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The early anti-semitic laws, World War II, the ghettos, and the T-4 program were all part of the story of the 
Holocaust and in 1941 that the Nazis escalated their violence against Jews even more.  Prior to 1941, the 
majority of Nazi Holocaust victims were T-4 patients, Poles and Soviet prisoners of war.  Only after 1941 and 
the invasion of the Soviet Union did the full fury of the Nazi genocide result in the mass slaughter of European 
Jewry.  With the invasion of the Soviet Union on 21 June 1941, the Nazis unleashed the Einsatzgruppen 
(mobile killing squads) on Russia’s 4.8 million Jews.  After 1941 mass killing would take on a new and more 
horrible meaning.  
 
When Nazi Germany invaded Russia on 22 June 1941, four Einsatzgruppen, translated as mobile killing groups, 
followed the German army into the country.  While the Wehrmacht—the German Army—was given the task of 
destroying the Russian army, the Einsatzgruppen were ordered to wipe out Russia’s Jews.  The Einsatzgruppen 
were divided up into four groups—A, B, C and D—of about 1000 men each.  These groups were then divided 
into smaller killer teams called Einsatzkommando of 80 to 100 members. The word Aktion was the German 
word used to describe a mass killing. These killer teams were equipped with military trucks for rapid movement 
and short wave radio technology to radio their progress back to Berlin.  The killing would be carried out with 
machine gun and rifle fire, all extremely up close and personal. 
 
Typically an Einsatzkommando would sweep into an unsuspecting town or village early in the morning.  The 
Jews of the town would be rounded up and taken to a meadow or wooded area.   Once at the killing site, they 
would be given picks and shovels to dig the killing trench.  Once the mass grave was completed, the Jews were 
then ordered to undress and then they were shot into the trench in batches of 15 to 20, depending on the size of 
the Aktion.  The shooting teams would rotate out of the line every 35-45 minutes, allowing time to rest and to 
recover from the trauma of mass executions.  The shooting was horribly messy.  Because the shootings were so 
up close, the shooters were constantly showered with blood, bones and brain.  The shrieks and groans of the 
victims were awful.  To ensure that everybody was dead, an officer would literally wade into the killing trench 
and fire a shot into the back of the head of anybody that was still alive.  Lime chloride was then spread on the 
bodies before the next batch of victims was shot to speed up the decomposition of the bodies.  In this fashion 
the bodies were layered on top of each other until the killing trench was full.  After 8 to 10 hours of slaughter, 
the Einsatzkommando would pack up and drive to the next village where the same procedure was repeated the 
next day. 
 
Whenever mass graves are discovered and uncovered, whether they are from the Einsatzgruppen in Russia 
(1941-1942), the Bosnian Civil War (1990-1995) or Iraq (1978-2003), three common denominators are always 
found:  the decomposed bodies of the victims, thousands of empty shell casings and empty bottles.  Because 
mass shooting is so close and personal and because the shootings are so gory and messy, massive amounts of 
alcohol are always consumed.  To calm the jittery nerves of the killer teams, the drinking began early in the 
morning and ended late at night.  This is true of any killing site anywhere in the world.  Binge drinking and 
troop morale was a major problem for the German Einsatzgruppen in Russia.  Day after day of mass shooting 
took an enormous psychological toll on the killers.  
 
Einsatzkommando 5-F executing Russian Jews, Kraigonev Russia, August 1941 
 
Who were the killers and why did they kill?  Historians used to think that the killers were all fanatical members 
of the SS, all rabid Jew-haters and card-carrying Nazis.  Because the killers were all SS, or so goes the story, 
and because the SS were all hardcore Nazis, they gladly shot Jews into trenches.  Now we know this was not the 
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case.  Since the 1990s new research has uncovered that the Einsatzgruppen were mixed units: some were SS, 
many were German army, some were German police and others were SD.  Within a single Einsatzkommando 
you might have about a third SS and the rest German army.  In 1992 the Holocaust scholar Christopher 

Browning wrote a groundbreaking book about the Nazi Einsatzgruppen in Poland.  Ordinary Men:  Reserve 
Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland showed that the Einsatzgruppen were not made up of 
fanatical SS men, but instead were made up of every day, average Germans, or in Browning’s words, 

“ordinary men.”  Browning’s case study was Police Battalion 101, a reserve police unit from Germany made up 
of men in their 40’s.  Not a single man was SS and few belonged to the Nazi Party, yet they all participated in 
multiple Aktionen to shoot Jews.  Browning and other Holocaust scholars showed that there is not a single 
documented case of members of Einsatzgruppen being ordered “to shoot or be shot.”  In virtually all cases, the 
shooters were asked in advance if they wanted to shoot and if they wanted to participate.  
It seems that many men shot and killed, not because they were afraid of being punished, but because they were 
afraid of what their friends and comrades would think of them if they didn’t shoot and kill.  What men fear most 
is the lack of acceptance of other men.  This conclusion of Browning and of others is beyond disturbing for it 
would seem that genocide is not the work of a fanatical few but rather the work of ordinary men. 
 
