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Preface

rveconstructing the history of this long-forgotten formation of the Second
World War was a formidable task. While Yugoslavia's Partisan war and the Bosnian
Muslim autonomy movement have hardly been ignored by historians, the
"Handschar" SS Division has received only modest attention at best. This paucity
of secondary material limited me to the use of primary sources and memoirs almost exclusively, and even these were in short supply. Nevertheless, sufficient
data was available to produce a balanced narrative and analysis of the subject.
One particularly valuable find was my discovery of the IX SS Mountain Corps
war diary and a sizable amount of the division's records in Europe, all of which
had been in private possession since the war's end. These materials, combined
with the microfilms of captured documents maintained by the United States National Archives, composed a large portion of the German side of the story. The
diaries and papers of former division members were also useful, these provided
either by the authors themselves or by family members in the cases of the deceased. Perhaps the most prized sources of all, however, were my interviews and
correspondence with former members of the division. I offer my thanks to all who
assisted, both Bosnians and Germans, but especially to Ibrahim Alimabegović,
Zvonimir Bernwald, Klaus Berger, Heinz Gerlach, Imam Džemal Ibrahimović,
Ago Omić, Eduard Roth, Franz Scheucher, Hermann Schifferdecker, Hugo Schmidt,
and, most of all, to Erich Braun and the late Hartmut Schmid.
Undoubtedly the most valuable source from the Partisan side was the Yugoslav
Military History Institute's incredible Zbornik dokumenata i podataka o narod-

nooslobodilačkom ratu jugoslovenskih naroda series, published in over a dozen
tonics consisting of more than one hundred volumes. Reproduced in these books
urc the surviving records of the Yugoslav Partisans, as well as scores of captured
German, Italian, Croatian, and Četnik documents. The set simply has to be seen to
be believed.
As far as the relevant secondary works were concerned, I was quite particular
in my selection of them as source material, as most are notoriously inaccurate.
Apart from several memoirs and a series of monographs prepared by former Partisan officers found in the Istočna Bosna u NOB-u 1941-1945 set, few were consulted at all. Nevertheless, I do recommend Enver Redžić's treatment of the Muslim autonomy movement, Muslimansko autonomaštvo i 13. SS divizija, and Jozo
Tomasevich's brilliant work on the wartime Četniks, which is quite possibly the
finest history concerning the war in Yugoslavia written to date. My only regret is
that the final two volumes of Professor Tomasevich's set never appeared.
It should be noted that the sole purpose of this monograph is to chronicle the
birth, life, and ultimate death of the "Handschar" SS Division. Those seeking additional information concerning the Muslim autonomists and militia should refer
to Redžić's work cited above. Similarly, I've provided but a brief outline of the
rise of Pavelić and the Ustaša movement, as this subject has already been covered
in great detail elsewhere. Anyone interested in further reading in this genre will
not be disappointed by the prolific works of Bogdan Krizman.
The expertise of Professor Taras Hunczak, my undergraduate advisor and quite
possibly the world's greatest Ukrainian, was extremely helpful during my research.
His advice and encouragement were most responsible for the manuscript's award
of Rutgers University's Sydney Zebel History Prize. The many individuals and
institutions that selflessly aided my research and writing are mentioned by name
in the acknowledgements.

Notes on the Text

1. Military ranks: SS ranks are used for SS personnel. A conversion chart has been
provided as Appendix F.
2. Military nomenclature: Non-English military nomenclature has been used to a
limited extent. English translations are provided either immediately following the
foreign term or in the glossary. German military units are often referred to by their
German language designation, usually in an abbreviated style often used by the
Germans themselves. Companies, batteries, and squadrons (numbered in Arabic
numerals) and battalions (in Roman numerals) are written preceding their parent
elements in the German style.
Examples:
SS-Gebirgs-Pionier Bataillon 13 = Pi. Btl. 13.
6th Company of Waffen-Gebirgs-Jäger Regiment der SS 28 (kroatische
Nr. 2) = 6./28.
3. Bosnia-Herzegovina is sometimes called simply "Bosnia" in the interest of readability. The division's non-Germans are collectively called "Bosnians" in the text,
although at various times Albanian Muslims, Sandjak Muslims, Croatian Catholics, Hungarians, Italians, and even several Slovenians and Swiss served within its
ranks. However, the overwhelming majority of non-Germans were Muslims from
Bosnia-Herzegovina.

For Hartmut and the extradited innocents
"Es ist nicht unsere Angelegenheit, uns in irgend einer Form, in kroatische Dinge
einzumischen. "
- Heinrich Himmler

Introduction to
the Maelstrom
T h e autumn of 1940 saw Adolf Hitler feverishly planning his invasion of the
Soviet Union. Taking the security of his Balkan flank into careful consideration,
he sought to draw the southeast European nations into alliances with Germany,
and by the end of February 1941, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria had all joined
the Tripartite Pact. Following intense diplomatic pressure, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia reluctantly followed suit on 25 March of that year. This led a group of disgruntled Serbian military officers to launch a coup that not only toppled Prince
Paul's government, but infuriated Hitler into ordering "Directive 25," calling for
the destruction of the Yugoslav State.1 Germany and its allies began military operations on 6 April and completed the campaign within days, aided by the failure
of the ill-prepared Yugoslav army and the ethnic disunity within its ranks. The
Nazi dictator brought Mussolini's dismal adventure in Greece to a conclusion soon
thereafter.
The Germans, who considered Yugoslavia to be an artificial product of the
Treaty of Versailles,2 decided to grant the Croatians "an independent state within
the borders of their nationality,"3 and before the fighting had even ended, members
1
United States Department of State, Documents on German Foreign Policy 1918-1945 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1964), series D, vol. XII, 353-396.
2
Franjo Tudjman, "The Independent State of Croatia as an Instrument of the Policy of the Occupation Powers in Yugoslavia, and the People's Liberation Movement in Croatia From 1941 to 1945 " in
Les Systems d' Occupation en Yougoslavìe 1941 -1945, edited by Petar Brajović (Belgrade: IRP, 1963),
137.
3
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, W. F. St./Abt. L (IV/Qu), Nr. 00630/41 g. Kdos, F. H. Qu., den
12.4.1941, "Vorläufige Richtlinien für die Aufteilung Jugoslawiens" [International Military Tribunal,
Trial of the Major War Criminals, vol. XXVII (Nuremberg: International Military Tribunal, 1947-49),
60-62],

of the Croatian nationalist Ustaša ("Uprising") movement proclaimed the creation
of the puppet Nezavisna Država Hrvatska, the "Independent State of Croatia."
Party chief Dr. Ante Pavelić arrived in Zagreb from Italian exile and assumed the
position of Poglavnik (leader). The new government quickly annexed the ethnically mixed province of Bosnia-Herzegovina.
The Muslims of these territories, who numbered around 1,000,000 souls,4 were
a legacy of centuries of Ottoman rule. Many of them sought the return of the relative autonomy Bosnia enjoyed during the Hapsburg period (1878-1918) that had
been lost with the advent of Yugoslavia. However, some abandoned this notion
and greeted the formation of the new Croatian state, especially when Pavelić announced that Muslims would share equal standing with the nation's Catholics,5 but
4
According to the 1931 Yugoslav census, 2,487,652 people lived in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 36.64%
were Muslims, 40.92% were Serbian Orthodox, and 22.44% were Catholic.
5
Report of unknown provenance submitted to the Deutschen General in Kroatien, the Deutsche
Gesandtschaft, and the Befehlshaber der Sicherheitspolizei und d. SD, "Unterredung mit Dr. Nasif
Bubić" (U.S. National Archives, Records Group 242, Microcopy T-175, roll 460, ff2979434). (Micro-

