercepted. The next day, as the Germans tried to prevent him crossing into British territory, Andreas changed direction and joined up with the Herero leader Hendrik Witbooi and remained inside Namibia.

On June 7, Andreas turned up again to rustle cattle from a German farmer and attracted the attention of three patrols, each led by an officer. They decided on immediate action and attacked Andreas, who once again disappeared. The following day, Andreas was located again and one hundred riflemen attacked his position. On the morning of June 9, the Germans attacked, and during a three-hour clash of arms, they killed Andreas’s son and fourteen other Herero, capturing 250 cattle and various booty. German casualties included one officer killed and another wounded. Andreas fled initially along the river, and then moved into the mountains, losing the trailing Germans. German reserve companies moved into the area and conducted a cleansing (Säuberung) operation, rounding up non-combatants and placing them in labor camps.66 Andreas, like the proverbial bad penny, reappeared in September 1905, this time joined by a band of “Hottentots” (Hottentottenbanden). The Germans located his position within a mountain range. They conducted a six-hour climb to inflict a five-hour skirmish on the guerrillas. The Germans recorded more than eighty Hottentots dead from a band estimated at three hundred; a further twenty Herero were confirmed killed. The German casualties were two troopers killed and ten wounded, and again they rounded up cattle.67 Andreas escaped, outrunning the Germans to reach the British border, but was arrested by the local police. Schwabe reported that 107 Herero were captured, of whom forty-five were men with twenty-eight rifles between them.68 Referring to the latter part of the conflict, the 1913 infantry handbook recorded that in July 1905, Hendrik Witbooi had faced a concentric attack (konzentrischen Vormarsch) and had only escaped in “small groups of bandits” (kleine Banden).69

The sting was in the tail. Trotha failed with Cannae, which cost the German government the deployment of sixteen thousand soldiers on long-term overseas service. In 1907, the Germans formed a police zone in Namibia as the means toward the permanent protection of the colonists.70 The zone operated 113 police stations with approximately seven men per post. A police troop of 60 senior NCOs, 320 NCOs, 60 constables, and 330 native police functioned as a rapid reaction force to quell serious outbreaks of trouble. The numbers indicate a deterrent policing screen to discourage the native population from resistance.71 Even with the German military railway serving as an iron noose around the country, preventing further uprisings, the patrols did not cause large-scale killing. In fact, the Germans had proved largely inept in both leadership and general operational capability. Schlieffen’s ideas had not defeated Herero ingenuity. The real cause of the killing lay in the occupation measures. Jürgen Zimmerer’s research of the German administration highlighted the mass deaths caused by slave labor and a deliberate policy of starvation. Zimmerer has identified the army’s experimentation with social controls and their devastating consequences on colonized communities.72

The transition of the war from a military campaign into a full-scale security operation coincided with the deterioration in the treatment of the Herero. They went from classification as valiant foes to objects for extermination. On the grounds that they had committed brutalities, Trotha had ordered the Herero to leave Namibia.73 The extermination of the Herero was only partly attributable to full-blown military or Bandenbekämpfung operations. The German military occupation lasted from 1904 until 1912. The ethnic cleansing of the Herero people led to a population reduction from eighty thousand in 1904 to twenty thousand by 1912.74 The scale of killing was new, but the extreme behavior was not, as the China expedition bears out. The political reverberations and criticism of the army’s performance again seeped into German society. At a time of great power rivalry and following the kaiser’s criticism of British behavior during the Boer War, Trotha’s failure became the army’s national embarrassment. Schlieffen ensured that Trotha never served in the field again, and he died in retirement in 1920.75 Throughout 1905, Schlieffen had to defend himself against accusations that he had harmed the good name of the army.76 Perhaps this political criticism, more than his fall from a horse, eventually led to his retirement in 1906. Epp’s fundamental criticism of the army reflected Schlieffen’s drive for professionalism: “If we want to make serious military progress, we must do this through the education of the people…. The soldier class must become a fundamental element and pillar of the nation.”77

The First World War

Two recent and original pieces of research into the German armed forces during the First World War have refocused our attention on the army’s performance and repositioned perceptions of its underlying motivations. John Horne and Alan Kramer conducted an exhaustive study of the 1914 atrocities committed by the army in Belgium and France.78 Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius examined the “Ober Ost” (Oberbefehlshaber Ost) and found a military government that aspired to utopian idealism.79 Together, their work provides a framework for a brief but structured analysis of German military security in the First World War. An analysis of the troops, the Etappen, and the occupation highlights the continuous swing away from offensive military operations and toward the expansion of the rear area as the basis of the German war effort. Within this enlargement of security, Bandenbekämpfung played a small but significant part in the war. In the stages, Germany’s war depended on the success of the rigid application of Schlieffen’s (modified) plan. The massive Cannae of the Western allied forces was meticulously planned, with offensive operations running to a forty-two-day schedule. The army initially sliced through Belgium, supported by the home depots and the mobile Etappen that relentlessly pushed troops and replacements to the front. By August, however, the scale of operations and the unexpected resistance from the Allies kept stalling the German progress, and the logistics system backed up as railheads were unable to distribute supplies fast enough. The Russian invasion of eastern Germany caused apprehension. Eventually, a Cannae victory was scored at Tannenberg, but it was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The long road of failures since 1891 was, in the light of Germany’s military record, consistent. The general staff descended into a strategic depression and was unable to cast off the inertia until 1918.

There is every reason to assume that Schlieffen analyzed Trotha’s failure, and there is also every reason to believe he was unable to accept that Cannae hamstrung the army with an impossible tactical task. After Schlieffen retired, the general staff looked to Clausewitz for solutions to make the plan work, including reducing friction in operations and increasing the impact of the surprise essential in gaining superiority over a larger opponent.80 Between August and October 1914, the army deliberately killed sixty-five hundred French and Belgian civilians. Horne and Kramer wrote that these acts were isolated to the deliberate killing of civilians, plundering, and causing widespread destruction.81 Horne and Kramer proposed reasons for the killing, including the presence of colonial officers, the franc-tireur paranoia that gripped the popular press, and the speed in which orders were issued to punish civilians for a host of crimes. Had the army ordered a “shoot first and ask questions afterward” policy? Were the soldiers “trigger-happy” troopers? Did they believe in the franc-tireur myth? And how many of the million who invaded Belgium pulled the trigger on defenseless civilians?

The potential of a franc-tireur threat held implications for Schlieffen’s plan and a two-front war. The rapid drain on reserves could not afford the luxury of an 1870–71 style security campaign. The Landwehr of 1914–18 played a central part in offensive operations. Landwehr regiments organized as divisions and brigades and participated in major battles. One frontline infantry regiment, six Landwehr regiments, and four Landsturm regiments successfully carried out the Battle of Nowogeorgiewsk (1915) northwest of Warsaw.82 An indication of the change can be found in the record of the 6th Landwehr Infantry Regiment, which served all four years on the Eastern Front. Initially deployed on August 28, 1914, this regiment was formed from three battalions with a single machine-gun company. More than 1,550 officers and men were killed while serving with the regiment, and collectively they tell an interesting story. From the large numbers of casualties suffered in 1914, the majority came from the former German towns of Glogau and Fraustadt in Upper Silesia, reflecting the three battalion depots. By the end of the war, the casualties were men drawn from across Germany. 83 During the war, regiments were swallowed up not by the Etappe, but to fill gaps in the front. Not for the first or the last time, German security troops were posted to frontline duties in times of emergency. By 1917, in the east, these units were integrated into an occupation organization. The 9th Etappen Inspectorate of the 8th Army, for example, contained the 45th Reserve Field Artillery Regiment, 8th Cavalry Division, 1st Cavalry Division, 19th Landwehr Division, and the 7th Mobile Railway Command for railhead duties.84

The Etappen grew into an enormous establishment in an effort to support the army, exploit the occupation, and impose social control. In the west, the Etappen evolved a static structure with an offensive capability to exploit breakthroughs. The Mobile Etappen were also used to erect a defensive line prior to a retreat.85 On the Western Front, the frontline trenches and the Etappen caused the overlapping of layers of military establishment, which in turn led to a melting pot of front and rear echelons.86 The range of humanity that was capable of passing through the Etappen charged with overseeing a particular area was colossal. There was the clockwork movement of fighting units back and forth to the front, the arrival of replacements, the care system for casualties, the movement of prisoners of war, the collection of forced labor, and the ubiquitous army of entertainers, including publicans, actors, musicians, and prostitutes. The relations between the controllers and the interlopers led to difficulties and, in Richard Holmes’s opinion, caused the vehement cultural distinction between “front and rear” and the adoption of the invective “rear-area swine” (Etappenschweine).87 This situation was common to soldiers of all armies, but in the German army, the Etappen represented more than the extension of authority and jurisdiction: it was the regulator of a military society. Ernst Jünger left an impression of one Etappen commander: “One Captain of Horse dubbed himself the King of Quéant, and made his appearance every night at our round table, where he was greeted by upraised right hands and a thunderous ‘Long Live the King!’”88

The introduction of integrated operational intelligence, counterintelligence, policing with secured perimeters and guard networks, and border controls began to take shape in German security policy. When Maj. Gen. Fritz Gempp, of German military intelligence, recorded the outbreak of irregular fighting (Freischärlerkampf) in Antwerp, on September 29, 1914, there was no such system of security in place.89 Gradually a system developed that included an industry of occupation bureaucracy, with everything from identity cards, transit papers, rationing systems, population censuses, the recording of inhabitants of individual buildings, and the regulation of schools and businesses. In the west, there were celebrated espionage cases. From the post-war writing of Gottfried Benn, the famous German poet, we have an account of Edith Cavell’s execution in 1915. Benn served in the German occupation of Brussels as the army’s senior medical officer. He had the duty of attending the execution and later wrote an account of what happened. Benn’s skills articulated a snapshot of the German occupation; collection-detention camps for deported French and Belgian females, prior to being assigned for hard labor (Cavell was briefly imprisoned in one such camp), were located in the Aachen area.90 The railway line between Brussels and Aachen, operated by the Etappen military railroad, a journey today of less than two hours, was constructed and paid for with loans from the Bank of Brussels in the 1840s. By September 1916, this railway was working flat-out and the camps were bursting to cope with Ludendorff’s order to extradite twelve thousand Belgians into forced labor; by October his weekly demand was twenty thousand.91 German methods were driven toward absolute security and massive economic exploitation. These drives required the disposal of large numbers of civilians through collaboration.92 From the few documents that have survived, it is possible to piece together a snapshot of occupation, as French and the Belgian civilians were held hostage to their very existence.93

The German occupation of Northern France led to the organization of six districts with headquarters in Valenciennes, Laon, Cambrai, Vouziers, Charleville, and Vervin. Helen McPhail found that the army controlling the sector determined the regulation of occupation. The system depended on the active collaboration of town and village mayors to regulate the civilian population. 94 On the Eastern Front, there were shifting priorities with the experience of victory and annexation of formerly Russian territory. Liulevicius thought that in the Ober Ost the Germans displayed a form of rule that encompassed both bureaucracy and technology, reaching a peak of professional occupation.95 He argued that the occupation authorities espoused a military utopia that came to underpin Nazi ideology and war making. This is a credible assumption, but as always in German history, there remain those loose strands that indicate the potential for other influences and direction. In the central area of the Eastern Front, the German army entered Warsaw on August 4, 1915, and Field Marshal Falkenhayn immediately established a general government under General von Beseler.96 Records from the Warsaw general government survive and indicate that it was a complex organization with an in-depth security network of guard posts and strongpoints strung across the city.97 German civilians attached to the Etappen in the east included university professors, architects, accountants, doctors, hunters, foresters, and significant numbers of public servants. The depth of planning, infrastructure rebuilding, introducing an education system, and distributing publications, however, was not evidence of “enlightened” occupation. Evidently, innocent care facilities arranged for the benefit the troops were also amenable for terrorizing civilians.

Gempp’s description of the security problem on the Eastern Front as “ruthless struggle” showed that pacification was in reality the application of terror to galvanize the population into accepting German rule.98 Bandenbekämpfung operations, according to Gempp, were instituted to combat a deliberate Russian policy of leaving troops behind to raise chaos within the German rear areas.99 Gempp wanted the masses of Russian stragglers to be processed quickly and ruthlessly. He felt it was necessary to have captured Russians placed in work battalions and detailed to projects for the German war economy. The vast numbers of Russian prisoners, he complained, were in wide-open areas unguarded and thus granted the opportunity to escape and join the guerrilla bands or become “bandits.” The problem of the large open spaces on the Eastern Front diminished attempts to reach a state of total security. Military intelligence relied heavily on deserters, prisoners of war, and local civilians for information. Gempp alleged that the Jewish community furnished numbers of spies and agents to assist him. He regarded them as his best source of intelligence. In 1915, Gempp noticed that the Russians were making special efforts to scout and conduct reconnaissance behind German lines.100 Therefore, he believed Russian deserters no longer brought reliable information; in other words, they were actively practicing disinformation on the Germans. In other sectors, the Russians were disrupting lines of communications and destroying munitions. In commenting on a message from November 21, 1915, Gempp noted that during a partisan operation the partisans had donned Austrian uniforms.101

Liulevicius confirmed Gempp’s commentary. He referred to the case of Gen. Rochus Schmidt, a former member of the East African “colonial forces” who commanded the gendarmerie in the Ober Ost. His duties included crushing armed resistance and banditry. By 1917, the bands had grown immeasurably because of the impact of German measures imposed on the native populations. A cycle of violence developed as Germans forced natives to inform on the bands, or suffer punishment, while the bandits in turn began to kill German soldiers rather than restrict themselves to looting. The problem grew so large that the German authorities resolved to introduce passive measures of clearing away the ground of obvious places of ambush, traveling in convoys, and suspending all movement at night.102 During 1915 in Cracow, the army erected delousing camps to cleanse soldier’s uniforms of lice. It soon became accepted practice to delouse local Jews because of their inherent “dirtiness,” an early harbinger of Nazi crimes.103 Liulevicius found evidence of similar facilities in the Ober Ost. Delousing stations were used as part of a public health system that employed special plague troops to locate sick people and quarantine them.

