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The Werwolf movement was organized by SS chief Heinrich Himmler and constituted an attempt by the 

embattled Nazi state, circa 1944/45, to fend off defeat by organizing guerrilla warfare in parts of ›Greater 

Germany‹ occupied by Allied and Soviet forces. The main intent was to distract the attention of the enemy 

until the Allied-Soviet coalition had time to crack or until German ›wonder weapons‹ could be deployed, 

thus supposedly turning the tide of the Second World War. Although many Werwolf groups failed to 

become fully operational and the strategy of diversion never yielded significant results, the Werwolf 

movement did flicker to life in a number of areas, especially if we consider the activities of civilian franc-

tireurs and Wehrmacht stragglers who were belatedly brought beneath its banner. Because of its ultimate 

failure, the Werwolf program was long ignored by historians, but in the last thirty years it has increasingly 

attracted scholarly attention and recently it has even become the focus of academic and political debate. 

In the United States, the architects of the 2003 invasion of Iraq attempted to use memories of the abortive 

Werwolf movement to calm their countrymen’s worries about the Iraqi insurgency, arguing that the Iraqi 

uprising was the same kind of ›dead-end‹ phenomena. In Germany, concern with the history of the 

Werwolf has focused mainly on the tendency of a fringe of violent neo-Nazis to use the theme as an 

inspiration for its own current activities, and there is also revived German interest in the excesses once 

committed by Soviet occupiers in eastern Germany, particularly the degree to which such excesses, such 

as the mass confinement of tens of thousands of German adolescents in labour camps, were justified by 

Soviet references to Werwolf opposition.

As a result of the attention focused upon the Werwolf project in recent debates, this new book about the 

movement is both a timely and welcome addition to the existing historiography. The study’s author, Volker 

Koop, is a journalist and popular writer with dozens of titles to his credit, most covering the history of the 

NS-Zeit and the GDR. The subtitle of Koop’s book is rather misleading because he takes a broad view of 

the Werwolf movement, discussing not only the SS component, but also Hitlerjugend (HJ) guerrilla teams, 

aerial ramming squadrons, NS-Freikorps and Josef Goebbels’ notorious Werwolf Sender, which beamed 

out inspirational propaganda to Germans in Allied-occupied territory. In fact, Koop even discusses various 

resistance groups that sprouted up once the war was over and all of Germany had come under foreign 

occupation, even though these groups had no direct connection to the Werwolf program. This approach 

replicates the same tack taken by several previous historians of the movement, and it allows Koop to 

repeat an oft-made point about how the Werwolf program unraveled as rivalries between the SS, the 

Wehrmacht and the NSDAP fractured the sense of cohesion necessary if the centers of authority in the 
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Nazi state were to coordinate their involvement in the project.

Koop’s work ethic is admirable, and it is his tendency to find and deploy primary sources that gives his 

book scholarly value, as well as making it an interesting read. He rarely references existing works on the 

Werwolf movement but instead cites directly from memoirs or from sources in the archives. While many of 

the documents in the Bundesarchiv have been scoured by previous historians, Koop goes beyond this 

level to uncover much new material, especially from former GDR records and from regional and municipal 

archives. As a result, he can provide a fascinating level of detail about the local organization and make-up 

of Werwolf units and about their decomposition or – occasionally – their activity in the field. As Jay 

Lockenour has pointed out, one of the main difficulties in investigating the Werwolf campaign comes in 

linking instances of sabotage or probable sabotage (fires, explosions, etc.) to the specific actions of 

Werwolf squads. In this regard, Koop’s sources serve him well, and he is able to show in several instances 

exactly how Werwolf groups caused trouble. He describes, for instance, the actions of a Werwolf team in 

Schleswig-Holstein, which destroyed a British truck and blew up several captured German airplanes and 

V-1 »buzz bombs«, causing huge explosions and setting a hanger on fire. Koop speculates that British 

occupation authorities hushed up news of these attacks because they wanted to preserve the impression 

that they had secured a full degree of control in Germany’s northernmost state.

