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Ethnic German Cavalry
Regiment “Halbstadt”: A
Mennonite Story

Arnold Neufeldt-Fast, Tyndale University

It is incumbent upon historians of the Mennonite experience, and 
its theologians, to understand and explore how internalized commu­
nity commitments like non-resistance were expressed, held in abey­
ance, or lost in conditions of extreme repression and testing. When 
German armies entered the Soviet Union in 1941, they found ethnic 
Germans including Mennonites in Ukraine to be broken and cow­
ered. This essay explores the dismissal or absence of one defining 
pillar of the Mennonite faith tradition—non-resistance—among 
Mennonites in Ukraine while under Nazi German occupation.

In 1942 some 500 to 675 Mennonite young men from the historic 
Mennonite settlement of Molochna (renamed “Halbstadt District”) 
became members of the Ethnic German Cavalry Unit, which by 
April 1943 was absorbed into the SS (Schutzstaffel).1 The first sec­
tion of this paper will introduce and offer background on the arrival 
of German forces in Ukraine in 1941. A second section traces the 
key steps in the cavalry’s creation, its establishment in the larger 
Halbstadt District, and its deployments, based on archival materials 
and military records. A third section documents the SS curriculum 
and pedagogy for ethnic German cavalry members in Ukraine, not 
only in ridership and combat skills, but also a catechesis and spir­
itual mentorship into the SS worldview. The scope of this paper will 
be the occupation period from the fall of 1941 to the evacuation of
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the ethnic German population from the Black Sea region in Septem­
ber 1943 and the regiment’s dismantling by April 1944.

The reader should be aware that two of my uncles were members 
of the Ethnic German Cavalry Unit / Regiment Halbstadt, as were 
others from the Canadian immigrant congregation of my youth, in­
cluding a minister. These stories were not hidden,2 though most fam­
ilies and congregations like my own did not or were unable to dis­
cuss openly their trauma, loss, and failure, or to research the story 
in a larger context. For the purposes of this paper, I use the term 
“Mennonite” broadly to include those who because of significant fa­
milial, social, cultural, or theological ties and experience identified, 
or were identified by others, as Mennonite.3

Almost all cavalry members were born in the post-revolutionary 
Bolshevik era. Church elders, ministers, deacons, and most middle­
aged Mennonite fathers in the Molochna settlement area had been 
exiled or executed.4 Special Operations Group (Einsatzgruppe) D 
observed a pattern in the ethnic German communities: with church 
leadership banished, “morals unquestionably declined. However, 
the main reason is that a large proportion of the fathers have also 
been banished, and the mothers cannot cope properly with their ad­
olescent boys.”5 With few exceptions, those who joined the cavalry 
had seen their mothers overworked, largely removed from the 
home, and terrorized. They themselves had survived the famine (the 
Holodomor) in extreme material poverty and had been repeatedly 
told they were “enemies of the state.” Mennonites who would be­
come cavalry members were not baptized church members; they 
were not of age when the last elders were abducted and had at best 
a lingering memory of church. Yet as young children almost all 
would have learned simple prayers and children’s hymns, and many 
would have memorized some Bible stories.6 Congregational life, in­
cluding worship, mutual aid, and faith instruction, had, however, 
been systematically dismantled by circa 1933. None of the cavalry 
members would have had the training, tools, leisure, memory, guid­
ance, or confidence needed to reflect biblically or theologically qua 
Mennonites on non-resistance, the oath, or aspects of Nazi ideology. 
And according to the chronicler of the Molochna village of Werners- 
dorf, if there was any lingering commitment to non-resistance 
among Russian Mennonites, it had come “to an end” with conscrip­
tion for the Red Army’s invasion of Finland in 1939.7 The Mennonite 
community in Ukraine in August 1941 was a broken community of 
broken people, physically, mentally, and spiritually.

If Mennonites in Ukraine were predominantly innocent victims 
of Stalinist repression, with the German occupation they were im­
mediately protected as Volksdeutsche or “ethnic Germans.” This
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category was defined by German racial ideologues as “people of 
German blood living abroad who have become resident there and 
possess the citizenship of the host country. The prerequisite is that 
they commit themselves to the German ethnic and cultural commu­
nity by their own will.”8 The Nazi occupation paper Ukraine Post 
offered ethnic Germans a vivid imaginary for new self-definition, 
reminding them week after week that they were part of a lived, 
transnational “community bound by blood and destiny,” in whom 
“racial forces” teemed within to “create and shape its own distinct 
language, custom, etc.”9 Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler was 
uniquely protective of the Halbstadt population and had plans for its 
regiment as an elitist Germanic order of “racially” superior men in 
the quest for expanded German Lebensraum in the east.10

With this new privileged position, Mennonites became observers 
of Nazi Germany’s crimes against humanity in Ukraine. In some 
cases, however, Mennonites became cooperative participants in the 
Nazi regime’s occupation, and were complicit, with various degrees 
of awareness and consent, in its terror. This moral trap was most 
explicit and perilous for the young Mennonite men who were to be­
come members of the Ethnic German Cavalry Unit / Regiment 
Halbstadt (Molochna).

Arrival of German Forces

On June 22, 1941 Hitler’s armies invaded the Soviet Union, 
bringing the Führer’s “campaign of peace” in the form of a lightning 
war (Blitzkrieg) “for the security of Europe and therewith the sal­
vation of all.”11 Germany’s immediate aim was hardly peace, but ra­
ther to occupy most of the European territory of the USSR in order 
to secure enough oil, grain, and human labour to dominate Europe 
and defeat England. Germany could not be “blockade-proof” or se­
cure as a world power without Ukraine’s resources.12

Rightly fearing sympathy for Germany, between August 28 and 
October 22, 1941, Moscow adopted eight resolutions for the depor­
tation of all Soviet Germans from the western regions of the USSR 
to Kazakhstan and Siberia. This included a resolution “on reset­
tling” the 63,000 Germans living in Zaporizhzhia Oblast—the prov­
ince in which the older Ukrainian Mennonite settlements were lo- 
cated.13 The decrees assumed that the entire German population was 
guilty of hiding spies and diversionists, “thousands, and tens of thou­
sands” in the Volga Territory alone.14

Before the rushed mass evacuation of Molochna, 2 to 3 percent 
of the population had already been arrested by the secret police to
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pre-empt resistance and remove those who might instigate disrup­
tion on the long journey east.15 Forty-eight percent of those arrested 
were born after 1914, i.e., between fifteen and twenty-seven years 
old, and most were charged generically as “socially dangerous ele­
ments,” or for “anti-Social agitation.”16 Other charges included: “has 
a repressed brother”; “father was repressed by the NKVD in 1937”; 
“is a fugitive from a kulak family”; “has relatives abroad”; “dis­
played anti-Soviet attitude and praised Germany”; “is dissatisfied 
with the existing Soviet system”; “brothers remained in the German 
occupied territory”; “family member of a traitor to the homeland”; 
“has a father [or other family member] who moved to the side of the 
German troops,” etc.

The Soviet “German Operation” saw 31,320 or about half of the 
ethnic Germans in Zaporizhzhia Oblast deported, with 20,475 from 
the Molochna (Halbstadt) District alone.17 More than half of the total 
of 840,058 Soviet Germans from the European territories of the So­
viet Union were brought “like livestock” to the Kazakh Soviet So­
cialist Republic and the others to Siberia.18 An estimated 55,000 of 
100,000 Soviet Mennonites were deported eastward or otherwise re­
moved from their homes.19 Despite two decades of ideological influ­
ence, the regime concluded that this people group was entirely 
“comprised of enemies of the Soviet Union.”20 Ethnic Germans, how­
ever, had been under a news embargo for years and had no prior 
knowledge of Hitler or National Socialism other than what they had 
heard from Soviet press propaganda.21 Nevertheless, Mennonites 
were quietly hopeful for liberation from the devil they knew—Stalin. 
Katie Dirks Friesen, whose brother would later become a cavalry 
member, recalled that “we knew the Germans were advancing rap­
idly and that city after city was being captured. Deep inside that 
made us happy but we dared not show or share our feelings.”22 Their 
hope was based on community memory of German consular assis­
tance in the large-scale flight and emigration of Mennonites in 1929, 
as well as on the delivery of famine relief packages from abroad via 
Germany.23

