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Prisoners of war and forced labor ers of all  ori gins con sti tuted 
an indis pens able work force for the Ger man war econ omy dur
ing the Second World War. Their share of the total num ber of 
work ers in Germany rose steadily from 1941 onwards, from 
around nine per cent to at least 20 per cent in 1944. According 
to other esti ma tes, for eign ers made up as much as 26 per cent of 
Germany’s total labor force in Sep tem ber 1944. The vast major
ity were invol un tary work ers. In total, it is esti mated that some 
13.5 mil lion peo ple were shunted into forced labor for Germany 
between 1939 and 1945 – for eign civil ian work ers, pris on ers of 
war, but also Ger man pris on ers. In Sep tem ber 1944, Ger man 
author i ties counted nearly six mil lion civil ian for eign work ers 
and employ ees, over a third of them – 2.4 mil lion – per sons from 
Eastern Europe, socalled Ostarbeiter. Statistics from  Jan u ary 
1945 doc u ment nearly 2.2 mil lion pris onerofwar work ers in 
the Ger man war econ omy. The 978,000 Soviet pris on ers ac
counted for almost half of this con tin gent.1
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Soviet pris on ers of war were pres ent not only in numer
ous indus tries and com pa nies through out Germany and in 
the occu pied ter ri to ries of Poland and the USSR, but also 
through out Europe, from occu pied Norway to the Atlan tic 
Wall. Nevertheless Ger man research and mem ory cul ture 
have devoted lit tle atten tion to the dimen sions and cir cum
stances of their labor deploy ment. Significantly, the most 
impor tant Ger man study on this sub ject, which only deals 
with the ter ri tory of the Reich, was not published until 2011, 
more than 65 years after the end of the war.2 These def i cits 
in research corresponded to a gen er ally very lim ited inter est 
in the over all fate of Soviet pris on ers in Ger man hands. As 
late as 2015, then–Ger man President Joachim Gauck spoke 
of this mass crime as largely hid den within a Ger man ”mem
ory shadow.”3 It was only in that same year that the Ger man 
Bundestag made ten mil lion euros avail  able for socalled 
rec og ni tion pay ments (Anerkennungsleistungen) to for mer 
Soviet pris on ers of war.4 Shortly before, at the begin ning of 
the new mil len nium, this large group had been explic itly 
excluded from pay ments from the com pen sa tion fund set 
up by the Ger man gov ern ment and indus try. “Being a pris
oner of war,” Article 11 of the July 2000 law establishing the 
Foundation Remembrance, Responsibility, Future suc cinctly 
stated, “does not estab lish eli gi bil ity for ben e fits.”5 Only pris
on ers of war who had been “imprisoned” in con cen tra tion 
camps could hope for com pen sa tion at that time.6
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I. Research Gaps

In this first sec tion of this arti cle we will focus on the forced 
labor deploy ment of Soviet pris on ers of war. The research 
gaps here are sub stan tial. The quan tity and qual ity of the 
share of forced labor of Soviet pris on ers of war in Germany’s 
war time eco nomic efforts as a whole must be deter mined 
much more pre cisely than has been done so far. The fig ures 
men tioned at the begin ning of this arti cle already dem on
strate the con sid er able mag ni tude and thus the rel e vance of 
forced labor to Germany’s war econ omy. The chal lenge is to 
break down the sweep ing data into indus trial sec tors, agri
cul ture, and mil i tary instal la tions and units to put into per
spec tive the con crete impor tance of POW labor for the cen tral 
sec tors of arma ments, food, and the Wehrmacht appa ra tus at 
and behind the front.7

At the same time, it remains to be com pre hen sively clar i fied 
to what extent the every day work ing con di tions of pris on
ers in indi vid ual indus tries or cor re spond ing camp loca tions 
dif fered over the years and thus left pris on ers with dif fer ent 
chances of sur vival from the out set. Of par tic u lar inter est 
here may be the ques tion of whether indus tries and camps 
that were con sid ered par tic u larly sig nif i cant to the war and 
war econ omy placed pris on ers in a bet ter or worse posi tion. 
Here man a ge rial accounts and prac tices as well as ideo log i cal 
approaches to the new labor force must be ana lyzed down to 
the low est orga ni za tional level. Entrepreneurs, farm ers, and 
the lower mil i tary ranks had room to maneu ver which they 
could use to the ben e fit or dis ad van tage of the pris on ers. At 
these lev els, it is also pos si ble to recon struct eco nom i cally
based cat e go ri za tions of the cap tured work ers – for exam
ple, by occu pa tional group, but also by health sta tus – and to 
exam ine the rela tion ship between such cat e go ri za tions and 
basic treat ment. Conversely, achieve ment of eco nomic goals 
also depended on the fun da men tal will ing ness of the pris on
ers to coop er ate, their will to resist, and whether or not the 
pro duc tion results of indi vid ual firms met the gov ern ment’s 

7 Matthias Puchta’s 
dis ser ta tion at the 
University of Hei
delberg on Soviet 
pris on ers of war in 
the Ger manoccu
pied ter ri to ries of the 
RSFSR will describe, 
among other things, 
the cen tral impor
tance of POW labor 
for Wehrmacht sup ply 
cen ters.
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require ments. These com plex over all con stel la tions helped 
deter mine work ing con di tions and the suc cess and fail ure of 
labor oper a tions on the ground, not with stand ing the exhor ta
tions of polit i cal and mil i tary lead ers.

