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The Waffen-SS was a unique phenomenon in mili­
tary history, and comparisons with other famous 
bodies of fighting men such as the Praetorian 
Guard of the Caesars which is most commonly 
cited fall apart on close examination. The Waffen­
SS was one of the end products of an ailing and 
disillusioned society at odds with itself and the world. 
That society itself was born of defeat in the Great 
War and the horrendous effects of the Depression; it 
was a society which, while paying lip service to 
democracy, really felt it needed and wanted strong 
leadership. What it got was Adolf Hitler and the 
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NSDAP the National Socialist German Workers' 
Party. 

The key words in the Party's name were 'Na­
tional' and 'German', and from the moment the 
NSDAP was elected to power and Hitler appointed 

Forerunner of the 
Waffen-SS, the 
'Stosstruppe Hitler' 
formed by one of Hitler's 
two chauffeur/ bodyguards, 
]ulius Schreck (centre, 
with moustache) in I92J. 
The basic SA 'uniform'­
with wide variations 
evident- is complemented 
by black ski caps. These 
are adorned with a white 
metal Totenkopf or 
'death's head' badge, a 
symbol Schreck adopted 
from the Freikorps' 

-

Erhardt Brigade of which 
he had been a member. 

' This was really nothing 
new, since the 'skull and 
crossbones' has an 
illustrious history in many 
nations as a light cavalry 
symbol in particular, and 
was adopted by the 
Wehrmacht's Panzer 
forces as well as the SS; but 
within the Waffen-SS it 
acquired specific 
connotations (see text). 
(Bildarchiv Preussicher 
Kulturbesitz, Berlin) 
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Rather more resplendent 
than the original 
'Stosstruppe', the I20-

strong 'Stabwache' 
assembled on the steps of 
Munich's Braunehause in 
1930. They still wear brown 

shirts but uniformly with 
black caps, ties, trousers 
and boots.]osef'Sepp' 
Dietrich is third from left 
in the front row. 
(Bildarchiv Preussicher, 
Berlin) 

Chancellor in 1933, the German people were not 
allowed to forget either. This is the first essential in 
understanding the motivation of those who would 
later serve in the ranks of the Waffen-SS (literally, 
'Weapon-SS'). 

It would be pointless, here, to examine the finer 
points of azi ideology, but it is easy to pick the 
critical elements out of the Party's manifesto. This 
called for the unification of all Germanic peoples, 
specifically excluded Jews from any right to German 
citizenship, demanded a halt to all non-German 
immigration and expressed the right of the German 
people to Lebensraum living room: a clear declar­
ation of an aggressive expansionist policy. And the 
Waffen-SS was to become one of the keenest weapons 
in the exploitation of that policy. 

The actual title 'Waffen-SS' did not become 
official until 1940, but for convenience will be used 
throughout to differentiate the armed branch of 
Heinrich Himmler's empire from the other tentacles 
of the Schutzstaffel, or 'Protection Squad'. Even the 
title 'SS' only came into existence after Hitler's 
release from Landsberg jail in December 1924, 
following his attempted take-over of the Bavarian 
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state government in the Munich 'beer hall putsch'. 
Prior to this, the nucleus of what was to become the 
SS was known as the Stosstruppe (assault troop) 
Hitler and consisted of a mere twelve men organised 
under one of Hitler's chauffeurs, J ulius Schreck, as a 
personal bodyguard for the man who would later 
adopt the title Der Fi.ihrer 'The Leader'. 

From this tiny beginning the Waffen-SS would 
ultimately grow to a strength of some 91o,ooo men­
an astonishing figure, but still only a tenth of the size 
of the regular army at its peak. Perhaps a more 
relevant comparison is that, in 1943- 44, the seven 
premier SS divisions totalled nearly a quarter of the 
Panzer (armoured) strength available to the Wehr­
macht (armed forces), and, on their own, contributed 
significantly to delaying the defeat of Germany for so 
long. (It should be pointed out that although the 
Waffen-SS was subordinated operationally to the 
orders of the Oberkommando der W ehrmacht, or 
Armed Forces High Command, it was never an 
integral part of the Wehrmacht.) 

The real growth of the Waffen-SS stemmed from 
1929, when Heinrich Himmler a mild-mannered, 
fastidious, but ruthlessly ambitious man was ap­
pointed Reichsfi.ihrer-SS. Over the next ten years he 
expanded his empire rapidly, especially after Hitler 
repudiated the Treaty of Versailles which had ended 
the First World War and reintroduced conscription 
in 1935. By the time Germany went to war in 
September 1939 Himmler was able to field three 



reinforced regiment (the Leib tandarte ' dolf 1-Iit­
ler' Standarte 'Deutschland' and Standarte 'Ger­
mania ') \Vith a fourth, Austrian, regiment undergoing 
training. In addition there were the members of the 
Totenkopfverbande (Death's Head Band) originally 
rai ed a concentration camp guard , ' ho '"ould by 
the follo,ving .. ear constitute an entire motorised 
infantry divi ion. 

• 

By the end of the \var, 38 affen-SS di i ion (of 
highly variable quality) \vould have been raised ­
ome of the later ones divi ion in name onlY . ... 

Collectively, they \vould earn them elve the dubious 
sobriquet 'soldiers of destruction'. 

1924 Title 'SS' becomes official. 
1929 Himmler appointed Reichsfiihrer-SS. 
1933 Hitler become Chancellor. 
1935 Reintroduction of conscription. 
1936 Establishment of SS Inspectorate and training 

schools. 
1939 Invasion of Poland; Leib tandarte and SS-V 

participate' ith 'Totenkopf' in second line. 
1940 Invasion of France, Holland and Belgium. 

Title 'Waffen-SS' becomes official. Expansion 
authorised and recruitment of non-German 
volunteers begin . 

1941 Leibstandarte and 'Reich' take part in inva-

11 troop of the 
-Kal·allerie Brigade in 

1941. This n·as 
subsequently (1942) 
enlarged into the 8th 
Kal'allerie Divi ion 
'Fiorian Gerer' under the -command of'~J'illi' 
Bi ttrich and, later, 
Jlermann Fegelein. 
(Bundc archiv, Koblenz) 

ions of Greece and Yugo la ia then together 
\vith 'Totenkopf, the 'Polizei' Division and 
'Wiking', the invasion of Russia. 

1942 Beginning of tran formation of Leib tandarte, 
'Das Reich' and 'Totenkopf into Panzergren­
adier divisions; 'Wiking' reaches Rostov but 
escapes entrapment at Stalingrad. 

1943 reation of I SS Panzer Korps; battle of 
Kursk; Allies land in Sicily and Italy; ltal 
surrenders. 

1944 D-Day. Leib tandarte, 'Da Reich , 'Hitler 
Jugend' and 'Gotz von Berlichingen' deci­
mated and pulled out to be re-formed; July 
bomb plot on Hitler's life re ults in hi placing 
even more reliance on the Waffen-SS; 'Hohen-
taufen' and 'Frund berg' defeat .. '\Hied Rhine 

crossing at . rnhem; creation of Sixth ( S) 
Panzer Army for the Battle of the Bulge; in 
Russia, ' iking' decimated at Cherka y; 
beginning of final Rus ian ummcr offen ive; 
Warsaw Upri ing suppressed by Waffen-SS; 
Russians enter Belgrade, occupy Romania and 
surround Budapest. 

1945 Start of la t Russian winter offensi e; heavy 
fighting in Hungary; rdenne offen ive de­
feated; fall ofBudape t; Hie cro Rhine and 
link \vith Russians on the El be; Hitler commits 
suicide; fall of Berlin; Germany surrenders 
unconditionally; SS declared a criminal 
organi ation and \var crimes tribunals begin. 
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In general terms, and certainly during the early part 
of the war, the Waffen-SS grenadier wore much the 
same clothing and carried the same personal equip­
ment as his counterpart in the army. There were 
minor variations, for example in the exact cut and 
styling of tunics, sidecaps and field caps; rank insignia 
was totally different because the Waffen-SS used 
essentially the same rank structure as the old SA 
stormtroopers. The national eagle was worn on the 
left arm instead of on the chest and because almost all 
of the Waffen-SS divisions were named as well as 
numbered, black cuff titles were worn on the lower 
left sleeve. 

The most distinctive item of German combat 
dress, worn by all ranks, was the steel helmet 
(Stahlhelrn). Although its shape gave it the nickname 
'coalscuttle', it was actually a very practical item, 
offering protection to the ears and the neck as well as 
the skull. A tribute to the soundness of its design is 
that the modern American combat helmet is virtually 
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identical in shape. The standard M35 helmet was 
made of steel and weighed around a kilogram 
depending on size. The supension consisted of an 
aluminium band covered in leather; this was adjust­
able to give a comfortable fit as were the black leather 
chinstraps. A variety of camouflaged helmet covers 
were also issued, but we shall return to the subject of 
camouflage later. 

Comfortable clothing is very important if a 
combat soldier is to operate at maximum efficiency, 
and the Waffen-SS introduced several ideas to 
enhance that efficiency. These ideas have sub­
sequently been imitated by the armed forces of many 
other nations. 

Over his cotton, aertex or woollen underclothing, 
the Waffen-SS grenadier wore a grey woollen shirt 
designed for warmth and ease of movement. Unfor­
tunately, the material had a high wood fibre content, 
making it scratchy to wear; it also wore out quickly 
with repeated washing, so later cotton shirts were 
introduced which were much more practical and 
popular. 

Trousers and tunics were also designed with 
practicality as well as smartness in mind. Both were 
made of a wool/rayon mixture, which was extremely 
hard wearing. The trousers were straight-legged and 
high-waisted, being supported by braces rather than 
a belt, although this changed later in the war. The 
single-breasted tunic, belted at the waist, had four 
large pockets for carrying personal effects or extra 
rounds of ammunition. 

A variety of field service caps were produced, the 
most common until 1943 being the sidecap or 
Feldmiitze, which was similar in style to those worn 
by the soldiers of most other armies. In 1943 a peaked 
cap appeared, the Einheitsfeldmiitze, which was based 
upon the mountain troops' ski cap. This was a much 
more practical piece of headgear, offering protection 
to the eyes against both rain and sun (men of the 
Waffen-SS alpine divisions, of course, wore the ski 
cap or Bergmiitze). 

Paul Hausser wearing the 
pre-I94Z style collar 
patches of a 
Gruppenfiihrer. A former 
staff oflicer in the army, 
Hausser had retired in 1932 
at the age of sz, joined the 
SS with the rank of 

Brigadefrihrer in 1934 and 
established the SS-VT 
Inspectorate in October 
1936. He later conunanded 
I SS Panzer Korps in 1943 
and Seventh Army in 
Nonnandy in 1944. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 



~ ~ Tn·o vien's of the 
Leib tandarte '.1dolf 
llitler' in full parade 
uniforn1 but 1vithout the 
white belts nrhich later 
became standard on such 
occa. ion . The photo 
without greatcoat. n'a 
taken at Tempelhof 
airfield in Berlin on 24 
1\farch 1935. ~'\-ote the 
foreground oflicer is 
carrying the officer' a bel, 
or abre, n'hich n'a much 
preferred to the straight­
bladed degen and i today 
a far rarer collector's item. 
The second photo 1-vas 
taken in 1unich on 9 
iVoJ'ember the ame vear . 

• 
The officer in the 
foreground i Theodor 
ll'i eh, n·ho n'ould later 
command the 
Lcib tandartc 'AH' in 
'(\/ormandy in 1944. 
(Bunde archiv, Koblenz) 

Tunic , trou ers and hats \Vere also produced in 
lighter \veight materials for tropical \Vear and, 
although the affen-SS never sa\v action in orth 

frica these \Vere greatly appreciated during the 
ummers in the outh ofRu sia. 

• 

For cold \Veather condition , the men \vere issued 
\Vith a thick \voollen calf-length greatcoat, double­
breasted for extra protection against the v ind. n 
even thicker version \vas a Yailable for sentrie , \vho 
needed the extra protection if they were to ta y alert. 
Even these proved inadequate in the arctic conditions 
of the Russian " 'inter, so by the autumn of 1942 thick, 
\varmly-lined parkas \Vith hood \vere being i ued. 
These had dra\v tring around the front of the hood 
and at the \Vaist to help keep the wind out. 
heepskin cap \Vith ear flaps \Va al o introduced. 

For foot\vear, the Waffen- started the ' ar 
\vearing the standard German calf-length black 
leather marching boot (Marschstiefel), \vhile officer 
\vere entitled to taller riding boots (Reitsliefel). 
Experience with frostbite in Russia led to the 
introduction of a felt overboot, as well a thick 
mittens in place of the tandard woollen gloves, 
\vhich \vere hopeles ly inadequate. s the \Var pro­
gres ed a more practical lace-up ankle boot (Schniirs­
clzulze)' as introduced, based on the mountain troops' 
climbing boots; these ' ere normall \VOrn with 
canvas gaiters. They gave greater support to the 
ankle, enhancing the men's mobility. 
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A Rottenfiihrer of SS 
Division 'Reich 'in the 
Balkans, I94I, alongside 
his SdKfz 22I light 
armoured car. He wears 
the SS-pattern Panzer 
tunic and the tank crew 
beret with its protective 
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inner 'crash helmet', an 
item of kit which gradually 
disappeared as the war 
progressed in favour of 
soft caps with or without 
peaks (Feldrntitze and 
Einhei tsrnii tze ). 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

Catnouflage clothing 
Production of all uniform items for the Waffen­

SS was carried out at concentration camps, partic­
ularly Dachau and Buchenwald. This included the 
camouflage clothing pioneered by the Waffen-SS and 
which was their most distinctive trademark. Several 
examples are shown in the photographs and plates, 
but because this style of clothing was so important, it 
is worth looking at more closely. 

The Waffen-SS were among the first German 
units to use what has become known as 'disruptive 
pattern' clothing, designed to help the men blend in 
with their background surroundings and make them 
less visible to their enemies. The idea of camouflage 
itself is, of course, hardly new, but in the modern 
sense only dates from the turn of the century when 
the British Army belatedly decided that red tunics 
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made the men marvellous targets and adopted khaki, 
a practice which, with variations in shade, was rapidly 
copied by most other armies. Khaki, or the German 
field grey-green equivalent, are practical, neutral 
shades, but the Waffen-SS decided this was not going 
far enough. What was needed was a form of garment 
to allow the men to blend in not just with different 
types of countryside, but with seasonal changes in the 
coloration of grass and foliage. 

From the very outbreak of war in September 
1939 most Waffen-SS combat troops wore a loose, 
thigh-length pullover smock over their service tunic. 
Made of a rayon/cotton mixure, it was generously cut 
for ease of movement, and could be pulled tight at the 
waist with a drawstring, offering a degree of extra 
protection against the wind. The collarless head 
opening also had a drawstring, as did the cuffs, 
emphasising the baggy appearance which was quite 
deliberate and a further form of camouflage in itself. 

Early pattern smocks had two chest vents to allow 
the wearer to reach the pockets in his tunic under­
neath, but it was soon found that this was impossible 
when webbing was worn, as it had to be, over the 
smock, so they were discontinued. Loops were also 
frequently sewn to the shoulders, upper arms and 
helmet cover to allow foliage to be attached as extra 
camouflage. 

The smocks were reversible, and printed in a 
variety of patterns to match the changing seasons: 
light and dark green for spring, two shades of green 
and a purplish brown for summer, and three shades 
of russet and brown for autumn. Quantity fabric 
printing of such complexity had never been tried 
before, and special dyes and techniques had to be 
invented. Early smocks were screen printed, but 
because this took time, especially since the smocks 
also had to be waterproofed, later versions were 
machine printed. The patterns were carefully de­
signed to break up the wearer's outline, with small 
hard-edged splodges of colour outlined in contrasting 
colours, so that a man standing still in a wood or 
hedgerow became virtually invisible. There \Vere 
four basic patterns used as the war progressed, \vhich 
for convenience are generally referred to as 'plane 
tree', 'palm tree', 'oakleaf' and 'pea', although none 
gave significantly greater camouflage protection than 
the others, so the reasons for the changes seem to have 
been merely experimental. 



