
[image: ]


                        
                        [image: image]
                        

                        
THE DEFEAT OF THE DAMNED

The Destruction of the Dirlewanger Brigade at the Battle of Ipolysag, December 1944

DOUGLAS E. NASH SR.

[image: ]


Published in the United States of America and Great Britain in 2023 by

CASEMATE PUBLISHERS

1950 Lawrence Road, Havertown, PA 19083, USA

and

The Old Music Hall, 106–108 Cowley Road, Oxford OX4 1JE, UK

Copyright © 2023 Douglas E. Nash Sr.

Hardcover Edition: ISBN 978-1-63624-211-8

Digital Edition: ISBN 978-1-63624-212-5

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher in writing.

Printed and bound in the United Kingdom by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

Typeset in India by DiTech Publishing Services

For a complete list of Casemate titles, please contact:

CASEMATE PUBLISHERS (US)

Telephone (610) 853-9131

Fax (610) 853-9146

Email: casemate@casematepublishers.com

www.casematepublishers.com

CASEMATE PUBLISHERS (UK)

Telephone (0)1226 734350

Email: casemate-uk@casematepublishers.co.uk

www.casematepublishers.co.uk

Cover image: Oskar Dirlewanger (French L. MacLean); collar insignia (author's collection).


Contents

Foreword by Colonel French MacLean (Ret)

Author’s Note

Introduction

Acknowledgements

1Dirlewanger’s Willing Executioners

2From Regiment to Brigade

3Budapest Threatened, 5 October–8 December 1944

4The Plan to Defend the Ipolysag Gap, 9 December 1944

5Initial Troop Dispositions, 10 December 1944

6IX Guards Mechanized Corps Attacks, 11–12 December 1944

7Rintelen Takes Command, 13 December 1944

8IX Guards Mechanized Corps Occupies Ipolysag, 14 December 1944

9The Battle of Ipolysag, 15 December 1944

10Considerations, Decisions, and Orders, 16 December 1944

11The 8. Panzer-Division Counterattacks, 17–19 December 1944

12Reinforcing Failure, 20–28 December 1944

13The Dirlewanger Brigade Departs Hungary, 29 December 1944–5 January 1945

14The Dirlewanger Brigade Meets its Fate, 15 February–8 May 1945

15Conclusion

Endnotes

Maps

Appendices

A: Command and Staff

B: German and Hungarian Order of Battle

C: Second Belorussian Front Order of Battle

D: Table of Rank Equivalents

Glossary

Bibliography

Index


To my wife Jill DeForest Nash for inspiring me to pursue my dream of becoming an author and suggesting the title for this book


Foreword

With the publication of this book, Colonel Doug Nash, United States Army Retired, has become the finest author in the US concerning the Waffen-SS. That is a tough mountain to climb, because for years British and German authors owned the subject (although French authors are coming on strong). Dr. Charles W. Sydnor Jr. first showed that Americans could excel writing about the subject, when in 1977 he hit a home run with Soldiers of Destruction about the 3. SS-Panzer-Division Totenkopf. Jay Hatheway wrote on the SS Officer Schools. Waitman Wade Beorn, from Virginia, has written numerous books on aspects of the Waffen-SS, as has Jeff Megargee. For years, Mark Yerger—from Pennsylvania—produced a dozen books, using close contacts with SS veterans, through whom he was able to access private archives. Many are biographies in nature, with interesting nuggets of information on every page.

However, Colonel Nash has now written seven books in which Waffen-SS troops were major combatants. That is quite a feat, but perhaps more importantly, his breadth of knowledge and presentation cover not only personalities, but also combat operations, equipment, and organizational subjects within each book.

What is most important about these works, in my opinion, is that they touch on several complex relationships involving the Waffen-SS in Nazi Germany that perhaps we should remind ourselves of—especially as we begin consuming this latest book about the Waffen-SS Dirlewanger Brigade during the battle of Ipolysag in Hungary in December 1944.

First, Nazi Germany was a labyrinth of organizational fiefdoms from 1933–45 that dwarfed Byzantine complexity. There may have only been one Führer, but there were thousands of “little Adolfs” out there—all carving out their own niches of power through bureaucracies of all shapes, sizes, and responsibilities. And despite the images of “Teutonic efficiency,” Adolf Hitler wanted it that way—even though it would lead to immense inefficiency that contributed to Germany losing the war. This did not spawn from a lack of knowledge about how to run a complex military, political, economic, and security apparatus—which Germany certainly was—but was rather to cause a fragmentation of supremacy, so that no rival of Hitler could amass enough power to cause a tipping point in who actually ran the Reich.

When Hitler ferally sensed that such an imminent hazard was about to emerge, he struck without mercy. The clearest example was, of course, “The Night of the Long Knives,” a three-day terror in 1934 of political extrajudicial executions to consolidate his power and alleviate the concerns of the German military about the role of Ernst Röhm and his “Brownshirts.” Hundreds died, including Röhm. Four years later, “The Blomberg–Fritsch Affair” effectively put the German Army in its place. First, War Minister (and Army Field Marshal) Werner von Blomberg—who had been “all-in” on the downfall of Ernst Röhm—had the misfortune to marry a younger woman after his first wife died. Not that a second marriage was frowned upon in Germany—but one by a field marshal to a prostitute certainly was. Hitler was informed of the situation by cheery subordinates and ultimately received Blomberg’s resignation. To further neuter the German Army, a month after Blomberg’s departure, Heinrich Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich of the SS dusted off an old file on the commander in chief of the German Army, Colonel-General Werner von Fritsch, that accused him of homosexual behavior. Von Fritsch soon resigned, protesting his innocence as he walked out the door.

What these dismissals caused, along with the rise in numbers of the Waffen-SS, beginning in 1940, was at least a whispered dislike by senior German Army officers of the SS, which included the Waffen-SS. To be sure, German Army personnel were glad in some respects to see Waffen-SS units roll into their sector, as many were well-armed (Dirlewanger being one of the exceptions.) But historically, Germany had one army and now the Fatherland had two—maybe more if you count the paratroop units and several high-powered mechanized units like the Hermann Göring Division that were Luftwaffe troops (another Byzantine fragmentation of effort).

In many cases, the German Army officer caste looked down on Waffen-SS officers, disparaging their experience, manner of selection, and whether they were of the appropriate officer caste. The Waffen-SS, while tactically subordinate to the Army, had its own command and control channels and effectively answered to Himmler. German Army officers were, in general, much better educated and had at least graduated from secondary school (what we would term high school). As for Waffen-SS troops, Army officers often felt that overall, most SS troops suffered from a combination of recklessness and lack of training. And these feelings were not only from a professional competence perspective.

Post-war, senior Waffen-SS generals went through tortuous explanations, separating those SS personnel who served in concentration camps or Einsatzgruppen from those who were truly combat soldiers and fought at the front. That was simply not accurate. Examining almost 1,000 SS officers that served at concentration camps, we find that six would go on to command Waffen-SS divisions; 14 would receive the Knight’s Cross; and at least 419 have documentary proof of Waffen-SS service as well as in the camps. The murder of Jews in Germany and occupied Europe was not a total secret. Most German Army officers, in my opinion, had general knowledge of who was disappearing and who was doing the killing.

Having said that, the SS was not a monolithic organization, and rivalries within the SS adversely affected the Waffen-SS, especially the Dirlewanger Brigade, which had started as a battalion, and would end up as the 36. Waffen-SS-Division of perhaps 7,000 men. Some of Dirlewanger’s soldiers came from concentration camps, so he had to deal with camp administrations. Others came from the Strafvollzugslager (penitentiary camp) der SS und Polizei in Danzig-Matzkau, administered by the Waffen-SS. However, it appears that some of the commissioned officers (lieutenant and above) seem to have been assigned to Dirlewanger not because of their criminal past—but for six–twelve-month tours of duty from administrative jobs back at SS headquarters in Berlin and other parts of Germany. They could get some “combat” time, maybe pick up an Iron Cross and an Anti-Partisan Badge, and then return to their old job with some front-line stories.

Dirlewanger’s “guardian angel,” SS-Obergruppenführer Gottlob Berger, was the head of the SS Main Leadership Office in Berlin, which concerned itself with all administrative, recruitment and training for the whole SS. In Poland, Dirlewanger ran afoul of SS-Obergruppenführer Friedrich-Wilhelm Krüger, the Higher SS and Police Leader (HSSPF East) (Höherer SS- und Polizeiführer) in the part of German-occupied Poland called the General Government; Krüger reported directly to Heinrich Himmler. All the above can be summed up by the following single sentence, as I discovered after writing a 292-page book on Oskar Dirlewanger:

It is an enduring lesson that a military unit, formed under an evil ideology, led by a social outcast and composed of vicious criminals, will sink to its lowest common denominator—hate.

colonel french maclean, us army (ret.), former inspector general for the us army in europe and course director, national war college, washington, dc


Author’s Note

Until three years ago, I had no intention of writing this book. Having read all of the available history about the Sondereinheit Dirlewanger (the Dirlewanger Special Unit) written nearly 20 years ago, it seemed to me to be a subject unworthy of any further examination. After all, what could one learn further about this band of Nazi Schutzstaffel (SS) ne’er-do-wells than what had already been written? I was certain that it was nothing more and nothing less than a band of criminals paroled from concentration camps to hunt partisans and murder innocent civilians. I simply could not believe that a band of predatory Landsknechts (16th-century German mercenary bands) led by such a notorious criminal could have been a part of the Waffen-SS, a military organization I had once admired in my youth before I had begun to study it more critically as an adult.

What changed my mind were some documents I read while conducting research for Casemate’s Volume II of my trilogy From the Realm of a Dying Sun concerning the attempts by the IV. SS-Panzerkorps to relieve the beleaguered garrison of Budapest during January 1945. As I read reports contained in the war diary of Heeresgruppe Süd (H.Gr. Süd, Army Group South) to get a sense of what had occurred in Hungary prior to the city’s encirclement, to my surprise the title Sturmbrigade Dirlewanger kept turning up. Even more astonishing was the fact that this unit had been committed to fight in the front line, and not merely against partisans and innocent civilians in the rear areas as it once had, but against powerful elements of the Red Army.

In these same records, I next learned the name of a Hungarian town I had never heard of before either—Ipolysag, better known today by its Slovak name, Šahy. What was more, I read that this SS brigade, an enlarged version of the regiment that had murdered its way through Warsaw during August and September 1944, was alleged to have contributed to Budapest’s predicament by its spectacular inability to hold its defensive positions, and was also involved in one of the largest mass desertions of German troops in World War II. What followed was the near-collapse of the German defensive line north of the Danube River and the diversion of no fewer than three panzer divisions to do what they could to set things right. Their absence at a critical moment ensured that the Third Ukrainian Front, attacking south of Budapest, was able to surround the Hungarian capital from that direction and link up with the Second Ukrainian Front attacking from the north.

