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Volume IV of the USHMM Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghet-
tos, titled Camps and Other Detention Facilities under the 
Ger man Armed Forces, published in 2022, doc u ments camps 
and other types of deten tion sites oper ated by the Wehrmacht 
dur ing the Second World War. The vol ume doc u ments many 
of these sites for the first time, while pro vid ing new details 
about oth ers. Among the most sig nif i cant sub jects explored in 
this vol ume are the struc ture and orga ni za tion of the Ger man 
pris oner of war camp sys tem, the expe ri ences of pris on ers of 
war in Ger man cap tiv ity, and the role of the Wehrmacht in the 
per se cu tion of civil ian pop u la tions. Of par tic u lar inter est are 
our find ings regard ing Soviet pris on ers of war in Ger man cap
tiv ity, a sub ject that has largely been neglected in the English
lan guage his to ri og ra phy.

Volume IV dem on strates the mas sive extent and breadth of  
the Wehrmacht’s camp sys tem, which extended well beyond 



60 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 72 | Fall 2023

the pris oner of war camps. The vol ume includes indi vid ual 
entries for more than 600 sites, which include some well
known types of camps, such as Kriegsgefangenen-Mann-
schaftsstammlager, or Stalags (enlisted men’s camps); 
Offizierslager, or Oflags (offi cers’ camps); and Durchgang-
slager, or Dulags (tran sit camps); as well as lesserknown 
facil i ties such as impro vised camps for interned Ital ian mil i
tary per son nel and mil i tary pris ons for Wehrmacht per son nel 
convicted of vio la tions of the mil i tary legal code. The vol ume 
also includes entries for a wide vari ety of sites for civil ians, 
includ ing intern ment camps for Allied civil ians in the Reich, 
the sys tem of Wehrmachtrun labor camps for Tunisian Jews, 
and ad hoc deten tion camps for civil ians. Volume IV is the first 
pub li ca tion to doc u ment some of these sites, and the first to 
doc u ment many of them in English. Volume IV is also the first 
English pub li ca tion to pro vide a com pre hen sive over view of 
the orga ni za tional struc ture of the Wehrmacht pris oner of war 
camp sys tem, as well as the first sys tem atic attempt to doc u
ment each of the main camps.

In addi tion to sim ply illus trat ing the breadth of the Wehr
macht’s sys tem of camps and deten tion sites, Volume IV has 
unearthed sig nif i cant new find ings about many of these sites. 
In documenting these camps, we have come across sev eral 
note wor thy trends. The first is the stark dif fer ence in the treat
ment of var i ous groups of pris on ers of war within the mil i tary 
camp sys tem. There was a clear hier ar chy in the camps, in 
which pris on ers were strat i fied along national lines: Western 
Allied pris on ers were treated well, in accor dance with the 
Geneva Convention of 1929, which dic tated the treat ment of 
pris on ers of war. Pol ish pris on ers were treated more harshly, 
espe cially early in the war, when they were forced to live in 
prim i tive camp con di tions. Ital ian sol diers who were interned 
after the armi stice in 1943 were viewed as trai tors by the Ger
mans and treated poorly; of the approx i ma tely 600,000 Ital ian 
mil i tary pris on ers, around 45,000 died.1 The worst treat ment, 
how ever, was reserved for the Soviet pris on ers of war, who 

1 See Gerhard  
Schreiber, Die  
italienischen  
Militärinternierten  
im deutschen  
Machtbereich, 1943 
bis 1945: Verraten, 
verachtet, vergessen 
(Munich, 1990).
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were not pro vided with ade quate hous ing, food, or med i cal 
care; of the roughly 5.7 mil lion Soviet pris on ers cap tured by 
the Ger mans, approx i ma tely 3.3 mil lion died.2 The vol ume 
also reveals more spe cific phe nom ena within these gen eral 
trends, such as the dichot omy between the treat ment of met
ro pol i tan French pris on ers and French colo nial troops from 
West Africa; the treat ment of Jew ish pris on ers of war com
pared with the treat ment of nonJew ish pris on ers of the same 
nation al ity; and the gen eral decline in con di tions for pris on
ers of all  nation al i ties in the camps dur ing the final months 
of the war.