Festooned with stick helmet cover improvised 
grenades (Stielgranaten), a from sheets during the first 
young 1VCO of the 'Der winter of the Russian 
Fiihrer' Regiment, campaign, before proper 
Division 'Das Reich ', reversible camouDage 
shows the snow clothing became available. 
camouilage smock and (Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

In 1942 \Vork began in designing a new uniform 
for the Waffen-SS grenadier. The result was the M43 
drill camouflage uniform. This consisted of a single­
breasted jacket and trousers in a rayon mixture, 
camouflage printed on one side only, the coloration 
being predominantly dull yellow with green and 
bro\vn splodges. The M44 suit which followed the 
143 was made of coarse herringbone twill which was 

not as \varm. The waterproof qualities of the M44 
were also inferior to the M43. The introduction of the 
144 field uniform marked the final stage in the 

simplification and deterioration of the dress of 
Germany's armed forces. 

By 1944, shortages of materials and the need to 
make economies forced the German Army and the 
Waffen-SS to adopt a different type of tunic and 
trousers. The M44 field blouse (Feldbluse) was short­
waisted, closely resembling the British Army's bat­
tledress blouse. It was made from Zeltbahn material 
for cheapness, and was distinctly shoddy in ap-

The same camouDage 
being worn by a pipe­
smoking soldier of the 

• • same reg1111ent In 
November I94I during the 
drive on Moscow. The man 
beside him wears a mottle 
camouflage smock over his 
greatcoat. Horses came 
into their own for 

I 

I 

reconnaissance duties in 
Russia, but it must not be 
forgotten that the entire 
Gennan army was still 
predominantly 'horse­
drawn' throughout most of 
the war, despite 
mechanisation. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

pearance and less warm than earlier tunics. The 
accompanying trousers were also waist length and 
tighter fitting, being held up with a belt instead of 
braces. 

The Zeltbahn itself had been developed by the 
Army, but was adopted by the Waffen-SS. It was a 
simple triangle of material printed in camouflage 
colours which could be worn as a poncho in wet 
weather. The edges had holes for drawstrings, and 
three or more Zeltbahns could be tied together to form 
a pup tent. When not in use, it was carried rolled on 
the back along with the grenadier's other personal 
equipment, examples of which can be seen in the 
plates. 
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The basis for all field equipment was a set of 
adjustable black leather 'Y' straps which passed from 
the front of the \Vaistbelt either side of the chest and 
over the shoulders, con verging on a steel ring 
between the shoulder blades. From this ring a single 
strap joined to the belt at the centre of the back. The 
waistbelt itself carried three leather ammunition 
pouches for the Kar 98 rifle either side of the buckle. 
The pouches themselves were made as units of three, 
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and clipped to the 'D' rings which fixed the 'Y' 
harness to the belt. 

Full infantry kit, the M39 pack, was rarely worn 
in combat by Waffen-SS grenadiers as they were 
principally shock troops, lightly equipped for mo­
bility and going into action carrying a minimal 
amount of equipment. When worn as on the march 
prior to an engagement the pack harness was also 
attached directly to the 'D' rings and to the top of the 
frontal straps at roughly collarbone level by means of 
press studs, passing round the waist and under the 
armpits. To this network was first fixed a canvas 
backpack, approximately square in shape, which 
contained the man's washing kit, toothbrush, rifle­
cleaning gear, field rations, tent pegs, a length of rope 
and spare clothing. His mess tin kit was strapped to 
the back of the pack and his Zeltbahn or greatcoat 
wrapped around its top and sides in a neat but heavy 
roll. The weight of full kit made it impractical for it to 
be carried in combat. 

Entrenching tools and bayonets were another 
matter, and formed part of the assault kit. The 

~ The rigours of the 
Russian winters saw a ~vide 
variety ofwartn combat 
clothing being worn. These 
almost knee-length parkas 
in a mouse-grey colour 
were unique to the 
Waffen-SS and produced 
by Oswald Pohl's 
Wirtschafts 

VervaltungsHauptAmt 
(WVHA, or economic 
administration 
department) using 

• concentrat1on camp 
labour. This photo was 
taken in Kharkov in March 
1943. (Bundesarchiv, 
Koblenz) 

~ Soft sheepskin caps with 
earjneck Baps were 
introduced for tank crews 
by the second winter in 
Russia. These had black 
wool linings on to which 
the death's head device or 
national eagle would be 
pinned. Interestingly, the 
'tankie' on the left wears 
the infantry assault badge. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 



entrenching tool was a simple wooden-handled spade 
carried in a leather case on the left hip, suspended 
from the waistbelt. Early versions were square­
bladed and did not have a folding handle, while later 
versions had a triangular point which made a useful 
improvised weapon, as well as a hinged stock. The 
harness for both types involved a folding leather 
three-sided sheath for the blade, the first pattern 
being secured by a looped leather strap around the 
top of the handle, the latter by both horizontal and 
vertical buckled straps. 

The bayonet and scabbard were usually strapped 
to the back of the first pattern entrenching tool; they 
could, of course, be worn attached simply to the 
\vaistbelt, in between the ammunition pouches and 
the entrenching tool for quick and easy access. This 
v;as necessary with the second pattern spade arrange­
ment because it was awkward to get at the spade 
without first removing the bayonet. 

To counterbalance this array, the grenadier 
carried a canvas bread bag slung from his waist belt on 
his right hip. This carried provisions, his field cap 

~ Issue clothing was 
seldom enough given the 
excessively low 
temperatures, and the man 
on the left here looks as 
though he can barely 
move, with camouflage 
smock belted over a fur or 
sheepskin coat presumably 
'borrowed' from a Russian 
Farmer. In Fact, during the 
winters, the whole of the 
German armed forces 
looked more like a 
collection of scavengers 
from second-hand shops 
than anything else. The 

man on the right wears the 
standard rubberised 
motorcyclist's coat and 
has a scarflvrapped round 
his head underneath his 
held cap and goggles. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

~ Going to the other 
extreme, the men of the 
Leibstandarte 'AH' were 
issued with tropical tunics 
and solar topees during the 
invasion of Greece. Note 
the monogram insignia on 
the shoulder boards. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

when bareheaded or wearing his helmet, and any 
other oddments which would not fit in elsewhere. 
The bag itself had two metal rings on its outer straps, 
one of which was used to attach the kidney-shaped 
water canteen. The grey-painted fluted metal gas­
mask container was not attached to the webbing, but 
slung around the neck on a canvas strap. It could be 
in a canvas sack with or without a gas cape. The 
widespread use of gas was never a serious threat and 
the gasmask case rapidly became a convenient con­
tainer for a variety of personal items, particularly 
those which needed to be kept dry, such as tobacco. 

When going into combat, the grenadier would 
abandon much of the above kit and substitute a 
canvas 'A' frame, leaving his pack and greatcoat in a 
truck or dugout and retaining just his mess kit, water 
bottle, Zeltbahn (optional, depending on the 
weather), bread bag (probably stuffed with grenades 
instead of rations), entrenching tool and bayonet. 
The Waffen-SS were flexible in deciding what should 
be carried into action, but regulations stipulated that 
the gasmask container was not optional. 
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Grenadiers equipped \Vith submachine-guns or, 
later, assault rifles, did not \vear the Kar 98 ammu­
nition pouches on the front of their waistbelts. 
Instead, they \VOre t\vo sets of elongated triple 
pouches in leather or canvas for their weapon's 
magazines. These were slanted sideways because of 
their length, clearing the top of the thighs so as not to 
get in the \vay \vhen a man \vas running. Members of 
machine-gun crews carried no ammunition pouches, 
but were instead equipped \Vith bolstered automatic 
pistols for self-defence. In fact, v ithin the Waffen-SS 
as a whole, the carrying of a personal weapon such as 

• 
a pistol or a submachine-gun in addition to or instead 
of the issue rifle became something of a cachet. 

A pistol is really of little value in a combat 
situation, having limited range and accuracy, but 
being small can be carried conveniently by personnel 
in armoured fighting vehicles, as can SMGs, whereas 
a rifle would be too unwieldy. Ho\vever, a pistol is a 
great morale-boo ter and a single man so armed can 
often force the surrender of several opponents if they 
are shocked and demoralised, as happened quite 
often in France and during the early period of the 
advance into Russia. A pistol is also a last defence 
against capture, and soldiers of the Waffen-SS in 
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Russia became \Vell a\vare that a bullet \Vas generally 
preferable to the latter fate. Pistols and submachine­
guns are also useful in close-quarter fighting, as when 
clearing a building, in dense woods \vhere it is 
difficult to use a longer-barrelled weapon, or in 
trench fighting. (In fact, Hugo Schmeisser designed 
the \vorld's first true submachine-gun, the MP 18, 
specifically for trench "~arfare.) Finally, pistols are 
also symbols of authority and hence would normally 
be \Vorn by officers and military policemen as a 
standard part of their uniform. 

The most common pistols in service in 1939- 40 
were the famous 9 mm P o8 Luger and the more 
modern P 38 Walther, \vhich \Vas put into production 
in 1938 to replace the former weapon, being cheaper 
to manufacture. It \vas also a more practical design, 
\Vith a lock to prevent accidental firing even \Vith the 
safety switch 'off'. This was much appreciated by the 
troops, because there had been everal accidents ' ith 
the Luger \Vhen it v as field- tripped \Vith a round 
accidentally left in the chamber. The Walther, on the 
other hand, even had a pin indicator which could be 
felt in total darkness and \vhich sho,,~ed if there \Vas a 
round 'up the spout'. In fact, the Walther P 38 \vas 
such a good \veapon that Oberfiihrer Heinrich 
Gartncr, head of the Waffen-SS Procurement Office, 
tried unsuccessfully to divert all production to the 
Waffen-SS. 

-

In the early years, the 
Waffen-SS experienced 
great difficulty in 
acquiring the ~veapons it 
needed due to the Army's 
opposition to its growth. 
Here, men of the 
'TotenkopF Division have 
nothing better than a 
captured French 4· 7 cm 
Puteaux anti-tank gun 
(given the designation Pak 
r8rf r8J(f) in Gennan 
service). (Bunde archiv, 
Koblenz) 



JVeariness plainly stamped 
on his face, a 
Leibstandarte 'AH' CO 
leads his platoon during 
the invasion of France, 
June 1940. Hanging from 
the frontofhis belt in its 
leather straps is the 
wooden holster/stock of a 
C/96 'broomhandle' 
fa user, the first true 

automatic pistol ~vith a 
self-loading magazine. It 
was produced in 7· 6 3 as 
well as 9 mm calibre and, 
in the hands of a 
marksman, could be 
sighted for up to r,ooom 
(I,OlJ4.:vd), although it 
would rarelv have been 

• 

used at that sort of range. 
(Fred Stephens) 

\Vaffen-SS officers \Vere frequently seen 
equipped \vith the smaller Walther PP or PPK. Being 
designed for police use, they were easily concealed, 
for example at the small of the back, and could be 
missed in anything other than a thorough body 
search. The same could not be said for one of the 
Waffen-SS grenadier's other most popular " 'eapons, 
the 9 mm C 96 Mauser. Popularly known as the 
'broomhandle' ~ lauser because of the shape of its 
grip, this ingenious handgun remains one of the finest 
combat \Veapons ever made and has become a valued 
collector's item. 

• 

While the Luger and Walther P 38 had eight­
round box magazines, could only be fired single-shot 
and had an effective combat range of little more than 
25 yards, the Mauser could take a 20-round maga­
zine, be fired fully automatic like a submachinc-gun 
(or, in German parlance, machine pistol), and had a 
range of up to 1 ,ooo yards. To enable it to be fired at 
this range, it had an ingenious hollo\v \vooden stock 
which doubled as its holster and could also accommo­
date cleaning tools. Unfortunately, \vhen fired in the 
fully automatic mode, the Mauser \vas impossible to 
aim accurately because of the sharp barrel rise, but 
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the hail of lead it spouted \vas guaranteed to send 
opponents diving for cover ... 

The latter is one of the chief attributes of all 
submachine-guns. The Waffen-SS used several types 
of these, but had a definite preference for some over 
others. In 1940 there \V ere four basic types, the 9 mm 
MPE (see caption, Plate C1), MP 28, MP 34/35 and 
MP 38, \Vith the MP 40 just coming into service. All 
were short-barrelled, with 20- or 32-round box 
magazines, a high rate of fire and an effective combat 
range of around I so yards. However, the Waffen-SS 
preferred the old 1P 28 to the more modern designs 
because of its superior manufacturing quality and 
because its magazine slotted into the side of the 
receiver instead of underneath it. This meant it could 
be fired from the prone position much more easily. 
The same was true of the MP 34 and MP 35 
produced by the Danish Bergmann company, which 
had been taken over following the occupation of 

~ Clearer l'ien' of the 1"lP 
28 being carried by an 
c.:ntersturmfiihrer of an 
unidentified SS Panzer 
unit. Because of its 
compact size (only 32 in/ 
8IS nun including the 
wooden stock) it was a 
popular n'eapon amongst 
AFV crclvs. lVhilc the 

• 

army preferred the AlP 38 
and fP 40, the lVaffen-SS 
much appreciated the 
older but more robust and 
reliable 1\rlP 28 and 
Bergmann fP 35 and, 
indeed, took ol·er the entire 
production of the latter. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

~ This '''as a standard 
n.ray of using the 7.92mm 
1l1G 34 (and MG 42) 
machine-gun during urban 
battles, although lvhat 
these tlVO men from 'Das 
Reich 'are laughing about 
is an.vone 's guess . .. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

....,. The lVaffen- S also 
made e#Ytensive use of 
captured Russian n'eapons, 
such as the ~PSh 41 
submachine-gun carried 
by the 1 CO on the right. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 



Denmark in pril 1940 (a campaign in \vhich the 
\Vaffen-SS did not take part). The \Vaffen-SS, short 
of \veapons at the time because of restrictions 
imposed by the Army (5 I), were delighted to be 
allo,ved to take over the entire production of the 
Bergmann SMGs, making this \Veapon uniquely 
their O\Vn. 

Other extremely popular non-German weapons 
used by the Waffen-SS included the 9 mm Browning 
Hi-Po\ver automatic pistol manufactured by Fab­
rique • Tationale in Belgium. This had a 13-round 
magazine, making it a much more effective combat 
weapon than a Luger or Walther, as well as having a 
more comfortable grip. After the invasion of the 
Soviet Union in June 1941, captured Russian PPD 
and PPSh submachine-guns \vere also pressed into 
ervice in large numbers. Home-gro\vn submachine­

guns \vere generally reserved for junior officers and 
COs rather than the rank and file. 

While submachine-guns were popular with the 
\Vaffen-SS, the principal weapon used by them up to 

1943- 44 \vas the German Army's standard 7.92 mm 
Kar 98 rifle, a traditional breech-loader \vith a fi e­
round magazine sharing almost identical character-

I 

An SS sniper ar1ned with a 
Mauser 7.92mm Kar 98k 
carbine fitted with 
telescopic sight. Although 
designated a carbine and 
given the suflix 'k' for kurz 
(short), the Kar 98k 's 
barrellvas less than tlvo 
inches shorter than that of 
the British and A111erican 

• 

ar111y 's standard Lee­
Enlield o 4 Mk I and 
Springlield Mr903, at 
2J.6inj6oorrun. It lvas a 
popular and accurate 
weapon lvith a live-round 
box magazine. 1 ote sand/ 
dust goggles pushed back 
on helmet. (Bundesarchiv, 
Koblenz) 

istics \Vith the British Lee-Enfield and the 
• 

mertcan 
Springfield. Later, the grenadiers eagerly eized the 
ne\v MP 43/StG 44 assault rifle. The \vorld 's first 
true assault rifle, combining the traditional rifle's 
virtue of range and accuracy with a submachine­
gun's high rate of fire, this had been introduced after 
combat experience had sho,vn that most firefight 
took place at under 400 yards. 

