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The origins of the Waffen-SS can be traced back to the selection of a group of 120 SS men in March 

1933 by Josef "Sepp" Dietrich to form the Sonderkommando Berlin.[7] By November 1933 the 
formation was 800 men strong, and at a remembrance ceremony in Munich for the tenth anniversary 
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infantry and one cavalry Death's-Head Standarten, comprising camp guards of the SS-
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In August 1940, Gottlob Berger approached Himmler with a plan to recruit volunteers in the conquered territories from the ethnic German and 

Germanic populations. At first Hitler had doubts about recruiting foreigners, but he was persuaded by Himmler and Berger. He gave approval for 

a new division to be formed from foreign nationals with German officers, and by June 1941 Danish and Norwegian volunteers had formed the SS 

Regiment Nordland, with Dutch and Flemish volunteers forming the SS Regiment Westland. The two regiments, together with Germania 

(transferred from the Reich Division), formed the SS Division 'Wiking.[31] Volunteers came forward in such numbers that the SS was forced to 

open a new training camp just for foreign volunteers at Sennheim in Alsace-Lorraine.[31] 

At the beginning of the new year the Polizei-Division was brought under FHA administration, although 

1941 [edit]

 

Leibstandarte advances in the Balkans 

it would not be formally merged into the Waffen-SS until 1942. At the same time the Totenkopf-

Standarten, aside from the three constituting the TK-Division, lost their Death's Head designation and 

insignia and were reclassified SS-Infanterie- (or Kavallerie-) Regimente. The 11th Rgt. was 

transferred into the Reich Division to replace Germania; the remainder were grouped into three 

independent brigades and a battle group in Norway. 

By the spring of 1941 the Waffen-SS consisted of the equivalent of six or seven divisions: the Reich, 

Totenkopf, Polizei, and Wiking Divisions and Kampfgruppe (later Division) Nord, and the 

Leibstandarte, 1 SS Infantry, 2 SS Infantry, and SS Cavalry Brigades. 

In March 1941, a major Italian counterattack against Greek forces failed, and Germany was forced to come to the aid of its ally. Operation 

Marita began on 6 April 1941, with German troops invading Greece through Bulgaria and Yugoslavia in an effort to secure its southern flank.[32] 

Reich was ordered to leave France and head for Romania, and the Leibstandarte was ordered to Bulgaria. The Leibstandarte, attached to the XL 

Panzer Corps, advanced west then south from Bulgaria into the mountains, and by 9 April had reached Prilep in Yugoslavia, 30 miles from the 

Greek border.[33] Further north the SS Reich, with the XLI Panzer Corps, crossed the Romanian border and advanced on Belgrade, the Yugoslav 

capital, arriving on 12 April to accept the city's surrender.[33] The Yugoslavian Army surrendered a few days later.[33] 

The Leibstandarte had now crossed into Greece, and on 10 April engaged the 6th Australian Division in the Battle of the Klidi Pass. For 48 

hours they fought for control of the heights, often engaging in hand-to-hand combat, eventually gaining control with the capture of Height 997, 

which opened the pass and allowed the German Army to advance into the Greek interior.[34] This victory finally gained praise from the OKW: in 
the order of the day they were commended for their "unshakable offensive spirit" and told that "The present victory signifies for the Leibstandarte 

a new and imperishable page of honour in its history."[34] 

The Leibstandarte continued the advance on 13 May. When the Reconnaissance Battalion under the command of Kurt Meyer came under heavy 

fire from the Greek Army defending the Klisura Pass, they routed the defenders and captured 1,000 prisoners of war at the cost of six dead and 

nine wounded.[34] The next day, Meyer captured Kastoria and took another 11,000 prisoners of war. By 20 May the Leibstandarte had cut off the 

retreating Greek Army at Metsovon and accepted the surrender of the Greek Epirus-Macedonian Army.[34] As a reward, the Leibstandarte was 
nominally promoted to a full motorized division, although few additional elements had been added by the start of the Russian campaign and the 

"Division" remained effectively a reinforced brigade. 

Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion of the Soviet Union, started on 22 June 1941, and all the Waffen-SS formations participated 

(including the SS Reich, which was formally renamed to SS Das Reich by the Fall of 1941). 

