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  “Chanter quelqu’un qui s’en va . . .”


  Introduction


  The Dirlewanger “Moment”


  Military unit history, long considered a positivist anachronism, has recently been relegitimized. In 1994, Leonard V. Smith’s study of the 5th French infantry division on the Western front from 1914 to 1918 illuminated the transactional relationships between commanders and troops, finding that these relationships underlay both the acceptance of combat by troops and a less brutal exercise of authority than known before, influenced by the repercussions of the repression of the “great mutinies” of 1917. In his more famous monograph on Poland’s Reserve Police Battalion 101 and its participation in the Final Solution, Christopher Browning drew on the social psychology work of Stanley Milgram and on the studies of the Frankfurt School to emphasize the role of submission to authority and of group dynamics in the acceptance of genocidal violence.1,1 Unit history is, paradoxically, both one of the oldest types of military history and one of the most promising, if historians are willing to examine it with fresh eyes.


  The present work proposes to do so by studying the Sondereinheit Dirlewanger, a special unit of the Waffen-SS formed in 1940 by Oskar Dirlewanger, a misfit SS officer poorly regarded by his superiors. The idea was to recover from concentration camps certain types of prisoners whose abilities the SS wished to exploit in very specific combat situations. Formed in late 1940, the unit operated through February 1942 in the eastern part of the General Government, guarding labor camps and combating the earliest partisan movements. In late February 1942, its troop numbers reinforced to bring it to battalion size, the unit left for Belarus, where it remained until the collapse of the Army Group Center in the summer of 1944. After passing through Poland, the Dirlewanger unit, which had in the meantime become the Dirlewanger Special Brigade, was enlarged and renamed the 36th Waffen Grenadier Division of the SS. After operating in Hungary and Slovakia, the division was annihilated by the Soviets in Saxony during the last months of conflict, while its eponymous leader plunged into hiding in his native Swabia.2


  The Sondereinheit has been the subject of several studies. French MacLean, a soldier and historian, has explored the archives,3 but his book, summarized by the narrative above, ignores essential elements: it says nothing of daily life; nothing of the relationships between men and officers; nothing of the fluctuation of morale. Nothing, finally and above all, of the lived experience of war: the individual and collective experience of violence. And yet for a decade historians have been exploring what war meant to those who lived it, at the front or behind the lines.4 This concept, indeed, already suggests an angle of attack. The number of works addressing the issues of violence, death, mourning, but also of the social dynamics peculiar to wartime, has considerably increased over the past ten years.5 Studies attempting to go beyond the usual chronological boundaries, boundaries sometimes more impenetrable than those between academic disciplines, have also known a growing success.6


  The first mode of construction shaping the present work was the choice made in the 1980s to turn towards a history taking into account the forms of experience of war, the social framing of the transmission of that experience, and the diffusion of its interpretation. In short, the emergence of an analysis in terms of “the culture of war”:7 a concept that includes at once war itself, how it is experienced, and the discourse that arises from it. To address this culture of war, it was necessary to enlarge considerably the range of sources drawn upon. If military archives are far from neglected, battlefield archeology, everyday objects and images, but also the personal and familial discourse made accessible by war diaries and written or artistic production now enrich the palette available to us.8 This type of history foregrounds bodies and psyches, reveals deterioration, affect, fear, hate, anxiety, trauma; but also habituation, banality, boredom, and release. The study of mutilation and its social treatment, psychic trauma and its clinical treatment, gave rise to the most recent major advances in the historiography of the two world wars.9


  The second mode of construction involved the use of tools developed by French social anthropology in the 1980s; the detailed description and analysis of the gestural language of violence, which constitutes the irreducible heart of the phenomenon of war. To study these elements is to reach the profoundest depths of war. However, most illogically, the analysis of the material conditions and social practices of the exercise of violence in war remained unexplored territory until the 1990s. Only with the works of John Keegan, Victor Davs Hanson, and Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau10 was this new subject recognized in the discipline of contemporary history. The idea still evokes a certain resistance among historiographers of the Second World War, most often because it occupies an unexamined blind spot.11 In other historiographic fields—pioneers in the matter—this type of study is now firmly established.12 Students of contemporary history have thus only recently discovered that war is intimately related to the hunt and that in the construction of the image of the enemy phenomena of animalization come into play.13