The Waffen-SS placed great emphasis on laying 
down saturation firepower, so tried wherever possible 
to have a greater concentration .of heavy support 
\veapons machine-guns and mortars than was 
Army practice. German industry provided two parti­
cularly fine weapons for this purpose, the 7.92 mm 
MG 34 and MG 42. Rightly regarded as the best 
machine-guns ever made, these had a phenomenal 
rate of fire and the further advantage of being able to 

IS 
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use 7 s-round saddle drum magazines in place of 
conventional belts. 

Other weapons available to the grenadiers in­
cluded 'egg' and 'stick' hand grenades; anti­
personnel and anti-armour mines and rifle grenades; 
5 cm and 8 cm mortars; and flamethro\vers. The 5 and 
8 cm mortars were later supplemented by 12 cm 
mortars after experience in Russia had sho\vn the 
need for a weapon capable of throwing a heavier 
round to greater range. 

t the beginning of the war the infantry had no 
effective weapons against enemy tanks. In the 
1939- 40 campaigns this did not matter too much, 
because French and British tanks \vere poorly de­
ployed and rarely a threat. In Russia things were 
totally different, and in response to demand from the 
front-line troops Dr Heinrich Lang\veiler devised a 

The JYG 42 mounted on an 
SdKfz 251 half-track 
an11oured personnel 
carrier during the battle of 
Kursk in]uly 1943. This, 
the finest general-purpose 
machine-gun ever 
produced, is still in service 
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lvith the Bundeswehr in 
only slightly modified 
for1n as the 7.62 mm MG J. 
The strain of battle is 
clearly evident on the 
men's faces. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

very simple but extremely effective \veapon capable 
of stopping any tank then in existence. The Panzer-
faust ('armour fist') was a single shot weapon com­
prising a hollow charge \Varhead expelled from a 
simple metal tube. The fin-stabilised grenade only 
had a range of 30 m, requiring nerves of steel to use, 
but could penetrate 140 mm of armour plate. Sub­
sequently, both range and armour penetration \vere 
improved and the Panze1faust was so successful that 
production peaked at 2oo,ooo units a month. 

The second infantry anti-tank \Veapon, intro­
duced during 1943, was the Panzerschreck ('armour 
battleaxe'). Essentially a copy of American bazookas 
captured in Tunisia, it \vas a hollo''' tube firing a solid 
fuel rocket with an 88 mm hollow charge warhead. 
Because the diameter of a hollo\v charge \varhead is 
the critical factor in determining armour penetration, 
it was a far more effective weapon than the 6o mm 
bazooka, and could penetrate 100 mm of armour 
plate. At 120 m its range \Vas better than that of the 
Panzerfaust. The \veapon's only dra\vbacks were that 
the flare of the rocket launch gave the operator's 
position a\vay to the enemy, so he had to be prepared 
to roll away rapidly to avoid retribution. In addition 



the operator had to wear a gasmask to protect his face 
from the backblast. Subsequently, a small shield 
incorporating a sight was added. In action, the 
Panzerschreck was cre\ved by two men, operator and 
loader, \vho both normally carried three of the fin-
tabilised rockets on their 'A' frame harness . 

I 

. ~s already noted, all Waffen-SS uniforms (other than 
those tailored privately) were produced in the con­
centration camps. The German Je,vish community 
included a large number of skilled tailors and 
seamstresses, and although they were denied all civil 
rights, it was not the SS Economic Administration 
Department's policy to let their talents go to waste. 
(Printing of the actual camouflage material \Vas 
carried out by specialist private contractors, how­
ever.) In the field, each Waffen-SS soldier was issued 
with needle and thread to effect running repairs, 
\Vhile men \vho had been cobblers in civilian life 
found their O\\rn talents in demand from their 
comrades-in-arms who needed their boots re-soled. 

\Veapons, of course, were manufactured in fac­
tories and there is little point in describing the details 
of these processes. In the field, each man had hand 
tools (screwdriver, spanner, etc) and cleaning 
materials for his personal weapons, while more 
dra tic repairs \vere carried out in mobile field 
workshops following closely behind the front line. 

I 

Before looking at the training which all Waffen-SS 
infantrymen had to go through, it is important to look 
at the reasons men enlisted in the Waffen-SS in the 
first place, rather than the army; and at the factors 
which made them such tough and often fanatical 
fighters, earning themselves that description, 'sol­
dier of destruction'. 

• 

Good detail study of a 
• 

Damethrower team 
preparing for action. The 
German anny used four 
basic designs, the Models 
35, 40, 4I and 42· The first 
~vas very heavy and rapidly 
replaced by the lighter 40 
and 41 (sholt'n here). These 
all used gas tanks to propel 
the flammable petrol/gel 
mixture, but this system 
proved unable to stand up 

to the rigours of the 
Russian winter so the 42 
utilised propellant 
cartridges instead. 
Flamethrowers are 
universally hated by the 
soldiers of all nations and 
the mere threat of their use 
has often proved suDicient 
to force the defenders of a 
strongpoint to surrender. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

The principal difference bet\veen the men \Vho 
volunteered for the Waffen-SS and those who went 
into other branches of the armed forces lay in the oath 
they had to wear, affirming total loyalty to the person 
of Adolf Hitler rather than to the State. It went as 
follows and is a key factor in understanding the 
psychology of the Waffen-SS soldier: 

'I swear to thee AdolfHitler 
As Fiihrer and Chancellor of the German Rei eh 
Loyalty and bravery. 
I vow to thee and to the superiors whom thou 

shalt appoint 
Obedience unto death 
So help me God.' 
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What, then, did motivate a man to join the 
Waffen-SS and swear such an oath, rather than going 
into the regular army? There are many individual 
answers. For example, the later Kommando leader 
Otto Skorzeny originally wanted to join the Luft­
waffe, but opted for the Waffen-SS instead when he 
found out that his height would preclude him from 
serving as aircrew. But more often the answer was 
simple ambition and the desire to belong to an elite. 
After the reintroduction of conscription in 1935, the 
Army's standards were obviously lowered. (Prior to 
this, the Reichswehr had been restricted to a mere 
1oo,ooo men, which meant that recruiting officers 
could pick and choose.) An ambitious man who 
realised his own limitations would, quite naturally, 
prefer to be a big fish in a small pond rather than a 
small fish in a large one. 

Army leaders also realised this, and exercised 
tight controls over the number of men eligible for 
national service whom they would permit to join the 
SS. Seeing what was happening, Hitler put the entire 
SS on to the police rather than the Army budget. 
This gave the Army more money to play with and 
helped reduce their animosity towards the growth of 
the SS, an animosity based on the fact that the Army 
was traditionally the sole arms bearer for the State 

• 
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and undiminished by the fact that the prewar 
Waffen-SS was a relatively tiny organisation. 

There were two other significant differences 
between volunteers for the Waffen-SS and for the 
Army. Although the SS physical requirements were 
higher (see below), their educational ones were lower. 
Nearly half of all Waffen-SS recruits had received 
only minimal schooling, and officer candidates es­
pecially were accepted with far lower academic 
qualifications than their counterparts in the Army. 
This, of course, made them more amenable both to 
the tight discipline and to ideological indoctrin­
ation. (It should be noted that these remarks apply 
only to the Waffen-SS and not to, for example, the 
SD the SS security service headed by Reinhard 
Heydrich which attracted a high proportion of 
young lawyers and administrators with university 
degrees.) 

The other difference is that the majority of 
volunteers for the Waffen-SS came from rural areas, 
whereas the bulk of the Army's ranks were composed 
of city dwellers. This process of natural selection 
vindicated itself later in a way which seems rather 
surprising, until you remember that fifty-odd years 
ago rural living conditions were far more primitive 
and, literally, closer to the earth than they are today. 
Thus it soon became apparent, particularly in Russia, 
that the majority of men in the Waffen-SS divisions 
were more comfortable living in the field, and more 
adept at field- and woodcraft, than their urban 
comrades-in-arms. Since one of the basic require­
ments of a soldier is to survive in order to be able to 
fight, this was a not insignificant asset. 

Recruits for the Waffen-SS at least in the early 
days, before wartime demands forced a relaxation of 
standards had to satisfy stringent physical and 
moral conditions. 'Sepp' Dietrich, the commander of 
the Leibstandarte 'Adolf Hitler' Hitler's SS 
bodyguard wanted mature men rather than pimply 
teenagers, so only recruited from those aged between 
23 and 35, at least five feet eleven inches tall, and in 
peak physical condition. o man was accepted if he 

Training in the Waffen-SS 
placed high emphasis on 
physical standards of 
attainment which are only 
paralleled today by those 
of elite units such as 
paratroopers or marines. 

These men are oflicer 
candidates at Bad Tolz, 
one of the two specialist 
training schools overseen 
by Paul Hausser; the other 
was at Braunschweig. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 



Officer candidates on the 
assault course at Bad Tolz. 
The lack of heavy 
equipment is deliberate, 
because the Waffen-SS 

placed emphasis on light 
infantry tactics rather 
more than did the army. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

had a criminal record, and he had to be able to prove 
pure 'Aryan' ancestry with no 'taint' of Jewish blood. 
Until the need to replace casualties forced him to 
relax his own standards, Dietrich would not even 
accept a man into the Leibstandarte if he had a single 
tooth filled. He was determined that the regiment 
would be the toughest, fittest and most highly 
disciplined unit in the Fiihrer's service, and right to 
the very end it attracted the cream of volunteers for 
the Waffen-SS. 

The am1y also often 
accused the Waffen-SS of 
being 'unnaturally' 
aggressive, despite the fact 
that controlled aggression 
is the soldier's profession. 
Here, a couple of recruits 
slog it out in a simulated 
trench assault designed to 

teach the tactics of both 
attack and defence. Much 
of the success of the 
premier Waffen-SS 
fo1n1ations had its 
foundations laid in such 
realistic training. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

When Hitler assumed power in 1933, a rush of 
waverers the 'March Violets', who had previously 
sat on the political fence practically fell over each 
other in their enthusiasm to join the NSDAP, the SA 
and the SS. Membership of the SA reached an 
incredible three million, while the ranks of the SS 
swelled to some so,ooo. The SA, led by the portly 
homosexual Ernst Rohm, saw themselves as the true 
national revolutionary army, a fact which alarmed 
Hitler, who began to regard them as a threat to his 
own power. Accordingly, in June 1934 he used the 
black-uniformed troops of the Leibstandarte as well 
as men from Theodore Eicke's Totenkopfverbande 
to arrest and execute many of the SA leaders, 
including Rohm himself. Thus emasculated, the SA 
would never again pose a threat. But Himmler had a 
similar problem within the SS itself, because the rush 
of newcomers to their ranks were not of the old 
calibre. So, over the next few months he initiated a 
ruthless house cleaning process, expelling from the 
SS large numbers of 'Johnny-come-latelies' on 
grounds of alcoholism, criminal records, homo­
sexuality or the inability to prove pure 'Aryan' ances­
try' thus restoring to the survivors the status of an elite. 

Initial enlistment was 2 5 years for officers, I 2 for 

• 
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.. COs and four for other ranks, and candidates were 
only permitted to apply for officer training after 
serving at least two years in the ranks, unless they had 
preYious equivalent service in the Army. Despite 
these lengthy periods, and despite the tough physical, 
racial and moral entry requirements, there was no 
shortage of volunteers. Unfortunately, in the early 
days, what the Waffen-SS badly lacked was experi­
enced officers, and this \vas to be a contributory factor 
in their high casualty rate during the 1940 campaign. 

20 

Initial training \vas carried out in depots outside 
each regiment's home town; for example, the 'Toten­
kopf Division was based at Dachau, Standarte 
'Deutschland' \vas at Munich \vhile 'Germania' was 
at Hamburg. But to begin with there was no 
consistency, so in 1936 Himmler created a Waffen­
SS Inspectorate headed by a highly experienced 
former Army officer, Paul Hausser. Brand ne\v officer 
training schools \vere built at Bad Tolz and Braun­
schweig with light and airy barracks and classrooms. 

• 

~ Marksmanship was 
rigorously 'encouraged', 
and drilling in shooting 
and lveapons' care lVas so 
thorough that everything 
became automatic, almost 
instinctive. Here, cadets 
practise their skills on the 
butts at Bad Tolz. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 



Hausser \\·as helped in initiating the training pro­
gramme by two men in particular: Felix Steiner and 
Cassius Freiherr von 1ontigny. 

Steiner had been a member of a Stosstruppe, or 
assault troop, during the First World War, and 
wanted to instil the Waffen-SS with a similar style 
and clan. The e assault troops had consisted of mall 
bodies of volunteers armed to the teeth not only' ith 
the first submachine-guns but also with improvised 
weapons uch as clusters of grenades \Vrapped around 
a single stick, shields like a medieval knight, and 
entrenching tools \vith their edges sharpened like 
razors. They \Vere true light infantry, just as the 
\Vaffen-SS grenadiers \vere to become, going into 
action in daring trench raids unencumbered by the 
usual \Veight of kit, just carrying weapons, ammu­
nition and \Vater bottles. This, Steiner decided, 
would be the style of the SS; let the Army provide the 
cannon fodder ... 

tiontigny, a First World War U-boat skipper, 
had similarly strong ideas on discipline. Between 
them, he and Steiner \vere determined to create a 
force of men ''Tho \vould be tough, ruthless and self­
disciplined, and to a large degree they succeeded. 
\Vhat thev also created \vas a force of men \vho were 

• 

almost recklessly brave and totally callous where 
human life was concerned, factors which were to have 

..._ On campaign, the 
training shows its value. 
Despite their exhaustion at 
the end of a day's march 
during the invasion of the 
ll'est in f.ayf]une 1940, 
these men clean their 
weapons before the next 
day's struggle. The 
bedroom slippers are 
triccl_, .. non-regulation! 

(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

...., Such attention to detail 
paid dividends, and the 
men of the three principal 
SS formations involved in 
Fall Gelb ('C~1se Yellolv') 
had not onh' the 

• 
satisfaction of seeing a job 
done well, but of 
witnessing the Inspector­
General of the SS, Paul 
Hausser, pinning medals 
on practically everyone 
who would stand still for 
long enough ... 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblcnz) 

repercussions on the battlefield in the form of a 
number of appalling atrocities. 

The training programme evolved for the 
Deutschland' and 'Germania' Standarten \Vas 

broadly followed by the Leibstandarte, although, 
because of their ceremonial duties, the men in the 
latter regiment had to endure a great deal more 'spit 
and polish'. Similarly, the same programme was 
followed in only slightly modified form when 
Theodore Eicke began the transformation of part of 
the Totenkopfverbande into the 'Totenkopr 
Division. 

The normal day's routine began at 6 am \vith the 
recruits dressed in PE kit being put through an hour' 
callisthenics before breakfast, \vhich usually consis­
ted of porridge and mineral water. (This was partly 
due to Himmler's O\vn dietary fanaticism and partly 
to the fact that the SS Economic Department had the 
monopoly on both these products!) After breakfast, 
the men changed into fatigues or service dress, 
depending on the day's programme. Of all the aspects 
of military training weapons training, received the 
greatest emphasis. First the men had to learn how to 
strip, clean and reassemble their rifles. This took 
place in the classroom, the instructor using a large 
\vall chart sho"'·ing the \veapon in exploded vie\v to 
explain the function of each part. Then the men had 
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to practise on their O\vn rifles, repeating the process 
endlessly, day after day, until they could do it 
blindfold. They \vere shown how to clear blockages 
and effect simple field repairs. Then it was out on to 
the firing butts for target practice at steadily increas­
ing ranges. Those \vho pro ed 'gun shy' or who 
simply had no aptitude despite patient encourage­
ment were eased out into administrative or other 
tasks because the SS obviously needed signallers, 
clerks, cooks and so on as much as any other army 
does. 

