
Copyright 

by 

Jeffrey C. Rutherford 

2007 

 

 



 
The Dissertation Committee for Jeffrey Cameron Rutherford 

certifies that this is the approved version of the following dissertation: 
 
 
 

Soldiers into Nazis? 
 

The German Infantry’s War in Northwest Russia, 1941-1944 

 

 

 

 

 
Committee: 

   
 

        ________________________ 
        David F. Crew 

 

         

        ________________________ 

        Charters Wynn 

 

 

        ________________________ 

        Wm. Roger Louis 

 

 

        ________________________ 

        Tracie Matysik 

 

 

        ________________________ 

        John Hoberman 

 



Soldiers into Nazis? 
 

The German Infantry’s War in Northwest Russia, 1941-1944 
 
 

by 
 

Jeffrey Cameron Rutherford, B.A., M.A. 
 
 
 

Dissertation 
 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 
 

the University of Texas at Austin 
 

in Partial Fulfillment 
 

of the Requirements 
 

for the Degree of  
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 

The University of Texas at Austin 
 

May 2007 



To My Parents 

 

 



 v 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

This dissertation would not have been possible without the funding granted by the 

German American Exchange Service (DAAD).  Several Foreign Language and Area 

Study (FLAS) grants gave me the opportunity to learn Russian at the University of Texas.   

      

The author also wishes to thank the archivists and staffs at the Federal Military Archive, 

Freiburg im Breisgau; the Federal Archive, Berlin-Lichterfeld; the Berlin Museum for 

Communication; the Deutsche Dienstelle, Berlin; the Library for Contemporary History, 

Stuttgart; the National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland; 

and the United States Holocaust Museum and Memorial Archive, Washington D.C.  

 

During my year in Germany conducting archival research, several other students of the 

German military provided both intellectual stimulation and simple camaraderie: Marcus 

Faulkner, Stephanie Cousineau and Felix Römer.  Two others who deserve special 

mention are David Stahel and Adrian Wettstein.  Dave shared his encyclopedic 

knowledge of the first summer of war with me during our many conversations and 

allowed me to use his own personal library.  Adrian has been one of my closest 

collaborators on this project; he read the entire dissertation and provided extensive 

commentary. His criticisms have greatly improved the final version. I am indebted to 

him. 



 vi 

 

At the University of Texas, Karl Brown also read the entire dissertation and provided 

trenchant criticism that has strengthened the end product.  The most important person in 

helping me frame my argument and present a readable dissertation is my advisor, David 

Crew.  His advice, encouragement and friendship were indispensable to completing the 

project.  He is everything a dissertation advisor should be. 

 

A special debt of gratitude is owed to my wife Bridget. She has provided endless amounts 

of support – frequently without even realizing it – and helped me realize that there is 

more to life than the Second World War.  She has been assisted in this by my son Ryan 

and my daughter Rachel.  While they inevitably slowed down the completion of the 

dissertation, they also made the delays entirely enjoyable. Finally my parents, Charles 

and Andrea, have provided continual encouragement as I have worked towards this goal.  

They never questioned or criticized my plans; without them, this project would have 

never been completed. I dedicate this to them in appreciation.                



 vii 

Soldiers into Nazis? 
 

The German Infantry’s War in Northwest Russia, 1941-1944 
 
 

Publication No. ________ 
 
 

Jeffrey Cameron Rutherford, Ph.D. 
     The University of Texas at Austin, 2007 

 
 

     Supervisor: David F. Crew 
 

This work seeks both to modify and challenge the prevailing view of an 

ideologically-driven Army intent on realizing Hitler’s racist goals in the Soviet Union.  

One way of measuring the ideological commitment of the Army’s soldiers is through an 

examination of the divisional level.  Each of the three divisions under examination was 

recruited from a geographically and culturally distinct area, allowing the soldiers of the 

121st, 123rd and 126th Infantry Divisions to recreate the sense of community unique to their 

home region: East Prussia, Berlin and Rhineland-Westphalia, respectively.  The 

differences between social classes, traditional political allegiances and confessions found 

in these regions was thus transferred to these divisions and these distinctions allow for a 

more precise investigation of what types of men were more or less likely to subscribe to 

the German war of annihilation in the Soviet Union. 

 Unlike much of the literature which examines the ideological nature of the war 

and the military conflict separately, this study looks at combat and occupation in tandem.  

Through the use of official military records, ranging from the Army down to the 

regimental level, as well as previously unused diaries and letters written by the men of 
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these three divisions, a complex and varied picture of the German Army’s activities and 

motivations arises.  Firstly, while ideological concerns certainly played a role in 

determining the actions of these divisions, other more tangible problems, such as food 

and clothing shortages and numerical weakness, were more important issues in 

determining the Army’s frequent savage interactions with civilians.  Second, instead of 

the war serving to increasingly radicalize the behavior of the troops, the German Army 

began to significantly modify its conduct in hopes of winning the cooperation of Soviet 

civilians in late 1942 and 1943 before reverting to Scorched Earth policy in 1944.  

Internal mechanisms within the Army led to these changes in behavior: when a 

conciliatory policy was viewed as necessary to win the war, it was implemented; when 

the Army believed unadulterated violence was the means to victory, radical policies were 

carried out its forces.  
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 Introduction: Hitler’s War of Annihilation and the German Army 

“This campaign is the infantryman’s war.  He wins and holds territory.  He combs 

through the forests, he secures the supply lines, he wins the war.”  So wrote Lt. Ewers, of 

the Third Battalion/405th Infantry Regiment (III/405) of the East Prussian 121st Infantry 

Division in his diary on August 2, 1941 .1  Ewers’ appraisal of Operation Barbarossa as 

an infantry campaign was certainly correct: of the 145 divisions that invaded the Soviet 

Union, 113 marched towards their objectives and were dependent on horse-drawn 

transport.2    His declaration highlights the importance of the individual Landser: despite 

contemporaries’ fixation on the armored units that were racing across the steppes of 

Russia – a fixation that has indeed persisted until the present day – it was the German 

infantryman who shouldered the burden of the fighting.3  It does not, however, merely 

focus on the traditional military aims of destroying the opposing enemy forces and 

seizing territory.  Due to the German High Command’s massive gamble that the Soviet 

state would crumble after only a few weeks of fighting, combat troops were forced to 

                                                 
1 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers-Btl. Adjutant, 2.8.41, Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv 
Freiburg im Breisgau (hereafter BA-MA), RH 37/3905; emphasis in original.  All translations from 
German and Russian are my own unless otherwise noted.  
2 R.L Di Nardo, Mechanized Juggernaut or Military Anachronism?: Horses and the German Army of 
World War II (Westport, Ct., 1991), p. 38.  According to Di Nardo, some 700,000 horses accompanied the 
advancing German armies in 1941.  See also Rolf-Dieter Müller, “From Economic Alliance to a War of 
Colonial Exploitation”, in Horst Boog et.al., Germany and the Second World War, Band IV, The Attack on 
the Soviet Union, (Oxford, 1996), pp. 118-224; especially pp. 199-224.  
3 Nearly every major study of Operation Barbarossa, particularly in English, focuses almost exclusively on 
armor operations; see, for example, Albert Seaton, The Russo-German War, 1941-1945 (Novato, Cal., 
1993); Alan Clark, Barbarossa: The Russian-German Conflict 1941-1945 (New York, 1985); and Matthew 
Cooper, The German Army, 1933-1945 (Chelsea, Mi., 1990).  One of the primary causes of this 
preoccupation with armor divisions lay in the wide-spread popularity of memoirs written by German armor 
commanders during the post-war period; see Heinz Guderian, Panzer Leader (New York, 1996); Erich von 
Manstein, Lost Victories (Novato, Cal., 1994); Hans von Luck, Panzer Commander (New York, 1989). 
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fulfill numerous duties outside of their normal range.4   Ewers and other foot soldiers 

found themselves carrying out tasks normally set aside for rear-area security troops: the 

securing of communication and supply lines between the front line troops and their 

logistical tails as well as apprehending thousands of scattered Red Army soldiers whose 

dislocation was caused by the advancing German armor. 

In addition to these tasks, the growing partisan movement added yet another 

burden to the already overstretched combat units.  Though it did not mushroom into a 

serious threat to German troops until the summer of 1942, irregular warfare plagued the 

Wehrmacht from the very beginning of the invasion.  On the second day of the operation, 

Ewers raged against irregular forces who “seemingly shot out of every house” in the 

village of Vilkoviszki.  Members of the 405th Infantry Regiment responded in the heavy-

handed manner called for by the German High Command:  “As every house from which 

the devious guerillas shot was set on fire, nearly the entire town was burning by 

evening.”5  The Army’s traditionally brutal anti-partisan practices were given a new 

injection of venom by a National Socialist ideology that viewed guerilla warfare as an 

insidious expression of Judeo-Bolshevik resistance.6  Fighting under slogans such as 

“where the partisan is, the Jew is, and where the Jew is, there is the partisan,” German 

anti-partisan measures were frequently indistinguishable from their broader genocidal 

policies.7  When examined in this context, these two entries from Ewer’s diary illustrate 

the dual nature of Operation Barbarossa for the German infantryman. On the one hand, 

the particular circumstances of the invasion forced him to assume numerous other roles in 

                                                 
4 Rolf-Dieter Müller,“Vorbereitung des Unternehmens “Barbarossa” in idem., Der Letzte Deutscher Krieg 
1939-1945, (Stuttgart, 2005), pp. 81-90; Christian Hartmann, “Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische 
Wehrmacht?” in Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte (52) 2004, pp. 5-10.  
5 BA-MA, RH 37/3905, Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers-Btl. Adjutant, 23.6.41.  
6 This issue will be further addressed below, pp.18-22.   
7 Cited in Jürgen Förster, “Securing of Living Space,” in Boog et.al., Germany and the Second World War, 
Band IV, p. 1205. 
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addition to his primary, and extremely arduous, task of fighting the Red Army; on the 

other hand, his own political and military leadership considered him “a bearer of an 

inexorable racial value” in its ideological war that demanded any and all means to destroy 

the “Jewish-Bolshevik system.”8 The extent to which these two aspects of the 

Wehrmacht’s war in Russia were in reality two sides of the same coin has sparked a 

historical as well as a more far-reaching political controversy in Germany.  As illustrated 

by the following survey of the literature, the involvement of the “average” German 

soldier in the war of extermination demanded by his political and military leadership 

remains stridently debated.        

   

I. THE GENESIS OF OPERATION BARBAROSSA      

On March 30, 1941, Adolf Hitler lectured his leading military commanders for 

over two and a half hours concerning Germany’s strategic situation.9  After touching on 

affairs in the Mediterranean area, Hitler focused on the upcoming clash with the Soviet 

Union.  While couching the discussion in strategic terms, his description of the imminent 

conflict left no doubt in the minds of his audience that this would be a new type of war.  

According to the diary of Colonel-General Franz Halder, Chief of the German General 

Staff, Hitler declared that this would be a “war between two ideologies.”  Since  

 

                                                 
8 The cited phrases are drawn from Colonel-General Walter von Reichenau’s infamous order issued to his 
6th Army on October 10, 1941; as the order corresponded to Hitler’s own conception of the campaign, it 
was later circulated to other units of the Ostheer.  The order is printed in Gerd R. Ueberschär and Wolfram 
Wette (ed.), “Unternehmen Barbarossa”: Der Deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 1941, (Frankfurt am 
Main, 1997) , pp. 285-6.  For an extended discussion of Reichenau’s order that goes beyond the standard 
ideological explanation, see Timm C. Richter, “Handlungsspielräume am Beispiel der 6. Armee,” in 
Christian Hartmann, Johannes Hürter, and Ulrike Jureit (ed.) Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer 
Debatte, (Munich, 2005), pp. 60-69. 
9 For a concise and informative discussion of this meeting; see Johannes Hürter, Hitlers Heerführer: Die 
deutschen Oberbefehlshaber im Krieg gegen die Sowjetunion 1941/42, (Munich, 2006), pp. 1-13. 
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Communism [is] an enormous danger for our future . . . we need to   move 
 away from the idea of soldiery camaraderie.  The Communist is neither a 
 comrade before or after the battle.  This is a war of extermination . . . We are 
 not fighting a war to preserve the enemy.  

 

Hitler continued by stating that “Bolshevik Commissars” as well as the “Soviet 

Intelligentsia” needed to be destroyed.  Notions of normal military justice were dismissed 

as the troops needed “to defend themselves with the means” that the criminal Bolsheviks 

themselves would surely employ. 10   The commissars “devastated everywhere they went 

in an Asiatic manner.  They had earned no mercy.”11  He concluded with the statement 

that “this war will be very different from the war in the West,” especially as this conflict 

was predicated on “colonial tasks.”12 These words served as the fundamental basis for the 

planning of the invasion. 

As Halder’s notes indicate, the war against the Soviet Union was structured 

around both ideological and imperial goals.  From an ideological standpoint, the conquest 

of the European portion of the Soviet Union would supply the German nation with a vast 

expanse for settlement – the Lebensraum so desperately desired by Hitler and his coterie. 

The war would also allow a reckoning with the ‘Judeo-Bolshevik’ clique that governed 

the Soviet Union which, in Hitler’s view, threatened Germany’s existence.13  Economic 

                                                 
10Franz Halder, (ed. Hans-Adolf Jacobson), Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des 
Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 3 volumes (Stuttgart, 1962-64), volume II, entry for 30.3.1941, pp. 
335-337.  
11 Colonel-General Hermann Hoth’s notes from the meeting; quoted in Hürter, Hitlers Heerführer: Die 
deutschen Oberbefehlshaber im Krieg gegen die Sowjetunion 1941/42, p. 7.  
12 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 
p. 337. 
13 Andreas Hillgruber, Hitler’s Strategie. Politik und Kriegsführung 1940-1941 3rd. Edition (Bonn, 1993), 
p. 519; Jürgen Förster, “Operation Barbarossa as a War of Conquest and Annihilation,” in Boog et.al., 
Germany and the Second World War, Band IV, pp. 481-521; for Hitler’s own views on Lebensraum and 
Bolshevism, see Mein Kampf, trans. Ralph Mannheim, (Boston, 1971), pp. 641-667, esp. 643-646, 654-
655, 659-64. 
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considerations also played a major role in the German decision for war in 1941.14  

Extremely cognizant of the role played by the crumbling home-front in Imperial 

Germany’s defeat in 1918, the Nazi leadership was determined to ensure that the Third 

Reich did not suffer a similar fate in the upcoming struggle with the Anglo-Saxon sea 

powers.  Raw materials and, even more importantly, the foodstuffs from the black-soil 

region of the Soviet Union were required to prosecute such a war.15  To guarantee a 

committed and quiescent home front, the German Ostheer (Eastern Army) would receive 

only minimal supplies from the Reich; the majority of its food would be extracted from 

its area of operations.  Obviously, this policy of living off the land could only be carried 

out at the expense of the civilian population of the occupied territories as well as 

prisoners-of-war.16  By adopting such a strategy, German decision-makers, including 

members of the German High Command, created the conditions necessary for the 

                                                 
14 Rolf-Dieter Müller, “Das ‘Unternehmen Barbarossa’ als wirtschaftlicher Raubkrieg,” in Wette and 
Ueberschär (eds.), “Unternehmen Barbarossa”: Der Deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 1941, pp. 125-
158; Alex J. Kay, Exploitation, Resettlement and Mass Murder: Political and Economic Planning for 
German Occupation Policy in the Soviet Union, 1940-1941 (New York, 2006); for a more provocative 
argument, see Christain Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde. Die deutsche Wirtschafts- und Vernichtungspolitik in 
Weißrußland 1941 bis 1944 (Hamburg, 2001).  Gerlach argues that “the racial-ideological war of 
extermination” was “the means rather than the goal of the war against the Soviet Union . . . The primary 
German goal was either to avoid a long war of attrition from the start or to carry one on with the help of 
Soviet raw materials and agrarian production;” p 45. 
15 Müller, “From Economic Alliance to a War of Colonial Exploitation,” Boog et.al., Germany and the 
Second World War, Band IV,  pp. 118-224; Hillgruber, Hitler’s Strategie, pp 516-521. 
16 Rolf-Dieter Müller, “The Failure of the Economic ‘Blitzkrieg Strategy’,” in Boog et.al., Germany and 
the Second World War, Band IV, pp. 1081-1188, esp. 1141-1179.  See also Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, 
pp. 50-51.  On Soviet prisoners of war, see Christian Streit’s seminal work Keine Kameraden. Die 
Wehrmacht und die sowjetischen Kriegsgefangen 1941-1945 3rd Edition (Bonn, 1991) as well as Alfred 
Streim, Die Behandlungen sowjetischer Kriegsgefangener im “Fall Barbarossa” (Heidelberg, 1981).  More 
recent contributions include Christian Hartmann, “Massensterben oder Massenvernichtung? Sowjetische 
Kriegsgefangene im ‘Unternehmen Barbarossa’. Aus dem Tagebuch eines Lagerkommandanten,” in 
Vierteljahresheft für Zeitgeschichte 49 (2001), pp. 97-158 and two works by Christian Gerlach: “Die 
Ausweitung der deutschen Massenmorde in den besetzten sowjetischen Gebieten im Herbst 1941,” in idem. 
Krieg, Ernährung, Völkermord. Deutsche Vernichtungspolitik im Zweiten Weltkrieg (München, 2001) and 
“Die Verantwortung der Wehrmachtführung. Vergleichende Betrachtungen am Beispiel der sowjetischen 
Kriegsgefangenen,” in Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.), Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer 
Debatte (Munich, 2005), pp. 40-49.  Karel Berkhoff devotes a chapter to the experiences of Ukrainian 
POWs in his study of war-time Ukraine; Karel Berkhoff, Harvest of Despair: Life and Death in Ukraine 
under Nazi Rule Cambridge, Mass., 2004), pp. 89-113. 
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“systematic starvation of millions of civilians.”17  The mixing of a racist ideological 

dogma with amoral technocratic policies led to the planning of Operation Barbarossa as a 

war of unimaginable brutality and genocide.                 

It was within this context of a rapacious war of plunder that the German Army 

developed plans “that set the course for mass murder in the Soviet Union.”18  The 

institutional expression of this complicity manifested itself in a group of directives that 

historians have labeled the “criminal orders”.19  The first of these four orders concerned 

the relationship of the Wehrmacht (German Armed Forces) to the SS Einsatzgruppen 

(Mobile Death Squads) in the occupied Soviet Union.20  During the spring of 1941, the 

Army High Command (Oberkommando des Heeres or OKH) and the SS engaged in 

negotiations in an attempt to avoid the conflict that plagued relations between the two 

institutions during the occupation of Poland.21  Following the establishment of a military 

occupation administration in that country, SS units roamed the countryside, murdering 

both members of the Polish intelligentsia and Jews.  Such actions sparked widespread 

                                                 
17 Götz Aly and Susanne Heim, “Deutsche Herrschaft ‘im Osten’: Bevölkerungspolitik und Völkermord,” 
in Reinhard Rürup and Peter Jahn (ed.), Erobern und Vernichten: Der Krieg gegen die Sowjetunion 1941-
1945  (Berlin, 1991), pp. 84-105; here p. 98; Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, p. 44-80; Götz Aly and Susanne 
Heim, Architects of Annihilation: Auschwitz and the Logic of Destruction (Princeton, 2002), pp. 234-252. 
18Dieter Pohl, “Die Wehrmacht und der Mord an den Juden in den besetzten sowjetischen Gebieten,” in 
Wolf Käiser (ed.), Täter im Vernichtungskrieg. Der Überfall auf die Sowjetunion und der Völkermord an 
den Juden (Berlin, 2002), pp. 39-53, here p. 40. 
19 For an overview of these orders, see Jürgen Förster, “Verbrecherische Befehle,” in Wolfram Wette and 
Gerd Ueberschär (ed.) Kriegsverbrechern im 20.Jahrhundert (Darmstadt, 2001), pp. 137-151; Gerlach, 
Kalkulierte Morde, pp. 81-94.  All four orders are reproduced in Ueberschär and Wette (ed.), 
“Unternehmen Barbarossa”: Der Deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 1941, pp. 248-59 . 
20 The fundamental study of the Einsatzgruppen and their relationship to the Wehrmacht remains Helmut 
Krausnick and Hans-Heinrich Wilhelm, Die Truppe die Weltanschauungskrieges: Die Einsatzgruppen der 
Sicherheitspolizei und des SD 1938-1942 (Stuttgart, 1981).  See also Peter Klein (ed.), Die Einsatzgruppen 
in der besetzten Sowjetunion 1941/42.  Die Tätigkeits- und Lageberichte des Chefs der Sicherheitspolizei 
und des SD (Berlin, 1997).  For an outstanding study of the operations of Einsatzgruppen D in the zone of 
Army Group South, see Andrej Angrick, Besaztungspolitik und Massenmord: Die Einsatzgruppe D in der 
südlichen Sowjetunion 1941-1943 (Hamburg, 2003). 
21 On Poland, see Alexander B. Rossino, Hitler Attacks Poland: Blitzkrieg, Ideology and Atrocity 
(Lawrence, Kansas, 2003) and Klaus-Michael Mallman and Bogdan Musial, Genesis des Genozids: Polen 
1939-1941 (Darmstadt, 2004). 
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criticism by the Army; in one case, a military tribunal imprisoned the perpetrators.22  

When the Army’s opposition reached Hitler, he lashed out at the “soft” Army, claiming 

that “you can’t wage war with Salvation Army methods.”23  The replacement of the most 

vociferous critics and the amnesty issued by Hitler for all crimes committed in Poland 

made it quite clear how the issue would be resolved.  For the forthcoming invasion of the 

Soviet Union, both the Army and the SS desired a clear delineation of roles and 

expectations.  These talks culminated in an agreement on April 28, 1941.  Small, mobile 

squads drawn from the Sicherheitsdienst (Reich Security Service or SD) and from the 

Waffen-SS (Armed SS), were to follow the German Army into the Soviet Union with the 

express intention of eliminating Communist functionaries, members of the intelligentsia, 

and male Jews.  Though maintaining operational freedom from the Army, they were to 

have all of their logistical requirements met by the Wehrmacht.  The German Army 

proved much more accepting of the SS units in Operation Barbarossa.  The military 

viewed the Einsatzgruppen as necessary to pacify the rear-areas which the Army, due to a 

lack of manpower, feared unable to properly control.  Of course, many of the potential 

resisters feared by the Army were automatically identified as Communist fanatics – here, 

ideological and pragmatic concerns blended seamlessly. 

The “Guidelines for the Behavior of the Troops in Russia” constituted the second 

criminal order.24  The essence of the National Socialist war of extermination was 

encapsulated in this directive.  Stating that “Bolshevism is the mortal enemy of the 

                                                 
22 On this specific incident, see Krausnick and Wilhelm, Die Truppe die Weltanschauungskrieges: Die 
Einsatzgruppen der Sicherheitspolizei und des SD 1938-1942, pp. 80-81.  A more general examination of 
this issue is found in Hürter, Hitlers Heerführer: Die deutschen Oberbefehlshaber im Krieg gegen die 
Sowjetunion 1941/42, pp. 181-90.  Several of the most important memoranda written by Army 
commanders criticizing SS activities are found in Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey Pridham (ed.), Nazism, 
1919-1945: A Documentary Reader, vol. III, Foreign Policy, War and Racial Extermination, (Exeter, 
1991),  pp. 938-941. 
23 Quoted in Ian Kershaw, Hitler, 1936-1945: Nemesis, (New York, 2000), pp. 247-248. 
24 “Richtlinien für die Verhalten des Truppen in Rußland,” BA-MA RH 26-121/9. 
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national-socialist German Volk,” it called for “ruthless and energetic measures against 

Bolshevik zealots, guerillas, saboteurs, and Jews and the complete elimination of all 

active or passive resistance.” Following in this vein of destroying the foundation of 

Communist rule, the third directive, the Commissar Order, called for the immediate 

separation of Soviet commissars, or political officers, from other soldiers following their 

capture.25  They were then to be shipped to the Einsatzgruppen or other SS units for 

execution.  If delivery was deemed impossible, officers were given the power to shoot the 

commissars on the spot.  This license to murder dovetailed with the final criminal order, 

the Gerichtsbarkeitserlass (Curtailment of Military Jurisdiction), which effectively 

removed any legal constraints on German soldiers in their dealings with Soviet civilians 

as long as military effectiveness was not endangered.26  The cumulative intent of these 

orders was to encourage the German soldier to treat Soviet soldiers and civilians in a 

harsh and brutal manner. 

 

II. THE GERMAN SOLDIER AND THE WAR OF ANNIHILATION  

While historians have reached the general consensus that the highest levels of the 

German political and military authorities planned a campaign of extermination that 

targeted Communists, Jews, and a large section of the general Soviet population, there 

remains considerable controversy regarding the activities of the German soldier in the 

Soviet Union.27  Two fundamental problems dominate the historiography: how involved 

was the German soldier in National Socialist crimes and what was the motivation behind 
                                                 
25 See Hans-Adolf Jacobson, “The Commissar Order and the Mass Execution of Soviet Prisoners of War,” 
in Hans Bucheim et.al., Anatomy of the SS State (Cambridge, 1968), pp. 505-534; Förster, “Securing of 
Living Space,” pp. 1225-1235; and the important forthcoming study by Felix Römer, which will provide 
the first comprehensive analysis of the topic.  
26 Helmut Krausnick, “Kommissarbefehl und ‘Gerichtsbarkeiterlass Barbarossa’ in neuer Sicht,” in 
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte (25/1977) p. 684-737. 
27 See Horst Möller, “Vorwart,” in Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.), Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz 
einer Debatte, pp. 9-15. 
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his involvement?  The earliest work that focused on these issues was undertaken by Omer 

Bartov.  Bartov’s initial investigation of this topic examined three divisions that were 

either professional or elite military units: the 12th Infantry Division, the 18th Panzer 

Division, and the elite Gross Deutschland Panzer Grenadier Division.28  His primary 

focus, however, rested on the junior line officers of these divisions.  Bartov concluded 

that these men were extremely susceptible to Nazi propaganda and that in their “need for 

a cause,” they turned to Nazi ideology as a way to legitimize their sacrifices.29     

Bartov followed this monograph with a much more suggestive and expansive 

work that examined the entire German Army.30  He now argued that the “ideological 

conviction of the troops” led to the Wehrmacht’s tremendous staying power in combat as 

well as to a policy of unrestrained brutality towards Soviet prisoners of war and civilians 

in the occupied areas.31  He claimed that the increasingly desperate struggle waged by the 

Wehrmacht against a numerically and technologically superior Red Army forced the 

Germans to turn to Nazi propaganda as one of the only means to ensure that their men 

stayed in the field.32  The soldiers, raised, educated and trained in military or quasi-

military institutions since their entrance into the Hitler Youth, responded in a very 

positive manner to this propaganda.  This in turn led the soldiers of the Wehrmacht, 

having absorbed the racist fundamentals of Nazism, to wage a war of extermination 

against Soviet soldiers and civilians alike.  During the war with the Soviet Union, the 

                                                 
28 Omer Bartov, The Eastern Front 1941-1945: German Troops and the Barbarization of Warfare (London, 
1985).  
29 Ibid., p. 68. 
30 Omer Bartov, Hitler’s Army: Soldiers, Nazis and War in the Third Reich (Oxford, 1992).   
31 Omer Bartov, “Brutalität und Mentalität: Zum Verhalten deutscher Soldaten an der “Ostfront,” in Rürup 
and Jahn (ed.), Erobern und Vernichten: Der Krieg gegen die Sowjetunion 1941-1945 , pp. 183-197; here p. 
184. 
32 The other primary mechanism, according to Bartov, was the Wehrmacht’s application of a brutal system 
of military justice.  See Bartov, Hitler’s Army, pp. 59-105. 
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German Army had “finally [become] Hitler’s Army.”33  Bartov’s provocative conclusions 

were both challenged and reinforced by later scholarship that examined the impact of 

Nazi ideology on members of the Wehrmacht.     

Stephen Fritz also emphasized the ideological motivation of the German soldier 

during the Second World War.  While Fritz agreed in principle with Bartov’s assessment 

regarding the importance of Nazi propaganda, he focused on the “positive ideals” of the 

front ideology.34  Basing his study on a multitude of letters, diaries, memoirs and post-war 

novels, Fritz argued that German troops viewed the Second World War, and especially 

the war against the Soviet Union, as an opportunity to create a better Germany. Ideas 

such as promotion through merit, camaraderie and self-sacrifice carried by the 

Frontgemeinschaft (or Front Community) would be brought back to the Heimat to 

transform the German nation into a classless Volksgemeinschaft (Racial Community) in 

which all Germans would be able to prosper. 35   

Theo Schulte’s examination of Korück (Army Rear-Area) 583 in Army Group 

North’s area of operations significantly challenged the primacy of ideology as well as the 

supposition that the majority of German soldiers were actively engaged in criminal 

actions.36  Schulte argued that “continued participation in the war [by German soldiers] 

                                                 
33 Bartov, Hitler’s Army, p. 28.  Clarifying his position, Bartov writes, “This does not mean every 
individual solider was a committed National Socialist; rather, it is to say that the vast majority of troops 
internalized the distorted Nazi presentation of reality, and consequently felt that they had no other 
alternative to fight to the death;” Ibid., p. 144. 
34 Stephen Fritz, Hitler’s Frontsoldaten (Lexington, 1996), p. 266, n. 35. Of course, to a Russian family 
which witnessed its dwelling being burned down and its last cattle driven away in the middle of winter, the 
debate over whether this occurred because of the “negative” or “positive” aspects of Nazi ideology may 
seem a bit academic. 
35 Ibid., pp. 187-218, 236-39.   
36 Theo Schulte, The German Army and Nazi Policies in Occupied Russia (Oxford, 1989).  In another 
venue, Schulte wrote, “To hold out against this flood tide of new research, where the words ‘Wehrmacht’ 
and ‘criminal’ appear almost interchangeable, yet at the same time avoid a reputation as a quasi-apologist, 
may seem a foolhardy task . . . . Yet, whilst deeply entrenched denial clearly explains the impetus to 
provide yet further unequivocal ‘proof’ of Wehrmacht complicity in war crimes, I hold the view that such 
an approach runs the risk of merely assembling material which is over-narrowly concerned with 
corroboration of the highly questionable assertion that every German soldier was in some measure a war 
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was often in spite of rather than because of Nazi ideology.”37  He also focused on tangible 

factors in explaining soldiers’ behavior in the Soviet Union, writing that there was a 

“clear connection between the inferior quality of the troops and violent methods, reprisal 

actions in particular being used to ‘compensate’ for manpower shortages.”38  Here, 

notions of a perceived pragmatism – i.e. the use of terror as a means of pacification – 

proved more powerful in motivating German actions than did ideological grounds.  While 

Schulte concurred with Bartov and Fritz on the key role that ideology played in 

determining the policies of occupation, he significantly revised their position that these 

ideological precepts provided the primary motivation for the behavior of the individual 

soldier.     

The historical discussion received a tremendous jolt with the unveiling of the 

exhibition Vernichtungskrieg: Verbrechen der Wehrmacht 1941-1944 (War of 

Extermination: Crimes of the Wehrmacht 1941-1944) by the Hamburg Institute for Social 

Research in 1995.39  Utilizing photographs as well as diaries and letters written by 

members of the Wehrmacht, the exhibition cast a stark light on the atrocities committed 

by the German Army in Serbia and especially the Soviet Union.40  Directed by Hannes 

                                                                                                                                                 
criminal; see Theo Schulte, “The German Soldier in Occupied Russia,” in Paul Addison and Angus Calder 
(eds.) Time to Kill: The Soldier’s Experience of War in the West, 1939-1945 (London, 1997), pp. 274-83, 
here p. 277 [emphasis in original]. 
37 Schulte, The German Army and Nazi Policies in Occupied Russia, p 294.  He also identifies rear-area 
units, which not only failed to respond in the prescribed ideological manner to security threats, but also 
“appear virtually to have abandoned the war.” 
38 Ibid., pp. 64-84. The quoted sentence in from p. 267. 
39 The exhibition spawned a publishing cottage-industry that examined its reception and accuracy in 
Germany.  Among the numerous contributions, see Hamburg Institut für Sozialforschung (ed.), Besucher 
einer Ausstellung (Hamburg, 1998); Hans-Günther Thiele (ed.), Die Wehrmachtsausstellung: 
Dokumentation einer Kontroverse (Bremen, 1997) as well as the citations given in Omer Bartov, “The 
Wehrmacht Exhibition Controversy: The Politics of Evidence,” in Omer Bartov, Atina Grossman, and 
Mary Nolan (ed.), Crimes of War: Guilt and Denial in the Twentieth Century  (New York, 2002), pp. 270-
71, n. 1-4.   
40 Hamburg Institut für Sozialforschung (ed.), Vernichtungskrieg. Verbrechen der Wehrmacht 1941-1944 
Austellungskatalog (Hamburg, 1996); English translation: The German Army and Genocide: Crimes 
Against War Prisoners, Jews, and Other Civilians, 1939-1944, (New York 1999).  All citations are to the 
English version. 
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Heer, the exhibition claimed that “the Wehrmacht did not wage a ‘normal, decent war’, 

but rather a war of annihilation against prisoners of war, Jews, and other civilians, a war 

with millions of victims.”41 The implementation of the Criminal Orders was “tantamount 

to a declaration of war against the entire civilian population” and the process of 

radicalization that began at the outset of the invasion culminated in 1943 with the 

formulation of a new war aim: “To wage war against an entire people with the goal of 

annihilation.  This had been Hitler’s intention from the beginning.  The Wehrmacht of 

1943 had finally become his Wehrmacht.”42  The Exhibition concluded, in the words of 

Heer, that “war crimes were not an exception to the rule but themselves the rule, that they 

were not a means to an end but themselves the goal of the war.”43 

Though several falsely captioned pictures led to the eventual closure of the 

exhibition, the debate concerning the participation of individual soldiers in atrocities 

continued unabated.44  Heer maintained his belief that the Wehrmacht was an 

ideologically-driven Army in which up to 80% of German soldiers committed crimes in 

the East.45  The ideological nature of the conflict led the German Army, under cover of 

prosecuting a legitimate war against partisans, to engage in a virtual war of extermination 

that created extensive “death zones,” where villages were destroyed, livestock 

confiscated, and people either killed or deported for forced labor, throughout the 

occupied East.46  According to Heer, the Wehrmacht was also seriously implicated in the 

Holocaust.  While other scholars have examined the links between the German Army and 
                                                 
41 Ibid., p. 19. 
42 Ibid., p.152; p. 170. 
43 Ibid., p. 172. 
44 For Heer’s take on the closing of the exhibition see, Vom Verschwinden der Täter: Der 
Vernichtungskrieg fand statt, aber keiner war dabei (Berlin, 2004), pp. 12-66; see also Bartov, “The 
Wehrmacht Exhibition Controversy: The Politics of Evidence,” pp. 41-60.     
45 Cited in Hartmann, “Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?” p. 2; Möller claims that 
“There is much to be said for the idea that Heer has made these numbers up,” Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit 
(ed.), Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte, p. 12.   
46 Hannes Heer, Tote Zonen: Die deutsche Wehrmacht on der Ostfront (Hamburg 1999). 
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the murder of East European and Russian Jewry, the focus frequently remains limited to 

institutional assistance.47  Heer examined the actual participation of German soldiers in 

the Holocaust and concludes “that when it came to murdering Jews, one could count on 

the Wehrmacht.”48         

  A wave of scholarship followed the opening of the exhibition which reinforced 

its conclusions.  Walter Manoschek persuasively documented the Army’s leading role in 

the murder of Serbian Jews as well as the increasingly brutal anti-partisan war waged in 

the Balkans.49  Hans Safrian and Bernd Boll investigated the actions of the German Sixth 

Army during 1941 and 1942 before it met its destruction in Stalingrad.  They contrasted 

the popularly held notion of a “betrayed army” with the reality of the brutal ideological 

war that it fought.50  In his examination of Wehrmacht culpability in the Holocaust, Dieter 

Pohl argued that the “division of labor” between the SS and Army became increasingly 

blurred, especially in the rear-areas where they frequently worked hand in hand.51  The 

exhibition and such subsequent scholarship led one scholar to proclaim the “breaking of 
                                                 
47 See, for example, Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews, volume I (New York, 1985), pp. 
271-390. 
48 Hannes Heer, “Killing Fields: The Wehrmacht and the Holocaust in Belorussia, 1941-1942,” in Hannes 
Heer and Klaus Naumann (eds.), War of Extermination: The German Military in World War II 1941-1944 
(New York, 2000), pp. 55-79; here, p. 55.  His analysis is based on the actions of Wehrmacht Security 
Divisions and the infamous 707th Infantry Division in the rear of Army Group Center. 
49 Walter Manoschek, “Serbien ist Judenfrei!” Militärische Besatzungspolitik und Judenvernichtung in 
Serbien (Munich, 2nd ed., 1995); idem., “Coming along to shoot some Jews?” The Destruction of the Jews 
in Serbia,” in Heer and Naumann (eds.), War of Extermination: The German Military in World War II 
1941-1944, pp. 40-54; idem., “Partisanenkrieg und Genozid. Die Wehrmacht in Serbien 1941,” in idem. 
(ed.), Die Wehrmacht im Rassenkrieg. Die Vernichtungskrieg hinter der Front (Vienna, 1996) pp. 142-167.  
Manoschek also served as the organizer of the Serbian section of the Wehrmacht Exhibition. 
50 Bernd Boll and Hans Safrian, “On the Way to Stalingrad: The 6th Army in 1941-42,” in Heer and 
Naumann (eds.), War of Extermination: The German Military in World War II 1941-1944, p. 237-271.   
Graphic evidence is found in Hamburg Institut für Sozialforschung (Hrsg.), Vernichtungskrieg. Verbrechen 
der Wehrmacht 1941-1944, Austellungskatalog (Hamburg, 1996), pp. 76-115.  More evidence of Sixth 
Army’s brutal campaign, though with a more nuanced presentation, is found in Richter, 
“Handlungsspielräume am Beispiel der 6. Armee,” in Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.) Verbrechen der 
Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte, pp. 60-69, esp. pp. 64-65.    
51 Pohl, “Die Wehrmacht und der Mord an den Juden in den besetzten sowjetischen Gebieten,” p. 45; 
idem., “Die Kooperation zwischen Heer, SS und Polizei in den besetzten sowjetischen Gebieten,” in 
Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.) Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte, pp. 107-116, esp. pp. 
113-116.  
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the taboo:” the Army’s participation in the Nazi war of extermination finally became a 

matter of public knowledge in post-war German society.52     

 

The exhibition, however, also led to growing historiographical movement that 

challenged its conclusions, particularly its claim that the entire German Army was 

implicated in criminal actions.  Scholars such as Rolf-Dieter Müller and Christian 

Hartmann argue that the participation of individual soldiers in a war of extermination has 

been much exaggerated, with Müller claiming that less than five percent of German 

soldiers personally committed crimes in the Soviet Union.53  In his introduction to a 

massive collection of scholarly research on the Wehrmacht, Müller argues that a new 

orthodoxy has taken hold in regards to the German Army and its soldiers: “The picture of 

Wehrmacht soldiers as politically-motivated warriors in a racial war has become 

predominant in the most recent literature.”54  According to Müller, this judgment is not 

based on a solid empirical foundation, but rather on several isolated studies that are then 

generalized to the remainder of the Army.55   Dismissing ideology as the primary cause of 

the barbarization of war in the Soviet Union, he calls for a more nuanced approach that 

examines the “military situation, patterns of behavior, [and] motives of Wehrmacht units 

and soldiers.”56  In his recent overview of the Second World War, Müller continues in this 

vein by stating that the impact of Nazi indoctrination on the soldiers as well as how much 

                                                 
52 Klaus Naumann, “The ‘Unblemished’ Wehrmacht: The Social History of a Myth,” in Heer and 
Naumann (eds.),  War of Extermination: The German Military in World War II 1941-1944 (New York, 
2000), pp. 417-427, here p. 417. 
53 “‘Gegen Kritik immune.’ Der Potsdamer Historiker Rolf-Dieter Müller über die Wehrmacht im Zweiten 
Weltkrieg und die Thesen des Hamburger Instituts für Sozialforschung,” in Der Spiegel 23 (1999), pp. 60-
62.  
54 Rolf-Dieter Müller, “Die Wehrmacht – Historische Last und Verantwortung. Die Historiographie im 
Spannungsfeld von Wissenschaft und Vergangenheitsbewältigung,” in Rolf-Dieter Müller and Hans-Erich 
Volkmann (ed.), Die Wehrmacht: Mythos und Realität (Munich, 1999), pp. 3-35; here p. 18. 
55 Ibid., p. 11. 
56 Ibid., p. 12. 
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the troops knew about crimes committed in the East “remain open questions.”57  What he 

believes to be certain, however, is that the overwhelming majority of German soldiers 

had nothing to do with atrocities until growing partisan activity in late 1942 and early 

1943 led to increasingly violent confrontations between Germans and the native 

inhabitants.  And though German responses to the partisan movement became 

increasingly vicious, the primary goal remained that of “maintaining at least a minimum 

of security in the rear-areas and not the task of murdering ‘harmless peasants.’”58    

For Hartmann, the polemical debate over the Wehrmacht’s involvement in the war 

of extermination serves to obscure the Army’s first and foremost objective: defeating the 

Red Army.  Combat troops, busy with the task at hand of fighting the Red Army, “quite 

simply had neither the time nor the opportunity for crimes” and, in addition to this 

elementary fact, the criminal undertakings of “mass murder, forced recruitment [of 

workers] and the exploitation of the land . . . were not genuine tasks of the troops.”59 In 

his view, these three types of crimes, along with the bestial treatment of Soviet prisoners 

of war, fall into a category of war crimes carried out by rear-area units as well as SS 

formations and other civilian agencies.60  While “crimes of the front” included carrying 

out the commissar order, the harsh treatment of the civilian population which found its 

most brutal expression in partisan warfare, and the scorched earth withdrawal of 1943-

1944, Hartmann argues that either the numbers involved were relatively small (as in the 

case of the commissar order) or the patterns of behavior were too varied to implicate all 

soldiers in a war of extermination.61  Though he believes rear area troops to have been 

                                                 
57 Müller, Der Letzte Deutsche Krieg 1939-1945, (Stuttgart, 2005), p. 122. 
58 Ibid., pp. 97-98. 
59 Christian Hartmann, “Wie verbrecherish war die Wehrmacht?”, in Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.), 
Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte, pp. 69-79; here p. 74. 
60 Hartmann, “Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?”, p. 47. 
61 Ibid., p. 47.  For the Commissar Order, see pp. 47-49; for interaction with the Soviet population, pp. 49-
57, esp. pp. 56-7; for the retreat of the Wehrmacht, pp. 59-64. 
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seriously implicated in National Socialist crimes, this differentiation between front-line 

and rear-area troops serves his overall argument – of the 2.7 million men serving in the 

Ostheer in the fall of 1943, over 2 million were in the front-lines, while 500,000 were in 

the rear-Army areas and around 100,000 were in the rear-Army Group areas.62    

A large number of these rear army troops were organized in the Wehrmacht’s 

Security Divisions.  In his analysis of the 221st Security Division, Ben Shepherd strikes a 

balance between ideology and more material, tangible causes of German troop behavior.  

While “only a particularly ruthless mindset,” reinforced by racist ideology, allowed the 

officers and men of the Security Divisions to carry out their orders in such a brutal 

manner, Shepherd convincingly argued that “the single most important factor that 

governed the behavior of the 221st and its fellow security divisions was their particular 

situation.”63 Issues such as training, equipment and personnel played a large role in 

determining the actions of Security Divisions.  Shepherd’s analysis also highlights the 

differences in how vehemently the various units set about their murderous tasks: there 

was little uniformity in how Security Divisions carried out their duties.  

While Shepherd’s study modified Heer’s claims concerning the rear area war, 

research on front line troops remained neglected until the publication of Christoph Rass’ 

extremely important study on the 253rd Infantry Division.  Though focused on the 

institutional history of the division, Rass did weigh in on the issue of war crimes. He 

concluded that  

 
the analysis of the combat practices of an ordinary Infantry Division  has made 
clear, that a differentiation between a conventional war at the front and a war of 
extermination in the rear can not be made. . . . Nearly all elements of National 

                                                 
62 Hartmann, “Wie verbrecherish war die Wehrmacht?”, p. 73. 
63 Ben Shepherd, War in the Wild East: The German Army and Soviet Partisans, (Cambridge, Ma., 2004), 
pp. 226-28. 
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Socialist warfare and extermination policies coincided in the world of these 
soldiers.64     

 

Upholding the contention that ordinary soldiers were inextricably involved in the crimes 

of the Third Reich, Rass also found the overwhelming majority of war crimes committed 

by soldiers, such as thefts of livestock or goods or physical abuse of civilians, to have 

been “frequently insignificant, unspectacular and marginal in comparison” to the mass 

murders, recruitment of slave labor, and utter destruction of Soviet territory that 

dominates the literature.  While individually banal, however, “in their connection and 

totality, they characterized the everyday occurrences of the war of extermination on the 

front.”65  Rass believes these acts to be caused by a mix of ideological indoctrination and 

the institutional pressure exerted by the Wehrmacht, but his focus on the structures of 

hierarchy and command frequently leaves the common soldier’s beliefs and motivations 

to the side.66    

 

As this brief discussion of the literature shows, the involvement of German 

soldiers in the war of extermination in the Soviet Union remains stridently debated.  

While Heer’s assertion that the war behind the front amounted to planned genocide is far 

too sweeping, he has effectively highlighted the murderous actions of German rear-area 

forces.67  His attempt to extrapolate their experiences to that of the entire Ostheer, 

however, is extremely problematic.  Of the 143 German divisions that invaded Russia in 
                                                 
64 Christoph Rass, “Menschenmaterial:” Deutsche Soldaten an der Ostfront.  Innenansichten einer 
Infanteriedivision 1939-1945 (Paderborn, 2003), p. 410. Emphasis in original. 
65 Christoph Rass, “Verbrecherische Kriegführung an der Front:  Eine Infanteriedivision und ihre 
Soldaten,” in Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.), Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte, pp. 80-
90; here p. 89. 
66 Rass, “Menschenmaterial, pp. 411-412. 
67 Even Müller has termed these activities “orgies of violence [Gewaltorgies]”; see Müller, “Die 
Wehrmacht – Historische Last und Verantwortung. Die Historiographie im Spannungsfeld von 
Wissenschaft und Vergangenheitsbewältigung,”p. 12. 
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June 1941, only nine were Security Divisions.68  As Shepherd’s analysis of the Security 

Divisions shows, these units significantly differed from the combat divisions in terms of 

personnel, training and equipment as well as their anticipated function.69  On the other 

hand, Müller’s contention that less than five percent of the German Army committed 

crimes on the Eastern Front seems far too low based on the existing literature.  The two 

major studies of German divisions by Rass and Bartov both conclude that significant 

numbers of individual soldiers were perpetrators,70 though their applicability to the some 

285 other Infantry Divisions raised by the German Army during the Second World War 

remains questionable.71  Hartmann’s grouping of crimes under the terms “rear-area” and 

“front” seems somewhat artificial as front units were certainly involved, for example, in 

the murder of prisoners-of-war and in anti-partisan operations.72
  In any case, at this point, 

the available literature remains too limited to make even tentative claims about the 

importance of ideology for the individual soldier.   

 

 

 

                                                 
68 Hartmann, “Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?”, p. 8, n. 24; Shepherd, War in the 
Wild East: The German Army and Soviet Partisans, p. 48.  
69 Shepherd, War in the Wild East: The German Army and Soviet Partisans, pp. 48-50.  See also Christian 
Gerlach, “Verbrechen deutscher Fronttruppen in Weiβ ruβ land 1941ru β land 1941land 1941-1944: Eine Annäherung,” in Karl 
Heinrich Pohl (ed.) Wehrmacht und Vernichtungspolitik: Militär im nationalsozialistichen System 
(Göttingen, 1999), pp. 89-114; here p. 90. 
70 It is interesting to note that Müller does not cite any of Bartov’s works in either his book on the Second 
World War or his introductory essay to Die Wehrmacht: Mythos und Realität.  
71 Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, p. 774, n. 1.  On the total number of divisions raised, see Christoph Rass, 
“Das Sozialprofil von Kampfverbänden des deutschen Heeres 1939-1945,” in Jörg Echternkampf et.al. Das 
Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, vol. 9/1, Die Deutsche Kriegsgesellschaft 1939-1945 (Munich, 
2004), pp. 641-742; here pp. 650-652. 
72 On front-line troops killing immediately prisoners after their capture, see Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, p. 
774-781.  Hartmann’s claim that partisan warfare should be considered a “rear-area” issue requires serious 
qualification.  While he admits that front-line units did participate in 33 major anti-partisan actions in the 
rear, he neglects the ordinary, everyday occurrences of small clashes between combat troops and scattered 
individuals and groups; Hartmann, “Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?”, p. 27.  This 
issue will be addressed in the following chapters. 
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III. THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF PRUSSO-GERMAN ANTI-PARTISAN 

MEASURES 

The differing interpretations of the nature of partisan warfare in the Soviet Union 

and in occupied Europe, more generally, has occupied a prominent place in this debate 

and the evolution of German anti-partisan policies deserve some discussion.  The Prusso-

German Army first experienced partisan warfare during the Franco-Prussian War of 

1870-1871.  Following the defeat of the French Army at the battle of Sedan, French 

irregulars sprung up throughout the country and began harassing German troops.  This 

affront to the Prusso-German Army’s view of warfare as an exclusive reserve for 

professionals led to the implementation of drastic measures designed to smash the francs-

tireur (guerilla) movement.  Hans von Moltke, Chief of the Prussian General Staff, stated 

that “experience has established that the most effective way of dealing with this situation 

[guerilla activity] is to destroy the premises concerned – or, where the participation has 

been general, the entire village.”73  Moltke also ordered the taking of hostages as a 

deterrent to sabotage activities.74  The use of Collective Measures – the punishment of a 

community or hostages when the actual perpetrators could not be identified – became the 

basis of German anti-partisan policy at this time and remained so up through the Second 

World War.  Though the Germans resorted to these type of terror tactics during the 

Franco-Prussian War, on the whole, the Army maintained a relatively “disciplined 

restraint” in their dealings with French civilians.75         

As Isabel Hull has so brilliantly detailed, the policies enacted on the spur of the 

moment during the Franco-Prussian War were both institutionalized into the Army’s 
                                                 
73 Quoted in Michael Howard, The Franco-Prussian War, (New York, 1991), p. 378. 
74 Isabel Hull, Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial Germany 
(Ithaca, 2005), pp. 118-119. 
75 Examples of German Collective Measures are found in Geoffrey Wawro, The Franco-Prussian War: The 
German Conquest of France in 1870-1871, (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 238, 264-265, 279.  The judgment on 
the Prusso-German Army’s general behavior is from Howard, The Franco-Prussian War, p. 379.  
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official doctrine and kept alive through “memory and myths” in the officer corps and the 

enlisted ranks.76  Hull also points out that those practices enshrined in Army policy 

actually contradicted existing international law.  The majority of the military leadership 

believed that “the exceptionality of war rais[ed] it above law,” and due to this, that 

military professionals should be allowed to fight war to a victorious conclusion, no matter 

the cost, without outside interference.77   

While the Army’s anti-guerilla policies continued to evolve outside the bounds of 

international standards, perhaps even more important in explaining the behavior of 

German troops during the opening days of the First World War was the “franc-tireur 

myth.”78  John Horne and Alan Kramer have painstakingly recreated this myth as it 

spread throughout the ranks of the Imperial German Army during its advance in the 

summer and fall of 1914 in Belgium and northern France.  The memories and myths of 

guerilla activities during 1870-1871 had been passed down to the soldiers of Kaiser 

Wilhelm II and many of these men committed atrocities against Belgian civilians in 

retaliation for perceived franc-tireur attacks.  Horne and Kramer detail several important 

components of this myth: the invisibility of the guerilla; a belief that the French and 

Belgian governments were planning collective resistance against the German Army, 

which therefore made each and every civilian a possible enemy; the participation of 

women and children in resistance activities, inverting gender and age roles and adding yet 

another layer of treachery to the experience; and the guerillas’ frequent recourse to 

mutilating captured and dead German soldiers.79  The invading German troops absorbed 

these views and when faced with tense or unexplainable situations, they fell back on this 

                                                 
76 Hull, Absolute Destruction, pp. 119-130; the cited phrase is from p. 119. 
77 Ibid., p. 123. 
78 John Horne and Alan Kramer, German Atrocities, 1914: A History of Denial (New Haven, 2001), p. 94. 
79 Ibid., pp. 96-111. 
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belief system, lashing out at the civilian population.  Unlike the Franco-Prussian War, 

however, Collective Measures became the order of the day during the opening months of 

the war in the west, despite the fact that there appears to have been no franc-tireur 

activity during this time period.80  

Both during and after the war, Allied propaganda made much use of these 

atrocities.  Following the war, the German Army responded with a vigorous defense of its 

policies which had the effect of “reaffirm[ing] its doctrine of the illegality of enemy 

irregular warfare” during the interwar period.  As Horne and Kramer note, “this provided 

one strand of its descent into lawlessness and barbarity during the Third Reich.”81  In the 

period stretching from 1870 to 1918, violent anti-partisan policies that stood outside of 

accepted international law had become enshrined in German military thinking.  Such 

developments in what Hull has labeled the “military culture” of Wilhelmine Germany 

need to be considered when examining the behavior of the Wehrmacht in the Second 

World War.82 

 

IV. MILITARY CULTURE AND DOCTRINE: INTERNAL MECHANIZATIONS FOR A WAR 

OF ANNIHILATION 

The emphasis on ideology in the past two decades has dominated the 

historiography, pushing other possible explanations for the German Army’s participation 

in the war of annihilation to the side.  A more profitable avenue of investigation would be 

one which looks not only at ideology but also at the institutionalized practices of the 

German Army as they developed during the war.  Here, the issue of “military necessity” 

                                                 
80 Horne and Kramer identify some 130 incidents of ten or more civilians being killed for alleged partisan 
attacks; Ibid., pp. 435-439.   
81 Ibid., p. 425. 
82 Hull, Absolute Destruction, pp. 93-98. 
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looms large.  Fundamentally, this meant that the German Army would do whatever was 

necessary to fulfill its primary objective: to win the war.  For many officers in the various 

incarnations of the Prusso-German Army – the Prussian Army, the Imperial German 

Army, the Weimar Republic’s Reichswehr and the Third Reich’s Wehrmacht – the 

absolute need for military victory overrode all other moral and political considerations.   

A brief examination of German military practices in the period after unification 

bear this out.  During colonial actions in German South-West Africa, the Army’s narrow 

focus on military triumph led to near genocidal campaigns against the native population.83  

The high casualties and need for technological know-how during the First World War 

caused the German High Command to forfeit the noble exclusivity of the officer corps, 

opening the doors to thousands of middle-class candidates, even though they did not 

originate from the “desired classes”.84 Final victory was deemed important enough for the 

officer corps to diminish their political cohesion and hence weaken its collective standing 

within the state.85  Combat during the Great War also led the German Army to embrace 

what Michael Geyer has termed “a military machine-culture.”86  Geyer notes that  

 
the formation of a military machine-culture and the instrumental organization 

 of units undermined the very essence of the Prusso-German military institution 
 and profession, traditionally based on uniformity, hierarchy and subordination.87  

 

                                                 
83 For the most concise examination of this theme and the fighting in German Southwest Africa, see Ibid., 
pp. 5-90. 
84 The phrase is German War Minister General von Heerigen’s; quoted in Holger Herwig, “Strategic 
Uncertainties of a Nation-State: Prussia-Germany, 1871-1918,” in Williamson Murray, et. al. (eds.), The 
Making of Strategy: Rulers, States and War, (Cambridge, 1994), p. 262. 
85 Holger Herwig argues that the army’s decision not to expand by two or three Army Corps in 1912-13 
was due to a “fear that this would undermine the social cohesion of the officer corps;” see his The First 
World War: Germany and Austria-Hungary, 1914-1918, (New York, 1997), p. 19.  
86 Michael Geyer, “German Strategy in the Age of Machine Warfare, 1914-1945,” in Peter Paret (ed.), The 
Makers of Modern Strategy: From Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age (Princeton, 1986), p. 543. 
87 Ibid. 
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This new focus on machines and the men who operated them “gave unprecedented 

freedom of action to soldiers and non-commissioned officers, and an extraordinary 

independence to the lower echelons of front officers.88 

Finally, during the early years of the Weimar Republic, some officers began 

thinking of a levee-en-masse defense with all of its revolutionary implications.  This type 

of thinking became especially prevalent after the joint Franco-Belgian occupation of the 

Ruhr in 1923 exposed the utter weakness of the Reichswehr.89
  Realizing the impotence of 

the German Army relative to its enemies, “Young Turk” planners explored the possibility 

of a Volkskrieg (People’s War); by “harnessing the powers of society,” they could fight a 

victorious war.90  In “people’s war,” the participation of civilians was considered “a 

condition, a prerequisite and a component of the conduct of war.”91  Utilizing civilians in 

this manner amounted to the Army forsaking its traditional monopoly of violence within 

the state.  While this vision of a future war was anathema to the majority of the officer 

corps, the fact remains that this type of thinking did find some support within the Army: 

prior to the First World War, such ideas were never considered.                As these few, 

but significant examples illustrate, the German Army was prepared to sacrifice both its 

political and social standing within the German polity as well as its moral standing in the 

eyes of the world for the sake of victory.    

Entwined with this narrowly professional focus on victory was a belief that only 

the offensive, predicated on speed and concentrated aggression, ensured victory.  Robert 

Citino has termed this “the German way of war.”92  According to Citino, a quick victory 

                                                 
88 Ibid., p. 544 
89 Michael Geyer, Aufrüstung oder Sicherheit: Die Reichswehr in der Krise der Machtpolitik, 1924-1936, 
(Wiesbaden, 1980), p. 80. 
90 Geyer, “German Strategy in the Age of Machine Warfare, 1914-1945,” pp. 557-564   
91 Geyer, Aufrüstung oder Sicherheit: Die Reichswehr in der Krise der Machtpolitik, 1924-1936, p. 86. 
92 Robert M. Citino, The German Way of War: From the Thirty Years’ War to the Third Reich, (Lawrence, 
Ks., 2005). 
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was seen as desirable, either due to the diplomatic situation at the time – such as during 

the wars of unification – or due to the balance of forces opposing the German Reich, with 

the First and Second World Wars fitting into the latter category.  What Citino has 

described as “front-loaded” wars were the means by which the German Army would 

conceal its relative weakness and crush its enemies before their weight could be brought 

to bear on the battlefield.93  The decisive battles of Königgratz in 1866 and Sedan in 1870 

as well as the Schlieffen Plan-inspired German invasion of France in 1914 all fit into this 

paradigm.94  

The focus on speed and daring only increased during the Second World War, 

when new technologies such as the tank and tactical aircraft were viewed by the Reich’s 

political and military leadership as the only means to minimize Germany’s very real 

economic and numerical weakness vis-à-vis its enemies.95  The invasions of Poland and 

especially France amply demonstrated the potential of technology, as German troops 

dislocated and destroyed the enemy’s armed forces at an unprecedented rate of speed.  It 

was during these operations that the emphasis on quickness reached new, unheard-of 

proportions: instead of units operating according to a systematic plan, the advance 

frequently degenerated into a competition between ambitious field commanders, who 

continually drove their units ahead without any regard for their superior orders.96 

                                                 
93 Ibid., p. xiii; Hull, Absolute Destruction, pp. 174-178. 
94 On Prussian planning for the war with Austria, see Geoffrey Wawro, The Austro-Prussian War: 
Austria’s War with Prussia and Italy in 1866, (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 20-21; on the Franco-Prussian War, 
see Wawro, The Franco-Prussian War, pp. 41-64; Howard, The Franco-Prussian War, pp. 43-44; on 
German planning for 1914, see Arden Bucholz, Moltke, Schlieffen and Prussian War Planning, 
(Providence, 1993), pp. 158-268; Jack Snyder, The Ideology of the Offensive: Military Decision Making 
and the Disasters of 1914, (Ithaca, 1984), pp. 107-156; as well as Hull’s penetrating analysis, Absolute 
Destruction, pp. 159-181.  
95 Geyer, “German Strategy in the Age of Machine Warfare,” pp. 584-587; Williamson Murray, The 
Change in the European Balance of Power, (Princeton, 1984). 
96 Michael Geyer, “Restorative Elites, German Society and the Nazi Pursuit of War,” in Richard Bessel 
(ed.), Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany: Comparisons and Contrasts, (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 144-45.  These 
themes of competition, insubordination and the emphasis on speed all clearly emerge in what is perhaps the 
finest example of operational history in print: Karl-Heinz Frieser, The Blitzkrieg Legend: The 1940 
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It was during the planning and actual course of operations for the invasion of the 

Soviet Union that these two separate, yet related issues came together.  A military culture 

that demanded victory at all costs was now charged with defeating a much larger country, 

in terms of both population and land mass, in an extremely short period of time.97  The 

Wehrmacht jettisoned any considerations that might interfere with the achievement of 

this goal: these ranged from rational military planning to humane treatment for civilians 

and prisoners of war.98  The numerical weakness of the German Army would be 

compensated for by a liberal use of terror, by both SS and Army troops.  As Isabel Hull 

has perceptively noted,   

 
the technique of overcoming weakness by the daring use of force did not 

 diminish anxiety, it fed it, unleashing in practice a spiral of aggression, anxiety 
 and more aggression that officers experienced as compulsive.

99
 

 

Although Hull wrote these words about the Army during the Wilhelmine Era, they could 

have just as easily been written about the Wehrmacht during Operation Barbarossa.  This 

campaign witnessed the culmination of the development of both military culture and 

doctrine in the Prusso-German Army.  The Army was prepared to use any and all means 

against the Red Army and Soviet society as a whole to achieve victory.  The evolution of 

this particular technocratic military mind-set ensured that war against the Soviet Union 
                                                                                                                                                 
Campaign in the West, (Annapolis, 2005).  A look through the war diaries of Halder and Fedor von Bock 
Commander-in-Chief of Army Group Center, during Operation Barbarossa are also extremely revealing in 
this regard; Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 
1939-1942, volume III, passim and Fedor von Bock (ed. Klaus Gerbert), The War Diary, 1939-1945 
(Atglen, Pa., 1996), pp. 224-401. 
97 Geyer states that “Barbarossa showed the fusion of technocracy and ideology in the context of 
competitive military planning;” “German Strategy in the Age of Machine Warfare, 1914-1945,” p. 587.   
98 The historical scholarship on German planning for the invasion of the Soviet Union is enormous; three 
of the more important contributions are Ernst Klink’s contribution to “The Military Concept of the War 
against the Soviet Union,” in Boog, et. al., Germany and the Second World War, Band IV, The Attack on 
the Soviet Union, pp. 225-325; Robert Cecil, Hitler’s Decision to Invade Russia 1941, (London, 1975); 
Barry Leach, German Strategy against Russia, 1939-1941, (London, 1973).   
99 Hull, Absolute Destruction, p. 175. 
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would have been fought as a particularly savage affair even without the influence of 

National Socialism.  The fact that the Nazi regime not only encouraged but demanded a 

brutal campaign radicalized already present tendencies within the Army and led to the 

war of annihilation. 

 

V. A REGIONAL APPROACH TO THE GERMAN ARMY  

One feature of the historical dispute over the ideological commitment of the 

Wehrmacht is that no attempt is made to distinguish between German troops: they are all 

referred to as “Germans,” with no reference to the deeply ingrained differences between 

various groups of soldiers. Such an approach precludes the asking of basic questions such 

as: Who were they?  Where did they come from?  Did their different backgrounds lead to 

variations in how they perceived and fought the war?  Did they subscribe to the Nazi war 

of Weltanschauungen or did they struggle to maintain their own humanity during the 

conflict?  One way to address these issues is to break away from viewing the Wehrmacht 

as a monolithic organization and begin to examine its constituent parts. The 

historiography of the past two decades has begun to look at different grades of the 

Wehrmacht, from Army level to the smallest organizational unit at which documentation 

exists: the division. 100  An advantage of using divisional files is that each division was 

drawn from a specific Wehrkreis, or military district, and theoretically received its new 

                                                 
100 Several examples of this new scholarship include Manfred Oldenburg, Ideologie und militärisches 
Kalkül: Die Besatzungspolitik der Wehrmacht in der Sowjetunion 1942, (Cologne, 2004) which examines 
the policies of Eleventh and Seventeenth Armies during 1942; Johannes Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor 
Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und Winter 1941/42”, in 
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 49 Jahrgang 2001 3. Heft Juli, pp. 377-440; Richter, 
“Handlungsspielräume am Beispiel der 6. Armee,” in Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.), Verbrechen der 
Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte (Munich, 2005); Safrian and Boll, “On the Way to Stalingrad: The 6th 
Army in 1941-42.” On divisions, see Bartov, The Eastern Front 1941-1945: German Troops and the 
Barbarization of Warfare and Rass, “Menschenmaterial”: Deutsche Soldaten an der Ostfront.  
Innenansichten einer Infanteriedivision 1939-1945.  The regimental and battalion files were destroyed by 
the German Army at the end of the war.  See Heer, Vom Verschwinden der Täter, pp. 101-104. 
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recruits from the same area throughout the war.  This allowed the division to retain a 

sense of Heimat, that untranslatable word that refers to a community, ranging in size from 

a small village to a region or even a nation, that shares a particular set of traditions and 

values, which the areas’ inhabitants believed set them apart from neighboring 

communities, regions or states.101   

Infantry divisions, therefore, formed more or less self-contained micro-

communities which corresponded to the geographic areas from which they originated.  

As James Sheehan has argued, Germany was actually a rather decentralized state before 

the Nazi Gleichschaltung of the 1930s and the constituent parts of the Reich continued to 

celebrate their own unique cultural differences.102  Thus the soldiers who fought in the 

Wehrmacht certainly considered themselves Germans, but they also had strong, if not 

stronger, ties to their regional identities.103  Scholars have long utilized a regional 

approach to great effect in attempting to understand the Third Reich; the use of such a 

                                                 
101 For discussions of Heimat, see Celia Applegate, A Nation of Provincials and Alon Confino, The Nation 
as Local Metaphor (Chapel Hill, 1997). 
102 James Sheehan, “What is German History? Reflections on the Role of the Nation in German History 
and Historiography,” in The Journal of Modern History, Vol. 53, No. 1 (March 1981), p. 1-23.  Sheehan 
notes that “Germany, Europe’s most fragmented polity, is treated as if it were a cohesive entity” during its 
period as a unified nation state from 1871 to 1945; p. 21, footnote 45. 
103 This is confirmed by the emphasis placed on a unit’s social composition by the authors’ of the various 
divisional histories (e.g., G. Lohse, Geschichte der rheinisch-westfälischen 126 Infanterie-Division, Bad 
Nauheim, 1957 and Division Tradition Group (ed.) Geschichte der 121.Ostpreussische Infanterie-Division 
1940—1945, Münster, Frankfurt, Berlin 1970) as well by German authors of popular military history such 
as Paul Carell and Werner Haupt.  There is also evidence that, at times, the German authorities exploited a 
unit’s social composition for military purposes.  Walter Manoschek argues that the Wehrmacht deliberately 
placed units disproportionly composed of Austrians in occupied Serbia as Hitler and the High Command 
believed these men better understood the Serbian mentality than soldiers from Germany proper.  See 
Walter Manoschek, “Partisankrieg und Genozid: Die Wehrmacht in Serbien 1941,” in idem. (ed.), Die 
Wehrmacht in Rassenkrieg: Der Vernichtungskrieg Hinter der Front (Vienna, 1996), pp. 142-167; here, pp. 
145-46. In his study of occupied Greece, Mark Mazower also argues that the Germans deliberately used 
Austrian commanders in Greece due to their familiarity with the Balkans; Mark Mazower, Inside Hitler’s 
Greece (New Haven, 1993), pp. 158-159.  Ben Shepherd believes that although no incontrovertible proof 
has arisen for the use of “mainly eastern German units as security divisions . . . almost certainly, however, a 
major reason for their selection was the assumption that they would have a greater understanding of the 
‘eastern mentality.’” See Shepherd, War in the Wild East, p. 262, n.61. 



 28 

method in looking at the German Army promises similar results.104  This study will 

attempt to construct a more precise picture of which soldiers committed crimes and 

which soldiers resisted engaging in the war of annihilation by examining three divisions 

drawn from different regions within Germany.  The three divisions to be analyzed are the 

East Prussian 121st Infantry Division, the Berlin-Brandenburg 123rd Infantry Division, and 

the Rhenish-Westphalian 126th Infantry Division.   

 

VI. METHODOLOGY 

These three units were chosen for several reasons.  First, these divisions were 

raised in October 1940 as part of the eleventh mobilization wave and saw their first 

action during Operation Barbarossa.105  Each formation was constructed around cadres 

drawn from pre-existing units mobilized during the earlier waves from the same Military 

Districts and was then filled out by new recruits.  Since the majority of these men were 

not professional soldiers, they were representative of the civilian communities from 

which they originated.106   

Second, each unit came from a geographically and culturally distinct area.  East 

Prussia, the former backbone of the Prussian and German Empires, was an economically 

stagnant, rural, Protestant borderland during the interwar period, cut off from the rest of 

Germany by the newly emergent state of Poland and bordering the relatively unstable 

                                                 
104 Some of the more important of such works include Jeremy Noakes, The Nazi Party in Lower Saxony 
1921-1933 (Oxford, 1971); Geoffrey Pridham, Hitler’s Rise to Power: The Nazi Movement in Bavaria 
1923-1933 (London, 1973); Frank Bajohr (ed.), Norddeutschland im Nationalsozialismus (Hamburg 1993); 
and Martin Broszat and Elke Fröhlich (eds.), Bayern in der NS-Zeit (Munich 1977-83), six volumes.   
105 On mobilization, see Bernhard Kroener, “The Manpower Resources of the Third Reich in the Area of 
Conflict between Wehrmacht, Bureaucracy, and War Economy, 1939-1942,” in Bernhard, et.al, Germany 
and the Second World War, volume V/I, Organization and Mobilization of the German Sphere of Power 
(Oxford, 2000), pp. 966-1001, esp. pp. 967-986.  
106 This is a major drawback of Bartov’s work.  His focus on these three divisions – two of which were first 
wave and one which rapidly attained the level of an elite division – limits the applicability to the rest of the 
Army, much less to German society.  
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Baltic countries born of the Russian Empire’s collapse.  Sporadic fighting between 

Freikorps and various national and communist groups in the region during the 1920s 

heightened the desperation and volatility that stamped the new German Republic’s most 

eastern state.  Berlin-Brandenburg was a marriage of two extremely different areas.  

While the Brandenburg countryside was similar to that of East Prussia (minus the Junker 

class that dominated the East Elbian estates), Berlin was a cosmopolitan city, that not 

only possessed an avant-garde cultural scene, but was also ideologically disposed to the 

Left, so much so that it was known to contemporaries as “Red Berlin.”  The Berlin 

working-class favored the German Communist Party and the National Socialist Party 

rightly viewed capturing the city as one of their toughest electoral battles.  Unlike the 

previously mentioned regions, Rhineland-Westphalia was both predominantly Catholic 

and industrial, with several major urban areas, including Cologne, Düsseldorf, Essen, and 

Aachen.  In addition to being home to a numerically strong working class, the region was 

also populated by an economically stable peasantry.  Germany’s defeat in the First World 

War led to a demilitarization of the right bank of the Rhine, per the Treaty of Versailles, a 

situation that persisted until Hitler unilaterally revised the treaty by marching troops 

across the Rhine in 1936.            

Third, each division fought for the majority of the war in Army Group North, with 

the 121st ID and the 126th ID capitulating in Latvia as part of Army Group Kurland in 

May 1945 while the 123rd ID was sent to Ukraine in fall 1943, where it disintegrated 

during the fighting of early 1944.  Of the three Army Groups that invaded the Soviet 

Union, Army Group North has been least well served by historians.  With the exception 

of the siege of Leningrad, both the operational and occupational practices of the 
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northernmost Army Group have received very little attention in comparison to the two 

Army Groups engaged to its south.107   

While both Army Groups Center and South had more spectacular successes and 

more devastating defeats and therefore receive the lion’s share of both historical inquiry 

and popular attention, this emphasis does not help in understanding the interactions 

between front-line infantry troops and Russian civilians.  Army Group North spent the 

longest period of time in Great Russian territory.  With the exception of the six week 

advance through the Baltic States in the summer of 1941, these German soldiers spent 

their war years in Russia, unlike their counterparts in Army Group Center and South who 

were located for extended periods of time in White Russia and Ukraine, respectively.108  

The experiences of Army Group North offer the most important examples of long-term 

occupation by combat soldiers in Russia due to the nature of war in northern Russia.  

Positional warfare, which closely mirrored combat on the Western Front during the First 

World War, became the norm in Army Group North’s area of operations from late 1941 

until January 1944 and this kept soldiers and civilians in close contact.      

Christian Gerlach has argued that there were two distinct periods of criminal 

behavior by German troops: during advances and during withdrawals.109  Such a 

                                                 
107 Studies of the siege include Harrison Salisbury, The 900 Days: The Siege of Leningrad (New York, 2nd 
Edition 1985); Leon Goure, The Siege of Leningrad (Stanford, California, 1962); Antje Leetz and Barbara 
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(Reinbek, 1992); Peter Jahn (ed.), Blockade Leningrads  – Blockada Leningrada (Berlin, 2004); and, most 
recently, Jörg Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte Leningrad, 1941-1944. Die Stadt in den Strategien von 
Angreifern und Verteidigern, (Paderborn, 2005).  The only full-length operational treatment of the 
campaign, albeit based primarily on Russian-language sources, is David Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad 
1941-1944 (Lawrence, Kansas, 2002); Hürter examines the Eighteenth Army and the encirclement of 
Leningrad; see Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im 
Herbst und Winter 1941/42”; a short, rather unsatisfactory, examination of German occupation practices in 
northern Russia is undertaken by Gerhart Hass, “Deutsche Besatzungspolitik im Leningrader Gebiet 1941-
1944,” in Babette Quinkert (ed.), “Wir sind die Herren dieses Landes”: Ursachen, Verlauf und Folgen des 
deutschen Überfalls auf die Sowjetunion (Hamburg, 2002), pp. 66-81. 
108 Hass, “Deutsche Besatzungspolitik im Leningrader Gebiet 1941-1944,” p. 66. 
109 Christian Gerlach, “Verbrechen deutscher Fronttruppen in Weiβ ruβ land 1941ru β land 1941land 1941-1944: Eine Annäherung,” 
pp. 89-114; here p. 104.  More evidence pointing in this direction is found in Bartov’s discussion of 
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formulation, however, is problematic in relation to Army Group North since it was 

locked in static warfare for approximately three years.  German troops occupied the same 

industrial suburbs of Leningrad, the same villages and cities, including Novgorod and 

Staraia Russa, along the Volkhov River, and the same villages and towns in the 

Demiansk region for two to three years.  An examination of how these combat troops 

interacted with and treated Russian civilians in these areas proves validity of Gerlach’s 

formulation.  

 

The three divisions will be examined from both the viewpoint of the military 

hierarchy and the simple soldier; in other words, from “above” and below.”  For the 

official view, the extensive collection of the Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv in Freiburg im 

Breisgau was utilized.  Here, divisional, as well as corps and army level records were 

examined.  These files allow for a detailed reconstruction of both operational experiences 

and practices of occupation during the war in Russia.  In order to see how involved each 

division was in Germany’s war of extermination, their actions will be placed into the 

framework of Christian Hartmann’s eight war crimes: partisan warfare, the horrendous 

treatment of prisoners-of-war, cooperation with the SS in their murderous tasks, the 

ruthless exploitation of the occupied Soviet Union, the shooting of Commissars, the 

ignoring of the line between civilians and soldiers,  the planned starvation of areas such 

as Leningrad and, finally, the retreat of German forces and their subsequent policy of 

scorched earth.110  Were these events part of the everyday routine of combat troops or 

were they isolated instances, only occurring at specific times and places?  The context in 
                                                                                                                                                 
“Scorched Earth” withdrawals in 1944 in Hitler’s Army, pp. 81-82, 91-92 as well as his The Eastern Front, 
1941-1945, German Troops and the Barbarization of Warfare, pp. 139-141.  Graphic eyewitness accounts 
by Russians regarding the Wehrmacht’s actions during withdrawals is found in Paul Kohl, Der Krieg der 
deutschen Wehrmacht und Polizei 1941-1944 (Frankfurt a.M., 1998). 
110 Hartmann, “Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?”, pp. 10-14 for “rear-area” crimes, 
pp. 47-64 for “front” crimes.   
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which these crimes were committed as well as topics including combat, training, 

replacement policy, Soviet atrocities, logistics and official directives will all be analyzed 

in hopes of providing a more complete and nuanced view of the German soldier in 

Russia.       

The Wehrmacht was not the only German organization present in northwest 

Russia.  Both Herman Göring’s sprawling Four-Year Plan complex and Heinrich 

Himmler’s SS-Police empire had representatives in the occupied east.  Wirtschaftsstab 

Ost, or Economic Staff East, was established to extract raw materials and foodstuffs from 

the occupied territories and transport them back to Germany. 111    Its long-term goal of 

ensuring continued production from the eastern occupied territories brought it into 

constant conflict with the Army, whose short-term policy of living off of the land played 

havoc with rational economic planning.  These differing goals led the local branches of 

Economic Staff East to compose reports extremely critical of the Army’s activities.  Such 

memoranda contain compelling and detailed accounts of Army policies and their 

repercussions on civilians in the occupied territories. 

SS and SD units, organized as Einsatzgruppen, also sent frequent reports back to 

Berlin.  Local branches of the SD were established throughout the areas occupied by 

Army Group North and their communications not only highlight the institutional 

cooperation between the Army and SS, they also provide a different perspective on 

Wehrmacht policies.  Their ideologically-guided tasks both complemented and 

contradicted the Army and Economic Staff East’s goals, adding yet another level of 

bureaucratic and institutional confusion to the occupied Soviet Union.   

   
                                                 
111 For more on Economic Staff East, see Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, pp. 150-156; Müller, “From 
Economic Alliance to a War of Colonial Exploitation,” in Boog et.al., Germany and the Second World 
War, Band IV, The Attack on the Soviet Union, pp. 156-161. 
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While official Wehrmacht, SS and Economic Staff East records allow for a re-

creation of each division’s daily activities, they fail to provide an adequate framework for 

explaining the behavior of individual soldiers.  Other sources are required to provide 

some answers to this extremely important question. Diaries, such as the one written by 

Lt. Ewers, are one such source and are especially invaluable as they trace the 

development of a soldier’s thought across time.  Unfortunately, they are rarely found in 

archives.  The most readily available source generated by soldiers’ themselves are the 

estimated 30-40 million Feldpostbriefe, or letters, which passed between the front and 

Heimat. 112   As Klaus Latzel, the foremost authority on these letters, has written, 

“Feldpostbriefe are the most contemporary, personal, subjective sources of the war . . . 

that are available.”113  Numerous collections of letters have appeared since the end of the 

Second World War but it is only within the past fifteen years that scholars have made a 

concerted effort to analyze the contents of these letters.114  The first Wehrmacht 

Exhibition utilized excerpts from letters and diaries to a great extent and this focus on the 

war of extermination continues to be the primary theme in published collections of 

letters. 115   

The primary methodological problem with such collections is the issue of 

representativeness.  Is it possible to extrapolate the ideological belief of one soldier, or 

                                                 
112 Klaus Latzel, “Feldpostbriefe: Überlegungen zur Aussagekraft einer Quelle,” in Hartmann, Hürter, and 
Jureit (ed.) Verbrechen der Wehrmacht, pp. 171-181; here p. 171. 
113Ibid. 
114 Earlier collections include Anatoli Bolovchansky, et.al. (ed.), “Ich will raus aus diesem Wahnsinn.” 
Deutsche Briefe von der Ostfront 1941-1945 (Wuppertal, 1991); Orwin Buchbender and R. Stertz, (ed.), 
Das andere Gesicht des Krieges (Munich, 1982); W. Bähr and H.W. Bähr, (ed.), Kriegesbriefe gefallener 
Studenten 1939-1945 (Tübingen and Stuttgart, 1952). 
115 See Hannes Heer, (ed.), “Stets zu erschießen sind Frauen, die in der Roten Armee dienen”: 
Geständnisse deutscher Kriegsgefangener über ihren Einsatz an der Ostfront  (Hamburg, 1996); Walther 
Manoschek, (ed.), “Es gibt nur eines für das Judentum: ‘Vernichtung’. Das Judenbild in deutschen 
Soldatenbriefen 1939-1944 (Hamburg, 1995); idem., “Der Holocaust in Feldpostbriefen von 
Wehrmachtsangehörigen,” in Hannes Heer, Walter Manoschek, Alexander Pollak (ed.), Wie Geschichte 
gemacht ist.  Zur Konstruktion von Erinnerungen an Wehrmacht und Zweiten Weltkrieg (Vienna, 2003), 
pp. 35-58.  
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the content of even one letter, to the rest of the Wehrmacht as a whole?  Does the use of a 

Nazi slogan in a message to a parent indicate that the soldier was inculcated with Nazi 

ideology?  How representative of a soldier’s mindset is one letter?  Is it even possible to 

identify the soldier and the particular circumstances that framed the writing of the letter? 

The rather haphazard manner in which archival collections of Feldpostbriefe have been 

assembled frequently make identification of the writer impossible. This presents a serious 

impediment to analyzing specific units. For example, a letter written by an infantryman 

fighting in the Caucasus Mountains would shed little light on the motivations of an 

armored soldier fighting in Estonia, except at the most general level.116 Only by 

examining a series of letters from one soldier or a collection of letters from specific, 

defined and limited groups can scholars draw sound conclusions.            

In an attempt to locate letters and diaries written by soldiers of the 121st, 123rd and 

126th Infantry Divisions, several archives in Germany, including the Bundesarchiv-

Militärarchiv, the Feldpostarchiv in the Museum für Kommunikation in Berlin, and the 

Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte in Stuttgart have been utilized.  While some source material 

was unearthed, it did not adequately present a clear picture of how these men viewed and 

understood the war.  The analysis was therefore expanded to include other infantry 

divisions who not only originated in East Prussia, Rhineland-Westphalia and Berlin-

Brandenburg, but who also fought under the command of Army Group North.117  By 

keeping the variables of unit origin, combat experience, command structures of the Army 

Group, Armies and Corps, and environmental factors such as terrain and climate 

                                                 
116 This seems to me to be a weakness in Bartov’s argument in Hitler’s Army.  While the bulk of his 
documentary evidence relates to the 12 Infantry Division, the 18 Panzer Division, and the 
Grossdeutschland Division, there is no indication that any of the letters used to support his argument in fact 
originated from one of these divisions.  
117 The additional letters and diaries to be examined were written by members of the 1st, 21st, 61st, 206th, and 
217th Infantry Divisions from East Prussia; the 23rd, 93rd, and 218th Infantry Divisions from Berlin-
Brandenburg; and the 11th, 69th, 227th, 253rd, and 254th Infantry Divisions from Rhineland-Westphalia.  
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relatively equal, the use of letters written by members of these additional divisions should 

provides a strong supplement to understanding the mentalities of the infantrymen under 

investigation.      

A soldier’s mentality was molded by his Heimat’s long-term cultural and social 

influences – the religious, class, and political traditions – as well as by the more 

immediate experiences of the 1920s and 1930s.  The differing historical and cultural 

backgrounds of East Prussia, Berlin-Brandenburg and Rhineland-Westphalia were bound 

to produce differences in how these soldiers responded to and viewed the war in the 

Soviet Union.  One way to examine these differences is using the methodological tools of 

Alltagsgeschichte.118  Proponents of this school of history examine the every-day practices 

and the conceptual frameworks that develop around them which people utilize to 

understand their world.  This approach holds great merit for a study of combat troops as it 

should be possible to examine how soldiers fit their experiences of war and occupation 

into pre-existing notions and belief frameworks.119  By analyzing the writings of these 

men using this methodology, patterns and practices specific to regions will be identified 

in both combat and occupation and this will provide a necessary specificity concerning 

both the committing of crimes and the motivation for doing so. 

 

Utilizing only German sources, however, necessarily skews the historical record.  

Not only do the seemingly complete and comprehensive Wehrmacht records frequently 

omit mention of atrocities, the records themselves were tampered with after the war.  Due 

                                                 
118 On Alltagsgeschichte see Alf Lüdtke, “What is the History of Everyday Life and Who are its 
Practitioners,” in idem. (ed.), The History of Everyday Life: Reconstructing Historical Experiences and 
Ways of Life (Princeton, 1995), pp. 3-40.   
119 Two excellent examples of this methodological approach are Alf Lüdtke, “The Appeal of Exterminating 
‘Others’: German Workers and the Limits of Resistance,” in Journal of Modern History (64/1992), pp. 46-
67, and Hans-Joachim Schröder, “Alltagsleben im Russlandkrieg 1941-1945. Eine deutsche Perspektive,” 
in Hans-Adolf Jacobson (ed.), Deutsch-russische Zeitenwende. Krieg und Frieden 1941-1945 (Baden-
Baden, 1995), pp. 388-409. 
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to the exigencies of the Cold War, the United States Army Historical Division employed 

numerous former German Army officers, including Franz Halder, in its attempt to obtain 

a clearer picture of the Red Army.   Under Halder’s leadership, these men proceeded to 

weed out documents that painted the Wehrmacht in an unfavorable light.120  Even if a 

complete documentation did exist, however, it would still portray only one side of the 

story.  In order to present a comprehensive and accurate picture of the Wehrmacht’s 

activities in the occupied eastern territories, the voices of the victims need to be heard.121 

The reliance on German source material has resulted in Russian civilians being 

seen as mere statistics in German reports and memorandums instead of as living, 

breathing individuals.  In order to break away from this model, the Russian view of the 

war and occupation needs to be investigated.  In the decade after the end of the Cold War, 

Russian archives were initially more or less accessible; regrettably this window now 

seems to be closing.  Recent Russian-language historiography has been able to shed the 

ideological straightjacket that limited the value of Soviet scholarship, an extremely 

important development in light of diminishing access to Russian archives.  The primary 

problem today appears to be one of language.  Very few western-language scholars have 

utilized Russian and other Slavic language sources in their studies of the Soviet Union 

during the Second World War.122 This has begun to change within the past decade with 

                                                 
120 On lacunae in Wehrmacht records, see Heer, “Verwischen der Spuren. Vernichtung der Erinnerung”, in 
Vom Verschweigen des Täter, pp. 67-104; on efforts by Halder to present a view of the war favorable to 
the Wehrmacht see Bernd Wegner, “Erschriebene Siege. Franz Halder, die ‘Historical Divison’ und die 
Rekonstruktion des Zweiten Weltkrieges im Geiste des deutschen Generalstabes,” in Ernst Willi Hansen, 
Gerhard Schreiber, Bernd Wegner (ed.), Politischer Wandel, organisierte Gewalt und nationale Sicherheit. 
Beiträge zur neueren Geschichte Deutschlands und Frankreichs (Munich, 1995) p. 287-302 and Gerd R. 
Ueberschär, Generaloberst Franz Halder. Generalstabschef, Gegner und Gefangener (Göttingen, 1991), pp. 
92-101; Ueberschär writes that former General Geyr von Schweppenburg confirmed that “one or another of 
incriminating documents that could have been used in the Nuremburg Trials disappeared,” p. 95. 
121 Omer Bartov, “Whose History Is It, Anyway? The Wehrmacht and German Historiography,”in Heer 
and Nauman (eds.), Vernichtungskrieg: Crimes of the Wehrmacht, pp. 400-416. 
122 Two examples of this language deficiency include the otherwise excellent studies by Richard Overy and 
Christian Gerlach.  Overy’s Russia’s War: A History of the Soviet War Effort (New York and London, 
1998), an outstanding survey of the Soviet Union during the Second World War, is based exclusively on 
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the appearance of important scholarship examining Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania.123  

The day-to-day lives of Russian civilians who lived in close proximity to the front lines 

and were therefore under the occupation of German combat troops, however, still remain 

in the shadows.  Were they subjected to the same arbitrary and random terror as civilians 

in the rear-areas, or did a more stable relationship evolve? Did combat troops provide any 

assistance to the civilians in their midst?  What role did everyday needs of sustenance and 

shelter for both troops and civilians play in this dynamic?  Did a uniform occupation 

strategy emerge across Army Group North or did variations in locality and in units lead 

to a more fluid situation?   

The primary Russian-language source used in this study is the report made by the 

clumsily-titled Extraordinary Government Commission for the Determination and 

Investigation of Crimes Committed by the German Fascist Invaders and their 

Accomplices.124  Established by the Soviet regime in November 1942, the commission 

was charged with traveling into those areas that had been under German occupation to 

assess both the material damage and loss of life caused by the Wehrmacht and other 

German organizations.  While certainly marked by a pronounced Stalinist ideological 

slant, the sheer size of the report as well as its intensely detailed nature make it an 

                                                                                                                                                 
English and German language sources, as is Gerlach’s massive examination of National Socialist 
occupation policy in Belarus, Kalkulierte Morde. 
123 On Ukraine see Berkhoff, Harvest of Despair: Life and Death in Ukraine under Nazi Rule; Amir 
Wiener, Making Sense of War: The Second World War and the Bolshevik Revolution (Princeton, 2001); 
Wendy Lower, Nazi Empire-Building and the Holocaust In Ukraine (Chapel Hill, 2005); and Truman 
Anderson, “Incident at Baranivka: German Reprisals and the Soviet Partisan Movement in Ukraine, 
October-December 1941,” in Journal of Modern History 71, no.3 (September 1999), pp. 585-623; on 
Belarus, see Bernhard Chiari, Alltag hinter der Front: Besatzung, Kollaboration und Widerstand in 
Weißrussland 1941-1944 (Düsseldorf, 1998); and for Lithuania, Christoph Dieckmann, “Der Krieg und die 
Ermordung der litauischen Juden,” in Ulrich Herbert and Götz Aly (ed.), Nationalsozialistische 
Vernichtungspolitik (Frankfurt a.M., 1998), pp. 292-329, and “Deutsche und litauische Interessen. 
Grundlinien der Besatzungspolitk in Litauen 1941 bis 1944,” in Vincas Bartisevič ius, ius, Joachim Tauber, and 
Wolfram Wette (ed.), Holocaust in Litauen. Krieg, Judenmorde und Kollaboration im Jahre 1941 (Cologne, 
2003), pp. 231-272.  Ganzenmüller’s examination of Leningrad also makes use of both German and 
Russian source material. 
124 The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Archive possesses a microfilm copy of this report. 
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indispensable source for investigating the lives of Soviet individuals living under German 

rule.125   Only by examining the impact of occupation on the lives of Russians living in 

close contact with members of the Wehrmacht can a more detailed and comprehensive 

view of German actions in the former Soviet Union emerge.                    

 

The following study is divided into four sections.  In the first part, the social 

composition and the manpower situation of each division is covered.  Here, the different 

geographic regions of the Reich will be examined in some detail to show the different 

social, confessional and political structures of each area.  This will be followed by an 

investigation of how each division was replenished during the course of the war, with a 

special focus on the areas from which new recruits came.  Finally, the importance of the 

Genesende-Marschkompanien (Convalescent March Companies) and their contribution 

to the ability of each unit to survive as a cohesive and effective infantry division will be 

examined.  While documents from the Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv are used in this 

section, the Erkennungsmarkenverzeichnis (literally dog-tag lists) and casualty reports 

located at the Deutsche Dienstelle (WASt) in Berlin constitute the bedrock of this 

chapter.  Generated at the company level, they allow for a precise identification of the 

soldiers in each unit. 

The second section is concerned with the time period stretching from June 22, 

1941 to the end of the Soviet winter offensive of 1941/1942 when the German advance in 

the north ended and positional warfare became the norm.  It will examine the interplay 

between Wehrmacht doctrine and the effects of Nazi ideology in the opening months of 

the campaign.  The third section looks at the period in which Eighteenth Army besieged 

                                                 
125 On the Commission’s background, see International Military Tribunal, Trials of the Major War 
Criminals before the International Military Tribunal, vol. 7 (Nuremberg, 1948), p. 199. 
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Leningrad, Sixteenth Army was engaged in the struggle for Demiansk, and both were 

fighting savage battles along the Volkhov River.  It was during this period that the 121st, 

123rd and 126th Infantry Divisions alternated between long stretches of occupation and 

bloody battles of attrition against the Red Army.  The focus of this section will be on the    

occupation policies developed by the various divisions: did they modify their earlier 

practices in an attempt to win the “hearts and minds” of the surrounding population or did 

their behavior continue to radicalize leading to even more brutal treatment of civilians? 

The implementation of a methodical policy of Scorched Earth began in 1943 and this 

continued throughout the remainder of the war.  The fourth section will elaborate on this 

theme and examine the period stretching from the dislodgement of the Germans from 

their positions around Leningrad to the abandonment of the Panther Position in July 

1944, when the war moved out of Russian-proper territory and into the Baltic States.   

By utilizing both official Wehrmacht sources concerning these three infantry 

divisions as well as sources generated by the men at the “sharp end of war,” a more 

precise picture of who committed crimes in the East as well as their motivation for doing 

so becomes clearer.  The use of Russian sources, be they first-person accounts or official 

investigations, provide a necessary complement to the at times spotty German records.  

They also provide a victims’ view of events – a essential piece of the historical whole.  
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   SECTION ONE: REGIONAL COHESION AND THE GERMAN 

REPLACEMENT SYSTEM 

Chapter 1: Heimat and German Regionalism  

When Adolf Hitler assumed the Chancellorship of Germany on January 31, 1933, 

he took power in a political entity that had existed for only sixty-two years.  Bismarck’s 

Reich, founded in 1871, was the culmination of Prussia’s absorption of numerous states 

whose own political and cultural traditions dated back hundreds of years.126  The creation 

of a people who thought of themselves first and foremost as Germans, however, did not 

automatically flow from the territorial unification.  Instead, during the 1880s a new 

cultural trend, known as the Heimat movement, sprung up in various communities and 

regions throughout Germany.  Alon Confino has described the Heimat idea as one 

“representing the permanent identity of the local and the national communities, the 

immutable in the ups and downs of German history, the core of existence in every 

German.”127  He adds that 

 
as one of Germany’s responses to modernity, the Heimat idea was a memory 
invented just when German society was rapidly changing, as a bridge between a 
past and a present that looked uniquely dissimilar.  Heimat looked to the past for 
reassurances of uniqueness on the local and the national level in times of political, 
economic, and cultural homogenization: it emphasized the uniqueness of a 
locality with respect to national standardization, and the uniqueness of Germany 
with respect to European and North American standardization.128   

 

                                                 
126 Sheehan, “What is German History? Reflections on the Role of the Nation in German History and 
Historiography.” 
127 Alon Confino, The Nation as Local Metaphor: Württemberg, Imperial Germany, and National Memory, 
1871-1918, (Chapel Hill, 1997), p. 97. 
128 Ibid., p. 98. 
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Celia Applegate argues that Heimat “came to express a ‘feeling of belonging 

together’ across class, confessional or gender lines or across the lines that divided the 

province for the nation surrounding it.”129  During the Weimar years, this “expression of 

communal integrity” played an important role in how Germans though about themselves 

and the Republic itself.130  Both supporters and opponents of the democratic system 

utilized Heimat-inspired ideas in their political clashes, keeping this notion of cultural 

uniqueness in the public eye. 