SS Division Nord in northern Finland took part in Operation Arctic Fox with the Finnish Army and 

fought at at the disastrous battle of Salla, where against strong Soviet forces they suffered 300 killed 

and 400 wounded in the first two days of the invasion. Thick forests and heavy smoke from forest 

fires disoriented the troops and the division's units completely fell apart.[35] By the end of 1941, Nord 
had suffered severe casualties. Over the winter of 1941
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Drive the female Jews into the swamps."[41] 

Gustav Lombard, on receiving the order, advised his Battalion that "In future not one male Jew is to 

remain alive, not one family in the villages."[41] Throughout the next weeks, soldiers of SS Cavalry 
Regiment 1 under Lombard's command murdered an estimated 11,000 Jews and more than 400 

dispersed soldiers of the Red Army.[42] 

In 1942, the Waffen-SS was further expanded and a new division was entered on the rolls in March. 

By the second half of 1942 an increasing number of foreigners, many of whom were not volunteers, 

began entering the ranks.[43] The 7th SS Volunteer Mountain Division Prinz Eugen was recruited from 
Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans) drafted under threat of punishment by the local German leadership
[43] from Croatia, Serbia, Hungary, and Romania and used for anti-partisan operations in the Balkans.
[35][44] Himmler approved the introduction of formal compulsory service for the Volksdeutsche in 

German occupied Serbia.[43] Another new division was formed at the same time, when the SS 
Cavalry Brigade was used as the cadre in the formation of the 8th SS Cavalry Division Florian Geyer.
[35] 

The front line divisions of the Waffen-SS that had suffered through the Russian winter of 1941
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The next test for the Waffen-SS was the Battle of Prokhorovka, which was part of the Battle of Kursk. 

The SS Panzer Corps had been renamed the II SS Panzer Corps and was part of the 4th Panzer 

Army, which was chosen to spearhead the attack through the Soviet defenses. The attack 
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The Korsun-Cherkassy Pocket was formed in January 1944 when units of the 8th Army withdrew to the Panther-Wotan Line, a defensive 

position along the Dnieper River in Ukraine. Two army corps were left holding a salient into the Soviet lines extending some 100 kilometres 
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While the bulk of the Waffen-SS was now on the Eastern Front or in Normandy, the 4th SS Polizei 

Panzergrenadier Division was stationed in Greece on internal security duties and anti-partisan 

operations. On 10 June they became involved in the Distomo massacre, when over a period of two 

hours they went door to door and massacred Greek civilians, reportedly in revenge for a Greek 

Resistance attack. In total, 218 men, women and children were killed. According to survivors, the SS 

forces "bayoneted babies in their cribs, stabbed pregnant women, and beheaded the village priest."
[76] 

On the Italian Front the 16 SS 
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The Ardennes Offensive or "Battle of the Bulge", between 

16 December 1944 and 25 January 1945, was a major 

German offensive through the forested Ardennes 

Mountains region of Belgium. The Waffen-SS units 

included the 6th Panzer Army under Sepp Dietrich. 

Created on 26 October 1944, it incorporated the I SS 

Panzer Corps (1 SS Leibstandarte, the 12 SS 

Hitlerjugend and the SS Heavy Panzer Battalion 101). It 

also had the II SS Panzer Corps (2 SS Das Reich and the 

9 SS Hohenstaufen). Another unit involved was Otto 

Skorzeny's SS Panzer Brigade 150. 

The purpose of the attack was to split the British and American line in half, capture Antwerp, and encircle and destroy four Allied armies, forcing 

the Western Allies to negotiate a peace treaty on terms favorable to the Axis Powers.[84] 

The attack was ultimately a failure. It is infamous for the Malmedy massacre, in which approximately 90 unarmed American prisoners of war 

were murdered on 17 December 1944 by the Kampfgruppe Peiper, part of the 1 SS Leibstandarte.[85] 

In late December 1944, the Axis forces, including IX Waffen Mountain Corps of the SS (Croatian), defending Budapest, were encircled in the 

Siege of Budapest. The IV SS Panzer Corps (3 SS Totenkopf and 5 SS Wiking) was ordered south to join Hermann Balck's 6th Army (Army 

Group Balck), which was mustering for a relief effort code named Operation Konrad. 