most either remained neutral or even opposed it.6 Members of the nation's persecuted Serbian Orthodox minority, who constituted approximately one-third of the
population, soon joined the two prominent resistance movements that emerged,
the Serbian nationalist Četniks, led by former Yugoslav army officer Draža
Mihailović, and the communist-led Partisans of Josip Broz "Tito," which eventually attracted followers from all of Yugoslavia's ethnic groups. Not surprisingly,
the western allies sided with the former, who enjoyed the support of the exiled
king and the Serbian Orthodox Church, but the royalists' reluctance to conduct
operations against the occupation forces soon led the allies to renege and support
Tito.
Despite Pavelić's assurances of equality, it wasn't long before many Bosnian
Muslims became dissatisfied with Croatian rule.7 "Not one single Muslim," complained an Islamic leader, "occupied an influential post in the (local) administration."8 Even worse was the fierce fighting that broke out between government
forces and their allies on one side, the Partisans on another, and the Cetniks on a
third. A number of Ustaša units believed the Muslims to be communist sympathizers and burned their villages and murdered civilians,9 while the Cetniks accused
films from this facility will be cited hereafter by their microcopy and roll numbers only). In its efforts
to obtain an ethnic Croatian majority in the region over local Serbs, the new regime advanced the
theory that the Muslims were of purely Croatian origin. One official stated that "at the time of the
Turkish arrival in the area (in the fifteenth century) there were no Pravoslavs in Bosnia-Herzegovina"
[Statements excerpted from an undated memorandum written by Croatian Minister of Justice Dr. Pavao
Canki (T-175, roll 460, ff2979376)]. The actual Slavic stem from which the Bosnian Muslims originate is of little significance to this study, for the majority of these people see themselves as being of
simply Muslim heritage (ibid.).
6
Jozo Tomasevich, War and Revolution in Yugoslavia 1941-1945: The Chetniks (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1975), 105.
7
According to one German official, relations between the Croatian government and the Muslims
began to sour as early as November 1941 [Der Deutsche General in Agram, Anlage zu la Nr. 377/41 g.
Kdos., 21. November 1941 (T-501, roll 264, ffl280)].
8
ibid. The following statistics concerning the distribution of government positions in BosniaHerzegovina were gleaned from a German intelligence report:
Government Post

non-Muslims

Muslims

Minister
State-Secretaries
Peoples' Representatives
Foreign Ministry
Finance Ministry (High Officials)
Ministry of the Interior

18
6
193
49
159
53

2
0
13
2
2
0

(Report of unknown provenance, "Politische Gruppen und Persönlichkeiten der Mohamedaner
im Unabhängigen Staat Kroatien," undated (T-175, roll 460, ff2979418). One Muslim leader went as
far as comparing the new Croatia to the inter-war Yugoslavia (ibid.).
'Letter to Croatian Vice-President Dr. Džaferbeg Kulenović and Minister Hilmija Beslagić endorsed by over fifty prominent Bosnian Muslims dated 12 November 1941 (T-175, roll 460, ff2979411).
For a German record of Ustaša anti-Muslim actions see Gen. Kdo. V SS-Geb. Korps, Abt. Ic/Dolm./
Tgb. Nr. 5653/44 geh. v. 8. 7. 1944, "Verzeichnis über Ustaschen-Übergriffe" (T-175, roll 115,
ff2645821).

t h e m of taking part in Croatian anti-Orthodox excesses and performed similar atrocities. 1 0 Little help was forthcoming from the fledgling Croatian army, which, acc o r d i n g to the Germans, "was of minimal combat value,"11 and attempts at raising
un indigenous self-defense militia were generally unsuccessful owing to regional
und political differences among the Muslim notabilities.12 A host of small local
f o r c e s did emerge,13 but only a brigade-sized legion formed in the city of Tuzla by
M a j o r Muhamed Hadžiefendić, a Muslim commissioned by the Croatian army,
w a s of any significance, and it lacked weaponry and trained officers. The new
Croatian State was strongly Catholic in character, and the fate of Bosnia's Muslims was of little interest to many of its leading ecclesiastics. The bishop of Sarajevo
was heard to say that "a third of the Muslims will be killed by the Partisans, one
third will perish as refugees, and the rest will then be ready (for conversion) for the
Catholic church."14 One German source states that by 1943, over 100,000 Muslims had been killed and 250,000 were refugees. In addition, a serious food shortage threatened the region with starvation. "The Muslims," remarked one German
general, "bear the special status of being persecuted by all others."15
The Muslim Autonomists
As was indicated above, there were many Muslims in Bosnia-Herzegovina
who looked back on the era of Austrian rule with a kind of nostalgia. One leader
called the Habsburg system employed in the region a "model administration" in
which Muslims "were appointed to the highest positions."16 A generally Germanfriendly nature existed among at least a portion of Bosnia's Islamic population,
this revealed in 1941 when thousands of volunteers answered a Nazi appeal for
manpower to fight against the Soviet Union.17 There was in fact one circle of promil0
Jozo Tomasevich, War and Revolution in Yugoslavia 1941-1945: The Chetniks (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1975), 257-259. To some Serbians, the Muslims were "reminders of the
hated Turkish rule" (ibid.).
" SS-Brigadeführer Ernst Fick to Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler dated 16 March 1944 (T175, roll 70, ff2586888).
"Ladislaus Hory and Martin Broszat, Der Kroatische Ustasche-Staat 1941-1945 (Stuttgart:
Deutsche Verlags Anstalt, 1964), 155. See also Enver Redžić, Muslimansko autonomaštvo i 13. SS
divizija (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1987), 231.
13
One Muslim wrote that the militia "have proven inadequate" [Imam Hasan Bajraktarević to SSObergruppenführer Phleps dated 15 November 1943 (T-175, roll 70, ff2587075)].
14
SS-Gruppenführer Gottlob Berger to Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler dated 19 April 1943,
"Reise des Gross-Mufti von Palästina" (T-175, roll 125, ff2650998).
" G e n . Kdo. V. SS-Geb. Korps, Der Kdr. Gen.,Tgb. Nr. 139/43, g. Kdos. v. 5. November 1943 to
RoichsfUhrer-SS Heinrich Himmler (T-175, roll 125, ff2651009).
"' Report of unknown provenance submitted to Deutschen General in Kroatien, the Deutsche
Gesandtschaft, and the Befehlshaber der Sicherheitspolizei u. d. SD, "Unterredung mit Dr. Nasif Bubić"
(T-175, roll 460, ff2979434). For an excellent study in English covering Habsburg rule in Bosnia see
Robert J. Donia's Islam Under the Double Eagle.
l7
SS-Mann Nedim Salihbegović, "Bericht zur Lage" dated 25 September 1943 (T-175, roll 70,

IT25K7115).

nent Muslims that favored political autonomy under German military protection.
Led by Spaho-disciple Uzeiraga Hadžihasanović, the ranks of this group swelled
as Muslim support for Pavelić waned. By late 1942, the desperate situation in the
area led these autonomists, who had previously staked their hopes on the militia,
to believe that there was no alternative but to actively seek German assistance. A
formal appeal asking Hitler to annex Bosnia - Herzegovina and afford the Muslims protection from their enemies was drafted on 1 November and sent to Berlin.
Hitler apparently had little interest in taking Bosnia into the Reich. One can
only speculate as to his reaction to the appeal; he probably demurred owing to a
reluctance to mix in the internal politics of his Croatian ally, despite the potentially
positive effects such a merger could have had on neutral Turkey.18 There was,
however, one German who was quite interested in these Muslims, not so much in
their request for annexation but in their potential for military service. This was
Heinrich Himmler, chief of thè SS, who envisioned the establishment of an "SS
recruiting zone" in Bosnia.19 He wrote:
I hope to reach out to a people who today stand apart from the Croatian
State and have a long tradition and attachment to the Reich, which we can
utilize militarily.20
The "Reichsfiihrer-SS" had always reserved the ranks of his organization for
Aryans exclusively, and it appears that he subscribed to theories advanced by both
Croatian and German nationalists that the "Croatian" people, including the Muslims, were not ethnic Slavs but the progeny of "pure Aryans, of either Gothic or of
Iranian descent."21 He was in any case personally fascinated by the Islamic faith,
which he believed fostered fearless soldiers, and marveled at the idea of a military
division composed of these men.22 The SS sought through the creation of such a
division to rally all of Islam's disciples to their side. A general wrote:
Through the Croatian-Bosnian division, it is our desire to reach out to
Muslims all over the world, who number around 350 million people and are
decisive in the struggle with the British Empire.23
18

Wilhelm Hoettl, The Secret Front (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1953), 162.
SS-Ostubaf. Rudolf Brandt to SS-Ogruf. Artur Phleps dated 20 November 1943 (T-175, roll
125,ff2651008).
20
Himmler to General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau dated 3 March 1943 (T-175, roll 111,
ff2635275).
21
Yeshayahu Jelinek, "Nationalities and Minorities in the Independent State of Croatia" Nationalities Papers Fall 1980: 195.
22
General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau to General Oberst Alexander Lohr dated 2 March 1943
(T-501, roll 264, ff549).
23
SS-Ogruf. Gottlob Berger to Envoy Siegfried Kasche, "Kroatischer Raum" dated 24 July 1943
(T-120, roll 1077, 436766).
19

Bosnian infantry of the Austrian army, circa 1895. Heeresgeschichtliches Museum, Vienna.

