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  may the world at least behold a drop, a fraction of this tragic world in which we lived


  —Letter by Salmen Gradowski, September 6, 1944 (discovered after liberation, in a flask buried on the grounds of the Auschwitz-Birkenau crematorium)
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  Prologue


  Dachau, April 29, 1945. It is early afternoon when U.S. troops, part of the Allied force sweeping across Germany to crush the last remains of the Third Reich, approach an abandoned train on a rail siding at the grounds of a sprawling SS complex near Munich. As the soldiers come closer, they make a dreadful discovery: the boxcars are filled with the corpses of well over two thousand men and women, and also some children. Gaunt, contorted limbs are entangled amid a mess of straw and rags, covered in filth, blood, and excrement. Several ashen-faced GIs turn away to cry or vomit. “It made us sick at our stomach and so mad we could do nothing but clinch our fists,” an officer wrote the next day. As the shaken soldiers move deeper into the SS complex and reach the prisoner compound, later that afternoon, they come upon thirty-two thousand survivors from many ethnic, religious, and political backgrounds, representing about thirty European nations. Some seem more dead than alive as they stumble toward their liberators. Many more lie in overcrowded barracks, infested with dirt and disease. Wherever the soldiers turn, they see dead bodies, sprawled between barracks, dumped in ditches, stacked like logs by the camp’s crematorium. As for those behind the carnage, almost all career SS men are long gone, with only a ragtag gang of perhaps two hundred guards left behind.1 Images of this nightmare soon flashed around the world and burned themselves into collective memories. To this day, concentration camps like Dachau are often seen through the lens of the liberators, with the all-too-familiar pictures of trenches filled with bodies, mountains of corpses, and bone-thin survivors staring into cameras. Powerful as these pictures are, however, they do not reveal the full story of Dachau. For the camp had a much longer history and had only recently reached its last circle of hell, during the final throes of the Second World War.2


  Dachau, August 31, 1939. The prisoners rise before dawn, as they do every morning. None of them know that war will break out the next day, and they follow their usual schedule. After the frantic rush—jostling in the washrooms, devouring some bread, cleaning the barracks—they march in strict military formation to the roll call square. Nearly four thousand men with cropped or shaven heads stand to attention in striped uniforms, dreading another day of forced labor. Except for a group of Czechs, virtually all the prisoners are German or Austrian, though their common language is often all they share; colored triangles on their uniforms identify them as political prisoners, asocials, criminals, homosexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, or Jews. Behind the rows of prisoners stand rows of one-story prisoner barracks. Each of the thirty-four purpose-built huts is around 110 yards long; the floors inside are gleaming and the bunks are meticulously made up. Escape is almost impossible: the rectangular prisoner compound, measuring 637 by 304 yards, is surrounded by a moat and concrete wall, watchtowers and machine guns, and barbed and electric wire. Beyond lies a huge SS zone with over 220 buildings, including storerooms, workshops, living quarters, and even a swimming pool. Stationed here are some three thousand men from the Camp SS, a volunteer unit with its own ethos, which puts prisoners through well-rehearsed routines of abuse and violence. Deaths are few and far between, however, with no more than four fatalities in August 1939; as yet, there was no urgent need for the SS to build its own crematorium.3 This was Camp SS terror at its most controlled—a far cry from the lethal chaos of the final days in spring 1945, and also from Dachau’s ramshackle beginnings back in spring 1933.


  Dachau, March 22, 1933. The first day inside the camp is drawing to a close. It is a cold evening, less than two months after the appointment of Adolf Hitler as chancellor set Germany on the road to the Nazi dictatorship. The new prisoners (still in their own clothes) are having bread, sausage, and tea inside the former office of a dilapidated munitions plant. This building had been hastily converted in recent days into an improvised camp, cordoned off from the rest of the deserted factory ground with its crumbling structures, broken concrete foundations, and derelict roads. In all, there are no more than 100 or 120 political prisoners, largely local Communists from Munich. After these men had arrived on open trucks a little earlier, the guards—some fifty-four men strong—announced that the captives would be held in “protective custody,” a term unfamiliar to many Germans. Whatever it was, it seemed bearable: the guards were not Nazi paramilitaries but amiable policemen, who chatted with the prisoners, handed out cigarettes, and even slept in the same building. The next day, the prisoner Erwin Kahn wrote a long letter to his wife to say that all was well in Dachau. The food was good, as was the treatment, though he was getting restless waiting for his release. “I am just curious how long this whole business will last.” A few weeks later, Kahn was dead, shot by SS men after they took over the prisoner compound. He was among the first of almost forty thousand Dachau prisoners to perish between spring 1933 and spring 1945.4


  *   *   *


  Three days in Dachau, three different worlds. In a span of only twelve years, the camp changed time and again. Inmates, guards, conditions—almost everything seemed to alter. Even the site itself was transformed; after the old factory buildings were demolished and replaced by purpose-built barracks in the late 1930s, a veteran prisoner from spring 1933 would not have recognized the camp.5 So why did Dachau transform from its benign beginnings in March 1933 to the SS order of terror, and on to the catastrophe of the Second World War? What did this mean for the prisoners inside? What drove the perpetrators? And what did the population outside know about the camp? These questions go to the heart of the Nazi dictatorship, and they should be asked not just about Dachau, but about the concentration camp system as a whole.6


  Dachau was the first of many SS concentration camps. Established inside Germany in the early years of Hitler’s rule, these camps soon spread, during the Nazi conquest of Europe from the late 1930s, to Austria, Poland, France, Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, Belgium, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, and even the small British Channel Island of Alderney. In all, the SS set up twenty-seven main camps and over 1,100 attached satellite camps over the course of the Third Reich, though numbers fluctuated greatly, as old camps closed down and new ones opened; only Dachau lasted for the entire Nazi period.7


  The concentration camps embodied the spirit of Nazism like no other institution in the Third Reich.8 They formed a distinct system of domination, with its own organization, rules, and staff, and even its own acronym: in official documents and common parlance, they were often referred to as KL (from the German Konzentrationslager).9 Guided by SS chief Heinrich Himmler, Hitler’s main henchman, the KL came to reflect the burning obsessions of the Nazi leadership, such as the creation of a uniform national community through the removal of political, social, and racial outsiders; the sacrifice of the individual on the altar of racial hygiene and murderous science; the harnessing of forced labor for the glory of the fatherland; the mastery over Europe, enslaving foreign nations, and colonizing living space; the deliverance of Germany from its worst enemies through mass extermination; and finally, the determination to go down in flames rather than surrender. Over time, all these obsessions shaped the KL system, and led to mass detention, deprivation, and death inside.


  We can estimate that 2.3 million men, women, and children were dragged to SS concentration camps between 1933 and 1945; most of them, over 1.7 million, lost their lives. Almost one million of the dead were Jews murdered in Auschwitz, the only KL to play a central role in what the Nazis called the Final Solution—the systematic extermination of European Jewry during the Second World War, now commonly known as the Holocaust. From 1942, when the SS started to dispatch deportation trains from across the continent, KL Auschwitz operated as an unusual hybrid of labor and death camp. Some two hundred thousand Jews were selected on arrival for slave labor with the other regular prisoners. The remainder—an estimated 870,000 Jewish men, women, and children—went directly to their deaths in the gas chambers, without ever being registered as inmates of the camp.10 Despite its unique role, Auschwitz remained a concentration camp and continued to share many features with the other camps, most of which—KL like Ellrich, Kaufering, Klooga, Redl-Zipf, and many more—have long since been forgotten. Together, they occupied a unique space in the Third Reich. They were sites of lawless terror, where some of the most radical features of Nazi rule were born and refined.


  Precedents and Perspectives


  In April 1941, German audiences flocked to cinemas to watch a star-studded feature film, purportedly based on a true story and released with much fanfare by the Nazi authorities. The climax of the movie was set against an unusual background—a concentration camp. There was to be no happy end for the starved and disease-ridden inmates, all of them innocent victims of a murderous regime: a brave prisoner is hanged, his wife shot, and others massacred by their vicious captors, leaving only graves behind. These chilling scenes bore an uncanny likeness to life in SS concentration camps at the time (there was even a special screening for guards in Auschwitz). But this was not a drama about the SS camps. The film was set decades earlier, during the South African War, and the villains were British imperialists. Ohm Krüger, as the film was called, was a powerful piece of German propaganda during the war with Britain, and mirrored a public speech made a few months earlier by Adolf Hitler: “Concentration camps were not invented in Germany,” he had declared. “It is the English who are their inventors, using this institution to gradually break the backs of other nations.”11


  This was a familiar refrain. Hitler himself had made the same point before, telling the German people that his regime had merely copied the concentration camps from the English (though not their abuses).12 Nazi propaganda never tired of foreign camps. During the early years of the regime, speeches and articles routinely harked back to the British camps of the South African War, which had caused much indignation across Europe, and also pointed at present-day camps in countries like Austria, said to be scenes of great suffering for domestic Nazi activists. The real meaning behind this propaganda—that the SS camps were not exceptional—could hardly be missed, but just to make sure that everyone got the message, SS leader Heinrich Himmler spelled it out during a speech on German radio in 1939. Concentration camps were a “time-honored institution” abroad, he announced, adding that the German version was considerably more moderate than foreign ones.13


  Such attempts to relativize the SS camps had little success, at least outside Germany. Still, there was a grain of truth in the crude Nazi propaganda. “The Camp” as a place of detention really was a wider international phenomenon. In the decades before the Nazi seizure of power, camps for the mass confinement of political and other suspects—outside regular prisons and criminal law—had sprung up in Europe and beyond, usually during times of political upheaval or war, and such camps continued to flourish after the demise of the Third Reich, leading some observers to describe the entire epoch as an Age of Camps.14


  The first of these sites appeared during colonial wars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as brutal military responses to guerrilla warfare. Colonial powers aimed to defeat local insurgents through the mass internment of civilian noncombatants in villages, towns, or camps, a tactic used by the Spanish in Cuba, the United States in the Philippines, and the British in South Africa (from where the term “concentration camp” gained wider circulation). The colonial authorities’ indifference and ineptitude caused mass hunger, illness, and death among those inside such internment sites. However, these were not prototypes of the later SS camps, differing greatly in terms of their function, design, and operation.15 The same is true for camps in German Southwest Africa (now Namibia), run by the colonial authorities between 1904 and 1908 during a ferocious war against the indigenous population. Many thousands of Herero and Nama were imprisoned in what were sometimes called concentration camps, and around half of them are said to have died due to the neglect and contempt of their German captors. These camps diverged from other colonial camps, as they were propelled less by military strategy than a desire for punishment and forced labor. But they did not provide a “rough template” for the SS camps, either, as has been claimed, and any attempts to draw direct lines to Dachau or Auschwitz are unconvincing.16


  The era of the camps really began with the First World War, which brought them from faraway colonies into the European heartlands. In addition to POW camps holding millions of soldiers, many of the belligerent nations set up forced labor camps, refugee camps, and civilian internment camps, driven by doctrines of total mobilization, radical nationalism, and social hygiene. Such camps were easy to establish and guard, thanks to recent innovations like machine guns, cheap barbed wire, and mass-produced portable barracks. Conditions were worst across central and eastern Europe, where prisoners often endured systematic forced labor, violence, and neglect, and several hundreds of thousands died. By the end of the First World War, Europe was littered with camps, and their memory lingered long after they had been dissolved. In 1927, for example, a German parliamentary commission still angrily denounced wartime abuses of German prisoners in French and British “concentration camps.”17


  Many more camps emerged in the 1920s and 1930s, as much of Europe turned away from democracy. Totalitarian regimes, with their Manichean division of the world into friend and foe, became the strongest champions of camps as weapons to permanently isolate and terrorize alleged enemies. By birth, the KL belonged to this breed of camp and shared some of its generic features. There were even a few direct links. The camp system in Franco’s Spain, for example, which held hundreds of thousands of prisoners during and after the civil war, apparently drew some inspiration from the Nazi precedent.18


  Probably the closest foreign relative of SS concentration camps could be found in the Soviet Union under Stalin.19 Building on the experiences with mass detention during the First World War, the Bolsheviks had used camps (sometimes labeled as concentration camps) ever since the revolution. By the 1930s, they presided over a vast system of detention—known as the Gulag—which encompassed labor camps, colonies, prisons, and more. The corrective labor camps of the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD) alone held some 1.5 million prisoners by early January 1941, many times more than even the SS camp system. Like the KL complex, the Soviet one was driven by destructive utopianism, aiming to create a perfect society by eliminating all enemies, and its camps followed a somewhat similar trajectory: from haphazard sites of terror to a huge network of centrally directed camps, from the detention of political suspects to the imprisonment of other social and ethnic outsiders, from an early emphasis on rehabilitation to often deadly forced labor.20


  In view of these parallels, and the prior emergence of the Soviet system, some scholars have suggested that the Nazis simply seized the idea of the concentration camp from the Soviets—a misleading claim, though one that is almost as old as the SS camps themselves.21 There are two specific problems. First, there were profound differences between both camp systems. Although the Soviet camps were initially more deadly, for example, the KL later took a more radical turn and developed along far more lethal lines, culminating in the Auschwitz extermination complex, which had no equal in the USSR or anywhere else. NKVD prisoners were more likely to be released than to die, whereas the opposite was true for prisoners in the wartime SS concentration camps. In all, some ninety percent of inmates survived the Gulag; in the KL, the figure among registered prisoners was probably less than half. As the philosopher Hannah Arendt put it in her pioneering study of totalitarianism, the Soviet camps were purgatory, the Nazi ones pure hell.22 Second, there is little evidence of the Nazis copying the Soviets. To be sure, the SS kept an eye on Soviet repression in the Gulag, especially after the German invasion of summer 1941: Nazi leaders considered taking over “concentration camps of the Russians,” as they put it, and sent a summary about the organization and conditions in Soviet “concentration camps” to their own KL commandants.23 More generally, the violence of the Bolsheviks in the Soviet Union, both real and imagined, served as a permanent reference point during the Third Reich. In Dachau, SS officials told the first SS guards in 1933 to act as brutally as the Cheka (security organization) had done in the USSR. Years later in Auschwitz, SS men referred to one of their cruelest torture instruments as the “Stalin Swing.”24


  But a general interest in Soviet terror should not be mistaken for influence. The Nazi regime was not inspired by the Gulag in any major way and it is hard to imagine that the history of the SS concentration camps would have been substantially different had the Gulag never existed. The KL were largely made in Germany, just as the Gulag was primarily the product of Soviet rule. There were similarities, of course, but they were largely outweighed by differences; each camp system had its own form and function, shaped by specific national practices, purposes, and precedents. A study of international comparisons and connections can still provide useful perspectives, but such an analysis lies beyond the scope of this book; what follows is the story of the SS concentration camps, with occasional glances beyond Nazi-controlled territory.


  History and Memory


  “In the future, I believe, when the word concentration camp is used, one will think of Hitler’s Germany, and only of Hitler’s Germany.” Thus wrote Victor Klemperer in his diary in autumn 1933, just a few months after the first prisoners had arrived in Dachau and long before the SS camps descended into mass murder.25 Klemperer, a liberal German-Jewish professor of philology in Dresden, was one of the shrewdest observers of the Nazi dictatorship, and his prediction proved prescient. Nowadays the KL really are synonymous with “concentration camps.” What is more, these camps have become symbols of the Third Reich as a whole, occupying an exalted place in history’s hall of infamy. They have appeared almost everywhere in recent years, in blockbuster movies and documentaries, bestselling novels and comics, memoirs and scholarly tomes, plays and artworks; google “Auschwitz” and you get well over seven million hits.26


  The urge to understand the concentration camps began early. They took center stage in the immediate postwar period, starting with the Allied media offensive in April and May 1945. The Soviet press had made little of the liberation of Auschwitz a few months before—one reason why the camp initially remained peripheral in popular discourse—so it was not until the liberation of Dachau, Buchenwald, and Bergen-Belsen by the western Allies that the KL made it onto the front pages in Britain, the United States, and beyond; one Australian news report described Germany in April 1945 as “the concentration camp country.” There were radio broadcasts, newsreels, magazine spreads, pamphlets, exhibitions, and speeches. And although they lacked historical perspective, these accounts did convey the scale of the horrors unveiled inside; in a May 1945 survey, ordinary Americans guessed that around one million concentration camp prisoners had been killed.