As a part of Operation Konrad I, the IV SS Panzer Corps was committed to action on 1 January 1945, near Tata, with the advance columns of 

Wiking slamming into the Soviet 4th Guards Army. A heavy battle ensued, with the 5 SS Wiking and 3 SS Totenkopf destroying many of the 

Soviet tanks. In three days their panzer spearheads had driven 45 kilometres, over half the distance from the start point to Budapest. The 

Soviets maneuvered forces to block the advance, and they barely managed to halt them at Bicske
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After the Ardennes offensive failed, the SS Divisions involved were pulled out and refitted in Germany in preparation for Operation Spring 

Awakening, with top priority for men and equipment. The replacements were a mixed group of raw recruits and drafted Luftwaffe and 

Kriegsmarine personnel no longer needed by their own branch of service, as they had no aircraft or ships to serve in. The 6th SS Panzer Army 

Operation Spring Awakening [edit]

This section needs additional citations for verification. Please help improve this article by 

adding citations to reliable sources. Unsourced material may be challenged and removed. (January 

2013) 

would again take the lead, with the I SS Panzer Corps (1 SS Leibstandarte and 12 SS Hitlerjugend) and the II SS Panzer Corps (2 SS Das 

Reich and the 10 SS Frundsberg). Also present but not part of the 6th SS Panzer Army was the IV SS Panzer Corps (3 SS Totenkopf and 5 

SS Wiking). This was the first time that six SS Panzer Divisions took part in the same offensive. 

As planned, the offensive got under way on 6 March 1945, spearheaded by the 6th SS Panzer Army. The attack surprised the Soviets, and 

impressive gains were made for an offensive launched at such a late date in the war. However, once the Soviets realized that elite SS units were 

involved, they took the German offensive seriously, utilizing 16 rifle divisions, two tank corps (with some 150 tanks), and two mechanized corps, 

in direct support just behind the front line south west of Lake Balaton. The Soviets had been building up their forces for their own offensive along 

the Danube valley, which meant the 6th SS Panzer Army's attack was confronted by an overwhelming Soviet force of more than 1,000 tanks, 

which ground the German advance to a halt. 

By 14 March the attack was in serious trouble. The advance of the 6th SS Panzer Army, while impressive, was well short of its targets. Two 

days later, the Soviets launched a massive counterattack, which drove the 6th SS Panzer Army back to its start line within 24 hours. All six of 

the Waffen-SS divisions suffered grievously during Spring Awakening, and by the end most were below 50 per cent strength without much 

prospect of reinforcements to replace their losses. 

This failure is famous for the notorious "armband order" that followed. The order was issued to Sepp Dietrich by Adolf Hitler, who claimed that 

the troops, and more importantly, the 1 SS Leibstandarte, "did not fight as the situation demanded."[94] As a mark of disgrace, the 
Leibstandarte units involved in the battle were ordered to remove their treasured "Adolf Hitler" cuff titles. Dietrich was disgusted by Hitler's order 

and did not relay it to his troops. 

After Operation Spring Awakening, the 6th SS Panzer Army withdrew towards Vienna and was involved in the Vienna Offensive. The only major 

force to face the attacking Red Army was the II SS Panzer Corps (2 SS Das Reich and 3 SS Totenkopf), under the commanded of Wilhelm 

Bittrich, along with ad hoc forces made up of garrison and anti-aircraft units.[95] Vienna fell on 13 April.[96] Bittrich's II SS Panzer Corps had 

pulled out to the west that evening to avoid encirclement.[97] 

The Army Group Vistula was formed in 1945 to protect Berlin from the advancing Red Army. It fought 

in the Battle of the Seelow Heights (16
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Josef "Sepp" Dietrich was a former Army sergeant with a peasant background who commanded the forerunner of the Waffen-SS, the 

Sonderkommando Berlin. He would command the Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler from its inception to Regiment, Brigade, and Division. He 

was then given command of the I SS Panzer Corps Leibstandarte and by the end of the war was the commander of the 6th SS Panzer 

Army.[7]  

Paul Hausser, a former General in the regular army, was chosen by Himmler to transform the SS-VT into a credible military organisation. He 

was the first divisional commander of the Waffen-SS when the SS-VT was formed into a Division for the Battle of France. He went onto 

command the II SS Panzer Corps and the 7th Army.[14]  

Theodor Eicke, a former army pay master and police informant. He was the first commander of Dachau concentration camp. He formed the 

SS Totenkopf Division from members of the SS-
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