Himmler endeavored to restore what he called "an old Austrian tradition" by
reviving the Bosnian regiments of the former Austro - Hungarian army in the form
of a Bosnian Muslim SS Division.24 Once raised, this division was to engage and
destroy Tito's Partisan forces operating in northeastern Bosnia, thus restoring local "order." To be sure, Himmler's primary concern in the region was not the security of the local Muslim population, but the welfare of ethnic German settlers to
the north in Srem. "I hope that t h e . . . 'Bosnian Division' will bring order, at least
in the area that borders the ethnic German settlements in Srem," he said. "Srem is
the granary of Croatia, and hopefully it and our beloved German settlements will
be secured. I hope that the area south of Srem will be liberated by . . . the Bosnian
Division... so that we can at least restore partial order in this ridiculous (Croatian)
state."25
24
While the Reichsführer claimed that he "knew the southeast better than anywhere else," one
German official in Croatia wrote, "Himmler appears to be of the opinion that (the) old Bosnian regiments consisted solely of Muslims," when in fact men of all faiths had served Franz Josef. If he was
aware of the truth, he obviously chose to ignore it ("Rede des Reichsführers-SS Heinrich Himmler vor
den Führer der 13. SS-Freiw. b. h. Gebirgs Division (Kroatien), im Führerheim Westlager,
Truppenübungsplatz Neuhammer, am 11. Januar 1944" (T-175, roll 94, ff2614731), and Glaise von
Horstenau to Lohr dated 2 March 1943 (T-501, roll 264, ff549).
25
"Rede des Reichsführer-SS auf der Tagung der RPA-Leiter am 28. Januar 1944" (T-175, roll
94,112614801).

€
The Recruiting of
the Division
H i m m l e r first proposed his idea of a "Bosnian" Division to Hitler during a
lecture he presented concerning manpower procurement on 6 December 1942. He
stated that the formation of the new division could be carried out by the SS Division "Prinz Eugen" in Croatia, and called its commander, Artur Phleps, "especially qualified for this task."1 Although the military situation in Croatia was quite
serious at the time and the Germans were taking an increasingly more active role
in the fighting,2 it appears that Hitler chose to await the outcome of an ongoing
Axis offensive in the region before making a decision. Nevertheless, it seems that
he favored the idea, for an SS representative journeyed to Croatia early the following month to discuss the plan with Siegfried Kasche, the local German envoy.3 He
finally consented during a conference held at his Wolfschanze headquarters on 13
February 1943.4
Before the formation of the division could begin, the approval of the Croatian
government had to be obtained. German Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop
ordered Envoy Kasche to speak with Pavelić on the matter, and
1

Himmler to Hitler dated 12 December 1942 (T-175, roll 124, ff2698755).
By February 1943, the Germans had virtually assumed direct control of the Croatian armed
forces. A Croatian legion division was already operating within the German army, and additional formations were planned. "The external and internal situations in the southeast demand," one German
report bluntly stated, "that the Croatian military be (reorganized) and strengthened. Previous experience has shown that the situation can only be recited under German command" [Ausw. Amt Nr. 486
für Botschafter Ritter (T-120, roll 5799, 305387)].
3
Volkstumreferat, "Vermerk über die Absprache mit Obersturmbannführer Letsch vom
Ergänzungsamt der Waffen-SS, am 5. Jänner 1943 in Brod a/S" (T-120, roll 5799, H313216).
4
Heinrich Himmler, "Niederschrift über Besprechung mit dem Führer am Sonnabend den 13.
Februar 1943 in der Wolfschanze um 17 Uhr" (T-175, roll 131, ff2658073).
2

Heinrich Himmler

make it clear that in the present phase of the war, the enemy has to be
dealt with as forcefully as possible. It would be in best interest of the common
war effort that this German-led division be formed.
"I hope," von Ribbentrop concluded, "that the Poglavnik will agree." The
envoy brought the matter to Pavelić and was quickly able to obtain his approval.5
Despite this initial show of support, however, the German foreign ministry and
Croatian government soon became the division's greatest political foes.
Shortly after receiving his Fiihrer's sanction, Himmler telegrammed Phleps in
the Balkans, informing him of the plan. The division, he explained, was to consist
of Bosnians of the Muslim faith, and that those who volunteered could be promised "all of the old rights that they enjoyed in the Austrian army," meaning free
religious practice and the wear of traditional Muslim headgear, the fez.6 The
Reichsführer decreed that the raising of the new division was to begin immediately.
On 18 February, Phleps flew to Zagreb and began formal negotiations with
the Croatian government concerning the actual formation of the division. Present
were Phleps, Envoy Kasche, Croatian Foreign Minister Dr. Mladen Lorković, who

' Von Ribbentrop to Kasche and Kasche to von Ribbentrop from 13 February 1943 (T-120, roll
212, 162346 and 162348).
6
Himmler to Phleps dated 13 February 1943 (T-175, roll 70, ff2587188).

Artur Phleps

represented Pavelić at the meeting, and Colonel von Funck, the representative of
General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau, the German Deputy General in Croatia.
While Pavelić had given the project his blessing, the conference immediately revealed that the two sides held very different views of the "Bosnian" Division.
Lorković told Phleps that his government officially "welcomed" the formation of the division, but it was obvious that the Croatians desired to carry out the
recruiting effort themselves. This was due to what the Germans called "internal
and external political motives"7 - they clearly opposed Himmler's plan for an allMuslim division, believing it would ruin their efforts to mold all of Croatia's inhabitants into one people, as both regional and religious consciousness would be
raised,8 and feared possible Italian "countermeasures," such as the conversion of
Serbian Četnik units into Black Shirt divisions.9 Lorković requested the following:
'Phleps to Himmler dated 19 February 1943 (T-175, roll 111, ff2635345).
"Konsul Dr. Winkler, "Die Politische Lage der Mohammedaner Bosniens April 1943" dated 4
May 1943 (T-120, roll 4203, K208927). As one German official later wrote, "(The Croatians) saw this
as a dangerous blow against their false principle of a national unified Croatian state" [Glaise von
Horstenau to Himmler dated 25 February 1943 (T-175, roll 111. ff2635851)]. See also Phleps to Jüttner,
"Zwischenbericht über Werbeaktion muselmanischer Freiwilliger" dated 19 April 1943 (T-175, roll
70, ff2587179).
' G l a i s e von Horstenau to Himmler dated 25 February 1943 (T-175, roll 111, ff2635351). The
Germans simply dismissed any notion of Italian action in the region. One German official wrote, "We
have long afforded Italy opportunities to form the Croatian army. Italy has made no use of this chance"
[Botschafter Ritter, Nr. 77 (T-120, roll 5799, 305385)].