Our find ings regard ing the Soviet pris on ers of war are par
tic u larly note wor thy because this sub ject is poorly docu
mented in the existing Englishlan guage his to ri og ra phy. 
While Ger man his to ri ans have cre ated a sub stan tial body of 
his to ri og ra phy regard ing Soviet pris on ers of war, his to ri ans 
writ ing in English have not given sig nif i cant atten tion to the 
expe ri ences of Soviet pris on ers, and none of the major Ger
man works on the sub ject has been trans lated into English. 
Using a vari ety of sources, includ ing offi cial Ger man mil i tary 
doc u men ta tion, post war inves ti ga tive reports, and eye wit
ness accounts from sur vi vors, Volume IV illus trates the mis
treat ment of Soviet pris on ers of war in Ger man cap tiv ity in 
graphic detail. The vol ume includes descrip tions of the insuf
fi cient hous ing pro vided to the Soviet pris on ers; the mea ger 
food rations they received; the lack of proper med i cal care 
for sick and injured pris on ers, and the resulting epi dem ics 
of typhus and other dis eases; forced labor; and the out right 
kill ing of Soviet pris on ers, both as part of the 1941 “Com
missar Order” issued by the Ger man High Command (which 
instructed Ger man troops to imme di ately exe cute cap tured 
polit i cal com mis sars) and as part of the socalled “weeding 
out” actions (or Aussonderungen), in which Gestapo per
son nel iden ti fied Jews, Communist Party mem bers, and any 
sur viv ing polit i cal com mis sars, who were then sent to con
cen tra tion camps and killed.3

2 Chris tian Streit, 
Keine Kameraden:  
Die Wehrmacht 
und die sowjetische 
Kriegsgefangene, 
1941–1945, 3rd ed. 
(Bonn, 1997), 10.

3 See Reinhard Otto, 
Wehrmacht, Gestapo 
und sowjetische 
Kriegsgefangene  
im deutschen  
Reichsgebiet 1941/42 
(Munich, 1998); Felix 
Römer, “The Wehr-
macht in the War of 
Ideologies: The Army 
and Hitler’s Criminal 
Orders on the Eastern 
Front,” in Nazi Policy 
on the Eastern Front, 
1941: Total War,  
Genocide, and  
Radicalization, ed. 
Alex J. Kay, Jeff 
Rutherford, and David 
Stahel (Rochester, N.Y., 
2012).
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The vol ume dem on strates that the deaths of Soviet pris on
ers were the result of con scious and delib er ate actions by the 
Wehrmacht, illustrating its role as an active par tic i pant in 
the prop a ga tion of Nazi racialideo log i cal pol icy. Wehrmacht 
per son nel actively par tic i pated in the kill ing of Soviet pris on
ers of war and maintained the con di tions that caused them to 
die en masse in the camps, par tic u larly dur ing the fall of 1941 
and the win ter of 1941–1942, when typhus epi dem ics rav aged 
the overcrowded camps and killed thou sands of pris on ers 
already weak ened by weeks or months of star va tion rations 
and forced labor.4

Surviving pris on ers of war recounted both the hor rific liv ing 
con di tions and the cru elty of the Ger man camp per son nel. A. 
E. Sukhinin, a Soviet sol dier who was a pris oner at Stalag 345 
in Smila, Ukraine, from Octo ber 1942 to May 1943, recalled:

To this camp they brought the wounded, to delib er ately let them 
die. In win ter, the build ings were not heated in any way, and we 
were warmed only by the heat of our bod ies. We slept on bare 
boards, cov ered with noth ing: they took away all  our cloth ing 
and foot wear and left us only our under wear. We slept in a ball, 
thrust ing our arms into the neckband of our shirt with our palms 

4 See Streit, Keine 
Kameraden.

Figure 1. Stalag 349 
at Uman. A Ger man 
guard sit ting on the 
end of a 20mm gun 
plat form watches over 
50,000 Soviet POWs, 
August 1941. USHMM, 
cour tesy of NARA, WS 
#91098.
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under our arms, and press ing our knees up toward our chins – 
that was the best way to con serve heat. The food they gave us 
was not enough to sus tain life. I tried not even to move unless 
nec es sary, and not to speak.5

In addi tion to the crim i nal actions of Wehrmacht per son
nel, our research has documented the involve ment of vir tu
ally all  parts of the Nazi secu rity and police appa ra tus in the 
kill ing of Soviet pris on ers of war, includ ing the Gestapo, the 
Security Police (Sicherheitspolizei, or Sipo), and the Security 
Service (Sicherheitsdienst, or SD, the intel li gence agency of 
the SS), as well as the mil i tary police forces and gen dar merie. 
Gestapo per son nel were respon si ble for the iden ti fi ca tion of 
Jew ish pris on ers and polit i cal com mis sars, while the Sipo and 
SD were often called upon to exe cute these pris on ers.6

