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HiTLER’S “GARDEN OF EDEN”

IN UKRAINE

Nazi Colonialism, Volksdeutsche,
and the Holocaust, 1941-1944

Wendy Lower

he “New Order,” as the Nazis conceived it, entailed a racial classifica-

tion and “cleansing” of Europe. Although Nazi population policies were
aimed at all peoples who fell into German hands, Nazi leaders focused their
resettlement and colonization programs on Eastern Europe, which was des-
ignated the ideal German “living space.” They were not only extremely ex-
clusionary in their taxonomies of people but also narrowly selective in their
view of “fertile” geographic spaces where Germans would thrive. As histo-
rian Gerhard Weinberg and others have stressed, the joining of race and
space was central to the Nazi Weltanschauung.'

During World War II, the Germans implemented experimental colonial
schemes in Poland and Ukraine. In Ukraine they concentrated their efforts
in the central region of Zhytomyr at the Hegewald colony and in the south-
ern regions of Dnepropetrovsk and Nikoleav at the Halbstadt and Nikopol
colonies. The Hegewald colony was situated strategically in the “backyard”
of Himmler and Hitler’s secret field headquarters at Vinnytsia and Zhyto-
myr. The Halbstadt and Nikopol colonies stretched across German civilian-
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and military-administered territories in southeastern Ukraine; additional
SS-controlled German colonies dotted the Romanian-occupied area of for-
mer Soviet Ukraine, which was named Transnistria. In the latter half of
1941 and early 1942 these colonies were “ethnically cleansed” of their Jew-
ish populations. Nearly all of the Jews who resided there for generations
were massacred; the Ukrainians who were not retained as forced laborers
on the Volksdeutsche (ethnic German) and SS-police colonies were deported
to labor camps in eastern Ukraine or to the Reich. Prima facie, the logic of
this destruction seems quite clear and consistent with a European pattern of
imperial conquest, mass migration, forced deportations, and a genocidal
“displacement” of the “native” population. However, the ideological and
causal links between Nazi resettlement programs and the Holocaust were
more tenuous even in the colonial context of Ukraine.

This essay focuses on the ambiguous relationship between Hitler’s uto-
pian vision of the eastern territories as, in his words, a “Garden of Eden”
and the concrete, “on-the-ground” reality of the implementation of the Holo-
caust and Nazi colonization programs in Ukraine.? It explores Nazi Leben-
sraum fantasies and colonialist ambitions in light of German anti-Jewish
policies and Volksdeutsche resettlement. To what extent can we deepen un-
derstanding of the history of the Shoah by contextualizing it within a nar-
rative of Nazi colonialism?

Nazi Colonialist Thinking Toward Ukraine and Eastern Europe

Only a few works, such as Raphael Lemkin’s unpublished history of geno-
cide and Hannah Arendt’s Origins of Totalitarianism, explored the relation-
ship between Nazi imperialism, colonialism, and the Holocaust and its basis
in European history. Ostensibly, in the pre-Hitler era the German race for
colonies was a short-lived endeavor dating roughly from the Bismarckian era
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to the German defeat in World War 1. Yet, as recent sociocultural studies in
German history have shown, colonialist thinking in Germany developed from
a longer European history of exploration, conquest, migration, and mass
destruction of indigenous peoples.’ Thus one finds in the speeches and writ-
ings about Lebensraum by Hitler, the leader of the SS Heinrich Himmler,
and Reich Minister for the Eastern Territories Alfred Rosenberg references
to the North American frontier, the British Empire in India, and the Euro-
pean exploitation of Africa’s resources in the late nineteenth century.

The continuity of colonial metaphors of race and frontier combined with
hierarchical population schemes and exploitive economic policies (especially
forced labor practices) is indeed striking. Heinrich Himmler and his coterie
of General Plan East planners described Eastern Europe as Germany’s Cal-
ifornian paradise. Alfred Rosenberg encouraged his regional commissars in
Ukraine to read colonial travelogues such as Nazi supporter Kurt Freber’s
With My Backpack to India (1927) and Schulz’s In the African Jungle along-
side antisemitic tracts such as Esser’s The Jewish World Plague (1939).* In
1942, children in Hitler’s Germany played a board game in which armed
farmers competed for the fertile “black earth” of Ukraine.* Much more has
been written about the colonial roots of Nazi racial science stemming from
anthropologists and eugenicists who viewed Africa and Southeast Asia as
their laboratories, namely, Eugen Fischer, whose early “fieldwork”™ included
examining the skulls of slain Rehobother Bastards in German Southwest
Africa. In the colonies the first debates over intermarriage or “racial mixing”
between Germans and “inferior” Africans emerged in 1892, which gave rise
to the notion of Mischlinge.®