In September 1916, leading members of the German security network in the east sat down to discuss whether they should continue with the existing arrangements or introduce a new security system.104 The commander of all eastern security, according to Gempp, was concerned at the threat to the railways and communications from “banditry,” although this was neither fully explained nor articulated. The regional security officers (Kowno, Mitau, Schaulen, and Tilsit) joined representatives from 10th and 8th armies to discuss these problems. A new system meant erecting large physical structures, fences, stockades, and garrisons with control posts. They decided to introduce a security force—the Secret Rear-Area Police (Geheime Etappenpolizei)—to conduct a system of passes administered by military bureaucrats (Militärverwaltungsbeamte). Field police director Oberstleutnant Toussaint complained at having to supply large numbers of passes at great cost, as well as having to handle the perpetual Bandenbekämpfung problem caused by escaping Russian prisoners of war.105 Not for the first time, military security suffered because of financial budgetary constraints or manpower shortfalls. Ironically, the public servants carried on, expanding their bureaucratic demands, effectively firmly rooting their status. In the same time frame, a secret police report from August to October 1916 identified as operations to counteract the Russian intelligence service itemized the results: August, 117 arrested and 38 found guilty; September, 118 arrested and 39 found guilty; October, 98 arrested and 21 found guilty. Those found guilty were executed; the rest were released.106

In the final stages of the war, the Germans, fixated with control, turned to absolute security on the grounds of military necessity. The Gempp files reflect the security fears that continued to grow stronger among members of the high command.107 The Dutch–Belgian border was an acute problem for the Germans, as it was notoriously difficult to police. It was an escape route for Belgian men avoiding enforced labor, spies and saboteurs, and increasingly would-be German deserters. The army wanted to cage in its soldiers and the population and so erected a long electric fence, closing the border permanently.108 The electricity was supplied from Aachen’s suburban tramway, an AC supply, with large generating facilities. The fence was more than 180 kilometers long, and there is still evidence of it today. German border guards were ordered to shoot on sight anyone who survived the fence.109 By 1917, security and labor had become the army’s primary concern. An order from 1917 conscripting labor for the mines stipulated that all persons, without exception, aged fifteen to sixty, had to be registered (Erfassung) by labor offices (Arbeitsämter). They were categorized by expertise for mine work or other employment. The officials kept lists of availability for work and recorded shifts. The order concluded, “The Etappen-Kommandanturen are to place a 1.5 kilometer security zone around the local community.”110

In France between February and March 1917, Ludendorff unleashed Operation “Alberich,” as the German army conducted a controlled withdrawal of its front line; they “resettled” 126,000 French civilians. The level of plundering, already high, increased as nine hundred trainloads of French booty were transported to Germany. Troop vigilance was only a small part of a larger scheme to ensure complete military security. By 1918, the doctrines of security and occupation had the added impetus of cross-fertilization of methods from the different theaters of war. On February 25, 1918, the German 50th (Reserve) Division had been transferred from the Eastern Front to France. The divisional intelligence officer reminded all officers and men of the need to check on civilian infiltration into military zones. Three weeks earlier, on February 4, 1918, the same division posted rules for the implementation of cavalry patrols. The patrols had parallel authority with the gendarmerie and placed under the command of the divisional security officer. The patrol members wore distinctive collar emblems and carried divisional instructions of their authority. Prior to a patrol, the designated security officer briefed the troops of specific field activities and provided details for their routes. The patrols were conducted in the early hours of the evening or at dawn. Their task was to arrest spies air-landed into the area, destroy reconnaissance balloons, collect up all enemy propaganda leaflets, and kill all carrier pigeons. Civilians detected outside their village limits had to be in possession of valid documentation. All persons were searched for food or letters.111 The Etappen and the occupation had become the principle forms of regulating the German way of war, the tail in effect wagged the dog, and within this emerging scenario lay Bandenbekämpfung.

Urban Warriors

In November 1918, Germany tumbled into revolution. After forty-eight years of autocracy and militarism culminating with Ludendorff’s military dictatorship, the SPD, the long-standing political opponent of the army, took power. The repercussions of defeat and change were not long in surfacing. An eruption of demobilized troops, rampant influenza, food shortages partly because of the ongoing allied naval blockade, the arrival of allied occupation armies enforcing the separation of disputed lands, and widespread industrial redundancy pushed Germany to the verge of anarchy. The political ramifications led to rival crowds of marchers on the streets carrying banners in nationalist, socialist, and republican colors, displaying their refusal to be counted as the foot soldiers of democracy. Revolutionaries raised armed militias who were volunteers from the soldiers’ and workers’ councils, many of whom were former soldiers. The militias sometimes were bolstered by a cadre of “experts” from Russia. The right wing, opponents to everything but themselves, called on German patriotic sentiment to make a stand against the left. Political authority—whether nationalist, revolutionary, or republican—was imposed by the persuasiveness of the gun. Soldiers faced former soldiers, left-wing activists faced right-wing activists, while civilians tried to dodge the bullets. With anarchy running the streets, the government turned toward a paramilitary solution. Those first years of Weimar, hamstrung by fumbling internal security policy, left a mark of insecurity.

The old order was quick to make a political stand. Ludendorff had fled Germany in November 1918, hoping to avoid allied war crimes jurisdiction. He returned from his self-imposed exile disguised as “Mr. New-man” (Herr Neumann). He quickly passed the blame for the failure of the army to win its long rehearsed and prepared-for war on the “stab-in-the-back” and the plague of “Jewish-Bolshevism.”112 In the absence of leadership from its former commanders, the inner professionalism of the army wavered. The old Imperial Army, even under Schlieffen’s unified and rigid system, was beset with cliques. The Prussians, Bavarians, Kolonialmensch, technocrats, staff officers, daredevil cavalrymen, and the poor bloody infantry all came home expecting recognition from an ambivalent society. The end of the Kaiserreich finally destroyed the rigid professionalism of Schlieffen’s uniform military code. So when prominent heroes of the war such as Epp and Lettow-Vorbeck came home, they received sharply divergent welcomes. Although they appeared to share a common colonial past, their respective wartime experiences divided them.

Lettow-Vorbeck had spent the whole war in East Africa fighting a partisan campaign. He personified the concept of small war that Boguslawski had championed. The Feldherr of partisan warfare came home to Germany with the mission to project his military achievements as a romantic image of war. This bore little comparison with the general picture of trench fighting that millions of German men had experienced. He duly arrived in Germany in February 1919, having missed the momentous events of November 1918, and the first operations of the Freikorps. Undaunted, in March 1919, the newly promoted general of infantry paraded the European contingent of his “army” along the Unter den Linden in Berlin. This dreamlike final victory parade, by an “undefeated” German army, attracted the attention of the Berlin crowds as they flocked to a spectacle last seen in 1914. However, this kind of fame was fleeting, the relic of a rapidly dwindling past, and recognizing this, Lettow-Vorbeck turned to publication.

The first set of memoirs, suitably titled Heia Safari! (1919), contained the drama of arrogant self-promotion. Lettow-Vorbeck painted his “small war” across the larger canvas of the Great War.113 This modern professional soldier had waged a successful campaign, and he conspired to profit from it. Irrespective of this, the contents make an interesting analysis since his partisan campaign was the very antithesis of Bandenbekämpfung. In his memoirs, Lettow-Vorbeck played down his prior colonial experiences in China and Namibia, referring to the latter as a Buschkrieg, in other words, a police action. This was a deliberate act of disassociation from past colonial failures in order to glorify his successes. To emphasize his argument, he stressed Emil von Zelewski’s debacle thirty years earlier, calling it a major military blunder. He cited Zelewski as the model example of how things can go wrong in operations. This commentary is a brief window into the army’s mindset and further illustrates both the magnitude of Zelewski’s defeat and its impression on the military culture.114

Lettow-Vorbeck had detractors of his fame, namely Heinrich von Schnee, the last German East African governor. Schnee’s bitterness toward Lettow-Vorbeck came from the firm opinion that his “glorious” campaign was simply unnecessary under the prevailing colonial agreements between the great powers.115 Setting Schnee’s criticisms aside, in 1919, Lettow-Vorbeck took command of a Freikorps formation, the Freiwillige Division v. Lettow-Vorbeck, and then led pacification operations in Hamburg. On May 15, 1920, the partisan leader supported the Kapp putsch, yet he proved ill-suited at conducting small war within the fatherland. In 1926, he attempted to remodel himself with a second set of memoirs. More charitable this time to Trotha, he mentioned serving on his staff, but his distance from the colonies was ever more pronounced.116 He entered politics and the Reichstag, proving his political naiveté by proposing a ban on the SS and SA in 1930, at the height of the political violence at the end of the Weimar Republic.

Epp was a professional soldier and a member of the secret Thule Society in Munich. His war included the horror of Verdun, commanding a regiment of the Alpenkorps, and serving as the kaiser’s fire-brigade in hot spots in southern Europe. In October 1918, he returned to Germany by conducting a fighting withdrawal from Serbia. His former regimental adjutant, Adolf von Bomhard, later published the regiment’s history. 117 In 1919, Epp was unable to even reside safely in Munich. The Red Republic under Kurt Eisner and the members of the secret Thule Society were locked in a microcosm of class war, ferociously slaughtering each other.118 The Thule–Gesellschaft membership held a common belief in the sacred destiny of the Germanic soul, which they thought flowed from an Aryan community that had populated the icy wastes long before civilization. Imbued with this belief in the sanctity of Germany and her greater destiny, the members participated in illegal political acts and carried out assassinations or sectarian killings. For a brief period, the Thule Society collected together the right-wing elites and would-be political activists including Epp, Ernst Röhm, Bomhard, Ludendorff, Adolf Hitler, Rudolf Hess, and Heinrich Himmler. Against this background, Epp’s Freikorps prepared for the battle of Munich.

The Nazi chronicler of the “battle” of Munich, Frederick von Oertzen, happened to be a veteran of the Waterberg, having commanded the ill-fated Deimling detachment’s artillery batteries. With this bitter experience behind him, he praised Epp for his determination and the plan that called for a march on the city in a highly coordinated and crushing encirclement. Epp ordered the piecemeal extermination without escape of the members and supporters of the republic, the embodiment of the Waterberg plan.119 His chronicler, Oertzen, recorded the sentiment of Freikorps orders, “the destruction of the … bandits” (die Vernichtung der Banden), a form common to all three epochs of Bandenbekämpfung.120 He praised Epp and his men as the epitome of professionalism because they did not need to be told what to do, nor did they require special coaching. After a brief, but formal, parade in Ulm, the detachments marched into the battle lines (Kampffront) in Munich. Josef Krumbach, Epp’s official Nazi biographer, memorialized the battle of Munich for leading Germany away from the dirt and filth (Schmutz und der Fäulnis) of the “red” period (Rätezeit). Krumbach explained that few officers studied their enemy as thoroughly as Epp did. His military logic was simple: the Soviet of Marxists and Jews were a plague led by the “eastern Jew” (Ostjude) Dr. Levine and had illegally occupied Munich. Under these circumstances, Bolshevik Jews, in Epp’s opinion, deserved little better than the Herero.121

The Nazis mythologized Munich as an example of national heroism and self-sacrifice. While this later contributed to the burgeoning dogma of military politics, in the short term, Epp participated in other calculated acts. He imposed law and order on Munich but without permanent military government. He later went to the Ruhr and did much the same. His “achievement,” the product of his professionalism, was depicted as transcending both the Kaiserreich and Weimar, making him a true servant to the nation. It was inverted glory. Munich granted Epp national prominence, the status of Feldherr, and subsequent promotion to general. Unlike Lettow-Vorbeck, he embellished his experiences in China and Namibia. This did not tarnish his political or military career. Unlike Trotha and Lettow-Vorbeck, Epp made Cannae work. As a “cleansing action” (Säuberungsaktion), with after-action executions, Epp had applied Bandenbekämpfung to restore order within a sharply focused military landscape. The suppression of the Räterepublik, through initiative and police action atrocities, was Epp’s adaptation of Schlieffen security methods for the post-Schlieffen world.


2
THE NEW ORDER

Whither Germany? In the twenty years between 1919 and 1939, German national security experienced several makeovers. The shift in the balances of governing elites, from army and monarchy, to politicians and police, finally resting with dictatorship, placed security at the forefront of political agendas. In the chaotic early years of Weimar, the widespread application of Bandenbekämpfung swiftly imposed law and order, but for a nation in political flux, it was a temporary expedient. Once the atmosphere calmed, the enormity of national security came to rest on two issues. The first concerned the external forces manipulating German society; the second involved the appropriate level of internal security. The army, which had been aloof to civilian society during the Kaiserreich, began to concentrate on questions of civil-military relations during times of war and occupation. The Weimar police, albeit a professionalized force, maintained law and order while laying down the foundations for a national security state. When public opinion polarized, democratic and extremist parties alike tried to make political capital by exploiting fears of inadequate law and order and institutionalized the concept of guardianship policing. By 1933, all the structural elements were in place for Hitler to erect a national security state.