  Of course, these media revelations should not have come as a complete shock. Reports about atrocities in the KL had appeared abroad since the early days of the Nazi regime—sometimes written in exile by former prisoners or relatives of murdered inmates—and the Allies had received vital intelligence during the war. But the reality turned out to be far worse than almost anyone expected. As if to make up for this failure of the imagination, Allied leaders encouraged journalists, soldiers, and politicians to inspect liberated camps. For them, the camps proved the absolute righteousness of the war. “Dachau gives answer to why we fought,” declared one U.S. army newssheet in May 1945, echoing the sentiments of General Eisenhower. In addition, the Allies used the camps to confront the German population with its complicity, inaugurating a reeducation campaign that continued over the coming months, reinforced by early trials of SS perpetrators.27


  At the same time, survivors themselves helped to put the KL in the public eye. They were not stunned into collective silence, as has often been said.28 On the contrary, a loud, polyphonic chorus rose up after liberation. Throughout their suffering, prisoners had dreamed about bearing witness. Some had even kept secret diaries. One of them, the German political prisoner Edgar Kupfer, was probably the most diligent chronicler of Dachau. Taking advantage of his sheltered office job on the camp grounds and his reputation among fellow inmates as a loner, he secretly wrote more than 1,800 pages, starting in late 1942. Prior to his detention in 1940 for critical comments about the Nazi regime, the nonconformist Kupfer had worked as a tour guide, and he envisaged his book as a grand tour of Dachau. He knew that the SS would likely murder him if they discovered his secret, but somehow he survived and so did his notes; barely recovered, he typed up his manuscript in summer 1945, ready for publication.29


  Other liberated men, women, and children were yearning to tell their story, too, now that they were free to speak. Some started straight away, still inside the camps; even the sick would grab the sleeves of passing Allied medical staff to get their attention. Survivors quickly coordinated their efforts. They had to work together to alert “world public opinion,” a former prisoner told fellow survivors in Mauthausen on May 7, 1945. Within days of liberation, survivors everywhere had started to collaborate on joint reports.30 Thousands more accounts followed soon after former prisoners left the camps. Jewish survivors, for example, testified before historical commissions dedicated to commemoration and research, culminating in the first ever international conference of Holocaust survivors in Paris in 1947, attended by delegates from thirteen countries. Survivor testimonies were also encouraged by occupation forces, foreign governments, and NGOs, to help punish the perpetrators and preserve the memory of the camps.31 Some of these accounts later appeared in journals and pamphlets.32 Other survivors wrote directly for publication. Among them was the young Italian Jew Primo Levi, who had endured almost a year in Auschwitz. “Each of us survivors,” he later recalled, “as soon as we returned home, transformed himself into a tireless narrator, imperious and maniacal.” Writing almost everywhere, day and night, Levi completed his book If This Is a Man in just a few months; it appeared in Italy in 1947.33


  During the first postwar years, a wave of memoirs hit Europe and beyond, mostly searing testimonies of individual suffering and survival.34 Some former prisoners also reflected on wider themes, writing important early studies of the camp system and the inmate experience, from a sociological or psychological perspective.35 Others produced first historical sketches of particular camps, or expressed their pain in poems and fictionalized accounts.36 Most of these early works, including Primo Levi’s own, sank with few ripples, but a number of books made a splash. Celebrated survivor accounts appeared in several European countries. Amid the ruins of Germany, too, mass-market paperbacks and pamphlets were printed, while other accounts were serialized in major newspapers. Most influential was a general study of the KL system (with Buchenwald at the center) compiled by the former political prisoner Eugen Kogon, which shaped popular conceptions for years to come; first published in 1946, its German print run had reached 135,000 copies a year later, and it soon appeared in translation, as did other early works by survivors.37


  By the late 1940s, however, when it came to a U.S. edition, Kogon’s publisher, Roger Straus, a passionate believer in the book, was concerned about the “apathy on the part of the public to reading about this type of thing.”38 The popular interest in the KL—which had accompanied their liberation, as well as some of the first memoirs and perpetrator trials—was waning on both sides of the Atlantic. In part, this was a simple case of saturation following the spate of graphic early accounts. More generally, public memory of the camps was being marginalized by postwar reconstruction and diplomacy. With the front line of the Cold War cutting right through Germany, and turning the two new, opposing German states into strategic allies of the USSR and the United States, talk about Nazi crimes seemed impolitic. “Nowadays it is bad taste to speak of the concentration camps,” Primo Levi wrote in 1955, adding: “silence prevails.” Within ten years of liberation, the camps had been sidelined—a result not of survivors unable to speak, but of a wider audience unwilling to listen. Former prisoners still tried to keep the memory of the camps alive. “If we fall silent, who then will speak?” Levi asked angrily. Another survivor who persevered in the face of widespread indifference was Edgar Kupfer, who finally saw the German publication of his Dachau book in 1956, albeit in a greatly abridged version. Despite some good reviews, however, it left little impression and no foreign publisher picked it up, “afraid that the public would not buy it,” as the depressed author concluded.39


  Popular interest in the concentration camps was rekindled in the 1960s and 1970s. Major trials of Nazi perpetrators, such as the 1961 Israeli case against Adolf Eichmann, the SS officer who had overseen deportations of Jews to Auschwitz, and media sensations like the 1978 U.S. miniseries Holocaust, broadcast to a vast audience in West Germany the following year, played an important part in confronting the public with the Nazi regime and its camps. In turn, some early KL memoirs were rediscovered, among them Primo Levi’s masterpiece about Auschwitz, which has long since entered the canon of modern literature. At the same time, a wave of new survivor testimonies appeared. This wave kept swelling—Edgar Kupfer’s complete Dachau diaries, for example, finally saw publication in 1997—and it is only now subsiding, as the last witnesses are passing away.40 Survivors also continued to explore the development of individual camps, producing source editions and standard historical surveys.41 And just like in the early postwar period, former inmates went far beyond writing history, creating an extraordinarily rich body of medical, sociological, psychological, and philosophical studies, as well as literary reflections and works of art.42


  In sharp contrast to survivors, the wider academic community was slow to engage with the KL. A few specialist studies appeared in the late 1940s and 1950s, particularly on medical aspects.43 But it was not until the 1960s and 1970s that academic historians published preliminary surveys of some individual Nazi camps and the wider KL complex, based on documentary research. Most influential were the works of two young German academics, Martin Broszat’s pioneering survey of the camp system’s development and Falk Pingel’s powerful study of life inside.44 Such historical analyses were augmented by works from scholars in other disciplines, on themes like the perpetrator mind and the experience of survival.45


  Despite inevitable shortcomings, these early studies made important contributions to knowledge about the SS concentration camps. But they remained exceptions and could only sketch outlines. To write a comprehensive history of the camps, Broszat himself concluded in 1970, was simply impossible, because of the dearth of detailed research.46 Paradoxically, this void was created, at least in part, by the misguided belief that there was little more to learn about the camps, an assumption shared by even some otherwise sharp-eyed observers.47 In reality, scholars were only starting to discover the KL.


  Historical knowledge advanced rapidly in the 1980s and 1990s, above all in Germany itself. With grassroots history on the rise, local activists scrutinized the record of former camps in their neighborhood. Meanwhile, camp memorials moved beyond remembrance and developed into places of scholarship. The opening of the archives in Eastern Europe, following the end of the Cold War, provided further momentum for research. Meanwhile, a younger generation of academics untainted by the past was discovering the Third Reich as a subject and established the study of its camps as a distinct historiographical field, producing major works like Karin Orth’s account of the KL organization and structure.48 Having been ignored for so long, the study of the SS concentration camps was now booming, at least in Germany (few studies were translated).49


  The boom shows no sign of settling, as historical research continues to expand at a rapid rate. New perspectives have come into view as we learn more about individual perpetrators, prisoner groups, and camps, about the beginning and the end of the SS system, about the local environment around the camps, about forced labor and extermination policy. While all the important scholarly studies of the KL published before the late 1970s comfortably fit onto a single bookshelf, one needs a small library to gather the works published since then.50


  Recent academic research has culminated in two huge encyclopedias—over 1,600 and 4,100 pages long, respectively—that summarize the development of every single main and satellite camp; the entries were penned by well over 150 historians from around the world.51 These two indispensable works demonstrate the breadth of contemporary scholarship. But they also point to its limits. Most important, the wealth of specialist studies has greatly fragmented the picture of the SS concentration camps. Where it was once impossible to see the camp system as a whole, because so much detail was missing, it is now almost impossible to see how all the different features fit together; looking at recent scholarship is like looking at a giant unassembled puzzle, with additional pieces being added all the time. It comes as no surprise that the conclusions of the new KL histories have generally failed to connect with a wider public.


  As a result, popular images of the Nazi concentration camps remain rather one-dimensional. Instead of the intricate detail and subtle shades of historical scholarship, we see broad brushstrokes and vivid colors. Above all, popular conceptions are dominated by the stark images of Auschwitz and the Holocaust, which have made this camp a “global site of memory,” as the historian Peter Reichel put it.52 It was not always like this. In the early decades after the war, anti-Jewish terror was largely subsumed under the general destruction wreaked by Nazism, with Auschwitz as one place of suffering among many. The awareness of the singularity and enormity of the Nazi war against the Jews has grown sharply since then, and the Third Reich is now largely viewed through the lens of the Holocaust.53 The SS concentration camps, in turn, have become closely identified with Auschwitz and its Jewish victims, obscuring other camps and other inmates. A German poll found that Auschwitz is by far the most recognized KL and that the vast majority of respondents associate the camps with the persecution of Jews; by contrast, less than ten percent named Communists, criminals, or homosexuals as victims.54 In popular memory, then, the concentration camps, Auschwitz, and the Holocaust have merged into one.


  But Auschwitz was never synonymous with the Nazi concentration camps. True, as the largest and most lethal camp by far, it occupied a special place in the KL system. But there was always more to this system. Auschwitz was closely integrated into the wider KL network, and it was preceded and shaped by other camps. Dachau, for example, was more than seven years old when Auschwitz was established, and clearly influenced it. Also, despite its unprecedented size, most registered KL prisoners—that is, those forced into barracks and slave labor—were detained elsewhere; even at its biggest, Auschwitz held no more than around one-third of all regular KL inmates. The great majority of them died elsewhere, too, with an estimated three-quarters of registered KL inmates perishing in camps other than Auschwitz. It is important, then, to demystify Auschwitz in the popular conception of the camps, while still emphasizing its uniquely destructive role.55


  Nor were concentration camps synonymous with the Holocaust, although their histories are intertwined. First, anti-Jewish terror largely unfolded outside the KL; it was not until the final year of World War II that most of the surviving Jews found themselves inside a concentration camp. The significant majority of the up to six million Jews murdered under the Nazi regime perished in other places, shot in ditches and fields across eastern Europe, or gassed in distinct death camps like Treblinka, which operated separately from the KL. Second, the concentration camps always targeted various victim groups, and except for a few weeks in late 1938, Jews did not make up a majority among registered prisoners. For most of the Third Reich, in fact, they formed a relatively small part, and even after numbers rose sharply in the second half of the war, Jews did not constitute more than perhaps thirty percent of the registered inmate population. Third, the concentration camps used many different weapons, in addition to mass extermination. They had multiple purposes, constantly evolving and overlapping. During the prewar years, the SS used them as boot camps, deterrent threats, reformatories, forced labor reservoirs, and torture chambers, only to add further functions during the war, promoting them as centers for armaments production, executions, and human experiments. The camps were defined by their multifaceted nature, a crucial aspect absent from most popular memories.56


  More philosophical meditations on the concentration camps have often been reductive, too. Ever since the end of the Nazi regime, prominent thinkers have looked for hidden truths, investing the camps with profound meaning, either to validate their own moral, political, or religious beliefs, or to grasp something essential about the human condition.57 This search for meaning is understandable, of course, as the shock the KL dealt to faith in progress and civilization made them emblems of humanity’s capacity for inhumanity. “Every philosophy based on the inherent goodness of man will forever be shaken to its foundations because of them,” warned the French novelist François Mauriac in the late 1950s. Some writers have since endowed the camps with an almost mysterious quality. Others have reached more concrete conclusions, describing the KL as products of a peculiar German mind-set or of the dark side of modernity.58 One of the most influential contributions has come from the sociologist Wolfgang Sofsky, who depicts the concentration camp as a manifestation of “absolute power,” beyond rationality or ideology.59 However, his stimulating study suffers the same limitations as some other general reflections on the camps. In its quest for universal answers, it turns the camps into timeless and abstract entities; Sofsky’s archetypal camp is a wholly ahistoric construct that obscures the core characteristic of the KL system—its dynamic nature.60


  All this leads to a surprising conclusion. More than eighty years after the foundation of Dachau, there is no single, panoptic account of the KL. Despite the enormous literature—by survivors, historians, and other scholars—there is no comprehensive history charting the development of the concentration camps and the changing experiences of those inside. What is needed is a study that captures the complexity of the camps without fragmenting, and sets them into their wider political and cultural context without becoming reductive. But how to write such a history of the KL?


  Approaches


  To forget the present, SS prisoners often talked about the future, and for several days in 1944 the discussion among a small group of Jewish women, deported from Hungary to Auschwitz, turned around a fundamental question: if they were to survive, how could they convey their fate to outsiders? Was there any medium that would allow them to express what Auschwitz meant? Maybe music? Or speeches, books, artworks? Or perhaps a film about a prisoner’s passage to the crematorium, with the audience forced to stand to attention outside cinemas before the screening, without warm clothes, food, and drink, just like the prisoners during roll call? But even this, the women feared, would not give any insight into what their life was really like.61 Inmates in other SS concentration camps came to similar conclusions. Prisoners who kept secret diaries, for example, frequently agonized over the limits of testimony. “The language is exhausted,” the Norwegian Odd Nansen wrote on February 12, 1945. “There are no words left to describe the horrors I’ve seen with my own eyes.” And yet, Nansen kept writing, almost every day.62 This dilemma—the urge to speak about the unspeakable—became ever more acute after liberation, as many more survivors struggled to describe crimes which seemed to defeat language and defy reason.63


  The question of how to frame the past is obviously central for historians, too. Writing history is always fraught with difficulty, and such problems are compounded in the case of Nazi terror. For a start, no historical method can hope to capture the full horror of the camps. More generally, it is hard to find an appropriate language, and this has troubled scholars and other chroniclers as much as the survivors themselves. “I have reported what I saw and heard, but only part of it,” the CBS broadcaster Edward R. Murrow concluded in his celebrated radio report from Buchenwald on April 15, 1945. “For most of it I have no words.”64 Still, we have to try. If historians fall silent, much of the history of the camps would soon be left in the hands of cranks, dilettantes, and deniers.65


  The most effective way of writing a comprehensive account of the KL is as an integrated history, an approach advanced by Saul Friedländer to connect “the policies of the perpetrators, the attitudes of surrounding society, and the world of the victims.” In the case of the SS camps, this means a history which examines those inside and the wider populace outside; a history which combines a macro analysis of Nazi terror with micro studies of individual actions and responses; a history which shows the synchronicity of events and the intricacy of the SS system by contrasting developments between, and within, individual camps across Nazi-controlled Europe.66 Weaving together these different strands will produce a nuanced and expansive history, though it can never be fully exhaustive or definitive. However wide-ranging, it remains a history, not the history of the KL.


  To create such an integrated history, this book views the SS concentration camps from two main perspectives, which merge into a single picture. The first perspective focuses, often close up, on life and death inside the camps, examining the foundations of the camp microcosm—conditions, forced labor, punishment, and more—and how they changed over time. To move beyond abstractions, much of this history will be told through the eyes of the individuals who made it: those who ran the camps and those who suffered in them.67


  Several tens of thousands of men and women—perhaps sixty thousand or more—served in SS concentration camps at some stage.68 In the popular imagination, guards often appear as unhinged sadists, a picture which draws on their representation in prisoner memoirs, with nicknames such as “beast,” “bone breaker,” and “bloodhound.”69 Some guards fit these descriptions, but inspired by recent research into Nazi perpetrators this book paints a more complex portrait.70 The background and behavior of SS staff varied greatly, and it also changed over the course of the Third Reich. Not every guard committed excesses and only a few were driven by psychological abnormality. As Primo Levi recognized a long time ago, the perpetrators were human beings, too: “Monsters exist, but they are too few in number to be truly dangerous. More dangerous are the common men.”71 But how “common” were the guards? What was the purpose of their violence? What drove some to extreme brutality? What stopped others? Did female guards act any differently from men?


  Just as there was no typical perpetrator, there was no typical prisoner. To be sure, SS terror tried to strip inmates of their individuality. But underneath their identical uniforms, each prisoner experienced the camp differently; suffering was universal, but not equal.72 Prisoners’ lives were shaped by many variables, not least when and where they were held (though even inmates in the same place, at the same time, often seemed to inhabit separate spheres).73 Another crucial factor was the position individual prisoners held. So-called Kapos, who gained powers over fellow inmates by taking over official functions from the SS, enjoyed special privileges—though at the price of participating in the running of the camp, blurring the conventional categories of victim and perpetrator.74 The prisoners’ background—their ethnicity, gender, religion, politics, profession, and age—also greatly influenced their behavior and options, as well as their treatment by the SS and by other inmates. Prisoners formed different groups, and the histories of these groups, and of their relationships with one another and the SS, need to be explored.


  When doing so, the prisoners should be viewed not just as objects of SS terror, but as actors. Some scholars have depicted the prisoners as blank and apathetic automatons, drained of all free will. The total domination of the SS had extinguished every spark of life, Hannah Arendt wrote, turning inmates into “ghastly marionettes with human faces.” But even in the exceptional surroundings of the KL, prisoners often retained a degree of agency, however small and constrained, and a close look at their actions will highlight chinks in the armor of total SS supremacy. At the same time, we must resist the temptation to make our encounter with the concentration camps more bearable by sanctifying the prisoners, imagining them as united, unsullied, and unbowed. For the most part, the prisoners’ story is not an uplifting account of the triumph of the human spirit, but a tale of degradation and despair. “Confinement in the camp, destitution, torture, and death in the gas chamber are not heroism,” three Polish survivors of Auschwitz cautioned as early as 1946, in a book bound in the striped cloth of former prisoner uniforms.75


  The terror inside the KL can only be fully understood by looking outside the barbed wire. After all, the camps were products of the Nazi regime. Prisoner composition, conditions, and treatment were shaped by outside forces, and these forces have to be carefully examined. This forms the second main perspective of this study, which looks—through a much wider lens—at the course of the Third Reich and the place of the camps within it. The history of the concentration camps was bound up with broader political, economic, and military developments. The camps formed part of the wider social fabric, not only as symbols of repression, but as real places; they did not occupy some metaphysical realm, as some studies have suggested, but stood in villages, towns, and cities.