Soviet pris on ers of war were also trans ferred to con cen tra
tion camps, where they were either killed imme di ately or 
held under bru tal con di tions and subjected to excep tional 
acts of cru elty, includ ing human exper i men ta tion. One note
wor thy exam ple is the use of Soviet pris on ers of war in the 
first Zyklon B gas sing exper i ments at Auschwitz in Sep tem
ber 1941. Significant num bers of Soviet pris on ers were sent to 
other Ger man con cen tra tion camps, includ ing Buchenwald, 

5 Alexander Kruglov, 
“Mannschaftsstam-
mlager (Stalag) 345,” 
in The United States 
Holocaust Memorial 
Museum Encyclopedia 
of Camps and Ghettos, 
Volume IV: Camps and 
Other Detention Facil-
ities under the Ger man 
Armed Forces, ed. 
Geoffrey P. Megargee, 
Rüdiger Overmans, 
and Wolfgang Vogt 
(Bloomington, Ind., 
2022), 345.

6 See Otto,  
Wehrmacht,  
Gestapo und  
sowjetische Kriegs-
gefangene.

Figure 2. Stalag 308 
(VIII E) at Neuham
mer-West (Święto
szów). Soviet POWs 
beg ging for food 
behind a barbed wire 
fence, date unknown. 
Courtesy USHMM; 
pub lic domain.
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 Mauthausen, and Sachsenhausen. The pro lif er a tion of Soviet 
pris on ers of war through out the Ger man camp sys tem and the 
involve ment of so many dif fer ent insti tu tions in the kill ings 
fur ther empha sizes the delib er ate and pre med i tated nature 
of the mass mur der of Soviet pris on ers in Ger man cap tiv ity.7

The vol ume also details the Wehrmacht’s crimes against 
civil ian pop u la tions, par tic u larly within the occu pied Soviet 
Union. In addi tion to the for mal sys tem of intern ment camps 
(Internierungslager) for Allied civil ians within the Reich, the 
Wehrmacht oper ated a vari ety of ad hoc deten tion sites for 
civil ians. Most of these sites were impro vised camps in the 
occu pied Soviet Union, although there were a few in Ger
manoccu pied Serbia as well. Like the camps for Soviet mil
i tary per son nel, the con di tions in these camps were ter ri ble, 
with severe overcrowding and lit tle food or med i cal care, and 
death rates were high.

Some civil ians in the occu pied Soviet Union were confined 
in Ger man pris onerofwar camps. Elena Shakuro, a civil
ian liv ing in the vil lage of Khrapovichi, north of Vitebsk, in 

Figure 3. Dulag 126. 
Heinrich Himmler con
fronts a Soviet POW. 
Probably Minsk. Cour
tesy USHMM; pub lic 
domain.

7 Franciszek Piper, 
“Gas Chambers and 
Crematoria,” in  
Anatomy of the  
Auschwitz Death 
Camp, ed. Yisrael 
Gutman and Michael 
Berenbaum  
(Bloomington, Ind., 
1998), 157–159.
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 pres entday Belarus, was sent along with sev eral thou sand 
oth ers from the surrounding area to Stalag 313 in Vitebsk, a 
pris oner of war camp that was also used as a tran sit camp for 
civil ians – in this case peo ple who were suspected of aiding 
par ti sans. Shakuro recalled:

In late March 1943, Ger man sol diers herded our whole fam ily 

and the inhab i tants of the vil lage of Khrapovichi into the Vitebsk 

POW camp. There were a great many civil ians there, old men, 

women, and chil dren. In the bar racks where they put us, there 

was no floor, only three tiers of bare plank beds on wire frames, 

and the overcrowding and filth were ter ri ble. Hunger was ram

pant, and there was a typhus epi demic. People were dying 

in huge num bers, 20 to 30 a day, from star va tion, typhus, and 

slave labor. In April 1943, our fam ily was taken from the Vitebsk 

camp, in a trans port of more than 1,000 peo ple, to the Majdanek  

death camp.8

A par tic u larly shock ing exam ple of the Wehrmacht’s puni tive 
actions against civil ian pop u la tions was Endlager Ozarichi, 
located near the town of Ozarichi in pres entday Belarus. In 
March 1944, the Wehrmacht placed thou sands of Soviet civil
ians in a camp near the town, which was located between the 
Ger man and Soviet lines. Like the other impro vised Wehr
macht camps for civil ians, the con di tions in the camp were 
prim i tive, with no hous ing, food, or med i cal care pro vided. 
The Ger mans surrounded the camp with barbed wire and 
land mines, designed to kill any pris on ers who tried to escape 
as well as any Soviet mil i tary per son nel who approached the 
camp to attempt to res cue its pris on ers. Soviet troops were 
forced to clear the mines before they could evac u ate the sur
vi vors, by which time thou sands of pris on ers had died or been 
killed while try ing to flee.9