It also remains to be clar i fied how the actual or planned use 
of Soviet POW labor was incor po rated into the implementa
tion of the pol icy of exter mi na tion – or, at the other extreme, 
the use of coerced labor for Nazi pres tige pro jects. In the 
fall of 1941, for exam ple, some 25,000 pris on ers of war were 
assigned to the con struc tion of con cen tra tion camps. How
ever, within a few weeks, these pris on ers were delib er ately and 
pur pose fully destroyed by being worked to death. Neverthe
less, as late as 1942 there were plans for POW camps hous ing 
as many as 100,000 pris on ers who would have been spe cif i
cally assigned to SS pro jects. At the same time, an unknown 
num ber of Soviet POWs were diverted toward ini tia tives such 
as the socalled “new con struc tion of Munich” or, in Octo ber 
1941, to work on prominent jobs in Berlin.8

It fol lows from these con sid er ations that a pre cise recon
struc tion of the numer ous work sites and labor assign ments 
with their con crete con di tions is nec es sary to grasp the labor 
deploy ment of Soviet pris on ers of war in its con tem po rary 
rel e vance and vis i bil ity at all  lev els of the econ omy, mil i tary, 
and soci ety. This com pre hen sive approach will allow new 
insights into camp soci e ties and the worlds of expe ri ence of 
the pris on ers them selves. The imposed dif fer en ti a tions from 
the world of work could struc ture camp soci ety and estab lish 
hier ar chies. Prisoners were  able to pur sue indi vid ual sur vival 
strat e gies in the face of dif fer ent work ing con di tions in dif fer
ent eco nomic sec tors, or on the basis of their own abil i ties, 
and, if nec es sary, to influ ence the work ing envi ron ment itself 
with their activ i ties. These desir able insights into pol i tics, 
the mil i tary, and the econ omy, which are only sketched here, 
have yet to be worked out for the years from 1942 onward 
and espe cially for occu pied areas in the East and West. With 
respect to pris on ers’ expe ri ences, there are sig nif i cant gaps 

8 See Rotarmisten in 
deutscher Hand: Doku-
mente zu Gefangen-
schaft, Repatriierung 
und Rehabilitierung 
sowjetischer Soldaten 
des Zweiten Welt-
krieges, ed. Andreas 
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mans, and Pavel Polian 
(Paderborn, 2012), 
chap ters 2.1, 2.6  
and 2.7.
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for vir tu ally the entire period and all  regions. In addi tion, this 
research may also yield fur ther insights into the fate of female 
pris on ers of war, about which far too lit tle is known; many of 
them were appar ently forc ibly trans ferred to socalled civil
ian employ ment as “Eastern work ers.”9

With regard to the deci sionmak ing pro cesses and deci sions 
at the highest Ger man lev els, we still lack detailed and com
pre hen sive ana ly ses of the extent of com pe ti tion for pris oner
ofwar labor between the front and the home land, between 
the Wehrmacht and the econ omy, and between indi vid
ual branches of indus try and busi ness. These col li sions and 
their out comes also had impor tant impli ca tions for the ever
chang ing power posi tions of com pet ing play ers in the over all 
National Socialist struc ture. It can be assumed that the pros
pects of vic tory or defeat inten si fied such con flicts, but this 
has not been empir i cally researched either for spe cific set
tings or for over all pol icy.

II. Ger man Prisoner of War Policy

Other basic fea tures of Ger man pol icy regard ing the use of 
Soviet pris on ers of war for labor, how ever, have been quite 
well researched. This research has revealed the ambiv a lence 
of a pol icy that gen er ally – most explic itly only after the fail
ure of the Blitzkrieg strat egy – attached great impor tance 
to the forced labor of Soviet pris on ers as a means to bring 
about vic tory, while nev er the less remaining sub stan tially 
shaped by the ideo log i cal prem ises and objec tives of the war 
of exter mi na tion.

According to labor office data, in the sum mer of 1941 some 
2.6 mil lion posi tions in the Ger man war econ omy were 
unfilled. It thus became a selfevi dent expec ta tion among 
busi ness enter prises and asso ci a tions that the pris on ers the 
war against the USSR pro duced would become avail  able to 
fill job vacan cies, espe cially in laborinten sive posi tions. The 
Wehrmacht was also inter ested in the labor of pris on ers to 

9 A dis ser ta tion by 
Luisa Eckert on the 
Ger man treat ment of 
female Soviet pris
on ers of war is being 
writ ten at the HSU 
Hamburg.
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relieve Ger man sol diers or, depending on the sit u a tion at the 
front, to free them for actual mil i tary tasks.10

Against this gen eral back ground, the coal min ing, arma ments, 
and agri cul tural sec tors cal cu lated as early as July 1941 that 
they wanted to use 500,000 Soviet pris on ers of war in the Reich 
more or less imme di ately. Hitler, how ever, was not pre pared to 
tol er ate more than 120,000 Soviet pris on ers within the Reich’s 
bor ders. After months of back and forth, at the end of Octo ber 
1941, Hitler finally bowed to the real i za tion that the “short age 
of man power was devel op ing into an increas ingly dan ger ous 
obsta cle to the future Ger man war and arma ments econ omy.” 
Moreover, in view of the sit u a tion at the front, the hopedfor 
“relief through sol diers being granted extended work leave 
[Freistellungen] from the Wehrmacht” was out of the ques tion. 
Hitler now ordered “that the man power of the Rus sian pris on
ers of war is also to be exploited . . .  through their largescale 
use for the needs of the war econ omy.”11

On Novem ber 4, 1941, the Ger man high com mand (Ober-
kommando der Wehrmacht or OKW) laid down the basic 
objec tives and con di tions for the largescale use of the labor 
of Soviet pris on ers that would guide Ger man pol icy in the 
future.12 In essence, from this point on, the aim was to use as 
many Soviet pris on ers as pos si ble, espe cially for heavy and 
mass work, and to use skilled labor ers as effec tively as pos si
ble in accor dance with their train ing.