• 

• 

I 

• 
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Once the men were familiar with their weapons 
they would begin learning infantry assault tech­
niques, charging at sandbags \Vith fixed bayonets. 
The instructors put great emphasis on aggression, 
constantly stressing fierceness in the attack both as a 
means of \Vinning battles quickly and of minimi ing 
casualties. To this end the men were taught the 
techniques of unarmed combat by qualified martial 
arts instructors and, later, when they \Vere sufficiently 
skilled to be able to practise against each other 
without causing injury, they would fight mock battles 

I Apart from infantry, 
ea valry, Panzer and 
Panzergrenadier 
divisions, the Waffen-SS 
also incorporated five 
mountain divisions (plus 
another two which only 
existed on paper), the 6th 
Gebirgs Division ' ord', 
7th Freiwilligen 
(Volunteer) Division 
'PrinzEugen', IJth 
Waffen Gebirgs Division 
of the SS 'Handschar' 
(Kroatische 1 r 1 ), 2rst 
Waffen Gebirgs Division 
of the SS 'Skanderberg' 
(Albanische r 1) and 
24th J.Vaffen Gebirgs 
Division of the SS 
'Karstjiiger', the latter 
composed of Italian 
fascists. These two men 
strapping up their 

• • equ1pmentpr1or to 
scaling a rock face are 
from the 'Prinz Eugen' 
Division which was 
formed under Artur 
Phleps from Hungarian, 
Romanian and 
Yugoslavian volunteers in · 
r942. (Bundesarchiv, 
Koblenz) 



using rifle and bayonet, or just the bayonet on its own. 
To further encourage aggression, boxing featured as 
a major part of the curriculum, helping the men to get 
over the instinctive fear of being hurt and teaching 
them that getting your own blow in first is the best 
way of a voiding just that. 

In fact, sport played a major part in the Waffen­
SS training programme, much more so than in the 
Army. All forms of field and track sports were 
encouraged, not just for relaxation as in the Army but 
as part of the training itself, as a means of enhancing 
physical fitness and reflexes. And, of course, there 
were endless route marches and cross-country runs, 
both \Vith and \vithout full kit, to develop stamina and 
endurance. 

Before getting out into the air again the men 
would have a hearty midday meal, follov ed by a 
'make and mend' session during which barracks were 
scoured, boots cleaned, uniforms pre sed and re­
paired and any other chores attended to. In the 
evening, the recruits could read, ' rite letters, play 
cards or chess the latter game being particularly 
encouraged because of the \vay it helps develop both 
logical thinking and mental flexibility. Those recruits 
lucky enough to have secured a pass could go into 
to\vn so long as they first passed a rigorous examin­
ation by the duty officer of the guard. 

So far, apart from those already noted, there was 
little difference between the training of a Waffen-SS 
grenadier and his Army counterpart. What they had 
to endure additionally was formal lectures at least 
three times a \Veek covering the policies of the 

SOAP and intense indoctrination in SS philo-
ophy, particular! y the theories of racial superiority 

which destined them to rule over the 
'untermen eh' the so-called 'sub-human' Jews, 
gypsies, Freemasons and communists. Slavs were 
rapidly added to the list once the invasion of the 
Soviet Union became a reality, but shortly afterwards 
the SS hierarchy began changing its mind. Latvians, 
Lithuanians and Estonians, it was decided, were not 
'Slav' but essentially 'Germanic'. So, it turned out 
"·ere Lkrainians, Azerbaijanis and anyone else \Vho 
hated 1osco\v, almost regardless of their origins, 
because casualties created such a huge manpower 
demand. 

Into this melting pot \vould also flow Indians and 
Palestinians, as well as men from every European 

Finestudyofa 'TotenkopF 
CO in Russia, surnmer 

• 
I94I, wear1ng 
appropriately coloured 
camouflage smock and 
helmet cover (lvithout 
loops}, standard 8 x so 

binoculars, leather map 
case and Luger Pjo8 
holster. An i\riP 28/11 
submachine-gun i slung 
across his back. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

country (Britain not excepted), who all sv ore variants 
of the basic Waffen-SS oath and adherence to its 
motto, 'Meine Ehre heist Treue', \vhich can be 
translated either way as 'my loyalty is my honour', or 
'honour is my loyalty'. Thus, its initial idealism 
diffused, the Waffen-SS actually became a polyglot 
organisation whose members fell far short of the 
standards demanded by Hausser, Dietrich, Steiner 
and the remainder of the 'old guard'. 

While those original standards were high, they 
did not go far enough as far a Himmlcr was 
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.4 despatch rider of the 
'Totenkopf' Division being 
given directions by an 
oflicer l¥hose tunic is so 
elegant it must have been 
privately tailored. J ote the 

-

loop selvn into the side of 
the motorcyclist's helmet 
cover to take camouflage 
'garnish'. The bike itself is 
a 350 cc BMlV RJS· 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 
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concerned. He \vas virulently anti-Church 
(Theodore Eicke was even more so), even though he 
adopted many practical Jesuit principles in the 
organisation and creed of the SS, to such an extent 
that Hitler called him 'my Ignatius Loyola' after the 
founder of the Society of Jesus. This anti-Christian 
campaign was never even nearly wholly successful 
and almost half the men in the original Waffen-SS 
regiments remained churchgoers despite peer criti­
cism and insult (the figure \Vas only 31 per cent in the 
Totenkopfverbande). 

What the ideological lectures aimed at producing 
\Vere men \vho firmly believed in their own destiny as 
missionaries of the ne\v 'Aryan' order \Vhich \vould 
rule the world. They \vere thoroughly indoctrinated 
in azi philosophy, so that they would know what 
they were fighting for. While many believed in this, 
others were more cynical and believed purely that 
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they were fighting to make their country strong again, 
as well as forming part of an elite. This, coupled to 
their allegiance to the Fiihrer, goes most of the way 
towards accounting for the almost suicidal courage 
and determination of the Waffen-SS soldier on the 
battlefield. Certain! y, fe,v \V ere taken in by 
Himmler's SS mythology, based on his readings of 
early German history reinforced by a mystical belief 
in reincarnation, in the old pagan ordic gods and in 
runic symbolism. Yet, having said that, the award of 
the SS Totenkopfring a silver ring \Vith a skull and 
crossbones on the front and other runic symbols 
around the sides supposedly reinforcing the bearer's 
'psychic' Germanic virtues \Vas one of the most 
coveted of all awards. It was not a military decoration 
like the Iron Cross, but a personal 'thank you' from 
the Reichsftihrer-SS, and the rings themselves \vere 
supposed to go to the graves with their bearers or be 
returned; they could not be sold or inherited . 

Once the Waffen-SS recruit had survived this 
basic training and ideological and 'spiritual' indoc­
trination, he could like a trainee soldier 
anywhere get down to learning more complex 
tasks. In particular, and more so than in any 
contemporary armed force before the emergence of 
the British Commandos and the merican Rangers, 
for example, Steiner and his team of instructors 
intended that the SS grenadier would be able to 
handle himself and his weapons competently under 
any conceivable battlefield situation, by day or night, 
regardless of terrain or weather. Individual training 
still continued, but increasingly gave \vay to unit 
training, first at the squad level of eight men and 
gradually broadening out into exercises at company, 
battalion and regimental level. Finally, full-scale 
exercises would be held involving the whole of a 
division. 

The only way in v hich this training differed from 
the Army's was, as \Ve have seen, in the emphasis on 
aggression and overwhelming firepower. The 
Waffen-SS had plenty of the former but, as we shall 
see later, initially at least were hampered in acquiring 
the latter. They were in a situation rather like the 
Army's Panzerwaffe kno\ving 'vhat they \vanted, 
but unable to get enough in sufficient time. This 
situation changed as the war progressed and 1-litler 
came to place increasing reliance on his Waffen-SS 
divisions to 'get the job done', giving them priority in 



the issue of new equipment; but to begin \Vith it was 
far from true. 

At the first two levels, the training programme 
taught the integration of squad and company support 
weapons the machine-guns, mortars, flame­
thro\vers and, later, Panzerfausts and Panzerschrecks. 
Thi involYed learning games theory, although it \Vas 
not described as such at the time. What games theory 
tells you, for example, is that a bolt-action rifle fired at 
a one-metre-square target at a range of 200 metres has 
a seven out of ten probability of hitting, assuming 
average marksmanship. The same theory tells us that 
a submachine-gun or assault rifle fired on automatic 
only ha a t\YO in ten probability, and a machine-gun 
on a bipod mount three in ten. What this does not 
mean is that a machine-gun is less effective than a 
bolt-action rifle, because the equation does not take 
into account that a machine-gun can be pouring soo­
plus rounds into the same target area in the time it 
would take to aim about I 5 rifle shots. Viewed like 
this, the machine-gun 'vill get I so hits on the target, 
the rifle only ten or so. O\V, I am quoting here 
because I am far from being a mathematician, but 
increasing the distance beyond 200 metres (assuming 

the weapon is capable of doing this) affects its basic 
accuracy by A = a (2oojD), when A is the new base 
accuracy of the weapon at the increased range, a is the 
original accuracy figure ( eg, seven out of ten) and D is 
the new distance to the target. 

Games theory coupled to empirical research gives 
many such equations and the Waffen-SS grenadier 
v.ras hardly expected to learn them, merely ho\\r to put 
them into practice to give the best results depending 
upon the tactical circumstances. Thus, sometimes a 
single-shot rifle is the best \Veapon, sometimes a 
submachine-gun and sometimes a machine-gun. 
Small unit tactical training therefore encourages the 
individual soldier to experiment \Vith different com­
binations to gain the best results based on his 
judgement of terrain, weather, visibility, his own 
men's abilities and the capability and weapons 

A brief rest for the crew of 
a 'Das Reich 'PzKpfw Ill 
during the battle ofKusk. 
There is little uniformity 
of dress apart from the 
mottle camouflage 
smocks. One man has field 
grey trousers and calf-

length boots while the 
others have black trousers 
and ankle boots; similarly, 
two wear the grey 
Feldmiitze, tlvo the black 
and one an Einheitsmiitze. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 
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Brigadefiihrer Her1nann 
Fegelein lvas the first 
commander of the 8th SS 
Cavalry Division 'Florian 
Geyer', and resumed 
command when 'Willi' 
Bittrich took over 
'Hohenstaufen '. Later, he 
lVas appointed to the 

Filhrer Headquarters staff. 
The fact that he lvas 
married to Eva Braun's 
sister Gretl did not save 
him from execution lvhen 
he lvas accused of 
attempting to flee from 
Berlin in April I945· 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

effectiveness of the enemy. Some factors are 
obvious that increasing range diminishes accuracy, 
for example, or that laying do\vn saturation fire \vill 
keep your enemy's head do\vn while allowing you to 
get on \Vith the approach to the objective. 

Understanding such basics is fairly simple, put­
ting them into practice effectively a matter of 
experience, and to give their men that exper­
ience Hausser, Steiner and their staffs made great use 
of live ammunition in exercises, a technique which at 
the time attracted strong criticism from the rmy 
hierarchv becau e of the inevitable accidental 

,.; 
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casualties it caused. In the long run, ho,vever, uch 
exerci es certainly saved lives, because once they 
went to war the men of the Waffen-SS were not 
unnerved by the simple fact of being under return 
fire. The efficacy of live-firing exercises is pro Yen by 
their almost universal adoption elsewhere after the 
Waffen-SS pioneered the way; but at the same time it 
must be admitted that such training can produce 
over-confidence, and this could account (along with 
the inexperienced leadership already noted) for some 
of the affen-SS's heavy casualties during their early 

• campaigns. 
Apart from the matter of live firing, Waffen-SS 

training differed from that of the Army in two other 
important ways. In the first place, although total 
discipline was demanded and ruthlessly enforced, 
training \Vas designed to produce inner discipline and 
self-reliance. Only a soldier who knows that his 
'mates' have been through the same treadmill will 
trust them, and vice versa. And in the second place 
Steiner in particular strove to break down the 
traditional Prussian barriers between officers and 
men, encouraging them to talk and exchange ideas as 
equals when off duty and to address each other as 
'kamerad' rather than by rank. This was no easy 
process, because class distinctions had far from 
disappeared from the Germany of the 1930s, but the 
process was helped by the fact that the SDAP had 
created a ne\v class of people \vho \vere appointed on 
merit rather than through an accident of birth. This 
meant that a man like 'Sepp' Dietrich, for example, 
and others like him who could barely have expected 
to rise to senior CO rank in the Army, could 
become colonels and generals within the Waffen-SS. 
It \vas a reversion to apoleon's old principle of 'a 
Marshal's baton in every private's knapsack' (on top 
of which, Hitler fully recognised the truth of one of 

apoleon's other adages 'give me enough medals to 
hand out and I'll win you any battle', and by 
introducing such a wards as the Knights Cross of the 
Iron Cross had gone a long way tO\\'ards creating an 
army which could only be defeated by 'bigger 
battalions', not by skill). 

There \Vas more to the success of the Waffen-SS 
than this, however. In a very real sense, the men had 
an esprit de corps more comparable to that of Regular 
British Army regiments than most German Army 
one . Because they \Vere formed as a deliberate elite, 



recruited and trained as such, and a warded regi­
mental cuff titles, they had a far stronger bond with 
their parent regiment than an Army conscript did 
with his. They were also volunteers, emphasising­
as in the British Army their professionalism in their 
own minds. i\nd they shared the same love of sports, 
which might seem a minor point, but perhaps is not. 

One way in which they definitely differed from 
the British (or German) Army of the time \\'as in the 
relationship between officers and enlisted men, not 
least because every Waffen-SS officer had had to have 
erved at least two years in the ranks or completed 

equivalent service elsewhere. Officers themselves 
were positively encouraged to discuss their decisions 
and orders (after the event, of course, not at the time; 
no effective military machine can be operated as a 
democracy). This was designed to enable their men to 
understand \vhy they \Vere asked to do things in a 
certain way, and help build confidence in the officers 
to whom they had sworn 'obedience unto death'. 
Theodore Eicke, \Vhen he began training up the 
Totenkopf Di ision at Dachau, went still further, 
instructing junior officers that they were to take some 
of their meals in the other ranks' and COs' messes, 
and even introducing suggestion boxes through 
which his men could leave ideas or air complaints 
anonymously. 

Himmler \Vanted the Waffen-SS to be a brother­
hood, an extended family, and this resulted in the 
men learning to trust their officers as well as each 
other, \vith little of the 'them and us' attitude 
prevalent in most other armies at the time. Regret­
tably, these ideals began to break do\vn later, when 
the \ affen-SS began accepting volunteers from the 
occupied countries. 

Foreign volunteers 

This is a subject which really needs deeper investi­
gation than space permits here, but some of the books 
listed in the bibliography should prove helpful. The 
first question is why on earth, within weeks of seeing 
their O\vn countries ov-errun by the German armed 
forces, should hundreds of volunteers from orway, 
Denmark, 1-Iolland and Belgium flock to join the 
ranks of the Waffen-SS? 

1\ustrians and Czechs were already being ab­
sorbed into the SS prior to 1940, both countries 
having had fairly extensive azi parties of their own 

The Waffen-SS attracted 
recruits from all the 
occupied countries. This 
Propaganda Compan_v . , 
c1ne cameraman wears 
the orwegian flag on his 

sleeve, probably denoting 
a member ofStandarte 
'1 ordland ', sth ss 
Panzergrenadier (later 
Panzer) Division 'Wiking'. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblcnz) 

before their almost bloodless take-overs. Besides, the 
majority of the populations of both countries \Vere 
essentially 'German', had seen the effects of Hitler's 
economic miracle, and wanted to take part in the 
'great adventure'. 