  The culture of war, the cynegetic and the pastoral imagination, the social construction of a gestural language of violence: these are the axes orienting our inquiry into Nazi policies of antipartisan activity. The Sondereinheit Dirlewanger constitutes, in this view, a momentum that one might compare to those particle collisions induced by physicists within immense acceleration rings to reveal the subatomic structures of matter. The Sondereinheit was founded and led by Oskar Dirlewanger starting in the summer of 1940, at the express demand of Heinrich Himmler. It was originally intended only for action in the event of armed partisan resistance behind the German front lines. For specialized missions, specialized recruitment: the Sondereinheit remained for a long time exclusively made up of prisoners, then concentration camp inmates, convicted of cynegetic—hunt-related—crimes. All were hunters; all were poachers. The unit is thus an ideal observatory for those aspects of anti-partisan activity on the Eastern front that emerged from the image of the hunt and the animalization of the enemy. This impression is further strengthened by the theaters in which the unit operated. On the outskirts of Poland and the Ukraine, in areas mixing open ground and forest, the men of the unit were responsible, between late 1940 and early 1942, for guarding the camps in which Jews were held, condemned to wear the yellow star and compelled to the hardest tasks of road and bridge-building.14 Penned, marked, and set to labor, the Jewish prisoners had been degraded by the Nazis to the level of beasts of burden. In Belarus, its second theater of operations, the unit was responsible for part of the clearing and combat action against the partisan units based, starting in early 1942, in the great northern forests covering the majority of the region.15


  The Dirlewanger troops were, in short, confronted with situations evoking two fundamentally different modes of symbolization and interpretation of the image of the enemy and of martial activity. Poachers acting as hunters in Belarus and as shepherds in Galicia, the Dirlewanger troops represent an ideal observation point for comparing the behavior and the practice of violence, to test the coherence of an interpretative model that may only be tested more widely if it proves their behavior was different in the two situations described and provides a satisfactory account thereof.


  Anthropologists, however, have not limited themselves to the social image of the hunt. Bertrand Hell, in particular, has shown in his great book that the hunters crystallized, around their activity and their group identity, the essence of the social discourse defining the Wild, “representing” it and assigning it a place in Western societies,16 while at the same time restricting it to specified physical and social spaces. The image of the hunter, like that of his different quarries, corresponds, according to Bertrand Hell, to a European imagination of Black Blood, which defines the “exact distance” from the Wild to these societies and, by a discourse interpreting hunters’ behavior, inserts them in social organization and integrates therein the savagery and violence of that image. The decision to create the unit, taken at the highest level of the Nazi hierarchy, forms part of this imagination, as does the representation of anti-partisan action. It thus constitutes another ideal observation point of the anthropological interpretive framework formulated by Bertrand Hell, applied now to a Nazi society whose susceptibility to ideological discourse related to blood is well-known.17


  Documentation on the Sondereinheit Dirlewanger is abundant but inconsistent and dispersed among a dozen archives. German archives in Berlin and Freiburg18 constitute the basis of our documentation, to which we add elements recovered in the 1990s from Lublin, Warsaw, Minsk, Moscow, and Mogilev, consulted on microfilm in the Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington,19 except for those from Warsaw, consulted on site.20 There are intervention orders, operation reports, collections of radio messages sent and received by the unit, and documents relative to its staffing, its internal life, and its day-to-day management. This documentation, however, covers only the two years spent in Belarus. Only the most fragmentary of documentation exists for the unit’s first period of existence, spent in the Lublin district. Nothing is known of what the unit did there—nothing or nearly nothing of its activities guarding concentration labor camps. This absence made research particularly difficult, leaving its issue undecided until the very last. To bridge this gap in documentation, it seemed necessary to call upon a second type of source, produced by the justice organizations that reviewed National Socialist crimes post-war in the USSR, Poland, and Germany. It is remarkable in any event that this documentation was produced only after 1945: Starting in 1941, the special unit was the target of SS justice, its members suspected of numerous crimes and—particularly revealing—of cruelty, notably in their treatment of Jewish labor camp inmates.21


  The consultation of these sources poses numerous methodological problems. The characteristics of the unit themselves augment this initial difficulty. This documentation was collected on the occasion of investigations of the crimes committed by the unit during large-scale search and sweep operations. Now, the men of the unit were habitual criminals, familiar with interrogation. Thus, contrary to the men of the Einsatzgruppen or police battalions, for example, the men of the unit were determined to reveal nothing of their participation in these crimes.22 Out of some four hundred testimonies found in the Zentralstelle der Landesjustizverwaltungen (ZStL) of Ludwigsburg and in the Länder archives, only a handful include a confession. Almost none describe the crimes in detail. For what is intended to be a close study of the gestural language of violence, the problem is considerable.


  In order to compensate for this missing element, we have consulted two additional types of source, they too of judicial origin: the reports of Russian and Polish commissions on Nazi crimes, which often include autopsy reports and reports on the exhumation of mass graves, and the testimony of survivors or witnesses. The first type of document allows us to address the materiality of the injuries to the bodies of the victims inflicted by their killers. Nevertheless, the injuries are extremely difficult to identify, and the reports are not exact enough for our purposes. The testimonies are, of course, dependent on the existence of survivors. For the sweep operations in Belarus they are relatively numerous and available either in Russian, in the Belarusian archives, or—as we consulted them—in German translation in the Federal court proceedings. For the unit’s first period of activity, the victims are Polish Jews from the Lublin district. This region was the target of an early and almost total genocidal program, Operation Reinhard,23 and there were hardly any survivors of the two camps guarded by the men of the Sondereinheit. Testimony on this first period is thus almost nonexistent. Two sources remain for us: the first is the inquiry led by the SS justice division on the extortion and multiple crimes committed by members of the unit in the Lublin district; the second consists of two inquiries, one by the Zentralstelle of Ludwigsburg,24 the other by the Hanover prosecutor’s office,25 which include all the documents and testimonies available on that period of the unit’s existence.


