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THE DISTINCTIVE
HISTORY AND
EVOLUTION OF
THE UNIFORMS OF
THE WAFFEN SS

The image of the
Waffen-SS soldier s
one of the most
recognizable and
controversial from the
Second World War. Far
more than simple
clothing, the uniforms
of the Waffen SS
were meticulously
designed instruments
of psychological
warfare, unit identity,
and tactical
functionality. From the
stark, ideological black

of the pre-war
*Allgemeine SS* to the
advanced, scientifically
developed camouflage
patterns of the wartime
divisions, these
garments tell a
complex story of
ambition, terror, and
military evolution. This
article explores the
design, components,
and historical context
of these iconic
uniforms, separating
historical fact from
popular myth.

THE EVOLUTION
OF WAFFEN-SS
UNIFORM DESIGN

The journey of the
Waffen-SS uniform
began long before the


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

war, rooted in the
ceremonial dress of
Hitler’'s personal
bodyguard.

Understanding this
evolution is key to
appreciating the
variations seen
throughout the conflict.

The Early
Years and
the Black
Uniform

The iconic all-black SS
uniform, designed by
Karl Diebitsch and
Walter Heck, was
introduced in 1932. It
was not a combat
uniform but a service
and parade dress for
the *Allgemeine SS*
(General SS). This
striking design
featured a black tunic,
black breeches, and

black peaked cap,
creating a menacing,
elite appearance
intended to project
power and ideological
purity. The uniform
was formalized with
SS-specific insignia,
most notably the SS
collar tabs featuring
the double Siegrune
(victory rune) on the
right and the unit or
rank insignia on the
left. While the Waffen-
SS (Armed SS) would
later adopt field-grey
for combat, the black
uniform remained the
symbolic foundation of
the entire SS and was
used for ceremonial
purposes by Waffen-SS
personnel throughout
the war.

The Shift
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to Field-

Grey: The
Early War

Period

As the  Waffen-SS
expanded from a
regiment to a division
and then to a full army
corps, the
impracticality of the
black uniform for
combat became
immediately apparent.
The Waffen-SS adopted
a field-grey uniform
similar to the German
Army (Heer), but with
distinct differences.
The early war field
tunic (Feldbluse) was
similar in cut to the
M1936 army tunic, but
used a slightly different
shade of grey-green
material. The most
obvious distinction was

the Waffen-SS collar
insignia: the army
used a single Litzen
(double braid) collar
patch on both sides,
while the Waffen-SS
wore the distinctive
black collar with the
rank insignia on the
left and the unit-
specific collar patch on
the right.

During the Polish and
French campaigns,
Waffen-SS soldiers
often wore a mix of
army-issued and SS-
specific gear. The early
war look is defined by
the field-grey tunic,
stone-grey trousers,
and the distinctive
M1935 steel helmet,
which often carried the
SS decal on the right
side.

KEY COMPONENTS
OF THE WAFFEN-
SS UNIFORM

The uniform was a



complex system of
garments, insignia, and
equipment. Each
component served a

purpose, from
identification to
protection.

The
Service
Tunic
(Feldblus
e)

The primary garment
was the field tunic.
Several models were
used throughout the
war:

e M1936 Tunic:
The standard
early-war tunic,
similar to the
army’s M1936. It
had four pleated
pockets with

scalloped flaps, a
dark green collar,
and was made
from high-quality
wool.

M1940 Tunic: A
simplified version
made from
lower-quality
material, with
un-pleated
pockets. The
dark green collar
was often
replaced with a
field-grey one to
save dye.
M1942/M1943
Tunic: Further
simplifications
occurred,
including the
removal of the
pocket pleats
and scallops. The
collar was always
field-grey. This
reflected the
general trend
towards austerity
in German
uniform
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production.

* M1944 “Dot”

Camouflage
Tunic: A
revolutionary
design made
entirely of
reversible
camouflage
material. It had a
simplified cut
with no collar
piping and was
designed to be
worn with or
without the field-
grey uniform
underneath. This
was a distinct
Waffen-SS
combat dress
innovation.

(Stahlhelm):
The iconic
German helmet
was standard
issue. Waffen-SS
helmets were
distinguished by
the runic decal
on the right side
and the national
colors (black,
white, red) shield
on the left. Later
in the war,
decals were
often omitted to
reduce visibility
and speed up
production.
Field Cap
(Feldmiitze):
The early war
M1938 field cap
was similar to

Headgear

Headgear was a critical
part of the uniform and
a symbol of unit

the army’s, but
with an SS-eagle
and a Totenkopf
(skull) on the
front. In 1943, a

identity. )
new “universal”
e M1935/40 Steel field cap
Helmet (Einheitsfeldmditz



€) was
introduced,
which was a
practical,
visorless design
inspired by the
mountain
trooper’s cap.

e Peaked Visor
Cap
(Schirmmiitze):
An officer’s
service cap,
made of field-
grey wool with a
black band, silver
piping, and the
SS-eagle and
Totenkopf. These
were high-quality
items that were
status symbols.

Footwear

The standard issue was
the marching boot
(Marschstiefel), a tall
leather boot that
provided ankle support
and protection. Late in
the war, due to leather

shortages, soldiers
were issued short
ankle boots with
canvas gaiters
(Knobelbecher), similar
to the British “ammo
boots.” Mountain
troops received
specialized mountain
boots with hobnailed
soles and canvas
gaiters.