But why the others particularly before the 
invasion of Russia gave an excuse to anyone who was 
anti-communist should have \Vanted to join up 
remains even today something of a mystery. Some I 
have spoken to have simply shrugged and said the 
equivalent of'it seemed a good idea at the time'. What 
is fascinating is that most are proud of the fact, even 
after being vilified by their fellow countrymen 
following their release from internment camp or 

• pr1son. 
Inevitably, some were politically inspired, just as 

were the Italian blackshirts " 'ho continued to fight in 
SS units after the overthro"r of Mussolini and Italy' 
surrender in 1943. It must be remembered that 
extreme right-wing, anti-Semitic and anti-
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communist parties \vere not restricted to Germany, 
Austria, Spain and Italy in the 1920s and '3os, and 
even the United Kingdom had its share of similarly­
minded fanatics in Os,vald tloselcy's blackshirt 
fascist movement. 

Politics " ¥ere only part of the ans\ver, ho' ever. 
Another part was, strangely, the fact of occupation. 
itself. Many men, recognising the sheer military 
virtuosity of the German armed forces and the 
ineffectual resistance of their O\vn, \vere keen to join 
such a magnificent fighting machine once the oppor­
tunity arose an opportunity \vhich the chief 
V\'affen-SS recruiting officer, Gottlob Berger, was 
eager to exploit because it expanded his own and 
Himmler's empire without treading on the toes of the 
Army. Most people in the occupied countries to 
begin with, at least were also impressed by the 
smart turn-out and correct behaviour of the occupy­
ing forces. finally, it must be admitted that, like 
many farm labourers in Germany itself, many enlis­
ted in the Waffen-SS for the same reason that for 
decades had drawn others into the French Foreign 
Legion: for adventure, glamour and travel, or to 
escape from problems at home (it should be noted 
rather ironically that quite a fe,v Waffen-SS men 
found sanctuary from postwar prosecution in the 
Legion ... ). 

Most of the early western European foreign 
volunteers eventually found themselves in either the 
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~ ~ l-"olunteers did not 
just come from \.vestern 
Europe. There was warm 
response to Gottlob 
Berger's recruiting 
campaign from men in the 
Baltic States, occupied by 
the Soviet Union in 1940, 
lvho welcomed the 
Gennans as liberators . 
. 4mongst the e, the 
toughest and most 
disciplined lvere the 
La tvians, l-vho fom1ed the 
15th and 19th lVaffen 
Grenadier Divisions of the 
S (Lettischc ! r 1 and 
1 r 2 ). They \.V ere 
uniformed identically to 
other members of the 
lVaffen-SS apart from the 
distinctive collar patches. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 
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'Wiking' or ' ordland' Divisions, \Vhere they dis­
covered that things were not quite as rosy as they had 
been painted. Their officers \Vere predominantly 
German, and unfortunately for those like Steiner 
\vho were trying to create something like a pan­
European precursor of the orth Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation, the ne-v recruits from the occupied 
countries quickly found that they were regarded as 
second-class citizens in the Waffen-SS. This \\ras 
partly because they S\vore a slightly different oath, 
partly because their mastery of the German language 
was often insufficient, leading to misunderstandings, 
and partly because many German SS officers did 
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Probablv the most famous 
• 

foreign volunteer in the 
Raffen- was the Belgian 
Re.xist leader Leon 
Degrclle, hero of the battle 
for the Cherkassv Poclet 

* 

in FcbruarJ' 1944. Here he 
wears st:Jndard army 
uniform because the 
H'allonien Brigade lvhich 
hecommanded nras not 
incorporated into the 'S as 
the 28th SSFrehvilligen 

Panzergrenadier Division 
'lJallonien' until later in 
the year. 1Jy this time 
Degrelle had been anrarded 
the Knights Cross lVith 
Oaklcavcs and promoted 
to Oberfiihrer. Prior to this 
he had al'J.vays, as in this 
photograph, lVOrn the 
simple uniform of a 
private. (Christopher 
.4ilsby Historical Archives) 

regard them as second class and resented their own 
appointment to command them. 

This resulted in many of the volunteers feeling 
they \\'ere being victimised, for example by being 
given extra duties or docked pay for imaginary 
transgressions \vhile the German soldiers alongside 
whom they \vere soon to be fighting got a\vay scot free 
with similar offences. Felix Steiner did everything he 
could to counteract this situation, even to the 
issuance of standing \vritten instructions, but it did 
not really improve until the ne\v 'European­
Germanic' formations \vent into combat in Russia. 
Then the German attitude began to change drasti­
cally as the men proved themselves in combat, the 
'Wiking' Division in particular ending the \Var \Vith 
as fine a combat record as anv. 

"' 

The basis of German military philosophy at the 
beginning of the \Var and through to 1942 remained 
that of Blitzkrieg ('lightning \var'), and was repeated 
on both the grand and the small scale. Particularly, it 
must be noted, within the Viaffen-SS, \Vith their 
emphasis on aggression and speed. 

Like all successful concepts, that of Blitzkrieg 
\Vas simplicity itself although it is still often misun­
derstood, even today. The idea \vas to mass sufficient 
force against one sector of the enemy line in order to 
achieve superiority, break through and keep nzoving as 
rapidly as possible to keep the enemy off balance 
\Vhile secondary attacks either side of the break­
through point prevented him from transferring rein­
forcements. It was this idea of continuous movement 
\Vith an almost total disregard for flanks \vhich made 
the Blitzkrieg concept work so \Veil in those early 
years, since the Germans' opponent \Vere unable to 
respond quickly enough despite having an overall 
superiority in manpo,ver, guns and tanks to check 
the tidal \vave of men and machines. The 1940 
campaign in France and the Low countries is perhaps 
the best example of these failings. 

Blitzkrieg relied upon the integrated use of all 
weapons systems, and was greatly assisted by the fact 
that German military organisation \vas built on the 
modular ystem, with plug-in replacements. The 
Waffen-SS used the same principle \vith elan, but one 
significant difference did emerge between themselve 
and the Army. This lay in their loyalty to their parent 
regiment. n l\rmy oldier, unle s he \Vas himself a 
member of an elite formation such as the 'Gross­
deutschland' Division, did not particularly care 
\Vhich unit he fought \vithin. There \Vas no fierce 
loyalty, by and large, such as existed \Vithin the 
Waffen-SS for their 'o\\·n' unit. This made inter­
change of personnel more difficult, because a man 
would be reluctant to move to a different regiment 
(except by the pro pect of promotion); so the 
formation of ad hoc battlegroups (Kanzpfgruppen) \Va 
much more rare \Vithin the Waffen-SS than \Vithin 
the rmy. lien preferred to stay \Vith their O\Vn unit 
even if it had been decimated. 

It \vas inevitable that this feeling should extend 
do\vn to company and squad level, men \vho had 
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During the invasion of 
Y"ugoslavia, a young 
Hauptsturmfiihrer called 
Fritz Klingenberg 
particularly distinguished 
himself. s commander of 
a company in the 'Reich' 
Division' reconnaissance 
battalion, he was 
determined to reach 
Belgrade before any other 
Ger1nan troop . 
Commandeering a mall 
boat on 11 April 1941, he 
took a party of ten men 
across the Danube, 
dangerous(l nrollen by the 
pring rain , marched 

unopposed into the city 
and accepted its surrender 
from the mavor . .. 
(Bunde archil', Koblenz) 

~ Light trucks of the 
'Reich ' Division roll 
through Belgrade after its 
surrender. 1Vote the 
divisional marking on the 
mudguard and the 
number plate. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 
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trained together and learned to trust each other trying 
to stick together because they knew how their 
comrades thought and acted, ' hat their trong and 
\Veak points \V ere. This, again, is true in mo t armie , 
but was particularly so in the Waffen-SS and some of 
the elite formations of other nations. And what it all 
boils do\vn to tactically is that the men of the Waffen­
SS at whiche er structural level you care to pick­
acted as a team. The machine-gunners and mortar 
crews would lay down as high a concentration of 
firepower as possible, enabling the rest of their 
section to era \V 1, or dash \V here there ' as cover 
towards the objective. Then the grenades would be 
hurled, the building or trench saturated \Vith gunfire 
and the quad would move on, trusting to their 
companions in flanking units to \Vatch their backs if 
their own progress had been slower. In this way 
small Waffen-SS units often outstripped the main 
advance of their parent unit by miles, acrificing 
security for the speed and surprise of sustained 
momentum. 

A classic example of this i Fritz Klingenbcrg 
almost single-handed capture of the Yugo la v capital 
ofBelgradc during Operation 'Strafe' ('Punishment') 
• 

tn 1941. 



Hauptsturmfi.ihrer (Captain) Klingenberg, a 
graduate from Bad Tolz, was commanding the 
second company of the 'Reich' Division's motorcycle 
reconnaissance battalion at the time, and was keenly 
aware that his unit \Vas flanked by the Army's crack 
'Grossdeutschland' Regiment. The result Vias a race 
to see who was best, the Army or the Waffen-SS, with 
Belgrade the \vinner's prize. 

A.s it turned out it was rather a race in slo'v 
motion, because the spring rains had turned 
Yugoslavia's largely unpaved roads into a quagmire 
of glutinous mud in which the motorcycles bogged 
do"·n all too freq uen t1 y. evertheless, thanks to 
finding a bridge \Vhich had not been demolished over 
the Vlasecki Canal, Klingenberg and his men man­
aged to reach the pivotal town of Alibuna in front of 
their rivals during the evening of I I April. Despite 
the late hour, they were ordered to push on another 
20 km to Pance,~o, arriving at midnight. 

The following day, despite their exhaustion, 
Klingenberg forced his men on, but they were 
hampered by the lack of bridges over the River 
Tarnis, \vhich allo,ved leading elements of the 
Grossdeutschland' Regiment to catch up with them. 
Klingenberg's goal on the far side of the swollen 
rivers Tamis and Danube \Vas tantalisingly in sight, 
but eemed unreachable until pioneers arrived \Vith 
rubber assault boats. Klingenberg went out on a 
personal recce in search of an alternative, and to his 
delight found an abandoned motor boat. It was in a 
very dilapidated condition and crossing the rivers in 
such a craft \Vas fraught \Vith peril, so Klingenberg 
called for volunteers to accompany him. Almost 
every man in his company raised their hands, but the 
boat \Vould only carry a few, and in the end he 
elected ten of his best. 

Crossing the Danube with this tiny task force, 
Klingenberg marched into Belgrade itself. Astonish­
ingly, there \Vas no resistance, although when Klin­
genberg reached the German Mission in the city 
centre he found it besieged by an angry crowd. 
Klingenberg set up his two machine-guns and the 
crowd hurriedly dispersed. Inside the Mission, Klin­
genberg summoned the city's mayor by telephone 
and demanded his surrender, threatening to call up 
an air strike if he did not receive immediate obedi­
ence. This was pure bluff, because he did not have a 
radio, but the mayor was not to kno\v this and hastily 

' 

Photographed in Russia a 
felv months later, 
Klingenberg now lvears the 
Knights Cross he was 
altrarded for the capture of 
Belgrade. He later became 
commandant at Bad Tolz 

and n:as finally given 
command of the 17th SS 
Panzergrenadier Division 
'Gotz von Berlichingen '. 
He M'as killed in action in 
April I945· (Bundesarchiv, 
Koblenz) 

signed a surrender document. Shortly afterwards, 
leading elements of the r I th Panzer Division arrived 
in the city, believing themselves first. Their chagrin, 
and the celebrations in 'Reich' Division's headquar­
ters when the news was confirmed, can be well 
imagined. Klingenberg himself was awarded the 
Knights Cross for his achievement. 

This story is illuminating in seYeral respects. It 
demonstrates the determination of the Waffen-SS to 
show that they were better than the Army. It shows 
their will, aggression and audacity. And it is a small­
scale example of Blitzkrieg tactics in operation. 

Defensive Tactics 
As the war progressed, such tactics became increas­
ingly impossible. When Russian resistance stiffened 
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and then turned to the offensive, the Waffen-SS had 
to acquire new skills. Aggression alone was no longer 
enough, the lightning strikes and rapid advances no 
longer feasible. ow the Waffen-SS grenadiers had 
to learn to endure in the face of an implacable and 
numerically superior foe whose equipment was in 
some respects also becoming superior. 

It \Vas impossible in Russia, given the vast 
distances involved, to hold a continuous front line 
from the Baltic to the Black Sea, so what were known 
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as 'hedgehog' tactics evolved. A division would 
occupy a cluster of villages, each held in company or 
battalion strength. In a sense it was like the old 
infantry 'square' of Napoleonic times designed to 
repel cavalry. The Russian attacks swirled round the 
'hedgehogs' and were fired into from the flanks and 
rear until they were exhausted. Mere companies of 
Waffen-SS men held out against attacks by whole 
divisions. They were not always successful, of course, 
and there are many instances reminiscent of the 
French Foreign Legion's stand at Camerone, when, 
finally out of ammunition, the surviving grenadiers 
would charge their opponents with fixed bayonets 
and die to a man. They had, after all, vowed 
'obedience unto death'. 

During the long retreat from the summer of 
I 943 by which time the cream of the SS grenadiers, 
mounted in armoured half-tracks instead of tanks, 
had been renamed Panzergrenadiers the W affen­
SS proved itself as skilful in defence as in the attack. 
Rushed from one trouble spot to another like a mobile 
fire brigade, they succeeded time and again in 
stemming the Russian tide and inflicting enormous 
casualties. But they suffered in turn, and the new 
cadres of young replacements the original age 
limits having been abandoned were totally unpre­
pared for conditions on the Eastern Front. 

In one sense there is no such thing as a 'typical' 
engagement since each has its own unique features. 
Take the attack on Greece in April 1941, in which the 
Leibstandarte took part while 'Reich' was heading for 
Belgrade. Again, the reconnaissance battalion was in 
its rightful place in the van of the attack. However, 
they encountered far stiffer opposition from the 
tough Greek and British Empire troops opposing 
them, and at one point the battalion, commanded b} 

A dapper oflicer of the 'Das 
Reich 'Division during the 
advance into Russia, 
summer 1941. He wears the 
old style offlcers 'peaked 
cap and riding breeches 

tucked into knee boots, and 
has the neck of his 
camouflage smock well 
open to display his Knights 
Cross. (Bundesarchiv, 
Koblenz) 
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1: Hauptsturmfiihrer, LSSAH, 
30 June 1934 

2: 9mm Luger Po8 automatic 
pistol (cutaway to show 
internal mechanism) 
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1: 9mm Schrneisser (Haenel) MP28 submachine-gun 
2: 9mrn Bergtnann MP34/35 submachine-gun 
3: 9mm MP38/40 submachine-gun (cut away to show internal mechanism) 
4: Leather and canvas MP38/MP40 ntagazine pouches 
5: 7.92 mm MP43 assault rifle 
6: Leather and canvas MP43 magazine pouches 
7: Ml939 Eiergranate 
8: Ml924 Stielhandgranate 
9: 7.92mm MG42 machine-gun 
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2b 

1: Rifleman's 'Y1 straps with 'D' rings and belt 
2a: NCO and other ranks' belt buckle 
2b: Officer's belt buckle 
3: M1931 field flask and drinking cup 
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4: Small entrenching tool and carrier 
5: S84/98 bayonet and dismounted sideartn carrier 
6: 1936 Pattern SS dagger 
7: M1938 gas mask case 
8: M1931 cook pot 
9: Ml911 cartridge pouches 
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1: Unterscharfiihrer, 
1st SS-VT Standarte 
'Deutschland ', 
France, June 1940 

2: 9mm Mauser C96 automatic pistol 
,-- ~--t \..., ( cu ta way to show 

internal mechanism) 
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1: M35/40 steel helmet with 
camouflage cover 

2: Schiffchen field cap 

3 

4 

3: M43 Einheitsfeldmutze 
4: Camouflaged field cap 
5: Fur cap 
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F 



1: Early pattern 
camouflage smock 

2: Late pattern 
camouflage smock 

3: Zeltbahn 
4: Arrny pattern reversible 

• • wtnter tuntc 
5: \Vaffen-SS pattern 

reversible winter tunic 
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Putting training into practice, Ardennes 1944 
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1: Obersturtnfiihrer, 
Totenkopf Division, 
Russia, summer 1944 

2: 9mrn Walther P38 
automatic pistol 
(cutaway to show 
internal mechanism) 
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Kurt 'Panzer' Meyer, became pinned down by heavy 
and accurate machine-gun fire while trying to force a 
way through the Klissura Pass. Seeing his men's 
reluctance to move out of the shelter of the rocks 
behind which they were crouching, Meyer resorted 
to the desperate expedient of pulling a pin from a 
grenade and rolling it towards their feet. ' ever 
again,' he said later, 'did I witness such a concerted 
leap forward as at that moment.' The pass was 
captured and, like Klingenberg, Meyer was awarded 
the Knights Cross. 