The forced labor Erziebung zur Arbeit practices in the colonies and ex-
ploitive population policies of Wilhelmine colonial lobbyists such as Paul
Rohrbach (1869-1956) also reappeared in a modified, more extreme form
in Nazi-occupied Europe.” In 1942/43 Nazi economic developers established
the Togo Ost Society in Zhytomyr, Ukraine, bringing state-controlled agri-
cultural models from Africa to Eastern Europe. In addition to frontier fan-
tasies, economic models, and ideas of race, the Nazis also transferred German
Africans to Eastern Europe. In September 1943, as the Red Army advanced
toward Poland, Nazi colonial enthusiasts “imported” German settlers from
eastern Africa to the Warthegau. According to an account in the Litzmann-
stdadter Zeitung, the German Africanists were happy to leave behind the
monoculture farming of Africa and enjoy the rich soil and diverse crops of
Polish farms. As model pioneers they were supposed to inspire European
Germans who were reluctant to relocate to Poland.®

Militarily, the German Army and SS-police’s application of total and
guerrilla-style warfare and their overall veneration of violence had its ante-
cedents in the colonial wars of Kaiser Wilhelm II's General Staff and World
War I. During the Great War the Germans occupied Eastern Europe under
General Ludendorff’s Ober Ost administration and pursued empire build-
ing through social engineering. According to the recent study of Vejas Liu-
levicius, Ludendorff’s Verkebrspolitik furthered the notion that the eastern
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territories were not a “complicated weaving of lands and peoples, but of
spaces and races to be ordered by German mastery and organization.™
Twenty years later Ludendorff’s successors in Hitler’s Third Reich returned
to Eastern Europe to impose their own racial ordering of society. Nazi lead-
ers may have drawn from European models of imperialism to develop their
own revolutionary, criminal approach to colonization, but their fantasies,
motivations, and policies were more closely tied to Germany’s own history
of migration, especially to Eastern Europe.

In the coveted breadbasket of Ukraine the Nazis found territory ripe for
German agricultural settlements.'” Already in the early 1920s, Hitler and
his cohorts argued for a new German foreign policy, which they described
as a “soil policy of the future” rooted in Germany’s medieval history of mi-
gration to the east. In Mein Kampf Hitler wrote,

We National Socialists consciously draw a line beneath the foreign policy of our
pre-War period. We take up where we broke off six hundred years ago. We stop
the endless German movement to the south and west, and turn our gaze to the
east. At long last we break off the colonial and commercial policy of the pre-War
period and shift to the soil policy of the future."

Combining atavistic “blood and soil” notions of utopia with modern state
structures and methods, Hitler, Darré, and other Nazi ideologues played
down overseas colonialism and concentrated instead on contiguous Ger-
man settlements in Eastern Europe and especially Ukraine where the Aryan
“soldier-peasant™ tilled the soil with a weapon at his side, ready to defend
the farm from the “Asian hordes.” As for the Ukrainians whom the Nazis
pejoratively branded “Negroes,” Hitler remarked that the Germans would
supply them “with scarves, glass beads and everything that colonial peoples
like.”'* After the Germans defeated Poland in autumn of 1939, the newly
appointed Reich Commissar for the Strengthening of Germandom, Hein-
rich Himmler, was instructed “to give shape to the new German areas of
colonization™ by “eliminating harmful, alien elements from the German Volk
and its living space,” and “to carry out the settlement of the Volksdeutsche
on the designated lands.”"* The concept and process of Germanization as
Himmler described it was “not in the old sense of bringing the German lan-
guages and German laws to the people dwelling in that area, but to ensure
that in the east only people of genuinely German, Teutonic blood shall
live.”" As Germany and its allies unleashed the “war of destruction™ against
the Soviet Union, Hitler asserted in October 1941,

Ukraine will be a home for twenty million inhabitants besides the natives. In
three hundred years, the country will be one of the loveliest gardens in the world.
As for the natives, we’ll have to screen them carefully. The Jew, that destroyer,
we shall drive out . . . our colonizing penetration must be constantly progres-
sive, until it reaches the stage where our own colonists far outnumber the local
inhabitants."*
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The Holocaust and Nazi Volksdeutsche Programs
in Ukraine, June 1941-42

What was the causal relationship between these two Nazi missions—the
colonization of the Lebensraum and the destruction of the Jews? Scholars
such as Czeslaw Madajczyk and Gotz Aly have stressed the importance of
Poland in Himmler’s General Plan East, which was the Nazi blueprint for
“Germanizing” Eastern Europe. When compared with other parts of Nazi-
occupied Europe, the causal links between ethnic German resettlement and
anti-Jewish practices were strongest in Poland. From the start, the Nazi
leadership portrayed the Polish invasion in September 1939 as a rescue mis-
sion on behalf of the Volksdeutsche.

