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like this camp here. He says they worked for a fortnight at the
hole.?!!

KRratz: I once saw a big lorry convoy came into NIKOLAJEV, with
at least thirty trucks. And what was in them? Nothing but naked
bodies—men, women and children all together in one truck.
We went over to see where they were going—soldiers: “Come
here.” I watched; there was a big hole. Formerly they simply
made the people stand on the edge, so that they just toppled
in. But that meant too much work in throwing the bodies out,
because not enough go in when they just fall in anyhow. So men
had to get down into the hole —one had to stand up on the edge
and the other got down inside. The bodies were laid out on the
bottom with others on top—it was nothing but a spongy mass
afterwards; they piled one on top of another, like sardines. That
sort of thing is not forgotten. I shouldn’t like to be an S.S. man.
It’s not only the Russian commissars who’ve shot people in the
back —others have too. Such things are avenged.?"?

Sergeant Kratz, a mechanic deployed with his unit, Bomber Wing 100,
in southern Russia in 1942, focuses on how the executions have been
technically optimized. He notes, in a professional tone, that the forms
of killing are still not adequate because too few victims fall into the
graves.

Kratz’s perspective is clinical, as though he were describing just
another of the many technical complications one might experience as
a soldier, but at the end of his anecdote, he does point out that the
execution was something out of the ordinary, something that, in his
words, will be “avenged.” Descriptions of mass killings often conclude
with bits of reflection like this. Many of the speakers seem aware that
retribution might follow excesses that went far beyond conventional
warfare and the sorts of crimes deemed normal and usual in wartime.
Mass executions violated and deviated from wartime expectations to
the extent that soldiers assumed that they would bring punitive conse-
quences, if Germany lost the war.

Another dialogue revolving around a “Jewish action” in the Lithua-
nian capital of Vilnius is worth citing at length because it superbly illus-
trates the contradictory but clinical ways in which soldiers observed
atrocities. The dialogue also shows what details about the Holocaust
particularly interested soldiers. The interlocutors were two navy men
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Mass executions of Lithuanian Jews in 1942. (Photographer
unknown; Preupischer Kulturbesitz Picture Archive)

who were part of a U-boat crew, twenty-three-year-old mechanic
Helmut Hartelt and twenty-one-year-old sailor Horst Minnieur, who
witnessed the scene he describes while serving with the Reich Labor
Service:

MINNIEUR (re execution of Jews in LITHUANIA, near VILNA
while he was a member of the “Arbeitsdienst”): They had to
strip to their shirts and the women to their vests and knickers
and then they were shot by the “Gestapo.” All the Jews there
were executed.

HARTELT: In their shirts?

MINNIEUR: Yes.

HarTELT: What was the reason for that?

MiNNIEUR: Well, so that they don’t take anything into the grave
with them. The things were collected up, cleaned and mended.

HAaRrTELT: They used them, did they?

MINNIEUR: Yes, of course.

HarteLT: (Laughs.)

MINNIEUR: Believe me, if you had seen it it would have made you
shudder! We watched one of these executions once.

HaRrTELT: Did they shoot them with machine guns?
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Clothing from the victims of the Babi Yar massacre, 1941.
(Hessisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Wiesbaden)

MINNIEUR: With tommy guns . . . We were actually there when a
pretty girl was shot.

HarTELT: What a pity.

MINNIEUR: They were all shot ruthlessly! She knew that she was
going to be shot. We were going past on motor cycles and saw a
procession; suddenly she called to us and we stopped and asked
where they were going. She said they were going to be shot. At
first we thought she was making some sort of a joke. She more
or less told us the way to where they were going. We rode there
and—it was quite true—they were shot.

HARTELT: Did she walk there in her clothes?

MINNIEUR: Yes, she was smartly dressed. She certainly was a
marvellous girl.

HARTELT: Surely the one who shot her, shot wide.

MINNIEUR: No one can do anything about it. With . . . like that
no one shoots wide. They arrived and the first ones had to line
up and were shot. The fellows were standing there with their
tommy guns and just sprayed quickly up and down the line,
once to the right and once to the left with their tommy guns;
there were six men there and a row of —

HARTELT: Then no one knew who had shot the girl?
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quite a nice type, too. It was just her bad luck that she had to
die with the others. 75,000 Jews were shot there.?'

This dialogue brings together a number of things that interested many
soldiers about the “Jewish actions” (a term they themselves did not
use). One primary interest is in the procedure, which is described in
detail. The soldiers also noted that women, too, were executed, even
pretty ones. In this case, the teller of the anecdote even appears to
have had personal contact with one of the victims, who had done
forced labor at his military camp. Hartelt seems to assume that attrac-
tive forced laborers were required to service soldiers’ sexual desires.
Minnieur confirms that this was, of course, the case, but points out
that German soldiers had to be careful not to get caught in acts the
Nazis considered a defilement of racial purity. Minnieur continues by
referring to the practice of Jewish women being shot after sex so that
they could not inform on soldiers. Clearly the mass executions opened
up an arena for violence in which a variety of acts were permissible.
If people were going to be eradicated one way or the other, one was
allowed to do otherwise impossible or impermissible things to them
before they were murdered. It is striking that these two men, whose
use of the formal form of address implies that they did not know one
another well, could speak completely frankly about an otherwise deli-
cate topic. Stories of sexual abuse were part of the routine inventory
of soldiers’ conversations and were not greeted with any sort of moral
objections.

The conversation then continues casually. Minnieur reports that the
victim went to university in the German city of Géttingen, causing
Hartelt to remark that she was sleeping around. Formulations like
that exemplify the specific attitudes the soldiers have toward sexual
violence. They don’t see anything particularly objectionable about
rape. They take what they would call a “human” interest in victims
who are attractive and feel personally involved in the latter’s fate.
But in light of the massive number of victims, which Minnieur puts
at 75,000, an individual tragedy such as that of a pretty Jewess has no
significance.

For the soldiers, murder is destiny, as though some sort of higher
power had preordained that select people—whether well educated,
attractive, and stylishly dressed or not—#ad to become victims. That
demonstrates the frame of reference in which the mass eradication

Figh

of Jews was interpreted. I
Minnieur do not just
communicate that they de
mmmoral, or indeed negati
ngs might, as Minnieur p
r se is part of the univer