The historic regions of Germany experienced a dual process of centralization and 

a celebration of their own uniqueness during the Wilhelminian period.  The outbreak of 

World War I temporarily led to a feeling of German nationalism among the general 

population; as the war slogged on, however, German society showed signs of fraying. 

The subsequent revolution and the Peace of Versailles suggested that Bismarck’s Reich 

was now a piece of history.131 

During the turbulent years of the Weimar Republic the Germans state suffered 

from what one historian has termed a “crisis of classical modernity.”132  The radicalization 

of politics and resulting internal strife spilled over into armed uprisings and subsequent 

bloody reprisals; the expansion of the welfare state in a period of economic crisis led to 

flare ups of class anger, especially during the Great Depression; the loss of valuable 

territories on the western borders of the Reich deprived the new government of both 

urgently needed raw materials and political legitimacy in the eyes of the average German; 
                                                 
129 Celia Applegate, A Nation of Provincials: The German Idea of Heimat, Berkley, 1990, p. x. 
130 Ibid., p. 150. 
131 Historians have produced a literal mountain of important works on Germany and the First World War 
which I need not address in detail here.  Some of the more significant works for our purposes include 
Jeffrey Verhey’s Militarism, Myth and Mobilization in Germany (Cambridge, 2000) on the heady initial 
days of the Burgfrieden; Roger Chickering, Imperial Germany and the Great War, 1914-1918 (Cambridge, 
1998) for a look at German state and society during the war; and Holger H. Herwig, The First World War: 
Germany and Austria-Hungary, 1914-1918 (New York, 1997) for a first-rate analysis of the war’s military 
events. 
132 Detlev Peukert, The Weimar Republic: The Crisis of Classical Modernity, (New York, 1989). 
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a series of wars fought in the Baltic region and against Polish nationalists led to the 

growth of para-military units outside of the government’s control.  All of these issues 

intersected with one another and led to a feeling of anxiety and anger within the German 

polity.  Our examination of the three regions – East Prussia, the Rhineland-Westphalia 

and Brandenburg-Berlin – will be set against this backdrop of the challenges facing the 

Weimar Republic. 

 

I. EAST PRUSSIA 

In a reversion to the Prussian past, in which the dynastic state was scattered 

throughout the German lands with little territorial continuity, the region of East Prussia 

was cut off from the German state following the First World War.  The Treaty of 

Versailles created an independent Polish state and, in deference to obsolete theories 

concerning the importance of access to the sea, the “Polish Corridor” was cut out of 

former German territory, giving Poland access to the Baltic Sea.133  East Prussia came to 

view itself as a German “enclave” in a sea of Slavic peoples.134  More threateningly from 

the perspective of West Europe as a whole, Bolshevism began to spread west from the 

Soviet Union into the newly formed Baltic States.  In response to this development, the 

Western Allies permitted German units, known as Freikorps, to stay in the region to halt 

the Red Specter.  This made East Prussia the staging ground for bitter fighting in the 

Baltic, as German troops, led by many later high-ranking officers in the Wehrmacht 

committed “numerous massacres . . . of real and presumed Communists” during the 

struggle.135  Such an exposed position on the front lines of Europe’s growing ideological 

                                                 
133 On the high-level negotiations over this issue, see Margaret MacMillan, Paris 1919: Six Months that 
Changed the World, (New York, 2001), pp. 216-221. 
134 Geschichte der 21. Inf. Div. Von Claus v. Kassel, BA-MA MSg 2/2779.  
135 Johannes Hürter, Hitlers Heeführer. Die deutschen Oberbefehlshaber im Krieg gegen die Sowjetunion 
1941/42, (Munich, 2006), p. 90.  Both Fedor von Bock and Gerd von Rundstedt, later Army Group 
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conflict may have played a role in failure to implement wholesale reform in East Prussia 

during the early 1920s. 

Both politically and economically, the large land-owning aristocracy – the famous 

Junker class – dominated East Prussia.  With the 1918 decision of the central government 

to postpone land reform in the region, their supremacy continued during the early years 

of the Weimar Republic.136  Their importance was magnified by the predominance of 

agriculture in East Prussia.  Nearly 56% of its population worked in agriculture, easily the 

highest of the three regions under investigation.137  While numerous small farms existed 

in the area, more large scale agricultural concerns were found in East Prussia than in the 

other two regions: farms that consisted of 50-250 acres numbered 19,449; those of 250 

plus acres totaled 3,440.  These numbers were larger than in Brandenburg-Berlin – 15, 

730 and 2,025, respectively, despite its larger population – and dwarfed those in the 

Rhineland-Westphalian area – 16,312 and 453, respectively, despite this region having a 

population nearly five times as large as East Prussia.138  Such concentration of land-

ownership helps explain why 42% of the working population was classified as workers, 

despite a relative paucity of industry: agricultural laborers formed the bulk of the East 

Prussian population.   

This agricultural foundation of East Prussian society led it to having the lowest 

population density of the three regions: there only 61 people per square kilometer.  Over 

60% of the population lived in communities numbering less than 2,000 inhabitants.  The 

                                                                                                                                                 
commanders, were charged with preparing a defense of East Prussia and other eastern German areas while 
eleven other later Army commanders, including Heinz Guderian, Georg von Küchler and Erich von 
Manstein took part in operations in the Baltic.  For an extended look at the fighting, see the colorful 
discussion of Robert G.L. Waite in his Vanguard of Nazism: The Free Corps Movement in Postwar 
Germany 1918-1923 (New York, 1969), pp. 94-139.   
136 Peukert, The Weimar Republic: The Crisis of Classical Modernity, p. 30. 
137 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1932, (Berlin, 1932), p. 
18. 
138 Ibid., pp. 50-51 
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remaining 40% of the population was split between the 27.3% living in towns and cities 

between 2,000 and 100,000 people and the 12.7% of the population who resided in cities 

larger than 100,000.139  Only one city fell into this latter category in East Prussia, the 

capital of Königsberg, which some 296,000 people called home in 1931, making it the 

22nd largest city in Germany.  Tilsit was the only other East Prussian city within the 100 

largest in the Reich: some 57,000 people lived here.140   

The economic dominance of the East Elbian landlords carried over to that of the 

political realm, though the overthrow of the monarchial system certainly lessened their 

control of the East Prussian countryside.  The evolution of German politics that began in 

the 1890s culminated with the multiplication of political parties in the years after the 

Great War.  The old Conservative Party was replaced by the German Nationalist People’s 

Party (Deutschnationale Volkspartei), or the DNVP.141  While it included the traditional 

groups that supported the old Conservative Party – agricultural land-lords, civil servants, 

army officers and some captains of heavy industry – the party’s message also focused on 

capturing the vote of the disaffected old Mittelstand.142  By exploiting the economic 

dislocation of the immediate post-war period as well as providing the most coherent 

attack on the new Republic’s foreign policy, the DNVP’s performance in the 1920 

election was especially noteworthy: not only did it capture nearly 15% of the national 

vote, it also arrested 35 years of electoral decline for the Conservatives. 

In East Prussia, the DNVP consistently received the highest vote up through the 

late 1920s.  In the Reichstag elections for May 1924, nearly 39% of the population voted 

                                                 
139 Ibid., p. 11. 
140 Ibid., p. 7. 
141 The name itself illustrates that even the Conservatives realized that the age of patriarchical politics had 
ended and that the masses needed to be mobilized.  
142 Thomas Childers, The Nazi Voter: The Social Foundations of Fascism in Germany, 1919-1933, (Chapel 
Hill, 1983), pp. 40-41. The following discussion of the DNVP is based on Childers unless otherwise noted. 
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conservative; elections in December of that same year saw the vote climb to nearly 

40%.143  By 1928, the DNVP’s share of the vote had declined to 31%, though it still 

received more support than any other party in East Prussia.144  The continued dominance 

of the DNVP in East Prussia can be ascribed to two occurrences.  First, the weight carried 

by the land-owning aristocracy ensured that traditional types of deference, including 

voting for the conservative order, did not disappear over night.  Second, the overthrow of 

the monarchy simultaneously removed both the political leader of the Reich and the head 

of the Protestant Church of the Prussian Union.  The loss of the religious patriarch as well 

as the now prominent place held by the Catholic Center Party led many Prussian 

Protestants, especially those east of the Elbe River, to “turn their backs on the republic” 

and support the DNVP.145  East Prussia was overwhelmingly Protestant: some 84% of the 

population – 1.89 million out of a total of 2.25 million – supported the Protestant 

Church.146  The majority of the regions 340,000 Catholics were of Polish descent, another 

factor in the majority of the population’s decision to support the fervently nationalist 

DNVP during the 1920s.147 

By 1932, however, the National Socialist German Worker’s Party (NSDAP) had 

become the largest in East Prussia, grabbing 47% of the vote.  Since the Social 

Democratic Party (SPD) finished second in the vote, one spot ahead of the DNVP, it is 

clear that the bulk of new Nazi voters were former supporters of the DNVP.148  As 

                                                 
143 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1924/25, (Berlin, 1925), 
pp. 390-393. 
144 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1928, (Berlin, 1928), pp. 
580-81. 
145 Christopher Clark, Iron Kingdom: The Rise and Downfall of Prussia, 1600-1947, (Cambridge, Mass., 
2006), pp. 636-37. 
146 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1932, (Berlin, 1932), p. 
15. 
147 Der Gauleiter Königsberg/Pr., 12.12.1938, An den Stellvertreter des Führers Pg. Rudolf Hess, 
Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz (hereafter GStA), XX HA Rep. 240B, Nr. 9. 
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recently as May 1928, the NSDAP received only just over 8,000 votes – a mere .8% of 

the total cast in East Prussia.149  During the Provincial Parliamentary elections of 

November 1929, however, the party gathered approximately 40,000 votes and its size had 

expanded from some 200 party members in September 1928 to over 8,300 by the end of 

1929.150  The party’s supporters were “almost completely from the economically weakest 

circles.”151  This surge in the Nazi vote, however, did not mean that conservatism was 

dead in East Prussia.  During the Presidential elections of March and April 1932, Hitler 

received the most votes each time.  Hindenburg, however, ran a close second in each 

case.152  The onset of the Great Depression and its ruinous effects on an already struggling 

agricultural sector had severely weakened the power of political conservatism in East 

Prussia.153 

 

II. RHINELAND-WESTPHALIA 

Those Germans living in Wehrkreis VI were also directly affected by the Treaty 

of Versailles.  The left bank of the Rhine River was occupied by the French Army and, 

according to the terms of the treaty, was to remain so through 1930; following its 

withdrawal, the region was to stay demilitarized.154  While this served as a real irritant for 

                                                 
149 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1928, (Berlin, 1928), pp. 
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German policy-makers, the truly problematic area in Rhineland-Westphalia was the Ruhr 

industrial region.  During March 1920, workers rose up and a “Red Army,” numbering 

somewhere between 50-80,000 men, seized control of several cities in the eastern section 

of the Ruhr.  Freikorps units were called in and, working with regular Army units, 

savagely put down the revolt.155  The next disturbance in the Ruhr, however, had far more 

serious repercussions for the Weimar Republic. 

On January 11, 1923, French and Belgian troops marched into the Ruhr due to 

Germany’s failure to fulfill several provisions of the Treaty of Versailles.156  The 

population responded with a policy of passive resistance.  This called for everyone in the 

area to abstain from cooperating with the occupying forces.  A general strike, which the 

national government financed, complemented the inhabitant’s opposition to the foreign 

troops.157  It was soon apparent to Berlin that both policies were failures.  On the one 

hand, the government’s financing of the strike was an important factor in the rise of the 

hyperinflation that devastated Germany in 1923; on the other, it was clear that continued 

confrontation with France would eventually lead to an independent Rhineland detached 

from the German state.158  There was some indigenous support for a new Rhenish state 

and the longer France remained in control of the area, the greater the chances that such an 

eventuality could occur.  In the end, French troops withdrew from the Ruhr in 1925 and 

from the Rhineland in 1930.  The left bank of the Rhine was brought under German 

military control in March 1936 when Wehrmacht troops marched across the Rhine 

bridges in a blatant violation of the Versailles Treaty.159  
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159 Craig, Germany, 1866-1945, p. 689. 
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As the preceding discussion intimates, the areas within Military District VI were 

heavily industrialized and urbanized.  In stark contrast to the low population density of 

East Prussia, Rhineland-Westphalia averaged 267 people per square kilometer.160  While 

East Prussia contained only one city within the top 25 most populous in the Reich, 

Rhineland-Westphalia was home to eight of the nineteen most heavily populated urban 

areas.161 Over 40% of the population lived in cities of 100,000 or more and a further 43% 

lived in communities between 2,000 and 100,000.  A mere 17% lived in towns and 

villages with less than 2,000 inhabitants.162                      

Since the Ruhrgebiet lay within the boundaries of Wehrkreis VI, it is not 

surprising that a majority of all employees in the region – 52% – worked in industry or 

that over 51% of the working population was classified as blue-collar.163  Such a high 

concentration of workers would lead one to surmise that either the Social Democratic 

Party (SPD) or the German Communist Party (KPD) would be the dominant party in the 

region.  Due to the religious make-up of the region, however, the Protestant-dominated 

socialist parties came in a distant second to the Catholic Center Party.  60% of the 

population followed Catholic teachings and their religious affiliation carried over to their 

political affiliation.  Within the five voting districts within the Rhineland-Westphalia 

region, the Center Party’s vote ranged from 22.5% to 48.5% of the vote in 1924, 

averaging nearly 35% of the total vote.164  This share of the vote dropped to 

approximately 31% in 1928, with the SPD generally benefiting most from this switch in 

voter loyalties, though the KPD received the most support in the East Düsseldorf 

                                                 
160 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1932, p. 5. 
161 Ibid., p. 7. Of the 98 cities in Germany with a population over 50,000, 24 of them were located in 
Military District VI. 
162 Ibid., p. 11. 
163 Ibid., p. 18. 
164 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1924/25, pp. 390-91. 



 49 

district.165   This number held fairly firm even after the Nazi’s electoral breakthrough in 

1932 as the Center Party captured just over 30% of the vote.  It was still the largest party 

in three out of the five districts, with the NSDAP and KPD each triumphing in one area.  

Hitler’s movement, however, had now replaced the SPD as the second largest party in the 

region as a whole.166        

 

III. BERLIN-BRANDENBURG 

The city of Berlin and the surrounding state of Brandenburg constituted 

Wehrkreis III.  Unlike East Prussia and Rhineland-Westphalia, Berlin and its surrounding 

area were free from foreign-induced crises: internal upheavals, however, marked Berlin’s 

history during the Weimar Republic.  The birth of the Republic was proclaimed on 

November 9, 1918 by the socialist leader Philipp Scheidemann from the Reichstag 

building. This was the first round fired in what would be a tumultuous battle between the 

radical right, far left and moderate middle for control over the city, and by extension, the 

nation.167  By January 1919, the latent tensions between these various groups exploded 

into open civil war in the capital with Sparticist-backed workers rising up against a 

government forced to turn to the rightist Freikorps in hopes of quelling the unrest.168  The 

unrestrained brutality of these free-booters culminated with the savage murders of the 

Communist leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht on January 15.   

Another stage of class warfare opened up in Berlin in mid-March when a general 

strike and political violence initiated by the radical Left led to yet more brutal repression 

at the hands of the Freikorps.169  The balance shifted in favor of the moderate and not-so 
                                                 
165 Statistischen Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich, 1928, pp. 580-81. 
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 50 

moderate Left following a successful general strike that ended any chances of success for 

the Kapp Putsch, a Freikorps attempt to take control of the state.170  Once the Republic 

stabilized during its so-called golden years, tensions in Berlin failed to flare up as 

frequently or as violently as they had during the early crisis years.  The onset of the Great 

Depression, however, had an extremely large impact on Berlin itself.  The resulting 

radicalization of politics on both the extreme left, especially the German Communist 

Party (KPD) and the radical right, in particular the NSDAP, led to bloody street-fighting 

between rival political groups and their loosely affiliated supporters.171  The existence of 

numerous dedicated “worker districts” ensured that “Red Berlin” remained a thorn in the 

side of the Nazi regime after its establishment.172            

While Brandenburg was the largest individual region under examination here, its 

population was only slightly larger than that of East Prussia: 2.59 million and 2.25 

million, respectively.  Berlin, Germany’s most heavily populated city, however, had over 

four million inhabitants from which to draw conscripts from, making Military District III 

the second most populous in the Reich.173  This combination of large cities – in addition to 

Berlin, the urban areas of Potsdam, Brandenburg and Frankfurt an Oder all numbered 

over 60,000 – and rural areas – nearly 49% of the population of Brandenburg lived in 

communities with less than 2,000 inhabitants – produced a more differentiated group of 

soldiers than East Prussia or the Rhineland-Westphalia.174  Of Brandenburg’s 1,375 

million workers, 41% worked in agriculture.  Another 35% of the workforce was 

employed in industry.  These 481,250 industrial workers, in combination with the over 
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1.18 million workers in Berlin, gave the Berlin-Brandenburg area a distinctly proletarian 

feel.175  

The Brandenburg-Berlin region was also solidly Protestant as 87% of the Third 

Military District’s population were members of the Evangelical Church.176  This solid 

bloc of Protestant voters did not support the DNVP as strongly as did their peers in East 

Prussia, however.  While the three voting districts of Brandenburg all gave the DNVP the 

highest percentage of the vote in the 1924 elections, averaging 32% of the vote, the leftist 

workers parties also received strong support.  The SPD and the KPD totaled 31% of the 

vote on average for the Brandenburg area.  In Berlin itself, however, support for the SPD 

and KPD totaled over 42% of the vote.177  By 1928, the SPD had overtaken the DNVP in 

Brandenburg, receiving on average 32% of the vote while the DNVP dropped to 24%.  

13% of the vote went to the KPD.  This swing towards the left was even more 

pronounced in Berlin as the SPD and KPD won nearly 64% of the vote, with the former 

gathering 34% and the latter just under 30% of all votes cast.178  Even after the NSDAP’s 

stunning increase in the national elections of 1932, the Nazi Party finished third within 

Berlin at 24.6% of the vote.  The KPD received the most votes – 33.4% of the total – with 

the SPD dropping to 27.9%.  In the three Brandenburg regions, the NSDAP finished first, 

receiving over 48% of the vote in one district.  The combined votes of the SPD and KPD 

averaged 42% of the total ballots cast in Brandenburg.179  Even at the height of the 

NSDAP’s electoral success, six out of every ten people in Berlin voted some variation of 

a socialist party, as did four out of every ten in Brandenburg itself.   
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IV. CONCLUSION 

While the Weimar Republic as a whole suffered through a series of crises during 

its existence, these crises varied for the different regions within the state: the shock of 

defeat and revolution was not uniform.  The men who came of age during this period and 

would later man Hitler’s Army were indelibly stamped by their experiences during the 

interwar period.  They also carried with them the values and mores specific to their home 

region.  Differences in political traditions, levels of industrialization and confessional 

affiliations led to groups of soldiers who significantly differed from other groups, despite 

their shared German heritage.  In the case of East Prussia, an overwhelmingly Protestant 

and agricultural region, the population was more closely linked with traditional values, 

such as conservatism.  Rhineland-Westphalia, on the other hand, was a heavily 

industrialized and urbanized area where the predominance of the Catholic faith was 

mirrored by the political dominance of the Catholic Center Party.  Brandenburg-Berlin 

fell somewhere in between these two regions, though its level of industrialization tipped 

it closer towards Military District VI.  This combined with the region’s Protestantism to 

give the SPD and the KPD the upper hand in elections.  These three regions, therefore, 

produced men who carried in themselves the unique tradition and culture that emanated 

from their regional homeland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 53 

Chapter 2: The German Replacement System 
The replacement situation is unfortunately proving to be catastrophic. 

     -- Field Marshal Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb, Commander in Chief, Army 
                    Group North, 28.8.41180 

  

Any analysis of German Infantry Divisions that bases itself on the regional 

differences between units needs to examine the Wehrmacht replacement system.  Every 

division in the German Army was tied to a Military District, with the idea being that this 

region would supply the majority of the division’s recruits.  During the first two years of 

war, the system functioned well enough: the quick blitz-style campaigns yielded low 

numbers of casualties.181  The Army was able to call-up the yearly classes of recruits and 

provide them with sufficient training before sending them to the divisions via March 

Battalions.  Commanded either by officers of the division sent to pick up the March 

Battalions or by previously wounded men returning to their home unit, these units, 

initially numbering 1,000 men, provided the recruits a sense of security as well as a type 

of introduction to the their new military home.182  Once they arrived at the division, they 

were split up between the various units and sent to the Feldersatzbataillon (Field 

Replacement Battalion) for further training.  Each of the Infantry Division’s three 

Infantry Regiments was intimately tied to a company within the Field Replacement 

Battalion and this led to an extremely close working relationship between the combat and 

training arms of the Infantry Division.183       
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The system ran into major difficulties during Operation Barbarossa due to the 

costly nature of the fighting; complications came to a head during the winter crisis of 

1941/1942.  Two related problems comprised this crisis: the military dimension, which 

consisted of a Soviet counter-offensive that opened on December 6 in front of Moscow 

and soon expanded into a general offensive along the entire front by January of 1942, and 

the man-power dimension, which boiled down to an inability of the German High 

Command to send adequate numbers of trained men to reinforce its severely weakened 

units.184  This chapter examines the German Army’s replacement policies during the 

initial period of war up through the winter crisis and then throughout the remainder of the 

war.  The controversy centers on the question of whether or not the German Army was 

able to deliver troops originating in a specific Wehrkreis (Military District) to a division 

originally drawn from the same Military District.     

This question can only be answered by examining three separate issues.  First, the 

actual casualty levels need to be determined.  Did all units suffer similar numbers of 

casualties?  Did the divisions suffer a constant drain on numbers or did they alternate 

between periods of heavy combat and consequent losses and periods of stability and 

refitting?  Second, the effectiveness of the Army’s replacement policy requires analysis.  

Was the German Army able to both keep its divisions adequately manned and to maintain 

its traditional practice of tying divisions and their replacements to specific regions?  Or 

did over eight million casualties lead to a dangerously undermanned combat force that 
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made no pretence of maintaining regional homogeneity and cohesion?185   Finally, what 

does the interaction of these two issues tell us about the Wehrmacht’s ability to maintain 

its units in the field?  Did tremendously high casualties and an ineffective and irrational 

replacement system require the Army to turn to ideological propaganda to ensure that the 

troops continued to fight or was the replenishment of the troops carried out in a way that 

allowed for the survival of regional cohesion and some type of so-called primary groups?   

Immediately after the war, Edward A. Shils and Morris Janowitz, two American 

sociologists, contended that the Wehrmacht’s tenacious performance during the war due 

to the creation of primary groups at the lowest levels of combat soldiers.186  According to 

the authors, “the soldier’s ability to resist is a function of his immediate primary group 

(his squad or section) to avoid social disintegration.”187
  They argued that 

 
where conditions were such as to allow primary group life to function smoothly, 
and where the primary group developed a high degree of cohesion, morale 
washigh and resistance effective or at least very determined, regardless in the 
main of the political attitudes of the soldiers.188 

According to this view, the Army consciously created and nurtured small groups of men, 

termed primary groups by the authors, which shared similar values and traditions and 

which would therefore stubbornly fight for their comrades.189 
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The importance of regional homogeneity in creating cohesive combat units has 

been emphasized by Martin Van Creveld in his study comparing American and German 

“fighting power” during the Second World War.190  Creveld stated that the emphasis on 

the traditional “national basis” of Prussians, Bavarians, Saxons and other regional groups 

ensured that “German divisions, especially at the lowest levels, were and remained tight 

bunches of men who suffered, fought and died together,” as they all originated from the 

same region and carried the same cultural baggage.191  Creveld believed that the 

replacement system performed well enough up through late 1944 to keep the German 

Army in the field.   

The actual functioning of this system received its first thorough examination by 

Bernhard Kroener.192  Placing the Wehrmacht’s manpower procurement policies in the 

context of the larger struggle between industry and the Army for workers and soldiers, 

Kroener argued that the already appalling number of casualties suffered by the German 

Army in mid-August 1941 as well as the extreme difficulty in delivering reinforcements 

to the ever-advancing fronts required a complete overhaul of the system.  In Western 

Europe, the Germans suffered approximately 171,000 casualties in just under four 

months of fighting; on the eastern front, Red Army resistance led to higher casualties 

totals by August 3, a mere 42 days into the Soviet campaign.  Within the first three 

months of Operation Barbarossa, the number had spiked to 583,000 losses. 193  The 
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Army’s preferred method of sending small marching units from a specific Military 

District to a division originating from the same district was no longer possible in light of 

the voracious need for men at the front.  The “system [that] had generally maintained a 

balanced age-range in the formations as well as their regional unity, a factor which was 

important for their mental resilience and internal cohesion” was, in light of the situation, 

now bankrupt.194  According to Kroener, it was the strain of the Winter Crisis that led to 

“the final collapse of a regular replacement system’ in December 1941.195   

Kroener’s examination of the system was based on the use of documents 

generated by the highest levels of the OKH (Oberkommando des Heeres or Army High 

Command), OKW (Oberkommando des Wehrmacht or Armed Forces High Command) 

and other party and state organizations involved in the tug-of-war for manpower.  The 

first attempt to examine the replacement system at the division level was undertaken by 

Omer Bartov, who provided the most forceful refutation of the efficacy of the Army’s 

replenishment policy.  Bartov’s examination of the 12th Infantry Division, the 18th Panzer 

Division and the Grossdeutschland Division clearly illustrated the extremely high level 

of casualties suffered by these divisions.  According to his calculations, “during less than 

two years of fighting the 12th I.D. lost over 118 per cent of its initial number of combat 

soldiers” while the Grossdeutschland Division “lost over 98 per cent of its initial 

manpower . . . within fourteen months of fighting.”196  Over the course of three years of 

fighting, the latter division “lost about 50,000 men and 1,500 officers, or close to three 

times the number of men and five times the number of officers it had upon 

establishment.”197  The 18th Panzer Division also followed this trend, suffering casualties 
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“equivalent of its initial strength on 22 June 1941 . . . in the course of two years 

fighting.”198  In light of such casualties, the maintenance of primary groups was 

impossible: the “enormous losses at the front . . . were directly responsible for the 

physical destruction of the ‘primary group’.”199  

As previously noted, two of these divisions – the 12th ID and the 18th Panzer 

Division – were either first wave divisions or divisions formed through the amalgamation 

of first wave units.  This meant that they were manned by professional, long-serving 

soldiers who had trained and served together for years.  The Grossdeutschland Division, 

formed in 1939, did not participate in the fighting in Poland and emerged from the 

fighting in the West relatively unscathed.200  All three of these divisions fit into what Rass 

has termed the first phase of the Wehrmacht’s development in the Second World War.201  

During this phase, the low casualties suffered in the conquest of Poland and France 

allowed for each division to nurture these long-standing “stable social networks” between 

the troops.202        

The German replacement system also contributed to the problem.  Bartov argues 

that the manpower pinch that faced the Wehrmacht in the fall and early winter of 1941 

led the Army to revamp its replacement system.  Instead of ensuring that recruits from a 

specific Military District were shipped to divisions originating from the same Wehrkreis, 

the Army was forced to send its limited trained recruits to whatever units needed them, 

regardless of where they were mustered.  He continued that “the replacements which did 

arrive were too heterogeneous to make possible the formation of new ‘primary groups,’ 
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and too few to make these veteran divisions once more militarily effective.”203  While 

Bartov concedes that the replacement system more or less staggered along during the first 

five months of Operation Barbarossa, the “Red Army’s December counter-offensive . . . 

finally destroyed whatever ‘primary groups’ may have remained intact.”204  Summing up 

his findings, he states  

 
one cannot avoid the conclusion that throughout the war in Russia the ‘primary 
groups’ of the Ostheer’s combat units could not have survived more than a few 
weeks at a time under battle conditions, and could thus not have played a 
significant role in the cohesion and motivation of the main bulk of the 
Wehrmacht’s land forces.205   

   

In order to keep what were becoming increasingly under-strength, ramshackle divisions 

in the field, Bartov argues that the German Army both radicalized its own military justice 

system and turned to ideological indoctrination.  The resulting brew of a murderous 

military justice and Nazi ideology provided the basis for the German Army’s continued 

defense in the East, despite the Red Army’s overwhelming superiority in men and 

machines.  According to Bartov, it also caused the German Army to embrace Nazism’s 

Weltanschauung, leading to war crimes and atrocities on a massive scale. 

Rüdiger Overmans provided the first critical response to Bartov’s findings.206  

Overmans argued that Bartov’s findings concerning junior officers failed to provide 

sufficient evidence for his much more wide-ranging conclusions concerning the Army as 

a whole.  Basing his contentions on his own extremely detailed examination of German 

casualties during the Second World War, Overmans suggested that a perhaps a third 
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alternative existed between the Shils/Janowitz’ position and Bartov’s.  Overmans 

postulated that two groups existed within the ranks of the enlisted men: the “old hares” 

who had survived the opening campaigns in large numbers up through 1943/1944 and the 

younger recruits who continued to replenish the German formations.  He argued that the 

veterans could have served as the “backbone” of primary groups that continually 

replenished during the war.   

Christoph Rass has offered the most recent and important contribution to this 

debate.  Working from a random sample of 2,291 military pass books as well as the 

personal papers of 65 officers who served in the 253rd ID, Rass was able to examine the 

issue in much closer detail than Bartov.  Of these 2,291 men, 2,030 of them – 88.6% -- 

were drawn from Wehrkreis VI, the home military district of the division.207  Such 

findings led Rass to conclude that the “majority of the replacement troops originated 

from the same recruitment area as the 253rd Infantry Division itself.”208  Regional cohesion 

thus played a significant role in maintaining some sort of primary groups in the the 253rd 

ID.  

Rass also looked at the length of service within the 253rd ID for the 2,291 soldiers 

under investigation. Taking into consideration those soldiers who returned to the division 

following a period of convalescence in the rear, he concluded that the average man spent 

a period of approximately 38 months in the division.209  Soldiers who did survive the 

initial fighting had much longer tours of service than those who joined later in the war; 

this was due both to the approaching end of the war as well as to the increasing casualties 

suffered by the Wehrmacht during the period stretching from mid-1943 to the end of the 

                                                 
207 Rass, Menschenmaterial, p. 101. 
208 Ibid., p. 404. 
209 Rass, “Das Sozialprofil von Kampfverbänden des deutschen Heeres 1939 bis 1945,” p. 694.      
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war.210  This relatively lengthy term of service provided Rass with the foundation for his 

own position in the primary group debate.    

Rass staked out a third position in the “primary group debate” between Janowitz 

and Bartov that closely followed Overmans’ suggestion.  While conceding that the 

“collapse” of the personnel system in the winter of 1941/1942 made the “continual 

development” of the replacement system impossible, he argues that “the understanding of 

a primary group as a static structure made up of specific individuals has proved too 

simplistic.”  Rather, he believes primary groups should be best understood as “a continual 

changing of social groups that evolved into new social networks and clusters.”211  In other 

words, while men filtered in and out of the unit, those remaining quickly formed new 

social groups (or “buddies” in U.S. Army vernacular) and these circles provided the men 

with the necessary support to withstand the rigors of modern war.212  Rass identifies two 

“fundamental elements” in this process: first, the Wehrmacht emphasized the importance 

of groups from the very first days of training; second, “the shared socio-cultural 

background” between the troops.213  The “regional homogeneity” of the men in the 253rd 

ID acted as “a positive influence on the cohesion and both the performance and ability to 

suffer [Leidensfähigkeit] of the soldiers.”214  Even the simple nick-naming of the division 

as the rheinisch-westfälische [Rhenish-Westphalian] 253rd ID acted to tie the men to 

“their division.”215  According to Rass, the importance of this shared cultural background 

in keeping the undermanned German divisions in the field cannot be overlooked. 

                                                 
210 See the tables provided in Overmans, Deutsche militärische Verluste im Zweiten Weltkrieg, pp. 277-
278 on this topic. 
211 Rass, Menschenmaterial, p. 405. 
212 Rass, “Das Sozialprofil von Kampfverbänden des deutschen Heeres 1939 bis 1945,” p. 725. 
213 Rass, Menschenmaterial, p. 405. 
214 Ibid., p. 107. 
215 Ibid., p. 103; emphasis in original. 
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In an attempt to gauge the effectiveness of the German replacement system, the 

following examination is divided into two sections.   The first analyzes how it functioned 

June 1941 up through the winter crisis, ending in April 1942.  The second section looks at 

how the system performed after the front stabilized in the spring of 1942.  Although the 

winter crisis does constitute a type of watershed for the replacement system, it does so in 

a way opposed to the dominant interpretation of the system collapsing under the weight 

of the winter crisis.  During the opening months of the invasion, replacements trickled 

into the three divisions.  Not only were these numerically small, but they frequently 

originated outside of the division’s usual recruiting area.  In early 1942, however, the 

system became both more regular and more proficient, supplying large numbers of 

recruits from each division’s Military District.  The system operated reasonably well 

enough until early 1944, when increasingly heterogeneous groups of soldiers entered the 

divisions.  During 1944, casualties reached a new high for the war and the German 

military leadership, fighting wars in the Soviet Union, Italy and the German skies – with 

a Western Front soon to be added – discarded any attempts to keep its units regionally 

homogeneous in its frantic efforts merely to keep its armies in the field.216 

 

II. THE COSTS OF THE INVASION: CASUALTIES AND REPLACEMENTS, JUNE 1941 

THROUGH THE “WINTER CRISIS” 

On October 6, 1941, the divisional and corps adjutants of Sixteenth Army met at 

Army headquarters.217  The picture painted must have been a depressing one for officers 

who had been so convinced of a quick and easy victory only four months previously.  

                                                 
216 Casualties for the Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front reached their highest yearly total in 1944, numbering 
1,233,000 or 45% of the total suffered between 1941 and 1944; see Overmans, Deutsche militärische 
Verluste im Zweiten Weltkrieg, p. 277.  
217 Niederschrift über die Adjutantenbesprechung beim AOK 16 am 6.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/23.  The 
remainder of this discussion is based on this document unless otherwise noted.   
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The Commander-in-Chief of Sixteenth Army, Colonel-General Ernst Busch, told his 

audience 

 
 Despite the enormous expansion of the Army and the numerous drafts of soldiers, 
 Germany does not have the Army required for the Eastern Campaign.  We vastly 
 underestimated the Russians in terms of personnel and material.  In addition to the 
 fact that 80 million are fighting against 160 million, the enemy [possesses] a 
 fanaticism and psyche against which we as a high morally standing Volk are too 
 decent. 

 

He then scolded the officers, telling them that “the div[ision] commanders need to see the 

big picture.”  Though he recognized that “their troops are tired and at the end of their 

strength,” the wide disparity between the Wehrmacht and the Red Army – “200 German 

divisions and 400 Russian divisions” – meant that “no one is getting pulled out of the 

line,” especially since all of the available divisions from France had already been shipped 

east.218  Busch then commented on the replacement situation. He informed the adjutants 

that the 400,000 man reserve available at the outset of the campaign had already been 

“used up” and that they “cannot count on any reserves;” only convalescents would be 

returning to their units for the foreseeable future.  He then exhorted them to scour the 

rear-areas for all available men and ended the meeting with demand “The last man to the 

front!” The fact that such a bleak picture of the German Army was being discussed in 

October, two months before the Soviet counter-offensive tore gaping holes in the German 

lines, spoke volumes about the failure of German replacement policies and the 

catastrophic collapse of Operation Barbarossa. 

From its very beginnings, the invasion was predicated on a very precarious man-

power situation.  At the outset of hostilities, the German Army had a pool of 475,000 

                                                 
218 On the divisions shipped from France to the Soviet theater of operations, see Kroener, “The Manpower 
Resources of the Third Reich,” pp. 1019-1023.   
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trained reserves.219  90,000 of these men were intended for the Luftwaffe, leaving the 

Army with 385,000 replacements.  Of this number, 90,000 were already placed into 

Feldersatzbataillonen and sent to the east, ready to supplement the attacking divisions.  

Some members of the German military hierarchy, however, realized that such limited 

numbers of reserves would not suffice for the eastern campaign.  Colonel-General 

Friedrich Fromm, commander of the Ersatzheer (Replacement Army), informed Halder 

in May that casualties for the upcoming campaign were estimated at 275,000 for the 

border battles and an additional 200,000 for the month of September.  The need to 

replace these losses would lead to the complete exhaustion of reserves by October unless 

the 1922 class was conscripted in August, several months before it was scheduled to be 

called to the colors.  Halder believed that “the risk of having no trained reserves in 

October is one we can take.”220   Thus, for the Chief of the German General Staff, 

Operation Barbarossa had to be fought in Blitzkrieg style: if the Soviet Union was still 

providing determined resistance in October 1941, the Wehrmacht’s striking power would 

steadily decline until the next batch of reserves could be delivered to the front during 

early 1942. 

Within a mere three months of fighting, the total casualties – 583,000 – dwarfed 

the pre-war estimates.221  In fact, during the first nine days of fighting, the German Army 

suffered an astounding total of some 95,000 casualties.222  Two of the three divisions 

under examination here suffered relatively high losses during the month of June alone.  

                                                 
219 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , 
vol. II, 20.5.41, p. 422. 
220 For a succinct discussion of this issue, see Ernst Klink, “The Military Concept of the War against the 
Soviet Union,” in Horst Boog et.al., Germany and the Second World War, Band IV, The Attack on the 
Soviet Union, (Oxford, 1996), p. 317. 
221 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , 
vol. III, 28.9.41, p. 257. 
222 See Diagram III.v.3 in Kroener, “The Manpower Resources of the Third Reich,” p. 1020.  This includes 
killed, wounded, missing and sick. 
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The East Prussians suffered 669 casualties between the outbreak of hostilities and the end 

of the month. To put this into perspective, during the next three weeks, the division lost 

an additional 416 men.223  Thus within the first month of action, nearly 1,100 men were 

lost to the division for varying amounts of time.  The 123rd ID lost 760 men by mid-July, 

demonstrating both the fierceness of the fighting and decreased levels of training that 

plagued the continually expanding Wehrmacht.224  The Rhinelanders faced much less 

resistance during the first three weeks of the campaign than either the East Prussians or 

Berliners. Up until July 10, the division recorded only 173 casualties.225  

Fighting during the summer proved exceptionally costly for the German Army as 

a whole, with casualties for July, August and September 1941 totaling nearly 182,000, 

190,000 and 189,000 men respectively.226  As Table 1 illustrates, the 121st ID suffered its 

heaviest casualties of the campaign during this time period; somewhere around 35% of 

the unit’s initial strength was lost.  During the winter crisis of 1941/1942, however, 

casualty numbers actually decreased for the 121st ID.  From December 1941 through 

April 1942, 2,208 left the division’s ranks.227  From the opening of the invasion up 

through the end of the winter crisis in April 1942, the 121st ID suffered a total of 9,240 

dead, wounded and missing.228 

                                                 
223 Verlustlisten, 24.6.41-15.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/379. 
224 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa vom 15.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/161.  On this decline in training 
standards, see Kroener, “The Manpower Resources of the Third Reich,” p. 1010. 
225 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 20.7, BA-MA RH 26-126/23. 
226 See n. 37. 
227 Korpsartz L. Armeekorps 10.7.42 Tätigkeitsbericht über die Zeit vom 15.8.41—7.5.42 – Personelle 
Verluste vom 1.12.41—28.2.42; Personnelle Verluste vom 1.3-10.5.42, BA-MA RH 24-50/173. 
228 Ibid., 3.12.41.  
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Table 1: Casualties 121st ID, June 1941 -- April 1942
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 The Rhinelanders of the 126th ID also engaged in fierce combat during the 

summer and fall of 1941, first breaking through the Stalin Line in July and then 

participating in the seizure of Staraia Russa, a strategically important city [see Table 2].229  

Following a lull in the fighting during the early fall, the Rhinelanders took part in the 

December 1941 Tichvin offensive and subsequent retreat both of which cost the division 

high numbers of casualties.230  Unlike their comrades in the 121st ID, the men of the 126th 

ID received little rest during the opening months of 1942.  Taking the brunt of the Soviet 

Volkhov offensive in the winter of early 1942, the division suffered higher rates of 

casualties during the three month battle than any other period of war with the exception 

                                                 
229 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 22.8; 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 22.9, BA-MA RH 26-126/23. The division 
noted that the “personnel situation of division [has been] decisively influenced by heavy fighting near 
Staraja Russa;” Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b Stand vom 30.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/131; 
Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa vom 15.7.41; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa vom 15.7.-15.8.41; 
Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa v.16.8. bis 15.9.1941; Tätigekeitsbericht der Abt. IIa vom 16.9.41 – 15.10.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/161. 
230 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 25.10; 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 21.11; 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 23.12, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/23; 126 ID Meldung 23.1, BA-MA RH 26-126/47. 
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of July 1941.231  During the first nine months of the campaign, the division suffered 

approximately 10,365 casualties.232  

Table 2: Casualties 126th ID, June 1941 -- April 1942
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 Following heavy fighting during the first four months of the campaign, the 

Berliners of the 123rd ID had suffered 4,839 losses, of which 1,101 were either dead or 

missing in action [see Table 3].233 The 123rd ID also witnessed a slackening of operations 

during the last three months of 1941 with a consequent drop in casualties.  This relatively 

quiescent period ended with the Soviet winter offensive of January 1942.  During the first 

two and a half months of the defensive battle, the Berliners lost 3,643 men, with an 

additional 1,271 incapacitated by frostbite.234  This totaled some 10,657 casualties for 

Operation Barbarossa and the subsequent Soviet counter-offensive. 

                                                 
231 126 ID Meldung 21.2.42; 126 ID Meldung 20.3.1942; 126 ID Meldung vom 20.5.1942, BA-MA RH 
26-126/47. 
232 The official number given by the division was 7,498 casualties.  This number, however, differs from the 
totals given in the monthly reports.  I have decided to rely on the yearly report as this would be more likely 
to account for men who had turned up after being deemed missing and to account for those who had died 
following their wounding. See Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b Stand 31.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/131.  
233 KTB Qu., 20.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65. 
234 Verlustliste 123 Inf.Division vom 16.12.41 bis 31.3.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/164; Tätigkeitsbericht 
der Abteilung IIa vom16.1.-15.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/162; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung IIa  vom 
16.2.42 – 15.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/163.  
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Table 3: Casualties 123rd ID, June 1941 -- April 1942
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 As these numbers clearly demonstrate, the 121st, 123rd and 126th IDs all suffered 

tremendous numbers of casualties during the first eleven months of the campaign.  The 

unexpectedly high number of losses forced the German High Command to scramble in 

order to fill the gaping holes in the ranks.  By mid-October, no trained reserves existed in 

Germany that could be sent to the front.  Fromm ordered the creation of five new 

divisions, created around the cadre of men drawn from the staff of the Replacement 

Army.  Raising these divisions was the last expedient of an Army High Command that 

had already shifted both numerous units from occupation duties in France and older 

soldiers, previously considered unfit for combat, to the eastern front.235  All told, in 

addition to the 385,000 men available at the outbreak of hostilities, the Army High 

Command scraped together another 430,000 men, and sent nearly 815,000 replacements 

east.  This, however, still left a deficit of nearly 836,000 soldiers.236   This shortfall 

severely affected the replenishment of the 121st, 123rd and 126th IDs during Operation 

Barbarossa and the winter crisis. 

                                                 
235 For an extended discussion of this process, see Kroener, “The Manpower Resources of the Third 
Reich,” pp. 1019-1023. 
236 Ibid., p. 1020. 
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Between the opening of the invasion and the winter crisis, the 121st ID received 

6,626 replacements. 237  The attempt to maintain the cohesion of the unit led to numerous 

East Prussians entering the division as well as the establishment of Convalescent Units.    

Created in early fall 1941, these formations gathered a given division’s officers, NCOs 

and men who had sufficiently recovered from their wounds and returned them to the front 

in March Companies of 150 men.238  This not only helped to maintain a unit’s regional 

identity, but it also ensured that experienced veterans continued to be rotated into the line 

alongside green recruits.  The Army considered these Convalescent Companies essential 

in maintaining unit cohesion as illustrated by the following example.  In late November 

1941, Soviet forces launched a heavy attack on the 122nd ID in its position in the 

Leningrad siege line.  The division’s 411th Infantry Regiment suffered especially heavy 

casualties during the fighting.  XXVIII Corps needed to reinforce the 411th Infantry 

Regiment, but its parent division’s Convalescent Company was too small to provide 

adequate support.  While the idea to use other divisions’ Convalescent Companies was 

discussed, in the end Corps command decided that the importance of returning 

convalescents to their own units outweighed that of reinforcing the 411th Infantry 

Regiment, which was subsequently removed from the line.239    

Despite the relatively impressive number of recruits sent to the front, Wehrmacht 

replacement practices in 1941 reflected the difficulty the German Army faced in 

compensating for the ever-spiraling number of losses of the Ostheer.  The 408th Infantry 

Regiment reported in September 1941 that under half of the NCO replacements it 

received were actually trained as infantrymen; the majority of these men were unprepared 

                                                 
237 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/IIb für die Zeit vom 31. Juli bis 30. Nov. 1941, BA-MA RH 24-28/157; 
KTB L AK, 18.12.41, BA-MA RH 24-50/15; KTB L AK, 10.2, 11.2, 28.2.42, BA-MA RH 24-50/15. 
238 Zur Kommandeur-Besprechung am 12.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/17. 
239 Gliederung des A. K. zur Verteidigung, 23.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/108. 
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to lead offensive operations.240  The troops who arrived in December received the 

following characterization: 

 
The main deficiency of the March-Battalion as reported by all regiments: above 
all, an inadequate soldierly bearing, an inadequate feeling of duty and honor. 
Besides that, inadequate training in marksmanship and an unsuitable selection of 
specialists.241 

 

One platoon leader described the dozen men who arrived as replacements for his unit in 

early September:   

 
they are mostly older soldiers, from whom one can expect little in terms of 
combat experience.  They impressed me as mere shadows [of men].  So these men 
will be immediately sent into the battle.  Today or tomorrow, they will already be 
dead or wounded . . . the best have already fallen before the enemy.  They rest in 
Poland, France, in the Balkans and now in the east.  Or they have been turned into 
cripples.242 

 

These problems were magnified by the fact that at least one of these March Battalions 

came from the Chemnitz region, serving to dilute the regional cohesion of the division.243 

An examination of two of the 121st ID’s companies – the 1/405th and the 1/407th – 

confirm these general developments at the lowest level for which documentation exists. 

These two companies numbered 396 men at the outbreak of the campaign, of which 137 

were East Prussian with an additional 79 hailing from the Rhineland-Westphalia area.244  

                                                 
240 General Kommando XXVIII AK, Ersatzlage (Uffz.und Mannschaften), 14.9.1941, BA-MA RH 24-
28/25. 
241 121. Inf.-Division Abt. 1a Ausbildungszustand der Marschbataillone,  3.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/17. 
242 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 197, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
243 Ibid.  This was not true of all of the March Battalions received during this time period, however; see 1. 
Kompanie Infanterie-Regiment 405 4.Jan. 1942 Betr.: Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern, 
Deutsche Dienstelle (hereafter WASt), 80549. 
244 For the 1/407, see the monthly personnel reports entitled 1./Inf.Regt.407 (1.I.R.407) [bisher 9.I.R.3] 
Erkennungsmarken-Verzeichnis from July 5, 1941 to May 7, 1942, WASt, 80588; for the 1/405, see the 1. 
Kompanie Infanterie-Regiment 405 Betr.: Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern dem Bataillon, 
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During the first ten months of the war, 462 men left the companies’ ranks.245    These 

losses were partially covered by the delivery of 401 replacements. [see Table 4].   

Table 4: Casualties and Replacements 1/405 

and 1/407 IR, June 1941-April 1942
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Though the companies’ combat strength decreased, the regional and unit cohesion were 

boosted by the reinforcements.  Even with the Wehrmacht’s replacement system creaking 

under the strains of the fighting in the Soviet Union, 32% of the soldiers entering these 

companies originated in East Prussia, with a further 22% coming out of the Rhineland-

Westphalia.  The companies’ cohesion were also strengthened by the return of 51 men 

who had been wounded or sick as well as the arrival of 199 men from within the 121st ID 

and its affiliated Feldersatzbataillon.  An additional 115 men entered the formation from 

March Battalions or other units not associated with the 121st ID in any way, though a 

significant number of these men were natives of  East Prussia.   

                                                                                                                                                 
from 26.Juli 1941 through 4.Mai 1942, WASt, 80549.  All soldiers who left the company for reasons of 
health – either through wounds suffered in battle or due to illness – is considered a casualty for our 
purposes.  At the beginning of the invasion, the regional breakdown of the division was 80% East Prussian, 
15% Rhenish and 5% from various areas within Germany. See Tätigkeitsbericht Kdo. 121.Inf.-Division 
(Fü-Abt.) vom 5.10.40 bus 14.2.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/2. 
245  
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Replacements began entering the 126th ID in mid-July; by the end of the winter 

crisis, 9,464 men had entered the division.  These were, on the whole, better trained than 

those who joined the 121st ID.246  Both in terms of actual number of troops and of the 

numbers of men drawn from the division’s home area, the 126th ID came out ahead of its 

Easte Prussian counterpart. These replacements contributed to the unit’s cohesion as they 

included 1,344 previously wounded soldiers who returned to the division.247  

Approximately 60% of the troops who entered the division between June 1941 and turn 

of the year were either convalescents rejoining their comrades or Rhenish and 

Westphalian men.       

Five major shipments of men entered the division after the turn of the year.  Of 

these, three went through the unit’s own Feldersatzbataillon, with another March 

Company coming directly from the home Military District.  Only 132 men who 

originated in the Hamburg Military District served to dilute the formation’s homogeneity; 

since these men were “mostly long-serving men who had been recently working in arms 

factories,” division command decided such dilution was worth the increase in combat-

                                                 
246 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 20.7.41; 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 22.8, BA-MA RH 26-126/23; 126 
Inf.Div.Meldung vom 22.9, BA-MA RH 26-126/23; 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 25.10; 126 
Inf.Div.Meldung vom 21.11; 126 Inf.Div.Meldung vom 23.12, BA-MA RH 26-126/23; 126 ID Meldung 
23.1, BA-MA RH 26-126/47; 126 ID Meldung 21.2.42; 126 ID Meldung 20.3.1942; 126 ID Meldung vom 
20.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/47.  Of these 4,998 Ersatz, 1,921 were active duty soldiers, meaning they 
had completed the entire training program.  Reserve soldiers were divided into three different categories 
based on the amount of training they had received: 1,814 men were classified as Reserve I as they had 
completed the majority of their training; the 956 Reserve II soldiers had undertaken a minimum of two-
three months training; and the remaining 251 were grouped under the heading of Landwehr due to their 
extremely short period of training and their relatively advanced age; for an age breakdown of these 
reserves, see Diagram III.II.3 in Kroener, “Manpower Policies,” p. 833. 
247 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b Stand vom 30.9.41; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b Stand 31.12.41, BA-
MA RH 26-126/131; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b  Stand: 28.2.1942; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b  
Stand: 31.3.1942; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b  Stand: 30.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/132. 
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proven soldiers.248  These veteran soldiers were especially desirable due to the poor 

training that many of the new recruits had received before joining the division.  They 

were variously described as having “large gaps in their training,” “inadequate” for 

combat, and frequently being prey to sickness.249   

Company records indicate that the Rhenish-Westphalian men did constitute the 

majority of replacements that entered the 126th ID during the first ten months of war.  372 

men filled out 1/422nd and 2/424th in June 1941; 192 were native to Wehrkreis VI.  The 

two companies lost a total of 336 men during the first ten months of war.250   338 soldiers 

entered the company’s rolls; 66% of these men originated in Military District VI [see 

Table 5].  27 convalescents returned, with an additional 143 coming from within the 

division or from the replacement unit assigned to the company.  The remaining 168 had 

no direct link to the division. 

                                                 
248 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b  Stand: 28.2.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/132.       
249 Tagesmeldungen vom 25.2.42; Tagesmeldungen vom 3.3.42; Tagesmeldungen vom 28.2.42, BA-MA 
RH 26-126/41. 
250 See the 1.Inf.Regt.422 (1./I.R.422) Erkennungsmarkenverzeichnis (Veränderungsmeldung), dated  
7.10.1941 to 8.Mai.1942, WASt, 82026; 2.Inf.Regt.424 Veränderungsmeldung zur Liste der ausgegebenen 
Erkennungsmarken, 10.7.41 through 10.5.42, WASt, 82066. 
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Table 5: Casualties and Replacements 1/422 IR 

and 2/424 IR June 1941-April 1942
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 Much like the other two divisions under investigation, the 123rd ID failed to 

receive enough soldiers during Operation Barbarossa and the subsequent winter crisis to 

compensate for the casualties suffered by the unit.  4,667 soldiers entered the division’s 

rolls in 1941, a number substantially lower than the 9,343 men lost.251  The regional 

composition of the troops that joined the 123rd ID also differed from the pattern set by the 

East Prussians and the Rhenish-Westphalian divisions, as the majority of its replacements 

did not originate from the Brandenburg-Berlin region of Wehrkreis III. Initially, the 

division was content to wait for replacements from the Berlin area, but when these were 

delayed, it was forced to turn to other sources of men.252 One March Battalion from 

Saxony, numbering over 1,000 troops, was joined by another smaller unit that came from 

                                                 
251 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa vom 15.7.41; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa vom 15.7.-15.8.41; 
Tätigekeitsbericht der Abt. IIa vom 16.9.41 – 15.10.41; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa vom 16.10.41 – 
15.11.41; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt IIa vom 16.11.41–15.12.41, in BA-MA RH 26-123/161; 
Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung IIa vom 16.1.-15.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/162; Tätigkeitsbericht der 
Abteilung IIa vom 16.2.42 – 15.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/163; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung IIa v.  
16.3. bis 15.4.42 BA-MA RH 26-123/165. 
252 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa vom 15.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/161.  The report noted that there were 
considerable gaps in the unit, but it was deemed important “to wait on sending of men to the Feld-Ersatz 
Btl. by Stellv.Gen.Kdo.III AK.” 
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the Hannover Military District.  In addition to these two groups, another large March 

Battalion, of which 90% of the men were Württembergers and Badenese, and a 

Convalescent unit from Wehrkreis VI also entered the division’s ranks. Of all the 

replacements received by the 123rd ID during 1941, only one unit of 628 men actually 

originated in Military District III, a mere 22% of the total.  This influx of men native to 

the division’s home recruiting area was considerably lower than that of either the 121st or 

126th IDs. 

 In addition to being generally drawn from areas outside of the division’s home 

region, the quality of the replacements in 1941 was also considered quite low by the 

several units within the 123rd ID.  In late September, the 415th Infantry Regiment 

complained that the “Ersatz has no combat value.”253  Such views were supported by the 

personnel officer’s report in late September.254  The Saxons were characterized as 

“lack[ing] the necessary hardness against strains and hardship” needed by front-line 

soldiers.  The Württembergers were portrayed even more unfavorably.  The men had “no 

real desire to be soldiers” and “for the majority of the Württembergers one can say from 

the start that they will no have no usefulness in combat.”  While such problems were 

obviously due to the Wehrmacht’s rush to send troops to the front and the consequent 

decline in training standards, they also reflected a bias against troops drawn from outside 

the division’s home region.255    

The experiences of the 1/415th and the 1/416th fit into this general pattern of 

replacement for the 123rd ID. The companies entered the war with 372 men in their ranks; 
                                                 
253 23.September 1941 9.00 Uhr Von IR 415, BA-MA RH 26-123/32. 
254 Tätigekeitsbericht der Abt. IIa vom 16.9.41 – 15.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/161. 
255 Division command recognized such training problems and issued an order addressing the issue in 
August 1941.  Arguing that it was impossible to train a soldier sufficiently for the rigors of war in such an 
abbreviated period of basic-training , the directive placed the onus on junior officers to prepare the troops: 
“The man should receive the basics for his conduct in battle in this campaign, with this enemy, in this 
terrain, and to be sure as a single soldier in a group.”123 Inf. Division  Kommandeur 18.Aug.1941 
Ausbildungsbefehl für das Marschbataillon, BA-MA RH 26-123/82. 
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46% of the troops were native to Military District III..256  During the fighting between 

June 1941 and May 1942, the two companies suffered a total of 369 casualties.257    These 

losses were compensated by the 358 replacements shipped to the unit [see Table 6].  Only  

30%, however, originated from Wehrkreis III.  92 of these men, however, entered the 

division in early 1942, telling evidence to an improvement in the system’s ability to 

direct soldiers from specific regions to units originally based in these areas after the turn 

of the year.  30 men returned to the company’s ranks while a further 233 from within the 

division and its affiliated  Feldersatzbataillon entered the unit.  The remaining 95 men 

originated in units with no organic link to the 123rd ID. 

                                                 
256 A word of caution regarding the reports from these two companies: following the encirclement of the 
123rd ID in the Demiansk pocket in March 1942, company reports were neither as regular nor as accurate as 
they had been previously.  While not completely reliable in terms of documenting the entry of all 
replacements, they do seem to be fairly trustworthy in reporting casualties.  To ensure accuracy, the various 
Casualty Reports submitted by the Companies during the early period of the Demiansk encirclement have 
also been utilized.  For the 415th Infantry Regiment, see Infanterie Regiment 415 Namentliche 
Verlustmeldungen Nr 7: 7.12.1941-9.4.1942 and for the 416th Infantry Regiment, see Namentliche 
Verlustmeldung Nr. 8 Berichtszeitraum 16.10.41-20.12.41; Namentliche Verlustmeldung Nr. 3 Januar 
1942; Nr. 4 Januar 1942; Nr. 5 Januar 1942; Nr. 6 Januar 1942; Nr. 7 Januar 1942; April 1942; Nr. 1 1.-30. 
Mai 1942; Nr. 2 1.-30. Mai 1942 and Nr. 3 1.-30. Mai 1942, WASt. 
257 1. Kompanie Infanterie-Regiment 415 Erkennungsmarkenverzechnis /Veränderungsmeldung/, dated 
12.7.1941 to 12.5.42, WASt, 80744; 1.Kompanie Inf.Rgt.416 1.Bataillon Erkennungsmarkenverzeichnis 
Veränderungsmeldung,  8.7.1941 to 8.Mai 1942, WASt, 80763. 
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Table 6: Casualties and Replacements 1/415 IR and 

1/416 IR June 1941-April 1942

0
20
40
60
80

100
120
140
160
180
200
220

Ju
ne Ju

ly

Aug
us

t

Sep
te

m
be

r

O
ct
ob

er

N
ov

em
be

r

D
ec

em
be

r

Ja
nu

ar
y

Feb
ru

ar
y

M
ar

ch
Apr

il

Month

N
u
m

b
e
r 

o
f 
M

e
n Casualties

Replacements

Replacements from
Brandenburg-Berlin

 

This examination of the 121st, 126th and 123rd IDs and their subordinate units 

during the period stretching from the beginning of the invasion up through the end of the 

winter crisis leads to several conclusions.  First, the numbers of replacements who 

enetered the divisions varied considerably, ranging from 91% of casualties lost for the 

126th ID to 72% for the East Prussians and a mere 50% for the 123rd ID.   The majority of 

these replacements arrived after the turn of the year, in the midst of the winter crisis. The 

entirely insufficient numbers of soldiers generally sent to these companies in 1941 was a 

consequence of the calculated gamble undertaken by Halder and other German planners 

that the war would be won before the next batch of trained reserves would be prepared 

for action.  The bursting of this irresponsible operational planning bubble left numerous 

Wehrmacht units at rates nearing half, or in the case of the 1/415 rates nearing a third, of 

their original strength.   

Second, the notion of a winter crisis needs to be qualified in the case of Army 

Group North.  Certainly elements of Sixteenth Army, especially those on its southern 
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flank such as the 123rd ID, did experience crisis-type conditions in terms of casualties and 

replacements during the winter of 1941/1942.  For Eighteenth Army, however, the period 

referred to as the winter crisis was a time of rest and re-fitting after the strenuous advance 

to the gates of Leningrad.  The fact that each unit suffered its heaviest casualties during 

the summer fighting and began to receive substantially higher numbers of replacements 

during the winter of 1942 also needs to be kept in mind.  In any case, such variations in 

events need to be considered in mind in any examination of the German Army as a 

whole. 

Third, the obvious strain on the Wehrmacht replacement system led to a more 

heterogeneous mix of troops being delivered to each division than had been envisioned in 

the pre-war planning.  This was a much larger problem during the first six months of the 

war; once the calendar turned to 1942, however, the system began to function in a more 

efficient manner.  Some units were more affected by this mixing of troops than others.  

The 121st ID received only one unit originating outside of its home recruiting area of East 

Prussia, while the 123rd ID received substantial shipments of troops from Baden, 

Württemberg and Saxony as well as a smaller one from the Rhenish-Westphalian region.  

An examination of company level documentation confirms these general trends. 

   In the case of the two companies from the 126th ID, the system functioned at a 

very high level of efficiency during this intial period of war: 66% men who entered the 

rolls of these two companies were from the Rhineland-Westphalia Military District.  36% 

of  the 121st ID’s replacements were native East Prussians.  At the other end of the scale 

was the 123rd ID.  Just under 30% of its incoming recruits originated in Wehrkreis III.  

Even more interesting, only 20 Berliners entered these companies in 1941: it was only 

after the turn of the year, during the height of the winter crisis, that the Wehrmacht’s 
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replacement system began to send large numbers of troops from Brandenburg to the 123rd 

ID.   

Fourth, the combat formations of the Ostheer suffered extremely high numbers of 

casualties during the initial invasion of the Soviet Union and during the subsequent 

Soviet counter-offensives in the winter of 1941/1942.  While this certainly does not 

constitute a novel insight, it bears repeating.  Such findings seem to support Bartov’s 

claims that the tremendous bloodletting of this period completely destroyed any ties 

between soldiers in their divisions.  Before such a claim can be substantiated, however, a 

more detailed look needs to be taken at the development of the German replacement 

system from 1942 up through 1944. 

    

III. THE EVOLUTION OF THE GERMAN REPLACEMENT SYSTEM, MAY 1942 – JULY 

1944 

Most analyses of German replacement policies focus on the winter crisis period 

and neglect its later development during the remainder of the war.258  It is merely assumed 

that it staggered from crisis to crisis, functioning just well enough to keep the German 

Army in the field.  This system will be analyzed for the 121st, 123rd and 126th Infantry 

Divisions during the remaining two years of war on Great Russian soil 

 

I. The 121
st
 Infantry Division 

During the last eights months of 1942, the 121st ID suffered 8,708 casualties and 

received a mere 3,225 documented replacements. Casualty numbers spiked during the 

                                                 
258 See e.g. Bartov, Hitler’s Army.  Notable exceptions to this trend include Rass, Menschenmaterial and 
Bernhard Kroener, “Management of Human Resources, Deployment of the Population, and Manning the 
Armed Forces in the Second Half of the War (1942-1944),” in Bernhard Kroener et.al (ed.) Germany and 
the Second World War, volume 5/2, Organization and Mobilization of the German Sphere of Power, 
(Oxford, 2003). 
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battle for the Volkhov Pocket as 4,838 men were lost between May and mid-July and in 

heavy fighting in September 1942 when 2,996 casualties were stricken from the 

companies rolls. [see Table 7].259  From mid-July through early September and then from 

October through December, the division went through a lull in the action and a mere 874 

men left the division.260 

Table 7: Casualties 121st ID, May -- December 1942
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Convalescent Companies regularly joined the division from late summer on, 

totaling 1,071 men.261  This significant number of returning soldiers both provided an 

injection of combat experience to the division and acted as a cohesive force, linking the 

green recruits that they marched to the front with their old comrades.  The division’s 

ranking personnel officer commented that the “morale and training of those with the 

convalescence company . . . were good” and that  

 

                                                 
259 KTB, 28.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/24; 121 Infanterie Division, Zustandsbericht, 7.10.42, BA-MA RH 
26-121/41. 
260 121 Infanterie Division, Zustandsbericht, 10.11.42; 121 Infanterie Division, Zustandsbericht, 9.12.42; 
121 Infanterie Division, Zustandsbericht 9.1.1943, BA-MA RH 26-121/41. 
261 KTB, 5.8.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/28; Bericht über den eingetroffenen Ersatz mit Anlage 
“Eingetroffener Ersatz,” BA-MA RH 26-121/63. 
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The men made a good impression in every respect, showed great interest in the 
fighting of the division during their time away and were obviously happy to return 
to action in their old circle of comrades.262 

 

A look at the company level indicates that the majority of these replacements 

went into the combat units of the division [see Table 8].  From May through December 

1942, the 1/405 and 1/407 suffered 353 casualties, a decrease of some 24% from their 

losses during the first period of war.263  437 men entered the two companies during this 

time period, of which 33% were East Prussian, complemented by another 31% from 

Military District VI.  Once again men from within the division and its affiliated units 

constituted the largest group of replacements – 281 – with a large group entering from the 

division’s Feldersatzbataillon.  These men were complemented by the return of 53 

veterans who had recovered from their wounds.  Only 74 of the 437 men who entered the 

companies came from units not affiliated with the division. 

 Table 8: Casualties and Replacements 1/405 IR 

and 1/407 IR, May-December 1942
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262.  The following section is based on this document unless otherwise noted. 
263 For the 1/405 IR, see Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern dem Bataillon from June 5, 
1942 to January 5, 1943 in WASt, 80549; for the 1/407, see the Veränderungen zur Liste der 
Erkennungsmarkern dem Bataillon from June 5, 1942 to January 1, 1943, WASt, 80588.   
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A similar rollercoaster pattern also characterizes the casualty trends for the 121st 

ID during 1943, though overall casualty figures dropped to 6,633 [see Table 9].264 

Table 9: Casualties 121st ID, January -- December 1943
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Reinforcements continually flowed into the division during 1943.  1,440 men 

returned to their unit while 3,112 soldiers entered the division for the first time in the 

spring of 1943.265  While the returning troops made a “good impression in every way” 

and were “glad to be back with their comrades,” the incoming recruits were “not uniform 

in their training or morale.”  One March Battalion consisted of older men who showed 

little “passion” for the task at hand.  These men suffered from such a dearth of training 

that eight of the twelve officers and 217 of the 273 men who arrived at division 

headquarters were subsequently shipped back to I Corps’ training battalion for further 

instruction.  Other March Battalions, on the other hand, possessed “good 

Menschenmaterial” [human material], who, after four to five months training, “made a 

                                                 
264 121 Infanterie Division, Zustandbericht 8.2.43; 121 Infanterie Division, Zustandbericht 9.3.43; 121 
Infanterie Division, Zustandbericht 9.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/41; 121 Infanterie Division, Meldung 
1.5.43; 121 Infanterie Division, Meldung 1.6.43; 121 Infanterie Division, BA-MA RH 26-121/51; Meldung 
– 1.Juli.1943; BA-MA RH 26-121/52; 121 Infanterie Division, Meldung 1.August.1943, BA-MA RH 26-
126/52; Tägliche Verlustmeldungen vom 1.7.1943 bis 31.12.1943, BA-MA RH 20-18/1167. 
265 Bericht über die Entwicklung der personellen Lage der Division während der Berichtzeit mit Anlage 
“Fehlstellen,” BA-MA RH 26-121/63; Bericht über den eingetroffenen Ersatz mit Anlage “Eingetroffener 
Ersatz,” BA-MA RH 26-121/64.  An additional 78 officers also entered the unit but no breakdown was 
made between new and returning officers.    
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fresh and strong impression.”  The majority of these replacements “strongly reinforced 

the make-up of the division” with some three-quarters of the men originating in East and 

West Prussia, though significant numbers of men from Mecklenburg and Pomerania also 

entered the division’s ranks in 1943.266   In addition to these outsiders, a contingent of 

soldiers from Luxemburg also joined the unit.  Though they initially made a “good 

impression” they soon turned out to be unreliable, with several cases of desertion.267  

Unfortunately, divisional records exist only up through July 1943; in order to ascertain 

the numbers and types of recruits the 121st ID received, company level sources need to be 

examined. 

During 1943, the 1/405 and 1/407 witnessed their casualty numbers slightly 

increase to 360 [see Table 10].268  Quantitatively, these casualties were more than 

compensated for by the influx of 513 replacements.  The delivery of troops from East 

Prussia rose to its highest rate during the war with 43% of these recruits hailing from 

Military District I.  A further 22%, originated in the Rhineland-Westphalia Military 

District.  1943 also witnessed the highest number of returning convalescents, with a total 

of 99 re-joining their comrades.  A significant number of men – 261 – who entered the 

company came from within the division.   The remaining 232 soldiers had no prior 

attachment to the 121st ID before entering the ranks of the company; such a high number 

spoke to the increasing man-power problems facing the German Army. 

                                                 
266 A further 20% came from the Rhineland-Westphalia while the remaining 5% were classified as “other”. 
267 Bericht über die Entwicklung der personellen Lage der Division während der Berichtzeit mit Anlage 
“Fehlstellen,” BA-MA RH 26-121/63. 
268 For 1/405, see Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern dem Bataillon from February 5, 1943 
to January 4, 1944 in WASt, 80549; for the 1/407, see the Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern 
dem Bataillon from February 5, 1943 to January 5, 1944, WASt, 80588.   
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Table 10: Casualties and Replacements 1/405 IR 

and1/407 IR, January -- December 1943
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 The heavy fighting that resulted from the Soviet offensive of January 1944 took a 

severe toll on the 121st ID, as over 2,200 men were stricken from the division’s order of 

battle in January and February.269  During the retreat to the Panther Line and the 

subsequent fighting there, the East Prussians suffered approximately 1,500 casualties.270  

In an attempt to make up for these losses, the division received a total of 30 officers, 430 

NCOs and 2,085 men from Convalescent and regular March Battalions.  These were 

supplemented by an additional 102 officers, 469 NCOs and 2,249 men drawn from 

various formations.271  Unfortunately, this was the only data located for 1944.   

During the final six months of fighting within the borders of Russia proper, the 

1/405 and 1/407 suffered 203 casualties [see Table 11].272  The regional homogeneity of 

the companies declined as only 29% of the men who joined these companies originated in 

Wehrkreis I while those from the Rhineland-Westphalia region comprised only 21% of 

                                                 
269 121 Infanterie Division, Tätigkeitsbericht Januar/Februar 1944, BA-MA RH 24-28/162. 
270 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. Iia/b für die Zeit vom 1.1 bis 15.7.44, BA-MA RH 24-38/137. 
271 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b für die Zeit vom 1.1 bis 15.7.44, BA-MA RH 24-38/137. 
272 For 1/405, see Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern dem Bataillon from February 4, 1944 
to July 4, 1944 in WASt, 80549; on the 1/407, see the Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern 
dem Bataillon from March 1, 1944 to an undated report, presumably September 1944, WASt, 80588. 
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the total.  165 men who joined the two companies had originated in units attached to the 

121st ID; only 39 men came from outside of the division’s normal purview.  While this 

had the effect of strengthing the institutional bonds within the companies, it also spoke to 

the difficulties the German Army had in producing fresh troops for the front. 

Table 11: Casualties and Replacements 1/405 IR 

and 1/407 IR, January -- June 1944
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II. THE 126
TH

 INFANTRY DIVISION  

After being taken out of the front line during the battle for the Volkhov Pocket in 

early spring 1942, the division experienced a short-lived quiet period from mid-April to 

mid-May in which only 178 men were reported as lost [see Table 12].   Combat picked 

up again during the middle of May and for the rest of the year, with casualties never 

falling under 400 for the month.  From mid-May to the end of December, the 126th ID lost 

over 5,000 men.273 

                                                 
273 126 ID Meldung 20.5.1942; 126 ID Meldung 21.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/47; 126 Infanterie-Division  
Meldung vom 8.8.42;  126 ID Meldung vom 8. Oktober 1942; 126 ID Meldung vom 8.November 1942; 
126 ID Meldung vom 7. Dezember 1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/69; 126 ID Meldung vom 7.Januar 1943 
Zustandberichte, BA-MA RH 26-126/91.  
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Table 12: 126th ID Casualties and Replacements,

 May -- December 1942
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In between the heavy fighting on the Volkhov that began to decrease in April and 

offensive operations launched by the 126th ID in September, 4,216 men joined the unit.274 

37% of these men were veterans who had recovered from their wounds and were 

“immediately integrated into the units”.275  A further 841 convalescents returned to the 

division in the remaining months of 1942, which constituted 62% of the 1,362 

replacements for the rest of the year.276   

During the remainder of 1942, following the winter crisis, the 1/422 and 2/424 

suffered 395 casualties [see Table 13].277   To at least partially offset these losses, 366 

soldiers entered the companies as replacements.  55% of the total Ersatz for 1942 

originated in Military District VI.  35 were veterans returning to the unit, while another 

149 were already serving in the 126th ID or were trained by units directly related to it.  

                                                 
274 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b  Stand: 31.5.1942; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b  Stand: 30.6.1942, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/132; Tätigekeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b Stand: 31.7.1942; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b 
Stand 31.8.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/133. 
275 The cited phrase comes from Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b Stand 31.8.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/133. 
276 126 ID Meldung vom 8.November 1942; Meldung vom 7. Dezember 1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/69; 
126 ID Meldung vom 7.Januar 1943, Zustandbericht, BA-MA RH 26-126/91. 
277 1.Inf.Regt.422 (1./I.R.422) Erkennungsmarkenverzeichnis (Veränderungsmeldung), 6.Juni.1942 
through 8.1.1943, WASt, 82026;  2.Inf.Regt.424 Veränderungsmeldung zur Liste der ausgegebenen 
Erkennungsmarken, 10.6.42 through 10.1.43, WASt, 80266. 
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The remaining 178 men entered the company’s ranks from units not organically linked to 

the 126th ID. 

Table 13: Casualties and Replacements 1/422 IR 

and 2/424 IR,  May-December 1942
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During the  third year of war, the 126th ID lost 6,393 men. [see Table 14].278   

Table 14: Casualties and Replacements 126th ID

 January -- December 1943
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278 126 ID Meldung vom 8.Februar 1943; 126 ID Meldung vom 7. März; 126 ID Meldung vom 7. April 
1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/90; 126 ID Meldung vom 7.Mai 1943; 126 ID Meldung vom 7.Juni 1943; 
Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 7.Juli.1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/90; Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 
10.8.43; Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 8.September 1943; Zustandberichte 126 ID Meldung 1.Oktober 
1943; Zustandberichte 126 ID Meldung 1.November 1943; Zustandberichte 126 ID Meldung 1.Dezember 
1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/107; Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 1.January.1944, BA-MA RH 24-50/78. 
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An astounding number of over 12,000 men entered the ranks of the 126th ID during 1943, 

nearly doubling the number of casualties.  This number is somewhat misleading 

regarding turnover in the division, however, as 5,580 of these soldiers were previous 

members of the unit who rejoined their old comrades after sufficiently recuperating from 

their previous injuries.279  While it remains unclear as to how many of the remaining 

6,420 recruits were from Wehrkreis VI, several actions taken by the division illustrate the 

importance placed on maintaining the unit’s regional cohesion.  On January 8, 1943, 904 

men from Field Training Regiment 639 entered the division’s ranks.280  These men 

originated in the Breslau Military District, however, and division command decided that 

instead of being integrated into the lines, they should be sent to the 81st ID, which was 

also based in the Breslau area.  Division command recognized that “although this 

exchange is a heavy burden on the troops, the division hopes to serve the regional 

composition of the troop companies through this action.”281  Such an action begs the 

question of how a unit, increasingly short of men to fill its ranks, could voluntarily give 

up soldiers to another formation.  The only possible explanation is the German Army’s 

belief in the binds generated by the idea of Heimat: unit cohesion received priority over 

total numbers even at this stage of the war. 

Due to the increasing number of casualties and the resultant strain on the 

replacement system, however, units were forced to accept men who originated outside of 

their usual recruitment areas.  The commander of the 126th ID sent out a directive for his 
                                                 
279 126 ID Meldung vom 8.Februar 1943; 126 ID Meldung vom 7. März 1943; 126 ID Meldung vom 7. 
April 1943; 126 ID Meldung vom 7.Mai 1943; 126 ID Meldung vom 7.Juni 1943; Zustandbericht 126 ID 
Meldung 7.Juli.1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/90; Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 10.8.43; Zustandbericht 126 
ID Meldung 8.September 1943; Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 1.Oktober 1943; Zustandbericht 126 ID 
Meldung 1.November 1943; Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 1.Dezember 1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/107; 
Zustandbericht 126 ID Meldung 1.January.1944, BA-MA RH 24-50/78. 
280 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b, Stand 31.1.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/134.  
281 KTB, 8.1.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/74. 
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subordinate officers in April 1943 concerning the integration of such soldiers.282  He 

stated that the division had recently received soldiers from areas recently acquired by the 

Reich or from Austria: Eupen-Malmedy, Alsace and Lorraine in the west, and Vienna, the 

Sudetenland and sections of Poland in the east.  After praising their contributions to the 

recent fighting, he argued that they “need to feel trusted and part of the unit.”  

Recognizing that the different backgrounds, values and practices of these men would be 

viewed by the remainder of the division as somewhat foreign, he tried to ensure that such 

distinctions would not cause the cohesiveness of the 126th ID to suffer.  His own words, 

however, illustrated the exact attitude he was warning against as he instructed his officers 

to report to him directly on the “character, attitude and combat value” of these troops.  

Such reports were normal regarding new Ersatz but this is the only occasion found in the 

divisional files in which the division commander specifically identified a group of 

replacements; troops from the Rhineland and Westphalia were automatically considered 

to be sound troops.   

Soldiers from Military District VI continued to constitute the majority of 

replacements for the 1/422 and the 2/424 during 1943 [see Table 15].283  52% of the 504 

recruits for the year originated in Rhinealnd-Westphalia.  60 convalescents returned to 

their units; they were complemented by 112 additional men who were linked to the 126th 

ID.  The overwhelming majority of replacements – 66% – joined the 1/422 and 2/424 

from March Battalions or other formations that had no connection with the 126th ID.  

These replacements greatly outnumbered the number of casualties for the two companies.  

285 men left the companies ranks due to death, woundings or illness during 1943.  While 

the companies emerged from 1943 as numerically stronger, this was bought at a certain 
                                                 
282 126 ID Kommandeur 620/45 g, 27.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/90. 
283 1.Inf.Regt.422 (1./I.R.422) Erkennungsmarkenverzeichnis (Veränderungsmeldung), 8.2.1943 through 
10.Januar 1944, WASt, 82026; 2.Inf.Regt.424 Veränderungsmeldung zur Liste der ausgegebenen 
Erkennungsmarken, 10.2.43 through 7.1.44, WASt, 80266. 
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dilution of the units’ bonds.  Regional cohesion remained strong but the number of men 

from units unaffiliated with the 126th ID certainly led to a weakening of organizational 

bonds.  

  

Table 15: Casualties and Replacements 1/422 IR 

and 2/424 IR, January -- December 1943
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As with the 121st ID, divisional records for the 126th ID disappear after late 

summer 1943.  Using Corps records, however, it is possible to reconstruct the casualty 

and replacement situation for the first six months of 1944 when the division was still in 

Russia proper [see Table 16]. The Soviet winter offensive of 1944 caused heavy 

casualties for the 126th ID; the division reported losses of 923 men during the fighting in 

January and February, with an additional 1,211 casualties during the retreat to and 

fighting around the Panther Line.284  

 

                                                 
284 Tätigkeitsbericht Januar/Februar 1944; Tätigkeitsbericht März 1944; Tätigkeitsbericht  April 1944; 
Tätigkeitsbericht Mai 1944; Tätigkeitsbericht Juni 1944; BA-MA RH 24-28/162. 
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Table 16: Casualties and Replacements 126th ID

 January -- June 1944
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During 1944, the German Ersatz system began to display unmistakeable signs of 

cracking: it is clear that the overwhelming majority of troops received by the 126th ID 

were soldiers who were either returning from long-term recovery periods or shorter visits 

to near-by military hospitals.  Of the 4,450 men who entered the ranks between January 

and June 1944, a mere 945 were fresh recruits and of this number, 809 joined in the first 

two months of the year.285  This breakdown of the system, however, did not have the 

effect of diluting the regional and comradely bonds shared by the men; in fact, it ended 

up strengthening these ties as the majority of the soldiers who were recorded in the 

division rolls were soldiers who had previously fought in the division and were now re-

joining their comrades.       

This high number of returning convalescents at the divisional level is confirmed 

by a look at the company level where 85 such men returned to the 1/422 and 2/424 during 

the first six months of 1944.286  These were joined by an additional 74 men who either 

transferred from within the 126th ID or were trained by its Feldersatzbataillon.  These 

                                                 
285 Tätigkeitsbericht Januar/Februar 1944; Tätigkeitsbericht März 1944; Tätigkeitsbericht April 1944; 
Tätigkeitsbericht Mai 1944; Tätigkeitsbericht Juni 1944, in BA-MA RH 24-28/162. 
286 1.Inf.Regt.422 (1./I.R.422) Erkennungsmarkenverzeichnis (Veränderungsmeldung,) 7. März 1944 
through 9. August 1944, WASt, 82026; 2.Inf.Regt.424 Veränderungsmeldung zur Liste der ausgegebenen 
Erkennungsmarken, 8.März 1944 through 10.8.44, WASt, 82066. 
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groups of men constituted only 44% of the company’s total number of 365 replacements; 

the remaining 206 soldiers were drawn from various other units [see Table 17].  Included 

in this number were 19 members of two Luftwaffe Infantry Divisions, who were 

amalgamated into the 126th ID after the intense fighting of late January 1944 smashed the 

Luftwaffe ground forces. While the German Army had made a concerted effort to 

preserve unit cohesion throughout the war, by 1944, the focus had shifted to merely 

keeping viable combat formations in the field.  This shift in emphasis was also reflected 

in the number of men originating in Military District VI: only 35% called the Rhineland-

Westphalia area home.  This was a dramatic decrease from the first three years of war.  

Acceptance of this dilution in regional cohesion was made necessary by the voracious 

demands of war in the Soviet Union: during the first six months of 1944, 286 men were 

forced to leave their ranks, a higher total than that for the whole of 1943. 

Table 17: Casualties and Replacements 1/422 IR and 2/424 

IR, January -- June 1944
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III. THE 123
RD

 INFANTRY DIVISION  

After the initially desperate fighting of the encirclement battle in early 1942, the 

front around the Demiansk Pocket stabilized.  During this period of relative calm, 

casualty numbers for the 123rd ID decreased over the next three months, totaling 1,318, 
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before dramatically rising to 1,067 in July due to a Soviet offensive.287  This was followed 

by a sharp decline in casualties during the period between August and November when 

the unit reported a total of 1,045 losses, before rising to 732 in the month of December 

[see Table 18].288 

Table 18: Casualties and Replacements 123rd ID,

 May -- December 1942
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Following the division’s encirclement within the Demiansk pocket, the replacement 

system, which had just begun to provide regular deliveries of reinforcements to the 123rd 

ID, completely collapsed. Only 217 men reinforced the division over the next three 

months.289  In July, the division received its first sizeable shipment of troops, over 2,800 

                                                 
287 Casualty numbers for the 123rd ID are difficult to precisely ascertain due to the chaotic situation in the 
Demiansk pocket as well as due to the mixing of combat units and different commands. See the 
Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung IIa v.16.3. bis 15.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/165; Zustandberichte 123 ID 
(o. IR 416, 4./  u.8/IR 418) Nr. 225/42 geh., 10.5.1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID (o. IR 416, 4./- u.8/IR 418 
und kleins Spliterrgruplen [sic]), 10.6.1942 Nr. 320/42 geh,; Zustandbericht 123 ID Nr.436/42 geh, 
1.August 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/230 
288 Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.September 1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.10.1942; Zustandberichte 123 ID 
1.11.1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.12.1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Januar 1943, BA-MA RH 26-
123/230. 
289 Zustandbericht 123 ID (o. IR 416, 4./ u.8/IR 418), Nr. 225/42 geh., 10.5.1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID 
(o. IR 416, 4./- u.8/IR 418 und kleins Spliterrgruplen [sic]) 10.6.1942 Nr. 320/42 geh,  BA-MA RH 26-
123/230;  
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men, since March.290  From August through December 1942, a total of 2,761 men joined 

the division, of which 1,517 were convalescents returning to the unit.291   

Unlike the previous year when an overwhelming number of troops originated 

from outside of Wehrkreis III, evidence suggests that troops from Berlin and 

Brandenburg constituted the bulk of replacements in 1942.  The 415th Infantry Regiment 

stated that the “majority [of its additions] came out of Greater Berlin” while the 418th 

Infantry Regiment counted 97 out of its 169 recruits from the Brandenburg region.292  

Both the Engineer Battalion and the 415th Infantry Regiment reported similar findings, 

with each having approximately 60% of its replacements hail from Wehrkreis III.293    

Company levels confirm the high number of men from the Brandenburg-Berlin 

area [see Table 19].294  45% of the  404 men who joined the companies originated in 

Military District III; this was a 20% increase from the previous ten months of war.  They 

replaced 211 casualties.  The overwhelming majority of the incoming troops to 1/415 

came from units organically linked to the 123rd ID: 190, including ten convalescents.  

Only 31 men entered the company from formations not organizationally linked to the 

123rd ID.  In contrast, the 1/416 brought in 172 men from more than 14 different 

                                                 
290 Zustandbericht 123 ID Nr.436/42 geh., 1.August 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/230. 
291 Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.September 1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.10.1942; Zustandberichte 123 ID 
1.11.1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.12.1942; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Januar 1943, BA-MA RH 26-
123/230. 
292 Infanterie-Regiment 415 Abt Ia, 1.Juli 1942  Betr.: Erfahrungsberichte über den jungen Ersatz, der in 
der Feldersatzkp. 1 weitergebildet wurde; Infanterie-Regiment 418 Abt Ia Nr. 284/42 geh.  30.7.42  Betr.: 
Verteilung und Weiterbildung des Feldersatzbtls.123/6, BA-MA RH 26-123/82. 
293 Pioneerbataillon 123 Abt Ia Br.B.Nr. 409/42 g. 1.Aug. 1942 Betr.: Verteidigung und Weiderbildung des 
Felders.Btls.123/6; Infanterie-Regiment 415 Abt. Ia  3. August 1942  Betr.: Beurteilung des Ersatzes 
Felders.Btl. 123/6, BA-MA RH 26-123/82.  Despite the increase in the number of troops fro Wehrkreis III, 
commander still complained about the incoming recruits; according to the artillery regiment, one of its 
replacements was nearly blind; Artillerie-Regiment 123 Abt Ia  25.Juni 1942  Betr.: Ausbildungsstand des 
Ersatzes, BA-MA RH 26-123/82. 
294 1. Kompanie Infanterie-Regiment 415 Erkennungsmarken-Verzeichnis (Veränderungsanzeige), 
12.6.1942 through 15.1.1943, WASt, 80744; 1/416 Veränderung zur Erkennungsmarkenliste der 
Dienststelle 10324B, 18.5.42 through 21.1.43, WASt, 80763. 
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Wehrmacht formations in 1942.  Faced with a pressing man-power situation, all available 

men were scraped together and sent to the company.   

Table 19: Casualties and Replacements 1/415 IR 

and 1/416 IR, May -- December 1942 
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Sharp fighting continued through January of 1943 and the 123rd ID incurred a 

further 790 casualties during the month [see Table 20].295  This number decreased during 

the retreat from the pocket and the subsequent defense of the Lovat River line in 

February and March 1943 with the unit suffering the loss of an additional 641 men.296  

Following the stabilization of the line, the Berliners witnessed a dramatic decrease in 

casualties, as the unit reported a total of 426 men lost from April through the end of 

August.297  No information exists regarding the 123rd ID’s casualties for the month of 

September 1943, but in October, following its transfer to First Panzer Army fighting in 

Ukraine, the division suffered nearly 2,300 casualties.298  The documentrary trail for 

casualties at the divisonal level disappears from this point on.  

                                                 
295 Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Februar 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/118. 
296 Zustandbericht 123 ID 1. März 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/119; Zustandberichte 123 ID 1.April 1943, 
BA-MA  RH 26-123/120. 
297 Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Mai 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/121; Zustandberichte 123 ID 1.Juni.1943, BA-
MA RH 26-123/122; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Juli 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/123; Tätigkeitsbericht der 
Abt.IIa für die Zeit vom 16.5.43-15.7.1943; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa für die Zeit vom 16.7.43-
31.8.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/167. 
298 Verluste für die Zeit vom 1.-29.10.1943, BA-MA RH 24-17/113. 
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Table 20: Casualties and Replacements 123rd ID 

January-December 1943
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With the division still in the Demiansk Pocket during the first two months of 

1943, replacements trickled in, totaling only 344.299  Following the clearing of the 

position in March, the 123rd ID began to receive replacements on a much more regular 

schedule, though not on the same scale as the 121st and 126th IDs.  4,914 Ersatz joined the 

division between March and the end of October 1943; after this date, the documentary 

trail vanishes.300  It does appear that the majority of these replacements contributed to the 

cohesion of the division as 2,170 were returning veterans of the 123rd ID and only one 

March Battalion of 446 men was definitely from outside the boundaries of Wehrkreis III.       

The data at the company level, however, allows for a reconstruction of casualty 

figures during the last months of 1943 [see Table 21].  The 1/415 and the 1/416 suffered a 

total of 391 casualties during 1943.301  277 of these casualties took place after the division 

                                                 
299 Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Februar 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/118; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1. März 1943 
BA-MA RH 26-123/119. 
300 Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.April 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/120; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Mai 1943  
BA-MA RH 26-123/121; Zustandbericht 123 ID 1.Juni.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/122; Zustandbericht 123 
ID 1.Juli 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/123; Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa für die Zeit vom 16.5.43-15.7.1943; 
Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa für die Zeit vom 16.7.43-31.8.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/167; Verluste für die 
Zeit vom 1.-29.10.1943 BA-MA RH 24-17/113.  
301 It should be noted that no reprots exist for the 1/415 for January and February 1943.  On the casualties 
and replacements, see 1. Kompanie Infanterie-Regiment 415 Erkennungsmarken-Verzeichnis 
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had been shifted south to Ukraine, reflecting the mauling the 123rd ID suffered there at the 

hands of the Red Army.   While the 420 men who joined these companies during 1943 

adequately replaced these losses, they diluted the companies’ regional homogeneity.  

Only 34% originated in Wehrkreis III, a significant decrease from the previous year.  19 

returning convalescents were complemented by 129 new recruits who came from units 

affiliated with the 123rd ID, with the remaining 262 entering the companies had no 

previous ties to the division. 

Table 21: Casualties and Replacements 1/415 IR 

and 1/416 IR, January -- December 1943
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  Patchy documentation does allow for at least a partial reconstruction of 1944 for 

the 1/416.  During the first four months of the year, the company suffered 97 casualties.302  

135 soldiers entered the unit during this same period but the processes of decreasing 

homogeneity continued, though in accelerated fashion.  Only 24 soldiers from 

Brandenburg-Berlin, a mere 17% of the total, joined the company during this time period.  

This trend towards increasingly disparate units was exacerbated by the addition of only 

                                                                                                                                                 
(Veränderungsanzeige), 15.4.1943 through 15.1.1944, WASt, 80744; 1/416 Veränderung zur 
Erkennungsmarkenliste der Dienststelle 10324B, 8.4.43 through 20.1.44, WASt, 80763 
302 1. Gren.Rgt. 416 Erkennungsmarken-Verz., 22.4.1944.  
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one soldier who had any ties to the division; the remaining 134 came from various units 

foreign to the 123rd ID.   

 

IV. CONCLUSION  

What does all of this data tell us?  First, the much maligned Wehrmacht 

replacement system functioned well enough to keep reasonably effective German 

divisions in the field.  The documentation for the three divisions varies in its coverage; 

the analysis will begin with the division with the most incomplete records, the 121st ID.  

From June 1941 through July 1944, the 121st ID suffered more than 28,500 casualties.  

During this same period, 19,720 men entered the division’s ranks.  This, of course, omits 

any data from the last six months of 1943 and it should be assumed that several thousand 

more troops did enter the division.  Division manpower reports for the period between 

November 1942 and April 1943 give the number of missing ranks for the division.303  It 

fluctuates between 2,600 and 3,000 open ranks within the division.  This implies that 

more Ersatz did make their way to the division than can be conclusively shown by an 

analysis of the division’s files.    

The rifle companies remained at relatively high strength during the entirety of the 

war.  While the division as a whole shrunk in size over the course of the war, the Army 

focused on keeping the combat sections of the division up to strength.  This led to 

frequent combing out of the rear-areas with surplus troops sent to the front and, later in 

the war, it even led to the disbanding of three battalions – one in each infantry regiment – 

so that the other battalions could be strengthened.304  The most drastic re-organization of 

the division’s structure took place in 1943 when 40 divisions were downgraded to 

                                                 
303 Bericht über den eingetroffenen Ersatz mit Anlage “Eingetroffener Ersatz,” BA-MA RH 26-121/63. 
304 Tessin, Verbände und Truppen der Deutschen Wehrmacht und Waffen SS 1939-1945, Band 6, Die 
Landstreitkräfte 71-130, p. 286. 
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second-class divisions.  This meant that one regiment was dissolved, with those men sent 

to the other two remaining regiments.  This lightened the strain on the replacement 

system as now these divisions would require reinforcements for only two out of the 

original three regiments.305  The man-power ceilings for these divisions were 

consequently adjusted downward.  Obviously, this restructuring of units needs to be taken 

into consideration when the establishment figures reported for German formations are 

examined.  A division missing some 2,000 men in 1943 was considerably weaker than 

one missing 2,000 men in 1941.  In any case, the infantry regiments that survived the 

organizational shake-up emerged stronger in 1943 than they had been in 1942.  This 

explains why the these combat elements received more replacements than casualties 

suffered.        