According to Horst Gerlach, there were “dozens” of West Prus­
sian Mennonites in the 60th Motorized Division and the Panzer 
Group Kleist, which were involved in the heavy air and tank battle 
that liberated Molochna from Soviet control in October 1941.24 The 
German victory in Melitopol and Molochna was completed on Mon­
day, October 6, 1941. The German military was disappointed to find 
an ethnic German population much smaller than anticipated. For 
example, it was thought that there would be 53,000 Crimean ethnic 
Germans to form the base for a fully Germanized peninsula, but Cri­
mea had been entirely cleansed of this population group.25
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The Black Sea region came under the German military admin­
istration of Army Group South (Heeresgebiet Süd). The SS-based 
Ethnic German Liaison Office (Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle, VoMi) 
under Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler in his role as Reich Com­
missioner for the Consolidation of German Nationhood (Reichskom- 
misariat für die Festigung deutschen Volkstums, RKFDV), was re­
sponsible for the larger German settlement areas. These settlement 
areas were divided into district commandos, each with their own 
commander.26 The VoMi SS-Special Command R (Russia) was led 
by SS-Gruppenführer Horst Hoffmeyer, under SS-Obergruppen­
führer Werner Lorenz (VoMi director). The key tasks of the district 
VoMi commandos were to register the German population, secure 
and distribute food and clothing, and establish a health care system, 
as well as German kindergartens, schools, and even a teacher train­
ing college. Later this would also include self-defence units.27

The SS-Special Command R (Russia) made the following exter­
nal assessment of the Mennonite settlements within the first month 
of occupation:

In most settlement villages, a large portion of men are missing...... Rus­
sians displaced the families who were evacuated......  The houses origi­
nate from Tsarist times and are in poor condition. The Germans have 
made no significant repairs so as not to be considered “bourgeois” and 
then be deported or imprisoned....... The farm buildings (barns, tool 
shops, granaries) are seriously neglected due to the forced labour in the 
collective...... All of them, women, men and even adolescents, must work 
from early morning until nightfall; . . . especially the women are over­
worked......  Even today, the Mennonites out of all ethnic Germans make 
the best physical and spiritual impression......  The racial picture is to 
some extent excellent, generally good. Things German are genuinely ad­
hered to......  The attitude toward Bolshevism is one of bitter rejection. 
Nevertheless, the Bolshevik era had an outward effect on the Germans. 
This is especially manifest in the conduct of the youth.28

Some months later another German officer, Sonderführer Schäfer, 
who had spent three weeks travelling thoroughout the Molochna as 
an agricultural specialist, wrote to Molochna-born Pastor Abraham 
Braun in Germany:

You will be surprised, dear friend, that I write to you that Mennonitism 
is dead. But it is so. So far I have only heard that a Mennonite in Chortitza 
has started church services again......  The Mennonites were systemati­
cally shot, deported, and resettled as the strongest ethnic German group. 
. . . I have the impression that they are the most psychologically broken, 
since they were more tormented than other Germans, who adapted more 
easily to the given circumstances.29
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Another German described the Mennonites in Molochna as a cowed 
population: “Every individual initiative in them has been killed or 
stifled, because to be an individual is to be suspect, in danger of be­
ing reported. They hesitate to express any private opinions, fearing 
. . . spies are still at work.”30

Most importantly in the memory of survivors, the German occu­
pation brought an immediate cessation of fear and a feeling of free­
dom, which included the freedom of religious expression. On Octo­
ber 12, 1941, the first Sunday after the arrival of the Germans in 
Molochna, a worship service was organized at the hospital in the 
central village of Gnadenfeld, led by an army chaplain. Mennonites 
who were committed communists or had been informants were ap­
parently among the first to convert: “There were great revivals......  
Some who had sinned greatly during the communist period purified 
themselves [from sin] and asked for forgiveness.”31 While denunci­
ations in some Mennonite villages are well documented,32 Eduard 
Reimer, a later member of the cavalry unit, suggests that the oppo­
site was the case in the Mennonite villages.

The names of such informers were kept secret......  People had a good 
idea who had denounced whom, but later when our village was occupied 
by German forces and there was excellent opportunity to take revenge 
on them, it was not done. Nor, to my knowledge, did this happen in other 
Mennonite villages. The [other] German villages, Lutherans and Catho­
lics, reacted differently and quite a few of the former denouncers were 
shot.33

Despite the brokenness of the Mennonite community, leading Ger­
man ethnographer Professor Walter Kuhn was impressed with the 
unique ethos of the Mennonites he examined.34 In the closed German 
colonies, Kuhn hoped to find a more original and authentic German 
life unblemished by industrialization and urbanization. For over a 
decade his research had focused on the capacity of a racial type 
(Stammesart), and the “biological energies” of German ethnic peo­
plehood (Volkstum) in particular, to be preserved in migration, and 
reconstructed “from fresh root” in a new geographic context. 
Kuhn’s research agenda complemented the National Socialist goal 
of “an ethnically separable and racially homogenous state.”35

Surprisingly perhaps, Kuhn was impressed by the Mennonite 
“principle of lay-priesthood.” A number of older or disabled minis­
ters who had been ordained “just prior to the Bolshevik era” were 
still alive, and others were being newly elected. Kuhn was also im­
pressed with the sophistication of these ministers which he ranked 
as “quite high,” and with the number of hymnals, sermon resources, 
concordances, and other materials for worship that could be
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salvaged from “the ground, attics, etc.,” all carefully hidden for over 
a decade. The women who had sung in the church a decade earlier 
“simply resumed the old tradition,” and the young adult and teen 
girls “inserted themselves into their rows as trainees.”36

Kuhn was, however, concerned about those between fifteen and 
twenty-five years of age who had been trained for a society without 
God (Gottlosentum). Another German observer had a similar con­
cern. In his view, the young Mennonite was no longer religious but 
paid no homage to the Bolshevik worldview either. Rather, “he is 
inclined toward liberalism and nationalism. What concerns him 
above all is the present and the immediate future.” In their “think­
ing and ideas” the youth have “detached themselves almost com­
pletely from the tradition.”37 These would be the recruits for the self­
defence cavalry unit.

Most older Mennonites seemed to agree that the Almighty God 
was working through the Führer on their behalf, and their hope was 
now Hitler’s success. The new ideological worldview of Nazi Ger­
many would make the distinction between German and religious sal­
vation extraordinarily difficult to discern, especially for a younger 
generation for whom everything was new. In the months ahead, two 
newspapers, public addresses, and training for teachers, adminis­
trators, and self-defence units emphasized that in the National So­
cialist worldview, “custom and morality are not determined by reli­
gion, but by race,” and that Christianity has and must adapt itself to 
the existential “Germanic feeling of life” (Lebensgefühl), and to its 
sense of propriety and morality, not the reverse. This unique “sense 
of morality” was not Mennonite specific, but rather “lives within the 
Germanic race.” This was especially compelling for Mennonite 
young adults, who were also reassured that National Socialism sup­
ported “practical Christianity,” and that its ultimate purpose was to 
unify, strengthen, and empower the Volk for “such great deeds as 
demonstrated by this war.”38 This confusion would only grow, espe­
cially as the oldest young men were groomed and trained for the 
Waffen-SS. Mennonite memoirs recall a hope and desire to live am­
icably with Russian, Ukrainian, and Jewish neighbours as they had 
done, more or less, for generations, but this vision like so much else 
would be challenged under German occupation.

Creation of the Cavalry Unit

Hoffmeyer’s VoMi Special Command R (Russia) was headquar­
tered in Romanian territory at Landau, Transnistria. Himmler des­
ignated the ethnic German settlement area of Halbstadt in Ukraine,
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with its 98 villages and 30,179 ethnic Germans (mostly Mennonite 
as well as Lutheran and Catholic villages), a district commando.39 In 
December 1941, Hoffmeyer appointed SS-Sturmbannführer Her­
mann Roßner to lead the VoMi’s Special Operations Unit 
(Einsatzgruppe) Halbstadt (as Gebietshauptmann) in the region 
still under military administration.

Born in 1908 in Berlin, Roßner was thirty-two years old when he 
arrived in Halbstadt.40 Roßner had been a Nazi Party member since 
1929, when at age twenty-one he also became a member of the SA 
(Sturmabteilung, or “stormtroopers”), a paramilitary arm of the 
Nazi party. He transferred to the SS in 1930 and rose to the rank of 
Sturmbannführer (major) in 1938. Roßner identified as gottgläubig 
or “god-believing,”41 a Nazi category for those who had left the 
church and who embraced a type of providence and Germanic creed 
compatible with the Nazi regime. Roßner had shown leadership and 
success in the VoMi resettlement of ethnic Germans from Galicia 
and Volhynia in 1939, which included some smaller Mennonite 
groups. The SS-Special Command R (Russia) team in Halbstadt un­
der Roßner included Waffen-SS doctors with equipment from the 
medical offices of the Waffen-SS, a pharmacy with Waffen-SS staff, 
and agricultural specialists. Roßner was also responsible to procure 
supplies and clothing for the ethnic Germans in his district and es­
tablish schools.42 He gained Mennonite trust and would soon be re­
sponsible for recruiting and overseeing training for an ethnic Ger­
man self-defence cavalry unit for Halbstadt. After one year, Roßner 
was promoted to Obersturmbannführer, or lieutenant colonel, by 
Himmler upon recommendation of SS-Oberführer Hoffmeyer.