  Most important, the SS concentration camps belonged to a wider Nazi web of terror, which encompassed other repressive bodies, such as the police and the courts, and other places of confinement, such as prisons, ghettos, and labor camps. These other sites of detention often had connections to the concentration camps and shared some of their general characteristics.76 Important as these links were, however, one also has to stress the distinctiveness of the KL and their strong gravitational pull. For many victims, the concentration camps were the final stop on a torturous journey. Countless prisoner transports arrived here from other sites of detention; few ever went in the opposite direction. As the fugitive Adolf Eichmann told Nazi sympathizers in 1957, when reminiscing in Buenos Aires about the SS camps, “It’s pretty easy to get inside, but awfully hard to get out.”77


  Sources


  Anyone writing about the KL faces a paradox: although the amount of available documentation is overwhelming, it is insufficient. Since its demise, the Third Reich has been examined in more detail than any other modern dictatorship. And few, if any, aspects have generated more publications than the concentration camps. There are tens of thousands of testimonies and studies, and even more original documents, scattered all around the world. No one can fully master this material.78 At the same time, there are obvious gaps, both in the historical record and the scholarly literature. Despite its daunting size, recent historical scholarship has been selective, overlooking some crucial aspects.79 As for primary sources, the SS made sure to destroy the bulk of its files at the end of the Second World War, while Himmler and other leading officers died before they could be interrogated, taking some secrets to their graves.80


  Survivor accounts are inevitably incomplete, too. Ordinary prisoners rarely caught glimpses of the wider camp system. Take Walter Winter, a German Sinto deported to Auschwitz in spring 1943. At the time, he never moved far beyond the small so-called Gypsy enclosure. Only when he returned as a free man, more than forty years later, did he realize the sheer size of the camp complex as a whole.81 Nor are the available testimonies fully representative. Many inmates did not return. No Jewish prisoner has spoken about life in the Mauthausen subcamp Gusen between 1940 and 1943, for example, because none survived. They belong to the mass of the “drowned,” as Primo Levi called them, who will never be heard.82 Then there are those who were saved, but who had no voice or could not remember.83 The stigma attached to social outsiders, for instance, meant that only a few spoke openly after liberation. The first memoir by a criminal prisoner was not published until 2014, posthumously, and even he did not disclose his background, pretending to have been detained on political grounds.84 Most former prisoners from the USSR were also condemned to silence, long suspected as potential Nazi collaborators by the Soviet authorities.85


  Still, an integrated history of the KL demands an expansive approach. This book therefore draws on the huge body of scholarship, pulling together its main findings. Only today, thanks to the immense achievements of recent research, is it possible to embark on such a project. But a synthesis of existing studies alone would not be enough. To deepen our understanding of the KL, to bridge remaining gaps in our knowledge, and to give a clearer voice to prisoners and perpetrators, this study also makes extensive use of primary sources. It draws on a wide range of SS and police records, including circulars, local orders, and prisoner files.86 Some of this material has only recently become accessible, having been locked away for decades in Russian, German, and British archives, and numerous documents are cited here for the first time.87


  Contemporaneous material produced by prisoners constitutes another invaluable primary source. Prisoners always tried to gather information. First and foremost, this was about survival, since insights into SS intentions could be life-saving. But some prisoners were thinking about posterity, too. Drawings and paintings, for example, documented the lives of inmates and their state of mind.88 Prisoners also took secret pictures and hid SS photographs.89 Even more important are the written records. Some privileged prisoners stole or transcribed SS papers. Between late 1939 and spring 1943, for example, the Sachsenhausen inmate Emil Büge copied confidential records onto wafer-thin paper and then glued them into his glasses case (almost 1,500 notes survived).90 Other prisoners kept secret diaries, as we saw in the case of Edgar Kupfer, and dozens of such records surfaced after the war. Or they wrote secret reports and letters, hiding them on the camp grounds or smuggling them outside.91 Such accounts can be augmented by testimonies from escaped or released prisoners, recorded before 1945.92 Contemporary sources such as these are precious because they give a direct glimpse of those trapped inside. Created in the shadow of the camps, they show the immediate fears, hopes, and uncertainties of prisoners, written without knowledge of what would become of themselves and how the KL would be understood and remembered after the war.93


  The vast majority of inmates, however, could only testify after liberation. Each of their accounts is unique and it would be impossible to capture them all. This study uses a sample of hundreds of published and unpublished memoirs and interviews of survivors from many different backgrounds. For the most part, it draws on testimonies from the first months and years after liberation, when events were still fresh in the survivors’ minds and less likely to be superimposed with collective memories of the KL.94 To give one example for the malleability of memory: as the Auschwitz doctor Josef Mengele gained in notoriety after the war, his face found its way into more and more recollections of prisoners who had never encountered him.95 But it would be a mistake to discount more recent testimony altogether. After all, the significance of some events only revealed itself with the passage of time. And although many survivors spoke with surprising candor early on, others were only able to recount their most painful memories much later, if at all.96


  Material gathered for postwar trials provides another important source for this study. Hundreds of Camp SS perpetrators were brought before Allied courts in the immediate postwar period, followed by further trials later on. Prosecutors collected original documents for these proceedings and questioned former prisoners, including some from forgotten groups.97 Although these survivor testimonies pose their own methodological challenges, they provide more missing pieces for our jigsaw of the KL.98 Moreover, the trial records are indispensable for an analysis of the perpetrators. As a general rule, SS guards did not write memoirs or give interviews after the war, preferring to lie low and disappear.99 Only courts could force them to break their silence. Of course, their statements have to be read with care, sifting truth from evasions and lies.100 Nonetheless, their testimonies illuminate the mind-set of SS foot soldiers, who committed most of the daily violence but left few traces in the historical record.


  Structure


  The main constant of the KL was change. True, there were continuities from one period to the next. But the camps took an unsteady route, with many twists and turns during little more than a decade. Only a largely chronological narrative can capture their fluidity. This study opens, therefore, with an account of the prewar origins (chapter 1), formation (chapter 2), and expansion (chapter 3) of the KL system between 1933 and 1939. The picture of this first half of the camps’ existence—when most inmates were released after a period of suffering—is often overshadowed by the later wartime scenes of death and devastation.101 But it is essential to examine what “preceded the unprecedented,” as the historian Jane Caplan has put it.102 Not only did the prewar camps leave a baleful legacy for lawless terror during the war. Their history is important in its own right, as it throws fresh light on the development of Nazi repression and the paths that were left untaken.103


  The Second World War had a dramatic impact on the KL system and forms the backdrop for the remaining chapters of the book, beginning with its descent into mass death (chapter 4) and executions (chapter 5) during the first phase of the war, between the German attack on Poland in autumn 1939 and the failure of the blitzkrieg against the Soviet Union in late 1941. The book then turns to the Holocaust, examining the transformation of Auschwitz into a major death camp (chapter 6), and the daily lives of prisoners and SS staff in occupied eastern Europe (chapter 7). The following chapter covers the same period from a different perspective, exploring the wider development of the KL system in 1942–43, especially its growing emphasis on slave labor (chapter 8). This theme dominates the next chapter, too, which charts the rapid spread of satellite camps in 1943–44 and the exploitation of hundreds of thousands of prisoners for the German war effort (chapter 9). The study then turns to prisoner communities during the war and the often impossible choices inmates faced (chapter 10), before concluding with the destruction of the Third Reich and its camps in 1944–45, in a final paroxysm of violence (chapter 11).


  This broadly chronological approach will highlight a fundamental feature of the Nazi regime. Although the Third Reich was propelled by what Hans Mommsen called a “cumulative radicalization,” with terror escalating over time, this process was by no means linear.104 The KL system did not swell like an avalanche, gathering ever more destructive force as it hurtled toward the abyss; its trajectory sometimes slowed and even reversed. Conditions did not always go from bad to worse; occasionally they improved, both before and during the war, only to deteriorate again later on. A close analysis of this development will give new insights into the history of the camps, and indeed of the Nazi regime as a whole. Terror stood at the center of the Third Reich, and no other institution embodied Nazi terror more fully than the KL.
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  Early Camps


  “So you want to hang yourself?” SS Private Steinbrenner asked as he entered Hans Beimler’s cell in Dachau on the afternoon of May 8, 1933. The tall Steinbrenner looked down on the haggard prisoner in his filthy brown jacket and short trousers, whom he had tortured for days in the camp’s lockup, the so-called bunker. “Well, watch closely so that you learn how to do it!” Steinbrenner ripped a long piece of fabric from a blanket and tied a noose at the end. “Now all you have to do,” he added in the tone of a helpful friend, “is to put your head through, fix the other end to the window, and everything is ready. It is all over in two minutes.” Hans Beimler, his body covered in welts and wounds, had withstood earlier SS attempts to drive him to suicide. But he knew that time was running out. Only an hour or two earlier, Private Steinbrenner and the Dachau SS commandant had shown him into another cell, where he found the naked corpse of Fritz Dressel, a fellow Communist politician, stretched out on the stone floor. Over the previous days, Dressel’s screams had echoed through the Dachau bunker and Beimler assumed that his old friend, unable to bear more abuse, had cut his wrists and bled to death (in fact, SS men probably murdered Dressel). Still in shock, Beimler was dragged back to his own cell, where the commandant told him: “So! Now you know how to do it.” Then he issued an ultimatum: if Beimler did not kill himself, the SS would come for him the next morning. He was given little more than twelve hours to live.1


  Beimler was among tens of thousands of Nazi opponents dragged to makeshift camps like Dachau in spring 1933, as the new regime, following Adolf Hitler’s appointment as chancellor on January 30, rapidly turned Germany from a failed democracy into a fascist dictatorship. The early hunt for enemies of the regime focused above all on leading critics and prominent politicians, and for the authorities in Bavaria, the largest German state after Prussia, few prizes were bigger than the thirty-seven-year-old Beimler from Munich, who was regarded as an extremely dangerous Bolshevik. When he was arrested on April 11, 1933, after several weeks on the run with his wife, Centa, local officers at the Munich police headquarters were jubilant: “We’ve got Beimler, we’ve got Beimler!”2


  A veteran of the imperial navy mutiny of autumn 1918, which brought down the German Empire at the end of World War I and ushered in the Weimar Republic, Germany’s first experiment in democracy, Hans Beimler had fought single-mindedly against the republic and for a Communist state ever since. In spring 1919, he had served as a “Red Guard” during a doomed Soviet-style uprising in Bavaria. After the brittle German democracy had weathered the initial assaults from the far left and right, the trained mechanic became a fanatical follower of the Communist Party of Germany (KPD). The rough and gruff Beimler lived for the cause, throwing himself into battles with police and opponents (like Nazi storm troopers), and rose steadily through the ranks. In July 1932, he reached the pinnacle of his party career: he was elected as a KPD deputy to the Reichstag, the German parliament.3 On February 12, 1933, during one of the final Communist mass gatherings before the national election of March 5, 1933 (the first and last multiparty elections under Hitler), Hans Beimler gave a speech in the Munich Circus Krone. To rouse his supporters, he invoked a rare victory from the 1919 civil war, when Bavarian “Red Guards,” Beimler among them, had briefly crushed government forces near Dachau. He ended his speech with a prophetic rallying cry: “We’ll meet again at Dachau!”4


  Just ten weeks later, on April 25, 1933, Beimler did indeed find himself on the way to Dachau, though not as a revolutionary leader, as he had predicted, but as a prisoner of the SS. The brutal twist was not lost on him or his gleeful captors. A group of SS men was already waiting in giddy anticipation as the truck carrying Beimler and others pulled up in Dachau that day. The mood among the screaming guards was “electric,” Private Steinbrenner later recalled. They jumped on the prisoners and quickly pulled Beimler out for his first beating, together with a few more denounced as “swine and traitors” by the commandant. Forced to wear a large sign saying “Welcome” around his neck, Beimler was marched toward the bunker, which had been set up in the former toilets of the old factory building now used as a camp. On the way, Steinbrenner hit Beimler so hard with his horsewhip that even prisoners far away could count each blow.5


  Among the Dachau SS, wild rumors spread about Beimler, their new trophy prisoner. The commandant falsely claimed that Beimler had been behind the execution of ten hostages, including a Bavarian countess, by a “Red Guard” detachment in a Munich school back in spring 1919. This massacre—overshadowed by the subsequent slaughter of hundreds of leftist revolutionaries by far-right paramilitary units, the Freikorps, which crushed the ill-fated Munich Soviet—had fired the imagination of right-wing extremists ever since. Passing around graphic photographs of the murdered hostages, the Dachau commandant told his men that, fourteen years later, they would exact revenge. At first, he wanted to kill Beimler himself, but he later decided that it would be more discreet to drive his victim to suicide. On May 8, however, after Beimler had held out for several days, the commandant had had enough; either Beimler used the noose or he would be murdered.6


  But Hans Beimler survived Dachau, escaping certain death just hours before the SS ultimatum expired. With the help of two rogue SS men, apparently, he squeezed through the small window high up in his cell, passed the barbed wire and electric fence around the camp, and disappeared into the night.7 After Private Steinbrenner unlocked Beimler’s cell early the next morning, on May 9, 1933, and found it empty, the SS went wild. Sirens sounded across the grounds as all available SS men turned the camp upside down. Steinbrenner battered two Communist inmates who had spent the night in the cells adjacent to Beimler, shouting: “Just you wait, you wretched dogs, you’ll tell me [where Beimler is].” One of them was executed soon after.8 Outside, a huge manhunt got under way. Planes circled near the camp, “Wanted” posters went up at railway stations, police raids hit Munich, and the newspapers, which had earlier crowed about Beimler’s arrest, announced a reward for recapturing the “famous Communist leader,” who was described as clean-shaven, with short-cropped hair and unusually large jug ears.9


  Despite all their efforts, Beimler evaded his hunters. After recuperating in a safe house in Munich, he was spirited away in June 1933 by the Communist underground to Berlin and then, in the following month, escaped over the border to Czechoslovakia, from where he sent a postcard to Dachau telling the SS men to “kiss my ass.” Beimler moved on to the Soviet Union, where he penned a dramatic account, one of the earliest of a fast-growing number of eyewitness reports about Nazi camps like Dachau. First published in German by a Soviet press in mid-August 1933, his pamphlet was soon serialized in a Swiss newspaper, printed in English translation in London, and secretly circulated inside Germany. Beimler also wrote articles in other foreign papers and spoke on Soviet radio. Furious Nazi officials, meanwhile, denounced him as “one of the worst peddlers of horror stories.” Not only had Beimler escaped his punishment, he publicly humiliated his former torturers by telling the truth about Dachau. The decision by the Nazi authorities in late autumn 1933 to strip Beimler of his German citizenship was no more than an empty gesture. After all, Beimler had no intention of ever returning to the Third Reich.10


  *   *   *


  Hans Beimler’s story is extraordinary. Few prisoners in the early Nazi camps were targeted as mercilessly as he was; in 1933, attempted murder was still the exception. Even more exceptional was his escape; for many years, he would remain the only prisoner to successfully flee from Dachau, as the SS immediately strengthened its security installations.11 Still, Beimler’s story touches on many key aspects of the early camps: the violence of guards driven by a hatred of Communists; the torture of selected prisoners, partly to intimidate the great mass of other inmates; the reluctance of the camp authorities, who were liable to judicial oversight, to commit open murders, preferring instead to drive selected prisoners to their deaths or to dress up murders as suicides; the high levels of improvisation, evident in the SS use of the broken-down Dachau factory; and the prominent place of the camps in the public sphere, with press reports, underground publications, and more. All these elements shaped the early camps that emerged in the nascent Third Reich in 1933.


  A BLOODY SPRING AND SUMMER


  In the early afternoon of January 30, 1937, on the anniversary of his appointment as chancellor, Adolf Hitler addressed Nazi grandees in the defunct Reichstag, taking stock of his first four years in power. In a typically rambling speech, Hitler evoked a gloriously resurgent Germany: the Nazis had saved the country from political disaster, rescued its economy from ruin, unified society, cleansed culture, and restored the nation’s might by throwing off the shackles of the despised Versailles treaty. Most remarkable of all, Hitler claimed, was that all this had been achieved peacefully. The Nazis had captured power back in 1933 “almost entirely without bloodshed.” To be sure, a few deluded opponents and Bolshevik criminals had been detained or struck down. But overall, Hitler boasted, he had overseen a completely new kind of uprising: “This was perhaps the first revolution during which not even one window was smashed.”12


  It must have been hard for Nazi bigwigs to keep a straight face as they listened to Hitler. All of them remembered well the terror of 1933, and in private they continued to revel in the memory of the violence they had unleashed against their opponents.13 However, fully entrenched as the regime now was, some self-satisfied Nazi leaders might have been keen to forget just how precarious their position had been just a few years earlier. By the early 1930s, the Weimar Republic had been in terminal decline, pulled apart by a catastrophic depression, political deadlock, and social unrest. But it was not yet clear what would replace the republic. Even though the Nazi Party (NSDAP) established itself as the most popular political alternative, most Germans did not yet support Nazi rule. Indeed, even though they were deeply hostile to each other, the two main parties of the Left—the radical Communists (KPD) and the moderate Social Democrats (SPD)—gained more combined votes in the last free elections of November 1932 than did the Nazis. It took the machinations of a small cabal of antirepublican power brokers to install Hitler as chancellor on January 30, 1933, as one of only three Nazis in a cabinet dominated by national conservatives.14


  Within a few months of Hitler’s appointment, the Nazi movement had been swept to almost total control, riding a wave of terror which engulfed, above all, the different parts of the organized working class. The Nazis smashed their movements, ransacked their offices, and humiliated, locked up, and tortured their activists. In recent years, some historians have downplayed the significance of this prewar Nazi terror. Caricaturing the Third Reich as a “feel-good dictatorship,” they suggest that the regime’s popularity made a major onslaught against its political enemies largely superfluous.15 But popular support for the regime, important as it was, only ever went so far, and terror was indispensable for silencing the millions who had so far proved resistant to the lure of Nazism. So-called racial and social outsiders were targeted, too, but early repression was directed, first and foremost, at political opponents, and here above all at those standing on the left. It was the primacy of political terror that set the Nazis on the road to absolute rule.