The 123rd ID suffered a total of 17,654 casualties up through October 1943.  

14,461 men entered the division’s ranks during this same period.  Missing ranks in the 

division’s monthly reports climbed from 865 by July 15, 1941 to over 8,104 by March 

15, 1942.  After reaching this shockingly high level, the number fell to 1,787 men by 

August 15.  From this point on, the number of open ranks in the division remained fairly 

constant, alternating between a high of 2,928 in February 1943 and a low of 456 in 

August 1943.306  

The casualty and replacement situation of the 126th ID was similar to that of its 

two sister divisions.  The Rhinelanders suffered 24,201 casualties up through the end of 

May 1944.  31,138 replacements entered the division’s ranks during the same period of 

time.  Based on company records, the transfer of troops out of the division took place on 
                                                 
305 Kroener, “Management of Human Resources, Deployment of the Population, and Manning the Armed 
Forces in the Second Half of the War (1942-1944),” p. 886. 
306 For the missing ranks in the division, see the various Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa;  for 1941, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/161; for 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/162, 163 and 165; Zustandberichte 123 ID May through 
December, BA-MA RH 26-123/230; for 1943, the various Zustandberichte in BA-MA RH 26-123/118, 
119, 120, 121, 122 and 167. 
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a large scale – this is something not mentioned in divisional level records – and it seems 

reasonable to speculate that the total number of additions and subtractions from the 

division’s ranks were approximately even.  Much like the 123rd ID, missing ranks in the 

126th ID climbed quickly from 730 in July to 3,260 one month later, topping out at 6,432 

in February 1942.307  By June 1942, the number had stabilized between 3,000 and 4,000 

where it remained until May of 1943 when it dropped to approximately 2,000.  Despite 

fluctuations – a peak of 3,054 in September 1943 and a low of 576 in December of that 

same year – it remained on average right around 2,000 for the remainder of the year. 

 

Second, the system enabled at least the three divisions under analysis here to refer 

to themselves legitimately as the East Prussian 121st ID, the Rhenish-Westphalian 126th 

ID and, less convincingly, the Brandenburg-Berlin 123rd ID.  The German Army believed 

that men who shared similar cultural backgrounds and experiences would function at a 

higher rate of efficiency in combat than a group of soldiers from disparate regions.  From 

the division commander to the lowliest private, soldiers in the Wehrmacht understood the 

importance of regional cohesion.  The priority placed on keeping divisions as 

homogenous as possible explains why the commander of the 123rd ID would send a much 

needed batch of reinforcements to a neighboring division and why the 126th ID’s 

commander would instruct his men to welcome regional outsiders as if they were their 

own, but also to keep an eye on them.  While the various batches of soldiers from Saxony 

and Baden may have been ill-prepared for combat, not one single divisional report singles 

out men from East Prussia, Rhineland-Westphalia or Berlin-Brandenburg in such a way: 

                                                 
307 For the 1941 personnel reports, see BA-MA RH 26-126/23; for 1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/47 and RH 
26-126/69; for 1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/90, RH 26-126/107 and BA-MA RH 24-50/78;  
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it seems clear that the relative “foreignness” of soldiers from outside each division’s 

home are marked them in the eyes of  officers as less effective soldiers.308   

At the lowest levels, numerous examples exist demonstrating the importance the 

men themselves attached to regional homogeneity.  One member of the East Prussian 21st 

ID expounded on what being an East Prussian meant during a period of war.  After 

discussing the “close personal and social ties” between an East Prussian division and East 

Prussian society, he stated that 

  
The political border problem of the enclave East Prussia, the East Prussian 

 life-style and character, the East Prussian joy in military service, the 
 conservatism and persistence of this tribe were found in the spiritual 
 foundations of their work as well as their expression, as the spiritual 
 alertness of all of their essential  components and the philosophical 
 thoroughness  of Immanuel Kant’s Heimat.309 

 

Such a belief in the exclusiveness of their region’s character typified the attitudes of 

many German soldiers.  Its exclusiveness ensured a degree of cohesion between men 

native to the same area.  During the initial meeting of the newly formed 121st ID’s 

Communications Section, the men from the two different East Prussian units that were 

merged into the new formation eyed each other warily.  Over “beer and schnapps,” the 

men exchanged “impressions and experiences” and they learned that the “others were 

also completely practical guys.”310  The fact that the men shared a common background 

made the formation of a new unit that much easier.   A member of the Rhenish-

                                                 
308 A former German Infantryman from West Prussia related his experiences upon joining the Rhenish-
Westphalian 253rd ID: “We came into a Rhenish unit.  Within this group of 200 men, we were some nine or 
ten men from above, from West Prussia.  You can imagine how we were at the bottom with the 
Rhinelanders.  At the beginning.  They saw us as mentally inferior, the Rhinelanders;” quoted in Rass, 
Menschenmaterial, p. 104.     
309 Geschichte der 21. Inf. Div. Von Claus v. Kassel, BA-MA MSg 2/2779. 
310 Chronik der 2.Kompanie Nachrichten – Abteilung 121, BA-MA RH 44/381.  
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Westphalian 254th ID related a similar account of working with a unit also drawn from 

Wehrkreis VI.   

 
A good relationship existed between the two medical units, having arisen from the 
men’s neighboring regions [nachbarlicher Landsmannschaft]. One driver . . . was 
a Westphalian farmer, the other driver . . . a mechanic out of the Ruhr area.  The 
men paired Rhenish agility with Westphalian toughness and reliability.  One 
drove well with this pairing.311  

   

This feeling carried over to the battlefield, even between units. During the 

fighting in January 1944, a member of the East Prussian 21st ID commented that “the 

excellent I[nfantry] R[egiment] 405 of the 121st ID was our left neighbor.  It was always a 

joy to work with the 121st ID.  One never had the impression that they were strangers.”312 

The importance of maintaining regionally homogenous units was therefore apparent to 

both the leadership and the men.  The question remains as to how effectively the 

Wehrmacht funneled troops from specific regions to specific divisions during the war. 

In large part, this process proved successful in the case of the 121st, 126th and 123rd 

IDs, especially once the Army passed through the winter crisis.  In terms of both numbers 

of men and area of origin, the system sputtered along during the first six months of the 

war, struggling to provide just enough soldiers to ensure the anticipated quick victory.  

The extremely costly fighting during the invasion led many soldiers to believe that, for 

example their, “old III Battalion” had been fundamentally transformed during the 

invasion.313  A look at the company level illustrates the relative breakdown of the German 

replacement system in 1941.  The two companies of the 121st ID received the most 

replacements of the companies under examination here: 169 of which only 31% were 

                                                 
311 Einsatz der 1/SanKp 254 in Nordrußland – Erinnerungsbericht von Oberfeldartz d.R. a.D. Dr. F.K. 
Wehsarg, BA-MA MSg 2/4558. 
312 Erinnerungen von Claus v. Kursell, GR 45 Dec 1943-Apr 1944, BA-MA MSg 2/2777. 
313 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers-Btl. Adjutant, 31.8.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095 
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East Prussian.  153 soldiers were delivered to the 126th ID’s companies; 58% of these 

men reinforced the regional cohesion of the division.  The 123rd ID came in a distant third 

in both cases, as only 121 men reached the two companies and a mere 17% came out of 

Wehrkreis III.314   

During the remainder of 1942 and through 1943, each company received a 

significantly larger number of both total replacements and replacements from their native 

region.  The 1/405 and 1/407 of the 121st ID received a total of 1,137 recruits during this 

second period of war; 39% originated in Military District I.  The 126th ID’s companies 

incorporated 1,051 men with 56% of the men originating in the Rhineland-Westphalia 

region.  Despite their location in the Demiansk Pocket, the companies of the 123rd ID still 

received 949 troops of which 38% came out the Brandenburg-Berlin area. 

 Only in 1944 did the system show evidence of collapse.  While the overall rates 

of reinforcement for the first six months were only slightly lower than the previous years, 

the regional cohesion deemed so important by the Wehrmacht was now shifted to the 

background as numbers became the overriding priority.  The 121st ID’s companies 

received a total of 216 men but only 30% originated in Military District I.  The two 

companies of the 126th ID were sent a total of 363 men; here the decrease in regional 

homogeneity was most pronounced as a mere 35% of the men came out of the Rhineland-

Westphalia Military District.  Documentation for only one company in the 123rd ID as 

relates to replacements could be located.  The 1/416 reported that it received 135 troops.  

Of this number, only 17% of the total number were native to Wehrkreis III. 

Looking over the four years of war as a whole, the companies of the 126th ID 

received the highest proportion of troops from their home Military District.  Some 52% 
                                                 
314 Despite this extremely low number of reinforcements for the 123rd during Operation Barbarossa, the 
division still reported that as of December 1, 1941, it numbered 13,711 me, of which 8,181 or 60%, were 
native to the Brandenburg-Berlin region.  See Landmannschaftliche Zusammensetzung 123 ID Stand 
1.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/161.    
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of the 1,567 replacements received called the Rhineland-Westphalia home.  The East 

Prussian companies integrated the next highest percentage of troops from their region: of 

their 1,522 incoming men, 37% lived in East Prussia.315  The companies in the Berlin-

based 123rd ID received 1,205 documented replacements.  441 of these soldiers – 

approximately 37% – originated in the Brandenburg-Berlin area.316  The continual influx 

of soldiers from the Rhineland-Westphalia, East Prussia and Berlin-Brandenburg ensured 

that these companies – all of which started off with solid majorities of troops from their 

respective home areas – could legitimately associate themselves with a specific region in 

Germany.                  

  

Third, regional homogeneity was not the only means employed by the German 

Army to ensure unit cohesion.  The Wehrmacht also attempted to create an organizational 

structure that would link specific training units with specific divisions; this was even 

replicated at the company level.  This ensured that new recruits were immediately 

immersed into the division’s ethos: when they finally did enter the division’s ranks at the 

front, they had already been exposed to how men of the division thought and acted.  Of 

the six companies under analysis, only those of the 123rd failed to train a significant 

portion of their incoming Ersatz.  This, of course, was due to the crisis situation faced by 

the division during its ordeal in the Demiansk Pocket.  Up through early 1944, these 

Feldersatzbataillonen provided an important service in acclimating the incoming soldiers 

to their divisions. 

                                                 
315 It also needs to be remembered that the 121st ID contained a strong contingent of men from the 
Rhineland-Westphalia from its initial formation.  Men from Military District VI made up 23% of all 
recruits for the companies during the period under examination. 
316 The 1.I/415 and 1.I/416 also contained strong contingents of men from the east German areas of 
Pomerania, Mecklenburg, Saxony and Silesia.  These areas contributed 375 soldiers, or 31% of the total.  
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A further boost to the divisions’ cohesion was given by the return of veterans who 

had recovered from their wounds.  Up through July 1944, 38 convalescent companies 

marched to the 126th ID.  6,282 battle-tested officers, NCOs and enlisted men rejoined the 

division in this way, accounting for 20% of the total number of men who entered the 

ranks of the 126th ID between June 1941 and July 1944.317  The 123rd ID received 19 such 

convalescent formations through April 1944 while 23 convalescent march battalions 

entered the ranks of the 121st ID; unfortunately documentation relating the total number 

of such troops is unavailable for the two divisions.318  A look at the company personnel 

reports, however, yields interesting results.  The 121st ID’s experience seems to have 

resembled that of the 126th ID. Its 1/405 had 115 such men rejoin the company during the 

war, some 14% of their total number of incoming soldiers while nearly 19% (139) of the 

1/407’s replacements were returning veterans.  The 123rd ID, however, appears to have 

had much lower rates of returning veterans: only 3% of all incoming soldiers for both the 

1/415 and the 1/416 were returning convalescents.319  For German Infantry Divisions, the 

return of these “old hares” served two important functions: not only did it strengthen the 

divisions’ internal ties but it also increased their combat effectiveness.               

  

Fourth, the rhythm of combat in northwest Russia differed from that of central 

and southern fronts.  While each division suffered extremely high losses during the initial 

invasion and therefore fit into the general pattern of Wehrmacht casualties, the nature of 

combat faced by Army Group North shifted from mobile to positional warfare during the 

                                                 
317 See the previously cited personnel reports in footnote 168. 
318 These numbers are found in the company level records; for the 123rd ID, see 1.Gren.Rgt. 416 
Veränderungen zum Erkennungsmarken-verzeichnes 20.4.44, WASt, 80763.  For the 121st ID, see 1. 
Kompanie Infanterie-Regiment 405 4.Juli.1944 Betr.: Veränderungen zur Liste der Erkennungsmarkern für 
die Zeit vom 1.6.-30.6.1942, WASt, 80549. 
319 Such a low number of returning convalescents is most likely explained by the real difficulty of shipping 
troops inside of the Demiansk Pocket. 
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winter of 1941/1942.  This meant that instead of launching continual costly offensives, 

they merely reacted to the enemy’s operations.  Since the primary focus of the war in 

1942 was in the southern theater, centered on the Stalingrad operation, followed by the 

Battle of Kursk in 1943 and Operation Bagration in 1944, both in the center of the front, 

both the Germans and Soviets tended to treat the Leningrad and Volkhov River area as a 

secondary theater of operations.  While German casualty figures spiked several times 

during the post-winter crisis fighting in region, there were also prolonged periods of 

limited activity in which divisions numbering approximately 13,000 men would suffer 

less than 200 total casualties.  The 123rd ID went through a four months stretch in 1943 

when it averaged 67 casualties for the month.  Such extended periods of calm allowed 

time for the divisions to integrate the incoming Ersatz effectively into the unit.  Veterans 

would be able to train and generally acquaint the recruits with the rigors of war in the 

east.  During these not infrequent periods of limited combat, the creation of new primary 

groups, ones based on “social profile as well as their common fate,” took place.  Training 

under fire and small-scale raids and patrols “increased levels of group loyalty and 

commitment” and, in the process, forged the bonds of new primary groups that while 

perhaps not as deeply felt as the pre-war variety, were formed in the crucible of war and 

therefore possessed their own powerful connection.320  While it could be argued that 

conditions in northwest Russia were too different from those of the remainder of the front 

to have any general application, that is precisely the point: generalizations about the 

Wehrmacht on the eastern front camouflage the varied experiences of different units 

during the war. 

  

                                                 
320 Rass, “Das Sozialprofil von Kampfverbänden des deutschen Heeres 1939 bis 1945,” p. 723. 
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In recent years, historians have debated what held the German Army together and 

allowed it to remain in the field against better equipped and more numerous opponents.  

The currently prevailing interpretation is one which focuses on the importance of 

ideology acting as a cohesive glue for Wehrmacht units.321  Such a view generally holds 

that due to the extremely high casualties of the eastern campaign, the traditional 

mechanisms utilized by the Army to maintain unit cohesion – regional recruitment, the 

nurturing of social relationships over extended periods of time between the men – simply 

no longer worked.  This forced the Wehrmacht to turn to a different means of ensuring 

the men stayed in the field: Nazi ideology.  Welded together by a common belief in the 

ideological precepts of the Third Reich, the German Army fought a desperate battle, long 

after the outcome of the war was clear.  

Omer Bartov, the most prominent and persuasive advocate of this view, argues 

that the increasing use of Nazi propaganda not only maintained cohesion but also 

produced men who, having internalized these themes, lashed out at the surroudning 

civilia population in increasing frequency.  In his view, the Wehrmacht became “Hitler’s 

Army” as it committed numerous war-crimes and atrocities during the last years of war in 

the Soviet Union due to its reliance on Nazi ideological indoctrination.         

When the actual development of the German replacement system is examined at 

the lowest levels, however, it is clear that the system functioned at a relatively high level 

of efficiency after the winter crisis up through early 1944.  Unit cohesion based on 

regional bonds cannot be discounted, therefore, as one of the primary reasons for keeping 

the Army in the field during the Second World War.  Such a conclusion serves as a major 

modification of Bartov’s conclusions.  If regional ties were indeed important in 

maintaining the fighting effeciency, than it follows that the importance of Nazi 

                                                 
321 Bartov and his works are representative of this position. 
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propaganda has been overstated in explaining the Army’s battlefield performance during 

the Second World War.  It also means that the Army’s complicity in Hitler’s 

Vernichtungskrieg needs to be reexamined.    To what extent did its participation rest on 

ideological considerations?  Were other factors involved?  An examination of this issue 

follows. 
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SECTION TWO: ADVANCE – THE FAILURE OF OPERATION 

BARBAROSSA 

Chapter 3: “Attack with a ruthless spirit of the offensive and. . . with a 

firestorm of destruction:” The Invasion of the Soviet Union 

I. PRELIMINARIES TO INVASION  
Do not believe that the friendship between here and there will exist forever.  There is no 
permanent friendship between National Socialism and Bolshevism. The time is coming 
when you will man your posts!  Then there will be no excuses, then the slate will be 
wiped clean.322 

 

The 121st, 123rd and 126th Infantry Divisions belonged to Sixteenth Army, which in 

turn was subordinated to Army Group North.  Commanded by Field-Marshal Wilhelm 

Ritter von Leeb, Army Group North was charged with destroying the Red Army in the 

Baltic States and capturing their ports, maintaining contact with the northern wing of 

Army Group Center and, most importantly, seizing Leningrad [see Illustration 1].323  Leeb 

deployed his forces in accordance with these three tasks – Colonel-General Georg von 

Küchler’s Eighteenth Army, situated on the left flank of the army group, was to drive 

through the Baltic states while on the right flank, Colonel-General Erich Busch’s 

Sixteenth Army was given the responsibility of pushing towards Novgorod and Staraia 

Russa while preserving a common front with Army Group Center.  Most importantly, 

each Infantry Army needed to provide flank support for Colonel-General Erich 

Hoepner’s Panzer Group Four and its push on Leningrad while simultaneously dealing 

with the Red Army units bypassed or scattered by the advancing armor.324 

                                                 
322 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 18, BA-MA MSg 2/2580.  The author is quoting the 121st ID 
Commander, General Lancelle. 
323 “Weisung Nr. 21 Fall Barbarossa,” printed in Walther Hubatsch (ed.), Hitlers Weisungen für die 
Kriegführung 1939-1945 (Frankfurt am Main, 1962), pp. 84-88.  
324 Ernst Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” in Boog et.al., Germany and the Second World War, Band 
IV, p. 538. 
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In addition to receiving military instructions, German troop units also received 

orders regarding the ideological nature of the upcoming task.  General Eduard Wagner, 

Chief Quartermaster of the German Army explained the new face of war in the East to 

the Quartermasters of II, XXVIII and X Army Corps in Bartenstein, East Prussia on May 

20.325  Wagner stated that the Army Group Commander-in-Chief would no longer have 

sole responsibility for the rear-areas; the SS was “entrusted with special tasks” and would 

have primary responsibility in the “so-called political areas” in the rear.326  He also 

explained that the idea of Military Jurisdiction towards the civilian population was 

“completely different than before.  There is no Military Jurisdiction for the Russian 

population.”  He then divided the Russian population between the “good” who would 

continue working for the German authorities and the “bad” who were to be “treated as 

guerillas, ruthlessly without military jurisdiction;” there was no middle ground.  The 

Corps then issued their own orders explaining the ideological nature of the war to its 

troops.   

II Corps, the immediate superior to 121st ID, instructed its subordinate units that 

while the majority of the population would welcome the Wehrmacht as liberators, Jews 

living in urban areas would support the Communist authorities who would invariably 

launch attacks in the German rear areas.327  In its own directive, the 121st ID added that 

violence directed at Jews by the indigenous population was to remain unchecked unless it 

directly interfered with military operations.328   XXVIII Corps issued a similar statement 

                                                 
325 Besprechung bei O.Qu. in Bartenstein 20.5, BA-MA RH 24-2/460.  The following is drawn from this 
document.  These corps were the immediate superior formations to the 121st, 123rd and 126th Infantry 
Divisions. 
326 The 123rd ID made contact with the Gestapo posts in Eydtkau and Schirwindt in early June, presumably 
to discuss the new division of responsibilities.  See Tätigkeitsbericht Mai/Juni 1941, 14.6.41, BA-MA RH 
26-123/143. 
327 General Kommando II A.K., Anlage 3 zu 0100/41g.Kdos., 28.5.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/6. 
328 121 ID, Abt. Ia,Besondere Anordnungen zum Div.-Befehl für den Angriff, 20.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-
121/6. 
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to its units, such as the 123rd ID, but it included the proviso that while Jews would 

generally support the Bolsheviks, they would be nonetheless needed to translate between 

the Germans and the native population.329  XXVIII Corps also warned its soldiers to be 

prepared for “sabotage acts” by civilians or soldiers in civilian clothing and thereby 

created an atmosphere of distrust before such events occurred.330  This inevitable 

resistance, “active or passive” was to be “nipped in the bud” through the use of “ruthless 

conduct towards the sections of the population hostile to Germany.”331  The 121st ID 

explained to its soldiers that since partisans were prohibited by the Hague Convention, 

they were to “eliminated in the field or in flight.”332 “Senseless plundering” as well as a 

“desire for destruction,” however, was explicitly forbidden due to the Army’s need to 

both exploit captured resources and to placate the indigenous population.333  These acts 

were to be “punished with the heaviest penalties.”334  

The troops also received orders on the handling of prisoners of war.  Since 

German authorities believed members of the Red Army would invariably act in a 

dishonorable and cowardly way, “the utmost caution and sharpest attention must be 

shown towards all members of the Red Army.  The Asiatic soldiers are particularly 

unpredictable, treacherous and callous.”335 Within the prisoner collection camps, officers 

                                                 
329 Anlage zu Gen.Kdo.XXVIII.A.K. Abt. 1a, Nr. 320/41gKdos.v.14.5.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/11.  
Apparently Corps Headquarters believed that Jews in the Baltic States possessed German language skills. 
330 Ibid.  This tendency in the German Army to be particularly wary of irregular forces to the point that the 
idea became permanently entrenched in the Army’s collective mind-set has been explored by Kramer and 
Horne in their German Atrocities 1914: A History of Denial regarding German atrocities in Belgium during 
the First World War.  See also Shepherd, War in the Wild East pp. 34-57 which places this issue in both a 
German and a wider European context.   
331 Gen.Kdo. XXVIII AK Nr. 320/41 g.Kdos.v.14.5.41, Anordnungen für die Versorgung Anlage, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/11.  Emphasis in original. 
332 121 ID, Abt. Ia,Besondere Anordnungen zum Div.-Befehl für den Angriff, 20.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-
121/6. 
333 Besprechung Unterabschnitt Ostpreußen I am 26.5.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/6.  Members of all three 
division staffs would have been present at this meeting.   
334 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Studie Barbarossa, 8.6.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/460. 
335 Gen.Kdo. XXVIII AK Nr. 320/41 g.Kdos.v.14.5.41, Anordnungen für die Versorgung Anlage, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/11. Emphasis in original.  II Corps issued a similar order concerning resistance and treatment of 
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and political commissars were to be immediately separated from the enlisted men.336    

Despite Leeb’s initial opposition to the Commissar Order, it was distributed to his 

subordinate units.337   

The manner in which such orders reached the lower levels of the army – i.e. from 

the division down through the regimental levels – can best be traced by an examination of 

the 123rd ID’s files.338  In late May, the division commander, quartermaster and 

intelligence officer all took part in war games run by Sixteenth Army.  During these 

exercises, the participants determined that prisoners would be used for labor, a direct 

violation of the Geneva Convention.339  These military and ideological results were then 

communicated to the Regimental commanders two days later.340  Approximately a week 

before the invasion started, the division finished drafting its order concerning the 

treatment of the civilian population and then “made the Führer’s intentions and 

fundamental guidelines” about the invasion known to the regimental officers.  These 

intentions clearly referred to ideological matters as the conversation then shifted to 

military matters.  The Guidelines for the Behavior of the Troops in Russia was also 

distributed at this meeting in sealed envelopes, to be opened only on the division 

                                                                                                                                                 
prisoners-of-war to its subordinate divisions; Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Studie Barbarossa, 8.6.41, 
BA-MA RH 24-2/460. 
336 Ibid.; 121 ID, Abt. Ia, Besondere Anordnungen zum Div.-Befehl für den Angriff, 20.6.41, BA-MA RH 
26-121/6; 126 ID, Abt. I, Merkblatt über die Behandlung von Kriegsgefangenen bei der fechtenden Truppe, 
7.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/114.    
337 Peter Steinkamp, “Die Haltung der Hitlergegner Generalfeldmarschall Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb und 
Generaloberst Erich Hoepner zur verbrecherischen Kriegführung bei der Heeresgruppe Nord in der 
Sowjetunion 1941,” in Gerd R. Ueberschär (ed.), NS-Verbrechen und der militärische Widerstand gegen 
Hitler (Darmstadt, 2000), pp. 47-61; here, p. 48.  Steinkamp states that the order was not passed through 
official channels within the Eighteenth Army.  Küchler, however, had issued the order orally at a meeting 
with his division commanders on April 25, stating that “political commissars and members of the GPU 
[Soviet political police] are criminals”. See “aus den handschriftlichen Notizen des Oberbefehlshabers der 
18. Armee, Generaloberst Küchler, für einen Vortrag vor seinen Divisionskommandeuren am 25.April 
1941,” reprinted  in Hans-Heinrich Wilhelm, Rassenpolitik und Kriegführung. Sicherheitspolizei und 
Wehrmacht in Polen und der Sowjetunion 1939-1942 (Passau, 1991), pp. 138. 
338 Of the three divisions under investigation, detailed documentation exists only for the 123rd ID. 
339 Kriegstagebuch (hereafter KTB), 26.5.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/8. 
340 Ibid., 28.5.41. 
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commander’s orders.341  On June 20, the division commander met his regimental and 

battalion commanders for one last pre-invasion meeting.  While the majority of the 

meeting centered on operational matters, the final item on the agenda concerned the 

Curtailment of Military Jurisdiction.  Special emphasis was placed on this particular 

order; however, it is impossible to determine why based on the division commander’s 

handwritten notes.342  The ideological build-up culminated with the reading of the 

“Guidelines for the Behavior of the Troops in Russia” and the Führer’s “Soldaten der 

Ostfront” proclamation during the night of June 21-22, 1941.343  Operating within the 

context of these directives and orders as well as the Wehrmacht’s institutional belief that 

partisan warfare was inevitable, the soldiers of the 121st, 123rd, and 126th Infantry 

Divisions invaded the Soviet Union. 

 

 

 

II. EAST PRUSSIANS AT WAR: THE 121
ST

 INFANTRY DIVISION 

On June 21, 1941, Division Commander Lieutenant-General Otto Lancelle issued 

an order to his men, justifying the upcoming invasion with a vocabulary heavily laden 

with Nazi imagery.  Lancelle stated that  

 
the war against Russia is a battle of National Socialism against Bolshevism, a 
continuation of the struggle victoriously ended within Germany on 31.1.33 by the 

                                                 
341 Ibid., 14..6.41, 15.6.41.  The division commander had just returned from a meeting with the 
Commander-in-Chief of the German Army, Colonel-General Walther von Brauchitsch, who had been 
inspecting the troops stationed in the east.  See Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des 
Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, volume II, 13.6.41, p. 454. 
342 The phrase was blocked-off with pencil. 
343Ibid., 21.6.41. The “Soldaten der Ostfront” order is printed in Ueberschär and Wette (ed.), 
“Unternehmen Barbarossa:” Der Deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 1941, pp. 265-269.  It is 
interesting to note that some soldiers felt both a strong pride and a heavy responsibility in taking part in 
such a massive operation for the “fate of Europe;” see “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 18, BA-MA 
MSg 2/2580. 
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Führer against the center of this movement, whose goal is the destruction of the 
world, the destruction of all cultural assets.  It is the struggle of Europe against the 
Asiatic will to destroy.  Europe will never live in peace if this dragon’s head is not 
cut off. 

He called upon his soldiers “to attack with a ruthless spirit of the offensive and to break 

the resistance, which will be strong initially, with a firestorm of destruction” in this 

“conflict of two Weltanschauungen.”  Lancelle directed his troops to prosecute the war in 

a “harsh and irresistible” manner to ensure a speedy victory and concluded that “as you 

are true National Socialists and brave soldiers of the 121st Division, glory, honor, and 

victory will be pinned to our banner.”344  While the ideological content is unmistakable, 

Lancelle’s language in the second part of the order also points to the German Army’s 

institutional view of war.  By emphasizing the need to fight with the “ruthless spirit of the 

offensive,” Lancelle pointed to the army’s traditional doctrine that emphasized quick 

offensives.  The “firestorm of destruction” was necessary to defeat a numerically superior 

enemy rapidly, before the Soviet Union’s superiority in manpower and resources could 

be brought to bear.  The 121st ID commander’s order thus encapsulated both Nazi 

ideological tenets and the army’s institutional view of war.            

 Various members of the 121st ID supported the ideological view of this war.  A 

platoon leader in the 407th Infantry Regiment agreed that “there was no going back from 

this fundamental conflict between National Socialism and Bolshevism.”345  An officer in 

the Division’s Communication Section described the upcoming battle in more dramatic 

fashion: “The most violent phase of this struggle of peoples began – the fight against 

Bolshevism! – Not only for Germany – no – it is for culture and human rights in all of 

Europe, in the entire world!”346 This, however, did not constitute a unanimous position 

                                                 
344 121 Inf. Division Kommandeur, 21.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/70. 
345 “Der Todesmarch nach Leningrad,” p. 5, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
346 “Chronik der 2.Kompanie Nachrichten-Abteilung 121,” unpaginated, BA-MA RH 44/381. 
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within the division: the very same platoon commander in 407th Infantry Regiment who 

supported the invasion recorded that “several shook their heads, as by treaty, Hitler was 

allied to the Soviet Union.”347 

At 3:05 in the morning of June 22, 1941, the men of the 121st ID left their 

positions in East Prussia and began the offensive.348 Though the invasion caught the Red 

Army in a state of unreadiness along the entire front, the reality on the ground remained 

far removed from the impressions held by the senior German officers.349  The 121st ID 

reported that once the initial surprise of the assault passed, Russian troops defended 

“stubbornly” in settlements. 350 This proved especially true for II/405th Infantry Regiment 

which fought a “very tough battle against numerous small nests and individual soldiers, 

who, in small bunkers, houses, cellars, barns, etc., often fought to the end 

[Selbstaufopferung].”351 An NCO in the Engineer Battalion admiringly noted that “the 

Russian is a master in constructing positions” along the border while another German 

soldier noted the disquieting fact that “Red Army men defended their positions until the 

last breath”.352  Reports of irregular warfare accompanied those detailing spirited 

resistance by the Red Army.  The 121st ID’s Reconnaissance Section reported that Red 

                                                 
347 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 5, BA-MA MSg 2/2589.  The commander of the East Prussian 
61st Infantry Division also believed his troops needed to be convinced about the necessity of the invasion;  
see Walther Hubatsch, “Das Infanterie Regiment 151 1939-1942: 1944,” BA-MA RH 37/2785. 
348 KTB, 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/8.    
349 Halder noted that “the enemy was surprised by the German attack . . . the manning of the border was, in 
general, weak,” Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 
1939-1942, volume III, 22.6.41, p. 5; Leeb wrote that during the first day of fighting, the “troops have not 
yet pushed into any serious resistance,” Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb, (ed. Georg Meyer) 
Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen  (Stuttgart, 1976), 22.6.41, p. 275.  
Leeb’s estimation of the Red Army changed a mere three days into the campaign.  He wrote that “the 
overall impression of the enemy won in the past few days is that he fights very stubbornly, doggedly and, at 
times, underhandedly, and better than he did in the World War.  He is very skilled at camouflage.  He gives 
nothing away, but would rather fight in hopeless situations to the end,” 25.6.41, p. 280.  
350 KTB, 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/8.     
351 Ergänzungen für die Zeit vom 22. Juni bis 5. Juli 1941, BA MA MSg 2/3146. 
352 Uffz. Schneider 1./Pi. 121, Einsatz unseres Zuges bei Kybarti am 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 46/716; “Der 
Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 36, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
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Army men were quickly changing into civilian clothes and while this may have indicated 

nothing more than an attempt to escape from the maelstrom of war, German troops 

interpreted it as a devious attempt to continue the fight as partisans.353  Other soldiers, 

mindful of the official directives warning of underhanded tactics that would surely be 

employed by Soviet forces, resorted to force in any case when a question of intentions 

arose. Wilhelm van Heesch, an NCO in the 408th Infantry Regiment related the following 

incident: 
 
A few meters from my severely wounded comrade, several Russians are lying in 
shallow ditches alongside the road.  Their faces are turned to the ground.  Are 
they dead?  No blood anywhere.  No traces of battle.  Are the Soviet soldiers 
playing dead?  I kick one of the Soviet soldiers in the side  with my boot.  He 
doesn’t move.  I see, however, how his eyes blink.   Aha, so this is the situation, I 
thought.  I shouted out to my comrades “Be  careful”and then we cleared up the 
situation.354  

Here, the actions of Soviet soldiers melded seamlessly with the German’s propaganda 

picture of an insidious enemy who fought outside of the parameters of civilized war.355   

The scourge of irregular warfare (or, at least what the Germans perceived as 

irregular warfare) continued into the second day of the invasion.  As members of the 

III/405th Infantry Regiment passed through the village of Vilkoviszki, “a chaotic battle 

erupted” with “shooting from seemingly every house.”  The battalion responded by 

burning down every house from which they were shot at; this resulted in “almost the 

entire village burning.”356  The II/407th Infantry Regiment also “picked up a sniper and 

                                                 
353 KTB, 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/8. 
354 Wilhelm van Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie Grenadier-Regiment 408 (no place of 
publication, 1962), p. 66. 
355 Other soldiers also found Red Army men pretending to be dead but drew other conclusions: Schaback 
believed that they feared immediate execution following their surrender and therefore hoped to escape by 
lying motionless; “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 36, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
356 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers-Btl. Adjutant, 23.6.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095.  The 
intelligence section’s diary claims that the fires in Vilkoviszki were set by the Russians as they pulled out.  
See “Chronik der 2.Kompanie Nachrichten-Abteilung 121, BA-MA RH 44/381.  While some may dismiss 
this as merely apologetics on the side of the Germans, it is clear that the Red Army did practice “scorched 
earth” tactics during the early stages of Operation Barbarossa, especially in the territories outside of the 
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shot him,” while the Communications Section reported being shot at from a cornfield. 357  

These incidents culminated on June 24 as the division marched through the village of 

Kazlai on June 24.  Following several random shots from within the village, the division 

commander, General Lancelle, ordered the collection of all male inhabitants and then had 

them all put under armed guard.  The action stopped here, though; the 121st ID did not 

shoot any civilians in retaliation.358  Though the “barbarization of war” did not cause this 

German unit to automatically respond in a violent and arbitrary manner at this particular 

time, a landscape of burning dwellings marked its passage through Lithuania.359 

Though official policy showed some restraint, individual soldiers behaved in a 

more imperious manner.  Members of the 7th Company, II/407th Infantry Regiment 

embarked on a campaign of looting and plundering that especially targeted Jews.  As the 

unit passed through a Lithuanian village during one of the first two days of the invasion, 

it discovered several Jews hiding in a courtyard.  A platoon leader cryptically stated they 

were “taken care of” and the company continued the advance.360  When they stopped for 

the night, they commandeered a house inhabited by a Jew, who spoke fluent German.  

While he “understandably turned the house over” to the soldiers, the Germans permitted 

him to stay in the basement without any further harassment. 361   This markedly contrasted 

                                                                                                                                                 
Great Russian areas.  For a scathing evaluation of these tactics as practiced in Ukraine, see Berkhoff, 
Harvest of Despair, pp. 33-4.  Another example is found in “Schicksalekämpfe des II.Gren.Rgt.454 (254 
ID) 1939-1945,” BA-MA RH 37/3098. The author relates that according to Estonian civilians, withdrawing 
Red Army troops were responsible for the fact that “the majority of houses are totally plundered and burned 
down.”  In the case of the 121st ID in Vilkoviszki, it appears likely that the majority, but not all, of the fires 
were the result of German anti-partisan policies. 
357 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p.40, BA-MA, MSg 2/2580; “Chronik der 2.Kompanie 
Nachrichten-Abteilung 121, BA-MA RH 44/381.  
358 KTB, 24.6.41 BA-MA RH 26-121/8.  Interestingly, Lancelle’s restraint here is in marked contrast to his 
inflammatory order on June 21, 1941.   
359 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers-Btl. Adjutant, 23.6.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095.  Ewers 
wrote of an “increasing number of burning barns” as the advance continued. 
360 BA-MA MSg 2/2580, “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” pp. 40-43.  It is unclear what he meant by 
“Fertigmachen” in this case; it could be read as “bumping someone off” or as “beating someone up.”  In 
either case, the men of this platoon certainly beat these Jews and stole their goods. 
361 Ibid., p. 46. 
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with the behavior of the men earlier in the day as well as on June 24 when they entered 

the town of Kazley-Ruda, “a nest of Lithuanian trader-Jews.”  As the soldiers were given 

some free time early in the morning,  

 
many simple [biedere] soldiers went off in search of items of food and clothing. 
Oh, that was not all that was claimed that day.  Radios, cloth.  Lemonade, seltzer-
water, pickles, heaps of canned fish.  Cigarettes, chocolate and many other things 
. . . Someone brought me numerous photos autographed by actors. War booty 
according to the Landser’s way.362    

 

The differences between the treatments accorded the German Jew and that meted out 

towards Lithuanian Jews in these examples are striking.  It leads one to speculate that 

these particular soldiers differentiated between German Jews and foreign Jews, to the 

detriment of the latter, indicating that the while some members of the 121st ID may have 

failed to completely absorb the Nazi notion of the “universal Jew,” eastern Jews were 

quite likely to feel the wrath of German soldiers during their advance into the Soviet 

Union.  

The foreignness of the area in which German troops marched surely exacerbated 

the arbitrary behavior they directed towards civilians. One soldier viewed the Soviet 

Union as a “bleak area, a bleak country.”363  Another man described the countryside as “a 

few dirty straw cottages, in which people lived, who possessed neither the desire nor 

means for orderly fields.”364  This notion coincided with the view of an NCO in the 

Engineer Battalion who saw the German invasion as an attempt to impose “order on 

chaos.”365  The wooden houses that dominated the Lithuanian countryside also struck East 

                                                 
362 Ibid. 
363 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers-Btl. Adjutant, 23.6.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095. 
364 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 88, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
365 Pi.Btl. 121, 3. Juli 1941, BA-MA RH 46/717.  For further discussions of this, see Lower, Nazi Empire-
Building and the Holocaust in Ukraine, p. 21 and, in the context of the First World War, Gabriel 
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Prussian soldiers as less “cultivated” than their more sturdy German stone counterparts.366  

This uniformly negative picture of their “primitive” surroundings only increased when 

the 121st ID reached the old Imperial Russian border.      

Following the incident in Karzai on June 24, the 121st ID continued its advance 

towards Kovno, reaching the city on June 25 at 3:00 am.367 Numerous soldiers of the 121st 

ID spoke of the friendliness with which the population greeted them.368  Other soldiers 

related their impressions of the gruesome events taking place in the city.  Following the 

withdrawal of Red Army on June 23, Lithuanian nationalists began to persecute the city’s 

Jews whom they associated with Soviet power.  For four days, Jews were humiliated, 

beaten and murdered by Lithuanian gangs while Wehrmacht units stood by and 

watched.369  While numerous soldiers voyeuristically surveyed the nightmarish scene, no 

evidence exists that implicates members of the 121st ID in the massacre.370  Clearly, 
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however, they were well aware of the pogrom.  One NCO in the 407th Infantry Regiment 

related that as they drew near to the city, he witnessed Lithuanian activists forcing 

“Bolsheviks out of their hiding spots and driving them all into one house.”  For this 

Landser, the logic behind this action was impeccable: “I thought this was the reckoning 

for 1940.”371  Members of the 408th Infantry Regiment also observed “Lithuanian 

irregulars chas[ing] Bolsheviks and Jews out of their hiding spots.”372 Following pre-

invasion orders which forbade interference in anti-Jewish riots initiated by locals, the 

121st ID spent the remainder of July 25 resting and refitting in Kovno, taking no action to 

halt massacre.373   Though members of Army Group North and Sixteenth Army anxiously 

discussed these matters amongst themselves and Leeb himself viewed the killings as 

barbaric, neither the Commander-in-Chief of Army Group North nor anyone in Sixteenth 

Army made an effort to stop the pogroms or the more coordinated actions later initiated 

by SD formations. 374  As members of the 121st ID renewed their advance during the night 

of June 25/26, the city’s synagogues continued to burn.375 German soldiers passing 
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through Kovno, including the 121st ID, could only receive the impression that their 

superiors not only tolerated such actions but also encouraged them.    

In late June 1941, the 121st ID covered up to 35 kilometers per day but its progress 

slowed as the division neared the city of Dvinsk, where the mass of Sixteenth Army’s 

infantry prepared to cross the Dvina River.376  After a wait of several days, the 121st ID 

crossed the river on July 3/4.377  The vaunted Stalin Line constituted the next major 

obstacle to the 121st ID [see Illustration 2].  These fortifications provided serious 

resistance to Panzer Group Four in early July and only the closing of German infantry 

permitted a comprehensive breaching of the line.  The 121st ID battered through the 

fortified position on July 10 and entered Russian territory.378 During the remainder of 

July, the 121st ID alternated between rounding-up Red Army men bypassed by Panzer 

Group Four and fighting small, pitched battles with Soviet forces.  Towards the end of 

July, the division suffered its first considerable losses as it assaulted fortified Russian 

bunker positions.  Noting that the Red Army “fiercely defended” the position, the ranking 

intelligence officer cryptically noted that “no prisoners [were] taken,” following the 

Germans’ seizure of the position.379  The division also captured its first commissar on July 
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1; a report sent to II Corps indicated his later execution.  This same report also indicated 

that up until July 22, the division had not resorted to any “collective measures” in its 

dealings with the civilian population, though such measures were certainly threatened.380  

Heavy combat continued as the 121st ID participated in the destruction of four Soviet 

divisions and then proceeded to sweep the area for prisoners, bagging a total of 4,000 

POWs between July 24 and July 26, among them a commissar who was then presumably 

shot.381   

Though they regarded Lithuania as primitive in comparison to East Prussia, the 

German infantryman viewed social conditions in Russia-proper as absolutely primordial.   

Heesch, an NCO in the 121st ID, recounted his impressions of the Soviet Union: 

 
 The settlements which we march through are unkempt and the houses are
 without exception very primitive.  The inhabitants are poorly dressed.  The
 ‘natives’ stand on the street, the men, without shoes, wearing pants that had been 
 patched over several times and a dirty Russian shirt . . . The youths, wearing 
 make-shift clothes and with heads shaven bald, look at us.  The clothing of the 
 women is the opposite of ‘feminine’.  One frequently sees women  standing along 
 the road who nurse their children completely  uninhibited. The people here  are 
 very primitive [Naturmensch].382  

Ewers wrote 

 
We have been in Russia for two days.  The moment that we crossed the border the 
countryside changed completely.  Instead of individual farms only villages. 
Instead of small fields, large fields with up to 50% lying fallow for years. The 
small amounts of Lithuanian culture are completely gone, now only filth. . . So 
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we march in endless expanses and only hope to soon turn north, so that we will be 
back in a civilized area.383  

 

Seven days later, he described the first Russian city that he traveled through as 

“something so miserable, you can’t even imagine.”384  Schaback found Russian “villages 

to offer the same, extremely pathetic picture that we have lived with for four weeks,” 

adding that the houses were “dirty, primitive and unappetizing.  We would rather sleep 

outside than use these homes.”  He described the inhabitants being “all poor. Poor like a 

church-mouse!”385   A member of the East Prussian 21st ID’s medical unit provided his 

view of collective farm life:  

 
The people, unbelievably filthy and ragged, live in rooms thick with      dirt, man 
and animal, old and young, together.  The kolkhoz cattle standin collapsing stalls, 
starving and emaciated, while dying baby calves lay in water-holes.386 

  

These contemptuous views of the Russian society were complemented by the 

men’s equally contemptuous perceptions of Soviet soldiers. 

Members of the 121st ID viewed the different Asian ethnic groups that fought in 

the Red Army as examples of the Soviet threat facing Europe.387  A member of the 

Engineer Battalion scornfully detailed the enemy soldiers found during house-to house 

fighting: “Here and there they emerged: Kirghiz, Tartars, Chechens, a complete mix of 

races in animal forms” who “scattered  . . . like rats” when flushed out of their 
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 124 

fortifications.388    The medic in the 21st ID, upon seeing a wounded “Mongolian” soldier 

who could only utter unintelligible sounds, exclaimed “we see for the first time what we 

have before us.”389  Ewers also viewed the Asian soldiers in the Red Army as extremely 

dangerous and inhuman: “of course the soldiers out of the Caucasus . . . are nasty in their 

grinning fanaticism.  One fights against them as one would against animals, without the 

feeling of having anything in common with them.”390  The Communications Section 

concurred with this assessment, stating that 

  
the first prisoners made such an animal and completely inhuman impression on 
us. Completely depraved forms!  Or if [they were] men, their miserable existence, 
which they were forced to lead, could literally be read in their eyes.391   

 

One soldier, however, did recognize that the “Mongolian faces under shaven heads” were 

“sons of the Russian earth [who] had mothers at home” and these women “would cry for 

days.”  His personal humanity, however, faded before the larger processes at play, a fact 

he was well aware of: “but such is war!”392       

While some men equated “a pack of Kolkhoz workers” with “a pack of gorillas,” 

others sharply distinguished between Communist functionaries and ordinary Russians.393  

Some saw the Russian population as victims of the Communist regime and viewed their 

lot with varying degrees of pity.  One soldier wrote 
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18.6.1941-27.07.1943, 23.6.41, BA-MA MSg 2/2778. 
390 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers, Btl. Adj., 15.7.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095. 
391 “Chronik der 2.Kompanie Nachrichten-Abteilung 121,” BA-MA RH 44/381. 
392 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 36, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
393 Tagebuchaufzeichnungen aus dem Rußandfeldzug des Kp.Chef.San Kp. 21. Dr. Werner Schneider vom 
18.6.1941-27.07.1943, 10.7.41, BA-MA MSg 2/2778. Kolkhoz workers were people who labored on 
collective farms.   
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 Older people from the Tsarist period still live in poverty today.  The new
 generation has not been made any richer by the Soviets.  They live as best as one 
 can in an apathy that was reflected in their faces.  Joy and pleasure  were dead, the 
 belief in a better future taken away.394 

 

Schaback believed that the Soviet “people had scarcely any feeling left after decades of 

suffering Bolshevism.”  He also excused the Soviet population from conducting a 

“treacherous or even underhanded” war as Stalin had called for such a struggle and it was 

“led by the Politruks, the political combatants” placing Soviet citizens in a “cauldron 

which we can’t understand.”395   His sympathy for the Russian people, however, was 

paralleled by a hatred of the Soviet state.  After entering a house filled with Soviet 

propaganda materials, he thanked God for saving him from this “culture and civilized 

progress,” adding that “even the dumbest soldier soon understood what Bolshevism 

would have meant in every respect for Germany.”  Schaback suffered no illusion, 

however, that the Soviet people “would become happier through our ‘liberation:’” 

 
Though the field kitchens come on most evenings, during the day, the soldier 
must supply himself during the course of the day.  He had no choice but to 
plunder the gardens during the day . . . The poor population then had more items 
absolutely necessary for their livelihood taken by the baggage units.  Behind us 
came other organizations who took up this cause and this did not contribute to any 
increase in trust in the German leadership.396   

 

As noted by Schaback, the policy of living off of the land, not only seriously threatened 

available food stocks in the country, it also led to growing discontent on their part with 

the German Army.  
                                                 
394 “Mein Regiment,” 21.9.41, BA-MA RH 37/3096. 
395 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” pp. 112, 104, BA-MA MSg, 2/2580.  Politruks were political 
officers attached to lower-level units such as platoons and companies who were charged with giving 
political guidance to the men. For a brief discussion of Politruk activities, see Roger Reese, Stalin’s 
Reluctant Soldiers, pp. 79-80.  
396 Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” pp. 112, BA-MA MSg, 2/2580. 
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While the German Infantry learned that the Red Army, however ineptly led and 

trained, was prepared to bitterly defend its country, the main problems afflicting the 

Wehrmacht during June and July 1941 had little to do with their armed adversary.  Leeb 

believed that “the strains of the campaign up until this point have been caused by the 

relentlessness [of the advance], the poor conditions of the roads and the extremely hot 

weather. . . .  Those troops dependent on horses are the most strained.”397  In addition to 

the obstacles mentioned by Leeb, Army Group logistics also suffered at the hands of the 

partisans.  In fact, Army Group North fared the best out of three invading army groups in 

terms of supply; both Army Groups Center and South suffered from a much more 

strained logistic system.398 In order to supplement the supplies that were reaching the 

front, the men frequently turned to forced requisitioning.  II Corps, 121st ID’s superior 

formation, issued an order concerning the confiscation of horses without payment, stating 

“this is plundering and will be treated as such.”399  The Corps also complained of troops 

giving out receipts to farmers “with unrecognizable, very vague, or unreadable writing” 

in an attempt to escape payment.400  Already in the first three weeks of war the problem 

reached such proportions, that Sixteenth Army released an order dedicated to bringing a 

halt to these practices.  Arguing that confiscations destroyed the relationship between the 

Wehrmacht and civilians, it banned the requisitioning of private property.  The Army 

allowed the purchase of goods required for the war effort but even here, the troops 

needed to follow the dictates of common sense: no soldier was to take the last cow or 

                                                 
397 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 12.7.41, p. 293. 
398 On the logisitic problems facing the Wehrmacht during Operation Barbarossa, see Müller, “The Failure 
of the Economic ‘Blitzkrieg Strategy,’” pp. 1107-1140 and Arnold, Die Werhmacht und die 
Besatzungspolitik in den besetzten Gebieten der Sowjetunion, pp. 214-225  
399 Der Kommandierende General des II. Armeekorps, Korpstagesbefehl, 3.7.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/83. 
400 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abt. Qu., Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgung des II A.K. 
Nr. 22, 18.7.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/462. 
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horse from a peasant.401  When the supply situation became catastrophic, however, 

German troop commands immediately jettisoned these platitudes.  In a stunning reversal 

from its earlier position a mere three weeks earlier, II Corps, claiming the supply 

situation was at a “breaking point,” called on its subordinate troops to “exhaust all 

means” to help alleviate the situation.402  The policy of living off of the land was made 

clear to the lowest levels of the Army. 

The supply situation of the 121st ID roughly followed the evolution sketched 

above.  The 121st ID’s Quartermaster stated that during the first three months of war, 

Wehrmacht resources sufficiently supplied the troops, claiming that the speed of the 

advance made “living off the land” impossible.403  Ewers’ claim that “our supply 

functions reasonably well so no one can complain even when, of course, we are missing 

fresh vegetables, butter, etc,” supported this observation.404  Vegetables and chickens that 

the troops procured from the countryside, however, supplemented official supplies to a 

great extent.405  One soldier wryly noted that “many hens found in hidden corners, were 

forced to give up their lives for Germany’s Wehrmacht.”  The commandeering of pigs 

and other animals became such an everyday occurrence that Russian peasants “watched 

these going-ons with indifference.”406  Ewers, worried by his unit’s reliance on these 

confiscated foodstuffs, wrote “where we have been marching, there are no chickens and 

                                                 
401 Armee Oberkommando 16, Armeetagesbefehl Nr. 17, 14.7.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/83. 
402 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abt. Qu., Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgung des II A.K. 
Nr. 30, 26.7.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/462. 
403 KTB I, Abt. Ib, Divisionsintendant 121 Inf. Division 10.3.1942, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 
20.6.41 bis 20.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65. 
404 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers, Btl. Adj., 13.7.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095. 
405  KTB, Abt. Ib, Divisionsintendant 121 Inf. Division 10.3.1942, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 
20.6.41 bis 20.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65.The Quartermaster excused these unlawful requisitions by 
arguing that the “considerable strains” on the troops in combat made these “essential.”  The troops also 
collected hay and green fodder for their horses from the countryside.  
406 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” pp. 74, 112, BA-MA MSg 2/2580.  Schaback also noted that 
“many pigs, even when dead, took part on our march to Leningrad,” p. 94.  
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only a few lean pigs – what will we do if the rations no longer come on schedule?”407   

The division also procured cattle, though the quartermaster claimed that every attempt 

was made to reimburse the collective farms or mayors of the villages from which they 

originated; this frequently proved impossible, however, as the proper owner could not 

always be found or identified and consequently, the troops took many cattle without 

payment.408  By July 20, the strain on the German supply system was such that the 121st 

ID received orders to feed itself, including its horses, every second day.  Ewers vividly 

described the process:  

 
 mounted troops swarm like the Huns to the right and left of the route of advance, 
 searching for hay, pigs, calves, [and] chickens in villages kilometers away.  There 
 is, however, little there and when we are gone, there is nothing left.  All usable 
 horses are taken away. . . .409  

 

By “unleashing the locusts,” the German Army encouraged the hitherto unorganized and 

miniscule resistance movement.410  As noted by Schaback, a German soldier who 

slaughtered a farmer’s last cow merely to satisfy his desire for a taste of liver added 

“another family to the partisans.”411  

 

                                                 
407 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers, Btl. Adj., 15.7.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095.   
408 KTB, Abt. Ib, Divisionsintendant 121 Inf. Division 10.3.1942, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 
20.6.41 bis 20.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65. The report stated that the supply troops were “frequently 
attacked by partisans but [they] were equipped with enough captured weapons to beat them off without a 
problem.”  This statement is interesting in two regards.  First, the claim that partisans continually attacked 
the supply troops is not borne out by a search of the division files.  It seems rather to be an excuse for 
irregular supply that would find sympathy at the higher levels.  Second, the fact that the supply troops were 
dependent on captured Soviet weapons for minimal defense just two months after the operation began 
speaks volumes about the German Army’s preparedness for the invasion. 
409 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers, Btl. Adj., 20.7.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095. 
410 The phrase is Ben Shepherd’s; see Shepherd, War in the Wild East, p. 186. 
411 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 117, BA-MA MSg, 2/2580. 
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While many soldiers subscribed to the notion of a racial war and swallowed the 

Nazi government’s justification for war, the regime’s presentation of the conflict 

infuriated Ewers, despite his racist view of Asian soldiers.  He angrily wrote  

 
these P[ropaganda] C[orps] reports make one sick, even when they are well 

 written, because they try to paint these serious, manly events theatrically.  We 
 speak of “Russians” while the Prop[agenda] people  only speak of the “Reds”. . .     

 

He continued by providing a sample remark produced by the propaganda companies: 

“The soldiers excitedly call for the Red Panzer,” noting contemptuously that “such a 

remark is unthinkable,” coming from an actual soldier.412  For Ewers, the defeat of the 

Russian Army required professionalism and grit, not slogans that cheapened the trials of 

combat.  While he undoubtedly possessed a racist view of the Asian soldiers in the Red 

Army, Ewers did not subscribe to Operation Barbarossa as a “crusade” against 

Bolshevism; rather it was a contest of arms.  Other soldiers in the 121st ID not only 

questioned the idea of a crusade, but the war itself.  Schaback discussed the legitimacy of 

the invasion with a close friend: 

   
In secret we thought about the war of Christendom against the atheistic

 Untermenschen!  But since when was that a legitimate reason?  One should 
 first suffer an injustice before he commits one.  One loses himself in endless 
 debate!  And then is one marked as a defeatist?  . . . Yes, yes, the Fatherland!  I 
 learned from my mother to sing, I am a Prussian, I learned my colors and the 
 refrain that my Fatherland must be greater.  Should Hitler’s Reich stretch to 
 Leningrad and Moscow? 

 

His friend replied that one needed to trust in the Führer and “do our duty without any 

consideration of what may come.  There is no longer any escape.”413  Neither of these 

                                                 
412 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers, Btl. Adj., 11.7.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095.  
413 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 107-8, BA-MA MSg, 2/2580. 
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quotations reveals ideological warriors.  As we have seen, however, many members of 

the 121st ID did view the war with the Soviet Union in an ideological manner.   

This is confirmed by the division’s carrying out of the Commissar Order.414  In 

regards to the division’s interaction with civilians, the picture is somewhat more nuanced.  

While racial stereotyping surely increased the ease with which German soldiers 

plundered the countryside, one which they found unorganized and primitive, other 

soldiers felt pity for the Soviet peasantry and its sufferings under Bolshevism.  The 

division’s relative restraint is also reflected in the fact that it carried out no Collective 

Measures up until the end of July, despite having ample opportunity to do so under 

general Wehrmacht policy.  While individual soldiers did react with brutality against 

partisan activity, this in itself did not constitute a war crime, as defined by international 

law.415  With the exception of a rapacious policy of living off of the land (a practice 

undeniably exacerbated by the Wehrmacht’s inability to properly supply its troops), the 

121st ID behaved in a relatively mild manner during the first two months of war. 

 

III. THE 126 INFANTRY DIVISION 

When the Rhinelanders of the 126th ID began their war they also ran into spirited 

resistance and its 422nd Infantry Regiment suffered “very heavily,” partially due to 

behavior the Germans considered unsoldierly.  The commander of the regiment’s second 

battalion was shot dead from a cornfield while searching for guerillas, an action that 

apparently fit into a larger pattern of behavior for the defenders.  The division’s war diary 

recorded that “the underhanded combat methods of the enemy, for the most part from 
                                                 
414 In the divisional history written after the war, the authors make reference to an incident in which 60 
prisoners were taken, two of whom were “presumably commissars.”  The Regimental Commander of 405 
IR decided that “since this couldn’t be proved . . . they would not be treated according to the Führerbefehl;” 
see Geschichte der 121.Ostpreussische Infanterie-Division 1940-1945 (ed.) Traditionsverband der Division 
(Berlin, 1970), p. 43.  This indicates that the Commissar Order was enforced on other occasions. 
415 See above pp. 19-20 for a discussion of Collective Measures. 
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Asia (Kalmycks), are already unpleasant for the troops.”416  The First Company of the 

Engineer Battalion also came under fire from “guerillas” identified as “primarily Asiatic 

types.”417     

Following this first day of battle, the division moved quickly through the area 

already cleared by Panzer Group Four.  Only five days into the campaign, units already 

felt the strain of attempting to keep pace with the German armor.418  The division, 

however, engaged in very little combat during its march through Lithuania and Latvia, 

with its primary task being the rounding up the Red Army men scattered by German 

mechanized units.419  These men were “constantly being taken out of forests” and the 

division busied itself nearly exclusively with this activity until mid-July, seeing no 

combat at all between the July 1 and 10.420  In addition to capturing numerous Red Army 

soldiers, the divisional units also arrested various civilians.421  Confusion concerning the 

treatment of these civilians forced the Division’s ranking intelligence officer to issue an 

order stating that “civilians (communists, Jews) who have committed offenses against 

German soldiers, and suspicious elements, are not to be sent to the division.  They are to 

be handled according to the guidelines given out at the commander meeting on 21.6.”422  

The blatantly ideological formulation of this order in which all suspicious elements are 

grouped under the terms “Communists” and “Jews” left no doubt that these civilians 

faced execution.   
                                                 
416 KTB, 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  The division’s report to X Corps stated that the enemy was 
mounting a stiff defense “for the most part with underhanded combat methods of guerillas;” 126 ID Abt. Ia, 
22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/5.   
417 Pioneer Btl. 126, Kriegstagebuch Ostfeldzug 21.6.1941-30.12.1941, 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 46/414. 
418 KTB, 23.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  Members of the division’s Construction Battalion, many of 
whom were veterans of the First World War, were exhausted by the pace.   
419 126 Infanterie-Division Abteilung Ia, Gefechtsberichte Noworscheff (10.-20.7.1941), 24.6.41, BA-MA 
RH 46/415. 
420 KTB, 28.6.41, 10.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4; Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 10.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/115. 
421 Abt. Qu, Tagesmeldung 5.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/138.  The division estimated that of the 322 
prisoners taken since 22.6.41, ninety percent were Russian, ten percent Communist. 
422 126 ID, Abt. Ic, 2.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/116; emphasis in original. 
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In what seemed to be a universal reaction for German soldiers, life across the East 

Prussian border struck the Rhinelanders as extremely primitive:  
 
The first look at the country on the other side of the border was unforgettable.  
The difference between East Prussia, with its paved roads, villages and cities, and 
Lithuania, with its poorly marked sandy paths and poor cottages, showed that 
another world began here.423 

   

Members of the Rhenish 254th ID concurred with this view of the Soviet Union: 

 
The cleanliness, the care for farmland and houses that we knew in East Prussia 

 disappeared after we crossed the border.  Primitive living conditions, 
 shabbily clothed women and girls, poorly cultivated fields . . .But when we 
 crossed the border for the old Russian Empire, we found no “Paradise of Labor”, 
 no trace of culture, no charming girls, who the troops wanted so badly to see, only 
 primitive living conditions, children with torn clothing, women with discontented 
 faces and calloused hands, people who had learned to make no demands on life, 
 villages in which frequently only  ruins testified to their once being houses.424 

 

The mass of 126th ID broke through the Stalin Line and crossed the old Russian 

border on July 9.425  “The first period of heavy combat for the division” began on July 11 

in the Velikia sector.426  On July 15, the 126th ID received orders to turn towards 

Novorschev where it worked together with the 30th ID in encircling and destroying 

Russian forces.427  The Russians defended stubbornly, leading the war diarist to term it a 

                                                 
423 Gerhart Lohse, Geschichte der rheinisch-westfälischen 126. Inf.Div. 1940-1945 (Bad Neuheim, 1957), 
p. 12. 
424 Einsätze des A.R. 254. im Rußlandfeldzug von Juni 1941 bis Juli 1942, pp. 2, 7, BA-MA MSg 2/3295.  
Of course, the author makes no attempt to explain how these ruins came to be. 
425 126 Infanterie-Division Abteilung Ia, Gefechtsberichte Noworscheff (10.-20.7.1941), 9.7.41, BA-MA 
RH 46/415.  The Reconnaissance Section had crossed the border the day before.  
426 Tätigkeitsbericht des Ev. Divisionspfarrers bei der 126 ID für die Zeit vom 22.6 bis 21.12.41, BA-MA 
RH 26-126/140. 
427 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 15.7.41, p. 296; 126 ID, 
Abt. Ia, 17.7.41, Divisionsbefehl für die Fortsetzung der Einschliessung der Feindteile um Puschkinskje-
Gory, BA-MA RH 26-126/5. 
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“very tough fight.”428   The daily report sent by the 126th ID to its superior X Corps put a 

different spin on this action.  According to the division, “similarly to the border battle, the 

Russian has fought on July 15 and 16 not as a soldier but as a partisan.”  Their 

“underhanded methods” included “playing dead” and this ruse led to a Machine-Gun 

Company being attacked from the rear with the subsequent loss of 90 men.  The Soviets 

then committed “beastly atrocities” against wounded and prisoners, killing them with 

“numerous bayonet stabs.”429  For the next four days, the 126th ID engaged in mopping-up 

operations, a process that made “tough demands” on the troops and which resulted in 

“severe casualties.”  While division command maintained that the troops remained in 

good spirits despite the preceding trials, an outburst of violence on July 21 highlights the 

tension, weariness and frustration felt by members of the 126th ID.430   

The Fourth Battalion of the division’s Artillery Regiment came under what it 

termed an “ambush” as shots were fired at it while it was advancing through the small 

village of Dorochova.  Under the command of a Lieutenant instructed to proceed 

“ruthlessly,” soldiers attached to the medical unit began to comb-through the town and 

the surrounding area.  After interrogating village inhabitants and finding only two young 

women who were “suspiciously hanging around,” the unit decided that “villagers had 

obviously supported the Bolsheviks or participated themselves in the sniper-attack.” 

Despite the fact that the only one soldier was wounded during the ambush, the Germans 

immediately gathered the seven draft-age men who lived in Dorochova, shot them and 

then burned the village down.431  The division stated that it employed such “sharp 

                                                 
428 KTB, 16.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4. 
429 126 ID, 16.7.41, Tagesmeldung dem Generalkommando X.AK, BA-MA RH 26-126/8.   See also 126 
Infanterie-Division Abteilung Ia, Gefechtsbericht Noworsheff (10.-20.7.1941) which discusses the “bestial 
cruelty” of the Russians in this instance, BA-MA RH 46/415. 
430 KTB, 20.7.41 BA-MA RH-26-126/4.  For a detailed description of the action, see Artillerie-Regiment 
126, 24. Juli 1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/116.  The following discussion is based on this report. 
431 KTB, 21.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4; AR 126 Tagesmeldung, 22.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/9. 
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measures” in “hopes [of] stop[ping] a further spread of the bandit war.”  Due to the 

“behavior of the population, especially the increasingly frequent shootings [at members 

of the 126th ID] during the march,” the troops felt a “considerable bitterness” towards 

civilians and were prepared to act against this “danger with the sharpest means.”432  

Though this remained the division’s only use of a Collective Measure during the first two 

months of the campaign, the contrast between this action of the 126th ID and that of the 

121st ID one month earlier could not have been greater.433 

The 126th ID’s supply situation was very similar to that of the 121st ID.  “Living 

off of the land assumed a great importance during the advance” as the troops frequently 

confiscated supplies without any payment, as reported by the Divisional Quartermaster. 

In any case, lack of food never became a problem for the division due to the 

“considerable extent” of foraging that the soldiers undertook.434  Though the division 

recognized the precariousness of the situation for native inhabitants who “literally were 

breadless, as they had no private stocks,” the reality of civilian starvation did not bring a 

halt to requisitioning. 435 Some units, however, did try to limit their theft from the 

peasantry out of humanitarian motives.  A member of the medical unit in the Rhenish 

254th ID wrote 

 
One could only be amazed by the Landser’s self-control.  Even the wild Corporal 

 Welle, known as a master of confiscation . . . restrained himself from killing 

                                                 
432 KTB, 21.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  On that very day, the division’s order of the day reminded the 
men that they needed to pay attention to roving bands of scattered enemy units who ambushed small 
German troop formations.  See 126 ID, Abt. Ia, 21.7.41, Divisionbefehl für den Vormarsch am 21.7.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/5. 
433 Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, 31.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/115. 
434 126 Infanterie-Division, Abt. IVa, 15.3.1942, Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IVa für die Zeit vom 22.6 bis 
31.12.1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/140. 
435 126 ID, Abt. Ic, Stimmungsbericht über die russische Bevölkerung aus Krasnoj am 10.7. 41, BA-MA 
RH 26-126/116.  Though this report blamed the Russians for “having burned the best buildings and 
destroyed all of the [food] stocks,” German requisitions from the destitute population could only have 
catastrophic effects on their living standards. 
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 chickens.  Maybe the heart of the men beats for the poverty plagued Russian 
 population more than had been recognized.436      

 

Others found themselves viewing the civilian population with a mixture of pity and 

shame: 
we . . . came to what can really be described as a city . . . and once again 
experienced the misery of refugees and other things which one can not say a word   
about for many reasons and which are very difficult to think about.437  

 

This “self-control,” however, became increasingly rare as the Wehrmacht’s supply 

problems intensified during the remainder of 1941. 

 

IV. BERLINERS ON THE ADVANCE: THE 123 INFANTRY DIVISION  

Plunging into an area ringed by skillfully defended hedges, the 123rd ID suffered 

“relatively high casualties” during the first day of fighting, even though it claimed that 

Russian defenses were not as “strong as anticipated.”438   The reason for this lay in the 

fact that Red Army men surrendered in high numbers, with the 123rd ID capturing 170 

prisoners including one commissar, who was “summarily shot, per order.”439  Divisional 

units also reported that the Soviets employed “devious and treacherous methods of war” 

during the first day of war.440   Much like their counterparts in the 121st and 126th IDs, the 

men of the 123rd ID began an advance that quickly “took on the character of a pursuit,” 

with some units pushing up to 20 kilometers on the second day of war.441  XXVIII Corps 

observed that with the Infantry Regiments ranged far to the front, rear-area troops, such 

                                                 
436 Einsatz der 1/SanKp 254 in Nordrußland, p. 37, BA-MA MSg 2/4588. 
437 William D., Art. Regt. 227, 7.7.41, Bibliothek für Zeitgeschichte (hereafter BfZ), Sammlung Sterz. 
438 KTB, 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/8. 
439 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/143. 
440 IR 418, Tagesmeldung 22.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/36. 
441 KTB, 23.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/8.   
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as artillery, supply and communication units, found themselves tasked with “cleaning out 

. . . scattered Russians” who were shooting from houses, cornfields and forests 

“sometimes far behind the front.”442  The 123rd ID confirmed that such actions continually 

took place, reporting “resistance from scattered Russians, who fight to the last man and 

who constitute a permanent threat to our march columns.”443 

Though each of the three divisions faced little fighting during June and July 1941, 

the 123rd ID, embarking upon a war of movement as it pressed towards the east, saw far 

less than either the 121st or 126th ID.  From June 30 to July 25, 1941, the division 

participated in serious combat on only two occasions, with the remainder of the period 

devoted to advances and other operations, such as clearing forests and swamps of 

scattered Soviet troops.444  Both of these engagements, however, were important.  The 

first occurred as the division crashed into the defenses of the Stalin Line.  On July 10, the 

416th Infantry Regiment engaged in “house to house fighting” in the fortified town of 

Skrabovo, suffering “considerable casualties” while the 418th Infantry Regiment also ran 

into heavy resistance.445  Despite the Red Army’s furious resistance, the 123rd ID crossed 

the old Russian border on July 11.446   The second episode of major combat occurred on 

July 22 when one of the 418th Infantry Regiment’s battalions found itself in “serious 

trouble” of being overrun by a strong Soviet counter-attack supported by tanks.  In what 

became a reoccurring theme for the German Army, XXVIII Corps dismissed the 

                                                 
442 Gen.Kdo. XXVIII.A.K. Abt. Ia, 23.Juni 1941, Hinweise vom AOK (Barbarossa Studie), BA-MA RH 
24-28/15. 
443 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 23.6.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/143.  The Quartermaster referred to 
these men as “Bolshevik bandits,” a phrase laden with strong ideological content.  See KTB, Qu., 26.6.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/183. 
444 Fernspruch 19.7, 01.40 an 416 Infanterie-Regiment, BA-MA RH 26-126/15. 
445 On the fighting in Skrabovo, see, AK XXVIII KTB, 10.7.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/14.  More generally, 
see, KTB, 10.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/8.  The fighting in this area was also complicated by the fact that 
the “terrain corresponded in no way with the maps.” This is yet another indication of the German Army’s 
lack of preparedness for the campaign.  See Gefecht des Infanterie-Regiment 416 on 10.7.1941 bei 
Skrabowo-Relki, BA-MA RH 37/7088.   
446 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Abt Ia, 11.7.1941, Korpsbefehl Nr. 15, BA-MA RH 26-123/4.   
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division’s cries for assistance and ordered it to use its own forces – specifically its supply 

battalion and artillery formations – to rectify the situation.447  The integration of divisional 

rear-area units into its combat section had already begun in July 1941 for the 123rd ID.   

By August 2, 1941, the 123rd ID had marched over 800 kilometers with at least 

one unit covering up to 44 kilometers on a single day.448  This rate of advance caused Lt. 

Klaus W. of the 418th Infantry Regiment to complain that “the strains of the march caused 

by hunger and thirst, heat and dust and impassable roads were enormous.”449  Another 

soldier who originated from the Berlin area wrote  

 
we entered a city today and will stay here for a day.  Thank God that we can 

 get some proper sleep for once.  I really feel sorry for the poor lads as they ran 
 80 kilometers in 28 hours yesterday and are accordingly kaputt.450  

 

The division commander futilely protested the relentless pace of the march to XXVIII 

Corps, which despite recognizing that the men were “quite exhausted due to the fighting 

and exertions of the march,” blandly stated that Sixteenth Army’s urgent demands for the 

“quickest advance” had to be met.451  The Army deemed a speedy advance as necessary to 

maintain contact with Army Group Center.  Assigned the task of securing the right flank 

of the II Corps, the 123rd ID, following the transfer of L Corps to Army Group Center’s 9th 

Army, became the link between the two army groups, a role it maintained until the Soviet 

counter-offensive in January 1942.452  By the end of July, however, Red Army resistance 

                                                 
447 XXVIII AK KTB, 22.7.41 BA-MA RH 24-28/14. 
448 KTB, 2.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9.   
449 Lt. Klaus W., 418 Infantry Regiment, 17.7.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
450 Corporal Heinz B., Infantry Regiment 68, 3.7.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz..  
451 XXVII AK KTB, 13.7.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/14. 
452 KTB, 11.7.41 BA-MA RH 26-123/8.  On 29.7.41, Army Group North agreed to send L Corps to Army 
Group Center in order to instill a unity of command in the German forces fighting near Velikie-Luki.  See 
Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generealstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 
volume III, 29.7.41, p. 131.  Leeb was furious at what he believed to be a further dissipation of his force, as 
II AK would now have to swing further to the south, “meaning that instead of the 9th Army covering our 
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intensified as the fighting neared the city of Cholm and it was here that the 123rd ID 

underwent its real baptism of fire. 

Much like their East Prussian and Rhenish-Westphalian comrades, the Berliner’s 

supplies were also supplemented by stocks taken from the countryside. While the 

division received fresh meat for the first eight days of the campaign, the speed of the 

advance through poor terrain significantly slowed the supply system and division 

command ordered its men to take food from the land, with the exclusion of cattle.  By 

mid-July, this restriction was dropped as the extreme heat made the daily delivery of 

fresh meat impossible and the troops were ordered to “cover” their own needs every 

second day.453  The heat not only spoiled meat during its delivery to the front, it also 

caused the “horses to fall like flies,” a serious problem for units, like the 123rd ID, 

dependant on horse-drawn transport.454  This lack of transport only worsened the already 

problematic situation and on July 2, the combat troops were ordered to “cover their 

immediate needs.”455  Some members of the 123rd ID recognized the dire straits of 

civilians in the division’s area.  One officer stated that “the system of Russian economic 

life has collapsed.  The delivery and distribution of foodstuffs is tied up with this.  The 

specter of famine threatens the civilian population!”456  Here again, however, 

                                                                                                                                                 
flank, we need to help them!  This is already the third time [in the campaign].” See Leeb, 
Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen 30.7.41, p. 313.  
453 123 ID, Abt. IVa, 9.12.41, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 22.6-30.6.41; 123 ID, Abt. IVa 
16.12.1941, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.7-31.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/198.  The division also 
confiscated 30 tons of flour from the Sebesh Collective Farm on 13.7.41, though this differed from the 
troops wild requisitioning.   
454 Lt. Klaus W., 418 Infantry Regiment, 6.7.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
455 Anlage zu den Besondere Anordnungen für den Versorgung am 6.7.41, Erfassung vom Beute und 
Verräten, BA-MA RH 26-123/184. 
456 Anlage zu den Besondere Anordnungen für den Versorgung vom 24.7.41.  Verhalten der Organe des 
Kdt. d. rückwartige Armee Gebiet und der Truppe bei Wiederingangsetzung der russichen Landwirtschaft 
BA-MA RH 26-123/184.  He continued by adding that “there is no organization available that can be made 
responsible for the continuation of the economy and for the feeding of the civilian population.”  In attempts 
to halt the sharp decline of Russian agriculture, the division, following the general trend of the Wehrmacht, 
resorted to severity: “all tractors damaged are to be treated as cases of sabotage/plundering and punished 
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requisitioning continued to occur as the supply system failed to keep pace with the front-

line soldiers.   

The primitive road network in the Soviet Union played a key role in this 

deteriorating logistical state, especially as the front moved further east.  In the swampy 

region south of Staraia Russa, two infantry divisions and one strong motorized artillery 

group were all dependent on a single road for their supplies, a situation that wreaked 

havoc in maintaining regular supply.457  The nature of combat in the Soviet Union also 

caused numerous difficulties.  While supply troops assumed combat duties at times (such 

as in the aforementioned case on July 22), attacks on rear-area units also aggravated the 

logistic situation.  On July 19, superior Soviet forces destroyed the 418th Infantry 

Regiment’s supply convoy, with the Germans suffering heavy casualties.  Apparently, the 

Russians had allowed the infantry formations to pass by before attacking the rear units.  

This forced the division to utilize “all available troops” to keep supplies moving towards 

the front, a dissipation of strength it could ill afford.458  These disruptions led one soldier 

to lament that “the good days are gone in the Soviet-Paradise . . . honey and wild 

strawberries are the only food available to supplement the hungry Landser’s rations.”459       

Living conditions in the Soviet Union also shocked men from the Berlin-

Brandenburg area.  Erwin Roth, a Lieutenant in the 93rd ID, remarked that the “population 

was frightfully poor.  For some salt or sugar, they offer us chickens and butter.”  He also 

recounted an incident in which a farmer, after slaughtering a cow, offered the soldiers the 

meat as well as some bread and soup for what the soldier considered a paltry ten Reich 
                                                                                                                                                 
accordingly;” Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgungstruppe zum Div. Befehl Nr. 14 am 1.7.41, BA-
MA RH 26-123/84. 
457 Kommandierende General des XXVIII AK 21.7.41, Grundsätzte für die weitere Durchführung des 
Vormarches nach Nordosten, BA-MA RH 26-123/15. 
458 On this incident, see 19.Juli, 22:00 Uhr von Ib, BA-MA RH 26-123/15; 123 ID Abt. Ia/Az.IV/Op. 
Tagesmeldung 19.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/36; and Quartiermeister Kriegstagebuch, 19.7.41, BA-MA RH 
24-28/10 
459 Lt. Klaus W., 418 Infantry Regiment, 17.7.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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marks.460   Lt. W. was far more scornful in his appreciation of the situation: “I am 

disappointed by the primitive lifestyles of the inhabitants of this country.  They are white 

niggers, nothing else.”461  Some men, however, viewed the population in a more 

sympathetic manner, especially those civilians who suffered the effects of the fighting: 

 
I no longer get worked up seeing all of the dead bodies, but, as in France, it is 

 much more the various individual fates of the civilian population that 
 preoccupy and burden me.  The houses and barns burn, the horses are required 
 by the troops, the man is shot, miscarriages, tears, worries, screams.  So it goes 
 all day.462  

   

Several days later, the same soldier noted “the cities and villages through which we pass 

through are all destroyed and gutted by flames.  Where have the many people gone?  We 

don’t see them.  They run around the ruins [and] live in the forests.”463  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
460 Privates Kriegstagebuch aus dem Osten des Ltn. Erwin Roth, 14.7.41; 16.7.41, BA-MA MSg 2/2488. 
461 Lt. Klaus W., 418 Infantry Regiment, 7.7.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
462 Corporal Heinz B., 68 Infantry Regiment, 28.6.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
463 Ibid., 3.7.41. 
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Chapter 4: “Will the continuation of this attack be worth it?” The Drive 

on Leningrad and the Soviet Counter-Attack, Fall-Winter 1941 

As pointed out by Ernst Klink, the “basic problem confronting the Wehrmacht in 

the East [was] providing the necessary fighting forces in an expanding theater of 

operations from an unchanging and limited number of available soldiers.”464  This proved 

to be a problem for Army Group North in the late summer of 1941, as the factors of time 

and strength began to argue against a successful campaign.  Leeb noted that the front had 

grown from 200 kilometers at the beginning of the invasion to 650 kilometers by mid-

July, while the strength of the Army Group had decreased with the loss of two 

divisions.465   In order to compensate for the relative weakness of his Army Group, Leeb 

counted on Panzer Group 3 turning north in order to assist with the clearing of Sixteenth 

Army’s right flank and to break the Moscow-Leningrad rail line.  This coincided with 

Hitler’s view and the Führer promised Leeb the use of the additional armor during a 

meeting at Army Group North headquarters on July 21.466   

Halder and the General Staff, however, continued to view Moscow as the primary 

goal of the operation. In a new directive released on July 31, Panzer Group 3 remained 

under the command of Army Group Center.  The directive also changed Army Group 

North’s objectives: instead of capturing Leningrad, the city was now to be merely 

isolated.467  In addition to this task, Leeb also needed to construct a defensive front to the 

                                                 
464 Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 631. 
465 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 17.7.41, p. 298.  The two 
divisions (the 86th and 208th IDs) were sent to Army Group Center. 
466 For Hitler’s view on the situation, see Percy Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der 
Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Teillband 2, Führererwägung am 17. Juli 1941, p. 1029.  On the meeting, see Ibid., 
Besuch des Führers bei Heeres-Gruppe Nord am 21.Juli 1941, pp. 1029-1030; Leeb, 
Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 21.7.41, p. 302.   
467 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 
volume III, 15.7.41, p. 80.  For a detailed examination of the German decision-making process concerning 
Leningrad, see Jörg Ganzenmüller, “. . . die Stadt dem Erdboden gleichmachen.” Zielsetzung und Motive 
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east of the Leningrad encirclement, a task he believed “impossible” as the proposed line 

measured 360 kilometers north to south and he simply did not have enough troops to man 

such a line.468   Sixteenth Army, whose primary task in the new directive concerned the 

construction of the defensive line running from the boundary with Army Group Center to 

the besieging lines outside of Leningrad, would now most certainly have to dedicate more 

units to encircling Leningrad, due to the heavy casualties suffered by Eighteenth Army 

and especially Panzer Group Four.469  This new mission forced its subordinate Corps to 

move in divergent directions in order to fulfill their objectives.  As the month of August 

began, the 121st ID’s parent corps, XXVIII, drove on the western flank of Panzer Group 

Four as it advanced in a northeasterly direction towards Leningrad while II Corps, which 

contained 123rd ID, marched to the east towards Cholm.  126th ID and its superior, X 

Corps, advanced between these two formations towards the Staraia Russa-Novgorod 

region.   

 

I. THE 121
ST

 INFANTRY DIVISION’S DRIVE ON LENINGRAD  

XXVIII Corps, 121st ID’s superior formation, received two tasks for the next stage 

of the invasion: to break the Luga Line, the last known fortified Russian position before 

                                                                                                                                                 
der deutschen Blockade Leningrads,” in Stefan Creuzberger et.al., St. Petersburg – Leningrad – St. 
Petersburg: Eine Stadt im Spiegel der Zeit (Stuttgart, 2000), pp. 179-195. 
468 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 31.7.41, p. 313.  In an 
evaluation of his forces combat strength four days earlier, Leeb noted that while Sixteenth Army “judged 
the situation favorably” due to the maintenance of “good morale” despite suffering 12,000 casualties, both 
Eighteenth Army and especially Panzer Group Four were in worse condition, with the armor unit suffering 
“considerable losses” that “considerably lowered its combat effectiveness.”   See Leeb’s entry from 
27.7.41, p. 310.   
469 This proved especially true when OKH ordered Army Group North to release Panzer Group Four as 
well as VIII Air Corps to Army Group Center by September 15 for Operation Typhoon, the assault on 
Moscow.   See Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 640.  According to Hürter, the loss of armor finally 
convinced the Army Group that Leningrad could not be stormed and would actually have to be besieged.  
See Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und 
Winter 1941/42,” p. 394.   
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Leningrad, and then shield Panzer Group Four’s right flank as it drove on Leningrad.470   

The cracking of the Luga Line was a methodical and bloody process that led to 

“extraordinarily heavy casualties” in 405th Infantry Regiment for only “minimal” gains.  

The 121st ID possessed less than half of the artillery normally allotted to an infantry 

division and this shortage severely limited their success in breaking through the Red 

Army’s positions.471    Though Stuka dive-bombers were called in to blast through the 

bunker system, Soviet fighters drove the slow moving planes out of the sky, gaining air 

superiority in the process.472  After an advance that took four days instead of the original 

two, the 121st ID finally reached the Luga River on August 13 and prepared to cross the 

river the next day.  The heavy fighting and hitherto unprecedented casualties suffered by 

the division led one officer to comment “Will the continuation of this attack be worth 

it?”473   

The 121st ID’s advance accelerated after breaching these positions as it pushed on 

towards the Moscow-Leningrad rail line in the Tossno/Liuban region.474  During the 

march, while elements of the 408th Infantry Regiment rested in the rural community of 

Tschavino, partisans set the village on fire, resulting in one casualty.  Retribution, 

                                                 
470 Sydnor, Soldiers of Destruction, p. 171. 
471 KTB, 11.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/8.  The bunkers were constructed out of wood and covered with up 
to six feet of earth. See KTB, 12.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/8.  Infantry Regiment 405th suffered 180 
casualties on 10.8.41.  Both the Waffen SS-Totenkopf and 410th Infantry Regiment of the 122nd ID also 
experienced similar losses in the fighting.  On casualties as well as artillery strength, see XXVIII AK KTB, 
10.8.41, 11.8.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20.  For more on the Luga Line, see Salisbury, The 900 Days, pp. 173-
174.   
472 Members of the 121st ID viewed the strength of the Stuka dive bombers as primarily “moral” as “it is 
well known that the Russian loses his head when a plane is in the air.”  The weak payload carried by the 
Stukas meant that only a direct hit on the well-built dugouts caused any sort of damage.  See KTB, 11.8.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/8.  On Russian air superiority, see Schramm (ed.) Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando 
der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Teilband 2, 27. Juli 1941.   In order to regain control of the air, as well as 
provide support to the infantry’s advance, Flieger-Corps Richthofen was called in on August 11.  See Leeb, 
Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 10.8.41, p. 326.   
473 KTB, 11.8.41 BA-MA RH 26-126/8.  Schaback also noted that “this was the worst fighting with the 
most casualties since we had been in the East,” “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
474 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 16.8.41, 18.8.41, p. 333, 
336. 
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however, was limited to the temporary arrest of the male population, as decreed by the 

regiment’s commander.475  The restraint displayed here by the 121st ID is noteworthy: 

despite being given the option of responding in a ruthless manner to partisan attacks and 

despite having just experienced heavy combat in which numerous comrades had been 

killed, the East Prussians moved on without committing an atrocity.  Following the 

capture of the town of Rutschji, the 121st ID stood only 100 kilometers from Leningrad, 

making it the German infantry division closest to the city.476  The division continued to 

move to the northeast, with the division occupying Liuban on August 21 and Tossno on 

the following day.477  After securing Tossno, an important rail junction, the 121st ID dug 

in and for three days successfully fought off Soviet attempts to regain the city.478  During 

this fierce combat, the East Prussians captured four commissars and subsequently shot 

them.479  Despite this victory, the division was unable to immediately resume the 

offensive.  The 405th Infantry Regiment suffered such serious losses that two of its 

battalions numbered only around 95 men while the third contained a mere 131 men.  The 

division’s other two infantry regiments found themselves in a similar predicament, 

necessitating a pause in the advance until replacements for the casualties arrived.480 

                                                 
475 Ic Meldung, 17.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/56.  No mention of executions is found in the division’s files. 
476 KTB, 18.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/8.      
477 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 20.8.41, p. 339; XXVIII 
AK KTB, 28.8.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20. 
478 121 ID, Abt IIa/Ia Tagesbefehl 4.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/12; KTB, 2.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/8.  It 
was during this fighting that the division encountered its first female combatants in uniform; Ic Meldung, 
23.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/56.  The use of uniformed female soldiers infuriated the Germans who viewed 
them as yet another example of the Bolsheviks’ unsoldierly behavior.  As early as June 29, Field Marshal 
Günther von Kluge, commander of Fourth Army in Army Group Center, issued an order calling for the 
execution of all women in uniform; see Megargee, War of Annihilation, p. 59.  On the topic of women in 
the Red Army, see Reina Pennington, “Offensive Women: Women in Combat in the Red Army,” in 
Addison and Calder (eds.) Time to Kill: The Soldier’s Experience of War in the West, 1939-1945 (London, 
1997), pp. 249-262. 
479 Ic Meldung, 3.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/56. 
480 XXVIII AK KTB, 3.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20; Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 31.8.41, p. 346.   
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Two developments confronted the 121st ID by early September.  First, partisan 

activity became increasingly prevalent and the unit responded by executing 17 partisans 

in a ten day period.481  The commander of 408th Infantry Regiment believed that “the 

attitude of civilians is extremely hostile.  One notices the influence of propaganda that 

had been more intensive in Petersburg and its surroundings than in the countryside.”  

Assigned the task of clearing out a suspected partisan nest in the area, I/408th Infantry 

Regiment arrived to find only the remains of a well-provisioned camp.  Suspicion fell 

upon the civilian population in alerting the presumably warned partisan group.482  

Schaback provides a vivid and ideologically tinged description of the German view of the 

partisan menace: 

 
A patrol captured a partisan.  He was wearing civilian clothes and had a belt 

 of ammunition around his body and carried a rifle in his hand.  He looked at 
 us with the face of a criminal and sub-human, as we confronted him. . . One 
 sensed dangers from all sides, especially from fanatical civilians.483 
 
Soldiers were also instructed that another method of combating the partisans was to bribe 

the local population: cash payments should be used to induce the cooperation of 

villagers.484   

Second, the 121st ID found itself engaged in a style of warfare eerily reminiscent 

of the fighting on the Western Front in the First World War.  Not only did the Soviet use 

                                                 
481 Ic Meldung, 5.9.41, 11.9.41, 14.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/56.  The Intelligence Section stated that 
“partisan activities reached their high-water mark” in early September.  See “Chronik der 2.Kompanie 
Nachrichten-Abteilung 121, BA-MA RH 44/381. 
482 “Mein Regiment,” 30.8.41, BA-MA RH 37/3096.  This rise in guerilla activity, however, did not 
automatically equate to an increase in German brutality.  Schaback relates one incident in which his platoon 
came across a hidden shelter in the forest.  After repeated calls for its inhabitants to come out, a farmer with 
raised hands finally emerged.  Apparently he was hiding his family from the fighting in the area.  Instead of 
treating him as a partisan, Schaback “let them stay in their hiding spot.”; “Der Todesmarsch nach 
Leningrad,” p. 161, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
483 Ibid., p. 177. 
484 Quartiermeister KTB, 5.9.41, BA-MA 26-121/65. 
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of artillery approximate that of the British 25 years prior, but the advance had 

degenerated into a series of pitched battles for fortified positions.  The East Prussians 

described the area between the Ishora River and the outskirts of Leningrad as “an 

extensively subdivided defense system . . . the enemy tenaciously defended in numerous 

bunkers, reinforced by steel beams and arches and concrete blocks, behind mines and 

barbed wire.”  In just three days of fighting in mid-September 1941, XXVIII Corps 

suffered 2,320 casualties as it attempted to smash its way through the lines.485  Heesch 

described the combat as “long, bitter, hard and difficult” and stated that “a tremendous 

amount of blood flowed” during the struggle for this position.486  

Despite such losses, the East Prussians continued to move towards Leningrad,  

capturing the city of Slutzk on September 18 [see Illustration 3].487  This proved important 

on two counts.  First, it meant that the Germans now completely controlled the inner 

encirclement line around Leningrad.488  Second, the 121st ID advanced no further north 

than Slutzk: it settled into the besieging line to await the anticipated capitulation of 

Leningrad.  While the war of movement had certainly slowed down for the 121st ID in 

August and early September, it now ended.  The earlier instances of warfare similar to 

that of the First World War now became part of everyday life as “the ‘Blitzkrieger’ of the 

Second World War was now damned to be like his father in the First World War, [with] a 

                                                 
485 XXVIII AK KTB , 12.9.41, 15.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20. 
486 Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Komapnie Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 93. 
487 XXVIII AK KTB, 18.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20a.  In an occurrence similar to that experienced during 
the advance through the Baltic States, the division reported that the troops were presented with flowers by a 
jubilant population; see Ic Zwischenmeldung an AOK 18, 19.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109. 
488 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 18.9.41, p. 359. 
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piece of trench ‘to the last.’”489    Schaback wrote that the conditions of the soldiers in the 

trenches before Leningrad closely compared to those experienced by soldiers in the First 

World War: “de-lousing, ration commandos, increasing casualties, dugouts with howling 

grenades.”490  The Blitzkrieg had failed by early fall in northern Russia and now the 

Wehrmacht settled into precisely the bloody, attrition-style positional warfare that the 

campaign had been designed to avoid. 

II. STARAIA RUSSA AND TICHVIN: THE 126
TH

 INFANTRY DIVISION AND THE END OF 

THE OFFENSIVE  

As part of X Corps, the 126th ID continued its advance in a northeasterly direction 

towards Staraia Russa.491  Much like their comrades in the 121st ID, the Rhinelanders 

found themselves faced with a stubborn enemy who tenaciously defended every square 

foot of ground and who periodically launched determined counter-attacks, especially in 

Staraia Russa itself.492  In a period of 10 days, between August 3 and August 10, the 

division suffered over 1,200 casualties, with the consequent result that the “combat 

strength of the division has been considerably lowered during the last fighting.”493  Such 

casualties led the Division Commander to report to his superiors that “all in all, the troops 

                                                 
489 Geschichte der 121.Ostpreussische Infanterie-Division 1940-1945 (ed.) Traditionsverband der Division, 
p. 60.  Another soldier, Lt. Heinz E. of the 405th Infantry Regiment wrote “we built our accommodations 
underground . . . the old participants of the World War can use their proven methods of shelter 
construction;” Leutenant Heinz E., Feldpostbriefe, 26.Oktober 1941, in Jahn (ed.) Blockade Leningrad, p. 
138.    
490 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 212, BA-MA RH 2/2580.  For more on the troops’ constant 
battle with lice, see Hans-Joachim Schröder, Die gestohlene Jahre. Erzählgeschichten und 
Gesichtserzählung im Interview: Der Zweite Weltkrieg aus der Sicht ehemaliger Mannschaftsoldaten 
(Tübingen, 1991), pp. 433-36. 
491 KTB, 6.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4; Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei 
Weltkriegen, 6.8.41, p. 321. 
492 126 ID, 4.8.41, Divisionsbefehl für die Fortführung des Angriffs auf Staraja Russa am 5.8.41, BA-MA 
RH 26-126/5. 
493 KTB, 10.8.41, 12.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  According to the Personnel Officer of the division, the 
division’s strength had been “decisively influenced” by the heavy fighting around Staraia Russa.  See 
Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt.IIa/b, Stand vom 30.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/131.  