I had also not expected to learn about the near destruction of Dirlewanger’s brigade during the second half of December 1944. Although I did not have an opportunity at that moment to delve more deeply into the official records of H.Gr. Süd, it had aroused my curiosity and desire for later study. What was this unit doing there? Why was it in the front lines in the first place? How did it grow so quickly after sustaining grievous losses in Warsaw, merely two short months before its commitment to battle at Ipolysag? Did it actually commit, as alleged, more than its share of mistakes that led to the slow-motion disaster that ultimately resulted in the loss of Budapest?

Fully committed to completing the last two volumes of my trilogy, I mentally shelved these questions until I had completed my project. When this was done by the spring of 2021, I began gathering material in earnest from a variety of sources to answer these questions. I soon realized that there was a story here to tell—one that has never fully been told before. It is a story of how a Strafeinheit (punishment unit) composed of the damned, the demoralized, and the dregs of the Wehrmacht, Waffen-SS, and Hitler’s concentration camps made a stand against a tank army of the Soviet Union and failed spectacularly, being very nearly annihilated in the process.

That this result should have been clearly foreseen by the Wehrmacht before the Dirlewanger Brigade was sent off to fight in Hungary is a black mark not only against the leadership and military judgement of H.Gr. Süd, but also against the Oberkommando des Heeres (OKH, German Army High Command) as well as Heinrich Himmler, who had himself authorized the creation of the Sondereinheit Dirlewanger four years earlier and approved its expansion into a brigade. All of these events and personalities, and more, have been critically examined in the book you hold in your hands. I hope that the need to create this kind of military unit will never occur again, just as I hope that a conflict on the scale of World War II will never happen again either; but with the conflict in Ukraine that began on 24 February 2022 continuing to claim its share of victims, and with large numbers of prison inmates being enrolled into Yevgeny Prigozhin’s Wagner Group mercenary army to fight for Vladimir Putin’s Russia, my hopes might be in vain.


Introduction

One of the most notorious yet least understood bodies of troops that fought on the side of the Third Reich during World War II was the infamous Sondereinheit Dirlewanger. Formed initially as a company-sized formation in June 1940 from convicted poachers under the command of Obersturmführer (Ostuf., First Lieutenant) Oskar Dirlewanger, one of the most heinous criminals in military history, it was initially used to guard the Jewish ghetto in Lublin and support local security operations carried out in the Generalgouvernement (the Third Reich’s official title of occupied Poland) by SS and Police forces. Here, Dirlewanger employed the purported hunting and marksmanship skills of his troops against the nascent Polish resistance in the forests surrounding the city of Lublin.1

After 16 months of increasingly brutal abuse of the local population in the Lublin area, punctuated by Dirlewanger’s own questionable misconduct, complaints from local Nazi functionaries had grown so loud and insistent that Heinrich Himmler was compelled to transfer the unit to occupied Belarus at the end of January 1942 to maintain the peace. Adding weight to the case being made against him by SS judicial authorities were his highly questionable financial dealings and accusation of “race pollution,” including allegedly sleeping with his Jewish servant and translator, the 16-year-old Sarah Bergmann.2 After being compelled to leave occupied Poland, for the next two-and-a-half years his Sondereinheit would play an active role in the deadly war being waged by the forces of the Third Reich against the growing and increasingly effective Soviet partisan movement. Continuously bolstered by an influx of concentration camp inmates, including career criminals and sociopaths, Dirlewanger’s troops committed some of the most horrendous atrocities ever recorded on the Eastern Front as they burned and looted their way through Belarus.

As the war progressed, the purported success of Dirlewanger’s “scorched earth” anti-partisan tactics became widely known and copied throughout the various Höherer SS und- Polizeiführer (HSSPF, Higher SS and Police Leaders) controlling the occupied eastern and southeastern territories of Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, Poland, Greece, and Yugoslavia. Buoyed by his unit’s deadly reputation and supported by influential backers in the SS-Hauptamt (SS Main Office) in Berlin, Dirlewanger’s unit soon grew in size to a battalion in 1942, then into a regiment by the spring of 1944, swiftly followed by expansion into a brigade during the autumn of the same year, and finally ending the war as a fully fledged division of the Waffen-SS engaged in conventional warfare against the Red Army.3

It was in this latter capacity that the unit, officially titled by that time as the 2. Sturmbrigade (Assault Brigade) Dirlewanger, fought one of its most controversial actions near Ipolysag in northern Hungary (the modern-day town of Šahy in the Slovak Republic) between 13 and 18 December 1944. As a result of its overly hasty and piecemeal commitment to battle, lack of heavy armament, and a splintered chain of command, it was virtually destroyed by a Soviet mechanized corps. Consequently, the Wehrmacht leadership blamed its commander and the performance of his troops for the resulting encirclement of the Hungarian capital of Budapest during late December 1944 that led to the annihilation of its garrison in early February 1945. The brigade’s reversal at Ipolysag also led to its compulsory removal from the front lines by its newly appointed field army commander, General der Panzertruppe (Gen.d.Pz.Tr., Lieutenant General of Tank Troops) Hermann Balck, and its eventual shipment to a rest area where it would be completely rebuilt, so thorough was its destruction.

History yields few such examples of “punishment” units growing to such size and prominence. Various armies of the past had frequently resorted to the use of such measures for punishment or rehabilitative purposes of soldiers thought to be “redeemable” after proving themselves worthy of a pardon by service at the front, but usually not to such a scale. During World War II, both the Wehrmacht and Red Army routinely used them, but they generally did not grow larger than a battalion in size. Infantry divisions often created their own company-sized “in-house” punishment units for their troops who had committed relatively minor offenses, who could “redeem” themselves (often posthumously) after demonstrating bravery in often high-risk operations, such as clearing minefields while under enemy fire.

In late 1942, the Wehrmacht experimented with a division-sized unit composed primarily of Bewährungs-Schützen (probationary soldiers, not convicts) from German Army Strafbataillone (punishment battalions), led by hand-picked officers and non-commissioned officers. Known as Afrika-Division 999, after a relatively brief period of service in Tunisia, it went into captivity along with the rest of Panzer-Armee Afrika in May 1943, having insufficiently proven whether it was worth the expense to arm and equip it.4 As far as is known, this unit did not engage in mass murder or predatory treatment of the civilian population in Tunisia.

The closest thing in modern European history matching the record of the Dirlewanger Einheit in terms of sheer criminality was a certain irregular Pandur regiment. An element of the Hapsburg Empire’s army, this light infantry unit was composed of volunteers from the Kingdom of Slavonia and the Slavonian Military Frontier Guards. Raised under a charter issued by Empress Maria Theresa of Austria in 1741, its leader, Baron Franz von Trenck, a law unto himself, turned a blind eye whenever his men took whatever they wanted—be it property, women, or livestock—from the local population while on campaign, a common practice of many warring bands during this period. Wearing no formal uniform, the men of the regiment presented a wild, “Turkish” appearance and were preceded wherever they went by the regiment’s colorful military band. Despite their unruly nature, Baron von Trenck and his men fought with distinction in the War of the Austrian Succession, as well as the First and Second Silesian Wars, where the regiment earned a reputation as being “brave, fearless, and audacious.”5

The Pandur Regiment also became infamous for its extremes of looting, rape, and pillaging, epitomized by its sacking and burning of the Bavarian town of Cham in December 1742. “Prone to disobedience, breaches of military discipline, and stubbornness,” his regiment had grown so unruly and so unreliable that Baron von Trenck was relieved of command in 1746 and put on trial for unspecified “acts of violence,” as well as for selling officers’ commissions without permission of the Crown. Sentenced to death, Empress Maria Theresa commuted this punishment to life imprisonment in Spielberg Castle, where he died three years later. With their leader and protector gone, the Pandurs were brought under firm disciplinary control and by 1756 had been reorganized as the 53rd Regiment of Foot. Although there are many similarities between the conduct of von Trenck’s troops and that of the Dirlewanger Einheit, the chief difference between them was that the Pandur regiment was composed of actual volunteers, not convicts (technically, all of the Dirlewanger Einheit recruits were “volunteers” as well, but this will be discussed later in detail).  

In the war in Ukraine that started in February 2022, it has been reported that a private military company titled the Wagner Group—financed by one of Russian President Vladimir Putin’s cronies, Yevgeny Prigozhin—actively recruited tens of thousands of convicts from Russian prisons for service at the front line.6 These convicts, promised full pardons for their crimes in exchange for six months of military service, quickly became notorious for their depredations against Ukrainian civilians and war crimes against captured Ukrainian military personnel. It was reported that they had suffered a significant number of casualties in the conflict (as many as 30,000 as of March 2023), and even if they survived the war, they were reportedly never to be allowed to return to Russia, but had to continue serving the Wagner Group until the conclusion of hostilities. Their performance in battle has yet to be formally evaluated, but initial reports were not favorable and any minimal gains they made had resulted in thousands of casualties.7

The story of the Sondereinheit Dirlewanger has been recounted in numerous works, ranging from French MacLean’s excellent groundbreaking The Cruel Hunters, a comprehensive military history of the unit, to Christian Ingrao’s The History of the Black Hunters, a popular account that falls within the social and political history category. Other authors have weighed in as well, including Rolf Michaelis with his trilogy (a two-volume unit history and a memoir by a survivor of the unit) and Hans-Peter Klausch’s exhaustively researched Antifaschisten in SS-Uniform, a study of the “political” concentration camp inmates drafted into the unit in the autumn of 1944. There is also a history of the unit by Italian author Andrea Lombardi and a recent one by noted Polish author Soraya Kuklińska. A Russian history of the Sondereinheit, titled Partisan Hunter: Dirlewanger Brigade by Y. S. Zhukov and I. I. Kovtun, appeared in 2013 and features accounts of how this unit was perceived then and now by ordinary citizens of the former U.S.S.R., as well as the 1961 trial of 13 native collaborators who served under Dirlewanger from 1942–43.

The first magazine article covering Dirlewanger and his troops was serialized in Der Spiegel magazine in 1951. Titled “Sie haben etwas gutzumachen: Ein Tatsachenbericht vom Einsatz der Strafsoldaten” (They have something to make up for: A Factual Account of the Deployment of the Penal Soldiers), this six-part article introduced the public to a unit that up to that point had been obscured by the larger crimes of the Third Reich. It featured interviews with numerous survivors, including many of Dirlewanger’s concentration camp draftees who had deserted to the Red Army during the battle of Ipolysag. There have also been numerous shorter articles written about the Sondereinheit, including a scholarly one by Hellmuth Auerbach that appeared in the pages of the prestigious Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte in 1962 and another one by Richard Landwehr in a 1987 edition of the revisionist Siegrunen magazine.