  Documentation is equally sparse on the repression of the Slovakian uprising of autumn 1944 and on the last operations of what had become the Dirlewanger Division, in the area around the city of Cottbus. Military sources are few and judicial sources are almost nonexistent, due to the near-impossibility of incriminating the men of the unit in the criminal acts committed during this period of the war. Nevertheless, there are reports, memoirs, and diaries written by a very specific category of recruits to the Dirlewanger Division. Beginning in late 1944, the lack of combat personnel was such that Himmler, Gottlob Berger, and Dirlewanger decided to add political prisoners, primarily communists, to the Division.26 This was the decision that led, in the phrase of the historian Hans Peter Klausch, to “antifascists in SS uniform.” This historian, alone in focusing specifically on this unit, details the history and the fate of these “politicals” in a book that is not exempt from a militant empathy for these men. He adheres to the antifascist ideal that constitutes the basis of the culture of the East German Left, merged with the SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands or Socialist Unity Party) starting in 1947, but also to that pacifist ideal represented since the 1980s in German historiography by the Friedensforschung.27 Everything becomes a prelude, for him, to the description of those last months, at once martyrology and heroic epic, which he describes for more than six chapters. Let us not be misunderstood: we criticize neither his position nor the perspective he has chosen. His work is sufficiently exhaustive to be a trusted resource for the last year of the unit’s existence, the testimonies he collected in particular. Nevertheless, the thematic focus chosen by Hans Peter Klausch is not the unit itself, and we must admit that his interpretation does not bear on its practices of violence, nor on its experience of war.


  For several years, the historiography of the First World War has been the stage of a bitter polemic. On one hand we have the historians of consent to war—through the interiorization of a culture giving meaning to the conflict—the principal but not the unique basis of the great endurance shown by European societies in the trial by ordeal of the war.28 On the other hand, a group of historians see in this exceptional duration the result of a constraint obliging millions of men to fight in a conflict exterior to themselves.29 Consent or constraint: the terms of the choice—one cannot speak of discussion, the tone of the attacks is such as to prevent dialogue—are set. These terms may easily be transposed to our study. All the members of the unit were, before their incorporation, concentration camp or prison inmates with little room for maneuver. The presence of political prisoners, ideological enemies of the regime and of the uniform they wore, and “comrades” in the struggle of the men they were supposed to fight, only reinforces the interest of the question, making the hypothesis of constraint seem obvious.30 Were they “constrained” to war? Were they, above all, “constrained” to the atrocities they committed?


  Killers who might in this case be victims, marginal men in a war—the war of the partisans—which itself is marginal, hunters or shepherds of men in black uniform:31 whatever answers this work may suggest, it must be recognized that the poachers and political prisoners of the Dirlewanger Unit take us into disturbing territory. Let us try, nevertheless, to find our way therein.


  1 Notes will be found at the end of the book.


  Chapter 1


  The History of a Brigade


  From Berlin to Lublin


  Oskar Dirlewanger was sent to Oranienburg in late May 1940 to take charge of the military training of eighty prisoners condemned for cynegetic crimes. Transferred from all over Germany, the prisoners had been assembled in an isolated barracks and had been put at the disposal of one of the regiments of the Verfügungstruppe, the future Waffen-SS.1 If we consider the average age of the recruits— around thirty—the two months of training they were given must have been limited to the rudiments of military discipline and a summary physical training: something close to the Prussian Drill, but hardly going further, considering how soon they were sent into “action.”


  This training was selective enough that in the end only fifty-five of the eighty poachers were accepted in the commando. The others were returned progressively to their detention centers, without penalty: it was purely a question of physical unacceptability. The order requesting their reintegration in prison specified that no disciplinary measures were involved.2


  In early September 1940,3 the fifty-odd men and their leader were sent to the Lublin district and put under the command of the local SSPF (SS und Politzeiführer), Odilo Globocnik. There they were joined by some twenty new recruits and four Waffen SS NCOs, chosen both for their experience and, as was to become a recurring practice, for their disciplinary records, requiring that they be “put to the test.” The troop thus formed would stay nearly eighteen months in Southeastern Poland and Galicia, divided among the Soviet-German demarcation line, the city of Lublin, and the Stary Dzików area.4