As Alexander Rossino’s Hitler Strikes Poland has deftly demonstrated,
the Germans often legitimized their anti-Polish and anti-Jewish brutality as
acts of revenge for the persecution or murder of Volksdeutsche, for example
in Bromberg (Bydgoszcz). In Poland where Reinhard Heydrich’s Einwan-
dererzentralstelle (Immigration Center) and Adolf Eichmann’s Umwander-
erzentralstelle (Relocation Center) engineered the deportation machinery of
ethnic German resettlement and the Holocaust, the two programs literally
intersected. For example, in January 1940 trains of Jewish deportees to Hru-
bieszow collided with trainloads of Volhynian Germans moving to Lodz.
Jews unloaded the baggage of the Volksdeutsche arrivees, cleaned out their
homes prior to their arrival, and “cared for the resettlers’ horses and other
livestock.”'¢

Ukraine has been largely left out of the postwar studies of SS-police re-
settlement plans for the East. The omission is odd because it was precisely
in Ukraine where Himmler left his individual mark as a colonizer and where
Europe’s largest Jewish population, after Poland, resided and was destroyed
in the Holocaust. According to Himmler’s schemes, Ukraine was not to be
100 percent Germanized like the annexed territories of the Reich in the Pol-
ish Warthegau. Instead, Himmler’s planners conceived of Ukraine as a land
of Siedlungsmarken und Stiitzpunkte, or patches of German settlements. They
aimed to consolidate the scattered communities of Volhynian Germans lo-
cated in west-central Ukraine and residing in the Zhytomyr Commissariat,
and the so-called Black Sea Germans located in southern Ukraine, includ-
ing in Crimea (which Hitler dreamed of as a Nazi Riviera). The ethnic Ger-
man settlements and farms were to be placed along the new autobahns and
railway lines running east-west and north-south. On the eve of the Nazi in-
vasion most ethnic Germans who were left in Soviet Ukraine lived in the
poorest rural areas and not in the major towns.”

The Germans occupied most of Ukraine between the end of June 1941
and early 1942, renaming the area of civilian administration the Reichs-
kommissariat Ukraine (RKU). The Reichskommissariat was home to about
two hundred thousand ethnic Germans (out of a total population of 16.9 mil-
lion civilians). Actually this was about half of the prewar population of



190 Wendy Lower

Volksdeutsche in Ukraine because tens of thousands had been deported by
Stalin and thousands, particularly the Volhynian Germans, were brought
“home to the Reich” after Hitler and Stalin carved up Poland in autumn of
1939. The much larger minority population in Ukraine at this time was the
Jewish one, comprising 30 to 50 percent of the population in what was for-
merly the tsarist empire’s Pale of Settlement.'

The systematic mass murder of Jews began in Ukraine and the Soviet
territories, not in Poland. As of 22 June 1941 the Webrmacht and SS-police
arrived in Ukraine with a license to shoot male Jews, which quickly ex-
panded to all Jews, who were vilified as the racial bearers of Bolshevism.
The Germans and their accomplices killed between 1.2 and 1.4 million Jews
in Ukraine. The survival rate for Jews was less than 4 percent. Most Jews
died in or near their hometowns. In a historical Jewish center such as Berdy-
chiv, which was occupied by the Webrmacht on 7 July 1941, the Germans
registered approximately thirty thousand Jews (the town’s overall popula-
tion did not exceed sixty thousand). When the Red Army liberated the town
in January 1944, only fifteen Jews emerged from the rubble; most had been
killed on one day in mid-September 1941." Did the presence of Volks-
deutsche or plans for Nazi resettlement schemes in these and other parts of
Ukraine affect the course of the Holocaust or increase anti-Jewish violence?

In addition to the now well-known Einsatzgruppen that invaded the
Soviet territories under Reinhard Heydrich’s command in the summer of
1941, on 11 July Himmler activated secret task forces, also labeled Einsatz-
gruppen, as part of a special mission code-named “Sonderkommando Russ-
land.” The “special commando Russia™ was tasked with secret colonization
activities that began with the registration of the Volksdeutsche. The com-
mando carried out their work with the assistance of personnel from Einsatz-
gruppe C and Einsatzgruppe D. According to historian Isabel Heinemann’s
latest research, there were 277 SS-policemen assigned to Sonderkommando
Russland, and they represented a conglomeration of SS and police agencies—
the Reich Commission for the Strengthening of Germandom (RKF), the Race
and Settlement Main Office (RuSHA), the Economic and Administrative
Main Office (WVHA), the Ethnic German Liaison Office (VoMi), and the
Security Service (SD). Many had worked the previous two years in Poland
on resettlement programs. They established headquarters first in Zhytomyr
then Odessa, Nikoleav, Crimea, and Kiev.?” Thus, while the Sipo-SD Ein-
satzgruppen (C and D) focused on security and intelligence operations,
above all anti-Jewish measures, these other SS colonization task forces con-
centrated on three activities: (1) determination of valuable German blood;
(2) survey and registration of the land for later SS colonization; and (3) co-
ordination of colonization work with other Himmler agencies in order to
secure SS-police strongholds in Ukraine.!

Did these two SS-police task forces with distinct missions jointly plan
and implement the Holocaust? To what extent did their antisemitic and pro-
Volksdeutsche activities overlap? Before Sonderkommando Russland staff
arrived in Zhytomyr in early September 1941, a subunit of Einsatzgruppe
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C (Sonderkommando 4a) began to register the ethnic Germans according to
the German People’s List.”> Members of Heydrich’s secret police units also
reported the first news about the dismal state of the Volksdeutsche who had
survived Stalin’s terror.

