
<■

Vol.' 5. No. .5. JANUARY, 1944. TWOPENCE

The Kharkov Trial
THE KHARKOV CIRCUS has ended and to the 
theatre applause of the assembled population and the 
lukewarm and doubtful approval of the British Press 
the , German soldiers Wilhelm Langheld, Reinhardt 
Retzlav, Hans Ritz and the Russian lorry driver 
Michael Bulanov are hanged. We cannot tell, from 
the evidence revealed, whether or not the men are 
guilty as accused or if the alleged atrocities have 
been committed, but certain features of the play 
merit comment.

As in the celebrated “Moscow trials”, the chief 
evidence is furnished by the accused themselves who 
confessed. In English law confession is doubtful 

evidence and we recall cases even of murder, where 
self-accused prisoners have been found not guilty. 
Even Russian law technically recognises the above 
sound principle, but in practice relies on its violation.

An equally dangerous innovation in judicial pro­
cedure is the Propaganda Trial, a trial which is 
staged not so much to discover guilt and award pun­
ishment or acquittal, but as an addition, to the 
already extensive propaganda technique of govern­
ments. Looked at purely in a Judicial sense a trial 
should be entirely free of propaganda. Judicially, 
the purpose of a trial is to discover the truth of the 
case. The purpose of propaganda is to sell an idea;
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whether true or not does not effect the method much. 
The greatest publicity and every trick of show­

manship was used during the trial, as in the “Mos­
cow” model. The trial was staged in the Kharkov 
Opera House and the cohduct of the trial and the 
behaviour of the 6,000 persons who packed the 
“stalls* and boxes” was better fitted to a sensational 
theatrical performance than to an issue where the 
charges are so grave and the penalty death.

“He (the accused Capt. Langheld) blinked in 
the glare of the newsreel operators’ arc lights.” - 

{Daily Mail, 20/12/43.)
“Cries of indignation from the public seats 

greeted the strongest passages in the prosecutor’s 
speech. Loud-speakers carried the verdict to all 
comers of the hall, and the words “sentenced to 
death by hanging” were immediately greeted by a 
burst of applause.” {Daily Mail, 20/12/43.) 

If the most improbable happened and the 
accused in such trials were found not guilty the 
whole carefully built up propaganda scheme would 
collapse. It is obvious that such considerations will 
prejudice the case. In propaganda trials it is diffi- 

: cult to distinguish the judicial and the propaganda.
A most unsavoury feature of the affair is the 

execution in public of the four accused who were 
hanged in the public square before an applauding 
audience of 40,000 to 50,000. Public executions 
have, long ago, been abandoned by almost every 
government in the world. It is the contribution of 
“Soviet civilisation” to reintroduce this medieval 
show. They were abandoned in Britain, as else­
where, because of their terribly demoralising effect 
on • the spectators and even the greater public. 
Executions became the occasion of feastdays—public 
holidays. Biographies of the condemned, souvenirs 
and ballads were hawked and orange-sellers, pie men 
and ginger beer pedlars enjoyed brisk trade. Children 
were lifted to see the doomed man or woman (it was 
an extra special holiday if the condemned was a 
woman) and the criminal became the public hero 
of a day. So much so that every executed man had 
his imitators. This welter of sadism and blood lust, 
these exhibitions of sordid depravity, did nothing to 
prevent crimes of violence; instead, such crimes in­
creased. It was this effect of public executions 
which led governments to abolish them.

It must be difficult to find persons in England 
who will favour the retrograde course of re-intro­
ducing this public spectacle, even in wartime, unless 
the imitators of Soviet Russia here are more influen­
tial than we suppose.

That the general public feels such acts to be 
morally wrong is indicated by the unpopularity of 
executioners, not only in England, but in France and 
most other countries. Few will employ a hangman 
in his off season; he seeks to conceal his identity and 
shuns publicity, while even his family is shunned.

The whole business of execution is distasteful, even 
if it can be proved to be necessary, and to make it a 
public circus does not ennoble it.

The problematic feature of the Kharkov affair 
is the new principle of holding serving soldiers res­
ponsible for the conduct of the war and the reprisals 
which this may bring. The Russians have boasted 
that the Kharkov trial was in accord with decisions 
reached by Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill at the 
Teheran Conference and the German powers are 
quick to threaten retaliation on the nationals of 
Britain and the U.S.A. Already they threaten to 
send to trial American and British airmen accused of 
killing women and children, particularly in Hamburg. 

Men of the R.A.F. engaged in operational flights 
can scarcely look on this threat ^fth pleasure or even 
indifference, for airmen taken prisoner by the Ger­
mans seem to be treated reasonably well, as Luft­
waffe prisoners are usually so treated here. Where 
airmen are wounded (this applies to both sides) great 
medical care seems to be given, and even in death 
consideration of the feelings of the airmens’ relatives 
is shewn by giving a ceremonial funeral.

The lot of a prisoner of war, even if well 
treated is made sufficiently irksome by his confine­
ment without any further penalties being devised by 
the big three of Teheran.

One reprisal will lead to another. A greater 
reprisal to an even greater until a halt to the non­
sense is called. It may lead to a repetition in blood 
of the “men in shackles” race which followed the 
tragic raid on Dieppe. But it will be, as ever, the 
front line men who will suffer, not the Churchills, 
Stalins or Hitlers.

As to the truth of these atrocity stories, we 
cannot judge until some real evidence and the possi­
bility of investigation is allowed. We can only be 
guided by our experience. Atrocities are committed 
in war of course, but not all the atrocities • claimed 
by propaganda. War propaganda is not concerned . 
with the truth or justice or the ethical merit of the 
tale < it relates, but only with the hatred and blood 
lust the story may arouse.

It is interesting that during this war the official 
atrocity propaganda of the British Government has 
been most mild in contrast with the last war. We 
do not now see issuing from any British source the 
stories and pictures of the last war. There are in 
existence illustrated periodicals of 1914-18 which 
carry pictures of German infantry marching through 
Belgium with babies impaled on their bayonets. 
We now lack the old last war favourite of German 
soldiers playing football with infants and the mythi­
cal Canadian sergeant (who appeared in about 500 ’ 
kilometres of front line all at once) who was crucified 
to a barn door by bayonets.

It is being left to the Russian Government to 
1 supply the bulk of the horror stories. It is worth