 148 

are near the end of their physical and material combat strength.”494  Following the seizure 

of Staraia Russa, X Corps and the 126th ID began a planned period of consolidation on the 

banks of Lake Ilmen.  This rest proved short-lived, however, as the 126th ID marched 

north to join I Corps and defend its front west of Novgorod.495  The defensive fighting 

here also took a serious toll on the troops.  The 424th Infantry Regiment’s commander 

reported that “not only is the combat strength weakened,” but his troops were so 

exhausted that “sentries are increasingly caught sleeping at their posts.”496  Despite these 

strains, some Rhenish infantryman maintained their belief in a speedy victory.  One wrote 

“from now on, we are entering into the final battle.  In a few weeks, victory will certainly 

be ours.  Difficult days stand before us Frontsoldaten, but we will conquer come what 

may.”497  

Not only were the Rhinelander’s concerned with their counterparts on the other 

side of the front line, they also “worried” about scattered Red Army men and partisans 

behind their positions.498  The division mounted anti-partisan operations in its rear area as 

the men generally found Russia’s inhabitants much less welcoming than those in 

Lithuania and Latvia.  The 126th ID’s commander castigated his men for failing to 

recognize this difference: 

 
Large scale apathy and naïveté of the troops towards the civilian population has 
already led to casualties.  The troops, and above all, the members of the baggage 
train, are therefore once more advised to maintain a careful surveillance of 

                                                 
494 126 Inf.Div. Meldung vom 22.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/23. 
495 126 ID, 28.8.41, Divisionsbefehl für die Verteidigung des Wolchow-Abschnitts, BA-MA RH 26-126/5; 
Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 11.8.41, p. 326.     
496 Infanterie-Regiment 424 , 13.Sept.1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/13. 
497 Sergeant Herbert B., Infantry Regiment 474, 8.10.1941, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
498 Tätigkeitsbericht des Ev. Divisionspfarrers bei der 126 I.D. für die Zeit vom 22.6 bis 21.12.1941, BA-
MA RH 26-126/140.  Some of these Soviet forces behind the lines had parachuted in with the express 
purpose of igniting resistance to the Germans.  The 126th ID captured three such women and handed them 
over to the GFP on October 3.  They were shot four days later.  See Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 3.10.41, 7.10.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/115. 
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civilian traffic, especially on the main road.  All suspicious elements passing 
through, especially those of draft age, are to be arrested and sent to the Prisoner 
Collection area in Ljubino Pole.  The resident population is, in general, to be 
treated in an accommodating manner.499 

 

Following a directive released by I Corps, division command also acted in a more 

proactive manner by establishing mounted hunting commandos, drawn from the 422nd and 

426th Infantry Regiments and reinforced by soldiers from the Machine Gun Company as 

well as the baggage troops.  These commandos swept the forest areas west of the main 

Tchudovo-Novgorod road in hopes of clearing these rear-areas of partisans and 

wandering Red Army men.500  Up through mid-October, men from the 126th ID actively 

patrolled the area.  One assault on a “well camouflaged and fortified camp” led to six 

partisans being killed in battle, with a further two being captured along with two machine 

guns and 32 rifles; other mounted patrols netted five officers and 25 Soviet soldiers who 

had escaped from the Luga pocket and had been wandering through the forests in an 

attempt to reach their lines.501  

Despite these “successes,” continual reports by civilians that large groups of both 

partisans and Soviet soldiers remained in the area led to three large scale operations in 

September in which the normal mounted squadrons were given additional support by men 

from the division’s reconnaissance section and the 426th Infantry Regiment.  While the 
                                                 
499 For I Corps order, see Generalkommando I.Armeekorps, Korpsbefehl Nr. 101, 1.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-
126/6; for the division’s response, see 126 ID, 2.Divisionsbefehl für die Verteidigung am Wolchow, 2.9.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/5.   
500 Ibid.  Front line troops were needed to undertake these tasks due to a situation in the rear-areas in which 
“there is no security . . . to be spoken of;” 126 ID, 4.Divisionsbefehl für die Wolchow-Verteidigung, 
19.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/5.    
501 KTB, 11.9.41; 16.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  These scattered Red Army men did constitute a threat to 
the German forces as demonstrated by an attack of individual soldiers on the 9th Company of the division’s 
Artillery Regiment in which two Germans were killed; see KTB, 17.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  The 
division considered anti-partisan combat extremely important as evidenced by the special mention of the 
leader of the 426th Infantry Regiment’s mounted patrol for his “prudence and bravery” during the 
operations; see 126 ID, 3.Divisionsbefehl für die Verteidigung des Wolchow, 14.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-
126/5.  
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first netted 93 prisoners as well 20 dead Red Army men, the final two failed to achieve 

any significant results.502  The last major anti-partisan operation undertaken by the 126th 

ID took place on October 10 when it destroyed a group of 96 soldiers.503   

Frequent partisan activity led to increasingly brutal responses by the 126th ID.  

Earlier orders which merely called for the arrest and delivery to prison camps of all 

suspicious elements were now superceded by attempts to deter acts of sabotage through 

Schrecklichkeit, or a policy of terror.504   A new directive issued on October 1 stated that  

  
where deterrent measures are required to terrorize the civilian population, the 

 partisans are to be publicly hanged and left hanging  for some time. The 
 population is to be warned by a corresponding sign. 

 

In one of the first expressions of this policy, the inhabitants of the village of Vitka 

witnessed the execution of several partisans on October 13.505 Further attempts to stamp 

out resistance led to all communists and former Soviet officials as well as their 

dependents, being immediately arrested and sent to prisoner collection camps even when 

no evidence of opposition existed.506     

In addition to attempting to pacify its area of operations, the 126th ID also tried to 

impose administrative order, largely in an effort to exploit the local population for its 

own purposes.  On September 14, the division commander divided his area of 

responsibility into three sections: the forward combat area, the street commandant 

                                                 
502 KTB, 23.9.41, 24.9.41, 27.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  Though I Corps recognized that many of these 
men wanted to “wait out the cold and hunger [and] hoped to return to their families,” it still ordered its 
subordinate units to round up these soldiers.  See Anlage zum Korpsbefehl Nr. 110 vom 19.9.41, BA-MA 
RH 26-126/6. 
503 Generalkommando I.Armeekorps, Korpsbefehl Nr. 117, 6.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/6. 
504 For a relatively mild directive concerning the supervision of the civilian population, see 126 Infanterie-
Division, Abteilung Ic, Überwachung der Zivilbevölkerung, 9.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/116.   
505 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 13.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/115. 
506 126 ID, Abt. Ic, Zusammensetzung der Partisanen und Hinweise für ihre Bekämpfung, 1.10.41, BA-
MA RH 26-126/116. 
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section, and the rear-area of the division.  He also ordered the retention of a 

Bürgermeister, or mayor, for every village, emphasizing that he needed to be drawn from 

the local population. 507  The Bürgermeister functioned as the German representative at 

the local level.  He was charged with implementing the Germans’ wishes, the most 

important of which was the securing of food supplies.  The local population collected the 

harvest and also functioned as a labor pool for construction jobs, the latter of which took 

on special significance as the winter approached. 508  The Bürgermeister was additionally 

given the task of supervising the male population with regular roll-calls to ensure that no 

strangers had infiltrated the villages and with registering the population of his village 

with the Ortskommandant.  This information was required for another feature of combat 

divisions’ occupation practices: the evacuation of civilians from their zones of operations. 

509 

In mid-September, division command ordered its subordinate units to report on 

the necessity of evacuating the civilian population from their area of responsibility.  

These reports are noteworthy in several respects.  First, they highlight the troops’ 

perceptions of the civilian population.  Both the 422nd and 426th Infantry Regiments 

viewed the civilians under their control as ranging from “indifferent to friendly towards 

the Germans,” while the Reconnaissance Section reported that civilians maintained a 

                                                 
507 126 ID, 3.Divisionsbefehl für die Verteidigung des Wolchow, 14.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/5. 
508 Generalkommando I.Armeekorps, Korpsbefehl 101, 1.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/6.  The Division 
Commander reprimanded his men for “the senseless destruction of houses as well as the senseless 
requisitioning of wood and other building materials” as it “harmed everyone” since these materials were 
quite scarce.  See 126 ID, 4.Divisionsbefehl für die Verteidigung, 19.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/5.  The 
422nd Infantry Regiment stated that while the gathering of harvest for winter had already begun, there were 
not enough people in its area of responsibility to complete the task, and this forebode a lack of food for not 
only the soldiers, but also the civilian population; see Infanterie-Regiment 422, Abt. Ia/Allg. 
Stellungnahme des Regiments zur Frage der Evakuierung, 16.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/14.  
509 126 ID, 3.Divisonsbefehl für die Verteidigung des Wolchow, 14.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/5; 
Infanterie-Regiment 422, Abt. Ia/Allg. Stellungnahme des Regiments zur Frage der Evakuierung, 16.9.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/14. 
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“thoroughly positive” attitude towards the troops.510  Second, while regimental 

commanders recognized the importance of evacuating civilians from the combat zone to 

ensure their physical safety, more practical concerns overrode these humanitarian 

motives.511  First, the Russians provided necessary service for the occupiers, including 

intelligence gathering, propaganda, and the bringing in of deserters.512  Second, the 

presence of civilians provided excellent camouflage possibilities for the troops as their 

continued activities would make it difficult for the Red Army to pinpoint the exact 

movements of the Army.513  Third, and most importantly, without the work of the 

civilians, the harvest could not be collected and this issue became increasingly important 

to the troops as the winter approached.514  Finally, these reports emphasize the troops 

stress on security.  Despite the relatively quiescent attitude of the Russians under their 

control, the German fear of sabotage and partisan actions led to the taking of hostages as 

well as the delivery of civilians not native to the region to prisoner collection camps.515   

   As a look at the activities of the 126th ID during the time period stretching from 

mid-August to mid-October indicates, the tasks of a German Infantry Division continued 

to multiply during the course of the invasion.  Despite being locked in constant combat 

from mid-July through mid-October, the 126th ID was responsible for not only pacifying 

                                                 
510 Infanterie-Regiment 422, Abt. Ia/Allg. Stellungnahme des Regiments zur Frage der Evakuierung, 
16.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/14; Aufklärungsabteilung 126, Abt. Ia, Evakuierung der Zivilbevölkerung, 
18.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/14.  
511 126 Infanterie-Division, Abteilung Ia, Evakuierung der Zivilbevölkerung, 18.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-
126/14. 
512 Infanterie-Regiment 426, Abt. Ia, Stellungnahme des Rgt. zur Frage einer evtl. Evakuierung der 
Zivilbevölkerung aus dem Rgt.-Abschnitt, 17.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/14. 
513 126 Infanterie-Division, Abteilung Ia, Evakuierung der Zivilbevölkerung, 18.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-
126/14.  The regiments argued that the numerous fires from civilians’ homes would help mask the troops’ 
positions and that the troops would be able to use civilian carts, thus confusing the enemy. 
514 Infanterie-Regiment 422, Abt. Ia/Allg. Stellungnahme des Regiments zur Frage der Evakuierung, 
16.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/14.  The civilians also supplied the troops with a “certain quantity of milk, 
eggs, and flour;” see Aufklärungsabteilung 126, Abt. Ia, Evakuierung der Zivilbevölkerung, 18.9.41, BA-
MA RH 26-126/14. 
515 Infanterie-Regiment 426, Abt. Ia, Stellungnahme des Rgt. zur Frage einer evtl. Evakuierung der 
Zivilbevölkerung aus dem Rgt.-Abschnitt, 17.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/14. 
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its rear-area, but also for securing its own nourishment, an activity that required a close 

supervision of gathering the harvest.  Combat, however, soon superceded these additional 

demands as the 126th ID again went over onto the offensive as part of the operation 

designed to link up with Finnish troops and completely isolate Leningrad. 

In early October, Hitler suggested this operation as a way of destroying the Soviet 

forces that faced the besieging German troops in the Šlissel’burg (Schlüsselburg)-Mga 

“bottleneck” area.516  After destroying these troops, the Germans were to push on to the 

northeast of Lake Ladoga where they would meet up with Finnish troops. 517 While Leeb 

believed that he did not possess the necessary troops for such an advance, planning for 

the operation continued with the start date set for October 16.518        

The 126th ID opened the offensive on the planned day and successfully established 

two bridgeheads over the Volkhov River from which XXXIX Panzer Corps began their 

advance.519  As noted by the division’s war diarist, this was the first major offensive 

action undertaken by the division in nine weeks and the men proved themselves still 

capable of such action.520  Due to a combination of tenacious Russian defense and weather 

that alternated between rain and snow, however, the advance progressed much more 

slowly than anticipated.521  Operating on the southern wing of the offensive, the 126th ID 

pushed towards the town of Malaia Vischera, whose capture was viewed as pivotal to the 

                                                 
516 Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 648; Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen 
aus zwei Weltkriegen, 3.10.41, p. 368. 
517 Generalkommando XXXIX AK, Korpsbefehl Nr. 33, 15.10.1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/6. 
518 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 2.10.41, p. 368; 
14.10.41, p. 375.  Halder termed Hitler’s idea a “phantasy.” See Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen 
des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, volume III, 1.10.41, p. 262. 
519 Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 649. 
520 KTB, 16.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4. 
521 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 20.10.41, p. 378; Klink, 
“The Conduct of Operations,” p. 649.  In the first ten days of the offensive, the 422nd and 426th Infantry 
Regiments suffered a combined 700 casualties; see 126 ID, Tagesmeldung, 25.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-
126/17.    
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operation.522  The Rhinelanders continued their slow advance on the town, occupying it in 

mid-November.  This occurred shortly after the Germans seized the small, but vitally 

important city of Tichvin, which lay astride on the last remaining rail line between Lake 

Ladoga and Moscow, on November 9, the high water mark of the offensive.523   

The first major crisis of the war for the 126th ID occurred on November 11 when 

its reconnaissance section found itself surrounded by counter-attacking Soviets in a small 

village to the south of Malaia Vischera.  With no reserves available from either Corps or 

Army level, the division rectified the situation using only its own resources.524  A soldier 

from the Rhenish 227th ID who participated in the Tichvin offensive wrote “I have been 

in a daze for the last four days.  And I can only thank God, that I am still alive.  I thought 

that hell had broken loose. . . I can’t write much as I am ready to collapse from 

exhaustion.”525  Thus began a period of sustained battle and “crisis” for the division that 

lasted until the end of December when, after several earlier tactical retreats, it finally 

pulled back to the west of the Volkhov River.526  By mid-December, Leeb believed that 

the 126th ID was at the end of its tether: 

 
 the troops in the XXXIX Army Corps, just as those in the 126 ID, are so
 exhausted, less through the enemy‘s [actions] than through the combined effects 
 of their present shelter, insufficient winter equipment, relative combat strength, 

                                                 
522 Generalkommando XXXIX AK, Korpsbefehl für die Umgliederung der Südgruppe, 22.10.1941, BA-
MA RH 26-126/6; Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 23.10.41, 
p. 380. 
523 Schramm (ed.) Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Teilband 2, 
Tagesmeldung der Operations-Abteilung des GenStdH vom 22.6-6.12.1941, 9. November 1941, p. 749; 
Evan Mawdsley, Thunder in the East: The Nazi-Soviet War, 1941-1945 (New York, 2005), p. 90. 
524 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 12.11.41, p. 380.   
525 Corporal Fritz S., 366 Infantry Regiment, 25.11.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
526 The war diary of the 126th ID labeled November 15 and 16 as well as December 4, 5, and 6 as “crisis” 
or “critical” days for the division, a characterization that Leeb agreed with. On the division see,  KTB, 
18.11.41, 4.,5.,6.12.41 BA-MA RH 26-126/4.  For Leeb’s views, see Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 16.11.41, p. 380; 4.12.41, 5.12.41, pp. 403-4.. 
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 and the extremely cold weather of the past few days, that they no longer possess a 
 large amount of defensive staying power, let alone offensive capabilities.527   

 

The Division Commander shared this appreciation of his troops, as the 

extraordinarily high losses in the ranks of junior officers and NCOs had “noticeably 

diminished the inner stability as well as the previously excellent attitude of the troops.”528  

While Leeb recognized that the division urgently needed reinforcements to strengthen 

their “thin front,” such men were unavailable in Sixteenth Army’s area of operations.529   

Despite what he termed “the extraordinary efforts” of the 126th ID, they could not be 

expected to hold their positions east of the Volkhov.  Following the retreat of the division 

west of the Volkhov River, the division’s war diarist summed up the recent fighting and 

its effects on the unit:  

 
with [the retreat] an extraordinarily crisis-rich and painful section of the Eastern 

 Campaign came to an end.  While the division had achieved only successes in the 
 offensive up to the seizure of Mal.[aia] Vischera, it was forced onto the defensive 
 for the past eight weeks by an enemy who was numerically far superior and who 
 was much better equipped for winter.530   

 

Frequent partisan activity continued to plague the Rhinelanders during these 

periods of heavy fighting. On October 29, the war diarist complained that “in the entire 

divisional area, there is lively and organized partisan activity [with a] systematic increase 

                                                 
527 Ibid., 10.12.41, pp. 411-12. Busch, in a discussion with his division commanders, was given the 
following grim picture of his forces: “continuous Russian activity, constant tactical patches, living from 
hand to mouth.  Impossible to construct fortifications.  Troops remained overextended.  Everyone must be 
permanently ready for action . . . Constant weakening of combat power.  Daily average 30-40 [men lost]. . . 
The situation is extraordinarily serious.  Strength is not sufficient to hold this position for an extended 
period of time;” Vortrag des Divisionskommandeurs beim Oberbefehlshaber der Armee am 12.12.41, BA-
MA RH 26-126/23.   
528 126 Inf.Div. Meldung vom 21.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/23. 
529 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 11.12.41, pp. 412-13. 
530 KTB, 21.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4 
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in attempts on rear-area connections.” 531  The number of  attacks on these rear-area units 

continued to multiply as evidenced by an assault on the supply section of the divisions’ 

artillery regiment on October 30 in the vicinity of Nekrassovo.  Though the unit suffered 

only two casualties, seven horses were killed in addition to four being wounded and it 

was these types of small-scale attacks that crippled the mobility of a significant portion of 

the Wehrmacht’s supply units.532 Approximately one week later, the artillery regiment 

came under fire again, with one German severely wounded.  Two days later partisans in 

Nekrassovo again attacked the artillery regiment, this time killing one soldier and 

wounding three others.  Following three attacks in ten days, the artillerymen responded 

by executing a female suspected of being a partisan and displaying the body at a 

crossroads “as a warning to the population.”533   

Anti-partisan measures continued throughout the remainder of 1941 as the 

division particularly focused on eliminating the presence of Communists in its area of 

operations.  Both the 426th Infantry Regiment as well as the Reconnaissance Section 

reported having captured communists or commissars, with the former “deported” to the 

rear, and the latter presumably shot.534  Relying on village elders as well as other 

informers, the division tracked the arrival of people not indigenous to local villages and 

then, along with other “suspicious elements, shipped them to civilian collection 

camps.”535  By November 19, the quartermaster noted that “seven partisans, or rather 

seven suspected partisans, have been shot.”536   

                                                 
531 KTB, 29.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4. 
532 Artillerie-Regiment 126, Tagesmeldung, 30.Oktober 1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/17. 
533 Artillerie-Regiment 126, Tagesmeldung, 6.Novmber 1941; 8.November 1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/18. 
534 On commissars, see Aufklärungs-Abteilung 126, Tagesmeldung, 11.11.1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/19 
and Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 17.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/117; Zwischenmeldung Infanterie-Regiment 426 
vom 30.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/20. 
535 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 30.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/67. 
536 126 ID, Abt. Ib, Orientierung über der derzeitige Versorgungslage der Division, 19.November 1941, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/126/139. 
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The anti-partisan activities of 1941 culminated with a “cleaning-up” action in a 

settlement recently vacated by members of the 250th ID, the Spanish Blue Division.  The 

424th Infantry Regiment “discovered that the civilian population, partly in German 

uniforms and with German weapons – left by the Spanish in the village during their 

retreat – was participating in the battle.  29 partisans were summarily shot.”537   

This incident provides grounds for some speculation concerning the behavior of 

the 424th Infantry Regiment’s soldiers.  First, there is no mention of how it was 

ascertained that these civilians were actually fighting the Wehrmacht.  It seems much 

more probable that as German soldiers passed through the village, they noticed German 

uniforms and weapons in the area and, having neither the time nor desire to get to the 

bottom of the issue, decided to solve the problem in a quick and brutal manner.  The fact 

that Russians were wearing German uniforms does not necessarily indicate an allegiance 

to the partisans: when one takes into consideration the drastic winter temperatures, as 

well as the fact that German troops had already passed through this area during the 

advance and had in all probability looted every piece of winter clothing they could find, it 

seems logical to conclude that civilians wore whatever clothing was available in an 

attempt to survive.  The execution of these 29 civilians appears to be the culmination of 

several factors: the exhaustion of soldiers who had been locked in brutal combat for two 

months; increasingly radical directives on the treatment of partisans; and an ideological 

framework that viewed the Slavic population of Soviet Russia as inferior to Germans.538          

                                                 
537 Infanterie-Regiment 424, Tagesmeldung, 11.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/21. 
538 An example of the Wehrmacht’s increasingly radical response to partisan activities is Field-Marshal 
Wilhelm Keitel’s order concerning Communists and revolt in the occupied territories which called for the 
executions of 50-100 communists for the death of every German soldier as part of a policy of employing 
the “sharpest means . . . to nip the subversive activities in the bud.”  The order is reprinted in Ueberschär 
and Wette (ed.), “Unternehmen Barbarossa”: Der Deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 1941, pp. 305-6.  
A good summary of the various measures that led to a radicalization of war during the fall of 1941 is found 
in Arnold, Die Wehrmacht und die Besatzungspolitik in den besetzten Gebieten der Sowjetunion, pp. 226-
27.   
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In comparison to the logistical situation of the 121st ID, the 126th ID was forced to 

rely more on its own resources for supply.  Several factors caused this state of affairs.  

First, the 121st ID was located much closer to the Baltic States and their ports from which 

German supply trains loaded their cargo.539  Second, while the 121st ID was located near 

an industrial city with numerous rail lines in the area, 126th ID found itself considerably 

further east and consequently much more reliant on delivery by motor vehicles and horse-

drawn carts.540  As Leeb noted in mid-December, the “supply situation has become very 

difficult because the railroad cannot meet the demands.  The reasons for this are lack of 

locomotives and inadequate repair opportunities.”541  Third, the East Prussians’ location in 

an industrial area led to a desperate dependence on supplies brought up from the rear.  

The 126th ID, on the other hand, operated in a rural section of Russia and had access to its 

agricultural production.  Following the pattern established during the first two months of 

the campaign, the Rhinelanders continued to live off of the land. 

The sheer magnitude of forced requisitioning by the troops led to repeated orders 

by superior formations to halt the process.  I Army Corps explained to its subordinate 

formations that “the maintenance of the Russian rural economy is vital for the 

continuation of the war” and that every head of cattle and every piece of fodder required 

fair payment.542  This theme was reiterated in a discussion at Sixteenth Army headquarters 

on October 6.  The Army’s Chief of Staff instructed its troops to provide adequate 

compensation for all goods taken from civilians as “the more satisfied the population is 

                                                 
539 Müller, “The Failure of Economic Blitzkrieg,” pp. 1115-1117. 
540 The shortage of locomotives plagued the Ostheer from the beginning of the campaign and the problem 
only increased as 1941 wound down.  On this topic see Klaus Schüler, “The Eastern Campaign as a 
Transportation and Supply Problem,” in Bernd Wegner (ed.), From Peace to War: Germany, Soviet Russia 
and the World, 1939-1941 (Providence, 1997), pp. 205-222. 
541 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 11.12.41, pp. 412-13. 
542 Generalkommando I AK, Korpsbefehl 84 für den 9.8.41, 8.8.1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/11. 
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behind us, the fewer partisans [in the rear area].543  The division itself stated that such 

requisitions could only occur following written permission from a battalion 

commander.544  Members of the German High Command discouraged these wild 

requisitions, as they viewed the organized collection of goods and the harvest as essential 

to the German war effort.   

In late September, the division quartermaster issued an order scolding the men 

because he believed “many soldiers did not possess any understanding of how important 

the collection of the harvest is.”545  With the winter approaching, the division sought to 

accumulate stocks of potatoes, root crops, vegetables and wheat.  The troops needed to 

organize and supervise the collection of the harvest by civilians, and, if there was an 

insufficient number of civilians, bring in the produce themselves.  All of the gathered 

stocks, however, required payment as they were the property of the area’s Bürgermeister.  

The quartermaster also wanted to ensure that at least a minimum of food was left over for 

the civilian population.  This, however, was frequently ignored by the troops in the field.  

One member of the Rhenish 69th ID wrote “we need to feed ourselves so we take pigs, 

chickens, geese, [and] cows from the poor civilians so that we have something to eat.”546  

While the Quartermaster claimed that “food was never really a problem” for the division, 

it is clear that this was only made possible by the troops’ ravaging of the countryside.547 

The extreme shortage of clothing, however, did constitute a major problem for the 

126th ID.  The Rhinelanders suffered similarly to other Wehrmacht units from a lack of 

                                                 
543 Besondere Punkte aus der Adjutantenbesprechung bei der Armee am 6.10.1941, BA-MA RH 26-
126/23. 
544 Merkblatt über Beutegut. (Verpflegung) und dem Land entnommene Verpflegung, no date, BA-MA 26-
126/139. 
545 126 Infanterie-Division, Abt. Ib, Einbringung der Ernte, 25.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/139.  The 
following is drawn from this document. 
546 Corporal Alois W.l, 4.Company/Grenadier Rgt. 157, 1.11.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz.. 
547 126 Infanterie-Division, Abt. IVa, Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IVa für die Zeit vom 22.6 bis 31.12.1941, 
BA-MA 26-126/140. The following is based on this report unless otherwise noted. 
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proper winter equipment, reporting a “catastrophic clothing condition” as early as 

October.  The uniforms that it received in response to this complaint, however, were 

merely replacements for worn-through summer clothing and in no way sufficed for the 

Russian winter.  Due to a “considerable amount of missing winter clothing,” the soldiers 

turned to the civilian population in hopes of either officially buying or unofficially 

requisitioning needed winter clothing.548  As the Division’s Intendant noted, however, 

“the result was extraordinarily meager.”  Soldiers also increased the practice of stripping 

prisoners of their boots and clothing in an attempt to survive the cold.549  Lacking 

sufficient winter uniforms, numerous soldiers in the 126th ID suffered frostbite.  During 

the first 17 days of December, the division reported that more than 600 men were 

incapacitated for a minimum of six weeks, with the majority being out of action for three 

months.550  A member of the Rhenish 254th ID also complained of the constant operations 

“without winter clothing.  The extent of frostbite is shocking.  The troops have gone 

completely mad about taking felt boots from the Russian dead.”551   Following the 

conclusion of the Tichvin retreat to the eastern side of the Volkhov River, the troops 

looked forward to period of time during which they could lick their wounds: 

 
The Division now hopes for a quiet period of time in the coming weeks and 

 months, so that it has the opportunity for its troops to refresh both numbers-wise 
 and spiritually, as they are at the end of their strength.552      

                                                 
548 126 Infanterie-Division, Dem Herrn Kommandierenden General des XXXIX Armeekorps, 3.11.41, BA-
MA RH 26-126/23. 
549 Corporal Alois W., 4. Company/Grenadier Regiment 157, 1.11.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
550 126 Infanterie-Division, Tagesmeldung vom 17.12 an XXXVIII AK, 17.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/22.  
The 424 Infantry Regiment reported 127 cases of frostbite of which 76 required hospitalization on 
December 16 and 17; see, Ausfälle des Infanterie-Regiment 424 am 16. und 17. 12.41, BA-MA RH 26-
126/22.   The Engineer Battalion also complained that “frostbite has seriously lowered the battalion’s 
strength;” Pioneer Btl. 126 Kriegstagebuch Ostfeldzug 21.6.1941-30.12.1941, 7.12.41, BA-MA RH 
46/414.  
551 Einsatz der 1/San.Kp 254 in Nordrußland – Errinerungsbericht von Oberfeldartz d.R. a.D. Dr. F. J, 
Wehsarg, BA-MA MSg 2/4558, p. 48. 
552 KTB, 21.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/4. 
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III. AN ISOLATED ADVANCE: THE 123 INFANTRY DIVISION 

As the 123rd ID neared the approaches of Cholm at the end of July 1941, the Red 

Army ended its retreat and stood and fought.  For the first time in three weeks, the 

Berliners’ advance precipitously slowed: the Russians, utilizing heavy artillery fire from 

an “excellent defensive position,” caused over 100 casualties in the 415th Infantry 

Regiment, forcing the division to call off the assault planned for the next day.553  On 

August 2, the advance resumed and, though hampered by the Red Army’s destruction and 

mining of bridges and roads, the 123rd ID reached Cholm the following day.554  The 32nd 

ID occupied the western part of the city while the Russians maintained control of the 

eastern section, with the Lovat River functioning as the boundary.  In an attempt to 

outflank this position, the 416th Infantry Regiment drove to the north, away from the 

division’s axis of advance.  While the operation proved successful and allowed the 415th 

Infantry Regiment to advance with minimal casualties, it set the precedent for a splitting 

of the division’s combat strength that would later have very significant consequences for 

the unit as a whole.  Even though German forces had successfully seized Cholm, the 

result of the recent fighting put a damper on any feelings of accomplishment.  According 

to the division’s war diarist,  

 
Since July 25, the battle took place almost exclusively in a scrub-filled, confusing 
terrain as well as in forests.  The heavy casualties that the 415th and 416th Rgts. 
have suffered since July 25 confirm the intensity of the fighting and the 
difficulties of a type of combat that our own troops have yet to figure out but 
which the enemy masterfully owns.555 

                                                 
553 KTB, 31.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/8; 123 ID Abt. Ia/Az.IV/Op., Division Befehl Nr. 48, 30.Juli.1941, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/16.  Leeb recorded that “the enemy is holding very tough in front of Cholm;” see 
Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 1.8.41, p. 315. 
554KTB, 2.8.41; 3.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9. 
555 Ibid., 4.8.41 
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While the 123rd ID struggled to seize Cholm, the entire effort by Army Group 

North’s right flank came into question.  Leeb, rightly believing that Sixteenth Army’s 

units remained too widely dispersed to provide adequate flank protection for Panzer 

Group Four, demanded from Brauchitsch the return of his units placed under the 

command of Army Group Center.  When the Army Commander-in-Chief responded that 

the units would remain with Army Group North, Leeb bitterly wrote 

 
through the ruthless removal of divisions by Army Group Center, Army Group 

 North is no longer in the condition to continue the attack on the right wing. . . The 
 postponement of the attack south of Lake Ilmen, especially  by II Corps is very 
 regrettable.556      

 

Both Leeb and Busch wanted to pull the 123rd ID out of the Cholm area and move it north 

to fill the gap between II and X Corps in the area of Staraia Russa, as neither wanted it 

“to be roped into the defense.” 557  Continuous Russian activity, as well as the necessity of 

maintaining even an extremely tenuous link with Army Group Center, however, forced 

the division to remain near Cholm.558   

For the remainder of August, the 123rd ID defended the Cholm bridgehead against 

numerous Russian attacks, while undertaking limited offensive action itself.559  The Soviet 

assaults were so determined and II Corps in such a weak condition, that both the division 

and corps feared the possibility of a breakthrough and made preparations for a second 

                                                 
556 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 2.8.41; 3.8.41, pp. 316-
17. 
557 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 11.8.41, p. 327; II AK 
KTB, 4.8.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/60. 
558 The division war diarist wrote that “the regrouping of the division ensures that the purely defensive 
assignment will continue;” KTB, 9.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9. 
559 KTB, 12.8.41 BA-MA RH 26-123/9.  The Red Army launched seven separate assaults on the Berliners’ 
positions on August 12 alone. 
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defensive line in the rear.  Already less than two months into the invasion, the 

Wehrmacht’s momentum had been seriously blunted.  The 123rd ID’s striking power was 

also weakened by the removal of the 418th Infantry Regiment as it began to push north, in 

an attempt to put some sort of presence in the gap between X and II Corps.560  Being the 

only two combat units left in the line, both the 415th and 416th Infantry Regiments suffered 

correspondingly high casualties, with the latter reporting its companies at a strength of 

only 60-70 men.561  When the division prepared to once again renew the offensive on 

September 7, the war diarist recorded his impressions of the previous month’s fighting: 

 
 with the leaving of the Cholm region, an important period of combat for the          
division has ended, one that placed very high demands on man and horse. For 
over four weeks, the Rgts. lay in a very broad section of the line, almost 
exclusively on defense against nearly daily attacks by the enemy and without the 
possibility of replacing units for even a short period of time. Heavy rains, the 
most difficult conditions for movement, and at times primeval forest areas 
increased the not insignificant conditions under which the battle was conducted.   

 

He concluded by stating that in a little over a month, the division suffered just short of 

1,300 casualties.  In this weakened state, the 123rd ID prepared to push on to its next 

objective: Demiansk.562  

To a much greater extent than both the 121st or 126th Infantry Divisions and their 

superior Corps, both II Corps and the 123rd ID lacked the necessary manpower to control 

their area of operations effectively.  The numerous swamps and forests in the area 

provided havens for partisan groups and bands of scattered Russian soldiers.563  Soldiers 

                                                 
560 II AK KTB, 7.8.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80.  A Soviet attack isolated the 418 Infantry Regiment from the 
remainder of the division on August 18 and costly attacks by the 123rd ID to regain contact failed.  The 418 
Infantry Regiment was thus removed from the 123rd ID’s order of battle by mid-August; see KTB, 18.8.41, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/9. 
561 II AK KTB, 16.8.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80. 
562 KTB, 7.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9; II AK KTB, 6.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80. 
563 Generalkommando II AK, Abt. Ia, Korpsbefehl Nr. 44, 3.August 1941; Generalkommando II AK, Abt. 
Ia, Korpsbefehl Nr. 45, 4.August 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/16. 
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in the 123rd ID carried out several raids on suspected partisan bases, capturing significant 

stores of food and ammunition as well as numerous weapons.564  The troops, cognizant of 

their relative weakness on the ground and bombarded by orders emphasizing the potential 

danger of a partisan movement, began to lash out at the civilian population.  The 

appearance of civilians fighting alongside regular Red Army units compounded this 

partisan fear.565  In an attempt to halt the troops’ practice of “shoot first, ask questions 

later,” the division castigated its men for the “repeated” shooting of “important Russians” 

before they were interrogated.  The order explicitly mentioned partisans and suspicious 

civilians as categories of prisoners who required questioning.566   

While it is clear from this order that members of the 123rd ID acted in a brutal 

manner towards groups of Russians they felt threatened by, an additional order issued by 

the division eight days later indicates that the majority of the Berliners possessed a very 

different view of most civilians.  The division commander rebuked his troops for their 

lackadaisical attitude towards women and children.  Citing security concerns, he ordered 

his men to halt all civilian traffic crossing from the German to the Soviet lines.  Those 

Russians who could not return to their villages because of this order were to be collected 

in Cholm or some other designated area.  He also ordered the clearing out of all the forest 

areas between the lines in an attempt to limit the enemy’s intelligence.567            

                                                 
564 KTB, 25.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-126/9.  According to the war diary, no partisans were killed while three 
were taken prisoner.  A similar patrol on August 10 was termed “fruitless” as no trace of the partisan group 
was found; see the war diary entry for 10.8.41. 
565 The 418th Infantry Regiment encountered civilians for the first time on August 10; Tagesmeldung 
10.August 1941, 7.35 Uhr von IR 418, BA-MA RH 26-123/17.  This was considered so noteworthy that the 
incident is recorded in both the Divisional and Corps war diaries; KTB, 10.8.1, BA-MA 26-123/9; II AK 
KTB, 10.8.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80. 
566 123 ID Abt. Ia/Az.IV/Op., Division Befehl Nr. 62, 12. August 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/17. 
567 123 ID, Abt. Ia, 20. August 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/17. 
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II Corps issued a further order one week later concerning the growing partisan 

movement.568  Tasking every commander and soldier with the unmasking and neutralizing 

of partisans and saboteurs, it ordered the arrest of all suspicious elements, with a special 

emphasis on those not native to the area, behind the immediate front line and along the 

division’s supply roads.  While congratulating the soldiers on the capture and execution 

of numerous civilians engaged in these nefarious practices, it demanded the continuation 

of such “ruthless” measures to end the partisan threat.  The 123rd ID had certainly been 

vigilant in identifying civilians as partisans: from August 15 to August 25, the division 

arrested 21 civilians it believed had engaged in partisan activity and shot a partisan 

commissar.569  The division also utilized public hangings as a means to deter resistance, as 

evidenced by the hanging of three partisans captured by members of the 415th Infantry 

Regiment on August 21.570  While impossible to conclusively prove that all of these 

arrested civilians were indeed partisans, the seizure of significant stores of food and 

ammunition as well as weaponry indicates that an irritating if not mortally threatening 

partisan movement existed in the 123rd ID’s area of operations.571                 

II Corps next operation consisted of pushing east towards the Valdai Hills and 

Ostashkov to secure a favorable line for the assault on Moscow.  Thus, even during “the 

last decisive preparatory phase” of the assault on Leningrad, “elements of Sixteenth 

                                                 
568 Generalkommando II AK, Abt. Ic, Betr. Partisanen und Saboteure, 23.August 1941, BA-MA RH 26-
123/18.  The following discussion is based on this document. 
569 See, I/418, 6.30 Uhr, 15.8; AA 123, 14.15 Uhr, 18.August 1941; AA 123, 20.00 Uhr, 19.August 1941, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/29; Oberleutenant Keuntje, 19.45, 25.August 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/30.  It is 
unclear from the document whether the commissar was killed in the storming of a partisan base or if he was 
shot after the fact.  In any case, even if taken prisoner, his chances of survival were practically nil. 
570 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 21.8. 41, BA-MA RH 26-123/143.  II Corps also resorted to displays 
of Schrecklichkeit in late August in an attempt to cow the population into submission.  An attack on a 
supply convoy in which four men were killed with an additional four wounded led to the burning down of 
three villages and the hanging of “several suspicious people;” see II AK KTB, 24.8.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/9 
571 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 25.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/143.  During the course of this raid, the 
Germans recovered over 100 rifles, one machine gun, and a large amount of ammunition as well as food 
and medical supplies. 
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Army were assigned to cooperate with Ninth Army.”572  Leeb wondered “who was going 

to cover the 100 kilometer flank between Valdai and Lake Ilmen” as II Corps certainly 

lacked the necessary strength for the three tasks assigned to it: the maintenance of contact 

with Army Group Center; the seizure of the Valdai Hills; and the preservation of a 

common front with X Corps, which drove along a more northerly axis.573  The 123rd ID 

certainly displayed the characteristics of a formation that had been though a period “of 

very strenuous advance and . . . and difficult combat.”574  The division commander 

complained about a “considerable [display of] unmilitary conduct” by members of troops.  

Soldiers displayed little march discipline, “going wherever they wanted,” with 

“completely irregular uniforms” and “weapons hanging any which way.”  This loosening 

of military discipline was especially prevalent in the baggage and supply sections of the 

troops.  On September 1, the division commander issued a blistering order that demanded 

a more soldierly attitude in the rear area: 

 
The baggage troops need to be always prepared for battle.  Security at every 

 rest and at night.  The individual soldier needs to know what to do in case of 
 an attack.  A true baggage section does not exist in Russia – here everyone
 belongs to the combat troops. . . . When the Rgt. fights a defensive battle on 
 three fronts and the baggage troops are playing cards in their swimming trunks
 that is impudence [Unverschämheit]!575      

  

                                                 
572 Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 637.   
573 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen,, 25.8.41, p. 342. 
574 Divisions-Führer 123 Inf. Division Nr. 1054/41 geh. Betr.: Manneszucht, 6.September 1941, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/19.  The following discussion is based on this document. 
575 Divisions-Führer 123 ID, Nr. 1052/41 geh., Erfahrungen aus dem Russen-Feldzug, 1.9.41, BA-MA RH 
26-123/19. 
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The heavy casualties suffered by the officer corps as well by NCOs during the Cholm 

fighting further decimated the division.576  In this weakened state, the 123rd ID prepared 

for the next stage of the offensive.  

On August 31, troops of II Corps broke through the enemy’s positions opposite 

the Cholm bridgehead and within three days, had advanced 50 kilometers.  By September 

8, II Corps had captured Demiansk and the advance continued towards the area between 

the Valdai Hills and the Lake Seliger region.577  The 123rd ID, operating on the southern 

wing of the advance, plunged ahead into the swamp land in the latter area.  Here, the 

combination of nearly impassable terrain and fierce Soviet resistance, supported by 

numerous tanks, slowed the 123rd ID’s advance to a crawl.  One soldier wrote that it 

rained for five days without interruption, with “the mud up to 30 cm high on the roads.”578  

The 415th Infantry Regiment found itself in a “very serious situation,” as its exhausted 

and completely inadequately supplied troops suffered “a high number of casualties” 

which led to a “continual weakening of the troop’s combat strength.”579       

II Corps also recognized this weakness and cancelled an attack planned for September 21 

because “the condition of the 123rd [ID] is such that one cannot trust them with protecting 

the southern flank.”580  The next day, the Corps noted that “the situation is made more 

difficult above all by the 123rd ID and all three of its regiments being no longer fully 

operational, completely unable to undertake offensive operations and whose condition is 

                                                 
576 Divisions-Führer 123 Inf. Division Nr. 1054/41 geh. Betr.: Manneszucht, 6.September 1941, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/19. 
577 Generalkommando II AK, Korpsbefehl Nr. 60, 2.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/90; Leeb, 
Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 7.9.41, p. 351; II AK KTB, 8.9.41, 
BA-MA RH 24-2/80. 
578 Lt. Klaus W., 418 Infantry Regiment, 3.9.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
579 KTB, 23.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9.  The division claimed to have destroyed 17 tanks in action on 
September 20. See the war diary entry for 20.9.41.  See also Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche 
Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , vol. III, 21.9.41, p. 243. 
580 II AK KTB, 21.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80.  The 415th Infantry Regiment reported that its “men look like 
corpses;” 17.35 Uhr Von IR 415, 23.September 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/32. 
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only limited to defensive combat.”581  In what increasingly became the Wehrmacht’s 

answer to shortages of men and material, the Corps’ commander stressed the importance 

of the individual soldier’s belief in final victory.  While acknowledging the decimated 

state of the division, the commander explained that  

 
the efforts and sacrifices of these weeks and days will give way to better 
conditions in the not so distant future.  The fateful enormity of our assignment 
obligates every individual and every troop section to unconditional devotion. . . A 
troop can only see this when the commander instructs and educates in this sense . 
. . then the impossible will be possible.582 

 

Despite exhorting the troops to continue the advance in confident hopes of victory, II 

Corps found the situation so worrisome that it convinced Sixteenth Army to ask Army 

Group Center for assistance.  The Army High Command denied the request, however, 

and II Corps was forced to make to do with what it had: in other words, to make the 

impossible possible.583  

The 123rd ID remained on the defensive until October 8 when it was given orders 

to continue the advance to the southeast.  Due to the beginning of Operation Typhoon, 

Army Group Center’s drive on Moscow on October 2, Red Army forces facing II Corps 

had begun to retreat and the southern wing of the Corps filled the resultant vacuum.584 For 

the next month, the 123rd ID advanced into a gap between Soviet formations and suffered 

                                                 
581 II AK KTB, 22.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80.  See also the division’s report of September 26 in which the 
commander states that both the 415th and 416th Infantry Regiments are “no longer fully operational,” being 
“able only to defend light attacks.”  He lists the following as causes of the present predicament: continual 
action since the beginning of the invasion, especially in the Cholm region; the heavy losses of officers and 
NCOs, and “the privations caused by the terrain;” see, 123 ID, Divisionsführer, Meldung, 25.Sept. 1941, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/20.  
582 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Abt. Ia, 26.9.1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/30. 
583 II AK, KTB, 22.9.41 BA-MA 24-2/80; Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs 
des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , vol. III, 23.9.41, p. 246. 
584 KTB, 7.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9; An Alle Korps!, 7.10.1941, BA-MA RH 24-2/95; Glantz and 
House, When Titans Clashed, p. 79.  
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relatively light casualties.585  Lacking enough strength to take and hold positions, the 123rd 

ID’s advance soon degenerated into a series of raids on Soviet positions, in which the 

primary objectives were the burning down of houses and mining of roads.586  The 

ineffectualness of the advance led one soldier to comment that “presently, the situation 

does not appear too rosy.”587   

When the attack finally petered out, II Corps found itself in a position with “three 

divisions (which can only be valued as reinforced regiments) for 122 kilometers of front.”  

While well aware of the problem, Sixteenth Army could do nothing to rectify it: 

according to the Army, “there is not one single man available.”588   Due to this manpower 

shortage, the 123rd ID proved unable to construct a solid defensive line; instead, it relied 

on a series of loosely connected strong-points.  Such a defensive posture left “broad areas 

in which not a single German soldier stands” and Red Army patrols as well as partisans 

penetrated these gaps, wreaking havoc with supplies and communications in the rear 

areas.589  With only 50 infantrymen for every kilometer of front, both the division and II 

Corps recognized that a determined Soviet attack would easily crack the Germans’ 

                                                 
585 II AK KTB, 4.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80.  From October 17 to November 2, the 123rd ID had suffered 
only 199 casualties, while its sister divisions in II Corps, the 12th ID and the 32nd ID had losses that totaled 
969 and 1802 men, respectively.   
586 KTB, 23.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9.  The practice of burning down houses to prevent the other side 
from having shelter during the winter was carried out by both German and Russian forces.  According to 
the war diary of the 123rd ID, the Russians burned down a total of five villages on November 23 and 
December 4; see the war diary’s entries for 23.11.41 and 4.12.41.  II Corps believed that the Red Army 
“apparently just wanted to burn down buildings to deprive German troops of shelter;” see II AK KTB, 
5.12.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80.  The 123rd ID ordered its men to “completely destroy” all villages following 
tactical retreats on the part of the Germans: “all villages, including barns and individual houses between the 
front and the new defensive line are to be destroyed;” see 123 ID, Abt. Ia/Az.IV a Nr. 1216/41 geh., Div. 
Befehl Nr. 107, 12.Dezember 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/23. 
587 Lt. Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, 31.10.1941, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz.. 
588 II AK KTB, 1.12.41, 10.12.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80; Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 1.12.41, pp. 399-400.  
589 Fernschreiben an Armee-Oberkommando 16, 21.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/22.  This report noted that 
both a field kitchen and the command vehicle of the 416th Infantry Regiment were attacked in separate 
incidents. 



 170 

positions with the outcome of the battle being “one of simple arithmetic.”590  Without the 

delivery of another division to strengthen the front, II Corps informed Sixteenth Army 

that it could “not take responsibility for what happens.”591  Fortunately for the men of the 

123rd ID, the remainder of the month passed without any major offensives, though the 

troops busied themselves with fighting off nightly Red Army raids.592  An obviously bitter 

officer summed up the division’s situation in early January: 

 
After almost six months of uninterrupted combat, much of it  under the harshest 

 conditions, after enormous efforts by the heavily taxed troops with their 
 considerable casualties (from 22.6.41-6.1.42, 1221 dead and 4564 wounded), the 
 division stands on 5.1.42 with a front of around 90km, dispersed in strong-points 
 in small and smaller villages, in terrain with no visibility, without finished or 
 wired positions, with all mobile strength on restricted roads for emergency use, 
 without the necessary  winter equipment or training, in the icy cold, prepared to
 carry out its assignment of “defense”.593         

 

In this manner, one of the “two critical points of the Army Group” greeted the new year 

of 1942.594 

As Army Group North’s front fanned out from Leningrad to the southeast, 

partisan activity correspondingly rose.  Several factors caused this increase.  First, the 

area under Army Group Center’s responsibility was home to the largest partisan 

movement in the occupied Soviet Union. II Corps, as the southernmost unit in Army 

Group North, functioned as the link between the two Army Groups.595  The junction 
                                                 
590 II AK KTB, 20.11.41, 21.11.41, 4.12.41, 11.12.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80. 
591 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Abt. Ia Nr. 1564/41 geh. 2.12.1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/23. 
592 One soldier reported that the “primary task of the soldiers now consisted of building shelters for the 
winter;” Lt. Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, 18.11.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
593 KTB, Band II, Überblick 16.12.41-5.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46.  The original war diary for this time 
period was destroyed by enemy fire. 
594 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 18.12.41, p. 420. 
595 Gerlach argues that “that there certainly can not be at any time talk of a ‘partisan struggle without 
partisans’,” as by mid-August 1941 there were 12,000 partisans active in Belarus and by the end of the 
year, the number had ballooned to 30,000; see Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, p. 861.  For the counter 
argument, see Heer, “The Logic of the War of Extermination: The Wehrmacht and the Anti-Partisan War,” 
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between II Corps and Ninth Army, its neighbor to the south, remained rather fluid and 

partisan groups took advantage of this to penetrate into the German rear.596  Second, II 

Corps’ area of operations consisted of numerous forests and swamps, unlike the more 

populated urban areas to the northwest.  This terrain afforded partisan bands numerous 

opportunities to conceal their hideouts and operations.  Finally, Army Group North was 

stretched thinnest along the axis of advance for II Corps.  While every division 

complained of a manpower crunch and believed its section of the line was the most 

threatened, both II Corps and the 123rd ID could legitimately make this case. Enough 

troops simply did not exist in this area to man adequately the front, much less mount the 

necessary patrols and raids needed to crush the partisan movement in the rear.597  The 

123rd ID thus found itself fighting a two-front war for much of the fall and winter of 1941.       

As a look at the division’s files show, partisan activity became an extremely 

important focus of the 123rd ID in late 1941.598  Forced evacuations and deportations 

became part of the anti-guerilla strategy.  Up-rooting of civilians from their homes was 

made much easier by the troops’ racist attitudes.  One junior officer wrote  

 
looking at my note pad reminded me of a typical example of the intellectual level 
of these white niggers.  I showed my servants [Quartiersleuten], who are kolkhoz 
peasants, your illustrations.  They leafed the pictures like apes, without 
comprehension, indifferent, without any kind of feeling that they are looking at 
pictures of another world.  These Huns!599 

                                                                                                                                                 
in Heer and Naumann (ed.), War of Extermination: The German Military in World War II 1941-1944 (New 
York, 2000), pp. 92-126.  I personally find the former argument much more convincing. More generally, 
see Richter, “Die Wehrmacht und der Partisankrieg in den besetzten Gebieten der Sowjetunion,” pp. 837-
57. 
596 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abteilung Qu/Ia 461/43 g.Kdos, Betr.: Bandeneinwirkung an 
Armee-Oberkommando 16, 15. Mai 1943, BA-MA RH 24-2/210. 
597 As noted by II Corps’ war diarist, “the partisan danger in the rear area can be stopped to a certain 
degree by an increase in the occupation of villages;” see II AK KTB, 19.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80. 
598 Of the three divisions, the different sections of the 123rd ID – operations, intelligence, and quartermaster 
– all devote significantly more attention to partisan matters than their counterparts in either the 121st or 126th 
ID. 
599 Lt. Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, 10.10.1941, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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The division ordered the clearing of all civilians from the operational area in early 

October, except those “necessary for economic purposes.”  Various sections of the 123rd 

ID, including the Artillery Regiment, the Engineer Company and the 416th Infantry 

Regiment were charged with carrying out the evacuations.600  Such actions, however, did 

little to halt the growth of partisan activity. 

Constant reports of partisan groups, some numbering upwards of 1,500 men, 

continued to filter into the 123rd ID’s headquarters with the predictable result that units 

needed for combat were siphoned off to the rear in generally futile operations.601  These 

tips also led to a strengthening of security at the village level as well as a reinforcing of 

sentry posts, a further dissipation of strength.602  Various operations netted civilians 

believed to be partisans while one patrol by members of the 416th Infantry Regiment led 

to a firefight in which 18 partisans were killed.603  In an attempt to bring structure to the 

division’s anti-partisan measures, the division commander entrusted the 123rd ID’s 

reinforced anti-tank section of the division with the area’s pacification.604  This unit had 

some success in locating and fighting partisan units but it proved unable to silence the 

                                                 
600 Stabskompanie Inf. Rgt. 416 an dem Regiment, 2.10.41; 123 ID Abt. Ia/Az.IV/Op., 6.Oktober 1941; 
123 ID Abt. Ia/Ag.IV/Op., 7.Oktober 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/20. 
601 KTB, 7.11.41, 13.11.41, 21.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9; II AK KTB, 19.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80; 
123 ID Abt. Ia/Az. IV Op., Aufträge für 7.November, 6.November 1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/22, Meldung 
des Munitionskommando Dobroje, 15.20 Uhr, 7.November 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/34.  For the estimate 
of 1500 partisans, see Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 13.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/143. 
602 KTB, 12.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9.  The division commander reprimanded his soldiers for the 
“completely unsatisfactory manner” in which quarters behind the front were secured.  Their belief that the 
villages were too far behind the front was “wrong,” especially in view of the partisan danger.  He described 
the attitude of the troops as one of “irresponsible carelessness;” see, 123 Inf. Division Kommandeur, 
7.November 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/22. 
603 17.50 Uhr Von IR 416, 23.Oktober 1941,BA-MA RH 26-123/33; 18:35 Uhr Von IR 415, 6.November 
1941,BA-MA RH 26-123/34; on the clash between soldiers and partisans, see, 18.00 Uhr Von IR 416, 
10.November 1941,BA-MA RH 26-123/34 and Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 10.11.41, BA-MA RH 
26-123/143. 
604 KTB, 13.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9. 
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“especially lively” activity.605  Guerilla actions continued, including the attack on a 

munitions convoy, in which civilians, allegedly working in concert with partisan bands, 

“plundered” one wounded soldier.606  The escalating war behind the front led the partisans 

to target civilians: collaborators, such as village elders, were murdered in the 123rd ID’s 

operational area while villages were now subjected to the depredations of not only cold 

and hungry German soldiers but also partisans in similar straits.607 Following the 

establishment of the division’s anti-partisan unit, the 123rd ID shot 19 partisans during the 

next month, with even members of the Workshop Company killing two partisans.608 That 

these were no innocent civilians caught up in the maelstrom of war is indicated by the 

weapon caches seized by Wehrmacht units, including machine guns, grenades, mines and 

sizable quantities of ammunition.609   

Due to the failure of military operations to quash the partisan movement, the 123rd 

ID again resorted to forced evacuations.  All civilians, with the exception of those needed 

by the troops and the very sick, were gathered together by village elders working in 

conjunction with various sections of the combat troops.  Following a march to the nearest 

rail line, the evacuees were shipped in closed trains to the rear, accompanied by rear area 

troops.  While the planning was straightforward enough, the actual execution of the 

evacuation proved problematic.  In the sector of the 415th Infantry Regiment, the 

commander reported that his men were unable to move the 1,700 people in his sector that 

                                                 
605 KTB, 24.11.41, 29.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9; II AK KTB, 25.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/9.  The 
anti-tank unit was reinforced by two companies of both the engineer battalion and the construction section 
as well as a motorcycle squadron and a motorized squadron; see Panzerjägerabteilung 123 Abt. Ia, 
Abteilungsbefehl zur Vernichtung von Partisanen durch verstärkte Pz.Jg.Abt.123, 13.11.1941, BA-MA RH 
26-123/34.  
606 18.50 Uhr Von IR 415, 26.November 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/34. 
607 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 28.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/143.  On December 6, a group of 60 
partisans burned down a village in the division’s area after stealing cattle and food.  See the Ic’s war diary 
entry for 6.12.41. 
608 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 19.11.41, 24.11.41, 28.11.41, 30.11.41, 2.12.41, 14.12.41, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/143. 
609 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung Ic, 19.11.41, 14.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/143. 
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required evacuation.  The civilians needed to march approximately 120 kilometers to the 

nearest rail line and neither his men nor the region’s inhabitants possessed enough 

vehicles to ensure their arrival.  The commander was also concerned by what he 

perceived to be a lack of food and other supplies for the civilians along the march path.610  

Following the evacuation, German soldiers were given “the right to shoot any non-

German without first calling out to them” as any civilian in the area was automatically 

viewed as a partisan.611               

Evacuations, however, did not bring a halt to partisan activity in the 123rd ID’s 

operational area.  Clashes between German patrols and groups of irregulars ranging from 

20 to 200 individuals repeatedly occurred during late December 1941 and early January 

1942.612  Various partisan groups launched numerous raids on villages in the area in a 

attempts to secure much needed supplies as well as to disrupt Wehrmacht supplies and 

communications.613  The 123rd ID responded by launching two separate operations in the 

Molvotizy area, both of which resulted in “numerous partisans . . . shot and a large 

amount of partisan supplies . . . captured.”614  In addition to these operations, the division 

apprehended and shot a further seven armed partisans during December 1941/January 

                                                 
610 17.45 Uhr Von IR 415 (Kdr.), Meldung zum Evakuierungsbefehl, 1.Dezember 1941, BA-MA RH 26-
123/35.  The area’s poverty is underscored by the fact that these 1,700 people had only 20 horses and carts 
between them.   
611 123 ID Ib, Betr.: Evakuierung der Gefechtszone, 29.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/22; 123 ID Abt. Ib, 
Betr.: Evakuierung der Gefechtszone, 30.11.1941. 
612 KTB, Überblick der Zeit 16.12.41-5.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46; Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 20.12.41, 
23.12.41, 1.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/147.  Disturbed by reports of a group of 100 partisans active in the 
village of Gnutischtsche, the division assembled a commando consisting of members of the anti-tank unit, 
engineers, and combat troops from the 415th Infantry Regiment to “exterminate” the partisans.  As no 
further mention of this particular partisan grouping is found in the division’s files, it appears the operation 
failed. 
613 AK II KTB, 28.12.41; 21.12.41, 30.12.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/107.  On both December 21 and 23, 
partisans attacked members of the division’s artillery regiment who were collecting hay, with the Germans 
suffering ten dead, five wounded and three missing; see AK II KTB, 24.12.41, 1.1.42, BA-MA RH 24-
2/107; Leutenant Imm, Stab III/AR 123, Nachrichten-Offizier z.Zt. Führer des Pferdekommandos, Betr.: 
Kampf mit Partisanen, 23.12.1942, BA-MA RH 24-2/327.   
614 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 23.12.41, 7.1.42 BA-MA RH 26-123/147.  
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1942.615  As this recapitulation of events make clear, partisans caused numerous problems 

for the 123rd ID during winter 1941-1942; this certainly was not a case of a partisan war 

without partisans. This does not, however, mean that no German units in the area resorted 

to arbitrary measures against civilians.  The 123rd ID’s superior formation, II Corps, 

launched a “punishment expedition” in its rear that concluded on December 16 with 11 

villages burned down and “85 Russians shot of which 12 were proven to be partisans.”616  

II Corps also evacuated and burned down several other villages located near the primary 

supply road in the winter of 1941/1942 in an attempt to squash the partisan movement.617  

And as a report issued by Sixteenth Army makes clear, civilians frequently bore the brunt 

of Wehrmacht anti-partisan policies.  During a seven day period spanning the end of 

November and early December 1941, 387 partisans were shot and 124 Red Army men 

and 35 “suspicious” civilians were arrested.  This was all achieved at a cost of a mere 10 

Germans killed and 11 wounded.618  While the 123rd ID could plausibly claim that it was 

fighting an actual enemy, the actions of its superior formations are much, much harder to 

justify from a military standpoint.          

In comparison to the 121st and 126th IDs, the 123rd ID’s supply situation came off 

far the worst, especially during the late fall and early winter months.  During the 

divisions’ seizure and subsequent defense of Cholm, the availability of fresh meat 

became a serious problem as the Red Army drove the vast majority of cattle with them to 

the east, forcing the soldiers to rely upon tinned meat from the rear.619  While the 
                                                 
615 Ibid., 20.12.41, 8.1.42. 
616 AK II KTB, 16.12.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/107.  
617 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abteilung Qu/Ia 461/43 g.Kdos, Betr.: Bandeneinwirkung an 
Armee-Oberkommando 16, 15.Mai 1943, BA-MA RH 24-2/210.  
618 O. Qu. (Qu 2), Partisanenbekämpfung in der Armee in der Zeit vom 29.11-5.12.41, 7.12.41, BA-MA 
RH 24-2/327. 
619 123 ID Abt. IVa, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.8-31.8.1941, 18.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/198.  
For an extended discussion of Red Army Scorched Earth tactics during the Operation Barbarossa, see 
Arnold, Die Wehrmacht und die Besatzungspolitik in den besetzten Gebieten der Sowjetunion, pp. 158-
164. 
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quartermaster of the 123rd ID ordered a ban on the collection of all goods in Cholm due to 

the local population’s destitution, numerous soldiers ignored his order.620   According to 

the City Commandant, despite clear orders to the contrary, troops were regularly 

exchanging bogus receipts for chickens and cows and physically abusing civilians who 

tried to protect their property.  In one case, a 75 year-old woman, begging mounted 

troops from her knees not to take her last cow, was punched repeatedly in her face for her 

efforts.  To add insult to injury, as she stood up she witnessed the soldiers also steal a 

lamb and a chicken as they rode off.621  Supply from the rear remained fairly consistent, 

however, until the division began to advance again in early September.   

Less than two weeks after the offensive began, the division reported that its 

supply situation was “extremely strained,” so much so that the Corps commander decided 

to cancel an attack in order to allow the use of all available roads to alleviate the supply 

situation.622  Due to wet weather that aggravated the problems caused by the nearly non-

existent road network, the troops were placed on emergency rations and instructed to live 

off of the land as much as possible.623  This, however, proved extremely problematic as 

the villages through which the division passed simply had nothing to offer.  The staff of 

the anti-tank unit complained to the division that members of the 19th Panzer Division had 

confiscated the last cow in the village in which they were staying, leaving the population 

with “nothing left to eat.”624  The lack of available food in the area was compounded by 

                                                 
620 123 Inf. Division Ib, Betr.: Beitreibungen, 11.8.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/187. 
621 Der Ortskommandant, Cholm, den 19.8.41. BA-MA RH 26-123/187. 
622 II AK KTB, 19.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80.  The division reported that it had ammunition and food for 
only one more day while it had exhausted its supplies of fodder for the horses. 
623 123 ID Abt. IVa, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.9-30.9.41, 20.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/198.  
624 KTB Ib, 20.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/183.  The division responded by ordering the return of the cow 
and a ban on all requisitioning in the village.  In response to the increasing regularity of complaints made 
by Russian peasants, II Corps issued yet another order ordering the troops to halt this practice.  The order, 
however, emphasized that the guilty parties here were members of rear-area units and not combat troops; 
see Generalkommando II Armeekorps Abt. Qu., Besondere Anordnung des II AK, Nr. 72, 24.9.41, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/97.     
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“no regular supply for days,” leaving the men incapable of attack or defending a strong 

enemy assault.625  II Corps’ commander believed that the most pressing issue facing the 

123rd ID was “not a problem of the enemy, but rather a problem of supply.”626   In 

defending the conduct of the 123rd ID to Sixteenth Army, he argued that “one cannot 

make any reproaches of the troops.”  Suffering from “continuous bombing and heavy 

artillery fire,” as well as the results of a horribly flawed supply system, their “strength 

was at an end.”627 In the case of the 123rd ID, the division’s combat effectiveness directly 

corresponded with its supply.   

This “supply crisis” worsened throughout the month of October as a variety of 

factors – the growing distance between supply depots and the front lines, steadily 

worsening roads, shorter periods of daylight and the declining condition of all available 

vehicles – played havoc with the division’s logistics.628  The first snow, while 

transforming the landscape into a “Heimat-like Christmas scene,” also exacerbated the 

“unimaginably difficult supply situation.”629  To an even greater extent than in previous 

months, the troops ravenously foraged the surrounding area for food.  As the 

Quartermaster admitted, however, since the region’s civilians had very little to offer, both 

man and horse had a “very difficult” time meeting their sustenance needs.  Village elders 

were ordered to deliver needed goods to the troops but when this failed to meet the men’s 

minimum requirements, the troops resorted to outright robbery.  An Ortskommandant in 

the rear of the 123rd ID complained to the division staff that the Berliners were taking fur 

coats and boots from women as well as stealing the last remaining foodstuffs from 

                                                 
625 Gespräch Ia – Kdr./IR 415, 23.September 1941, BA-MA RH 26-123/32. 
626 Gespräch zwischen Oberst i.G. Boekh und Kom.Gen., 19.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/93, 
627 Gespräch zwischen Generaloberst Busch und Kom. General, 23. September 1941, BA-MA RH 24-2/93. 
628 123 ID Abt. IVa, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.10-31.10.1941, 21.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-
123/198.  The following discussion is based on this document. 
629 Lt. Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, 10.10.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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villagers, both under threats of violence.630  While he reminded the division that such 

actions were expressly forbidden, the complete breakdown of the supply situation on 

October 22 meant that such rebukes were ignored both by the men and their superiors at 

the divisional and corps level and the Wehrmacht’s soldiers scoured the countryside in 

search of food.631         

November brought no respite for the 123rd ID and other formations in II Corps.  

The scarcity of fodder for horses led to a virtual “hay war” between the divisions and 

more concerted efforts by the 123rd ID to gather the harvest.632  Members of the division 

were ordered to “comb through” the area in search of hay and potatoes and, in a rather 

telling addendum, were forbidden from feeding prisoners with their food, indicating that 

even in this period of extreme shortage, some troops of the 123rd ID still shared their 

meager rations with Soviet POWs.633  The division’s requirements, however, needed to be 

balanced with the Wehrmacht’s long-term exploitation of the area and both economic 

experts as well as the Corps Command instructed the 123rd ID to ensure a minimum 

subsistence for civilians as it feared a “famine” in the coming months.634  By December, 

the supply situation began to improve as a more regular delivery system developed.  The 

Division Quartermaster also estimated that the potato crop in the area had generated a 

225 ton surplus that needed to be collected by the troops.  At the same time, however, he 

also pointed out the civilian population was facing severe shortages, in food for the 

coming winter as well as planting seeds for the spring.  Once again, he ordered an end to 
                                                 
630 Der Ortskommandant in Schukovo, 24.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/33. 
631 II AK KTB, 29.10.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80.  During the last week of October, the men of the 123rd ID 
had received only half of their usual rations and since the area they were operating in was so desolate, they 
estimated that they could only live off of the land until November 2; see Tagesmeldung der 123 ID, 
29.Oktober 1941, BA-MA RH 24-2/98. 
632 On the “hay war,” see II AK KTB, 12.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80; on the division’s efforts, see KTB 
Ib, 14.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/183. 
633 KTB Ib, 14.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/183. 
634 Ibid., 21.11.41, 24.11.41.  The 253rd ID, located on the right flank of 123rd ID, distributed over 15,000 
loaves of bread to villagers in the area in a proactive attempt to avert large-scale starvation; 25.11.41. 
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requisitioning.  A lack of animal fodder for both civilian and Wehrmacht horses was 

settled in favor of the Army, with 15% of all stocks left to the Soviets as an “existence 

minimum.”  Though German leaders foresaw a catastrophe for the region’s inhabitants, 

the demands of the Wehrmacht had to be met first. 

   Though food became more readily available during the winter months, the men of 

the 123rd ID suffered from the same shortages of winter clothing as the rest of the 

Ostheer.  Already in September, members of the division recognized that winter was 

approaching and requested warm clothing from family members at home.635   At the end 

of November, the war diarist fr II Corps noted that “one certainly can not talk about a 

proper organization of winter equipment . . . the troops have suffered from this.”636  A 

member of the 93rd ID from Wehrkreis III complained that by mid October, “it was 

already constantly cold . . . we still haven’t received our winter clothing.  That should be: 

a pair of gloves, a warm hat and an overcoat.”637   In attempt to alleviate this shortage of 

winter clothing, the 123rd ID’s Quartermaster ordered his troops to purchase furs from the 

civilian population, though the men were to ensure that each Russian was able to keep at 

least one for themselves.638  It seems unlikely likelihood that members of the 123rd ID 

followed this order. 

 

IV. OPERATION BARBAROSSA: THE FUSION OF IDEOLOGY AND MILITARY CULTURE  

On July 3, 1941, Halder famously noted “it is thus probably no overstatement to 

say that the campaign against Russia has been won within fourteen days.”639  A little over 

                                                 
635 Lt. Klaus W., 418 Infantry Regiment, 3.9.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
636 II AK KTB I, 28.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-2/80. 
637 Private Ernst A., Infantry Regiment 272, 13.10.41, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
638 KTB Ib, 27.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/183. 
639 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generealstabes des Heeres 1939-
1942,  vol. III, 3.7.41, p. 38.  
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five months later,  Colonel-General Alfred Jodl, Chief of Operations in the OKW, made 

reference to Napoleon’s disastrous retreat of 1812 following the withdrawal of German 

forces involved in the Tichvin operation.640  What caused this dramatic reversal of the 

Wehrmacht’s initial success, specifically as related to the three divisions under 

investigation?  At the most basic level, Army Group North simply did not possess enough 

men and machines to capture Leningrad, maintain a common front with Army Group 

Center, and construct a defensive front linking the wings of its advance.  While 

Eighteenth Army was able to concentrate its forces in the siege line around Leningrad, 

Sixteenth Army’s units were forced to advance in divergent directions, and this permitted 

very little mutual support between its Corps.641  The shifting of Panzer Group Four in 

mid-September to Army Group Center for the final drive on Moscow only further 

strained the situation. 642  This manpower-shortage – obvious from the opening days of the 

invasion – was exacerbated by the high levels of casualties suffered during Operation 

Barbarossa.  As the section on Wehrmacht replacement policy during the pre-winter crisis 

period in chapter two makes clear, the 121st, 123rd and 126th ID’s all suffered high 

numbers of casualties that could not be made good until after the turn of the year.643  Each 

division’s combat strength was seriously weakened after six months of continual fighting; 

only a prolonged period of rest and recuperation would have allowed them to complete 

their tasks and this was something the Red Army did not afford them.   

The second major problem facing Army Group North was the supply situation.  

Arrogantly confident of victory by the fall of 1941, the German High Command 
                                                 
640 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 16.12.41, p. 418.  
641 Even in this rather limited area of operations, Eighteenth Army complained of insufficient numbers of 
troops; see Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad,” p. 398. 
642 Seaton writes that “the movement on Demyansk and Tikhvin was only just gaining in momentum and 
the decision to remove the fire power of the air corps and the panzer troops from Army Group North was to 
result in operations being brought to a halt at a time when they had hardly yet begun;” Seaton, The Russo-
German War, 1941-1945, p. 152. 
643 See Chapter 2, pp. 65-81. 
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completely underestimated the logistical requirements of the actual campaign.  The blind 

faith in a speedy victory that played such havoc with the man-power replacement system 

had similarly debilitating effects on the delivery of supplies to the front.  As letters and 

diaries written by infantrymen in Army Group North indicate, some units failed to  

receive sufficient rations as early as August.  Already by mid-summer, therefore, German 

troops began to scour the countryside in hopes of supplementing their meager food.644  Of 

the 34 daily trains requested by the Army Group, only 18 were promised by the High 

Command.645   The highest levels of the German Army recognized this problem, 

especially in the case of II Corps on the right flank of Sixteenth Army; nothing, however, 

could be done about it.646  As the men advanced further east, the situation became even 

more strained.  The onset of winter only exacerbated the system as both foodstuffs and 

clothing were increasingly needed by desperate troops.647  By mid-December, Leeb 

termed the situation “catastrophic,” noting that “if a fundamental change doesn’t take 

place here, a very difficult situation will arise.”648     

                                                 
644 Such practices were well known to the Red Army which in turn utilized the hunger of German troops to 
the their own benefit.  War correspondent and novelist Vasily Grossman commented on this strategy: “A 
joke about how to catch a German.  One simply needs to tie a goose by the leg and a German would come 
out for it.  Real life: Red Army soldiers have tied chickens by the leg and let them come out into a clearing 
in the woods, and hid in the bushes.  And Germans really did appear when they heard the chickens 
clucking.  They fell right into the trap;” Vasily Grossman, (ed. and translated by Antony Beevor and Luba 
Vinogradova), A Writer at War: Vasily Grossman with the Red Army 1941-1945 (New York, 2005), p. 21. 
645 Schüler, Klaus, A.F., “The Eastern Campaign as a Transportation and Supply Problem,” in Wegner 
(ed.), From Peace to War: Germany, Soviet Russia, and the World, 1939-1941, pp. 205-222; here, p. 213, 
n. 6. 
646 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 
vol. III, 23.7.41, p. 106. 
647 For a discussion of the Wehrmacht’s preparations for supplying winter clothing, see Müller, “The 
Failure of the Economic Blitzkrieg Strategy,” pp. 1134-1136. 
648 In what can only be viewed as an understatement, Leeb noted on December 19 that “the supply 
situation is gradually taking on a catastrophic form.  Yesterday, only one supply train was delivered to each 
Army instead of the required seventeen;” Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei 
Weltkriegen, 19.12.41, p. 420.  On the general failure of the Wehrmacht’s logistical system in 1941, see 
Klaus A. F. Schüler, Logistik im Russlandfeldzug: Die Rolle der Eisenbahn bei Planung, Vorbereitung und 
Durchführung des deutschen Angriffs auf die Sowjetunion bis zur Krise vor Moskau im Winter 1941/42 
(Frankfurt a.M., 1987). 
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Once again, each division had its own issues concerning supply.  Although the 

121st ID failed to receive its requirements in both food and winter clothing, its relative 

situation compared very favorably to that of the 123rd and 126th ID.  These two divisions, 

operating in an area described by Sixteenth Army as “an absolute desert without a 

hinterland” and therefore unable to meet their needs by scouring the countryside, were 

also prey to a much more irregular delivery of supplies due to their distance from Army 

Group North’s supply depots.649  This proved especially true for the Rhinelanders during 

the Tichvin offensive and for the Berliners after advancing out of the Cholm bridgehead 

into the marshy Lake Seliger area. 

The planning of the war as a “Blitzkrieg” – the only campaign actually planned as 

such by the German High Command – necessitated a quick victory, as neither the man-

power nor supply situation was prepared for a long, drawn-out struggle.  The immensity 

of the task before the Wehrmacht meant that any and all means would be employed to 

ensure victory.  Mindful of the weakness of the invading army relative to the physical 

size of the Soviet Union, the Army opted for the use of terror to ensure a submissive 

Soviet population.650  The Criminal Orders should be collectively viewed not only as 

expression of the ideological congruence between the military and political wings of the 

Third Reich – which they surely were – but also as the logical evolution of the Army’s 

military culture and doctrine.  The absolute need for speedy, offensive action is the 

predominant theme in these three infantry divisions’ files during Operation Barbarossa.  

Even when a division was ground down through casualties and exhaustion, it was 

                                                 
649 Document 84, “Aus dem Protokoll einer Besprechung beim Chef des Wehrwirtschafts- und 
Rüstungsamtes des OKW über die Wirtschaftslage in den okkupierten sowjetischen Gebieten, 29. und 
30.Dezember, in Norbert Müller (ed.), Deutsche Besatzungspolitik in der UdSSR 1941-1944 (Cologne, 
1980), p. 206. 
650 Hürter describes a policy by which “security would be reached, not through constructive occupation 
policies but rather through brutal repression;” Hürter, Hitler’s Heerführer: Die deutschen Oberbefehlshaber 
gegen die Sowjetunion, 1941/42, p. 466. 
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continually prodded along; rest would have to wait until after the final victory.  In this 

quest for decisive victory, the highest levels of the Army command paid nearly no 

attention to the well-being of civilians.  Traditional German stereotypes about Slavs and 

Russians as well as Nazi ideological precepts all played a role in this thinking, but the 

Army’s narrow focus on achieving victory no matter the cost ensured that civilians would 

have been caught in the cross-fire irregardless of ideology.  Such a clash for survival 

between the two groups necessarily led to violence and brutality: here Nazi ideology 

acted as an accelerant and not as the primary cause. 

The Commissar Order is best perhaps the best example of the fusing of 

ideological and operational goals.  Each division shot commissars out of hand in 

accordance with the Commissar Order; in this respect their actions closely corresponded 

to those of the remainder of the Ostheer.651  There was no noticeable difference in 

behavior between the three divisions under investigation, as each unit executed 

somewhere between five to ten commissars and politruks.  While these numbers are 

significantly lower than those of some other units, each murdered commissar constituted 

a war crime.652  The motivation behind these murders, however, was a mix of military 

pragmatism and ideological stereotyping.  The frequent references to commissars in war 

diaries, prisoner-of-war interrogations and intelligence reports indicate that the 

Wehrmacht had elevated the commissar to a position of near-mythic powers.  Many 

German soldiers viewed commissars as the only reason the Red Army remained in the 

field; if these commissars were eliminated, then Red Army resistance would end that 

much quicker.653  Here, ideology and pragmatism blended seamlessly.    

                                                 
651 Förster, “Securing ‘Living Space’,” passim. 
652 The 44th  ID, for instance, reported “122 commissars disposed of” by October 4, 1941; Ibid., pp. 1227-
1228.  
653 Transcripts of prisoner-of-war interrogations show that many captured Red Army soldiers confirmed 
this belief, even if they may have had entirely different motivations for doing so. 
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Cooperation between the German Army and the SS-Police units in the latter’s 

ideological war of genocide has been increasingly emphasized by historians during the 

past two decades, and with good reason.  Army commanders viewed Himmler’s police as 

a valuable resource in securing the spacious tracts of land behind the front lines as well as 

in liquidating ideological enemies.  The Einsatzgruppen in particular complemented the 

functions of the Wehrmacht during the initial drive to the east: while the Army grappled 

with its Soviet counterpart, the Einsatzgruppen eliminated what was perceived as 

potential carriers of resistance.  This “cooperation” between the two institutions 

functioned “exceedingly well” in Army Group North.654  The majority of this cooperation 

took place in the rear areas, however.  Only in mid-August did the Army’s pace slacken 

enough to allow the police units to catch up to the front line; even here it seems that 

Panzer Group Four and not the infantry armies was the most receptive of Army Group 

North’s subordinate units to working with the Einsatzgruppen.655  Despite this slowing of 

operations, there is no evidence of any cooperation during the invasion between the 121st, 

the 123rd, and the 126th IDs with SS-Police units in the divisions’ files.  While this may 

not have been due to any moral resistance – it may simply have been a reflection of the 

low number of Jews living in this section of the Soviet Union – the examination of these 

three divisions illustrates that not every German infantry division in the Ostheer was 

                                                 
654 Ereignismeldung UdSSR No. 12, 12.Juli 1941, NARA, RG 242, T-175, Roll 233. 
655 Walther Stahlecker, commander of Einsatzgruppe A, later related “it must be stressed from the 
beginning that cooperation with the armed forces was generally good, in some cases, for instance with 
Panzer Group 4 under General Hoepner, it was very close, almost cordial.  Misunderstandings which 
cropped up . . . in the first days were cleaned up mainly through personal discussions;” Trials of War 
Criminals before the Nuernberg Military Tribunals, Volume 11, The High Command Case (Washington 
D.C., 1950), p. 332.  Such a characterization has been vehemently challenged by former officers who 
served in Panzer Group Four; see Steinkamp, “Die Haltung der Hitlergegner Ritter von Leeb und Hoepner,’ 
pp. 57-58.   Only one explicit mention of working with Sixteenth Army was found in an examination of the 
Einsatzgruppen Situation Reports and it was limited to the observation that “EK 1b, assigned to 16 Army, 
is moving with units spearheading the advance.”  See Ereignismeldung UdSSR No. 53, 15.August 1941, 
NARA, RG 242, T-175, Roll 233.        
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inextricably entwined with the SS-Police units and their murderous tasks during 

Operation Barbarossa.656                

An examination of how these three divisions treated prisoners of war is perhaps 

the most difficult to convincingly answer.  Outside of random references to the “taking of 

no prisoners” found in official documents or a personal recollection by a soldier, very 

little source material exists: while it is clear Soviet prisoners were murdered following 

surrender, the scale of this crime remains unknown.657  It does appear that many of these 

actions were viewed by German troops as retaliatory measures; numerous tortured and 

mutilated German soldiers were discovered by their comrades during the advance.658  

Another possible cause relates to the troops’ inexperience in battle; such an explanation 

has been advanced by historians of the American army.659  While the 121st, 123rd, and 126th 

IDs all contained veterans of the Polish and Western campaigns, these divisions saw 

action as whole for the first time during Operation Barbarossa.  Green troops frequently 

panic during their initial combat experience.   What is clear is that prisoners were 

                                                 
656 Using 1939 Soviet census materials, Hill states that only 0.5 percent of the Leningrad oblast was Jewish 
– a total of 17,711 people of which 12,994 lived in Leningrad and its suburbs; see Hill, The War Behind the 
Eastern Front, p. 33. 
657 See the previously cited instances of this by the 121st ID and the SSTK Division, p. 44, note 146.   
658 Joachim Hoffman, “The Conduct of War through Soviet Eyes,” in Boog et.al., Germany and the Second 
World War, Band IV, The Attack on the Soviet Union,, pp. 913-919.  While Hoffman’s claims regarding a 
Soviet “war of annihilation” can be dismissed, the material he has marshaled persuasively indicates that 
Soviet soldiers frequently murdered German troops after surrender.  For examples with the 253rd ID, see 
Rass, Menschenmaterial: Deutsche Soldaten an der Ostfront, pp. 334-335.  He argues, in a more nuanced 
fashion than Hoffman, that such actions by Soviet troops only reinforced the ideological propaganda aimed 
at the troops, convincing them of the veracity of their superior’s claims; Ibid., p.334, n. 16.  An example of 
this practice is found in the diary of a soldier in the Berlin 93rd ID: “The commander orders: No prisoners 
will be taken!  Fifteen minutes later, two men from the 9th Company bring in thirteen prisoners, partly in 
military uniform, partly in civilian clothing.  They were, however, not interrogated.  The commander gave 
only the order “shoot.”  One man of the 14th Company volunteered to avenge his comrades.  The thirteen 
brazenly laugh – true gallows humor.  . . .  The slit throats of our eleven comrades from the 12th Company 
have found a great atonement.  The II Battalion shot four men who were carrying razor knifes.  They were 
the throat cutters.  Eight other prisoners were taken before the advance this evening.  They will also be 
shot;” Privates KTB aus dem Osten des Ltn. Erwin Roth (IR 270), BA-MA MSg 2/2488. 
659 On the Americans, see Max Hastings, Armageddon: The Battle for Germany, 1944-1945, (New York, 
2004), pp. 87-88; Stephen Ambrose, Citizen Soldiers: The U.S. Army from the Normandy Beaches to the 
Bulge to the Surrender of Germany, (New York, 1997), pp. 351-357. 



 186 

frequently stripped of any possessions or items of clothing that German soldiers desired, 

especially boots.660  In terms of numbers, the overwhelming majority of Red Army 

prisoners died in the rear area: while the arbitrary violence and brutality of front-line 

soldiers towards prisoners was certainly deplorable and contravened the accepted laws of 

war, mass death occurred during the transport to the rear-area camps and in the camps 

themselves. 

The most contentious issue between the Werhmacht and the civilian population 

concerned food distribution.  Due to the Army’s inability to ship sufficient food supplies 

to its forward combat units, the field army was forced to turn to a program of unbridled 

requisitioning from the civilian population.  While the 121st ID certainly participated in 

the policy of living off of the land, it did so to a lesser extent than either the 123rd or 126th 

IDs.  In both of these cases, German depradations led some officers to foresee famine for 

the civilian population.  This was not deemed important enough, however, to bring an 

end to such practices; here again, the Army’s need for a speedy victory overrode any and 

all considerations, moral or otherwise, that may have slowed down the advance.  

Living off of the land was a major cause of the incipient partisan movement in 

northwest Russia.  Of the three units, the East Prussian 121st ID distinguished itself as the 

most humane and professional in its dealings with Russian civilians during the advance 

of 1941.  Despite coming under fire it identified as originating from irregular troops on 

the first day of war, the division recorded the execution of only 23 partisans during its 

drive to Pavlovsk.  Even more noteworthy was the division’s reluctance to implement 

Collective Measures.  On two separate occasions, the 121st ID would have been more than 

justified in implementing a Collective Measure against a village, according to traditional 

German anti-guerilla measures that dated back to the Franco-Prussian War some 70 years 

                                                 
660 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 50; BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
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earlier.661  In each case, the East Prussians arrested the males of a village and kept them 

under guard as the division passed through.  This was the extent of the punishment, 

however: there were no mass executions and no burning down of the communities.  

While the division did burn down villages during the first few days of the campaign, 

these were set during the fighting for the area itself and not to terrorize the population 

into submission.  On the whole, however, the 121st ID fought a campaign in 1941 that 

would be difficult to distinguish from those undertaken by German troops in the First 

World War.                    

The 123rd and 126th IDs, however, engaged in a more brutal war than their East 

Prussian comrades, with the Rhinelanders behaving in the most vicious fashion.  Each 

division executed over 50 partisans or suspected partisans, with the Rhinelanders 

shooting well over 100.  Each also resorted to public hangings and both kept corpses on 

display to terrorize the surrounding population, though here again, the 126th ID utilized 

such practices more frequently.  The Rhinelanders also carried out the only Collective 

Measure by the three divisions during the first six months of war.662  How does one 

explain the difference in behavior between the 121st ID on the one hand, and the 123rd and 

126th IDs on the other? 

To begin explaining these variations in conduct between the units, situational 

factors need to be addressed.  Recent research into the partisan movement has determined 

that approximately 20,000 partisans were active in Army Group North’s area of 

operations in 1941, with the vast majority operating in the Lake Ilmen sector.663  Both the 
                                                 
661 See the discussion in the introduction, pp. 18-19.    
662 Sixteenth Army carried out a minimum of fifteen such Collective Measures between September 7 1941 
and January 15, 1942; see Steinkamp, “Die Haltung der Hitlergegner Ritter von Leeb und Hoepner,” p. 53. 
663 Leonid D. Grenkevich, The Soviet Partisan Movement, 1941-1944: A Critical Historiographical 
Analysis, (London, 1999), p. 162.  Hill conclusively shows that the partisan movement in the Leningrad 
area itself was numerically weak at this stage in the war; Hill, The War Behind the Eastern Front, pp. 76-
79. 
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126th and especially the 123rd IDs faced a much larger and more active partisan movement 

than the 121st ID.  This helps to explain the much larger numbers of partisans executed by 

the Berliners and the Rhinelanders. 

The concentration of German troops relative to their area of operations also 

figures into this equation.  When large tracts of territory were controlled by an 

insufficient number of troops, the Germans frequently resorted to arbitrarily violent 

behavior to intimidate the population.  Of the three divisions, the 121st ID was part of a 

larger force deployed in a much more constricted area than the 123rd ID, which was 

undermanned for the numerous tasks it was charged with; the 126th ID fell somewhere in 

between the two extremes.  While this fact provides further explanation for the behavior 

of the 121st and 123rd IDs, it does not shed much light on the 126th ID.   

One possible explanation concerns the regional origin of the troops.  In the case of 

the 121st East Prussian ID, it seems that the pious Protestantism of the region, in 

combination with long-standing martial, yet professional, values of East Prussia generally 

kept the 121st ID within the bounds of the accepted laws of war.  The men of the 123rd 

drew upon different cultural traditions during their time in field.  The Socialist and 

Communist outlook that the majority of these men undoubtedly shared provided them 

with some sort of resistance to Nazi ideology; years of socialization in one type of culture 

was not immediately erased by the Nazi regime.  This shared outlook mitigated their 

response to the rather desperate circumstance they found themselves in.  For the 126th ID, 

the Catholicism of the unit would seem to have been a shield to Nazi ideology and 

perhaps it was.  The 126th ID, however, was still the most brutal of the three divisions 

under examination here and the efficacy of Nazism in winning converts in the region of 

Military District III may provide an answer as to why.    
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SECTION THREE: OCCUPATION – A BATTLE FOR HEARTS AND 

MINDS? 

Chapter 5: “It is only of question of where, not if, civilians will starve:” 

The 121
st
 Infantry Division and the Occupation of Pavlovsk

664
 

The German siege of Leningrad was one of the most horrific war crimes of the 

Second World War as between 1 and 1.5 million Soviet civilians died due to artillery fire 

and aerial bombardment, disease, and starvation.665  While historians have lavished 

extensive attention on this topic, the German occupation of the cities and towns in the 

Leningrad region has been much less scrutinized.666  In an attempt to fill this gap, an 

examination of the Leningrad region and the occupations of Pavlovsk (Slutck in the pre-

1941 Russian) and Pushkin by the 121st ID follows.  This will highlight the Army’s 

institutional cooperation with both Himmler’s SS units as well as the Economic Staff 

East.  As will become clear, this cooperation amounted to complicity in the crimes of 

genocide and the implementation of forced labor programs.  The division also helped to 

implement National Socialist starvation policies in these industrial suburbs, though 

                                                 
664 Colonel Wolfgang Bucher, Chief Quartermaster Eighteenth Army, 14.11.1941, quoted in 
Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte Leningrad 1941-1944, p. 72. 
665 See the careful discussions of Salisbury, The 900 Days, pp. 513-517 and Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte 
Leningrad, pp. 237-239 which both place the number somewhere between 1-1.5 million.   
666 Very little serious scholarship exists on the German occupation of northwest Russia.  Notable 
exceptions include Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im 
Herbst und Winter 1941/42;” Hass, “Deutsche Besatzungspolitik im Leningrader Gebiet 1941-1944;” Hill, 
The War Behind the Eastern Front, pp. 90-107; and Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte Leningrad 1941-1944, pp. 
64-83. The literature is much more developed concerning Wehrmacht occupation practices in Ukraine, 
Belarus and the Crimea.  For Ukraine in general and Kiev more specifically, see Berkhoff, Harvest of 
Despair; on the Ukrainian city Kharkov, see Andrej Angrick, “Das Beispiel Charkow: Massenmord unter 
Deutscher Besatzung” and Norbert Kunz, “Das Beispiel Charkow: Eine Stadtbevölkerung als Opfer der 
deutschen Hungerstrategie 1941/1942,” both in Hartmann, Hürter, and Jureit (ed.), Verbrechen der 
Wehrmacht: Bilanz einer Debatte, pp. 117-124 and 136-144; on Zhytomyr, see Lower, Nazi Empire-
Building and the Holocaust In Ukraine.   On Belarus, see Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, pp. 231-449 and 
Chiari, Alltag hinter der Front; on Crimea, see Oldenburg, Ideologie und militärisches Kalkül: Die 
Besatzungspolitik der Wehrmacht in der Sowjetunion 1942 and Norbert Kunz, Die Krim unter deutscher 
Herrschaft (1941–1944): Germanisierungsutopie und Besatzungsrealität, (Stuttgart, 2005).   
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individual soldiers did circumvent the barbarous orders they received from their 

superiors. 

Ensconced in the line ringing Leningrad, the 121st ID stationed troops in two 

communities with rather sizeable populations: Pushkin and Pavlovsk.667  While the latter 

fell under German occupation from September 19, 1941 through January 24, 1944, the 

focus of this section will be on the time period stretching from September 19, 1941 until 

April 30, 1942, as it was during this period that the men from the 121st ID occupied the 

city and exercised administrative control over its day-to-day functions, before being 

shifted to another sector of the front.668  Home to approximately 15,000 citizens on the 

eve of the German invasion, Pavlovsk suffered the loss of over 10,000 inhabitants during 

the war.  This horrific death toll resulted from harsh security policies, the murder of the 

city’s Jews, the deportation of civilians to labor camps in the Army’s rear area as well as 

in Germany and the deliberate starvation of the city’s population. 669  The following 

section will examine the responsibility of the 121st ID for the decimation of Pavlovsk’s 

population during the occupation.        

During the East Prussians’ advance towards Pavlovsk in early September, the 

division became extremely cognizant of the dangers (both real and imagined) posed by 

civilians passing through German lines into the rear-areas.  Following an interrogation of 

a captured Soviet officer, it was revealed that the Red Army possessed precise knowledge 

                                                 
667 XXVIII AK KTB, 26.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20a.  Soldiers of the 121st ID occupied the towns and 
villages of Pushkin, Finskie Lipizti, Tiarelvo, Putrolvolo and Pavlovsk in their section of the line; see 
Lagekarten 24.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/15k. 
668 On the dates of occupation, see Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia po Ustanobleniiu i 
Rassledobaniiu Zlodeianii Nemetsko-Fashistskikh Zakhvatchikov i ikh Soiuznikov (hereafter 
Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia), USHMM, RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 2; 
Divisionsintendant, 121 Inf. Division 30.4.42, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 21.9.1941 bis 30.4.1942; 
Geschichte der 121.Ostpreussische Infanterie-Division 1940-1945 (ed.) Traditionsverband der Division, p. 
349.  
669 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM, RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 6.  Based 
on German sources, it seems that the fighting to secure the city was relatively bloodless.  It is impossible, 
however, to determine how many civilians died during the two day fight for the settlement.     
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of the Germans’ troop deployment.  Both civilians and Soviet soldiers in civilian clothes 

gathered this information and they passed back and forth across the front line.  In order to 

bring a halt to such occurrences, the highest ranking officer in each village was given the 

rank of Ortskommandant and the power to take “the sharpest action” to stop the traffic 

between the front lines.670  Traffic between the front lines also increased the threat of 

partisan activity behind German lines.  XXVIII Corps amplified this message in its own 

order on September 11:              

 
In his unscrupulous and treacherous way, the enemy wants to relieve the 
desperate food situation in Leningrad and the surrounding industrial suburbs by 
attempting to move the sections of the population that will not fight in small and 
large groups behind our lines. Apart from other disadvantages, this would above 
all make things considerably more difficult for our conduct of war  and must be 
opposed with all means.  All traffic by civilians between the two lines is therefore 
to be stopped, even through the use of weapons. Only soldiers are to be taken 
prisoner.671 

 

Eighteenth Army, which initially controlled only the western section of the encirclement, 

ordered its subordinate units to shoot women and children if they attempted to pass 

through the lines on September 13.672  XXVIII Corps framed a similar directive in terms 

of partisan warfare, arguing that since many of these civilians carried arms, the troops 

should combat “this type of disgraceful guerilla behavior . . . with the sharpest means.”673  

Despite these numerous directives, the 121st ID felt the need to issue yet another order 

regarding civilians as the troops neared Pavlovsk.  Stating that the “large waves of 

Russian civilians” who had passed through the German lines during the past few days 

                                                 
670 121 Inf.-Division, Abt. Ia 4.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/12. 
671 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Abt Ia/Ic 11.9.1941, BA-MA RH 26-121/12. 
672 Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und 
Winter 1941/42,” p. 400. 
673 XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 17-19.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109. 
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were “undesirable . . . on espionage and economic grounds,” the order continued by 

demanding that the front lines halt the movement of refugees, authorizing the use of 

weapons in extreme cases.674  This theme was reemphasized on September 19 when the 

division emphatically stated that “all traffic of civilians through the front line is to be 

stopped by the use of brute force.”675  Such formulations received sanction at the highest 

levels of the military hierarchy as Colonel-General Alfred Jodl, chief operations officer 

of OKW, informed Brauchitsch that “whoever leaves the city and comes towards our 

lines is to be turned back by fire.”676 

The repeated orders to the troops to stop the traffic of civilians through the front 

lines indicate that this movement continued unabated during the month of September.  It 

also indicates that despite the racist and anti-Bolshevik attitudes held by many members 

of the 121st ID, this did not prevent them from showing mercy towards women and 

children, despite the possible threat these refugees represented for the troops.    The 

commander of the 58th ID went so far as to claim that his men were more worried about 

shooting “women, children and defenseless old men” than they were with their own 

strained military situation.677  While the Nazi siege of Leningrad and the planned 

starvation and destruction of the city certainly rank among the greatest of the war crimes 

                                                 
674 121 Inf.-Division, Abt. Ia – Div. Befehl für die Einahme von Ssluzk am 18.9.1941-19.9.1941, BA-MA 
RH 26-121/12. 
675 121 Inf.-Division, Ia – Div. Befehl für den Übergang zur Verteidigung 19.9.1941, BA-MA RH 26-
121/12. L Corps, bordering the 121st ID on the right, distributed the following order to its subordinate 
units: “The pushing of the civilian population out of the encircled area is to be stopped through the use of 
weapons if necessary.  In the combat area, the population is to be strictly controlled.  The male population 
is to be brought together in several villages and guarded from the outbreak of darkness to daybreak.  
Whoever goes around during the night makes himself a suspected partisan and will be shot.  Civilians are 
also forbidden from leaving their home district during the day;” L AK, Abt. Ic, Feindnachrichtenblatt, 
21.9.41, NARA T-314, Roll 1234. 
676 Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, Nr. 44 1675/41 g. K.Chefs. WFSt/Abt. L (I Op.), 7.10.41, printed in 
Ueberschär and Wette, “Unternehmen Barbarossa”: Der Deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 1941, pp. 
280-281.  
677 24.10.41, KTB HGr. Nord, printed in Ibid., pp. 281-282.  See also Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor 
Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und Winter 1941/42,” p. 401; and 
Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte Leningrad 1941-1944, p. 70.   
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committed by the Wehrmacht, the actions of individual soldiers involved in the siege, 

including members of the 121st ID, highlight the relative differences between the ideas of 

the Nazi and military leadership and those of the men themselves.  

