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Stage I: Mobile Killers-Stationary Victims 

Michael Berenbaum 

On June 22, 1941, Germany invaded the Soviet Union, shattering the alliance that they 

had forged some 22 months earlier on the eve of the German invasion Poland and when 

Hitler and Stalin joined forces to conquer and divide Poland.  

 

Entering conquered Soviet territories alongside the Wehrmacht (the German Army) were 

3,000 men of the Einsatzgruppen, special mobile killing units. Their task was to murder 

Jews, Soviet commissars, and Gypsies in the conquered areas. Alone or together with the 

help of local gendarmeries, native antisemitic populations and accompanying troops of 

the Wehrmact and Axis armies, they would enter a town, round up their victims, move 

them to the outskirts of a city, and shoot them one by one.  

 

Jews were highly urbanized, concentrated in areas that were within easy reach of the 

German invasion Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Ukraine, former Soviet-occupied Poland, 

Byelorussia, and Russia. They were overtaken and captured in a quick and lethal process. 

 

Shooting was often done by firing squads. To alleviate individual responsibility, multiple 

shooters were used. 34 year-old Dr. Otto Ohlendorf, a man promising economist 

commander of Einsatzgruppe D explained why: “I never sanctioned the shootings by 

individuals. I always gave orders for several people to shoot simultaneously in order to 

avoid any individual having to take direct, personal responsibility.”  



 

 2 

 

 

Lithuanian nationalist dreaming of independence who had previously served the Soviets 

now proved their loyalty to the Germans by murdering Jews for them. Yale historian 

Timothy Snyder refers to it as double occupation, double collaboration. Two of 3 Jews 

killed in Lithuania, where more than 96% of the Jews were murdered were killed by 

Lithuanians, not Germans. Some of these leaders are still revered today -- especially 

today. 

 

In Jedwavne, newly German-occupied – and formerly Soviet-occupied -- Poland, the 

mere presence of German troops in the vicinity was sufficient to trigger a local pogrom 

when the Poles attacked their neighbors. Antisemitic townsfolk in many a town regarded 

the German presence as license to kill – an to inherit. 

 

Why were locals used, where possible? It was less taxing, less demanding.   

 

Einsatzgruppen leaders reported their progress back to headquarters, explicitly, 

unmistakably. Witness this document: 

Einsatzgruppe C  

Location: Kiev  

Sonderkommando 4a in collaboration with Einsatzgurppen HQ and two 

Kommandos of police regimen South executed 33,771 Jews in Kiev on September 

29, and 30, 1941. 
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Yet behind this statistical summary is a much larger, more intense story. German troops 

entered Kiev in mid-September 1941. Departing Escaping Soviet NKVD sabotaged the 

city. They blew up power stations and sewage plant; they bombed the Citadel where the 

artillery staff was stationed. Other German buildings were set ablaze. Jews were 

immediately blamed; retaliation was an excuse for what was to happen.  

 

From the cemetery Jews were marched to a Babi Yar, a site that has been described as 

“majestic,” wide and deep like a “mountain’s gorge,” where their valuables were 

confiscated, their documents cast aside. The Germans forced the Jews to strip and go 

through a funnel, where they were whipped, to the edge of the ravine. The victims were 

given no time to adjust. 

 

Babi Yar was only one of the killing fields, adjacent to the cities the Germans invaded.  

 

SS leaders were sensitive – not to their victims but to the needs of their men. Richard 

Rhodes, who has studied the Einsatzgruppen for his work Masters of Death, suspects that 

the process was not adopted because the suffering of the “victims was so extraordinary, 

that is disturbed even perpetrators hardened by months of participation in mass 

shootings.” 

Killers were not occasional witnesses to the killing. Their assignment was sustained. To 

kill day-in, day-out they had to develop means of coping. Alcohol was present – before 

and after, sometimes even during the executions.  
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Men were afraid of losing face before their friends. Those who could not -- or would not -

- participate were assigned to desk jobs. Their careers clearly at a standstill, yet they 

faced no court-martials. Years later, Einsatzgruppen members would use similar words, 

not without a measure of pride: “It took nerves of steel.” “It was not very pleasant stuff.” 

 

Einsatzgruppen killings continued unabated through a first wave and then a second. 

When the killing ended in the face of a Soviet counter-offensive, special units returned to 

dig up the dead and burn their bodies to destroy the evidence of the crime.  

 

A better way, more depersonalized, less direct had to be found. It soon was with the use 

of mobile gas vans and eventually stationary killing centers. The Annihilation of the Jews 

proceeded: at first mobile killers – German or locals – were sent to stationary victims – 

town by town, village by village, person by person. When that proved too difficult 

psychologically and too public, the process was reversed the victims were made mobile 

and killing centers were created, an assembly line of death, where a few hundred killers 

could murder millions of victims by gas, efficiently, effectively, quickly to near total 

success.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