  The Lublin district had an unusual status. As a frontier proconsulate directly facing the zone of Soviet influence, in the eyes of the Nazis it had not only an essential defensive function, but also a key role in the politics of reorganization of ethnic relations as decreed by Hitler after the invasion. The leaders of the RSHA (Reich Security Head Office) had decided to make Lublin a reservation for all the Jews of Germany and occupied Europe.5 A final destination for deportees, the district was also the stage for very ambitious objectives on the part of Odilo Globocnik, in terms of both economic mobilization and the policy of Germanization. The question of territorial control was of crucial importance in this view.6


  The men of the Sondereinheit weren’t immediately concerned by the politics of Germanization. The question of territorial security, however, was central to their missions. These missions do not seem to have been clearly defined. The first missions under combat conditions, in particular, remain largely unknown. We do know that beginning in autumn 1940—and perhaps in December—the unit protected Polish rangers operating in the forests in the eastern part of the region, especially along the frontier. Gottlob Berger, the head of the SSFHA (SS-Führungshauptamt), Dirlewanger’s close friend and faithful supporter throughout the war, testified before the American tribunal at Nuremberg and described the supposed activity of the unit in the beginning of the campaign, mentioning combat missions against snipers, former civil prisoners who escaped from Warsaw during the invasion.7 Hans Peter KIausch challenges Berger’s testimony on this point and believes rather that it was a struggle against the first Polish underground resistance, formed by soldiers overtaken by the German advance and the Russian invasion, hidden in the woods along the banks of the Bug, in his version, to escape capture. This embryonic resistance movement, according to Berger, caused numerous losses to the occupation forces, and the Dirlewanger unit was called in to put an end to these incidents. Nothing in the sources contradicts this—ideologically marked—thesis of Berger’s. However, nothing contradicts Hans Peter Klausch’s theory either, and the latter has the advantage of making sense of the unit’s activity, which thus has perfectly plausible adversaries. Nevertheless, action against real or supposed snipers was not the unit’s main mission. Post-war testimony doesn’t mention anti-partisan activity. Another very credible indicator of the total absence of danger is the fact that the unit suffered no losses.


  The men almost never mention tracking partisans in the forests of the demarcation zone; all, however, say that the unit spent the majority of its time on the most ordinary surveillance work. Policing the civilian population and fighting the black market8 seem to have been the group’s main activities.9 Unit reports speak regularly of the spoils seized by the men supporting the local police force (money, consumer goods, valuables).


  Two facts must be noted. On the one hand, the detailed statements of goods seized often conceal numerous subterfuges for the personal profit of the men of the troop. On the other, these reports assumed a function of ideological confirmation: the value and abundance of the spoils confirmed, for the men of the Dirlewanger unit as for the occupying SS forces, Jews’ supposed capacity for deceit and justified the measures that were starving the ghettos at that time.10 One example shows the organization of both the men’s behavior and the narrative they constructed around these activities. Among the dozen reports remaining from this period, one tells of the search made on October 10, 1941, of a building in the Lublin ghetto, at that moment certainly one of the occupied territories with the highest mortality rate.11 Famine reigns and epidemics are legion there. And yet the report describes the search of the building in these terms:


  The establishment is large, well lit, and relatively clean. A five-man orchestra plays every day. In the establishment itself were found the products listed (120 pounds of fresh meat, geese, chickens, ducks, butter, eggs, coffee beans, tea, cocoa, sugar, wheat flour, white bread, cigarettes, German red wine, French champagne, etc.). On a shelf under the zinc counter we found kilos of untouched sliced bread and scraps. On the counter itself we found three dozen custard and whipped cream tarts, as well as three dozen herring sandwiches. According to the ledger found in the desk, the takings for this establishment conceded to ghetto authorities as of October 9 were 4,100 zlotys, as explained by the fact that besides tap and bottled beer, we found twenty-five bottles of liquor and schnapps visibly emptied that day. In the course of this operation, neither the cellar nor the larder was searched.


  The fact that we found, in large quantity, in a Jewish establishment where jazz is played, goods that are not found in the Reich (coffee, tea, cocoa, white bread) or only in very limited quantity (meat, poultry, sausages, fish, cigarettes, etc.) made a great impression on the president of the popular tribunal and the director of the League of state employees. The order to restore to the Jews the goods thus seized is all the more inexplicable.12


  The report continued by drawing conclusions confirming the image of the deceitful and manipulative Jew, always managing, according to Dirlewanger, to profit from economic condi tions, even the most difficult. The report, however, was more than a simple empirical confirmation of anti-Semitic beliefs; it was also an institutional weapon directed against the SD.


  According to Dirlewanger, the head of the Lublin KdS was protecting the establishment’s owner and was using his position to establish a lucrative business. The objective, thus, was double: on the one hand, Jews were represented as manipulators, having succeeded even in getting seized goods restored to them; on the other, the SD’s reputation was tarnished in the eyes of Globocnik.