Both these examples clearly demonstrate the 
Waffen-SS determination to win at all costs, as well as 
their sheer bravado. But there is a far darker side to 
the character produced by SS psychology and 

• • tratntng. 

Merville 

In May 1940 Theodore Eicke's 'Totenkopf' Division 
was advancing through France towards Merville. 
The 4th Company of the 2nd Standarte, commanded 
by Obersturmfiihrer (Lieutenant) Fritz Knochlein, 

• 

The Waffen-SS also 
included a battalion of 
Fallschirmjager 
(paratroops), the sooth 
Fallschirmjager 
Abteilung. This was 
formed in September 1943 
from members of the SS 
Bewahrungs Abteilung 
(literally, 'to prove 
oneself battalion'), a 
penal unit. The battalion 
so distinguished itself 
during a combined 
parachute and glider 
operation at Drvar, 
Bosnia, in 1944, the 
intention of which was to 
kill the Yugoslav partisan 
leader Ti to, that 

Himmler allowed the 
survivors to put their 
rank and other insignia 
back on their completely 
plain uniforms, and 
renu111bered the battalion 
6oo. (This accounts for 
some sources saying there 
were two battalions.) In 
November 1944 
SS-F]R-Abt 6oo became 
part of the SS 
Jagdverbande, which 
used Rottweilers in 
house-to-house searches, 
but the unit retained its 
individual identity and 
ended the war on the 
eastern front. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

was held up by the determined resistance of an 
isolated group of about 100 soldiers of the 2nd Royal 

orfolk Regiment. Retreating through the little 
hamlet of Le Paradis, the orfolks first tried to hold 
out in a farmhouse but were forced to evacuate it 
when Knochlein's mortars set it alight. Realising 
further resistance was futile, the men who had 
attempted to find cover in a cowshed raised a white 



flag. They were marched along a lane to a barn 
outside which two machine-guns had been set up. 
Lined up in front of it, they were mercilessly gunned 
down. Incredibly, two men survived the massacre, 
concealed under the pile of bodies, and when their 
story emerged at the end of the war Knochlein was 
brought to trial and hanged. His excuse was that he 
could not spare men to guard prisoners if the 
momentum of the advance was to be sustained. 

Wormhoudt 

The 'Totenkopf' Division was not the only SS unit to 
be responsible for a massacre during this campaign. 
At around the same time, the Leibstandarte was 
closing in on the British Expeditionary Force's 
perimeter around Dunkirk. Outside the village of 
Wormhoudt, the car in which 'Sepp' Dietrich was 
driving came under heavy fire and burst into flames. 
Dietrich flung himself into a culvert for shelter, 
rolling in the mud to protect himself from the heat, 
but it was to be five hours before his men eliminated 
the resistance and rescued him. Incensed at the 
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~ During the raid on 
Tito's headquarters, the SS 
Fallschirtnjager were 
commanded by Otto 
Skorzeny, who had 
originally wanted to join 
the Luftwaffe but 
transferred to the SS when 
he found his height 
precluded him from 
serving as aircrew. He 1vas 
responsible for several 
spectacular exploits, 
including the rescue of 
Mussolini after the Italian 
dicta tor's downfall in I943, 
the kidnapping of Admiral 
Horthy's son to persuade 
the Hungarian leader to 
stay in the war on 
Germany's side, and 
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Another man who became 
infamous during the 
'Battle of the Bulge' was 
joachim Peiper, who was 
convicted at uremberg 
of responsibility for the 
massacre of American 
prisoners at Malmedy. 
After his release from 
prison he changed his 

• 

commanding Panzer 
Brigade ISO during the 
'Battle of the Bulge', a unic 
of volunteers dressed in 
American uniforms and 
driving American vehicl . 
Unfortunately, the raid on 
Drvar failed because Tito 
escaped. After the war 
Skorzeny moved to Spain. 
where he founded the 
'Odessa' escape 
organisation for wanted 
.Vazis on the run, and later 
he helped President Nasser 
modernise the Egyptian 
intelligence service after 
the Suez debacle. 
(Bildarchiv Preussicher 
Kulturbesitz, Berlin) 

• 

name and settled in 
France, but his identity 
was discovered by former 
Resistance members and 
he was murdered in I975· 
Here he is seen earlier in 
the war, during the I940 
campaign in France, as a 
Hauptsturmfiihrer in the 
Lei bstandarte 'AH'. 



thought that their bluff, coarse but beloved comman­
der had been killed, the men of Leibstandarte threw 
themselves at the defenders ofWormhoudt, some 330 
men of the znd Royal Warwickshire and Cheshire 
Regiments and the Royal Artillery. About 8o men 
~;ere taken prisoner by Haupsturmfi.ihrer (Captain) 
\ ilhelm Mohnke's company from the regiment's 
2nd Battalion, whose own commander had been 

adly wounded. The men were herded into a barn, 
:\·hereupon their guards began hurling hand grenades 
into their midst, shooting down those who tried to 

cape. Someone finally called a halt to the slaughter, 
ut there were only I 5 survivors. The culprit was not 

identified until I 988, by which time he was an elderly 
retired businessman. 

Oradour-sur-G lane 

It was the death of the popular Sturmbannfi.ihrer 
(Major) Helm ut Kampfe, CO of the 3rd Battalion of 
the 'Der Fi.ihrer' Regiment a predominantly Aus­
trian unit which provoked one of the worst of all the 
Waffen-SS massacres. During the evening of 9 June 
I944, while the 'Das Reich' Division was en route to 
~ ormandy, Kampfe set out for his headquarters in 
his car. When he failed to arrive, men were sent out to 
look for him. His car was discovered abandoned, but 
of Kampfe there was no sign, nor was his body ever 
found. It can safely be assumed that he was am­
bushed by the maquis and killed. 

The following morning Kampfe's close friend 
Otto Dickmann, CO of the Ist Battalion, arrived at 
regimental headquarters in Limoges in a state of great 
excitement. Villagers in St J unien had told him that a 
German officer was being held prisoner by the maquis 

in Oradour-sur-Glane. Dickmann was convinced it 
must be Kampfe and received permission to investi­
gate. He took the I 20 men of his 3rd Company and 

Perhaps the most 
infamous of all the 
Waffen-SS divisional 
commanders until his 
death in a plane crash in 
February I943 was 
Theodor Eicke, although 
he was idolised by the 
men ofhis 'Totenkopf' 
Division to such an extent 
that a party of volunteers 
launched an attack 
through the Russian lines 
to recover his body. 
Before assuming 

command of'Totenkopf', 
Eicke had been the first 
commandant of Dacha u 
concentration camp and 
later headed the 
Einsatzgruppen ('special 
groups', alias 
extermination squads) in 
Poland. He was also the 
man who shot SA leader 
Ernst Rohm during the 
'Night of the Long 
Knives', June JO I934· 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

drove off, arriving ·in the sleepy little village early in 
the afternoon. Dickmann's men raced from house to 
house, driving their inhabitants into the Champ de 
Faire. There was no sign of Kampfe or any other 
German officer. The women and children were 
herded into the church and the men into barns and 
garages. Then the shooting began. A total of 648 
people died. There were a few lucky survivors, such 
as three Jewish girls who had managed to stay hidden 
during the search. When the shooting began, they 
fled, only to bump straight into an SS private. This 
man, who has never been identified, gestured for 
them to run. Dickmann himself never stood trial, 
being killed in action a few days later. 
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What these two stories show is .brutality and lack 
of compassion of the Waffen-SS soldiers and the 
fierce allegiance they gave to their officers, an 
allegiance bred from the camaraderie fostered during 
training and carefully nurtured in the field. Another, 
less bloodthirsty, example concerns the death of 
Theodore Eicke. On 26 February 1943, while the 
'Totenkopf Division was engaged near Poltava, 
Eicke tried unsuccessfully to raise his leading tanks 
on the radio. Anxious to discover their position, he 
climbed into his Fieseler Starch with his adjutant and 
his pilot took off for a reconnaissance. Unfortunately, 
they strayed over Russian lines and the little aircraft 
was shot down in flames. Grenadiers in a nearby 
village attempted to approach the burning wreck but 
were forced back by heavy machine-gun fire. Word 
spread rapidly through the division and early the 
following morning a company of volunteers advanced 
crouching behind three tanks and two assault guns 
for cover. They drove the defenders back and 
recovered the charred bodies. Outside the 'Toten­
kopf' Division there was little genuine mourning for 
the man whom his Corps commander in 1940, 
General Hermann Hoth, had described as 'a butcher 
and no soldier'. 
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Almost equally infamous 
was Brigadefiihrer ]iirgen 
Stroop (centre), whose 
men killed an estimated 
I2,ooo Polish Jews during 
the Warsaw Uprising in 
ApriljMay I943· Note the 
long leather coat worn by 
the man on Stroop's right, 

I 

• 

rather more elegant c -
Theodor Eicke's in th 
previous photograph. -~­
also the MP 28 carrie 
the Rottenfiihrer on t 
right of the photogra,~·~ 
(Bildarchiv Preussich -
Kulturbesitz, Berlin) 

I 

Although extremely unpopular except with hi • 
troops, Eicke epitomised several characteristics of ~- _ 

Waffen-SS, particularly brutality. Many other m·~ 

were of totally different character and showed oth -
characteristics; during the battle for Arnhem ·­
September 1944, for example, the commander of -
SS Panzer Korps, Wilhelm Bittrich, ordered his m -
not only to give captured British paratroopers me~­

ical attention, but chocolate and brandy as well. (Th 
ironic fact that these came from captured Briti 
supply containers does not detract from the genero: ­
ity of the deed.) 



The 'Hitlerjugend' 
Division was commanded 
in Vormandy by Fritz 
Wi tt until his death 
during a naval 
boinbardment on June r6 
1944. Here Ufitt is seen a 
year earlier, as 
com111ander of a 
regi111ental battlegroup of 

• 

• 

the Leibstandarte 'A.H' in 
Russia. He has the collar 
patches of a 
Standartenfiihrer and has 
sacrificed sartorial 
elegance for warmth with 
a loose sheepskin jacket. 
(Bildarchiv Preussicher 
Kulturbesitz, Berlin) 

Broadly speaking, taking their leadership as 
examples, one can group the men of the Waffen-SS in 
four categories. Among the 'butchers', alongside 
Eicke, one could place Friedrich Kruger, last com­
mander of the 6th SS Mountain Division ' ord', 
who had earlier terrorised the population of Cracow 
while commandant there from 1939- 44; or 
Heydrich's former deputy Bruno Streckenbach, who 
commanded the Latvian 19th SS Grenadier Division 
\Vith particular brutality. Kurt 'Panzer' Meyer, the 
miner's son, falls into this category too, and was 
responsible for a massacre of Canadian prisoners 
while commanding the 12th SS Panzer Division 
'Hitler Jugend' in 1944. 

The second category includes professional offi­
cers of the old school, such as Paul Hausser, Felix 
Steiner, Herbert Gille, Wilhelm Bittrich and Georg 
Keppler. Bittrich, mentioned above, was formerly in 

ltnother vieu: of ~Vitt 
taken at the same time, 
showing riding breeches 
tucked into felt boots. 
]oachim Peiper is on his 
right ll,.earing what 

• • • • 
• 

appears to be a set of dark 
blue mechanic's ol·eralls 
on to which a fur collar 
has been selvn. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

the Luft\Yaffe, but transferred to the Waffen-SS 
because it offered the prospect of more rapid pro­
motion. Before a suming command of 11 SS Panzer 
Korps in 1944 he had earlier led the 8th SS Cavalry 
and 9th SS Panzer Divisions. He survived the war 
with the rank of full general. Herbert Gille similarly 
ended the \var with the rank of general, having 
commanded the 5th SS Panzer Division 'Wiking' 
during the furious fighting on the Russian Front 
during 1943- 44, and later IV SS Panzer Korps. Felix 
Steiner, who, as we have seen, fought as an infantry­
man during the First World War, was director of 
education at the War Office before transferring to the 
Waffen-SS in 1935. During the course of the war he 

• 
actually commanded Army formations on two occa-
sions, Ill Panzer Korps in 1942 and Eleventh Army 
during the siege of Berlin in I 94 5. 

Josef'Sepp' Dietrich really falls into no category. 
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Uneducated and bluntly outspoken, he had really 
very little idea of military command and owed his 
success to his early support of Hitler and the part he 
played in the Rohm Purge in 1934. After command­
ing the Leibstandarte since its formation , he became 
commander of I SS Panzer Korps (succeeding 
Hausser) from 1943- 44, and Sixth SS Panzer Army 
during the Battle of the Bulge and the last-ditch 
offensive in Hungary in 1945. Sentenced to 25 years ' 
imprisonment for complicity in war crimes, he \Vas 
actually released in 1955, still an unrepentant azi. 

The third class are the foreign volunteers , such as 
the Romanian Artur Phleps; W oldemaras V eiss, 
former prime minister of Latvia· and best-kno\\·n of 

A Waffen-SS officer of 
completely different 
character, chivalrous as 
well as energetic and 
intelligent, was Wilhelm 
Bittrich. Like Otto 
Skorzeny, he had 
transferred from the 
Luftwaffe, commanding 
first the 2nd SS Division 
'Das Reich ' (1942), then 

so 

the 8th SS Cavalry 
Division 'Florian Geyer' 
(1943), the 9th SS Panzer 
Division 'Hohenstaufen' 
(1944) and finally 11 SS 
Panzer Korps. His most 
famous exploit was the 
defeat of the British and 
Polish airborne forces at 
Arnhem in September I944· 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

all, Leon Degrelle, the Belgian fascist leader who 
commanded the Wallonien Brigade (later Division) 
throughout the war, particularly distinguishing him­
self in the rearguard fighting during the breakout 
from the Cherkassy Pocket. 

Finally there are the younger men who, if there is 
ever glamour in \\'ar, gave the Waffen-SS its glamour. 
These include Theodor Wisch, who assumed com­
mand of the Leibstandarte when Dietrich was given I 
SS Panzer Korps; he was only 37 at the time. Badly 
wounded, he sa"v no further action after ormandy. 
Otto Kumm i another. Only 36 at the end of the war, 
he commanded the 'Prinz Eugen' Division. Fritz 
Witt, who \Vas killed by naval gunfire while com­
manding 'Hitler Jugend', had previously comman­
ded a Leibatandarte battlegroup in Russia. And 
finally of course there is the hero of Belgrade, Fritz 
Klingenberg. After the invasion of Russia, he was 
appointed commander of the officer training school at 
Bad Tolz, where he himself had learned his trade. In 
1945 he was given command of the 17th SS Panzer­
grenadier Division 'Gotz von Berlichingen' and was 
killed in action only days before the end of the war. 