Once the 121st ID cleared the city of Pavlovsk of Red Army combat troops, they 

immediately began to implement measures to secure German control.678  On September 

21, in response to several cut telephone cables and random sniping at German sentries, 

the division commander responded by ordering all males between the ages of 14 and 70 

to report for registration in an attempt to identify both disguised soldiers as well as people 

not native to the city.  The registration turned up 13,000 inhabitants, of which 

approximately 3,000 were either refugees or Red Army soldiers.679  Following the 

discovery of these men, the commander of XXVIII Corps decided, after consultation with 

other Corps level officers as well as members of the II SS-Brigade, that those capable of 

labor (estimated at around eighty percent of the total) should be transferred to a Prisoner-

of-War camp, where they constituted a pool of available labor for the 121st ID.680  Men 

deemed suspicious were placed into a separate camp under armed guard.  Those unable to 

work were issued identification cards and allowed to stay in the city.681  The civilians 

subjected to this process viewed it as completely humiliating and dehumanizing: 

following physical examinations that made the inhabitants feel “like cattle, like working 

horses,” each resident of Pavlovsk was stripped of his name and given a number for 

identification.682 After the conclusion of this identification process, the German 

                                                 
678 The Wehrmacht and other German organization’s overarching need for security has been emphasized 
by Lower, Nazi Empire-Building and the Holocaust In Ukraine, pp. 52-59.  
679 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 4. 
680 The II SS-Brigade was utilized by XXVIII Corps as well as Sixteenth Army for anti-partisan sweeps 
and  for the “special treatment” of different categories of prisoners; see XXVIII AK, KTB, 24.9.41, BA-
MA RH 24-28/20a. 
681 XXVIII AK, KTB, 21.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20a. 
682 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM, RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 1. 
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authorities deemed anyone who “surfaced” to be a “partisan who would be treated 

correspondingly.”683   

The camps which these men were brought to reflected the general conditions 

found in all Wehrmacht prison camps in the fall and winter of 1941.684  Survivors told of 

back-breaking work lasting up to sixteen hours a day and arbitrary violence by prison 

guards that frequently resulted in the death of prisoners. 685    In addition to the initial 

deportation, the Germans organized three additional mass transports, totaling 

approximately 6,000 civilians, who were sent to various labor camps in northern Russia 

as well as to work in Germany itself.  While the local branch of the Economic Staff East 

termed the recruitment of volunteers for labor in the Reich as “successful,” it also 

laconically noted “that the willingness to be shipped [to Germany] has been primarily 

caused by the food situation requires no special mention.”686  Out of this number, some 

3,500 perished, never to return to Pavlovsk.        

The 121st ID also established three separate Prisoner-of-War camps in the city in 

two different school buildings as well as a factory.687  These prisoners were a mix of Red 

Army soldiers from the Leningrad front and civilians picked up from the smaller towns 

and villages around Pavlovsk.  A Russian source indicates that numerous soldiers in these 

camps were wounded but received no medical care.688  Similarly to their civilian 

                                                 
683 XXVIII AK KTB, 21.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20a; Divisions-Befehl 24.9.1941 – Behandlung von 
Zivilpersonen, BA-MA RH 26-121/12.  According to the Corps’ Intelligence Section, the mass arrests were 
due to an enemy air-attack on the “completely camouflaged accommodations” of the staff of the 121st ID.  
The Germans believed that only spies within the city could have passed such detailed information along to 
the Red Army.  See XXVIII AK, Ic Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 21-23.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109. 
684 See Streit, Keine Kameraden, pp. 171-179 and Hamburg Institute for Social Research (ed.), Verbrechen 
der Wehrmacht: Dimensionen des Vernichtungskrieges 1941-1944 (Hamburg, 2002), pp. 217-269. 
685 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, pp. 1, 5, 6.  
The remainder of this discussion is based on this document. 
686 Wi.Kdo. Krasnogwardeisk, Gru.Fü., Monatsbericht Februar 1942, 23.2.1942, BA-MA RW 31/948. 
687 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, pp. 5-6.  
Unless otherwise noted, this discussion is based on this document. 
688 This  corresponded to a general order issued by the OKH categorically stating that only Soviet medical 
personnel were to attend to wounded Red Army soldiers.  If none were available, then German medics 
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counterparts, the captive soldiers were subjected to “daily beatings” as well as forced to 

work long hours on extremely arduous tasks.  Provided with a meager daily diet of 28 

grams of ersatz bread and a revolting gruel, these prisoners faced an extremely high 

mortality rate with over 1,000 dying during the course of the war.  After three months of 

decimating a readily available labor-force, the division quartermaster finally approved an 

increase in rations in hopes that this would lead to a corresponding rise in labor 

productivity.689  The survival of Soviet prisoners existed outside of the moral universe of 

division command, reduced to a mere question of pragmatism. 

As an occupying force, the 121st ID and, by extension, the Wehrmacht were 

responsible for providing both order and care for the population under their control as 

well as prisoners of war.690  The German Army, however, was not responsible for 

eliminating “racial” enemies, even under the National Socialist system, as evidenced by 

the agreement giving Himmler’s police units operational freedom to pursue their tasks 

and thereby excusing the Army from carrying out these policies.  Despite possessing the 

ability to remain outside of the persecution and extermination mania, Eighteenth Army 

ordered the registration of all Jews and then forced them to wear distinguishing 

armbands.691  In Pavlovsk, SS units carried out examinations of civilians and prisoners-of-

war based on “racial characteristics – hair color, nose shape, accent and circumcision, 

                                                                                                                                                 
could intervene, but this certainly was not encouraged; AK XXVIII, KTB Abt. Qu., OKH 
Generalquartermeister, Versorgung verwundeter Kriegsgefanger und Seuchenverhütung, 7.7.1941, BA-MA 
RH 24-28/192. For a further discussion of this policy, see Streit, Keine Kameraden, pp. 183-187.  
689 Besprechungspunkte für Kdr. Besprechung 12.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/17.  
690 Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und 
Winter 1941/42,” pp. 385-386.  Obviously, the Wehrmacht failed to live up to its responsibilities as 
mandated by international law. 
691 Ereignismeldung Nr. 94, 25.Sept.1941, NARA T 175, Roll 233. 
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etc., etc.”692  These degrading medical exams, however, only served as a precursor to a 

much worse fate.693   

According to a Soviet report, “German soldiers burst into civilians’ quarters, 

rounded-up entire Jewish families, arrested them and then later shot them, sparing neither 

children nor the elderly.”  A group of 25 Jews were driven into the park behind the 

Pavlovsk Park where they were shot and buried in mass graves.  This was soon followed 

by a second group of 16 Jews which included a twenty year old woman and her two year 

old son. A Russian witness to the crime testified after the war that the “German 

barbarians wounded the child in front of the mother, then shot her and threw her body 

into the grave along with that of her still breathing son.”   The  city’s Jewish population 

was “destroyed to a man.”694  While no known documentation exists on the German side 

as to who perpetrated this massacre, Soviet sources indicate that SS units carried out the 

murders.695  It is clear that these murders occurred soon after the 121st ID began its 

occupation of Pavlovsk when the division exercised complete control over the city.  

Though the East Prussians did not directly participate in the murders, the 121st ID 

certainly allowed the incident to take place in its area of responsibility.               

Despite the murder of the city’s Jews and the deportation of numerous civilians 

for forced labor, XXVIII Corps still claimed that most people happily greeted the 

                                                 
692 Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena bivshego voennosluzhashchego Bobtseva Georgia 
Iakovlevicha (hereafter Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena), p. 5.  I am indebted to Dr. 
Alexander Hill for providing me with a copy of this document. 
693 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM, RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, pp. 2-3.  The 
remainder of this discussion is based on this document. 
694 Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 5. 
695 Ibid.  The post-war report states that” German soldiers” carried out the round-up and shootings. This, 
however, does not necessarily indicate the participation of members of the 121st ID.  Soviet citizens 
frequently failed to distinguish between the different German organizations they came into contact with 
during the organization.  For more on this, see Wolfram Wette, “ Sowjetische Erinnerungen an den 
deutschen Vernichtungskrieg,” in Kohl, Der Krieg der deutschen Wehrmacht und der Polizei 1941-1944, p. 
327.  
695 Gen.Kdo. XXVIII AK, Erfahrung 
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Germans because their arrival meant the end of Communism and a return to more 

prosperous times.  In order to maintain this good will, the Corps ordered its subordinate 

formations to assist homeless evacuees, to provide medical care to the native inhabitants, 

and to stop all types of forced requisitioning without any sort of compensation.696   One of 

the first positive moves taken by the Germans in winning over the civilian population 

concerned the re-naming of the city.  Delegates from the city approached the Germans 

and requested that the city’s name be returned to its Tsarist name – Pavlovsk. 697   Both 

division and corps command approved this request and the division commander 

instructed the name change to be part of a celebration during an upcoming Church 

holiday which proved to a “psychological success of great value.”  Taking place during 

the first religious service in more than a decade, the overflowing Church celebrated the 

“true Christian Adolf Hitler” who had “freed the city from Satan and his helpers.”  

According to a German officer sent to witness the event, the assembled citizens thanked 

him profusely for ending the Bolshevik’s atheist policies.698   

The division also established a newspaper in the city, employing native Russians 

as the writers and editor, though the 121st ID maintained final say over its content.699  

Titled Pravda (Truth), the paper was dedicated to “unfiying the country in the fight 

against Bolshevism.”700  Economic activity returned to the city as the Wehrmacht 

attempted to re-open public facilities, though the earlier forced evacuations of able-

                                                 
696 Gen.Kdo. XXVIII AK, Erfahrungsbericht über den Umgang mit der Zivilbevölkerung, 15.11.41, BA-
MA RH 24-28/110. 
697 XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 13.10.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109.  The fact that the Germans 
were informed that the new town name of Slutzk was in honor of a female Jewish Communist no doubt 
made this decision easier.   
698 Ortskommandantur Pavlovsk (Slutzk), 14.10.1941, BA-MA RH 26-121/70.  
699 XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 18-20.10.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109.  This initiative was 
approved with some trepidation by OKW as it charged the division with “complete responsibility” for the 
newspaper’s content; see the entry for 21-22.10.41. 
700 Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 4.  



 198 

bodied males led to a labor shortage.701  Economic Staff East also controlled various 

enterprises and their employees within the town and this led to frequent contact between 

the two organizations, with the division reporting that relations between it and the 

economic authorities were “close and profitable.”702  In one instance during a meeting 

with the commander of the local Economic Staff East branch at division headquarters, the 

121st ID placed an order for twenty felt-blankets needed for wounded soldiers.  The 

commander agreed but stipulated that such work could only be completed if the soldiers 

provided sustenance for the workers.  The division promised to deliver dead horses to the 

workshop and the matter was settled.703  This example typified the relationship between 

the division and Economic Staff East as the latter “continually provided labor” for the 

former.704  In addition to establishing a factory to produce badly needed Russian felt-boots 

for the troops, the division also opened a workshop designed to produce sweaters in 

Pavlovsk. A mechanical repair shop and knitting factory was also opened in Pushkin.705  

By late February 1942, over 1,300 civilians worked for the occupiers.706  Many of these 

people were organized in labor companies designed to keep the streets clear of snow and 

for other construction purposes.707     

                                                 
701 XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 21-22.10.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109. 
702 Wi.Kdo. Krasnogwardeisk, Gru.Fü., 23.2.42, Monatsbericht Januar 1942, 7.1.42, 14.1.42, BA-MA RW 
31/948; Erfahrungsbericht Heeresversorgung, 7.12.1941, BA-MA RH 26-121/65. 
703 Wi.Kdo. Krasnogwardeisk, Gru.Fü., 23.2.42, Monatsbericht Januar 1942, 26.1.42., BA-MA RW 
31/948,  
704 Wi.Kdo. Görlitz, Gef.St.Krasnogwardeisk, Lagebericht (Monat Dezember 1941), BA-MA RW 31/948. 
705 Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 5; Divisionsartz 121 Division, Tätigkeitsbericht über 
den Einsatz der Sanitätsdienste bei der 121.Inf.-Division im Ostfeldzug vom 1.Oktober 1941 – 30.April 
1942, 9.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65 and Generalkommando L AK, Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IVa, 
Gen.Kdo. L AK für die Zeit vom 13.8.41-7.5.42, BA-MA RH 24-50/173.  On the repair shop, see Wi. Kdo. 
Görlitz, Gef. St. Krasnogwardeisk, Lagebericht (Monat Dezember 1941), BA-MA RW 31/948; on the 
knitting factory, see Lagebericht vom 10.1.42, BA-MA RW 31-498. 
706 Ortskommandantur I (V) 309 Abt. Ia, Pawlowsk 23.2.1942, Vorschläge der Ortskommandantur zur 
Bekämpfung von Flecktyphus, BA-MA RH 26-121/18. 
707 Strassenstützpunkt 8, Betr.: Einsatz der Arbeitskompanien an 121 ID, 16.3.1942, BA-MA RH 26-
121/19; 121 Infanterie Division, Ausbau gefährdeter Strassenteile, 30.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/20. 
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Despite Soviet claims to the contrary, it appears that civilians and troops lived in 

extremely close proximity within the town, at least during the initial period of 

occupation.708  Division command ordered members of the 121st ID to maintain a “strict 

separation” from civilians; this, however did not lead to the establishment of a ghetto for 

the civilian population.709  Instead they remained in specific houses, prominently marked 

with an “R,” in which German soldiers were forbidden to enter. 710  Two further pieces of 

evidence indicate that a ghettoization of the remaining population did not occur.  Firstly, 

following the outbreak of typhus in late February 1942, approximately six months after 

the beginning of the occupation, the Ortskommandant argued against any attempt to 

quarantine the remaining civilians from the troops because not only would this result in 

their ultimate starvation, but it would also severely curtail any economic activity in the 

town.711  Secondly, 67 members of the 121st ID were infected by venereal disease during 

the occupation of Pavlovsk.  Obviously, the separation of troops and the women who 

remained in the city was less than complete, a fact derisively noted by division command: 

“there doubtlessly exist forbidden relationships” between the troops and “the female 

section” of the civilian population. 712       

                                                 
708 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 1. 
709 The division was certainly prepared for such an eventuality, however.  At a meeting between 
Ortskommandanten, the division commander instructed all twelve of his subordinate village commanders 
that in case of a Red Army attack, they were to “ruthlessly drive the entire population together into the 
smallest area, with the male population under especially strict watch.  Weapons at hand;” see Besprechung 
des Div. Kdr. mit den Ortskommandanten am 5.2.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/16 and 121 Inf.-Division Abt. 
Ia, Ausbau der Ortsunterkünfte als Stützpunkte, 5.2.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/18. 
710 Divisionsartz 121 Division, Tätigkeitsbericht über den Einsatz der Sanitätsdienste bei der 121.Inf.-
Division im Ostfeldzug vom 1.Oktober 1941 – 30.April 1942, 9.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65.   
711 Ortskommandantur I (V) 309 Abt. Ia, Pawlowsk 23.2.1942, Vorschläge der Ortskommandantur zur 
Bekämpfung von Flecktyphus, BA-MA RH 26-121/18. 
712 Divisionsartz 121 Division, Tätigkeitsbericht über den Einsatz der Sanitätsdienste bei der 121.Inf.-
Division im Ostfeldzug vom 1.Oktober 1941 – 30.April 1942, 9.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65.  The 
division’s doctor estimated that 2,500 people remained in the city, “the majority of whom are female.” 
Women who tested positive for venereal disease were placed into special labor battalions; on the division’s 
appraisal of the situation see 121 Infanterie Division, Geheimhaltung, 17.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/20. 
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Individual soldiers claimed that they enjoyed a good relationship with the native 

inhabitants, so much so that German soldiers became “too trusting” and their “good-

naturedness” was exploited by partisans.  In this specific instance, a Russian set the house 

lodging NCO Heesch and his men afire.  While Heesch understood the man’s reasoning 

for committing such an act, he found the man’s execution deserved:   

 
he believed he was serving his country by making life difficult for us . . . for the 

 security of the troops, the struggle against the partisans allowed no mercy.  
 Through appropriate measures against these people, it needed to be made clear 
 that partisans were not soldiers and were to be treated in principle as guerillas.  So 
 it happened in this case.713 

 

The partisan threat identified by Heesch echoed across the entire northern area of 

operations.  During the last days of September 1941, Sixteenth Army’s Quartermaster 

ordered the evacuation of all male civilians between the ages of 15 and 50 from the battle 

zone, in an attempt to remove potential partisans from the area.714  This followed several 

incidents of partisan activity in Pavlovsk.  Following the attack on a German soldier in 

the city, members of Sonderkommando 1B, a sub-unit of Einsatzgruppe A, shot nine 

Russian civilians on September 24, six of whom were caught with explosives following 

curfew.715   The 121st ID also actively participated in the campaign against saboteurs and 

espionage, arresting three civilians found in possession of a radio transmitter as well as 

                                                 
713 Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 99.  Division orders 
seem to support Heesch’s statement; on April 17, 1942, the men were ordered not to “trust any civilians 
working for the army;” 121 Infanterie Division, Geheimhaltung, 17.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/20. 
714 XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 28-29.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109.  It appears that this order 
was not completely carried out, based on later discussions concerning further evacuations.   
715 Sicherheitspolizei und SD Sonderkommando 1B an XXVIII AK, 24.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/100.   
XXVIII Corps and Sonderkommando 1B, which was to be employed in Leningrad following its fall, 
reached an agreement on 11.9.41 “in regards to the surveillance of the civilian population, the surveillance 
of partisan activity and the obtaining of intelligence about the situation in Leningrad;” XXVIII AK, 
Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 10-11.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109. 
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two females described as “agents” on October 2.  The three civilians were handed over to 

the Secret Field Police attached to Eighteenth Army. 716   

Members of the division themselves carried out executions of five partisans found 

in possession of papers belonging to German soldiers on October 5.  The following day, 

the division enacted its first murderous Collective Measure when it executed 10 civilians 

in reprisal for the cutting of telephone wires.  Prior to this incident, the division had 

warned the civilian population that drastic measures would be taken if such sabotage 

continued.717  This episode also highlights the institutional cooperation between the 121st 

ID and the SS in security matters.  Following the executions, SD headquarters in 

Pavlovsk issued an announcement to the population publicizing the action and warning 

that in the future, such acts of sabotage would be punished by the shooting of 20 

civilians.718  Einsatzgruppe A described its relationship with the 121st ID as “so close, that 

discussions of locally important questions regularly took place in the headquarters of 

Einsatzgruppe A with the town commandants and other participating Wehrmacht 

authorities (for example in Pavlovsk).”719  In the case of Pavlovsk, the 121st ID and SD 

murder squads worked hand-in-hand to secure the city and ensure German rule.     

Further anti-partisan and other security activities continued through the fall and 

winter of 1941.  Troops forced 10 civilians, who were attempting to cross the lines in the 

                                                 
716 Ic Meldung, 2.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/57.  On the Secret Field Police, which brutally enforced 
Wehrmacht security directives, see Klaus Geßner, Geheime Feldpolizei: Zur Funktion und Organisation der 
faschistischen Wehrmacht (Berlin, 1986). 
717 Ic Meldung 7.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/57; Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 6-8.10.41, BA-MA RH 24-
28/109.  According to the Corps Intelligence Section, a further 10 civilians were shot on 9.10.41 for the 
same incident.  A record of this execution is not mentioned in the 121st ID’s records and it is impossible to 
determine who carried out the shooting.  This incident is also mentioned in Chrezvychainaia 
Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM, RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 3. 
718 Ereignismeldung Nr. 116, 17.Okt.1941, T-175, Roll 234, NARA.  See also Operational Situation Report 
USSR No. 116, in Yitzhak Arad, Shmuel Krakowski, Schmuel Spector (eds.), The Einsatzgruppen Reports: 
Selections from the Dispatches of the Nazi Death Squads’ Campaign Against the Jews in Occupied 
Territories of the Soviet Union, July 1941-January 1943 (New York, 1989) pp. 191-93. 
719 Ereignismeldung Nr. 150, 2.Januar 1942, T-175, Roll 234, NARA. 
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direction of Petersburg, to turn back; it appears that the High Command’s constant 

haranguing of the troops finally began to show effect.720  Patrols in the no-man’s land 

between German and Soviet lines also netted numerous civilians.  One instance of this 

occurred on October 23 with the arrest of 18 civilians and 14 Red Army men who had 

been living between the lines.  After “firm questioning” that determined “they were all 

partisans living in an empty bunker” – even though the group included ten women and 

four children – the division delivered those considered the most dangerous to the SD 

while the remainder were sent to the labor camp outside of the city.721   

While the 121st ID continued to actively hunt partisans, it reported that aside from 

one blown bridge and several cut wires, “partisan activity in the division’s area can still 

be characterized as minimal.”722 Economic Staff East agreed with this assessment, stating 

that most partisan actions during the first months of 1942 did not take the form of 

“offensive activity against the Wehrmacht in the form of attacks and sabotage acts” but 

were directed rather as a general “terror against the civilian population” which pushed it 

into a “unproductive apathy and passivity.”723 Traces of partisan activity continued, 

however, throughout the division’s occupation of Pavlovsk as even during the spring of 

1942, telephone wires were found cut and sentries reported coming under sniper fire.724  

This caused the division to increase the number of patrols in the area as well as to enact a 

more stringent policy of identifying civilians.725  One civilian who attempted to cross the 
                                                 
720 KTB, 31.10.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/16.  The War Diary states that they were “turned back by 
weapons.”  Though this formulation is rather vague, it appears likely that the Germans did not shoot anyone 
as no mention is made of any casualties or deaths.  In a discussion at the Eighteenth Army Quartermaster’s 
headquarters, the participants decided that “under all circumstances the civilian population trying to come 
to us from Leningrad and Oranienbaum are to be stopped through use of machine guns and artillery;” AOK 
18, O.Qu. 21.11.41, Punkte für Chef-Besprechung, T-312, Roll 766.   
721 XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 21-22.10.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/109.   
722 121 ID Abt. Ic, 16.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/18. 
723 Wi.Kdo. Krasnogwardeisk, Gru.Fü., Monatsbericht März 1942, BA-MA RW 31/948. 
724 KTB, 10.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/16. 
725 121 Infanterie-Division, Abt. Ia, Betr.: Partisanentätigkeit, 10.3.1942; III Abteilung Artillerie-Regiment 
121, Abt. Ia, Partisanentätigkeit, 6.3.42; both in BA-MA RH 26-121/19. 
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front line in the direction of Leningrad was shot as the 121st ID began to more uniformly 

enforce earlier directives prohibiting such movements.726  In addition to repressing any 

resistance within their operational area, the East Prussians enlisted the assistance of 

civilians by rewarding them for information with both money and, more importantly, 

foodstuffs. 727  The latter proved especially effective in binding Russian civilians to the 

Wehrmacht.  This, in turn, pointed to the most pressing problem that determined the 

relationship between the 121st ID and Pavlovsk’s population: food.   

According to Johannes Hürter, “the decision over Leningrad’s future fate was the 

kick-off for a ruthless occupation policy in [Eighteenth] Army’s area.”728  While this 

implies that the Army’s decision to abrogate all responsibility for the civilian population 

under its control occurred only after the decision to encircle and starve the metropolis, 

pre-war planning certainly envisioned the starvation of upwards of 30 million civilians 

throughout the Soviet Union.729  The majority of these victims would be found in the 

regions of central and northern Russia, and more specifically in the major urban and 

industrial areas, that traditionally imported grain from Ukraine and Siberia.730    This so-

called “forest zone” included both Leningrad and Moscow.731  The dependence of 

Leningrad and its environs on the importation of foodstuffs continually increased during 

the early twentieth century, and this was only exacerbated by the frenetic industrialization 

of the 1930s.  Even with the city of Leningrad taken out of consideration, German 

                                                 
726 121 Infanterie-Division, Abt. Ic, 6.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/60. 
727 121 Infanterie-Division, Abt. Ic, Feindlagen-Bericht Nr. 1, 16.2.42, BA-MA 26-121/18. 
728 Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und 
Winter 1941/42,” p. 438.   
729 Himmler, Göring, and Backe all used this same figure in various settings; see Ganzenmüller, Das 
belagerte Leningrad 1941-1944, p. 48.   
730 Müller, “From Economic Alliance to a War of Colonial Exploitation,” pp. 176-178. 
731 On the German view of the “forest zone” and areas in the Soviet Union that were not self-sufficient in 
food production, see Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, pp. 44-59, esp. pp. 49-52.  For an examination of the 
starvation policies and their relation to Leningrad, see Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte Leningrad 1941-1944, 
pp. 41-53. 
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economic agencies believed that the region’s agricultural surplus would provide little or 

no food for the Wehrmacht.732  In short, the German drive on Leningrad took place in a 

region unable to feed itself in peace time, much less in a period of war.  With troops 

equipped with only 20 days of rations and then expected to live off of the land in such an 

agriculturally impoverished area, the struggle between soldiers and civilians for scant 

resources inevitably led to widespread starvation for the latter.733         

Already in mid-August, SD units described conditions in northwest Russia as 

“economic anarchy,” a situation that drastically worsened during the fall and winter of 

1941.734  A Soviet report dating from early October stated  

 
in the occupied districts, where there has been a German presence, all domestic 

 poultry has been seized . . . leaving very little livestock.  The population eats in 
 general only potatoes.735 

 

Six days after the 121st ID occupied Pavlovsk, Einsatzgruppe A described the 

situation: 

 
the entire Russia-proper area that has been occupied by Army Group North 

 presents a uniform picture of economic and cultural misery . . . In several areas, 
 for example near Luga and Lake Samra, nearly all cattle herds and horses have 
 been carried off.  German troops have requisitioned nearly the entire chicken 
 population, so that the food situation is extraordinarily difficult for the civilian 
 population.736         

 

                                                 
732 Hass, “Deutsche Besatzungspolitik im Leningrader Gebiet 1941-1944,” pp. 66-7; Hill, The War Behind 
the Eastern Front, p. 26; Goure, The Siege of Leningrad, p.6. 
733 Müller notes that the entire Ostheer invaded with 20 days worth of supply; “The Failure of the 
Economic ‘Blitzkrieg Strategy’,” p. 1144. 
734 Ereignismeldung Nr. 53, 15.August 1941, NARA, T 175, Roll 233.  
735 Quoted in Hill, The War Behind the Eastern Front, p. 54. 
736 Ereignismeldung Nr. 94, 25.September 1941, NARA T 175, Roll 233. 
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In early October, XXXVIII Corps was already asking for instructions concerning 

the starving population in its area of operations.  The response from Chief Quartermaster 

Wagner, via Eighteenth Army, was that “every supply train out of the Heimat cuts down 

on stocks in Germany.  It is better if our people have something and the Russians 

starve.”737     

The closer German troops came to Leningrad, the more desperate the situation 

appeared.  In the city of Pushkin, L Corps notified Eighteenth Army in early October that 

“20,000 people, most of whom are factory workers, are without food.  Starvation is 

expected.”  Eighteenth Army’s Quartermaster noted in reply that “the provision of food 

for the civilian population by the troops does not come into question.”738  This attitude 

towards the civilian population mirrored that of other commands in Army Group North.  

 In a meeting between members of Sixteenth Army and XXVIII Corps on October 

29, the Corps received instructions to leave civilians under its jurisdiction to their own 

devices regarding their sustenance: “in no case does the feeding of the civilian population 

come into question.”  Sixteenth Army then ordered the establishment of evacuated zones 

behind the front lines, with the civilians shipped to labor camps. 739  Eighteenth Army also 

began to view evacuation as a means to get around solving the problem of starving 

civilians in its midst: Küchler ordered the removal of all civilians from the forward area 

of operations in response to his corps’ commanders fears of epidemics and the effects on 

                                                 
737 Quoted in Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im 
Herbst und Winter 1941/42,” p. 409. For more on Wagner and his responsibility in planning and carrying 
out the war in the east, see Christian Gerlach, “Militärische ‘Versorgungszwänge,’ Besatzungspolitik und 
Massenverbrechen: Die Rolle des Generalquartiermeisters des Heeres und seiner Dienstellen im Krieg 
gegen die Sowjetunion,” in Norbert Frei et.al., (eds.), Ausbeutung, Vernichtung, Öffentlichkeit: Neue 
Studien zur nationalsozialistischen Lagerpolitik, (Munich, 2000), pp. 175-208. 
738 AOK18, Kriegstagebuch Oberquartiermeister, 5.10.41 in Jahn (ed.) Blockade Leningrad,  p. 126. 
739 XXVIII AK, KTB, 29.10.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20a.  At this time, there were approximately 40,000 
civilians in XXVIII Corps’ area of responsibility.  See XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil III, 23-24.10.41, 
BA-MA RH 24-28/109. 
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the troops’ discipline caused by watching starving women and children.740  Less than two 

weeks later, 18,000 civilians had been evacuated out of the forward combat area; a 

further 10,000 were scheduled to follow shortly thereafter.741  In all, more than 75,000 

civilians were deported from the forward combat lines and sent to Army Group’s Rear 

Area; this, however, did not lead to a satisfactory solution to the food issue.742  It merely 

shifted the problem onto the shoulders of rear-area officers and led, as aptly described by 

Hürter, to a “ghetto-like refugee reservation.”743 

German transportation capacity, however, was insufficient to carry out a complete 

evacuation of the civilian population and those who remained in the cities and towns 

ringing Leningrad faced an increasingly desperate struggle for survival.  L Corps 

complained to Eighteenth Army that  

 
the population’s situation has deteriorated to such an extent, that it is intolerable 
for the troops’ morale to continually have to see such misery. For example, 
women and children come to the troops’ local headquarters  and beg for food.  
They suggest that they would rather be shot immediately than be abandoned to an 
excruciating death by starvation.744   

 

The sight of “pitiful [civilians] feeding themselves on dead horses, potatoes and cabbage 

that are still found in the fields, or from food begged from the troops” led XXVIII Corps 

                                                 
740 Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und 
Winter 1941/42,” p. 411.  As Hürter notes, “instead of feeding the civilians, the idea to separate them from 
the troops and evacuate them increasingly emerged;” p. 410.  The local branch of Economic Staff East also 
viewed these evacuations as positive measures due to the “increasingly worsening food situation,” Wi.Kdo. 
Görlitz, Gef.St.Krasnogwardeisk, Lagebericht (Monat Dezember 1941), BA-MA RW 31/948. 
741 Heeresgruppenkommando Nord, Ib Nr. 7991/41 geheim. 21.10.41, Betr.: Behandlungen der 
Zivilbevölkerung aus den Vorstädten von Leningrad, NARA, T-312, Roll 766. 
742 Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte Leningrad 1941-1944, p. 76. 
743 Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. Armee im Herbst und 
Winter 1941/42,” p. 413.   
744 Generalkommando L AK, Abt. Qu. 29.11.41, Betr.: Flüchtlingsverkehr, NARA T-312, Roll 766.  
Eighteenth Army was forced to postpone the evacuation of 35,000 civilians as a result of “the extremely 
strained transportation situation;” Armeeoberkommando 18, Abt. O.Qu./Qu.2 Betr.: Flüchtlinge 
14.12.1941, NARA T-312, Roll 767. 
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to request a new policy for supplying civilians with sustenance.745  At the lower levels of 

the German Army, the plight of civilians caused numerous officers and men to question 

official policies.  

The Wehrmacht’s response to the growing starvation was encapsulated in Field-

Marshal Walter von Reichenau’s infamous order concerning the ideological nature of the 

war.  Reichenau, commander of Sixth Army operating in Ukraine, issued the order to his 

troops on October 10 in which he neatly summed up the ideological motivations behind 

the war.  Hitler found the order to mirror his own thinking and had it distributed to other 

Ostheer units.  The 121st ID received the directive on November 6.  Regarding the food 

situation in the occupied territories of the Soviet Union, Reichenau stated 

 
the feeding from troop kitchens of native inhabitants and prisoners-of-war who 

 are not in the service of the Wehrmacht is the same misconstrued humanity as is 
 the giving away of cigarettes and bread.  What the Heimat has spared, what the 
 command has brought to the front despite great difficulties, should not be given 
 by the troops to the enemy, even when it comes from war booty.  This is a 
 necessary part of our supply.746 

 

XXVIII Corps attached its own formulation to Reichenau’s directive.  Stating that the 

general situation required that “soldiers must be educated to be extremely tough,” it then 

“stressed” the following points: 

 
1.) Every piece of bread that is given to the civilian population is one taken from 

 the Heimat. 
2.) Every civilian, including women and children, who wants to cross 

 through our encirclement ring around Leningrad is to be shot.  The fewer eaters 
                                                 
745 Quoted in Johannes Hürter, “Konservative Mentalität, militärischer Pragmatismus, ideologisierte 
Kriegführung: Das Beispiel des GeneralsGeorg von Küchler,” in Gerhard Hirschfeld and Tobias Jersak 
(eds.), Karrieren im Nationalsozialismus: Funktionseliten zwischen Mitwirkung und Distanz (Frankfurt am 
Main, 2004), pp. 239-253; here, p. 245.  
746 Armeebefehl des Oberbefehlshabers der 6.Armee, Generalfeldmarshall von Reichenau, vom 
10.10.1941, printed in Ueberschär and Wette (ed.), “Unternehmen Barbarossa”: Der Deutsche Überfall auf 
die Sowjetunion 1941, pp. 285-86. 
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 there are in Leningrad increases the resistance there, and every refugee tends 
 towards spying or being a partisan; all of this costs the lives of German soldiers. 

3.) German soldiers do not serve to transport the Russian population.747   

      

Küchler’s thinking on the food issue converged with these orders.  He ordered the strict 

separation of the Russian population from the occupying German soldier, in part due to 

espionage dangers and in part “so that the soldiers aren’t continually tempted to give their 

food to the inhabitants.”  During a visit to the SS-Polizei Division in late November, 

Küchler emphasized that “under no circumstances could food be given to the civilian 

population,” utilizing the familiar slogan that such misplaced acts of charity were costing 

the German homefront food. 748 The views of Eighteenth Army’s commander on this 

question were certainly echoed by other members of the German High Command.749  

On November 4, Wagner distributed a directive to all Army and Panzer Groups 

which stated that the Economic Staff East and not the Wehrmacht was responsible for 

feeding Soviet civilians.750  He then categorically forbade provisioning of foodstuffs to the 

surrounding population, ordering local commandants to merely supervise the distribution 

                                                 
747 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Tätigkeitsbericht Teil II, 6.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/108.  In its own 
order concerning the arrest of two Russian agents in Slutzk, L Corps stated that “all good-naturedness 
towards the population supports partisan and espionage activity;” Generalkommando L AK, 9.10.41, 
Zivilverkehr, BA-MA RH 24-50/145. 
748 Quoted in Hürter, “Konservative Mentalität, militärischer Pragmatismus, ideologisierte Kriegführung,“ 
p. 146. 
749 This is not to say that there were no critics of Eighteenth Army’s occupation policies.  Major General 
Hans Knuth, commandant of the rear army area, wrote Küchler’s headquarters “One gives the people 
something to eat, then every problem is solved;” Ibid., p. 245. 
750 Oberkommando des Heeres, Gen St d H/Gen Qu, Abt. K.Verw., Nr. II/7732/41 geh., Betr. Ernährung 
der Zivilbevölkerung im Operationsgebiet, 4.11.41, reproduced in Hamburg Institute for Social Research 
(ed.), Verbrechen der Wehrmacht: Dimensionen des Vernichtungskrieges 1941-1944,  p. 301.  The 
Economic Staff East recognized that it was responsible for feeding the urban areas under German 
concentration but only “so long as it was possible not to interfere with German interests;” Müller (ed.), Die 
faschistische Okkupationspolitik in den zeitweilig besetzten Gebieten der Sowjetunion (1941-1944), 
(Berlin, 1991), Nr. 53, p. 212.  The relative consensus regarding this policy condemned numerous civilians 
to starvation in the Leningrad area as the offices of Economic Staff East lacked the necessary foodstuffs to 
keep civilians alive.  Many of its local branches were forced to turn to the Army for assistance in this 
matter.  See above, p. 9. 



 209 

of food in villages and towns.  A similar line was taken at the meeting of Halder and the 

Commanders and Quartermasters of the Eastern Army at Orša on November 13, 1941.  

According to the notes of Eighteen Army’s Chief of Staff, Colonel Gerhart Hasse, “the 

food question is especially worrying.”751  Since winter deliveries could not be sent to the 

front in sufficient quantities, “it [was] of especial importance that the troops do 

everything possible to live off of the land for as long as possible.”  The plight of the 

civilian population was then considered: 

 
The question of feeding the civilian population is catastrophic.  To reach some 

 sort of solution, one needs to proceed towards a classification system. It is clear, 
 that within this classification, the troops and their needs stand at the highest level.  
 The civilian population will only be allowed a minimum necessary for existence 
 . . . The question of feeding the large cities is unsolvable. There is no doubt that 
 especially Leningrad will starve as it is impossible to feed this city.  The 
 commanders’ only objective can be to keep the troops as far as possible away 
 from this and its associated occurrences. 

 

A further meeting between the Corps Quartermasters and Eighteenth Army 

Quartermaster in December neatly summed up the prevailing attitude: it was decided that 

when it came to the civilian population, “feeding was a crime.”752  With such agreement at 

the highest levels of the German Army, the deaths due to starvation of Russian civilians 

in Leningrad’s occupied suburbs specifically, and in Eighteenth Army’s area of 

responsibility, more generally, only increased during the winter of 1941-1942. 

The branch of Wirtschaftsstab Ost responsible for the area under German military 

occupation outside of Leningrad filed the following report on the morale and condition of 

civilians during the winter of 1941-1942: 

 
                                                 
751 Merkpunkte aus der Chefbesprechung in Orscha am 13.11.41, reproduced in Ueberschär and Wette 
(ed.), “Unternehmen Barbarossa”: Der Deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion 1941, pp. 308-309.  
752 Besprechung O.Qu. am 1.12.1941, BA-MA RH 24-50/175. 
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The  population’s  mood in the combat area has undergone fluctuations, but is 
increasingly pessimistic.  This is due less to the accompanying effects of the 
fighting itself (shots, bombings, etc, etc.) and much more to the recently 
increasing incidence of death by starvation, along with typhus, which children, 
adolescents and the elderly fall prey to.  The urge to wander in the rear-areas is 
consequently much more noticeable and this cannot be stopped as, on the one 
hand the wanderers use back roads and on the other, the commanders, especially 
of the front-line troops, have supported and encouraged this wandering through 
certain measures because they don’t want the sight of civilians’ starvation  to be a 
strain on the nerves of the troops . . . . 
Due to the hunger, a large section of the population has come to the troops for 

 work.  For the female population, this is not completely possible.  The very low 
 number of male workers has, by contrast, as good as completely dried up.  There
 already exists an urgent need for them [workers – J.R.] that cannot be satisfied
 from the surrounding area.  The morale of the male work-force is, in so far as 
 they have families, very depressed, because they can only survive themselves 
 with their allocated rations and they cannot protect their family members from 
 starvation.  In addition, the insufficient food causes a constant decrease in  worker 
 capabilities. 

 

The official continued by complaining that the entire agricultural economy was 

threatened with collapse by the constant decimation of the work force through the 

population’s continual wanderings in search of food, forced evacuations, and, most 

importantly, starvation, which “brought the demise of hundreds every day.”753   

Police reports confirmed the economic authorities’ findings.  Einsatzgruppe A 

stated in January that  

 
the question of food supply for the civilian population in the area around 

 Leningrad is becoming increasingly problematic.  Food or food stocks are not 
 available.  Recently the population is trying to find food in neighboring villages or 
 by working for Wehrmacht units. The predicament has advanced to such a stage 
 that even the skin of  dead or slaughtered animals has found a use.754     

 

                                                 
753 Wirtschaftskommando Krasnogwardeisk, Monatsbericht vom 1.-31.1.1942, 5.2.42, BA-MA RW 
31/948. 
754 Ereignismeldung Nr. 162, 30.Jan.1942, NARA T-175, Roll 234. 
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Economic Staff East reported in February that “due to the catastrophic fodder situation, 

there can be no talk of cattle or milk [supply] . . . the minimal potato stocks that the 

peasants had are now at an end.  Since there are as good as no potato stocks available, 

one cannot count on any potato deliveries in February 1942.”755  By March, “the mood in 

the cities and the northeast sector was poor, determined by the increasingly desperate 

development of the food situation.”756  One month later, Einsatzgruppe A reported that the 

surviving civilian population was attempting to find the graves of horses buried the 

previous summer and eating the disinterred carcasses; their hunger obviously outweighed 

any hygienic considerations.757  In Liuban, baby calves were being slaughtered due to the 

“disastrous state of the food situation.”  While such short-term solutions would have 

devastating long-term effects on meat and milk supply in the area, the immediate 

emergency demanded such actions.758  As the testimony of these two organizations shows, 

the situation for Russian civilians in northwest Russia, especially in the towns and cities, 

had long since passed a crisis point by spring 1942.  

The situation in Pavlovsk fit into this general picture of famine and misery on 

behalf of the Russian population as well as that of the Wehrmacht’s logistical crisis.                  

Though the 121st ID’s supply system functioned reasonably well during the drive on 

Pavlovsk, once the advance stopped the supply of cattle dried up and the men were forced 

to rely upon deliveries from the Army’s butcher station in Krasnogvardeisk.759 A general 

                                                 
755 Wi.Kdo. Krasnogwardeisk Gruppe La., Monatsbericht Februar 1942, BA-MA RW 31/948. 
756 Ereignismeldung Nr. 186, 27.März 1942, NARA T-175, Roll 234. 
757 Ereignismeldung Nr. 190, 8.April 1942, NARA T-175, Roll 234.  My emphasis.  Heesch also discusses 
such incidents in his memoir: “During the initial period [of occupation] the civilians ate only  the horses 
received from us, but it later transpired that they dug up previously buried horse cadavers and here, hunger 
led them to do something that was unimaginable for us;” Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie 
Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 98. 
758 Wirtschaftskommando Krasnogwardeisk, Befehlstelle Ljuban, Monatsbericht für April 1942, 18.4.42, 
BA-MA RW 31/948. 
759 Divisionsintendant 121. Inf. Division, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 21.9.1941 bis 30.4.1942, 
30.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/65; Wirtschaftskommando Krasnogwardeisk, 5.2.42, BA-MA RW 31/948.  
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lack of transport capacity limited the Wehrmacht to deliveries of either ammunition or 

food; this created a situation when one or the other was invariably in short supply.760   

Insufficient stores or stocks in the Russian interior aggravated these problems.  Ewers 

reported that when such establishments were found, “they were either ransacked or 

burned down as nearly every village is” by either the retreating Soviet forces or the 

pursuing German units.761  All of this contributed to the scourge of wild requisitioning 

which various organizations correctly saw as threatening to destroy the fragile 

relationship between the Wehrmacht and the Russian people in the occupied areas of 

northern Russia.  The Economic Staff East complained that  

 
the department finds itself . . . in a difficult and just as hopeless defensive 

 struggle against the “organizing” of the individual man as well as that of entire 
 units and finds a thankful understanding for its tasks from only a few units.  The 
 guilt lay less with the men, and more with the lower, and especially the higher 
 leadership, which partly has no real understanding and which partly has closed its 
 mind around ideas, all of which are neither sound nor reasonable.762   

 

XXVIII Corps instructed its subordinate units that the following actions all contributed to 

an increase in the civilian population’s antipathy towards the Wehrmacht: the forceful 

requisitioning of cattle without compensations, especially when children were present; 

the taking of a farmer’s last grain or cow without payment; and the rummaging through a 

                                                 
760 O.Qu. Tagesmeldung XXVIII AK für den 8.10.1941, NARA T-312, Roll 763.  The Economic Staff 
East Headquarters working with Army Group North reported that “the transport situation of the rail-road is 
so bad that Army Group North has discontinued all transport to and from the Heimat indefinitely [bis auf 
weiteres]. . . Here as well there is a considerable deficit of fuel.  Locomotives are frozen by the extreme 
cold as there aren’t enough available garages for them;” Wi In Nord Fp. Nr. 46376 Az.: Chefgr.Fü/Id, 
B.Nr. 1139541 geh. 31.12.41, Betr.: Lagebericht für die Zeit vom 16.-31.12.41, BA-MA RW 31/584.  
761 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers, Btl. Adj., 2.8.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095.  Catherine 
Merridal suggests that many of these stores were in fact looted by Soviet citizens after the Red Army had 
pulled out of an area; see her Ivan’s War: Life and Death in the Red Army, 1939-1945 (New York, 2006), 
p. 107. 
762 Wi.Kdo Görlitz, Gef.St.Krasnogwardeisk, Lagebericht (Monat Dezember 1941), BA-MA RW 31/948. 
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house and confiscating items used daily by the inhabitants.  It then ordered an outright 

ban on “wild requisitions.”763       

Though “wild requisitions” were theoretically banned, the organized plunder of 

Pavlovsk received official sanction.  Soon after their arrival in the town, soldiers and 

other German officials confiscated all food stocks in warehouses and markets as well as 

those held by individuals in their houses.764  A contemporary report blandly stated that 

“the population was picked clean in the fall and winter.”765  This, in the words of the 

Soviet Extraordinary Commission, “created a situation of incredible hunger in the city, 

the result of which caused the intentional death of the population.”766  Over six thousand 

inhabitants of the town died due to starvation and the various diseases that accompany 

hunger.767  In the most tragic case of organized starvation, 387 children between the ages 

of three and thirteen died during the winter of 1941/1942 while staying in an orphanage 

established by the Germans.  According to witnesses, the death of 10 to 15 children due 

to hunger on a single day occurred more than once.768    

In an attempt to survive, many civilians resorted to crimes of desperation.  In 

Pushkin, an ethnic German killed his aunt in order to trade her jewelry for food; he was 

arrested and shot.769  The disappearance of a dozen children and adolescents in Pushkin 

led to the arrest of a man whose home contained various female body parts.  He had been 

selling human flesh as pork at the local market.770  In Pavlovsk, a married couple was 

                                                 
763 Gen.Kdo.XXVIII, Erfahrungsbericht über den Umgang mit der Zivilbevölkerung, 15.11.41, BA-MA 
RH 24/28-110 
764 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 1.  
765 Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 4 
766 Chrezvychainaia Gosudarcvennaia Komissiia, USHMM RG 22-002M, Reel 18, Pavlovsk, p. 1.  
767 Ibid., p. 6.  While this is the total number of starvation deaths during the entire occupation, it is clear 
from the context that the overwhelming majority of these deaths occurred during the first winter of war. 
768 Ibid., p. 4. 
769 Ereignismeldung Nr. 169, 16.Februar 1942, NARA T-175, Roll 234. 
770 Wi.Kdo Krasnogwardeisk, Gru.Fü., Monatsbericht Februar 1942, 23.2.1942, BA-MA RW 31/948. 
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hanged for cannibalism in February 1942.  Apparently they had killed one of their 

grandfathers and, after using part of his remains at home, sold the rest at market as rabbit 

meat.  The couple then murdered three children and disposed of their bodies in the same 

manner as that of the elderly man.  They were finally apprehended while in the midst of 

dismembering a fourth victim – a nine year old girl.771  An investigation into the 

disappearance of several children led German police units to the apartment of yet another 

woman in April.  Finding human flesh there, they arrested her and brought her in for 

questioning.  While admitting to having eaten five children, she claimed to have killed no 

one; rather she had disinterred them from the town’s cemetery. Neither members of the 

Russian auxiliary police nor the German Security Police believed the woman and she was 

executed.772  These cases, specifically those concerning cannibalism, seemed to provide 

vivid confirmation of Nazi propaganda in the eyes of many Germans in the Pavlovsk 

area.  The Communications Section of the 121st ID believed  

 
these bestial acts in our immediate vicinity have confirmed for us that the rotten 

 beasts are absolutely devoid of feeling and that when civilians from the circle of 
 the so-called intelligentsia perpetrate this type of act, one cannot expect any better 
 from the sub-humans thrown together in the  Red Army. 773 

 

In reality, however, such acts merely highlighted the desperation felt by Soviet citizens 

under the boot of a brutal German occupation. 

Members of the staffs of Army Group North and Eighteenth Army viewed these 

developments with resignation.  After visiting Pavlovsk to check on the possibility of an 

outbreak of dysentery, Eighteenth Army’s ranking medical office, told Küchler that 

                                                 
771 Chronik der 2.Kompanie Nachrichten-Abteilung 121, BA-MA 44/381; Ereignismeldung Nr. 169, 
16.Februar 1942, NARA T-175, Roll 234.  The couple had signs placed on them that read “We are hanging 
because we tried to devour our own children; Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 6. 
772  Sicherheitspolizei u.S.D., Außenstelle Pawlowsk, 3.April 1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/70. 
773 Chronik der 2.Kompanie Nachrichten-Abteilung 121, BA-MA 44/381. 
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there is no epidemic . . . the primary cause of all of the population’s 

 sickness is hunger and the general weakness caused by this.  The population 
 will be medically watched as far as this is possible.  Medicine is in short supply as 
 the materials needed for it are in short-supply.  They just suffice for the needs of 
 the troops . . .  Nothing can be done for the population.774  

 

Some soldiers on the ground, however, viewed the bleak situation in more humane terms.  

Even men who had previously viewed the Soviet Union’s inhabitants with a mixture of 

contempt and revulsion displayed varying degrees of compassion and pity for their plight 

during the winter of 1941/1942.  A medic in the East Prussia 21st ID described the 

situation in late December 1941: 

 
a man is lying on the street, a civilian or a prisoner of war.  He is completely 
broken down by exhaustion in the freezing weather, and steam rises of off his still 
warm head.  In general, ragged and starving civilians.  They stagger and drag 
themselves till then [death JR], in -40 degree weather.  Their houses are 
destroyed, either by the Bolsheviks or by us.  No one can help them.  With 
weakened arms, they try to hack pieces out of frozen horse cadavers.  Numerous 
children are dying in the villages, one sees many with prematurely  aged faces and 
with bloated stomachs.  Children and women look through the horse excrement 
on the street . . . in hopes of making something edible.  Shortly before we left our 
last position in Myssalovo, a Russian family  stood in their house in front 
of a warm oven, crying with faces pale from terror because they knew that their 
house would shortly be in flames.  Finally an old woman tore herself away from 
the  oven and put her last rags on a hand-pulled sled and moved out into the icy     
cold. 775 

  

Several members of the 121st ID attempted to alleviate the starvation they 

witnessed all around them despite the official directives forbidding such practices.  The 

Commander of the 408th Infantry Regiment noted that  

                                                 
774 Besprechung des Chefs mit Genst. Arzt Dr. Gunderloch, 26.10.41, KTB 18 AOK, NARA, T-312, Roll 
782. 
775 Tagebuchaufzeichnungen aus dem Rußandfeldzug des Kp.Chef.San Kp. 21. Dr. Werner Schneider vom 
18.6.1941-27.07.1943, 26.12.41, BA-MA MSg 2/2778. 
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the question of sustenance [for civilians] is becoming increasingly  burning. It can 

 and will only be solved when thousands are evacuated from the occupied area.  
 This process is developing very slowly.  Until then hundreds of hungry and those 
 without employment are drawn to German field kitchens for food or are given ad 
 hoc support from the Russian mayors.776 

 

Lt. Heinz E., writing home about the upcoming winter, also addressed the plight 

of the Russian inhabitants: 

   
The civilian population will suffer a great deal as fuel and food are not available. 

 Our field kitchens are already besieged.  I see large-scale starvation coming.  For 
 one piece of bread, the women work  the entire day for us.777 

 

Heesch also commented on the soldier’s efforts to assist the starving civilians: 

 
Because we had direct contact with the civilian population, we got to know their 
desperation.  We learned of their supply difficulties and about their other worries.  
When one of our horses died and was given away, the population divided it 
amongst themselves.  This divvying out consisted of a crowd of people – men, 
women and children – with axes, knives etc, pouncing on the horse, with 
everyone trying to get a piece of meat in this way.  When the crowd left, there 
was not much  more than the horse’s tail left.  

 

He also noted more pro-active measures taken by the 121st ID: 

 
When German troops were able to ease the starvation, they did.  It was not only 
those who did something useful, for example potato peelers, wood-cutters, 
laundry girls etc, but also children who were always found in great numbers 
around the field-kitchens.778  

                                                 
776 “Mein Regiment,” 21.9.41, BA-MA RH 37/3096. 
777 Lt. Heinz E, Feldpostbriefe 30.Oktober 1941, in Jahn (ed.) Blockade Leningrad, p. 139.  
778 Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie Grenadier-Regiment 408, pp. 98, 99.  While Heesch 
provides some evidence of the Army’s endeavors to assist civilians, his more animated description of the 
“selfless actions” of German officials to ensure that “our brave horses” did not suffer a starvation 
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A member of the Rhenish 254th ID described his experiences in Liuban during 

January 1942: 
due to the continual heavy bombing attacks, Liuban has been partially 

 evacuated.  We have dug in near the cemetery on the banks of the Tigoda. The 
 civilian population that is still in Liuban suffers frightfully.  Nothing to eat and no 
 possibilities for fuel in the freezing weather.  The death rate for the Russians is 
 shockingly high.  Day after day, those Russians who themselves are barely able to 
 move, drag the bodies of those who died from starvation or cold to the cemetery.  
 Our few field kitchens are constantly mobbed by hundreds of women and children 
 when the food is distributed. When we try to help, it is always only a drop in the 
 ocean.  Our rations themselves are smaller and smaller every day and the soup is 
 always thinner. The few transports bring scarcely enough munitions for the 
 desperate fighting on the front.779 

       

That such actions by individuals continued during the winter months is evidenced by yet 

another order in February forbidding German troops from providing civilians with food, 

tobacco, and even fuel.780  Soviet authorities also recognized that German troops generally 

acted sympathetically towards women and children: they instructed female agents to 

approach German field-kitchens and beg as “many German soldiers have children at 

home and can’t stand to watch the misery of children in this country.”781  SD units also 

believed that Wehrmacht soldiers played an important role in assisting numerous civilians 

in surviving the winter, reporting that “it must be assumed, that the population was able 

to beg food from Wehrmacht units . . . Wehrmacht camps have alleviated the worst of the 

emergency situation by making foodstuffs available to the civilian population.”  

                                                                                                                                                 
“catastrophe” during the winter of 1941-1942 emphasizes the relative worth he placed on the lives of 
Soviet civilians and German horses; see p. 97. 
779 Schicksalskämpfe des II.Gren.Rgt.454 (254 ID) 1939-1945, BA-MA RH 37/3098.  The Economic Staff 
East branch in the Krasnogvardeisk region described the population of Liuban as “reserved, resigned and 
passive” due to the “increasingly catastrophic food situation;’ Wi.Kdo. Krasnogwardeisk, Gru.Fü., 
Monatsbericht April 1942, BA-MA RW 31/948.  
780 Generalkommando L AK, Abt. Qu., Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgung Nr. 170, 7.2.1942, 
BA-MA RH 24-50/176. 
781 Ereignismeldung Nr. 130, 7.Nov.1941, NARA T-175, Roll 234. 
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Einsatzgruppe A also noted that the troops slaughtered horses during the winter and gave 

at least some of the meat to civilians.782  While the members of the 121st ID certainly 

enforced many of the Wehrmacht’s most severe and criminal directives, individual 

soldiers did what they could to assist the helpless in their midst.    

From the individual soldier’s point of view, the largest supply problem was the 

delivery of clothing and equipment.  Members of the 121st ID, therefore turned to the 

civilian population for winter clothing; Once again the Quartermaster’s claim that “by 

and large the troops can’t complain” since most of the men recently arrived as 

replacements with a full complement of winter gear was wishful thinking.  According to 

the division’s own report on winter equipment, numerous items were in short supply, 

including coats, boots, and woolen underclothes.783  By late November, only 50 percent of 

the gloves and 5 percent of the felt boots required by Eighteenth Army had been 

delivered to the men.784   A lack of gloves proved especially problematic, as the cold 

made it nearly impossible for the men to use their weapons effectively.785  Soldiers were 

reduced to asking their relatives and friends at home for such items.786  By early 

December, the division ordered its troops to purchase the necessary items from the 

                                                 
782 Ereignismeldung Nr. 190, 8.April 1942, NARA T-175, Roll 234. The men of the 121st ID were not the 
only soldiers who attempted to alleviate the suffering of Russians in their area of responsibility.  In the 
spring of 1942, Third Panzer Army, operating southwest of Moscow, noted in its war diary that “although 
no provisions may be handed over to the civilian population, for the most part, the civilian population is 
being fed by the Wehrmacht;” quoted in Müller, “The Failure of the Economic ‘Blitzkrieg Strategy’,” p. 
1144. 
783 121 Inf. Division, Winterausstattung, 10.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/65.  Despite the soldiers’ procuring 
of needed items from Russian POWs and civilians, the division had, for example, 827 fur coats, 989 felt 
boots, and 2,519 pairs of woolen underwear for the 12,719 men in the division.  While a significant number 
of these men undoubtedly were replacements who came equipped for the winter, the difference between the 
number of total soldiers and the number of coats, boots, and underwear is striking. 
784 Besprechungspunkte!, NARA, T-312, Roll 766, Frame 8414434.  One example of the results of these 
shortages concerns a raiding party sent out for several hours on January 24.  Upon its return, “90% of the 
men suffered light to medium frostbite;” KTB, 24.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/16. 
785 O.Qu. Tagesmeldung XXVIII AK für den 28.9.1941, NARA T-312, Roll 763. 
786 Tagebuchartige Aufzeichnungen des Lt. Ewers, Btl. Adj., 18.8.41, BA-MA RH 37/3095; Leutenant 
Heinz E., Feldpostbriefe, 4.September 1941 and 14.Oktober 1941, in Jahn (ed.) Blockade Leningrad, pp. 
136-38. 
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civilian population and if the native inhabitants refused to sell these items to the soldiers, 

his superiors empowered the Landser to force Russian communities to sell clothing and 

boots. 787  In Pavlovsk, soldiers were so desperate for warm clothing that they “stripped 

[civilians] on the streets [and] plundered their homes” for such materials.788  One member 

of the East Prussian 61st ID wrote that his comrades were so desperate for warm clothing 

that “with greedy eyes, the soldiers pounced on every dead or wounded Russian in order 

to snatch his felt boots and quilted winter uniform.”789  Schaback writes that a slogan 

among men in his unit was “prepare yourself in any way!”  This meant that German 

soldiers frequently looted fallen Soviet soldiers, not only for the prized waterproof boots, 

but also for any other clothing that could help them survive the dropping temperatures. 790  

The aforementioned felt-boot workshop turned out seven pairs of boots a week but this in 

no way sufficed for the needs of the division.791 With their superior officers effectively 

giving the troops free reign to acquire clothing, it seems extremely likely that once 

ordered to collect these goods, forced requisitioning and outright robbery became 

standard practices.        

As the preceding discussion indicates, the Wehrmacht and Army High Commands 

as well as the commands of Army Group North and Eighteenth Army were prepared to 

sacrifice the civilian population in the Leningrad district on the altar of military 

necessity.792  In order to ensure the combat efficiency of its troops, the Wehrmacht 

confiscated winter clothes and boots, commandeered dwellings, and requisitioned all of 

                                                 
787 Abt. Ib KTB, 7.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65; Generalkommando L AK, 18.8.42, Tätigkeitsbericht der 
Abt. IVa Gen. Kdo. L AK für die Zeit vom 13.8.31-7.5.42, BA-MA RH 24-50/173. 
788 Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 4. 
789 Grenadier-Regiment 162, BA-MA MSg 2/5415. 
790 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,: p. 63, BA-MA MSg 2/2580. 
791 Generalkommando L AK, Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IVa, Gen.Kdo. L AK für die Zeit vom 13.8.41-
7.5.42, BA-MA RH 24-50/173. 
792 Such thinking permeates Hürter, “Die Wehrmacht vor Leningrad: Krieg und Besatzungspolitik der 18. 
Armee im Herbst und Winter 1941/42.”  
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the food it could lay its hands on.  Such actions had a two-fold effect: for soldiers such as 

the East Prussian Heesch, they allowed him to claim that Pavlovsk was “not the worst 

position!” as the troops found the town relatively hospitable.793  For civilians, these 

policies, in the words of Geoffrey Megargee, “amounted to nothing less than death 

sentences.”794  The seizure of all available foodstuffs obviously caused the greatest loss of 

life and formed the foundation of German occupation policies in the Soviet Union.795  

German authorities, however, recognized that mass starvation would cause morale 

problems for the troops and they made numerous attempts to convince the troops that the 

German war effort required such large-scale starvation of Soviet civilians.  The OKH 

believed that the German soldier  

 
would be inclined to give some of his rations to the population.  But he must say 
to himself: every gram of bread or other food that I give to the population of the 
occupied territories out of the goodness of my heart, I am taking away from the 
German people and therefore my family. . . Therefore the German soldier needs to 
remain hard in view of the starving women and children.  If he doesn’t do this, he 
endangers the food-supply of our people.  The enemy is now experiencing the fate 
he had intended for us.  He alone bears the responsibility before the world and 
history.796            

 

Orders such as Reichenau’s as well as previously quoted Army and Corps orders should 

be viewed in this light: attempts to convince the troops of the need of for the starvation of 

large sections of the Soviet population.  The increasing frequency with which they were 

released, however, highlights the troops’ relative indifference and/or resistance to 
                                                 
793 Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 103. 
794 Megargee, War of Annihilation, p. 143. 
795 Göring’s famous statement reaffirmed this principle: “First come the fighting forces, then the remaining 
troops in enemy countries and then the troops at home . . . Next the German non-military population is 
supplied.  Only then comes the population in the occupied territories.  Basically, in the occupied territories 
only those people who work for us should be assured of appropriate food supplies.  Even if one wished to 
feed all the rest of the inhabitants, one could not do so in the newly occupied eastern territory;” quoted in 
Müller, “The Failure of Economic ‘Blitzkrieg’,” p. 1149. Emphasis in the original. 
796 Quoted in Streit, Keine Kameraden, p. 162. 
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obeying their superiors.  Even though the Wehrmacht’s supply system suffered severe 

bottlenecks during the winter of 1941/1942, members of the 121st ID continued to share 

their limited rations with Soviet civilians.  This reached such proportions that L Corps, 

the 121st ID’s superior formation, publicized the execution of two soldiers who worked at 

an Army Supply Camp for selling food to Russian civilians.797  While the actions of 

individual soldiers certainly failed to halt the widespread starvation in the division’s area 

of operations – a starvation that their actions certainly precipitated in Pavlovsk – this does 

not change the fact that some men did try to alleviate the suffering in their midst.  These 

acts offer yet more evidence against the accepted view of the Wehrmacht as a 

homogenized ideological army, fighting a genocidal war. 

      

The occupation of Pavlovsk did not signify that combat had ended for members of 

the 121st ID.  As reported by a member of the East Prussian 1st ID, which also took up 

positions ringing Leningrad, the distance between the two front lines varied between 20 

and 200 meters.798  XXVIII Corps issued orders stating that the Corps Commander would 

issue orders down to the battalion level in order to ensure the Wehrmacht maintained its 

tactical superiority over the Red Army in this no-man’s land, adding that the troops 

maintained their “belief in victory and are far superior to the enemy in combat morale.”799  

Such micro-management of its subordinate units indicates that Corps Command feared 

that due to the high price in casualties, individual units would take the opportunity to lick 

their wounds behind their fortifications, ceding the initiative to the Red Army.  Despite 

                                                 
797 Generalkommando L AK, Abt. Qu., Besondere Anordnungen Nr. 207, 10.4.1942, BA-MA RH 24-
50/179.   
798 3. (preuß) Inf-Regt., MSg 2/249, p. 3.  The 1st ID occupied the far eastern section of the line along Lake 
Ladoga and the Neva River. 
799 On the Corps’ order, see Abt. Ib KTB I, 20.9.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/65; on morale, XXVIII AK KTB 
II, 24.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/20a. 
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the exhaustion felt by the 121st ID, as well as other divisions, the Wehrmacht attempted to 

maintain its offensive spirit during the siege.  

While XXVIII Corps professed to believe in the troops’ staying power, it 

recognized the strained condition of the divisions, with their severely depleted infantry 

strength, dangerously low levels of artillery ammunition, and the nearly complete 

absence of any air support.  The Corps informed Eighteenth Army (which was nominally 

in charge of the siege) that a strong Russian offensive would in all probability break 

through the Corp’s extremely thin line.800  This fear is confirmed by evidence from lower 

levels of the 121st Infantry Division, which indicates that at least some units precariously 

teetered on the edge of mutiny.  Several days before the seizure of Pavlovsk, the 407th 

Infantry Regiment ordered its troops to continue the attack shortly before the onset of 

darkness.801  Members of the II Battalion, however, felt “too worn-out” and “had no 

desire” to attack at such a late hour.  Though the Battalion Commander believed the 

troops were close to crumbling under the demands made of them, he believed an order 

was an order and must be carried out.  This led to what Schaback termed a “mutiny” by 

himself and the other company commanders.  An argument ensued between the battalion 

commander and his company commanders with the former threatening the latter with 

“immediate shooting” if they failed to launch the attack.  Fortunately for both sides, the 

regiment then decided to cancel the assault.  Schaback stated that this was quite 

providential as his men “would have flown into a rage and even would have assaulted 

their superiors.”   

The 121st ID’s break from heavy fighting ended on November 11 when the Red 

Army launched a major offensive aiming at breaking the encirclement.802 Defensive 

                                                 
800 Kommandierender General des XXVIII AK, 28.9.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/26.  
801 “Der Todesmarsch nach Leningrad,” p. 200, BA-MA MSg 2/2580 
802 Ia Tagesmeldung an AOK 18, 11.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/108. 
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fighting marked the remainder of the year, with especially heavy fighting occurring in 

late November.  Already Army Group North displayed the weakness of a force that had 

been severely bled.  Following a major assault on the neighboring 122nd ID that caused 

heavy casualties in that division, the 121st ID was ordered to take over a section of the 

line previously held by the 122nd ID.  The commander of the East Prussians protested, 

arguing that he himself was short over 3,000 men and that his division could not be 

expected to secure additional territory.803  Though an ad-hoc shifting of units eventually 

mastered this situation, it was symptomatic of the manpower shortage that continued to 

plague the Wehrmacht until the end of the war.      

Crippling shortages of artillery ammunition also complicated German defensive 

efforts, this being an especially debilitating problem in positional warfare.  Red Army 

guns fired without fear of reprisal from mid-December on as the 121st ID was ordered not 

to respond to Soviet barrages.804  This allowed the Red Army to deploy its forces for its 

winter counter-offensive without being disturbed by German shelling.805  On December 

15, 1941, Red Army units in the Leningrad region unleashed their part of the general 

attack.  While the German line held at this time, it broke at the next major attempt by the 

Soviets on December 22, causing a “serious crisis” in the 121st ID.  A weakened 407th 

Infantry Regiment proved unable to seal off the breakthrough and the division, denied 

help from either Corps or Army levels, was forced to plug the gap with baggage, supply, 

and veterinary troops.806  The division commander termed December 23 “the most serious 
                                                 
803 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Abt. Ia, Nr. 1629/41 geh. an AOK 18, 23.11.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/ 
17; Gliederung des A.K. zur Verteidigung 23.11.41, BA-MA RH 24-28/108; Leeb, 
Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 12.11.41, p. 390.    
804 KTB, 14.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/16.  
805 On the Soviet counter-offensive in December 1941, see David Glantz and Jonathan House, When 
Titans Clashed: How the Red Army Stopped Hitler (Lawrence, Ks., 1995), pp. 87-94; John Erickson, The 
Road to Stalingrad (London, 1998), pp. 249-297; and more specifically on the Leningrad region, Glantz, 
The Battle for Leningrad, 103-119.  
806 KTB, 22.14.41 BA-MA RH 26-121/16. L Corps informed its subordinate commands that no reserves 
existed at Corps or Army level in the sector and that it was incumbent on each division to solve its own 
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day of the entire Eastern Campaign,” with the combat reaching such proportions, that 

“one walked through fields of corpses.”807  The use of armor by the Red Army proved to 

be a major problem for the German infantry.  Despite having destroyed numerous tanks 

in combat, the under-equipped Landser was frequently no match for Soviet tanks.  In a 

letter to the OKH, 121st ID’s commander explained that while the “German infantryman 

feels himself to be 100 times superior to the Russian in all situations, he cannot stand up 

to the heavy tanks.”  It was the heavy Soviet armor that broke through the 407th Infantry 

Regiment’s lines; though the regiment was “East Prussian, which means you have men 

upon whose toughness you can always count,” even they felt overwhelmed by the tanks.  

According to the commander, the men urgently required a weapon to end the “tank 

fear.”808   Despite the Red Army superiority in both armor and artillery, the 121st ID held 

its position as 1941 ended.809 

As will be discussed, the primary Soviet offensives of early 1942 hit Army Group 

North along the Volkhov River and in the Demiansk area.  For the most part, Red Army 

operations in the immediate Leningrad area were limited to constant patrolling and raids 

as well as steady artillery fire, though in mid-March, the division noted that it had 

repulsed over 169 enemy attacks since moving into Pavlovsk the previous September.810  

                                                                                                                                                 
problems; Generalkommando L AK an Divisionen-Kommandern, 21.1.2.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/17.  This 
was echoed by Leeb who wrote that while “the breakthrough requires especially close observation,” he was 
in no position to help the 121st ID which “shows the weakness of the Army and Army Group as they have 
no strong reserves with which to intervene here;” see Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 23.12.41, 24.12.41, p. 422.   
807 Letter written by General Wrangel to General Brand in OKH, 24.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/17. 
808 Ibid.  The relative superiority of the Red Army in both quantity and quality of weaponry and its effect 
on the German soldier has been suggestively discussed by Bartov in his look at the “demodernization of the 
front” in Hitler’s Army, pp. 12-28.   . 
809 KTB, 24.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-121/16.  Due to severe casualties, the decimated units of the 121st ID 
were unable to re-take their forward positions, but were able to hold a new line to the rear.  On December 
23, the 7th Company of 407th Infantry Regiment was down to 60 men while the 9th Company of 408th 
Infantry Regiment was left with 70 men.  Four days later, the 3rd Battalion of the 407th Infantry Company 
totaled a mere 56 men fit for combat.  See the war diary entries for 23.12.41, 27.12.41.   
810 See, for example, Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, 
Teillband III, 29.Januar 1942, p. 270.  On the number of attacks, see the undated and unsigned document in 
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Both of these activities forced the 121st ID to maintain constant vigilance with decreasing 

numbers of men, which in turn led to decline in morale and effectiveness.811  The Red 

Army’s crushing superiority in artillery caused heavy casualties in the infantry regiments 

manning the forward lines and led to frantic calls for reinforcements as well as demands 

for a break from the fighting.812  While replacements trickled in from the rear, the constant 

attrition forced the establishment of two combat companies from supply and 

administrative troops.813  Despite these occurrences, the Leningrad front remained a quiet 

one, especially during the spring of 1942.  In a letter sent home, a member of the East 

Prussian 1st ID wrote: 

 
the front on the Narva has become quiet.  The days of up to four attacks have died 

 down like a stormy wave on the sea.  Our dam has stood firm, even though many 
 holes have been torn in it.814   

 

While this aptly described the military situation, two weeks later, this same 

soldier conveyed a different picture to his family: 

   
these are bad days.  And what is more depressing for our confident eyes is to see 

 the lines of the broken and those staggering by.  Broken in honorable 
 circumstances to be sure, but miserable remains of an army  that drove against the 
 East on June 22. What goes through one’s mind clearly corresponds to the 
 remains of Napoleon’s ‘Grande Armee’ in this land of endless swamps and 
 forests. Around their feet, they wore blankets and rags as protection against the 
 severe cold, everything was torn and in shreds . . . .   It is good that we have fresh 
 troops somewhere behind us waiting for the spring.  They need to again restore 
 order, need to again march forward, confident of victory and invincible.  We have 
 given our last, really the very last.815    

                                                                                                                                                 
BA-MA RH 26-121/60, which also gives the number of Red Army dead opposite the 121st ID as 
approximately 6,000 with an additional 5,105 men taken prisoner.  
811 KTB, 3.1.42; 22.2.42. 
812 Aktenvermerk für KTB, 28.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/16. 
813 121 Inf.-Division, Abt. Ib, Br.B.Nr. 342/42g, 10.2.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/18. 
814 Corporal Konrad F., Infanterie-Regiment 43, 13.3.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
815 Ibid., 26.3.42, BfZ. 
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This cracking morale was caused in part by the Red Army’s ferocity in combat.  

In a report entitled “The Effects of the Soviet People’s Character on the Conduct of 

War,” the commander of the 407th Infantry Regiment presented his appreciation of the 

war in Russia:  

   
the peculiarity and character of the Soviet people have determined the form and 
development of the fighting in Russia.  The Soviet theater of war differs from all 
of the other European theaters in this war in that the enemy fights with almost 
animal-like doggedness and cruelty and therefore every single German soldier is 
forced to fight to the last with absolute severity.  The legacy of middle-Asian 
blood [Bluterbe] and the Bolshevik teaching of crass materialism, which strips 
even life of its higher worth and sees it as useful, something functional, so that the 
failure to reach a goal  set from the outside . . . means he has no legitimate reason 
to exist and merits being wiped out, is reinforced by the political and military 
leaders of all ranks and is also absorbed by numerous simple soldiers of the Red 
Army  to perfection.  We must not forget the spiritual dullness and weak 
character training of primitive, soulless Russians.816  

 

He added that while part of the Red Army’s tenacity was due to “the Russian instinct,” 

“the influence of the Judeo-Bolshevik terror methods” certainly contributed to Soviet 

staying power.817        

What do the contents of these two documents tell us about the East Prussian 

experience during the first year of the Russo-German war?  First, Soviet resistance 

certainly exceeded all expectations.  The East Prussian units in the German Army that 

emerged relatively unbloodied from the fighting in Western Europe found themselves 

involved in a war with a ruthless opponent determined to fight to the end.  Second, while 

Nazi terminology was utilized in explaining why the Red Army continued to resist 

                                                 
816 Infanterie-Regiment 407  Abt. Ia Nr.89/42 geh.  1.3.1942, Erfahrungen über die russ. Führung und 
Kampfesweise während des Ostfeldzuges, BA-MA RH 26-121/18. 
817 Infanterie-Regiment 407, Abt. Ia Nr.89/42 geh., 1.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/18. 
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desperately, it certainly was not the only discourse used by East Prussian soldiers in 

describing their experiences in the East.  Traditional tropes of Russians as determined in 

the defense as well as being primitive and uneducated appeared just as frequently as ones 

that focused on Nazi ideological precepts.818  These two views of the fighting also 

emphasize the difficulty of subscribing to one overarching explanation for German 

soldiers’ combat motivation.  While ideology certainly figured into one participant’s view 

of the war, it was entirely absent from the other’s discussion.               

For troops in the siege line, early 1942 proved to be a respite from heavy fighting.  

It also, however, gave the soldiers opportunity to take stock of their situation.  Frustrated 

at their inability to seize Leningrad when it stood so close to their positions,819 they also 

took pride in their ability to repulse every Red Army attack.  One East Prussian in the 21st 

ID commented  

 
the Russian comes through the swamp and primeval forest, where no one believes 

 possible.  His tanks know no obstacles . . . His equipment is very good . . . his 
 tactical leadership is also good . . . his weapons are good.  And yet he fails against 
 the German infantryman.820 

 

This respite, however, proved short-lived: in mid-February, Army Group North began 

shifting units from the Leningrad front to deal with the threatening situation on the 

                                                 
818 On traditional views of Russia, see Peter Jahn, “Russenfurcht und Antibolschwismus: Zur Entstehung 
und Wirknung von Feindbildern,” in Rürup and Jahn (ed.), Erobern und Vernichten: Der Krieg gegen die 
Sowjetunion 1941-1945, pp. 47-62, esp. pp 552-59; Wolfram Wette, Die Wehrmacht: Feindbilder, 
Vernichtungskrieg, Legenden (Frankfurt am Main, 2002), pp. 14-25 
819 The commander of the 408th Infantry Regiment noted that “from a high-rise in Pushkin, one could see 
the Russian Tsar’s Palace;” see Grenadier Regiment 408, Oberst v. Kirchbach, “Mein Regiment,” BA-MA 
RH 37/3096. 
820 Tagebuchaufzeichnungen aus dem Rußandfeldzug des Kp.Chef.San Kp. 21. Dr. Werner Schneider vom 
18.6.1941-27.07.1943, 30.1.42, BA-MA MSg 2/2778. 
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Volkhov River.821  The East Prussians themselves moved to the Volkhov Front in late 

April 1942 and began their part in the ferocious fighting there.822

                                                 
821 Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 744.  One of the first units to leave was the SS-Polizei Division, 
the 121st ID’s neighbor to the west. 
822 121 Infanterie-Division, Geheimhaltung, 17.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/20. 
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Chapter 6: The Soviet Winter Offensive 1942: Battles for Demiansk and 

the Volkhov Pocket 

I. THE SOVIET COUNTEROFFENSIVE – WINTER 1942 

By the end of 1941, Army Group North had settled into a tenuous defensive line 

that began on the Finnish Sea, wrapped around the outskirts of Oranienbaum and 

Leningrad, stretched eastwards to the Volkhov River, and followed the river south until it 

bulged out around the city of Demiansk [see Illustration 4].  Leeb believed that a “certain 

stabilization of the entire front [had] taken place.”  In fact, the Field Marshal wrote that 

the “primary worry” facing his command was to “protect the troops to some extent from 

the tremendous cold.”823  This appreciation of the situation dramatically changed one 

week later.  As part of what John Erickson has described as “Stalin’s first strategic 

offensive” designed to destroy Army Groups North and Center, the three Soviet fronts 

facing Army Group North – the Leningrad, Volkhov and Northwestern Fronts – launched 

a major attack on German positions north and south of Lake Ilmen during the second 

week of January.824  The primary goal of the offensive was to break the Leningrad siege, 

but it was also designed to destroy German troop concentrations in the Leningrad as well 

as the Demiansk and Staraia Russa areas.  If the offensive evolved as imagined by Stalin 

and Stavka (the Soviet High Command), Army Group North faced complete destruction.  

While historians agree with a striking degree of unanimity that the goals of the offensive 

in the Leningrad area far out stripped the Red Army’s capabilities and therefore 

                                                 
823 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 27.12.41, p. 19; 2.1.42, 
p. 428.  He continued by noting that “numerous cases of frostbite cannot be avoided.”  
824 Erickson, The Road to Stalingrad, p. 297; Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, pp. 149-150. A 
Front was the Soviet equivalent of a German Army Group. 
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possessed little chance of success, the size and timing of the offensive nonetheless led to 

numerous crises for the Wehrmacht, especially the 123rd ID.825 

 
II. THE 123

RD
 INFANTRY DIVISION AND THE FORMATION OF THE DEMIANSK 

POCKET One saw people [men of the 123rd ID], with bare feet, half-naked and on all 
fours crawling through the high snow, or those who were wounded, painstakingly forging 
ahead, without any help.826 

 -- Regimental Doctor for the 123rd Artillery Regiment, January 1942 

 

South of Lake Ilmen, the Soviet Northwest Front launched its part of the offensive 

on January 7, with its northern wing given the task of seizing Staraia Russa and its 

southern wing charged with capturing Demiansk.  The second stage of the offensive 

called for the combined forces of the Northwest Front to drive to the northwest to cut off 

the retreat of German troops from the Volkhov area.827  While the initial assault on Staraia 

Russa made excellent progress and Red Army units reached the outskirts of the city on 

January 8, by the third day of the attack, German resistance had stiffened and the 

Wehrmacht maintained its possession of the important supply and transportation hub.828  

In the Demiansk area, however, the Red Army’s offensive threatened the destruction of 

both Sixteenth Army’s southern front as well as the tenuous link that remained between 

Army Group North and Center.   

                                                 
825 Glantz writes “the missions the Stavka assigned to its operating fronts were ambitious and, given the 
Red Army’s real capabilities, unattainable;” see Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 153.  In a 
similar vein, Erickson comments that “the plan of offensive operations was cast on a grandiose scale.  Nor 
was its size, incommensurate with present Soviet resources its only fault . . . Instead of homing in on the 
destruction of Army Group Center and thereby exploiting the success of the Western Front inwardly, the 
Stavka proposed to expand outwardly to every Soviet front;” Erickson, The Road to Stalingrad, p. 297. 
826 Stabsartz u. Regts.-Artz A.R. 123, Kurzer Bericht über die sanitären Verhältnisse während des 
Rückmarsches der Stabsbattr. IV./-, 11./-, u. 4./- A.R. 123 und der Verteidigung in Cholm vom 11.1.42 bis 
5.5.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/87.   
827 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 150. 
828 Ibid., p. 184; Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 736. 
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Though a Soviet attack on the Berliners’ position was viewed as inevitable by 

German commands from the Army Group to the divisional level, no reserves existed to 

strengthen the line: the 123rd ID faced the onslaught of five enemy divisions by itself, 

with the predictable result that its front broke on January 10.829  By later that evening, 

Soviet troops had penetrated the German defensive line to such an extent that Leeb feared 

the “useless sacrifice” of the division’s infantry regiments if they were not allowed to 

withdraw.830  Despite the “Führer’s strict order” to the 123rd ID instructing them “stay 

where they were,” events at the tactical level forced both the Corps and Division 

command finally to permit various withdrawals, though not before ten strong-points “fell 

after heroic defense to the last bullet.”831  Such a description meant the fighting had 

degenerated into “bloody hand-to-hand combat . . . with axes, hatchets, spades and rifle-

butts.”832  The commander of the 416th Infantry Regiment described the retreat: 
 
The physical and psychological condition and the combat strength of the troops 
were already weakened following the first difficult night march through meter-
high snow, by the freezing cold and by the fighting at Lake Stersh.  This situation 

                                                 
829 Already on January 6, the division noted that “there are far too many indicators for a large-scale enemy 
offensive not to occur;” KTB, 6.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46.  Leeb also wrote that “all signs point to an 
enemy attack on the 123rd ID very soon, perhaps tomorrow;” Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 9.1.42, p. 431.  The division, stretched exceedingly thin, was 
forced to allocate significant numbers of men to patrol the rear area for partisans as well as securing its 
supply lines.  Anticipating the arrival of another division to help it hold the front, it instead received a 
Security Regiment, an inadequate response to the strained situation; see KTB, Überblick von 16.12.41-
5.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46.   On the actual breakthrough, see KTB, 10.1.42 BA-MA RH 26-123/46; 
Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 10.1.42, p. 432. 
830 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 10.1.42, p. 432; Halder, 
Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , vol. III, 
12.1.42, p. 381-382.  This fear, of course, was predicated on Hitler’s notorious “No Step Back” order given 
following the onset of the Soviet counter-offensive in mid-December 1941.  In regards to Army Group 
North, while permitting the withdrawal behind the Volkhov River, Hitler categorically stated “other 
retrograde movements can only be carried out when an acute danger threatens the entire front;” Schramm 
(ed.) Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Teilband 2, Op.Abt. (IM), 
Nr.1725/41 g.Kdos.Chefs., 16.Dezember 1941, p. 1083.  On the defense of the strong-points, see KTB, 
15.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46.  
831 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 12.1.42; KTB, 11.1.42, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/46. On the defense of the strong-points, see KTB, 15.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46. 
832 Bericht über die Kampfhandlungen im Abschnitt des verst. I.R. 418 während des sowj.-russ. Angriffs 
nördl. Ostaschkow in der Zeit vom 9.1.1942 bis 27.1.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/85. 
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worsened daily.  No supply, constantly increasing numbers of sick, wounded and 
frostbite made both combat and retreat much more difficult . . . The attitude of all 
officers, NCOs and men was, in view of the tremendously  difficult   conditions   
– continual combat against a superior enemy, no supply, a lack of  ammunition, 
icy cold between -30° and -40° [Celsius], no special clothing or equipment for 
winter, day-long marches through meter-high snow – admirable.833    

 

For the first time during Army Group North’s invasion, a Soviet offensive threatened the 

destruction of a German division as well as the encirclement of its parent Corps.   

The superior mobility of the Red Army allowed it frequently to capture sections 

of planned lines in the German rear before Wehrmacht combat units could completely 

occupy them, while the chaos accompanying the German retreat led to a complete 

breakdown of the supply situation.  The majority of the 123rd ID’s men had neither food 

nor blankets during a period when temperatures reached -40 Celsius and cases of frostbite 

reached epidemic proportions.834  Hitler was, however, unwilling to countenance retreat, 

and ordered on January 13 that “the position is to be defended to the last man.” The 

division commander issued his own order the following day threatening “a drumhead 

court martial for any soldier who leaves his position without permission” and, “in urgent 

cases,” immediate execution without court martial. 835   While Hitler’s order prevented any 

type of a planned large-scale retreat, Soviet pressure forced the Germans into haphazard 

                                                 
833 Bericht des Kommandeurs des verst. IR 416 über den Verlauf des Rückmarsches vom 11.-26.1.1942, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/87. 
834 KTB, 15.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46; Artillerie-Regiment 123, Abteilung Ia, Betr.: Gefechtsbericht, 
21.2.42.  The subordinate units of the 123rd ID suffered tremendous numbers of casualties due to frostbite.  
The Veterinary Company, forced into a combat role, reported 108 cases of frostbite (in comparison to 33 
casualties) during a two week period, while the 418th Infantry Regiment recorded 148 men sick and with 
frostbite and 48 casualties.  The Reconnaissance Section reported 160 cases of frostbite in addition to a 
further 169 sick soldiers.  For the Veterinary Company, see Abschnitt Schroeder, Abteilung IIa, 29.1.1942; 
for the 418th  Infantry Regiment, see Bericht über die Kampfhandlungen im Abschnitt des verst. I.R. 418 
während des sowj.-russ. Angriffs nördl. Ostaschkow in der Zeit vom 9.1.1942 bis 27.1.1942; and on the 
Reconnaissance Section, see Aufklärungs-Abt. 123, Gefechtsbericht für die Zeit vom 8.1 bis 30.1.1942.  
All three reports are in BA-MA RH 26-123/85.  
835 For Hitler’s order, see Korpsbefehl, 13.Januar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/50; on the division’s order, 
see 123 ID Kommandeur, Erfahrungen der Abwehrkämpfe, 14.Januar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/48.   
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and hasty tactical withdrawals that eventually opened up the right flank of II Corps.  The 

outlines of the Demiansk pocket, in which the 123rd ID occupied the southeastern most 

position, were already visible a mere week after the attack commenced.836    

On January 19, division command reported that the motley collection of units that 

had successfully retreated along with divisional headquarters was “physically and 

spiritually no longer capable of action” following a “ten day march through cold and 

snow and in constant fear of being cornered by the enemy.”  Of the 8-9,000 men 

available, over three-quarters suffered from severe frostbite, including over ninety 

percent of the II/416th Infantry Regiment.837  In a report to II Corps, the division 

commander  

 
points out the seriousness of the situation, especially the high number of cases of 

 frostbite, that have consequently led to a rapid sinking of combat strength, as well 
 as the enormous strain on the nerves of the men in the forward lines, that has led 
 to many crying fits in the line.  The Ia [operations officer] emphatically stresses 
 that the men are at the end of their strength.838 

 

The divisional doctor reinforced this point by noting that “the troops are, through the 

many week-long strains, partially undernourished and the majority of them are overtired 

and exhausted.”839  Another officer pointed out that “the severe cold and demands placed 
                                                 
836 AK II KTB, 17.1.42, BA-MA RH 24-2/107.  Klink argues that this order, much like Hitler’s earlier “No 
Step Back” order saved much heavy equipment and artillery.  He also places the crisis in Army Group 
North within the context of the much more desperate situation facing Army Group Center. Both Hitler and 
Halder felt that the withdrawal of II Corps would unhinge the entire northern flank of Army Group Center; 
see Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 738. Leeb and Hitler had a contentious discussion on January 
13.  Leeb, utterly disgusted at Hitler’s obstinate refusal to countenance the withdrawal of II Corps, 
submitted his resignation on January 15, with Eighteenth Army’s commander Georg von Küchler, taking 
control of the Army Group North on January 18; see Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 13.1.42, 15.1.42, 18.1.42, pp. 433-440.  On the meeting between 
Hitler and Leeb, see also Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes 
des Heeres 1939-1942 , vol. III, 13.1.42, p. 383. 
837 AK II KTB, 19.1.42, 21.1.42, BA-MA RH 24-2/107. 
838 10.30 Uhr an II A.K., BA-MA RH 26-123/50. 
839 Divisionsarzt123 Infanterie Division, Betr.: Gesundheitsbericht, 31.Januar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/50.  The doctor for the II/415th Infantry Regiment noted that “the general health of the troops has 
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on every man through fortification construction and sentry duty are decisively weakening 

the combat ability of the companies.”  He added that shoddy equipment, especially boots, 

led to frostbite which only further taxed the men.840  The division troops in the worst 

condition were those encircled in the Cholm pocket, located southwest of the main body 

of the 123rd ID.  The Artillery Regiment’s Doctor described the condition of the men 

following the retreat as “completely shocking” with some of them in “an unbelievably 

dilapidated condition.”  He continued by reporting that he saw soldiers with “bare feet, 

half-naked and on all fours crawling through the high snow [and] those who were 

wounded, painstakingly forging ahead, without any help.”841  The Soviet offensive in the 

Lake Seliger sector had severely mauled the 123rd ID.             