  Terror Against the Left


  The promise of national rebirth, creating a new Germany out of the ashes of the Weimar Republic, lay at the heart of the popular appeal of Nazism in the early 1930s. But the Nazi dream of a golden future was always also a dream of destruction. Long before they came to power, Nazi leaders had envisaged a ruthless policy of exclusion; by removing all that was alien and dangerous, they would create a homogenous national community ready for battle in the coming racial war.16


  This dream of national unity through terror grew out of the lessons Nazi leaders had drawn from the German trauma of 1918. The importance for Nazi ideology of defeat in the First World War cannot be overstated. Unwilling to face the reality of Germany’s humiliating defeat on the battlefield, Nazi leaders, like many other German nationalists, convinced themselves that the country had been brought to its knees by defeatism and deviance on the home front, culminating in the supposed “stab in the back” of the German army by the revolution. The solution, Hitler believed, was the radical repression of all internal enemies.17 In a private speech in 1926, a time when the Nazi movement was still consigned to the extreme fringes of German politics, he promised to annihilate the Left. There could be no peace and quiet until “the last Marxist is converted or exterminated.”18


  Extreme political violence had blighted Weimar from the start, and when the Nazi movement grew in strength in the early 1930s, bloody confrontations began to scar the country on an almost daily basis, nowhere more so than in the capital, Berlin. The paramilitary armies of the Nazis—with their huge storm division (SA) and the much smaller protection squad (SS)—were on the offensive, disrupting rival political meetings, assaulting opponents, and smashing their taverns.19 Crucially, the Nazi movement gained political capital from these clashes with Communists and Social Democrats, reinforcing its image among nationalist supporters as the most dedicated opponent of the much-hated Left.20


  Following Hitler’s appointment as chancellor on January 30, 1933, many Nazi activists were itching to settle accounts with their enemies. But their leaders were still treading cautiously during the first few weeks, mindful about going too far too soon. Then, on the evening of February 27, a devastating fire ravaged the Reichstag in Berlin. As Nazi chiefs started to gather at the scene, they immediately pointed the finger at the Communists (the real culprit was a Dutch loner, perhaps aided by a covert team of SA arsonists). Adolf Hitler himself arrived in his limousine at around 10:00 p.m., wearing a dark suit and a raincoat. After he had stared for some time at the blazing building, he flew into one of his hysterical rages. Blinded by deep-seated paranoia of the Left (and apparently ignorant about the possible involvement of some of his own men), he denounced the fire as the signal for a long-expected Communist revolt and ordered an immediate crackdown. According to one witness, he screamed: “There will be no mercy now. Anyone who stands in our way will be cut down.”21 In Prussia, the ensuing arrests were centrally coordinated by the political police, using older lists of alleged left-wing extremists that had been revised in recent weeks, in line with Nazi ideology.22


  The Berlin police immediately swung into action, the German capital still bathed in darkness. Among the victims detained over the following hours were leading Communist politicians and other prominent suspects. One of them was Erich Mühsam, a writer, anarchist, and bohemian, who had become a bête noire for the German Right because of his involvement in the Munich uprising of 1919, for which he had been jailed for several years. Mühsam was still asleep when a police car arrived at 5:00 a.m. on February 28 at his flat on the outskirts of Berlin. Earlier that same night, in other parts of Berlin, the police had arrested Carl von Ossietzky, the famous pacifist publicist, and Hans Litten, a brilliant young left-wing attorney who had tangled Hitler in knots during a court appearance in 1931. Within hours, the police prison at Alexanderplatz held much of the liberal and left elite of Berlin. The arrest sheets read like a Who’s Who of writers, artists, lawyers, and politicians despised by the Nazis. “Everyone knows everyone else,” one of them later recalled, “and every time someone new is dragged in by the police, there are greetings all around.” Some were soon set free again. Others—including Litten, Mühsam, and Ossietzky—faced a terrible fate.23


  Police raids across Germany continued for days after the Reichstag fire. “Mass arrests everywhere,” the daily Nazi newspaper Völkischer Beobachter announced on its front page on March 2, 1933, adding: “The fist hits hard!” By the time Germany went to the polls three days later, up to five thousand men and women had been arrested.24 Dramatic as these events were, however, it soon became clear that they had just been the opening salvo in the Nazi war on political opponents.


  The full capture of power began after the March 5, 1933 elections. In a few short months, Germany became an all-out dictatorship. The Nazis took control of all German states, every other political party disappeared, the elected Reichstag effectively dissolved itself, and society was coordinated. Many Germans eagerly supported these changes. But terror was indispensable for the swift establishment of the regime, stunning the opposition into silence and submission. The police stepped up its raids and although the spotlight remained on Communists, it widened to other sections of the organized working class, especially after the destruction of trade unions in May and the SPD in June 1933. In the last week of June alone, more than three thousand Social Democrats were arrested, among them many senior functionaries. Some conservative and nationalist leaders found themselves in custody, too.


  Important as police persecution was, terror in spring and summer 1933 rested above all in the brawny hands of Nazi paramilitaries, chiefly the hundreds of thousands of SA brownshirts. Some of these men had already committed murderous attacks in the first weeks of Hitler’s rule, not least during the night of the Reichstag fire, when brownshirts had conducted their own search for political opponents (using SA arrest lists). But most had been held back by their superiors, who wanted to make a show of taking power legally. Only after the March 1933 elections had given Nazi leaders a flimsy mandate, returning a small majority for the NSDAP and its national-conservative partners, did they finally release the paramilitaries. Determined to create the new Germany by force, SA and SS men now left a trail of destruction. Heavily armed, they occupied and trashed town halls, publishing houses, and party and union offices, and hunted down political and personal enemies. The grim climax on the streets of Germany came in late June 1933, when Berlin brownshirts raided the left-wing bastion of Köpenick. During five bloody days, they murdered dozens of Nazi opponents and badly injured hundreds more; the youngest victim, a fifteen-year-old Communist, was left permanently brain damaged.25


  Although much of the early terror was driven from below, local Nazi militants acted in tune with their leaders, who openly incited violence against the opposition. Just before the March 1933 elections, Hermann Göring, one of Hitler’s top lieutenants, announced that he did not care about legal niceties, only about “destroying and exterminating” Communists. During a mass rally in mid-March, the new Württemberg state president Wilhelm Murr, an old Nazi veteran, went even further: “We don’t say: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. No, if someone knocks out one of our eyes, we will chop off his head, and if someone knocks out one of our teeth, we will smash in his jaw.”26 The violence that followed offers an early sign of the dangerous dynamic that would come to define the Third Reich: Nazi leaders set the direction of policy, and their followers bettered one another with ever more radical attempts to realize it.27


  Another legacy of early Nazi terror was the rapid blurring between state and party. With Nazi activists pouring into the police force at all levels, it was impossible, as early as spring 1933, to draw a clear line between police repression and paramilitary violence. On January 30, 1933, for example, Hermann Göring had become acting head of the Prussian Ministry of the Interior (from April 1933 he also served as minister president), which brought the Prussian police force under his control. Not only did Göring instigate the subsequent police assault on Nazi opponents, on February 22 he opened the door for SA and SS men to “relieve the regular police” in its fight against the Left. Nazi thugs were delighted. As auxiliary policemen, they could now settle scores with their political enemies without worrying about interference from the police; they had become the police.28


  As for established police officers, most were broadly sympathetic to the political aims of Nazism and needed no persuading of the dangers of Communism. The German police embraced the regime with little hesitation; no large-scale purge was necessary to turn it into a repressive machine for the Third Reich.29 In mid-March 1933, on the occasion of his appointment as acting Munich police chief, SS leader Heinrich Himmler, another senior Nazi official who seized a post in law enforcement, used a newspaper article to praise the excellent collaboration between police and party. Many enemies had already been arrested, he added, after SA and SS men had led the police to the “hideouts of Marxist organizations.”30


  Mass Detention


  Vast numbers of opponents were rounded up during the Nazi capture of power. In all, up to two hundred thousand political prisoners were detained at one time or another in 1933.31 Almost all were German nationals, with Communists in the great majority, especially during the early months of Nazi rule. Some of the prisoners—like KPD leader Ernst Thälmann, caught together with close aides in hiding on March 3, 1933—were known across Germany, but most were minor functionaries and ordinary activists; even members of Communist-affiliated sports clubs and choirs were treated like terrorists. Those who now found themselves in Nazi hands were overwhelmingly young working-class men—the demographic that formed the backbone of the Communist movement.32


  Compared to the captured men, the number of female prisoners was vanishingly small. Again, most were Communists, often prominent party activists or wives of senior functionaries detained as hostages to blackmail their husbands.33 One of the imprisoned women was the twenty-four-year-old Centa Beimler, a Communist supporter since her teens, who was surprised in hiding by the Munich police in the early hours of April 21, 1933, ten days after the arrest of her husband, Hans. Just one day earlier, she had told him in a secret message that she wished she could take his place. Now they were both prisoners.34


  Nazi detention in 1933 was unpredictable and confusing. Thousands of police prisoners were handed over as law breakers to the regular legal system, which played a major part in repression in the Third Reich. German judges and prosecutors, like most other civil servants, largely backed the regime. They wielded old and new laws against Nazi opponents, rapidly filling the judicial state prisons.35 But most arrested opponents did not end up in court, at least not in 1933, because they were not detained for illegal acts, but for who they were—suspected enemies of the new order.


  In their reliance on mass arrests beyond the law, Nazi rulers followed other revolutionaries: they wanted to destroy their enemies before they might strike back. This called for radical action, abandoning legal principles and paperwork. Years later, SS leader Heinrich Himmler boasted that the Nazis had destroyed the “Jewish-Communist asocial organization” in 1933 by pulling people off the streets “completely illegally.”36 In fact, most suspects had formally been taken into the euphemistically named protective custody (Schutzhaft), a form of indefinite detention loosely resting on the Decree of the Reich President for the Protection of People and State. This decree, passed by Hitler’s cabinet on February 28, 1933, in response to the Reichstag fire, had suspended basic civil liberties. It became, in the words of the émigré German political scientist Ernst Fraenkel, something like the “constitutional charter of the Third Reich,” justifying all manner of abuses of power—including the denial of personal freedom without judicial oversight or appeal. True, the use of extralegal detention was not entirely new in modern Germany and the decree borrowed from earlier Weimar emergency legislation. But it went much further: the Nazi practice of lawless detention was unprecedented both in its severity and scope.37


  During the first wave of terror in March and April 1933, an estimated forty to fifty thousand opponents were temporarily taken into protective custody, mostly by the police, SA, and SS. The next wave in summer caught further victims, and despite frequent releases, there were officially almost twenty-seven thousand protective custody prisoners on July 31, 1933, falling only slowly to around twenty-two thousand by the end of October.38 The Nazi press occasionally claimed that this form of detention was well organized. In reality, there was a bewildering array of local rules and practices, with protective custody amounting to little more than kidnapping with a bureaucratic veneer.39


  Many Nazi activists dispensed even with this formal façade and grabbed opponents without any official authorization. Senior civil servants, municipal officials, Nazi leaders, local party bruisers, and many more claimed the right to lock up anyone they deemed an opponent of the new order. The escalating terror from below and the accompanying chaos were summed up by an exasperated SA Gruppenführer in early July 1933: “Everyone is arresting everybody, bypassing the prescribed official procedure, everyone threatens everybody with protective custody, everybody threatens everybody with Dachau.”40 The result was a free-for-all, as more and more state and party officials exploited the opportunities for virtually unrestrained terror.


  But what to do with all the prisoners? Despite all their talk during the Weimar years about crushing their enemies, Nazi leaders had given precious little thought to the practicalities. Once Nazi terror was unleashed in spring 1933, officials across Germany frantically searched for places to hold the victims of lawless arrests. Over the coming months, many hundreds of new sites were set up, which collectively can be called early camps.41


  The landscape of early Nazi camps created in spring and summer 1933 could not have been more varied. The sites were run by different local, regional, and state authorities, and came in all shapes and sizes. A handful would operate for years, but most closed after just a few weeks or months. Conditions varied enormously, too, ranging from harmless to life-threatening; some prisoners suffered no cruelty, while others were continually violated. Several of the new sites were called concentration camps, but this term was still applied loosely, and many other names circulated, too—among them detention home, work service camp, and transit camp—reflecting the improvised nature of early Nazi terror.42 Despite their profound differences, though, the early camps shared a common purpose: to break the opposition.


  Many early camps were established inside existing workhouses and state prisons; in spring 1933, whole wings were cleared for protective custody prisoners.43 The authorities saw this as a pragmatic solution to a pressing problem. Tens of thousands of prisoners could be locked away quickly, cheaply, and securely, as most of the infrastructure, from buildings to guards, was already in place.44 Workhouses were especially easy to convert, since they often stood half-empty anyway, having lost much of their purpose during the Weimar years. The large workhouse in Moringen near Göttingen, for example, had held fewer than a hundred beggars and paupers in 1932, and its director welcomed the arrival of protective custody prisoners, hoping that it would breathe new life into his outdated institution; he was not to be disappointed.45 The situation was more complicated in state prisons, which were already crowded with regular remand prisoners and convicts. Still, to demonstrate their support for the new regime, the legal authorities agreed to temporarily open up large prisons and small county jails for extralegal detention. The cells in the new wings were soon packed. By early April 1933, Bavarian prisons alone held over 4,500 inmates in protective custody, almost eclipsing the number of regular state prisoners held there.46


  Protective custody prisoners were subject to strict order inside prisons and workhouses, as well as low-level harassment and a monotonous daily schedule. Worst of all was the uncertainty about their future and the fate of their loved ones. By September 1933, Centa Beimler had already spent more than four months in the cold, gloomy cells of Stadelheim prison in Munich—one of the few state prisons with a wing for both men and women in protective custody—and there was no end in sight. What was more, she had not heard from her husband, Hans, since his spectacular escape from Dachau; a letter he sent from the USSR, full of love and concern for her, would only reach her years later. Meanwhile, the police had arrested her mother and her sister for their Communist sympathies, and the welfare services had taken her young son to a borstal. Centa Beimler was not the only Stadelheim prisoner tormented by fears for her family. One of her Communist comrades, Magdalena Knödler, whose children were left all alone after the arrest of her husband, hanged herself in despair.47


  Despite the many hardships, most protective custody prisoners found life inside prisons and workhouses bearable. They were generally held apart from the rest of the inmate population, sometimes inside big community rooms. Single cells, meanwhile, were simple but not Spartan, typically comprising a bed, a table, a chair, a shelf, a washbowl, and a bucket as toilet.48 Food and accommodation were mostly adequate, despite the overcrowding, and prisoners were not normally expected to work, passing their time by talking, reading, exercising, knitting, and playing games like chess. During his time in Berlin’s Spandau prison in summer 1933, Ludwig Bendix, a senior German-Jewish lawyer and moderate left-wing legal commentator, even managed to draft a treatise on criminal law that was published a few months later in a respected German criminological journal.49


  Most important, prisoners like Ludwig Bendix and Centa Beimler were mostly safe from assaults. Physical violence had long been banned from German prisons and workhouses, and the old guards were drilled to uphold this rule. This accounts for the “mild” and “peaceful” atmosphere in Spandau, as Bendix put it a few years later, where guards had even showed some sympathy to him.50 In some other prisons and workhouses, inmates were in greater peril, following an influx of SA and SS guards. But while these men committed some assaults, as did police officers during interrogations, they were largely held in check by the regular staff.51 Also, the legal authorities insisted that protective custody prisoners in their care would generally be treated like inmates on remand, barring the police and Nazi paramilitaries from exerting any major influence.52


  The Nazi use of the term “protective custody” was supremely cynical. As one daring inmate of a small jail complained to the Prussian authorities in late March 1933, he was “touched” by all the “concern for my person,” but did not need any “protection” because “no decent people are threatening me.”53 Still, protective custody in prisons and workhouses did save some detainees from excesses in more brutal early camps, at least for a while.54 This prompted Nazi extremists to complain that their enemies were being handled with kid gloves—rehashing an old right-wing myth about prisons as sanatoria—and to demand their immediate transfer to so-called concentration camps, where much tougher treatment would be guaranteed.55


  SA and SS Camps


  On September 4, 1933, the life of Fritz Solmitz, a Social Democratic journalist and local councillor from Lübeck, took a terrible turn. At the time, Solmitz was one of around five hundred men in protective custody in Hamburg-Fuhlsbüttel, the largest German prison complex, with space for thousands of inmates. Since late March 1933, Fuhlsbüttel included a wing for police prisoners like Solmitz. It was initially controlled by restrained older prison officials, but the period of relative calm did not last. In early August 1933 the Hamburg Gauleiter (NSDAP district leader) Karl Kaufmann expressed his outrage at the lenient treatment of the prisoners and vowed to shake things up. Just one month later, he oversaw the opening of Hamburg’s first central concentration camp, in another part of Fuhlsbüttel. The new camp, soon known as Kola-Fu (Konzentrationslager Fuhlsbüttel), was essentially the personal fiefdom of Kaufmann, who appointed a close confidant and Nazi veteran as commandant. Kaufmann and his men watched as Solmitz and the other protective custody prisoners were marched out of their old quarters on the early morning of September 4 and lined up in the yard. After a menacing speech by one of the officials—who announced that the inmates would be taught that no one could disrupt Adolf Hitler’s Germany—came the first round of systematic violence, with the new guards, some thirty SS men, kicking and punching the prisoners.56


  The Fuhlsbüttel guards singled out Fritz Solmitz, who was Jewish, for special abuse from the start. After nine days, on September 13, 1933, they moved him from a large community cell into the cellar for solitary confinement, reserved for torturing supposedly recalcitrant prisoners. Solmitz was immediately surrounded by nine men who pounded him with whips, continuing even after he collapsed semiconscious on the floor. When the guards finally let up, they were covered in the blood that poured from their victim’s head. After Solmitz regained his senses, he recorded his torment on small pieces of cigarette paper hidden inside his watch. He wrote another note on the evening of September 18, just after a group of SS men had left his cell, threatening him with more torture the next day: “A very long SS man steps on my toes and yells: For me you’ll bend over. ‘Oi, say yes, you pig.’ Another: ‘Why don’t you hang yourself? Then you won’t get whipped!’ The seriousness of the threat is not to be doubted. God, what shall I do?” A few hours later, Solmitz was dead, most likely murdered by his torturers. He was one of at least ten prisoners who lost their lives in Kola-Fu in 1933, all the others being Communist activists.57


  
    
  


  The death of Fritz Solmitz highlights, in the harshest light, the contrast between different kinds of early camps, in particular those dominated by civil servants and those dominated by Nazi paramilitaries. There were hundreds of early camps controlled by SA or SS men. Some were set up to ease overcrowding in state prisons, following calls by legal officials for police prisoners to be moved elsewhere.58 This suited Nazi hard-liners, as it gave them greater control over prisoners. Adolf Wagner, the new state commissar in charge of the Bavarian Ministry of the Interior—and a close confidant of Hitler—declared as early as March 13, 1933, that, when state prisons ran out of space, arrested enemies should instead be exposed to the elements in “abandoned ruins.”59 In fact, this was exactly what some brownshirts were already doing.