According to these first reports, the Volksdeutsche were scattered around
the Zhytomyr region. They were impoverished; few could speak German
and grasped what the arrival of the Wehrmacht meant.”* Although 40 per-
cent of the forty thousand ethnic Germans in the region were day laborers
and lacked skills, regional German commanders placed them in leading ad-
ministrative positions, much to the ire of the rest of the population of non-
Germans.** Those who could serve as translators were immediately put to
use by the Nazis. In Vasily Grossman’s account of the destruction of Berdy-
chiv’s Jewish community, he stressed that the new ethnic German mayor
of Berdychiv, Reder, and his Ukrainian chief of police, Koroliuk, “took an
active part in organizing and conducting the execution.”* One of the more
notorious ethnic Germans in Einsatzgruppe C was Dr. Arthur Boss; he was
a 33-year-old neurologist originally from Odessa who spoke Russian and
German. He helped Paul Blobel’s Sonderkommando 4a with the planning
and implementation of the massacre of Zhytomyr’s Jews on 19 September,
when they shot more than three thousand men, women, and children. Ac-
cording to eyewitness accounts, Boss was Blobel’s right-hand man, identify-
ing the Jews, accompanying Blobel to the mass shooting pits, and afterward
helping with the distribution of Jewish clothing and linens to Zhytomyr’s
ethnic German population. Boss also set up a medical practice in Zhytomyr
and provided Paul Blobel’s shooters with injections to calm their nerves af-
ter killing actions.?® Like Arthur Boss, the Becker brothers, Paul and Ed-
mund, who were both in their late teens and came from an ethnic German
community near the city called Alter Huette, were also picked up by the SD
and put to use in the implementation of the “Final Solution.” The Beckers
were transferred in the fall of 1941 to the SS training center at Trawniki,
where they learned how to be guards at the ghettos and death camps in
Poland.”

Unlike in Poland, however, Heydrich’s Einsatzgruppen in Ukraine rarely
exploited their campaign to rescue the Volksdeutsche to stir up anti-Jewish
or anti-Ukrainian violence. In one rare case in Zhytomyr on 7 August 1941,
regional SS-police and military leaders publicly hanged two Jewish men in
the marketplace and displayed a poster on the gallows that claimed the two
men were former members of the Soviet secret police and as such had killed
more than one thousand Volksdeutsche and Ukrainians.?* Instead of using
pro-Volksdeutsche rationales to incite violence against Jews, the Germans
used the more popular anti-Bolshevik themes to inflame local antisemitism,
themes that appealed to the Ukrainian, Polish, and Volksdeutsche popula-
tion. At the highest levels of the leadership, Reich Minister Rosenberg lob-
bied to Hitler (in early September 1941) that all Central European Jews
should be dumped in the East in retaliation for Stalin’s order to deport the
Volga Germans.?® While in the killing fields of Ukraine perpetrators seldom
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argued that the Jews should pay the price for the sorry plight of the ethnic
Germans.

The “Black Sea Germans” and the Holocaust in Transnistria
(Romanian-Occupied Ukraine)

In southern Ukraine along the Black Sea and in the territory between the
Bug and Dniester rivers, Einsatzgruppe D under Otto Ohlendorf actively im-
plemented the Holocaust and recruited local ethnic Germans into the Sipo-SD
to assist in the mass murder of Jews. One such ethnic German was named
Alfons J. Goetzfried. At first he helped with the gassings of Jews in Simfer-
opol; then Goetzfried participated in the ghetto and camp liquidations in
Galicia. His career as a Holocaust perpetrator culminated with his dispatch
to Lublin (Majdanek) where he participated in the final massacres of Jews
in the General Government during early November 1943.°

In southern Ukraine, Sonderkommando Russland task forces (under
Dr. Klaus Siebert’s command) registered Ukraine’s largest population of so-
called Black Sea Germans. More than 130,000 Black Sea Germans greeted
the Webrmacht, SS-police, and Romanian troops in July and August 1941.*
Sonderkommando Russland set up its headquarters in Landau, a historic eth-
nic German settlement that was about fifty kilometers northwest of Nikoleav.
From here Siebert’s staff established fourteen settlement centers (Bereichkom-
mandos) that stretched across German military and civilian and Romanian-
occupied territory. According to the Tighina Agreement of 30 August 1941
and a November 1941 pact between Romanian foreign minister Mihai An-
tonescu and German ambassador to Romania Manfred von Killinger, the
Volksdeutsche colonies in Romanian territory (formerly in Soviet Ukraine)
came under the authority of the Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle (VoMi), which
deployed its SS personnel to the historic settlements of Rastatt, Lichtenfeld,
Hoffnungsthal, and Bergdorf, among others. Most of these German com-
munities originated with the migrations of Germans to Russia in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.*? The settlements contained ethnic Ger-
man mayors, schools, and farms and semi-autonomous German police forces
known as Selbstschutz.