The loss of lands under the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles accentuated German national uncertainty and insecurity over territory. The concept of “living space” (Lebensraum) became a popular political theme. This geopolitical picture of Germany’s international status and the long-term perspective of national survival was shared across class and party boundaries. Long before 1914, the opinion that great nations had plentiful land for population growth and were rich in raw materials for industrial development had taken hold. The book People without Land (Volk ohne Raum), which popularized the word Lebensraum, was in fact a work of fiction, but it nonetheless created a national political slogan.1 Karl Haushofer had a more significant influence on Hitler. His voluminous works included an in-depth study of the Pacific Ocean, an examination of the movement of indigenous populations. His work leaned toward anthropology, and he dismissed Darwin as a mere sociologist trained in the natural sciences. He also published a short pamphlet on Lord Kitchener, which examined him in the context of a supreme empire builder.2 Today, Haushofer’s work retains some interest for the scholar, but at the time, it made an important contribution in the political debates over land and self-determination in Weimar Germany. In the Rhineland, where suspicions of French schemes for separation were rife, the reading materials for schools, apprentice and training colleges (Berufschulen), universities and state academies were filled with questions of land.3 Weimar did not neutralize this subliminal nationalistic agenda, which served to politicize several generations of young Germans. The land question also absorbed the hangover from the period of international rivalry before 1914. In particular, Anglo-German rivalry was turned into land benchmarking; the British Empire with its small population set against the landless German masses.4

The question of race became a central political question after 1918. In 1919, Britain sponsored a commission to investigate allegations of brutality in Namibia was under German rule. Germans criticized the British commission not because they were embarrassed of their ill-treatment of the Herero but because they assumed that Britain coveted the colony.5 Another race issue became a political crisis, inflaming German public attitudes toward the French. The French had detailed black soldiers from its colonial regiments to occupation duties of the Ruhr in 1923. It became known as the “black disgrace” (schwarze Schmach) and proved to extremists groups that there were votes in harnessing race and security.6 The commander of the U.S. occupation forces recorded in his diary that French methods had set Germans on the road to revenge.7 The Nazis turned Ludendorff’s “stab-in-the-back” myth and the Freikorps sentiment of combating Jewish-Bolshevism into effective slogans that amplified these questions of race and space. By the mid-1930s, the Jews took the brunt of hostile racism that blamed them both for the corruption of capitalism and as the agents of Bolshevism. These contradictions appealed to a large cross-section of the German populace who preferred ideological slogans that amplified Germany’s plight rather than commonsense policies to alleviate the national predicament.

Herein lay the path to the Holocaust and the origins of Hitler’s empire building. In power, Hitler manufactured struggles between institutions and individuals to erect a national security state. All sides in the territorial debate craved revenge on France and Poland, but only hard-liners comprehended the meaning of Lebensraum for Jews and Slavs. The early Nazi banner of guardianship and “blood and soil” (Blut und Boden) policies called for the forcible acquisition of territory and the purification of race. However, few in 1936 recognized the subtle transfer from community guardianship policing to the administration of state security. With the onset of war, the priority was for the prevention of another “stab-in-the-back.” The euphoria of conquests turned caution into aggression. Hitler unleashed his ultimate drive for Lebensraum.

The Marriage of Militarism and Guardianship

During the interwar years, the armed forces went through a process of change. The old “state within a state” was reduced and reconfigured. The Great General Staff, in the guise of the Heeresleitung and the Truppenamt, was reduced to the minimum but retained its essential functions. The key task it set itself was evaluating the First World War, a memorial exercise to Schlieffen’s principles. Publicly, this evaluation covered the origins and causes as well as the strategic and tactical progress of the war during the many campaigns and battles. Less publicly, the army conducted in-depth research into non-military factors such as industry and mobilization, military technology, and foreign armies study. The other tasks involved organization, training, and regulations formulation.8 The first military objective of the Reichswehr involved securing the eastern frontiers against Polish incursions. The army manipulated the threat to border security (Grenzschutz) in ways that resembled the global powers’ maneuvers during the Cold War. Open conflict broke out in Silesia in 1919 and lasted until 1921. The army exploited the presence of a military dictatorship in Poland as grounds for a reorganization of the Grenzschutz. The Cold War conditions returned on the German–Polish border but an unofficial shooting war continued beyond the Silesian plebiscite until 1930. The militarization of politics extended the pernicious form of militarism of the Kaiserreich Weimar. This process began in 1916 when Ludendorff became supreme commander of the German war effort and passed his responsibilities to General Groener. Ludendorff was an expert of Etappen administration and the politics of occupation in the east. In 1918, he assisted in the birth of the Weimar republic, while protecting the interests of the army. Gradually, military-led coup d’etats came to blight Weimar. Kapp, Buchrucker, and Munich were not the wildcat coup d’etats of a banana republic. Even a mature democracy would struggle to maintain its cohesion under such attacks. Weimar’s progress was crippled from within. The public desire for stability was answered when Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg assumed the presidency in 1926, and the coup d’etats subsided as the officer corps was reminded of its to higher authority. 9 The end of putschism enabled the army to undertake in-depth foreign military studies. In 1929, Hauptmann Walter Warlimont traveled to America to learn about industrial production and mobilization.10 In later years, Warlimont confided to his interrogators that the army’s priority under Weimar was “maintaining the military spirit of the German people.”11

Findings from the study of the war were adopted into training and planning. Schlieffen had tried to perfect the supreme military mechanism by rigid professionalization. The war had proved that the drive for perfection was impossible and “that politics pervades all military operations and [has] unremitting influence over them.”12 The army regarded Schlieffen’s doctrines as tactical masterpieces but shelved his strategic outlook. In 1924, Maj. Hermann Geyer, one of Ludendorff’s most capable staff officers, published an article on the future of Cannae in war. Geyer had joined the army under Schlieffen and served with Ludendorff’s staff during the capture of Liège in 1914. In 1916, he published the German infantry combat guidelines, and from 1919, he served in the Reichswehr. His article addressed the broad question of Germany’s preparations for war and its lack of technical ability as compared with the Allies. He was dismissive of the value of colonial warfare in modern European war and critical of the overemphasis on Cannae in training before the war. He found no congruency between the overtraining and the absence of Cannae during the war. Geyer praised Hindenburg for the Battle of Tannenberg, the only example of a Cannae in the war. He cautioned his readers to recognize the real failings, namely the inadequate technical ability of the German officers. He was critical of the growing tendency toward specialization and the rise in overorganization. Geyer believed these factors prevented officers from applying initiative and taking risks. He believed officers were not prepared to take the risk of gaps in their lines to attempt Cannae. They feared an enemy infiltration. This, he argued, had turned officers into “straight-rule strategists” (Linealstrategie) who had forgotten that

Striving for the greatest possible victory, the victory a la Cannae, in the strategy of extermination was prospective, but more risky. Attack and defense, advance and retreat, economical and excessive use of force needs to be balanced carefully, according to time, place and scale. It was the military mistake of the world war that we did not follow this path, as Schlieffen had taught us.13

The army also conducted research into occupation. A lecture by Oberleutnant von Ziehlberg delivered May 1930 typified the scrutiny into civil-military issues. His theme examined the extent of the damage caused to civilians and livestock in East Prussia, from the Russian invasion of 1914–15. The Russians inflicted 1,620 deaths and 433 injuries and “evacuated” 5,419 men, 2,587 women, and 2,719 children into their rear areas. The total number of refugees who tried to escape was 870,000, of whom 400,000 crossed the River Vistula. In the subsequent invasion, preplanned German transport evacuated 175,000 civilians west. Ziehlberg recorded that the invasions cost large numbers of livestock including 600,000 horses, 1,400,000 cattle, 200,000 pigs, 50,000 sheep, and 10,000 goats. Destruction of the infrastructure affected thirty-five towns: 3,400 buildings were destroyed, 1,900 villages attacked, and 27,000 homes lost. In four days (March 18–21, 1915), the Memel area suffered intense damage. Losses included the forcible evacuation of 458 men, women, and children by the Russians. The total cost of destruction and plundering was estimated at RM 5 million. The lecture was not intended for public consumption, drew conclusions from Ludendorff and Geyer, and was a portent for the future.14

One particular problem for the army in the 1920s was finding a working alternative to the intricacies of the Etappen system. The Imperial Army system relied on reservists and Landwehr, which was undermined by the by Versailles limitations on length of service and manpower. The Reichswehr was forced to dispense with the traditional system of reserves. This further restrained strategic thinking toward a single offensive, reduced to the single knockout blow, but left the ongoing problem of security. One solution was the “Black Army” (Schwarze Reichswehr). Oberst Fedor von Bock, chief of staff of Wehrkreis III, ordered Maj. Bruno Buchrucker to build a reserve disguised as work teams (Arbeitskommando). The system rapidly mobilized more than eighty thousand men. Recruitment exploited the old Krümper system devised by Scharnhorst to expand or contract the army. As an army reserve, they expected reinforcement with cadres of regular troops. The scheme concentrated on discipline and training. When Bock ordered the scheme closed, Buchrucker and Hauptmann Walter Stennes attempted a putsch in September 1923. The army arrested its rebellious officers, cashiered them, and had them imprisoned. Buchrucker received a ten-year sentence for high treason, served two, and joined the Nazis. Stennes was cashiered and also joined the Nazis.15

A unique feature of Weimar society was the coexistence of republican democracy and militarized politics. The allied control commission had forced Germany to dismantle its military power base and monitored Weimar’s efforts to solve the question of national security with a seemingly ineffective army.16 Weimar introduced a catchall federal constitution and raised a professional police force, but the states retained their uniform regulations and codes. Weimar police authority came under Article 7 of the constitution, which listed fourteen categories of law and order. The application for greater police powers, including the maintenance of public order, came from statutory instruments addressed under Article 9. The most controversial Article 48 granted the government the authority to suspend civil rights fundamental to the constitution in times of emergency and to employ the armed force to restore order.17 In convoluted form, Article 48 legitimized the Freikorps experience.18 A major weakness of Weimar, in this context, concerned the manner in which the new republic coupled with the remains of the former system. Individual German Länder (states), in common with other federal systems of government, retained their legislative rights over law and order. This legal belt and braces was more a hangover from 1871 than the establishment of a sinister police state. The notion of the Rechtsstaat, a state contrived in pure law, had taken hold in Germany long before the Weimar constitution. The old regulations had proved their value in the immediate aftermath of war. Border cities like Aachen overwhelmed by war, occupation, and social collapse, resorted to Prussian ordinances from 1851 as their only legal remedy for the restoration of order.19 According to Otto Loening, Weimar had introduced a police force on democratic principles but attempted to overcome its opponents, including the German Länder, by relying on secret political policing, methods incompatible with democracy.20

The former military caste returned to the state under Weimar as police officers and public servants. The character of the uniformed police inclined toward internal security rather than simple beat policing. Policing within Germany consumed a broad interpretation of regulation and supervisory functions in the service of the state. It was a by-product of internal security. Richard Evans’ essay on the historical development of German policing, a compact survey of the period from 1800 to 1945, viewed this period as one of increased policing without a proportional reduction in crime. The contrasts in the development were profound but led to bureaucratization. French influence on German policing included the introduction of the gendarmerie in 1812, effectively containing the roving bands of robbers. Wilhelm Stieber’s undoubted performance on behalf of securing the Great General Staff was not matched in his handling of domestic policing. His underhand methods, including bribery, deception, and fraud, caused widespread corruption to develop within the Prussian police. Long after Stieber’s death in 1882, the German press continued to refer to political policing as Stieberschen Art.21 The gradual militarization of the police, so often used to explain away its inherent brutality, was an expression of Germany’s internal regulation through the dictatorship by state bureaucracy service and its inherent self-protectionism. Retiring professional soldiers then, like German public servants today, were a protected occupation with the right to permanent employment. Former army NCOs took up police employment on retirement, becoming military bureaucrats (Militäranwärter) within the national civilian administration.22

According to Richard Bessel, the Weimar police were “modern and democratic,” in contrast with the militarized police and “bureaucratic-soldier” of the Kaiserreich.23 Weimar followed the conventional path toward police professionalization through recruitment, training, and technology. The deployment of a professional police force depended on significant numbers of trained troopers and officers, although neither existed in 1920. The lack of available and untainted manpower was, in one form or another, a critical factor in policing until 1945. Attracted to the police as uniform body, former Kaiserreich police officers, veteran soldiers, and Freikorps bonded to form an inner “old school.” The Prussian Schutzpolizei, what Evans called a republican guard, had to contend with the ongoing pressure from within its ranks to adopt militaristic tendencies. Bessel thought the recruitment of younger men in the final years of Weimar gave a fleeting glimpse of what might have been. He identified the police relationship with new technology and confidence in comprehensive training programs. The utilization of motor vehicles and advanced telecommunications indicated a corporate inclination for specialization. Police training schools and academies, including the School of Technology and Communications, trained cadets in a range of advanced skills and techniques.24

Weimar politicians, like politicians the world over, brandished slogans to encourage public acceptance of their protégés. The police force was not an exception when it was called the “guardian of public order and security, servant of the general public in selfless, devoted activity.”25 Carl Severing’s catchphrase, “The Police—Your Friend and Helper,” the official police motto, was, by today’s standards, a soundbite without substance. Legal scholars like Otto Loening were sceptical of these slogans. Loening believed they were poorly conceived, lacked authority, and were without adequate definition under the law.26 He accepted that the constitution granted the police the right to conduct interrogations and place listening devices for the sake of law and order. He, however, was not distracted by what he thought was thinly veiled politicking. He concentrated on the issue of ill-defined ordinances within police regulations that circumvented the constitution. Loening pointed out the growing inconsistency between federal and state policing. The police stood between soldiers and civilians and found solace in their exclusivity. Entrenched social distinctions between the police and the civilian world in Weimar came to resemble the distinction between soldiers and civilians in the Kaiserreich. Effectively, civil-police relations had superseded civil-military relations during the interwar years.