The beginnings of the Halbstadt self-defence cavalry unit were 
exceptionally modest. As early as the end of November 1941, the 
32nd Support (Betreuungs) Command of the SS was stationed in the 
central district village of Gnadenfeld and set up a home guard in 
each village. “All able-bodied men in each village were therefore 
provided with arms. In Gnadenfeld these men had to present them­
selves every Saturday for military training by a designated SS mem­
ber,” according to a former Gnadenfeld mayor, Walter Jansen.43

The training began part-time and without serious compulsion. 
Members had no uniforms and were often given no more than a 
swastika armband and offered some limited rifle drills during the 
week. A primary task in fall 1941 was simply to harvest the fields, 
guard district animals and food supplies from theft, deliver sensitive 
VoMi mail on horseback, be alert to unknown persons entering their 
villages, etc. A few individual Mennonites volunteered early with 
the First Waffen-SS Division “Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler,” which 
was involved in brutal battles around Kharkiv and Kursk.44
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After the German army had successfully occupied the Donbas 
region of south Ukraine and declared it “cleared of Jews” in March 
1942,45 Generaloberst von Kleist temporarily pulled back the mili­
tary operational area to the vicinity of Halbstadt. He strongly re­
quested the VoMi to gather Halbstadt’s young men into mounted 
formations to be deployed as combat troops in an emergency. Unlike 
Chortitza, Halbstadt was in a military administrative area and only 
briefly under civil administration. Roßner informed Hoffmeyer of 
these events, who with VoMi director Lorenz “immediately saw the 
possibility of using these cavalry squadrons as ‘self-protection for­
mations’” under the VoMi’s control.46 By the end of the month, 
Roßner had created four squadrons located in Waldheim, Gnaden­
feld, Halbstadt, and Prischib, the first three comprised almost ex­
clusively of Mennonites. The SS-Special Command R (South) had 
trained more than 12,500 ethnic German militia men in twenty­
seven self-defence training schools over the preceding months.47 
Himmler agreed with the plan and in April 1942 ordered that they 
not be removed from the district as regular soldiers:

First, I forbid that the three Ethnic German Cavalry Squadrons be taken 
out of the District of Halbstadt; second, these cavalry squadrons are to 
be immediately placed under the command of the Higher SS and Police 
Leader (Russia [South]) / SS-Obergruppenführer Prützmann. They are 
not under the control of the army.48

Prützmann was directly answerable to Himmler for all internal se­
curity matters in Ukraine, particularly all anti-partisan activities. 
According to Roßner, Himmler’s direction

gave us the guarantee that the few men who had not been abducted by 
the Soviets would remain in the German settlement area and were 
thereby withdrawn from all possible Reich Germans: no army, no 
Abwehr or SD [military or SS intelligence], and no civil administration 
could drag away the few individual men as interpreters and so on in all 
directions and remove them from their families.49

In agreement with the Reichsführer-SS, training personnel would 
be provided by the Waffen-SS together with the VoMi commanding 
officers; Roßner in turn organized “the necessary food, clothing, and 
equipment from the army, mostly in Taganrok.”50 The plan was im­
portant to Himmler’s own vision for redeveloping self-defence po­
licing. For some time, Himmler had been in competition with the 
army for recruits for his rival elite Waffen-SS security force. More­
over, as Reich Commissioner for the Consolidation of German Na­
tionhood, it was important for Himmler to secure the small number
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of males remaining in the settlement areas to fulfill his larger vision 
of elite SS soldier-farmers (Wehrbauern) and fortified agricultural 
communities for Germany’s eastern borders and in occupied terri­
tories at the conclusion of the war.51

On March 14, 1942, the males in the Mennonite villages were 
called together by their respective mayors and informed that the 
German military was “calling for volunteers to be trained and then 
stationed in [their] area as guards.”52 Not many volunteered, which 
confused and angered authorities, who found the ethnic Germans in 
Ukraine “seemingly ungrateful and unmotivated, wanting only to 
have their farms reprivatized.”53

The first letter from the Obersturmführer (first lieutenant), a man named 
Specht, went to our Mayor Rehan. Among other things, he asked re­
proachfully how we could care so little for the Germans who had liber­
ated us from Communism that only four men had volunteered to serve 
with the protective police force. The mayor responded by organizing an 
assembly, and within a week the number of volunteers rose to roughly 
twenty-four men between the ages of eighteen and forty-five, even 
though only a few old men and three young men remained in Schönsee, 
a village of eight or nine hundred inhabitants.54

In the next days the Ethnic German Cavalry Unit (Abteilung) 
Halbstadt was established. Eduard (Abram) Reimer and five other 
Liebenau village eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds registered at the 
Nachtigal house in Waldheim, where the SS-Support Command had 
a station. Other Liebenau residents recall that eighteen registered 
“mostly of their own free will,”55 and nineteen registered from 
Wernersdorf.56 “No one was screened or asked about their health. 
Everyone was accepted for duty.”57 In Klippenfeld, only six ethnic 
German men remained in the village, including seventeen-year-old 
Gerhard Thiessen, who said he was compelled to enlist.58

In the sixteen villages in the southeastern quarter of the old Mo- 
lochna settlement area, all the men in the home guard were required 
to present themselves in Gnadenfeld. About 150 of the “most suita­
ble men” were chosen; Franz Bräul, brother Heinrich Bräul, cousin 
Aron Bräul Jr., and friend Heinrich Rempel registered from Mari­
enthal, for example.59 Albert Dahl’s older brothers in Marienthal 
were not chosen, but those who were “volunteered immediately and 
with pride,” Dahl recalled.60 Nine volunteered from the immediately 
adjacent village of Pordenau.61 In this context, Otto Dirks of Gna­
denfeld recalled, some Mennonite young women were also ap­
proached by superior German officers for roles, including as “tem­
porary or substitute wives to officers who . . . needed comfort and 
emotional support.”62
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The Gnadenfeld squadron was not as large as those of Waldheim, 
Halbstadt, and Prischib because its surrounding villages had fewer 
men; “most had been taken by the Soviets.”63 In Gnadenfeld they 
were housed in their former high school residence, which was con­
verted into a barrack. Once a guardroom and kitchen were in place 
and bedding provided, the unit was handed over to a lieutenant and 
two sergeants from the German forces for leadership and training.64

In total, Roßner successfully recruited as many as seven hundred 
for the cavalry unit.65 The uniforms, weapons, and equipment pro­
vided by the army were largely seized from captured Soviets. While 
squadron members received Soviet cavalry rifles and daggers for 
close combat, “we were only lightly armed compared to other Ger­
man troop units.”66 Teachers, area officials, and older men were re­
leased from assuming these roles, but many also volunteered for re­
lated jobs. According to Reimer,

the thirty to forty-years-olds came simply to defy the old regime, e.g., as 
a master-at-arms, or to help with the distribution of uniforms or office 
work, or as craftsmen such as shoemakers, tailors, forage masters, and 
blacksmiths. The comradery was exceptional; the feeling of belonging 
together among Mennonites was still alive. Never was a word spoken 
about conscientious objection; after all, everyone had joined voluntarily 
and probably felt obliged to contribute their part to the liberation......  
Everyone wanted to wear the German uniform and no one had any com­
punction about violating the Mennonite principle of non-resistance.67

The 1942 report by Prof. Kuhn suggested Mennonites were gener­
ally willing to cooperate: “Even the seniors no longer clung . . . to 
their doctrines and dogmas, but rather showed themselves com­
pletely open to new ideas. Above all, the principles of rejecting 
sword and oath have in every practical sense fallen away. Non-re­
sistance was already given up . . . in the revolutionary battles,” a 
reference to the self-defence formations of 1918-20. In the Mennon­
ite Chortitza area, Kuhn claimed that “almost 600 have voluntarily 
enlisted in the German armed forces. And it is not as if the seniors 
stand disapprovingly on the sidelines. Because German soldiers 
risked their own lives to liberate them, they recognize fully that 
from now on they may no longer stand apart as non-resistant.”68

Ignorance mixed with compelling propaganda and some intimi­
dation ensured that the call to service would be well received by 
youth who were “completely disillusioned by Stalin’s methods.”69 
They were full of hope that the war would soon end and that their 
loved ones would return, yet also realistic about the consequences 
of non-compliance. The 1942 May Day address by Reich Commissar 
for Ukraine Erich Koch gives an example of the rhetoric used to
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encourage and even compel obedience, sacrifice, and tenacity as the 
only appropriate expression of gratitude:

The Führer and his brave soldiers liberated you from Bolshevik slavery. 
. . . Let May 1st be a sign of future rebuilding, the turning point to a new 
age......  Stalin brought you blood and tears, the Germans brought you 
freedom . . . where true social justice reigns. May 1st should mean for 
you the mobilization of all forces for the defeat of Bolshevism......  Your 
labour has been liberated; thank the Führer with your industriousness, 
obedience, and tenacious willingness to rebuild.70