These objec tives moti vated the socalled “Aufpäppelung” 
(pam per ing) cam paigns from the win ter of 1941/42 onward, 
by which exhausted pris on ers were to be made fit for work 
again by tem po rar ily receiv ing addi tional or bet ter rations 
and bet ter gen eral care. The same objec tives led to repeated 
inspec tions of prison camps every where by spe cial com mis
sions of the state labor offices, who sought pris on ers who were 
fit for work and/or had pre vi ous spe cial ized train ing. Short
term “Aufpäppelung” and the rapid exploi ta tion of pris on ers 
went hand in hand. In midJuly 1942, for exam ple, a com mis
sion from the ViennaLower Danube Regional Labor Office  

11 OKW order (Befehl) 
of Oct. 31, 1941, 
in Rotarmisten, ed. 
Hilger, Overmans, and 
Polian, 430–431.

12 OKW order (Befehl) 
of Nov. 4, 1941, in 
Rotarmisten, ed. 
Hilger, Overmans, and 
Polian, 432–434.

10 Klemann and 
Kudryashov, Occupied 
Economies, 138.
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trav eled to East Prussia “to recruit pris on ers of war for use” in 
its own dis trict. According to its report, the com mis sion con
cen trated on “comb ing out” those camps “that, on the one 
hand, by their size, and on the other hand, by the high level 
of Aufpäppler [pris on ers who had sup pos edly been pam
pered], gave a cer tain guar an tee from the out set that the . . .  
task would be fulfilled.”13 In view of the increas ing demand 
for man power inside and out side the Reich for indus try and 
the Wehrmacht, the Wehrmacht and the National Socialist 
secu rity ser vices began, from 1942/1943 onward, to ele vate 
the cap ture of as many ene mies as pos si ble to an oper a tional 
objec tive in their war plan ning. “The pur pose of the ‘Citadel’ 
attack,” the Army High Command (Oberkommando des Heeres, 
OKH) stated in April 1943, “is, in addi tion to the destruc tion 
of enemy for ma tions and war mate rial and a short en ing of the 
front, to gain pris on ers of war and civil ian man power for the 
employ ment of labor impor tant to the war effort.”14

From Novem ber 1941 onward, mil i tary author i ties sought 
to ensure the dis tri bu tion of the prison labor force took into 
account and bal anced the respec tive needs of the Wehrmacht, 
agri cul ture, and indus try – with a focus on arma ments, coal 
and infra struc ture. At the same time, racial ideo log i cal hier ar
chies were to be observed in deploy ment and treat ment. The 
abso lute pri or ity of tak ing care of the needs of Ger mans – sol
diers and civil ians – was never in ques tion in this approach. 
For the treat ment of the forced labor ers who were pris on ers 
of war, the guide lines meant that, regard less of work require
ments, Soviet pris on ers were worse off than pris on ers from 
other countries in mat ters of rations, med i cal care, (min i mal) 
com pen sa tion (in cash or kind) pay and gen eral treat ment. 
It was not until the spring of 1945 that, at least on paper, the 
rations of Soviet pris on ers were brought up to the level of those 
of other pris on ers of war. Even if the agencies involved were 
 able or will ing to imple ment this improve ment in prac tice,  
the change no lon ger had any sub stan tial effect. Even in the 
event of (Allied) air raids, pri or ity was given to the pro tec tion of 
nonSoviet work ers. In prin ci ple, Soviet pris on ers con tin ued  

13 Report of the 
Representative of 
the President of the 
ViennaLower Dan
ube Regional Labor 
Office, July 16, 1942, 
in Rotarmisten, ed. 
Hilger, Overmans, and 
Polian, 474–478.

14 Befehl OKH, April 
15, 1943, and Order 
of the Chief of the 
Gang Combat Units, 
Sep. 1, 1943, both 
in Rotarmisten, ed. 
Hilger, Overmans, 
and Polian, 291–292, 
294–295.
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to be regarded as pos ing a spe cial dan ger that could only 
be dealt with by par tic u larly strict mea sures. This included, 
for exam ple, work in “work gangs” under par tic u larly strict 
guard, delib er ately harsh repri sals against escape attempts, 
and also the con stant read i ness to “weed out” and kill pris on
ers who were unwill ing or unable to work. The extraor di narily 
harsh per se cu tion of Soviet pris on ers’ pri vate rela tion ships 
with Ger mans was the final ele ment in this set of pol i cies.15

The vast major ity of employers in the Wehrmacht, indus
try and agri cul ture were appar ently fine with the polit i cally 
moti vated downgrading of liv ing and labor con di tions for 
the Soviet con tin gents. This was exem pli fied by the fact that 
the Wehrmacht sum mar ily assigned Soviet pris on ers of war 
to clear mines, and by no means only trained spe cial ists.16 
Excessively long work days in indus try and agri cul ture alike 
dem on strated that lit tle thought was given to whether the 
work and work ing con di tions were tol er a ble for the indi vid
ual pris on ers. On the whole, when it came to deploy ments in 
the Wehrmacht, in coal min ing, or in indi vid ual fac to ries, the 
liv ing and work ing con di tions of Soviet pris on ers of war bear 
more sim i lar ity to “slave labor” than to the labor deploy ments 
of pris on ers protected under inter na tional law.17

Ultimately, the Ger man actors in charge of labor deploy ment 
tried to resolve the con tra dic tions of such a pol icy – which on 
the one hand ordered the wide spread use of pris on ers for labor 
and on the other hand remained bound to the log ics of a war 
of exter mi na tion – by mer ci lessly exploiting the pris on ers, with 
disas trous results. Even after the great mass deaths of 1941/42, 
the mor tal ity rate among Soviet pris on ers was many times 
higher than that of Western pris on ers until the end of the war.