A peculiarity of the Waffen-SS is the struggle they 
had to acquire modern arms in the early days because 
the Army insisted they needed everything industry 
could produce for themselves. As \Ve have seen, this 
actually worked to their advantage in some respects, 
such as their acquisition of Bergmann submachine­
guns. The Leibstandarte, Hitler's bodyguard, had no 
problems in obtaining \vhatever they \Vanted, 
because Der Fiihrer insisted on it. The SS­
Verfiingungstruppe (which later provided the nu­
cleus for the 'Das Reich' and 'Wiking' Divisions) also 
managed to get most of what they needed, although 
there was a shortage of artillery to begin with. But the 

The 'Battle of the Bulge', 
December I944· Men of 
the Izth SS Panzer 
Division 'Hitlerjugend' 
with American prisoners. 
The foreground figure 
carrying the Panzerfaust 
wears coarse twill 

camouflage trousers as 
well as smock, while other 
men ha ve the leather U­
boat jackets which were 
almost unique to this 
formation. (Bildarchiv 
Preussicher K ulturhesi tz, 
Berlin) 

Army was opposed to helping Eicke in any way, and 
only grudgingly, under pressure from Hitler, agreed 
to accept a few of his men for pecialist training, at the 
signals school in Halle, for example. But for weapons 
and equipment E icke had to scour his own concentr­
ation camp stores and other SS depots, even resorting 
to 'borrowing' a couple of old ho\vitzers used for 
training purposes at Bad Tolz. 

As 1939 drew to a close, thanks to Himmler's 
constant entreaties to Hitler, Eicke's 'Totenkopf 
Di ision gradually began to come together. M uch of 
his equipment was Czech, but there was nothing 
wrong in this because the Czech arms industry was 
one of the finest in the world and, in fact, during the 
1940 campaign, roughly a quarter of the Army's tanks 
were also Czech. What annoyed Eicke was the fact 
that when Himmler managed to acquire a dozen 
Skoda I 5 cm artillery pieces, they went to the 
V erfi.ingungstru ppe instead of the 'Totenkopf'. 

evertheless, the eminent American historian 
George H. Stein (see bibliography) makes the follow­
ing interesting comment. On 4 April 1940 the 
commander of the Second Army, General Freiherr 

51 



Maximilian von Weichs, paid his first visit to the new 
formation which had been placed under his 
command: 

'In their opening conversation with Eicke, 
W eichs and his staff revealed their ignorance ... 
They were under the impression that the "Toten­
kopf" Division was organised and equipped like a 
Czech foot division, and were very much surprised to 
discover it was really a modern, motorised infantry 
division. At a time when only seven of the Army's I 39 
infantry divisions were motorised, this was indeed a 
command to be proud of. Weichs' inspection of the 
troops left him visibly impressed, and he completed 
his visit in a frame of mind far different from that in 
which he had arrived.' (Weichs was not the only high­
ranking Army officer to be impressed by the 'Toten­
kopf'. Later in the war, Germany's greatest general, 
Field Marshal Erich von Manstein, came to consider 
it the finest unit under his command.) 

After the Waffen-SS had proved itself in the 1940 
campaign and Hitler authorised further expansion, 

Arnhem. A StuG Ill 
assault gun rumbles past 
wounded British paras. 
The SS soldier with his 
back to the camera is 

• 

• 

• 
• 

-
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• wear1ng a I943 pattern 
drill jacket and I944 
pattern herringbone 
trousers. (Bundesarchiv, 
Koblenz) 
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army reluctance to help gradually receded. Then, as 
Hi tier came to place increasing reliance on the 
fighting ability and loyalty of his Waffen-SS form­
ations, they actually began to receive priority in the 
allocation of new equipment. This led to the popular 
but totally untrue myth that the reason for the 
Waffen-SS's success was because it was better 
equipped than the Army. It was not, although it did 
de-centralise its weapons allocation, which could 
have fostered that impression, because each squad of 
eight men had at least one machine-gun, so a platoon 
of three squads had a minimum of three plus at least 
one mortar. Similarly, of the three or four platoons in 
a company, one would be a support platoon equipped 
entirely with machine-guns and mortars, in line with 
the Waffen-SS's emphasis on maximum firepower to 
achieve results. In the Army, although the basic 
organisation was the same, machine-guns were only 
allocated at platoon rather than squad level. 

The Waffen-SS could never acquire enough 
automatic weapons from official sources for its 
satisfaction, so the bounty of captured weapons 
following the mass encirclement battles during the 
initial phases of the Russian campaign was welcomed 
with open arms. Kar 98s were thrown away in favour 
of Tokarev self-loading rifles, PPD and PPSh 
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• 
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submachine-guns and Degtyarev light machine­
guns, all adding to the Waffen-SS's already formid­
able firepower. These weapons proved their value in 
particular during the vicious street fighting which 
characterised such a large part of the Russian 

• campatgn. 
The German manufacturing and supply organis­

ation was, by and large, remarkably efficient, but it 
became strained beyond its limits in Russia. During 
the first winter of 1941- 42, for example, there was 
never enough warm clothing because the high 
command had incorrectly predicted the campaign 
would be over in six weeks. As a result, the men had 
to acquire whatever they could, the result being that 
virtually all pretence at uniform disappeared as they 
wrapped themselves in 'commandeered' fur and 
sheepskin coats and hats. 

The basis of the German supply organisation was 
the railway system, although petrol was brought 
forward in convoys of tanker trucks. Everything 
else food, ammunition, medical supplies, etc was 
transported to railheads and thence to depots from 
which individual battalions and companies collected 
their requirements in their own trucks. Unfortu­
nately, this system frequently broke down, either 
because of the weather or because of partisan attacks 
on the railway lines and convoy routes. The Luft­
waffe helped as much as possible, but lacked enough 
aircraft with sufficient payload to be of more than 
marginal help, especially since the weather all too 
often prevented flying at all. This meant that the 
supply administrators had to put the emphasis on 
ammunition, with everything else given second 
priority, so for food the men all too frequently had to 
forage for themselves as so many armies have had to 
throughout history. 

Where SS items are concerned, the answer here more 
than in any other sphere of military memorabilia is 
'caveat emptor'. Such has been the profusion of 
Third Reich fakes and replicas that even the most 
astute dealers are sometimes fooled, while others are 
undeniably rogues. or is price any realistic guide to 
actual value. It is best to deal through one of the 
reputable auction houses, such as Sothebys, 

A slightly different style 
of tropical jacket was 
issued to men serving in 
southern Russia, such as 
this Hauptscharfiihrer of 
the 'Wiking'Division, and 
to members of the Sturm­
brigade (later 16th SS 
Panzergrenadier Division) 

Reichsfiihrer-SS' when 
they were stationed on 
Corsica in 1943· This tunic 
incorporated a 
'sahariana '-style yoke and 
photographic evidence 
suggests collar patches 
were rarely worn. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

Christies, Wallis and Wallis or Phillips, who hold 
regular sales of arms, armour and medals throughout 
the year and who offer money-back guarantees if an 
item turns out to be a fake. Specialist magazines such 
as Military Illustrated regularly carry advertisements 
from dealers specialising in Third Reich mem­
orabilia, most of whom can supply catalogues of items 
currently available and who are well aware of the 
problem of fakes. Beware especially of militaria flea 
markets; unless you really kno\\· the subject, you 
could end up paying a substantial price for pure junk. 
Beware especially of personalised items such as 
daggers, death's head rings and medal citations, 
which are easily forged with modern laser copiers. 
Less valuable (because more common) items such as 
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the Wehrpass and Soldbuch are most likely to be 
genuine, but examine any medal awards in them 
carefully because it is easy for the unscrupulous to 
add an a\Yard in order to increase the document's 
value. T'vo excellent guides are Chris Ailsby's 
Combat Medals of the Third Reich (Patrick Step hens 
Ltd) and Robin Lumsden's The Black Corps: A 
collector's guide to the HistorJI and Regalia of the SS 
(Ian Allan Ltd). 

I 

There is not, so far as I am a\vare, any museum 
specialising in Waffen-SS m em ora bilia, but the 
following list includes the best of what can be seen 
outside private collections. · 
Imperial War Museum, Lambeth London England. 
Imperial War Museum, Land Warfare Hall, Dux­
ford, Cambs, England. 
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Bovington Tank Museum, near Wool, Dorset, 
England. 
Wehrtechnische Studiensammlung, BWB, Koblenz, 
Germanv. .., 

Auto und Technik Museum, Sinsheim, near Heidel-
berg, Germany. 
Panzermuseum, Munster, Germany. 
Aberdeen Proving Ground, Maryland, USA. 
Patton Armor Museum, Fort Knox, Kentucky, 
USA. 
Saumur Armour Museum, Loire Valley, France. 
Musee Memorial, Bayeux, France. 
Diekirch Historical Museum, Diekirch, Luxem­
bourg. 
Panzermuseum, Thun, Switzerland. 

A1: Hauptsturmfiihrer (Captain) of the 
Leibstandarte 'AdolfHitler', Roh1n Purge, JO 

June 1934 
Typifying the Hollywood stereotype of an SS officer, 
this captain clasping a smoking 9 mm Po8 Luger is 
dressed in the all-black uniform which would later be 
reserved for ceremonial duties, and was shared (with 
different insignia) by members of the Allgemeine or 
General SS. For headgear he wears the smart service 
dress cap (Tellermiitze) with SS-pattern eagle and 
the Totenkopf device which was shared with person­
nel of the army Panzertruppen. (This has been a 
favoured cavalry symbol in many nations for 
hundreds of years, but the Waffen-SS made it 
peculiarly their own, symbolising their willingness to 
die for their cause.) His collar patches bear the SS 
Sigrunen on the right and the three pips plus two bars 
of his rank on the left. His shoulder boards have the 
distinctive 'LAH' monogram in silver and he wears a 
Party armband on his left sleeve above the black and 
silver regimental cuff title. 

Az: 91nm Luger Po8 automatic pistol 
This illustrates the standard version with 102 mm 

A machine-gunner of the 
'Totenkopf' Division 
chats to a Hungarian 
soldier in Budapest, I945· 
The tubes slung across his 
back contain spare 

barrels for his MG 34 or 
'42. Behind the men is a 
Tiger 11 ofschwere Panzer 
AbteilungsoJ, an army 
formation. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 



A Tiger I ofschwere 
(heavy) SS-Panzer 
Abteilung (battalion) ror 
drives through Morgny, 
northern France, on its 
way towards the 
Normandy beachhead, 
June I944· The crew111an 
sitting beside the driver's 
hatch is wearing the two­
piece herringbone twill 
'pea '-camouflaged Panzer 
suit introduced at the 
beginning of that year. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

. -. 
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barrel and is drawn in cutaway form to show the 
spring-loaded toggle lock system and method of 
ammunition feed from the eight-round spring clip 

• magazine. 

BI: 9 m1n Sch1neisser (Haenel) MP28 
sub1nachine-gun 
Like the Erma and Bergmann, this weapon with its 
side-loading magazine and wooden stock was pre­
ferred by the Waffen-SS rather than the more 
modern MP38 and 40. (See text for description.) 

B2: 9 mm Berg1nann MP 34/35 subrnachine­
gun 
Manufacture of this Danish weapon \vas taken over 
by Walther and Junker after 1940, the entire 
production which only totalled 4o,ooo going to 
the Waffen-SS. It was an extremely popular weapon, 
but surviving examples in good condition are rare. 
(See text for additional details.) 

B3: 9 mm MP38 and 40 submachine-gun 
Manufactured by Erfurter Maschinenfabrik, Haenel 
and Suhl, this was the most common German 
submachine-gun of the war. It \vas made in several 
variants, including the so-called MP 40/II, which 

,. l 

allowed two 32-round magazines to be held in the 
housing and slid across to save time reloading, but it 
was prone to jamming and weighed too much to be 
comfortable. (See text for additional details.) 

B4: Leather and canvas MP38/MP40 magazine 
packs 
These could also hold the magazines for the MP 28, 
'35 and MPE and were worn on the waistbelt, a 
normal arrangement being three pouches either side 
of the buckle. 

Bs: 7.92 mrn MP 43 assault rifle 
Developed from the Haenel MKb 42 and first issued 
to the troops in time for the battle of Kursk in July 
1943, this weapon was manufactured by Haenel, 
Erfurter Maschinenfabrik and Mauser. See text for 
further details. Later in the war, Hitler relented in his 
decision about the nomenclature for this class of 
weapon and it became known as the StG 44 (Sturm­
gewehr 44, or Assault rifle model 44). Early Yersions 
had a clamp-on grenade launcher but later ones a 
screw fitting. Additionally, an unusual 'optional 
extra' was a curved barrel adaptor (Krummlauj) with 
a mirror sight which enabled the weapon to be fired 
around corners. This reduced muzzle velocity and 
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range but because it was principally intended for use 
in street fighting, that factor did not matter 
overmuch. _ eedless to say the Krutnnzlauf \Va not a 
great success under operational condition . 

B6: Leather and canvas MP43 magazine 
pouches 

B7: Mr939 Eiergranate 
The standard German egg grenade' \veighed 
0.34 kg, could be thrown to about 45 m and had a 
bla t radius of some 13 m. Later in the \var, and 
largely at Waffen-SS insistence, segmented frag­
mentation sleeve ,,·ere sometime attached to in­
crease its effectiveness. 

BB: Mr924 Stielhandgranate 
The common ' tick grenade', o called because of its 
handle, was hea Yier than the egg grenade ( o. 59 kg) so 
could not be thro\vn so far but had two advantages. A 
number could be tucked into the belt ready for 
instant u e rather than carried in a atchel; and four 
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The commander of a 
PzKpfu· 11 · from an 
unidentified n ·affen­
unit wearing the I943 
pattern camouflaged 
Panzerbluse and 
standard black 

Feldmiitze ~vithout the 
earlier offset crown. It 
carries ~vhite piping and 
what, from the tonal 
l·alue, appear to be 
Panzer pink \vaffenfarbe. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

or five \<Yarhead could be strapped around one 
central one to multiply the bla t effect, which was 
particularly useful in attacking enemy trenche or 
pillboxe . 

B9: 7.91n1n MG42 machine-gun 
A general-purpo e \\'Capon \vhich could be used as a 
u tained fire \Veapon mounted on a tripod, giving a 

range of over 3,ooo m, or a here on a bipod a a light 
machine-gun. Barrel heating \\·a a major problem, so 
cre\v al\vays carried spare \vhich could quickly be 
exchanged. In the LMG role it \vas difficult to 
control properlY but the high rate of fire more than 
made up for thi . De pite being of'inferior' manufac­
turing quality to the .. G 34, it needed les cleaning 
and was better able to stand up to rough treatment. 

Cr: Rifle1nen 's 'Y' straps with 'D' rings and belt 
• ade of black or bro\vn leather \vith mild teel 
fastenings, this clipped to the back of the \Vaistbelt 
and passed oYer the shoulder to be fastened 
suspender- tyle at the front. 11 of an infantr man's 
standard kit ''"a fa tened to thi and the \vai tbelt. 
The front traps \Vere 4 cm '"·ide tapering toward the 
'D' ring and the \vaist ,,·hile the single back strap \vas 
2. 5 cm \vide. A light\\·eight \Yeb yoke could be 
attached to carry the assault pack in combat but full 
equipment included Zeltbahn greatcoat and blanket. 

C2a: CO and other ranks' belt buckle 
2b: Oflicer's belt buckle 

The rectangular plate on the left is for CO and 
other ranks the circular clasp and locket one on the 
right for officer . Both bear the affen-SS motto 
'Mein Ehre heist Treue' (Loyalty is my Honour or 
My Honour i Loyalty). Both \\·ere stamped in \vhite 
metal. 

C3: MI9JI field flask and drinking cup 
Made of aluminium or mild steel, \Vith aluminium or 
Bakelite cups, and \Vith or \Vithout a felt or v ood 
in ulation coYering the e oval canteens \Vere kidney-



shaped in cross section to hang snugly and held o.8 
litre of water. 

C4: Small entrenching tool with 'closed-back' 
• carrier 

A simple spade with a square steel blade and short 
\vood handle. The blade's edge \svas sometimes 
sharpened so that it could double as an improvised 
close-quarter weapon. 