With minimal prodding from the Reich German and Romanian author-
ities, the ethnic German auxiliary police forces massacred Jews (and Roma
gypsies) who lived in or near the colonies. Volksdeutsche farmers exploited
Roma laborers, forcing them to live in pigsties and providing them with lit-
tle to no food in exchange for work. Starving Roma searched for bits of
food in the animals’ troughs and feces. According to testimony of a former
Romanian prefect in Transnistria, in 1942 the inhabitants of the ethnic Ger-
man colony Schonfeld killed and burned gypsies on their farms.*

In the winter of 1941/42, as many as thirty thousand Jews were brought
from Odessa to Beresowka, which was not far from a cluster of ethnic German
colonies. Romanian and German documents as well as eyewitness accounts
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reveal that a combination of ethnic German Selbstschutz, colonists, Ukrain-
ian militia, and Romanian gendarmes shot eighteen thousand Jews at the
death camp of Domanowka south of the Bug River. At the Romanian camp
of Bogdanowka, where another forty-eight thousand Jews were forcibly
marched, tens of thousands were killed in continuous mass shootings and
barn burnings and with hand grenades. Many succumbed in the freezing
temperatures to typhus and famine-related illnesses.’* In summer and au-
tumn of 1942, while Himmler was stationed at his Ukrainian headquarters
near Zhytomyr, he and his staff toured the Volksdeutsche communities and
were so impressed with the work of the Selbstschutz in southern Ukraine
and Transnistria that they formed similar police training schools and acti-
vated Volksdeutsche police and Waffen-SS units for antipartisan actions in
the Reich Commissariat Ukraine.*

East of Transnistria, however, Himmler’s resettlement staff encountered
recurring problems that caused conflicts between the SS-police and Webr-
macht. The Nikoleav and Dnepropetrovsk districts contained fluid borders.
Steady streams of refugees flowed in from the battle zones. Consequently,
local Germanization campaigns were often interrupted, for example, in
March 1942 when half of the Halbstadt settlement near Melitopol was sud-
denly placed under military administration for ten days. At this time twenty-
five thousand ethnic Germans found themselves under General von Kleist’s
rule while fifteen thousand remained in the civilian zone of the Commis-
sariat. The Wehrmacht quickly snatched up ethnic Germans to serve as
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translators or drafted the able-bodied men into cavalry troops, which infu-
riated Himmler because he wanted these men for his own SS-police forces.
By contrast it was westward from the front around the secured elite head-
quarters at Zhytomyr and Vinnytsia where Himmler made Ukraine’s first
colonial experiment a priority during the summer and autumn of 1942.

Volksdeutsche in the Reich Commissariat Ukraine,
the Holocaust, and Nazi Germanization Experiments
in Zhytomyr, Summer 1942-44

By late summer of 1942 most of Ukraine’s urban Jews living east of the
Zhytomyr district had been killed. Roughly 270,000 remained in ghettos
and camps in western centers of the Reich Commissariat Ukraine such as in
Rivne, Pinsk, Luts’k, Kowel, and Letychiv. Thousands were scattered in small
rural ghettos, and hundreds of individuals and broken families roamed the
countryside in search of food and shelter.’” For the continued implementa-
tion of Nazi anti-Jewish measures, the SS-police and civilian rulers known
as commissars sought out ethnic Germans to serve as translators and police
auxiliaries in the gendarmerie. As unit leaders of the rural units known as
Schutzmannschaften, ethnic Germans carried out anti-Jewish manhunts in
the Commissariat’s vast fields and forests. The ethnic German police were
relatively few in number but locally quite powerful, usually commanding
Ukrainian units and managing the countryside where German Gebietskom-
missare rarely ventured. They communicated Nazi orders to the villagers.
Many helped identify individual Jews and Jewish families; some were di-
rectly involved in the killing. A female ethnic German translator on the staff
of a gendarme post in the Khmil’nyk district shot Jewish children during the
ghetto liquidation there. When the ethnic German chief of a Schutzmann-
schaft unit in Ruzhyn, near Zhytomyr, found Jews in hiding in May 1942,
he pulled out his own revolver and shot them on the spot.*

Historian Martin Dean, whose work appears in this volume, recently
traced the career and criminal activities of an ethnic German policeman,
Ernst Hering, from the Ustynivka district in the Nikoleav Commissariat. In
spring of 1942, after serving a few months in the police, the nineteen-year-
old Hering was asked to shoot the Jews from his hometown. Hering’s unit
rounded up and killed about twenty-five Jewish men, women, and children
and twenty half-Jewish children and babies from the smaller villages in the
area. The rural police in Ustynivka worked under two ethnic German super-
visors: the rayon (county) leader Friedrich Strohmeier and local police chief
Alexander Huebner. Hering’s cousin Gustav was also in the local police.