III. The Research and Database Project “Soviet and Ger man  
Prisoners of War and Internees”

The pro ject “Soviet and Ger man Prisoners of War and Inter
nees,” ini ti ated in 2016, con trib utes to fill ing the gaps in 

17 Johannes Hürter, 
Hitlers Heerführer:. 
Die deutschen Ober-
befehlshaber im Krieg 
gegen die Sowjetunion 
1941/42 (Munich, 
2007); Dieter Pohl, 
Die Herrschaft der 
Wehrmacht. Deutsche 
Militärbesatzung und 
einheimische Bevölker-
ung in der Sowjetunion 
1941–1944 (Munich, 
2008); Tanja Penter, 
Kohle für Stalin und 
Hitler: Arbeiten und 
Leben im Donbass 
1929 bis 1953 (Essen, 
2010).

15 Andreas Hilger 
and Oskars Gruzinš: 
“Intimacy, ‘Treason,’ 
and ‘Ideological 
Transgression’: POWs 
and Women on the 
Eastern Front of the 
Second World War,” 
in Prisoners of War 
and Local Women in 
Europe and the United 
States, 1914–1956: 
Consorting with the 
Enemy, ed. Matthias 
Reiss and Brian K. 
Feltman (Cham, 2022), 
190–229.

16 Telex from the 
General of Pioneers 
and Fortresses at 
the OKH, Oct. 29, 
1941, and draft note 
on the meet ing with 
Reichsmarschall 
Göring on Novem
ber 7, 1941, dated 
Nov. 11, 1941, both 
in Rotarmisten, ed. 
Hilger, Overmans, and 
Polian, 429, 436–440.
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research men tioned above. It is funded by the Foreign Office 
of the Federal Republic of Germany and in some respects 
con tin ues ear lier work by the Saxon Memorials Foundation 
(Stiftung Sächsische Gedenkstätten). The host insti tu tion 
(Träger) for the over all pro ject is the Ger man War Graves 
Commission (Volksbund Deutsche Kriegsgräberfürsorge e.V.).

The pro ject aims to clar ify indi vid ual fates and to make the 
cor re spond ing doc u ments and data acces si ble to rel a tives, 
research ers, and memo rial work. Within the frame work 
of this pro ject, the Ger man Historical Institute in Moscow 
(DHIM) orga nized the research for doc u ments on Soviet pris
on ers of war in postSoviet, Ger man, and other inter na tional 
archives until 2022/2023. Since then, the Max Weber Network 
Eastern Europe & EurAsia has orga nized this research. The 
fates of Soviet POWs can only be clar i fied through inter na
tional coop er a tion. Project work has taken place in Russia, 
Latvia, Estonia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Germany, Serbia, 
France, Georgia, and Switzerland. After the Rus sian attack on 
Ukraine in Feb ru ary 2022, the pro ject suspended all  col lab o
ra tions in Russia.18 Work out side Russia (and out side Belarus) 
con tin ues. In Germany, the results of the research on Soviet 
pris on ers of war – dig i tized files and per sonal data – are being 
incor po rated into the “Memorial Archives” research plat form 
oper ated by the Flossenbürg con cen tra tion camp memo rial 
on behalf of the Ger man Federal Archives.19

The pro ject’s approach focuses on the hith erto name less 
Soviet sol diers and com mand ing offi cers who were taken  
cap tive by the Ger man army. The pro ject pro vi des frag men
tary doc u men tary evi dence for the recon struc tion of hun
dreds of thou sands of biog ra phies, from a per son’s cap ture 
to labor deploy ment, resis tance, col lab o ra tion, death, repa
triation, “fil tra tion,” Soviet post war tri als, amnes ties, and 
reha bil i ta tions. By com bin ing biographical data from var i ous 
archives, it is pos si ble to more pre cisely chron i cle the expe ri
ences of Soviet pris on ers of war in var i ous indus tries, camps, 
and regions. The inte grated access also allows us to trace the 

18 A brief his tory of 
the pro ject is outlined 
in Andreas Hilger, 
Russisch-deutsche 
Beziehungen seit den 
1990er-Jahren - Kultur 
und Wissenschaft 
(Paderborn, 2023), 
17–27.

19 https://memorial 
archives.international
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his tory of social and eth nic col lec tives in the labor com man
dos as well as pris on ers’ sur vival strat e gies.

As men tioned above, when the Ger man Bundestag passed 
leg is la tion autho riz ing the socalled rec og ni tion pay ments 
(Anerkennungszahlung) in May 2015, an esti mated 2,000 to 
4,000 for mer Soviet pris on ers of war were still alive. In the 
cur rent dis cus sion about remem ber ing the crimes of World 
War II with out con tem po rary witnesses, it becomes clear that 
access to his tory through indi vid ual fates remains impor tant. 
Sources about indi vid u als are in great demand in edu ca tional 
work and for exhi bi tion pro jects.

IV. Work Assignment, Forced Mobility, and the International  
Dimension of the Project

The labor deploy ment of Soviet POWs resulted in very high 
forced mobil ity. Soviet POWs passed through numer ous 
sta tions of the farflung Ger man camp net work. After their 
cap ture, Soviet mil i tary per son nel were taken to assem bly 
points at the front and then sent to the socalled “Dulags” 
(short for Durchgangslager), tran sit camps in the rear army 
areas. After forced marches and train rides, often last ing for 
days, which many did not sur vive, they reached the “Stalags” 
(short for Stammlager), the main camps for enlisted men, or 
the “Oflags” (short for Offizierslager), the camps for offi cers.