Considering the unit and its founder’s notoriety, as well as the Third Reich’s penchant for destroying incriminating documents, there is a surprisingly large amount of official unit documents and correspondence that survived the war. Much of it can be found in the microfilmed records maintained by the U.S. National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), the originals of which are now kept by the German Federal and Military Archives (Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv or BA-MA) within record groups RS 3-36 and RH 7/2455, 2456, and 2461. The NARA records fall into two categories—those of the Reichsführer-SS (Reich Leader of the SS and German Police), Record Grouping T-175 (Reels 140, 178, and 225), and those of the Waffen-SS, Record Grouping T-354 (Reels 161, 648, 649, and 650). These records allow the researcher to trace the growth and activities of the Sondereinheit from late 1940 until they end abruptly in June 1944, after which they are conspicuously absent. Of course, there are no mentions of the battle of Ipolysag in the thousands of pages included in these record groupings because that event occurred nearly six months later.

Published accounts of this battle are harder to come by. The only historical recounting of what happened at Ipolysag from an operational standpoint is Norbert Számvéber’s heavily researched Days of Battle, a 2013 account of the various battles fought north of the Danube River by H.Gr. Süd and the Second Ukrainian Front between mid-December 1944 and March 1945, wherein the battle of Ipolysag merits a chapter. In postwar German and Russian studies, mentions of the battle are one or two pages at the most, if mentioned at all. The official U.S. Army history of the second phase of the War in the East, Stalingrad to Berlin, devotes a single paragraph, but gives a clue to where original German records might be found in a footnote. With these scant leads, the author began to gather materials from both German and former Soviet sources.

Fortunately, the activities of the Sondereinheit that relate to its operations in the autumn of 1944 were recorded both by field commands of the Wehrmacht-Heer (German Army) and by the HSSPF-Slowakei (Higher SS and Police Leader for Slovakia). These microfilmed daily records—including Kriegstagebücher (war diaries), Kampfstärke Meldungen (combat strength reports), commander’s assessments, radio messages, and office correspondence—were maintained by H.Gr. Süd, 6. Armee/Armeegruppe Fretter-Pico, 8. Armee/Armeegruppe Wöhler, the LXXII. Armeekorps (army corps), and the HSSPF-Slowakei.

These records are fairly comprehensive and cover the activities of Dirlewanger and his troops from 9 December 1944 until the end of the month, with the battle of Ipolysag receiving prominent mention. The records of the SS-Führungshauptamt (SS Main Leadership Office) also contain organizational information concerning armament and equipment, unit structures, and reports of Kriegsstärkenachweisungen (KStN, wartime strength organization and equipment) as the regiment was transformed into a brigade during the autumn of 1944.    

Actual documents from Dirlewanger and his brigade for the period October–December 1944 are scarce. How many of these were lost in May 1945 when the truck convoy evacuating the Waffen-SS historical archive from Sasmuk Castle outside of Prague were put to the torch is unknown. Undoubtedly, some of the unit’s records were captured by the Red Army when the Sondereinheit was first overrun on 15 December 1944, and again when it was finally wiped out for good at the end of April 1945 in the Halbe Pocket. Luckily, a few of these official records turned up recently via the German-Russian consortium digitizing the hoard of “trophy” or captured documents maintained by the Deutsch-Russisches Projekt zur Digitalisierung Deutscher Dokumente in Archiven der Russisichen Föderation (German-Russian Project to Digitize German Documents in Archives of the Russian Federation; for more information, go to Germandocsinrussia.org). Many of these records can be found online in Fund 500, Inventory 12493 (Documents of the SS, SS Troops, and Police), Cases 70 and 88–90. Dirlewanger’s own post-battle report of how the events at Ipolysag unfolded can be found in Inventory 12472 (Field Armies), Case 380.8

The bulk of the official SS military service records of Dirlewanger and many of his officers maintained by the SS-Personalamt (personnel office) in Berlin from 1933–45 survived the war and found their way into the postwar Berlin Document Center (BDC) maintained by the victorious Allies as Records Group A3343, Series SSO. Here, they were used as evidence in the investigation and prosecution of war crimes committed by Nazi Party members and those belonging to its various sub-organizations, including the SS and Police. The records maintained by the BDC, however, were not complete in one respect because they did not contain all of the files of possible perpetrators.

For example, not every officer or enlisted man in the Ordnungspolizei (Order Police) joined the Nazi Party or the SS. To obtain the files of these men, a persistent researcher would have to contact the records departments of the various German Länder (states) where they had originally served as police officers before the Nazi Party’s Machtergreifung (seizure of power). In many cases, the files of members who had served in the Wehrmacht before transfer to the Dirlewanger Einheit were obtained from the Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv in Freiburg or from the former Deutsche Dienststelle or WASt (Wehrmachtsauskunftstelle für Kriegerverluste und Kriegsgefangene) in Berlin-Reinickendorf.9

Other documents used during the writing of this book include testimony and findings culled from the International Military Tribunal records of the Nuremberg Trials, particularly from the trials of the Nazi ministers, including that of Gottlob Berger, Dirlewanger’s sponsor and chief patron. Correspondence between Himmler, Berger, Dirlewanger, and other SS luminaries such as Erich von dem Bach come from the files maintained by Himmler’s own personal staff. Lastly, another useful source of information are the investigative files maintained by the office in Ludwigsburg, formerly known as the Zentrale Stelle der Bundesarchiv Landesjustizverwaltungen zur Aufklärung nationalsozialistischer Verbrechen (Central Office of the Land Judicial Authorities for Investigation of National Socialist Crimes), now under Bundesarchiv administration. Using these various sources, the author was able to piece together a chronology of events and what went wrong during the battle of Ipolysag, and whether or not the Sondereinheit was responsible for the loss of Budapest.

Sources from the Red Army’s perspective were somewhat harder to come by. The English translation of the Soviet General Staff’s study of their offensive into Hungary, The Budapest Operation 1945: An Operational Strategic Study, provides a good overview of the campaign from the army group level and describes in some detail the planning that went into the operation, as well as the overall course of events as the campaign unfolded. Much more relevant is the war diary of the IX Guards Mechanized Corps, which fought the Dirlewanger Brigade between 12 and 18 December 1944. Located on the website of Tsentral’nyy Arkhiv Ministerstva Oborony Rossiyskoy Federatsii (TsAMO, Central Archives of the Russian Federation Defense Ministry) in Podolsk, the corps’ war diary details the day-to-day fighting against the various German and Hungarian formations it faced as it fought its way through the Ipolysag River valley and onto the Hungarian Plains during that critical week in December.10

Dirlewanger and his infamous unit continue to survive in popular culture, including mentions in video games, war games, novels, and films (in particular, a grisly scene from the 1985 Soviet classic, Come and See) that indicate a continuing fascination with the man and his terrible deeds. This was not always so; at one time, the horrible actions of Oskar Dirlewanger and his men inspired loathing and disgust. No reputable historian would have dared touch upon the subject. With the passing of time, however, the rough edges of history have been worn away and the facts buried under layers of myth and legend. Yet, for a brief moment in time, in the valley encompassing the town of Ipolysag, the “Cruel Hunters” of the Sondereinheit became the hunted. Subjected to a thrashing at the hands of the Red Army, Dirlewanger’s brigade of misfits and criminals received their first real taste of defeat and a foretaste of what would soon become their collective fate.

A Word on Place Names

Readers may notice that the author frequently uses German place names for Slovak or Hungarian localities or terrain features. This is not a mistake, but a conscious decision to use the same place names as written in the original German military records referenced in this book. Because this entire area once fell under the control of the Austro-Hungarian Empire until 1918, it was common to find towns and villages with German, Hungarian, and Slovak place names simultaneously. When necessary, the author has written the proper Slovak or Hungarian place name in brackets immediately following the German name, using the modern-day names as found in Google Earth.
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CHAPTER ONE

Dirlewanger’s Willing Executioners

Before understanding why and how such an unusual unit as the Dirlewanger Brigade was diverted from an ongoing anti-partisan operation in Slovakia on 11 December 1944 to plug a gap at a critical moment during H.Gr. Süd’s defense of Hungary, a brief retelling of how it came into existence in 1940 and the brigade’s subsequent employment until the end of September 1944 is in order. Shrouded in myth, obscured by lurid tales, and cloaked in factual errors from numerous retellings of its history, its origins are surprisingly rather banal in the bureaucratic yet typically idiosyncratic Third Reich manner.

The roots of Dirlewanger’s infamous unit can be traced to one of Adolf Hitler’s whimsical mealtime utterings translated into action through the machinations of one of his regime’s greatest toadies, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, who took one of the Führer’s frequent dinner table topics and made it a reality. Himmler must have thought that if his efforts (and similarly outlandish ones that followed) succeeded, it would not only allow him to increase his influence with Hitler, but would also increase the power and influence of his rapidly growing SS empire within the Nazi hierarchy.

The action that led to the founding of the Dirlewanger Einheit can be traced back to two near-simultaneous triggering events: the first was one of Hitler’s nightly “table talks” that took place shortly before the beginning of the 1940 Western Campaign; and the second was Hitler’s receipt of a letter from the distraught wife of an “Old Party member” who had been caught shooting game on government property without a hunting license. The source for the first was Hitler himself, who frequently brought up the subject of poaching in his table talks as late as 1942. According to Hugh-Trevor Roper, these table talks “took place at meal-times … more often at his last, most sociable meal … [when] Hitler would expand. A passionate talker … [Hitler] fascinated his hearers; for his informal talk was … fresh, flexible, sometimes gay. Of course, it was often a monologue.”1 His table talks frequently revolved around the topic of hunting.

Hitler, a vegetarian, was against any illegal killing of wild game by poachers, who were acting in defiance of longstanding German hunting laws. However, though he strongly disapproved of poaching, he had grudging respect for the hunting abilities of those who tracked and killed wild game with a rifle, in contrast to those “cowards” who trapped and killed game using snares or nets. The latter he held in contempt; as for the former, he believed that “wild game marksmen” (Wildschützen) who hunted to feed their families constituted a form of unrealized military potential, having tracking and marksmanship skills that could be put to good use.

For example, at a table talk on 28 October 1941, Hitler stated: “I see no harm in shooting at game. I merely say that it’s a dreary sport. The part of shooting I like best is the target—next to that, the poacher. He at least risks his life at the sport.”2 At another evening gathering after dinner a year later, he told his guests:

I am no admirer of the poacher, particularly as I am a vegetarian; but in him I see the sole element of romance in the so-called sport of shooting. Incidentally, there is no doubt that we number quite a few poachers among the most stalwart adherents of the Party. When I say all this, do not imagine that I condone the wholesale depredations of poachers among the wildlife of the forests. On the contrary, my sympathies are entirely with the gamekeepers.3

The first statement may have been influenced by the letter he had received at roughly the same time in March 1940 from the aforementioned wife of an “Old Party member” (someone who had joined the Nazi Party before Hitler came to power in 1933) whose husband had just been sentenced to two years in prison when he was caught and convicted of poaching after shooting several stags in one of Germany’s national forests without a permit.

