Excerpts from letters of a 39-year old Bremen salesman and company photographer in Reserve Police Battalion 105 to his wife:

June 24, 1941:  

And in Russia we will probably have to deal with dubious elements.  The major said that every suspect must be shot immediately.  Well, I’m in suspense.  Perhaps we’ll shoot again like in the officers’ casino in Oslo.  The gentlemen fancy themselves as very important and martial….  I look forward to a peaceful future and am convinced that after some time I will stand in front of you all hale and hearty.  …Soon I will send you a not too meager package.  Hopefully the Russian rabble will not burn everything behind them.

June 26, 1941:

Today we are 1 kilometer from the border and today or tomorrow will enter enemy territory.  …In a small border town yesterday we saw our first prisoners, who were brought in by a solider and sent back after a check of papers.  I filmed this scene.  Here in this area are numerous soldiers’ graves.  I photographed the grave of the first casualty on Sunday morning.  …the day before yesterday 7 civilians were imprisoned for shooting at German soldiers.  I wouldn’t like to be in their skin.  Most certainly they are no longer alive!  From what we have heard, we will often have to deal with such elements.  …In comparison to our present action, Norway was nothing at all.  It will be really interesting, when we reach the actual combat zone.

July 3, 1941:

Yesterday first company shot one gun-slinging woman and 6 snipers.  I wasn’t there.  The beasts shot at German soldiers from behind.  They had to dig their own graves.  With such elements it will go on a bit longer until all is peaceful.  The forests are still supposed to be quite full.  Yesterday, dear Hanna, I sent you one package.

June 5, 1941:

Here it is getting somewhat boring.  …The number of prisoners grows each day.  Everyday our company must go out to march prisoners away.  The snipers are immediately shot on the spot.  Wilhelm described a shooting to me.  He himself had to shoot.  He said that when one knows that the blokes had slaughtered German soldiers, then one can keep quite calm.  Many soldiers have been found with swastika or hammer and sickle cut in their chests.  Dear Hanna, please don’t read this to R.

Early July, no date:

Now one experiences all kinds of rarities.  Yesterday afternoon I went with an execution squad to a neighboring village, 20 km. from here.  Captain Petersen and 11 men had the task of arresting all communists in the village.  19 men and 6 Jewish girls had been jailed at the Lithuanian police station.  After an interrogation the Jewish girls (14 years old) were released, as well as 11 men, while 8 men (no Jews) were still held.  At first they were supposed to be shot, but subsequently were delivered to a nearby prison.  There were frightful scenes when the truck departed.  The wives and mothers believed their men would be shot and together with the children struck up such a frightful wailing and howling, that it went straight one.  I will tell you about it later.

You know, I would rather write you a little bit of the truth of how it is.  Otherwise, you will hear from other sources and perhaps get a false picture.  You should know what’s happening.  Only you must give it no thought, there’s no point to it.  That the air is a bit thick here, you obviously now, it is like it was in Poland.

Second company unfortunately suffered its first loss.  He was Bahr from Hamburg.  Last night he was shot by a sniper while on patrol.  Such a vile act!  There is great indignation.

July 7, 1941:

Well the battalion has departed Rasainai and left the poor Bahr from Hamburg alone behind.  …Now he is dead.  Terrible!  We…have fixed up a Jewish apartment.  The Jews here were awakened quite early Sunday morning by an advanced party and for the most part had to leave their houses and apartments and make them free for us.  Above all the apartments had to be made really clean.  All Jewish women and girls were conscripted.  …The Jews must turn over anything that we can use.  Every morning at 7 the chosen people must come and do all kinds of work for us.  They must sweep out the rooms, clean our boots, wash laundry, run errands, and fetch water.  We don’t have to do anything at all.  H.F. and I have a Jew and a Jewesss, the one is 15 and the other 19, who are called Eide and Chawah.  They do anything for us that we want and are employed for us.  They have an identification card, so that they can not be seized by anyone else, when they go out.  The Jews are free game.  Anyone can grab one on the streets and claim him for himself.  I would not like to be in a Jew’s skin.  No business, insofar as any are open, will sell them anything.  They get no bread, no meat and no milk.  What they actually live on, I don’t know.  We give them our bread and other stuff.  I can’t be so tough.  One can give the Jews some well-intended advice:  bring no more children into the world.  They have no future.

July 20, 1941:

Now we marched another 100 km. and are at the Latvian border.  We’re about 40 km. from Riga.

…The Jews are all gone.  Where they are, I don’t know.  In any case there are no longer any Jews in Mitau.  They must be working I suppose in the countryside.  Here we have to do things for ourselves, there are no Jews to wait on us.  That spoils nothing.  Butter, cheese, tomatoes, etc. We can buy enough so that we always have enough to eat.  …One can eat first-class here.  …The prices are low.  ...One can buy as much as one wants.  The service is very courteous and extremely friendly.  The people are happy that the Germans are here and have finally freed them form the Bolsheviks.  What the people tell us is hair-raising.  One can understand why the population is so nice to us.

August 7, 1941:

In the next few days you’ll get a package of 5 cans, each with 850 grams of butter…fresh I hope.  I’ve also sent mother a can.  At the same time I’ve mailed two packages of cheese.  I hope that it will taste good to you…

Here all Jews are being shot.  Everywhere such actions are underway.  Yesterday night 150 Jews from this place were shot, men, women, children all killed. The Jews are being totally exterminated.  Dear Hanna, don’t think about it, it must be.  And don’t say anything to R. about it, sometime later!