Reich German leaders in the Commissariat’s field offices tried to inte-
grate the Volksdeutsche into the new Nazi racial hierarchy, but most ques-
tioned the loyalty of the ethnic Germans. They were skeptical for a number
of reasons, not the least of which was that the Volksdeutsche were ideolog-
ically heterogeneous and on the whole destitute. They were not as expected
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a unified caste of superior “Aryan” leaders. Under Stalin assimilation was
preferable, even a matter of survival. Thus ethnic Germans had intermarried
with Ukrainians. Many clung to traditional religious faiths while others em-
braced new secular ones: they were Catholic, Protestant, Lutheran, Baptist,
Mennonite, communist, and socialist. To bring the Volksdeutsche into line
ideologically and make them more useful in fighting for the Nazi cause,
Himmler and his agencies along with representatives of the Nazi Party’s
Welfare Society (NSV) introduced educational programs that combined ide-
ological indoctrination, racial hygiene, and vocational training.”

Ideological indoctrination of the ethnic German police was of great
concern to Himmler because he wanted to create an all-German police force
in Ukraine and therefore rely less on Ukrainian policemen.* In June 1942
Himmler issued a memorandum on the ideological assessment of order po-
lice auxiliaries. Accordingly, the chief of police training programs in Kiev
provided his regional offices with the educational themes for training local
ethnic German and Ukrainian auxiliaries. The themes are striking because
they reveal how lower-level police combined Germany’s conquest of the
East with the so-called war against Judeo-Bolshevism, mimicking the distor-
tions of German history and virulent antisemitism found in the Nazi lead-
ership’s writings and speeches. As this Kiev-based police trainer explained
it to his men,

A large part of the blood sacrifice of the German people was given up over the
centuries in the incessant battles over the borders of Eastern Europe. What is
happening today in the East is already part of the New Order of Europe. Ger-
man politics in the East are inspired by the memory of Eastern Europe as a land
of settlement. When the Germanic-German colonists and merchants penetrated
Eastern European countries over the course of centuries, they were called by the
rulers of the peoples who lived there. They did not bring robbery and destruc-
tion, fire and murder, death and ruin; instead the successes of their works were
fertile fields, blooming cities, outstanding buildings, and artistic [and] scholarly
works of the highest value.

By contrast, the culture-negating and people-destroying forces of Bolshevism
have only failed to promote the cultures that were there and the free development
of European peoples in Russia. The Bolshevism that the Lithuanian, Estonian,
Latvian, Byelorussian, and Ukrainian people were confronted with was not
European, and also not actually Russian in character, but Jewish and Asian in
its nature. The Jews brought Bolshevism to power through a tyranny of terror,
hunger, crime. . . .*

One of the recipients of this memorandum was the Schutzpolizei leader
in Berdychiv named Albrecht. In his assessment Albrecht wrote that the
themes are suitable and effective, but that the ethnic Germans were only
slowly becoming convinced of their superiority. The education process was
somewhat hindered by the fact that regional SS-police leaders had to rely
on Ukrainian teachers and Ukrainian language materials to convey these
pro-German messages. Of special interest to our fresh ethnic German and
Ukrainian police recruits, he wrote, was the German approach to the Jew-
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ish problem. As Albrecht put it, all they had to do is point out that Berdy-
chiv was 72 percent Jewish before the Germans arrived, that most are now
gone, and that no one wants to have anything to do with Jews: “Even the
prisoners in our labor camps refuse to work side by side with Jews or half
Jews.” As Albrecht’s report suggests, Ukrainian and ethnic German police
recruits viewed the Holocaust as an “achievement,” one that increased their
loyalty if not gratitude toward Hitler’s Reich.** In other words, Nazi re-
gional leaders discovered that the Holocaust was not to be kept secret. On
the contrary, it was a powerful tool for forging closer bonds between Reich
Germans and Volksdeutsche as well as between Germans and Ukrainians.

Himmler’s Experimental Hegewald Colony,
September 1942-November 1943

Before Himmler announced his plans to form a Volksdeutsche colony at
Hegewald in September 1942, the district German leaders in and around
Zhytomyr had concentrated the region’s forty-five thousand ethnic Germans
into small communities. They supplied the ethnic Germans with food, cloth-
ing, and housing, as well as German history and language books.** While
Rosenberg’s ethnographers and commissars went from village to village com-
piling population surveys and local histories, Himmler’s men tried to turn
the Volksdeutsche men into productive, armed farmers who could defend
the SS estates and collective farms.* The NSV provided missionary-style re-
lief workers, many of them women, who served as kindergarten teachers,
nurses, and midwives.** These three main “Germanizers” operating in the
field worked side by side but not in unison. They vied for the support of the
local civilian leaders, the commissars, who controlled the plunder depots,
and they competed with one another for recognition from Nazi headquarters
in Zhytomyr, Vinnytsia, Rivne, and Berlin. Yet, outside of this core group
of activists, the majority of Reich Germans posted to the region doubted the
wisdom of and even advised against initiating major resettlement opera-
tions until after the war, because the population upheaval increased anti-
German sentiment within the Ukrainian majority and interfered with the
economy. In short, many local officials viewed the Volksdeutsche as more
of a welfare burden than a “racial” asset.*