Gottlob Berger, who later became the influential head of Himmler’s SS-Hauptamt (SS-HA, Main Office), revealed during his interrogation while being prosecuted for war crimes by the International Military Tribunal (IMT) that this unnamed woman had written to Hitler to inform him that her husband, an early member of the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP, German National Socialist Party), had been placed in prison. In her letter, she begged Hitler to release him and allow him to “prove” himself in battle in order to atone for his crime in a more honorable way.4 “That,” Berger later testified at Nuremberg, “was the basis of the unit’s founding.” Berger, who was to prove himself the Dirlewanger Brigade’s creator and biggest supporter, remembered what happened next:

The special Dirlewanger Brigade owes its existence to an order of Adolf Hitler given in 1940 while the campaign in the West was still going on. One day Himmler called me up and told me that Hitler had ordered all men convicted of poaching with firearms who were [currently] in prison were to be collected and formed into a special detachment. That Hitler should have such a somewhat unusual and far-fetched idea at all is due to the following reason: first of all, he himself didn’t like hunting and had nothing but scorn for all hunters. Whenever he could ridicule them he did.5

The second reason Berger gave was the letter from the jailed Old Party member’s wife, which he thought had been the catalyst for Hitler’s seemingly nonsensical order. Apparently, after mulling over the woman’s letter, Hitler had seen the wisdom of her logic and—influenced by his own opinions about poaching in general—sought to put this thought into action. Naturally, the most suitable organization in his empire that could bring his idea quickly to fruition was Himmler’s, who was responsible not only for internal security in Germany but also the nation’s prison and concentration camp system, where most of the convicted poachers were conveniently confined.

Hitler concluded that allowing these poachers to serve in uniform made a great deal of sense; it could serve as a fair means of their rehabilitation, and putting their purported hunting skills to good use “at the front” (as the unnamed woman had written) would also benefit the war effort. That he believed this to be true can be attributed to a later statement he made on 20 August 1942, when he said: “As it is, a poacher kills a hare and goes to prison for three months! I myself should have taken the fellow and put him into one of the guerilla companies of the SS.”6 And putting them into a guerilla company of the SS is exactly what followed next, although in March 1940 even Hitler could not have foreseen how the Dirlewanger Brigade would eventually be put to use.

Having made up his mind, by the beginning of the third week of March 1940 Hitler spoke to Himmler and told him that he wanted all men subject to military service who had been convicted of poaching game with a rifle, and were currently serving terms in prisons or concentration camps, to be collected and formed into a military unit. Having received this verbal order, on 23 March 1940 Himmler started the bureaucratic wheels turning that would eventually send the Dirlewanger Brigade to Ipolysag four years later.

On this date, Himmler’s adjutant, Gruppenführer (Gruf., Major General) Karl Wolff, placed a telephone call to Herr Sommer, an advisor to the Reich’s Minister of Justice at the time, Franz Gürtner.7 According to one witness involved in the action, “Wolff told the startled bureaucrat that it was Hitler’s wish to send selected poachers to the Front for the purpose of granting them an amnesty after proving themselves.” Six days later, Himmler himself sent a written request to Gürtner asking for the names of all men currently convicted of poaching and awaiting sentencing or already serving their terms.8 Doctor Roland Frieser, later described as a “hard-core Nazi” who was at the time serving as the Ministry of Justice’s secretary of state, enthusiastically supported the request and on behalf of Gürtner ordered that the names of all poachers being held in custody should be identified immediately and furnished to Himmler’s Main Office.9

There was one possible obstacle to this action being carried through, however, and that was the Reichsforstmeister of the Reich Forestry Office, none other than Hermann Göring, whom Hitler had also appointed as the Reichsjägermeister (Master of the Reich Hunting Ministry). Göring, an avid huntsman himself, was known for jealously protecting his domain and was particularly adamant that poachers should be caught and given lengthy prison terms for daring to hunt in his jurisdiction without permission. Any request to release convicted poachers on probationary status, even to voluntarily serve in uniform, would have to be personally approved by him.

Berger later related that this was the most difficult part of the task that Himmler had given him. He testified at Nuremberg:

I didn’t enjoy this order one little bit for the simple reason that I had considerable difficulties with the Reich Marshal and Reich Master of the Hunt, Hermann Göring, and especially with the Gauleiters, who quite suddenly all turned out to be wild game huntsmen [sic] … I saw all this trouble coming in advance so I told Himmler [that] without a clear-cut order I couldn’t do anything, but I got the order … Thereupon, in accordance with my orders, I got in touch with the Chief of the Reich Criminal Office (the Kriminalpolizei or KriPo), [Arthur] Nebe. We agreed that at the beginning of the summer all suitable men should be sent to the barracks at Oranienburg.10

To Berger’s surprise, Göring had no opposition to the idea and gave the project his expressed approval. On 10 April 1940, the SS-Reichssicherhauptamt (Reich’s Security Main Office) and the Reich’s Minister of Justice established guidelines describing what kind of imprisoned poachers would be deemed acceptable. As an incentive, the prospective recruits were informed that service in this special unit would be voluntary and would fulfill their military obligation to the nation (this was formalized in a letter from the SS-HA on 1 December 1941).11 The next step would be recruitment of enough men to form a company of such marksmen.

On that same day, Berger’s office in the SS-HA sent a directive to all concentration camps establishing the criteria describing which kind of poachers might be induced to “volunteer.” Only men convicted of using firearms to illegally kill their game would be accepted. Volunteers had to be no older than 45 years of age and no shorter than 1.65 meters (5ft 4in). They did not have to meet any of the other SS entry requirements (except the racial ones, of course) and would not be required to become a dues-paying member of the SS, though that was a possibility should they “prove” themselves and earn rehabilitation later.12

This search for suitable recruits throughout Himmler’s concentration camp empire would continue over the next two months. By the end of this period, some 90 poachers serving time in the penal institutions of the Reich Justice Administration had been identified, collected, and were shortly afterwards transferred by the KriPo via Eiltransport (express rail transport) for reason of besonderen Verwendung (special employment) to the Sachsenhausen Konzentrationslager (KL, concentration camp) near Oranienburg in northern Germany, where they were assigned to a barracks isolated from the rest of the camp.13

While they waited for their barracks to fill up, the initial influx of recruits were issued with uniforms, settled into their new routines, and began receiving rudimentary training under the watchful eyes of four or five veteran NCOs from the guard detachment at the Sachsenhausen KL next door. Although the poachers had come from prisons and concentration camps, their trainers did not treat them as common criminals; rather, they seem to have held them in a certain amount of esteem due to their reputation as daring marksmen. While discipline was strict, the new recruits were not treated with undue harshness, nor were they abused. Except for confinement to their barracks when not outdoors training, they experienced the same treatment that any other Waffen-SS recruit received at this stage of the war; after all, these former poachers were volunteers too, just like everyone else in the Waffen-SS at the time.

After Germany’s defeat in 1945, Hauptsturmführer (Hstuf., Captain) Karl Radl, the former Adjutant to Hitler’s infamous commando leader, Obersturmbannführer (Ostubaf.) Otto Skorzeny, admitted during an interrogation:

The poacher is not a “character criminal,” not a lawbreaker out of inferiority, but out of passion. He will be given a heavy burden, namely to be treated like a “criminal” [but] if given the chance to prove himself before the enemy for his homeland … [he] can exploit his passion for hunting in the vast forests of the East in the fight against partisans.14

After waiting several weeks for some sort of official designation, on 15 June 1940, the unit’s first official title was decided upon by an official in the SS-HA, possibly Gottlob Berger himself—it was to be named Wilddieb-Kommando (Poacher Command) Oranienburg, after the name of the garrison town outside of the Sachsenhausen concentration camp.15

The missing ingredient needed to make Wilddieb-Kommando Oranienburg successful was the right sort of commanding officer; one who could whip these men into shape and train them to become soldiers, as well as a man who could deal with the disciplinary issues that would necessarily arise when dealing with former convicts. After all, few of the former poachers had served in Germany’s armed forces before and the only discipline they had known was that of the harsh sort practiced in the concentration camps and prisons from whence they had come. Conveniently, Gottlob Berger had the right person in mind for the job, a hitherto obscure and somewhat disreputable former officer of the Kaiser’s army named Dr. Oskar Dirlewanger.

Oskar Dirlewanger himself was a convicted criminal, soldier of fortune, rabid anti-Semite, drunkard, and sexual deviant. Born in Würzburg on 25 September 1895, the 6ft-tall (1.83 meter) Dirlewanger voluntarily enlisted in the Baden-Württemberg Infanterie-Regiment 123 on 1 October 1913 at the age of 18. Without going into detail, he amassed a great deal of experience as an infantry officer during World War I, where he was awarded the Iron Cross, First and Second Classes, for bravery, and was wounded in action six times. After the ensuing general demobilization of the Kaiserliche Heer and his own discharge from active service on 31 December 1918, Dirlewanger served in several Freikorps units, including Freikorps Haas, Epp, and Sprösser. The Freikorps was a paramilitary organization authorized by the Weimar Republic, created to help suppress a number of communist-inspired revolts that had broken out in Berlin, Württemberg, Bavaria, the Ruhr, and Rhineland in 1919.16

Most Freikorps members were right-wing-leaning demobilized veterans or college students eager for adventure or desirous of avenging the “injustices” inflicted upon Germany by the harsh terms of the Versailles Treaty. During this period, Dirlewanger established and led his own company-sized Freikorps unit, putting his combat leadership experience to good use in street battles waged against communists and socialist revolutionaries. His most significant military achievement during this period of instability was the command of an armored train that helped put down the communist revolt in the city of Sangerhausen in 1921. With stability restored, Dirlewanger returned to school and earned his Doctorate in political science from the Frankfurt Goethe Institute in 1922. He then set out to make a living for himself, but peacetime tranquility was not for him.17

The 1930s were a turbulent time for Germany and Dr. Oskar Dirlewanger. A member of the Nazi Party since 1923, he capitalized on his status as a veteran and Alter Kämpfer (Old Fighter) member of the NSDAP to gain employment in a series of civil servant positions. He was well on his way to a successful career in Nazi politics until he was accused and convicted of statutory rape of an underage female in 1934. Sentenced to two years’ imprisonment in the Ludwigsburg Prison, shortly after his release on 12 October 1936 he was arrested for recidivism by his archenemy, Wilhelm Murr, the powerful Gauleiter of Württemberg and sent to the Welzheim concentration camp on 14 March 1937, where he remained until his influential friend Gottlob Berger arranged for his release.18

Gottlob Berger, like Dirlewanger a former Reserve Oberleutnant in the Kaiserheer during World War I and a veteran of the Freikorps, had risen in the ranks of Heinrich Himmler’s SS and by 1937 had become the head of the organization’s sports and physical fitness bureau. The following year, Berger—nicknamed the Duke of Swabia for his outgoing and boisterous manner—was promoted and made the head of the SS-Ergänzungsabteilung, responsible for the recruitment and expansion of the SS-Verfügungstruppe (SS Contingency Troops). By 20 April 1941, Himmler would further promote Berger to the head of the SS-Hauptamt, where he would wield significant bureaucratic power and exert enormous influence on the growth of the Waffen-SS.19

After Berger arranged his release from Welzheim, Dirlewanger had to demonstrate atonement for his offenses and avoid further imprisonment by leaving Germany for a while, somewhere out of the public eye and where his skills as a soldier could be put to good use. To achieve this necessary rehabilitation, on Berger’s advice Dirlewanger left Germany in 1937 and volunteered to serve with the German-led Condor Legion in Spain as an infantry tactics instructor for Francisco Franco’s Nationalist forces, which were badly in need of a professional’s touch. By this point, Dirlewanger had amassed nearly eight years of military experience, most of it in combat, and had proven himself an effective and efficient instructor of troops. He was perfectly suited for this position, and by all accounts during his 17 months in Spain, Dirlewanger had performed his duties in a superb manner, as attested in a letter of recommendation by his superior while in Spain, future Wehrmacht panzer commander Oberst Ritter von Thoma.20

Not wishing to be left out in the war that he saw coming, Dirlewanger wrote to Himmler for the first time on 4 Juy 1939, requesting entry into the Waffen-SS (then still known as the SS-Verfügungstruppe), but was turned down on 9 August because the appeal of his previous conviction was still being adjudicated. In his written response, Himmler stated that once his case had been favorably concluded, then he would reopen Dirlewanger’s case and re-examine his application.21 By the spring of 1940, Dirlewanger had won his appeal and cleared his name with the courts. Soon thereafter, he contacted Gottlob Berger again seeking gainful military employment. Dirlewanger told his old friend that he wished to serve as an officer, but not in the Wehrmacht.

