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“Aktion 1005”—Spurenbeseitigung von NS-Massenverbrechen 1942–1945: Eine “geheime

Reichssache” im Spannungsfeld von Kriegswende und Propaganda, Andrej Angrick

(Göttingen, Germany: Wallstein Verlag, 2018), 2 vols., 1381 pp., hardcover e79.00,

electronic version available.

In this massive two-volume work on “Aktion 1005,” Andrej Angrick writes a sweeping history of the
Holocaust that provides a new lens on Nazi atrocities. The Nazis, it turns out, found it much easier to
murder Jews (and other victims) than to remove their remains. By shifting the emphasis from killing
to the removal of corpses, Angrick highlights the technical challenges facing the Nazi murderers; the
growing urgency to remove all traces of genocide; the grizzly crimes involved in the impossible task
of masking mass murder; and the victims’ desperate need to bear witness to the regime’s atrocities.

As the Nazi murder machine revved up in 1941–1942, corpses were tossed into mass graves
and sometimes covered with lime. This rudimentary method to neutralize and/or advance the
decomposition of corpses proved unsatisfactory. Municipal authorities, exposed to the wafting
stench of gases emanating from rotting bodies, raised concerns about the spread of disease and
the contamination of groundwater. Rumors of mass murder soon circulated in the West, the Soviet
Union, and even Germany itself. By late 1941, Jewish organizations in Britain reported on massacres
along the Dniester River and in Bessarabia. On January 6, 1942, Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet
foreign minister, distributed a note to the foreign diplomatic corps in Kuybyshev (where they
had been evacuated from Moscow) outlining crimes committed in Soviet areas under German
occupation. That same month, Victor Klemperer, the famed German Jewish diarist living in Dresden,
recorded that he had heard rumors that “evacuated Jews had been shot” (p. 54). Nazi authorities
increasingly recognized that they had taken too little care in hiding their crimes. Something had to
be done.

Angrick’s 1200-page history painstakingly documents the history of Aktion 1005, the Nazi
program to extinguish all evidence of the regime’s genocidal crimes. In 1942, Reichsführer-SS
Heinrich Himmler empowered Standartenführer Paul Blobel, the former commander of mobile
killing unit Sk4a, with leading the program. Blobel was to identify all mass graves, obliterate the
corpses in them, and eliminate all other clues that might link the Nazis to mass murder. After various
experiments in Chełmno, the first extermination camp, Blobel arrived at what he saw as the most
efficient method for destroying corpses. Prisoners stacked the murdered bodies in careful layers, lit
these pyres afire, and stoked them for hours. After the flames were extinguished, they sifted through
the ashes looking for gold or other valuables. Finally, they ground up any remaining bones in mills
brought in specifically for this purpose.

For the next three years, Blobel directed mobile units that moved throughout Nazi-occupied
Europe. Each of these units was led by SS-men, but they forced prisoners, usually Jewish prisoners,
to do the gory work of handling the corpses. After experiments at Chełmno, Aktion 1005 moved to the
extermination camps of Bełzec, Sobibór, Treblinka, and Auschwitz-Birkenau, where the challenge
involved the massive number of corpses. Still, the murdered bodies were in a contained area, and
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stationary crematoria existed or could be built. Beyond the extermination camps, however, Aktion
1005 faced a more complex task: destroying the evidence of mass murder carried out by mobile
operational groups (Einsatzgruppen) throughout eastern and southeastern Europe in 1941 and
1942. Here, the sites of massacres had to be identified, no easy task given poor record-keeping and
the sheer number of massacres. Once mass graves were found, prisoners dug up the corpses and
burned the remains. After their work was done, they planted saplings or seeded grasses, leaving the
countryside with little material trace of past atrocities.

Beyond the perpetrators, only prisoner survivors could bear witness to the unspeakable crimes
of Aktion 1005. Accordingly, the Nazis planned to murder every prisoner involved. Once assigned
to Aktion 1005, Jewish or other prisoners were often chained together by foot manacles as they
set about their work of wading into mass graves, digging out decomposing bodies, arranging the
corpses on pyres, and setting them aflame. After two weeks or so of such work, the prisoners were
murdered—the Nazis shot them or simply had them thrown alive into the flames—to prevent them
from relaying what they had seen. Max Krahner, commander of an Aktion-1005 unit, later stated in
an investigation, “As soon as prisoners worked in a commando, they were doomed men because of
their knowledge of the crimes” (p. 570). The number of prisoner survivors of Aktion 1005 units was
exceedingly small, the stories of their escape as improbable as what they sought to convey. For these
prisoners, the urge to bear witness was the motive for survival: as more and more of the material
evidence of genocide was destroyed, only living witnesses could testify to Nazi crimes.