- The division was to be named the "SS Ustaša Division," as the formation was "not to be an SS Division, as such, but a Croatian unit raised with SS
assistance." Its regiments were to receive "regional" names, such as "Bosna,"
"Krajina," "Una," etc.
- Recruiting for the new division was to be carried out by the Croatian
government and not the SS.
- Croatian uniforms and ranks were to be used.
- The language of command in the division was to be Croatian.
- The formation of the division was to take place in Croatia.10
Lorković also stated that 6,000 Ustaša volunteers could be supplied for the
division immediately, and promised that the "influence" of the Muslim leadership
in northeastern Bosnia could be procured for the recruiting effort.
Phleps dissented to most of Lorković's proposals. He stated that the uniform
was to be that of the SS, but with the addition of a special Croatian badge, and that
the language of command in the division would be German." He also presented
his own suggestion for the division's name, which was "SS Division 'Croatia.'"12
He was certainly not impressed by the offer of the Ustaša volunteers, as he considered this to be an attempt to give the new division a distinctly Croatian character,
and insisted that the SS conduct the recruiting drive.13 He then reported the results
of the negotiations to Himmler, who rejected nearly all of the Croatian demands
out of hand. "I still intend to form the division from Muslims," the Reichsführer
wrote, adding that the 6,000 volunteers would be "gladly accepted," but that they
would be inducted into separate police battalions.14 As far as prospective manpower for the division was concerned, the SS was far more interested in Major
Hadžiefendić's Muslim legion than in Ustaša men.15
10
Kasche to von Ribbentrop dated 18 February 1943 (T-120, roll 212, 162359), and Phleps to
Himmler dated 19 February 1943 (T-175, roll 111, ff2645345).
" Auswärtiges Amt to the Deutsche Gesandtschaft in Agram (Zagreb), "Im Anschluss an den
Drahtverlass Nr. 235 vom 26. Februar 1943" (T-120, roll 2908, E464497).
l2
Personal diary of Artur Phleps, entry from 18 February 1943.
13
Phleps to Jüttner, "Zwischenbericht über Werbeaktion muselmanischer Freiwilliger" dated 19
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Phleps conducted further negotiations on the twenty-third with Pavelić himself to ensure that the grounds for the formation of the division were "fully confirmed politically," but the Poglavnik for the most part simply reiterated Lorković's
words of the eighteenth.16 The leading Muslim in Pavelić's government, Dr.
Džaferbeg Kulenović, was also present at the meeting, but he expressed doubt that
enough Muslim volunteers could be recruited. "If this were 1941," Kulenović said,
"not only 20,000, but 100,000 volunteers could have been procured." Finally, an
SS delegation led by Rudolf Dengel, who replaced Phleps when pressing matters
in the Division "Prinz Eugen" called him away,17 met with Croatian State Secretary Dr. Vjekoslav Vrančić and completed an agreement. In his memoirs, Vrančić
claims that Phleps was indeed present during the beginning of these negotiations
(4 March), and provides an interesting if not somewhat self-aggrandizing anecdote from the proceedings when he refused to agree to the SS terms outright:
(I announced) that this division could not be composed exclusively of
Muslims. I was against (any) religious symbolism, for the communists could
claim that the Croatian state was using the Muslims as cannon fodder. . . . I
also requested that the Croatian government be entrusted with carrying out
the recruiting effort.
Phleps, an authoritarian figure by nature, could not believe that a Croatian
political official could oppose this order, which had been issued by Himmler
himself. He was quite angry and stormed out of the room in protest, slamming
the door behind him. His negotiating team did not follow, so I asked them to
continue the talks, which they did. I reiterated my views . . . and they informed Berlin, telling me that their headquarters would decide.
On the following day, 5 March, the team returned (without Phleps). After
a short discussion, an agreement was reached that was ratified by the Croatian
government. We also sought Italian approval (for the plan).18
The terms of the agreement were as follows:
1. The "Croatian SS Volunteer Division" will consist of Muslim and Catholic Croatians, primarily from Bosnia - Herzegovina. The Hadžiefendić legion
will stand at the division's disposal for personnel. From the Croatian side,
16
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bilingual officers and NCOs, as well as Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans who
in this case lived in Croatia), will be supplied. These must be discharged from
Croatian service and mustered (for the division) before the general induction
takes place.
2. The recruiting will be carried out by the Croatian government with
close cooperation of the Waffen-SS and under German control.
3. Induction of the volunteers will be carried out by the SS Replacement
Command, Southeast.
4. The uniform will be field grey with a field grey fez, German national
and rank insignia, the Croatian national shield on the right upper arm, and
collar patch without the SS insigne. The Croatian language can be used colloquially and for training. The language of command will be German.
5. Pay and benefits will be allotted by the Waffen-SS in accordance with
German custom.
6. Careful attention will be paid to religious customs.
7. The final agreement will be made through an exchange of briefs by the
Croatian government and the German Legation.19
Agreement or no agreement, Himmler sought to stick to his plan of recruiting
Muslims exclusively. On 3 March, Phleps met with fellow SS officer Karl von
Krempler, who, together with Croatian government official Dr. Alija Šuljak, was
to conduct the recruiting effort. The campaign began on the twentieth, when the
multi-lingual von Krempler and Dr. Šuljak, accompanied by several other dignitaries,20 began an eighteen-day recruiting tour through eleven Bosnian districts.
"ibid. See also SS-Hauptamt, Amtsgruppe D, Germanische Leitstelle, "Besprechungsniederschrift
Uber die Aufstellung einer kroatische SS-Division" dated 11 March 1943 (T-120, roll 2908, E464789).
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place with Italian cooperation." The SS left it to the German Foreign Ministry to obtain this approval
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Ruglb Caplić, and an official named Hasić from the Croatian side. Šuljak stated that SS officer Balthasar
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Public meetings were held with the local population where men were urged to
volunteer for the new division. The model of Franz Josef's old Bosnian regiments
apparently played a significant role in convincing the men to serve,21 as their Great
War heroics were continually echoed during the formation period. One SS publication announced:
An Old Tradition is Reborn
During the First World War, the Bosnian - Herzegovinian regiments
achieved eternal glory. Their valor was proverbial. . . . Now the Führer has
provided them with the opportunity to fight in the ranks of the Waffen-SS for
a better future of our continent and their own homeland. They have voluntarily answered the Poglavnik's c a l l . . . and shall be armed and equipped to take
their place as German soldiers among the other peoples (of Europe).22
One volunteer later offered a far more pragmatic reason of why he and his
compatriots came forward - the belief that the division "would once and for all put
an end to Četnik massacres of Muslims in eastern Bosnia."23
As von Krempler and Šuljak set about recruiting volunteers, the Germans
began raising the division's formation staff (Aufstellungsstab) in Berlin on 9 March.
This staff was responsible for forming the division's individual units and training
its personnel. Herbert von Obwurzer, who commanded a regiment on the eastern
front, was charged with the division's formation. Fellow Austrian Erich Braun was
chosen as his operations officer. Braun wrote in his diary:
9 March -1 am finally informed that von Obwurzer of the SS Division
"Nord" and I are to raise the "Croatian Division," as the sister division of the
"Prinz Eugen." No directives have been issued. From 1400 hours on I await
von Obwurzer.
10 March -1 am invited to coffee with von Obwurzer at 1600. He makes
a fabulous impression. He is Tyrolean, a former Kaiserjäger, and an officer
from head to toe. He is pleased that I am an Austrian. We discuss the situation.
Von Obwurzer then traveled to Serbia to the SS Division "Prinz Eugen" to
acquaint himself with the military-political situation in the Balkans, and eventually joined Braun in Zagreb, where the Aufstellungsstab was to be based, in early
21
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April.24 The pair got along well at first, but this later changed. Himmler ordered his
personal representative in Croatia, Konstantin Kammerhofer, to assist in the recruiting effort as well.
Duplicity
It was immediately evident that both the SS and the Croatian government
were intriguing to advance their own agendas during the recruiting drive. In dispute of course was the division's ethnic composition. Himmler's desire that only
Muslims be used was made known during the initial negotiations and had not
changed. Croatian government officials, on the other hand, were wholeheartedly
opposed to any action that could foster Muslim nationalist feeling. While maintaining an official veneer of support for the project, the Pavelić regime made surreptitious attempts to "sabotage" the recruiting effort.
Dr. Alija Šuljak stood among a group of prominent Muslims who "supported
the Croatian state and felt themselves to be Croatian nationals."25 By 1943 this
group "was held in fairly low regard by the majority of Bosnia's Muslims,"26 and
Šuljak's appearance at the public meetings during the recruiting tour in his Ustaša
uniform, and his speeches, which contained only Ustaša intentions, "met with sound
rejection from the Muslim population."27 Von Krempler reported this to Phleps
and on 6 April a conference was held at the home of General Glaise von Horstenau
where Phleps informed Dr. Vrančić of his dissatisfaction with Šuljak and demanded
his dismissal. Vrančić, who was himself quoted as saying that "a Bosnian division
with an anti-Ustaša attitude could not (be permitted) to form," pledged compliance, and promised that two Croatian army officers would be sent as replacements.
The pair never arrived, but the Germans were anything but bitter, for the recruiting
could hence be carried out with minimal Croatian interference.28
Šuljak vehemently denied responsibility for any wrongdoing. "The only friction that occurred," he later said, "was caused by the fact that (von Krempler)
spoke in the Serbian dialect during the public meetings, which greatly irritated my
countrymen. It would have been much better if (he) had simply kept his mouth
24
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shut." 2 " Š u l j a k balked when von Krempler not only announced that his instruct i o n s f r o m Berlin were to recruit Muslims only, but also when he attempted to
h a v e a recruiting placard printed that sported the green banners and crescent of
Islam. 3 " His claims were later confirmed by Glaise von Horstenau, who wrote:
In Bosnia, the (SS) recruiters are proclaiming the autonomy similar to
that of the Austrian (monarchy), of which all (sic) Bosnians dream.31
The Ustaša man also reported what was surely an embarrassing moment for
his SS colleague during the jaunt:
Von Krempler . . . had lived in Greece for a time. . . . As we passed
through Slavonski Brod, we came upon a transport of Jews from Salonika that
was heading north. Many of these Jews knew (von) Krempler as an old friend
and heartily greeted him, which in my presence was quite embarrassing for
him.32
For his part, von Krempler had taken leave of Šuljak days before even reporting to Phleps. Upon reaching Tuzla, he met with Major Hadžiefendić, and on 28
March the pair departed for Sarajevo, where Hadžiefendić introduced the German
to leading Muslim autonomists, including the Reis-el-Ulema, Hafiz Muhamed
Pandža. Here, wholehearted support for the recruiting could be found, for the autonomists saw the division as a god-send to the persecuted Muslim population.33 It
is known that Pandža on at least one occasion assembled Muslim scholars in
Sarajevo and announced, "The Germans are our friends. They referred to the legendary friendship between Austria and Bosnia, and we must save what can be
saved (of Bosnia)."34 Outraged Croatian government officials protested in vain to
the German legation, demanding that Hadžiefendić return to his legion in Tuzla
and von Krempler be relieved.35
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Croatian intrigue also emerged in the form of Minister of Justice Dr. Pavao
Canki, who attempted to submit what the Germans called a "falsified report" to the
government in Zagreb, claiming that the creation of the division would cause unrest among Bosnia's Catholic and Serbian Orthodox populations.56 Himmler was
told of young men who had volunteered for the division "being hauled out of their
beds at night and taken to Croatian army bases or the concentration camps at
Novogradisca and Jasenovac," but this charge later proved to be false.37 There was
even a report that uniformed Ustaša members were going as far as removing the
division's recruiting placards in the middle of the night, when no one was allowed
on the streets without special permission.38