Due to Berger’s help, Dirlewanger had already been reinstated into the Nazi Party on 18 May 1940 (backdated to 1 March 1932). He had been thrown out of it in 1934 on account of his Ehrenstraffe (violation of honor) when he was first imprisoned, but ever since then, Dirlewanger had been involved in a lengthy court battle to clear his name and expunge his criminal record.22 In addition to having his NSDAP membership reinstated, his doctoral degree was restored for the same reason after it had been revoked by Frankfurt Goethe University. He was quite determined to join the SS, but had to have a clean record if Himmler was ever to accept him as someone suitable to command Wilddieb-Kommando Oranienburg.

To help his old friend, Berger penned a letter to Hitler’s Reichskanzlei (Reichs Chancellery) in March or April 1940 professing his belief in Dirlewanger’s good political and soldierly character, and requested, in accordance with Dirlewanger’s sincere wishes, that he be accepted into the SS immediately and be given an opportunity to serve on the front line as soon as possible. Surprisingly, Hitler’s office approved the request in a letter dated 17 May addressed to Berger’s office in the SS-HA. Armed with this letter, Berger wrote to Himmler and requested on 4 June that Dirlewanger be allowed to join the Waffen-SS as a Reserve Obersturmführer, the SS equivalent in rank to an Oberleutnant (first lieutenant).

Himmler’s approval was not immediately forthcoming. It was at this point when Berger met personally with Himmler and convinced him of the necessity to consider selecting someone forthwith to train the new Wilddieb-Kommando Oranienburg then being set up at Sachsenhausen. Berger told Himmler that it would have to be someone with considerable experience as a leader and troop trainer. A commander for the unit had yet to be appointed, but of course Berger already had someone in mind. On the same day, Berger’s SS-HA—in a bureaucratic sleight of hand—arranged for Dirlewanger to be informally made responsible for the basic and further training of this special unit, though he would remain as a member of the Allgemeine-SS and not the Waffen-SS. That step would require Himmler’s approval.23

On 15 June 1940, Berger finally asked the dithering Himmler directly in a formal letter that Dirlewanger be officially transferred into the Waffen-SS. In the same letter, Berger also formally proposed that Dirlewanger be named as the chosen Ausbilder (trainer) and commander of the new Wilddieb-Kommando. Having already spoken to Berger of this proposal, Himmler finally gave in and agreed. Accordingly, Dirlewanger’s official date for entry into the Waffen-SS was to be 1 July 1940, in the rank of Obersturmführer der Reserve and assigned to the Inspektion der SS-Totenkopfverbände (Office of the Inspectorate of SS Death’s Head units). On that same day, Wilddieb-Kommando Oranienburg was officially activated in Sachsenhausen as an SS unit and attached to the reinforced 5. SS-Totenkopf Standarte (Death’s Head Regiment) for logistical and administrative purposes. Wilddieb-Kommando Oranienburg was not yet considered a part of the Waffen-SS, but rather as an element occupying a rather nebulous position within the Allgemeine-SS as part of Berger’s SS-Hauptamt.24

Finally, with a commander to lead and train them after over a month of waiting, the company began a rigorous training regimen. Assisted by his small cadre of veteran Unterführer (NCOs), including four from the famous Germania Regiment’s recruit depot, Dirlewanger put the ex-poachers through their paces throughout July and August, while simultaneously evaluating their fitness to serve.25 By the end of the first month, six of the recruits were found unfit and sent back to the prison or concentration came from whence they had come to complete their sentences, while the remaining 84 men were deemed acceptable. On 1 August, after commanding Wilddieb-Kommando Oranienburg for only a month, Dirlewanger was promoted to Hauptsturmführer and formally transferred to the 5. SS-Totenkopf Standarte from the Inspectorate of SS Death’s Head Units.

One month later, the unit was retitled and was henceforth known by the name of its new commander, becoming the Sonderkommando Dirlewanger. Events thereafter would occur in rapid succession.26 On 1 September 1940, the men of the newly designated Sonderkommando were informed that they would not be sent to the front lines to prove themselves as sharpshooters after all, but would go instead to the Lublin district of the Generalgouvernement to assist with security duties. At that time, Germany had not yet declared war against the Soviet Union, nor had it invaded the Balkans. Occupied Poland at that time was the closest thing to a “front” that existed, and with France and all of Western Europe except Great Britain more or less peacefully occupied, there was nowhere else for them to apply their “unique” skills.

Once in Poland, the unit was subordinated to the HSSPF-Ost (Higher SS and Police Leader-East), a key position filled at that time by the brutal Obergruppenführer (Ogruf.) und General der Waffen-SS und Polizei Friedrich Wilhelm Krüger. Besides this important development, the unit was reinforced with over a hundred additional “volunteers” from Sachsenhausen, though sources differ as to whether they were all convicted poachers, ordinary SS men, or a mixture of both.27 Armed, equipped, and supplied from the stores of the 5. SS-Totenkopf Standarte, the Sonderkommando—now approximately 280–300 men strong—began its move from Sachsenhausen to Lublin in early September 1940, a journey of 10–14 hours by rail.

Upon arrival in occupied Poland, the Sonderkommando was subordinated to the command of Brigadeführer (Brig.Fhr., Brigadier General) Odilo Globocnik, who was the local HSSPF-Ost representative for the Lublin district. Here, Dirlewanger’s men received additional training, but instead of being sent into combat were used instead to guard the Jewish ghetto in Lublin, where they routinely abused the impoverished and starving inmates. During this phase of the unit’s history, 33 of the original poachers proved to be “unsuitable for the intended use” (perhaps due to the routine brutality they witnessed) and were sent back to Germany to complete their original prison sentences.28 After three months of this dreary duty, at the end of December 1940, the now battalion-sized Sonderkommando was deployed to apprehend or kill a group of up to 500 “violent” Polish criminals who had escaped from the prison in Warsaw and were seeking refuge in the surrounding forest.29

In the spring of 1941, the Sonderkommando was sent to guard the Jewish labor camp at Stary Dzikow in the Lublin District. Here, among other security tasks, the men of the unit supervised the construction of fortifications and antitank ditches along the Bug River in the Belzec area. Later that year, it was occasionally engaged in small-scale combat operations against the growing Polish partisan movement. When not thus employed, it was frequently deployed to combat black market trafficking. Here, Dirlewanger’s men committed “numerous aberrations” (including extortion and robbery) against the local Polish and Jewish populations, so much so that their depredations began to attract the notice of higher SS authorities, most notably Friedrich Wilhelm Krüger.30

As a result of the growing controversy and mountains of incriminating evidence, in the autumn of 1941 the SS and Police Court in Cracow initiated an investigation against members of the unit, with Dirlewanger’s name at the top of the list. Gruppenführer Berger soon learned about the investigation, intervening yet again to protect his old friend. Using his authority as the head of the SS-HA and influence with Himmler, Berger was able to get the proceedings suspended temporarily, though the court’s SS lawyer, Ustuf. Dr. Konrad Morgen, continued pressing onwards with his investigation until it was finally ordered to be shut down by Himmler in early 1945 before Dirlewanger could be brought to trial. Clearly, Dirlewanger’s Sonderbataillon could not remain in Poland much longer, especially when Krüger threatened to have Dirlewanger arrested if he and his troops were not quickly removed from his territory.31

On the Eastern Front, where Germany had been locked in mortal combat with the Soviet Union since the beginning of Operation Barbarossa on 22 June 1941, more troops were needed to counter the increasingly powerful partisan movement metastasizing within the vast region of occupied Belarus. It was a good time to leave Poland, and Berger used the opportunity to arrange the Sonderbataillon’s withdrawal from the Generalgouvernement on 29 January 1942 and subsequent transfer to Mogilev, where it fell under the command of the HSSPF-Russland-Mitte (Russia-Center). This organization was led by Ogruf. Erich von dem Bach, under whom the battalion would later serve in Warsaw in August 1944. Here, the unit would operate for the next two-and-a-half years, initially in Mogilev, then Lahojsk, and finally in the area surrounding Minsk.

Two days prior, Himmler’s office (through Berger’s machinations) had reclassified the unit as a Freiwilligen (volunteer) element of the Waffen-SS, which essentially placed it within the same category as the SS foreign legions then being recruited from Nordic countries such as Denmark, Norway, Finland, and Sweden.32 Therefore, the Sonderbataillon’s members were not considered to be fully fledged members of the Waffen-SS, but fell in a nebulous category under the rubric of Sondertruppen (Special Troops) of the Reichsführer-SS. Berger’s bureaucratic maneuver did not go unnoticed by the head of the SS-Führungshauptamt (SS-FHA, SS Leadership Main Office), Gruf. Hans Jüttner.

Jüttner, who served as the de facto chief of staff of the Waffen-SS, was well aware of Dirlewanger’s sordid reputation and the alleged criminal activities of his unit in Poland. A rival of Berger’s, he wanted nothing at all to do with Dirlewanger and his gang of poachers. He feared that its association with the Waffen-SS would taint the organization’s “elite” reputation, a reputation that he jealously protected. Jüttner complained bitterly to Himmler about this, telling him that “the classification is intolerable for the soldiers of the Waffen-SS and ideally suited to cause considerable unrest among [its members].”33

To allay Jüttner’s concerns, a compromise was worked out between Himmler, Berger, and Jüttner; the battalion would become eligible to receive weapons, supplies, and equipment directly from the SS-FHA via the Waffen-SS’s logistics department, but would continue to be administered by Berger’s SS-HA, providing Dirlewanger the sort of administrative and disciplinary protection that he so often needed.34 Nevertheless, his men were issued with SS pay books, drew regular Waffen-SS active duty pay, along with a family subsidy if married, and were eligible to establish life insurance accounts for their families like any other member of the Waffen-SS. In short, as of 27 January 1942 the unit was now officially a part of the Waffen-SS, whether or not Jüttner would publicly admit it.