August 22, 1941:

Third company has seen and experienced all sorts of things more than us.  They’ve been on Russian soil for 3 weeks and have a nose full.  Third company has always arrived in towns and cities immediately behind the entering troops and seen everything firsthand.  Shootings are the order of the day.  Everyday some are bumped off.  M. acts as a great revolver hero and once shot down 3 civilians right in front of the company.  The arrested communists and snipers are forced to lie on their bellies in the graves they themselves have dug and are then put away with a neck shot from behind and all such stories.  It was regrettable that I wasn’t there.  I’d have had it all in my lens.

September 7, 1941:

Our quarters are terrible.  I’ve slept for a week on the bare floor with only a wool blanket for cover.  …It’s getting cold and one freezes at night.  The jacket must serve as another blanket, otherwise one can’t bear it.  We’re sleeping 16 men to a hut, nearby are 25-30 men in a classroom.  You can well imagine, how very unpleasant it is.

…The food is quite good.  One can’t complain.  Today there was a thick rice and 4 yellow plums each for dessert.  Yesterday there was a piece of chocolate for everyone.  I didn’t eat it but sent it together with a can of herrings in tomatoes to you.  You are always short of food.  …In any case I can’t buy anything and must make do with the food from the field kitchen.  …The stores are plundered.  The Russians burn everything when retreating.  Food they either take with or make it uneatable by pouring gasoline on it.  But they forget that that affects us very little, because we have everything with us and all goes excellently.  Their own prisoners must go hungry for this, that is quite clear.  When one sees a p.o.w. camp, one sees pitiless scenes.  The people would be better off dead.

September 7, 1941:

I am glad that my package arrived and that you now have butter in the houses.  …The Russians burn everything and leave everything destroyed and wasted, so that the German troops cannot use the supplies.  …If no more packages arrive, that is not my fault.  If I can’t buy anything, I can’t send any packages.

…Dear Hanna, you write that I shouldn’t be angry that I am a soldier.  It is not that at all.  On the contrary, I am proud of the fact that I can take part and experience so much.  …I am a soldier and will be as long as I must and quite gladly.  If only the separation form you was not so long.  I see and experience much and can talk about it later.  In that you are quite right.  My film will later be a document and quite interesting for our children.

…Yesterday an armed woman was once again captured, a 20 year old, dark and dismal, in uniform and high boots.  Probably from a women’s battalion.  Frightful that women lend themselves to such things.  Whether she’s been killed yet, I don’t now but believe so.  Our barber, Sch., a specialist in killing, would settle the matter quickly.  When we go further toward Russia next week, probably I will also have to witness a shooting.  Where the Russians hide in the woods, there is work to do.  Anyone seized must know that.  Above all civilians are shot on the spot without further ado.

September 28, 1941:

…until now I’ve never had such bad quarters.  It is frightful.  …Here we are in a real wilderness.  Russia is awful, and we’re really fed up with the “Soviet paradise.”  Filth, no water, everything makeshift, poor sleeping accommodations and above all no diversion.  …We’re well behind the front.  

Then yesterday we had some action.  We went 25 km. through the forest and set on fire all houses and barns and let them go up in flames.  The houses were abandoned.  In order to give the partisans no possibility of lodging, we burned down all lodgings in the forest.  …We were “arsons” in the true sense of the word.  We did not encounter partisans, the dogs have disappeared.

October 8, 1941:

On the way back home, on the path to the train we saw yet another partisan hanging, who had been hung up as a deterrence:  that no longer bothers us, because we see such things almost every day.  …Captain Petersen went with me into a house and wanted to see if he could “scrounge” anything.  We go in the house and find a cabinet.  In the cabinet there were among other things a portable gramophone, quite new.  Captain Petersen grabbed it, saying:  “I’ve been looking for this for a long time, now I have something more for my treasure chest.”  Thus simply taken away.  From another house he had everything taken, even though the women begged him fervently to give it back and wept bitterly.  She pointed to the clothes and to her children, saying she had nothing to dress them with.  They acted as if they could not understand and went on.  “Whoever plunders will be shot!”  --  Well, these are things we also experience along the way, and which reflect on our leadership.  I can’t bring myself to take from the poor.  But the career officers don’t care at all.

…First company was yesterday on a partisan hunt again.  Three men were shot.  It was said to have been fun.  I wasn’t with them.  Unfortunately one of our men was wounded, shot in the chest by such a pig.  Such foul play.  Then one gets furious and wants most of all to shoot down all Russians.

October 25, 1941:

The day before yesterday 2 people were shot by us (second company), a man and a woman.  I helped arrest a man myself and also filmed it.  The woman, his wife, was brought in a few days later, and both were killed the day before yesterday.  Six men from second company took care of it.  We were present, the battalion staff and administration.  That was the first time, that I’ve seen a court martial shooting.  It went very quickly.  …They stood like a tree without shaking.  They fell immediately after the shots and were dead on the spot.  In the following days another was killed.  …The shooting did not actually make a great impression on me.  We saw the play and then went back to work, as if nothing had happened.  Partisans are just enemies and trash at the same time and must disappear.

November 16, 1941:

What’s new?  I don’t have much to report, because nothing has happened.  First company has shots another four men and taken four prisoners, who will probably be bumped off tomorrow.  The partisan war goes merrily on….  We’ve become so accustomed to the partisan business that no one speaks about it anymore.

November 18, 1941:

Yesterday another 8 partisans were shot.  They were big, strapping fellows.  …They were quite intelligent youngsters, one was 17, the oldest perhaps 22 years old.  They wanted to kill German soldiers, on the orders of their commissars and Jews.  The major summarily sentenced them to death.  …they had to undress down to their pants and shirts and approach the grave barefoot; one salvo and one after the other fell backwards….  I saw it exactly and also took some pictures.
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