While police regulators and practitioners made uneasy bedfellows, Weimar society began to distill alternative forms of organized protection, more appropriately labeled guardianship. In terms of total policing, the federal and state police left a discernible vacuum that unsettled the public. Weimar was committed to national policing while the states were concerned with preventing anarchy on the streets. Under these circumstances, the middle class (Mittelstand) believed they went unpoliced. The rise of community self-policing and self-protection schemes reflected this perception. The political challenge of communal guardians undermined the case for professional policing. James Diehl has argued that the rise of radical militarized politics in Europe proved that Germany was not the only country affected by para-militarism. However, Diehl suggests that when the “respectable” middle classes endorsed the civic guards (Einwohnerwehre), Germany became the exception.27 Diehl explained that this was the by-product of Bismarck’s power politics, rooted in the hearts and minds of law-abiding citizens’ fear of enemies of the state (Reichsfeinde). The Kapp putsch was, in Diehl’s opinion, the catalyst for the growth in civic guards. In Munich, Epp raised the civic guards and the Technical Emergency Police (Technische Nothilfe), abbreviated as TN) to secure public utilities.28 Armed bands (Wehrbände) and the political combat leagues (politische Kampfbünde) sustained militarism in German politics. In the first months of Hitler’s rule, volunteers to the Aachen police included members of the Deutschenationalen Kampfringes.29 These volunteers were mostly war veterans, patriots, and middle-class professionals including foresters and influential businessmen.30 They also aspired to professionalism through regular training.31

A bridge between the military and social militarism was established between the army and public associations. One such association was the League of Front-Soldiers, known as the Steel Helmets (Stahlhelm), founded by veterans of the Great War, in December 1918. Their initial intention was to keep alive the spirit of comradeship, born in the trenches, in common with a host of similar organizations around the world. The greeting of its members, “hail the front” (frontheil), symbolized the merger of trench culture and paramilitarism. While the Stahlhelm conducted obvious military activities, including weapons training and full-scale exercises, it also waged a hostile political campaign for a return to the pre-1914 order. The Stahlhelm administered a welfare campaign of social help for the poorer communities and charitable activities that included winter-help schemes. They were reasonably successful in proving an acceptable face to militarism under Weimar.32 There was a flood of political party protection squads. They were essential for protecting officials and ensuring the party message was delivered without interference. The Nazis raised two guard formations: the SA (Sturmabteilung) and the Protection Squad (Schutzstaffel–SS). The SS was initially formed as small elite to protect Hitler.33 Their growth in power and influence was because of Hitler. In Mein Kampf, Hitler thought the SA would become the highly trained champions of national socialism, the devoted soldiers of the Nazi Weltanschauung. However, the unruly behavior of the SA, especially toward elements within the party, including himself, led Hitler to abandon the SS as a personal bodyguard.

In 1929, Hitler promoted Heinrich Himmler to Reichsführer-SS with the mandate to increase the post’s political authority and influence. Himmler arranged the central office of the SS and, in 1931, opened two branches that addressed questions of security and race. The Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst–SD), under Reinhard Heydrich, was an internal security bureau that monitored society and the party. The other was the SS Race and Settlement Office (Rasse- und Siedlungshauptamt, RuSHA), which, under Richard Darré, codified Blut und Boden ideas into SS dogma. 34 In the early years, the SS leadership embedded its harsh discipline and blind obedience to Hitler that remained until May 1945.35 The end of freebooting paramilitarism coincided with the destruction of Ernst Röhm and the emasculation of the SA. The culling of Nazi comrades by the SS in June 1934, during the “night of the long knives,” was inevitable. The end of paramilitarism was confirmed in July 1934 when Hitler declared, “I elevate [the SS] to the status of an independent organisation within the NSDAP subordinate to the supreme SS leader. The Chief of Staff and the Reichsführer-SS are both invested with the Party rank of Reichsleiter.”36

In 1935, Kurt Daluege, later the chief of the Order Police (Chef der Ordnungspolizei), mimicked Carl Severing when he asked the question, “What are the police for?” He believed that if the police were to meet the National Socialist mission then they should aspire to become soldiers of the community (Gemeindesoldat).37 Erich Ludendorff also made an encore appearance at this time. In the chaos after 1918, he had brought together a disparate group of individuals that subsequently became the backbone of the Nazi Party. Epp, Hitler, Röhm, Hess, and Ludendorff shared a vision of the pure Germanic (Aryan) society, a militarized community, regimented, racist, rich in territories and raw materials, led by a man of vision.38 The Nazi mindset believed in Ludendorff for his near victory in 1918, the “stab-in-the-back” slogan, and his support for Hitler during the failed Munich putsch (1923). His book Der totale Krieg (1935) was published in the same year Hitler introduced the Nuremberg race laws and conscription, the key foundations of the racist militarized society.39 In Wilhelm Deist’s opinion, Ludendorff had drafted the blueprint for the Nazi concept of warfare. A vision of power lay at the heart of Ludendorff’s total war. This was a vision of conflict and struggle as the permanent way of life. Interpretations of Ludendorff’s “total war” have played down the experiences that underpinned his theories. The “Ober Ost” and his supreme command had scaled the heights of the purely militarized society, alien to civilian social norms.40 Ludendorff’s model for the militarized national community founded the Nazi concept of a national community (Volksgemeinschaft) and met Daluege’s ideas of a community soldier. He recommended the application of sweeping preventative measures to suppress “disgruntled” groups in times of war and their classification as enemies of the state.41 Ludendorff answered Daluege’s question by encapsulating the role of a militarized police within the dogma of race and space.

In June 1936, Heinrich Himmler became chief of the SS (Reichsführer-SS und Chef der Deutschen Polizei), marking the next stage in the radicalization of security. The merger of the SS and police signaled the rise of a national police force following the road of national security. Himmler’s experience of political soldiering, policing, and Nazi administrative politics was not the only reason Hitler chose him to become the supreme police officer. The exponent of guardianship policing, Himmler propagandized this mission as “inner security, the inner protection of the National Socialist people.” As he argued, “From the traditional concept of Police has arisen the new concept of a protective Corps of the German people. And just as the old idea was typically personified in the bailiff, the new idea also demands a new man.” Thus, he wrote, “The police again was carried into the midst of the people as an important member for the protection and defense of the community.”42 Himmler’s legendary administrative skills, education and career, classical upbringing, degree in agricultural economics, and even his grasp of the principles of modern business, especially the concepts of profit and loss and the cost-benefit method of German bureaucracy, served as the guidelines for the SS corporation. From a bureaucratic standpoint, the merger of the SS and police simplified the regulation of doctrines. The administration of the Nuremberg race laws became a state code. In the codified nation, police officers and civilians alike could practice unrestricted institutional racism without telegraphing as publicly or overtly racist.

The elevation of his two lieutenants—Reinhard Heydrich as chief of the Security Police and Daluege as chief of the Order Police—amplified Hitler’s faith in Himmler as his highly motivated protégé.43 This triumvirate reinforced the competence of SS-Police leadership and proved highly productive.44 There were practicalities to this arrangement. Before his death, Röhm proposed creating a Nazi army by absorbing the Reichswehr into the SA and creating an armed state protection corps (Staatsschutzkorps) responsible for internal and external security. Hermann Göring proposed the transformation of the federated police forces into a centralized police army. Himmler’s plan involved centralizing all internal security assets into a single corporation led by the SS. Himmler’s triumph was the catalyst to all the ideas and the radical compromise for Nazi security.

This “new man” was mentally energetic and craved to follow in the footsteps of men such as Hitler and Ludendorff. He came from a family dominated by the father, a senior school official who taught the classics. Alfred Andersch did not write of Himmler’s father in glowing terms. He described him as a member of the Bavarian People’s Party, a conservative to the core (Schwarz bis in die Knochen), who was known for being a “rear-area stallion” (Etappen-hengst) and a fervent Catholic, but most notably a non-racist. Andersch portrayed the youthful Himmler as a fine young man, denied the chance of becoming a soldier, who moved in the correct circles of Hitler’s followers and the “Ludendorff people.”45 Fascinated by Germanic myths and mythology, Himmler grasped Hitler’s one-thousand-year Reich and, through Nazi symbiotic cultism, was able to flaunt his interests. His SS uniform collar patches combined the oak leaves of Germanic culture with the Roman laurel-leaf crown symbolizing the fusion of German mythology with ancient Rome. In climbing the greasy pole of Nazi politics, Himmler had self-styled his SS as Hitler’s Wagnerian Praetorian Guard.46 As Hitler’s most trusted soldier, Himmler was bent on imposing the lessons from the past as the benefactors to the Nazi future. “We are not wiser than the men of two thousand years ago,” he said. “Persians, Greeks, Romans and Prussians all had their guards. The guards of the new Germany will be the SS.”47

Political Prominence

Erich Julius Eberhard von Zelewski was born in March 1899 in Lauenberg, a small Pomeranian town in West Prussia. His rise to prominence was rapid and unsurprising. Although the son of a Junker family, he grew up poverty stricken. His father, Otto Johannes von Zelewski, was born in 1859. He undertook a range of jobs, including in civil service and agriculture, and died on April 17, 1911, in Dortmund while working as an insurance clerk. His mother, Eveline Schimanski, was born in Thorn in April 1862 or 1864. His parents married in Lauenberg in June 1890. The family reputation was also blighted: his father’s brother was the ill-fated Emil von Zelewski who brought disgrace to the nation. Young Erich lived to restore the family honor. He spent his formative years under the guidance of his uncle, Oskar von Zelewski, who became his stepfather and was killed in action on the Eastern Front in 1915. Oskar was twenty-five years old and Erich just sixteen. Like his stepfather, Erich joined the army and, in November 1914, had the status of the youngest recruit of the war.48 His first posting was to the 3rd West Prussian Infantry-Regiment Nr.129 (Neustettin). While serving with this regiment, he was awarded the Iron Cross (Second Class), and he received his first wound in 1915 and then earned a battlefield commission in 1916. The psychological effects of his wounding and extreme pain haunted him for the rest of his life. As Leutnant von Zelewski, he was posted to the Grenadier Regiment König Friederich Wilhelm (1st Silesian) Nr.10 based in Schweidnitz. This elite regiment had served in China during the Boxer Rebellion and fostered a close relationship with both Trotha and Lettow-Vorbeck. The regiment prided itself on a reputation for passing on its military skills and expertise from one generation of officers to the next. Leutnant von Zelewski found a home freely mingling with other Junker vons, including Manteuffel, Lüttwitz, Blankensee, Kleist, Bonin, and Bülow. 49 In July 1918, he was awarded the Cross of Honor (Ehrenkreuz) for his war service and then the Iron Cross (First Class). Leutnant von Zelewski ended the war as a young, battle-scared hero.

In November 1918, following the kaiser’s abdication, Germany descended into revolution. During the ensuing chaos, Leutnant von Zelewski took his first political steps. His 1944 SS curriculum vitae (Lebenslauf) notes that in 1919 he joined the monarchist and right-wing German National People’s Party (DNVP). His military career appeared safe in July 1919, although the regiment lost its monarchical status and became the 11th Infantry Regiment. It became part of Reichswehr Brigade 6 (formerly the 11th Infantry Division), within military district (Wehrkreis) III, and retained its home depot in Schweidnitz. From 1919 to 1924, the regiment was committed to German–Polish border duties. Leutnant von Zelewski made a memorable impression on Kurt von Bülow, his battalion commander, as a trustworthy (Vertrauensmann) officer revealing qualities of leadership and bravery. He led an aggressive reconnaissance, was wounded in the arm, and, in another incident, led a squad in the arrest of a doctor and his daughter working for the Polish authorities.50 The young Leutnant received a new batch of medals for bravery, including the “Silesian Eagle” (Schlesischer Adler I and II), the “Protection of Silesia Medal,” and the courage award (Tapferkeitsabzeichen). It was significant that the awards came from fighting against Polish nationalism. His SS files also list service with the former 4th Foot Guards, which was later renumbered to “29.” In 1947, he alleged that, at the time of the Kapp putsch (1920), he was serving as the ordnance officer for the 29th Infantry Regiment of the Reichswehr based in Berlin-Moabit.51 Both regiments came under Wehrkreis III, and for a war-commissioned officer without a specific base, his postings were common. The reasons for his departure from the army remain obscure. Under interrogation in 1946, he blamed his sisters for marrying Jews and destroying his reputation. He also suggested he became a battalion commander in the Black Reichswehr under Buchrucker. Given his proximity to the events, he was probably granted a battalion posting to soften the impact of his eventual demobilization and was released after the putsch.52 In the mid-1930s, he briefly returned to the army, reactivating his reserve status with the 8th Infantry Regiment (Schweidnitz), and was promoted to Hauptmann. On October 23, 1925, the young Zelewski changed his name by legal decree from the justice ministry to include “von dem Bach.”53 Years later, he wrote to Himmler referring to Bülow’s book. He failed to explain why the author referred to Leutnant von Zelewski in the narrative but listed “von dem Bach-Zelewski” in the index.54 His military career had closed at the age of twenty-five; yet he had taken on a new identity and delved into politics.

Bach-Zelewski married Ruth Apfeld in September 1921, and together they had six children. Ruth’s family came from Ratibor, which in 1921 lay close to the Polish and Czechoslovakian borders. Bach-Zelewski showed in his diary their devotion to one another: he called her Mutti (as in mother), and she referred to him as Vati (father). They owned a farm near Dühringshof near Frankfurt on the Oder, and later he set up home in Breslau.55 Between 1924 and 1930, he became involved in local farming association politics, building a reputation for soldiering and farming that would place him at the forefront of Himmler’s Blut und Boden warriors. In 1930, he joined the Allgemeine-SS and came under Daluege’s command in the Frankfurt/Oder area. Daluege thought very highly of him, probably because they had both been youthful volunteers in the Great War. The SS records indicate that Daluege assessed Bach-Zelewski as “true and honest, starkly impulsive, in many cases unrestrained, uncontrolled recklessness (hemmungslos). Promotion is recommended if he controls his impulsiveness.”56 Bach-Zelewski’s transfer of loyalty to Daluege proved immediately valuable in the attempted internal coup by the Berlin SA in April 1931. Walter Stennes and Bruno Buchrucker had become members of the SA. True to form, they attempted to inspire a revolt in Berlin against Hitler. Intervention by Daluege, assisted by Bach-Zelewski, tipped off Hitler, and the coup was crushed. Afterward, Hitler wrote to Daluege a letter of thanks that included the words “my honor is loyalty” (Meine Ehre heist Treue), which Himmler had etched into the blade of all SS ceremonial daggers.