Between February 1942 and June 1944, SS-Sonderbataillon Dirlewanger, along with numerous regiments and battalions of the Ordnungspolizei, ordinary Waffen-SS units, SS-Einsatzgruppen, Wehrmacht troops, and locally recruited Askaris (a derogatory German term for native troops such as Belarusians, Russians, or Ukrainians), waged merciless warfare against the partisan (officially referred to as “bandits” by the SS on 1 September 1942) movements in Belarus.35 Dirlewanger’s unit participated in as many as 37 local partisan sweeps and large-scale multi-unit operations during this period, including Operations Kottbus (Cottbus), Hermann, Heinrich, Frühlingsfest (Spring Festival), and Kormoran (Cormorant).

Operation Kottbus was one of its biggest actions, fought between 25 May and 23 June 1943. During this operation, the 17,000-man strong Gruppe von Gottberg, to which the Sonderbataillon was subordinated at the time, killed as many as 20,000 “bandits” and detained 6,053 civilians for forced labor in Germany. Dirlewanger’s unit was allegedly responsible for killing 14,000 of these partisans alone, but most of the victims were merely unlucky civilians—or even unluckier Jews—caught in the dragnet. The battalion also reported the captured of 492 rifles, an indication that there were only a few genuine partisans among its victims.36 One source claimed that between 1942 and 1944, the Sonderbataillon by itself murdered “around 30,000” Russian partisans, peasants, and Jews and burned approximately 100 villages, even before it arrived in Warsaw in August 1944.37

During this phase of the Sonderbataillon’s existence, Dirlewanger had perfected his brutally effective method of “pacifying” the region surrounding Minsk. One of these methods involved marching innocent civilians ahead of his troop columns to detonate minefields laid by Soviet partisans. Another method, the unit’s most notorious, consisted of surrounding a village during the early morning hours, sorting through the townsfolk, sending able-bodied men and women to Germany as forced labor, and herding the remaining women, children, and older residents deemed unfit for labor into the village’s largest building, such as a barn or church. Dirlewanger’s troops would then set the structure afire with flamethrowers, followed by hand grenades tossed through the windows. Machine guns would be set up outside to shoot anyone who managed to escape from the inferno.

In this manner, Sonderbataillon Dirlewanger and its imitators among the Ordnungspolizei, Wehrmacht, and Waffen-SS “pacified” vast swaths of Belarus by simply denuding whole regions of people and driving any survivors into the hands of the Soviet partisans. Dirlewanger’s men would frequently take advantage of the resulting chaos by plundering what meagre belongings the villagers possessed or raping the women, many of whom were simply shot afterwards once his men had slaked their perverse appetites. Generally, Dirlewanger turned a blind eye to such excesses; after all, he was probably guilty of committing the same offenses himself, although more discreetly. The unit had thus come a long way from its whimsical origins: the romanticized sharpshooters and poachers of June 1940 had become a group of hardened, sadistic marauders by 1943—not unlike Baron von Trenck’s Pandurs of 200 years earlier.

Losses suffered by Dirlewanger’s men during their anti-partisan operations began to mount, a sign of the increasingly effective resistance of the partisans. During October and November 1943 alone, the battalion lost 41 men killed and 143 wounded in action, nearly half of its strength.38 This figure was added to the number of men already lost between February and the end of August 1943, which amounted to a further 318 men killed, wounded, and missing. Although roughly more than half of these losses were suffered by the Russian and Ukrainian auxiliaries recruited by the unit, it was still a very high casualty rate.39

The Sonderbataillon experienced its first exposure to front-line combat on 14 November 1943, when it was ordered into the line as a reinforcement for H.Gr. Mitte (Army Group Center) near Kosari, a small town 20 kilometers southwest of the city of Polatsk. The army group was severely short of infantry after long and costly fighting that autumn, and even Polizei units were being called upon to help with the defense. At the end of December, Dirlewanger’s battalion was committed to bolster the defenses in the vicinity of Lake Beresno in the neighboring H.Gr. Nord (Army Group North) defensive sector. During the heavy fighting that followed until it was relieved at the end of the month, the battalion was reduced in size to only 259 men, including six officers. During the six weeks the battalion spent at the front, it had lost 50 men killed and 130 wounded, but had gained valuable front combat experience.40

As its losses grew, the Sonderbataillon slowly increased in size. When it arrived in Belarus at the end of January 1942, it was actually only the size of an overstrength infantry company, numbering approximately 250 men. Convinced that this number was insufficient to carry out his mission, Dirlewanger—on his own authority—established two “volunteer” companies composed of the aforementioned Russians and Ukrainians, led by German officers and NCOs and armed with captured Soviet weapons. With these additions, by 15 October 1942 the Sonderbataillon had grown in size to over 700 men and consisted of a battalion staff, a headquarters company and two German Bewährungs (probationary) companies. This number also included 300 Eastern volunteers organized into two companies. To carry on processing new arrivals from the Sachsenhausen concentration camp who continued to trickle in, SS-Grenadier Ersatz-Bataillon Ost (SS-Gren.Ers.Btl.Ost) in Breslau was assigned as the replacement unit associated with the Dirlewanger Einheit (eventually this unit relocated to Zhitomir, then to Minsk).

By May 1943, the unit’s size generally remained the same, but had undergone continuing evolution as Dirlewanger juggled the dwindling number of available German replacements to meet his mission requirements. During this month, mounting casualties had forced him to reduce the number of German companies to one, with three Russian companies, a Ukrainian platoon, a German motorcycle platoon, and an attached Ordnungspolizei light artillery battery; in all, some 720 men.41 Throughout, Dirlewanger had been constantly badgering both Gruf. von Gottberg in Minsk and Berger in Berlin for more replacements, but at the same time had also been lobbying for permission (and the funding) from Himmler to expand his battalion into a regiment. Himmler, at Berger’s urging, finally gave in to his demand—after all, Dirlewanger’s battalion had been very successful from the point of view of the Reichsführer-SS in the fight against the partisans in Belarus and increasing its size would make it even more effective.

This led to an order being issued on 10 August 1943 by Hans Jüttner’s SS-FHA authorizing the expansion of the battalion into a regiment. The order stated that the unit was to be set up along the lines of a conventional infantry regiment and was to consist of three infantry battalions of four companies each, a regimental staff, a regimental headquarters company, a heavy mortar company, a machine-gun company, and a supply company.42 Had this action been followed through to completion at the time, it would have resulted in an infantry regiment of roughly 3,000 men, quite an ambitious goal even for Berger and Dirlewanger. However, this plan had to be put on hold, at least for the next eight months, due to shortages of manpower to fill its ranks as well as the lack of sufficient weapons required to equip it. By the late summer of 1943, shortages in almost every category of weapons were beginning to be felt by every Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS front-line unit, and there were none to be spared for second-line units primarily established to conduct rear area security.

Therefore, most of the weapons and ammunition needed to expand the battalion into a regiment would have to come from captured stocks, i.e., primarily from the rich booty acquired from the Soviet Union during the early victorious days of Operation Barbarossa. So although not considered a first-line unit, the Sonderbataillon was equipped adequately for the kinds of missions that Dirlewanger’s troops were carrying out at that time. Actually, Dirlewanger had no further options; Hans Jüttner continued to vociferously object to Berger and Dirlewanger’s designs, and opposed them both officially and unofficially by “slow-rolling” or delaying their requests for more weapons and equipment.

The first indication that this expansion into a regiment would finally take place occurred on 31 March 1944, when an order establishing new Feldpostnummern (Field Post Office Numbers) for the unit was issued by the Armeefeldpostmeister Ost (the Army Field Postal Minister, Eastern Front). This directive, addressed to Sonderregiment Dirlewanger, assigned separate Field Post numbers to the regiment’s staff, staff company, and each of its three infantry battalions.43 Worthy of note was that this order omitted any mention of a heavy weapons, mortar, or antitank companies, which did not yet exist.

The actual expansion of the battalion into a regiment did not begin until May 1944, when the II. Bataillon was formed out of its old 2. Kompanie; its 1. Kompanie would become the I. Bataillon. There were not enough men to form a III. Battalion; that would have to wait until August. The lack of heavy weapons was partially made good by the attachment of 1. Batterie, SS-Polizei-Artillerie Abteilung Weissruthenien (SS-Pol.Art.Abt., Police Artillery Battalion White Russia), which had formed a habitual relationship with Dirlewanger’s unit since 30 April 1943. On 26 June 1944, this attachment was made permanent when the battery was officially made a part of the Sonderregiment.44 Composed of German Ordnungspolizei artillerymen and led by Hauptmann der Schutzpolizei (Hptm.d.Schu.Po.) Josef Steinhauer, it was the first non-probationary unit assigned to Dirlewanger, but would not be the last.

At each step of the way since the unit’s arrival in Belarus, both Berger and Dirlewanger had been tirelessly hounding the SS-Personalamt in Berlin for more manpower. Authorization to expand into a regiment meant little if no human materiel to fill its ranks were available. Increasingly heavy losses did not make Dirlewanger’s job any easier. In 1942, he had already resorted to using turncoat Russians and Ukrainians to form two volunteer companies, but Dirlewanger still preferred German replacements. At first, he wanted to limit his replacements to convicted poachers from concentration camps, as the initial group had been at Sachsenhausen. In fact, a replacement draft of 115 convicted poachers was shipped to the Sonderbataillon on 20 September 1942, but these men were soon used up in battle.45

Despite his ambitions, circumstances beyond his control forced both Berger and Dirlewanger to lower their standards and begin accepting replacements from a variety of sources. In late March or April 1943, a small number of German citizens (less than 50, born in 1901 and later) illegally residing in the Generalgouvernement were rounded up and shipped to the Sonderbataillon via SS-Gren.Ers.Btl.Ost. These men were judged to have been avoiding military service (i.e., draft dodging), a criminal offense under German law. To expunge this crime from their records, they were assigned to Dirlewanger’s unit for the purpose of “probation before the enemy,” in accordance with an instruction issued by the Reichsführer-SS on 20 March 1943.46 After that, the replacement pipeline began to send more Bewährungs-Schützen (B-Schützen, probationary troops) on a more or less regular basis.

Beginning in May 1943, more “volunteers” from concentration camps began to arrive. The first group consisted of 350 ordinary criminals recruited from the Sachsenhausen KL, including petty thieves, bank robbers, swindlers, gangsters, rapists, and those convicted of aggravated assault. These men had been categorized as “Berufsverbrecher” (BVer, career criminals) and considered irredeemable by the Reich’s criminal courts.47 Shortly afterwards, 150 more convicted poachers arrived, representing nearly all of those that remained in the entire concentration camp system. This allowed the Sonderbataillon to grow in size to the aforementioned 720 men, but heavy casualties suffered during the fall and winter of 1943 soon reduced this number dramatically.