However, where encouragement failed, threats and bribes did not, 
including giving private farms as rewards to those “who have 
proven themselves as fellow fighters alongside the German and al­
lied soldiers in the fight against [local] partisan bandits.”71 SS- 
Obergruppenführer Lorenz “expressly stated that those who were 
registered on the German People’s List and who attempted to shirk 
military service should be severely punished.”72 Notably, after the 
war, Lorenz, who had become a friend to Mennonites and especially 
to leader Benjamin H. Unruh in Germany, was convicted for “forci­
bly inducting” Volksdeutsche under his supervision into the Order 
Police (Ordnungspolizei) forces, as well as into the Waffen-SS to 
fight “against their own country.”73

After three months of infantry and cavalry training as a protec­
tive guard troop for the German settlement area, the Ethnic German 
Cavalry Unit Halbstadt was sworn in at a solemn evening ceremony 
in Halbstadt in June 1942. Eduard Reimer was captivated:

In the middle of the squadron a bonfire was burning. Youth groups from 
Halbstadt and surrounding area sang: “Flame upward, . . . Shining glow, 
behold, in song together we swear by the flame altars, to be Germans, to 
be Germans!” The oath was recited by a superior officer and we recruits 
repeated the words of this oath. The solemnity of the swearing-in cere­
mony left an almost holy impression on me, and likely with the other 
comrades as well.74

The ceremony had required elements, including the following oath: 
“As a bearer of German blood, I swear allegiance to you, Adolf Hit­
ler, as leader of all Germans, until death, and I am willing to do my 
best and to render unconditional obedience to all my superiors for 
the good of all Germans, so help me God.”75 As “voluntary” recruits 
for the Reich, Germany no longer considered them Soviet citizens 
committing treason, but officially “stateless” and on the way to nat­
uralization as German citizens.76 Lorenz confirmed again with
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Himmler that the squadrons should not be removed from the area 
for use by the armed forces.77

During the summer months of 1942, recruits understood them­
selves as Wehrmacht soldiers while under SS police training.78 Be­
tween June and August 1942, the third squadron (Waldheim) was 
deployed to the Mariupol area in a largely uneventful coastal pro­
tection assignment on the Sea of Azov.79 Over these months their 
sense of purpose and enthusiasm, however, waned: “Our Waldheim 
squadron had to drill almost to exhaustion. Apparently, they still did 
not know what to do with us.”80 For a time the Rostow and Grunau 
support detachments were also subordinate to the operation in 
Halbstadt.81

In early October the SS-Polizeiführer in Dnipropetrovsk asked if 
the Halbstadt cavalry unit could or should be involved in some anti­
partisan security. A decision was made by Prützmann’s office that 
the unit was not properly trained or equipped for armed deploy­
ment, and that the men and horses should rather be used to bring in 
the harvest.82 In these weeks, the larger Battle of Stalingrad, 850 kil­
ometres east of Halbstadt, was on the front page of almost every is­
sue of the Deutsche Ukraine-Zeitung, typically with a small propa­
ganda article accompanied by a picture—for example, of burnt-out 
Soviet tanks, infantry soldiers looking upon the utterly destroyed 
city, or civilians left hungry by the Bolsheviks—and editorials on the 
“lunacy” of those still defending the “last bastions of Bolshevism.”83

In the week prior to the celebrated visit of the Reichsführer to 
Halbstadt on October 31 and November 1, 1942, the weekly occupa­
tion newspaper Ukraine Post framed the event as a celebration of 
liberty, German destiny, and as an invitation into Hitler’s totalitar­
ian movement:

With the victory of the German military, the Volksdeutsche in Ukraine 
. . . are free, and are in contact once again with the great German com­
munity of destiny and Volk, in which they will be granted the space they 
have earned through tenacious perseverance. A new phase of life begins, 
for they are not only under the protection of the greater German Reich, 
but are also growing back into their Volk, from whose circle their ances­
tors once came. The Volksdeutsche in Ukraine will also be brought into 
the sphere of influence of Adolf Hitler’s movement, which for years has 
been more than a political party.84

Three predominantly Mennonite cavalry squadrons participated in 
the military review and parade.85 In the large and impressive cere­
mony, the newly minted equestrian unit pledged loyalty to the Ger­
man Führer and the new Fatherland.
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Here Himmler promised Mennonites preferential treatment re­
garding religious practice, school texts, materials, and clothing from 
the Waffen-SS supplies, which arrived soon after his visit. “I am 
happy that I can give attention to this positive duty, in addition to 
many other duties in the middle of a terrible war,” Himmler told the 
largely Mennonite crowd.86 Importantly, Himmler also promised his 
hearers that they would be compensated according to their assets as 
of August 1, 1914, a promise they would cling to and repeat to offi­
cials until the end of the war.87

Margaret (Janzen) Bergen recalled the moment when Himmler’s 
car entered their Molochna village and he requested a conversation 
with a Siberian labour camp survivor. Himmler entered their small 
family home, where her father “was very pleased that he could tell 
him all about it.” Himmler awarded Margaret’s sister with travel to 
Germany and free education.88 This vote of confidence was signifi­
cant, for generally Himmler and his settlement specialists were dis­
appointed by many of the German villages they visited: “The human 
material was hardly convincing from a ‘racial’ standpoint, the men 
being suited for a ‘self-defence’ unit at best.”89

At the time of Himmler’s visit, the Halbstadt squadrons were 
comprised of 575 men and approximately 644 horses.90 Despite pho­
tographs of Himmler’s entourage with a small number of smartly 
uniformed young riders, reports indicate that as a whole their uni­
forms were “motley, their weapons and equipment extremely inad­
equate, and their training also completely deficient.”91 Himmler, 
however, gave the cavalry unit the designation of “regiment,” and 
approved the appointment of an experienced SS commander with 
background in ethnic German work (Volkstumsarbeit).

The Halbstadt Ethnic German Calvary Regiment’s training was 
now placed directly under the authority of Higher SS and Police 
Leader (HSSPF) Russia (South) Prützmann, though the closest co­
operation with the VoMi and Roßner was expected. Roßner recalled 
that with the removal of the regiment from the army and thus also 
from his direct influence, “one of my tasks now seemed to me to be 
completed.”92

At this time some 28,000 ethnic Germans lived in Halbstadt Dis­
trict, geographically a larger district than the former Mennonite 
Molochna colony. The number included only 3,500 men, “of which 
only ca. 1,000 [were] fit for military service.”93 More than 50 percent 
of the latter were in the cavalry regiment, most of whom were be­
tween the ages of sixteen and twenty. The new trainers from the 
Protection Police (Schutzpolizei) did not, however, impress the 
young Mennonite soldiers. The former were much older urban 
mounted police officers or bureaucrats with little or no battlefield
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experience, according to Reimer, and “particularly boring” in their 
methods.94 Cavalry members spent approximately ten hours per day 
in riding and weapons training and they were generally poorly 
housed and poorly fed.95

Anti-Partisan Deployment

In November 1942 until the new year, one of Halbstadt’s squad­
rons was taken from training for a temporary, tactical mission. The 
4th Squadron (Gnadenfeld) was deployed to guard railroad lines and 
bridges and to engage saboteurs under Oberfeldkommandantur 
(OFK) Donez in the Don Bend near Slowjansk, 350 kilometres north­
east of Halbstadt. In September, OFK Donez, under the command of 
Army Group B, had already planned to employ the Halbstadt Ethnic 
German Cavalry Division together with other regiments and battal­
ions in combatting partisans, but only after the division, or at least 
one of its squadrons, was fully equipped and trained. OFK Donez 
was responsible for policing between the Don and Donets Rivers as 
far south as the Sea of Asov,96 and the railway line to Mariupol was 
particularly important for coal supply. An October 9 memo specifi­
cally noted that OFK Donez was “without the 24th squadron of the 
Halbstadt Ethnic German Cavalry Division, which is still undergo­
ing training.” The need had been deemed urgent for some time. In 
addition to the rail line,

power plants and transformer stations must be secured. They are partic­
ularly susceptible to sabotage and are key for the entire coal production. 
The failure of even just one plant cannot be compensated for due to the 
lack of any energy reserves. In addition to these tasks of ongoing secu­
rity, intervention forces must be available to be deployed if objects are 
attacked or larger bandit groups are detected.97

The first-time deployment of the under-trained Gnadenfeld squad­
ron developed into a costly experiment, as one squadron member 
recounted:

