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Leipzig War Crimes Trials 1921 

 

Background to the Leipzig Trials 

Between 10 January to 16 July 1921 the Deutche Reichsgericht (German Supreme Court) in Leipzig held 

a series of war crimes trials following pressure from the Allied Powers. Twelve trials took place in total, 

with both the trials and the verdicts coming under criticism from Germany and the Allies alike.      

Under the terms of the Versailles Treaty Articles 228-9 affirmed the right of the Allies to try persons 

suspected of committing war crimes. 

ARTICLE 228 The German Government recognises the right of the Allied and Associated Powers 

to bring before military tribunals persons accused of having committed acts in violation of the 

laws and customs of war. Such persons shall, if found guilty, be sentenced to punishments laid 

down by law. This provision will apply notwithstanding any proceedings or prosecution before a 

tribunal in Germany or in the territory of her allies. The German Government shall hand over to 

the Allied and Associated Powers, or to such one of them as shall so request, all persons accused 

of having committed an act in violation of the laws and customs of war, who are specified either 

by name or by the rank, office or employment which they held under the German authorities. 

The Allies identified up to 900 former members of the Imperial German Forces they suspected of 

committing war crimes and requested their extradition for trial in Allied courts. However, following 

changes in German judicial law in the new Weimar Republic, the German government successfully 

petitioned against extradition, instead stating a desire to prosecute all those accused of war crimes. The 

Allies conceded to the request by issuing a much reduced list of forty five names on the clear 

understanding that the first trials were a ‘test’ of German commitment to the process.   

The First Trial 

The first trial opened in Leipzig on 10 January 1921 with three soldiers of the Engineering Corps standing 

as the accused. Neither of the three had appeared on the ‘test list’ nor had they been part of the original 

900 suspects. Instead, the German court sought to apply the legality principle (the legal requirement 

that all law is clear, ascertainable and non-retrospective). In effect, legal rules being applied that have 

been previously established and not altered for political convenience. The three were accused of 

robbing a Belgian innkeeper at gunpoint and were convicted of looting and sentenced to two, four and 

five years in prison. All the sentences were based on the German military code of conduct. 

Main Trials 

The first trials of those named on the ‘test list’ finally opened in May 1921, with the first four cases being 

brought to court at the insistence of the British Government. Three involved allegations of the physical 

abuse of British prisoners of war. The Reichsgericht found three former soldiers, including a captain and 

NCOs, guilty of beating prisoners and received prison sentences of between ten and six months. Again, 

all the judgements were based on the German military code of conduct. The fourth case was brought 

against the commander of U-67, Karl Neumann, who was accused of sinking the British hospital ship 

Dover Castle, which was torpedoed in the Mediterranean Sea. Seven stokers were killed, but the 
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wounded being transported were successfully evacuated. Neumann admitted torpedoing the ship but 

stated in his defence that he was obeying orders issued by the German Admiralty. On 19 March 1917 

the German High Command issued orders that submarines could attack hospital ships not complying 

with several German conditions. The court held that Neumann believed the order to be a lawful 

command and therefore was not personally responsible for the sinking. The court subsequently 

acquitted him of all charges.  

                                                                                                       
Former British POWs leaving the Leipzig war crimes trial after giving evidence.  

The first trial brought on behalf of Belgian accusations were for a former member of the German secret 

military police, Max Ramdohr, who was accused of assault, torture and the illegal restraint of Belgian 

Children. He was acquitted.  

French accusations alleged the execution of wounded and imprisoned French soldiers and the abuse of 

French prisoners of war and civilians. The accused involved two Lieutenant-Generals, Karl Stenger and 

Hans von Schack and Major-General Benno Kruska. All three were found not guilty. Major Benno Crusius 

was charged with manslaughter and sentenced to two years in prison. First-Lieutenant Adolph Laule was 

charged with crimes against the civilian population of occupied France, but was found not guilty.  

The last case also involved an attack on a hospital ship, the Llandovery Castle, which was torpedoed and 

sunk by U-86, commanded by Helmut Patzig, on 27 June 1918 off the coast of Southern Ireland. After 

they abandoned ship and took to the lifeboats, U-86 surfaced, ran down all but one of the lifeboats and 

machine-gunned many of the survivors. In total 234 doctors, nurses, members of the Canadian Army 

Medical Corps, soldiers and seamen died. The sole survivors were 24 people on a single life-raft.    

                                                            
U-86                                                                                                                                                                                     

Firing at a hospital ship was against international law and standing orders of the Imperial German Navy.  

Commander Patzig along with First-Lieutenants Ludwig Dithmar and John Boldt were charged with war 

crimes on the high seas. However, Commander Patzig fled to the Free City of Danzig and was never 
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prosecuted. Dithmar and Boldt were each sentenced to four years in prison. They spent only a few 

weeks in prison before escaping to flee Germany. The court’s judgement was overturned in 1928 and 

both officers were acquitted.                                                               

                                                                                                                             
HM Hospital Ship Llandovery Castle                                                                                            

Outcome 

The trials were seen by the Allies as a travesty of justice because of the small number of cases brought 

to court, the leniency of the sentences and the number of acquittals. Germans, on the other hand 

criticised the trials for being excessively harsh for a number of reasons; 

• Only German servicemen were being tried. (The Victor's justice). 

• Many of the accused were only following orders. 

• Several of the charges seemed false. 

• Imprisonment in a civil jail was regarded as insulting to German military honour. 

On 15 January 1922, an Allied legal commission appointed to inquire into the trials concluded that it was 

useless to proceed with future trials in Germany and those accused should be extradited. However, the 

Allies did not call for any extraditions, but instead discontinued their cooperation with the Reichsgericht. 

This was welcomed in Germany, where the courts lacked sufficient evidence to proceed with any further 

trials. Consequently, the importance of the trials were overtaken by more demanding domestic and 

political matters and they were eventually, quietly abandoned.  

Following the end of the Second World War the lesson of the Leipzig trials was clear to the Allies, that 

the German legal system could not be relied upon to prosecute alleged criminals, thereby bringing into 

creation the Allies’ Nuremberg trials.      

                                                                                                                              Jeff Clare 

 

 

 

 