THE DISTINCTIVE
INSIGNIA AND
RANK SYSTEM

The Waffen-SS rank
insignia was one of
the most complex and
visually  striking
systems of any military
force. It was worn on
collar tabs and
shoulder boards, with a
unigue system that
had no direct
equivalent in the
German Army.

6 Uniforms Of The Waffen Ss

2023-09-26



Uniforms Of The Waffen Ss

Collar
Tabs
(Kragens

piegel)

The collar tab system
was the signature of
the Waffen-SS. The left
collar tab displayed the
wearer’'s rank. The
right collar tab was
unique to the wearer’s
unit or assignment. For
example:

e Standard
divisions (e.qg.,
“Das Reich,”
“Totenkopf”)
wore their
divisional
insignia.

e The
“Leibstandarte
SS Adolf Hitler”
(LSSAH) wore a
blank right tab.

e Officer

candidates wore
double runs of
silver piping on
the right tab.

e Foreign
volunteer units
often had their
own specific
runic or national
insignia.

The rank system from
the lowest enlisted
man (SS-Schitze) to
the highest general
officer (5S-Oberst-
Gruppenfuhrer) was
represented by a
combination of pips
and bars on the left
collar tab. Officers also
had silver piping on
their collar tabs.

Shoulder
Boards



(Schulter
klappen)

Shoulder boards
indicated rank and, in
some cases, the
branch of service (e.qg.,
infantry, artillery,
signals). Waffen-SS
shoulder boards were
similar in style to army
ones but used black or
dark green underlay.
Officer shoulder boards
were made of silver or
gold braid with rank
pips and, for general
officers, a silver rune.
The system was a
blend of traditional
German military rank
insignia and SS-specific
symbolism.

THE INNOVATION
OF WAFFEN-SS
CAMOUFLAGE

One of the most
significant
contributions of the

Waffen-SS to military
uniform design was its
pioneering use of
camouflage. While the
German Army used
camouflage  primarily
for helmet covers and
shelter quarters, the
Waffen-SS developed a
comprehensive system
of camouflage
uniforms.

The
Smock
and
Helmet
Cover

By 1938, the Waffen-
SS was experimenting
with camouflage
smocks (Zeltbahn)
worn over the standard
field uniform. These
were reversible: one
side featured a
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spring/summer pattern
(e.g., “Platanen” or
“Eichenlaub”) and the
other a autumn/winter
pattern (e.g., “Palmen”
or “Erbsenmuster”).
The smock had a pull-
over design with a
drawstring hood and a
large front opening.

The helmet cover was
a companion piece,
made of the same
camouflage  material,
held in place by hooks
or elastic. These covers
were extremely
effective at breaking
up the distinctive
outline of the German
helmet.

Distinctiv
e
Camoufla

ge
Patterns

The Waffen-SS used
over a dozen different
camouflage patterns,
often specific to a year
or a particular division.
Some of the most
famous include:

e Platanenmuste
r (Plane Tree
Pattern): An
early pattern
with irregular,
elongated
shapes in green,
brown, and
beige.

e Eichenlaubmus
ter (Oak Leaf
Pattern): A
highly effective
pattern with
jagged, leaf-like
shapes. It is
often considered
the classic SS
camouflage.



HEERE(ARMMAuster
(Pea Pattern):
A late-war
pattern with
small, rounded
shapes. It was
used on the
M1944 tunic and
was very
effective in
dense terrain.

¢ Rauchtarnmust
er (Smoke
Camouflage): A
blurred,
airbrushed
pattern used for
winter and
autumn.

The development and
issuance of these
patterns was a unique
feature of the Waffen-
SS, giving its troops a
distinctive and highly
functional combat
appearance.

DISTINGUISHING
WAFFEN-SS FROM

UNIFORMS

For collectors and
historians, telling a
Waffen-SS uniform
from a German Army
uniform is a matter of
several key details:

1. Collar Insignia:
The Waffen-SS
wore black collar
patches with
runic or rank
devices. The
Army wore green
collar patches
with white Litzen.

2. Eagle: The SS
eagle
(Hoheitszeichen)
had a distinctive,
more angular
wing design
compared to the
Army eagle. It
was worn on the
left upper sleeve,
while the Army
wore its eagle on
the right breast.

3. Shoulder
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Boards: While
similar, Waffen-
SS shoulder
boards often
used black
underlay instead
of the Army’s
branch-colour
underlay. SS
general officer
boards were also
distinct.

. Uniform Cut:
Waffen-SS tunics
were often made
to a slightly
different pattern,
with a more
tailored fit. The
collar was wider
and sometimes
of a softer
material.

. Specific Items:
Camouflage
smocks, certain

field caps, and
items with SS
markings (e.g.,
belt buckles with
the SS motto)
are definitive
identifiers.

It is important to note
that as the war
progressed and
logistics became
strained, these
distinctions blurred.
Many Waffen-SS units
were issued standard
Army uniforms with SS
insignia added,
particularly in the final
months of the war.

EQUIPMENT AND
PERSONAL GEAR

The uniform was
completed by a range
of personal