After some back and forth the squadron managed to retake Slowjansk, 
. . . cutting off communication. A later reinforced Soviet offensive forced 
a headlong retreat by the squadron from the city. The fleeing horsemen 
were thought to be Cossacks and were consequently fired upon with 
heavy artillery from the main German line. Many of our boys died here 
while others were missing and scattered. After this tragic event the 4th 
Squadron was wiped out. In time the scattered ones were found again.98
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Reimer also recalled that local Cossack units in southern Ukraine 
“were used mainly in the struggle against partisans partly because 
of their traditional know-how and partly because of their fierce ha­
tred of the Soviets.”99 One of the “scattered boys” was Franz F. Bräul 
of Marienthal, who was injured and hospitalized at the German 
Army Hospital at Dnipropetrovsk from November 13, 1942, to Jan­
uary 10, 1943.100 He was listed as a “member of a cavalry squadron” 
associated with “an SS-troop” (they were not considered an official 
SS regiment before March 1943).101 Two news items from the 
Deutsche Ukraine-Zeitung point to events in this area in which the 
Gnadenfeld squadron was active:

(November 20, 1942) Not far from the battle line in the central region of 
the eastern front, formations of the German Wehrmacht and police 
cleansed large, forested areas of scattered soldiers and Bolshevik gangs 
with a surprisingly powerful thrust. The gangs had carried out acts of 
sabotage from their hiding places and terrorized the local population by 
looting and pillaging. In purging the gang-occupied villages, 138 bandits 
were killed  Countless bunkers were destroyed, including a workshop 
for the production of mines.102 

(November 24, 1942) The Soviet attacks in the Don River Bend are from 
a northern direction and apparently have the operational goal of gaining 
back the Don Bend region and to threaten the German position on the 
Volga River knee with a flanking manoeuvre.103

Heinrich C. Dirks was a member of the squadron and when home on 
furlough “had many gruesome stories to tell,” his sister recalled, 
“and he was quite fortunate to still be alive”:

Once on the front he had been so close to the Russian lines that he had 
to crawl to safety on his stomach with his horse obediently following him. 
He had clearly heard the Russian shouts of confidence and victory. On 
another occasion he had seen many rooms stacked full of the bodies of 
German soldiers. Because the ground had been frozen, they had not re­
ceived a burial.104

Otto Dirks of Gnadenfeld recalled the “interesting stories about 
fighting the partisans” told by his older cousin, Jacob Dörksen, who 
was temporarily staying at their home:

One time they had discovered a large underground hideout. “You 
wouldn’t believe what we found there,” he said. “Many bags of flour, 
meat, fruit, vegetables and other groceries, as well as wines and liquors 
and of course weapons and ammunitions and even extensive sleeping 
and living quarters.” And of course they would have to flush them out 
and destroy them.105



169

This memory confirms that the cavalry squadron was involved in 
actively searching for and killing partisans. Because of their heavy 
losses, this squadron was merged into the 3rd (Waldheim) Cavalry 
Squadron in early 1943.

The role of the Gnadenfeld squadron was likely limited and with­
out great success. Several hundred Germans under Prützmann and 
the HSSPF Russia (South) and Ukraine were awarded an Iron Cross, 
2nd Class, for anti-partisan warfare (Bandenbekämpfung) between 
March 1943 and 1945.106 However, there are no traditional Mennon­
ite names on the lists, no familiar Mennonite village names for re­
cipients’ place of birth, and no names of known Halbstadt regiment 
officers.

Years later Roßner could not recall the “severe losses and appar­
ently senseless and irresponsible deployment of a [Gnadenfeld] 
squadron in the winter of [1942-] 1943.” While not directly respon­
sible for the squadrons after November 1, 1942, he noted, “given my 
convictions and attitude at the time, I should have resisted the de­
ployment, raged about its consequences, and taken action against 
those responsible. How could I forget all of that?”107

On November 30, 1942, a memo from Himmler’s Commando 
Staff reminded Prützmann’s office that “since the ethnic Germans 
who make up the squadrons are largely the last men remaining, the 
Reichsminister-SS has ordered that they must remain in the 
area.”108 It is unclear if Himmler was specifically informed of the 
losses at Slowjansk, but four days later he sent a strongly worded 
missive to Prützmann: “I forbid altogether the inclusion of ethnic 
Germans into the Wehrmacht in General Commissariat Dneprope­
trovsk. Should the attempt be made, I must be informed immedi­
ately. In this case I will go all the way to the Führer.”109

By the end of January 1943, the cavalry regiment came under the 
leadership of Wolf von Craaß (Craas, Graß, Gras). A sample training 
plan for an ethnic German SS-cavalry regiment for the week of 
March 28 to April 3, 1943, offers a window on the work overseen by 
von Craaß: training in the use of pistols, machine guns, grenades 
and grenade launchers; close combat training; riding training; silent 
movement at night; use of terrain to protect against armoured vehi­
cles; etc.110 Von Craaß’s relationship with Roßner as district leader 
and with cavalry members was strained from the start. On March 
18, 1943, Roßner reluctantly agreed to von Craaß’s plan to remove 
the squadrons from the German villages and instead use an aban­
doned Soviet torpedo factory in the neighbouring Ukrainian town of 
Tokmak for centralized barracks.111 Right next to the factory, von 
Craaß had a house renovated for himself. As Reimer recalled,



170

the simple Russian house was turned into a mansion like we had never 
seen before....... Moreover, he had three riding horses brought from 
home, as well as a carriage, an Opel-Admiral automobile, and a girl­
friend from the Reich too. As if the Reichsbahn had nothing else to 
transport at the time than such luxury.112

Their training facilities had at least one armed vehicle with a 
mounted machine gun, which von Craaß had readied one evening 
with hand grenades when he feared a mutiny by his very angry reg- 
iment!113 Few of the Reich German officers had an understanding of 
“the basic personal qualities” needed to work cross-culturally with 
ethnic Germans, as Roßner later recalled. “An ongoing dispute with 
various Reich German authorities” overshadowed all his activity, he 
recalled. “Many Reich Germans had to be repeatedly reminded that 
these were Germans for whom we were working and told about their 
fate and accomplishments.”114

The renovations of the factory in Tokmak were done by local non­
German craftsmen. Reimer explicitly noted that the workers were 
not prisoners, though he and a few other members of the regiment 
were responsible to monitor (überwachen) the workers and relay 
instructions in Russian.115 Other Soviet prisoners, however, were 
used for agricultural field work. By March 1943, all of the squadrons 
were merged into one unit under the Waffen-SS, rearmed, given new 
uniforms and new names for ranks, and “the ‘SS-greeting’ or Ger­
man greeting for us now became obligatory.”116 The cavalry mem­
bers were prepared to take commands and even to kill without many 
questions asked. Isaak Regehr (Waldheim unit) recalled how they 
rode along a field road and a Ukrainian or Russian tried to walk past 
the horsemen:

The squadron leader stopped and questioned the man about who he was 
and where he was going. The man carried no weapon or any other in­
criminating or suspicious materials. Nevertheless, the man was ordered 
to get to the back of the cavalry line and face the ditch. He then was shot 
from the back by one of the men. His body was simply shoved into the 
ditch.117

On occasion the squadrons were also used to enact revenge on old 
Russian neighbours, even for crimes committed a quarter century 
ago:

How we [ethnic] Germans handled or exploited these [new] privileges 
was up to the individuals themselves. Certainly there was also a desire 
for revenge among some of us [Mennonites], but I am not aware of any 
major assaults against the Russian population. A one-armed man from 
the neighbouring Russian village was picked up by us (I was present
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myself) and handed over to the Germans in Waldheim, where he hanged 
himself in his cell. This man is said to have committed crimes against 
our people during the revolutionary period, i.e., at a time when I was not 
yet born.118

At least two attempts were made to poison members of the cavalry 
regiment by local partisans. In one case when coffee was made with 
rainwater collected from the roof of the accommodation, “poison 
had been sprinkled on the roof.” In another case in Halbstadt 
Roßner and at least seven others “suddenly had severe lead poison­
ing,” which was diagnosed by Mennonite medical doctor Ivan Klas­
sen. The attempt on Roßner’s life required him to be taken to a mil­
itary hospital in Berlin.119 In similar cases in other parts of Ukraine, 
costly revenge actions were typically ordered on adjacent villages.120 
In Eduard Reimer’s recollections, however, “there were no parti­
sans in our district,” though he concedes that the overbearing con­
duct of German Reich agricultural directors “could have led many 
Russians into the underground resistance.”121 Some threats came 
from above; the nearby Zaporizhzhia to Melitopol rail line was vul­
nerable to nighttime bombing, and on April 4, 1942, four bombs were 
“dropped” on the Prischib Station.122 SS-Special Command R also 
warned about camouflaged Soviet Russian explosives dropped by 
planes behind the front, including pocket watches and cigarette 
packages that exploded when opened.123 Himmler’s tug-of-war with 
the Wehrmacht over the regiment continued as Germany began to 
lose advantage in the war. In April 1943, Hoffmeyer received news 
that the 19th Panzer Division (Wehrmacht) was sent fifty men and 
horses from the Halbstadt regiment’s 4th squadron for support in 
Artemowsk (Bakhmut). Hoffmeyer intervened immediately to in­
form division leadership that by order of the Reichsführer-SS, these 
squadrons were not to leave the Halbstadt area without Himmler’s 
explicit and personal permission.124