Volume IV also doc u ments the cru elty of the Wehrmacht 
toward its own sol diers. Despite the pub li ca tion of sev eral 
stud ies in Ger man, nota bly those of Peter Lutz Kalmbach and 
the late HansPeter Klausch, who both con trib uted to the vol
ume, the Wehrmacht penal sys tem is almost entirely absent 

8 Alexander Kruglov, 
“Mannschaftsstam-
mlager (Stalag) 
313,” in The USHMM 
Encyclopedia of Camps 
and Ghettos, Volume 
IV: Camps and Other 
Detention Facilities 
under the Ger man 
Armed Forces, ed. 
Megargee, Overmans, 
and Vogt, 302.

9 Christoph A. Rass 
and René Rohrkamp, 
“Endlager Ozarichi,”  
in The USHMM Ency-
clopedia of Camps 
and Ghettos, Volume 
IV: Camps and Other 
Detention Facilities 
under the Ger man 
Armed Forces, ed. 
Megargee, Overmans, 
and Vogt, 571–574.
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from the Englishlan guage his to ri og ra phy. Volume IV cov
ers sev eral dif fer ent types of penal facil i ties, includ ing the 
Wehrmacht pris ons established before the war, the war time 
Wehrmacht pris ons, Wehrmacht penal camps, and field penal 
units. These facil i ties held pris on ers accused of a vari ety of 
crimes, includ ing homo sex u al ity, deser tion, and the broad 
range of offenses which fell under the umbrella of “sub ver
sion of fight ing power” (Wehrkraftzersetzung). The pris on ers 
expe ri enced ter ri ble con di tions, from the dark, damp cells 
of the mil i tary pris ons (which also served as exe cu tion sites) 
to highly dan ger ous mil i tary engi neer ing and mine sweep ing 
work in the field penal units.10 Volume IV is the first pub li ca
tion to address these sites in English.

Finally, Volume IV details sev eral other categories of sites 
oper ated by the Wehrmacht that have largely been neglected 
up to this point. Among them are broth els for Wehrmacht per
son nel in which thou sands of women in occu pied ter ri to ries 
were vic tim ized; civil ian labor units conscripted by the Weh
rmacht; and labor camps for Tunisian Jews. Describing these 
sites fur ther expands our under stand ing of the Wehrmacht’s 
inter ac tions with the civil ian pop u la tion in Ger manoccu pied 
areas. While our anal y sis is lim ited in some cases by a lack of 
doc u men ta tion, we have none the less made sig nif i cant prog
ress in uncovering these sites and the pol i cies which led to 
their cre a tion.

We believe that Volume IV has made sig nif i cant strides in the 
doc u men ta tion and anal y sis of the camps and deten tion sites 
oper ated by the Wehrmacht. Its detailed descrip tions of the 
Wehrmacht’s crimes against both pris on ers of war and civil
ian pop u la tions pro vide yet another firm rebuke of the “myth 
of the clean Wehrmacht,” which had long claimed that – in 
con trast to the SS, which was respon si ble for the mass mur
der per pe trated by mobile kill ing squads and in con cen tra
tion camps – the Ger man mil i tary was “clean” in the sense of 
hav ing had noth ing to do with mass mur der. While this myth 
has long been discredited among his to ri ans, it none the less  

10 See Peter Lutz  
Kalmbach,  
Wehrmachtjustiz 
(Berlin, 2012); and 
Hans-Peter Klausch, 
Die Bewährungstruppe  
500: Stellung 
und Funktion der 
Bewährungstruppe 
500 im System von 
NS-Wehrrecht,  
NS-Militärjustiz und 
Wehrmachtstrafvol-
lzug (Bremen, 1995).
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per sists in pop u lar dis course around the Second World War 
and in pop u lar cul ture. Thus, it is impor tant for his to ri ans to 
con tinue to pro vide welldocumented evi dence of the Wehr
macht’s role in crimes against human ity. The vol ume’s find
ings rep re sent another step in the long pro cess of break ing 
down this per ni cious myth. We hope that the vol ume will 
serve as both an author i ta tive resource for the doc u men ta
tion of the Wehrmacht’s war crimes and a stim u lus for fur ther 
research on this sub ject, par tic u larly in the English lan guage 
his to ri og ra phy, where sig nif i cant lacu nae remain.
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