In the 1930s, senior SS officers were required to prove their racial ancestry. Bach-Zelewski wrote to the SS Race and Resettlement Office in December 1935 explaining that he had not been able to retrieve the appropriate documentation from Poland. He alleged that proof of his wife’s Aryan ancestry was in her brother’s possession, the police chief of Neisse-Schlesien (Poland). Bach-Zelewski promised to make every effort to retrieve the documents. On January 11, 1937, however, the SS Race and Resettlement Officer of Breslau declared that the Poles had frustrated their efforts. The SS, in the 1930s, also institutionalized proselytism as religion and paganism existed in a permanent state of flux. Bach-Zelewski changed religion from Catholic to Evangelist in 1933 and then to “believer in a higher form of life” (gottgläubig) in 1938, further evidence of his immersion into SS orthodoxy.57 In 1935, Himmler accepted one of Bach-Zelewski’s children as a godson (Patenkind), in his evergrowing list of politicized godchildren.58 The bond between Himmler and Bach-Zelewski thrived during the war.

Bach-Zelewski began his SS career of political killing in 1930 with the murder of three communists. On July 2, 1934, he ordered his subordinates, SS driver Paul Zummach and SS-Hauptsturmführer Reinhardt, to kill Anton Freiherr von Hohberg und Buchwald in Eylau in East Prussia. In 1935, he was chief of SS and security police in Königsberg. He very quickly came to blows with Gauleiter Koch over a series of matters, including, most significantly, who controlled Königsberg.59 In August, Hjalmar Schacht, in his role as president of the Reichsbank and economics minister, attended the Königsberg eastern conference (Ostmesse) to present the keynote speech on the consequences of Nazi economic policies. Schacht was critical of the growing attacks on Jews. He said they were detrimental to the performance of the economy and weakened Germany’s currency trade balances with foreign countries. Bach-Zelewski was incensed. He shouted at Schacht, calling him a traitor to the German people, while declaring that the Jews would pay for their crimes. He ordered the SS and police to leave the conference in a deliberate show of blatant anti-Semitism.60 Koch took exception to Bach-Zelewski’s behavior and reported him to Goebbels and Himmler. Attending the conference were representatives from the army and the navy who witnessed the incident and reported it to their respective commanding officers. Both officers condoned Bach-Zelewski’s behavior, placing on the record that he was a fine comrade and correct, endorsing the professionalism of his actions against Schacht.61

Conflicting Ideologies

The old idiom, absence makes the heart grow fonder, described Weimar’s relationship with Germany’s former colonies. Instead of fading away, interest in the colonies continued to flourish. This resilience was a boon and a burden for politicians. The Weimar constitution made provision for the colonies, although these had been sequestrated by the Versailles Treaty, and the German colonial administration remained in service. Trade schools (Berufschulen) continued to train recruits for overseas service during the interwar years. A typical case was that of a former sergeant of the Tanganyika Schutztruppen who was able to send his son to colonial university because the costs were paid by the Foreign Office.62 The Minister of Interior and Education even opened a new colonial school for women (Koloniale Frauenschule) in 1926.63 Ideologically, Hitler thought the colonial issue was dead, superseded by his concept of Lebensraum. His brand of Lebensraum (and there were others) was not only geo-political in concept but also racial and militaristic in its dimensions.64 Yet until 1938, Nazi policy appeared to endorse the claim for the return of the colonies. Hitler declared, “The German Lebensraum is too small without a colonial addition to guarantee an undisturbed sure and constant food supply for our people.” Even in 1941, a Nazi publication declared, “We demand land and territory [colonies] for the sustenance of our people, and colonisation for our surplus population.”65 Was it a decoy for his real intentions? Did Hitler manufacture an internal struggle between the followers of traditional colonialism against the believers in Lebensraum fundamentalism? There are indications that Hitler used this ideological battle as a yardstick of loyalty within his inner circle.

The leading exponent of the old colonialism was Franz Ritter von Epp. The doyen of the extreme right, the Feldherr of Munich, had sealed a special relationship with Hitler. Epp also maintained strong links with the army and, after 1919, joined the governing elites of Munich. He was the Nazis’ secret benefactor and, through his undoubted political authority in southern Germany, became their Trojan horse and protector.66 In 1927, his defection from the Bavarian People’s Party to the Nazis was hailed as a measure of their political maturity. Once in the party, Epp patronized the colonial question, the Nazi motor corps (Nationalsozialistisches Kraftfahrkorps), and the SA; he was after all a close associate of Röhm.67 Once Hitler came to power, Epp became a Nazi director (Reichsleiter der NSDAP) and governor of Bavaria (Reichsstatthalter für Bayern). His first cabinet included Himmler, Röhm, and Hans Frank, the Nazi legal expert. He promoted Himmler and Heydrich to responsibility for security policing. Epp’s political tentacles reached beyond the senior Nazis to include middle-ranking officers from the SS-Police and Wehrmacht. In 1934, Epp’s influence over Hitler was broken when he tried to grant Röhm an honorable court-martial. Adding weight to Hitler’s suspicions, Epp’s personal clique included many homosexuals, including a disgraced senior SA officer, Edmund Heines.68

Before 1938, Hitler was unable to remove Epp either by force, as in the case of Röhm, or through political deception. Within colonial circles, the Munich “victory” was heralded as a vindication of their fighting ability and comradeship. This had spurred many to join the party, and Peter Merkel believed this colonial contingent brought a swashbuckling adventurism. The colonialists were vehemently anti-French, anti-British, and imbued with hatred for Weimar.69 In 1927, Epp gave his first official speech on the colonial question at a party rally for former colonial veterans in Königsberg. Two years later, he hosted the twenty-fifth anniversary commemorations of the war against the Herero. In 1933, he hosted several colonial conferences, including the Marine- und Kolonialkriege Verbände annual gathering. A year later, Hitler promoted him as Nazi Party colonial policy director (Kolonialleiter der NSDAP). This led to a new department created from the amalgamation of the Colonial Department of the Foreign Office with the planning and press offices of the Ministry of Economics, and the Kolonialreferat of the army.70 Epp’s job entailed raising the political temperature of the colonial debate. In parallel with these developments, the former colonial association (Kolonialge-sellschaft) was renamed the Reichskolonialbund, known as the RKB, and in 1936, Epp became its national leader (Bundesführer). In 1934, the membership of the RKB stood at forty thousand; by October 1936, it had increased to two hundred thousand, and it reached its ceiling of one million in 1938. This proved Epp’s power of persuasion and was the reason Hitler could not easily dispense with his services in the 1930s.

Since 1935, Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy had worked to find common ground in forging a power block at the heart of Europe. Epp’s Nazi biographer contextualized this relationship by suggesting an international Fascist debate over colonies was opened on October 1, 1935, the day when Italy invaded Abyssinia (Ethiopia). Mussolini announced that the invasion was revenge for Italy’s defeat at Adowa (1896) and the first steps in becoming a world power. Typical of the sentiments at the time, Mussolini declared a “modern” Roman Empire. From the ensuing international crisis, Epp tried to raise his political influence to the world stage.71 In 1936, Italian–German military assistance for Franco tipped the balance in the Spanish Civil War and led to wider cooperation between the two powers. By the end of 1936, Italy and Germany were signatories to the Anti-Comintern Pact and had firmly established the “Pact of Steel,” the Axis.72 Cooperation between the Axis powers went beyond the political-strategic level. German police officers were encouraged to take secondment in Abyssinia (Ethiopia) through the Italian colonial administration. There they gained experience in broad range of colonial security.73 Jakob Sporrenberg, a senior SD officer, later confessed under interrogation that the two police forces shared intelligence.74 In 1942, U.S. Army intelligence circles observed that Daluege had been actively infiltrating the Italian police with German personnel for years.75

In May 1937, Düsseldorf hosted one of the largest colonial rallies in what proved to be a significant event. The rally was timed to coincide with Whit-weekend (Pfingsten), an important holiday in the Rhineland calendar, ensuring maximum attendance with the minimum impact on industrial output.76 It was a critical time for Hitler; aligning domestic, foreign, and military policy toward warlike goals had caused grumbling. The Rhineland, Germany’s military industrial complex, was the largest support base for Epp and the colonial question. In 1919, Epp had contributed in “saving” the Ruhr from Bolshevik revolution, and certain industrialists’ and workers’ associations welcomed him. The industrialists of the Rhineland were fully committed to returning the colonies as exclusive markets for their goods. The RKB membership therefore increased dramatically among industrialists.77 There was also growing uncertainty over the direction of Hitler’s economic policy and in particular the Four Year Plan.78 Epp began the speeches by congratulating the support for the RKB through the Düsseldorf branch of the part, calling it the “pacemaker of the colonial idea” and the “patent maker of the colonial schools.” He then led his audience through the familiar narratives of a Volk ohne Raum. Most important, Epp soothed concerns over the Four Year Plan by indicating that it was a temporary scheme and that, in the long term, the colonies would return. He announced that the conference demonstrated that “people and leader” were firmly committed to their return. While Epp’s words calmed his audience, Hitler’s absence was thunderous.79

A few days after the rally, Major der Schutzpolizei Kummetz presented Daluege with a report.80 The report detailed the proportions of membership to the RKB within the police precincts of the Rhineland. The figures showed that in Düsseldorf of 1,136 police, 90 percent were members of the RKB; in Duisburg, 59 percent of 670 police; in Essen, 73 percent of 1,091; in Wuppertal, 98 percent of 1,079; and in Oberhausen, 100 percent of 572 police.81 The Düsseldorf chief of police had explained to Kummetz the growing interest in colonial political training. The promotion of the RKB, within the police and state bureaucracy, had raised calls for expert seminars and lectures. Kummetz confirmed that there had been total adherence with the order by Rudolf Hess to support the colonial debate through the RKB. He noted that, although it had been held on a workers’ holiday, ten thousand people had attended the rally.82 Thus, when Epp gave his final speech of 1937 at the Sportspalast in Berlin, the impression given was of a regime endorsing traditional colonialism. Indeed, prior to the rally, Hitler had written to Epp calling for continuing pressure over the return of the colonies to be sustained into the new year.83 If it was a smoke screen for foreign policy initiatives, its deception worked. Epp interpreted the request as the signal for a new impetus behind his colonial policy. Externally, Epp had attracted attention for the cause, and in Britain, there was growing support for a return of the colonies.

By 1938, Epp’s standing had reached its peak. The SS putsch against the SA in 1934 was followed by Göring’s intrigues against Schacht. Hitler introduced the Nuremberg race laws and conscription in 1935 and embarked on the remilitarization of the Rhineland (1936). In 1937, he set down his guidelines for war recorded in the Hossbach memo. Finally, the Blomberg-Fritsch crisis removed the armed forces as a potential political threat to Hitler and shook the foundations of Epp’s spiritual pillar, the army. In March 1938, he accepted an invitation from Air Marshal Balbo of the Italian Air Force and the governor general of Libya to attend a gathering at the Fascist Institute of Italian-Africa (Istituto Fascista dell’ Africa Italiana). In attendance were senior delegates from Mussolini’s regime, including members of the Ministry of Italian Africa and the Italian armed forces. The Anschluss with Austria took the world’s attention away from the meeting. Then, twenty years after his victory in Munich, Epp was a bystander as Germany and Italy cajoled the Entente Cordiale into relinquishing control of Czechoslovakia without a fight. Britain and France offered Hitler a return of the colonies—the alternative to his ambitions for Czechoslovakia—but he declined.84 Meanwhile, Nazi economic measures ruptured Epp’s influence on the economy and big business. In November 1938, after the “Night of Broken Glass” (Reichskristallnacht), 85 industry received a major investment boost. Aside from the violent attacks on Jewish property, the chambers of commerce initiated the “Aryanization” of business. German business received an artificial “investment” boost of cash and balance sheet assets. This bought off the last commercial opposition to Hitler.86 Elsewhere, the culmination of these events signaled to Winston Churchill that a regime change in Germany was the only answer to Hitler.

Epp’s political standing declined from 1939. In January, Himmler wrote to Martin Bormann on the political value of colonial schooling and training. He wished to halt general training for the leadership corps, accepting in principle that it was necessary for Germany to gain raw materials but claiming this could continue for Nazi officials, administrators, and soldiers. However, he believed it was no longer appropriate for the police to attend general colonial training schemes. He confirmed that “real experience” in colonial policing was being gained elsewhere. He had decided to stop colonial schooling for the SS, Hitler Youth, and the SA.87 By design, Himmler had outmaneuvered Epp and snubbed Hess. The relations between Mussolini and Hitler had brought about Austria and Czechoslovakia, which were mainstream Lebensraum projects. The Rome–Berlin Axis divided Europe, in Fascist terms, on a north-south latitude, erecting a central power block, granting Hitler the opportunity to pursue Lebensraum goals without fear of the southern flank. The path seemed set for Lebensraum building through war, but then the impact of revenge came to play its part.