Following a precarious stabilization of the line in early February, the 123 ID 

began to comb through its rear-area units in hopes of strengthening its combat units.842  

While the use of such troops for combat had severely disrupted the division’s supply 

earlier in the war, this became a moot point by February 8.843 On this day, “the last truck 

from the rear-area reached II AK [Army Corps] at 7pm” as Soviet troops completely 

                                                                                                                                                 
considerably worsened recently . . . the soldiers make a completely weakened and malnourished 
impression;” Bataillonsarzt II./Infanterie-Rgt. 415, 6.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/83. 
840 Infanterie-Regiment 415, Abteilung Ia, Betr.: Gefechtsberichte für die Zeit vom 8.-30.1.42, BA-MA RH 
26-123/86. 
841 Stabsartz u. Regts.-Artz A.R. 123, Kurzer Bericht über die sanitären Verhältnisse während des 
Rückmarsches der Stabsbattr. IV./-, 11./-, u. 4./- A.R. 123 und der Verteidigung in Cholm vom 11.1.42 bis 
5.5.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/87.  According to on company commander, the situation was so chaotic that 
“since the middle of January, the men have had no clean underwear, and what is more, have not had any 
time to wash the underwear they have been wearing due to operations.  It is dreadful when one sees the 
completely filthy and lousy things;” Auszug aus einem Brief des Lt.d.R. Hannemann, Kp.-Führer der Reste 
II./IR 416 u. Teile 13. u-14.IR 416, v. 13.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/87.   
842 KTB, 7.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46.  That this was a very shaky stabilization was made clear by the 
division’s daily report to II Corps on February 9 when it stated that “the manning of the position has 
become so thin, that the line is no longer a HKL [main combat line] but rather a security line;” 
Tagesmeldung 9.Februar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/203. 
843 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , 
vol. III, 10.2.42, p. 397. Already in mid-January, one combat group operating under the 123rd ID’s 
command had over 200 men from the veterinary company and 67 men from the medic company in the front 
line; Kämpfstärke und Waffenbesetzung der Gruppe Schröder, no date, BA-MA 26-123/48. 
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closed the pocket by the end of the day, encircling the entire II Corps as well as units 

from X Corps [see Illustration 5].844  Units had been receiving a considerable amount of 

their supplies from air-drops for approximately one week by this point; now, this was the 

only manner in which food, ammunition and other necessities could get through.845  The 

first two days of exclusive air-drops did not bode well for the future: while the Corps 

estimated that 300 tons would fulfill the daily minimum requirements for the 

approximately 100,000 men in the pocket, a mere 16 tons were dropped on February 9 

and only 27 tons on the following day.846  The paucity of air-drops certainly contributed to 

the appallingly high number of cases of frostbite in the division: between December 1941 

and March 1942, 2,488 men of the 123rd ID suffered from exposure to the severe 

weather.847     

Once the pocket was closed, Red Army forces hammered at the encircled German 

troops.  Members of the 123rd ID counted over 3,500 dead in front of its positions 

between January 16 and March 15.848  In addition to fending off numerous infantry 

assaults, massive artillery bombardments pounded the Berliners, which, according to the 

Germans, specifically targeted dwellings.  The continual loss of shelter during the winter 

contributed to what one officer viewed as an “alarming . . . sinking of the physical and 

moral powers of resistance of the men.”849  Casualties and the inability to send any more 

than a trickle of replacements into the pocket forced 688 rear-area soldiers into front-line 

combat roles – 512 of whom manned front positions for approximately one month 
                                                 
844 AK II KTB, 8.2.42, BA-MA RH 24-2/107.  The units trapped in the pocket included elements of X 
Corps’ Waffen-SS Totenkopf Division, the 290th and 30th ID as well as II Corps’ 12th, 32nd and 123rd ID; 
Abschlussmeldung. Die Verteidigung der “Festung Demjansk vom 8.2-21.4.42 durch das II AK im 
Rahmen der vom 8.1-21.4.42 dauernden Abwehrschlacht im Höhengelände des Waldaj und südostw. des 
Ilmensees, BA-MA RH 26-123/220. 
845 IVa, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.2.-28.2.42, 1.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/226. 
846 Ibid., 10.2.42.  The Corps’ war diarist recorded that “the Corps cannot survive with this type of supply.”  
847 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abteilung IIa vom 16.2.42 – 15.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/163. 
848 18.2.42, 18.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46. 
849 Tagesmeldung 5.Februar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/52. 
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without break.850  Within two weeks, this number had nearly doubled to 1,268 rear-area 

soldiers in the main battle line, including 45 from the medic company and 168 from the 

veterinary company.851  These troops were much less prepared for winter fighting than 

even the regular infantry forces.  The Veterinary Company noted that the 109 men under 

its command lacked 65 pairs of boots, 100 pairs of socks, 80 pairs of gloves, 100 pairs of 

underwear, and 130 wool blankets. Lacking these necessary articles for winter fighting as 

well as basic combat items such as 32 steel helmets, the company commander reported, 

not surprisingly, that “the morale of the troops is depressed.”852  The lowering of rations 

by a third at the end of January also had a negative impact on morale.853  When II Corps 

issued yet another directive calling on its subordinate units to fill the gaps in the line with 

rear-area troops, the 123rd ID’s commander could truthfully reply that no superfluous 

troops remained in the rear; it was stripped bare.854  Short of supplies and men, the 123rd 

ID dug in and hoped that their encirclement would be short-lived. 

  

As the Red Army had destroyed shelters during their withdrawal in late 1941, so 

now it was the turn of the Wehrmacht to repay the favor in January 1942.  Two days after 

the offensive began, II Corps instructed all of its subordinate formations that “all villages 

and buildings lying before the front are to be burned and destroyed.”855  When questions 

arose as to whether some villages should remain standing, the 123rd ID commander 

emphatically responded, “Führerbefehl! [Führer Order] All houses without German 
                                                 
850 Tagesmeldung 7.Februar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/52. 
851 Gruppe Rauch, no date [presumably 20.2.42 or 21.2.42] in BA-MA RH 26-123/88. 
852 Veterinärkompanie 123, Betr.: Zustandbericht der Vet. Kp.123, 27.Februar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/203. 
853 Kommandierende General des II Armeekorps, Qu. Nr. 80/42 geh., 18.1.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/219. 
854 For II Corps order, see Fernschreiben von Gen.d.Inf. Graf Brockendorff, 7.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-
123/53.  For the division’s reply, see Gruppe Rauch Kommandeur Nr. 191/42.geh., 17.März 1942, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/54. 
855 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Ia Nr.53/42 geh., Korpsbefehl Nr.89, 11.Januar 1942, BA-MA RH 
26-123/50. 
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soldiers are to be burned.”856  These orders were carried out by various subordinate units 

during the retreat: numerous “quarters, cellars and dugouts [were] burned” while one unit 

reported that it left a town “in bright flames” for the advancing Russians.857  That this 

would expose numerous civilians to the harsh winter was not lost on German authorities; 

a directive issued by the division one week later again ordered the destruction of all 

dwellings “without consideration for the civilian population.”858  In fact, civilians became 

targets of German troops as members of the 123rd ID were instructed that “all felt boots 

are to be taken immediately from the population without consideration of age or sex,” an 

order that condemned numerous women and children to severe frostbite and, in all 

likelihood, death.859  The division also began to “mobilize ruthlessly [all] inhabitants of 

villages, including women and children” for the construction of fortifications; those who 

failed to comply with these orders were to be shot.860   

This series of orders illustrates a radicalization of German policy towards Russian 

civilians.  While members of the 123rd ID certainly confiscated food stuffs and cattle from 

peasants during their advance in 1941, they generally refrained from intervening in the 

lives of civilians.  During the encirclement crisis of January-February 1942, the division 

became much more proactive towards the native population.  This appears, however, as 

more of a desperate attempt to mobilize every available body in an effort to hold the line 

                                                 
856 12.Januar 1942,  BA-MA RH 26-123/48. 
857 Gefechtsbericht über die Zeit vom 8.-30.1.1942, I/415; III Bataillon Infanterie-Regiment 415, Bericht 
über die Ereignisse bei IR 415 (ohne II./415) seit dem 11.1.42, 2.II.42.  See also Bericht über den Einsatz 
der 2./Ar 123 vom 8.1.1942 bis 12.1.1042, BA-MA RH 26-123/85. 
858 Gruppe Rauch, Abt. Ia/Az. IVa, Div. Befehl Nr. 121, 18.Januar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/50.    The 
repeated orders to burn all of these dwellings leads one to believe that the soldiers refrained from 
destroying every shelter in the area.  Whether this was done out of humanitarian motives or resulted from 
oversight is open to speculation. 
859 123 Infanterie-Division, Abt. Ia/Straßenkommandant, Betr.: Walinkis-Filzstiefel, 19.1.42, BA-MA RH 
26-123/50. Emphasis in original.  The division recorded that it was able to procure 34 pairs of boots in this 
“action;” see Filzstiefelaktion, 19.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/48.   
860 Gruppe Rauch, Abt. Ia/Az.IVa, Befehl für die Verteidigung der Nachschubstraße, 30.Januar 1942, BA-
MA RH 26-123/50. Emphasis in original. 
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than part of an ideological war against the civilian population.  While the end result of 

these German policies likely resulted in the deaths of numerous civilians – malnourished 

women and children performing hard physical labor in the winter without proper clothing 

had little or no chance of surviving the winter – these were not ideologically motivated 

deaths: rather, they were a result of the German Army’s utilization of every and all 

means, no matter the collateral cost, to secure victory.   

 

III. THE 126
TH

 INFANTRY DIVISION ON THE VOLKHOV RIVER 
In the forest, four civilians lay dead along the path, frozen or shot.  The winter is cruel.861 

  -- Protestant Chaplain of the 126th Infantry Division 

While the Soviet offensive south of Lake Ilmen threatened to split the link 

between Army Group North and Center as well as destroy II Corps, the main thrust of the 

Red Army’s winter offensive was designed to advance across the Volkhov River, destroy 

German troop concentrations in the Liuban-Tossno-Mga area, and subsequently break the 

siege of Leningrad.862  Though skirmishing on the Volkhov flared on and off following 

the German withdrawal in late December, the full brunt of the Soviet offensive fell on 

German troops, including the 126th ID, on January 8.863  Though his men initially held the 

line, Leeb was under no illusions regarding the ability of his forces to defeat the Soviet 

offensive.864  Soviet pressure continued to increase until a breakthrough of the German 

                                                 
861 Tätigkeitsbericht des Ev. Divisionspfarrers bei der 126 Infanterie Division für die Zeit vom 1.1.1942 bis 
20.6.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/   . 
862 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 150.   
863  Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 
vol. III, 8.1.42, pp. 377.   
864 Leeb wrote “one cannot expect the Volkhov-Front to be held” as two German divisions, including the 
126th ID, faced approximately eight to twelve divisions; see Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 12.1.42.  He contacted Küchler on January 11 and told him to 
prepare contingency plans for the withdrawal of troops from the siege-line in case they were needed on the 
Volkhov.  See Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 737.    
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lines at the junction of the 126th ID and the 215th ID occurred on January 14; from this 

point on the Rhinelanders faced an unremitting war of attrition [see Illustration 6].865              

Two days before the Red Army unleashed the offensive, the commanding officers 

of the 126th ID gathered for a meeting with the division commander.  The discussion 

gives a very interesting appraisal of the situation from the German perspective.866  First, 

the Soviet ability to continually mobilize new formations received recognition: “despite 

the supposed destruction of x-hundred of divisions, tanks, etc, etc, enough reserves were 

available to launch a counter-attack across the entire front.”  Second, the commander then 

contradicted himself by asserting that the Red Army “is in the crisis of the war,” forcing 

him to “get every guy who can carry a gun, no matter his age, even through terrorist 

measures. . . he needs to put it all on one last card or he has lost.”  Third, he believed that 

the German soldier proved his “moral and material superiority” over the Soviet troops 

during the winter of 1941 by maintaining their cohesion despite being “prepared for the 

winter neither clothing nor equipment-wise.”  He continued by arguing that the 

Rhinelanders’ “superhuman achievements” in the face of “incredibly difficult terrain, the 

[Soviet] offensive, the outbreak of winter and the exhaustion of the troops” constituted a 

“glorious chapter in German military history.” 

Fourth, he placed the German’s current predicament in historical context.  The 

Red Army was planning to defeat the Wehrmacht just as the Russian Imperial Army did  

Napoleon’s Grande Armee.  In order to avoid this fate, the commander explained the 

situation thusly:  

 

                                                 
865 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 14.1.42, p. 437.  Of the 
five Soviet armies that attacked (the 54th, 4th, 59th, 2nd Shock, and 52nd), only the 2nd Shock Army made 
any appreciable progress; see Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, pp. 157-167.    
866 Kommandeur Besprechung am 12.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/47. 
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behind us is nothing more than further Russian expanses, extremely deficient in 
 roads, covered in snow, and frozen.  There are no established positions or 
 reserves! 

 

Retreat was not an option: “through the use of the last man and the last weapon,” the 

present “crisis” for the German Army could also be overcome as long as all soldiers, both 

front line and rear, displayed “fanatical decisiveness.”  This attitude would allow soldiers 

“to hold every village to the last bullet, even when encircled.”  Only after all ammunition 

was exhausted could the troops break out to the next village. Upon leaving, though, 

everything was to be destroyed: “no village would be useful to the Russians that fell into 

their hands.”  

He continued by arguing that the winter actually helped the Germans since the 

deep snow limited the Red Army to small patrols armed only with light weaponry and the 

Rhinelanders “really had no need to have any fear of these.”   This implied, of course, 

that massed infantry attacks supported by armor and artillery had caused a great amount 

of anxiety, if not panic, in the ranks of the 126th ID in the fighting in December 1941.  In 

fact, as this previous discussion makes clear, the commander of the 126th ID implicitly 

recognized both the quantitative superiority of the Red Army as well as its qualitative 

superiority in weaponry and equipment.  The increasingly utilized trope of the supremacy 

of the individual German soldier vis-à-vis his Soviet counterpart remained the only 

advantage for the Wehrmacht in Russia, and even here, the commander acknowledged the 

men’s fear and anxieties concerning large-scale Red Army attacks.  In perhaps his most 

revealing comment on the state of the 126th ID in January 1942, he argued that the 

freezing temperatures and constant snow helped the Rhinelanders; if soldiers who lacked 

even minimal winter clothing and suffered from severe shortages of food needed to be 
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thankful for the onset of winter because it limited the ability of Soviet troops to take up 

the offensive, then their predicament certainly was rather pitiful.                 

  

Complaining of heavy fighting along its entire front, the division made a frantic 

request for both replacements and Luftwaffe support; without such assistance, it 

“appeared to be impossible” to carry out its orders.867  The fighting was so heavy that a 

mere two days after the Red Army’s breakthrough, the division considered several 

infantry battalions “no longer capable of combat.”868  On what has been described as a 

“black day for Army Group North,” the Soviet offensive disintegrated a portion of the 

126th ID’s front, tearing a six mile gap between it and the 215th ID.869  The Second Shock 

Army poured through the gap, pounding away at the 126th ID while simultaneously 

driving into the German rear and fanning out in an attempt both to sow complete chaos in 

the rear of Sixteenth Army and to seize the important rail junction of Liuban.870  The 

division certainly recognized the precariousness of its situation: 

  
Our own situation has been basically determined by the high number of bloody 

 casualties and losses from frost-bite which the division has suffered in the now 
 ten days of continual fighting in the Volkhov Position.  The powers of resistance 
 of the troops, who have been fighting with the utmost courageousness, has been 
 considerably reduced as a result of the relentless pressure of an enemy 
 considerably superior  in numbers and heavy weapons as well as the terrific strains 
 caused  by the weather and equipment unsuitable for the weather.  The division
 awaits the enemy’s mass attacks with great concern.871            

                                                 
867 KTB, 15.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/34. 
868 126 Infanterie-Division, Tagesmeldung vom 16.1.42 an XXXVIII A.K, BA-MA RH 26-126/38.  Leeb, 
however, considered the situation not as serious as that in the Demiansk area due to the imminent arrival of 
reinforcements; see Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 16.1.42, 
p. 439.  
869 Gerald R. Kleinfeld and Lewis A. Tambs, Hitler’s Spanish Legion: The Blue Division in Russia 
(Carbondale, Ill., 1979) p. 165; Haupt, Heeresgruppe Nord, p. 119.  The junction between these two 
divisions also served as the junction between Sixteenth and Eighteenth Armies. 
870 Erickson, The Road to Stalingrad, p. 319. 
871 KTB, 22.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/34. 
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The 126th ID informed XXXVIII Corps, that it had suffered nearly 2,500 casualties since 

the Red Army penetrated the Volkhov front, of which approximately a thousand of these 

were due to frostbite.872  The 426th Infantry Regiment bore the lion’s share of these 

casualties; division command considered it “practically shattered,” with its combat power 

equivalent to that of only a “weak battalion.”873  Despite these heavy casualties, the 126th 

ID regrouped and, after utilizing baggage troops, artillerymen and engineers as infantry, 

held the German position just south of the narrow corridor that linked the mass of the 

Second Shock Army with the Red Army units east of the Volkhov River.874 

While the 126th ID continued to man strong-points south of the breakthrough, the 

Soviets continued to force troops through the bottle-neck into the German rear, reaching a 

total of approximately 100-130,000 in early February.875  Due to the familiar problems of 

command and control, poor tactics and insufficient supply as well as improvised German 

defenses, Second Shock Army was unable to capture Liuban and remained somewhat 

immobilized in the German rear.876  Though this force obviously constituted a serious 

threat to Army Group North, it also presented the Germans with an opportunity to destroy 

a significant number of Red Army troops.  While the Soviets continued their attempts to 

breakout to the northwest, Hitler ordered Army Group North to prepare an offensive 

designed to choke off the Second Shock Army from its supplies and effectively encircle 

                                                 
872 KTB 28.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/34; Generalkommando XXXVIII A.K., Tagesmeldung vom 26.1.42, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/38. 
873 Verband 126 Infanterie-Division, Meldung 23.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/47.  The crisis facing Army 
Group North at this point was clear to the OKH; Halder noted that there existed “a very tense situation for 
Army Group North on the Volkhov;” Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des 
Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , vol. III, 30.1.42, p.  
874 Verband 126 Infanterie-Division, Meldung 21.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/47. 
875 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 167.  Seaton estimates the number of Red Army troops 
at 130,000; see Seaton, The Russo-German War, p. 243. 
876 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, pp. 168-169. 
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the Soviet army.877  Two shock groups, one on both the northern and southern sides of the 

Soviet corridor, made preparations to seal the Soviet penetration.878  Combat elements of 

the 126th ID, formed into Kampfgruppe Laux (Battle Group Laux – named for the 

commander of the formation) took part in this offensive on its southern wing. 

Launched on March 15, Operation Raubtier (Beast of Prey) made “satisfactory” 

progress on its northern wing but only “minimal” progress on the southern wing during 

the first day of the operation.879  This was, in part, due to the weakened condition of the 

units involved in the attack.  During the previous month, members of the 126th ID 

suffered from a lack of sleep, insufficient supplies, poor hygienic conditions and constant 

attrition through battle and sickness. The 424th Infantry Regiment complained that due to 

low combat strength, its men were able to get only two hours of sleep a night before 

having to re-take their posts.  It also informed division command that the men were rife 

with lice and lacked even minimal food.880  These circumstances, exacerbated by the men 

having no “hope of being pulled out of the line,” led the regiment characterize morale “as 

sinking to an alarming level.”881  The supply situation was aggravated by the need to plug 

rear-area troops into the front line, leaving too few men to distribute the available food 

and ammunition.882  Winter clothing did begin to trickle to the front, but the process was 

so slow that when a soldier received a pair of boots or a jacket, it was a cause for 

                                                 
877 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , 
vol. III, 2.3.42, p. 412.  What is notable about Hitler’s intentions in this regard, as well as Halder’s tacit 
approval of the Führer’s directive, is that the men of the surrounded Second Shock Army were not to be 
taken prisoner; rather, they were “to be allowed to starve . . . in the swamps.”  
878 The III/408th of the 121st Division, foreshadowing the later deployment of the entire division, was 
shifted to the northern combat group and took part in the operation to seal the pocket.  See “Mein 
Regiment,” BA-MA RH 37/3096.  
879 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , 
vol. III, 15.3.42, p. 414. 
880 Tagesmeldung IR 424 v. 1.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/39; Tagesmeldung vom 31.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-
126/39. 
881 Tagesmeldung vom 6.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/39. 
882 Infanterie Regiment, Betr.: Nochmaliges Auskämmen der Trosse, 10.2.1942; Infanterie Regiment 422, 
Abt. Ia/Allg. Betr.: Bericht, 6.2.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/40. 
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celebration.883  According to the 422nd Infantry Regiment, there were “too few bunkers 

and not enough tents [which] means the battalions are for the most part lying in the open 

with no protection from the cold” which reached lows of 42 degrees below zero; these 

conditions led to a corresponding increase in illness, including bronchitis.884   Soviet air 

attacks targeted dwellings, contributing to the lack of shelter for German troops as well.885  

The end result of inadequate shelter and clothing was the astounding number of cases of 

frostbite reported by the division in January 1942: 1,212 soldiers were diagnosed with 

various degrees of frostbite and 870 had to be sent to hospitals in the rear to recover.886  

This constituted over eleven percent of the division’s entire strength and nearly sixteen 

percent of its combat strength.887 

In addition to battling the Red Army as well as the elements, members of the 126th 

ID also found themselves dealing with partisan activity behind the front line.  Hit- and-

run attacks on supply sleds and small patrols were common, and such activities forced the 

division to task men to the rear in hopes of providing at least minimal security despite 

their urgent need at the front.888  On January 6, 1942, the division released a new directive 

to the men on the partisan threat.889  In it, the division summed up its view of the 

relationship between the Germans and the surrounding population: 

  

                                                 
883 Corporal Fritz S., Infantry Regiment 366, 18.1.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
884 Tagesmeldung vom 8.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/42; for the temperature, see Generalkommando 
XXXVIII AK, Tagesmeldung am AOK 16, 2.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/34; on the rise in bronchitis, see 
Tagesmeldung 11.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/42 
885 126 Infanterie Division, Zwischenmeldung an XXXVIII AK, 20.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/42. 
886 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b, Stand: 31.1.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/132. 
887 Stärken und Waffen für KTB Januar-Juni 1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/47. 
888 For examples of these incidents, see 126 Infanterie Division, Tagesmeldung vom 12.1.42 an XXXVIII 
A.K. and General Kommando XXXVIII AK, Tagesmeldung am AOK 16, 2.1.42, both in BA-MA RH 26-
126/37. 
889 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic., Betr.: Wach.-u. Sicherheitsdienst gegenüber Partisanen, Anlage 254, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/118. 
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every responsible leader and soldier needs to be continually clear that we stand in 
 the enemy’s territory and are involved with an enemy whose character is marked 
 above all by treachery and deceit.  Again and again, the Russian [partisan] finds 
 support, voluntary or forced,  from the population.  The all-too trusting nature 
 [Vertrauensseligkeit] of the German soldier is all too often exploited to his 
 disadvantage.  Caution and suspicion should therefore be shown towards the 
 Russian population.        

 

Here again, a Wehrmacht command castigated its men for the perceived civility 

and good-naturedness they displayed towards the civilians in their midst. This rebuke of 

the men for their moderate behavior was reinforced by an order issued by the division’s 

ranking intelligence officer following a partisan attack on a member of the Artillery 

Regiment.890  Although a German lieutenant was merely wounded by two shots while 

sitting in a house, the division ordered the establishment of a “combat-strength 

commando” to investigate the crime.  The order then stated that “the attack is to be 

punished by the sharpest measures.”  These were strictly defined as either “the eventual 

shooting of numerous male inhabitants or the burning down of the entire village” – the 

local commander was given no choice in the matter.  While it is unclear what the final 

result was in this case, the division’s stated policy towards partisans and, by extension, 

civilians was clear as evidenced by the shooting of seven partisans in mid-January.891 

The men of the 126th ID, which had already established itself as the most brutal 

unit of the three divisions under analysis from the beginning of the invasion up through 

the end of 1941, became increasingly radicalized in the fighting of early 1942.  One 

Rhenish infantryman spoke of his “murderous rage towards these damned Russians” and 

                                                 
890 126 Infanterie Division, Abteilung Ic, Betr.: Überfall auf Leutnant Parthom, 10.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-
126/118; KTB Ic., 10.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/118.  
891 KTB Ic., 14.1.42, 16.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/118.  While it is impossible to verify if those shot were 
indeed partisans, there is no doubt that partisans were active in the division’s area of responsibility. For 
example, see the division’s report on a partisan attack on a village in an attempt to procure foodstuffs; 126 
Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, 18.1.1942, Betr.: Partisanen-Bekämpfung, BA-MA RH 26-126/118. 
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feelings such as these translated into ruthless treatment of captured Red Army men.892  

The intelligence officer reported that “the fighting in the last few days has been 

conducted with extraordinary bitterness, which has experienced a sharpening with the 

discovery of murdered German prisoners.”893  Members of the division found several 

mutilated Germans, including one man who was shot twice in the leg, had his head 

smashed in by a rifle butt, and whose chest was ripped open and his heart cut out.894  On 

the same day as these bodies were found, the 422nd Infantry Regiment reported taking one 

officer and fifteen men prisoner, noting that “the rest were shot” following a small 

engagement.895  As a report on the battle makes clear, “the rest” numbered 100 men who, 

though originally taken prisoner, “were not brought back;” instead, they were executed 

on the spot.  The fifteen men recorded as taken prisoner were later shot as they allegedly 

attempted to attack the guards detailed to bring them to the rear.896   

This incident proved to be the first of several such massacres: 

 
After the abuse and murder of German prisoners on 17.1, the bitterness of the 

 fighting troops towards the enemy has considerably increased.  During three 
 prisoner transports on the 22nd, 25th and 31st of January, prisoners were shot by 
 some members of the division, and especially by members of the SS-units 
 subordinate to the division.897   

 

The division concluded that 

 

                                                 
892 Corporal Fritz S., Infantry Regiment 366, 6.3.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
893 KTB Ic., 20.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/118. 
894 126 Infanterie Division, Betr.:Verstümmelung von deutschen Soldaten, 23.1.42; Schuld, Uffz., 
1./Nachtrichten Abt. 126, Tatsachenbericht, 19.Januar 1942; both in BA-MA RH 26-126/118. 
895 Tagesmeldung Infanterie Regiment 422 vom 19.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/38. 
896 Ic Fernschreiben, Betr.: Gefangene vom 19.1, 20.1.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/118.   
897 Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, Ic, 4.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/119. 
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in general, it is reported that as a result of the bestial murder of German 
 prisoners and wounded such a great bitterness prevails among the fighting  troops, 
 that the repeatedly given order to take prisoners away is no longer obeyed.898 

 

These two war diary entries prove interesting on several levels.  Firstly, 

subordinate units of both the 126th ID and the II SS-Brigade found themselves under the 

command of the other formation; for example, the SS Anti-Aircraft Section found itself 

under the control of the 424th Infantry Regiment for a period of time while both the I and 

III Battalions of the 126th ID’s artillery regiment and the armored reconnaissance 

battalion were placed under command of the SS unit.899  As previously noted, the II SS-

Brigade was utilized by Army Group North as an anti-partisan unit and it fulfilled this 

role in the brutal manner befitting a Waffen SS unit.900  In addition to its anti-partisan 

sweeps, this was neither the first nor the last time that members of this SS unit shot 

regular military prisoners: in August 1942, the Commander-in-Chief of Eighteenth Army, 

Colonel General Georg Lindemann, complained to Himmler about the II SS-Infantry 

Brigade’s propensity for committing such murders.901    Forced into the line due to 

Germany’s manpower crisis in the winter of 1941/1942, the practices of the highly 

indoctrinated Weltanschauung warriors were bound to influence the conduct of their 

comrades in the army.902   
                                                 
898 Ic Fernschreiben, Betr.: Gefangene vom 19.1, 20.1.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/118. 
899 On the SS Flak unit, see Obltn. v. Wolffersdorf an die 126 Infanterie-Div., Abt. Ia, 17.5.1942, BA-MA 
RH 26-126/45; on the artillery battalions, see KTB, 1.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/57; on the recon unit, see 
2.SS-Inf.Brigade (mot), Der Kommandeur 5.Juni 1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/45. 
900 On its activities, see Unsere Ehre Heisst Treue: Kriegstagebuch des Kommandostabes Reichsführer SS, 
Tätigkeitsberichte der 1. und 2. SS-Inf. Brigade, der 1. SS Kav.-Brigade und von Sonderkommandos der SS 
(Vienna, 1965), pp. 32-91. 
901 George H. Stein, The Waffen SS: Hitler’s Elite Guard at War, (Ithaca, 1994), p. 273, n. 63. 
902 On the employment of the II SS-Infantry Brigade as a combat unit, see Ibid., p. 156.  Even Himmler, 
who was dead set against the employment of the unit for front-line duties, was forced to face the reality of 
Germany’s manpower crisis in the winter of 1941/1942.  For Himmler’s view, see the diary entry for 
15.9.41 in Unsere Ehre Heisst Treue, p. 33.  For a recent look at the ideological indoctrination of the 
Waffen-SS, see Jürgen Förster, “Die Weltanschauuliche Erziehung in der Waffen-SS,” in Jürgen Matthäus 
et.al., Ausbildungsziel Judenmord? ‘Weltanschauuliche Erziehung’ von SS, Polizei und Waffen-SS im 
Rahmen der ‘Endlösung’ (Frankfurt am Main, 2003), pp. 87-114. 
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Secondly, as the latter entry notes, the men blatantly ignored orders issued by 

division command regarding the taking of prisoners.  This leads to two further points.  

First, in contrast to the orders concerning treatment of partisans and civilians, division 

command called for a proper and correct treatment of regular prisoners.  Second, the 

division seemingly lost control of its troops during the last two weeks of January.  This 

violence directed against Red Army prisoners was not the result of a specific order but 

rather emanated from the troops themselves.  The fear of senior Wehrmacht officers that 

the “criminal orders” would curtail their ability to control the troops certainly seems 

confirmed by these incidents.903 

Thirdly, of the three divisions under analysis, only the 126th ID reacted to the 

discovery of bodies of tortured and mutilated comrades in such a vicious manner.  Both 

the 121st and 123rd IDs found German soldiers mistreated in this way, yet there is no 

record of them taking out their frustrations on defenseless prisoners.904  This outburst by 

the 126th ID fits into the general pattern of its behavior since the opening days of the 

invasion.  It consistently utilized the most ruthless and brutal methods of the three 

divisions in their dealings with civilians and prisoners.  And as the above discussion of 

the repeated massacres of Soviet prisoners indicates, it was the troops themselves and not 

the division command which frequently precipitated such actions.  Even a Rhenish 

soldier whose letters distinguish him as a thoughtful man who desired nothing more than 

to be home with his family viewed the Soviets through blinkered eyes: 

 

                                                 
903 The only resistance offered by senior Wehrmacht officers to the criminal orders when they were first 
introduced centered on their fears that such orders would radicalize the behavior of the troops to such an 
extent that the officer corps would lose all control over them; see the brief discussion of this in Wette, Die 
Wehrmacht: Feindbilder, Vernichtungskrieg, Legenden, pp. 96-97.  
904 Obviously, this could merely be the result of gaps in the record.  Without the appearance of any further 
documentation, however, this is the only viable conclusion.  
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I see the day when I can finally turn my back on Russia.  If there are no 
 opportunities for a decent man in peace, there are far fewer now in war.  But it is 
 still better than if the Russians were in Germany shooting everything to pieces.  I 
 am continually amazed by the toughness of these devils.  They run day after day 
 into our lines and have bloody casualties every time . . . 905 

  

The belief that the war between Germany and the Soviet Union was inevitable comes 

through in this letter, as does the Nazi view that the Bolshevik “devils” would certainly 

destroy Germany if the fight took place in the Reich.  Such attitudes certainly influenced 

the conduct of war by Rhinelanders in the East.  While circumstances – heavy fighting by 

a weakened and demoralized force and the close proximity of a Waffen SS unit – need to 

be taken into account, the past practices of the 126th ID make clear that this was not an 

isolated incident.            

 

IV. THE DESTRUCTION OF THE VOLKHOV POCKET: THE 121
ST

 AND 126
TH

 INFANTRY 

DIVISIONS  

The Volkhov Pocket was temporarily sealed on March 20. 906   Fierce Soviet 

resistance, however, claimed a large number of German casualties.  This proved 

especially true for the 126th ID’s 426th Infantry Regiment which reported 427 losses (of 

which 343 were frostbite and 48 cases of sickness) in the first two days of the attack, 

leaving the three infantry battalions with only 185 combat effectives.907  The Red Army 

launched numerous assaults to re-open the artery before finally succeeding; the rainy 

season set in, however, before the Soviets could increase the size of the narrow path.  

Paralyzed by flooded roads and accurate German artillery fire, only Red Army men on 

                                                 
905 Corporal Fritz S., Inf. Rgt. 366, 24.3.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz.  
906 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , 
vol. III, 20.3.42, p. 416. 
907 126 Infanterie Division, Tagesmeldung an XXXVIII AK, 16.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/42. 
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foot were able to traverse the corridor.908  The Second Shock Army was now encircled by 

the Wehrmacht.  The initiative on the Volkhov River had passed over to Army Group 

North.      

The battle to reduce the Volkhov Pocket lasted until June 28, 1942 when the last 

major Red Army formations surrendered.909  Both the 121st and 126th IDs bore heavy 

burdens in the fighting, with the mass of the East Prussians being thrown into the battle in 

early May to relieve the Polizei SS-Division that had initially spearheaded the northern 

combat group.910  Despite suffering extremely heavy casualties during this fighting, the 

121st ID continued to drive south to close the corridor and Wehrmacht forces finally 

sealed the pocket for good on May 31, 1942.911  Desperate Soviet attempts to both rescue 

the encircled army and to break out to the east generally proved futile as the men of the 

121st ID steadfastly followed their instructions: “there is no retreat from a position or a 

resistance point.  They will be held until the last cartridge.”912  Red Army units briefly re-

opened the corridor and a flood of humanity tried to pour through the narrow gap. One 

Soviet survivor described his impressions of the scene: 

 
No imagination can recreate what was happening in the Valley of Death.  A 

 continuous wall of fire, unceasing howling and roaring, a stupefying stench of 
 burnt human flesh . . . and thousands of people rushing into this fiery corridor.  
 We all thought that it would be better to die in fire than be captured by the 
 Germans.  But only those who could move tried to escape.  Many collapsed from 
 famine or could not move because of wounds, and all of them still lie there.913 

 

                                                 
908 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 182. 
909 KTB, 28.6.42, RH 26-121/24. 
910 Ibid., 2.5.42, 4.5.42. 
911 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 203. 
912 121 Infanterie Division, Auszug aus bisher ergangenen Befehlen, 28.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/20. 
913 Quoted in Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, pp. 204-205. 
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The destruction of the Second Shock Army degenerated into a series of smaller, pitched 

battles in which both sides suffered frightful losses: one of these relatively minor 

engagements between the 121st ID and elements of three Soviet infantry and one armored 

divisions caused the former over 850 casualties while the latter lost 3,500 men and a 

further 1,000 were taken prisoner.914  The intensity of the fighting led one member of the 

121st ID to lament that the “Bolsheviks . . . always fight with an animal-like 

ferociousness.”915  The desperate resistance of the Red Army, especially its officers and 

commissars, led to the fighting being “characterized by great bitterness and extraordinary 

severity by both sides.”916  When the battle finally ended, the 121st ID had only been 

involved in operations on the Volkhov River for approximately seven weeks: during this 

short period of sustained combat, the division suffered 598 battle deaths, 4,122 of its 

soldiers were wounded and 120 missing.917   

A similar situation existed on the southern edge of the pocket.  The 126th ID 

reported to XXXVIII Corps that the recent replacements sent to the 424th Infantry 

Regiment were already “fought out” in heavy defensive fighting mere weeks after 

arriving; moreover, they suffered from sickness as their equipment “corresponded in no 

way to the present weather or the constant demands” placed on the troops.918  The 

constant fighting and no foreseeable chance to visit loved ones at home led to a decline in 

the division’s morale.919  The division’s Evangelical chaplain noted that “the men are in 

                                                 
914 KTB, 13.5.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/24. 
915 121 Infanterie Division, Gruppe Wandel Tagesbefehl, 14.5.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/25. 
916 Das I. Armeekorps in der Schlacht am Wolchow vom 8.Jan.-28.Juni 1942, no date, BA-MA RH 24-
1/62.  
917 KTB, 28.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/24.  Glantz gives Soviet casualties as over 410,000; Glantz, The 
Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 208.  
918 Gruppe Hoppe, Ia, Tagesmeldung, 11.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/44. 
919 Verband 126 Infanterie-Division, Meldung, 23.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/47.  In the period between 
January 13 and February 28, the 126th ID faced over 150 enemy attacks by 29 different enemy regiments; 
see XXXVIII AK Ic Tätigkeitsbericht, NARA T-314, Roll 900. 
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good spirits, though in individual conversations many domestic worries come through.”920  

Many of these misgivings focused on the increased bombing of cities in Rhineland-

Westphalia by the RAF.921  This became such an issue that the Corps commander felt 

obligated to address it.  He acknowleded the causes of the troops’ low morale, including 

heavy fighting and the Russian winter. The commander then claimed that letters sent 

from the front that focused on themes such as hopelessness or contained “illegitimate 

criticisms of the leadership” did not accurately portray the general morale of the troops 

and caused unrest at home.922  It seems clear, however, that morale within the 126th ID did 

suffer during the battle for the Volkhov Pocket in early 1942.  This was primarily due to 

the shockingly high number of casualties suffered by the Rhinelanders from January 

through May 1942: 1,214 dead, 3,907 wounded, 341 missing and 1,545 cases of 

frostbite.923  The first strategic Soviet offensive in northern Russia had been defeated but 

at an extremely high cost to Army Group North’s forces.      

 

The onset of the rainy season in early April only worsened the already primordial 

terrain in the Volkhov sector.  One soldier in the Rhenish 254th ID described it as  

 
only marshes, only primeval forest!  The thickest leafy forest . . . with plentiful 
undergrowth and lush, almost tropical plant growth that places extreme limits on 
visibility, hiding and concealment are very easy, the ability to surprise is  readily 
available.  In the forests, no culture, no attempts to tame the woods 
[Forstwirtschaft] are recognizable.  The majority of the paths and lanes, the 
clearings and open areas cleared out years or even decades ago, have become 
overgrown, so that they are only recognizable from the lower tree stands.  When 

                                                 
920 Tätigkeitsbericht des Ev. Divisionspfarrers bei der 126 Infanterie Division für die Zeit vom 1.1.1942 bis 
20.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/145.  
921 Corporal Fritz S., Infantry Regiment 366, 6.3.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz.  
922 Generalkommando XXXVIII AK, Abt. Ic, Nr. 439/42 geheim, Betr.: Aufklärung und Belehrung der 
Truppe, 23.2.1942, NARA T-314, Roll 900. 
923 See the Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b from 31.1.42, 28.2.42, 31.3.42, 30.4.42, 31.5.1942 in BA-MA 
RH 26-126/132.  Unfortunately, the report for June 1942 contains incomplete information on the unit’s 
casualty figures. 
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one thinks he has found a lane, he needs to look up.  When he can see a broad 
strip of the sky (and not a canopy of overgrown trees), then it is a path!  In the 
forest, the following lie all over the place: dead branches, brushwood, tree stumps 
of every size, sometimes fresh, sometimes already decayed.  The trees lie where 
the wind or disease has thrown them.  Trees and tree stumps tower above in 
various sizes.  Roots curl all around the terrain, sometimes above ground, 
makingfor nature’s own traps.  Entire trees have been ripped from the earth with 
all of their roots by storms, forming large craters.  And in between all of this, 
hidden marshy areas of dark water, which reach from men’s ankles to their knees 
and sometimes  to their chest.  The only islands in this swampy area, tree stumps – 
more or less decayed – frayed roots – and tree trunks.924        

 

    

The men of the 121st ID eloquently described the area in a sign posted at the end of the 

paved road that marked the East Prussians’ area of operations: “Here begins the world’s 

ass!”925  Such attempts at humor, however, served only to mask the difficulties faced by 

the troops.  For soldiers operating in the mud and the muck, nature became as deadly an 

enemy as the Red Army.  One member of the 121st ID stated that “when someone is 

wounded, he can rarely be saved.  He must remain lying there and die if his comrades are 

not able to drag him out of the mud and the muck.”926 

Rain and melting snow only increased the difficulty German troops had in 

negotiating this terrain.  First, as the temperature rose, numerous corpses, both human 

and horse, were uncovered with the disappearance of the snow.  In order to avoid the 

outbreak of disease, soldiers and civilians constantly buried the remains of the winter’s 

fighting.927  Second, rising waters flooded German fortifications and roads and paths.928  

                                                 
924 Erfahrungen im Angriff durch das sumpfige, urwaldähnliche Gelände des Wolchowkessels Juni 1942, 
BA-MA RH 37/3105. 
925 Einsatz der Veterinärdienste der 121.Inf.-Division unter besonders erschwerten Verhältnissen in den 
Monaten Mai und Juni 1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/67. 
926 “Mein Regiment,” BA-MA RH 37/3096. 
927 Verstärktes Inf. Rgt. 424, IA, Tagesmeldung, 30.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/44. 
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The Germans began to recruit as well as forcibly round-up civilians to help with road 

maintenance.929  The 126th ID employed over 275 civilians in March and April of 1942 for 

the construction of bunkers and shelters as well as road work.930  Continued rain and 

melting snow, however, “very difficult to build fortifications and shelters” or to 

“maintain the supply road:” the division pleaded for more civilian laborers.931  The 121st 

ID also increasingly mobilized civilian manpower for construction purposes as it was 

ordered by I Corps that all rear fortifications needed “to be built first and foremost by 

civilians.”932     

The terrain also played havoc with supply.  While the Wehrmacht’s supply system 

had at least partially regained its equilibrium in March-April 1942, the Volkhov River 

area proved extremely inhospitable to the delivery of materials and foodstuffs.  The dirt 

roads of northwest Russia quickly turned into muddy quagmires, placing strict limits on 

the amount of food, ammunition and other equipment that could reach the front.933  Nature 

proved as implacable an enemy as the Red Army during the spring of 1942.  The 

combination of weather and terrain made “the old supply road is impassable for soldiers 

of medium or smaller size as men sinking up to their arms in mud and water holes has 

occurred.”934  Mobility in the rear areas was confined to corduroy roads.935  While the 121st 

                                                                                                                                                 
928 This wet season also affected German positions around Leningrad.  Before the bulk of the 121st ID 
deployed on the Volkhov, its fortifications in the siege-line began to fill with water, making numerous 
dugouts unusable; KTB 7.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/16. 
929 General Kommando L AK, Voraussichtlicher zeitlicher Ablauf der Schneeschmelze und Schlammzeit, 
12.3.1942; General Kommando L AK, Straßeninstandhaltung im Frühjahr, 16.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-
121/21. 
930 Pioneerbataillon 126, Wochenmeldung, 24.März 1942; Pioneerbataillon 126 Wochenmeldung 30.März 
1942; Pioneerbataillon 126, Wochenmeldung 8.April 1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/43. 
931 Tagesmeldung vom 15.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/44. 
932 Generalkommando I AK, Korpsbefehl Nr. 187 für den Stellungsbau, 5.6.42, BA-MA RH 24-1/69. 
933 121 Infanterie Division, Merkblatt: Gründsätze für das Heranziehen der Truppe in der ‘Schlauch’, 
4.5.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/25. 
934 Infanterie-Regiment 422, Abt. Ia/Allg., Tagesmeldung, 21.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/44. 
935 Haupt, Heeresgruppe Nord, p. 128.  Corduroy roads were roads covered with logs and other pieces of 
wood; the wood would sink into the mud giving the “road” some firmness. 
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ID attempted to use trucks to bring supplies forward, they frequently became paralyzed in 

the mud; thus horses became the predominant means of both bringing food and 

ammunition to the front and in transporting the wounded back to the rear.936  This system, 

however, also proved insufficient in keeping the troops adequately fed.937   Despite this 

scarcity of food in the area of operations, some German soldiers continued to share their 

minimal rations with civilians.  I Corps believed it necessary once again to inform the 

troops that the feeding of Russians remained the responsibility of the Economic Staff 

East and that German rations were in no way to be shared with civilians.  Only food 

stocks captured in the Soviet Union could be shared with the surrounding population and 

this only in an “extraordinary emergency.”938 

For the 126th ID, whose supply was problematic even before the Red Army’s 

attack in January, the Soviet advance across the Volkhov River disrupted both the 

highway and the rail line that linked the division with the rear-area supply dumps.939  This 

led to frequent shortages of food and, more importantly, warm clothing which “had an 

especially negative effect on winter operations.”  Even after the terrain dried out during 

the summer of 1942, the Rhinelanders continued to complain that they failed to receive 

adequate rations of such basic staples as potatoes and bread.940  Unlike their experiences 

in 1941, however, the opportunities to live off of the land were extremely meager.   

The battle to eliminate the Volkhov Pocket offered partisans various opportunities 

to increase the effectiveness of their operations.  In addition to the already mentioned 

                                                 
936 Divisionsintendant 121 Inf.-Division, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.5.42 bis 5.7.1942; Einsatz der 
Veterinärdienste der 121.Inf.-Division unter besonders erschwerten Verhältnissen in den Monaten Mai und 
Juni 1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/67.  
937 For example, II/407 complained of insufficient rations; KTB Abt. Ib, 7.5.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. 
938 Generalkommando I AK, Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgung der Truppe, Nr. 355, 20.6.1942, 
BA-MA RH 24-1/327. 
939 Tätigkeitsbericht vom 1.1. bis 30.6.1942, Abt. IVa, BA-MA RH 26-126/145.  The remainder of this 
discussion is based on this document unless otherwise noted. 
940 Verband 126 Infanterie Division, 21.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/47. 
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terrain, which provided partisans with numerous places for concealment, German forces 

were too thinly stretched to keep small groups of Red Army men from escaping from the 

encirclement into the forests and swamps, where many joined partisan units.  The 

addition of these men and their weapons provided a marked increase in partisan 

firepower.  In an attempt to limit partisan numbers, the 121st ID ordered that all men 

between the ages of 16 to 60 were to be treated as prisoners of war as long as they were 

not partisans; the latter, obviously, were to be shot out of hand.  All other civilians were 

to be kept under guard until their identity had been cleared by security organs attached to 

the Corps or Army.941       

During this fighting, the practices of the 121st ID became increasingly brutal 

despite the countermanding of the Commissar Order.  On May 6, Hitler decided that 

Soviet resistance would lessen if commissars were no longer shot out of hand and he 

rescinded the infamous order.942  This was conveyed to the troops and the 121st ID’s 

superior formation, I Corps, ordered leaflets dropped in the pocket guaranteeing 

commissars and politruks that “they would be treated as any other soldier or officer.”943  It 

appears that units operating under the command of the 121st ID followed this new order: 

while a commissar was shot after capture on May 13, one taken prisoner on June 30 was 

not executed.944  Of course, being treated as regular prisoner certainly did not ensure 

survival.  While the horrendous mortality rates of 1941 had begun to subside, prisoners 

were now utilized for construction tasks as well as for mortally threatening tasks.  The 

121st ID requested 100 POWs from I Corps in order to clear minefields in the Volkhov 

                                                 
941 Kampfgruppe Wandel, 20.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/25; Fernschreiben, 19.6.42, BA-MA RH 24-1/71.. 
942 Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1942, Band III/I, 6.Mai 1942, p. 
341. 
943 AK I, 31.5.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/25.    
944 Zwischenmeldung vom 13.5.1942; Tagesmeldung vom 30.6.1942; both in BA-MA RH 26-121/26. 
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area.945  Here, the lower level formation began to radicalize its conduct while the upper 

echelons of the Reich’s political and military leadership made a concession, albeit small, 

to pragmatism.         

 

 On the southern side of the pocket, the 126th ID attempted to stamp out any 

attempts at espionage by the civilian population.  Due to what it termed “irresponsible 

behavior” of local Ortskommandanten [Garrison Commander], the division instituted a 

much more stringent pass system in an effort to halt the movement of civilians between 

the lines.946  This increased focus on “unmasking” agents led to four arrests in April 

1942.947  The division itself, however, did not execute those arrested; rather, it passed 

them up to XXXVIII Corps and the Secret Field Police attached to the Corps.  By the 

May 1, this increased surveillance culminated in the introduction of a “unified system of 

identification passes” as well as a comprehensive registration of all civilians in the 

division’s area of operations.948  Though the division recognized that partisan activity in 

its area was practically nil, it viewed the new identification system as the means to “nip 

in the bud” any potential resistance.949  Division command also noted that the “existing 

famine, which can hardly be prevented” only exacerbated the partisan threat and that 

every soldier needed to enforce this new policy.  The only partisan activity reported in 

126th ID’s area of responsibility was the arrest of a fifteen year old boy who attempted to 

                                                 
945 KTB Ib, 12.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. This followed an order by I Corps to utilize Soviet prisoners 
for this task; Generalkommando I A.K., Betr.: Minenräumen durch russische Gefangene, 9.Juni 1942, BA-
MA RH 24-1/71. 
946 126 Infanterie Division, Abteilung Ic, Betr.: Bewegungsfreiheit der Zivilpersonen und Spionageabwehr, 
2.3.42, BA-MA RH 26-120/120.  The directive indicated that the majority of these civilians were females 
who received passes for travel after presenting sympathetic stories concerning their need for food and 
clothing.  
947 Ic Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, 15.4.42, 18.4.42, 21.4.42; BA-MA RH 26-126/121.  
948 Ibid., 29.4.42. 
949 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, Betr.: Bekämpfung feindlicher Agenten und Partisanen, 29.4.42, BA-
MA RH 26-126/121.  The following discussion is based on this document unless otherwise noted. 
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destroy a section of Novgorod-Luga rail line.  His interrogation revealed that six more 

partisans were in the area and this triggered the decision to send out three anti-partisan 

units.  Cossack anti-partisan units under Corps command soon replaced the 126th ID 

formations in patrolling the area, allowing Sixteenth Army to return a valuable formation 

back to the front lines.950 

                                                 
950 Ic Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, 30.5.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/121.  Partisan units targeted the 
Luga-Novgorod railroad in several different places in the Corps’ area during the month of May; see 
Generalkommando XXXVIII AK, Tagesmeldung vom 24.5.42; Generalkommando XXXVIII AK, 
Tagesmeldung vom 28.5.42; BA-MA RH 26-126/45. 
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Chapter 7: Life and Death in the Demiansk Pocket 

The living standard of the White Russians (they should be called European niggers) is 
scarcely above the level of the Bronze Age. 

  -- Lt. Klaus W., 123rd ID, 31.7.1942951 

 

As the men of the 121st and 126th IDs fiercely fought to close and eliminate the 

Red Army forces in the Volkhov River area during the first part of 1942, their comrades 

in the 123rd ID desperately tried to maintain their positions in the Demiansk Pocket.  

Retreat had been ruled out by Hitler, as he proclaimed the encircled area “Fortress 

Demiansk” which he believed necessary as a jump-off position for a later attack on 

Moscow.952  The troops were instructed to “prepare for a long siege period.”953   

During the remainder of February and into early March, the men of the 123rd ID 

alternated between brief periods of brutal fighting and scorched earth retreats.954  This 

process ended on March 6 when the division reached the Pola River line.  The division 

commander addressed his troops, stating that “the Pola position is the last position for 

Group Rauch in the defensive battle for Fortress Demiansk.  It needs to be held until an 

attack from the outside brings relief.  There is no other way.”955  In addition to holding the 

front, the 123rd ID also faced paratroopers in its rear.  Two parachute brigades (the 1st and 

the 204th) were dropped into the pocket in hopes of weakening German resistance from 

                                                 
951 Lt. Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, 31.7.1942, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
952 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , 
vol. III, 22.2.42, p. 405.  On Hitler’s strategic justification for holding the Demiansk position, see Gerhard 
Weinberg, A World at Arms: A Global History of World War II (Cambridge, 1994), p. 426. 
953 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Abt. Ia, Nr. 333/42 geh., Korpsbefehl Nr. 109, 22.Februar 1942. 
954 One example of these scorched-earth tactics is found in the directive to retreat from the Molvotizy 
Hedgehog position in which “all buildings [are] to be destroyed;” Gruppe Rauch, Abt. Ia/Az Iva, Nr. 
139/42 geh., 17.März 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/53.   
955 Gruppe Rauch Abt. Ia/Az. Iva, Nr. 151/42 geh., Gruppenbefehl für den Ausbau der Polastellung, 6. 
März 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/53. 
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the inside.956  Troops operating under the command of the 123rd ID finally eliminated the 

two parachute units in early April and this fighting placed yet another burden onto the 

shoulders of the 123rd ID.957  The onset of wet weather complicated these combat 

missions.  One soldier wrote home “the cold has now broken and we have wet weather.  

You can imagine how one lives in bunkers in this weather.”958  The problem reached such 

an extent that the division’s men were ordered to purchase both galoshes and rubber 

boots from civilian population.959  In addition to failing to supply the troops with adequate 

clothing, Sixteenth Army also proved unable to keep the men properly fed.  Rations were 

reduced by another third, with only combat troops receiving full bread rations.960  

Constant enemy pressure, muddy spring weather and inadequate supply were the burdens 

faced by the 123rd ID in the spring of 1942.   

But who did the 123rd ID actually command?  Unlike the 121st and 126th IDs, 

whose subordinate units generally remained together as a cohesive whole, the organic 

infantry and artillery battalions of the 123rd ID were scattered throughout the Demiansk 

pocket fighting under different commands. One unit even deployed completely outside 

the pocket at Cholm.961  Both the 415th and 416th Infantry Regiments were split up between 

different units in the pocket while only one of the infantry battalions of the 418th  Infantry 

                                                 
956 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Abt. Ia, Nr. 803/42 geh., Korpsbefehl Nr. 119, 29.März 1942, BA-
MA RH 26-123/55; Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 185 
957 KTB, 8.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/24.  While the Soviet paratroopers could have constituted a serious 
threat to the Demiansk position, the entire undertaking was poorly planned and the soldiers were 
inadequately supplied.  The 123rd ID captured one Soviet soldier who hadn’t eaten for fifteen days.  He then 
provided a detailed description of cannibalism undertaken by three of his comrades.  Such reports were 
confirmed in the interrogations of other captured paratroopers; see Abteilung Ic, Vernehmungsbericht, 
11.April 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/154. 
958 Private Ernst A., Infantry Regiment 272, 26.3.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
959 Gruppe Rauch, Ib, Besondere Anordnung für die Versorgung für den 27.3.1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/217. 
960 IVa, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.-31.3.42, 6.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/226. 
961 This is not to say that the 121st and 126th IDs fought as organic units during the entire war.  For example, 
elements of the 408 Infantry Regiment/121 fought at Cholm in late July 1941 while the 424 Infantry 
Regiment/126 captured Schlüsselburg in the fall of 1941.  These, however, were exceptions to the combat 
experiences of both divisions. 
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Regiment remained under the command of the 123rd ID.962  As the Tables 22 and 23 

indicate, parts of the 415th and 418th Infantry Regiments fought the majority of 1941 and 

1942 under the command of other units.963 

 

Dates of Deployment Unit Sections of 415 Infantry Regiment 

25.9.41 for about 12 

days 

12 ID I, III, parts of 13, 14 and staff 

companies  

13.1-1.3.42 32 ID I, III, 14 and Staff company 

13.1-5.3.42 32 ID I 

6.3-12.3.42 30 ID I 

From 12.3.42 290 ID I, III 

2.3-11.3.42 Arko 105 III 

1.2-31.5.42 Gruppe Eicke Parts of 5 and 8 companies 

1.6-10.7.42 Gruppe 

Eicke/SSTK 

Parts of 5 and 8 companies 

Table 22: Elements of 415th IR under Command of Units other than 123rd ID 

 

Dates of Deployment  Unit Sections of 418 Infantry Regiment 

28.8.41 3 ID (mot) IR 418 

14.9-12.10.41 12 ID IR 418 

13.10-18.11.41 32 ID IR 418 

19.11-10.1.42 123 ID IR 418 

11.1-11.3.42 32 ID IR 418 
                                                 
962 Fernschreiben von 123 Infanterie Division an II A.K., Betr.: Einsatz der Btle., BA-MA RH 26-123/56. 
963 Unterstellungsverhältnisse IR 415, BA-MA RH 26-123/92; Unterstellungsverhältnisse IR 418, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/92. 
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Since 12.3.42 290 ID Rgts-Staff and Staff Company 

Since 24.2.42 Gruppe Rauch I 

28.2-20.6.42 290 ID  II 

21.6-23.6.42 II AK II 

Since 24.6.42 30 ID II 

4.3-14.6.42 290 ID III 

Since 15.6.42 SST-Div (Rgt. Brauer) III 

Table 23: Elements of 418th IR under Command of Units other than 123rd ID 

 

The division found itself commanding a motley group of units that one way or 

another ended up in its area of operations during the initial Soviet offensive and the 

subsequent chaotic German retreat.964  As Christoph Rass has noted, the regional 

composition of an infantry division provided the men with a strong sense of cohesion, 

something that the troops could fall back upon in times of distress and anxiety.  This 

strong identification with the Heimat had negative effects, however: those who originated 

from other recruiting areas were viewed initially as “outsiders.”965  How did this 

mishmash of troops handle the adversities of the battlefield?  Were they more or less 

prone to commit war crimes?  Omer Bartov has suggested that the Wehrmacht’s inability 

to maintain the regional homogeneity of its divisions forced it to turn to other means of 

ensuring cohesion and hence battlefield effectiveness.  According to Bartov, a murderous 

                                                 
964 While division command unit maintained control over the majority of its units (with the important 
exceptions of the infantry and artillery battalions), it also found itself commanding the following units: the 
12th ID’s reconnaissance unit, the 960th Landschützen Battalion, 89 Infantry Regiment, Pioneer Battalion 
671, Wachbataillon 707, a company of the 12th ID’s anti-tank section, pieces of the 526th Artillery 
Abteilung, the 619th Motorcycle Battalion, and parts of 27th Infantry Regiment; see Kräfteverteilung 
16.Januar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/224.  
965 Rass, “Das Sozialprofil von Kampfverbänden des deutschen Heeres 1939 bis 1945,” pp. 680-682; here 
p. 681. 
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military justice system along with the continual indoctrination of the troops with Nazi 

ideology kept the Wehrmacht in the field following the destruction of the regional 

German replacement system.966  An analysis of the 123rd ID, however, contradicts this 

thesis, as the division did not act in an especially brutal or ideological manner.  In fact, 

instead of lashing out at the surrounding civilian population during its time in the 

Demiansk pocket, the 123rd ID actually  assisted native Russians during a period of 

hunger and desperation. 

 

While the various units of the 123rd ID battled against Red Army attempts to 

collapse the pocket, Army Group North prepared an offensive to break the encirclement.  

On February 13, 1942, Hitler demanded an attack from Staraia Russa to link up with the 

encircled 290th ID in the westernmost section of the pocket.  The creation of this “land-

bridge” would ensure that supplies and men could be transported into the “fortress”.967  

Army Group North, however, did not possess the necessary resources to both launch this 

assault and deal with the Soviet breakthrough on the Volkhov River.  Only after the 

German troops had regained the initiative in the north could enough resources, 

particularly air assets, be assembled for Operation Brückenschlag (Bridging).968  After 

several postponements, the attack was finally launched on March 21 and Gruppe Seydlitz 

initially made good progress.969  A combat group inside of the pocket, under the command 

of the Waffen-SS Totenkopf Division and including elements of the 416th  Infantry 

                                                 
966 Bartov, Hitler’s Army, passim. 
967 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 
vol. III, 13.2.1942, p. 399. 
968 See Klink’s detailed discussion of the wrangling between Hitler, OKH, Army Group North and 
Sixteenth Army concerning the offensive; Klink, “The Conduct of Operations,” pp. 743-749.  
969 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, 
vol. III, 21.3.1942, p. 417.  For one participant’s view of the operation, see Gustav Höhne, “In Snow and 
Mud: 31 Days of Attack under Seydlitz during the Early Spring of 1942,” in Steven Newton (ed.), German 
Battle Tactics on the Russian Front, 1941-1945 (Atglen, Pa., 1994), pp. 109-135. 
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Regiment, prepared to meet the rescue forces.970  Strong Soviet defenses on the banks of 

the Lovat River, however, soon frustrated Seydlitz’s assault and II Corps attack was 

repeatedly postponed.971  When the attack finally opened on April 14, the Germans fell 

“upon the weakened Soviet units opposite them with frenzied vengeance.”972  Despite wet 

weather which not only flooded the German defensive system of bunkers and 

fortifications but also played havoc with the SS assault, the two combat groups met on 

April 22, effectively ending the encirclement of II Corps.973  For the 123rd ID, however, as 

well as for the rest of II Corps, the Demiansk saga had not yet concluded.                                     

On May 4, Army Group North called for a withdrawal of II Corps from their 

exposed position in the Demiansk area to the eastern banks of the Lovat River.974  Hitler 

maintained his belief that the Demiansk position was necessary for any future operations 

against Moscow and his viewpoint inevitably carried the day.  This was reflected in II 

Corps order of May 19, which after congratulating the troops for holding their lines 

against superior enemy forces, emphasized the troops’ mission: “The basic principle is as 

it was previously: no territory is to be surrendered to the enemy.  Everyone holds his 

position until the last man and the last bullet!”975  While II Corps no longer faced a 

struggle for survival, it still occupied a tenuous bulge in the enemy’s line and this 

circumstance led to a large-scale program of fortification construction.976            

                                                 
970 SS-Totenkopfdivision Kampfstärken am 13.7.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/92. 
971 Sydnor, Soldiers of Destruction, pp. 224-225. 
972 Ibid., p. 225. 
973 On the effects of the Russian thaw, see KTB II AK, 10.4.42, 17.4.42; on the link-up between II Corps 
and Group Seydlitz, see KTB, 22.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46. 
974 Klink, , “The Conduct of Operations,” p. 751. 
975 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Abt. Ia Nr. 1422/42 geh., Korpsbefehl Nr. 124, 19.5.1942, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/57.  Emphasis in original.  Five days after the encirclement was broken, II Corps issued an 
order stating that the troops were to “maintain defensive positions;” Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Nr. 
1177/42 geh., Korpsbefehl Nr. 120, 27.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/56. 
976 See the six page instructional pamphlet concerning fortifications: Gruppe Rauch, Abt. Ia/Az. Iva, Nr. 
314/42 geh., Betr.: Ausbau der Pola-Stellung, 28.April 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/56.  
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The Demiansk bulge existed until late February 1943 when II Corps finally 

withdrew behind the Lovat River.977  In the intervening thirteen months, the war in the 

Demiansk sector degenerated into trench warfare.  During the whole of 1942, engineers 

attached to the 123rd ID planted over 22,000 mines of various types while more than 400 

rolls of barbed wire were strung out in front of the division’s lines.978  The most 

noteworthy occurrences recorded in the division’s war diary concerned the number of 

kills claimed by snipers, though the Red Army kept pressure on German positions with 

frequent raids, shelling, and platoon-sized attacks.979  Though no single engagement 

caused an inordinate amount of casualties, these firefights imposed the bloody logic of 

attrition on German formations, including the 123rd ID.980  The division began a 

mobilization of all possible resources within the pocket to secure its position and that 

included civilians.  While their fate scarcely registered with German authorities during 

the months of desperate fighting, men of the 123rd ID now began to recognize their 

potential for labor as well as their suffering.    

The division’s construction program was forced to rely on civilian labor as the 

front line was unable to spare the men needed for this work.  This led II Corps to order 

“the ruthless use of all male and female members of the population” to improve defensive 

positions.981  The Engineer Battalion immediately began utilizing numerous civilians as 

                                                 
977 Bernd Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” p. 1205. 
978 Anlage 2 zu Gruppe Rauch, Abt. Ia/Az.Ive 1 Nr. 1965/42 geh. vom 18.12.42, Anzahl verlegter Minen, 
Stand vom 17.12.1942; 123 ID Abt. Ia/Az.IVe 1 an Generalkommando II AK, 3.September 1942, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/106. 
979 Typical examples include the 61 claimed hits for the month of September and the 43 for the month of 
October; see KTB, 1.10.42, 1.11.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46.  The war diary noted several Soviet attacks 
during the months of November and December, all of which were repulsed; see, for example, the entries for 
29.11.42 and 1.12.42.  
980 II Corps complained that it had suffered over 4,000 casualties during the month of June despite the lack 
of any major combat.  From July 1 through July 10, II Corps suffered an additional 1,136 casualties; see 
KTB II AK 1.7.41, 12.7.42, BA-MA RH 24-2/379. 
981 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Abt. Ia, Nr. 1253/42 geh., Zusatz zum Korpsbefehl Nr. 123, 6.Mai 
1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/56.  Here again, a front-line unit – II Corps – anticipated orders from higher up 
the chain of command.  In September, the OKH issued a directive which stated that “after hearing about 
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well as prisoners-of-war for these purposes and this practice continued throughout the 

summer of 1942.982  The fabrication of these dwellings was especially important due to 

Soviet shelling of villages and towns in an attempt to deny German soldiers shelter.983  

The marshy area in which the 123rd ID operated complicated this process as many shelters 

became unusable when heavy rains and thaws caused sudden floods.984  The division also 

used civilians to maintain the roads, especially during fall when yet another muddy 

period set in.  In one eleven day period, for example, 60 men, 145 women and 73 

children worked under German supervision in repairing roads.985  As had become the 

norm for German divisions operating in northwest Russia, civilians were also used to 

clear roads of snow during the winter months; in one particular case “the entire 

population” of two towns, including the elderly, women and children, were ordered to 

take part in this work.986   

  

During the tumultuous fighting in January and February 1942, the 123rd ID took 

the fate of civilians into consideration only when their activities threatened military 

operations.  The combat requirements of the troops came first.  The division’s view of the 

food question and forced evacuations highlight the emphasis on military necessity.  As 

already noted, the 123rd ID was poorly supplied in its forward position in the Demiansk 

sector even before Soviet forces encircled II Corps.  Following the opening of the Red 

                                                                                                                                                 
how the Russians ruthlessly employ civilians in fortification construction, the Führer hoped that we were 
just as ruthless towards civilians in terms of constructing winter positions and especially tank ditches;” 
Oberkommando des Heeres, Gen St d H/Gen d Pi u Fest b Ob d H (L II O) Az. 39 OR, Nr. 5250/42 geh., 
8.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/59. 
982 KTB, 4.5.42, 7.5.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/46; Pionier Bataillon 123 Abt. Ia/M, Betr.: Riegelstellung 
“M”, 31.Juli 1942.  
983 Gruppe Rauch, Abt. Ia/Az. Iva, 1.Mai 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/56.  
984 Abschnitt Koßmala, Abt. Ia, Betr.: Kampfunterstände, 29.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/65.  The I/418 
reported that while 33 dugouts were finished, twelve of them were flooded. 
985 Fernspruch Nr. 17, Gruppe Rauch Ia an Gen Kdo II AK, Betr.: Einsatz russischer Zivilkräfte zum 
Straßenbau, 11.10.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/96. 
986 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia./Az. IV e 1, 18.December 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/105.   
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Army offensive, the division confiscated whatever foodstuffs it could extract from the 

surrounding countryside: 

 
All stocks from the land are to be seized for the feeding of the troops.  

 Confiscations are to be ordered and supervised by officers.  Unauthorized 
 requisitioning is to be avoided in all cases.  Cattle are to be seized  and kept for 
 use in special emergency situations.  For the feeding of the troops’  horses, panje 
 horses, and the available cattle, all of the countryside’s hay is to be seized.987 

 

 Supply became an even more pressing issue after the encirclement of II Corps. While 

air-drops sufficed to maintain a minimum level of activity, they were in no way adequate 

for all of the division’s needs.  II Corps accordingly ordered the “ruthless exploitation of 

the countryside.”  This order, however, failed to correspond with reality.  As the 

divisional quartermaster noted, there simply were “no supply goods left in the area.”  All 

that remained were cattle and even after the return of several Requisition Commandos, 

the Quartermaster counted a mere 20 head of cattle.988  While the division attempted to 

square its own circle of supply problems, the surrounding civilian population was left 

with little or no possibility of sustenance.  The seizure of the cattle meant that “despite 

the most difficult of conditions, the division was able to extract the necessary fresh meat 

from the countryside.”989  But what were civilians to do in “the most difficult of 

conditions” in an area completely stripped of any type of food?  The division’s records 

remain silent on this issue.        

The second issue concerns the removal of civilians from the division’s immediate 

area of operations.  Orders to evacuate the population were ignored by the division in late 

                                                 
987 Gruppe Rauch, Ib, Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgung für den 19.1.42, BA-MA RH 26-
123/217.  
988 KTB Qu., 12.2.42, 13.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/200.  A report from the supply company indicated 25 
cattle were seized; Stab Dinafü 123, 15.Februar 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/203. 
989 Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.2.-28.2.42, IVa, 1.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/226. 
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January as it did not possess the necessary manpower for such an undertaking.990  By mid-

February, however, fears of a revolt in the town of Molvotitsy, led to the forced 

evacuation of the town’s 1,130 inhabitants, the majority of whom were women and 

children, a mere one day after the idea was first broached  They were then jettisoned into 

the neighboring 12th ID’s area of responsibility.991  In all probability, the majority of these 

up-rooted individuals perished.992  In the calculations of division command, however, the 

survival of women and children received no attention.     

Once a land connection was reestablished to Sixteenth Army and the situation 

became correspondingly more secure, the 123rd ID began to pay more attention to its rear 

area.  While the divisions rations were continually increased until they reached their 

normal levels for the first time in three months in early May, the troops continued to 

scour the landscape in search of food. 993  By mid-summer, numerous vegetables, 

including cabbage, turnips, and potatoes were being cultivated in the pocket.994   This 

summer harvest came several months too late for many Soviet civilians.  In late April, 

divisional troops alerted its command that a group of 192 refugees were threatened with 

starvation in a small village in its sector: “the food situation is so bad for the rest of the 

population, that there is nothing to give the refugees from their small holdings.”995   A 

contemporaneous report from Veterinary Company detailed that “civilians in Tobolka are 

on the point of starvation” and that “disease had broken out” as a result of 
                                                 
990 KTB Qu., 22.1.42, 12.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/200.  
991 Ibid., 14.2.42, 15.2.42, 16.2.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/200.  
992 On the 12th ID and its condition during the fighting, see Bartov, The Eastern Front, 1941-1945, German 
Troops and the Barbarization of Warfare, passim. 
993 The opening of the land bridge connecting the pocket to Sixteenth Army allowed for rations to be 
raised; KTB AK II, 3.5.42, BA-MA RH 24-2/108; IVa, Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.-31.5.42, BA-
MA RH 26-123/226.  Air supply also picked up considerably by early March with the goal of 300 tons of 
supplies exceeded for the first time on March 4.  Subsequent daily deliveries reached total of 544 tons; 
KTB AK II, 4.3.42, 7.3.42, 18.3.42, 23.3.42, BA-MA RH 24-2/108. 
994 Lt. Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
995 Abschnitt Noack Abteilung Ib, Betr.: Flüchtlinge in Gl.-Demidovo, 30.4.1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/204. 
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malnourishment.996  Unrest bubbled up in Pogorelizy where “the population already has 

been rebellious and shouted out to the interpreter that one would rather be shot instead of 

being left to starve.”  As the quartermaster noted, “the supply situation for the civilian 

population is such that a decision needs to be made.”997 

Fearful of epidemics and possible revolts, the division contacted II Corps about 

the “emergency.”998  Though the two commands considered pushing the population across 

the front-lines and making the civilians the responsibility of the Red Army, this idea was 

quickly dismissed as impracticable.999  It was finally decided to establish communal 

kitchens, under the supervision of the German appointed leader, in both Tobolka and 

Pogorelizy in which the inhabitants would receive a daily serving of thick soup.1000  The 

root of the problem in both villages appeared to be a number of refugees from the 

previously evacuated Molvotisy.  These people, starving and wandering throughout the 

area, were refused any assistance by the natives of the two towns and it was this clash 

which created the volatile situation.  The poorly-planned and ill-timed evacuation of 

Molvotisy now haunted the 123rd ID.       

In an attempt to “improve” the “hopeless food situation for evacuated Russian 

civilians,” the division issued a directive concerning the feeding of native inhabitants in 

its area of responsibility.1001  First, the division commander made the front-line 

commanders, as well as the German medics in each sector, responsible for implementing 

                                                 
996 KTB Qu., 25.4.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/201.  While the disease was not identified in the report, it is 
extremely likely that it was typhus. 
997 Ibid., 30.4.42. 
998 Ibid. The remainder of this discussion is based on this entry unless otherwise noted. 
999 The idea of forcing civilians across the line into Soviet controlled territory was one that first surfaced in 
discussions concerning the fate of Leningrad’s civilians.  The idea was finally put into practice on a 
horrifyingly large scale by Ninth Army in March 1944.  On Leningrad, see Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte 
Leningrad, 1941-1944, pp. 37-38.  On Ninth Army’s actions, see Rass, Menschenmaterial, pp. 386-402. 
1000 KTB Qu., 1.5.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/201. 
1001 Gruppe Rauch, Abt. Ib, Nr. 194/42 geh., Betr.: Ernährung der Zivilbevölkerung, 2.Mai 1942, BA-MA 
RH 26-123/205.  The following discussion is based on this document unless otherwise noted. 
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“emergency measures” in those villages that required immediate help.  In these especially 

affected communities, the troops were ordered to establish communal kitchens which, 

following the examples set in Tobolka and Pogorelizy, would be run by village leaders 

under the supervision of German units.  The entire community would not receive 

sustenance from these kitchens; the distribution of a warm soup was to be limited to 

refugees only. 

The section commanders were also to set aside a portion of the food intended for 

civilians already working for the Army in order to supplement the soup.  In order to 

qualify for this assistance, however, the refugees needed to provide of labor for the 

Germans, be it construction or agricultural work.  Though such a policy acted as a virtual 

death sentence to those civilians physically unable to work for the Wehrmacht, the 

commander pointed out that the army was unable to provide for everyone.  He then stated  

that these communal kitchens and the supply of the “additional food stained the . . . entire 

transport system etc, etc” and that the commanders needed to ensure that food was not 

wasted. 

Finally, the commander called for an “intensive as possible cultivation of the 

land” as well as a close watch on all available seed in order to provide food and hay for 

both the troops and civilians during the upcoming months.  The division emphasized the 

gathering of the harvest repeatedly during the summer of 1942.  Unlike the previous 

summer, the collection of food and hay was carried out by the division in a much more 

organized manner.  The division commander charged the Ortskommandanten and local 

Economic Officers with establishing hay commandos consisting of 30 civilians and 

soldiers which would “ruthlessly bring in” all hay found in the area.1002  While 

                                                 
1002 123 Inf. Division, Ib/Wi., Betrifft.: Heuaufbringung im Div.-Bereich, 25.Juni 1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/206.  One officer estimated that “thousands” of prisoners-of-war were used to gather the harvest; Lt. 
Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, 31.7.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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“everything [needed] to be done to ensure a one-hundred percent collection and securing 

of all animal food found in the divisional area,” the responsible officers also needed to 

make certain that villages received both payments for their hay as well as one ton of hay 

for each cow and horse within the village.1003  The division emphasized even more 

strongly that the fate of civilians was closely tied to that of the harvest when it was time 

to harvest the rye.  The Quartermaster instructed the troops that the rye harvest was 

intended solely for the civilian population, stating “therefore it is important that we bring 

in 100% of the harvest so the troops are not responsible for feeding the civilian 

pop[ulation] this winter.”1004           

Such policies enacted by the 123rd ID led to an evolution in the relationship 

between the soldiers and civilians in the operational area.  A report issued by the 

Intelligence Section of Sixteenth Army on June 20 characterized the attitude of the 

civilian population towards the Germans as “good.”1005  While the overly optimistic tone 

of the report stretches credulity, German propaganda that promised to eradicate the hated 

collective-farm system and to establish communal kitchens did make the population more 

amenable to the invaders.  The report also called for the “proper treatment” of civilians 

and prisoners-of-war in order to maintain this reservoir of good will.  By attempting to 

halt the practice of arbitrary requisitioning and by proactively assisting starving civilians, 

the 123rd ID’s actions significantly departed from the planned war of annihilation.  It is 

especially noteworthy that this modification of the division’s earlier behavior took place 

while the division itself was encircled in the Demiansk Pocket.  Instead of radicalizing its 

                                                 
1003 123 Inf. Division, Ib/Wi. Betr.: Heuaufbringung im Div.-Bereich. 16.Juni 1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/206.  A cynic, however, might ask how many of such animals were still in the possession of civilians 
following the experiences of the winter fighting. 
1004 123 Inf. Division, Ib/Wi., Betr.: Roggenernte, 12.August 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/208. 
1005 Armeeoberkommando 16 O.Qu/Qu.2, Verordnung zur Reglung des Arbeiteinsatzes, 18.7.1942, BA-
MA RH 26-123/220. 
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behavior and ruthlessly exploiting the civilian population, the 123rd ID implemented more 

conciliatory occupation policies.       

These local initiatives, however, were sharply criticized by Army High 

Command.  On August 23, 1942, the OKH issued a directive to its forces in the Soviet 

Union entitled “Feeding of the Civilian Population in the Occupied Eastern 

Territories.”1006  While the OKH recognized the difficulties facing civilians and their 

procurement of foodstuffs, it deemed “untenable” the “increasing number of petitions of 

commanders to make food drawn from Army stocks available to civilians in both army 

and rear-areas.”  The “serious food situation in the Heimat” meant that the civilians in the 

occupied areas should receive only a “minimum of food” and that these meager rations 

were in no way to be supplied by the German Army itself.  The familiar refrain of how 

such assistance constituted a crippling burden on an already overstrained supply system 

was employed to justify a policy that “fundamentally prohibited” feeding civilians from 

the Wehrmacht’s stores.  Finally, the OKH asserted that “the supply of the civilian 

population is the exclusive task of the economic offices.”1007  Here, the center snuffed out 

the periphery’s policies that despite their obvious limitations, certainly presented civilians 

with increased chances of survival.   

While the available documentation gives no indication of the effects of this order 

on the 123rd ID’s policies, it seems safe to assume that large-scale projects requiring 

noticeable amounts of food were shut down, while smaller, less-conspicuous programs 

continued.  This, however, forced the 123rd ID to find another solution to the problem of 

starving civilians in its midst.  The evacuation of civilians from the front area now 

                                                 
1006 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Qu. Nr. 987/42 geh., Besondere Anordnung für die Versorgung des 
II AK, Nr. 214, 23.8.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/220.   The remainder of this section is based on this document 
unless otherwise noted. 
1007 Emphasis in original. 
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dovetailed with the Reich’s new program of recruiting and kidnapping labor and this 

became the division’s guiding policy in its relationship with civilians. 

The labor shortage that had plagued the Third Reich as far back as the late 1930s 

was intensified by the onset of global war in late 1941.1008  Ideological beliefs that 

mitigated against bringing “Bolshevik” laborers into Germany slowly faded in the face of 

the need for increased armament production and the realization that Operation Barbarossa 

had failed to destroy the Soviet state in 1941.1009  On March 21, 1942, Hitler appointed 

Fritz Sauckel, Gauleiter of Thuringia, Plenipotentiary for the Mobilization of Labor.1010    

Sauckel was charged with gathering the necessary bodies to work in the factories, mines 

and farms of the Reich.  In order to fulfill his duties, Sauckel and his 800 men employed 

in the eastern occupied territories were dependent on the Wehrmacht for support and 

assistance.1011  The German Army recognized this as a “task of decisive importance for 

the war” and its support of the program led to almost three million Soviet citizens being 

shipped to the Reich.1012 

On May 26, II Corps issued an order entitled “The Recruitment and Deportation 

of Russian Workers for the Reich.”1013  II Corps presented this new policy as having 

                                                 
1008 For overviews of this problem, see Bernhard Kroener, “The Manpower Resources of the Third Reich 
in the Area of Conflict between Wehrmacht, Bureaucracy, and War Economy,” in Bernhard Kroener, et. 
al., Germany and the Second World War, volume V/1, Organization and Mobilization of the German 
Sphere of Power, pp. 787-1100, esp. 996-1096; Ulrich Herbert, Hitler’s Foreign Workers: Enforced 
Foreign Labor in Germany under the Third Reich, (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 27-137. 
1009 Ulrich Herbert, “Zwangsarbeit in Deutschland: Sowjetische Zivilarbeiter und Kriegsgefangene 1941-
1945, in Rürup and Jahn (ed.), Erobern und Vernichten: Der Krieg gegen die Sowjetunion 1941-1945 , pp. 
106-130; here, pp. 110-113; Herbert, Hitler’s Foreign Workers, pp. 137-171 provides an excellent account 
of the decision making process that resulted in the employment of Russian laborers in the Reich. 
1010 Peter W. Becker, “Fritz Sauckel: Plenipotentiary for the Mobilization of Labor,” in Ronald Smelser 
and Rainer Zitelmann (eds.), The Nazi Elite, (New York, 1993), pp. 194-201. 
1011 Rolf-Dieter Müller, “Menschenjagd: Die Rekrutierung von Zwangsarbeitern in der besetzten 
Sowjetunion,” in Hannes Heer and Klaus Naumann (eds.), Vernichtungskrieg: Verbrechen der Wehrmacht, 
1941-1944 (Hamburg, 1995), pp. 92-103; here, p. 94. 
1012 On the Wehrmacht’s view, see Müller, “Menschenjagd;” on the total numbers involved, see Herbert, 
“Zwangsarbeit in Deutschland,” p. 107. 
1013 Gruppe Rauch, Ib, Betrifft: Anwerbung und Abschub russischer Arbeiter für das Reich, 26.Mai.1942, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/205. 
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“special meaning . . . due to the poor food situation of the civilian population inside of the 

pocket.”  The local Ortskommandanten were given the responsibility of working 

alongside with village leaders in selecting workers.  At this point, the search for labor 

focused only on volunteers though some additional criteria existed: all workers sixteen to 

fifty years old were eligible as were parents capable of work that had children under 

fourteen years old.  The troops were instructed that “politically and criminally unreliable” 

elements would not be brought to Germany. “Asians and Jews” were both explicitly 

excluded.  The Germans promised the workers various benefits, including “preference in 

the parceling out of land [in Russia] after returning from the Reich, the rations of a 

German worker, appropriate shelter, and cash.”    After one week of recruitment based on 

these principles, 774 people reported for work in Germany and by June 23, 911 civilians 

were shipped out of the division’s area in seven separate transports.1014   

Since the numbers of volunteers were too low to solve the food issue in the 

pocket, the division turned to forced evacuation.1015  On June 9, II Corps instructed its 

units to categorize the remaining civilians in their areas.  The first category consisted of 

people whose work was indispensable to either the Army or to the local economy and 

whose nourishment was secured, while the second category was comprised of productive 

workers whose food supply was precarious.  The final group was comprised by those 

                                                 
1014 KTB Qu., 3.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/201; Gruppe Rauch, Ib/IV Wi., Betr.: Anwerbung und Abschub 
russischer Arbeiter für das Reich, 6.Junie 1942; 123  Inf. Division, Ib/Wi., Betr.: Anwerbung und Abschub 
russ. Arbeiter für das Reich, 16.6.42; Abteilung Ib, 23.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/205.  The focus of 
recruitment subtly shifted in November of 1942 when the division looked for “Russian women 15-35, 
healthy, no foreign/alien types, to go to Germany as house-hold servants.”  Again, this was designed as a 
voluntary program; 123 Inf. Division, Abt. IV/Wi, 18.11.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/211.  For a further 
discussion of this particular program, see Herbert, Hitler’s Foreign Workers, pp. 187-189. 
1015 As early as May 5, II Corps contacted Sixteenth Army and argued that the “necessity of evacuating the 
civilian population out of the Kessel” due to the difficulties in feeding the population of the front-areas and 
the destroyed villages who “crowded together in the middle of the Kessel;” KTB AK II, 18.5.42, BA-MA 
RH 24-2-108. 
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inhabitants who were “worthless for the Corps or the economy.”1016    The division had 

thus begun to distinguish between “productive” and “non-productive” civilians and 

evacuate the latter to the rear.  During the remainder of 1942, the division evacuated 

somewhere between 2300-2800 civilians from its area of operations.1017  Many of these 

requests were framed in terms of the combat situation, but the inability to adequately feed 

these civilians also figured prominently in the decision-making process.1018  Though this 

process was much more organized than the earlier evacuation of Molvotisy, similar 

problems afflicted the Germans.  The 123rd ID complained that the entire evacuation 

process was held up by the “overflowing of villages with refugees and troops” in the rear 

area of the division.1019  While the division made an attempt to provide the evacuees with 

some sort of nourishment for the several day march to Staraia Russa, the one piece of 

bread for every three people and hot soup at resting points during the trek failed to 

suffice.1020      

The evacuations in the summer of 1942 fit the pattern established the previous fall 

when the 123rd ID had begun removing civilians in hopes of destroying the social network 

that nourished partisan units.  In contrast to the preceding fall and winter, however, 

partisan activity in 1942 was nearly non-existent in the 123rd ID’s area of operations.  The 

division arrested several women and children on the grounds of espionage but recorded 

                                                 
1016 Generalkommando II.Armeekorps, Qu./IV Wi., Betr.: Abschub und Ernährung russischer 
Zivilbevölkerung, 9.6.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/206. 
1017 See the entries in the Quartermaster’s war diary for 9.8.42, 11.8.42, 18.8.42, 22.8.42, 4.10.42, 4.11.42, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/201; Fernspruch 8.6.42, Betr.: Abschub russischer Arbeiter in das Reich, Fernspruch 
16.6.42, II AK Qu, an alle Divisionen; Fernspruch, 21.7.42, an Ib, BA-MA RH 26-123/214; Fernspruch 
123 ID, 16.11.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/216. 
1018 Ibid., 21.7.42; 1.8.42; 22.12.42.  In October, the division requested the further evacuation of 
approximately 1750 people as the “harvest yields would suffice for the civilian population until the end of 
the year.”  This food could last longer for those working for the Germans if the unproductive were 
deported; Gruppe Rauch, Ib/Ia, Betr.: Evakuierung der Zivilbevölkerung, 23.October 1942, BA-MA RH 
26-123/102.   
1019 123 Inf. Division, Abt. Ic, Betr.: Überwachung der Zivilbevölkerung , 28.9.1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/209. 
1020 KTB Qu., 9.8.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/201. 
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the deaths of only two partisans from February through December.1021  One soldier wrote 

with relief that “it is a stroke of luck that the population has not followed Stalin’s slogan 

to attack us in the rear. . . .”1022  Several reasons account for this decrease in activity.  

First, the concentration of German troops in the Demiansk pocket significantly increased 

the dangers for partisans of being discovered.  Second, the German position was ringed 

by a fortification system that was much harder to penetrate than the more fluid front line 

of late 1941 and early 1942.  Third, and perhaps most importantly, partisans require 

resources from the surrounding countryside to survive; these foodstuffs simply did not 

exist in the Demiansk pocket as soldiers and civilians stripped the area bare.             

Despite this negligible amount of partisan activity, a directive issued by the 123rd 

ID in October 1942 to the men indicated that it still took guerilla activity seriously.1023  

The order opened by stating that “for the struggle against agent and partisan activity in 

the Demiansk combat area, the attitude of the troops towards the population is decisive.”  

It then proceeded to detail a picture of a quiescent and generally “obliging” population 

that even took up arms on behalf of the German cause.  The less compliant section of the 

population, however, required “a strict, but understanding, impartial treatment.”  For 

these civilians, “any weakness from our side will be seen by the Russian population as 

military weakness.  It further undermines their obedience and trustworthiness towards the 

troops.”  The contradictory messages presented in this order served to legitimize both 

conciliatory and brutal behavior by the Berliners towards the civilian population. 

                                                 
1021 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic mit Anlagen  21.6-10.11.42, 14.8.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/155; Tätigkeitsbericht 
der 123 Inf. Division, Abt. Ic, für die Zeit vom 21-30 November 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/156.  
Apparently the reasons the arrestedcivilians gave for their actions, such as picking berries, were not 
credible in the eyes of the Berliners.   
1022 Lt. Klaus W., Inf. Rgt. 418, 31.7.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1023 123.Inf.Division, Abt. Ic, Betr.: Überwachung der Zivilbevölkerung, 6.10.1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/98. 
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The order also established guidelines for policing the cleared and non-evacuated 

zones within the six “surveillance sectors.”  Civilians could only enter the former if 

accompanied by a soldier; anyone detected in the evacuated zone without German 

supervision was to be shot immediately.  In those areas where significant numbers of 

civilians remained, the local Ortskommandanten were charged with maintaining security 

in the towns.  A Bürgermeister, appointed by the Ortskommandanten, was made 

responsible for registering all of the town’s inhabitants, making a special effort to identify 

civilians not native to the town.   All civilians in the division’s area of responsibility 

were required to carry a labor card which identified the bearer and provided employment 

information.  Anyone caught without a valid card was subject to execution.  The division 

also prohibited the movement of any civilians outside of their villages without 

accompanying German soldiers as “the strictest supervision is to be enacted.”1024  In 

general, the Ortskommandanten were “instructed to have a 100% control over every 

Russian.”1025    

The division also utilized both civilian and prisoner-of-war manpower extensively 

during the fall and winter of 1942.  The former were used for the usual tasks of road 

clearing and improvements as well as for working on fortifications.1026  The latter were 

used as part of a new policy that fundamentally broke with past practice.   The use of 

Soviet civilians and POWs within the ranks of the German Army had two contradictory 

effects.  First, as noted by Christoph Rass, the inclusion of Soviet civilians “automatically 

shifted the position of the German soldier upwards” within the hierarchy of the 

                                                 
1024 Fernschreiben, 123 Inf. Div., Ia an Überwachungsabschnitt III, V, VII, 17.12.42, BA-MA RH 26-
123/61. 
1025 123 Inf. Division, Kommandeur, 24.November 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/211. 
1026 123 Inf. Division, Kommandeur, Nr. 1958/42 geh., Betr.: Rundumverteidigung der Ortschaften, 
19.Dezember 1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/225.  
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Wehrmacht.1027  The individual soldier no longer dwelled on the bottom rung of the 

Army’s ladder; while previously able only to rule over civilians, he now exercised some 

sort of power over others in uniform.  This could obviously lead to soldiers exercising 

even more brutality towards their institutional inferiors and desertion by these Soviets 

certainly increased these prospects.1028   The use of Soviet volunteers also allowed soldiers 

to penetrate through the distortion of prejudice and propaganda and work on a daily basis 

with Russians for a common goal.   

Both of these attitudes were visible in the division’s order concerning the 

establishment of Hilfswillger (Volunteers or Hiwi) units.1029  In an attempt to raise the rifle 

strength of the combat units, the Supply and Veterinary sections were to transfer German 

troops to the infantry regiments.  They were, in turn, to be replaced by Hiwis who would 

also serve as truck drivers, tailors, shoemakers.  The attitude of the division and the men 

towards these auxiliaries, however, was somewhat schizophrenic.  At the same time as 

the division stated that “good treatment, sufficient food, and liveable quarters are the best 

means for ensuring trust . . . [and] voluntary, diligent work,” it also established a 

company of POWs to clear minefields in order to “spare German blood.”1030  Such 

contradictory policies did little to alter the troops’ perceptions of Soviet prisoners and the 

division was forced to issue another order instructing the men to treat the prisoners in a 

satisfactory manner as “the maintenance of the labor capabilities of the POWs is a 

military, economic and propaganda requirement.  Every POW works in the interests of 

                                                 
1027 Rass, Menschenmaterial, p. 273. 
1028 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 20.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/124. 
1029 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az.: Umgl.III Nr. 1692/42 geh., Stabsbefehl Nr. 8., Umgliederung der 
Versorgungstruppen, 26.11.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/231. 
1030 On good treatment, see Anlage 1 zum Stabsbefehl 8., Umgliederung der Versorgungstruppen, 
26.11.42, BA-MA RH 26-123/231; on the establishment of mine-clearing companies, see Gruppe Rauch, 
Abt. Ia/Az.Iv, Betr.: Beseitigung von Minen durch Kriegsgefangene, 10.November 1942, BA-MA RH 26-
123/225. 
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the German conduct of war.”1031  During its period in the Demiansk Pocket, the 123rd ID 

imposed a severe occupation system that while certainly utilizing violence, nonetheless 

does not seem especially driven by the ideological tenets of Nazism.

                                                 
1031 123 Inf. Division, Ib, Betr. Kriegsgefangene, 29.12.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/212. 
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Chapter 8: “From One Mess to Another:” War of Attrition in 

Northwest Russia 

I. THE 126
TH

 INFANTRY DIVISION AND THE DEMIANSK POCKET  

While the 123rd ID faced a negligible partisan threat during the remainder of 1942, 

Red Army pressure on the Kessel continued.  Between July and September, the 

Northwest Front launched three major assaults on German positions.1032  While none of 

these operations affected the 123rd ID in any significant way, the attacks led to a general 

decrease in available German manpower within the pocket and forced Army Group North 

to transfer more units into the pocket.1033  One of these units was the 126th ID, which took 

up a position on the southern side of the land-bridge, next to the 123rd ID.     

After bearing the full brunt of the Soviet attack on the Volkhov River in January 

and then participating in the long struggle to eliminate the trapped Red Army forces, the 

126th ID was pulled out of the line in early July for what it believed was a long period of 

rest and refitting.1034  After little more than two weeks, however, the division was ordered 

to deploy in the Demiansk land-bridge.  The division found this “completely surprising” 

and complained that “the full combat strength of the division was in no way restored 

[and] the combat value of the division was accordingly limited.”1035  Army Group North’s 

manpower crunch, however, was such that even mauled divisions were needed in the 

lines.  One soldier wrote  

 

                                                 
1032 Erickson, The Road to Stalingrad, p. 381. 
1033 Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” p. 997. 
1034 KTB, 3.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/57.  Küchler, Commander-in-Chief of Army Group North visited 
divisional headquarters on July 17 and “promised” the division a long rest; 17.7.42, 19.7.42. 
1035 Ibid., 19.7.42. 
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unfortunately the war still isn’t over.  But we are hoping for the best, that it 
 will soon be over . . . we will be moved out from here in the next few days 
 and deployed somewhere else.  From one mess to another.1036   

 

Despite being transferred to a section of the line where “the air was filled with lead,” the 

front proved relatively quiescent during July and August and the division was able to 

focus on training programs as well as activities typical of all German divisions in 

northwest Russia: road building, the construction of fortifications, and maintaining rail 

lines.1037  This period of relative inactivity, however, soon ended with the advent of 

Operation Michael.1038 

Hitler and Army Group North wanted to enlarge the size of the land-bridge to the 

Demiansk pocket to increase the ratio of supplies delivered by truck vis-à-vis air drop.  

After a lengthy period of discussion, several postponements and a change in plans, it was 

finally decided to use forces within the pocket to push back Soviet troops at the southern 

shoulder and widen the path there.1039  On September 27, the offensive opened and the 

126th ID and the 5th Light Division advanced several kilometers to the west.1040  While 

Bernd Wegner has described the operation as “rapidly successful against an evidently 

surprised enemy,” for the men on the ground, the reality appeared quite different.1041  The 

war diarist of the 126th ID noted that    

                                                 
1036 Private Andres V., Inf. Rgt. 422, 5.7.42, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz.   
1037 Ibid.; 126 Infanterie Division, Betr.: Weiterbildung des Ersatzes der Gruppe v.Knobelsdorff, 15.8.42, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/69; 126 Infanterie Division, Tagesmeldung an Gruppe v.Knobelsdorff, 17.8.42, BA-
MA RH 26-126/60.  These training programs, however, were viewed by the division as being less than 
completely effective due to a lack of qualified NCOs to lead the instruction. 
1038 In the 126th ID’s records, the operation is called Operation Michael.  In the war diary of the OKW, 
however, it is termed Operation Winkelried; Wegner follows the latter usage.  In order to remain true to my 
sources, however, I will use Operation Michael.  
1039 See Wegner’s discussion in his “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” p. 907. 
1040 Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band III/I, 
28.September 1942, p. 773. 
1041 Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” p. 907. 
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altogether, 27.9.42 was one of the  toughest days of battle that  the division has 
gone through up until now during the Eastern Campaign.  Despite the outstanding 
support of unusually strong Luftwaffe forces and the  use of relatively strong 
artillery, it was not sufficient to force the hoped-for break-through [of] the deep 
enemy positions.  

 

The entry concluded by recording the over 500 casualties suffered by the division on the 

first day of fighting.1042 

Operation Michael ended on October 10 after a ten kilometer widening of the 

corridor.1043  The battle was especially costly with the division suffering an astounding 

1,100 casualties during the first three days of operations.1044  By the conclusion of the 

battle, the 126 ID lost 1,833 men, of which 369 were irrecoverable.1045  The 422nd Infantry 

Regiment lost over 50% of its combat strength during the fighting and the other infantry 

regiments suffered similar casualty rates.1046  Operation Michael was the last offensive in 

which any of the three divisions under investigation took part.  For the remainder of the 

war in northwest Russia, the Red Army held the initiative and Army Group North merely 

responded to the enemy’s actions. 