Angrick quotes at length from the harrowing accounts of the few survivors of Aktion 1005.
Stefan Pilunov, for example, explained how he and his fellow prisoners layered wood, tar, and corpses,
until the mounds were roughly four meters tall. Thereafter, “when we were laying the last row of
corpses we climbed up on planks in order to pull up the corpses. During this stacking, many fell
from the planks and broke their hands and legs. They were led aside and it was said that they would
be brought to hospital. As we learned later, they were led into the woods and shot. As we were
brought to work the next morning, we saw the fresh corpses of these prisoners on the same pile
on which we had stacked the corpses dug out of the mass graves” (p. 547). Another survivor, Alex
Faitelson, recalled: “We had to burn our relatives: nephews and nieces, siblings and parents. I was
forced with my own hands to burn my father and mother, murdered on 29 October 1941. We were
forced to help the murderers destroy the evidence of their terrible crimes. Wasn’t that as though
we had participated in the murder? We had to get away. We had to flee in order to tell the world
what we had seen here” (p. 708). Leon Weliczker Wells later described the imaginary conversations
that he had while working with the corpses: “Many of the dead lay with their mouths open. Perhaps
they wanted to say: ‘We are your mothers and fathers, we raised you and cared for you. Now you are
throwing us into the fire and burning us.’ If they could have spoken, perhaps they would have said
that. But they are also under a speaking ban. . . . They are under guard. Perhaps they would have
forgiven us?” (p. 1185).

Although Aktion 1005 and the crimes it was to eradicate were supposed to be top-secret,
this proved impossible. Despite a total photography ban imposed by Himmler, some perpetrators
continued to document their actions, sharing pictures with comrades and loved ones. Local residents,
meanwhile, had an inkling of ongoing events; they saw columns of smoke and fires lighting up the
night sky, and smelled burning flesh. Farmers and children would come across bones or other
remains while walking nearby fields or hunting for mushrooms. Dogs dug up human limbs and
wandered around with their booty. Ironically, however, despite widespread knowledge of these
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crimes, local residents and Soviet authorities continued the work of Aktion 1005 after the war. They
had little incentive to investigate or hold Nazi crime sites sacred: they bulldozed and built over
concentration and extermination camps, plowed and replanted killing fields, and left synagogues in
ruins or used them for other purposes. Absent witnesses, few advocated for the commemoration of
once vibrant Jewish communities.

It is a testament to Angrick’s skill as a researcher that he was able to so fully unearth a story
intended to be forgotten. Angrick’s zeal in documenting every aspect of Aktion 1005 makes the
text repetitive, but that very repetition brings home, once again, the overwhelming enormity of the
genocide. Moreover, in some places, the text reads as just a history of the Holocaust, rather than as
a history of its evidentiary removal. To give context to Aktion 1005, a retelling of the genocide in all
its many locales was necessary. Yet for some areas, there is almost no archival or other evidence on
what Aktion 1005 did, or did not do. That said, almost every page of these meticulously researched
volumes includes facts or insights that are new or unexpected, even to those with considerable prior
knowledge of the Holocaust. Who knew, for example, that prisoners at the Natzweiler concentration
camp occasionally enjoyed warm showers because heat from the crematorium burning the corpses
of their fellow prisoners was piped into the water system?

Already in December 1942 the Allies issued a joint statement declaring that they would
hold individuals accountable for their crimes. In their Moscow Declaration of October 1943, they
declared that perpetrators would be extradited to the countries where they committed crimes. Soviet
trials of captured Nazi perpetrators in Krasnodar in July 1943 were widely publicized. Angrick
surmises that the Krasnodar trials were at least partially a Soviet response to the Germans’ publicizing
of the Soviet murder of Polish officers in Katyn in 1940. While Katyn was a publicity coup for the
Germans (in that it drove a wedge between two allies, the Soviet Union and Poland), its strength
was dented by the fact that Soviet authorities could now report on Nazi mass crimes in areas that
they had reconquered. Indeed, as the Red Army moved west, members of the Extraordinary State
Commissions followed in its wake; these Commissions were dedicated to unearthing and quickly
reconstructing Nazi crimes for purposes of prosecution.