On most Sundays cavalry members were free to go home with 
weapons.125 One night when the combined Gnadenfeld/Waldheim 
squadron was on furlough, the entire contingent with horses and 
equipment stayed in Marienthal, and Franz Bräul and brother Hein­
rich were responsible for the logistics. Brother Walter, then four­
teen years old, remembered being awestruck by the event and by 
their strong and beautiful horses. Otto Dirks also recalled the visit 
by his cousin and Gnadenfeld squadron member Jacob Dörksen: 
“He brought home his beautiful brown horse with a new saddle and 
gave me rides on it. He was very proud of his horse and smartly 
dressed uniform and [of] his important role.”126 All the young boys 
“were fascinated with anything to do with the soldiers and war, from
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rifles and weapons to motorcycles, tanks and trucks going 
through.”127 Spring planting was a priority for the occupation forces, 
and in the spring of 1943, as in the previous year, 210 of the 565 
cavalry men with 420 horses (of 635) were in their villages, released 
for five weeks to assist with the cultivation and planting of approxi­
mately 3,000 hectares.128

SS Worldview Training

Commanders of SS-cavalry regiments were regularly coached 
and even ordered by the Brigadeführer to become father, teacher, 
commander, and chaplain to their soldiers. Surviving 1943 corre­
spondence from two Brigadeführer of the 8th SS-Cavalry Division 
“Florian Geyer,” into which the Halbstadt Regiment was integrated, 
offered clear instructions for commanders working with ethnic Ger­
man SS-cavalry regiments, whether from Croatia, Hungary, or 
Ukraine. While that category was very large and diverse, it is the 
umbrella for understanding the Halbstadt regiment.

In summer 1943, the Halbstadt Regiment was visited by a 
Waffen-SS Brigadeführer (unnamed) looking for cavalry men pre­
pared to enter the larger “Florian Geyer” Division. In their indoor 
riding arena on the former torpedo factory grounds in Tokmak, “a 
select cavalry troop paraded . . . before this high-ranking visitor.” 
Reimer proudly recalled that he “was one of the selected horse- 
men.”129

While Eduard Reimer’s memoirs have limited detail, they do of­
fer regular examples not only of rigorous training, but also of SS 
discipline and practices, like the lance corporal who practiced songs 
with the squadron,130 and their nightly group ritual of singing the SS- 
loyalty song. Reimer recalled how the popular patriotic song began, 
“If all others become unfaithful, we will remain loyal,” and how it 
“made a deep impression on us soldiers.” The song’s three verses 
were sung in their entirety nightly, solemnly and “standing com­
pletely still.”131 The nineteenth-century folk song, which emphasizes 
loyalty and faithfulness in adversity, became part of the Nazi Ger­
man youth movement and was adopted by the SS: “Comrades of our 
youth, you are a picture of a better time, that consecrates us to 
manly virtue and a death for love’s sake  We will never break our 
word, never become knaves. We will preach and speak of the Holy 
German Empire.”132 The singing, comradeship evenings, and slo­
gans were parts of a more comprehensive ideological, formational 
training for which the SS was known, to make each recruit a con­
vinced “SS-man.”
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The correspondence of SS-Brigadeführer Fritz Freitag and SS- 
Gruppenführer Hermann Fegelein (both with the “Florian Geyer” 
division in 1942-1943, the latter Hitler’s brother-in-law) to their reg­
iment commanders has largely survived and offers a reliable guide 
for sketching the ideological or worldview training of the Mennon­
ites in the Ethnic German Cavalry Regiment Halbstadt. Freitag was 
a meticulous coach to his commanders, connecting their daily ac­
tions with their men to the larger ideology of the SS. In one of his 
special reminders in April 1943, Freitag wrote each of his unit com­
manders that Reichführer-SS Himmler “attaches the greatest im­
portance” to “constant ideological instruction” and that unit com­
manders and staff “must always work for the welfare of the mind 
and soul of their men.”133 Earlier that same month he reminded the 
same leaders that “ideological education has only one purpose dur­
ing war, namely, to strengthen the resilience of mind and soul. That 
unit leaders must be a constant influence on our men is crucial if the 
troops are to be fully reliable.”134

Freitag displayed great affinity to the large numbers of ethnic 
Germans in his cavalry division; they in particular needed “con­
stant” worldview education and training. Notably, he told unit com­
manders that this was inhibited if the ethnic German soldiers “do 
not see a role model in the leader or if they are treated unjustly or 
even harassingly.”135 He pointed out that because of their different 
histories, the Reich German could let a racial insult slide, while the 
ethnic German would be psychologically demoralized. Freitag re­
minded his regiment leaders, “our ethnic Germans have proven that 
they can fight and die bravely, so they also have a right to decent 
treatment.”

Again in his April 5, 1943, missive, Freitag wrote that despite a 
certain indifference or stubbornness, “these ethnic Germans have 
proven themselves over many generations as colonizers and pio­
neers of German culture in the East, who they are, and what they 
are capable of achieving. They only want to be treated and handled 
properly, i.e., not to be judged as Germans of inferior rank.” From 
the memoirs of Eduard Reimer, this seemed to be their problem 
with von Craaß, for whom they soon lost respect. Reimer was, how­
ever, “thankful to God” that he also experienced other commanding 
officers who embodied the SS-ideal, “who were role models and 
comrades to me.”136 Freitag emphasized that a good commander 
must be concerned to strengthen the self-confidence of the ethnic 
German and “to bring them to the point where one can appeal more 
and more to their honour.” This education “must be a continuous 
effort in which a good example is decisive.” The ultimate purpose of 
the educational efforts is “to free the ethnic Germans from mental
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burdens and disappointments and to educate them to become good 
comrades and uncompromising fighters.”137

Ultimately, Freitag wanted all SS-Cavalry commanders to offer 
their men care as counsellors and mentors, even when formal in­
struction was not possible, for example, by having debates in small 
groups. In these more intimate circles, catchwords were to be dis­
cussed: “concepts such as honour, loyalty, comradeship, inviolabil­
ity of property, etc., are to be explained in detail to the ethnic Ger­
man, and cowardice, giving up one’s own weapon, etc., are to be de- 
nounced.”138

Notably, SS celebrations for Christmas and Easter were deliber­
ately non-religious and anti-Christian, though leaders were to be 
careful not to offend ethnic German sensibilities. While the SS ritu­
als were not substitute religious or mystical practices, they were 
powerful “liturgical,” performative practices steeped in apparent 
ancient Germanic feasts and German Volk history. The psychologi­
cal-spiritual care of Waffen-SS soldiers as well as their ceremonies 
were conducted without chaplains, which helped to distinguish them 
from the Wehrmacht.139 Freitag’s recommendations for Easter with 
ethnic German cavalry men give some indication of how SS leader­
ship worked to draw ethnic German squadron members into a new 
Germanic worldview:140

Organization of celebrations. The special feast days and holidays of the 
German people are not intended to give the men days off duty merely as 
a change from their daily routine, but to celebrate them in a German- 
cultural-popular [volkstümliche] manner....... Our men, and first and 
foremost again the ethnic Germans, expect to be spoken to about the 
meaning and significance of these festivals.

Easter......  The church was not able to eradicate the old Germanic cus­
toms. Instead, another meaning was attributed to them. Easter was made 
into the Jewish “Passover” festival. The awakening of nature became the 
resurrection of the crucified founder of the church. In this context it 
must be said that the church among the ethnic Germans is to be spoken 
of as a peoples’ [Volks-] church, which has earned great merit for the 
preservation of German peoplehood [Volkstum]. This also explains in 
part why our ethnic Germans are still very attached to their church......  
It is an obligation of the unit leader to deal with these questions thor­
oughly and until the men are convinced of the correctness of our posi- 
tion.141

These quasi-religious initiation rituals of the SS, including its litur­
gies, oaths, singing, celebrations, teaching, and mentoring activities, 
became ersatz religious experiences and guidance for those Men­
nonites who had never had pastors, and whose fathers had been
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arrested, shot, or exiled some years earlier. Participation of SS men 
in these celebrations was lived corporate identity, which helped 
bind its men emotionally and foster belief in the SS-mission.