  During spring and summer 1933, early camps run by SA and SS men sprang up in the most unlikely locations. Nazi activists occupied whatever space they could, including run-down or vacant hotels, castles, sports grounds, and youth hostels.60 Even restaurants were converted, like the Schützenhaus in the town of Annaberg in Saxony; its landlord was the local SA Sturmbannführer, who ran the new camp while his wife prepared the prisoners’ food.61 Most common was the use of so-called SA pubs, which often held just a handful of prisoners. For years, the life of local brownshirts had revolved around these pubs, which served as informal headquarters to meet, drink, and plan the next attacks. In the Weimar Republic, violence against Nazi enemies had spilled from these pubs onto the streets. In spring 1933, terror flowed the other way, moving from the streets inside the pubs.62


  “The number of Nazi torture dens is countless,” the Communist Theodor Balk wrote about Germany in the spring of 1933. “No village or city quarter is without such private martyring dens.”63 Although this was something of an overstatement, camps run by the brownshirts really did cover Germany. Designed as weapons against the labor movement, most of these early camps were established in cities and industrial regions.64


  The focal point was “Red Berlin.” During 1933, SA and SS troops ran more than 170 early camps in Berlin, clustered in districts known for their opposition to Nazism. In the working-class areas of Wedding and Kreuzberg, for example, where the two parties of the Left had still gained an absolute majority in the tainted March election, no fewer than thirty-four early camps were set up in spring 1933 alone (by contrast, there was just one such camp in leafy Zehlendorf). Because of the density of the new terror network, it often took Nazi thugs just minutes to drag their victims into one of these camps, largely in SA pubs, private apartments, or so-called SA homes, which had offered shelter for unemployed and homeless brownshirts in the final years of the Weimar Republic.65
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  Some prisoners went through several early camps in quick succession. The prominent left-wing lawyer James Broh, for example, was apprehended by a group of local SA men in his home in Berlin-Wilmersdorf on March 11, 1933, and forced into a private-apartment-turned-torture-camp. The next day, he was moved to an SA pub, and a few days later to the house of the local SA leader. After an endless week of extreme abuse, Broh felt that “I would not be able to bear more torture.” His ordeal ended only after his transfer to Spandau prison.66


  Many early camps run by Nazi paramilitaries emerged locally, with little or no direction from above. But it would be misleading to describe them all as “wild camps,” as some historians have done. Many of these camps had ties to the state authorities from the start—hardly surprising, given the overlap between police and party officials. Indeed, some SA and SS camps had been initiated by the police authorities, and it was not uncommon for police officials to encourage prisoner abuses and use “confessions” extracted under torture. But even if no such ties existed at first, they soon developed. No SA camp remained isolated from the regional police for any length of time.67


  Take the camp in the town of Oranienburg, just north of Berlin, which became notorious for its violence. A local SA unit set up the camp on March 21, 1933, on the grounds of a former brewery, to lock up forty of its prisoners. Just a few days later, however, the camp was formally placed under the district state administration. Soon, police and municipal authorities sent alleged opponents of the new order to the expanding camp, still staffed by the SA. By August 1933, Oranienburg was among the largest early camps in Prussia, holding over nine hundred prisoners.68


  Conditions in early camps run by Nazi paramilitaries were almost uniformly dreadful. Much of the blame lay with the SA and SS guards, but there were also practical problems. Unlike prisons and workhouses, hardly any of the sites had been designed for holding captives. Even basic facilities—toilets, washrooms, heating, kitchens—were lacking, and inmates were forced into bare and cold quarters, such as former storage or engine rooms, some with leaking roofs and windows. In Oranienburg, prisoners initially had to lie on the straw-covered concrete floor of long and narrow cellars previously used for storing beer bottles. Even in the summer months it was dark and damp here, and the inmates “froze like young puppies,” recalled the former SPD Reichstag deputy Gerhart Seger, who arrived in Oranienburg in June 1933. Later the prisoners slept on tiny, three-tiered wooden bunks which reminded Seger of “rabbit hutches.” The food was no better than the quarters. Just as in many other SA camps, the rations in Oranienburg were small and disgusting, so much so that some prisoners preferred to go hungry.69 But the defining feature was the guards’ brutality, which was no less extreme than in Kola-Fu: at least seven Oranienburg prisoners perished between May and September 1933.70


  SA and SS Guards


  If torture was the essence of National Socialism, as the Austrian philosopher and concentration camp survivor Jean Améry suggested, then the early SA and SS camps stood at the center of the emerging Third Reich.71 To be sure, not all guards were torturers, not in 1933 and not after. Early on, individual SA and SS men still had to find their roles, and some shied away from hands-on violence against defenseless prisoners. In one exceptional case, an SS guard even protested against the beating of an elderly man—only to be shouted down by his comrades; for them, prisoner abuse was fast becoming second nature.72


  The violence began on arrival. The breaking of newcomers—stripping them of their dignity and asserting the dominance of the authorities—was a common ritual in “total institutions” everywhere, but it was taken to extremes in early SA and SS camps.73 From the start, the guards used violence to communicate a simple message: the prisoners were worthless and at their mercy.74 Screaming men surrounded bewildered newcomers and showered them in abuse. “Get out, you swine!” a Dachau guard shouted in early July 1933 as a truck discharged a group of prisoners. “I’ll make you run! For Christ’s sake, I will shoot a hole into your noodle.”75 Verbal abuse went hand in hand with physical assaults, as SA and SS men kicked, beat, and whipped their victims.76 Often, this was followed by punishing exercises and a brief speech from the officer in charge, laced with more threats. Many prisoners had to undergo a bodily search, and occasionally they were photographed and fingerprinted—reinforcing the message that they were dangerous criminals and would be treated as such.77 All these practices established the template for the prisoner “welcome,” an elaborate routine of humiliation and violence that would soon become a permanent feature of the SS concentration camp system.78


  Every prisoner—young and old, male and female—was fair game for SA and SS guards.79 They beat inmates with hands and fists, and an array of weapons like truncheons, whips, and sticks. Skin was slashed, jaws smashed, organs ruptured, bones broken. Mock executions were widespread, too, as were other degrading practices. The torturers shaved their victims’ body hair, ordered them to beat each other, force-fed them castor oil (a torment copied from Italian Fascists), and made them eat excrement and drink urine.80 Sexual abuse was frequent in these early camps, at least compared to the later SS camp system. Men were hit on the naked genitals, and some were forced to masturbate each other; in Dachau, one prisoner died in summer 1933 after the SS inserted a hose into his rectum and opened the high-pressure water tap.81 Female prisoners were targeted, too. Male guards carried out several assaults, beating their victims on the naked thighs, buttocks, and breasts; there were also rapes.82


  Why this eruption of violence? The authorities did not normally select particularly brutal men to staff SA and SS camps; personnel policy was far too unsystematic in 1933.83 Most commandants were appointed simply because they headed the local paramilitary unit stationed at the camp.84 The recruitment of guards was even more haphazard. SS Private Steinbrenner, the man who tortured Hans Beimler, later testified that he had been on his way to a routine assignment as an auxiliary policeman in Munich when, one evening in late March 1933, he happened to walk past an officer from his unit. To Steinbrenner’s surprise his superior ordered him to board a bus parked on the street and join other SS men inside; the twenty-seven-year-old apparently had no idea that the bus would head for Dachau and that he had just been seconded as a guard.85 Like Steinbrenner, most early SA and SS guards were not volunteers.86 Many must have welcomed their new posts nonetheless, above all those coming from the vast army of the German unemployed—officially numbering around six million in early 1933—who now received pay and free board. Indeed, the Nazi authorities deliberately used appointments to the early camps to reward out-of-work activists (Oranienburg alone employed three hundred brownshirts in June 1933).87 At the same time, many new guards saw their poorly paid positions as temporary, and almost all moved on after a few weeks or months, as did the commandants. Few men envisaged long careers in the camps.88


  The casual recruitment policy notwithstanding, many SA and SS guards were primed for violence by virtue of being Nazi paramilitaries. There was no need for the authorities to select especially brutal guards, in other words, because SA and SS men were presumed to be brutal anyway. Most of them were young men in their twenties and early thirties, from working-class and lower-middle-class backgrounds. They belonged to the so-called “superfluous generation”—too young for action in the Great War and hit hardest by the economic upheaval of the Weimar years—which often sought salvation in the radical politics of interwar Germany.89 These SA and SS men were veterans of Weimar political extremism and many had the scars and criminal records to prove it.90 In their eyes, the assault on left-wing prisoners in 1933 was the culmination of a civil war that had raged since 1918 against the SPD (as the main defender of Weimar) and the KPD (as the main agent of Bolshevism). “The SA was ready to fight to win the revolution,” the Oranienburg commandant, SA Sturmbannführer Werner Schäfer later wrote about the first day in the camp, “just as it had slowly and stubbornly fought to win the [beer] halls, the streets, the villages and towns.”91 Terror inside the early camps, in short, grew directly out of the violent Weimar political culture.


  The ferocity of the guards’ assault on prisoners also owed much to the peculiar mind-set of Nazi paramilitaries in 1933, which combined euphoria and paranoia into an explosive mix. The guards were celebrating the triumph of Nazism. Intoxicated with their sudden powers, they were anything but magnanimous in victory: they decorated the camps with captured flags of left-wing groups and branded their supremacy onto their enemies’ bodies.92 “Think about what they would have done to you,” SA men in Colditz camp were told before they were let loose on inmates in spring 1933.93 Often, the hatred of prisoners was not abstract but personal. Because of the localized nature of early Nazi terror, jailers and jailed often knew each other well. They had grown up in the same streets and shared a long history of violence and vendettas. Now the time had come for a final reckoning. The worst thing that could happen to an inmate, a former Dachau prisoner wrote in 1934, was to be recognized by a guard from his hometown.94


  But behind the wild triumphalism of SA and SS guards lurked anxiety. Nazi propaganda had stressed the Communist menace for so long that its crushing defeat seemed to have come too easily. Fear of an imminent counterstrike was widespread in spring and summer 1933, and went well beyond Nazi fanatics; even some deluded KPD prisoners themselves were confident that a workers’ uprising was just around the corner.95 Some Nazi officials feared that the early camps would be attacked by armed gangs, like state prisons had been during the German revolution of 1918–19. Guards were warned to be vigilant at all times about threats from the outside.96


  The obsession with the Communist specter spurred nervous guards to further attacks, especially during so-called interrogations. There were special torture chambers in many early camps run by Nazi paramilitaries, where guards tried to force prisoners to reveal names, plots, and hidden weapons. In Oranienburg, for example, SA torturers sat in room 16, beating prisoners until their bodies were covered in blood and bruises.97 Deaths in custody were still rare, however, even in SA and SS camps. Contrary to the picture of early Nazi camps as places of mass extermination, advanced by scholars like Hannah Arendt, the vast majority of prisoners survived.98 Still, many hundreds lost their lives in 1933, murdered by the guards or driven to suicide. Most vulnerable of all were Jews and prominent political prisoners.99


  Targeting “Bigwigs” and Jews


  On April 6, 1933, a special train left Berlin’s Schlesischer Bahnhof for Sonnenburg in the east of Prussia, where SA men had just established a new camp on the grounds of a dilapidated penitentiary, abandoned by the judicial authorities two years earlier after an outbreak of dysentery. On board the train were more than fifty well-known political prisoners (“bigwigs”), including Erich Mühsam, Carl von Ossietzky, and Hans Litten. After their arrest in Berlin in the early hours of February 28, 1933, the three men had spent several weeks in state prisons, describing conditions there as “uncomfortable” but “tolerable.”100 These had been the good days, compared to what was about to follow.


  The prisoners were abused and beaten on the special train, and even more so inside Sonnenburg. The SA guards focused much of their attention on Mühsam, Ossietzky, and Litten. Not only were they left-wing intellectuals—a “type” despised as lazy and dangerous by the paramilitaries, who symbolically destroyed Mühsam’s glasses—they were famous; even the local newspaper had announced their arrival. The anarchist Erich Mühsam was wrongly held responsible by the Nazis for the notorious execution of hostages in a Munich school during the 1919 uprising (like Hans Beimler). The publicist Ossietzky had previously demanded the disbanding of the Berlin SA Storm 33 (known as the “Murder Storm”), to which many of the camp guards belonged, while the attorney Litten had fought some of its members in court. Now the tables were turned, and at the end of a long day of terror, during which Litten was nearly strangled to death, the three men spent a first terrifying night together in a Sonnenburg cell.101


  The torture continued during the following days. The two frail older men, Ossietzky and Mühsam, had to dig a grave in the prison yard. Then they had to line up to be shot, only for the SA men to burst into laughter and drop their rifles. Ossietzky and Mühsam also performed humiliating exercises and exhausting menial tasks, at running pace and abused by SA men. Carl von Ossietzky finally collapsed and was taken to the infirmary, pallid, gaunt, and shaking. Erich Mühsam, his clothes covered in blood, broke down on April 12 with “serious heart attacks,” as he noted in a diary. Hans Litten, meanwhile, was tortured in a “life-threatening way,” as he secretly told his loved ones, and tried to take his own life by cutting his wrists.102 After just a few days inside Sonnenburg, the SA guards had pushed all three of their trophy prisoners close to death.


  Similar scenes took place in other early camps run by Nazi paramilitaries. And it was not just prominent radicals who suffered: senior members of the moderate SPD were exposed, too. On August 8, 1933, for example, the Berlin police took several political celebrities to Oranienburg, among them the longtime SPD parliamentary leader in the Prussian parliament Ernst Heilmann, one of the most powerful politicians of the Weimar era, and Friedrich Ebert, an SPD Reichstag deputy, a newspaper editor, and the son of the deceased first Reich president of the Weimar Republic, a hated figure on the German right. The SA guards were primed for a special “welcome,” having been alerted in advance to the transport, as they often were in case of prominent opponents. On arrival, the newcomers had to pose for propaganda pictures. Then they stood to attention in front of all other prisoners on the roll call square, where a senior SA officer berated them: “Here they are, these seducers! These swindlers of the people! These crooks! These dirty dogs!” he shouted, before pointing out the “red swine” Heilmann, the “bloodthirsty schemer” Ebert, and the others. The guards forced their victims to undress in public and change into rags, and then shaved their heads. Later on, Ebert and Heilmann were apparently tortured in the notorious room 16. More abuse followed over the coming weeks. Like other “bigwigs,” Heilmann and Ebert had to perform particularly strenuous, useless, and disgusting work. And whenever Nazi dignitaries visited Oranienburg, the two men were put on show, like dangerous animals in the zoo.103


  The guards’ violent hatred of prominent political prisoners was further inflamed by radical anti-Semitism. The fact that some victims—among them Heilmann, Mühsam, and Litten—had Jewish roots was taken as confirmation of incendiary stereotypes linking Jews to political deviance, summed up in the mortal threat of “Jewish Bolshevism.”104 At the core of the Nazi worldview stood extreme anti-Semitism, which branded Jews as the most dangerous of enemies. Jews were blamed for all the misfortunes that were said to have befallen modern Germany, from the “stab in the back” to the corrupt Weimar regime. So obstinate was the belief that all Jews were political foes, and vice versa, that Sonnenburg SA guards convinced themselves that Carl von Ossietzky must be Jewish, too (he was not), redoubling their assaults on the “Jewish swine.”105


  German Jews constituted a small minority among the prisoner population of the early camps, perhaps some five percent.106 However, this still meant that Jews were far more likely to be dragged to camps than the average citizen, an early sign of things to come.107 In all, up to ten thousand German Jews were forced into early camps during the course of 1933.108 Most were detained as left-wing activists (although contrary to Nazi propaganda, Jews were far from dominant among the German Communists).109 But some eager officials also arrested Jews primarily for being Jewish, among them numerous lawyers. In Saxony, the Ministry of the Interior had to remind its policemen that “affiliation to the Jewish race alone is not a reason to impose protective custody.”110 In Berlin, meanwhile, local SA leaders cautioned their men in May 1933 that “not everyone running around with dark hair is a Jew.”111 Kidnapping and arrest were part of an anti-Semitic wave that swept through Germany in spring and summer. While the new leaders were busy implementing a raft of discriminatory measures, trying to make good on their promise to exclude Jews from German life, local thugs launched their own attacks on Jewish businesses and individuals. Some victims were forced into early camps—often after denunciations by neighbors or business rivals—where they were held for “crimes” such as alleged profiteering or sexual relations with so-called Aryans.112


  Whether prominent or not, almost all Jewish prisoners faced abuse from Nazi paramilitaries, who subscribed to a wild blend of anti-Semitic fantasies. Not only were Jews seen as deadly political enemies, they were branded as racial threats, capitalist exploiters, and lazy intellectuals.113 When new prisoners arrived at a camp, guards would often order Jews to make themselves known: “Are there also any Jews?,” a young Dachau SS man screamed at newcomers on April 25, 1933, the day Hans Beimler arrived in the camp. With external markings for identifying prisoner groups yet to be introduced, such verbal orders for Jews to step forward became routine. Some prisoners concealed their origins, but this was risky. In Dachau, the Communist prisoner Karl Lehrburger was murdered by Private Steinbrenner in May 1933, shortly after his true identity was revealed by a visiting policeman who happened to know him.114


  Anti-Semitic abuse in early SA and SS camps took many forms. Like other torturers, Nazi guards oversaw acts of ritual humiliation and desecration. Beatings were accompanied by vile insults. “We’ll castrate you so you can’t molest Aryan girls anymore,” two Jewish men were told as they were tormented in the cellar of a Berlin SA pub in August 1933.115 In Dachau, Steinbrenner later recalled, there was “much hilarity” among his SS comrades after they shaved a cross on the head of a Jewish prisoner. In Sonnenburg, SA men defaced Erich Mühsam’s beard to make him resemble the Nazi cartoons they knew so well.116 Jewish inmates were also often forced into particularly arduous and revolting jobs. What was reserved as a cruel and unusual punishment for individual non-Jews—mostly prominent political prisoners—became normal for Jews, who found themselves at the bottom of the prisoner hierarchy. Ernst Heilmann, for example, was immediately made “director of the crapper” by the Oranienburg SA, placing him in charge of a group of Jews who had to clean the four toilets—sometimes with their bare hands—used by almost a thousand prisoners. Heilmann took over this post from Max Abraham, a rabbi from Rathenow near Berlin, who was now called “deputy director” by the sneering SA men.117


  
    
  


  In Oranienburg—and a few other large camps, like Dachau—anti-Semitic terror even led to the creation of separate labor details and barracks (so-called Jew Companies). However, such spatial separation was still unusual in the early camps. Jews mostly worked and slept with other inmates, especially in smaller camps, though even a comparatively large camp like Osthofen near Worms (Hesse), which held well over a hundred Jewish inmates, had no “Jew Company.” Osthofen was different from camps like Oranienburg in other ways, too. The local commandant, SS Sturmbannführer Karl D’Angelo, who would later transfer to Dachau, was more restrained than his opposite number in Oranienburg and did not promote violent excesses among the guards.118


  This highlights, once again, the disparities between early camps, even those staffed by Nazi paramilitaries. As yet, there was no agreement on how Jewish prisoners should be treated. Occasionally, this even led to open conflicts between Nazi officials, as happened in Sonnenburg. Rumors about the torture of Hans Litten and Erich Mühsam had reached Berlin within days. Concerned about the reputation of Sonnenburg, attorney Dr. Mittelbach from Berlin police headquarters carried out an inspection on April 10, 1933. A glance at the prisoners—Mühsam’s dentures were smashed and Litten’s face grotesquely swollen—quickly confirmed that they had been harmed “in a very serious way,” as the civil servant informed his superiors. Mittelbach called together the SA guards and lectured them that abuses were strictly forbidden. When it became clear that his warning was being ignored, he returned to Sonnenburg by car on April 25 to pick up Litten, coming back one month later for Mühsam. He took both prisoners to state prison wings in Berlin, where their treatment improved immeasurably. “Dr. Mittelbach has saved my life,” the beaming Litten told his mother in Spandau prison.119


  Mittelbach could intervene in Sonnenburg because the camp—though staffed by SA men—came under his authority. It was the first major camp of the Prussian political police and Mittelbach, who had helped to set it up, was soon appointed to an even more influential post: coordinating protective custody across Prussia from inside the secret state police office (Gestapa), established as a new agency under the Prussian Ministry of the Interior in late April 1933. The official task of the secret state police (Gestapo) officers in the Berlin headquarters and its regional branches was to pursue “all subversive political activities in the whole of Prussia.” Mittelbach himself did not last long in his new post, perhaps because of his help for Litten. Still, the central state authorities, in Prussia and other German states, were starting to assert greater control over the chaotic network of early camps.120


  COORDINATION


  In early March 1933, at the dawn of the Third Reich, government officials in Thuringia hastily erected a camp for Communist prisoners on the grounds of a former airfield in Nohra near Weimar; within a few days, more than two hundred men were held inside. Just ten weeks later, however, the new camp was abandoned again. Sometimes described as the first German concentration camp to open, Nohra was also one of the first to close down.121 Many others followed, and by late summer 1933 most early camps had shut their gates.122 These camps had never been intended as anything more than temporary and their closure reflected a wider shift in Nazi terror. Once the regime had secured its position, its leaders tried to rein in the storm troopers, whose excesses were beginning to cause concern even among staunch Nazi supporters. On July 6, 1933, Hitler unequivocally told senior Reich officials that the Nazi revolution was over.123 The resulting decline in rank-and-file violence meant fewer prisoners and fewer camps.