Revenge, Lebensraum, and Mechanized Cannae

In September 1939, Hitler unleashed Germany’s mechanized armies in a surprise attack on Poland (Operation “Tannenberg”), announcing that it was the supreme act of revenge for Versailles. The military operations in Poland concluded with total victory through the skilled coordination of armored and air warfare. A second act of revenge, against France, orchestrated rapid victory through surprise and large-scale encirclement. These successes of mechanized Cannae, since known as Blitzkrieg, reconfirmed the army’s faith in Schlieffen’s operational legacy. Rapid success, however, concealed the glaring absence of coherent security warfare preparations. In 1914, the Etappen quickly expanded from its peacetime cadre into operational status. German reservists and civilian specialists began operating a fully functional rear-area system almost in step with the attacks at the front. The offensive failed, but the Etappen continued to operate, in some respects with over-efficiency. This situation was reversed in 1939–40. The dual impact of Versailles, which removed the reserves, compounded with Hitler’s rapid rearmament and mobilization program, had not provided the army with a viable alternative to the Etappen. The Nazi focus on the motorization of the armed forces had failed to complement similar attention to the railways and left the quartermaster functions unevenly dispersed among the operational and rear-area troops. The offensives in 1939–40 granted the armed forces the advantage of exploiting internal lines, surprise, and airpower.88 Rapid victory had also denied the countries attacked sufficient time to coordinate a national uprising, and so resistance was sporadic and localized. Thus, by the standards of past security warfare, German military power in 1939–40 was like that of 1870–71, fielding a dynamic offensive army but lacking both a contingency plan for security and a dedicated force of occupation troops.

In the past, the German response was to strengthen internal security and depend on the army. A similar pattern emerged on September 1, when Hitler announced to the Reichstag that “a November 1918 shall never occur again in German history.”89 It was an indication of new moves in security. On September 3, he granted Himmler authority over law and order and the right to employ “all means” as required.90 That same day, Heydrich issued a policy document titled “Basic Principles for Maintaining Internal Security during the War.” An addendum of September 20 brought Germany under martial law, targeting saboteurs, suspicious persons, communists, and defeatists, all to “be eliminated through ruthless action.” Seven days later, the Reich Main Security Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt, RSHA) was formed; this constituted the first phase in turning the SS into Germany’s national security corporation. 91 In September 1940, Rudolf Querner, the chief of Order Police in Hamburg, hosted an official visit from leading Spanish police officials. In his presentation, Querner highlighted the contribution of the police to the German war effort. He began by describing how the Order Police was organized and militarized under the guiding leadership of Daluege. Its tasks included the confiscation of civilian arms, oil field protection, population registration, and protection of the German administration in occupied countries.92

In fact, SS-Police tasks included duties common to both the German homeland and the occupation zones. They included countering espionage, sabotage, and corruption; the investigation of violations of orders, acts against state property, and carelessness or even treason; and the hunting down of deserters and escaped prisoners of war; as well as the escort of dignitaries, or advising industrial concerns on policing. The criminal police duties included the investigation of incidents of violence; prevention of black markets, illegal trading by soldiers; investigation of military suicides, fire arms misuse, and detection of illegal radios and transmitters. Specific security routines included guarding installations, securing local population registers, investigations of the population, supervising deportation and plunder transports, checking hotels, and validating identification papers. The police also took control of photography shops, registered carrier pigeon owners, supervised brothels and soldiers’ bars, safeguarded telecommunication cables, secured quarters for staff, managed traffic control, and maintained military order.93

Querner mentioned certain organizational developments introduced before the war. In August 1938, Hitler fused the functions of the SS and police.94 The year before, Himmler established the regional field command of the Higher SS and Police Leader (Höhere SS- und Polizeiführer, HSSPF). Its important functions were to centralize control and to extend SS central leadership expertise in the field. The HSSPF led coordinated and controlled SS-Police units. As Ruth Bettina Birn has noted, through the HSSPF, Himmler was able to maintain a tight grip on the implementation of policy.95 Another key development, mentioned Querner, was the impact of Daluege’s leadership. Daluege was driven toward militarizing the Order Police. He had also handed Bomhard, his chief of staff, the job of organizing the main office (Hauptamt Ordnungspolizei) as a headquarters. Bomhard had the expertise to carry out this task and ensure that the police continued to function as a state bureaucracy. Bomhard, a police-soldier, like many of the senior officers of the Order Police, retained his relationship with Epp. In 1919, Bomhard joined the Bavarian Landespolizei, and in 1934, he joined Daluege’s staff in Berlin. From 1936, Bomhard became the quintessential legislative bureaucrat the Order Police depended on to ensure the Ministry of Interior endorsed regulations.96

Querner referred to Poland but avoided any references to Lebensraum or Germanizationization. Upon the cessation of hostilities, Hitler passed control of the occupation to Nazi civil authorities. “The armed forces should welcome the opportunity of avoiding having to deal with administrative questions in Poland,” he explained to Keitel. “On principle there cannot be two administrations.”97 The Nazis immediately began a process of Germanization. To eliminate Polish nationality and culture, the SS began carrying out killing actions and introduced resettlement programs. The situation worsened through random acts of violence, carried out by soldiers and SS troops alike, excused by the authorities on the grounds of revenge.98 The rapid military defeat of Poland had not crushed the will to resist, which proliferated contempt for the Poles in all German circles. The SS received a request from state foresters (Reichsforstamt) to assist in the combating of “bandits” in the Polish forests.99 The “bandits” included German army deserters, escaped Polish POWs, and genuine outlaws who had troubled the Polish police long before the war.100 The forests proved to be a hurdle for the SS-Police as serious attacks increased. Himmler attempted to flush out the “bandits” by sending teams of gendarmerie, and Wheeler believed they proved highly capable in their work.101 From his regular visits to Krüger, Daluege recognized the gendarme’s free-ranging capability proved far superior to his Schutzpolizei battalions, cocooned in barracks and dependent on trucks for mobility. The gendarmerie, trained to function individually or in small groups, was able to counter the “bandits.” Although Daluege recognized the usefulness of the gendarmerie, he elected not to increase their numbers. For Himmler, Daluege, and Heydrich, Poland was an opportunity to experiment with occupation security in a hostile and volatile environment. The volatility came from within the Nazi administration; Hans Frank and Himmler were at loggerheads over raising self-defense militia. Himmler took this as a direct challenge to his authority.102

Himmler set SS-Obergruppenführer Friedrich-Wilhelm Krüger, HSSPF in the General Government, against Frank. Krüger was a tough veteran of the First World War and the Freikorps but a trusted lieutenant. He was wholeheartedly committed to implementing Lebensraum. The SS-Police under Krüger, assisted by his neighboring HSSPFs, planned an extensive settlement program. One neighboring colleague was Bach-Zelewski, HSSPF Southeast (Breslau). The defeat of Poland involved the annexation of Polish territory, and so his command territory extended into southwest Poland.103 Krüger and Bach-Zelewski were part of a team of seven SS officers who planned the transfer of Jews into ghettos, the permanent removal of “antisocials,” and the preparation of evacuated areas for an influx of ethnic Germans from Russia in an operation called the Saybuscher Aktion. The British intercepted a message on September 25, 1940, reporting one of these transports: The Migration Centre in Litzmannstadt reports to Berlin that a transport train (called “Cholm Action Train”) had departed for Lublin with 512 Poles and twenty-six children under the age of two.104 This program contributed to the training of SS-Police personnel in large-scale population transfers.

For a short period from October 1939, Bach-Zelewski was the deputy commissioner for the strengthening of Germandom (Reichskommissar für die Festigung des Deutschen Volkstums, RKFDV).105 In April 1939, he undertook a university lectureship (Lehrauftrag) in religious science for the department of theology under Professor Wendel, a specialist of the Old Testament.106 Since 1934, Bach-Zelewski had made numerous complaints to Himmler about the Jews of Poland. He described Danzig as “full of Jews” (verjudet) in 1935 and complained to Wolff in 1940 about Frank’s intervention over preventing the imprisonment of the Jews of Silesia. Bach-Zelewski believed they should have been in concentration camps, wearing armbands with the Star of David and breaking stone in the quarries.107 In December 1939, Adolf Eichmann informed him that cooperation between his office and the RSHA was virtually perfect. In January 1940, Bach-Zelewski sent his representatives to a conference with Heydrich on the evacuation process. Promoting himself while treating human beings like cattle became his trademark. From mid-1940, he was busily engaged in forcibly deporting Poles from Zywiec in Poland while personally welcoming eighteen trainloads (17,500) of ethnic Germans from the Posen resettlement center.108 He visited Auschwitz with Rudolf Höss in 1940 and instructed the appropriate rules for shooting prisoners in reprisal for escapes. The rapid defeat of France and Germany’s domination of continental Europe led Bach-Zelewski to make another change of name. In November 1940, the Breslau Justice Ministry department confirmed the official removal of the “Zelewski” part of his name.109 For the rest of the war, he lived as Erich von dem Bach. This did not prevent him from passing evidence to Himmler over his ancestral connection to Johannes von dem Bach-Zelewski, the last knight commander of the Teutonic Order of Knights in Marienburg.110

The experience gained in Poland by the SS forced another confrontation between Epp and Himmler. It was triggered by Heydrich, who extracted from Epp the plan for the administration of the colonial office. This proposed five departments, one dedicated to policing. Epp expected each colony to be self-sufficient in the administration of law and order; with a colonial commissioner, aided by an SS representative. Acting on this information, Himmler concluded it was another plot, like Frank’s, to challenge his authority in control of the police. He tackled the question of colonial police guidelines through Daluege. In July 1940, Daluege sent instructions to Bomhard indicating that the differences between Epp and the SS had widened. Daluege explained that Himmler was prepared to acknowledge Epp’s seniority for the colonies but not for colonial policing. He insisted that policing for the colonial office must conform to that for the General Government, with an HSSPF under his direct control. Defeating Epp in SS plans was one thing, explaining them to him was obviously a daunting prospect. Timidity in the face of the party godfather led Himmler to order Karl Wolff, Epp’s former political adjutant, to explain to Epp policing for colonial office, while Daluege, equally timid, delegated Bomhard to explain the Order Police role in the scheme.111 Thus, the final triumph of Lebensraum in police policy matters became complicated again following the German victory in the west.

Querner referred to operations but chose to ignore the less savory aspects of SS behavior. The SS-Police performance in the western campaign ranged between capability and atrocity. The performance of the newly raised Waffen-SS Polizei-Division, under SS-Gruppenführer und Generalleutnant der Polizei Pfeffer-Wildenbruch, embellished his reputation as the “top-soldier” of the Order Police. Other Waffen-SS formations played a minor part in the campaign, and two committed separate acts of slaughter against British prisoners of war (Le Paradis and Wormhoudt). The Order Police played a significant part in organizing the traffic system behind the armored thrusts of the army. Their mission involved locating favorable routes to maintain a steady flow of supplies and reinforcements; the NSKK assisted in handling the motor transportation pools. The police raised a rapid reaction force with a fire-defense-police (Feuerschutzpolizei) regiment, six traffic platoons, two traffic sections, and five radio detection detachments for technical emergencies such as city fires and for maintaining public utilities during the occupation. The radio detection teams worked to intercept propaganda and allied signals traffic.112 However, most significant after the campaign, Germany found itself in control of French, Dutch, and Belgium colonies.

Himmler was forced to recognize the need for a colonial police department, not just for German and captured colonies, but within the breadth of SS-Police functions. Daluege initiated the regulation for a colonial service in June 1940. Bomhard drafted the regulations and, in July, issued the first instructions for police serving in the colonial department.113 On October 31, Daluege released further instructions for all senior SS-Police officers announcing the opening of a colonial police department.114 These instructions covered the basic details of service, including assignment periods, regulations, and codes of practice.115 In December, announcements were made for courses for district inspectors (Revierbezirksoffiziere) with the upper age limit of forty-eight. The Rhineland police presidents of Düsseldorf and Bochum were the first to send lists of potential candidates to Krakow, a collection center for the colonial service. The British assessed the required medical fitness for service in the tropics as measured by productive potential.116

Hitler initiated the second phase in the development of the SS as a national security corporation and confirming their responsibility for Lebensraum policing. In August 1940, he assigned them the role of “state protection corps” (Staatsschutzkorps). The “Statement on the Future Armed State Police” was intended to clarify the status of the Wehrmacht and the Waffen-SS. The statement formed the ideological direction for the Staatsschutzkorps. Hitler began by soothing the army: “Never again must the German Wehrmacht, now based on universal military service, be required to use its weapons against its own fellow-countrymen in times of internal crisis…. In future the Wehrmacht is solely and only to be used against the Reich’s external enemies.” The power of the Waffen-SS, he added, would not grow beyond 5 to 10 percent of the Wehrmacht. Hitler explained its mission in the context of Lebensraum. “In its final form the Greater German Reich will include within its frontiers peoples who will not necessarily in all cases be well disposed towards the Reich.” Beyond the “borders of the old Reich,” he concluded, “it will be necessary to create a state protection corps capable, whatever the situation, of representing and enforcing the authority of the Reich in the interior of the country concerned.” This Staatsschutzkorps was expected to carry out its duties with “men of the best German blood,” able to “resist subversive influences in times of crisis,” and with the “authority to carry out their duties as state police.”117 Scholars have argued without definite conclusion the impact of the Staatsschutzkorps announcement. They have generally focused on what this decision led to, emphasizing either the politicalracial solution to commit extermination, or the formation of a radical political soldiery operating beyond the boundaries of traditional military and police forces.118 Hitler’s Staatsschutzkorps decision was in fact the conclusion of the long struggle between the supporters of colonialism and his followers of Lebensraum. The status of the SS-Police within Nazi ambitions was finalized.