By contrast, Heinrich Himmler, who had the upper hand in ethnic Ger-
man policy-making and exerted his direct influence over the Zhytomyr region,
pushed through the resettlement action around his Hegewald headquar-
ters—of course, only after he had gained Hitler’s approval. In August 1942
Himmler sought to convince Hitler that his personnel, not Rosenberg’s
commissars, were best equipped to colonize the Hegewald area. Himmler
argued that partisan attackers jeopardized the ethnic German families scat-
tered around the Zhytomyr region and that the Volksdeutsche needed to be
protected by concentrating them into a settlement around their headquar-
ters. With the fleet of trucks and SS forces at Himmler’s disposal he could
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quickly move the population into the area. Hitler agreed. At his Zhytomyr
headquarters Himmler convened his top SS officials (including Dr. Konrad
Meyer) to introduce the scheme and initiate implementation plans. Under
the direction of the RKF chief Ulrich Greifelt, Ukraine’s senior SS-police
leader Hans Adolf Pruetzmann, and the SS regional chief of resettlement ac-
tions in Zhytomyr, Theo Henschel, local gendarme and VoMi officials
rounded up eighteen thousand Ukrainians who lived in the designated space
for resettlement. They crammed them onto freight cars and dumped them
in labor camps in southern Russia and neighboring regions. Meanwhile,
treks of ethnic Germans totaling more than ten thousand persons were
moved under police guard by foot and in carriages to the designated colony.
At the rest areas along the journey’s path, the SS-police forces had cleared
the villages of their Ukrainian inhabitants and left many of them in transit
camps destined to go to the Reich as forced laborers.*”

The ethnic Germans who arrived at Hegewald were organized into, as
Hitler and Himmler described them, “settlement pearls,” which were stretched
along the Zhytomyr-Vinnytsia autobahn like a Kette or string of pearls. To
start, the Volksdeutsche who were assigned to the SS-run collective farms
were given private plots of land, about one hectare per family. If they proved
their diligence they could receive up to twenty-five hectares. The ethnic Ger-
man farms were subjected to high SS quotas and random confiscations of
milk and other produce. Ukrainian and Byelorussian prisoners and forced
laborers tilled the reserve farmland not allotted to the German and SS farm-
ers. The entire Hegewald district of two hundred square miles, consisting of
twenty-eight villages and collective farms, was administered by ethnic Ger-
man mayors, SS-policemen, agricultural specialists, and Nazi Party welfare
workers and not by Rosenberg’s commissars. Thus, on paper Rosenberg’s
administration provided the administrative framework for governing the
eastern territories, yet in reality population policies and the future of colo-
nization experiments lay in the hands of Himmler’s SS-police agencies and
the Nazi Party.

Photo spreads and articles in the official newspaper of the RKU, the
Deutsche Ukraine Zeitung, celebrated the Hegewald settlement, proclaim-
ing it a success. However, the reality was quite different. When viewed from
the ground, the entire campaign was, as one local official described it, “eine
Schweinerei” (an awful mess). The Nazis could not fulfill the propagan-
dized promises to the Volksdeutsche, who represented a dislocated popula-
tion with few skills and resources. Regular and substantial shipments of
Jewish belongings arrived in Hegewald from the plunder depots at Lublin,
Auschwitz, and even France. Ethnic Germans at Hegewald wore the cloth-
ing and slept on the bedding of these Jewish victims of the Holocaust.

But these plundered goods, which the Nazis presented as Christmas gifts
to the Volksdeutsche, were not enough to make Nazi colonization schemes
successful. About six hundred “racially valuable™ children, who had been
kidnapped according to Himmler’s instructions, could not be adequately
cared for in the crowded orphanages in and around Zhytomyr. For one
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community of 3,500 Volksdeutsche, SS-police officials established one pro-
duce shop. Rations were not available, and when items did arrive they were
not distributed with the kind of efficiency that one normally attributes to
the Nazi system of destruction. Nazi forced labor raiders swept through the
villages and grabbed Volksdeutsche who were not supposed to be included
among the deportees to the Reich. Soviet partisans targeted the settlements,
ransacked the farms, and killed their inhabitants. In the wake of such attacks
the ethnic German Selbstschutz units at Hegewald took revenge on neigh-
boring Ukrainian villages.**

In Ukraine the military setbacks of 1943 compelled Nazi leaders to re-
duce Volksdeutsche programs to regional initiatives and then to abandon
them altogether. The evacuation of the Hegewald settlement was hastily
carried out a few weeks before the Red Army arrived in November 1943.
The Ukrainians and ethnic Germans who were assigned to escort the treks
of evacuees heading west were prone to, as the $S-police reported, “plun-
dering and other offensive excesses.” Also, Soviet forces overtook and mas-
sacred hundreds of ethnic Germans who were trudging westward. By the
end of November 1943, Volksdeutsche from the settlements in Ukraine were
arriving in western Ukraine and Poland where they remained in camps run
by the VoMi. When the Red Army uncovered these camps in early 1945,
thousands of these Volksdeutsche were branded collaborators and deported
to Soviet camps in the trans-Ural region.*