Scheming Croatian officials were not the only obstacles the SS had to overcome during the campaign. The German Foreign Office was hardly pleased about
Himmler's dabbling in foreign affairs,39 and Envoy Kasche in particular was bitterly opposed to an all-Muslim division. A strong supporter of the Croatian government, and certainly no friend of the SS,40 Kasche told anyone who would listen
that the SS Leadership was "following a political path of its own making in Bosnia,"
and that this was "highly dangerous" to the Croatian situation41 He also leveled
criticism at von Krempler personally for his blatant disregard of the Vrančić-Dengel
agreement of 5 March.42 Another German diplomat claimed that the Croatians possessed "neither the ideal nor the ability to solve its nationality problem," and that
36
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Haj Amin el-Husseini

Pavelić's new state "could quite possibly be destroyed by Himmler's patronage of
the Muslim autonomy movement."43
The Mufti
The chief of the SS Main Office, Gottlob Berger, believed that the exiled
Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin el-Husseini, could be of help in encouraging Muslims to volunteer for the new division. Once the leader of the Higher Arab Committee in Palestine, the Anglophobic Mufti now maintained a comfortable existence in an elegant Zehlendorf villa while in pay of both the German Foreign Office and the SS, and was instrumental in furthering German-Muslim relations. A
conference was held in Berlin on 24 March where Berger, Husseini, and Phleps
discussed the matter. The Mufti was well aware of the situation in Bosnia, for in a
speech he presented only days before the meeting he said:
The hearts of all Muslims must today go out to our Islamic brothers in
Bosnia, who are forced to endure a tragic fate. They are being persecuted by
the Serbian and communist bandits, who receive support from England and
the Soviet U n i o n . . . . They are being murdered, their possessions are robbed,
and their villages are burned. England and its allies bear a great accountability
43
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before history for mishandling and murdering Europe's Muslims, just as they
have done in the Arabic lands and in India.44
Husseini told the Germans of the great influence he wielded "on the Mediterranean coast and throughout the Oriental world,"45 so Berger arranged for him to
tour the region and meet with leading Muslim personalities, Croatian government
officials, and local German military commanders. "Much was expected from the
visit," one SS officer recalled. "The Mufti was to play a key role in the formation
of the Bosnian Division."46 The tour, which took place from 30 March to 14 April,
was indeed a success, as a German diplomat wrote:
The faithful recognized him as a true Muslim; he was honored as a descendant of the Prophets. Friends from his theological studies in Cairo and
pilgrimage to Mecca welcomed him. He was presented gifts, old weapons,
embroidery, (and the like)."47
An SS officer reported on the Mufti's visit to Sarajevo:
Phleps sent von Krempler and me to Sarajevo to assist with the security
measures and quartering for the Mufti's visit. He in fact stayed at the former
palace of the Austrian governor, where, on 28 June 1914, the bodies of the
slain Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife were brought and laid in state.
The Mufti was an extremely impressive personality. His reddish blond
beard, steady motions, expressive eyes, and charismatic facial features gave
him more the look of a philosopher than a revolutionary. I personally was
unable to converse with him, for I could not speak Arabic, Turkish, or English, all of which he spoke fluently, but von Krempler spoke Turkish quite
well, and the pair had one or two conversations.
The only remarkable figure in Husseini's entourage was his servant. This
man, an armed Bedouin dressed in European clothing, stood or sat in front of
the Mufti's door throughout the entire day to ensure that his master was not
interrupted during his prayers. At night, he laid down in front of the door,
wrapped in a blanket, so that the Mufti could sleep in peace. I never did find
out when he himself ate, drank, or slept.
'[A Islamisches Zentral-Institut zu Berlin e.V., "Die Rede Seiner Eminenz des Grossmufti von
Plllllstiiia . . . am 19. März 1943" (T-120, roll 392, 297890).
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'"' Leiter to the author from Balthasar Kirchner dated 27 September 1993.
Konsul Dr. Winkler, "Die Politische Lage der Mohammedaner Bosniens April 1943" dated 4
May 1943 (T-120, roll 4203, K208927).