  Among the remaining early camps were several larger state camps. Attempts to coordinate political terror had already begun in spring 1933 and gathered pace from mid-1933.124 Just two months after local activists had set up Osthofen in March, for example, the Hesse police commissioner designated it as an official state camp.125 Senior state officials elsewhere also established large camps.126 The most significant initiatives came in the two biggest German states, Prussia and Bavaria, where officials formulated ambitious visions for the future of extra-legal police detention. To implement their rival plans, both states operated model camps, in the Emsland and in Dachau respectively. Not only were these the largest sites in the second half of 1933—holding some 3,000 (Emsland) and 2,400 (Dachau) prisoners a day in September—they were the closest the early camps came to prototypes for later SS concentration camps.127


  “Protective Custody” in Prussia


  During the Nazi capture of power, far more political opponents were locked up in Prussia than in any other German state. At the end of July 1933, well over half of all protective custody prisoners were detained there.128 Many of them were so dangerous, a top Prussian civil servant claimed in summer 1933, that they could not be released for a long time. Over the coming years, he estimated, around ten thousand protective custody prisoners would be held in Prussia on a daily basis. Lawless detention in camps was here to stay.129


  The conviction that the camps were more than an emergency measure, that they would last beyond the capture of power and become a permanent feature of the Third Reich, galvanized early efforts to create a more ordered system of detention beyond the law.130 In Prussia, the coordination of the camp system was spearheaded by the Ministry of the Interior. Hermann Göring himself had signed off on its new model by autumn 1933: in the future, there would be four large state concentration camps, in place of the plethora of early camps.131


  The first Prussian state camp was the infamous one in Sonnenburg, where Carl von Ossietzky was among the approximately one thousand prisoners in late November 1933.132 About the same number of men was detained in a second state camp in Brandenburg on the Havel River, set up in August inside another run-down former penitentiary. The inmates here included Erich Mühsam and Hans Litten, whose brief refuge in Berlin prisons had come to an abrupt end.133 Even more men—some 1,675 in late September—were detained in a third camp, Lichtenburg in Prettin on the Elbe, which had opened back in June, again on the grounds of a derelict penitentiary.134 But the pride of Göring’s officials was the largest site, a major complex of camps established from summer 1933 around Papenburg in the Emsland, in northwestern Germany near the Dutch border.135


  Beyond these four main sites, the Prussian state authorities approved a handful of regional camps, among them Moringen, which became the central Prussian camp for women in protective custody; by mid-November, almost 150 women were held here.136 As for all the other remaining early camps, Hermann Göring announced in October 1933 that they were “not recognized by me as state concentration camps” and would “shortly, in any case by the end of this year, be dissolved.”137 Several early camps really were closed down around this time and their prisoners taken to the Emsland.138


  The new Prussian model envisaged a system of large state camps coordinated from Berlin. Instead of different authorities meddling in protective custody, police offices would apply to the Gestapa, which would oversee the detention and release of all prisoners in state concentration camps.139 The individual camps were headed by civil servants from the police service, who reported to the Prussian Ministry of the Interior. In turn, these camp directors were in charge of the commanders of local SS guards. The SS monopoly over guard duties in Prussia had been secured by SS Gruppenführer Kurt Daluege, the head of the police department in the Prussian Ministry of the Interior. Other senior officials—duped by SS efforts to project a more disciplined public image than the unruly SA—evidently endorsed the move. The decision to put the SS in charge led to the replacement of SA guards in camps like Sonnenburg, and by late August all the main Prussian state concentration camps were staffed by SS units.140


  But the Prussian model was never fully realized. Its administrative structure proved unworkable. Far from ensuring central control, it was a guarantee for turmoil, as many local SS guards were loath to submit to directors from the civil service.141 Similar conflicts were played out at a higher level between officials from the Prussian Ministry of the Interior and SA and SS chieftains. In autumn 1933, for example, the ministry had to shelve its plan to close Oranienburg, following furious protests by SA leaders who defended the camp as a bulwark against enemies of the state (more important, perhaps, was their desire to secure the future employment of the local SA guards). In the end, the Prussian Ministry of the Interior grudgingly accepted Oranienburg as a regional state camp run by the SA.142


  This climb-down was typical of the inability of Göring’s officials to bring lawless detention in Prussia fully under their control. Not only did some Nazi paramilitaries continue to arrest prisoners on their own accord; a few defiant SA and SS leaders even struck out on their own to set up new camps.143 In autumn 1933, for instance, the police president of Stettin, SS Oberführer Fritz-Karl Engel, established a camp in an abandoned wharf building in the Bredow district, which operated until March 11, 1934.144 When it finally closed down, an exasperated Göring ordered that any other police camps that “bear the character of concentration camps” had to be “dissolved at once.”145 A few days later, during a conference with Hitler, Göring went even further and suggested that an official commission should comb the country for secret SA camps.146


  The Prussian experiment ended in disarray. No sooner had a comprehensive model for a state camp system been developed, than it came apart. Its unraveling was hastened by the lack of leadership from the top of the Prussian state. Hermann Göring himself began to doubt the purpose of his large camps and pushed for mass releases instead (see below). Further down the hierarchy, Prussian state officials pulled in different directions. In late November 1933, the Ministry of the Interior effectively lost control over the camps, which passed instead to the newly independent Prussian Gestapo, now run as a special agency subordinated directly to Göring. But the Gestapo failed to develop a systematic vision and over the coming months, Prussian policy drifted.147 The general confusion and conflicts that characterized the Prussian state system was reflected in its flagship camps in the Emsland, during a long year of terror.148


  Inside the Emsland Camps


  Wolfgang Langhoff woke with a jolt one early morning in July 1933, roused from a deep sleep by shrill whistles and screams. He had no idea where he was. Langhoff looked up in a daze and found himself surrounded by beds full of equally bewildered men. In a flash, it all came back to him and he choked with fear: they were prisoners of the Börgermoor camp in the Emsland. Langhoff had arrived on a large transport the previous night. He was already a veteran of the early camps, having been arrested on February 28, 1933, in Düsseldorf, where he was well known as a stage actor, often playing the youthful hero, and as an agitator for the Communist cause. It had been dark when Langhoff passed through the Börgermoor gate, and after the march from the faraway railway station, brutally driven on by SS men, he had collapsed on a straw mattress inside a large building. Now, with the dull morning light creeping through the windows, he had a closer look around. The cheap wooden barrack was some 130 feet long and 30 feet wide, reminding him of a stable. Most of it was crammed full of bunk beds, holding a hundred prisoners in all, with a few narrow lockers for their belongings. Beyond, there was a smaller area with tables and benches for prisoners to eat, and a separate washroom at the far end.


  As there was no running water yet, Langhoff and the others were ordered outside to wash. The dense fog, typical of the region, made it hard to see at first, but when it lifted Langhoff realized that he was standing in a small town of barracks. His was one of ten identical yellow prisoner huts, five neat rows of low wooden buildings on either side of a path bisecting the rectangular camp. In addition, there were five administrative barracks, including kitchen, infirmary, and bunker. The compound, which somewhat resembled German First World War POW camps, was enclosed by two parallel double fences of barbed wire, with a narrow corridor inside for patrols. On the other side, near the gate and the watchtower (fitted with searchlights and machine guns), stood yet more barracks, though they looked more comfortable; here the SS guards did paperwork, slept, and got drunk. Beyond these barracks, there was nothing, except for a white pole with a swastika flag, a few dead trees, and a row of telegraph poles lining the flat landscape to the faraway horizon. “Endless moorland, as far as one can see,” Langhoff wrote two years later. “Brown and black, broken up and ditches running through.” It was hard to imagine a bleaker place than Börgermoor, deep inside the sparsely populated Emsland.149


  Börgermoor was one of four almost identical state camps—there was another one in Neusustrum and two in Esterwegen—opened by the Prussian Ministry of the Interior between June and October 1933 across a wide stretch of largely uncultivated land in the northern Emsland. The decision to set up this complex was made as early as spring 1933, and ministerial officials soon saw it as the centerpiece of the emerging Prussian state system.150 The special nature of these camps was obvious at first sight. In contrast to other spaces turned into early Nazi camps, the Emsland camps were not found. Instead of adapting existing buildings, the authorities had planned and purpose-built new ones, forcing prisoners to construct their own camp in the barrack style that would become a standard for the later SS camp system.151 Not only did the new complex look unlike other Prussian camps, it dwarfed them in size. In autumn 1933, the Emsland camps together held up to four thousand men—half of all prisoners in Prussian state concentration camps.152


  Forced labor also set the Emsland camps apart. It was not incidental, as in most early camps, but integral. The cultivation of the Emsland moor, which had only advanced fitfully in previous years, promised both economic and ideological gain. Land reclamation would raise German agricultural self-sufficiency and chimed with the Nazi doctrines of “blood and soil” and “living space.” Also, it would not upset small businesses worried about cheap competition from prisoner labor. Most important of all, such work was a perfect fit for the propaganda picture of early camps as places of “reeducation” through hard manual labor.


  In practice, work in the Emsland camps was all about harassment, as Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler acknowledged a few years later, summing up the approach with a revealing pun: “You wait, I’ll teach you mores [manners], I’m sending you into the moor.”153 The prisoners left their compounds early, before 6:00 a.m. in summer, and normally marched for over an hour. They were often forced to sing on the way, though the SS soon banned the “Song of the Moorland Soldiers,” a protest song composed by three inmates (Wolfgang Langhoff among them). On the moor, prisoners had to dig trenches and turn over the soil, at breakneck speed to avoid SS punishment for slacking or for missing the daily quota. After his first day, Wolfgang Langhoff wrote, “My hands are full of blisters. My bones ache, every step hurts.” Each day brought more pain, he added, as hundreds of men slaved for weeks on a piece of land that could have been turned over by a couple of tractors in a few days.154


  Despite their distinct features, the Emsland camps shared key elements with other early camps staffed by Nazi paramilitaries. In the Emsland, too, most prisoners were left-wing political opponents, with German Communists in the absolute majority. And these men faced extreme violence. Although the Emsland camps were headed by a senior police officer as director, the real masters were the SS camp commanders—all of them embittered First World War veterans who had joined the Nazi movement before its electoral breakthrough in 1930—and their brutal guards.155


  As in other early camps, SS violence reached a terrifying crescendo whenever well-known politicians and Jews arrived.156 On September 13, 1933, one such transport of around twenty men from Oranienburg reached Börgermoor. Their arrival had been anticipated for days by SS guards, who pounced on the newcomers and soon pulled out the two most prominent prisoners, Friedrich Ebert and Ernst Heilmann. Their “welcome” in the SS camp Börgermoor was even more brutal than it had been in the SA camp Oranienburg five weeks earlier. On arrival, both men were humiliated and beaten with slats and table legs. Later, the two SPD politicians were thrown into a hole, together with three new Jewish prisoners (among them the rabbi Max Abraham), for a “meeting of the parliamentary group,” as their tormentors called it. Bleeding profusely and pleading for mercy, Heilmann was briefly buried alive, while Ebert apparently refused an SS order to kick the others and was threatened with execution. Some prisoners felt that Ebert’s defiance impressed the guards, who later seemed to go a little easier on him.


  Meanwhile, the suffering of Ernst Heilmann in Börgermoor continued. Once, he had to spend an entire day smeared from head to toe in human excrement. Another time, he crawled on all fours into the prisoner barracks, led on a chain by an SS man, barked loudly, and exclaimed “I am the Jewish Parliamentary Deputy Heilmann from the SPD!” before he was maimed by guard dogs. Just before he had arrived in the Emsland, Heilmann had told a fellow prisoner that he could not endure another day like his first one in Oranienburg. But in Börgermoor, every day was like a new “welcome,” as guards invented ever more sadistic games to drive him to his grave. Finally, on September 29, 1933, Ernst Heilmann, his body battered and his spirit broken, tried to take his own life, stumbling like a sleepwalker over the sentry line. Several shots missed before a bullet felled him. But Heilmann’s suffering was not over yet, not for a long time. He was hit in the thigh, and after a spell in the hospital he came back to the Emsland in 1934, this time to Esterwegen camp.157


  In the weeks before Heilmann’s shooting, the Emsland guards killed three men. Another three prisoners were murdered in early October 1933, among them the former police president of Hamburg-Altona, an SPD official executed on orders of the Esterwegen commander for his alleged part in the death of two storm troopers back in 1932.158 Details of the SS excesses spread among the local population and soon reached the Prussian Ministry of the Interior, which eventually stepped in. On October 17, 1933, it ordered the immediate transport of all prominent prisoners and Jews out of the Emsland camps. Local SS guards were fuming when almost eighty prisoners, including Friedrich Ebert and Max Abraham, were led away that afternoon by the police. The transport went to Lichtenburg, and despite poor conditions and occasional SS abuses there, the prisoners were greatly relieved to have escaped the Emsland. “Finally,” one of the Jewish men recalled, “the special treatment came to an end.”159


  Back in the Emsland, there was no letup. At least five more prisoners died in the second half of October 1933. The outrages inside the camps (widely publicized abroad), and the growing conflicts between brawling SS guards and the local population outside, finally prompted Göring to intervene in spectacular fashion. On Sunday, November 5, 1933, a heavily armed police detachment moved to the Emsland to depose the SS. The camps were surrounded and the army was apparently put on alert in case of a violent confrontation. Following a tense overnight standoff, during which the furiously drunk guards smashed buildings, burned down a barrack, threatened to shoot prisoners, and even proposed to arm them for a joint uprising, the hungover SS men meekly handed over their weapons and dispersed without resistance. The exit of the former SS masters could not have been more inglorious.160


  But life in the Emsland camps did not quiet down for long after the dramatic demise of the SS. Following a more benign interlude of police rule, Göring handed guard duties over to SA units in December 1933. Soon there were more excesses and murders, as many SA men acted just like their SS predecessors.161 The victims included some new “bigwigs.” Among them was Hans Litten, who was taken from Brandenburg to Esterwegen in January 1934; after weeks of torment and draining work, he fainted and fell off a truck that ran over his leg. Around the same time, Carl von Ossietzky arrived, almost a year after his and Litten’s arrest in Berlin. He, too, was singled out for more abuses during the work on the moor, and quickly lost hope of ever leaving the camp alive.162


  Unable to bring the Emsland camps under control, Göring prepared to abandon them. In April 1934, he presided over the closure of Börgermoor and Neusustrum, two camps he had seen as permanent places for extralegal detention only a few months earlier. Now only the two Esterwegen camps were left, holding no more than 1,162 prisoners on April 25, 1934.163 In faraway Bavaria, Heinrich Himmler must have rubbed his hands with glee at the failure of Göring’s project. While the Emsland complex was breaking apart, his own large camp was still going strong.164


  Himmler’s Model Camp


  “I became police president of Munich and took over the police headquarters, Heydrich got the political section,” SS leader Heinrich Himmler reminisced some ten years later about March 9, 1933, the day that set him on track to become the undisputed master of the Third Reich terror machine, with his faithful lieutenant Reinhard Heydrich by his side. “This is how we started,” Himmler added wistfully.165 His party career had begun before 1933, of course. Born in Munich in 1900, he was one of those angry young men from the war youth generation—too young to serve at the front—who joined radical right-wing groups after the German defeat and revolution of 1918, making up for missing the First World War by fighting a proxy battle against the Weimar Republic. A foot soldier in the nascent Nazi movement, Himmler’s big break came in 1929 when he took over the SS. Initially, it was a small bodyguard unit, no more than a peripheral part of the powerful SA under Himmler’s mentor, Ernst Röhm. But the sly and ambitious Himmler quickly turned the SS into a paramilitary force in its own right. Himmler, who unlike most Nazi activists came from the educated middle class, positioned the SS as the self-professed racial and soldierly elite of the Nazi movement, allowing him to indulge his frustrated military fantasies. By the time of the Nazi capture of power in 1933, Himmler’s SS had grown from a few hundred men to over fifty thousand, and it became ever more powerful as its leader rose through the Nazi state. On April 1, 1933, Himmler had already taken charge of the Bavarian political police and auxiliary police, and set out to build a powerful apparatus of repression in his home state.166


  Dachau stood at the heart of Himmler’s vision. On March 13, 1933, a commission inspected the old munitions factory and approved its use as a camp for protective custody. Preparations began the following day, and on March 20, 1933, Himmler proclaimed the creation of the “first concentration camp” to the press. The self-assurance with which the political novice presented his radical vision was remarkable. The remit of Dachau was not restricted to Communist functionaries, he said, but extended to all left-wing opponents who “threaten the security of the state.” The police had to be uncompromising, Himmler added, and restrain these functionaries for as long as necessary. And Himmler was thinking big: Dachau would hold some five thousand protective custody prisoners, more than the average prisoner population of all large Bavarian state prisons in 1932.167


  Himmler’s camp soon became the center for lawless detention in Bavaria. Prisoners arrived in Dachau from across the state, once protective custody was centralized in the hands of the Bavarian political police, and in just a few months, prisoner numbers rose from 151 (March 31) to 2,036 (June 30).168 By then, the camp’s appearance had changed, too. The prisoners had moved from the provisional compound into a larger one, which they had helped to build on the old factory grounds. The new Dachau camp compound, enclosed by barbed wire and guard towers, contained ten one-story barracks made of brick and concrete, which had once housed workshops of the munitions factory. Every barrack was subdivided into five rooms with bunk beds, each designed for fifty-four prisoners (attached to each room was a small washroom with sinks). Also inside the prisoner compound was the infirmary, the laundry, and the roll call square. Right outside was the large SS shooting range—a daily reminder of the guards’ dominance—and several more buildings for prisoners, including a canteen and a new bunker. Beyond these huts stood some administrative buildings, workshops, and the guards’ quarters. The whole area was surrounded by yet more barbed wire and a long wall with guard towers. To walk around the entire camp complex, one prisoner estimated, would have taken two hours.169


  The most momentous change in Dachau did not affect its appearance, however, but its staff, as Dachau turned into an SS camp. The first guards had come from the regular state police, but Himmler regarded this as a short-term measure only. Sometime in late March 1933, a small SS detachment was sent to Dachau, officially deployed as auxiliary police, and on April 2, 1933, Himmler ordered Dachau to be placed under the SS. After several days of training by the state police, the SS troop, which had grown to 138 men, stepped up. On April 11, 1933, a select band of SS men took over the prisoner compound. Meanwhile, SS sentries stationed around the barbed wire, some of them barely able to point their weapons in the right direction, continued to be supervised and drilled by a small police force. The police finally departed at the end of May 1933, when the entire Dachau operation fell to the SS.170 The basic structure of Bavarian lawless terror was now in place: the political police carried out arrests and sent protective custody prisoners to the camp in Dachau, where they were guarded by the SS. Crucially, both SS and police came under the leadership of one man, Heinrich Himmler, who had created the template for the later Germany-wide camp system.


