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This monograph by Stefan Lehr examines the activities of 13 archivists from German state archives during 

their assignment in territories in Poland and the Ukraine occupied by the Wehrmacht in World War II. The 

tally sheet of the deutsche Aufbauarbeit (German development work) in the archives of these regions is 

depressing. Records considered of interest to German research were rigorously relocated to the Reich (p. 

122–138). The city of Warsaw lost its historical record, not the least because the German archivist Hans 

Branig made no effort to save material that he did not consider to be of interest to German research (p. 

235–241). Although Lehr rather painstakingly distinguishes in each case which organisation and individual 

ultimately bears responsibility for the confiscation, destruction or theft of records, he shows how willingly, 

in general, most of the German archivists filled their roles as occupation officials and how obligingly they 

put the German interest above any allegedly universal professional standards. He argues that early 

promotions and better pay as well as the lure of power as Herrenmenschen among subjugated people 

explains how German archivists eagerly implemented occupation policy in their line of work. Most came to 

their assignments with well-established anti-Polish prejudices nurtured during years of Ostforschung, and 

with an often personal commitment to their mission due to family roots in the »German East«. 

The first of the book’s four parts covers the history of the Prussian Archival Administration’s dealings in 

Poland during the First World War as a point of comparison for things to come, while the second sets out 

the developments of the German, Polish and Ukrainian archival professions during the interwar years. The 

third part, the heart of the book, tackles the Second World War, involving the politics of the German 

archival administration in the General Government, the shifting situation after the German attack on the 

Soviet Union and the relocation and, at times, destruction of Polish and Ukrainian archival collections 

towards the end of the war. Lehr reserves one section of this part of the book for a detailed account of the 

relations between German archivists and their now subordinate Polish and Ukrainian colleagues. These 

everyday interactions under the circumstances of a harsh and ideologically charged occupation reveal that 

both sides were dependent upon one another and had to engage in something of a functional cooperation 

– the Germans in order to get anything done, the others to survive. In the fourth part, the author traces the 

careers of the leading protagonists into the postwar years. A 12-point conclusion summarizes the main 

findings, offering quick access to the book. The labor-intensive appendix merits mention, too: Lehr lists all 

archivists and their (shifting) posts as well as a chronology of relocations of archival materials between 
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1940–1944 complete with a schematic map. 

Throughout the book, Lehr sustains a triangular perspective: While his main focus lies on German 

archivists, he also offers complementary treatment of both Polish and Ukrainian archivists. How did they 

accommodate to their new roles under German tutelage and perceive the German archivists-cum-

occupiers? Beside providing background on the better-studied German archival profession from the First 

World War into the second postwar era, Lehr thus also offers one of the very few German-language 

accounts of the histories of the Polish and Ukrainian archivists over the same period. The author is 

eminently qualified for this study. As a historian of Eastern Europe Lehr gathered the vast amount of 

empirical material for this study predominantly in German, Polish and Ukrainian archives. Similarly, his 21-

page bibliography features much literature in Polish, Russian and Ukrainian, thereby opening a door for 

German-only readers onto essential perspectives for this project. Some personal papers of archivists were 

used for the first time in this study.

Dispersed throughout the book is strong evidence that archivists not only found themselves in the thicket 

of a war of annihilation but also became involved witnesses to the Holocaust. Heinz Buttkus, for instance, 

was injured by a letter bomb, courtesy of Polish partisans (p. 180, 256). Wolfgang A. Mommsen recorded 

the execution of Jews from Riga in March 1942 in his diary and had ample opportunity to observe the 

vandalism and plunder of German troops in the Ukraine (p. 161, 215–217). Erich Weise prided himself in 

having sacked all »non Aryans« and politically unreliable staff in Polish archives of the General 

Government (p. 111). Erich Randt did not hesitate to report allegedly unreliable Polish staff to the Gestapo 

(p. 108f.). The use of Jewish slave laborers in archive-related work was common practice, and their 

eventual ›disappearance‹ equally common knowledge (p. 158, 160–162). A particularly despicable 

individual, Roland Seeberg-Elverfeldt, gladly cooperated with the SS- and Police Leader of the Lublin 

District, Odilo Globocnik, observed the ghetto clearing there, secured blood-smeared Jewish records once 

the job was finished, visited the Majdanek concentration camp and was eventually drafted for a flak 

battery at Auschwitz (p. 156f., 162, 332). Seeberg’s Lublin colleague Franz Stanglica, an Austrian, was 

even trained by the SS as a concentration camp guard (p. 162) although it is not known whether he was 

ever employed for such a job. 

The highly questionable behaviour of most archivists, with the notable exception of the Austrian Otto 

Guglia, was accompanied by help for Polish archivists who now worked under German supervision. The 

Poles faced starvation-level food rations, regular evictions from their apartments and, in some cases, 

deportations to concentration camps. The German archive officials added to their rations, provided identity 

papers to prevent the drafting of ›their‹ Poles for other jobs, helped secure housing and wrote petitions for 

release in case of arrest. Lehr convincingly shows, however, that these acts did not necessarily constitute 

remnants of a moral conscience but were ultimately self-serving because they aimed at preserving the 

integrity of the Polish staff to work towards German ends. Needless to say that these contributions to the 
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well-being (or rather: less ill-being) of Polish archivists came in handy after the war once the tables had 

turned. A potato here and a petition there now provided welcome anecdotes for denazification affidavits 

which, if properly decontextualized, allowed many a German archivist to pass muster with local 

denazification courts. 

In turning to the postwar period, Lehr generally mirrors the results of other recent research, including the 

reviewer’s own, which has already established the minimal degree to which the wartime service of 

German archivists impacted their postwar careers. With very few exceptions, the archivists who had 

served in the General Government and in the occupied Ukraine returned to leading positions in the (West) 

German archival profession, albeit not always immediately. Lehr rounds off our knowledge by adding the 

postwar trajectory of the Polish and Ukrainian archivists who had had no choice but to work for the 

Germans during the occupation. Whereas he finds strong continuity in personnel among the Polish 

archivists who had only grudgingly cooperated and often also supported the resistance in various ways, 

some of the Ukrainians were accused of collaboration and were imprisoned or fled into exile. 

The book, although not a quick read, makes a contribution to the history of the German, Polish and 

Ukrainian archival profession and will be of interest to archive specialists as well as scholars of Eastern 

Europe under German occupation during World War II. 
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