The Mufti was in any case quite reserved in regard to fighting Bolshevism. His main enemies were the Jewish settlers in Palestine and the English.
The visit was a success, however, in that here was a high spiritual and political
dignitary of Islam, known throughout the world, who was on the German
side, appealing for a common front against common enemies.48
Islamic leaders journeyed from as far away as Albania to speak with the Mufti,
and he received members of nearly all of the multitude of groups that composed
the post-Spaho Bosnian Muslim political scene. He was told not only of the disregard displayed by the Croatian government for the Muslims' welfare, but of the
bitterness held by some Muslims for the Germans, whom the former believed would
bring peace and prosperity with their arrival in 1941. They also voiced their disapproval of Axis military assistance provided to their arch-enemies - the Serbian
Četniks.49 In his sermon at Sarajevo's largest mosque, Husseini's words on the
desperate situation in Bosnia brought his audience to tears. He analogized the
Bosnian Muslims of the time to a wandering man who had lost his compass, and
implored them to support the Axis powers.50 Interestingly, one future division
member who was present recalled the Mufti urging the Muslims to "support the
Germans and obtain weapons from them," but, obviously sensitive to Croatian
ears, that he did not mention the division specifically.51 While speaking with a
correspondent from Sarajevo's Osvit, Husseini referred to the Bosnian Muslims as
"the cream of Islam." He told another group:
The entire Muslim world is united in the struggle against Britain and
Soviet Russia. This I have assured the Führer. .. . The Muslim world stands
united with Germany, which deserves and will achieve victory. The attitude of
the Muslim world is clear. Those lands suffering under the British and Bolshevist yoke impatiently await the moment when the Axis (powers) will emerge
victorious. We must dedicate ourselves to unceasing struggle against Britain that dungeon of peoples - and to the complete destruction of the British Empire. We must dedicate ourselves to unceasing struggle against Bolshevist
Russia because communism is incompatible with Islam."52
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While initially surprised by the Mufti's visit, the Croatians were well aware
that its timing - just as the SS was recruiting its "Muslim" division and courting
the uutonomists - was no accident,53 and their intrigue came into play. Government officials attempted to prevent Husseini from meeting with leading Muslim
nationalists, but their plot was foiled by von Krempler, who managed to obtain an
audience with the Mufti for these important Muslims.54 Dr. Canki complained to
Envoy Kasche that with the Mufti's visit, and the recruiting of "hodžas" (i.e. imams,
Muslim clerics who were to look after the Islamic religious affairs in the division),
the division bore "the appearance of a pan-Islamic fighting unit."55 The envoy
himself informed his superiors in Berlin that "the Croatians have complained to
me that the SS officers decided to induct Muslims only since the beginning of the
recruiting campaign."56
Upon his return to Germany, Husseini submitted a litany of proposals for the
division:
1. The most important task of this division must be to protect the homeland and families (of the Bosnian volunteers); the division must not be permitted to leave Bosnia.
2. The officer corps of the division must be composed of Muslims. There
are many men available who served in the Austrian army.
3. The division must be permitted to retain its weapons until the end of
the war.
4. The division should not muster troops from the Hadžiefendić legion,
which has undertaken the defense of this region.57
As it turned out, the SS ignored the Mufti's suggestions. The volunteers were
indeed permitted to retain their weapons until the end of the war, but only so long
as they served in the division, and while Berger claimed that "it could not be ruled
out that members of (Hadžiefendić's) legion might be enlisted into the Waffen SS
" Konsul Dr. Winkler, "Die politische Lage der Mohammedaner Bosniens April 1943" dated 4
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owing to military expediency,"58 six thousand of them were already mustered before Husseini even returned to Berlin.59 The Germans also sought to induct
Hadžiefendić himself, but their intention was never realized: the major and fiftyfive of his men were slain by the Partisans on 2 October near Tuzla.60
In spite of the Mufti's efforts, only 8,000 men had volunteered for the division
by 14 April,61 and this was not nearly enough to fill its ranks. If Berger was correct
when he reported to Himmler that by the last week of April "20,000 Bosnians and
8,000 men from Sandjak were available for service,"62 they were simply not volunteering. In the end, Himmler himself visited Zagreb on 5 May and announced
that men of all faiths would finally be accepted into the division, but with the
stipulation that the rate of Catholics to Muslims "was not to exceed 1:10."63 Von
Obwurzer apparently placed more emphasis on recruiting Catholics than the
Reichsführer would have liked, for the latter wrote:
Von Obwurzer is behaving like an elephant in a porcelain s h o p . . . . Contrary to my order, he is directing his propaganda above all (author's emphasis)
at the (Catholics)."64
Eventually, some 2,800 Catholics were inducted into the division,65 much to
Himmler's chagrin.

The Germans had originally decided to honor Lorković's request that the division be formed and trained in Croatia. This was to take place at the troop training
grounds at Zemun, but when Braun inspected the post on 11 April, it was discovered that the site could only facilitate 8,000 men. Another problem was that the
117th Jäger Division was also to be formed in this area at the same time. Braun
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NCOs at Goslar, May 1943. From left to right, Kottig, Seyfried, Kühne, Jahnke, Bensel, Fahsl.

reported to Phleps that due to this lack of space, only a training area in Germany
could be considered.
It was decided that the division's signal battalion was to consist solely of
German personnel so as to avoid language/communication problems. The formation of this unit began on 27 April at an SS training facility in Goslar. The enlisted
men were primarily recruits who had been mustered in October and November of
1942 and had recently completed their basic training, and the NCOs were in many
cases the recruits' original instructors. One trainee recalled that "many of the young
signalmen had the luck of retaining their trusted squad leaders and trainers as radio
or telephone section leaders."66 Officers were seconded from other units in early
May. The unit commander was former theology student and decorated eastern
front veteran Hans Hanke. Generally well-liked by his troops, one man later said
that Hanke "was always approachable with problems and the like, but demanded
iron discipline and full combat readiness. He left the normal running of the unit
largely to the company commanders, while he for the most part remained in the
background."67 The unit was quartered in old prisoner barracks at the Goslar complex until the end of June, as plans to transfer the unit to Samobor were scrapped
when the Germans decided not to carry out the division's training in Croatia.

The Induction of the Bosnian Volunteers
The actual induction of the Bosnian volunteers began shortly after the conclusion of the recruiting tour. It did not always run smoothly: at Travnik, the Germans
disrupted a prayer service at a local mosque and took away not only those who had
volunteered, but also other young males who they deemed to be fit for military
service on the spot. A number of these men deserted on the following morning.68
On the other hand, there were several cases of Croatian military personnel actually
deserting from their units to volunteer for the division, leading in one instance to a
shoot-out on a Zagreb street. Lorković complained to von Obwurzer about these
incidents,69 and the Germans eventually agreed to return the men to their garrisons.70 As for the volunteers themselves, one SS officer wrote:
" H e i n z Gerlach, "Erinnerung an die vor 39 Jahren erfolgte Aufstellung der Geb. Nachr. Abt. 13
(Handschar) in Goslar und deren Entwicklung innerhalb des Div. Verbandes," unpublished manuscript, 1982.
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26. 5. 1943 bei Aussenminister Lorković" (T-501, roll 267, ff395).

The volunteers came from all walks of life, (but) most were dirt poor and
Illiterate. The men were examined as they arrived. Hair was cut in the Prussian style and they were deloused. It proved difficult to record their personal
information, for many didn't know how old they were, so we had to estimate.
Some had several wives. In these cases, it had to be determined which wife
was to receive the man's military benefits."71
Another German commented:
Our work in Zemun: receive the volunteers, examine them, issue their
uniforms, and (eventually) transfer them to the training units. As tuberculosis,
epilepsy, and other illnesses were epidemic, a large number of the candidates
could not be accepted.72
The greatest difficulty for the Germans at this stage was finding a sufficient
number of officers and NCOs to lead the division. Although a sizable cadre had
been provided by the SS Division "Prinz Eugen," it had been planned to fill most
of the officer positions with native Muslims and Volksdeutsche who had served in
the former Austrian and/or Yugoslavian armies.73 As it turned out, few Muslims
with military leadership experience could be found, as the inter-war Yugoslav army
had been so dominated by the Serbians that few Muslims were ever promoted to
high ranks.74 There were, as the Mufti duteously pointed out, a number of older
Muslims who had served as officers in the Austrian army, and those who volunteered their services were commissioned.75 The fact that most of these Muslims
71
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" An older German who served with these Muslims during the Great War observed, "I speak
from my own experience in Bosnia that Muslim officers were unreliable. We possessed very few
MliNlIm reserve officers and even fewer active-duty officers. It is no different now, and the Waffen-SS
will be unable to change this." His views proved to be correct.

Transfer list of Croatian officers sent to the Waffen-SS in mid-1943. Of the thirteen men named here,
six were in fact muslim imams, three were infantrymen," two were artillery officers, and two were
veterinarians.

Men of the signal battalion during battle training (crew drills) at Goslar, May 1943.

The volunteers' "solemn induction into the W a f f e n - S S " , 12 M a y 1943. From right to left Kirchbaum,
von Obwurzer, Braun, von Rautenfeld.