  Himmler knew that his SS men would rule Dachau differently from the state police. The first SS detachment had been met on the premises by the Munich SS district leader, Baron von Malsen-Ponickau. In a chilling speech, he pictured the prisoners as beasts who had planned to massacre the Nazis; now the SS would hit back. Private Hans Steinbrenner, who was among the assembled men, recalled that the baron ended his address with an open incitement to murder: “If one [prisoner] tries to escape, you shoot and I hope you don’t miss. The more of these types die, the better.”171 These words were still ringing in the ears of the SS men when they took over the prisoner compound on April 11, 1933. They were led by the new commandant, the thirty-three-year-old SS Hauptsturmführer Hilmar Wäckerle, who proved no less belligerent than the bloodthirsty baron. Wäckerle was yet another Nazi activist of the first hour—an ex-combatant of the First World War and of Weimar’s virtual civil war—and he played up his brutal persona inside the camp, where he was rarely seen without his bullwhip and his huge dog.172


  The SS inaugurated its reign over Dachau with an explosion of violence. On their first day in charge, the SS men battered newcomers, saving their worst for Jews, and at night drunkenly attacked their victims inside the barracks.173 By the following day, April 12, 1933, they had whipped themselves up into a murderous frenzy. Sometime in the late afternoon, Hans Steinbrenner called out the names of four prisoners. Among them was Erwin Kahn, in Dachau since its inception, who had assured his parents just a week earlier that he had no complaints about his treatment: “I hope!! to be free soon,” he wrote in what would be his last letter. The other three men, Rudolf Benario, Ernst Goldmann, and Arthur Kahn, were all in their early twenties and new to the camp, having arrived the previous day. All four men had already suffered terribly at the hands of the SS—a little earlier on April 12, Steinbrenner had whipped them until they were covered in blood—and they feared more torture as he led them out of the compound with a few other SS men, supposedly for punitive labor. After they reached the nearby woods, one of the guards asked the prisoners innocently if the tools they had shouldered were heavy. When Erwin Kahn said that it was not too bad, the guard answered: “We’ll soon wipe that dirty smile off your face.” The SS men then raised their rifles and fired from behind at the prisoners. After their screams fell silent, three of them lay dead, sprawled facedown. Erwin Kahn survived with a gaping head wound, and an SS man was just about to finish him off when one of the remaining state police officers arrived on the scene. He ensured that the badly wounded prisoner was rushed to a Munich hospital. Erwin Kahn was fully conscious when his wife saw him there three days later and he told her what had happened. A few hours later he was dead, too, probably strangled during the night by the guards who had stood watch outside his hospital room.174


  The first murders in Dachau were premeditated, designed to demonstrate the new SS rulers’ power over the prisoners, now that the police reign was over.175 But how did the SS select their first victims from among the four hundred or so Dachau prisoners?176 Strikingly, none of the four doomed prisoners were prominent political opponents. Two had been lowly local left-wing activists, the other two had pretty much stayed out of politics altogether. “In my whole life I never joined a party,” Erwin Kahn wrote in his last letter, puzzled by his detention in Dachau. What set Kahn and the other three apart from most other Dachau prisoners was their Jewish descent. All four had been identified by the SS as Jews, and as such they were regarded as the most dangerous enemies of all. As Hans Steinbrenner told one of the other Dachau inmates shortly after the murders: “We’ll leave you guys alone, but we’ll bump off all the Jews.”177


  Once the Dachau SS men started to kill, they found it hard to stop. After a lull of a few weeks—waiting to see if they would get away with murder—they executed several more prisoners. Hatred of the Communists was clearly an important factor, with some KPD functionaries among the dead (and Hans Beimler only just escaping a similar fate). But extreme anti-Semitism overshadowed everything; at least eight of the twelve prisoners murdered in six weeks from April 12 to May 26, 1933, were of Jewish descent, making Dachau by far the most lethal early camp for Jews in Germany. Most exposed were Communist activists, who embodied the SS hate figure of the “Jewish Bolshevist”; only one Jewish KPD supporter dragged to Dachau in 1933 survived.178


  Throughout the initial period of SS rule, the Dachau commandant Wäckerle acted as if he were omnipotent. This also affected the special camp regulations he introduced in May 1933. These rules placed the camp under “martial law,” exercised by the commandant, and threatened any prisoner with the “death penalty” if he dared to incite others to “deny obedience” to the SS.179 Although capital punishment was still the monopoly of the regular judicial system, the Nazi veteran Wäckerle believed that Dachau was beyond the law.


  Dachau Under Pressure


  Early on April 13, 1933, attorney Josef Hartinger from the Munich state prosecutor’s office set off for an urgent trip to Dachau, where he was met by Commandant Wäckerle. Having learned about the violent deaths of Rudolf Benario, Ernst Goldmann, and Arthur Kahn the previous day, Hartinger followed standard procedure and inspected the scene. The attorney soon came to question the official SS version that the prisoners had been killed as they escaped and that a fourth prisoner, the seriously wounded Erwin Kahn, had been caught in the line of fire. The suspicion of foul play deepened after Erwin Kahn died mysteriously in the hospital and his widow reported his posthumous account to Hartinger. But the case went nowhere. It was hard to contradict the stonewalling SS men, and Hartinger’s own superior initially showed little appetite for a fight with the Dachau SS, mindful perhaps of the demonstrative support it had received from Police Commissioner Himmler: on the very day Hartinger visited Dachau, Himmler announced at a press conference that the four prisoners—whom he described as Communists—had been shot as they tried to flee, coining what would become a standard phrase for concealing KL murders (a few years later, in a secret speech to SS leaders, Himmler made clear that he knew very well that “shot while trying to escape” was a euphemism for execution).180


  Attorney Hartinger was soon back in Dachau in May 1933, as one suspect prisoner death followed another. The autopsies of victims like Louis Schloss, who had evidently been battered to death, left him and his colleagues in no doubt that they were looking at a spate of murders. They became even more alarmed after reading the homicidal camp regulations introduced by Wäckerle, who blithely told them that the rules had been approved by Himmler. Wäckerle and his men felt invincible, obstructing and taunting Hartinger and his judicial colleagues whenever they showed up inside the camp; some guards barely bothered anymore to camouflage their murders.


  The confrontation between the Dachau SS and the law came to a head in early June 1933. On June 1, the Munich state prosecutor’s office launched preliminary proceedings against several Dachau SS men; Commandant Wäckerle was named as an accessory. On the same day, Hartinger’s superior, the Munich chief public prosecutor, held a lunchtime meeting with Heinrich Himmler, who had to promise his full cooperation with the judicial investigation. Himmler’s defeat seemed complete when he was forced, at a hastily arranged conference on June 2 with the Bavarian Reich governor von Epp and several ministers, to cut loose his tarnished commandant. At the time, this seemed like a humiliating setback for Himmler. In the long run, however, he probably regarded it as a blessing in disguise. The judicial investigation petered out after his police officials asked for the case files and then “lost” them. As for Wäckerle’s sacking, Himmler may have been quite happy to sacrifice him, having clashed over the commandant’s brazen provocation of the legal authorities. Himmler needed a shrewder man to lead his camp and he found the perfect candidate in, of all places, a mental asylum. The patient’s name was Theodor Eicke.181


  On June 26, 1933, Theodor Eicke officially took command in Dachau, and over the coming years this bluff and burly man, who often had a Virginia cigar dangling from his lips, dominated the SS concentration camps. In a quirk of fate, the judicial effort to stop the murders in Dachau had paved the way for the entrance of the man who would mastermind the transformation of Dachau and other early camps into permanent sites of terror. While Himmler set the general direction for the later SS camp system, Eicke became its powerful motor. He was a roughneck, a bully, and a fanatical Nazi. Always spoiling for a fight, this overbearing and vindictive man suspected foes everywhere. Feared by his rivals for his obstinacy and temper, he felt that his destiny would finally be fulfilled under Nazi rule, after years of personal struggle and frustration. But he could hardly have got off to a worse start in the Third Reich.


  As a young man in 1909, aged seventeen, Eicke had left his modest family home in Alsace (then part of Germany) without completing school, determined to make a career for himself. He volunteered for the army and quickly took to military life. However, he did not cover himself in glory during almost ten years as a paymaster, and when the German army downscaled after the war, he was discharged without reaching officer rank. Married with a young child and few prospects, Eicke never really adjusted to civilian life. He failed miserably to make the grade as a police officer, a perceived injustice that rankled to the end of his days, and finally found steady but dull employment with the chemical giant IG Farben in Ludwigshafen, working mainly in its security branch. Eicke’s humdrum life was shaken up in the late 1920s, when he found the Nazi movement and with it a new calling. In July 1930 he joined the SS, with membership number 2921, and soon gave all his spare time to the cause. Eicke proved himself as an able organizer and leader. He became a powerful regional commander and soon caught Himmler’s eye. Eicke’s reputation as a desperado grew further when the police discovered dozens of homemade bombs in his flat. Sentenced in summer 1932 to two years’ penitentiary, Eicke absconded to Lake Garda in Fascist Italy, entrusted by Himmler with the command over a local terrorist training camp for Austrian Nazis; once, he had the honor of showing the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini around.


  After Eicke returned to Hitler’s Germany in mid-February 1933, hoping to harvest the fruits of his sacrifices for the cause, he was bitterly disappointed. As he jostled for position, his longstanding feud with the Gauleiter of the Palatinate Josef Bürckel, who branded Eicke as “syphilitic and completely mad,” escalated and ended in Eicke’s ignominious incarceration, first in prison and then from late March 1933 in a Würzburg mental asylum. In addition, Eicke was stripped of his SS rank. Although the consulting doctor Werner Heyde—later a pivotal figure in the murderous “euthanasia” program—quickly concluded that his prominent patient was not clinically ill, Himmler let Eicke stew, ignoring his desperate pleas. By early summer, the Reichsführer SS finally decided that it was time to bring him back into the fold. On June 2, 1933—the very day that he agreed to dismiss Commandant Wäckerle—Himmler informed the Würzburg asylum that Eicke could be released and might soon find himself in an important position. His selection of Eicke as the new Dachau commandant was a characteristic move for Himmler, who often bought himself the loyalty of failed SS men by giving them a chance for redemption. Sure enough, Eicke repaid his master with blind devotion for the rest of his life.


  When Theodor Eicke took up his post in Dachau a few weeks later, now reinstated as SS Oberführer, he knew that, at the age of forty-one, this might well be his final chance to make something of his botched life. Unlike many other commandants of early camps, Eicke did not see his appointment as a diversion or nuisance, but as an opportunity to build a career. He grabbed it with his customary zeal. The concentration camps, he wrote to Himmler a few years later in one of his self-aggrandizing letters, became his life’s work.182


  During his first days in Dachau, Eicke observed the SS routines, walking around and making notes, as he drew up plans for restructuring the camp. He worked around the clock and even slept in his office. “Now Eicke is in his element,” one SS man later commented. Eicke soon changed the face of Dachau and became its real founding father. He oversaw a major overhaul of SS staff, creating a regimented troop loyal to him. Most of Wäckerle’s closest aides departed, among them the notorious Hans Steinbrenner. Eicke also got rid of the querulous leader of SS sentries and replaced him with Sturmführer Michael Lippert, who would come to play a particularly malignant part. Finally, Eicke drew up new rules of engagement, to make SS violence appear less arbitrary, and introduced a more coherent administrative structure for the SS staff.183


  Himmler was delighted by Eicke’s progress. On August 4, 1933, he visited Dachau with SA leader Ernst Röhm, still his nominal superior. Following their inspection of the camp, they were guests of honor during the unveiling of a monument (built by prisoners) dedicated to the Nazi “martyr” Horst Wessel, a young SA firebrand killed in a dispute with local Communists in Berlin in 1930, and celebrated by Nazi propaganda as a symbol for the deadly struggle against Bolshevism. During a festive get-together in the large SS mess hall that evening, Himmler and Röhm applauded the discipline of the guards and singled out Commandant Eicke for special praise. In Röhm’s case, this would prove a grimly ironic moment, in light of what Eicke would do to him less than a year later.184


  
    
  


  Behind Dachau’s front as a model camp, the torment continued. Eicke did not want to go any easier on the inmates than his predecessor. He just wanted a slicker operation. And so the abuse carried on, with “bigwigs” and Jews still suffering the worst treatment and hardest labor, like pulling a huge rolling barrel to flatten the paths inside the camp.185 Eicke’s approach was summed up in his camp regulations of October 1, 1933, which greatly expanded the list of punishable prisoner offenses, compared with Wäckerle’s earlier rules, and pronounced even more savage penalties. They also continued to threaten prisoners with death. Eicke warned all “political agitators and subversive intellectuals” that SS men will “reach for your throats and silence you according to your own methods.” Prisoners suspected of sabotage, mutiny, or agitation would be executed on the basis of “revolutionary law”: “Anyone who attacks a guard or an SS man physically, refuses obedience or, at his work place, refuses to work … [or] bawls, shouts, agitates or makes speeches on the march or at work will be shot dead on the spot as a mutineer or subsequently hanged.”186


  Armed with this license, Dachau SS guards continued to murder individual prisoners. By the end of 1933, at least ten more inmates had died on Eicke’s watch (three of the dead were Jews).187 And although the murders were better camouflaged than before, they provoked further investigations and political wrangling. Himmler soon found himself in another tight corner and had to be bailed out in December 1933 by Ernst Röhm. Using his considerable political muscle, Röhm stalled a judicial inquiry into three suspicious prisoner deaths by arguing that the “political nature” of the matter made it “presently unsuitable” for legal intervention. Once again, justice was denied.188


  Dachau was something of an outlier in 1933, standing at the extreme end of a wide spectrum of early camps. From the beginning, SS leader Heinrich Himmler oversaw a particularly radical approach to lawless detention; more prisoners were killed in Dachau than in any other early camp. By comparison, some other large state camps were considerably less brutal. Inside Osthofen in Hesse, for example, not one of the 2,500 or more prisoners died.189 Nor did all other official camp regulations resemble the radical Dachau ones. The police rules for state camps in Saxony, passed in summer 1933, explicitly banned physical punishment.190


  But even in Dachau, the epicenter of early terror, death remained the exception; out of 4,821 men dragged through the camp in 1933, no more than twenty-five lost their lives.191 The other inmates suffered daily drills and humiliations, and were always at risk of hideous assaults. And yet, they survived, and even snatched some moments beyond violence; after lunch, for example, prisoners would normally rest and play chess, smoke, read, and sometimes play an instrument. Dachau—like the other early camps—was not yet consumed by deadly force.192


  The Roots of the Nazi Camps


  On August 11, 1932, the Nazi daily Völkischer Beobachter had carried a prophetic story on its front page. More than five months before Hitler was appointed chancellor, the paper predicted that a future Nazi government would pass an emergency decree to arrest left-wing functionaries and put “suspects and intellectual instigators in concentration camps.” This was not the first time the Nazis had anticipated the use of camps against their enemies. In an article as far back as 1921, when he was no more than an unusually venomous agitator in Munich, Hitler had promised to “stop the Jews from undermining our nation, if necessary by keeping their bacilli safely in concentration camps.”193 Clearly, the idea of setting up camps had crossed the minds of Nazi leaders long before they came anywhere near power. But there was no direct line from their early threats to the later camps. The scattered references of the Weimar years owed much to the political rhetoric of the time; at most, they were vague statements of intent. The improvisation after the capture of power makes abundantly clear that there was no blueprint in Nazi files. When Hitler took charge of Germany in 1933, the Nazi concentration camp still had to be invented.194


  This is not to say that the early camps came from nowhere, as has sometimes been suggested.195 On the whole, Nazi officials took their inspiration less from foreign precedents than from existing national disciplinary discourses and practices, with the most important influences—especially on larger and more permanent state camps, like Dachau and those in the Emsland—coming from the German prison system and from the army.


  SS officers like Theodor Eicke often stressed the uniqueness of their camps, denying any resemblance to regular prisons and penitentiaries.196 But back in 1933, Nazi officials borrowed liberally from the traditional prison service. Indeed, many officials—including Eicke—could draw on personal experiences of the Weimar prison, which had mostly been strict and highly regimented (contrary to later Nazi caricatures). Having been locked up for political extremism during the Weimar years, these men now applied the lessons they had learned to the early camps.