In the accelerating momentum of preparations for the invasion of Russia, the SS-Police expanded its corporate size and functions. The Waffen-SS increased the size of its militarized formations.119 The Order Police took the significant step of raising a colonial police department. In January 1941, Daluege presented his annual senior commander’s report to his IdOs.120 He announced the promotion of Pfeffer-Wildenbruch as inspector of the colonial police. Pfeffer-Wildenbruch’s tasks included the improvement of infantry training within the colonial police service and the extension of the foreign languages program.121 Daluege visited the Berlin Colonial School and was pleasantly surprised to find six hundred colonial officers and fifteen hundred officials (Polizeibeamten) undergoing training.122 He maintained that this training was turning them into the best-qualified troops so they would not be an embarrassment as compared to troops from other colonial powers.123 On March 6, the colonial police department joined the central office of the Order Police (Kolonialpolizeiamt im Hauptamt Ordnungspolizei), regulated through the Ministry of the Interior. Ministerial staffs conducted the department’s public administration while senior police staff administered its operations.124 These developments progressed in line with Ludendorff’s maxims of preparing for total war, they complemented Hitler’s Lebensraum ambitions, and Himmler began to administer the Staatsschutzkorps within the national security ethos. As Leonie Wheeler correctly concluded, the SS and Police had become more “sophisticated than that of its prewar counterpart.”125

Himmler’s Praetorian

Operation “Babarossa,” the codename for the attack on Soviet Russia on June 22, 1941, was the catalyst for all subsequent SS-Police operations during the war. The campaign for Lebensraum was two-sided: the racial-ideological war against Jewish-Bolshevism hand in hand with the military conquest of Soviet Russian territory.126 To fully participate in the invasion, the SS introduced command components that became its standard operating procedure: policymaking and implementation; centralized command, communication, and control; and micromanagement of limited human resources. Hitler’s instructions for the attack on Russia were handed to Generalmajor Walter Warlimont of the Armed Forces High Command (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, OKW) for drafting them as military regulation, later known as the “Barbarossa directives.” The SS-Police and Wehrmacht singled out Jews, Soviet officials, and Red Army political commissars for execution under the auspices of the “Commissar Order” and other directives.127 These “criminal orders” were a license to kill, although not the great departure from German military traditions often professed by veterans and scholars.128 The directives, including the often-quoted Heydrich–Wagner settlement, included an agreement between Warlimont and Himmler made in March 1941. This agreement confirmed the frontiers of field security for both the army and SS. Behind the front lines, in the rear areas, senior SS officers and army intelligence officers were expected to share intelligence and orders for the roundup and killing of political opponents. This was a preemptive security strike intended to eradicate all racial and ideological resistance before political opponents could rally a counter-reaction. In theory, based on experience in Poland, this would bring about unhindered Lebensraum.129

The SS applied its peculiar structures of command, communication, and control methods to the invasion. Leadership was highly visible in SS-Police culture. Predictably, Himmler draped himself in the mantle of strategos and carried on like a civil-military leader of antiquity. In the early part of the campaign, he visited armies, the SS-Police, and civilian administrators and was one of the few Nazi leaders to have a grasp on the overall campaign. He formed several command facilities. The first was a motor cavalcade codenamed “Wagenkolonne-RFSS”; the other, his special train Heinrich, was equipped as a communications center and was stabled close by Hitler’s headquarters at Rastenburg. Himmler dispatched a team of liaison officers into the field, personal representatives who freely entered SS-Police field command posts to monitor, measure, and report performances.130 Daluege lifted the marshal’s baton in the vain hope of becoming Feldherr, but this ambition outweighed his physical endurance. He also raised a command convoy codenamed “Wagenkolonne Daluege” and tramped around the rear areas inspecting “his” troops and overseeing killing actions.131 The convoy was slow and costly in fuel but carried a technically advanced radio-wireless capability.132 The field command system was based on Himmler’s trusted HSSPF structure. The leading personalities and their eventual commands were SS-Obergruppenführer Hans Prützmann (HSSPF Russia-South) in Kiev, SS-Obergruppenführer Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski (HSSPF Russia-Centre) in Minsk, and SS-Obergruppenführer Friedrich Jeckeln as (HSSPF Russia-South) in Riga.

Owing to prejudices dating from the First World War, Hitler forced the army to replace the Etappen concept, which introduced complex structural formulae for rear-area armies instead. There was an integration of static rear-area units alongside the mobile and semimobile formations, purposely designed to meet the expectations in Russia. The leading personality among the security formations was the commander of the Rear Area Army of Army Group Centre, General of Infantry Max von Schenckendorff. He came to dominate the initial phases of Germany’s response to the Soviet partisan movement. Bach-Zelewski’s HSSPF initially came under the command of Schenckendorff. There is evidence to suggest that Bach-Zelewski had served under Schenckendorff at the end of the First World War.133 This was not the only coincidence. The Army Group commander was Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, the former chief of staff of Wehrkreis III. Bock was responsible for crushing the Buchrucker putsch, while the 29th Infantry Regiment came under his Wehrkreis responsibility. This ménage à trois indicates deliberate selection; these forces were meant to work together in an area designated for mass extermination and exploitation.

In preparation for the invasion, in May 1941, Himmler established the Command Staff of the Reichsführer-SS (Kommandostab Reichsführer-SS, KSRFSS).134 He realized that the scale of tasks and diversity of his troops required a central command. Diagram I (p. 307) shows a chart illustrating the different branches of this organization. Yehoshua Büchler was one of the first scholars to recognize the lynchpin role of the KSRFSS and its influence in the killing operations in 1941.135 However, the functions of the KSRFSS were more complex than simply recording killing. The KSRFSS served as the model command for the Staatsschutzkorps concept. The primary task of the KSRFSS was to facilitate and support rapid decision making. Its routines involved monitoring the progress of all SS operations. This gave the SS a distinct advantage over the army in communications where conditions in Russia forced long lead times on decision making. Its war diary records a steady routine of collected information on security operations, killing actions, and the regular visits by dignitaries.136 Another of its tasks was regulation through preventing the dilettantes within the SS from derailing corporate progress. To this end, the senior staffs of KSRFSS were proven staff officers. The chief of staff, Kurt Knoblauch, was a deputy to Theodor Eicke, commander of the SS-Totenkopfverbände, and was noted for his obtuse behavior.137 Ernst Rode, the senior Order Police officer in the KSRFSS, served as chief of operations (designated Ia) and was experienced in coping with Daluege’s prickly character. The significance of the KSRFSS, therefore, was not conducting killing actions, but keeping the SS-Police establishment functioning, mindful of Clausewitz’s warnings of reducing friction in operations.

The overall complement of the KSRFSS was approximately eighteen thousand troops. The principle combat formations within its remit were two SS-Infantry brigades and one SS-Cavalry brigade. It also carried support units such as the Waffen-SS geological detachment. Later in the campaign, significant numbers of foreign volunteers from various western European countries joined these troops. The Waffen-SS component, largely reservists and only basic-trained recruits, was the backbone of the fighting formations. The three brigades were coordinated within a pooling arrangement to provide the maximum support for the three HSSPF. In effect, although under the direct control of KSRFSS, they were “loaned out” to reinforce HSSPF forces during specific actions. Each HSSPF commanded a dedicated police regiment of three battalions per regiment with mobility provided by motor vehicle sections from the NSKK. Detachments of Technische Nothilfe assigned to each regiment provided the HSSPF public works expertise. Thus, from the onset of the campaign, there was a large civilian component attached to SS-Police operations. 138

Once the invasion was in progress, plans and policies rapidly became redundant as the conditions fluctuated. Within weeks of the campaign, Hitler provided another example of his First World War consciousness. During a heated moment caused by Stalin’s declaration of a general guerrilla uprising, Hitler invoked memories of the franc-tireur complex of 1914. “This partisan war,” he declared, “has some advantage for us; it enables us to eradicate everyone who opposes us.” Ignoring the fact that he had unleashed a surprise attack of Russia, Hitler suggested they cloak their territorial ambitions and appear as the guardians of the Russian people. “We shall emphasise again,” he added, “that we were forced to occupy, administer, and secure a certain area; it was in the interest of the inhabitants.” Hitler wanted to disguise his real intentions: “Nobody shall be able to recognise that it initiates a final settlement. This need not prevent our taking all necessary measure— shooting, resettling, etc.—and we shall take them.” In an absurd remark, totally out of proportion with the program of mass killing and slaughter already in progress, Hitler said, “We do not want to make people into enemies prematurely and unnecessarily.”139 Typically for Nazi polycracy, Hitler ranted while the army struggled to find a suitable answer to the Soviet partisans. It wrestled over directives and guidelines, even tampering with the soldiers’ conduct. Characteristically, the army concentrated its efforts on controlling ground and targeting strong-arm blows against all incursions. On October 25, the Wehrmacht released its last major regulatory guidelines for combating partisans in the east. They proved ineffectual and took until November for Otto Winkelmann to relay them as binding on police troops.140

The decision to absorb Slav collaborators into the police was part of the calculated plan to raise a colonial police department within the SS-Police. The hurdle to raising Slav collaborationist manpower might appear to have been Hitler himself following one of his racist outbursts during the July 16 meeting:

We must never permit anybody but the Germans to carry arms! [translator’s italics] This is especially important; even when it seems easier at first to enlist the armed support of foreign subjugated nations, it is wrong to do so. In the end this will prove to be to our disadvantage unconditionally and unavoidably. Only the German may carry arms, not the Slav, not the Czech, not the Cossack nor the Ukrainian!141

However, within days Himmler and his cohorts had moved in an opposite direction. There is evidence indicating that the army was at least thinking about the colonial situation in the late 1930s:

The Schutztruppe had 260 Germans and 2,470 coloureds. In support there was a Polizeitruppe of 55 Whites and 2,140 coloureds. The proportion of coloureds and military protection troops [Schutztruppen] is in strong relation to the proportion to the population. The proportions in [Southwest Africa] were different where there were no coloured in the Schutztruppe whereas in the Polizeitruppe the coloureds represented 40% of all operatives.142

Himmler moved first and announced, on July 25, 1941, the formations of Russian collaboration police forces, the Schutzmannschaft (Schuma).143 These Schuma formations were organized under the inspector of Colonial Police. On November 4, 1941, the Schuma formations received official regulation through the Reich Ministry of Interior and were granted legal status as a regular branch within the police.144 This decision came after the Nazis had implemented a policy of killing millions of Soviet prisoners of war and citizens. Martin Dean found that the first duty of the Schuma was to man small outposts (Einzeldienst) erected by the gendarmerie, connecting towns and districts to a network of security.145 British intelligence made an early assessment of the Schuma:

[Police] units formed of local inhabitants are being enlisted in the central sector. But a good many difficulties are arising in the process: officers to take charge of the units cannot be released; and while questions of provisioning and pay are settled, that of their uniform and footwear is not. Russian uniform is ruled out as impossible, besides being difficult to procure. The units have been waiting “for weeks.”146

By December 1941, Georg Jedicke (BdO Ostland) could write to the Hauptamt Ordnungspolizei with precise muster numbers for Schuma battalions. He suggested 140 men per company, with three companies per battalion, and a battalion staff of forty. The desired strength for each battalion was expected to total seven hundred, and only under special circumstances or for local reasons were the numbers to drop below seven hundred.147

The language and terminology of the campaign was old and included many terms used against the Herero and in previous actions. No SS leader appears to have thought about the subject of secure communiqués prior to the campaign. The explicit nature of the language sprinkled throughout police signals included combating partisans (Partisanenbekämpfung), cleansing (Säuberung), and destruction (Vernichtung) consistent with operational terminology adopted from earlier conflicts.148 Victor Klemperer noted that, since his days in the Ober Ost, new words, such as “liquidated” (liquidiert), “executed” (exekutiert), and “shot” (erschossen), had been added to the Nazi lexicon to reflect the semi-automation of actions.149 This can be seen from messages in August 1941 that referred to combating “bandits” (Banden), the killing of 3,274 partisans (Partisanen) and Jews and 260 irregulars (Freischärler). The executions were attributed to the Police Battalion 309. In a message from August 24, references were made to the presence of “bandits,” irregulars, and parachutists, which resulted in the shooting of 70 Jews, 294 Jews, 61 Jews and 113 Jews, and 65 Bolshevik-Jews, respectively. These killings concluded a series of tasks, designated a cleansing action (Säuberungsaktion), commonly used in Namibia.150

Eventually it dawned on Daluege that someone other than the SS might be listening, and he warned against the use of overly explicit reporting:

The danger of decipherment by the enemy of wireless messages is great. For this reason, only such matters can be transmitted by wireless as can be considered open …, confidential or secret; but not information, which is containing State Secrets, calls for especially secret treatment. Into this category fall exact figures of executions (these are to be sent by courier post).151

The British tracked the change in transmissions language. “The effect of this was that situation reports from September 14 onward contained the enigmatic phrase ‘action according to the usage of war’ under the heading which had formerly contained the figures of executions.”152 By December, others were discussing the effects of the killings on the progress of the war. General Thomas, chief of the Economics and Armaments Office within OKW, received a report from his representative in the Ukraine. The report explained that the killing of the Jews took place publicly. Men of the Ukrainian militia and German army volunteers participated in the mass killing of more than one hundred and fifty thousand men, women, and children. The report summarized the effect of the killings. There had been a partial extermination of “superfluous eaters,” liquidation of those most hateful toward the Germans, removal of badly needed tradespeople, negative effects on foreign policy, and undermining of troop morale. The report also noted a “brutalising effect on the formations which carry out the executions—regular police—[Order Police].”153 Thus, camouflaging the evidence after its release and undermining the morale of the troops were only two of the strategic lapses in planning.154