Soviet pris on ers of war were transported for forced labor not 
only to Germany, but across occu pied Europe. We still know 
very lit tle about pris oner trans ports within occu pied por
tions of the Soviet Union, and forced labor there has barely 
been researched.20 Large con tin gents of Soviet pris on ers were 
taken to Poland, France, and Norway, as well as to countries 
allied with Germany, such as Hungary and Romania.21 When 
the Allies agreed to repa tri ate their cit i zens quickly at the 
Yalta Conference in Feb ru ary 1945, over five mil lion Soviet 
cit i zens were located out side the Soviet Union as a result of 

20 Penter, Kohle, 
313–326.

21 Marina M. Panikar, 
Sovetskie voennoplen-
nye v Norvegii v gody 
Vtoroj mirovoj vojny 
(Arkhangelsk, 2010); 
Marianne Neerland 
Soleim, Sovjetiske 
krigsfanger i Norge, 
1941–1945: Antall, 
organizering og repa-
triering (Oslo, 2009).
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the war. Among the repa tri ated, according to cur rent Rus sian 
fig ures, were 1.8 mil lion for mer pris on ers of war who were 
located across almost all  Euro pean countries as well as in the 
United States. 22

This sit u a tion is reflected in archi val records in all  these 
countries. As already men tioned, first pro ject results are 
avail  able, among oth ers, from Russia, from Bal tic and Central 
Asian states, from Western and Southeastern Europe, from 
Georgia and, thanks to a pre ced ing pro ject, from Ukraine and 
Belarus. The exten sion of the cur rent work to fur ther coun
tries, namely to archives of Ukraine, but also to Moldova, is 
cur rently being planned.

Figure 1. Soviet 
pris on ers of war as 
forced labor ers in the 
Organisation Todt. List 
of the intel li gence sec
tion of the 2e divi sion 
marocaine. Source: 
Historical Service of 
the French Ministry 
of Defense (SHD) 23 / 
Service historique de 
la Défense, Vincennes, 
GR 10 P 37.

22 Repatriacija 
sovetskich graždan 
s okkupirovannoj 
territorii Germanii, 
1944–1952, ed. Ol’ga 
V. Lavinskaya and 
Vladimir V. Zacharov, 
vol. 1, 1944–1946 
(Moskva, 2019), 29; 
Sheila Fitzpatrick, 
“The Motherland Calls: 
‘Soft Repatriation’ of 
Soviet Citizens from 
Europe, 1945–1953,” 
Journal of Modern 
History 90 (2018): 
323–350.

23 The doc u ments in 
the French archives 
were reviewed by Dr. 
Dan iel Bißmann as 
part of the pro ject.
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V. Sources on the Forced Labor of Soviet Prisoners of War

The 1929 Geneva Convention on the Treatment of Prison
ers of War, which Germany had signed, obliged all  sig na
tory pow ers to reg is ter pris on ers and to estab lish an offi cial 
infor ma tion cen ter. The Ger man Reich refused to treat Soviet 
pris on ers of war according to the prin ci ples of the Geneva 
Convention. Registration by the Wehrmacht bureau cracy 
devi ated from that approach to a cer tain degree. In 1939, 
the Wehrmacht set up an Information Center (Wehrmacht
sauskunftsstelle, WASt) in Berlin, with a Department VIII for 
“Foreign Prisoners,” where all  infor ma tion on Soviet pris
on ers of war in Ger man cus tody was col lected. But, again 

Figure 2. Person
alkarte I (Registration 
card), recto, for Soviet 
Prisoner of War Vasilij 
Dubinin. Source: Rus
sian State Military Ar
chive Moscow (RGVA) 
f. 517, op. 1, d. 47019, 
l. 106.
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in vio la tion of the Geneva Convention, the WASt never pro
vided any infor ma tion about pris on ers to the USSR.24 The 
“Personalkarte I” (reg is tra tion card) filed for each pris oner 
of war formed the basis for plan ning the labor deploy ment of 
the Soviet pris on ers of war. The reg is tra tion of the pris on ers 
in the camps – mostly in the Stalags and Oflags – pro vided 
the Ger man author i ties with an over view of the num ber and 
loca tion of the pris on ers, their occu pa tion, gen der, eth nic ity, 
state of health, and other cri te ria that were impor tant for the 
orga ni za tion of work detach ments.

For exam ple, the reg is tra tion card for Vasilij Dubinin, now at 
the Rus sian State Military Archives in Moscow (RGVA), shows 
that this sol dier, born in 1908, was taken pris oner on August 

Figure 3. Person
alkarte I, verso, for 
Vasilij Dubinin. Source: 
Rus sian State Military 
Archive Moscow 
(RGVA) f. 517, op. 1, d. 
47019, l. 106.

24 Rolf Keller and 
Reinhard Otto, “Das 
Massensterben der 
sowjetischen Kriegs
gefangenen und 
die Wehrmachts
bürokratie: Unterlagen 
zur Registrierung der 
sowjetischen Kriegs
gefangenen 1941–
1945 in deutschen 
und russischen 
Institutionen,” Militär-
geschichtliche  
Mitteilungen 57 
(1998): 149–180, here 
154.
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16, 1941 in Medved’ near Novgorod. He was reg is tered in the 
fall of 1941 in Stalag X D (310), in the Wietzendorf camp. Wiet
zendorf in the Lüneburg Heath was one of the socalled Rus
sian camps, intended exclu sively for Soviet pris on ers of war. 
Built in the sum mer of 1941 on a mil i tary train ing area, the 
Wehrmacht pro vided hardly any per ma nent hous ing. In the 
win ter of 1941/42, pris on ers had to seek shel ter from cold, 
wind, and snow in earth caves and selfbuilt hov els. By March 
1942, more than 14,000 Soviet pris on ers of war had already 
died in Wietzendorf from mal nu tri tion and the other unbear
able con di tions of their cap tiv ity.25

Prisoners were reg is tered in the camps and given a num ber 
according to the order of their arrival. Vasilij Dubinin was 
given pris oner num ber 39,222. From this it can be con cluded 
that in the first months of the war, by the fall of 1941, around 
40,000 Soviet pris on ers of war had already been transported 
to Wietzendorf for forced labor, despite the lack of accom mo
da tion and sup ply facil i ties.