and Volksdeutsche were in Croatian service at the time did not deter the Germans
in the slightest; they had of course already received Croatian assurance that all of
Volksdeutsche would be handed over to them immediately, and remarkably obtained permission to recruit from within the Croatian military itself.76 Von Obwurzer
in fact told one Croatian general that "700 officers and 2,000 NCOs (from the
latter's forces) would eventually be transferred to the division," but only a fraction
of this number was ever handed over to the Germans.77
There were indeed many who disapproved of such recruiting tactics. The
Croatian general staff complained that these moves would weaken their units, as
irreplaceable officers and NCOs would be lost.78 Perusal of Lieutenant Gjuro
Golob's personnel file reveals that his transfer to the Waffen-SS was effected "contrary to his personal wishes."79 Predictably, Envoy Kasche also voiced his dissatisfaction, arguing that this type of recruiting had to be halted "under all circumstances, as the morale (within the Croatian forces) would suffer."80 Their pleas
were ignored. When the SS did not receive the personnel at a rate that satisfied
them, Glaise von Horstenau reminded Pavelić of the Vrančić-Dengel agreement of
5 March, which stated in effect that "Croatian officials were to assist with the
recruiting of the SS Division and were to hand over all personnel who had volunteered immediately."81 The reporting date for officers and NCOs was 9 May. NCO
candidates arrived the following day. These men, Braun wrote:
arrived in clothing that was simply indescribable. When they received
their new SS uniforms, they were overjoyed. This caused some problems, for
their appearance in the new uniforms in (Zagreb) left such an impression that
troops from Pavelić's own bodyguard began to come in (seeking admission to
the division), some even leaving their posts. Eventually, several Ustaša officers arrived to pick them up."82
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A number of enterprising volunteers attempted to take advantage of the near
chaos that reigned during the recruiting, as one officer recalled:
Some of the men took their newly-issued uniforms and sold them on the
black market. They would then report in again the next day as if they were
new. Volunteers who had achieved a particular rank in another service were
inducted at one grade lower, but it became apparent that for a few thousand
kuna, the inductees could obtain certificates from the Ustaša stating that they
had served as NCOs in their forces. The men would then be awarded appropriate ranks in the division, although they had never been soldiers. We eventually learned of these "Balkanisms," but it took time."83
The Aufstellungsstab planned to administer the required oaths of loyalty to
the volunteers during a large ceremony in Zagreb's Festival Square on 12 May, but
the actual text of the oath was still in question. The Pavelić government was furious when it discovered that the SS planned to use an oath in which the volunteers
pledged loyalty to Hitler but not to Pavelić or the Croatian state. Although the
volunteers could not be sworn in that day, the Aufstellungsstab decided to conduct
the ceremony anyway, simply referring to it as the volunteers' "solemn induction
into the Waffen-SS." On hand for the event were Berger, Kammerhofer, Marshal
Slavko Kvaternik of the Croatian army, several of Zagreb's imams, and the volunteers themselves. Erich Braun recalled the ceremony: "Marching with music to the
military barracks. The enlisted men in steel helmets; we German officers wearing
the fez; (it all) makes wonderful propaganda."84 Von Obwurzer presented a short
speech to those assembled in which he curiously labeled the volunteers as "the
sons of a people who were soldierly and battle-pro ven< through the centuries" without actually revealing which "people" he was referring to, the Muslims or the
Croatians.85 Conversely, he was quite clear when speaking of his enemy, which he
called "the menace of Bolshevism and Judaism."86 In the end, the Germans uncharacteristically relented and agreed to amend the oath, but did not administer it
to the Bosnians until several months later.
The Germans arranged for many of the new officers, NCOs, and cadets to
attend instruction courses in the various military specialties at training centers
"•'Wilhelm Ebeling, "Was ich noch weiss von der 13. SS-Geb. Div. 'Handschar,'" unpublished
mimuscript, 1953.
"''Personal diary of Erich Braun, entry from 12 May 1943.
"' Even Erich Braun wasn't sure which "soldierly and battle-tried people" von Obwurzer was
referring to (Interview with Erich Braun conducted on 28 August 1993). It appears that he believed
llUtlonillist claims that the Bosnian Muslims were ethnic Croatians.
"" Hanns Aderle, "Kämpfer Gegen Bolschevismus und Judentum," from Deutsche Zeitung in

Kroatien, 15 May 1943.

throughout occupied Europe. The men began departing for these on 13 May. One
instructor at the Dresden pioneer school recalled:
During the summer of 1943, I was tasked with conducting the pioneer
training of the "Muslim" NCOs (at the Dresden training center). The group
was about the size of a platoon, consisting of six squads. The ranks of the
trainees ranged from enlisted men to Oberscharführer (sic). All of them came
from Croatia and (most) were Muslims, and had previous military experience
in the Yugoslavian army.87
Von Obwurzer himself travelled to Varaždin on 15 May to recruit prospective
officers from a Croatian army officer training course, and succeeded in procuring
several volunteers. During this period, the Bosnian recruits were quartered in four
different locations - in a military barracks in Zagreb, in five requisitioned buildings at the Zemun facility, and at camps in Sarajevo and Brod. Most were moved
by rail in company-sized march groups to the training grounds at Wildflecken,
Germany in late May.
After receiving Braun's report of the Zemun facility's unsuitability, and in
consideration of the Croatian government's uncooperative nature during the recruiting campaign, the SS Operations Office (SS FHA) ultimately decided to carry
out the division's training outside of Croatia, despite Pavelić's wishes. A telegram
received by the Aufstellungsstab on 6 June revealed their decision: the training
was to be conducted in occupied France.88 The SS unwisely chose to disregard the
advice of German officials who cautioned them against removing the Bosnians
from their homeland at this desperate hour, and their decision came to haunt them
in the coming months.89
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Formation and Training of
the Division in France
A f t e r the SS FHA issued its order announcing the division's transfer, the
Kommandant Heeresgebiet Südfrankreich (Commander of the Army Zone Southern France) prepared accommodations for its units in six local departments - Puy
de Dome, Cantal, Haute Loire, Aveyron, Lozere, and Correze. Erich Braun arrived
in the area in mid-June and conducted an inspection tour of the entire region, seeking to garrison the division within a smaller sector so as to lessen the space between its components. He was able to secure sufficient quartering within Haute
Loire, Aveyron, and Lozere and halved the distances.1 By the twenty-fourth, he
reached the city of Le Puy, where the division's headquarters was soon established.
It was Himmler's plan to employ the division as part of a corps together with
its "sister" formation, the SS Division "Prinz Eugen," and it was at this time that
Ihe actual corps staff was formed. Phleps was chosen to lead the new "V SS Mountain Corps," as it was called, and Carl Reichsritter von Oberkamp assumed command of the Division "Prinz Eugen."
The Division's Arrival
The first division unit to reach France was the signal battalion. It departed
( loslar by rail on the evening of 1 July and arrived in its assigned station, Le Puy,
1
Kommandant des Heeresgebietes Südfrankreich, Abt. la, Nr. 3512/43 geh. v. 7. 6. 1943,
"lllllei'brlngimg und Ausladebahnhöfe für Kroatische SS-Frw. Geb. Div.," and personal diary of Erich
Mimili, entries from 20-23 June 1943.

Signals officers during a pause in the transport to Le Puy, 2 July. From left to right are Hofer, Hanke,
Ernst, Schuster, Grothe.
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two days later. It did not remain there long, for von Obwurzer telegrammed Braun
on the eleventh and ordered that the division's headquarters be moved to Mende,
which he felt was more of a central location within the division's sector. The signal
battalion was transferred there on the fifteenth. The men had already completed
their training at Goslar, but were kept quite busy installing and maintaining communication lines between the division's garrisons. The signal repair unit was so in
fact occupied with maintenance and distribution of the division's radio equipment
that one of its men later wrote that "the men had little desire to engage in any
activities during the evenings. Most fellows devoted their free time simply to reading and writing letters."2
The first Bosnian volunteers to reach the area belonged to an advance party of
about 180 men from Wildflecken that arrived on 10 July. Full transports began to
arrive about a week later. The volunteers first came to the transit camp
(Durchgangslager) set up at Le Puy and were then farmed out to the various division garrisons. Officers assigned to occupy positions on the division staff began
reporting in as well. On 15 July, the first edition of the division's newspaper appeared. Its name, Handzar,3 was Turkish in origin and was eventually adopted by
the division itself. Zvonimir Bernwald wrote:
The name "handschar" was discussed with Obergruppenführer Berger in
June 1943. Who exactly coined it I cannot say, but everyone knew that the
handschar was the sword carried by Turkish policemen and, with the Austrian
annexation of Bosnia, that its likeness was emblazoned on the Bosnian coatof-arms. Berger must have seen it somewhere and when he suggested it, everyone was enthusiastic and said "The handschar must be the division's symbol!" It was in any case quite familiar to the Bosnians.4
The paper was a bilingual affair prepared by the division staff's ideological
indoctrination section. The sheet contained articles on the history of the SS and the
Bosnian regiments of the old Austrian army, quotes from everyone from Hitler to
Muhammad, commentaries, a photographic supplement, and even humor.
It was in July that the Bosnians finally swore their oaths of loyalty to Hitler.
As far as the oath itself was concerned, Himmler received suggestions from a
number of sources, but eventually settled on a text similar to that administered to
other foreign volunteers serving in the Waffen-SS but with the addition of a spe2