'Y Anti-tank guns were, in 
some respects, more 
important than tanks 
themselves during the 
Second World War. Thev 

~ 

were not only cheaper to 
manufacture but much 
more easily concealed, and 
a \-Veil-trained crew could 
inflict hideous casualties 
on enemy armour. The 
men serving this 7·5 cm 
Pak .JO have already racked 
up 23 'kills'. (Christopher 
Ailsby Historical Archives) 

• 

~ One of the most 
successful anti-tank 
gunners of the war was 
Sturmann Rem:v ... 
Schrjinen, a Belgian 
member of the 27th SS 
Freiwilligen Division 
'Langemarck', seen here 
accompanied by 
Un ters tU17nfiihrer 
Koslovsky on the occasion 
of his being a warded the 
Knights Cross for single­
handedly knocking out 
seven Soviet tanks even 
though wounded at the 
time. (Christopher Ailsby 
Historical Archives) 

• 

• 
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Obersturmfiihrer Erwin 
Meierdress, commander of 
an assault gun battery in 
the 'Totenkopf' Division, 
photographed on the 
hospital steps while 
recovering from the 
wounds received during an 
engagement in Russia 

which won him the 
Knights Cross on March IJ 
1942. He wears the 
standard SS pattern 
double-breasted field grey 
jacket for SPG personnel. 
Meierdress was killed in 
action in .4pril I945· 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

Cs: S84/98 bayonet and dismounted sidearm 
• carr1er 

There were several styles of bayonet, none of them 
unique to the Waffen-SS, so if you are a collector and 
come across a dress Yersion "'·ith the SS runes set in a 
small circle on the obYerse of the hilt (the side which 
fits into the palm of the hand) you should make very 
sure it is not a fake. If the SS runes are on the other 
side of the hilt, it is definitely a fake. The example 
illustrated is the most common 84/98 pattern with 
straight crossguard; the g8/o4 pattern "'·as similar but 
had curved quillons, while bayonets manufactured 
during the Third Reich period were shorter­
bladed 248 mm compared with 252- 300 mm on 
these early First World War pattern bayonets. Some 
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had plain blades while others were Parkerized (ie, 
treated with phosphoric acid then blackened by 
burning off an oil coating, to make them less reflective 
in bright sunlight or at night). The scabbard was of 
leather and could be clipped to the waist belt or on the 
entrenching tool. 

C6: I9J6 Pattern SS dagger 
The second and most common pattern dagger which 
was conferred on all personnel of Scharftihrer (Ser­
geant) rank and higher, and from 30 January 1936 
available for purchase by men of any rank who had 
served in the SS for a minimum of three years. (The 
earlier 1933 pattern dagger is a far more rare and 
therefore expensive collector's item. It can be distin­
guished by the maker's name and mark as well as the 
word SOLI GE on the blade close to the hilt, 
together with the Roman numerals I, II or Ill for the 
issuing authority Munich, Dresden or Berlin 
respectively and will usually have the original 
owner's name engraved on the obverse.) Both pattern 
daggers had the motto 'Mein Ehre heist Treue' on the 
obverse of the blade, in one of three Gothic lettering 
styles. The hilt was of blackened wood with steel 
crossguard and pommel in the same shape as the 
traditional German hunting knife. It incorporated a 
small silver eagle clutching a swastika in a wreath in 
the centre of the obverse and the SS runes in a small 
circle close to the pommel on the same side. The 
blued metal scabbard was attached to the waistbelt by 
leather straps (33 pattern) or metal links (36 pattern), 
the latter featuring alternating death's heads and SS 
runes. Honour daggers, awarded for meritorious 
conduct, were much more elaborate with the cross­
guard and pommel decorated with acorns and oak­
leaves and silver-plated. Although basically a mark of 
distinction, the SS dagger was a useful combat tool as 
well. 

C7: Mr938 gas1nask case 
Made of fluted mild steel or aluminium painted field 
grey, the respirator container was usually slung 
around the neck on a double canvas loop. In the field, 
it \vas frequently used to carry cigarettes to keep them 
dry. 

C8: MI9JI cook pot 
Lightweight aluminium container painted field grey 



with carrying handle folded underneath. The lid 
served as a plate. The paint on the mess tin and 
gasmask container soon chipped. 

Cg:A1I9IIcartridgepouches 
Usually made of leather (or, later, imitation leather), 
these were normally carried in threes either side of 
the belt buckle. Each pouch carried a five-round clip 
of 7.92 mm bullets. 

DI: Unterscharfiihrer (Sergeant) of theISt SS-
VT Standarte 'Deutschland', France, June I940 
Holding his early-pattern sidecap with triangular 
embroidered SS eagle on its left side while he wipes 
sweat from his face, this CO is dressed in the 
standard field grey tunic and trousers which became 
regulation wear for the Waffen-SS after 1937, with 
dark green collar and slanting slash pockets in the 
sides of the skirts. His right collar patch bears the 
Sigrunen together with the number '1 ', denoting his 
regiment (only 'Deutschland', 'Germania' and 'Der 
Fiihrer' were so numbered) \vhile that on the left 

Beaming proudly on the 
right after a successful 
engagement (although he 
never won the Knights 
Cross) is 
Hauptsturmfiihrer Oeck, 
of the sth SS Panzer 

Division 'Uiiking' 
Panzerjager Abteilw1g 
(tank hunter battalion). 
His ,·ehicle is a _ltfarder 11 
(7.62 cm Pak 36(r) aufGw 11 
AusfD). (Bundesarchiv, 
Koblenz) 

bears the single pip of his rank. ate the regimental 
'D' monogram on his shoulder boards and cuff title 
on his left sleeve belo\\· the SS arm eagle. He \Years 
standard thigh-length iron-nailed leather marching 
boots and carries a 7.92 mm Kar 98k rifle, \vhilc on 
the front of his belt is the \Yooden holster-stock for a 
9 mm C g6 Mauser automatic pistol, held on by 
brown leather straps, with a screwdriver attached on 
its side. 

D2: 9 rnrn C 96 Mauser auto1natic pistol 
Again shown in cuta\vay, this illustrates the standard 
version \Vith ten-round magazine, loaded loose from 
the top. It will be readily apparent where the weapon 
acquired its nickname 'broomhandle Mauser', this 
uncomfortable grip being the pistol's \\'Or t feature. A 

59 



selector switch enabled it to be fired single-shot or 
fully automatic. 

EI: M35/40 hel1net and camouflage cover 
The standard field grey steel helmet with crimped 
edge being '"·orn with a summer-pattern camouflage 
cover. The SS decal replaced the army eagle on the 
right-hand side of the helmet. Helmet covers were 
produced in the same patterns as the smocks and 
varied only in their fastening detail. Some later war 
patterns, as here, had loops into which foliage could 
be tucked. 

E2: Schiffchen field cap 
Replacing the earlier pattern side cap seen in Plate 

Hated almost as much as 
flame throwers were the SS 
Feldgendarmerie (field 
police), who were 
nicknamed 'chained dogs ' 
because of their distinctive 
gorgets. Note also cuff 

. ( . ...... 
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ti tie. This Scharfiihrer 
appears to be showing 
Russian prisoners 
photographs of­
presumably - wanted men. 
(Bundesarchiv, Koblenz) 

B r, this had a scalloped brim and national eagle sewn 
at the front above the Totenkopf device. The 
sou tache is white, the infantry colour. 

E3: M43 Einheitsfeldmiitze 
Largely replacing the earlier side cap, certainly from 
1943 on\vards, this more practical form of headgear 
was based on the mountain trooper,s cap (Bergmiitze) 
which had a shorter visor. It existed in several 
variations with one or two frontal buttons, not all of 
them authorised, due to wartime exigencies, but this 
is one of the most common. The national eagle could 
be sewn above the frontal Totenkopf or on the left­
hand side. 

E4: Camouflaged field cap 
This was a lightweight version of the Einheitsfeld­
miitze in camouflage material and usually lacking 
both buttons and insignia, although private-purchase 
caps with both do exist. 



Es:Furcap 
Produced to help counter the bitter cold of the 
Russian winters, this was a fur-lined felt cap with 
deep ear flaps and a chin string which could be used 
to tie the flaps at the crown when the weather was 
warmer. It was not issued with any insignia although 
men often sewed their own on. 

FI: Early pattern ca1nouflage smock 
This example shows the screen-printed smock first 
worn in Poland and the invasion of the west. The 
summer pattern is outside but the autumn pattern 
can be seen inside the neck opening. Features to note 
are the low elasticated waist, elasticated cuffs, and the 
two slits in the chest to enable the wearer to reach the 
pockets of his tunic underneath. In practice, when 
worn with the standard 'Y' strap webbing, this 
proved impossible, so the vents were omitted on later 
pattern smocks. These original smocks, of rayon/ 
cotton duck cloth, were printed by a lengthy process 
necessitating up to six screens, and it could take 
several days (including waterproofing, which could 
not be done until the dyes were dry) to produce a 
single batch. Later smocks were mainly machine­
printed to save time. 

F2: Late pattern camouflage s1nock 
Several differences are immediately apparent. The 
chest vents have gone, to be replaced by patch 
pockets on the lower skirt. Buttons replace draw­
strings a the neck and, although the wrist and waist 
remain elasticated, the latter is higher and more 
comfortable. Additionally, thin strips of material are 
sown on the upper part of the garment so that leaves 
and twigs can be inserted for additional camouflage. 
This garment shows the autumn pattern outside, 
summer inside. 

F3: Zeltbahn 
This triangular piece of kit was extremely useful, 
being small and light enough to be carried as part of 
the assault equipment and serving as a poncho, 
windbreak or part of a tent. Because of the loopholes 
along each edge, two or more could be laced together, 
supported by an upturned rifle or tree branch; but it 
could be carried as a small roll or worn either loose or 
wrapped around the legs and upper arms. Most 
Zeltbahns "'·ere either plain field grey or in army 

pattern camouflage, but toward the end of the war 
examples in SS camouflage did appear. 

F4: Ar1ny pattern reversible lvinter tunic 
This shows a front view of the standard grey/white 
reversible winter anorak "'·ith hood hared by both 
the army and the Waffen-SS although to begin with 
(1942) the SS received priority in its allocation. It was 
lined with blanket material for \varmth and, like the 
smock, was truly re ersible. It also had a storm flap at 
the throat. Earlier in the ''rar, the troops had had to 
make do with improvised snow camouflage smocks of 
thin white sheeting \vhich they tied over their 
greatcoats. The new anorak assisted mobility 
enormously as well as helping to keep the men warm. 

Fs: Waffen-SS pattern reversible winter tunic 
Inevitably, the Waffen-SS were not slow in produc­
ing their own pattern of reversible winter clothing 
with the non-white side in autumnal camouflage. 
This shows the rear view. Because almost all Waffen­
SS clothing was manufactured in concentration 
camps, the tailoring was erratic and often shoddy, 
although this was more often due to the simple effects 
of deprivation and hunger than to deliberate 
sabotage. 

G: Panzerfaust training 
Here a young 17-year-old grenadier from the 12th SS 
Panzer Division 'Hitlerjugend' is being shown how to 
use the Panz erfaust by a grizzled Unterscharfi.ihrer. 
Most of the 'Hitlerjugend' officers were drawn from 
the Leibstandarte, and this sergeant proudly retains 
the cuff title of his parent formation. The 'rookie' 
wears the 1944 pattern Feldbluse, a coarse garment 
resembling the British BD blouse made from Zelt­
bahn material. It was not reversible. His helmet is 
plain anodised steel with no decals, as was common 
towards the end of the war. The sergeant-instructor 
is from an assault gun unit and wears the SS-pattern 
self-propelled gun crew trousers and double-breasted 
blouse with red waffenfarbe. His right sleeve carries 
three tank destruction badges, while on the left front 
of his tunic are a tank assault badge and ribbon of the 
Iron Cross. On his head is a field grey Einheitsfeld­
mutze with Totenkopf on the peak and national eagle 
on the left-hand side. The Panzerfaust was extremely 
easy to operate, even by 'raw' troops, although it 
required guts. (See text for further details.) 
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H: Putting training into practice, Ardennes 
I944 

ow muffled in reversible white "'rinter parka and 
overtrousers with no insignia, our 'Hitlerjugend' 
recruit has survived the ormandy battles to take 
part in Hitler's last great gamble in the west. He is 
now equipped with a second pattern Panzerschreck 
\vith shield. (For details, see text.) His loader, 
slapping his shoulder to indicate the weapon is 
loaded, has a pair of anti-tank Tellermines. These 
came in a variety of sizes from 254 to 324 mm in 
diameter and 6 to 9· 7 5 kg in \\·eight, and could 
penetrate up to 24 mm of armour plate, which was 
sufficient to pierce the relatively thin undersides of 
any tank or knock off a road"'. heel and damage several 
track links. 

li: Oberstur1nfiihrer (Lieutenant) of the 
'Totenkopf' Division, Russia, summer I944 
Illustrated during the long 'adYance to the rear ' in 
which the Waffen-SS divisions acted as a mobile fire 
brigade to stem the Soviet advance, this war-weary 
officer still sho\\·s pride in his bearing even though his 
face betrays exhaustion. He \Years the 'old style' 
officer's cap without stiffening, the 1943-pattern 
tailored camouflage jacket and 1944-pattern trousers, 
a typical field combination given the usual supply 
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In jovial mood at the start 
of the French campaign in 
May I940 - even Hirnrnler 
wears a rare srnile­
Obergruppenfiihrer 'Sepp' 
Dietrich radiates 
confidence in the ability of 
the Leibstandarte 'AH', a 
confidence which was not 
rnisplaced. (Bildarchiv 
Preussicher K ul turhesi tz, 
Berlin) 

vagaries. He also wears the ankle boots with canvas 
gaiters \vhich by this time had more or less super­
seded the thigh-length marching boots due to con­
siderations of comfort and endurance. Rank and unit 
insignia are missing, quite common by this stage of 
the \Yar, but he has sewn an SS eagle on his sleeve in 
contradiction of regulations as in many other such 
matters, the troops in the field were a law unto 
themselves. For weaponry, he carries a 9 mm Erma 
MPE submachine-gun and has a holstered Walther 
P38 on his belt. The Vollmer-designed MPE with its 
distinctive fore-grip and double trigger (the latter 
also being a feature of the MP 34/35) was another of 
those pre-war designs shunned by the army but 
lapped up by the Waffen-SS because of its superior 
construction and reliability, as well as the fact that its 
25- or 32-round magazine was inserted from the side 
instead of beneath. Performance was similar to that of 
the MP28 or MP34/35 (see text). 

/2: 9 mm P38 Walther automatic pistol 
The standard German sidearm from 1940, the P38 
incorporated several design improvements over the 
Luger, including the better shaped grip and trigger 
and a 'safety pin' showing when there was a round in 
the breech. It was (and is) such a good weapon that 
production \Vas resumed for the post-war Bundes­
wehr in 1957. 
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lnsights into the daily lives of history's fighting men and 

women, past and present detailing their motivation, training, 

tactics, weaponry and experiences. 

Photographs 

Full colour artwork 

Unrivalled detail Clothing and equipment 

Waffen-SS Soldier 

1940-45 

Probably the most highly 

motivated and ruthless 

combatant to take the field in 

World War II, the Waffen-SS 

soldier was the cutting edge 

of Germany's military Inight. 

Aggressive in attack, dogged 

in defence, his units generally 

suffered higher casualties than 

the regular army formations. 

The apple of the Fuhrer's eye, 

he was the first to receive the 

best available equipment and 

was expected to produce results 

to match. F~om the green fields 

of France to the freezing steppes 

of Russia and finally to tl1e 

shattered streets of Berli11 this 

title details the developn1ent 

of the weapons, equipment and 

tactics of one of history's n1ost 

formidable soldiers. 
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