Rolf Keller and Silke Petry have shown that for the Wietzen
dorf camp alone, more than 200 exter nal labor detach ments 
(Arbeitskommandos) were established in the region (“Weh
rkreis X”).26 The place ment of POWs at com pa nies and farms 
was han dled by the existing civil ian labor offices (Arbeitsäm-
ter). However, the Wehrmacht remained respon si ble for the 
POWs and recorded their labor assign ments on the reg is tra
tion cards and other per sonal doc u ments. The record ing of 
the labor detach ments in these doc u ments gives us pre cise 
infor ma tion about the dimen sions and the dif fer en ti a tion of 
the labor deploy ment as well as mor tal ity rates. References 
to thou sands of labor detach ments in Ger man vil lages and 
towns in the records also under score the per va sive pres ence 
of Soviet POWs in the every day life of local com mu ni ties.

The reg is tra tion cards, when com pared with other doc u
ments, also allow state ments to be made about the pris on
ers’ sur vival strat e gies. The occu pa tion of the pris on ers was 

25 https:  /  /gedenk
staettenfoerderung 
 .stiftung  ng  .de 
 /de  /forschung 
 dokumentation 
 /wehrmacht 
 kriegsgefangene  /
kriegsgefangenen
lager  /storage  /x  d 
 310  wietzendorf 
 / (accessed Nov. 12, 
2020). Information 
pro vided by the Lower 
Saxony Memorials 
Foundation, which 
works with the pro
ject as a coop er a tion 
part ner.

26 Keller and Petry, 
Sowjetische Kriegs-
gefangene, 17.

https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
https://gedenkstaettenfoerderung.stiftung-ng.de/de/forschung-dokumentation/wehrmacht-kriegsgefangene/kriegsgefangenenlager/storage/x-d-310-wietzendorf/
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entered on the reg is tra tion cards. According to the entry, 
Vasilij Dubinin was a baker. The indi ca tion of occu pa tions 
such as baker or farmer was likely to increase the chances 
of sur vival, since it could facil i tate access to food. Initial 
sam pling of the pro ject inven to ries gives rise to the hypoth
e sis that the occu pa tional des ig na tion farmer is found for 
an improb a bly high num ber of Soviet pris on ers of war. It is 
true that the Red Army was still to a con sid er able extent a 
peas ant army dur ing World War II, despite the forced indus
tri al i za tion in the Soviet Union of the 1930s. However, occu
pa tional infor ma tion (as well as a num ber of other details) 
must always be read in the con text of the pris on ers’ options 
for action, as they were often based on selfreporting dur ing 
reg is tra tion due to the lack of doc u ments.

We still have hardly any infor ma tion on which cri te ria deter
mined whether a pris oner of war would receive a labor assign
ment near the front or be transported to Germany or other 
countries for forced labor there. The pre vi ously men tioned 
OKW order of Novem ber 4, 1941, stip u lated that skilled work
ers should be transported to Germany as a mat ter of pri or ity.27 
Representatives of Ger man indus try were not very sat is fied 
with the implementation of this order. In August 1942, Sie
mens complained that tech ni cal cri te ria were not being taken 
into account: “The Ger man mil i tary admin is tra tion pro vided 
the Rus sian pris on ers of war for the work assign ment only 
roughly sorted, i.e., the exam i na tion extended essen tially to 
their phys i cal con di tion.” Regardless, Siemens noted “severe 
man i fes ta tions of mal nu tri tion and phys i cal dete ri o ra tion” 
among mem bers of “the Rus sian Wehrmacht [sic!].”Siemens 
clas si fied half of the assigned Soviet pris on ers of war as unfit 
for work and was unwill ing to employ them. Five per cent of 
those who “suc cess fully” passed mus ter died in their first 
days at Siemens. Siemens asked the Wehrmacht offices to 
spare “Ger man indus try con sid er able time in mus ter ing and 
train ing” by preselecting them before they were transported 
to Germany.28

27 Befehl OKW, Nov. 4, 
1941, in Rotarmisten, 
ed. Hilger, Overmans, 
and Polian, 432–434.

28 CAMO f. 500, op. 
12453, d. 131, l. 2–3, 
7, 34, https:  /  /wwii 
 .germandocsinrussia 
 .org  /de  /nodes 
 /3927  akte  131 
 vierteljahresbericht 
 ber  den 
 arbeitseinsatz 
 der  sowjetischen 
 kriegsgefangenen 
 im  kleinbauwerk 
 der  siemens 
 schuckertwerke 
 a  g  in  berlin 
 siemensstadt  vom  29 
 august  1942#page 
 /1  /mode  /grid  /zoom 
 /1 (accessed Nov. 12, 
2020).
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Other categories noted on the reg is tra tion cards, such as 
“nation al ity,” point to a com plex web of fac tors in the selec
tion of POWs for work com mands, aux il iary ser vices, and spe
cial assign ments. Although Ger man doc u ments such as the 
Siemens report cited above refer to “Rus sian pris on ers of war,” 
the respon si ble Ger man author i ties well under stood that the 
Soviet Union was a mul ti eth nic state. Ger man ideas of how 
to use this fact for Germany’s war aims were by no means 
uni form and changed in the course of the war. In this regard, 
Ger man pol icy was largely guided by the list of nation al i
ties cre ated and sub se quently expanded in the Soviet Union 
as part of the korenizacija pol icy of the 1920s. On the reg is
tra tion cards, entries for “nation al ity” never say “Soviet” but 
rather “Uzbek,” “ “Ukrai nian,” “Rus sian,” “Mordovian,” and so 
on. According to the prin ci ple of „ “divide and con quer,” the 
Ger mans pur posely fos tered eth nic divi sions and con flicts in 
the POW camps. In the pro cess, the Soviet hierarchization of 
nation al i ties, as it had been established under Sta lin ism and 
espe cially dur ing World War II, under went a reordering. After 
the Jews, the Rus sians were at the bot tom of the scale. Soviet 
Ger mans, Balts, Ukrai ni ans, and, later, Cau ca sians had bet ter 
chances of sur vival.29