The greatest strategic errors made by the SS-Police planners had been to place too much faith on the Wehrmacht and to assume it would be a short, successful campaign. There was little provision if the Soviet Union continued to fight. There were no instructions of how to respond to a complete breakdown in the infrastructure resulting from Red Army scorched-earth methods. The planners overlooked the problem of the weather and failed to prepare a contingency plan that addressed simple human requirements. As early as August 1941, the Police Regiment Centre received orders to take up positions east of Slutsk in Belorussia, and remain there for seven days. Being out of action exposed the regiment’s weakness of the relatively simple task of collecting their fuel ration. Because of rules and regulations, the SS ration system procured and collected on an individual unit basis, rather than by convoy, from supply dumps. Release of the regiment’s fuel reserves could only be granted in times of combat. Further, the poor condition of the roads forced light loading procedures for vehicles and increased the number of trips to collect reserves and supplies, causing serious wear and tear. This Catch-22 situation caused unit deterioration. These problems were aggravated as regimental staff vehicles suffered breakdowns and were unable to receive maintenance or replacement.155

With the onset of severe weather, conditions deteriorated further. “We’re slowly sinking in mud,” Hermann Fegelein, the commander of the SS-Cavalry Brigade, cabled a friend in Berlin on September 4. “Be a good fellow and release two tractor-cars for the Brigade. You’ll really be doing us a good turn.” The British collected evidence of a virtual collapse of all SS-Police transportation. “The badness of the roads is the Leitmotiv of these decodes.” The road conditions led to a shortage of drivers exhausted from battling against the severe conditions.156 The strains on the system grounded courier flights, while trains departing east from Warsaw were limited to sixty per day. Men on leave, about to go on leave, or waiting for mail from home were stuck, and this further undermined morale.157 The calls for warm clothing became frantic as the troops began to freeze.158 The complications associated with disease took their toll. Medical officers requisitioned inoculations for Typhus and para-typhus, and in particular they requested cholera serum.159 In July, all SS depots were ordered to carry stocks of mineral water. The SS had not addressed the question of drinking water and had failed to deploy distillation facilities. Himmler’s adjutant urgently requested a courier flight to bring as much bottled water as possible to the KSRFSS. At the same time, the SS authorities in Riga requisitioned thirty thousand bottles of mineral water for the Polizei Division. In September, the Waffen-SS geological detachment was ordered to locate fresh-water sources. Fresh water had become so critical that trainloads of water traveled under convoy and special guard.160

During “Barbarossa,” Bach-Zelewski behaved like the champion of all the Nazi rhetoric and dogma that punctuated the SS cult. He was a driven man motivated to exterminate Jews and Communists in the name of Lebensraum.

Jeckeln and Prützmann were able to construct significant SS empires in their respective zones, but Bach-Zelewski’s command was ruptured by the intensity of fighting on the central front. To comprehend the extent of Bach-Zelewski’s performance in “Barbarossa” involves recognizing that he was not only an SS officer under orders but also someone desperate to restore his family honor after Zelewski’s African debacle. The significant period of Bach-Zelewski’s criminal actions was between July and October 1941. In that time, he traveled extensively, and his diary’s itinerary matches the progress of mass slaughter. In July, he was in Bialystok, Warsaw, Grodno, and the Pripyat marshes, each scenes of terrible slaughter.161 In August, his travels included Baranovichi, Minsk, Breslau, Turov, Starye Dorogi, Pinsk, Biaełowie[image: Images]a, Mogilev, and Starobin, an area of fifteen hundred thousand miles and all significant scenes of mass killing. In September, he traveled another thousand miles but, in October, confined himself to Vitebsk and Mogilev. His first communiqués on arrival at killing sites incorporated population demographics. “Baranowicze: roughly thirty-five thousand people; of these roughly seventeen thousand Jews, nine thousand Russians and nine thousand Poles.”162 In one signal, he placed a claim on his killing score: “Thus the figure in my area now exceeds the thirty thousand mark.” British intelligence judged,

The tone of this message suggests that the word has gone out that a definite decrease in the total population of Russia would be welcome in high quarters and that the leaders of the three sectors stand somewhat in competition with each other as to their “scores.”163

If a competition existed between the HSSPFs, then Bach-Zelewski was determined to win. On August 18, he requested the use of the mobile gassing units.164 That same month, he met with Daluege to discuss further actions. On September 1, together they observed the killing of nine hundred Jews from Minsk.

On July 20, Himmler issued a bizarre set of orders. He ordered the SS-Cavalry Brigade to drive Jews into the Pripyat marshes and swampland to drown.165 This derivation of Trotha’s plan of mass extermination replaced the desert with the watery wastes and included the ultimate madness of calling on Zelewski’s nephew to atone for the past debacle with a successful killing spree. Bach-Zelewski’s diary only recorded that he led the 1st and 2nd SS-Cavalry Regiments into combing through (Durchkämmung) the Pripyat marshes.166 However, a captured report from 2nd SS-Cavalry Regiment stated, “We drove women and children into the marshes, but this did not yield the desired result, as the marshes were not deep enough to drown them. In most places the water was not more than three feet deep.”167 On August 1, the 2nd SS-Cavalry Regiment received a message from Himmler instructing them to reinstate the practice of shooting Jewish women.168 We can only speculate what inspired Himmler and Bach-Zelewski to contemplate such a plan. In October, he entered Mogilev to kill another 2,208 Jews.

In September 1941, Schenckendorff approved a list of medals for SS and police troops under his command. Since the opening of the campaign, Bach-Zelewski had been forming a clique (Klüngel) of men who would remain close to him throughout the war. Included on the list were Pail, Lombard, Montua, Fegelein, Diekmann, Magill, and Charpentier (the son of a former regimental commander).169 In October, Bach-Zelewski’s health began to deteriorate, and this was directly attributable to the lack of fresh water. It was probably during the swamp operations that he contracted his intestinal problems. The British noticed that his pleas for fresh water became desperate. “Demand for space on the plane is very heavy, and even so high an official [as Bach-Zelewski] is unable to get bottles of his favorite vintage sent to him by this means.”170 To compensate for his failing health, he turned to addictive drugs to reduce his sensitivity to pain and need for fresh water.

Bach-Zelewski claimed an unusual relationship with the army. He came under the command of the Rear Area Army Centre and partly under Himmler. Schenckendorff was well aware of Bach-Zelewski’s political tasks of population control and mass executions. When the security situation deteriorated, Bach-Zelewski tended to side with Schenckendorff in moving police troops forward to support the army. The peak of their cooperation culminated in an antipartisan field course (Bekämpfung von Partisanen) in September 1941 (further discussed in chapter 5).171 Bach-Zelewski’s participation in the conventional warfare of the campaign alongside the army proved his ability in tactical operations. A Russian cavalry division broke into the rear area of Army Group Centre but was halted and destroyed by Bach-Zelewski.172 He was a practitioner of encirclement as one signal confirmed:

1st Regiment has formed a ring (“Kessel”) north and north-east of Lake Sporowskie to tackle troops reported there. Up to August 3, 1941 the SS cavalry Brigade has “liquidated 3,274 partisans and Jewish Bolsheviks.” Their own losses nil.173

In the process of a cleaning up exercise, another signal reported that

Police Battalion 306 shot 260 guerrilla fighters. Russian cavalry north of the railway is ringed in and faces destruction; south of the railway they appear to have crossed the [River] Petsch after continual sniping matches with the army and SS.174

On August 3, 1941, Bock passed on his personal congratulations for the defeat of the breakthrough. Bach-Zelewski immediately wired Himmler and Daluege boasting of this recognition of his military prowess.175 On August 8, Bach-Zelewski made his way to Borisov with the SS-Cavalry Brigade and joined the army’s 162nd Infantry Division to combat further Red Army intrusions. The 252nd Infantry Division and Police Regiment Centre combined their efforts to destroy a breakthrough of the 12th Russian Infantry Division.176 Two weeks later, Bach-Zelewski received a letter of thanks from the commander of the 252nd Infantry Division, praising the cooperation between the “SS-Polizeiverbände” and the army.177

In mid-November 1941, at the height of the Germany’s las-gasp drive on Moscow, the Russians began desperate counter-attacks and incursions. This was the clinching moment of the first year. Hitler ordered more encirclements of the Red Army, but the German armored thrusts gradually wore down, hindered by poor weather, lack of reserves, and the deteriorating maintenance system. On December 3, the British intercepted the first message saying that the lead formations were considering forming a defensive line. The British intercepted another signal on December 7, confirming that the police had advised retreat. The many different parts of the German armed forces on the central front seemed incapable of making joined up decisions. The SS-Police continued to conduct antipartisan operations, while their battalions gradually plugged the front lines. By mid-December 1941, ad hoc units littered the Russian landscape like little islands, forming the German front lines.

Red Army counter-attacks continued through December; one had the objective of encircling the German armored forces around Smolensk. The chaos on December 27 was such that Bach-Zelewski thought it had parallels to the failure of the Ludendorff offensives in 1918.178 Bock, in his last days as army group commander, requested police battalions to plug gaps in the line. Police Battalion 307, under the temporary command of Hauptmann Binz, and Police Battalion 131, under Major Orth, deployed to contrasting fortunes. The Soviets landed six thousand paratroops and air-landing forces on the airfield southeast of Viazma. Police Battalion 307 assisted in fending off this attack and made a significant contribution in saving the situation. Bach-Zelewski recommended that the commander receive the Knight’s Cross (Ritterkreuz) and added to the report that Binz had ridden on a tank shouting, “Look here you swine, you can’t shoot German police.”179 The contrast with Police Battalion 131 was dramatic. The British decoded a signal stating that the battalion had collapsed in the face of strong Red Army offensives during the battle of Kaluga. A situation report to Himmler stated, “The battalion failed completely, officers and men alike; would not attack and gradually crumbled to pieces.” A subsequent report that the battalion had failed explained that the commander (Major Orth) and the battalion doctor (Dr. Rotlauf) had suffered “heart failure” (Herzkollaps) and fled in the medical vehicle homeward. They had taken all the battalion’s medical supplies with them.180

The pressure caused by the collapse placed strains on the relationship between Bach-Zelewski and Daluege. On December 16, Bach-Zelewski sent a message to Daluege to the effect that he had lost all available battalions to Bock and urgently requested the availability of Police Battalion Minsk to continue operations in the army rear areas. On January 6, 1942, Bach-Zelewski sent a message to Himmler announcing, “My power for taking decisive action nullified,” and charged Daluege with failing to appreciate the conditions at the front. He accused Daluege of allowing Police Regiment Centre to be sent to the front and complained that his “judgement about weapons, equipment, winter-clothing is inaccurate, since that of the Army is much worse. We are called into action in gaps where there simply is no army.” Bach-Zelewski began to heap scorn on Daluege: “He sends a long and ridiculous message…. The fundamental and spontaneous use of the police battalions is only possible under the listed agreements, or you consciously lose the best military and personnel characteristics of the police like combating partisans’ expertise.”181 He ranted on: “So the front can collapse, the ‘Hunnish Horde’ can flood the homeland so long as the police are kept safe for Germany’s sake.” In Bach-Zelewski’s opinion, such “nonsense” was worthless after experiencing the chaos of the frontline situation.182 Conversely, Daluege’s fears contained an ounce of logic; he was well aware of the police troops’ limitations in training and wished to preserve them for the longer war. Daluege realized that if the army could not cope with the situation, then it was beyond the police to improve Germany’s fortunes.

The failure of the German army at the gates of Moscow shattered Nazi hopes of quick Lebensraum. Bach-Zelewski’s diary confirmed that his grasp of impending disaster came from a situation meeting with the new commander-in-chief of Army Group Centre, Field Marshal von Kluge. The field marshal confessed that the army was close to total collapse, generals and colonels had fled or taken leave, and junior staff officers took command of shattered divisions.183 The front barely held, but the attrition on German forces caused a permanent loss of the best troops. The calamity continued unabated. On January 10, 1942, Bach-Zelewski received confirmation from Himmler that he was responsible for plugging the gaps and saving the situation, and five days later, he faced the burden of evacuating two hundred wounded police troopers and soldiers. The army group failed to respond to his pleas for help, so he adapted Himmler’s Junkers Ju52 airplane to ferry the men to an emergency field hospital in Minsk.184

The final tally of losses in senior German personnel was high. Bock stepped down on grounds of ill health. In 1924, Maj. Hermann Geyer had questioned the relevance of Cannae dogma for the future German army. In January 1942, he was an unemployed general, his campaign report accusing Cannae of failing the army. His words were lost on an army desperately trying to hold together the Eastern Front.185 Among Bach-Zelewski’s clique, there also were casualties. The commander of SS-Infantry Brigade, SS-Brigadeführer Hermann, was killed in action during heavy fighting in Orel area in December. Oberst Montua, the commander of Police Regiment Centre, was ordered to Germany to become an SS officer and instructor. Even his fighting favorite, Binz, was wounded in combat. After rescuing the troops from capture or death, Bach-Zelewski was relieved and ordered to attend the SS hospital in Berlin. His campaign was temporarily over, but Emil von Zelewski’s nephew had restored the family honor and carved a reputation for dogged determination in combat. His leadership in killing operations and administering population control elevated him as Himmler’s praetorian. In January 1942, a confirmed drug addict, he faced a difficult future. In terms of security policy, Hitler was mired in ambiguity. In July 1941, Stalin’s declaration of a partisan uprising offered an excuse for mass extermination. This had increased the level of killing but had not pacified Russia. The longer the Soviet Union resisted the Germans, the greater the delay in imposing Lebensraum. In addition to the problems of overefficiency and effectiveness of the economy, calls for rationalization and radical organization echoed through the regime. In terms of Lebensraum, Hitler had reached a crossroads. He could no longer tolerate the existence of Jews, even in ghettos, and abhorred the presumed heroism of the Soviet partisan. In 1942, German security policy was redrafted to meet his ambitions.
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