Conclusion

The formation of Hegewald (as well as other resettlement actions in Dnepro-
petrovsk and Nikoleav) did not go as smoothly as Nazi leaders had expected.
The Nazis were unable to construct colonies based on the pseudo-scientific
and mythic notions of race. Many of the contradictions and tensions that
lay beneath Hitler and Himmler’s fantasies of an Aryan living space in the
East revealed themselves at the local level of praxis.™

The same regional commissars, SS-policemen who rarely questioned the
morality or rationality of eradicating those deemed inferior, remained un-
certain, skeptical, and less enthusiastic about their role and the general aim
of creating utopian colonies out of ethnic German settlements. Nazi leaders
tried to inspire their underlings with pep talks about the unlimited oppor-
tunities in the East and praised them as “pioneers of Germandom in the
East.”' They compared them to frontiersmen who settled the American
West. However, in reality the German colonizer had no choice about where
he settled, which farm he received, or what he could do with it. This was
decided by Himmler’s proliferating agencies of race and space planning.
The German pioneer in the East was racially selected by the state and placed
into an artificial society that had been ethnically “cleansed” by Himmler’s
SS-police killing units.*?
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Besides demonstrating that Nazi racial policy was a devastating failure,
the history of Himmler’s creation of an experimental colony at Hegewald
shows that once under way, resettlement actions in Ukraine were not di-
rectly linked to the unfolding of anti-Jewish policy there. The Volksdeutsche
actions caused the mass deportations of Ukrainian farmers and their fami-
lies, not of Jews, because by the time these Volksdeutsche resettlement ac-
tions began, most Jews who resided on the designated colonial spaces were
already dead or in camps. Moreover, the earlier anti-Jewish massacres do
not seem to have been motivated by widespread empathy for the Volks-
deutsche or committed as acts of revenge on behalf of the Volksdeutsche.

More than an ideological motivator, the Volksdeutsche in Ukraine of-
fered Nazi regional leaders with a critical source of labor for carrying out
the Holocaust. The Volksdeutsche minority had access to a newfound power
especially within the lower ranks of the Nazi system where the genocide was
actually realized. Some, such as the Becker brothers and Arthur Boss, became
perpetrators rather than victims of circumstance, and, as the Nazi leaders
desired, were integrated parts of the whole system of destruction.

The Germans were able to carry out the first step in their larger plan of
remapping and Germanizing Europe—the destruction of the Jews whom
they considered their greatest threat. Of the estimated six million Jews killed
in the Holocaust, about five million resided in the eastern regions intended
to be the new German “living space.” Nazi leaders, ideologues, technocrats,
engineers, economic developers, SS-police, military personnel, and academi-
cians accepted or rationalized the Holocaust as a means to a much larger
end of securing a German empire in Europe and beyond. On the other
hand, many Germans, including the Volksdeutsche and certainly most non-
German collaborators who participated in the Holocaust and carried out
the most horrific atrocities against Jewish women and children, were not
motivated by a vague notion of an Aryan Lebensraum or guided by a broader
vision of a “Germanized” Europe. They supported a genocidal “Final Solu-
tion” as an end unto itself.

Notes

1. The Nazi worldview derived from various strands of thought that had become especially
popular as of the late nineteenth century. The imperialist threads can be found in the writ-
ings of political geographer Friedrich Raetzel, Weimar geopolitical theorist Karl
Haushofer, and Nazi ideologue Walter Darré, who was famous for his Blut und Boden
(blood and soil) theory. In addition to Woodruff Smith’s work The Ideological Origins of
Nazi Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), see Holger Herwig’s
“Geopolitik: Haushofer, Hitler and Lebensraum,” The Journal of Strategic Studies 22
(June/September 1999), 218-241, and Alan Steinweis's “Eastern Europe and the Notion
of the ‘Frontier’ in Germany to 1945,” in Keith Bullivant, Geoffrey Giles, and Walter
Pape, eds., Germany and Eastern Europe: Cultural Identities and Cultural Differences
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999). On the Nazis' territorial ambitions and agricultural policies,
see Uwe Mai's “Rasse und Raum™: Agrarpolitik, Sozial- und Raumplanung im NS-Staat
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Russia. He did not promote acquisition of colonies (territory abroad) but rather land for
resettlement that bordered the Reich to “enhance the area of the mother country.” See
the edition translated by Ralph Manheim (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971), 652.

As Hitler put it to his subordinates: “Out of the eastern territories, we must make a Gar-
den of Eden; they [the eastern territories] are vital to us . . . [overseas] colonies play an
entirely subordinate role.” See Bormann’s notes of the 16 July 1941 meeting when Hitler
spoke with Rosenberg, Keitel, Lammers, Goring, and Bormann about the political plan
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