Another development that year took place on 10 August 1942, when Berger gained Himmler’s permission to authorize the transfer of selected SS and Police prisoners convicted of criminal offenses to serve in Dirlewanger’s battalion as B-Schützen. Most of them came from Himmler’s own SS and Police disciplinary camp at Danzig-Matzkau as well as the SS prison in Prague, but initially this number was very small after each one was approved on a case-by-case basis. Many of these SS transfers had been officers or senior NCOs reduced in rank after being convicted of various crimes, such as former high-ranking NSDAP official Fritz Missmahl.

Missmahl, a highly decorated World War I veteran, had been dismissed from the Nazi Party’s civil service and position as vice-president of the Landes-Versicherungs-Anstalt (National Insurance Institution) in June 1942 after he had been sentenced by an SS and Police court on suspicion of embezzlement of government funds and of having committed homosexual acts, a violation of Paragraph 175 of the Strafgesetzbuch (German Criminal Code) updated in 1935. Found guilty of the first charge (there was insufficient evidence but he was still suspected of the second), he was sentenced to three-and-a-half years’ punishment. In July 1942, he was then shipped to the Sachsenhausen KL to await the outcome of an appeal for leniency. Instead of serving his entire prison sentence, due to the personal intervention by his friend Karl Florian, the powerful Gauleiter of Düsseldorf, and by Gottlob Berger—who was seeking officers for Dirlewanger’s battalion—Missmahl’s punishment was commuted in September 1943 to perform front-line probation in the Sonderbataillon as an Obersturmführer, where he initially served as a platoon leader, then as a company commander.48

These new replacements fell into two distinct categories, depending upon whether they were discharged from an SS and Police disciplinary camp or a KL. This distinction determined how they would be treated by Dirlewanger and his subordinates. The former poachers who had volunteered for the unit in 1940 received relatively preferential treatment; their time served in the Sondereinheit counted towards fulfilling their mandatory military service obligation.49 They were allowed to wear SS insignia and were eligible for promotion to higher SS rank once they had proven themselves. They also were granted Kriegsurlaub (wartime home leave) as well as the same pay and benefits as any other volunteer in the Waffen-SS, especially after they had been considered rehabilitated by Dirlewanger himself.

This also applied to the SS and Police B-Schützen who had been sent from Danzig-Matzkau, whose prior membership in the SS or Polizei would be restored once they had completed their probationary period. Among this group were several former SS or Polizei officers who had been demoted or reduced to enlisted status for offenses they had committed. Dirlewanger used some of these men in key leadership positions, such as Hauptmann der Schutzpolizei (SchuPo, Captain of Protection Police) Herbert Meyer, who had been convicted of petty theft and embezzlement by an SS and Police court in November 1942. Sentenced to two-and-a-half years in prison to be served at Danzig-Matzkau, he volunteered for the Dirlewanger Einheit in March 1944 and was assigned as the Kompanie-Führer (acting Company Commander) of the 1. Kompanie.50

These SS and Police B-Schützen, as well as the original remaining poachers, were given special recognition on 26 January 1943 when Himmler approved Dirlewanger’s proposed design of special collar insignia for the battalion. It was to be worn on the right collar instead of the traditional SS Siegrunen or lightning bolts, and consisted of two silver embroidered crossed rifles on a black cloth background above a silver embroidered “potato masher” hand grenade.51 This design signified the battalion’s identity as a unit whose purpose was to close with and kill the enemy in close combat. While most of his non-probationary SS officers and NCOs continued to wear the standard SS runes, a few chose to have the new insignia; it stood out among all the other SS unit insignia and identified the wearer immediately as a member of the Dirlewanger Einheit. Veteran members of the unit at that time viewed it as a badge of honor.52 It was not until after the war that the badge acquired its legendary and dreadful reputation. 

The ordinary criminals from the concentration camps, in comparison, were not authorized to wear the new insignia. Rather, these so-called BVer were considered second-class soldiers and remained under prison-like discipline, unless they had held an officially recognized position within the camp, such as barracks-elder or Kapo. Convicts were usually issued worn-out uniforms and used boots. They were not awarded SS badges or rank; they wore only blank collar insignia and the SS-Hoheitsadler (the Nazi eagle) on the upper left sleeve of their uniform jacket. They were not eligible for promotion. Time spent in the Sonderbataillon was not considered as counting towards fulfilling their military service obligation. If they survived the war, at best they could expect to have their prison sentence declared fulfilled, or in certain cases have their criminal records expunged entirely, especially if they had demonstrated extreme valor (or were killed) in battle. Few ever survived long enough to claim this status. The first group of these BVer volunteers began arriving at the end of 1943 from the Neuengamme concentration camp.

Battalion discipline was strict, especially for the “ordinary” concentration camp BVer who had been induced to volunteer. While in Lublin, Dirlewanger’s punishment for infractions fell within the acceptable range of what the SS service regulations allowed, but once the Sondereinheit moved into Belarus—where there was less supervision and oversight—Dirlewanger proved to be a very mercurial enforcer indeed. His punishments, which he often inflicted with his own hand, ranged from beatings and whippings to even arbitrary death sentences, depending on how much alcohol Dirlewanger had consumed that day or the night before. Other crimes or breaches of discipline were punished by forcing the offender to stand upright for hours or even days in a coffin-like wooden box that left them unable to sit or kneel. By the winter of 1943–44, the disciplinary situation had become so unacceptable and troop morale so negatively affected, that Himmler himself had to step in and issue an order on 20 February 1944 specifically tailored to the Sonderbataillon that placed limits on Dirlewanger’s disciplinary authority.53

In a revealing speech given later to an assembly of Gauleiters in Posen on 3 August 1944, shortly before Sonderregiment Dirlewanger was committed to the battle of Warsaw, Himmler boasted about the harsh discipline prevailing in the unit:

In 1941 [actually, June 1940], I had set up Wilder-Regiment Dirlewanger. Dirlewanger is a good Swabian, has been wounded ten times, is an original “type.” I got permission from the Führer to take out of the prisons in Germany all the poachers who hunted with rifles, not those who caught game with snares … I have replenished this regiment again and again with probationers from the SS, because in the Waffen-SS we have a terribly hard discipline. We give people years in prison for [going absent without leave] for even a few days, and it is good if the justice is tough, because then the troops stay healthy … I told Dirlewanger: “Watch out, pick out suitable ones from our concentration camp thugs, from among the professional criminals.” The tone in the regiment is, of course, in many cases, I would like to say, a medieval one, with beatings and so forth … Or if someone looks questioningly [at someone who says] “we are winning the war,” then he falls down dead from the table because the other one has shot him. There is no other way to deal with such people.54

With the disciplinary boundaries re-established, the manpower situation began to improve markedly after 19 February 1944, when Himmler granted Berger permission to withdraw even larger numbers of “volunteers” from concentration camps in order to fulfill the need to increase Dirlewanger’s unit in size from a battalion to a regiment with an initial planned strength of 1,200 men (reduced shortly afterwards by Himmler to only 1,000).55 As many as 800 of these men (some sources state 700) between the ages of 17 and 35, with exceptions for men as old as 40, signed up as volunteers (anything to escape the harsh regimen of the KL), but over half of them would not arrive until June 1944, once the Sonderregiment’s new replacement company was activated in Minsk. This large group would consist of not only ordinary criminals from the KL, but for the first time of Asoziale (asocials) too.

Asocials were German citizens deemed by the Third Reich courts as drifters, vagabonds, pimps, and other men who refused to work, as opposed to being career criminals (the BVer). They were deemed slackers and social leeches, and considered poor soldier material. Why these asocials had volunteered for the Dirlewanger Einheit can only be surmised; perhaps they also wanted to avoid the boring routine of the camps or they had been forced to volunteer. In all likelihood, they had no idea of what lay in store for them, particularly in light of what soon followed. At any rate, nearly all the former concentration camp inmates, except the former poachers, were treated harshly by Dirlewanger’s veterans. Despite this, whenever an opportunity presented itself, many of these men soon reverted to their former criminal habits, especially when they were operating in the field under looser supervision. A few even attempted desertion.

The signs of the further evolution of the Sonderregiment’s personnel replacement policy became apparent on 22 March 1944, when Himmler received a proposal drafted by Dirlewanger and endorsed by Berger that suggested that all SS and Police convicts serving time at Danzig-Matzkau or any other SS-administered disciplinary camps be routinely transferred to the Sonderregiment to perform their probationary duty in the front lines and thus earn their full rehabilitation, instead of with other SS probationary units.56 It would, the proposal agued, be a good way to put their military experience to positive use, despite their records of criminal offenses. This step would provide as an additional benefit the professional military expertise that the rapidly growing regiment needed.

Himmler at first demurred, since he had other ideas concerning what to do with his SS and Police convicts. After mulling over the idea, two months later Himmler issued an order on 6 June 1944 outlining his priorities for the “rehabilitation” and probationary service of these men. His order established three levels of Waffen-SS probationary units, ranked in order of priority of assignment. First priority was given to SS-Fallschirmjäger (Parachute) Bataillon 500, which was considered an elite unit. The second was Sonderverband z.b.V. Friedenthal, which eventually morphed into SS-Jäger Bataillon 502, part of SS-Jagdverband (an SS special forces unit) led by Oskar Skorzeny.

Third in order of priority was Sonderregiment Dirlewanger, which would receive personnel not deemed sufficiently qualified for the other two organizations. In practice, Dirlewanger would still be assigned the majority of the SS and Police B-Schützen because the other two listed organizations were relatively small in number and required fewer replacements. With this bureaucratic maneuver, Dirlewanger’s regiment would become the largest of the official Bewährungs-Einheiten of the Waffen-SS and Ordnungspolizei.57 This step would grant him access to a large and steady source of replacements, but this measure would not begin fully operating until 24 September 1944, when 1,500 SS and Police B-Schützen would be assigned to the Sonderregiment from the Danzig-Matzkau camp.

Between the middle of April and the end of June 1944, the newly established Sonderregiment was engaged in protecting supply convoys, carrying out anti-partisan sweep operations (including Operation Frühlingsfest), guarding supply depots, and training the first batch of 337 new recruits it had received on 18 March.58 By the middle of June, both the I. and II. Bataillon were considered operational. On 30 June, the regiment reported a total Iststärke (its actual present for duty strength) of 17 officers, 87 NCOs, and 867 enlisted men, for a total of 971 personnel. This did not count 769 more who were on their way from several concentration camps to its dedicated replacement company in Minsk.59 In addition, the unit continued to be supported by Steinhauer’s SS-Pol.Art.Abt. Weissruthenien, composed of 105 men equipped with four captured 76.2mm Soviet divisional guns.

On 24 April 1944, the regiment acquired its own dedicated communications capability, when a 16-man radio platoon from the SS-administered Postschutz (Postal Protection Troops) station in Berlin was transferred en masse without going through the formality of asking its members to volunteer. These soldiers had no criminal record, nor were they undergoing any sort of probation. Until that point, the Sonderregiment had been dependent upon attached troops from the Wehrmacht for its communications.