Following its transfer to II Corps in the Demiansk pocket, the 126th ID’s 

occupation policy began to conform more with that of the 123rd ID.  Policies, however, 

did not develop in a rigidly uniform fashion; rather, they followed a much more 

circuitous route.  At a meeting of the division’s officers in late August, an emphasis was 

placed on the protection of troops’ quarters from partisan attacks.  This, in turn, called for 

                                                 
1042 KTB, 27.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/57. 
1043 KTB, 9.10.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/57; Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der 
Wehrmacht 1942, Teillband IV/II, 11.Oktober 1942, p. 819; Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 
1942-1943,” p. 907. 
1044 126 Infanterie Division, Tagesmeldung an Gruppe v.Knobelsdorff, 30.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/62. 
1045 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abschlußmeldung über die Kämpfe im Robja-Lowat-Winkel, BA-
MA RH 26-126/63. 
1046 Tagesmeldung vom 5.10.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/63. 
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a strict supervision of the surrounding population.  Though the division believed that 

good relations with civilians were imperative to stunting partisan activity, it also declared 

that “whoever does not report the presence of partisans or supports them will be shot.”1047  

In early September, however, the division scaled back its responsibilities by ordering its 

troops to stay out of the fray of village affairs.  Crimes between individual civilians were 

to be punished by the local administration and not by the troops.1048  Only those actions 

which disrupted the division’s ability to fight or threatened the hierarchical relationship 

between the occupiers and civilians received the soldiers’ attention.  The division stated 

that ignorance of regulations caused most offenses and failure to report for work or 

traveling without a valid pass should not be punished severely; rather a “light 

punishment” such as a warning or additional labor should be utilized.  Only “difficult 

cases” called for more severe penalties, such as shipment to a prisoner-of-war camp or 

the death sentence be employed.  The division also attempted to break the men of their 

habit of shooting partisans and suspected partisans out of hand as “immediate shooting 

closes the possibility of further disclosure.”  A more organized system that involved the 

division’s intelligence section, the Secret Field Police and local SD units was developed 

to ensure at least the temporary survival of these civilians.  Such an order indicates that 

many soldiers in the division were much more inclined to resort to on the spot executions 

than they were in determining that such suspects were indeed partisans. 

This attempt to stifle brutal practices that had become commonplace among the 

division’s troops was part of a larger program of “political expedience.”  Recognizing the 

“privations” that all Russian civilians lived with, the division tried to remove some of the 

challenges facing civilians in order to minimize the “hate and desperation” of the 
                                                 
1047 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia Nr. 735/42 geheim, 18.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/69. 
1048 126 ID, Abt. Ic – Nr. 303/42 geh., Betr.: Erfahrungen über durchgeführte Befehlsmaßnahmen gegen 
Fälle von Auflehnung oder Straftaten der Zivilbevölkerung sowie Vorschläge auf diesem Gebiet, 8.9.1942, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/124.  The following discussion is based upon this document unless otherwise noted. 
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surrounding population.  Division command also acknowledged that its “ruthless 

execution of the death penalty” during the fighting between January and March was no 

longer necessary during this time of relative inaction and the division now implemented 

more lenient policies in an early manifestation of a “hearts and minds” campaign.1049  

The Rhinelanders, however, did not completely discard their terror policies.  

Public shootings and hangings were still to be utilized in cases of serious offenses and the 

latter were to remain on display for one to two days as a warning to the remainder of the 

population.  There was a more concerted effort, however, to involve the SD and the GFP 

in carrying out criminal investigations and in enforcing occupation policy.  An example 

of this policy occurred during December 1942.  Sixty civilians, suspected of supporting 

partisan activity, were arrested by members of the 126th ID.1050  Instead of executing the 

civilians out of hand, the division shipped the civilians to local branch of the GFP in 

Staraia Russa.  Such actions appear to be not only an attempt to focus the division’s 

activities on combat duties but also as a means of washing its hands of the dirty work 

required by National Socialist occupation policies. 

Finally, and most interestingly, the division ordered the establishment of uniform 

guidelines for its rear area.  While the lack of uniformity among German military and 

civilian agencies in occupying the eastern territories has long been recognized by 

historians, no standardization existed during the first year of war even within one 

division’s area of responsibility.1051  By curbing the dispersal of arbitrary violent 

                                                 
1049 These reforms in occupation practice initiated by the 126th ID fit into a larger attempt by various 
Wehrmacht units to co-opt Soviet civilians in the war effort; see Timothy Mulligan, The Politics of Illusion 
and Empire: German Occupation Policy in the Soviet Union, 1942-1943 (New York, 1988), pp. 13-15. 
1050 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 1.10.1942—31.12.1942, 31.12.1941, BA-MA RH 26-126/125. 
1051 See, for example, Hans Umbreit, “Towards Continental Dominion,” in Kroener, et. al., Germany and 
the Second World War, volume V/1, Organization and Mobilization of the German Sphere of Power, pp. 9-
404, esp. pp. 129-151.  The division used the example of a Russian employed as a supply column driver 
who pilfered a few sausages for himself.  One Ortskommandant would have him publicly hanged while 
another would have merely jailed him for a few days.   
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punishments which served to inflame popular resistance, the division attempted to instill 

a sense of order and legality in hopes of winning the population to the German cause. 

The 126th ID also endeavored to pacify the population by respecting their places 

of worship.  Division command forbade the men from using Orthodox Churches as 

shelters or for any other military purpose.1052  These measures designed to reduce friction 

between soldiers and civilians showed real progress in at least one area: relationships 

between German soldiers and Russian women.  As the policies towards civilians relaxed, 

contact between soldiers and Russian females increased.  This led the division to forbid 

“all social contact with Russians” as well as “going arm in arm with female Russians in 

public.”  The problem reached such proportions that numerous other activities were also 

prohibited, including giving photographs as presents, dancing, regular visits by Russian 

women to German homes, and the cohabitation of Russians and Germans.  Such decrees 

indicate that many of the Rhinelanders viewed the surrounding population not as the 

Untermenschen of Nazi ideology but rather as people who shared at least some similarity 

to themselves.1053                  

  In late September, the division also introduced a unified pass-system for civilians 

in an attempt to both combat the partisan movement and control the movements of 

refugees in its area of operations.1054  The Wehrmacht depended on local collaborators to 

assist in establishing German rule.  Local Bürgermeister were responsible for registering 

all inhabitants and dividing them into different categories, including those indigenous to 

the village and outsiders who arrived after June 22, 1941.  The latter, termed “aliens,” 
                                                 
1052 126 Infanterie Division, Abteilung Ic, Beitrag zur Dienstanweisung für Ortskommandanten, 20.9.1942, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/124. 
1053 Oldenburg has reached similar conclusions regarding German troops in the Eleventh and Seventeenth 
Armies operating in the Donets Basin and the Crimea; see his Ideologie und militärisches Kalkül: Die 
Besatzungspolitik der Wehrmacht in der Sowjetunion 1942, p. 316. 
1054 Befehl über die Ausgabe von Ausweisen an die Zivilbevölkerung im Operationsgebiet, no date, BA-
MA RH 26-126/124.  The 126th ID instituted this pass system some two weeks before the 123rd ID; see 
above, pp. 78-79. 
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had their passes marked “A” while Jews carried identification stamped with a “J;” here 

again, the Army involved itself in the regime’s genocidal policies, even if its soldiers 

were not personally pulling the trigger.   

While these measures merely continued previous policies adopted by the German  

Army, a fundamental break also occurred.  Following a decision made by the OKH, the 

126th ID announced on September 5, 1942, that Soviet civilians and prisoners-of-war 

would be allowed to join the German Army, in a limited capacity, thus freeing up 

German soldiers employed in the rear for combat duty.1055  The division’s war diary noted 

that the 126th ID “especially” approved the decision.1056  By the end of the month, the 

division already employed 237 prisoners and 14 civilians and had set aside a further 210 

slots for the Hiwis.1057    As noted above, the use of these Hiwis had two possible 

outcomes.  The first was that the troops’ hierarchical ascension within the Army would 

lead them to treat the auxiliaries with casual brutality and indifference.  That this type of 

behavior did occur was reflected in a memorandum that spelled out the reasons for the 

rather high rate of desertion by these auxiliaries.  According to the intelligence officer, 

prisoners increasingly deserted due to  

 
high labor demands with insufficient food; complete exhaustion without 

 adequate medical care; poor shelter and clothing that in no way protects them 
 from cold or wet; mistreated on the march or at work (beatings).1058   

 

                                                 
1055 126 Infanterie Division Abteilung Ia/Ic, Betr.: Landeseigene Hilfskräfte im Osten, 5.9.42, BA-MA RH 
26-126/124. 
1056 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 5.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/124.   
1057 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, Betr.: Landeseigene Hilfskräfte im Osten.  Übersicht über die 
Hilfswilligen per 30.9.42, BA- MA RH 26-126/124. 
1058 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic – Nr. 417/42 geh., Betr.: Entlaufen von Kriegsgefangenen, 5.11.1942, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/125.  Six days later, 70 civilians escaped from a labor camp due to the poor working 
conditions; Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 1.10.1942—31.12.1942, 30.11.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/125. 
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On the other hand, continual contact between Germans and Russians had the possibility 

of decreasing animosity between the two.  This was recognized as a possibility by the 

Soviet resistance, which targeted Hiwis not merely out of feelings of betrayal but also out 

of recognition that successful collaboration could lessen German violence and mortally 

injure the resistance movement.1059  

 

II. THE 121
ST

 INFANTRY DIVISION RETURNS TO PAVLOVSK 

Unlike the Rhinelanders, who were thrown back into battle almost immediately 

after the conclusion of the Volkhov Pocket Battle, the East Prussians of the 121st ID were 

ordered to return to their old positions outside of Leningrad for refitting.1060  The 

communities that they returned to had begun to bounce back from the dreadful conditions 

of the previous winter and spring.  This was primarily due to more readily available 

quantities of food.  In Pavlovsk, civiliand could finally purchase fresh milk at the city 

market – the eight cows (!) that had survived the winter were once again producing the 

now precious substance.1061 Such an increased amount of food resulted in part to a much 

smaller population (following the mass starvation and deportations of the preceding 

months) and a more efficient occupation administration.  Ration cards were introduced on 

July 1 in Pushkin, Pavlovsk, Liuban and other towns in northwest Russia and these cards 

“brought noticeable relief” to the civilian population.1062  These improvements, however, 

                                                 
1059 126 Infanterie Division, Abteilung Ic, 19.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/124.  For an extended discussion 
of partisan attitudes towards collaborators, see Kenneth Slepyan, Stalin’s Guerillas: Soviet Partisans in 
World War II, (Lawrence, Ks., 2006), pp. 79-84. 
1060 KTB, 30.6.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/24; “Mein Regiment,” BA-MA RH 37/3096. 
1061 Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 4. 
1062 KTB des Wirtschaftskommandos Krasnogwardeisk für die Zeit vom 1.Juli-15.Aug.1942, 1.7.42, BA-
MA RW 31/949; Wi.Kdo.Krasnogwardeisk, Az.Gr.Fü/HA./Mö Br.B.Nr. 42, Monatsbericht für die Zeit 
vom 20.6. bis 20.7.1942.  The fact that these cards were introduced approximately one year after the 
beginning of the invasion highlights the Wehrmacht’s earlier indifference to the civilian population in 
1941. 
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were soon washed away as the 121st ID received an order from L Corps on July 29 calling 

for the complete evacuation of the Pavlovsk-Pushkin area on “defensive grounds.”1063   

Within four days, the German troops began dividing the civilian population into 

categories based on their potential for productive labor.1064  On August 6, L Corps ordered 

the beginning of the evacuation and specified how many civilians were to be transported 

to various camps.  1,200 people deemed unable to work were to be shipped to a refugee 

camp in Krasnogvardeisk.  Eighteenth Army’s engineer section was to receive 1,500 

Russians believed to be capable of work while a further 500 were designated for 

shipment to the Economic Staff East branch stationed in Krasnogvardeisk.1065  Placed in 

charge of the entire evacuation plan, the 121st ID deported a total of 1,410 civilians from 

Pavlovsk and a further 1,810 from Pushkin by August 9.1066  Further evacuations resulted 

in an additional 1,638 inhabitants from Pushkin and 991 from Pavlovsk being shipped to 

refugee camps as well as to the Todt Organization and other German groups for labor 

purposes.1067   

For those civilians who remained in the area due to their economic 

indispensability, such as the 100 workers at the Pushkin Mechanical Works and skilled 

workers at the felt and cotton factories, they had until August 30 to move into the ghettos 

established for them.1068  Doctors and nurses were also kept within the cities in order to 

attend to the remaining civilians and keep them healthy enough to work.  A mere eight 

days after the operation began, the number of inhabitants in these two communities had 

                                                 
1063 KTB Abt. Ib, 29.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/66.  This evacuation had been in the planning process for at 
least a month and it seems clear that the need for labor played at least as large a role as purely military 
reasoning for the action.  See KTB Qu. II AK, 30.6.42, BA-MA RH 24-50/179.  
1064 KTB Abt. Ib, 31.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. 
1065 Ibid., 6.8.42. 
1066 Ibid., 9.8.42; KTB Qu. II AK, 10.8.42, 13.8.42, BA-MA RH 24-50/179. 
1067 KTB Abt. Ib, 11.8.42, 12.8.42, 13.8.42, 14.8.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. 
1068 Ibid., 17.8.42. 
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been pared down to 869 inhabitants in Pushkin and 1,329 in Pavlovsk, including 102 

women and 418 children deemed incapable of labor.  Women also constituted the 

overwhelming majority of workers – 1,258 – leading one Soviet source to claim “only 

women and children” remained in the city.1069  

As this discussion of the evacuations of Pavlovsk and Pushkin indicates, front-line 

combat units in the Wehrmacht were seriously implicated in rounding-up labor for 

deportation to the Reich or for other local agencies.  While the initial deportations from 

Pavlovsk in September and October 1941 were based on reasons of security, it is clear 

that the evacuations of July and August 1942 were part of a larger program to create labor 

for the Army and the Reich.  The shipment of 674 civilians to the Economic Commando 

Group at Krasnogvardeisk as well as the delivery of 613 people to the Todt Organization 

confirms the economic reasoning behind the evacuations: these organizations needed 

labor and the Army, via the 121st ID, provided it.1070  While Christian Hartmann is surely 

correct in asserting that the procurement of labor fell outside of combat divisions’ 

primary tasks, he is just as surely wrong in claiming that only rear-area troops took part 

in such round-ups.1071  The 121st ID organized and carried out the evacuations of Pavlovsk 

and Pushkin in the summer of 1942, with the majority of these men, women and children 

being sent to work for one or another German organization.1072 Those deemed unable to 

work faced a far grimmer fate.  While the available documents provide no glimpse at 

conditions in the camp, “useless eaters” clearly fell extremely low on the Wehrmacht’s 

list of priorities and, in all probability, disease and starvation claimed numerous victims.  
                                                 
1069 Ibid., 16.8.42.  The total number included 417 men who could work and three who could not; 
Pokazaniia bezhavshego iz nemetskogo plena, p. 2.    
1070 Ibid., 13.8.42, 15.8.42. 
1071 Hartmann, “Verbrecherischer Krieg – verbrecherische Wehrmacht?,” pp. 43-47. 
1072 The 121st ID’s constituted a small piece of a much larger whole of gathering workers.  By August 6, 
1942, 50,725 workers had been shipped out of Army Group North’s area and sent back to Germany.  See 
Monthly Report of Economic Insp. North for July 1942-6.8.42, Document NOKW-2393, in Trial of the 
Major War Criminals before the International Military Tribunal, volume XI, (Nuremberg, 1949), p. 259. 



 290 

The 121st ID certainly shoulders responsibility for the eventual fate of those it evacuated 

from their homes, irregardless of their final destination.                                        

While the division was clearing Leningrad’s industrial suburbs, planning for a 

new operation to seize the city was initiated.   The Army High Command designed 

Operation Nordlicht (Northern Light) after the issuing of Hitler’s Directive Nr. 41 on 

April 5 1942.1073  While the primary focus of the Wehrmacht’s 1942 summer offensive 

would be the oil fields of the Caucasus region, Hitler also charged Army Group North 

with three objectives: the seizure of Leningrad; the establishment of a common front with 

advancing Finnish troops; and the capture of the Arctic Ports through which Lend-Lease 

materials were delivered to the Soviet Union.1074  Hitler recognized that Army Group 

North did not possess the necessary resources to fulfill these tasks and he ordered the 

transfer of newly minted Field Marshal Erich von Manstein and his Eleventh Army to 

northern Russia in late August.1075  Fresh off of its pummeling and subsequent capture of 

Sevastopol, Eleventh Army possessed the necessary experience as well as artillery to 

finally crush Leningrad.1076  The 121st ID was placed under the command of the Eleventh 

Army and prepared to take part in the general assault on the city, planned for September 

14, 1942.1077 

                                                 
1073 Hubatsch, (ed.,) Hitlers Weisungen für die Kriegführung 1939-1945, pp. 183-188. 
1074 The most comprehensive look at German planning for Operation Nordlicht remains Andreas 
Hillgruber, “Nordlicht” – Die deutschen Pläne zur Eroberung Leningrads im Jahre 1942,” in Peter Classen 
and Peter Scheibert (eds.), Festschrift Percy Ernst Schramm, Band II (Wiesbaden, 1964), pp. 269-287.  See 
also Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” pp. 991-1001. 
1075 Manstein, Lost Victories, pp. 259-260; Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” pp. 
991, 993; Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-
1942, vol. III, 23.8.42, p. 509. 
1076 Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1942, Band IV/II, 8.August 1942, 
p. 558, n. 2. Eleventh Army’s artillery was described as being on the scale of “Verdun in the First World 
War.” 
1077 Haupt, Heeresgruppe Nord, p. 134.  For a detailed look at the actual deployment for the operation, see 
Kleinfeld and Tambs, Hitler’s Spanish Legion, pp. 211-212.  
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Red Army activity increased during late July 1942 in an attempt to forestall any 

German offensives in the Leningrad area as well as to relieve the pressure faced by Red 

Army units operating in southern Russia.1078  Though these assaults failed to influence 

German operations, they did cause some units, including the 121st ID, some anxious 

moments.  Soviet forces pushed the East Prussians out of their forward positions and 

these could only be retaken after savage hand-to-hand combat in one bunker after 

another.1079  The Red Army finally cancelled the operation on August 4 by which time the 

121st ID had recovered its former lines – though at a cost of over 110 casualties in the 

405th Infantry Regiment alone.1080   

On the heels of these small-scale engagements, the Soviets launched a major 

offensive on August 27 designed to break through the German “bottle-neck” that 

separated Leningrad from Red Army forces east of the city.1081  While German troops 

initially held the attack, by the second day the situation had, in the words of Halder, 

deteriorated into a “truly unpleasant breakthrough.”1082  Within four days, Soviet troops 

had penetrated a depth of nearly ten kilometers, nearing the high ground around the 

strategically important town of Siniavino; at this point the advance petered out.1083  Army 

Group North began deploying units earmarked for Operation Nordlicht in an attempt to 

seal off the Soviet penetration, effectively canceling any German offensive.1084  Hitler, 

infuriated at what he termed “irresolute leadership” on the part of Eighteenth Army, 

                                                 
1078 KTB, 20.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/28; Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs 
des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942 , vol. III, 23.7.42, p. 489; Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-
1944, p. 215.   
1079 KTB, 25.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/28. 
1080 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, p. 216; Tagesmeldung, 28.7.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/31. 
1081 Erickson, The Road to Stalingrad, p. 381. 
1082 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-
1942, vol. III, 27.8.42, 28.8.42, pp. 511-512. 
1083 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, 1941-1944, pp. 219-222. 
1084 Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-
1942, vol. III, 30.8.42; Manstein, Lost Victories, pp. 264-266. 
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ordered Manstein to take command of German troops in this area on September 4.1085  

Two days later, the commander of LIV Corps informed the 121st ID that it was to deploy 

behind the battered SS-Polizei Division, northwest of the breakthrough.1086  The East 

Prussians prepared for their part in the First Ladoga Battle. 

After several days of indecisive fighting, an operation designed to tie off the bulge 

was launched from the north and south, with the former spearheaded by the East 

Prussians.1087  Three days into the attack, the division complained that “the continual 

melting away of combat strength” necessitated the delivery of further troops to maintain 

the momentum of the assault as it faced continual Soviet counter-attacks.1088  By October 

2, the battle had concluded with 12,000 survivors of the pocket being taken into German 

captivity and several times that number of Soviet remaining dead on the battlefield.1089  

The 121st ID itself took over 2,060 prisoners and counted another 1,000 dead in front of 

their positions.1090  The East Prussians, however, also suffered heavy casualties with 591 

dead, 2,395 wounded and 97 missing.1091  Heesch noted that his III/408 Infantry Regiment 

returned from the battle with only 20 soldiers: “the III/408 was bled white.”1092   That 

combat also exacted a toll on the division’s material was evidenced by an order from 

XXVI Corps calling for the use of prisoners of war to scour the battlefield for clothing 

and equipment even before the fighting had ended.1093  Following the conclusion of the 
                                                 
1085 Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1942, Band IV/II, 4.September 
1942, p. 678. 
1086 KTB, 6.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/28; Kleinfeld and Tambs, Hitler’s Spanish Legion, p. 216; The 
commander of the 408th Infantry Regiment lamented that his soldiers had to move out of the Leningrad line, 
“never to see it again,” “Mein Regiment,” BA-MA RH 37/3096.  
1087 KTB, 19.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/28; Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” p. 
1000. 
1088 KTB, 22.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/28; Halder, Kriegstagebuch. Tägliche Aufzeichnungen des Chefs 
des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939-1942, vol. III, 22.9.42, p. 527. 
1089 Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943 p. 1000. 
1090 KTB, 1.10.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/28. 
1091 121 Infanterie Division, Zustandbericht, 7.10.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/42. 
1092 Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 145. 
1093 KTB Qu., 30.9.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. 
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battle, the 121st ID was shipped to the Tossno area where, outside of its duties of securing 

rail-lines, it was given the opportunity to rest and refit.1094 

  Following the conclusion of the First Lake Ladoga Battle, the 121st ID was, 

according to its commander, “not ready for action.”1095  While the division’s continued 

success on the battlefield ensured “confidence and firmness” in the men, “the high 

physical demands, exhaustion, being covered in lice and susceptibility to health 

problems” linked to the past fighting had severely lowered their combat effectiveness.  

Since leaving Pavlovsk and Pushkin, the men had been forced to live in the field without 

any shelter, which contributed to their exhausted state.  All three infantry regiments 

stated that an extended period of convalescence was required to both integrate and train 

newly arrived replacements as well as to provide the veterans with a period of much 

needed rest.  For the next three months, the 121st ID was given the opportunity to refit 

without serious combat. 

      The East Prussians also took advantage of the OKH’s decision to allow the use of 

Hiwis.  Even before the fighting south of Lake Ladoga, the division began to use 

“released” prisoners of war and civilians to take over rear-area duties.1096  This was part of 

a determined program to raise the combat strength of each division.1097  While the troops 

were instructed to keep a close eye on the auxiliaries to ensure their loyalty, division 

command also wanted its men to view the Russians as men and not through the eyes of 

National Socialist ideology.  It called for “good treatment, sufficient food and 

accommodations suitable for a man” as these were “the means to create trust and to train 

                                                 
1094 Fernspruch, no date, BA-MA RH 26-121/44. 
1095 121 Infanterie Division, Zustandsbericht, 7.10.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/41. 
1096 KTB Qu., 28.8.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. 
1097 121 Infanterie Division, Erhöhung der Kampfstärken, 27.10.1942, BA-MA RH 26-121/36. 
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the Hilfswilligen for voluntary and industrious work.”1098  Further orders, however, 

contained traditional German views of the East.  One directive concerning training 

focused on “habituation to personal order and cleanliness;” here, the German Army 

strove to construct a more orderly and Germanized East one individual at a time.1099  But, 

as these orders indicate, the German Army was now forced to look at Russians in a far 

different light then it did during the heady days of advance in 1941 

 

III. WEHRMACHT POLICY IN 1942 

On October 20, 1942, the newly-appointed commander of the 126th ID, Colonel 

Harry Hoppe, issued a proclamation to his troops.  He shared his expectations for the 

upcoming months: 

 
Despite heavy casualties, we have beaten the Russians and conquered a new 
position.  Now the position needs to be quickly fortified before the winter 
comesand freezing weather makes the work more difficult.  I demand much from 
you, namely work and more work.  Sweat saves blood! We need to have a strong 
barbed-wire fence of 5-6 rows before our front lines, we need to have scattered 
pillboxes, strong and camouflaged, and we need bunkers with 2-3 levels, above 
ground or underground.  We need to build these so that we can repulse any attack 
by the Russians.  Then, following the  construction of the position, we will fight 
the Russians with large-scale artillery fire and continually fire away until he is 
destroyed. In any case, no Russian will enjoy his life opposite the front of the 
126th Division!1100    

 

As this directive makes clear, Army Group North and its subordinate formations 

no longer viewed the offensive as a viable option.  After weathering the winter crisis of 

1941-1942, positional warfare became the norm. German units found themselves 

                                                 
1098 121 Infanterie Division, Einstellung und Behandlung von “Hilfswilligen,” 9.12.42, BA-MA RH 26-
121/37. 
1099 121 Infanterie Division, Ausbildung von Hilfswilligen, 28.12.42, BA-MA RH 26-121/37. 
1100 126 Infanterie Division, Kommandeur, 20.10.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/70. 
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remaining in the same area for a considerable amount of time, in stark contrast to their 

experiences during the first six months of combat.  From September 1941 through 

September 1942, the 121st ID occupied the Russian towns of Pavlovsk and Pushkin, with 

the exception of a two month hiatus during the battle for the Volkhov Pocket.  The 123rd 

ID remained in the southwest section of the Demiansk Pocket from late fall 1941 through 

February 1943.  The 126th ID led a bit more varied existence, starting on the banks of the 

Volkhov River and ending the year in the neck of the Demiansk Pocket.  The failure of 

the initial offensive led to a dramatic change in the Army’s view of civilians; instead of 

completely ignoring them and their needs as they did during the invasion, the purely 

pragmatic need for security forced the Wehrmacht to take the surrounding civilian 

population and its needs into consideration.1101 The development of occupation policies 

thus became an important issue facing the Army.   

While the three divisions shared generally similar experiences of long stretches of 

occupation and shot bursts of intense fighting, each unit faced its own set of peculiar 

circumstances and these need to be taken into account in explaining their conduct during 

this period of relative inactivity.  In sharp contrast to its behavior during Operation 

Barbarossa, the 121st ID was the most heavily involved in the implementation of National 

Socialist annihilation policies.  During its occupation of Pavlovsk, the division closely 

worked with the SD Einsatzgruppe units in securing the city.  These SS units proceeded 

to murder the city’s Jews and Communist functionaries while the area remained under the 

division’s administrative control.  Despite not actually pulling the triggers, the 121st ID 

shares responsibility for the implementation of the Holocaust in Pavlovsk. 

                                                 
1101 Oldenburg,  Ideologie und militärisches Kalkül: Die Besatzungspolitik der Wehrmacht in der 
Sowjetunion 1942, p. 307. 
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The 121st ID also worked closely with Economic Staff East during its occupation 

of Pavlovsk.  Though considerable friction developed between the Army as a whole and 

Economic Staff East over the distribution of captured foodstuffs, both organizations 

diligently worked to seize as much food as possible.  One of the first activities of the East 

Prussians after they had arrived in Pavlovsk was to secure all foodstuffs.  This, however, 

was motivated less by the desire to destroy the Russian population through starvation 

than a faltering supply system that left the troops short of rations. Military necessity 

outweighed any moral or humanitarian considerations.  Nonetheless, the resulting 

thousands of cases of starvation can be laid at the feet of the division as well as Economic 

Staff East.   

The need for labor also led to a close working relationship between the 121st ID 

and Economic Staff East.  Immediately following the division’s establishment of an 

occupation regime in Pavlovsk, male inhabitants of the city were shipped to labor camps.  

The real desire to procure labor, however, developed in the spring and summer of 1942, 

following the decision of Reich authorities to allow for the use of Russian labor in 

Germany.  In August and September 1942, the 121st ID literally cleaned out the city, 

shipping workers to camps run by Economic Staff East and Organization Todt, as well as 

“useless eaters” to refugee camps in the Army’s rear.  During its time in Pavlovsk, the 

121st ID participated in nearly every major war crime committed by the Wehrmacht in the 

former Soviet Union. 

Despite this undeniably horrific litany of crimes, some individuals in the 121st ID 

managed to ignore or actively work against the stated goals of the regime when it came to 

Russian civilians.  Soldiers allowed women and children to cross the Leningrad siege line 

and make their way to German occupied territory as the men simply could not stomach 

the misery they witnessed.  Numerous soldiers shared their limited rations with civilians 
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during the winter of 1941-1942 while others helped Russians find some sort of work, and 

hence food, with German units and institutions.  The actions of the men themselves did 

not always correspond to the stated aims of the Third Reich and the Wehrmacht. 

The experiences of the 121st ID differ significantly from those of the 

Brandenburg-Berlin 123rd and the Rhenish-Westphalian 126th IDs.  First, the East 

Prussians occupied an urban area while the other two divisions were deployed in rural 

areas.  This brought members of the 121st ID into much more intimate contact with a 

larger population than their comrades in the 123rd and 126th IDs. Second, from September 

1941 up through December 1942, the 121st ID fought for approximately three months.  

The 126th ID and the 123rd ID were nearly constantly in combat for the entire period, 

though the intensity of the fighting after June 1942 certainly lessened.  Third, the “winter 

crisis” of 1941-1942 largely passed by the 121st ID.  For the 126th and especially the 123rd 

IDs, the “winter crisis” became a struggle for survival. 

  Both the Rhinelanders and the Berliners faced the full onslaught of the Soviet 

winter offensive in January 1941.  While the 126th ID had its front broken and was pushed 

to the side of the Soviet penetration, it remained linked to Sixteenth Army and never 

faced the threat of encirclement.  The situation south of Lake Ilmen, however, developed 

into a near catastrophic situation, as II Corps, including the 123rd ID, was not only cut off 

from the rest of Sixteenth Army, but also from Ninth Army to its south, leaving the 

formation encircled.  During this period of chaotic retreat, the men of the 123rd ID 

concentrated solely on their own survival; civilians were left to their own devices, except 

when the Army needed food or clothing which it ruthlessly requisitioned.  Once the 

situation stabilized, however, the Berliners proved themselves to be much more proactive 

than either the Rhinelanders or the East Prussians in assisting starving civilians.  While 

initiatives such as soup-kitchens and medical care for Russians were quickly forbidden by 
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the High Command, they do demonstrate that not every Wehrmacht unit followed 

genocidal policies.   

The 123rd ID also established a much more comprehensive occupation policy that 

took at least some of the needs of civilians into consideration.  A high priority was placed 

on collecting the harvest, not only to provide the troops with food, but to also ensure that 

civilians had some sort of nourishment for the coming winter.  Part of this occupation 

policy, however, concerned the procurement of labor for eventual use by Reich 

authorities; here the 123rd ID placed itself squarely in the middle of one of Nazi 

Germany’s most heinous war crimes. 

Despite taking a severe mauling at the hands if the Red Army in early 1942, the 

123rd ID by and large acted in a professional manner in its dealings with Soviet civilians, 

once it had mastered the initial crisis of January-February 1942.  That the division 

consisted of such a mish-mash of units, both Wehrmacht and police, provides an 

interesting counter-point to Bartov’s assertion concerning the German replacement 

system.  He has argued that the inability of the German Army to maintain regional 

homogeneity in its formations led it to embrace ideology as the glue to preserve unit 

cohesion and this, inevitably, led to a radicalized Army fighting Hitler’s war of 

extermination.1102  The experience of the 123rd ID, however, provides a significant 

challenge to this theory.  Despite being composed of numerous formations that had no 

organic link to the 123rd ID, the division proved itself the most humane of the three units 

under investigation during the second year of war.      

 The Rhinelanders continued to act in the most violent manner of the three 

divisions. They not only utilized Collective Measures in dealing with the civilian 

population, but also brutally murdered a minimum of 115 prisoners – and the true number 

                                                 
1102 Bartov, Hitler’s Army, pp. 57-58, 106-178. 
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is probably at least twice that.  The division also became much more involved in 

establishing a division of labor with the GFP and the SD in combating espionage and the 

partisan movement.  While this was part of their new, conciliatory occupation policy 

drawn up in the summer of 1942, in reality it merely shifted the responsibility for actually 

pulling the triggers from the division to the police units.  The remainder of the occupation 

program, however, did attempt to lessen the troops’ use of violence with the surrounding 

population, an endeavor which seems relatively successful.   

During this period of occupation, stretching from the 121st ID’s initial move into 

Pavlovsk in October 1941 up through the end of 1942, the policies of the three divisions 

towards the civilians in their midst underwent a steady, if not always linear, evolution 

towards a more humane policy.  Once it became clear to these front-line divisions that the 

war was not going to be short affair, the surrounding population became a factor in their 

calculations.  Men on the ground realized that some sort of accomodation would need to 

be made with civilians if the war was to be successfully prosecuted.  While these attempts 

to co-opt the support of the Russian population for the German war effort were not 

always appreciated or even allowed by a much more ideologically dogmatic German 

High Command, they do illustrate the flexibility of front-line combat units.  The absolute 

need for victory led those formations involved in the thick of the fighting to switch gears 

in regards to their treatment of civilians.  While this certainly did not occur due to a moral 

awakening on the part of division command, military necessity demanded a more 

pragmatic approach to the occupied territories.   For many soldiers, especially those in the 

Leningrad area, however, simple morality did triumph over Nazi ideology.  The 

relationship between German soldiers and Russian women as well as the inclusion of 

Hiwis in the German Army both point to a new view of Russia civilians as something 

other than Untermenschen.  
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SECTION FOUR: RETREAT – SCORCHED EARTH AND FORCED 

EVACUATIONS 

Chapter 9: The Creation of “Dead Territory” and the Retreat from the 

Demiansk Pocket 

Even more so than in the preceding year, the significance of the northwestern 

Russian theater paled in comparison to that of the remainder of the Eastern Front in 1943.  

In the far south, a Soviet counter-offensive destroyed the German Sixth Army at 

Stalingrad and threatened all of Army Group South, the most powerful of the German 

Army Groups, with destruction.  While the German Army regained the initiative with 

Manstein’s counter-attack and seizure of Kharkov in March 1943, the situation in 

southern Russia remained exceptionally threatening to German forces.1103  Soviet forces 

also launched a large-scale attack on the Rzhev salient that, while ultimately ending in 

failure for the Red Army, nonetheless increased the pressure on the Wehrmacht in late 

1942 and early 1943.1104 

The results of these two operations led the Germans to plan their summer 

offensive around eliminating the heavily fortified Kursk bulge in the German line.  After 

frequent postponements, German troops from both Army Groups Center and South 

launched Operation Citadel on July 5.  Culminating in the largest clash of armor in world 

                                                 
1103 Literature on the battle of Stalingrad has reached epic proportions; some of the more important include 
Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” pp. 843-990, 1022-1184; Wolfram Wette and 
Gerd R. Ueberschär (eds.), Stalingrad. Mythos und Wirklichkeit einer Schlacht, (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), 
Manfred Kehrig, Stalingrad. Analyse und Dokumentation einer Schlacht, (Stuttgart, 1974); Anthony 
Beevor, Stalingrad: The Fateful Siege, (Viking, 1998).   
1104 The most authoritative examination of this neglected operation is David Glantz, Zhukov’s Greatest 
Defeat: The Red Army’s Disaster in Operation Mars, 1942, (Lawrence, Kansas, 1999). 
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history, the German advance was blunted and the Soviets opened up their first summer 

offensive that ended with Red Army troops reoccupying most of Russia-proper.1105   

For the men of Army Group North, however, their positions on January 1, 1944 

were eerily similar to those they had held since February 1942.  Hitler and the German 

High Command envisioned this front remaining stable during the first half of 1943 as the 

Army Group’s “Schwerpunkt” [point of emphasis] remained “completely on the 

defensive.”1106  The operation order for the spring and summer of 1943 continued by 

stating that “the entire front needs to be brought into the highest possible condition for 

the defensive.”1107 Following the conclusion of operations in the center of the front (the 

ill-fated Citadel offensive), however, a third attempt to capture Leningrad was planned.1108  

When this assault failed to materialize due to the defeat at Kursk and the subsequent 

Soviet offensives, Army Group North merely continued to man their positions.  At the 

end of 1943, German positions still closely corresponded to those of previous years; by 

mid-March 1944, however, the Red Army had pushed the Wehrmacht back to the old 

imperial Russian border.  As the German Army retreated, it implemented a methodical 

and destructive Scorched Earth policy that laid waste to thousands of square miles in the 

Soviet Union.1109  The 121st, 123rd and 126th IDs all created virtual deserts during their 

                                                 
1105 On Kursk, see David Glantz and Jonathan House, The Battle of Kursk, (Lawrence, Kansas, 1999); 
John Erickson, The Road to Berlin, (London, 1996), pp. 87-137; and the contribution of Karl-Heinz Frieser 
to the forthcoming volume eight of Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg.  
1106 Operationsbefehl Nr. 5 (Weisung für die Kampfführung der nächsten Monate), 13.3.43, in Schramm 
(ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band VI, Teilband II, p. 1421. 
1107 Ibid. 
1108 Ibid.  For further discussion of this operation, see Ganzenmüller, Das belagerte Leningrad 1941-1944, 
pp. 80-81. 
1109 As of yet, no comprehensive study exists concerning German Scorched Earth policies during the 
retreats of 1943-1944.  For case studies that focus on Army Group Center’s area of operations, see Gerlach, 
Kalkulierte Morde, pp. 1092-1104; Rass, Menschenmaterial, pp. 378-385; and Hamburg Institute for Social 
Research (ed.), Dimensionen des Vernichtungskrieges 1941-1944, pp. 421-428. See also Rass’ discussion 
of a particularly vicious large-scale measure that combined evacuation as well as the stranding of the sick 
and weak in the spring of 1944; pp. 386-402.  The ironically titled apologia authored by Paul Karl Schmidt, 
(published under the name Paul Carell), Scorched Earth: The Russian-German War 1943-1944, (Atglen, 
Pa., 1994) offers little to no examination of this practice. 
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retreat, participating in what perhaps was the most devastating and surely the most large-

scale of all war crimes committed by the Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front. 

 

I. THE SOVIET WINTER OFFENSIVES, 1943 

One major change in Army Group North’s situation concerned the 

reestablishment of a tenuous land-link between Leningrad and unoccupied Soviet 

territory.  On January 12, 1943, Soviet forces unleashed Operation Spark, yet another 

attempt to crush the “bottleneck” in the Siniavino region.1110  Within five days, German 

troops evacuated Shlisselburg and Red Army troops from the Leningrad and Volkhov 

Fronts met; the siege had been broken.  Subsequent attempts to increase the size of land-

bridge, however, faltered with the heights of Siniavino remaining in Wehrmacht hands.  

German artillery repeatedly shelled the ten-mile wide strip severely limiting its utility.      

Building on the successes and failures of Operation Spark, Stavka prepared a 

much more ambitious plan, Operation Polar Star, designed to destroy Army Group North 

as a whole.  The Leningrad and Volkhov Fronts were once again to attack south and 

capture Siniavino as well drive into the German rear and seize the important rail-junction 

of Tossno.  These, however, were diversionary operations, with the main thrust of the 

offensive to be undertaken by the Northwest Front, which surrounded the Demiansk 

pocket.  Red Army troops here were supposed to destroy the Demiansk land-bridge and 

then drive to the west on Dno and to the northwest on Luga.  Following the seizures of 

these cities, Soviet forces were then to continue their advance on Narva and Pskov, deep 

in the rear of Army Group North.1111  If successful, this operation would leave German 

forces battered, encircled and on the edge of defeat. 
                                                 
1110 For the most detailed description of the battle, see Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, pp. 274-287.  See 
also Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” pp. 1200-1203; Erickson, The Road to 
Berlin, pp. 60-61. 
1111 Glantz, The Battle of Leningrad, pp. 288-293. 
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II. THE EVACUATION OF THE DEMIANSK POCKET  
The more Russians you shoot, the sooner there will be peace! 

-- 123 Infantry Division Commander, Lieutenant General Erwin Rauch,               
18.12.19421112 

On November 28, 1942, the First Soviet Shock Army attacked the southeastern 

section of the land-bridge, squarely hitting both the 126th and 123rd IDs.1113  By mid-

December, the 126th ID reported that due to lack of reserves and continual losses, “the 

division’s strength is constantly strained.”1114  Unrelenting artillery fire destroyed the 

majority of the troops’ shelters and bunkers, which led the 123rd ID to complain of the 

“further lowering of the troops’ powers of resistance.”1115  Such considerations, however, 

did not carry over to the remaining civilian population; during the tactical retreat from the 

town of Demidovo, the troops “burned down almost every building and destroyed almost 

every bunker.”1116  While this was surely motivated by a desire to prevent Soviet troops 

from using the shelters, such actions condemned numerous civilians to death in the 

middle of the Russian winter.  The Berliners continued to implement measures deemed 

militarily necessary, no matter the collateral cost. Despite these tribulations, the southern 

front of the land-bridge, maintained by the 126th ID, held; the northern front, however, 

was pushed back twelve kilometers by strong Soviet attacks. 1117  The Demiansk 

“Fortress” was becoming increasingly untenable. 

                                                 
1112 123 Infanterie Division, Soldaten des Abschnitts Glase, 18.Dez.1942, BA-MA RH 26-123/166 
1113 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abteilung Ia, Tagesbefehl, 24.Januar 1943, BA-MA RH 26-
123/166; 126 Infanterie Division, Tagesmeldung an Gruppe Laux, 28.11.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/65. 
1114 126 Infanterie Division, Tagesmeldung an Gruppe Höhne, 14.12.42, BA-MA RH 26-126/66. 
1115 KTB, 28.12.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/46 
1116 Ibid., 18.12.42.   
1117 Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” pp. 1205. 
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Soviet pressure on the southern front of the pocket continued unabated in January 

1943.1118  The 123rd ID reported that, after several days of constant combat, its men were 

“severely overtired and no longer [had] inner reserves [of strength] at their disposal.”1119  

Once more, the majority of the units’ bunkers were destroyed and this led to increasing 

numbers of frostbite.1120  The 126th ID also reported a significant number of casualties as 

well as cases of frostbite.1121  The southern front held due to the use of reserves from 

Eighteenth Army, which of course were desperately needed to hold the Soviet offensives 

in the Leningrad area.1122  Finally, on January 30, 1943, after contentious debate between 

Hitler and the new Chief of the General Staff, General Kurt Zeitler, the latter convinced 

the Führer to allow Sixteenth Army to abandon the position.1123  The following day, Army 

Group North sent the evacuation plan to OKW and began preparing for the withdrawal 

[see Illustration 7].1124  

The timing of the withdrawal coincided with the news of Sixth Army’s 

capitulation in Stalingrad.  One soldier from the 23rd ID out of Berlin commented on how 

he and his comrades reacted to the news: 

 

                                                 
1118 Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band V, Teilband I, 
1.Januar 1943, p. 10. 
1119 KTB, 3.1.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/117. 
1120 Ibid., 8.1.43. 
1121 Tätigkeitsbericht der Abt. IIa/b, Stand: 31.1.1942, BA-MA RH 26-126/132.  The division’s war diary 
also noted that following one Soviet attack, the Red Army losses totaled “around 500 men (wounded left 
behind on the battlefield).”  This formulation leads one to speculate that neither the Germans nor the 
Soviets made any attempt to provide medical care for the wounded Red Army men in the field; rather they 
were left to die;  See KTB, 1.1-2.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/74. 
1122 Küchler made this exact point; see Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” pp. 1205, 
n. 129. 
1123 On Hitler’s view, see the comments of Greiner and Warlimont in Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des 
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band V, Teilband I, 30.Januar 1943, p. 86. 
1124 Ibid., 31.Januar 1943, p. 86.  The plan called for phased withdrawals beginning with formations 
located in the easternmost section of the pocket.  It envisaged the manning of six successive lines of 
defense before all units were able to withdraw to the western bank of the Lovat River.  See Haupt, 
Heeresgruppe Nord, pp. 149-154.  
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the news about the destruction of the Sixth Army has reached us.  We are in no 
way pessimistic but are making an effort to be sober and objective. We speak 
quite often with our new commander, Major Pintoschovius . . . about the situation. 
He says in full seriousness that we need to be familiar with the “Teja” idea of  
which  means single-minded combat until the end, even when it already appears  
senseless, as there is no other choice – it means the same as when we say in 
somewhat cocky gallows humor as well as in complete seriousness that we will 
one day fight as partisans in the Grunewald [a large forest on the southwest 
fringes of Berlin].  In any case, we need to fight to the end, so oder so, and we all 
know that we will do so.1125 

 

The defeat at Stalingrad, while shaking the homefront out of its lethargy, only solidified a 

last-stand mentality in the minds of many soldiers.  Such thinking was also found at the 

higher levels of the German Army and this helps explain why the Wehrmacht instituted 

such a brutal Scorched Earth program during its retreats, beginning in 1943. 

The execution of the Demiansk withdrawal began almost immediately as II Corps 

ordered the removal of all non-essential equipment and supplies from the pocket, in 

anticipation of the complete clearing of the position.1126  The Corps also distributed a 

study that showed adequate reserves could be created only by shortening the front.1127  

Finally on February 13, II Corps alerted the troops that Fortress Demiansk was to be 

evacuated due to the “development of the situation across the entire front;” the troops in 

the pocket had “fulfilled their task of defending the Demiansk combat area . . . in glorious 

                                                 
1125 Tagebuchnotizen als Beitrag zur Geschichte des IR 68, 28.1.43, BA-MA MSg 2/2519.  The “Teja 
idea” comes from the novel Ein Kampf um Rom (1876) by Felix Dahn.  Dahn’s primary protagonist was 
Teja, the last of the Ostrogoth’s Kings, who fought a glorious, yet ultimately futile war to save his 
kingdom.  I am indebted to Adrian Wettstein for this reference. 
1126 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abteilung Ia, Nr. 117/43 g.Kdos, Betr.: Entrümpelungsaktion, 
2.Febr.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/118. 
1127 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abt. Ia, Nr. 132/43 g.Kdos, Betr.: Studie “Frontverkürzung,” 
4.Febr. 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/118. Both of these documents seem to be attempts by the military 
leadership to prepare their men for the upcoming evacuation. 
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and successful combat.”1128  The 123rd ID was charged with holding its section of the line 

to allow the 12th and 30th IDs to leapfrog it as they withdrew from their positions.1129 

Unlike previous withdrawals by formations in Army Group North, which were 

accompanied by destruction but fell far short of anything approximating total devastation, 

the evacuation of the Demiansk pocket marked the passage to an extraordinarily detailed 

policy of Scorched Earth.1130  On February 13, the same day that the troops were alerted to 

the impending evacuation of the position, Hitler issued Führerbefehl Number 4 in which 

the general guidelines for German retreats for the remainder of the war were first 

promulgated.1131  Arguing that retreat without any accompanying destruction “brought the 

enemy incalculable advantages,” he then listed the numerous missions that needed to be 

fulfilled before Wehrmacht units pulled out of the line.  In addition to the demolition of 

all military equipment and ammunition that could not be transported to the rear, 

everything that could be worthwhile to the enemy was to be destroyed or burned, 

including all dwellings.  The entire civilian population was to be deported with the 

troops; when this was not possible, all men between the ages of 15 to 65 years old were 

to accompany the troops.  With this order serving as the basis for the emptying of the 

Demiansk pocket, the 123rd and 126th ID, as well as the remainder of II Corps, began the 

evacuation. 

                                                 
1128 Generalkommando II Armeekorps, Abt. Ia, Nr. 192/43 g.Kdos, Betr.: Unternehmen “Ziethen, ” 
13.Febr.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/118.  Regimental commanders in the 123rd ID learned of the evacuation 
during a meeting at divisional headquarters on February 8; KTB, 8.2.43, BA-M RH 26-123/118. 
1129 123 Inf. Division, Abt. Ia/Az. Iva E. Nr. 477/43 g.Kdos, Divisionsbefehl Nr. 1 für die Durchführung 
des Unternehmens “Ziethen,” BA-MA RH 26-123/118. 
1130 At roughly the same time as II Corps was turning the Demiansk pocket into a smoking pile of rubble, 
Ninth Army was beginning to withdraw from the exposed Rzhev salient towards the Buffalo Position.  Its 
commander, Colonel-General Walter Model, reminded his subordinates of “the importance of creating a 
zone of complete destruction in front of the Buffalo Position;” quoted in Rass, Menschenmaterial, p. 382.  
For a brief discussion of the Scorched Earth tactics employed in that case, see Rass’ discussion, pp. 381-
382.  For a contemporary account of the destruction following the German retreat from the Rzhev position, 
see Alexander Werth, Russia at War, 1941-1945, pp. 630-631.   
1131 Norbert Müller, Die faschistische Okkupationspolitik in den zeitweilig besetzten Gebieten der 
Sowjetunion (1941-1944), Document 157, p. 390. 
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Though II Corps noted that the engineers had “only a few days for [their] 

extensive blocking and destruction tasks,” the troops were very successful in carrying out 

their mission.  One historian has described the former pocket as “dead territory” 

following the evacuation.1132  An order distributed by the 126th ID made clear the extent of 

the destruction.1133  All “military structures and dwellings” as well any thing else that 

would make the construction of a forward line by the enemy “easier” was to be ruined.  

Bushes, individual trees and larger sections of forest were to be destroyed to deny their 

use to the enemy for either construction or tactical purposes.  Accompanying the order 

was a detailed list of over twenty separate planned demolitions and minings.  The 

retreating troops methodically implemented Scorched Earth as they trudged west, 

destroying all shelters, bunkers, bridges, and roads while some attempts were made to 

“contaminate” the ground, leaving it useless for the advancing Red Army.1134  All 

available food stuffs, from flour and oats to animal feed and cattle, as well as all clothing 

and other loosely defined “goods” were evacuated with the troops.1135   

In addition to seizing all material goods in the area, the Wehrmacht also initiated 

the wholesale deportation of every single individual residing within German lines as 

called for by Hitler.  Earlier German practice usually consisted of the evacuation of draft-

age men; here, the Army resorted to a much more comprehensive effort.  The 

Ortskommandanten were ordered to make the necessary preparations for the registering 

                                                 
1132 Haupt, Heeresgruppe Nord, pp. 153-154. 
1133 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Pi., 1.3.43, Richtlinien für die Zerstörung und Sperrung im Abschnitt 
der Division, BA-MA RH 26-126/88. 
1134 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia, Nr. 255/43, geheim, Divisionsbefehl für das Ausweichen in die 
Lowatj-Brückenkopfstellung (Nr. 126), 25.2.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/75; 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. 
Ia/Az IVa/R Nr. 544/43 geh., 21.Februar 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/240; Gruppe Höhne, Ia 320/43 geh., 
Gruppenbefehl für Absetzen von Linie “F” auf Linie “C”, 23.2.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/88; Gruppe Höhne 
Ia, 118/43 g.Kdos., Betr.: Unternehmen “Ziethen,” 19.2.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/89; KTB Qu., 22.2.43, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/233. 
1135 Fernschreiben 142, 16.2.43 von Chef des Generalstabes an 123 Infanterie Division, BA-MA RH 26-
123/240; II Corps Quartermaster ordered the removal of all cattle to both secure the German supply and to 
deny them to the oncoming Soviets; KTB Qu., 16.2.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/233. 
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and seizure of all men ages 16-65 within a brief period of time, without, however, 

alerting the population to the upcoming action.1136  All women who had “proven 

themselves loyal” to the Germans were allowed to accompany the retreating Army as a 

type of privileged refugee; the rest were to be driven to the German rear.  Even the 

majority of the sick were loaded on panje sleds and evacuated, though some were 

diverted to the Ortskommandanten, where they faced a much grimmer fate.  Despite the 

short notice, II Corps’ units evacuated the civilian population in a more efficient and 

humane manner than similar earlier actions.  The Engineer Battalion of the 126th ID, for 

example, constructed a temporary camp for refugees to stay the night in and provided 

them with food.1137  This, of course, merely indicated that forced evacuations were 

becoming part of the Wehrmacht’s everyday activities.  By the conclusion of the retreat, 

the 123rd ID evacuated 168 men of military age and an additional 1,114 civilians to the 

western bank of the Lovat River.1138 

The desire to deny these civilians to the Soviet war effort formed part of the 

rationale for the deportation of these civilians.  German authorities in the rear-area also 

needed them to fill the gaping holes in the ranks of their work force.  Just as the East 

Prussians to the north had deported workers from the Pavlovsk area for use in the rear 

areas, so the 123rd ID now participated in the Third Reich’s forced labor program.  The 

branch of Economic Staff East attached to Army Group North reported that it faced a 

deficit of some 93,000 workers in January 1943 and this rose to over 98,000 workers the 

following month.1139  Such shortages were blamed on Germany’s deteriorating military 

                                                 
1136 123 Infanterie Division, Ib, Nr. 278/43 geh., Befehl für das Zurückführen der Zivilbevölkerung in den 
Abstellraum der Division, 16.2.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/240.  The following discussion is based on this 
document unless otherwise noted; see also KTB Qu., 12.2.43, 18.2.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/151. 
1137 Pionier Btl. 126, Kriegstagebuch Nr. 4, 1.1-30.6.1943, 20.2.43, BA-MA RH 46/416. 
1138 KTB Qu., 22.2.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/233.  For a look at the 12th ID’s activities in the withdrawal, 
see Bartov, The Eastern Front, p. 140. 
1139 KTB, 1.Viertaljahr 1943, 31.1.43, 28.2.43, RW 31/588. 
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situation, the increasing activity of the partisan movement, the ineffectiveness of German 

counter-propaganda and the general conditions of privation that had followed the German 

advance: as one officer pithily noted, “films and photos cannot overcome shortages and 

desperation.”1140   

Economic Staff East painted a depressing picture of the Porchov and Pasherivizy 

areas into which the new evacuees were shepherded.1141  Due to a shortage of workers and 

beasts of burden, agricultural production continued to decrease.  Partisan kidnappings and 

assassinations of local collaborators and agricultural specialists created a vacuum in the 

political and economic arena as no replacements were available.1142  The population was 

dreadfully poor: the local branch of Economic Staff East noted that small gestures such as 

the “distribution of pieces of clothes in the Ordesh district caused great joy.” 1143  This 

destitution of the area’s population was only exacerbated by the arrival of the evacuees 

from the Demiansk pocket as the “streams of refugees terribly burdened the available 

food stocks.”1144  Refugees forced west overwhelmed the already precarious food supply 

systems in villages, causing “restlessness and uncertainty” in the affected communities.1145  

By adding an additional 30,000 people incapable of labor to the rolls of Economic Staff 

East, the evacuation of Demiansk further tipped the balance between civilians who could 

work – 628,500 – and those who could “make no contribution to their housing, food 

supply or clothing” – 647,000 – in favor of the latter.1146  This was confirmed by the 

Economic Staff East branch headquartered in Dno which noted that “the evacuees out of 

                                                 
1140 Ibid., 31.1.43. 
1141 KTB des leitenden Wirtschaftskommandos Dno, p. 39, BA-MA RW 31/935. 
1142 KTB, 28.2.43, BA-MA RW 31/588. 
1143 Ibid., 11.3.43.  
1144 Ibid., 28.2.43. 
1145 KTB 1.Vierteljahr 1943, pp.146, 165, BA-MA RW 31/937. 
1146 For the numbers of evacuees from the Demiansk pocket, see Stabsbesprechung am 28.3.1943 in 
Sitzungssaal, BA-MA RW 31/588; on the numbers of civilians in the Army Group area, see KTB, 31.3.43, 
BA-MA RW 31/588.  The phrase comes from the War Diary entry for 30.3.43.  
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the Demiansk pocket thought to be replacement [workers] have been proven 

overwhelmingly unable to work.”1147  Four months later, this same branch still complained 

that feeding these evacuees proved extremely difficult as the majority of them had no 

food stocks of their own.1148   Since it uprooted these individuals from the Demiansk area 

and then dumped them into such a chaotic and insoluble situation, the 123rd ID shoulders 

as much responsibility as German rear-area organizations for the fate of these refugees. 

Just as the 126th and 123rd IDs began modifying their occupation policies in an 

attempt to gain the population’s support in 1943, Economic Staff East released new 

guidelines in February 1943 based on the assumption that the “Russian of today cannot 

be compared with the one from 1914-1916.”1149  This directive declared that “respectable 

and correct treatment [and] sufficient food” led to “industrious workers” and also 

“reduced the [civilian’s] inclination towards the partisan bands.”1150  In attempts to 

improve the daily lives of Russian civilians, measures ranging from the introduction of 

bread rationing to the distribution of clothing and goods were implemented.1151  Of course, 

such positive policies were complemented by negative actions, including what amounted 

to the arrest of all males between the ages of 16 and 45 in Army Group North’s area as 

well as the seizure of all horses.1152  While the aim of this operation was to put an end to 

partisan recruiting, it backfired as numerous men fled to the forests to escape German 

imprisonment, aggravating the labor shortage in the region.1153    

                                                 
1147 KTB des leitenden Wirtschaftskommandos Dno, p. 59, BA-MA RW 31/595. 
1148 KTB 3.Vierteljahre, Woche v.1.-10.7.43, BA-MA RW 31/939. 
1149 Stabsbesprechung am 28.3.1943 in Sitzungssaal, BA-MA RW 31/588. On the 126th ID’s efforts to 
modify their occupation practices, see above, chapter three, pp. 91-92. 
1150 KTB, 17.2.43, BA-MA RW 31/588.   
1151 KTB, 11.3.43, BA-MA RW 31/588. 
1152 KTB, 7.3.43, BA-MA RW 31/588. 
1153 Rückblick des Wirtschaftsinspekteurs auf das vierte Viertaljahr 1943, BA-MA W 31/594. 



 311 

The German withdrawal out of the Demiansk pocket began just as the Soviet 

Northwest Front made its final preparations for attack.  Though poor weather disrupted 

the Red Army’s timetable, Zhukov nonetheless ordered the attack to proceed once the 

Soviets detected the German movement.1154  While the operation as a whole predictably 

failed, Soviet assaults on the southern section of the land-bridge did achieve minimal 

penetrations that caused worry in German headquarters.1155  Thus, while II Corps pulled 

back to the west, the Rhinelanders were engaged in a tough defensive battle to keep the 

pocket open.  The men of the 126th ID were among the last soldiers to leave their 

positions, not withdrawing behind the Lovat River until March 7.  The war diarist 

summed up the retreat: 

  
despite the operational and tactical advantages connected to the withdrawal from 
the eastern bank of the Lovat, the separation from the battleground wasdifficult 
for the division.  It had considerably widened the connection to the former 
“Fortress Demiansk” with heavy sacrifice and then successfully defended this 
area that it itself had captured against enemy attacks. Although weapons and 
equipment had been saved, an extraordinarily large  number of their dead 
comrades’ graves fell into enemy hands.  This was the most painful part of the 
entire retreat.1156                           

 

After thirteen months of combat in an “operationally pointless” position that cost 

approximately 110, 000 men killed, Army Group North finally abandoned the Demiansk 

position.1157 

                                                 
1154 Glantz, The Battle of Leningrad, p. 297. 
1155 Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band V, Teilband I, 
16.Februar 1943, p. 135, 17.Februar 1943, p. 136, 22.Februar 1943, p. 163. 
1156 KTB, 7.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/74. 
1157 Wegner, “The War against the Soviet Union 1942-1943,” pp. 1205. 
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Chapter 10: “War and fire . . . the villages were burned to the ground.” 

Partisan Warfare and Training in Army Group North 

I. THE 121
ST 

INFANTRY DIVISION  
Now the Sixth Army has fulfilled its fate.  It has shaken us up.  We grind our teeth 
together.  That could have been us!  It only makes us more determined and tougher.1158

  
   -- Sergeant Karl B., Grenadier Regiment 406, 121st ID    

While their comrades in the 123rd and 126th IDs were taking part in the operation 

to clear the Demiansk pocket, the East Prussians of the 121st ID continued to rest in the 

Tchudovo area, in the rear of Eighteenth Army.  Here they underwent a thorough training 

program while simultaneously integrating numerous replacements into the division.  One 

soldier described the process as an attempt to “to close the gaps of the short period of 

training” the replacements received prior to reaching the unit “through continual work, 

instruction and exercises.”  He then stressed that this “work can mean possibly their life 

or the holding or reaching of a . . . position in a battle sector.”1159  By January 1943, the 

division commander even hinted that his men would soon be prepared for offensive 

action – a somewhat startling claim for a unit in Army Group North at this stage of the 

war.1160  This training took place in a period of relative tranquility; not only did the 121st 

ID avoid combat, but there was “very little partisan activity” in its area.1161  In order to 

spare the East Prussians the task of combating enemy agents and partisans, the SD branch 

at Liuban transferred a commando to Tchudovo for this very purpose.1162  

 Patrols, however, did turn up some partisan activity as the following letter 

indicates: 
                                                 
1158 Sergeant Karl B., Grenadier Regt. 406, 30.1.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1159 Ibid. 
1160 Zustandbericht, 121 Infanterie Division, 9.1.1943, BA-MA RH 26-121/41. The commander of I Corps, 
however, was not completely convinced by this appraisal; see his conversation with Küchler, O.B.-Besuch 
am 4.2.1943 auf Korpsgef.-Stand, BA-MA RH 24-1/124. 
1161 Tätigkeitsbericht für die Zeit vom 1.1-31.3.1943, Gen.Kdo.A.K.I., Abt. Ic, BA-MA RH 24-1/277. 
1162 Generalkommando I. Armeekorps, Personenkontrolle in Ortschaften, 8.1.1943, BA-MA RH 24-1/117. 
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These have been two strenuous days, patrols on both days.  Not easy through the 
wet, deep snow.   But both today and yesterday we found five stores of grain and 
we also found two forest camps on both days, unfortunately they were empty, . . . 
we arrested 50 civilians – bandit family members.  War and fire – the villages 
were burned to the ground after everything of value was removed; the bandits will 
have neither hiding places, shelter nor reconnaissance possibilities through their 
family members.1163      

 

Lack of action, however, was not always appreciated by the troops.  A medic in the East 

Prussian 21st ID complained that  

 
 the worst thing about war is not the danger, but rather the everyday existence 
 without great danger or work.  One then really notices being torn out of his 
 family and cultural circle, notices the bleak countryside, the dull population. 
 [With] them, there is no friendship or camaraderie.1164 

 

The only major operation that the 121st ID participated in outside of its training consisted 

of yet another evacuation, as those deemed unable to work in the Tchudovo area were 

shipped into Eighteenth Army’s rear area.1165 

As part of the northern wing of Operation Polar Star, the Volkhov Front opened 

up its offensive against German troops in the Smerdynia region on February 10, 1943.1166  

Viewed from Berlin, this portion of the offensive was a mere sideshow.1167   It was serious 

enough, however, for the 121st ID to be deployed on February 22 in an attempt to shore 

up the line and halt the Red Army offensive.1168  Though the German front held, success 

                                                 
1163 Sergeant Karl B., Gren Regt. 406, 25.2.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1164 Tagebuchaufzeichnungen aus dem Rußlandfeldzug des Kp.Chef.San Kp. 21 Dr. Werner Schneider 
vom 18.6.1941-27.07.1943, 11.2.43, BA-MA MSg 2/2778. 
1165 KTB Qu. AK I, 26.1.43, BA-MA RH 24-1/335. 
1166 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 294. 
1167 The OKW War Diary fails to mention this area in any of its daily reports for the month of February; 
see Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band V, Teilband I, 
11.-28. Februar 1943, pp. 117-176. 
1168 Tätigkeitsbericht des evangelischen Pfarrers, 22.2.43 bis 5.8.1943, BA-MA RH 26-121/67.  
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was bought at a steep price.  The 121st ID reported nearly 3,000 casualties in the month-

and-a-half long battle.1169  Especially hard hit were officers and NCOs, with the 407th 

Grenadier Regiment reporting a loss of nearly half of its experienced leaders.1170 

Following the conclusion of this battle, the East Prussians again undertook a 

period of extensive training.  The arrival of the wet season, while forcing the men to 

participate in the unpleasant tasks of removing corpses and garbage buried by the 

winter’s snow and ice in order to avoid the “rat plague,” also ensured that the Red Army 

would remain relatively quiescent.1171  The recently arrived replacements were collected 

into a specially designated Training Battalion, where they received four weeks of 

instruction.1172   An entire battalion of the 408th Infantry Regiment was pulled out of the 

line for two weeks and participated in an intensive training program while the division 

sent a number of its NCOs to the Army NCO School at Jamburg for a five week 

course.1173  Finally, during the first three weeks of July, the entire division underwent an 

instructional course that focused on squad and regimental-level tactics.1174   As both 

Williamson Murray and Stephen Fritz have noted, the tactical proficiency of the 

Wehrmacht was due, in no small part, to their professional attitude towards the 

importance of training.1175  This emphasis on preparing the newly-arrived replacements 

for the rigors of war in the East contrasts favorably, for example, with the approach used 

by the American Army and the integration and training of its recruits; it allowed the 

                                                 
1169 Verlust-Aufstellung, 16.2.43-1.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/39. 
1170 Zustandbericht, 121 Infanterie Division, 9.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/41. 
1171 Tagebuchaufzeichnungen aus dem Rußlandfeldzug des Kp.Chef.San Kp. 21 Dr. Werner Schneider 
vom 18.6.1941-27.07.1943, 1.5.43, BA-MA MSg 2/2778. 
1172 KTB, 25.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/47. 
1173 Ibid., 26.4.43, 10.5.43. 
1174 Ibid., 20.6.43, 21.7.43. 
1175 Fritz, Frontsoldaten, pp. 11-30; Williamson Murray, “German Response to Victory in Poland.  A Case 
Study in Professionalism,” in idem, German Military Effectiveness (Baltimore), pp. 229-239. 
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Wehrmacht to maintain a relatively high level of tactical ability in the latter stages of the 

war.1176 

While the front remained relatively quiescent, the 121st ID again began to deport 

the remaining population from its rear-area.  On April 1, Eighteenth Army ordered the 

evacuation of a 20 kilometer strip behind the main combat line as a defensive measure.1177  

Foreseen as a four stage evacuation of five kilometers apiece, the action was also an 

attempt to create labor reserves for the Wehrmacht.1178  All people and families with 

children over fourteen years of age were to be formed into Labor Sections for the various 

Corps and housed in cleared villages under guard.  Families with children under fourteen 

were to be kept immediately behind the evacuated area while everyone incapable of work 

was destined to be shipped further west.  XXVIII Corps also instructed its subordinate 

units that those families whose nourishment was not secure were also to be evacuated out 

of the Corps’ area of responsibility.1179  620 people were evacuated out of Zone A, with 

approximately half being kept for labor purposes in the Corps’ area.1180   

Deployed behind the front line, the 121st ID did not participate in the action until Zone B 

was to be evacuated.  Two villages, Kostovo and Belevo, were located in this sector, with 

the latter primarily inhabited by Finns.  The Division Quartermaster explained to his 

                                                 
1176 Critical views of American training include Crevald, Fighting Power, pp. 73-79; Stephen Ambrose, 
Citizen Soldiers (New York), pp. 273-289; Rick Atkinson, An Army at Dawn: The War in North Africa, 
1942-1943 (New York), p. 404.  Two books which generally present the United States Army in a favorable 
light but nonetheless are critical of its training polices are Michael Doubler, Closing with the Enemy: How 
GIs Fought the War in Europe, 1944-1945, (Lawrence, Kansas) pp. 29-30, 277-279; and Peter Mansoor, 
The GI Offensive in Europe: The Triumph of American Infantry Divisions, 1941-1945 (Lawrence, 
Kansas), pp. 29-31; 43-45; 193-194.  
1177 Armee-Oberkommando, Abt.Ia/O.Qu. Nr.1495/43 g.Kdos., Betr.: Bildung einer Evakuierungszone, 
1.4.1943, BA-MA RH 24-28/240.  The following discussion is based on this document unless otherwise 
noted. 
1178 KTB AK XXVIII Qu., 7.4.43, BA-MA RH 24-28/236. 
1179 Gen.Kdo. XXVIII A.K., Ia/Qu. Nr. 85/43 g.Kdos., Betr.: Bildung einer Evakuierungszone, 3.4.1943, 
BA-MA RH 24-28/240. 
1180 Gen.Kdo.XXVIII A.K., Abt.Ia/Qu Nr.85 g.Kdos., Betr.: Bildung einer Evakuierungszone, 19.4.43, 
BA-MA RH24-28/241. 
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superior at Corps that the division did not want these villagers evacuated because they 

were “dependable and industrious” and provided much needed services for the 

division.1181   

While such a statement undoubtedly contained much truth and also reflected the 

quasi alliance between Germany and Finland in the war against the Soviet Union, racist 

thinking also surely played a role.  In German eyes, Finns, by virtue of their higher racial 

standing in the hierarchy of Nazi racism, were certainly more valuable than their Russian 

counterparts.  The 121st ID registered 149 Finns along with 269 Russians within the 

villages; the remainder of the Corps targeted an additional 1,545 people to be brought to 

the rear.1182  The East Prussians reported that they had 111 laborers with an additional 246 

adults capable of labor but who had children under the age of fourteen.  61 people were 

deemed unable to work.   

Eighteenth Army ordered the evacuation of Zone B to begin on June 15.  While it 

was anticipated that a total of 6,825 people were to be removed from the Army’s area, 

XXVIII Corps itself was responsible for only 254 inhabitants.1183  This drastic lowering of 

the total number of individuals involved was due to indecision reflecting the Finns and 

fears that such a large-scale action would only exacerbate the already strained labor 

situation at the front.1184  The division wanted to evacuate twenty civilians who ranged 

from one to sixty-eight years old, using the remainder for labor.1185  Corps command, 

however, ordered the removal of 143 of the village’s population of 233 Russians.1186  The 
                                                 
1181 KTB AK XXVIII Qu. 12.5.43, BA-MA RH 24-28/236. 
1182 Anlage zu Gen.Kdo.XXVIII A.K.,  Ia/Ic/Qu. Nr.126/43 g.Kdos 15.5.43, BA-MA RH 24-28/242. 
1183 Armeeoberkommando 18, Abt. O.Qu./Qu. 2  8.6.1943  Betr.: Fortsetzung der Evakuierung (Zone B), 
BA-MA RH 24-28/244. 
1184 Gen.Kdo.XXVIII A.K., Ia/Ic/Qu. Nr.126/43 g.Kdos., 14.5.43, Betr.: Evakuierungszone B, BA-MA RH 
24-28/242. 
1185 There were two one-year olds within this number; 121 Inf.-Division, Abt. Ib, 15.6.43 Betr.: 
Evakuierung Kostowo, BA-MA RH 24-28/244. 
1186 Gen.Kdo. XXVIII.A.K., Qu.Nr.163/43 g.Kdos, 16.6.1943, Betr.: Evakuierung der Zone B, BA-MA 
RH 24-28/244. 
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division followed orders and evacuated the village.  Such actions, however, did not take 

place within a vacuum; as the number of forced evacuations increased, so did partisan 

operations.          

In the late spring and early summer of 1943, partisan activity flared up in the 121st 

ID’s area of responsibility and the East Prussians now became more intensely involved in 

anti-partisan warfare than they had been during the first two years of the war.  One 

wooded-area became so rife with partisans, that the troops nicknamed it “Bandit 

Forest.”1187  Small partisan groups engaged in firefights with members of the 121st ID 

while several parachutists, wearing German uniforms, were also captured.1188  In an 

attempt to stamp out such activity, the division ordered increased patrols as well as the 

establishment of bulked-up sentry detachments to protect vital bridges and roads.1189  As 

part of this policy, even men of the Work-Shop Company were detailed to watch the 

area’s primary rail line.1190    

The partisan problem was a much bigger problem in the rear-area, however, and 

elements of combat units were commonly utilized in these operations.  While the 

historiography has emphasized the numerous large-scale operations, which frequently 

degenerated into indiscriminate “orgies of violence,” numerous front-line units also 

participated in much smaller-scale actions.1191  On May 31, Eighteenth Army ordered the 

                                                 
1187 121 Infanterie Division, Tagesmeldung, 25.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/50. 
1188 KTB, 18.5.43, 24.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/47; Tagesmeldung 121 Inf.-Div, an Gen.Kdo. XXVIII 
A.K., 24.5.43, Morgenmeldung Gren.Regt. 405, 15.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/50. 
1189 KTB, 25.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/47.  According to one soldier, the Wehrmacht was still unable to 
prevent civilians from crossing back and forth between the lines; see Tagebuchaufzeichnungen aus dem 
Rußlandfeldzug des Kp.Chef.San Kp. 21 Dr. Werner Schneider vom 18.6.1941-27.07.1943, 29.3.43, BA-
MA MSg 2/2778.  
1190 KTB Qu., 18.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. 
1191 The phrase belongs to Rolf-Dieter Müller; see his “Die Wehrmacht – Historische Last und 
Verantwortung. Die Historiographie im Spannungsfeld von Wissenschaft und 
Vergangenheitsbewältigung,”p. 12.  Gerlach describes these actions as a “chain of robbery-, murder-, and 
kidnapping campaigns against the peasant population of White Russia;” Gerlach, Kalkulierte Morde, p. 
898. For a comprehensive list of major anti-partisan operations undertaken in the rear of Army Group 
Center, see the accompanying table “Großaktionen zur Partisanbekämpfung in Weißrußland 1942-1944,” 
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Division to ship its Jagd-Kommando (mobile anti-partisan unit), consisting of the 5th 

Company of the Motorized Section and the Veterinary Company, to the rear in an attempt 

to assist in the pacification of the Army Rear Area.1192  During their six-week stay behind 

the lines, no major anti-partisan operations were launched by Korück (Army Rear Area) 

583.  The war diary of the Korück for the month of June notes that approximately thirty 

partisans were shot while another twenty-five civilians were executed for providing 

support to the partisan movement.1193  The East Prussians of the Veterinary Company did 

engage a group of twenty partisans in a quick firefight, but the guerillas escaped after 

inflicting two German casualties.1194  Outside of this brief encounter, it seems that the 

121st ID’s units active in the rear-area had little contact with partisans or civilians until 

their commitment ended on June 27 and they returned to their home unit.1195 

Following a period of relative inaction on the front, Soviet guns thundered again 

on July 22, launching their fifth offensive designed to capture the strategically important 

city of Siniavino.1196   Part of Army reserve when the attack opened, the 121st ID moved 

into action on July 23 in an attempt to stiffen the German defense.1197  Combat here 

degenerated into savage hand-to-hand fighting and notwithstanding Soviet air and armor 

superiority, the German line held.1198  Despite “bitter fighting” against a numerically 

                                                                                                                                                 
pp. 899-904.  For an examination of a front-line combat unit’s participation in such an action, see Bartov, 
The Eastern Front, pp. 123-124. 
1192 KTB Qu., 31.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/66; KTB, 2.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/47. 
1193 KTB Korück 583, 1.6.-30.6.43, BA-MA RH 23-277. 
1194 Ibid., 14.6.43. 
1195 KTB, Qu., 31.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/66. 
1196 Generalkommando XXVI AK, Abt. Ia, Nr 573/44 geh. An den Chef der Heeresarchiv Potsdam 
Zweigstelle Liegnitz 7.2.1944, BA-MA RH 24-26/26; Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 309. 
1197 KTB, 23.7.43, BA-MA RH 26-121/47; Haupt, Heeresgruppe Nord, p. 161.  A total of nine additional 
German divisions were needed to assist the Corps’ original seven divisions in breaking the Soviet 
offensive; see Generalkommando XXVI AK, Abt. Ia, Nr 573/44 geh. An den Chef der Heeresarchiv 
Potsdam Zweigstelle Liegnitz 7.2.1944, BA-MA RH 24-26/26.  
1198 See the war diary entries for 23.7; 25.7; 26.7; 27.7; 28.7; 29.7; 30.7.43, RH 26-121/47.  In mid-July, 
Army Group North as a whole possessed 49 tanks of which 40 were combat ready; the Red Army, on the 
other hand, had some 200 tanks in the front lines and over 800 more in reserve in the Leningrad theater of 
operations; see Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 197. 
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superior foe, the Wehrmacht stymied all Red Army attempts to widen the corridor 

connecting Leningrad to unoccupied Soviet territory.1199  The fighting caused over 1,900 

casualties up through August 5 when the Soviet offensive finally petered out, leading the 

division to characterize it as “one of the division’s bloodiest battles” of the war.1200  The 

fighting took such a toll on the division that XXVIII Corps still had the division 

downgraded in terms of combat efficiency four months after the battle concluded.1201  

 

II. BANDIT FIGHTING AND FORCED EVACUATIONS: THE 123
RD

 ID WEST OF THE 

LOVAT RIVER  

Once it cleared the Demiansk pocket, the 123rd ID settled down into a period of 

occupation.  Red Army activity slackened and the division found itself much more 

concerned with its rear area than with the enemy opposite its front. Of the three divisions 

under investigation, the 123rd ID was most engaged with partisan activity.  As previously 

noted, this was primarily due to two reasons: insufficient strength of the division relative 

to the area under its responsibility and its area of operations bordering on the location of 

the partisan movement’s largest concentration. The Berliners faced little threat from 

guerilla forces within the Demiansk pocket, but following the withdrawal to the western 

bank of the Lovat River, clashes between the 123rd ID and partisan groups spiked 

significantly. 

Within one week of establishing new positions, the combating of partisan activity 

had become the division’s primary task.  During the month of March, the division 

                                                 
1199 Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band V, Teilband I, 
26.Juli 1943, p. 836. 
1200 121 Infanterie Division, Erfahrungsbericht beim Einsatz der 121. Inf.-Division während der 3. 
Abwehrschlacht südlich des Ladoga-Sees im Einsatzraum an der Newa in der Zeit vom 22.7.-5.8.1943, 
BA-MA RH 26-121/52; Bericht über die Verluste in der Berichtzeit mit Anlage “Tägliche 
Verlustmeldungen,” BA-MA RH 26-121/64. 
1201 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Abt. Ia, Nr. 774/43 g.Kdos.Chefs, 4.11.1943, BA-MA RH 20-18/675. 
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reported the shooting of six partisans and the arrest of a further eighteen individuals.1202  

Various groups of partisans ranging from six to forty members were spotted during the 

month, though pursuit frequently proved futile.1203  The majority of these partisans were 

not the disorganized individuals of the first months of war but members of the 21st 

Partisan Brigade.1204  II Corps acknowledged the improved organization and skill of the 

partisan forces by noting 

 
another fire fight with a partisan group on the right wing of the 123rd 

 Division.  There, due to the thin line of strong points, the Russian regularly 
 carries out recruiting and round ups [and] steals cattle out of the Army rear-
 area.1205  

 

The 123rd ID responded by enacting a stricter “supervisory” system in which infantry 

battalions were placed in control of designated areas, in hopes of suffocating the partisan 

movement.1206 

Despite a drop in partisan activity in early April, 1943, the Berliners became 

increasingly fixated with eliminating guerilla bands.  This attention to the irregulars 

worked itself all the way up the hierarchy of Army Group North.  During a visit to the 

division on April 3, Küchler, Commander-in-Chief of the Army Group, stated that “the 

present time is particularly favorable for partisan combat” and he suggested several 

measures designed to diminish partisan activity.1207  Two weeks later, the division 

                                                 
1202 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az., IVc, Tagesmeldung, 6.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/119; KTB, 
14.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/119; Beiträge der Abteilung Ic der 123. I.D. zum Kriegstagebuch für die Zeit 
vom 1.2.-1.9.1943, 7.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/158. 
1203 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az., IVc, Tagesmeldung, 6.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/119; Beiträge 
der Abteilung Ic der 123. I.D. zum Kriegstagebuch für die Zeit vom 1.2.-1.9.1943, 27.3.43, BA-MA RH 
26-123/158. 
1204 KTB II AK, 14.3.43, BA-MA RH 24-2/110; KTB, 14.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/119. 
1205 KTB II AK, 7.3.43, BA-MA RH 24-2/110. 
1206 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az. IVa, Nr. 630/43 geh., Befehl für die Einteilung des 
Divisionsabschnitt in Wirtschafts- und Überwachungsgebiete, 7. März, 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/119. 
1207 Küchler wanted the division to vigorously patrol all roads and paths to deny their use to the partisans.  
He also suggested the use of wires with numerous bells attached to them and “fright-charges’ 
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established a “Partisan-Hunter” Company to mount seek-and-destroy missions in its rear 

area, with its approximately 115 men drawn from various divisional units.  The unit then 

received one week’s worth of instruction in anti-partisan combat before being sent into 

the field.1208  Before it had completed its training, however, the 123rd ID launched a major 

“clean-up action” [Säuberungsaktion] on February 25.1209  A group of 120 partisans 

attempted to cross the division’s front as it moved to the east.  The Germans, however, 

repulsed the attempt, killing six partisans and taking one prisoner in the process, and 

encircled the partisan band.1210  Over the next two weeks, the division hammered away at 

the trapped guerillas while also fighting off attacks launched by members of three 

different Partisan Brigades.1211  The operation was brought to a conclusion on May 9, with 

the division reporting 144 “bandits taken prisoner” and an additional 177 shot.1212   

How does this operation fit into the large-scale anti-partisan sweeps that have 

come to dominate the discussion of German partisan warfare?  On the one hand, this 

clearly was an operation directed at actual armed partisans, not at defenseless civilians 

caught up in the maelstrom of war.  This was reflected in the amount and types of 

equipment and arms seized by the Germans.1213  On the other hand, though Wehrmacht 

casualty figures for the operation are unavailable, the monthly figures for the 123rd ID 

                                                                                                                                                 
[Schreckladungen] to alert German sentries to the movements of partisans; Besprechungspunkte anläßlich 
der Anwesenheit des Herrn Oberbefehlshabers der Heeresgruppe, 3.4.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/120. 
1208 KTB, 17.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/120; 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az. IVa Nr. 1113/43 geh., 
Befehl für das Zusammenstellen einer Partisanjäger-Kompanie, 17.4.43, BA-MA RH 26/123/120.  
1209 KTB II AK, 25.4.43, BA-MA RH 24-2/110. 
1210 KTB, 25.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/120. 
1211 KTB II AK, 26.4.43, BA-MA RH 24-2/110. 
1212 123 ID Abt Ia/Az Ivc, Tagesmeldung 9.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/121; KTB II AK, 9.5.43, BA-MA 
RH 24-2/110. 
1213 The Germans catalogued numerous weapons including grenade launchers, machine guns, anti-aircraft 
machine guns, rifles, machine pistols, and explosives.  See 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az IVc, 
Tagesmeldung, 26.April 1943, 123 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az IVc, Tagesmeldung, 28.April 1943, 123 
Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/Az IVc, Tagesmeldung, 29.April 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/120. 
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indicate that it suffered relatively few losses during the encounter.1214  The 

disproportionate numbers of casualties, however, appear axiomatic of clashes between 

armed civilians and soldiers; training and firepower usually triumph in the end.1215  

 The month of June witnessed a dramatic decrease in partisan activity in II Corps’s 

area.  While two partisan troops, numbering twenty and fifty individuals respectively, 

were captured, these were identified as mere remnants of the larger partisan groups that 

the 123rd ID had defeated the previous month.  In a report sent to Sixteenth Army, the 

Corps concluded that “altogether, one has the impression that continual supervision of the 

rear-area has forced the partisans to withdraw west of the Corps’ area.”1216  This view was 

supported by the Dno branch of Economic Staff East which stated “it appears that the 

activity of the bandits has decreased due to military counter-operations.”1217  The 123rd 

ID’s contribution to increased surveillance in the rear consisted of three mounted 

platoons, drawn from various divisional formations.1218  These units were expected to 

develop close working relationships with village elders in hopes of enlisting their 

cooperation in strangling the partisan movement at the local level.  The patrols were also 

meant to demonstrate to the local population the strength and ubiquitousness of the 

German Army.  While these units may have accomplished the latter task, in reality, they 

merely demonstrated the weakness of the German Army.  Unable to police its rear-areas 

                                                 
1214 For the entire months of May and June, the divisions suffered 38 killed, 102 wounded, and 7 missing.  
When the small-scale tactical offensives of late May and the constant “wastage” suffered by a front-line 
unit are taken into account, it is clear that the division suffered a very small number of casualties during the 
anti-partisan operation.  For the casualty figures, see 123rd Infanterie Division, Zustandbericht, 1.Mai 1943, 
BA-MA RH 26-123/121and 123 Infanterie Division, Zustandbericht, 1.Juni 1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/122.  
1215 This should in no way be read as a defense of general Wehrmacht and SS anti-partisan policy.  As 
Gerlach, Heer and Shepherd, among others, have made clear, the majority of major anti-partisan operations 
degenerated in campaigns of mass murder.  This does not, however, seem to be the case here. 
1216 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abteilung Ia, Nr. 2469/43 geh., Betr.: Bandentätigkeit im Juni 
1943, 28.Juni 1943, BA-MA RH 24-2/216.   
1217 KTB 2.Vierteljahre, Übersicht über den 5.Einsatzmonat, BA-MA RW 31/938. 
1218 123 ID, Abt Ia/Az IVa, Nr.1278/43 geh., Befehl für Überwachung des Gebiets und der Ortschaften in 
den Überwachungsabschnitten durch Reiterzüge, 6.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/121.   
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through the use of Security Divisions, police and auxiliary units, the Wehrmacht was 

forced to draw desperately needed combat units out of the line for deployment behind the 

lines.1219 

Partisan activity flared up once again during July.  A dairy established by the 

division in the village of Gribanovo was destroyed by a partisan attack, while a Hay-

Commando also came under fire from a partisan band numbering 30 men, resulting in the 

death of two Germans and one Hiwi.1220  The fact that Gribanovo was fortified as an anti-

partisan strongpoint spoke to the increasing strength and daring of the partisan 

movement.1221  The division responded by establishing yet another anti-partisan squad that 

killed three, wounded one, and arrested twelve partisans over the next six weeks.1222  Such 

paltry results, however, forced the division to once again consider evacuations as a way 

of destroying the partisan menace.   

The division’s focus on its rear-area also encompassed civilians.  Immediately 

after withdrawing from the Demiansk Pocket across the Lovat River, the 123rd ID began 

to systematically organize and administer its rear-area.  The Division Quartermaster was 

charged with increasing the agricultural production of the area in order to provide food 

for the troops and civilians.1223  In an attempt to lessen the division’s reliance on deliveries 

from Germany, the quartermaster took control over the entire area, effectively removing 

the Economic Staff East’s control over the distribution of goods.1224  Though civilians 
                                                 
1219 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abteilung Qu/Ia 461/43 g.Kdos, Betr.: Bandeneinwirkung an 
Armee-Oberkommando 16, 15.Mai 1943, BA-MA RH 24-2/210. 
1220 Tätigkitsbericht der 123. Inf. Division Abt Ic, 13.7.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/159. 
1221 126 ID, Ib/IV Wi., Wirtschaftsbericht über den Wirtschaftsbereich der 123 Inf. Div. vom 11.6-10.7.43, 
10.7.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/235.   
1222 Tätigkitsbericht der 123. Inf. Division Abt Ic, 16.7.43, 17.7.43, 19.7.43, 25.7.43, 25.8.43, BA-MA RH 
26-123/159. 
1223 KTB Qu., 3.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/233. 
1224 123 Inf. Division, Ib, Befehl für die wirtschaftliche Ausnutzung des Divisionbereiches, 20.3.1943, BA-
MA RH 26-123/235; KTB 2.Vierteljahre 1943, 18.April 1943, BA-MA RW 31/938.  Economic Staff East 
reported that due to the influx of evacuees into this area, it was for all intents and purposes washing its 
hands of administering it, leaving it to the 123rd ID; see p. 229 of the above KTB.   
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were only allowed enough “food necessary for their livelihood,” they did receive some 

protection from the arbitrary predations of marauding soldiers.  Anyone caught stealing 

food from civilians was threatened with judicial proceedings while all one-on-one deals 

between Germans and Russians – which more often than not benefited the person 

carrying the rifle – were also forbidden, as these only increased the peasants’ difficulties 

in meeting their delivery quotas.   

While peasants were forced to deliver goods ranging from vegetables to grain, the 

Germans placed the highest premium on milk and eggs.  For every cow a Russian 

possessed, he or she needed to deliver one liter of milk per day to the Germans.  Egg 

deliveries were set at three eggs per month per chicken, with the exception of six eggs 

during the month of April.1225  Since it now exercised complete control over the area’s 

agricultural production, the division was able to extract a large amount of food.  Between 

May 11 and June 10, 1943 alone, it collected 24,601 liters of whole milk and 6,816 

eggs.1226  During the following months, villages in the divisional rear-area were 

continually scoured for the two items, with even local branches of the Economic Staff 

East taking part in the searches.1227  In a report written by the Division’s Quartermaster, 

the division’s expectations for the summer harvest were quite high:1228 

 
Type Evacuated 

Area 
Non-
Evacuated 
Area 

Statefarm 
Krestilovo 

Total 
Area 

Expected 
Yield 

Rye 549 ha 336 ha 22 ha 907 ha 9070 Ztr. 
Wheat 6 ha 6 ha 16 ha 28 ha 280 Ztr. 
Potatoes 258 ha 48 ha 30 ha 336 ha 15800 Ztr. 

                                                 
1225 Ibid. 
1226 123 ID, Ib,  Nr.844/43 geh., Kurze Übersicht über die Versorgungslage, 16.6.1943, BA-MA RH 26-
123/235. 
1227 123 ID, Ib/IV Wi., Wirtschaftsbericht über den Wirtschaftsbereich der 123 Inf. Div. vom 11.6-10.7.43, 
10.7.1943, BA-MA RH 26-123/235.  One hectare (ha.) is equivalent to 2.5 acres; one zentner (znt.) is 
equivalent to 100 kilograms/  
1228 Ibid. 
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Oats 181 ha 97 ha 40 ha 318 ha 1590 Ztr 
Barley 24ha 24ha 30ha 78ha 390 Ztr 
Peas 15 ha 61 ha 5 ha 81 ha 405 Ztr 
Turnips for 
animals 

0 0 10 ha 10 ha 2000 Ztr. 

Flax 0 15 ha 2 ha 17 ha 51 Ztr. 
Vegetables 33 ha 0 8 ha 41 ha ------------ 
Meadows 1130 ha 1670 ha 400 ha 3200 

ha 
32000 Ztr 
Hay 

Table 24: 123rd ID’s Agricultural Plan, Summer 1943 

 

Though the division’s more focused agricultural production program did pay 

dividends for both civilians and soldiers (though primarily for the latter), its success was 

somewhat blunted by two other programs that worked at cross-purposes with increasing 

food supplies: the evacuation of civilians from the combat zone and the implementation 

of a “labor action.”1229  As the Quartermaster ironically noted, the evacuation of the 

civilian population meant that “there was no one left to take care of the fields.”  Due to a 

lack of manpower, the division was unable to spare enough troops to harvest the crops 

properly and this led to many rotting in the field.1230  Neither for the first, nor for the last 

time, did Wehrmacht food and security policies contradict one another.   