  The commando was also responsible for guarding the construction works that Globocnik set up along the Soviet–German demarcation line. Globocnik had found the way to build an economic empire based on the exploitation of concentration camp labor and convinced Himmler of the necessity of building an immense fortification, the “Eastern wall,” composed of anti-tank trenches and structures built by Jewish prisoners. The men of the Dirlewanger commando were thus part of the teams guarding the prisoners, running no risks whatsoever. One detail speaks of the relaxation of the men of the unit and suggests at the same time another perspective for analyzing their behavior: the omnipresence of the hunt, to which Dirlewanger as well as his men gave themselves over in the forests where, until January 1942, one would have been hard-pressed to find a single partisan.


  The reports of confiscations performed in the ghetto nonetheless suggest that this posting was marked—a euphemism to which we will return—by problems with the police caused by multiple infractions, misdemeanors of all sorts, accusations of extortion, and fraud.13 The unit’s reputation was damaged enough for it to be sent away from the region, despite the stubborn resistance of Dirlewanger and the intervention of Gottlob Berger, who opposed the SS judicial procedures directed at the unit. Berger, nonetheless, could not prevent an intervention by the HSSPF for the general government, Krüger, who issued an ultimatum demanding that the special unit leave. In late January 1942, marching orders were received;14 three weeks later, Globocnik praised the unit in the most hypocritical terms, saluting its action in “delicate circumstances.”15 Dirlewanger took his time assembling troops and materiel, not to mention irregularly acquired goods. After a final exchange of letters in which Berger, exasperated, invited Dirlewanger not to refuse to obey an order from the Reichsführer, the unit arrived in Belarus where, placed under the command of Himmler’s operational general staff and temporarily attached to the SS cavalry brigades,16 it would finally be used as it was meant to be: in “anti-partisan combat.”17


  Belarus, February 1942–July 1944


  Belarus, a land of forests and marshes with patches of subsistence agriculture, did not hold a central place in German plans. During the invasion, fighting was nonetheless fierce and the cities that fell into the hands of the occupiers were in an advanced state of destruction.18 By the summer of 1941, Red Army troops overtaken by the German advance had taken refuge in the Belarusian forest and had adopted a survival strategy of obtaining what was necessary for their subsistence, without planning any definite resistance to the German occupation. Starting in early 1942, however, the Soviets began a patient labor of coordination, organization, and command unification of those troops, which at that time, according to the figures of the Moscow command center for partisan combat, numbered some 23,000 members.19 Reacting to the noticeable increase of partisan unit activity, the combined forces of the military command for the territories behind the Eastern front, the police, and the SS modified their initial strategy of “passive resistance to partisans” (which had consisted until then of patrolling the roads and relentlessly hunting down wandering individuals and groups) and began to organize large-scale sweep operations.20


  The pilot operation, Operation Bamberg, began in Polesia and, going north, finished near Babruysk.21 The following week, the Sondereinheit was engaged. There was practically no transition period between the two theaters of operations for the men of the commando. During the thirty months they spent in Belarus, there were at least fifty-five large-scale sweep operations.22 The unit participated in twenty-seven, either as a unit or integrated into different anti-partisan combat groups such as the “Kampfgruppe von Gottberg,” named after the Belarusian SSPF. To these twenty-seven major operations we must add the “small operations” performed by the unit around its quarters, situated first near Mogilev then, starting in January 1943, on the same road, but a few dozen kilometers north of Minsk, in the village of Lagoisk. In total, and even if the unit journal has been lost,23 it is reasonable to think that the group participated in more than fifty sweep operations.


  In its first week-long sortie, the unit took by assault a partisan camp entrenched near Ossipowitsch, then near Klitschev and Tscherwakov. Other reconnaissance actions followed, from March 16 to 22 in particular, south of Mogilev and on the road from Mogilev to Babruysk.24 The results of these first engagements were convincing enough in the eyes of the hierarchy for them to support the efforts of Dirlewanger, beginning late March, to reinforce the unit’s troop strength, still limited to some hundred men. On March 23, the general staff of the HSSPF for central Russia wrote to the general staff of Himmler’s command, to which the commando was attached,25 a letter in which he mentioned that “the SS Sonderkommando Dirlewanger had proved itself with flying colors” and had shown itself “better suited than any other troop for anti-partisan combat on difficult terrain.” He requested on these grounds that the troop strength of the commando be raised to 250 men, and that they be assigned “MG-34s [heavy machine guns], six light grenade-launchers, two heavy grenade-launchers, two infantry howitzers (identical to those used by mountain troops, to be carried on harnesses),” as well as transmission equipment and additional vehicles.26 This unanswered letter from von dem Bach-Zelewsky’s services constituted the starting point for Dirlewanger’s stubborn efforts, which he pursued at the same time as an intense sweep activity.