The priority of worldview training was more than a personal in­
terest to Freitag. The larger pedagogical coaching, the SS- 
publication of booklets and magazines, the requirements for a small 
library on worldview matters and SS principles, and weekly lesson 
plans all indicate how important worldview training was to SS lead­
ership. Freitag required his regiment commanders, for example, to 
plan for lectures, readings, and lessons on the same weekly timeta­
ble as other aspects of soldiering were taught.142 It was essential for 
Freitag, no less for Himmler, that ethnic German SS-men had a firm 
grasp of the historic and current “struggle of destiny in the east,” 
with a proper understanding of “blood and soil” (Blut und Boden):143 
“It should be brought to the [SS-] men in a simple way and become 
common property of their thought.” In the present war, National So­
cialist Germany was not only securing Europe “against Bolshevik 
plans of world domination,” but bringing a new solution for the con­
struction of the East, “which will make this war the last one in Eu­
rope.” SS-men were to understand that in the struggle for existence, 
the weak “must give way to the healthy and strong, and that applied 
to the life of peoples, our people have the moral right to expand their 
living space and, if necessary, to fight for it.” While that was the 
larger picture, the SS-man, however, “only needs to know the posi­
tive.” They can be assured that peace will come with the “friendly 
solidarity [of peoples] under voluntary recognition of the claim to 
leadership by the strongest people [Volk] and recognition of the 
Reich as the ordering force.” This would have been new and perhaps 
attractive to the Mennonite young men. They could relate more nat­
urally, however, to the SS emphasis on the historic struggle of Ger­
mans in eastern Europe as one of Blut und Boden, and of their own 
story as one of strong population growth, successful agricultural pi­
oneering, and search for land expansion. “This does not mean that 
one cannot also be peace-loving, but only as far as one’s own honour 
and concern for living space [Lebensraum] allow.” National Social­
ist Germany understood the necessity of “preserving German blood 
in the East,” and the SS-men and their families already had a digni­
fied place in that vision.

Like a pseudo-spiritual director, Freitag’s required readings for 
study and discussion also included the SS-booklet “On Racial Pol- 
icy,”144 which spoke of the “parasitic nature” of Jews, and the ra­
tionale for their eradication: “Europe will have defeated this threat 
only when the last Jew has left our part of the planet. The Führer’s 
words at the beginning of the war will be fulfilled: The German
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people will not be destroyed in this war, but rather the Jew.” While 
hundreds of thousands of Jews in Ukraine had been killed, and with 
most areas deemed “free of Jews” (Judenfrei) nine to twelve months 
before the formation of the Halbstadt Regiment, this SS-principle 
was unambiguous and apparently compelling for the Halbstadt Reg­
iment as well. Isaak Regehr recalled that they “meted out ‘justice’ 
against ‘undesirable’ persons and those suspected of being parti­
sans...... It was considered an honour to fight for Germany against 
its enemies and to obey the German Führer.”145 All German propa­
ganda materials in the east conflated the terms “Bolsheviks,” “par­
tisans,” and “Jews,” which animated the category of “undesirables.”

Having cast off years of communist worldview training, and 
without the benefit of any significant “biblical worldview” training, 
the SS-worldview instructors made their call to “conversion and dis­
cipleship” attractive and worthy of sacrifice for young Mennonite 
men in Ukraine.

Trek Security and Dismantling of the Regiment

Because Halbstadt Mennonites lived in proximity to the front, 
they were among the first to hear rumours of rebellion and to wit­
ness the “unraveling” of German power.146 As early as February 24, 
1943, Himmler had ordered, and then after twenty-four hours re­
tracted, the immediate evacuation of the entire ethnic German pop­
ulation of the Halbstadt District to the Galicia region west of the 
Dnieper.147 SS-Obergruppenführer Lorenz secretly continued de­
tailed planning for the eventuality of resettlement.148 As plans devel­
oped, on June 15 Reich Minister for the Occupied Eastern Territo­
ries Alfred Rosenberg and Reich Commissioner of the Ukraine Er­
ich Koch returned to Halbstadt for an open-air, mass rally of the 
Nazi Party. According to German occupation press, “thousands of 
Volks-German farmers, and especially women, arrived on foot or 
wagon to greet these co-workers of the Führer. Many Volks-German 
boys and girls were in the uniforms of the Hitler Youth and the 
League of German Girls.”149 Rosenberg promised that they would 
soon become naturalized citizens of the German Reich, “but now we 
stand amid a great struggle which demands the entire strength of 
the nation, including the ethnic German forces, for this new Reich. 
We fight under one flag.”150 The German Wochenschau newsreel was 
on site and filmed the ethnic Germans present with Rosenberg. On 
the fairgrounds the Ethnic German Cavalry Regiment Halbstadt 
was specially filmed mounting and dismounting their horses. “We
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had practiced for a long time for a flawless performance,” Eduard 
Reimer recalled.151

As the summer progressed, more and more tanks and trucks 
moved through Halbstadt, and there appeared to be more airplanes 
overhead as well. By the end of August the villages were full of army 
personnel; explosions were occasionally heard in the distance, and 
it became clear that the military situation had turned solidly in fa­
vour of the USSR: “From individual soldiers who had been at the 
front we heard stories that weren’t reported in the newspapers or on 
the radio; namely, that the campaign was no longer advancing, but 
rather retreating.”152 With the military retreat, on August 27, 1943, 
Commander of the Waffen-SS Russia (South) and Ukraine Treuen­
feld repeated Himmler’s order to the General of the Army Group 
South Rear Area, Erich Friderici: “The Ethnic German Cavalry Unit 
stationed in Tokmak (Halbstadt) is under the command of the 
Reichsführer-SS [Himmler]” and “may not take any orders from 
any armed forces agency [Wehrmachtstelle] without my express 
permission.”153

On September 9, 1943, Cavalry squadron members were in­
formed of the Soviet advance and told they would be riding into bat­
tle again.154 That same day the entire Halbstadt population was also 
ordered to prepare for evacuation. Cavalry squadrons were co-re- 
sponsible to confiscate horses and wagons, sometimes with force:

We were loaded onto trucks in groups of up to thirty men and dropped 
off in units of three men in the Russian villages......  The population was 
already in a panic. They had heard that the front was moving back to­
wards them......  Some took their horses from the fields and tried to hide 
them. Others refused to stop when ordered to halt. A few warning shots 
fired in the air helped us to restore order.155

On September 15, 1943, Prützmann reported to Himmler that at 
midnight September 12, the Halbstadt District was fully evacuated. 
The Gnadenfeld trek (group) had 5,890 persons, the Orloff trek 4,109 
persons, and the Prischib trek about 7,000 persons; 5,100 ethnic 
Germans from Melitopol were added on September 15. Prützmann 
reported that “the Ethnic German Cavalry Regiment is responsible 
for the security of the treks,” with a route crossing the Dnieper at 
Kachovka towards Berislav;156 by September 22, all had reached the 
“expanded Kronau settlement area” (Kreisgebiet Alexanderstadt) 
near the former Mennonite settlement of Sagradovka, where all ex­
pected to be resettled long term.157 As late as October 13, Himmler 
expected the “Low Germans from the Halbstadt District” to remain 
in this area as one of multiple ethnic German “settlement pearls,”158 
strategic military strongholds and buffers on the eastern edge of the
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territory under German governance in which the cavalry regiment 
would play an important future role.

There were few partisan threats in this phase, though feed and 
wagon wheels were taken from Ukrainian villages en route. In this 
period one cavalry member broke down and took his own life: “Un­
der the influence of alcohol, heat, and humiliation, the young man 
put his gun to his temples and fired. He was apparently buried under 
a manure pile. In the German army self-mutilation let alone suicide 
was considered cowardice.”159 Their roundly despised leader von 
Craaß also left the regiment on October 10.

As the Soviet Red Army advanced and threatened to cross the 
Dnieper, the treks started up again on October 24; Himmler decided 
that the “Low Germans from Halbstadt” were to be relocated in the 
Kamenets-Podolsk region. “Danger was so very near, and the ma­
jority of Volksdeutsche were evacuated almost under the cannon­
fire of the Russians.”160 Despite competition with military for road 
use, with hopes of good weather, Prützmann expected the trek could 
be completed in three to six weeks;161 the cavalry regiment stationed 
in Alexanderstadt resumed its protective role again. By November 
16, however, Prützmann reported to Himmler “severe signs of fa­
tigue” among the re-settlers, “exacerbated by three days of snow 
and bad weather and the associated groundless road conditions, 
heavy horse losses, increasing illnesses.”162

The regiment was almost immediately involved in anti-partisan 
warfare; two significant battles are known. In his November 16 re­
port, Prützmann told Himmler that a mayor and two women from 
the Halbstadt District were murdered in nighttime partisan attacks. 
The “difficulties” in the town and forests of Gaissin (Haisyn), how­
ever, were “cleared up effectively” by the self-defence regiment, the 
report stated, without detailing the retaliatory acts. The same report 
assured the Reichsführer that “despite all signs of fatigue, there is 
a desire among ethnic Germans to leave Russia as quickly as possi­
ble . . . and to continue to the border of the Reich territory under the 
direct protection of the Reich. The attitude and mood of the ethnic 
German population is good, especially those from the Halbstadt Dis- 
trict.”163 The Gaissin event is not mentioned by Eduard Reimer, but 
three Gnadenfeld trek diaries note that a thirteen-year-old girl was 
killed by partisans, that she was hit by shrapnel, and that “others” 
were shot as well.164