One of Koop’s main points is that »Werewolves« were relatively more dangerous to fellow Germans – 

disenchanted anti-Nazis, »defeatists« and »collaborators« – than they were to foreign invaders and 

occupiers. In this regard, chapters on the Oppenhoff assassination and the »Penzberger Mordnacht« 

cover familiar ground, but Koop also uncovers several previously unknown incidents, including the murder 

of a women who had hoisted a white flag in a village near Chemnitz – her Werwolf assailant considered it 

his mission »to shoot down all those who encourage the enemy,« and the death of a Social Democratic 

activist, who was shot shortly after the end of the war by a small-town Nazi mayor whom the British had 

inexplicably kept in office. As Koop points out, a Werwolf group in the Sudetenland was actually given 

orders to fire on retreating Wehrmacht troops if the latter seemed to have lost the will to fight.

Koop also devotes considerable space to describing Werwolf propaganda in the winter and spring of 

1945, a media product that was delivered via newspapers and radio, although he admits that Goebbels 

never really got a start in fostering a popular guerrilla movement. His chapter on Sender Werwolf is 

perhaps the weakest section of the book, since Koop expects evidence to stand for itself. The account of 

Goebbels’ radio outlet near Berlin is largely a string of quoted broadcasts, which make interesting reading 

but should bear some degree of analysis and contextualization.

Before wrapping up »Himmlers letztes Aufgebot«, Koop approaches the thorny topic of the »Werwolf-

Hysterie« in Eastern Germany, which he depicts as a Soviet device to justify the imposition of terror by the 

occupation regime. Koop is aware that the Werwolf movement was more organized in eastern than 

western Germany, especially since in the former region it was able to recruit refugees who fled from the 
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steadily retreating front and it was assisted to a greater degree by the Wehrmacht. He cites documents 

showing that there were certainly Werwolf groups active behind Soviet lines, especially in Silesia and 

Bohemia, and he mentions one or two incidents presumably caused by such teams, including the burning 

of a Russian military hospital in Weipert. However, Koop also maintains that most ›Werewolves,‹ even in 

eastern Germany, quietly debouched for home before they caused any trouble, and he claims that most 

young people had no desire for a ›heroic‹ death. Many adolescents, he observes, were inducted into the 

Werwolf organization against their will. Given this background, Koop argues that the Werwolf threat was 

vastly overblown by the Russian authorities, mainly so that Soviet Zone security chief Ivan Serov could 

claim that he had pre-empted a planned insurrection by the Nazi underground, an achievement that was 

supposed to stand him in good stead with the Kremlin. Koop claims that for this reason, thousands of 

young men who had simply been in the Hitlerjugend or the Volkssturm were apprehended by the NKVD, 

often on the basis of flimsy denouncements that were never properly checked. Dozens, if not hundreds, of 

these young people were executed, but most were sent into a fearsome series of Speziallager in the 

Soviet Zone or were dispatched directly into the Soviet labour camp system. Koop estimates that over 

4000 died of ill-treatment.

While the arbitrariness of the NKVD was notorious, and there is no doubt that large numbers of completely 

innocent young people were incarcerated, perhaps I can make two observations about Koop’s handling of 

this issue. First, while he presents a long list of innocent youth unfairly treated by the Soviet occupation 

regime, one can see a certain rationale for NKVD interest in some of the cases he presents, especially 

those of boys who had attended Wehrertüchtingunslager (HJ military training camps), young men caught 

hiding weapons, or adolescents who joined postwar dissident youth gangs. Even the security forces of the 

Western occupying powers were concerned with such cases, although they typically handled them with 

much greater discretion than the NKVD. The Soviet secret police were not famous for their 

circumspection. Second, one might reconsider Koop’s claim that Soviet reports of Werwolf activity should 

»not only be viewed with great skepticism, but as a rule are false.« He makes a valid point in noting that 

Serov likely inflated the numbers and armament of »Werewolves« in Eastern Germany, but it would be a 

surprise if there was a complete absence of desultory violence and sabotage in Soviet-occupied 

territories, and it would be unusual if legitimate news of such happenings did not turn up in Russian 

intelligence reports. We can certainly document a similar rate of low intensity resistance in western 

Germany and the Sudetenland, so the lack of evidence for such activity in the East, where Koop himself 

admits that there was a heightened sense of hatred and fear of the invader, would be peculiar.

Such quibbling aside, however, »Himmlers letztes Aufgebot« is a worthwhile perusal for anyone interested 

in the last phase of World War Two, and both scholars and general readers will appreciate this fascinating 

account of an important phenomenon. 
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