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The ehrm cht r 
A searing exhibition provides proof of atrocities 
perpetrated by a supposedly "honorable" arn1Y 
By BRUCE VAN VOORST JlAMBUl\G 

lTl! TIIE 50TH ANNIVEHSAI\Y OF 

the May 8 defeat oi' tbe Hitler 
regime close at hand, many in 
Gcrmany had hopecl tlmt tl1C 

benchmark woule! serve as a Schl1~~sstrich, 
01' end, to World V/ar Il memories. Hut 
within the drah confincs 01' a IIamhurg 
factory, a searing exhibition has opened old 
wounds by atlacking a 
myth that long consoled 
many Germans. Despite 
testimony to the contrm)' 
at the Nuremherg trials, 
popular belief separatcd 
the conduct of regular 
army memhers in the 
supposedly "honorable" 
Wehrmacht from thc 110-

torious crimcs 01' I I einrich 
JIimmler's SS, the Ge­
stapo and the Special 
Operationa1 groups. 

But today stunnecl 
visitors to the IIamburg 
exhibit are confrol1ted 
with powerful eviclencc 
to the contrary. "The 
Wehrmacht killccl .lews 
and other minorities with 
thc same abanclon as the 
other units anc! as a matter 
of policy," says Hannes ' 
Hecr, director of the 
Hamburg Institute for 
Social Hcsearch, which 
organized "War of Anni­
hilation," subtitled "Wchrmacht Crimes: 
1941-44." The institutc used new material 
[rom Soviet archives and other sources to 
compilc a 700-page volume of eviclence, 
along with the pictorial exhibition. 

Viewed fr0111 above, thc display on 8-ft.­
high, curvecl steel panels 1'onns a Knight's 
Cross-the Wehrmaeht's highest dccoration 
for bravely. The arrangement is a bleak 
irony, for the walls are a shrine of shame 
striatecl with hunclrecls of black-ancl-white 
photos ofWehrmacht troops shooting Jews, 
hanging partisans, hurling murdered civil­
ian womell and children into graves. \tVchr­
macht atrocities committed in Serbia and 
White Hussia figurc prominently, but the 
most extensivc and memorablc recorcls are 
ofbarbarism by the 6th Army, el1 route to its 
OWll evcntual deslruction Olt Stalingracl. 
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During the advancc, the vVehrmacht partic­
ipatcd in thc slaughter at Babi Yar and hun­
dreds of other sites in Ukraine. Of 5.7 mil­
lion Sovict solclicrs captured by the 
Wehrmacht in this campaign, 3.3 million 
died-of starvation, exposure or mistreat­
ment in forced-labor camps. 

The most compelling evidenee is pro­
vided by photographs and letlers-many 
founcl on dead or captured German sol-
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eliers and newly availablc from the Hussian 
state archives in l'vloscow. Dozens of pic­
tures show alleged "partisans" hanged en 
masse by Wehrmacht soldiers. After the 
beginning of "Opcration Barbarossa," the 
Nazi invasion of Hussia, a young soldicr, 
"Franzl," reported to his parents in .luly 
194J, "Up to now wc've sent about 1,000 
J ews to the great bcyond .. , beatcn with 
clubs and spades." Echoing that account, a 
major in the 6th Army wrote home that at 
Lutsk on July 2, "we shot 1,000 Jews in the 
old citaclel." A Wehrmacht corporal, W.H., 
recordecl that his colleagues discussed the 
"Jewish" question, and "to my surprise, 
everybody agrced that the Jews must dis­
appear from the worlcl." 

Critics object that it is unfair to gener­
alize ahout the estimated 18 million Ger-
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mans who served in the Wehrmacht on the 
basis of criminal conduct by a minority. 
Former Bundeswehr general Jürgen 
Schreiber, president of the Union of Ger­
man Militmy Organizations, complains, 
"To conclude from these isolated incidents 
that the Wehrmacht as such was a criminal 
organization is an outright distortion ofhis­
torical fact." Former Chancellor Helmut 
Schmidt says, "There is no eolleetive con­
scienee; there is only personal conscience. 
There is no collective guilt; there is only 
personal guilt." 

Considerable evidence does suggest, 
however, tliat official Wehrmacht policy 
encouraged the abuse and even the execu­
tion of prisoners and civilians. An order 
from Hitler to the. army on May 13, 1941, 
decreed that all political cOlnmissars in the 
H.ed Army were "iri princip1e to be shot." 

The Wehrmacht's own 
high command declared 
in August that Bolsheviks 
have "lost evClY claim to 
treatment as soldiers 
under the Geneva Con­
ference." A training man­
ual instructed soldiers 
that "wherever there are 
partisans, there are Jews; 
wherever there are Jews, 
there are partisans." 

The disclosures about 
Wehrmacht misdeeds are 
particularly painful for 
the contemporary Bun­
deswehr, which has had 
to deal with the ambiva­
lence of its own origins. 
Senior officers emphasize 
the Bundeswehr's depar­
ture from the past, point­
ing to a code of conduct 
that is clearer than virtu­
ally any other in the world 
in delineating a soldier's 
moral responsibility for 
canying out 01' refusing 

ordcrs. Says General Klaus Naumann, the 
Bundeswehr's top officer: "There cannot 
be even the slightest hint of equating the 
Bundeswehr and the Wehrmacht." 

The assault on the Wehrmacht's repu­
tation is stirring deep public passions as 
weil. Angry ancl obsccne telephone callers 
have threatened Heer with assassination. 
By contrast, the weekly newspaper Die 
Zeit was moved to comment, "Of all the 
observances of this 50th year, this exhibit 
is perhaps the most important; it is surely 
the most gruesome and disturbing." And 
some were able to draw hope from the 
encounter. I-Iandwritten in the visitors' 
book at the exhibit's entrance was this 
comment: "The secrGt of reconciliation­
with ourselvcs and with histOly-is 
remClnbrance." l1ll 
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