  The reports show the incessant work of reconnaissance and combat against partisan units, which began in early spring 1942 to sabotage German communication lines on a regular basis. Thus, during its first month of operation the unit’s activity consisted of attempts to hunt these groups down and to secure the road and the railroad from Babruysk to Mogilev. After which, the unit dedicated itself, beginning in May, to ensuring through road work its own communications with Mogilev, the location both of the hospital where any wounded were to be treated and the command unit to which they were attached.27 During the third week of May, the commando experienced its first losses: four men were attacked on the Mogilev road as they started on leave. Of the four men, three were killed. The reports of the circumstances of their death illuminate combat conditions: one was mutilated after his death, the second was burned in the car accident, and the third was apparently the victim of exploding bullets, illegal munitions also used by the unit itself.28 After the burial, the men of the unit avenged the three deaths by burning a partisan camp and an apparently deserted village.29 A few days later the commando was operating near Orscha, then was again sent into the Mogilev-Babruysk-Beresino triangle, where it performed a joint operation with Einsatzkommando Eight along the rail line between Minsk and Mogilev, apparently in reprisal for the death of seventeen German police officers killed by partisans.30


  The next few days, after an interview between Dirlewanger and von dem Bach-Zelewsky,31 just back from a long sick leave, were spent sweeping the forests west of Mogilev. The operations of May and June marked his return to action, in the context of the large-scale operations it was now his responsibility to coordinate, in his role as HSSPF with authority over Waffen-SS troops, Sicherheitspolizei units, and uniformed police, but also, to a certain point, over Wehrmacht units having received “instructions” concerning the handling of operations. This coordination on the ground must have been confirmed no later than summer at the Berlin level by the recognition of the Reichsführer’s abilities in anti-partisan combat and, as of autumn, by the nomination of von dem Bach-Zelewsky to the position of “plenipotentiary for anti-partisan combat.”32


  July passed in operations along the railroad line. Dirlewanger was wounded July 9 by a bullet that passed through his shoulder during an operation performed in collaboration with Wehrmacht security patrols in the Klitschev region.33 At the same time, the unit participated in larger combat formations, again in the sector north of the railroad line. From July 20 to August 7 the unit participated in Operation Adler, near Tschetchezitsch, together with two Wehrmacht security divisions, a police battalion, and a Cossack battalion, an operation supported by significant artillery and two flying squadrons from Mogilev and Babruysk.34 The operation encircled a partisan group which the Germans invited to surrender and which didn’t break up until the very end of the operation, the men attempting to flee individually or in small groups. At the operation’s end, 1,381 partisans were killed; 422 individual weapons of all calibers, fourteen cannons, and 36,000 cartridges and shells were seized. In the report by the security division that coordinated the operation, these spoils demonstrated the success of the operation in German eyes. It had cost them only twenty-seven dead or missing and sixty-four wounded.35


  After a week patrolling around their billet, the men of the unit were committed to the new operation planned by the rear territorial commander, Operation Greif, between Orscha and Vitebsk, together with an SS division, two police regiments, and a battalion of French volunteers. With Operations Adler and Greif, the new policy of anti-partisan combat directly affected the unit’s practice: the men of the Sondereinheit were now acting within a centralized system whose activity was developing at an increasing rate. The climax of this activity was the “Swamp Fever” action, which involved not just one sector, but the entire commissariat general, and which lasted a full month. The participation of the unit as such in this gigantic sweep is not attested in the sources.36 Nevertheless, its actions during this period, always along the railroad line between Mogilev and Babruysk, may have been coordinated as part of “Swamp Fever” without that fact being noted in general staff reports. The practice of these hundred men now formed part of a large-scale, systematic, and centralized policy.


  The “successes” of the first months of operation had been carefully exploited by Dirlewanger, and supported by von dem Bach’s offices, in view of developing the unit, increasing its size, and completing its equipment. Starting in late February, as we have seen, von dem Bach’s representative had sent out a report hailing its action and requesting reinforcement to bring it up to 170 men. Unanswered, this was followed by a series of reports and expressions of support by officers close to the unit, such as Hauptsturmführer Meyer-Mahrndorff, who commanded it in August, after Dirlewanger was wounded, and praised its action during Operation Greif. This paper flood had a double function. On the one hand, it was meant to influence the outcome of the investigations that had been directed against the unit since Lublin; on the other, it was meant to support the request for reinforcement Dirlewanger had sent to the SSFHA, underlining the experience gained during the first months in Belarus and the first large-scale anti-partisan sweeps.37


  In the summer of 1942, however, the situation seemed hopeless: Dirlewanger’s efforts and the pressure applied by the HSSPF’s offices didn’t seem to be working, much to the unit leader’s exasperation. The latter, under the pretext of treatment for the shoulder wound received in Klitschev in July, went to Berlin with the intention of influencing the commanding authorities and getting the reinforcements he had been requesting since March. These efforts were unsuccessful. When he rejoined the unit in Belarus, he wrote a letter to Berger in which he repeated the points justifying his claims as well as his need for men and materiel.