During this same period, most of the regiment’s Ukrainian volunteers were reassigned elsewhere, except for a few dozen native Hilfswillige or volunteer helpers, referred to as Hiwis, who preferred to remain with Dirlewanger as cooks, groomsmen, or supply troops. Ukrainian horsemen in the unit’s reconnaissance platoon also remained with the regiment.60 Most of its Russian contingent had already been transferred to SS-Polizei-Regiment 24 the previous November, where many of them were assigned to SS-Jäger-Abteilung Pannier, another anti-partisan unit.61

Throughout this period, as his continuing success as a counter-guerilla fighter became generally recognized within the SS empire, Dirlewanger carried on his rise through the ranks. On 9 November 1941, he was promoted to Sturmbannführer, the equivalent rank of a Wehrmacht major. At this point, he was still being carried on the books as a member of SS-TK Inf.Rgt. 5, but since 1 November 1942, his home base unit or unit of permanent assignment had been changed to HSSPF-Russland-Mitte (formerly known as HSSPF-Ost) in Minsk. On 12 May 1943, he was promoted to Obersturmbannführer, the equivalent rank of Oberstleutnant, or lieutenant colonel. Once it became certain that his unit would be expanded in size to a regiment, he was promoted on 19 March 1944 to Standartenführer, a rank that loosely translates as a junior Oberst (colonel).

Awards also came his way in recognition of his leadership and bravery in battle, evidence of the same positive leadership traits that had manifested themselves during World War I. In addition to receiving both Clasps to the Iron Cross, Second and First Classes, he was awarded the Close Combat Badge in Bronze on 16 September 1942, the Gold Wound Badge on 9 July 1943, as well as several lesser “Eastern People’s” awards. His highest award during this period was the German Cross in Gold, presented on 5 December 1943. This award, second only to the Knight’s Cross in prestige, was given in recognition for his overall manner of performance during the period encompassing February 1942 to 1 August 1943, where he led his unit in nearly every major anti-partisan operation carried out by HSSPF Russland-Mitte, including the deadly Operations Adler, Greif, Nordsee, Regatta, Karlsbad, Franz, Erntefest I and II, Hornung, Zauberflötte, Draufgänger I and II, Kottbus, Hermann, and Erntefest.

His award recommendation did not, of course, mention the mistreatment of, or the crimes inflicted upon, the local population by the men of his unit. All of these operations carried out by his troops, as well as by Polizei, Wehrmacht, and other SS units, resulted in the impoverishment, deportation, or death of the local population, and not a few partisans who happened to be unlucky enough to be trapped in these areas. His own losses, as mentioned earlier, had meanwhile continued to escalate, an indication of the severity and risks entailed in fighting against increasingly skilled and well-equipped partisans. Dirlewanger himself was contemptuous of danger and was frequently seen in the front lines inspiring his troops. During one engagement, a sniper shot a cigarette out of his mouth; on another, he suffered a grazing wound when a bullet tore across his chest during one hotly contested anti-partisan operation.62

Characterized as a Draufgänger (daredevil) by his superiors, his German Cross award recommendation was submitted by Gruf. Kurt von Gottberg and approved by none other than Ogruf. Erich von dem Bach, who endorsed it with the statement: “As a result of the extraordinary services and outstanding bravery which Ostubaf. Dr. Dirlewanger has repeatedly demonstrated in a large number of undertakings against [partisans], I support the award of the German Cross in Gold to this SS leader.”63 By this time, of course, Dirlewanger had become a fully vested member of the Waffen-SS, with an SS Membership Number of 357 267.

When Operation Bagration, the great Soviet summer offensive, began on 22 June 1944, his Sonderregiment was still in the process of absorbing new replacements and carrying out normal security duties. Shortly after the offensive started, but before they became involved in the fighting, Dirlewanger and his regiment were caught up in the maelstrom of the 250-kilometer-long retreat from Minsk that began on 7 July when H.Gr. Mitte collapsed under the Red Army’s hammer blows. Somehow, Dirlewanger and his two battalions managed to extricate themselves from the various encircling nets being cast by advancing Soviet troops and successfully escaped to the west. At one point, the two battalions became separated, but each continued making their way westwards to safety. During the first week of the retreat, Dirlewanger’s main column encountered the arriving Marschbataillon of approximately 700 new concentration camp recruits at the fork in the road east of the town of Lida. They had come from the direction of Molodechno along with the regiment’s Tross (supply train) after both groups had hurriedly evacuated Minsk and its men had not yet been assigned to either of the two battalions.64 

While operating under the control of Kampfgruppe (K.Gr., battlegroup) von Gottberg between 7 and 20 July 1944, the Sonderregiment and its attached Polizei artillery battery fought in several delaying actions, including ones at Lomsha and Lida that bought time for the long retreating columns of H.Gr. Mitte to struggle towards safety. Dirlewanger’s men even managed to make up equipment losses by appropriating Wehrmacht weapons, supplies, and vehicles abandoned along the way. After breaking out from encirclement at Grodno on 16 July, the regiment was detached from von Gottberg’s command on 20 July and ordered to East Prussia.65 Here, it was supposed to undergo Auffrischung (reconstitution) at the Arys SS troop training area west of the town of Lyck (the modern-day town of Ełk), where it arrived on or about 21 July.

One large infusion of troops that Dirlewanger had been counting on to bolster the strength of his regiment did not reach fruition. On 1 May 1944, Dirlewanger was notified by Berger’s office that a Muslim unit, Turkestanische Gren.Btl. 450 with 800 men, was to be attached to the Sonderregiment as an integral part. Composed of Turkoman POWs who had volunteered to fight for the liberation of their homeland from the U.S.S.R., this unit was to be based in Usda and would form the basis of the new Ostmusselmanische (Eastern Muslim) SS-Regiment 1, which would also include Uzbeks among its rank and file.

By 25 June, this regiment had grown in size to approximately 1,400 men after 600 additional Turkistanis arrived from a POW camp in Norway.66 However, due to the collapse of H.Gr. Mitte its consolidation with Dirlewanger’s unit was never completed; instead, this regiment of Ostvolk (SS term for “Eastern Peoples”) would eventually be assigned to the 29. Waffen-Gren.Div. der SS after fighting primarily with the Waffen-Sturmbrigade der SS RONA during the Warsaw Uprising. Here, Ostmusselmanische SS-Rgt 1 would also occasionally fight under Dirlewanger’s command, when not under that of Bronislav Kaminski, the commander of the renegade RONA Brigade.

Another asset that Dirlewanger was successfully able to pry from Jüttner’s grip with the help of Gottlob Berger was a heavy weapons company, which the Sonderregiment had lacked since its inception. Although a schwere Kompanie had been authorized since 1943, the antitank guns and heavy mortars needed to support the regiment’s infantry in battle were not available and had to be provided by temporarily attached Polizei, Wehrmacht, or SS heavy weapons companies. Fortuitously for Dirlewanger, a schwere Kompanie matching this description had already been established as an independent unit as early as 27 March 1944. Berger, ever on the lookout for ways to meet his friend’s request, had it sent to the Eastern Front and began arranging its attachment to Dirlewanger’s unit.

Based upon an order issued by Berger’s office on that date authorizing contingency measures for an emergency, this heavy weapons company had been formed at Zeesen in Germany using excess personnel taken from the Ersatzabteilung der Fronthilfe (Replacement Detachment of the Front Assistance) of the Deutsche Reichspost (DRP, or German National Postal Service), the Waffen-SS-Kraftfahrstaffel (motor park) at Zeesen, and the SS-Sicherungsbataillon der Deutschen Reichspost (Security Battalion of the German Postal Service). The company consisted of two platoons equipped with 120mm mortars and a platoon of light antitank guns. Its first commander was Ostuf. Otto Rühs.67

It was originally intended to be used to support the chief of staff of the SS-Fronthilfe DRP and the SS-Kraftfahrstaffel for internal security duties, but by the late spring of 1944 Berger had it transferred to the Eastern Front.68 At some point shortly thereafter, certainly by late June or early July 1944, this unit would be attached to Sonderregiment Dirlewanger, where it was incorporated into the regiment as its heavy weapons company. Again, this was not a probationary unit, but was composed of ordinary Waffen-SS troops who had committed no offenses, like the men in the newly incorporated communications platoon.

Upon its assignment to the Sonderregiment, the Fronthilfe der Deutschen Reichspost der Waffen-SS was designated as its 13. (schwere) Kompanie, given that the numerical designations for 1. to 12. Kompanien were already being used by the I. (1. through 4. Kompanie) and II. Bataillone (5. through 8. Kompanie) and the new III. Bataillon (9. through 12. Kompanie) then being established (the number of the 13. Kompanie was the traditional title of German heavy weapons companies dating back to World War I).69

During its two-week stay at the Arys training area, Sonderregiment Dirlewanger used the time to reorganize its platoons, companies, and battalions and to train the flow of replacements coming in from its newly relocated replacement company in Cracow. Additionally, over 100 men who had been declared missing in action after the 14-day withdrawal from Minsk would continue trickling in until 25 August. Losses were tallied up; surprisingly, the regiment had come through its ordeal in relatively good condition, with nearly 1,000 men still in the ranks, including the survivors of the group of replacements it had picked up during the retreat. Not only had the number of casualties been less than anticipated, but with the extra weapons and equipment scavenged along the way from retreating Wehrmacht units, it had even more than the usual number of small arms and light mortars. With his regiment busily occupied with such administrative matters, during the last week of July Dirlewanger himself left the regiment in the care of his Ia (operations officer), Stubaf. Kurt Weisse, and flew to Berlin to lobby Gottlob Berger for more men and equipment.

While at Lyck, the future employment of the regiment remained a mystery to its men. Barracks rumors mentioned that the regiment was to be expanded into a brigade and that it might even be given “special missions” by the Reichsführer-SS himself. If fact, the regiment had been withdrawn from K.Gr. von Gottberg on Himmler’s specific order for just such a purpose.70 Thus, the men of the regiment must have not been too surprised when they were alerted on the afternoon of 3 August and informed that it was to immediately prepare one battalion-sized Kampfgruppe for movement the next day by truck to Warsaw, where fighting had broken out in the city on 1 August.71 A second Kampfgruppe was to follow as soon as transportation was available. The rest of the Sonderregiment, including the regimental headquarters and the artillery battery, would follow as soon as possible.72

The first Kampfgruppe was formed from the Sonderregiment’s I. Bataillon. It was named after its commander, the now-rehabilitated Herbert Meyer, who had been promoted to Obersturmführer in August after being assigned to the unit in March 1944 as a B-Schütze.  Kampfgruppe Meyer, with a combat strength of 356 men not counting support troops, arrived in the western outskirts of Warsaw on the evening of 4 August. The other battlegroup, K.Gr. Steinhauer, with a Kampfstärke of approximately 350 men, would not arrive on the scene until two days later.73 Upon arrival, both battalions would fall under the command of the notorious Gruf. Heinz Reinefarth, who led a combined Waffen-SS, Polizei,
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