As Soviet forces pushed towards Germany, Aktion 1005’s Sisyphean task proved a race against
time. The perpetrators were very attuned to the importance of destroying evidence, not least since
many had been involved in the original crimes that they were now trying to hide. Blobel himself,
for example, had led the massacre of some 33,771 Jews at Babi Yar, a ravine outside of Kiev, in
September 1941; two years later, he organized the complex task of extricating the corpses and
burning their remains. The Nazis, however, had committed too many crimes in too many places;
whole regions, such as the Crimea, were simply abandoned by Aktion 1005 units, their job undone.
In the waning days of war, some Aktion 1005 perpetrators, correctly predicting the war’s outcome,
suffered bouts of conscience; Angrick documents their resignation, doubts, and even trauma. Most,
however, were bent on saving their skins for an uncertain future. In the coming months and years,
some died in battle late in the war, and a few were murdered by partisans or even prisoners; others
were brought to justice in the early postwar period; and some managed to have postwar careers,
only to be caught up in later investigations. Blobel himself, whom Angrick characterizes as “one of
the most guilty mass murderers in the history of mankind,” (p. 70) was sentenced to death in the
Nuremberg Einsatzgruppen Trial and executed in June 1951. From the perpetrators’ perspective,
the mounds of postwar evidence against them speaks to Aktion 1005’s failure.

Book Reviews 103

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hgs/article-abstract/34/1/101/5860648 by U

niversity of Exeter user on 26 June 2020



Angrick’s volumes point to an enduring feature of the Holocaust: it was far more horrific than
we know or can imagine. By now, historians and other investigators have engaged in decades of
intensive research on this genocide. Along with much else, they have learned that the murder of
victims and the obliteration of their remains extinguished much of what could have been known
about the vast array of Nazi crimes. By this measure, Aktion 1005 was all too successful.

Catherine Epstein
Amherst College doi:10.1093/hgs/dcaa019

Dignity, Justice, and the Nazi Data Debate: On Violating the Violated Anew, Carol

V.A. Quinn (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2018), 164 pp., hardcover $90.00, electronic

version available.

Carol V.A. Quinn brings fresh attention to a continuing problem: the perpetuation of harm to
Holocaust victims by present actions, in this case the use of data exploited from victims of the Nazi
medical experiments. The first step in addressing this longstanding injustice, Quinn argues, is for
survivors to take control of the data.

Almost without exception, victims, and survivors’ voices have not been incorporated into
guidelines and protocols for dealing with the data or other issues arising from medical crimes under
the Third Reich.1 In response, Quinn makes a book-length argument that the medical data should be
controlled by survivors, supporting her argument with three central claims, each given a chapter: 1)
survivors themselves are “the living data”; 2) controlling the data will help restore survivors’ dignity
and aid their healing; and 3) as the real experts, survivors know best what to do with the data and
how to prevent future abuses.

Data from Nazi medical experiments was used in Europe and the United States after the
war, often without acknowledgment. As Quinn points out, however, many physicians and scientists
have viewed the data as invalid, in part because it was obtained through torture and murder, and—
more fundamentally—because it was often obtained through unscientific methods or by untrained
assistants.

Aside from the validity of the data itself, many physicians and ethicists have debated the ethics
of using it. Some have argued for its across-the-board use, some for it to be destroyed. Yet Quinn puts
aside the discourse on the ethics of data: “Our debate, when controlled by the dominant group (of
‘experts’), has centered on whether it is ethical to use the data, but when we take the survivors’ voices
seriously, the debate shifts. The question now becomes who should make such decisions. Whether
we should use the data becomes secondary” (p. 123). Further, Quinn claims that “most survivors (at
least those who have made their views known) and their advocates oppose the data’s use, arguing
that such use harms them” (p. 20).

Quinn’s claim about survivors’ attitudes may need further empirical verification, as Quinn
appears to acknowledge. A primary justification for use of the data is that it has life-saving potential.
In fact, such an argument can be made on the basis of the principle in Jewish law that if one possesses
the means to save a life then one should do so.2 More empirical study of survivors’ attitudes than
Quinn presents is needed.

Readers may also question Quinn’s connection of her case to arguments drawn from psych-
ology, continental philosophy, trauma studies, standpoint theory, and other fields. Greater concern
arises from the strong and unqualified sweep of some of her claims, notably her chapter discussing
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