  His efforts were rewarded at last in September 1942. It is hard to tell if the unit reinforcement represented a recognition of the experience acquired by the unit in its first six months of action in Belarus, or simply the automatic consequence of Berger and Dirlewanger’s repeated requests. The unit was reinforced by the arrival of a contingent of 115 poachers.38 It had already undergone profound changes due to the establishment, starting in early summer 1942, of three companies of Russian auxiliaries. The poachers, after the addition of the new contingent, continued as a company, while the Russians were organized in three companies of 150 men each. Thus the unit had gone in a few months from a commando of eighty to a battalion of 750, the four combat companies supported by some forty motorcyclists and by a forty-man artillery unit.39 The Dirlewanger special battalion had reached the configuration it would maintain until the summer of 1943.40


  The battalion took part successively in Operations Regatta, Karlsbad, Franz, Erntefest One and Two, Hornung, Zauber-flöte, Draufgänger One and Two, Cottbus, and Günther. Eleven operations in a year, one a month on average, most of a duration of over three weeks, constituting the culmination of a campaign by Nazi authorities against Belarusian peasant communities, but also against Jewish communities, which underwent what Raul Hilberg called the “second wave” of genocide.41 A number of the operations in which the unit participated ended in the destruction under fire of the ghettos that had been set up during the summer and autumn of 1941 throughout Belarus: operation Hornung ended with the liquidation of the Slutsk ghetto;42 “Swamp Fever” by that of a large part of the Boranowitsche ghetto.43 The Lida ghetto was liquidated in autumn 1942, and two survivors of the execution affirm that it was the work of a “penal battalion.”44 Nevertheless, the presence of the unit at Lida, a city situated farther west and north on the Lithuanian frontier, is not attested in the sources for this period.45 At the time of the Lida massacre, the unit doesn’t seem to have left central Belarus, notably the region east of Minsk, between Tscherwen, Tschechewitschi, and Beresino, before operating farther south, in the winter of 1942–1943, among Minsk, Slutsk, and, in Volhynia, in the Pripyat marshes.46


  Von dem Bach wanted to be relieved of his functions as supreme leader of the police and SS for central Russia. This was done as of October 24, 1942, at which time his HSSPF functions were entrusted to Gerret Korsemann. His nomination reflected the desire to export to all of occupied Eastern Europe the techniques perfected in Belarus. Nevertheless Belarus, and more particularly the unit’s zone of operations, remained the main theater of war against the partisans, who were now engaging in real organized combat, at least when they were driven to it. On November 12, 1942, for example, the Sondereinheit, operating south of Tscherwen, was engaged, according to von dem Bach-Zelewsky’s message to Himmler, in “intense fighting against several fortified partisan camps. Enemies killed: 176, including eleven armed women.47 Spoils: three light machine guns, light arms, hand grenades, 12,250 cartridges. Losses: three dead, seven wounded, five missing.”48


  A war against Russian peasants and Jews: it is in these terms that one may sum up the anti-partisan operations engaged in, starting in early 1942. During these operations, according to Christian Gerlach’s calculations, six to ten men were killed for every weapon recovered and confiscated. He concludes that only 15 percent of those killed were real members of armed resistance movements against the Germans.49 The victims, thus, were primarily peasants and fugitives, notably Jews escaped from the ghettos. More significant still is the amount of food among the spoils collected by the anti-partisan units: potatoes, grain, and cattle appear regularly in the reports of the operations, transforming them, especially after the winter of 1942–1943, into murderous predatory raids against the local peasantry.50


  The balance sheet of Operation Swamp Fever sums up this situation perfectly. The Germans, by their own admission, had killed only 489 “bandits” in over a month of operation. They had, however, eliminated 8,350 Jews from the Boranowitsche ghetto, as well as 1,274 suspects, and “evacuated” 1,217 other individuals. By “evacuated” we must understand “deported for labor within the Reich.” These were persons “fit for labor” found in the villages, while the “executed suspects” were either escapees killed in the forest or those “unfit for labor” from those same villages: women, children, and the aged. The forty-nine camps destroyed during the operation by the reconnaissance and pursuit commandos were merely the tip of the iceberg, concealing a genocidal operation behind the mask of antipartisan struggle.51


  Starting in early 1942, German strategy gained a new thrust, still in the context of large-scale sweep operations. These now aimed to empty whole regions of their population. The first half of the year was marked by a test phase, during which the actors of operations, still following the 1942 model, began, in a process of trial and error, to evacuate the populations of villages and to more systematically deport to Germany those persons declared “fit for labor,” notably during Operation Sauckel.52 It appears that this policy, which was accompanied by an intensification of operations, was not new. The great massacres of 1942 pursued a similar objective: to deprive the partisans of an environment that could give them supplies, logistical support, and information. As the year continued, the tribute of men, food, and agricultural produce increased. Starting in late 1942, notably in the Tscherwen region, the men of the unit were accompanied by brown-uniformed officers, members of the local German civil administration reporting to the Ministry of Occupied Territories, who supervised the deportations and confiscation of agricultural produce under the “protection” of the battalion. Von Gottberg’s order of August 1, 1943, left no doubt as to the real objective of this type of action:


  The entire population (men, women, and children), dead or alive, is to be expelled from the region defined in Article 1. Those men fit for labor will be inventoried by the special staff of the labor action of the Reg. Rat. Teschen. The treatment of the rest of the population is the responsibility of local officials. It is not advisable to leave the unfit population in the environs of the designated region. The staff of the Reg. Rat. Teschen has organized camps at Stolpce, Iwieniec, Woloczyn, Bohdanov, and Lubcz. [. . .] Agricultural property and cattle must be inventoried by the commandos of Section 3 of the general commissariat assigned to the troop. The villages and all other buildings, bridges, and orchards must be destroyed if they cannot be camouflaged. Forests also must be burned down, insofar as possible. In the future, human beings found in the region will be considered game. The evacuation day will be determined by radio order after pacification of the area designated.53


  To create “death zones” (Tote Zonen): this was henceforth the new anti-partisan concept. These zones were to be completely emptied of their population, less by massacre, as in 1942, than by mass deportations to the factories of the Reich and, for some, to Lublin and to the Auschwitz labor camp.54


  In the summer of 1943, Gruppenführer von Gottberg, SSPF for Minsk and coordinator of the sweep and agricultural confiscation operations of the combat group bearing his name, to which the Dirlewanger unit was attached, summed up the latter’s activity. In proposing a medal for Dirlewanger, von Gottberg stated, based no doubt on the unit’s operations journal, that his men had killed nearly 15,000 people in fifteen months of operations, with only ninety-two men dead or missing.55 Von Gottberg’s report stressed the weapons captured by the unit, trying to put the actions of Dirlewanger’s men in a strictly martial context. The lists of machine guns, light arms, and light artillery equipment taken from the enemy underlined the bravery of the unit’s leader and his men. With this in view, he could make no distinction between true partisans killed in action and Russian peasants or fleeing Jews killed in reprisals and in burned down villages. He had to suppress an entire section of the operations ledger, which nevertheless had become central in 1943: the economic aspect.


  The year 1943 saw a change in center of gravity for the unit’s activity. The unit was no longer based in Mogilev, but in Lagoisk, 40 kilometers north of Minsk. The operations in which it participated moved to the west and the south, around Slutsk, in Volhynia-Polesia, and to the unit’s billeting area in Lepel and Borissov. The latter region was the theater of the largest and most murderous of the unit’s actions in Belarus: operation Cottbus. Ten days after it started, the morning of May 30, Oskar Dirlewanger sent an incident report: in the two preceding hours, the Russian company had lost seven men who had stepped on mines, and Dirlewanger reported several men missing. The German company, the one made up of poachers, had not suffered similar losses, but during the same period two NCOs and two troopers had already been wounded. Two hours later, five additional men were reported hit.56 Cottbus was the theater of more intense combat than other operations, but above all it was one of the summits of the extreme violence used behind the front lines against Russian civilians and surviving Jews, with more than 12,000 dead. The Sondereinheit was only one unit among many, and its reduced numbers apparently kept it from being one of the major actors of the operation. It does seem, however, that it played a central role in the protocols of planned destruction developed by the Kampfgruppe von Gottberg, particularly in the consistent practice of sending civilians into mined areas to detonate them, which alone cost the lives of nearly 3,000 people. As von Gottberg noted with satisfaction in his final report: “The mines set on most roads and paths necessitated the use of mine detectors, as per order. The mine detector developed by the Dirlewanger battalion successfully passed the test.”57


  Operation Cottbus and the explosion of paroxysmal violence it represented in an area that had been the continual theater of sweep actions were the occasion for civil authorities to intensify their protests against the scorched earth policy applied by von dem Bach and von Gottberg. At the local level, the commissioner of the Borissow district, to the north of which Operation Cottbus was carried out, sent a report ten days after the beginning of the operation to one of the adjutants of the general commissioner at Minsk, Kube, in which he reported a massacre committed in the village of Vitonitsch. He complained of an influx of bullet-wounded escapees from executions who had managed to climb out of pits and came to seek help in hospitals and care centers. Two days later, Kube sent Rosenberg, the Minister of Occupied Territories, a report based on information collected in situ, begging him to intercede with Hitler to put an end to this practice. This intervention at the highest level of the Nazi hierarchy did not mean that Kube preferred to win the hearts and minds of local populations. Christian Gerlach has convincingly demonstrated that Kube subscribed fully to the policy of predation and extermination decided on by Berlin, and that he merely sought to ensure that civil authorities remained dominant at the local level and to retain control of decisions taken in the general commissions. Kube’s death at the hand of his Belarusian housekeeper on September 22, 1943,58
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