How this pol icy was reflected in the use of labor is one of 
the major research desid er ata. A sys tem atic eval u a tion of 
the pro ject’s hold ings is still pend ing. Documents from Riga 
indi cate that Lat vian farms, for exam ple, were pre dom i nantly 
staffed by Rus sian and Ukrai nian pris on ers of war, while Lat
vian pris on ers of war were par tially released from cap tiv ity.30

Several hun dred thou sand Soviet pris on ers of war who 
ranked rel a tively high in the camp hier ar chy were released 
from cap tiv ity. For many, this did not mean free dom, but was 
tied to the obli ga tion to work for the Wehrmacht or the police 
ser vice, for exam ple, as “aux il iary vol un teers.” This sug gests 
that the com plex topic of col lab o ra tion also requires a dis
cus sion of the bound aries between forced labor and vol un
tary work.31

29 Pavel Polian, 
“SovietJew ish Prison
ers of War in Ger man 
Captivity,” Kritika 6 
(2005): 763–787; Tanja 
Penter and Dmy
tro Titarenko, Opyt 
nacistskoj okkupacii 
v Donbasse: Svide-
tel’stvujut očevidcy 
(Donetsk, 2013), 
90–108. Jews were cat
e go rized as a nation
al ity in the Soviet 
Union.

30 Lat vian National 
Archives ( =  LNA), LVA 
1821. f., 1 apr., 102. 
l.; LNA LVVA 816. f., 3 
apr., 116. l.

31 Bundesarchiv 
( =  BArch) ZA 11, BArch 
ZA 12. These are Brit
ish and US per son nel 
files on for mer Soviet 
pris on ers of war who 
were in the ser vice of 
the Wehrmacht and 
became Brit ish or US 
pris on ers of war. The 
files were handed 
over to the Deutsche 
Dienststelle and dig
i tized as part of the 
pro ject.
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In Germany, the fac tory own ers who selected forced labor ers 
from the ranks of Soviet pris on ers of war and put them to work 
in their fac to ries included emi grants from prerev o lu tion ary 
Russia and the early Soviet Union, most of whom had left 
their home land in the wake of the Rus sian Revolution. Here, 
too, eth nic cri te ria helped deter mine the selec tion.32 Ger man 
occu pa tion and pris onerofwar pol i cies, closely intertwined 
with Soviet nation al ity pol i cies, thus con trib uted sig nif i cantly 
to a reshaping and strength en ing of national iden ti ties in the 
Soviet Union and the ter ri to ries annexed by the USSR in 1939.

The most exten sive hold ings of per sonal doc u ments on Soviet 
pris on ers of war are in the archives of Russia and other suc
ces sor states of the Soviet Union. In case of death, the reg
is tra tion cards that accom pa nied the pris on ers on their way 
through the Stalags were sent to the WASt. The camp admin
is tra tions were required to report deaths and all  changes such 
as addi tions, trans fers, and hos pi tal stays to the WASt in Ber
lin. In 1943, due to the bomb ing of Berlin, part of the WASt’s 
records were moved to Meiningen (Thuringia) to the Drachen
berg Barracks. After the lib er a tion of Meiningen, Amer i can 
troops took over the WASt and handed over the records on 
Soviet pris on ers of war to the Red Army.33 A large part of the 
files handed over to the Soviet Union in 1945 is now in the 
Central Archives of the Rus sian Ministry of Defense (CAMO) 
in Podol’sk. With respect to Soviet pris on ers, the CAMO holds 
mainly per sonal doc u ments of Soviet pris on ers of war who 
died in Ger man cus tody. While these reg is tra tion cards were 
indexed in the CAMO as part of the afore men tioned pre de
ces sor pro ject, the pro ject now records the cor re spond ing 
doc u ments in the Federal Archives. Digitized cop ies of these 
were handed over to the Rus sian coop er a tion part ners for the 
OBD Memorial data base of the Russian Ministry of Defense 
until Feb ru ary 2022. Transfers to other suc ces sor states of the 
Soviet Union are being sought.

The WASt’s suc ces sor agency, the Deutsche Dienststelle für die 
Benachrichtigung der nächsten Angehörigen der Gefallenen 

32 Sebastian Cwik
linski, Volgatars in 
World War II Germany: 
Ger man Ostpolitik 
and Tatar Nationalism 
(Berlin, 2002), 49.

33 Keller and Otto, 
“Massensterben,” 158.
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der ehemaligen deutschen Wehrmacht (Ger man Service for 
Notification of Next of Kin of the Fallen of the Former Ger man 
Wehrmacht) trans ferred addi tional doc u ments to the Soviet 
Union between 1946 and 1948 and in 1990.34 Some of the doc
u ments remained in Germany and were trans ferred to the 
Federal Archives in 2019.