Between Christmas 1943 and New Year’s Day, the regiment was 
active in a second major retaliatory, anti-partisan attack. Reimer 
was with an advance commando to prepare lodgings in another 
town, but upon return he learned that his comrades had razed three 
villages—“dirty work,” which they only did with reluctance:
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There was a depressed mood among the comrades......  But orders were 
orders. Shirking, if at all possible, was considered cowardice and cow­
ardice was the greatest disgrace for a soldier in war. No one cares about 
your conscience; a man must be tough.165

Their SS education had aimed to create in them an “attitude” allow­
ing them to cope with the tasks assigned to them in the “everyday 
life of war” and in the “dirty work” of murder. “Every SS man was 
to be sure of his way, his doings, his attitude.”166

By December 15, 1943, 22,400 Halbstadt District Low Germans 
had been brought to the Kamenets-Podolsk region for the duration 
of the winter and registered as four groups: Halbstadt (town), Wald­
heim, Gnadenfeld, and Ohrloff. Another 20,000 from Prischib, Gro­
nau, and Melitopol were housed in the Podolia region for the win- 
ter.167 In the new year, with some furlough to visit family on the trek, 
the regiment remained intact until their people were transferred by 
train from the Polish border area to Warthegau (German-annexed 
Poland). With their primary task completed, the regiment rode to 
Krakow, Poland, where it was disbanded in April 1944.168

On May 4, 1944, 180 men from the Halbstadt Cavalry regiment 
were seconded in Warsaw to the 8th SS-Cavalry Division “Florian 
Geyer.”169 The group first stayed in Warsaw for ten days and was 
then sent in box cars through Moravia and Pressburg (Bratislava) 
to the division’s new headquarters at Frankenstadt (Baja) on the 
Danube. They were housed in Szeged, near the present Hungarian 
border with Serbia and Croatia.170 Jews of the region had been ghet­
toized a month earlier. Approximately 8,200 Jews were deported 
from Baja to the Auschwitz Concentration Camp in Upper Silesia 
with two transports that left on May 28 and June 18 respectively;171 
another 3,000 Jews from the immediate vicinity of Szeged were also 
sent to Auschwitz, and a smaller group was erroneously sent to Aus­
tria. Whether Mennonites from the Halbstadt regiment participated 
in these roundups is unknown; their proximity to the actions, how­
ever, is clear.

The larger “Florian Geyer” division had approximately 13,000 
men in 1944; forty percent of the division was comprised of soldiers 
from various ethnic German groups outside of the Reich. The 
Waffen-SS Panzer divisions were equipped “above average,” which 
increased their combat power. Because of their privileged equip­
ment, they “were deployed to all hot spots, which in turn had an im­
pact on the elitist self-image of these SS units.”172 In October and 
November 1944, nine (mostly) former Halbstadt District Waffen-SS 
Cavalry members were awarded the Iron Cross, 2nd Class. The cri­
terion for the award is a single act of bravery in the face of the
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enemy, or actions that were clearly above and beyond the call of 
duty. Franz Bräul (b. 1922), a Sturmmann and medic in a “Florian 
Geyer” Division armoured vehicle reconnaissance unit, for exam­
ple, was awarded the Iron Cross for pulling his wounded command­
ing officer out of the line of fire.173

There was a certain irony for Mennonite boys to carry the 
“Geyer” name.174 Florian Geyer was a radical leader during the six­
teenth-century Protestant Reformation who joined with Thomas 
Müntzer, connected with early Anabaptists, and was adopted by the 
Nazis as a Germanic precursor of the Führer. While Anabaptist 
leaders associated with Menno Simons refused to take up arms, Flo­
rian Geyer established a cavalry company to fight with Thomas 
Müntzer in his end-time aspirations of a “Thousand-Year Reich.”175 
In 1944, “our morale was still very high,” as Hans Fast recalled, and 
“no one thought that within a year almost all of us would be wiped 
out.”176 Of the hundred men who were part of the original Gnaden­
feld cavalry squadron in 1942, some 60 percent fell or were still 
listed as missing in battle in 1949.177

It is unknown how many explicitly fought for the SS-vision of a 
new humanity. Some fought the Soviets to avenge the death of their 
fathers, but that seemed to be the exception, according to Eduard 
Reimer:

I remember one young man [who] . . . boasted about having killed sev­
eral Soviet soldiers during the war. Like many others, he too had lost his 
father in the 1930s and when he joined the German army revenge against 
communism was a strong motive. “I have avenged the suffering and 
death of my father tenfold,” he told us with satisfaction. I will never for­
get the fire of hate that still burned in his eyes. I remember several other 
young Mennonites who expressed similar sentiments.178

While some felt proud to obey Hitler at first, it was Eduard Reimer’s 
observation that in their common misery on the front, little more 
remained than “a strong feeling of belonging together.” Reimer con­
cluded:

It has been noted that for many Mennonites their faith is the unifying 
force. For our generation this could hardly have been the case. We had 
received hardly any religious training and were largely ignorant of the 
tenets of our faith and in addition were generally quite indifferent to 
them. We knew only what we had been taught or told by our parents and 
that as a rule was not much. Most of our fathers had been taken from us 
when we were small......  Our parents had been prevented from teaching 
us and from setting a Christian example for us. We had grown up in 
crushing poverty and in an atmosphere of fear and oppression. In school 
and society we had been encouraged to dissociate ourselves from the
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ethical and religious values of our parents and to embrace atheistic ma­
terialism. We had no faith which could unite us. But our common misery 
and our common feeling of being lost and betrayed served as a strong 
unifying factor.179

One chronicler of this era has aptly referred to these young men as 
“the lost generation.”180 If Stalin’s systematic dismantling of the 
Mennonite community had successfully robbed this “lost genera­
tion” of childhood innocence and stability rooted in faith-shaping 
experiences, Reimer also acknowledges that it was Hitler who dealt 
the final blow. The “liturgies” of the SS and its mentors demanded 
everything while removing men from their families, involving them 
in unspeakable conspiracies and atrocities, and preparing them for 
meaningless death. They did not wear the Wehrmacht belt with 
“God with us” (“Gott mit uns”) on the buckle; theirs had the vacuous 
SS slogan, “My Honour is Loyalty” (“Meine Ehre heisst Treue”). 
The object of their loyalty, the deliverance promised by the German 
Reich, proved to bring only misery, disorientation, and betrayal.

Memoirs note that it was simply “taken for granted that Mennon­
ites would have to serve in the German army, and many did.”181 Land 
and future opportunities were promised to those young men who as­
sisted “in the battle against Bolshevistic bandits and plunderers,”182 
which was surely an incentive for young men who felt responsible 
for their widowed mothers. However, it is debatable how free and 
informed these young men were to choose to serve; they did not have 
the liberty, language, or training in the tradition to reflect on their 
actions with experienced mentors. Arguably, their most significant 
formation had happened under SS leadership. Even Reimer had 
trouble articulating these issues. “We admired all things German 
uncritically and were unable to distinguish between good and bad. 
We had been under the Communist whip too long,” he wrote.183 “I 
was of course very enthusiastic about the Germans’ leadership, their 
achievements, and bravery.”184

Years later, a decommissioned Mennonite soldier and teacher, 
Hans Rempel, who became a Mennonite pastor and elder in Para­
guay, wrote of his experience and post-war vision, emphasizing “the 
fact that the peace witness of our Mennonite people was indeed 
heavily assaulted. In the storm and stress of this terrible time it was 
also widely forgotten. But it was not eradicated; our people recall it, 
and they are asking about it again.”185 Rempel’s language is commu­
nal and he refers to the religious community’s ability or inability as 
a whole to embody the peace witness of the biblical story. His ac­
count is free of judgment on those young men who were plucked 
from their families and villages and thrown into the war. But it is a
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confession that the church was under heavy attack, and in the con­
fusion and with few agents of memory, lost its direction, and impos­
sible things were done. Authentic faith could perhaps be birthed 
here with nothing more than Christ’s last words, uttered while hang­
ing half-dead on a wooden military cross, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?” 186

I remember as a child going into my grandmother’s bedroom in 
Canada and seeing her son Peter Bräul’s German military photo­
graph on the nightstand, seventeen years old, proud and handsome. 
Peter and brothers Franz and Heinrich, who were cavalry members, 
became senseless offerings to the gods of war and nationalism. This 
was a part of my grandmother’s life she could not talk about. But 
Hans Rempel was her pastor, and he could. In the time of most ex­
treme crisis, there was perhaps what might be called a “stubborn 
loyalty” amongst Mennonites stretching from eastern and western 
Europe across the ocean to North and South America. Where one 
part of the church’s community became seriously impaired, fallen 
and defeated, the other parts mobilized decisively to “save” and col­
lectively demonstrate the community’s longer witness. Perhaps au­
thentic Christian witness from a Mennonite perspective is, in the 
end, less dependent on the perfection of individual lives than on the 
larger community of witness and confession that together carries, 
validates, and stubbornly authenticates that witness.
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