Letter to the author from Heinz Gerlach dated 2 May 1992.
Croatian: Handžar; German: Handschar; English: Scimitar.
"Telephone interview with Zvonimir Bernwald conducted on 22 March 1996.
3

Bosnians swear allegiance to Hitler. The Catholics here swear with raised right hands; the Muslims
with the right hand placed over the heart. Note the youth of the volunteer third from right.

cial passage in which the volunteer also pledged loyalty to Pavelić and the Croatian
state. Its text read:
I swear to the Führer, Adolf Hitler, as Supreme Commander of the German Armed Forces, loyalty and bravery. I vow to the Führer and the superiors
he designates obedience until death. I swear to God the Almighty, that I will
always be loyal to the Croatian State and its authorized representative, the
Poglavnik, that I will always protect the interests of the Croatian people and
shall always respect the constitution and laws of the Croatian people."5
Braun wrote in his diary that "the shop was beginning to fill up." Nonetheless,
it was at this time that a number of problems arose.
Conscription is Ordered
By the end of July, only about 15,000 men were available to the division. Von
Obwurzer went to great lengths to overcome the shortage, even so far as recruiting
» Der Reichsführer-SS, Persönlicher Stab, Tgb. Nr. 35/78/43 g., to Chef des SS-Hauptamtes, Chef
deN Hliuptumtes Ordnungspolizei, Chef des Sicherheitspolizei und SD, Chef des SS-Führungshauptamtes
(Iiited 23 June 1943 (T-175, roll 70, ff2587174).

ethnic Albanians living in Sandjak and Kosove.*5 He had openly admitted to Envoy
Kasche as early as 16 June that he sought even more men from the Croatian forces,7
and soon SS recruiting officers could be seen lurking about near Croatian military
installations, seeking to intercept prospective volunteers.8 Himmler attempted to
help by sending two million reichsmarks to assist the recruiting campaign.9 Finally, Berger travelled to Croatia and met with Lorković on 11 July to address the
situation.
Berger boldly demanded that the Croatians release all Muslim NCOs and enlisted men from their forces and place them at the division's disposal.10 Four-fifths
of the men were to be released by 1 August, and the rest were to be made available
by the fifteenth. In addition, two-thirds of all Muslims born in the years 1924 and
1925, all reservists who were not on active duty at the time, those who had not
served from the birth year 1908 and younger, and eventually reservists and those
without service born in the years 1900-1907 were supplied to the division for it to
reach its prescribed strength. The mustering of these men began on 6 August. They
were first assembled in the collection camps in Croatia and then sent on to France.
It was hardly surprising that the Pavelić government did not look favorably
upon Berger's demand. Even von Oberkamp of the SS Division "Prinz Eugen"
admitted that the tactical situation would not permit it:
The SS Division "Prinz Eugen" has opted to temporarily delay the release of Muslims from the I Ustaša Brigade and the Croatian (army's) 9th
Infantry Regiment, as security of the Sokoloc - Vlasenica area and the Sarajevo
6
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- Visegrad railway, with which these units are tasked, would otherwise be
impossible."
Several Croatian military units were indeed decimated by the moves; Envoy
Kusche was quick to point out that the I Ustaša Brigade eventually sank to a strength
of only 600-700 men, and requested that Croatian strategic planning in regard to
manpower not again be disrupted through new measures, meaning of course further demands from the SS for additional personnel.12 It was hardly surprising that
the reluctant Croatians dragged their feet in carrying out the "agreement": one
German official reported that at the end of August the transfer of the Muslims was
proceeding at a rate "far behind expectation."13
Bosnia's leading Muslims also opposed these demands, for the drafts virtually stripped the Islamic population of military-aged males,14 making Muslim settlements easy prey for marauding Partisans, Cetniks, and Ustaša. The SS - Muslim
relationship was further soured by the massacre at Kosutica, where German troops,
after allegedly being fired upon, executed forty unarmed Muslim civilians on 12
July.15 Among the dead were several volunteers' family members. One of the
division's imams angrily wrote:
The methods employed by some of our military units have made an unfavorable impression on the entire Muslim world in Bosnia. The worst aspect of
the Kosutica incident is the fact that the parents of some of the Muslim volunteers in the division were among the dead. One of them informed me of this,
whereupon I calmed him and attempted to provide an explanation.16
In any case, approximately 3,000 men were eventually released from Croatian
service and handed over to the division.17 One of them, a member of the I Ustaša
Brigade, recalled:
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About 40 or 50 of us Ustaša were taken to a German installation in
Sarajevo. Later that same day, we were moved to Osijek, and received German SS uniforms. We were then taken to Zemun, where we remained for
seven or eight days. We were then transferred to Paris. . . and later on to Le
Puy.18
Problems of lesser significance came to bear as the division reached France as
well. The Oberbefehlshaber West (Supreme Commander, West), had ordered that
no "foreigners," i.e. non-German soldiers and laborers, were to be permitted to
enter occupied France without first being deloused. Efforts by Braun and the newlyarrived division physician, Dr. Albrecht Wiehler, to secure an area to delouse the
volunteers were to no avail, and ultimately it was left to the individual unit physicians to perform the task.
When von Obwurzer arrived in Mende from Croatia on 23 July, the quarrelling between him and Braun reached its climax. Braun recorded one instance in his
diary:
Von Obwurzer and I visited the troop training area "Champ du Larzac"
on 27 July. There I took leave of him to take care of a small problem with the
water supply that required all of about a half-hour. I remained there overnight
and returned to Mende the next day to submit my report to him. In the meantime he had returned and reported to the SS-FHA that Champ du Larzac could
not be occupied because of a water shortage. He had not even waited for my
report!19
Braun sent a note to Berlin in which he brought the "impossibility of a prosperous working relationship (between von Obwurzer and himself) to light."20 In
fact, von Obwurzer's days in the division were already numbered. Himmler had
never even considered him when choosing the division's commander; he had merely
been charged with its formation. The Reichsführer contemplated the appointment
of another officer, Hermann Fegelein,21 but eventually the chief of the SS Personnel Office, Maximilian von Herff, persuaded an old friend to accept the post-army
Colonel Karl-Gustav Sauberzweig.
18
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The New Division Commander
At first glance, one might assume that no poorer choice could have been made
In the selection of a division commander than Colonel Sauberzweig. A Prussian,
he could not speak a word of the Croatian language, was in poor health, and had
lost an eye owing to wounds sustained during the First World War. He had even
received an official reprimand in 1941 for requiring his officers to accompany
their men to religious services.22 As it turned out, few could have performed more
ably. A proven leader of men, Sauberzweig had commanded a company and garnered the Iron Cross, First Class by the age of eighteen, and earned a reputation as
an exceptional planner and organizer. His tireless determination and exacting work
ethic earned him the nickname Schnellchen ("Speedy") from one of his junior
officers,23 and his unique understanding of his Bosnian subordinates won him admiration within their ranks that long outlived the Third Reich. "He was a fine
man," recalled Imam Džemal Ibrahimović over fifty years later. "He treated the
young (Bosnian) soldiers as if they were his own children. He always called them,
'Children, Children.'"24 Ultimately, it was he who was most responsible for the
division's successful formation.
Following his administrative transfer to the Waffen-SS, Sauberzweig arrived
in Mende to assume command of the division on the afternoon of 9 August. He
was introduced to the division staff and a change of command ceremony took
place. He then prepared a letter for the men of his new division:
Soldiers of the Kroatische SS-Freiwilligen Gebirgs Division!
By order of the Reichsführer, I have assumed command of the division
on this day. I am proud to be permitted to train and lead men of a nationality
whose soldiers stand among the best in the world.
In the struggle for the freedom of your homeland, with which the Germans have always been allied, your ancestors have sewn immortal military
glory to your banners on the battlefields of Europe. The heroic deeds of the
Bosnian regiments of the old Austrian army have entered into German history. . . .
Comrades, always remember that loyalty and the obedience that emerges
from it are the first virtues of the soldier. Bravery, combat readiness, and
comradery are based upon these foundations....
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Untitled report written by Karl-Gustav Sauberzweig at Preetz on 26 September 1946.
Personal diary of Erich Braun, entry from 19 June 1944.
Telephone interview with Imam Džemal Ibrahimović conducted on 11 December 1995.

Right: Karl Gustav Sauberzweig
Below: Change of command ceremony in Mende, 9
August 1943. From left Sauberzweig, Braun, von
Obwurzer.