The doc u ments of sur viv ing pris on ers of war took a dif fer
ent route. Wehrmacht doc u ments were a cen tral part of the 
socalled “fil tra tion” pro cess. Soviet sol diers and espe cially 
offi cers who had sur vived Ger man cap tiv ity were col lec tively 
accused of trea son in the Soviet Union. The ground work for 
vet ting for mer pris on ers of war was laid imme di ately after the 
Ger man attack on the USSR and steadily expanded as the Red 
Army advanced.35 In view of the large num bers involved, ini
tial plans to sub ject pris on ers deported to Germany and other 
Euro pean countries for forced labor to intel li gence checks at 
the sites of their lib er a tion were not fea si ble. The major ity of 
the checks were car ried out by the local NKVD and NKGB bod
ies in repatriation camps on Soviet ter ri tory and at the places 
of res i dence of the repa tri ated pris on ers, where the fil tra tion 
files and their cor re spond ing per son nel cards are also located 
today.36 Thus, local and regional archives in all  suc ces sor states 
of the Soviet Union are of cen tral impor tance, with often dif fi
cult access con di tions. In Russia, for exam ple, a decree issued 
by President Boris Yeltsin in August 1991 ordered the trans fer 
of these files from the KGB archives to the state civil archives 
of the regions and of Moscow and Leningrad.37 The order was 
only par tially implemented and was invalidated in 1999. Thus, 
in Russia, the civil regional archives, infor ma tion cen ters of 
the Ministry of Interior, FSB archives, and RGVA, among oth
ers, were of cen tral impor tance for per sonrelated research on 
the repa tri ated POWs, which took place until 2022.

The fil tra tion files reveal very strong dif fer ences across 
regions in the pro cesses followed. Statements on the forced 
labor of Soviet pris on ers of war are found pri mar ily in ques
tion naires, autobiographies, wit ness state ments, and inter

35 Artem V. Latyšev, 
“Sistema proverki 
voennoslužaščich 
Krasnoj Armii, ver
nuvšichsja iz plena i 
okruženija. 1941–1945 
гг.” (Ph.D. diss., 
Lomonosov Moscow 
State University, 
2016), http:  /  /www  .hist 
 .msu  .ru  /Science  /Disser 
 /Latyshev  .pdf.

36 NKVD and NKGB 
orders of June 16, 
1945, in Rotarmisten, 
ed. Hilger, Overmans, 
and Polian, 799–802.

37 Ukaz Prezidenta 
RSFSR ot 24.08.1991 g. 
No. 82. Ob archivach 
Komiteta gosudarst
vennoj bezopasnosti 
SSSR http:  /  /www 
 .kremlin  .ru  /acts  /bank 
 /142 (accessed Nov. 
12, 2020).

34 Our thanks for 
the doc u men ta
tion go to Anette 
Meiburg, Director of 
the  German Federal 
Archives, Department 
of Personal Informa
tion, and her team.
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ro ga tion pro to cols. For exam ple, in his inter ro ga tion by 
the NKVD in August 1945, Ivan Masloboev, a Rus sian born 
in Latvia, party mem ber, and com mander of the Red Army, 
answered the ques tion where he had been dur ing the war as 
fol lows: “In the camp of the town of Eisleben (Germany) I 
worked as an unskilled laborer in the cop per ore mine until 
the lib er a tion.”38

This work deploy ment was con firmed by sev eral witnesses:

Statement. I, Koškin Aleksandr Michailovič, together with 
Masloboev Ivan Vasilevič was in the labor detach ment in the 
cop per ore mine in the town of Eisleben from Jan u ary 7, 1943 
until the lib er a tion by the Amer i cans. Masloboev Ivan Vasile
vič did not serve in the Ger man army, nor in the ROA [i.e. the  

Figure 4. Extract from 
the fil tra tion file of 
repa tri ated pris oner 
of war Ivan Maslobo
ev, tes ti mony. Lat vian 
National Archives, 
LNA LVA 1821. f., 1 
apr., 36357. l., 7. lp.

38 “B лaгepe гоpодa 
Aйслeбeн (Γepмaния) 
paботaл в мeдно-
pудной шaхтe 
чepноpaбочи м до осв
обождeния”. LNA LVA 
1821. f, 1 apr., 36357. 
l., 5. lp.
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Rus sian Liberation Army, a col lab o ra tion ist for ma tion, pri mar ily 
com posed of Rus sians, that fought under Ger man com mand]. 
He also did not work in the police.

Filtration files are to be read pri mar ily as sources from the 
Sta lin ist rather than National Socialist regime. Nevertheless, 
a sourcecrit i cal eval u a tion in com bi na tion with other doc u
ments allows for sub stan tial con clu sions on var i ous aspects 
of forced labor of Soviet pris on ers of war, such as loca tions 
and chances of sur vival, for ma tion of col lec tives, etc.

The work of the “Soviet and Ger man Prisoners of War and 
Internees” pro ject also ben e fits from another ear lier major 
pro ject of the Ger man Historical Institute in Moscow which 
dig i tized and made avail  able online Ger man files taken to 
the USSR in the course of World War II as socalled “cap
tured records” (Beuteakten) and still held in var i ous Rus
sian archives, includ ing CAMO. These doc u ments pro vide 
insights into all  deci sionmak ing lev els of the Wehrmacht 
and into the orga ni za tion of labor deploy ment.39 A research 
pro ject is under way ana lyz ing the trans mis sion and use of 
these files from which new insights into the forced labor of 
Soviet pris on ers of war may emerge.40 In this way, the var i
ous approaches link biographical with struc tural ques tions 
of labor deploy ment and pro vide infor ma tion about the use 
of archi val records. Moreover, on this basis, biographical and 
struc tural approaches to the his tory of the labor deploy ment 
of Soviet pris on ers of war can be pro duc tively com bined in 
order to finally bring this deploy ment out of the Ger man — 
and panEuro pean — “mem ory shadow.”

39 https:  /  /german
docsinrussia  .org  /de 
 /nodes  /1  russisch 
 deutsches  projekt 
 zur  digitalisierung 
 deutscher  dokumente 
 in  den  archiven  der 
 russischen  f  deration 
(accessed Nov. 12, 
2020).

40 Walter Sperling, 
“Überlieferung und 
Nutzung deutscher 
Beuteakten des 
Zweiten Weltkrieg 
in sowjetischen und 
russischen Archiven,” 
https:  /  /www  .dhi 
 moskau  .org  /de  / 
institut  /team  /wis
senschaft  /dr  walter 
 sperling  .html 
(accessed 12.11.2020).
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