On March 17, the 123rd ID received Sixteenth Army’s order concerning the 

evacuation of the combat zone.1231  Even though the operation did not commence until 

May 1, the planning for the evacuation began immediately.1232  During the months of May 

and June, the division organized twenty separate evacuation transports, emptying over 
                                                 
1229KTB Qu., 18.3.43, 19.3.43,, BA-MA RH 26-123/233.  
1230 123 ID, Ib,  Nr.844/43 geh., Kurze Übersicht über die Versorgungslage, 16.6.1943, BA-MA RH 26-
123/235.  Such waste, of course, was exactly what the Germans attempted to avoid.  Busch, Commander-
in-Chief of Sixteenth Army, made several appeals to the troops to avoid such occurrences, including 
“Soldiers! Don’t let any food rot!  What is wasted in the fields is lost to the Heimat!”  See 123 Infanterie 
Division,  Ib, Besondere Anordnungen für die Versorgung die Truppe, Nr. 70, 4.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-
123/234.    
1231 KTB Qu., 17.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/233. 
1232 Ibid., 24.4.43. 
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thirty-five villages.1233  While a precise number of those evacuated is not found in the 

division’s files, one of the four sectors charged with carrying out the operation reported 

that it was shipping 179 men, 582 women, and 731 children, totaling 1,492 people, to the 

rear.1234  The process proceeded smoothly, lending credence to Christoph Rass’ 

description of evacutations at this stage of the war as “routine.”1235      

In addition to being evacuated from their homes, the civilian population was also 

targeted for labor round-ups.  Five labor columns, two male and three female consisting 

of one hundred workers apiece, were to be established for divisional use.1236  While some 

allowances were made for children under fourteen who suffered from illness and were 

therefore excused from labor, the implementation of this policy was generally marked by 

callousness and cruelty.1237  Mounted platoons swooped throughout the rear areas, looking 

for able-bodied people.1238  Deadlines were set to ensure that the division’s units “seized” 

enough civilians to fill out their labor columns.  Operating under such pressure, it can be 

assumed that the Berliners dispensed with such niceties.1239  The division also attempted 

to ensure that no potential laborers, especially women, were evacuated to the rear.  It 

specifically instructed its men “that women with children up until the eighth year are to 

be evacuated when there are no other female members of the family.  Women with older 

children are always to be put into labor columns.”1240  Such actions did nothing to increase 

the morale or usefulness of the auxiliary Russians attached to the division; many worried 

that family members sent to the rear were merely being abandoned to starve during the 

                                                 
1233 See the KTB Qu. entries for 19.5.43, 25.5.43, 2.6.43, and 14.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/233.   
1234 Ibid., 2.5.43. 
1235 Rass, Menschenmaterial, p. 401. 
1236 KTB Qu., 19.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-123/233. 
1237 Ibid., 1.5.43. 
1238 Ibid., 25.5.43, 30.5.43. 
1239 Ibid., 28.6.43. 
1240 Ibid., 13.5.43. 
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upcoming months.1241  More importantly, numerous civilians simply fled into the 

surrounding forests and swamps to avoid being pressed into service.  Here, they joined 

partisan units, either out of conviction or as a means of survival.  Either way, German 

policies continued to create partisans, and while the Army was well aware of this, it 

either could not or would not modify these policies.1242   

For the men who originated from the Berlin area, the increasingly destructive 

bombing raids of the Western Allies in 1943 became an additional source of worry and 

anxiety.1243  Civilians in Berlin wrote to the front that “you have no idea of the damage 

caused by the two attacks of 22. and 23. [November].  And yesterday there was 

another.”1244  Letters described sections of the city as “severely devastated.”1245  After 

reading mail from his wife which complained of the frequent bombings, one soldier 

wrote that the Americans and British “certainly didn’t fight fair.” Most interestingly, he 

added that he was of the opinion that the Reich should strike a deal with the Soviets so 

that the two of them could fight together against the Anglo-Saxon powers; after all, 

“socialism [was] the only possible way for people to live together in the future.”1246  

While many soldiers pitied the Heimat and its fate under the bombs, others believed that 

the home front’s selfishness could cost Germany the war.  “When one sees,” wrote one 

soldier after returning from a two-week leave to the capital, “how everything in Berlin is 

complained about and cursed, one cannot understand it.”  He continued on: 

 

                                                 
1241 Bericht an II AK, KTB Qu., 23.7.41, BA-MA RH 26-123/233. 
1242 Generalkommando II. Armeekorps, Abteilung Qu/Ia 461/43 g.Kdos, Betr.: Bandeneinwirkung an 
Armee-Oberkommando 16, 15.Mai 1943, BA-MA RH 24-2/210. 
1243 On the bombing of Berlin in late 1943, see Earl Beck, Under the Bombs: The German Home Front, 
1942-1945, (Lexington, Ky., 1986), pp. 89-91 and Jörg Friedrich, The Fire, (New York, 2006), pp. 315-
322. 
1244 H.A. K., Berlin-Wilmersdorf, 27.11.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1245 Lt. Helmut H., Berlin-Tegel, 28.11.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1246 Heinz, 13.6.43, 7.8.43, Musuem für Kommunikation (hereafter MfK), Feldpostarchiv, 3.2002.0827. 
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we don’t have it easy out here [at the front] but we don’t make such a fuss here. It 
would be terrible if the war was lost only because the Heimat couldn’t hold out.  I 
don’t  understand how  one can grumble in Berlin where in general nothing has 
gone wrong.  What should the men say who stand in combat for weeks and don’t 
despair?  For us it goes without saying that we will hold out and in Berlin a fuss is 
made over the little things.  I just don’t understand this.1247 

 

This determination to fight the war to a victorious finish was contrasted by the much 

more subdued musings of a member of the 93rd ID: “today was more longing for the 

Heimat, for the love that burns the strongest within me, and the best would be running 

until I was with you.”1248 

 

III. THE 126
TH

 ID  
Always keep in mind that the Russian is a man, who on the whole willingly works when 
he is treated in a correct manner, but who also possess a marked sensitivity.1249 

    -- Intelligence Officer of the 126th ID, 2.4.1943 
 

Life has been very difficult, but that is how it is between birth and death.1250 
    -- Russian peasant 
 

 Following their withdrawal from the Demiansk position, the 126th ID also began a 

process of consolidation and rest.  Neither the Rhinelanders nor the Soviets opposite them 

launched any large-scale assaults during the remainder of the spring and summer of 1943, 

though other sections of X Corps did fight off relatively large Red Army attacks.1251  In 

the 126th ID’s area, military activity was limited to sniping and regular shelling by each 

side, though the intensity of Soviet artillery fire caused  somewhere between ten to 

                                                 
1247 Corporal Joachim S., Nach.Abt. 218, 16.8.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1248 Private Ernst A., IR 272, 23.12.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1249 Gedanken zum totalen Arbeitseinsatz der russichen Zivilbevölkerung, 2.4.1943, BA-MA RH 26-
126/128. 
1250 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 7.12.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/130. 
1251 See Armeeoberkommando 16, Ia/OQu Nr. 794/43 geh., 20.3.43, BA-MA RH 24-10/532. 
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twenty casualties a day. This led the division commander  to cut back his unit’s artillery 

fire in hopes of the Red Army following suit.1252    

During this lull, the division instituted an intensive training program, designed to 

forge recruits into soldiers who could withstand the particular rigors of war in northwest 

Russia.  For the replacements who arrived in March, a three week training course was 

implemented, led by officers and NCOs who had “experienced war in the East.”1253  A 

second batch of green troops who arrived in the spring was trained by the division’s 

Feldausbildung (Field Training) Battalion.  This unit put the new arrivals through an 

intense six week program that was so effective, that the normal two-three week training 

course at the front was deemed unnecessary.1254  This period of instruction was concluded 

with the establishment of a month-long combat school designed to train leaders of 

platoons, squads, and groups in the tactical lessons of the war.1255  äs we have already 

seen, this intensive period of schooling was not unique to the 126th ID.  Whenever 

German divisions were free of combat duties for an extended period of time, training 

became their primary focus.  Time, however, was an asset in short supply for the German 

Army during the second half of the war.     

                                                 
1252 On sniper activity, see Tagesmeldung vom 30.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/83 in which the division 
claims 29 kills for the month of April. On the artillery duel, see KTB, 29.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/74.  
This contrasts with the commander’s previously quoted order for the New Year when he promised to make 
life uncomfortable for all Soviet troops opposite his front; obviously, Red Army artillery possessed much 
more striking power at this stage of the war than German gunnery; for the order, see chapter three, pp. 101-
102.  The idea was floated to X Corps five days previously and received its sanction as well; see KTB, X 
AK, 24.5.43, BA-MA RH 24-10/170.  This action seems to argue against an implacable, ideological hatred 
between the two forces and speaks to a somewhat mutual understanding between professionals.  For more 
on this topic, though in a different context, see Tony Ashworth, Live and Let Live: Trench Warfare on the 
Western Front. 
1253 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia Nr. 445/43 geheim, Betr.: Weiterbildung des Ersatzes, 30.3.43, BA-
MA RH 26-126/90. 
1254 KTB, 22.5.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/74. 
1255 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia/IIa, Nr. 882/43 geheim, Betr.: Aufstellung der Divisions-Kampfschule, 
6.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/90. 
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In addition to the implementation of intensified training programs, this period also 

witnessed an attempt to increase both the ideological indoctrination and the confidence of 

the troops.  This process began at the top, as reflected in an order disseminated by the 

division commander on the tenth anniversary of Hitler’s Machtergreifung.1256  After 

discussing the Führer’s accomplishments in ending “hunger and unemployment” as well 

as recovering the German lands lost to the “small robber-states” following the First 

World War, he turned to the present war.  Terming the war one of “existence or 

extinction [Sein oder Nichtsein], he then discussed “international Jewry [and] the war-

machine of Bolshevism” and the importance of this “final struggle” for Germany’s 

future.  He emphasized that the German Army possessed “better weapons, and was better 

supplied and clothed than the enemy;” all of these claims were debatable at best, outright 

falsities at worst.  He also stressed the strength of the Luftwaffe.  For the majority of the 

soldiers who originated from the Rhineland, this must have reeked of wishful thinking.  

They were all aware of the increasingly destructive bombings of their homes through 

letters from family and friends.1257  One woman from Dortmund wrote  

 
I want to leave here in any case, I do not want to take a risk with my 

 children for no reason.  It is absolutely dreadful here, every evening at 7:00, 
 morning at 6:00 and a few times during the day.  It was very damned 
 dangerous again this week, the entire surroundings of Dortmund were bombed 
 again, especially Essen and Bochum.  I ask myself often, is this fate?  Why 
 are women and children killed in this way?1258          

 

                                                 
1256 126 Infanterie Division, Kommandeur, Soldaten und Kameraden der 126. Inf.-Division, 30.Januar, 
1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/94. 
1257 On the bombing of the Ruhr and the Rhineland, see Beck, Under the Bombs: The German Home 
Front, 1942-1945, pp. 58-62 and Friedrich, The Fire, pp. 258-264. 
1258 Anneliese E., Dortmund-Wambel, 16.1.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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Throughout the spring and summer of 1943, the Allied bombings of the Rhineland and 

Westphalia continued to weigh heavily upon the minds of the men of the 126th ID.1259 One 

soldier wrote that “one is always hearing frightful things out of the Ruhr area. . . There 

are already numerous men in our company [whose homes] are completely destroyed.”1260  

This same soldier later noted that “almost all of my comrades from Cologne, and there 

are many of them, have had [their houses] damaged by the bombing.”1261  A member of 

the Rhenish 254th ID stated that “it is terrible, that people at home have to endure more 

than soldiers at the front.  Hopefully this war will end soon because if it continues on, 

they will make our entire homeland kaputt.”1262  Another soldier from this same division 

wrote his wife that “in general, we await the daily report that England has now attacked 

us again.”1263  Since the soldiers surely saw several of the commander’s claims as 

preposterous, this raises questions about how they viewed his earlier pronouncements 

about “international Jewry” and Bolshevism.     

The commander’s words were reinforced by an increased emphasis on Geistige 

Betreuung (Spiritual Care).  Through the use of films, written materials, and instructional 

courses, the division attempted to strengthen morale.1264  During the month of April, over 

7,200 members of the division watched 53 films, while 692 books and 1,600 leaflets were 

disseminated throughout the division.1265 All of these materials were used to inspire the 

                                                 
1259 126 Infanterie Division, Meldung vom 7.Mai 1943; 126 Infanterie Division, Meldung vom 7.Juni 
1943, Ba-MA RH 26-126/91. 
1260 Corporal. Heinz B., Infantry Regiment 68, 24.5.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz.. 
1261 Ibid., 8.7.43. 
1262 Corporal Willi L. Reconniassance Unit 254 ID, 18.6.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1263 Heinz, 6.6.43, MfK, Feldpostarchiv, 3.2002.0827. 
1264 Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, Abteilung Ic, 31.1.43, 28.2.43, 31.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-
126/126. 
1265 Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, 30.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/127. 
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troops through a mixture of military and, increasingly, Nazi themes, and this program 

only became more important as the war stretched on.1266         

Despite earlier attempts to introduce a unified occupation policy in Army Group 

North, German practices remained a muddle of different practices.  On March 5, 1943, 

the 126th ID received another directive from Army Group North ordering the creation of a 

unified pass system for the civilian population.1267  That this order was nearly an exact 

duplicate of the one issued in September of the preceding year speaks volumes about the 

Wehrmacht’s ability to manage the occupied territories.  The institutional blind faith in a 

victorious campaign during 1941 was so total and widespread that no preparations had 

been made for an occupation, as it was assumed that civilian agencies would immediately 

assume control over the prostrate Soviet Union.  Such negligent planning still affected 

German policy nearly two years later.  While rational policy in the rear area was 

complicated by a multiplicity of civilian, party, police and military organizations, all of 

which pulled in different directions, in the combat zone, the Army operated fairly free 

from competition.  Yet, even here, no coherent unified policy developed.  Despite 

generally evolving in a more consistent and humane manner after the shock of the winter 

crisis, frequent resorts to terror and arbitrary violence robbed the “system” of any logical 

basis.  Such slipshod planning rates as the second most damning indictment of the 

German Army’s institutional effectiveness, behind only the delusional belief that the 

Soviet Union immediately collapse in the summer of 1941.      

The division also attempted to implement a much larger change: it stated that a 

“mental adjustment of the entire German occupation system towards the Russian people 

                                                 
1266 For a discussion of this issue, see Bartov, Hitler’s Army, pp. 117-127. 
1267 Anordnungen für die Militärverwaltung v.5.3.43, (H.Gr.Nord), BA-MA RH 26-129/129. 
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was necessary.”1268  Noting that the Russians who worked for the Germans as well as the 

armed auxiliaries were not a “mass of humanity [Menschenmasse] who should be led to 

the slaughterhouse,” the directive called for a more humane and thoughtful treatment of 

Soviet citizens.  By treating Russians as “people,” the civilians would not only work 

harder for the German cause, they would also convince their friends and relatives to 

support the Wehrmacht.1269  This is an interesting document on several different levels.  

First, it provides strong evidence against charges that the German Army as a whole 

“wage[d] war against an entire people with a goal of annihilation” by 1943.1270  Clearly, 

the 126th ID was attempting to bridge the gap between the occupier and the occupied, 

even if only for its own goals.  The motivation for this change in course was tactical, but 

the adjustment was made none the less.  Second, the fact that such an order required 

dissemination shows how a combination of brutalization through combat and Nazi 

ideology had forged soldiers who placed little or no value on the lives of Russians in their 

midst.  That such an order was found only in the files of the 126th ID corresponds to an 

earlier evaluation of this division as the most brutal of the three under investigation.  

Simultaneous with such endeavors to improve its standing with the civilian 

population, the Army planned yet another forced evacuation despite the knowledge that 

these deportations only increased the distrust and hatred of Russians for the Wehrmacht.  

On March 24, the Divisional Quartermaster announced that all civilians located within 

twenty kilometers of the front line were to be evacuated to the rear.1271  In preparation for 

the operation, the division’s infantry regiments as well as its troop of Feldgendarmen 
                                                 
1268 Gedanken zum totalen Arbeitseinsatz der russischen Zivilbevölkerung, 2.4.1943, BA-MA RH 26-
126/128.  Emphasis in original. 
1269 Since the division employed 729 Hiwis by mid-summer, such a formulation was certainly valid; 126 
Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, Betr.: Meldung der beschäftigten Hilfswilligen, 22.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-
126/128. 
1270 Hamburg Institut für Sozialforschung (ed.), Vernichtungskrieg. Verbrechen der Wehrmacht 1941-1944 
Austellungskatalog, p. 152. 
1271 KTB Qu., 24.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/151. 
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were to compile lists of inhabitants.  Civilians were to be divided between those who 

could work and those unable to work, with a section of the former being attached to the 

division for its own needs.1272  On April 19, officers met with village elders to prepare 

them for the upcoming action.1273  The Germans stated this was part of the total 

mobilization of all European resources to defeat Bolshevism and provided assurances to 

the local leaders that no one was being shipped to Germany and that villages would 

remain as cohesive units.1274  The operation also seems to be an attempt by the division to 

rid itself of all Russians, outside of those already inducted into Hiwi units, who had 

attached themselves to the division.  With the exception of 67 women who worked with 

the divisional laundry service, all employment of civilians outside of the formal labor 

columns was expressly forbidden.1275     

The removal from the Corps’ rear-area began on May 1 and the final evacuation 

of the combat area ended one month later.1276  This operation was ostensibly undertaken 

on defensive grounds; the evacuation of all civilians would hopefully end partisan 

activity in the division’s area.  In what reflected a lack of coordination among German 

military authorities, however, civilians continued to move freely throughout the 

division’s area, including the evacuated area.  Orders from division level instructed the 

men to post signs throughout the divisional sector threatening civilians with arrest and 

                                                 
1272 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ib, Betr.: Evakuierung, 23.März 1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/152; KTB 
Qu., 26.3.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/151.  In defining those considered unable to work, the division listed 
children under 15, men over 65, and, interestingly, women over 45 years old.  The latter restriction would 
have eliminated a significant number of possible laborers at a relatively young age.  It raises interesting 
questions concerning the Army’s view of Russian women, specifically and more generally, gender itself.  
1273 Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, Abteilung Ic, 19.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/127. 
1274 Kurzer Inhalt des Vortrages an die Starosten am 19.4.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/128. 
1275 KTB Qu., 27.4.43, 30.4.43; 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ib, Nr. 207/43 geh., Betr.: Evakuierung des 
Gefechtsgebietes, 27.April 1943. 
1276 Fernspruch, 126 I.D., Abt. Ib, Betr.: Evakuierung, 30.4, 09,00 Uhr, BA-MA RH 26-126/152; KTB 
Qu., 27.5.43, 2.6.43. 
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shooting if they continued to ignore German regulations.1277   Division command also 

castigated the men for their lackluster approach to security and a lackadaisical attitude 

towards regulations concerning civilian movement.  Ortskommandanten had provided 

civilians with passes to re-enter the evacuated area even though this was a direct violation 

of German policy.  During one week, 26 civilians, armed with German-issued passes, 

were arrested for traveling through the recently evacuated area.1278  Theoretically, all of 

these civilians should have been shot; however, only seven were subsequently sent to a 

civilian labor camp, with the rest being released after arrest.1279  The reflex-like brutality 

that accompanied the 126th ID into the Soviet Union in 1941 had now become somewhat 

tempered during the third year of war.  Such a switch in tactics mirrored the earlier 

efforts of the 121st and 123rd IDs to come to an accommodation with the civilian 

population based on something other than pure terror.  These three infantry divisions 

realized by mid-1943 at the latest that victory was only obtainable through a mobilization 

of the civilian population.  While the threat of violence always lurked behind these new, 

more conciliatory policies, the front-line units of Army Group North modified their 

behavior in hopes of achieving ultimate victory. 

In its desire to increase the effectiveness of the training programs, division 

command requested transfer from the front to a quiet rear area in early July.1280  Following 

a visit by Busch, Commander-in-Chief of the Sixteenth Army as well as officers from X 

Corps, the measure was approved and the division was promised a period of four to six 

weeks for refitting in the rear.1281  One day after arriving in its new quarters, however, X 
                                                 
1277 126 Infanterie-Division, Abteilung IIa/Ic, Betr.: Überwachung der Regimentsbereiche, 27.5.1943, BA-
MA RH 26-126/128; 126 Infanterie-Division, Abteilung Ic, Betr.: Abwehrmaßnahmen gegenüber 
Landeseinwohnern, 17.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/128. 
1278 126 Infanterie-Division, Abteilung Ic, Rückkehr von evakuierten russ. Zivilpersonen in das evakuierte 
Gebiet, 24.6.1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/128. 
1279 Tätigkeitsbericht zum Kriegstagebuch, Abteilung Ic, 30.6.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/127. 
1280 KTB, 2.7.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/98. 
1281 Ibid., 10.7.43. 
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Corps informed the 126th ID that it was being shifted to the Leningrad front in one week.  

Frustrated by this unforeseen occurrence, the Rhinelanders sourly boarded trains that 

brought them into the Leningrad area in early August.1282  The period of rest had been 

short-lived.  

The 126th ID entered the line between the Red Army-occupied Oranienbaum and 

Leningrad positions.  The troops complained that the positions they took over were 

“unusually bad” as they were frequently forced to lie in the open where they suffered the 

ravages of artillery attack.1283  Weak or non-existent fortifications became a much more 

serious problem during a major Soviet attack that began on August 8 – one day after the 

troops arrived in the line – and lasted for a week.  While division command later 

described the combat as “a successful defensive battle” that maintained a “high level of 

morale,” war diary entries during the battle present a different picture.1284  With only two 

of its three infantry regiments in the line in early August, the division hoped that “the 

next several days bring fewer heavy enemy attacks.”  Desperate hand-to-hand combat led 

to a high number of casualties, topping out at over 400 killed and wounded on August 

18.1285  Division casualties for the month of August were higher than the total number of 

casualties suffered during the remainder of 1943.1286 

Following this period of brief yet intense fighting, operations in the Leningrad 

area settled once more into combat typical of northwestern Russia: positional warfare 

marked by artillery fire and sniper activity.  Mindful of the Soviet’s superiority in mobile 

formations, Army Group North and its subordinate units spent much time buttressing its 
                                                 
1282 Ibid., 25.7.43, 26.7.43, 2.-3.8.43. 
1283 Ibid., 7.8.43.  According to its superior formation, XXVI Corps, there were too many units in the area 
to provide shelter for them all; KTB Qu XXVI AK, 31.7.43, BA-MA RH 24-26/259. 
1284 Zustandbericht, 126 Infanterie Division, Meldung 8.September 1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/107. 
1285 KTB, 9.8.43, 13.8.43, 18.8.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/98. 
1286 In August, the division suffered 1,851 killed, wounded, missing and sick.  For the months of July, 
September, October, November and December, the division suffered a total of 1,651 casualties.  See the 
monthly Zustandberichte in BA-MA RH 26-126/107. 
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lines and creating some sort of reserve to deal with any breakthroughs by the Red 

Army.1287  The 126th ID contributed to this process by stepping up the number of raids and 

patrols it launched, in hopes of detecting any preparations for a large-scale attack.1288  The 

short distance between the opposing front lines made such operations brief, yet 

terrifyingly intense, as the insignificant size of the  “no-mans’ land” between the lines 

provided little or no opportunity for maneuver or cover.  In some places, the lines were so 

close that the Rhinelanders witnessed intoxicated Soviet soldiers firing weapons at each 

other.  On another occasion, a drunken Red Army man, using his best German, shouted 

out plainly discernible curses towards the German lines and then followed these up with 

stones.1289  Such moments of levity, however, did not disguise the fact that trench warfare 

was a serious business in which carelessness cost many soldiers their lives.1290  

Despite the relatively quiet existence led by the division during the last several 

months of 1943, morale continued to plummet.  The division reported two deserters in 

November, the first reported occurrence of this phenomenon for all three divisions under 

investigation.1291  While these particular cases were attributed to the soldiers originating 

from outside of the Altreich, they were merely the most severe manifestations of a larger 

                                                 
1287 For example, Der Oberbefehlshaber der 18.Armee, Ia Nr. 15717/43 geh., Kampferfahrungen und 
Lehren aus dem Durchbruch bei Newel, 28.10.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/100. 
1288 Two examples include 6./Gren.Rgt. 422, Meldung über Ablauf des Stoß-Trupp-Unternehmens in der 
Nacht vom 10. zum 11. November 43, BA-MA RH 26-126/103 and Grenadier Reg. 426, Abt Ia, Verlauf 
des Stoßtruppunternehmens des II./G.R. am 14.12.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/100. 
1289 Zwischenmeldung, 7.12.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/104. 
1290 The Germans claimed over 200 kills by sharpshooters between September and December 1943 while 
they suffered several casualties due to mine-field accidents.  On the snipers, see 126 Infanterie Division, 
Abt. Ia, Tagesmeldung an L AL, 30.9.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/101; Durch Scharfschützen abgeschossene 
Russen, Monat Oktober, BA-MA RH 26-126/103; Durch eigene Scharfschützen erzielte bestätigte 
Abschüsse, 1.1.44, BA-MA RH 26-126/105.  On the mine-field incident, see Tagesmeldung vom 17.11.43, 
BA-MA RH 26-126/103.  
1291 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia, Tagesmeldung an L AK, 12.11.43; 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia, 
Tagesmeldung am L AK, 10.11.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/103.  For discussions of this neglected aspect of 
the German Army’s experience during the Second World War, see Wolfram Wette (ed.) Deserteure der 
Wehrmacht. Feiglinge – Opfer – Hoffnungsträger? Dokumentation eines Meinungswandel, (Essen, 1995).  
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problem.1292  In the monthly reports sent by the division to Corps command, the division 

noted several times during the second half of 1943 that the bombings of western 

Germany depressed the men’s morale.1293 Civilians in western Germany believed that “the 

English and Americans had decided to ‘eradicate’ one city after another” and such fears 

were soon spread to the troops via correspondence from home.1294 Letters such as the 

following only led to feelings of helplessness and anger on behalf of the troops: 
presently we are all such nervous wrecks that we run around the entire day like 

 corpses, for 14 days we have slept in our clothes. Yes, who would have thought 
 that we would have to live through such times.1295 

 

Another woman from the Dortmund area wrote  

 
today one cannot dare to take a stroll while Tommy visits us every  afternoon  and 

 then punctually at 7:30 pm.  I believe that I am becoming ill during these times as 
 running to the cellar a few times every evening is quite absurd.1296   

 

The division’s welfare officer also commented on the troops’ concern for their loved 

ones; worries about home resonated more strongly with the men than did continual 

reports about the Army’s constant retreats on the southern portion of the front.1297  

                                                 
1292 The division commander instructed his subordinate officers to “watch carefully” all troops from 
Alsace in order to “determine their reliability;” Kommandeurbesprechung auf dem Divisionsgefechtstand 
am 13.12.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/107. 
1293 See the Zustandberichte for the months of August, September, and October 1943.  News of the 
Luftwaffe’s success in defending against the Allied bombing attacks, however, raised the men’s spirits; see 
the Zustandberichte for November 1943.  All of these reports are located in BA-MA RH 26-126/107.  
1294 Meldungen aus dem Reich, Band 15, Nr. 366, 11.März 1943. 
1295 Anneliese E., Dortmund-Wambel, 17.3.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1296 Helga W., Dortmund, 25.10.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1297 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, Arbeitsbericht des Divisions-Betreuungs-Offiziers, Berichtzeit: 15.9.-
14.10.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/30.  A memorandum sent by the 61st ID to its superior formation, XXVIII 
Corps, on the mood of the Heimat based on the reports of soldiers returning from vacation indicated similar 
misgivings from soldiers who originated in western Germany.  The division noted that in Aachen, “the 
population is in discord due to the heavy bombing and [that there is] no end to the war insight.”  The 
commander of the 1st ID pithily stated “the further west one goes, the worse it is.” See 61 Inf. Division, Div. 
Kommandeur, Betr.: Urlaubereindrücke, 30.6.43 and 1 Division, Kommandeur, Betr.: Stimmung in der 
Heimat, 20.5.43, both in BA-MA RH 20-18/1628. 
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Rumors concerning the “terrible destruction of the German cities and the tremendous 

casualties suffered by the civilian population” were so prevalent among the troops that 

they were beginning to affect the attitudes of Russian auxiliaries and the surrounding 

civilian population.  This problem reached such an extent that the ranking intelligence 

officer instructed the Rhinelanders to keep their conversations about home out of ear-shot 

of Soviet Hiwis and citizens alike.1298  Elements of defeatism even appeared in the 

writings of some soldiers from Wehrkreis VI, as evidenced by the following letter written 

by a member of the 227th ID: 

 
for the time being, things don’t appear too rosy .  Apparently the Duce. . . has 

 become sick and has resigned.  Who knows, what that is good for, perhaps it will 
 help us end this war as soon as possible.  But one can’t realize that and therefore I 
 don’t want to try to do so.  We have such good weather here today, the sun shines 
 regularly from Heaven, and if there wasn’t the thunder of the guns, one could 
 think he was sitting in peace.  But unfortunately that is a Fata morgana.1299 

 

Another soldier in the same division, after hearing of the Allied landings in Sicily, wrote 

home that “well, you will see that the entire war won’t last so much longer and then we 

can be together again, then we will come to life again.”1300  Such sentiments indicate a war 

weariness that left some soldiers desiring an end to the war, with or without victory.  

They also provide further evidence against the picture of the Wehrmacht as a unified 

Frontgemeinschaft.  

In an attempt to reverse this decline, the division increasingly utilized propaganda 

that stressed the close relationship between the reality facing the Army and the 

ideological proclamations of the Nazi government.  Addressing his fellow officers, the 

                                                 
1298 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, Nr. 459/43 geh., 8.9.1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/129. 
1299 Private Rolf A., GR 328, 17.4.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1300 Private Karl Z., GR 328, 10.7.43, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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126th ID’s commander commented on the close relationship between the Army and the 

NSDAP: 

 
Come what may, they are connected.  No criticism of each other.  The Party 
fulfills important tasks (collections, NSV, care for vacationers, pre-military 
training in SA and HJ) in the Heimat.  Numerous tasks that were incumbent on 
the representatives of the Military Districts during the First World War have been 
taken over by the Party; including numerous tasks that make the person in charge 
especially unloved.  The soldier therefore is seen by the German people is merely 
a warrior who is paid respect.  

 

He concluded by noting that “a firm belief in victory, which all officers need to exude, is 

the guarantee of final victory.”1301  The commander of L Corps attempted to persuade the 

men that victory would result in the realization of the long-hoped for Volksgemeinschaft: 

 
We are fighting for a new, great German Reich in which every one of 

 character and achievement will be given a place, regardless of class or 
 background!1302 

 

The division also increased the Geistige Betreuung of the troops during this 

period, as thousands of books and leaflets were distributed among the men while nearly 

8,700 men attended films.1303  In addition to these items, more mundane goods such as 

cigarettes, cigars, skat playing cards, short novels and even piano-accordions were 

parceled out to the men.  While ideological means were utilized to rebuild the men’s 

morale and sense of mission, their requests for more musical instruments, table tennis 

                                                 
1301 Kommandeurbesprechung auf dem Divisionsgefechtstand am 18.7.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/107. 
1302 Der Kommandierende General des L.Armeekorps, 22.11.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/100. 
1303 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, Arbeitsbericht des Divisions-Betreuungs-Offiziers, Berichtzeit: 15.9.-
14.10.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/30.  The remainder of this discussion is based on this document unless 
otherwise noted. 
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sets and radios indicate that they were more interested in spending their time without 

ideological indoctrination. 

As Alexander Hill has noted, partisan activity in Army Group North’s area of 

operations became increasingly threatening throughout the course of 1943; this was 

certainly the case for the 126th ID.1304  Soon after moving into the Leningrad area in 

August, the intelligence officer noted that “the sharpest measures are required in 

supervising the civilian population.”1305  The division commander characterized Leningrad 

as “a center of agent and bandit headquarters which deploy throughout our present 

divisional area these plagues, that need to be eradicated root and branch”.1306 He ordered 

the men to be much more proactive in patrolling areas outside of towns and the main 

roads, but stated that those arrested should be brought to the division for questioning: 

soldiers were not to shoot suspects out of hand.  Firefights between members of the 126th 

ID and partisans confirmed these misgivings and the division implemented a stricter 

occupation policy.1307  In an order issued on September 11, several areas were declared 

Sperrzonen (restricted areas) in which no civilians could pass.1308  Those being evacuated 

out of these areas, however, were not to be man-handled.  Since “a good word was easier 

to bear than a severe measure,” the troops were instructed to present the civilians with a 

rationale for the evacuation that would appeal to their interests.   

The order continued with this theme: 

 

                                                 
1304 Hill, War behind the Eastern Front, pp. 156-161. 
1305 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 31.8.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/129. 
1306 126 Infanterie Division, Kommandeur, Ic Nr. 480/43 geh., Betr.: Überwachung des Divisionsbereiches 
durch Streifen und Posten, 7.9.1943, BA-MA RH 26-126/129.  The remainder of this discussion is based on 
this document unless otherwise noted. 
1307 Tätigkeitsbericht Ic, 8.9.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/129. 
1308 Anlage zu 126 Inf.Div. Ic/Ib vom 11.9.1943, Betr.: Abwehrmaßnahmen gegenüber der 
Zivilbevölkerung im Divisionsbereich, BA-MA RH 26-126/129.  The following discussion is based on this 
document unless otherwise noted. 
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Improper treatment, inadequate care (food, goods), treatment as forced 
 laborers (fencing in the camp with barbed wire and other such things) drives 
 those who up until now voluntarily lived here into the arms of the bandits.       

 

The carrying out of the evacuation, however, failed to live up to these guidelines.  

Families were “torn apart” as the soldiers needed some civilians to fill labor columns.  

Some civilians worried that they would starve following the evacuation and resisted. 1309   

Others believed that the continual evacuations foreshadowed Germany’s eventual defeat. 

By September 18, the evacuations had been completed but not without further cost to the 

Wehrmacht’s reputation.1310 

The 126th ID also employed two Russian propagandists who traveled to villages 

and towns throughout the divisional area and attempted to drum up support for the 

German cause.  Painting the conflict as one between Bolshevism and the combined might 

of Nazi Germany and Nationalist Russia, the duo tried to convince their audiences that 

Germany would indeed triumph.1311   

Such claims rang hollow in the countryside due in no small part to the constant 

tactical evacuations that shipped civilians further and further to the rear.  These 

evacuations culminated in October 1943 when Eighteenth Army announced its intention 

to deport all civilians from its area of operations: unlike the regimental actions which 

entailed the removal of several hundred civilians, the Army planned to move a minimum 

of 150,000 people into the rear-area of Army Group North.1312  This was part of Army 

                                                 
1309 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic, Nr. 583/43 geheim, Betr.: Stimmung bei Hilfswilligen und 
Zivilbevölkerung und Auswirkung getroffener Propagandamaßnahmen, 14.10.1943, BA-MA RH 26-
126/130. 
1310 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic – Nr. 502/43 geh., Betr.: Stimmung bei Hilfswilligen und 
Zivilbevölkerung und Auswirkung getroffener Propagandamaßnahmen, 14.9.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/129. 
1311 Ibid. 
1312 Armee-Oberkommando 18, Abt. A.H.Qu., O.Qu./Ic-Ao. Nr. 650/43 g.Kdos. Betr.: Evakuierung im 
Landmarsch, den 7.10.1943, BA-MA RH 20-18/1628.  The remainder of this discussion is based on this 
document unless otherwise noted.   
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Group North’s larger goal of evacuating the enormous number of 900,000 civilians from 

both its combat and rear areas when it pulled back to the Panther Position, a fortified line 

on the old Imperial Russian border.1313  Collection camps in Luga and Jamburg were 

established to receive the civilians; these centers were some 150 kilometers to the rear.  

From these camps, they would then move into Estonia and Lithuania.  The Army 

recognized that many citizens “would rather die here than evacuate” as they “assumed, 

with justification, that an evacuation means a land march of unimaginable misery and 

would cost numerous people their health or their lives.”1314  Many civilians feared that 

they would not be able to bring any food with them; one German authority noted that “for 

many, the evacuation question is a potato question.” There was also a fear of living in the 

Baltic States as this area was rightly perceived as being “not only non-Bolshevik but also 

hostile to Russians.” 1315  Finally, “separation of family members” and a “[preference] for 

uncertainty of the future in their old homeland” instead of “the uncertainty of experience 

in Ostland” led many to resist the evacuation.1316   While preparations for the operations, 

including the establishment of rest areas with shelters and the gathering of foodstuffs, had 

occurred, the Army acknowledged that many people would flee into the woods at the first 

opportunity and subsequently join the partisan movement, especially since each trek of 

civilians would accompanied by a mere five field gendarmes.  The Army also understood 

that the partisans would take advantage of the resulting chaos to steal food and other 

                                                 
1313 Norbert Müller, Die faschistische Okkupationspolitik in den zeitweilig besetzten Gebieten der 
Sowjetunion (1941-1944), Document 210, p. 480. The number of civilians was lowered to 250,000 when 
the Army was unable to provide shelter for any additional evacuees.  
1314 That these Russian civilians were already in dire straits is made clear by a report from the SS Police 
commander in Libau who noted that the arrival of nearly 1,000 evacuees in July 1943 made “a profound 
impression” on the local population who were shocked by the “Russian poverty and misery” embodied by 
the refugees; Der SS- und Polizeistandortführer -Libau- 27.Juli 1943, Betr.: Lagebericht, Bundesarchiv-
Berlin, R 70 Sowjetunion/20. 
1315 Anlage 1 zu Armee-Oberkommando 18, Abt. A.H.Qu., O.Qu./Ic-Ao. Nr. 650/43 g.Kdos, 7.10.1943, 
Propaganda Staffel Gatschina, Stimmungsbericht für den Monat September 1943, 30.Sept. 1943, BA-MA 
RH 20-18/1628.    
1316 Wochenbericht zum KTB (10.-17.10.1943), BA-MA RW 31/594. 
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supplies from both the civilian columns and the houses left behind.1317  Despite these 

misgivings, the Germans began extracting both civilians and animals at an accelerated 

rate: between September 30 and October 16, the northern branch of Economic Staff East 

reported the evacuation of “40,484 people, 987 horses, 2,545 bulls, 1,197 cows, 190 

calves, 1,220 goats and sheep and 120 pieces of small cattle” from the rear areas of 

Eighteen and Sixteenth Armies.1318  In the end, a total of 295,110 civilians took part in 

343 separate marches out of northwest Russia by February 1944.1319   

The basic question thus arises: why would Eighteenth Army put such a colossal 

operation in motion when it itself acknowledged the nearly inevitable consequences?  

Part of the answer lays in the German Army’s general utilitarian view of Soviet civilians.  

Speer and Sauckel desperately needed labor to keep the Reich’s war economy 

functioning and the Soviet Union offered the most potential laborers.  This was reflected 

in the use of trains during the above evacuation: only families considered capable of labor 

would be transported in this manner.  The fields and factories of the Baltic States also 

required additional labor as many men joined newly raised military formations to fight 

the Red Army.  Despite some attempts to minimize the strains of evacuation, the Army 

believed that Soviet citizens’ only value lay in their ability to contribute to the German 

war effort. 

These evacuations are also explained as a radicalization of a process that officially 

began with the withdrawal from the Demiansk position.1320  The Germans were 
                                                 
1317 That these fears were realized is evidenced by an intelligence report of the 126th ID.  The account 
related that “due to measures necessary to the war (evacuations, etc.), wide sections of the population are 
becoming unreliable, and some have even become hostile;” 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ic Nr. 615/43 
geheim, Betr.: Haltung der Bevölkerung und Bandentätigkeit, 4.11.43, BA-MA RH 26-126/133.    
1318 Beiträge zum KTB für die Zeit vom 1.10.-20.10.1943, BA-MA RW 31/594. 
1319 He.Gr.WiFü. Nord, Abt. Arbeit, Az. 5006/5205.5L/wo. 1.2.44, Gesamtzahl der aus dem Bereich der 
Wi In Nord bis 1.2.44 evakuierten Personen, BA-MA RW 31/596. 
1320 While the various units certainly destroyed vast swathes of the territory, especially in the center of the 
front during the retreats of 1941/1942, these were not part of a systematic approach as exemplified by the 
clearing of the Demiansk pocket. 
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determined to leave nothing in an area from which they withdrew that the Red Army 

could use to support their war effort.1321  All dwellings, roads and bridges were to be 

destroyed, all animals and people evacuated; a virtual “desert” was to be created.1322  The 

Wehrmacht, however, was not the first version of the Prusso-German Army to implement 

such policies.  During the First World War, the Imperial German Army implemented 

similar, if not as large-scale, measures during its retreat from northern France.1323  The 

enormity as well as thoroughness of the program in the Soviet Union certainly owed 

much to the ideological nature of the conflict.  The view of Slavs and Bolsheviks as 

mortal enemies to the Reich surely made the execution of the operation more palatable to 

soldiers in the Ostheer.  Ideological motivations, however, fail to explain sufficiently 

such policies; other, more tangible factors such as labor requirements and an inability to 

smash the partisan movement also need to be taken into account.

                                                 
1321 By late 1943, planning for a retreat to the Panther position was already underway; see, for example 
Generalkommando XXVIII AK Abt. Ia Nr. 617/43 g.Kdos./Chefs.  II.Ang. 11.10.43, BA-MA RH 24-28/72 
in which the Panther Line is mentioned as a possible fall-back position.  Stab Holstein  noted on October 1 
that preparations were being made to destroy everything between the present front line and the Panther 
Line; Wochenbericht zum KTB (1.-9.10.1943), BA-MA RW 31/594. 
1322 Economic Staff East’s war diary entry for 31.10.43 states that “Staff Panther takes over planning for 
the creation of the desert zone;” Wochenbericht zum KTB (10.-17.10.1943), BA-MA RW 31/594. 
1323 On Scorched Earth policies initiated during the First World War, see Hull, Absolute Destruction, pp. 
252-262.  The similarities between these two instances of defeat and destruction are striking.  
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Chapter 11:  “Even from far away, one sees the enormous glow of the 

fire from the burning cities and villages.” Scorched Earth and the 

Retreat to the Panther Line 

The respite from major operations that occurred in late 1943 allowed Army Group 

North to prepare for an evacuation of Russian territory to the Panther Line, a fortified line 

that stretched along the old Imperial Russian border with the Baltic States [see 

Illustration 8].1324  Planning began in the autumn for Army Group Command to withdraw 

in a manner that would not only allow for the troops to retreat in a methodical and 

smooth manner, but also allow for the previously mentioned evacuation of civilians and 

the thorough implementation of  Scorched Earth.1325  Küchler wanted to begin the 

withdrawal in early January but Hitler refused on several grounds. First, he argued that 

any withdrawal would only lead to Finland leaving the war.1326  Second, the Führer 

believed that the Eighteenth Army was “the elite army—the show-off army for the whole 

Eastern Army” and that, as such, withdrawal was unwarranted.1327  Finally, Hitler believed 

that the Red Army had exhausted itself during its offensive in Ukraine and therefore 

lacked the necessary forces for another attack.1328  Part of Küchler’s reasoning for the 

                                                 
1324 Seaton, The Russo-German War, 1941-1945, p. 409. 
1325 Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 249. The Army Group estimated that some 4,000 trainloads would be 
needed to extract the “million tons of grain and potatoes, half a million cattle and sheep” as well as other 
necessary military materials. 
1326 Seaton, The Russo-German War, p. 409.  Already in late September, Reich political leaders feared that 
any sort of withdrawal by Army Group North would have “strong effect” on both the “military and political 
areas” in Finland and that a “withdrawal from the war” could be a “possibility;” Schramm (ed.), 
Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band VI, Teilband II, 28.September 1943, 
p. 1148.  
1327 See “Meeting of the Führer with Field Marshal von Küchler, December 30, 1943 at the 
Wolfsschanze,” in Helmut Heiber and David Glantz (eds.), Hitler and his Generals: Military Conferences, 
1942-1945 (New York, 2003), pp. 375-384.  The quoted passage is from p. 384.  Hitler believed this due to 
the relative lack of action that Eighteenth Army had seen in comparison to the other forces in the Ostheer. 
1328 Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 250.  Hitler received support in this matter from Colonel-General 
Lindemann, commander of Eighteenth Army, who confidently asserted his troops ability to hold the line.  
See Heiber and Glantz, Hitler and his Generals, p. 383 and Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, pp. 250-251 for 
the impact this had on Hitler’s refusal to allow the withdrawal.  
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retreat was the constant hemorrhaging of Army Group North’s formations.  Due to its 

relatively calm front, Küchler’s Army Group was used as a reservoir for the more active 

fronts to the south, with seven divisions being removed from its order of battle during the 

second half of 1943.1329   One of these units was the 123rd ID, which joined the First 

Panzer Army operating in Army Group South in September 1943.1330 

 

I. THE 123
RD

 INFANTRY DIVISION AND MOBILE WARFARE 

Following its transfer, the 123rd ID was placed into the Zaporozhye bridgehead 

where it faced immediate action.1331  Regarded by both Hitler and the Stavka as the key 

position on the eastern bank of the Dnepr, the area soon became a focal point for military 

operations.1332  The division repulsed over 130 battalion strength patrols during the next 

three weeks before it found itself defending against a major Soviet attack, beginning on 

October 11, which included heavy artillery and armor support.1333  Deep Soviet 

penetrations into the Zaporozhye position finally forced the Germans to begin 

disengagement from the bridgehead on October 13.1334 The two sides engaged in  

ferocious combat for the remainder of the month that cost the Berliners nearly 2,300 

casualties during October, with some 1,450 during the ten day period stretching from 

October 11 through October 20.1335  By the end of the month, the 123rd ID reported that the 
                                                 
1329 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 329.  
1330 Georg Tessin, Verbände und Truppen der Deutschen Wehrmacht und Waffen SS 1939-1945, Band 6, 
Die Landstreitkräfte 71-130, (Biblio Verlag, Onasbrück), pp. 298. 
1331 Aktennotiz über die 123. Infanteriedivision, 15. November 1943, BA-MA RH 24-17/114.  The 
bridgehead had been under attack since the opening of a major offensive on September 26; Schramm (ed.), 
Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band VI, Teilband II, 26.September 1943, 
p. 1143.   
1332 Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 175. 
1333 Ibid.; KTB XVII AK, 11.10.43, BA-MA RH 24-17/111.  Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des 
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band VI, Teilband II, 11.Oktober 1943, p. 1192. 
1334 Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 177.  The withdrawal from the city was completed two days later; 
Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommando der Wehrmacht 1940-1941, Band VI, Teilband II, 
15.Oktober 1943, p. 1200. 
1335 Verluste für die Zeit vom 1.-29.10.1943, BA-MA RH 24-17/113.  
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“continuous and eventful combat” of the past few days had a “heavily negative effect” on 

the units’ morale and combat strength.  It concluded by stating that a further assault 

would in all likelihood break the division.1336  Fortunately for the 123rd ID, the Soviet 

offensive temporarily halted and the front stabilized for the remainder of the year.1337 

In the midst of this heavy fighting, preparations for further evacuations in the rear 

were taking place.  While there is no documentation linking the 123rd to forced 

evacuations in Ukraine, it seems entirely probable that during the lull in the fighting in 

the late fall and winter of 1943, the division once again became involved in driving 

Soviet civilians to the west.  One Berliner in the 93rd ID stationed in Ukraine vividly 

described the deportation process for one community in a series of letters sent to his 

family.  When the initial preparations for the evacuation process were being made, he 

wrote  

 
I feel sorry only for the civilian population, who will then be evacuated from here.  
They are already whimpering and packing their things.  In general it is a slaughter 
[Schweineschlachten].  It is probable that perishable food and chickens will soon 
be very cheap.1338    

 

The next day, “everyone was nervous due to the massive movement that was presently 

taking place.”  He continued: 

 
It [the evacuation process] is generally working out perfectly.  Everything that

 has any value will be taken with us.  Machines will be dismantled, entire train 
 stations with all of their fittings and barns will be brought back and what one 
 cannot bring with him will be destroyed.  The Russians will conquer only a pile 
 of rubble.  Everything will burn.  They will find no shelter for the winter, no 
 traffic installations functioning and none which will be up and running in a short 

                                                 
1336 123 Infanterie Division, Nachtrag zur Tagesmeldung, 30.10, BA-MA RH 24-17/113. 
1337 Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 189.  For Manstein’s view of the battle, see his Lost Victories, pp. 
477-486. 
1338 Heinz, 1.9.43, MfK,Feldpostarchiv, 3.2002.0827. 
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 period of time and no food will stay behind.  Even the fields have been thoroughly 
 destroyed.   

 

Though he believed “such tactics are needed to keep the Russians out of the homeland” 

Heinz felt sympathy for the uprooted civilians:1339 

 
It is absolutely dreadful to watch.  The cattle that won’t be transported are 

 slaughtered.  The household goods are bundled together and other things are 
 packed.  But since there is such a shortage of horses and carts, they can only 
 bring along a little.  In many cases, what they can carry and their cow.  The 
 moaning is naturally very pronounced.  The people know well that everything 
 they leave behind is lost.  It is well known that everything is burned during the 
 retreat.  Even from far away, one sees the enormous glow of the fire from the 
 burning cities and villages.  It is unbelievable what is destroyed here. Yes, one 
 sees only distress and misery.1340 

 

In addition to providing a detailed description of the Scorched Earth process, this soldier 

also betrays a sympathetic view of civilians that certainly failed to correspond to the 

regime and the Army High Command’s pitiless perception of Soviet civilians.  Though 

individual soldiers regarded Scorched Earth as causing dramatic upheavals in the lives of 

ordinary Ukrainians, this had no effect on the implementation of the policy: the “distress 

and misery” this soldier described was part of everyday life for Soviet civilians in 1943 

and 1944 as the Wehrmacht retreated to the west. 

Documents concerning the fate of the 123rd ID become extremely difficult to 

locate for the time period following the fighting around the Zaporozhye bridgehead.  

What can be pieced together, however, is that as part of XXX Corps, the 123rd ID came 

under attack by a large-scale Soviet offensive that opened on January 30, 1944.1341  The 

                                                 
1339 Ibid., 2.9.43. 
1340 Ibid., 6.9.43. 
1341 Ic Tätigkeitsbericht, XXX AK, 30.1.44, RH 24-30/143.  For a recapitulation of this operation, see 
Glantz and House, When Titans Clashed, p. 187; Erickson, The Road to Berlin, pp. 176-182. 
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division was virtually destroyed in this offensive and the division was officially dissolved 

on March 1, 1944, with the surviving members of the unit integrated into another 

formation.1342 

 

II. THE 121
ST

 AND 126
TH

 INFANTRY DIVISIONS AND THE SOVIET WINTER 

OFFENSIVE, JANUARY 1944   

On the eve of the Soviet offensive in January 1944, both the 121st and 126th IDs 

were rated as extremely capable units.  Corps Command viewed the East Prussians as 

constituting one of the two best divisions within XXVIII Corps while it termed the 

Rhinelanders “tough and tenacious” with “high combat morale and experienced and 

agile” leadership.1343  As the description of the following fighting will show, even strong 

Wehrmacht divisions struggled to maintain cohesion and combat effectiveness vis-à-vis 

their Red Army counterparts at this stage of the war. 

  On the night of January 13/14, the long-imminent Soviet offensive began [see 

Illustration 9].1344   The 126th ID, still deployed between the Oranienbaum and Leningrad 

positions, came under assault on January 15.1345  While the Rhinelanders stubbornly 

defended their position, some of its troops were sent to secure its connection to the 

neighboring 170th ID.1346  Unlike previous German defensive operations in the Leningrad 

theater, in which there always were just enough reserves to staunch the Red Army’s 

assault, in January 1944, Army Group North disposed of a mere four weakened infantry 

divisions and three security divisions behind the lines, the majority of which were 
                                                 
1342 Tessin, Verbände und Truppen der Deutschen Wehrmacht und Waffen SS 1939-1945, Band 6, Die 
Landstreitkräfte 71-130, pp. 298. 
1343 On the 126th ID, see Generalkommando L AK, Abt. Ia, Nr.34/43 g.Kdos.Chefs, Betr.: Beurteilung des 
inneren Kampfwertes der Divn., 24.12.43; on the 121st ID, see Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Abt. Ia Nr. 
989/43 g.Kdos.Chefs, 24.12.1943, BA-MA RH 20-18/675. 
1344 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 338. 
1345 KTB AK L, 15.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-50/75. 
1346 Ibid., 15.1.44, 16.1.44. 
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engaged in anti-partisan operations.1347  The Soviets had amassed enough troops and 

weapons to overcome the use of these paltry reserves and Eighteenth Army was gradually 

forced to yield ground despite Hitler’s constant orders forbidding such retreats.1348   

A strong push by Soviet armored units around the right wing of the 126th ID 

threatened the unit with encirclement four days after the offensive opened, and the 

Rhinelanders, along with 9th Luftwaffe Field Division (FD), were forced to beat a hasty 

retreat to avoid certain destruction.1349 Soviet pressure on his troops soon led the Corps 

Commander to lament “the considerably dissipated . . . combat power” of both the 9th 

Luftwaffe FD and the 126th ID, with the former, “having lost all combat worth,” 

integrated into the latter in an attempt to salvage the situation.1350  The same fate befell the 

126th ID on January 28 when it, along with the 11th ID, was placed temporarily under the 

command of the 12th Panzer Division.1351  These command arrangements indicate that 

Eighteenth Army faced a serious crisis in the fighting south of Leningrad in January 

1944. This was also reflected in L Corps’ observation that “during the period of heavy 

fighting, the morale of the troops markedly deteriorated, with the number of scattered 

troops considerably increasing.”1352  The fact that the 126th ID was considered to be 

“easily the most combat fit” of the Corps’ subordinate formations, even though its 

combat strength consisted of a mere 1,800 men, of which some 810 suffered from 

frostbite or were unable to walk, certainly highlights the weakness of Eighteenth Army at 

this time.1353 In accordance with Hitler’s prohibition of retreat, L Corps attempted to keep 

                                                 
1347 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 330. 
1348 A concise account of the bickering between the Army Group and Führer Headquarters is provided by 
Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, pp. 250-257. 
1349 Abschrift der Tagesmeldung an die Armee vom 17.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-50/82; KTB AK L, 18.1.44, 
BA-MA RH 24-50/75. 
1350 KTB AK L, 21.1.44, 23.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-50/75. 
1351 Fernspruch [number illegible] Ia Morgenmeldung an AOK 18, 29.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-50/82. 
1352 KTB AK L, 1.2.44, BA-MA RH 24-50/75. 
1353 Fernspruch Nr. 2720, Nachtrag zur Tagesmeldung, 30.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-50/82. 
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its units in the line; by February 2, however, the formation began a headlong retreat to the 

intermediate position of the Luga Line.1354  Five days later, this position was abandoned 

and the 126th ID, along with the remainder of Eighteenth Army, began to withdraw in the 

direction of the Panther Line.1355 

One soldier who participated in the retreat provided a vivid description of the 

process, capturing the “misery, distress and death” of the withdrawal: 

 
it looks exactly like the retreat of 1918. . . The roads used for the retreat are 
constantly overflowing with cars, horse carts, civilians, herds of cattle. 
Everything, but everything is going back and far behind us, one sees the empty 
villages burning at night.  A dreadful picture. . . The troops who have come 
directly from the front are so sad, that you have to see them.  They are mostly 
scattered soldiers who have lost almost everything.  One has only his helmet, the 
other has not even that, no rifle or even things like his field pack, underclothes, 
shaving kit. . .  The withdrawal from here began yesterday.  The city will soon be 
only a heap of rubble, because as soon as the last German soldiers  leave the city, 
everything will be blown up.  Civilians and all of their goods are going back with 
us.  Yes, my love, when one sees such things, prisoners, a retreating army, fire 
and destruction, then one says to himself, how much longer will our God watch 
this? Misery, distress and death are the only winners . . .1356 

 

Recalling scenes of the 1941/1942 winter crisis, but now including the wholesale 

movement of civilians as well, Eighteenth Army began a harried retreat back to the old 

Imperial Russian border.   

                                                 
1354 KTB AK L, 2.2.44, BA-MA RH 24-50/75.  When informed by Zeitler that Küchler wanted to retreat 
towards the Panther Line, Hitler derisively responded that “the whole thing here is pure wordplay—the 
pulling back here. (The thing in front here can’t be held), but he wants to hold this thing at all cost.  It’s all 
wordplay.  It was shown again: if we go out of an installation . . . that’s the experience of three years—a 
shorter line without solid fortifications and ripped-out troops . . . can’t be held.  Experience has shown that 
again and again;” See Heiber and Glantz, Hitler and his Generals, Military Situation Report, January 28, 
1944, p. 406.  Hitler replaced Küchler with Colonel-General Walter Model the following day; see Ziemke, 
Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 257.   
1355 KTB AK XXVIII, 7.2.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/84. 
1356 Sergeant Heinrich R., Pi.Btl.505, 29.1.44, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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In addition to the Soviet offensives designed to clear the area south of Leningrad 

of German troops, the Red Army also attacked the eastern section of Eighteenth Army’s 

line in the direction of Novgorod on January 14/15.1357  The attack hit the front of the 121st 

ID and the SS-Polizei Division; while their front held, other sections of the line caved, 

forcing the division to march north two days later in an attempt to halt the offensive north 

of Novgorod.1358  Despite a spirited defense that included the use of baggage troops as 

well as staff units to destroy Red Army breakthroughs, it became increasingly clear to 

XXVIII Corps command that the position was untenable.1359  While the Corps bickered 

with Eighteenth Army about the necessity for a withdrawal, it also began to evacuate all 

remaining civilians within the area.1360   Heavy fighting in the Liuban region finally 

convinced Eighteenth Army that retreat was necessary and the 121st ID was chosen to act 

as the rear-guard for the withdrawal to the intermediate Luga-Line position.1361   During 

the “very confused” January battle in which no “clear front lines” existed, Eighteenth 

Army suffered astonishing casualties: of the nearly 58,000 combat troops available on 

January 10, some 49,000 were wounded and killed during the next three weeks, which 

after incoming replacements are taken into account, left the Army with a total of 17,000 

combat soldiers.1362  A no less shocking ratio was found at the division level: the 126th ID 

reported that its battle strength of 2,874 men on January 15 had declined to a mere 673 

                                                 
1357 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 345. 
1358 KTB XXVIII AK, 14.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/84; Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie 
Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 219. 
1359 KTB XXVIII AK, 19.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-26/84. 
1360 The Corps complained that Eighteenth Army was operating under “false assumptions” concerning the 
balance of forces in the area; KTB XXVIII AK, 24.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-26/84.  Küchler himself shared 
this opinion and when he confronted Lindemann with it, the Eighteenth Army commander “admitted that 
‘mistakes’ had been made;” Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 256.  On the evacuations, see KTB XXVIII 
AK Qu., 20.1, 23.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/283. 
1361 KTB XXVIII, 27.1, 30.1.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/84. 
1362 For the characterization of the battle, see Mawdsley, Thunder in the East, p. 289.  On casualty figures, 
see Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 258.  This number includes reinforcements the Army received during 
the month. 
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one week later, while the East Prussians reported over 2200 losses for the fighting in 

January and the subsequent retreat to the Panther Line.1363 

 Following the withdrawal from the Luga Line, the 126th ID was diverted to the 

eastern shore of Lake Chud (Lake Peipus).1364  Here, in concert with 12th Panzer Division 

and the 12th Luftwaffe Field Division, the 126th ID prepared to launch a counter-attack 

against the advancing Soviet forces.  Soviet operations, however, pre-empted any 

concerted assault and the attack degenerated into numerous savage piecemeal 

engagements.1365  Following the failure of this operation, on November 13, Hitler ordered 

the Army Group to retire to the Panther Line.1366  Four days later, the Germans then began 

a fighting retreat as they raced back towards the position, hoping to reach it before the 

more mobile Red Army.  The Rhinelanders engaged in desperate fighting north of Pskov 

(Pleskau) in early March, before entering the city itself and taking their position in the 

Panther Line.1367  One soldier described this action as “tremendously difficult work, day 

and night without interruption.”1368  The fighting of the previous three months had nearly 

wrecked the 126th ID.  In an evaluation of its formations at the end of March, Eighteenth 

Army rated the 126th ID as the weakest of all regular German infantry divisions within the 

Army, noting that this “former good division is completely burned out . . . with 

considerably weakened combat power and is at this time temporarily unable to endure 

                                                 
1363 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia Nr. 530/44 geheim, Gefechtsbericht: Abwehrschlacht Nördlich 
Pleskau (1.-10.3.44), 13.4.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/88; for the 121st ID, see Tätigkeitsbericht Januar/Februar 
1944, RH 24-28/162. 
1364 KTB AK XXVIII, 10.2.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/85. 
1365 Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 378-380. 
1366 Ziemke, Stalingrad to Berlin, p. 262. 
1367 KTB AK XXVIII, 3.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/85; 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia Nr. 530/44 geheim, 
Gefechtsbericht: Abwehrschlacht Nördlich Pleskau (1.-10.3.44), 13.4.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/88; Lohse, 
Geschichte der rheinisch-westfälischen 126. Inf. Div. 1940-1945, p. 182. 
1368 Sergeant Karl S., 1.San.Kp.126, 23.3.44, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
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any large test.”1369  This assessment was confirmed in a report issued by the 126th ID on 

the battles north of Pskov in early May, which revealed that most of its replacements 

were older men, who were poorly trained and not able to handle the physical demands of 

battle.  Thus, while the division had increased its overall numbers, its combat 

effectiveness remained quite low.1370 

On March 1, the 126th ID assumed administrative control as well as responsibility 

for security in the battle-ravaged city of Pskov.1371  While the division continued to resist 

Soviet attempts to break through the Panther Line, it also implemented a large scale 

evacuation of the population in the Pskov area.  The first two groups of civilians to be 

sent to collection camps in the rear were people whose homes were needed by the troops 

for shelter and all Soviet citizens who were working for the divisions.  Both groups were 

destined to be shipped to Estonia.1372  This was followed by an Eighteenth Army order 

that called for the evacuation of all civilians in any old Imperial Russian territory 

controlled by the Germans, with a focus on rounding up potential laborers.1373  These 

individuals were to be sent to the rear in columns numbering up to 3,000 people and the 

troops were instructed to “avoid severity” during the march.1374  By March 5, the Corps as 

                                                 
1369 Armee-Oberkommando 18, Abt. Ia Nr. 028/44 g.K.Chefs, Betr.: Beurteilung des inneren Kampfwertes 
der Divisionen, 30.3.44, BA-MA RH 20-18/1575.  The 126th ID was rated as more effective than only the 
notoriously ineffectual Luftwaffe Field Divisions and recently raised Estonian units.  
1370 126 Infanterie Division, Abt. Ia Nr. 530/44 geheim, Gefechtsbericht: Abwehrschlacht Nördlich 
Pleskau (1.-10.3.44), 13.4.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/88. 
1371 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Abt. Ia Nr. 387/44 g.Kdos., Korpsbefehl Nr. 73, 1.3.44, BA-MA RH 
24-28/88.  One soldier wrote that “the city in front of us has died out and one sees the Pleskau cathedral 
standing out among the glowing fires of the burning houses;” Unteroffizier Karl Schwer, 1.San.Kp.126, 
23.3.44, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1372 Fernschreiben Nr. 23, 29.2.44; Gen.Kdo. XXVIII AK, Betr.: Erfassung russischer Arbeitskräfte der 
Gruppe B, die von der Truppe nach Estland zurückgeführt wurden, 29.2.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/287. 
1373 KTB Qu., 5.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/283; Fernschreiben Nr. 54, 5.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/287. 
1374 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Abt. Qu. Nr. 115/44 g.Kdos, Betr.: Evakuierung, 2.3.44, BA-MA RH 
24-28/287. 
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a whole had deported 13,351 individuals, with the 126th ID contributing 2,517 souls (of 

which 2,038 were women and children).1375    

Despite earlier preparations, the evacuations were marred by numerous problems, 

from a lack of transport to shortages of shelter for the civilians.1376  In an attempt to 

streamline the process, the 126th ID was given control over the entire Pskov area and by 

the end of March, over 16,500 civilians had been shipped to the rear.1377  The process 

continued throughout the months of April and May as increasing food shortages sparked 

fears of starvation throughout the area.1378  In addition to creating labor reserves for the 

Reich, the primary motivation for the evacuations was to deny the advancing Red Army 

anything that could be used to support their war effort.1379 

While the Rhinelanders fought delaying actions as they trudged back to Pskov, 

the 121st ID moved in the direction of Porchov along an axis that would eventually bring 

them into the Panther Line south of Pskov.1380  During the retreat, the East Prussians not 

only battled pursuing Red Army units, but also had to negotiate road-blocks constructed 

by partisans as well as engage in fire-fights with guerilla bands.1381  By March, the 

division had recovered to such an extent that it was characterized by Corps command as 

having “outstanding combat-morale! Insuperable toughness!” This reputation led the 

                                                 
1375 Evakuierung Zusammenstellung Stand: 5.3.44; Fermündliche Vorausmeldung, 126 Infanterie 
Division/IB, Betr.: Evakuierung der Zivilbevölkerung, 11/12.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/287. 
1376 KTB Qu., 6.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/283. 
1377 Fernschreiben Nr. 211, 22.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/88. 
1378 Generalkommando XXVIII AK, Betr.: Evakuierung im altrussischen Gebiet, 11.4.44, BA-MA RH 24-
28/289; KTB Qu., 1.5.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/284; Gen. Kdo. XXVIII AK Qu. Nr. 713/44 geh., Betr.: 
Ernährung der im Korpsbereich befindlichen arbeitsschwachen Landeseinwohner (Evakuierte) 7.5.1944, 
BA-MA RH 24-28/289. 
1379 One order explicitly stated that “no men capable of military service or labor should be allowed to fall 
into the hands of the enemy;” Fernschreiben Nr. 317, Betr.: Evakuierung, 1.4.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/289. 
1380 Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 230. 
1381 Ibid., p. 233.  Heesch noted that dead partisans appeared as “wild, reckless looking types.”  Mawdsley 
states that the “considerable Russian partisan force in the southern and western Leningrad Region was now 
brought into play;” Mawdsley, Thunder in the East, p. 289. 
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Corps command to count upon the “East Prussian, very good regiments” of the 

division.1382  One NCO described the divisions’ view of the fighting: 

 
since 16.1, we have been in a heavy defensive battle east of Liuban in which 
every officer , NCO and man must give his utmost.  None of us know if we will 
once more come out of this hell.  But it is precisely in this time that the 
camaraderie of German soldiers has proven itself.  It has been for those of us who 
still remain, especially painful when we can no longer help our nearest comrade 
or need to leave him lying dead, and cannot even take his last messages with 
us.1383  

 

As this letter showed, morale in the division remained high, due in no small part to the 

feelings of a Frontgemeinschaft within the unit.  The many soldiers who had been 

wounded in the fighting, however, viewed the situation in a much different fashion.  

According to reports from military hospitals in East Prussia, many of the casualties were 

“depressed” and their “joy” at being once again in their Heimat was overshadowed by the 

predicament of both themselves and the Reich.1384 

The division was soon put to the test as Soviet attacks picked up in intensity 

during the month of March.  Despite holding its ground against the heavy armor assaults 

of three armored regiments and five additional divisions, the division frantically informed 

Corps command that such superiority could not be blunted forever.1385  The line did hold, 

however, and the East Prussians soon found themselves employed in a myriad number of 

other operations, plugging the line here, undertaking local counterattacks there.  This 

inevitably took a heavy toll on the division and Eighteenth Army ordered that the 121st ID 

                                                 
1382 Generalkommando XXXVIII AK, Abt. Ia Nr. 017/44 g.Kdos.Chefs, BA-MA RH 20-18/1575; KTB 
XXXVIII AK, 5.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-38/112. 
1383 Sergeant Erich W., Gren. Rgt. 408, 5.4.1944, BfZ, Sammlung Sterz. 
1384 See the reports from 13.2.44 Lazarettzug 606; 24.2.44 Lazarettzug 655; and 20.3.44 Lazarettzug 502, 
GStA, XX.HA, Rep. 240, Nr. 31a-31g. 
1385 KTB XXXVIII AK, 11.3.44, 12.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-38/112. 
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be pulled out of the line before it “burned out.”1386  Due to other crises on the front, this 

order was soon rescinded and the division remained in position along the Panther Line 

until the general retreat of July. 

The 121st ID also participated in the forced evacuations that characterized the 

German retreat in northwest Russia.  XXXVIII Corps ordered the rounding-up of all men 

between the ages of 16 and 22 deemed capable of work for the purpose of sending the 

majority back to the Reich.1387  The East Prussians were instructed to collect all 

inhabitants of its area of responsibility and to divide them into workers and non-workers, 

with the former sent to labor organizations in the front area, while the latter were simply 

shipped to the Baltic States.1388  These practices culminated in the evacuation of all 

civilians east of the Ostrov rail line immediately before the Panther Line itself was 

abandoned.1389        

As the soldiers retreated towards the Panther Line in February 1944, they passed 

through a landscape already ravaged by Scorched Earth tactics.  The Economic Inspector 

for northwest Russia described a policy in which “the burning down of villages and 

dwellings” would “leave no shelter” for the oncoming Red Army, “forcing them to 

bivouac in the snow and ice.”1390  This planned devastation of Soviet territory was 

complemented by increasingly violent anti-partisan measures.  One East Prussian soldier 

of the 21st ID noted his observations of the area and provided some trenchant commentary 

on the Wehrmacht’s self-defeating anti-partisan policies: 

 

                                                 
1386 Ibid., 26.6.44.   
1387 The remainder were to be attached to the divisions themselves for labor purposes; KTB Qu., XXXVIII 
AK, 15.3.44, BA-MA RH 24-38/381. 
1388 Generalkommando XXXVIII AK, Abteilung Qu., Evakuierung im Bereich des Gen.Kdo.XXXVIII 
AK, 13.3.1944, BA-MA RH 24-38/281. 
1389 KTB Qu., XXXVIII AK, 7.7.44, BA-MA RH 24-38/381. 
1390 Rückblick des Wirtschaftsinspekteurs auf das 1. Vierteljahr 1944, BA-MA RW 31/596. 
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the villages were deserted.  In quite a few villages, one saw only the chimneys 
rising up out of the snow.  Here the Commandant of Pleskau [Pskov] burned 
down  the villages as revenge for partisan operations and the population of the 
villages still standing fled into the forest out of fear of further reprisals.  This was 
all new to us.  If there had been many Franktireurs here before, these measures 
will make the entire population into guerillas.  The men live in earthen bunkers or 
tree branch huts with their wife and child and hope that we retreat soon so that 
they can return to their homeland.1391 

 

Heesch of the 121st ID also described passing through “wide, empty plains [in which] all 

villages . . . were burned down during combat with partisans or during retaliatory actions 

against partisan villages.”1392  These very same soldiers, however, also participated in the 

implementation of “Scorched Earth” as they moved west. 

Heesch proudly recorded leaving “a smoking pile of rubble . . . behind” so “the 

enemy would find no protection against the biting winter cold here.”1393  The East 

Prussian of the 21st ID left behind a much more interesting rumination over “Scorched 

Earth” that deserves to be quoted in full: 

 
A word on setting houses on fire.  There is nothing better for children and soldiers  
than to start a fire. Without doubt, it is also a wonderful experience to witness a 
fire, either of a house or even better an entire street-front, a village or even a city.  
Many  people, I believe almost everyone, feel a perverse pleasure in the act of 
destruction, especially when they themselves are the creator of the destruction.  In 
present times, the era of movies and the “conforming person” [nachgemachten 
Menschen], in which one holds a picture of Napoleon in front of his face and 
thinks he is looking in the mirror, in today’s time, one loves cheap sensations.  
One doesn’t burn down Rome and sing about it.  No.  Quite innocently, one burns 
down an unoccupied village, is pleased with the heat that singes the skin, rejoices 
in the thatched roofs flying through the sky, that then come down as a shower of 
sparks, one is happy with colorful images of the flames in the darkness and with 
the lighting effects on the sheets of snow.  I have never burned down a house in 
which people were living.  Not from a sense of decency or kindheartedness, but 
rather out of weakness.  Thoughts of the poor people would leave me weak.  I also 

                                                 
1391 Erinnerungen von Claus v. Kursell, GR 45 Dec 1943-Apr 1944, BA-MA MSg 2/2777. 
1392 Heesch, Meine 13. Infanterie-Geschütz-Kompanie Grenadier-Regiment 408, p. 234. 
1393 Ibid. 
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do not want to hear the screams of the people. . . But here was a cheap pleasure – 
as already stated – for me and similar rascals and we had the order in our heads 
that read that the enemy should find nothing in his country.  . . But the term 
“Scorched Earth” eased our consciences that repeatedly revolted against this 
brutality.  And so, as miserable representatives of the miserable twentieth century, 
we burned all of the villages. 
 
I would like to bring attention to the following, though:  No person has the right  

 to reproach us.  Humans are all in the same moral situation.  They are just as 
 miserable or even more so than us.  During their retreat, the Russians themselves 
 burned many, many [villages].  But we don’t need to justify such things.  They 
 have happened.1394    

 

Destruction for destruction’s sake is celebrated in this passage; its nihilism certainly 

parallels many similar notions embedded within National Socialist ideology.  The soldier 

also acknowledges the rush of adrenaline he feels by exercising his power to destroy.  He 

stops short, however, of directly destroying innocent civilians.  Here his conscience gets 

the better of him.  Obviously, he equates the Russian people in this area with humans, not 

with the Untermenschen of Nazi lore.  The grenadier also describes himself as “a 

miserable representative of the miserable twentieth century,” which, while surely acting 

as a type of salve on his wounded conscience, also indicates that he perceived the Nazi 

Eden of a racial Volksgemeinschaft as just another manifestation of his “miserable” era.  

Ideology certainly played a role in each man’s decision to wantonly destroy during the 

retreat in northwest Russia; it is quite debatable, however, if it acted as the primary 

motivator of such behavior.         

These acts committed by individual and small groups of soldiers were dwarfed by 

the destruction committed in Pskov under the auspices of the 126th ID.  Since the Panther 

Line was becoming increasingly untenable, the Rhinelanders began a systematic 

destruction of the city and all installations with any conceivable military value.  Between 

                                                 
1394 Erinnerungen von Claus v. Kursell, GR 45 Dec 1943-Apr 1944, BA-MA MSg 2/2777.  
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June 24 and July 5, the troops disabled, burned and ruined nearly all of the city’s 

manufacturing capacity and made plans to destroy the electrical plant, water works and 

water tower.1395  When the Rhinelanders finally pulled out of Pskov on July 14, it too was 

a smoking pile of rubble, a final testament to the Wehrmacht’s occupation of Northwest 

Russia.1396   

                                                 
1395 Included in this vast demolition program were the marmalade factory, the Main Generator Plant, the 
Metal Works, the thread factory, the City Mill and Saw Mill, the felt factory, the Army bakery as well as 
several other workshops necessary to maintain life in the city; Fernschreiben Nr. 1789, 126 Infanterie 
Division, Nr. 1102/44 geh., 13.7.44, BA-MA RH 24-28/292. 
1396 Lohse, Geschichte der rheinisch-westfälischen 126. Inf. Div. 1940-1945, p. 182. 
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Chapter 12: Conclusion 

Sometime near the midpoint of its occupation, Army Group North compiled a list 

of several cities in its area of operations and compared their present populations with that 

of 1934.1397  The decline was eye-opening, if not altogether unexpected.  Smaller 

communities such as Tchudovo and Liuban, which numbered 12,000 and 11,800, 

respectively, in 1934, dropped to 4,500 and 7,000 during the German occupation.  The 

larger cities experienced a more drastic depopulation: Pavlovsk fell from 24,000 

inhabitants to 1,200; Staraia Russa from 26,700 to 1,500; and, most shockingly, Pushkin 

from 51,000 to a mere 700.1398  While other German organizations such as the SS and 

Economic Staff East carried out their own policies in this region, it was the Wehrmacht 

that exercised nearly untrammeled power and authority over these areas and therefore 

shoulders the overwhelming responsibility for the events that took place here.  

The notion that the German Army participated in Hitler’s war of annihilation is 

certainly supported by an examination of the East Prussian 121st, the Brandenburg-Berlin 

123rd, and the Rhenish-Westphalian 126th IDs during their stay in the Soviet Union. The 

crimes committed by these three divisions runs the gamut of atrocities associated with 

National Socialism.  Having said this, it also clear that purely ideology-driven crimes 

were less frequent and carried out on a much smaller scale than is generally portrayed in 

the literature.  The available evidence links only the 121st ID to the most monstrous of 

wartime atrocities, the Holocaust.  During the first few days of war, the East Prussians 

marched through Kovno as the city was engulfed in a wave of ethnic cleansing.  While 

                                                 
1397 Untitled and undated (presumably late 1942-early 1943), BA-MA RH 23-281.  It is not clear where the 
figures for 1934 came from; due to this uncertainty, these numbers should be viewed only as 
approximations. 
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Lithuanian mobs celebrated the hasty retreat of Soviet power by brutally massacring 

Jews, the 121st ID failed to lift a finger to stop the violence.  The importance of 

continuing the advance overrode any moral considerations here. 

The East Prussians’ behavior during the occupation of Pavlovsk was even more 

odious.  Here, SD murder-squads exterminated the city’s Jewish population in one 

evening while the 121st ID controlled the city.  No evidence exists that proves the 

division’s participation in the action, but it is clear that division command and the SD 

were in close contact and frequently cooperated in the city.  Though the men of the 121st 

ID did not pull the triggers, they were certainly complicit in Pavlovsk’s own Holocaust. 

Outside of several other incidents in which individuals or small numbers of 

soldiers hassled or abused Jews during the initial advance in 1941, the Holocaust is 

strikingly absent from the war in northwest Russia.  Several factors are at play here.  

First, commanders of Army Group North and its subordinate field armies themselves 

were not notoriously anti-Semitic.  Though several of their orders were certainly couched 

in ideological terms, these focused on the “Asiatic” and “Bolshevik” nature of the 

opponent, with only secondary reference to Jews.1399  Leeb himself was disgusted by the 

murders in Kovno, though his belief that the “sterilization of all male Jews  would   solve 

. . . the Jewish question” is certainly on the same continuum of his more radical fellow 

officers.1400       

Perhaps more important in explaining Army Group North’s relative lack of 

participation in the Holocaust has to do with the limited number of Jews in its area of 

operations.  The Baltic States had relatively high Jewish population within their borders 
                                                 
1399 On Küchler views, see “aus den handschriftlichen Notizen des Oberbefehlshabers der 18. Armee, 
Generaloberst von Küchler, für einen Vortrag vor seinen Divisionskommandeuren am 25.April 1941,” in 
Wilhelm, Rassenpolitik und Kriegsführung, pp. 133-39; on Hoepner’s view see “Befehl des Befehlshaber 
der Panzergruppe 4. Generaloberst Hoepner, zur bevorstehenden Kampfführung im Osten vom 2.5.1941, 
reproduced in Uberschär and Wette (eds.), Der deutsche Überfall auf die Sowjetunion, p. 251. 
1400 Leeb, Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und Lagebeurteilungen aus zwei Weltkriegen, 8.7.41, p. 288. 
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and the machinery of the Holocaust functioned in a horrifyingly efficient manner here.  

The three divisions under examination, however, spent only a few days in the Baltic area 

with the overwhelming majority of their war taking place within the borders of Russia 

proper.  Very few Jews lived in this region, with the majority of this small population 

residing in Leningrad itself.  This was reflected in a report sent to Berlin by 

Einsatzgruppe A.  By January 31, 1942, the formation had exterminated 136,421 Jews in 

Lithuania, 35,238 in Latvia, 963 in Estonia but only 3,600 in the area of northwest Russia 

controlled by Army Group North.1401  It is certainly a possibility that these Wehrmacht 

units would have taken a much more active role in murdering Jews if given the 

opportunity – as evidenced by the 121st ID’s actions in Pavlovsk – but such a counter-

factual obviously cannot be proven.    

The 121st ID’s participation in the Holocaust occurred during the initial period of 

war when the Wehrmacht was determined to sweep any and all resistance from its path 

through the application of violence.  This was directed not only at the Red Army but also 

against any opposition emanating from the civilian population.  Since orders drafted by 

the German High Command and subsequently distributed down the military hierarchy to 

front-line divisions created an atmosphere of distrust and anxiety among the troops, any 

perceived resistance on the part of the surrounding population was generally met with 

terror.  All three divisions lashed out at the surrounding population during the advance in 

1941, though with varying degrees of intensity.  Interestingly enough, the 121st ID acted 

in the most humane and professional manner while the Rhinelanders in the 126th ID 

carried out the most frequent and savage responses to partisan activity.  Such 

contradictory behavior on the part of the 121st ID suggests that its actions in Pavlovsk had 

                                                 
1401 Karte – Anlage zu dem Bericht der Einsatzgruppe A, in Wehrmachtsverbrechen: Dokumente aus 
sowjetischen Archiven, (Cologne, 1997), pp. 84-85. 
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much to do with the division settling into a network of occupation with other German 

organizations, such as the SS and Economic Staff East.  The competition between the 

various organizations to establish authority and to exploit the region to its own benefit led 

to a radicalization of policy. 

Perhaps the most important factor in poisoning the relationship between the 

advancing Germans and the Soviet population was the Army’s policy of living off of the 

land.  The longer the campaign lasted, the more dependent the Germans became on 

foodstuffs from the surrounding areas; this was especially true during the winter months 

of 1941/42.  The 123rd and 126th IDs found themselves at the end of an over-extended, 

irregular supply line which forced them to an even greater extent than their comrades in 

the 121st ID to turn to civilians for food and winter clothing.  The ideological framework 

of the campaign certainly helped radicalize the behavior of cold and hungry troops 

towards civilians, but the dire straits that the divisions found themselves in would have 

necessitated a plundering of the local population in any case, regardless of their position 

in the Nazi Weltanschauung.  During the winter crisis of 1941/1942, relations between 

the Wehrmacht and the civilian population reached their nadir as desperation, inflamed 

by the ideological demands of Germany’s political and military leadership, led soldiers to 

ignore the needs of the surrounding population.  Widespread starvation and suffering 

resulted from these ad-hoc measures enacted by Sixteenth and Eighteenth Armies on the 

grounds of military necessity during the first ten months of war. 

While the upper levels of the German military hierarchy demanded a war without 

pity against the Soviet state and its people, those witnessing the implementation of these 

policies on the ground – including Corps and Division headquarters – attempted to 

alleviate the suffering around them.  The 123rd ID established soup kitchens within the 

Demiansk Pocket for starving civilians.  To be sure, this did not occur until after the 
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immediate military crisis in the pocket had been overcome, but it does bear noting that 

even in such a strained supply situation as was found in the Demiansk Pocket, German 

units endeavored to assist the surrounding population.  The strategic need for a quiescent 

and epidemic-free population overrode ideological considerations.  

Such efforts were also undertaken by other smaller units and individual soldiers.  

During the worst period of starvation in Leningrad’s industrial suburbs, many soldiers 

and field kitchens in the 121st ID, among others, provided at least a minimal amount of 

sustenance for starving civilians, something that both the SS units and the Soviets 

themselves were aware of.  Unlike larger scale assistance programs, such as that of the 

123rd ID, these actions were not based on pragmatism.  Individual soldiers, while 

certainly cognizant that malnourished civilians would eventually find their way to 

partisan units, also shared their precious stocks of food based on a common humanity 

with Soviet civilians.  Despite the increasingly radical strictures of an Army High 

Command that prohibited such “misguided acts of charity” and despite their own 

participation in policies that resulted in such starvation, a not insignificant number of 

soldiers worked at cross-purposes with their own leadership.      

The recognition that Operation Barbarossa failed forced front-line units to modify 

their previous practices.  Instead of reacting in an even more ruthless manner towards the 

civilian population – a development that would seemingly follow the internal logic of 

both total war and Nazi ideological tenets – the field commands adopted more 

conciliatory policies towards the civilian population.  Such a transformation in policy did 

not signify that the Army was concerned with Soviet citizens because of simple morality.  

Rather, a policy of pragmatism took precedence over a policy of terror; in other words, 

military victory was more important than creating an ethnically pure Nazi Lebensraum.   
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The realization that war needed to be waged with the support of the local population and 

not against them was steadily absorbed by German field units during 1942 and 1943. 

This sluggish, somewhat haphazard evolution of German policy slowly moved 

towards a more unified system of occupation, though even by mid-1943, the efforts of the 

German Army to create a rational system of occupation had failed.  The divisions enacted 

measures to ensure that civilians possessed sufficient stocks of food to survive – 

including more stringent orders to end wild requisitioning and more centralized planning 

for the planting and harvesting of the crops – and also became less involved in the day to 

day governance of the occupied areas, delegating authority to local, native 

administrations.  The use of auxiliary Soviet troops also points towards a more a 

pragmatic policy of occupation.  While German soldiers certainly failed to welcome these 

men as equals, the fact that they were even included within the ranks of the Wehrmacht 

indicates the Army’s recognition that victory required the co-opting of the civilian 

population.  

Hans Umbreit has described German occupation policy during the war as a 

“conflict between dogma and usefulness.”1402  While the 121st, 123rd and 126th IDs all 

began to move in the direction of a more conciliatory occupation policy, such a process 

was never completed.  Internal mechanisms within the military, developing out of the 

Army’s own institutional culture, and the violence inherent in Nazi ideological dogma 

frustrated all attempts to implement such policies.  This was never more apparent than 

with the Army Group North’s policy of evacuating hundreds of thousands of the Soviet 

civilians during the war, with the primary goal being the mobilization of labor for both 

the Army and Germany.  An examination of these three divisions and their extensive 
                                                 
1402 Hans Umbreit, “German Rule in the Occupied Territories 1942-1945,” in Bernhard Kroener, et.al 
(eds.), Germany and the Second World War, vol. 5/2, Organization and Mobilization of the German Sphere 
of Power: Wartime Administration, Economy, and Manpower Resources 1942-1944/5, (Oxford, 2003), p. 
65. 
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participation in the Reich Labor Actions belies Christian Hartmann’s claim that such 

tasks fell outside of the normal range of duties for combat soldiers.1403  It is clear that this 

was the largest war crime committed by these three divisions, both objectively in terms of 

numbers and more subjectively in terms of the tremendous amounts of misery it caused.  

Forced evacuations began in Army Group North in late 1941 due to two factors: for 

Eighteenth Army, they removed a starving civilian population from the combat troops’ 

vicinity; for Sixteenth Army, they followed upon the defeat of the Tichvin offensive and 

the subsequent retreat.  In both cases, they were ad-hoc responses to unforeseen events.  

As events would subsequently prove, however, forced evacuations became part of the 

Ostheer’s everyday existence. 

The 121st ID became inextricably involved with the uprooting of civilians during 

its two periods of occupation in Pavlovsk.  After the initial deportation of civilians in late 

1941 due to the catastrophic food situation as well as the need for shelter for the troops, 

the division looked to create labor reserves both for Economic Staff East and itself in the 

summer of 1942.  This only foreshadowed much more comprehensive efforts to 

depopulate Army Group North’s area of operations with notable actions including the 

removal of the Demiansk Pocket’s entire population in early 1943 and the fantastically 

ambitious plan to ship 900,000 Soviet citizens to the Baltic States and Germany in 1944.  

All three divisions participated in the Army Group’s larger actions by evacuating 

numerous small villages and towns at the local level.  While Pavlovsk was the largest 

community emptied by the three divisions, examples abound in their records of smaller 

communities that ceased to exist following the appearance of German troops.  In fact, one 

can convincingly argue that outside of combat, the evacuation of Soviet civilians, 

                                                 
1403 Hartmann, “Wie verbrecherish war die Wehrmacht?”, p. 74. 
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especially in the later stages of the war, constituted the single most important activity of 

these three divisions.  Any and all attempts to gain the support of the civilian population 

foundered on the near continuous displacement of Soviet individuals and their families. 

The second major obstacle to the construction of a rational German occupation 

policy in northwest Russia was the frequent recourse to violence by German troops in the 

area.  Though the three divisions committed only one large-scale massacre between them 

– the brutal murder of approximately 200 Soviet prisoners-of-war in late January 1942 – 

the sight of bodies dangling from gallows symbolized the terror that accompanied 

German troops.  While the three divisions attempted to implement a more conciliatory 

approach to Soviet citizens, their repeated orders to their men, especially in the case of 

the 126th ID, highlight the difficulty they faced in transforming the attitudes of their 

soldiers towards the Soviet population.  Repeated injunctions to treat civilians and later 

Hiwis correctly indicate that the troops’ attitudes were much more difficult to change 

then the policies of the divisions themselves. 

The inability to wipe away the vestiges of earlier policies predicated on an all 

encompassing violence was rendered moot by the decision to fall back to the Panther 

Line in early 1944.  Once again, the German Army modified its occupation policy, 

reverting to one based on terror and destruction.  In order to deny the advancing Red 

Army any material, shelter or people with a possible application for military purposes, 

Army Group North engaged in a systematic and comprehensive program of Scorched 

Earth that devastated northwest Russia transforming it into a virtual desert.  This was 

now viewed as the only means to achieve victory, or, perhaps, at least a stalemate against 

the Soviets.  The occupation policy practiced by the German Army had swung full circle.  

The attempts to win over the population during late 1942 and 1943 were discarded in 
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favor of the application of force, resembling those practices that occurred during 

Operation Barbarossa. 

As previously discussed, the use of Scorched Earth tactics was not a new 

development in the history of the Prusso-German Army.  Similar practices were 

introduced during the retreat to the Hindenburg Line in France during the First World 

War.  What was different, however, was both the scale and wide-ranging nature of the 

policy in the Soviet Union: the German Army, from the High Command down to the 

lowliest private, was simply more prepared to implement destructive measures against the 

Bolshevik state than against its other enemies during the war.  The most important 

explanation for this descent into barbarism concerns the ideological nature of the war in 

the East.   

Historians have long recognized the importance of the war with the Soviet Union 

in Hitler’s outlook; it has been rightfully described as his “true war” as it pursued both 

political and economic aims within an overarching ideological framework.1404  Recent 

historiography has emphasized the ideological complicity of the Wehrmacht with the SS 

and other Nazi organizations in the occupied eastern territories to such an extent that 

ideology is now considered the primary motivating factor in the Ostheer’s war against the 

Soviet Union.  The experiences of these three infantry divisions challenges this view of 

the primacy of ideology.  While the importance of ideology certainly cannot be 

discounted, it is clear from official Army records and the men’s own personal writings 

that the war was not primarily understood or fought in an ideological manner. 

The ultimate aim of the war for the German Army was not to decimate the 

indigenous population; rather, it focused on fulfilling its professional duty and defeating 

the Red Army.  The overwhelming majority of divisional orders were concerned with this 

                                                 
1404 Hillgruber, Hitler’s Strategie, p. 516, n. 1. 
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task, and while several utilized ideologically-laden vocabulary, they constituted a 

miniscule minority of the total number of divisional communications.  Traditional 

stereotypes about Russians were used more frequently than the more hostile National 

Socialist descriptions.  Though there was undoubtedly overlap between these two types 

of language, this was frequently a case of the German Army’s own internal development 

meeting Nazi ideology on common ground and not of the Army simply adopting Nazi 

ideals in their entirety. 

Letters and diaries compiled by the men also betray a noticeable lack of overt 

ideological content.  The majority of such documents were concerned with more 

mundane matters; food, clothing, shelter, the weather at the front and familial issues at 

home.  While the landscape around them struck them as primitive and dirty, the enemy 

himself was discussed usually with a tone of grudging respect.  If German troops did 

enter the war believing that their Soviet counterparts were inferior soldiers, they were 

quickly disabused of such notions, as their own writings attest. 

The men’s writings possessed the highest ideological content during the initial 

period of war.  References to “white niggers” or “sub-human partisans” were much more 

frequent during 1941, leading one to speculate that the “Criminal Orders” had indeed 

created an ideological context for the men to understand the war.  Instead of radicalizing 

their behavior as the war dragged on, the men followed the divisions lead.  Once the 

divisions substantially altered their policies towards the civilian population, the common 

soldier also acted in a more conciliatory manner towards Russians.  Continual contact 

with the Soviet population tempered the men’s initial views of the country’s inhabitants.  

While victory was still desired, for many it was only so they could return home.  Nazi 

rhetoric remained in the writings of some, but these constituted a minority of letters and 

diaries written by the members of the 121st, 123rd and 126th IDs. 
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The importance of ideology in explaining the ability of the German Army to 

maintain cohesive units in the field has also been challenged by this study.  An analysis 

of company-level manpower records indicates that in the case of the 121st and 126th IDs, 

each division received not only an adequate number of total replacements, but also 

primarily recruits from the divisions’ Heimat of origin. The one division whose 

replacement system only erratically delivered homogenous groups of soldiers, the 123rd 

ID, was also the only division consistently rated as a below-average combat division and 

also the only division to disintegrate in battle.  This was not a coincidence.  When the 

Wehrmacht’s replacement system failed to maintain a regional identity in a division, the 

effects could be disastrous.1405  When it functioned as intended, however, it was able to 

keep relatively cohesive formations in the field.            

Units in Army Group North were able to integrate these incoming recruits into 

their existing structures in an efficient manner due to the nature of warfare in northwest 

Russia.  The shift to positional warfare and the subsequent shift of the initiative to the 

Soviets, who regarded the theater as of secondary importance, meant that German units 

went through long interludes free of intense combat.  This allowed for extended periods 

of training as well as more informal types of integration; both of these activities helped to 

create new social networks that served as the backbone of each company.  Such social 

networks were also constantly refreshed by the return of convalescents to their units, who 

not only renewed old friendships but who also added invaluable combat experience to 

each unit.  While shared ideological tenets contributed to the staying power of the 

Ostheer, these were of secondary importance to the cohesion generated by regional 

affiliation and rigorous training.         

                                                 
1405 For an examination of divisions lacking any type of regional cohesion and their experiences during the 
fighting, see Robert Sterling Rush, Hell in Hürtgen Forest: The Ordeal and Triumph of an American 
Infantry Regiment, (Lawrence, Ks., 2001), pp. 48-57. 
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Ideology also affected different units in different ways.  Neither the 121st nor the 

123rd ID treated the civilian population and captured prisoners-of-war as brutally as the 

126th ID.  In the case of the 121st ID, it seems that the pious and conservative culture of 

East Prussia helped inure the troops to Nazi ideological sentiments.  The majority of the 

men from the 123rd ID arose from the socialist and communist stronghold of Berlin.  

Years of socialization in such a milieu were not immediately wiped away by the Third 

Reich, a fact reflected in the division commanders scathing order abolishing a non-

commissioned officers club as it ““remind[ed]  one of the evil times after 1918” and the 

rather indifferent attitude to military discipline found within the division.1406  While 

Catholicism should have seemingly acted in a similar manner for the Rhenish-

Westphalian 126th ID, it apparently was less effective in diluting the Nazi message.  The 

viciousness of the 126th ID easily surpassed that of their comrades, despite most external 

factors – intensity of fighting, the nature of terrain, and Corps, Army and Army Group 

leadership – remaining equal.  Such behavior can be at least partially explained, however, 

by looking at a unit’s area of origin and its relationship to the Nazi regime. 

Ernst Nolte’s characterization of the German-Soviet war as “the most monstrous 

war of conquest, enslavement and annihilation” has stood the test of time.1407  This study 

has analyzed the causes of the German Army’s brutal behavior in the Soviet Union by 

examining the activities of three infantry divisions.  While ideology certainly played a 

role in the Army’s waging of a savage war, it affected various divisions in different ways, 

and, at least in the case of these three divisions, never functioned as the primary means of 

cohesion.  The Wehrmacht’s recourse to terror fitted into the Prusso-German Army’s 

tradition of military necessity.  Increasingly radicalized by both the advent of total war 

                                                 
1406 123 ID Kommandeur,  An die Herren Kommandeure, 26.11.1940, BA-MA RH 26-123/2.   
1407 Ernst Nolte, Der Faschismus in seiner Epoche, (Munich, 1963), p. 436.  This is perhaps in spite of 
Nolte’s later efforts to shift focus to the Soviet Union’s own atrocities.   
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and the onset of the National Socialist dictatorship, internal Army impulses played the 

predominant role in the German Army’s descent into barbarism.
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Illustration 1: Leningrad Theater of Operations 

Source: Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 376 

Illustration 2: The German Assault on Leningrad, 10 July-10 September 1941 

Source: Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p.38. 
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Illustration 3: The Siege of Leningrad, September 1941 

Source: Glantz, The Battle of Leningrad, p. 77. 
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Illustration 4: Front Line 31.12.41 

Source: Haupt, Heeresgruppe Nord, p. 103. 
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Illustration 5: The Volkhov Pocket Battle Source:  

Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 157.  
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Illustration 6:  The Soviet Winter Offensive and the Demiansk Pocket 

Source: Glantz and House, When Titans Clashed, p. 88.  
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Illustration 7: Evacuation of the Demiansk Pocket 

Source: Boog, et.al, Germany and the Second World War, volume VI, p. 1203. 
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Illustration 8: The Eastern Front, Winter 1943/1944 

Source: Haupt, Heeresgruppe Nord, p. 173. 
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Illustration 9: The Soviet Offensive, Winter 1944 

Source: Glantz, The Battle for Leningrad, p. 369. 
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