THE SS

1) SS stands for Schutzstaffel, or guard staff or squadron.  Founded in 1929.  Originally functioned as Hitler’s personal body guard.   Became a state within a state and the most influential single organization in Germany except for the Wehrmacht.
· Founded already in 1923 as the Stosstrupp (Shock Troop) to protect Adolf Hitler.  Was a part of the SA, the Sturmabteilung, which developed into a very large organization (the “brown shirts”).  It was the SA and its leaders such as Ernst Röhm that Hitler struck at in the “Night of the Long Knives” in July 1934.  Hitler, the Wehrmacht and many corporate leaders were threatened by the growth of the SA and their ideas.
· Well below 100,000 in number in 1933.  SS membership originally drawn primarily from the dregs of society---the uneducated, the unemployed, the maladjusted, the criminal element
· Not surprisingly, this contributed to the sadistic outlook and behavior of many of them.

· 250,000 in SS  by 1939
· 600,000 was the high water mark in terms of personnel.
· 185,000 of the 600,000 were not Germans.   
· 80,000 Hungarians and 45,000 Czechs, though many of these individuals were Volkdeutsche.  20,000 Dutch, 39,000 Latvians, 38,000 Belgians, 26,000 Ukrainians, 11,000 Danes.  Even a few hundred British a dozen or so Americans.  
· As the war progressed and manpower became scarce, the SS turned to some obvious non-Nordic groups such as Croatians, Georgians and even Muslims.
· The former head of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. John Shalikashvili, had a father who was an officer in a Georgian SS unit formed by individuals who wanted to throw out the Soviets.  They mainly did anti-partisan duty in Italy.  

· This is one the reasons why the SS argued after the war that they were the forerunner of NATO. 
2) Organization of the SS

· Waffen SS: armed SS, ultimately 39 divisions.  Only a few of these were fully manned.  Until the war years, nearly all SS personnel were “Aryans,” or “Nordic” in ethnic background, i.e., non-Jewish, non-minority, non-Slavic, non-Southern European.  Typically, they were taller and more physically fit than the usual Wehrmacht recruit.   As the war progressed, they became increasingly well equipped and the cream of the crop.  By 1943, they were the elite of the Wehrmacht, to whom they were subject for military purposes.  Adolf Hitler viewed them as his praetorian guard—his loyalists---who always would be dependable and who would be politically reliable.
1) Leibstandarte:  Hitler’s personal body guard; later became the 1st SS Division

2) Totenkopfverbände: Death’s Head battalions that usually guarded the concentration camps; later became the 3rd SS Division, Totenkopf.  

Other Classic Waffen SS Divisions:

2nd: Das Reich 




5th: Viking



12th: Hitler Jugend
3) Verfüngstruppen: Name attached to armed SS early in the 3rd Reich.  Literally, “disposition troops.”  
4) Waffen SS often used a fire brigade to take care of severe military problems, or to lead key offensives such as Kursk.

5) Were very efficient militarily; brutal; high combat value.

6) “Soldiers like other soldiers”?  Many SS did fight cleanly and most were brave. 

7) Some, however, committed major atrocities, repeatedly.

· Oradour sur Glane, Malmedy are well known in the West, but pale before what happened in the East.

8) Why join the Waffen SS?

· Ideology (Aryan notions; fight Bolshevism; the “modern NATO” argument)

· They were the elite and were better equipped and supported

· They were “bad” 

· “Mein Ehre heisst Treue”  (Loyalty is my honor).  
· Allgemeine SS: the “general” SS.  They dealt with police, racial and economic matters. These people were nearly all civilians except at the very highest levels.
1) Counterespionage and Terror (Sicherheitsdienst):  “Security Service”.  One part of it was the Gestapo, or secret police, primarily within Germany and the occupied territories that weren’t close to the front line.

2) Gestapo (Geheim Staats Polizei):  Secret State Police

3) Economic Enterprises: Himmler put the SS into business.  SS operated firms, procured workers (and sometimes supplied workers to firms such as I.G. Farben, 

Siemens, etc.)

Note: By the end of 1944, there were 7.5 million foreign workers in Germany plus another 2.0 million POWs.

Hence, forced labor was extremely common.  “Gastarbeiteren.”  

4) Race and Settlement Office

· The aim was to Aryanize the German population and to a major extent the population of the occupied territories.

· Marriage and fraternization rules.

· Forced adoptions

· Euthanasia (Bishop Galen of Münster)

5) Concentration Camps and the Holocaust
· Run by the SS and the “Death’s Head” personnel of the SS.  
· Many of these people were former local police officials.
6)
The SS was declared a “criminal organization” in 1946 at the Nuremberg Trials.  This meant that mere membership in the SS was a crime.  Since then, many Waffen SS veterans have protested that this was unfair and inappropriate.
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