However, the open-air shootings were far from satisfactory for the SS leadership.  For one, security around the 
killing sites was a nightmare.  Since the killings were out in the open and very public, word of the mass 
executions spread like wildfire.  It was impossible to keep secret the mass shootings form the prying eyes of 
civilians.  Moreover, the mass executions by the mobile killing squads were behind the lines of the regular 
German army.  Tens of thousands of German soldiers were eyewitness to the killings, many taking pictures of 
the shootings and sending the pictures home to their families.  Tens of thousands of letters were sent to 
Germany from Russia, many containing drawings and descriptions of the massacres. By 1942, when the first 
wave of German soldiers returned home on leave from Russia, the killings became an open secret in the III 
Reich.  People knew something awful and unthinkable was happening in Russia.  German soldiers told stories 
to their families about the killings and showed them the pictures of the open air shootings in Russia.  Despite 
the SS ban on cameras at the killing sites, hundreds of photos made their way back to Germany. 
 
By the end of 1941, less than 4000 men had shot and killed close to 1.4 million people. This staggering number 
represents about 1/3 of the total victims of the Holocaust.  We know this number to be almost exact, because the 
leaders of the four Einsatzgruppen kept meticulous records.  
 

 Besides the problem that the shooting were so public and that so 
many people knew about them, the SS was also worried about the 
effects of the mass killings on the killers.  Alcoholism, chronic 
depression, suicide and exhaustion continued to be a major 
problem in the Einsatzgruppen.  In 1941 Himmler, the head of the 
SS, personally watched a shooting in the Ukraine and actually 
became physically sick all over himself.  Himmler received an 
avalanche of reports detailing the “exhaustion and emotional 
strain on the killer squads.”  When Himmler visited one killing 
team its commander urged him to, “Look into the eyes of my men. 
They’re done.  They’re too shaken by all of this.”  By late 1941 
the SS leadership decided another method of mass killing had to 
be found for the Jews of Poland and Western Europe.  Mass 

shootings would still take place in Russia.  In Poland, however, the 
SS decided to build six “permanent and stationary” killing sites 
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using the poison gas technology developed during the T-4 Aktion 
in Germany 1939-1941.  Rather than unleashing mobile killing 
teams on the Jews of Poland, the Jews would be brought to the 
killing camps.  Six isolated death camps, secure form the snooping 
eyes of the public and all on major railroad lines, were constructed 
in eastern Poland. 

 
Because the commanders of the four Einsatzgruppen kept very detailed records, we know the mobile killing 
teams shot and killed roughly 1.5 million Jewish men, women and children.  This represents about one third of 
the Jewish victims during the Holocaust.  What is astounding about this statistic is that less than 4000 men were 
able to shoot over a million and a half people in little over fourteen months.  Though it seems impossible to 
believe that it could get any worse, 1942 would prove to be the single deadliest year of the Holocaust.  For in 
1942 Jews in Western Russia were still shot to death by the Einsatzgruppen while the Jews of Poland were 
gassed to death in the killing camps.  The double body- blow of shootings coupled with poison gas left very few 
Jews alive in Europe by the end of the year.  
 
 
 
Killing of Jews at Ivangorod, Ukraine, 1942. A woman is attempting to protect a child with her own body 
just before they are fired on with rifles at close range. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The atrocities of the Einsattzgrupen were horrendous but in 1942 they Nazis took the violence to an even higher 
level.  By the end of 1941, the SS leadership admitted that they had a massive storage problem.  The ghettos 
were overflowing with the dead and dying.  Few workers could be found because everybody was so weak from 
starvation and wasted away.  Overcrowding had caused major outbreaks of typhus and typhoid fever.  Hundreds 
of thousands of Jews were dying every year, but the killing process was too slow.  By 1941 there was fear that 
the disease from the ghettos would break out into the non-Jewish populations causing the Nazis a major heath 
crisis.  
 
The next horrible turning point came in January 1942 at the Wannsee Conference in Berlin, the SS leadership 
decided it was time to “cleanse the ghettos”.  This obviously meant that the SS would now take killing to a new 
level; the death camps.  1942 remains the most deadly and lethal year of the Holocaust.   Our lesson in class will 
be about the death camps – be ready. 
 

3 
 