  The masters of the early camps copied from the prisons’ rigid schedules and rules, lifting some passages directly from existing regulations. Traditional disciplinary punishments from the prison service, like aggravated detention (depriving prisoners for several weeks of their bed, fresh air, and regular food), found their way straight into the early camps.197 Even flogging, introduced as an official disciplinary punishment under Eicke in Dachau, had its roots in German prisons: until it was abandoned after the First World War as inhumane and counterproductive, men in Prussian penitentiaries could be officially punished with thirty or even sixty lashes.198


  Another element appropriated from the prison service was the so-called progressive stages system, which had been practiced in all large German penal institutions from the mid-1920s. Prisoners were divided into three groups, with sanctions for supposedly ill-disciplined or incorrigible inmates, and corresponding benefits for more docile ones.199 In 1933, a similar stages system—with significantly harsher sanctions—was introduced in several early camps, at least on paper. When Hans Beimler arrived in Dachau, for example, the SS immediately put him into stage three, officially reserved for prisoners “whose previous life justifies a particularly severe supervision.”200


  Yet another influence on early camps was forced labor, which stood at the heart of the modern prison, thanks to its easy compatibility with very different conceptions of detention. Traditionalists had long seen hard manual work as a punishment. Prison reformers, meanwhile, regarded it as an instrument of rehabilitation; repetitive labor in their cells would inoculate inmates with a strict work ethic, and toil outside (in farming or land cultivation) would tie deviants to the countryside and help cleanse “degenerate” cities.201 Similar beliefs had underpinned other institutions of social welfare and discipline in Weimar Germany, like workhouses and the camps of the Voluntary Labor Service, which left their own marks on the early Nazi camps.202 Drawing on these precedents, forced labor figured fairly prominently in early camps, not least because it could be presented as a means of both repression and redemption. Reporting the opening of the new Prussian state camp in Brandenburg in August 1933, a local newspaper announced that work would force prisoners to “reflect at leisure upon their earlier actions and assertions” and help them “to reform.” What readers were not told, of course, was that in Erich Mühsam’s case such work meant wiping the floors while SS men kicked and beat him, dragged him by his hair, and forced him to lick the dirty water.203


  Just as the masters of the early camps tried to differentiate themselves from prison officials, they drew a line between themselves and regular soldiers. But there was no mistaking the influence of military traditions, which were widely copied and perverted inside camps. Again, SA and SS officials could often fall back on their own experience. Many commandants were First World War veterans (some had even spent time in POW camps), and so were some of the guards.204 Those who had been too young to enlist had often soaked up the army spirit in extremist paramilitary formations like the SA, which was consciously modeled on the army, with its flags, uniforms, and rituals, and had provided its members with comprehensive military training.205


  “When a new arrival first enters the concentration camp,” a former Dachau prisoner recalled, he finds “a kind of military camp.”206 There were many echoes of army life in the early camps, starting with the guards’ demeanor. The Dachau SS, for example, greatly prized military bearing among its men, who learned to march in formation in exaggerated goose step, proudly wearing uniforms with army-inspired insignia.207 Army veterans among the prisoners were also familiar with daily marches (accompanied by military music) and roll calls (with barked commands like “Caps off” and “Eyes right”).208 “As an old soldier I knew that the wisest thing was to say Yes and Amen to everything,” an ex-prisoner reported about his time in Esterwegen.209 During their encounters with guards, prisoners had to offer a salute and “adopt a military stance,” Theodor Eicke ordered (similar rules existed inside German prisons). Eicke also insisted that the start of the inmates’ work day was marked by an SS trumpeter with the bugle call to arms.210 The militarization of some early camps even extended to everyday language. In Dachau, each barrack constituted a “prisoner company,” made up of five “platoons” (i.e., five rooms) supervised by an SS “company leader.”211


  
    
  


  Violent abuses in early camps were also inspired by military routines, starting with the ubiquitous “welcome,” an exaggerated version of initiation rituals common in the armed forces.212 Then there were all the drills. Exhausting training had been the norm for army recruits in the German Empire, sometimes accompanied by slaps and punches from commanding officers.213 The amplified counterpart in the early camps was prisoner “sport,” a succession of torturous exercises such as slow knee bends and unending push-ups, as well as crawling, hopping, and running. In the army, such drills aimed at fusing recruits into a cohesive unit. In the camps, they were meant to break the prisoners.214 Mindless discipline continued inside prisoners’ living quarters, with the pedantic rules giving guards a ready excuse for more abuse. Once more, many of the routines mirrored military practices, including the daily “bed building,” where prisoners had to make their beds perfectly straight, with sharp edges like boxes; prisoners often had to use strings and spirit levels to evade punishment. Again, army veterans were at an advantage. “I had been a soldier,” a prisoner in a Berlin camp later wrote. “I know this drill.” Some better-off inmates, meanwhile, used food and money to pay skilled colleagues to help them.215


  The novices behind the early Nazi camps borrowed established disciplinary methods—from the prison, the army, and other institutions—as a matter of convenience and opportunism. This had an unintended, though not unwelcome, side effect. By drawing on familiar customs and ideas, the early camps (and protective custody) did not appear like a complete break with German traditions. To some members of the public, this made the camps seem less exceptional than they really were. As Jane Caplan has said, the inflection with existing practices helped to disguise “the ruthless character of Nazi repression, and eased its official and popular acceptance.”216


  OPEN TERROR


  Contrary to the pervasive myth of ignorance about the KL, which dominated German memory for decades after the war, the camps had lodged themselves early and deeply into the minds of the population—so much so that some ordinary Germans already started dreaming about them in 1933. As one local newspaper concluded in May of that year, everyone was talking about protective custody.217 The regime did not hide the early camps’ existence. On the contrary, the press—soon coordinated by the new rulers—carried countless articles, some initiated by the authorities, others by journalists themselves. The Nazi media emphasized that the main targets were political opponents of the new order, primarily Communist “terrorists,” followed by SPD “fat cats” and other “dangerous characters.” A newsreel, shown in German cinemas in 1933, described prisoners of a camp in Halle as “the main rabble-rousers among the red murderers and incendiaries.” The detention of well-known political figures was given particular prominence: a photograph of the arrival in Oranienburg of Friedrich Ebert and Ernst Heilmann, described in the press as “one-time greats,” even featured on the front page of the Völkischer Beobachter.218


  
    
  


  Several historians have suggested that most Germans welcomed such reports because they supported the camps and the regime’s broader aims.219 There is some truth in this. Given the pervasive hatred of the Left among Nazi followers and national conservatives alike, the authorities knew that their crackdown was likely to be greeted with applause in these quarters.220 But propaganda about the early camps was not just about consensus building. Those who rejected Nazism heard a very different message: “There is still room in the concentration camp,” one regional paper declared darkly in August 1933, summing up the camps’ deterrent function.221 More generally, one should tread carefully when judging the mood in the Third Reich, because of the evident difficulty of measuring popular opinion in a totalitarian dictatorship, and because official propaganda messages were contradicted by rumors.222 When we examine reactions to the early camps, we have to address a rather more complex set of questions: who knew what, when, and reacted how, to which aspect of the camps?


  Witnesses and Whispers


  The Nazi authorities were never in full control of the camps’ image. Although the regime dominated the public sphere, its authorized version of the early camps, as disseminated in the media, was often undercut. In 1933, there were still many ways of learning the truth, and a large number of ordinary Germans gained a surprisingly accurate picture of what was really going on.223


  Many Germans witnessed Nazi terror firsthand. Their first glimpse often came during processions of prominent prisoners through towns toward nearby camps. Along streets and squares lined with spectators, the prisoners, some of them wearing demeaning placards, were cursed, shoved, and spat at by jeering crowds of SA and SS men. When Erich Mühsam, Carl von Ossietzky, and Hans Litten marched with other prisoners through Sonnenburg to the camp on April 6, 1933, they were “frequently helped along” by the rubber truncheons of the guards, a local paper reported the following day.224


  Such humiliating parades were not the only time locals came face-to-face with prisoners. Some inmates, for example, were deployed for public works outside the barbed wire, and their dress and demeanor spoke volumes about the treatment. Often, their work was designed as a demeaning spectacle, like in Oranienburg, where Commandant Schäfer once sent a group of left-wing politicians—among them the former SPD deputies Ernst Heilmann, Friedrich Ebert, and Gerhart Seger—into town to scratch old election posters from the walls.225


  Germans who lived in the immediate vicinity of early camps also witnessed abuses inside. With so many early camps in the middle of towns and cities, it was impossible for the authorities to shut out all observers. In residential areas, neighbors occasionally saw the prisoners or, more often, heard them; tourists at Nuremberg castle could listen as prisoners were tortured in the cellars below. Sometimes witnesses tried to intervene. In Stettin, locals complained to the police about screams and shots fired at night inside the Bredow camp.226 Further news spread through encounters with the camp staff. Although guards were supposed to stay silent, some boasted loudly in local pubs about beating prisoners or even murdering them.227


  Before long, many places across Germany were abuzz with news about crimes in local camps. In Wuppertal in western Germany, rumors about prisoner abuses in Kemna camp circulated widely, as leading Nazi officials conceded.228 Farther east, a local woman confided to a Lichtenburg prisoner that the townspeople of Prettin “know everything that goes on inside!”229 In the far north of the country, legal officials warned that cases of “serious ill-treatment” in Bredow were “known among the general public of Stettin and Pomerania.”230 And around Munich in the south, there was talk about abuses, too, with sayings like “Shut up, or you’ll end up in Dachau!” and “Please, dear Lord, make me dumb, so that I won’t to Dachau come” circulating widely by summer 1933.231 But the capital of whisperers must have been Berlin, with its vast number of early camps. In spring 1933, recalled Hans Litten’s mother, Irmgard, it was impossible to step into a café or an underground train without hearing all about the abuses.232


  Irmgard Litten herself had more to go on than hearsay when it came to the early camps. Like many other relatives of prisoners, she received regular letters from her son—the intervals varied, ranging from a week to a month—and like many other inmates, Hans Litten smuggled references about his condition into his correspondence. Writing from Sonnenburg in spring 1933, the lawyer Litten mentioned a fictitious “client” of his who was “on such bad terms with the other residents that they constantly attack him when he comes home at night.” He also advised another “client” to make his will because he was dying. Later on, Hans Litten used a special cipher to dupe the censors. In his first coded letter, he asked for opium to kill himself.233


  Many relatives could see for themselves how their loved ones were being treated. In sharp contrast to the later SS camps, the authorities in 1933 often allowed visits, just as in prisons. Some camps permitted bimonthly meetings for a few minutes under strict observation. Others allowed weekly visits lasting several hours, during which prisoners were left largely unsupervised.234 What the visitors saw often confirmed their worst fears, with the marks of abuse and torture clearly visible. When Irmgard Litten met her son in Spandau in spring 1933, shortly after his transfer from Sonnenburg, he was difficult to recognize, with a swollen face and a deformed, strangely crooked head. His whole appearance, his mother noted, was ghostly.235


  Normally, visits were authorized by the camp officials. But on occasion, relatives talked their way into early camps, almost unthinkable in the later SS system. When Gertrud Hübner learned that her husband was held at the SA camp on General-Pape-Strasse in Berlin, she immediately went to the camp and persisted until the guards admitted her. “My husband made a very run-down and tormented impression,” she remembered. “I took my husband into my arms and he started to cry.”236


  On their return from early camps, relatives often shared their impressions with friends and family, starting off a whirlwind of whispers. Some women displayed their husbands’ bloodied shirts and trousers, which they had received in exchange for fresh clothing; in May 1933, Erich Mühsam’s wife, Kreszentia, even confronted the Prussian civil servant in charge of protective custody, Dr. Mittelbach, brandishing the blood-soaked underwear she had been sent from Sonnenburg.237 News of deaths also spread fast. Following mass turnouts at burials of prominent political prisoners, the Prussian Ministry of the Interior ordered local authorities in November 1933 to forbid any more funerals “with a dissenting tone.”238


  As popular knowledge of abuses spread, the authorities came under pressure to release individual inmates. Some initiatives came from religious groups.239 But mostly, it was relatives who lobbied on behalf of prisoners. Within a few months, Irmgard Litten, who was well connected, had contacted the Reich defense minister Blomberg, Reich minister of justice Gürtner, Reich bishop Müller, and Hermann Göring’s adjutant.240 Much to the annoyance of camp and police officers, such campaigns for imprisoned men sometimes caused senior state officials to step in.241 In Hans Litten’s case, his treatment occasionally improved following interventions from above.242 Yet Litten remained inside the camps, as did other prominent prisoners. Even Friedrich Ebert was not released, despite support from Reich president Hindenburg himself, who had been petitioned by Ebert’s mother to spare her son from being abused “as a humiliated laboring prisoner.”243


  Friedrich Ebert was unfortunate. Most other prisoners of the early camps were soon set free again—not because of outside intervention, but because the authorities felt that a brief period of shock and awe was normally enough to force opponents into compliance. As a result, there was a rapid turnover in 1933, with the places of released prisoners quickly filled with new ones. The duration of detention was unpredictable. Prisoners who expected to regain their freedom after a few days were mostly disappointed, but it was rare for them to remain inside for a year or more. Longer spells were served in the bigger, more permanent camps, but even in a large camp like Oranienburg, around two-thirds of all prisoners stayed for less than three months.244 The result was a constant stream of former prisoners back into German society, and it was these men and women who would become the most important sources of private knowledge about the early camps.


  Popular Reactions


  Martin Grünwiedl had just been released from Dachau in early 1934, after more than ten months inside, when two of his Communist comrades, who operated undercover in Munich, asked him to write a report about the camp. Despite the risks, the thirty-two-year-old decorator produced a remarkable thirty-page account of SS crimes called “Dachau Prisoners Speak Out,” incorporating testimonies from several former inmates. Following painstaking preparations, Grünwiedl and four helpers then copied the pamphlet. Equipped with tents, food, carbon paper, and a copying machine, they cycled to a remote islet in the idyllic Isar River, dressed as vacationers. After several anxious days, the men returned to Munich to complete their work. When all was done, Grünwiedl handed around four hundred copies to underground KPD officials. Some 250 more copies were put into mailboxes or sent to sympathizers and public figures, with instructions to pass on the pamphlet “so that it is read as widely as possible!”245


  The resisters clearly faced huge obstacles: months of dangerous work involving more than a dozen individuals, several of whom were later arrested (among them Grünwiedl, who found himself back in Dachau), had yielded no more than a few hundred copies. But the production of the pamphlet also demonstrates the determination of left-wing opponents to spread the word about the regime and its camps. Grünwiedl and his friends were not alone. There was still a sizable resistance movement in 1933–34, turning out hundreds of thousands of underground newspapers and flyers.246 Some publications were hidden inside harmless books, like a Communist pamphlet on the torture of Hans Litten and others in Sonnenburg, distributed inside the cover of a medical textbook about kidney and bladder disease.247 Several prisoner reports circulated widely in Germany, among them an account by Gerhart Seger, written in Czechoslovakia after he managed to escape from Oranienburg in early December 1933.248


  When it came to news about the camps, word of mouth was even more important than the written word. Upon release, prisoners often had to vow to stay silent, otherwise, guards threatened, they would be taken back to the camp or beaten to death.249 But such threats could not stop former inmates from talking to family and friends, who in turn talked to others, in a countrywide game of pass the message.250 There was so much talk that some observers concluded that everyone “knew or had heard about someone who had been to a concentration camp once.”251


  Even former inmates unable to speak about their experiences—because of fear or trauma—bore witness to the camps.252 Their broken teeth, battered bodies, and terrified silences were often more revealing than words; it could take months for visible injuries to heal, and some victims never recovered.253 Doctors and nurses joined the growing circle of German professionals—including lawyers, civil servants, state attorneys, and morgue attendants—who knew about SA and SS crimes. In early October 1933, for example, a Wuppertal hospital attendant made the following case notes about twenty-five-year-old Erich Minz, who had been admitted from Kemna with a fractured skull and obvious signs of abuse: “Patient is completely unconscious. The whole body, especially the back and buttocks, are covered with welts and bruises, some blue-red, others blue-yellow-green. The nose and lips are swollen, blue-red.”254 Talk of torture soon spread outside hospital wards, especially when former prisoners died of their injuries.255


  At the beginning of the Third Reich, then, Germany was awash with rumors about the early camps. Not only were most Germans aware of their existence, they knew that the camps stood for brutal repression. Camps were held up as the ultimate sanction in private and public disputes, and found their way into popular jokes, too:


  “Sergeant,” anxiously said a warden in the concentration camp, “look at the prisoner in that bed. His spine is broken, his eyes are put out, and I think the damp has made him deaf. What shall we do with him?”


  “Set him free! He is prepared to receive our Führer’s doctrine.”256


  Information about the abuses was not spread evenly across the nation, however. There were differences among German regions—with far more early camps in urban than in rural areas—and between social groups. The best-informed Germans often came from the organized working class. After all, the vast majority of prisoners were Communist and Socialist activists, and their supporters—to say nothing of their wives, children, friends, and colleagues—were desperate to learn about their fate. Moreover, left-wing workers were most likely to receive underground pamphlets and to hear from released prisoners, who tended to share their experiences within their traditional milieus. Finally, with so many early camps established in the middle of working-class areas, supporters of the Left often had direct insight into the daily violence.


  Class was not all-decisive, of course. There were middle-class professionals who knew all about the camps. Also, some reports by left-wing prisoners reached beyond the organized working class, sometimes circuitously. When the Dresden professor Victor Klemperer heard about the abuse of Erich Mühsam, for example, it was from a friend who had met up with exiled German Communists in Denmark.257 On the whole, however, the middle classes—who largely supported the Nazis by 1933—knew less about the reality of Nazi terror.258 They were also more inclined to dismiss rumors about abuses as lies spread by enemies of the new state.259 Still, Nazi followers were largely aware of the early camps’ dark side. So how did they react?


  Nazi supporters from all classes and backgrounds hailed the regime’s crackdown on the Left. “You have to have order,” one factory foreman told his son in spring 1933, regarding the arrests of left-wingers.260 Many followers also welcomed harsh measures in the early camps; the Left’s danger justified brutal means, they believed, and “terrorists” deserved all the violence that came their way. Some even screamed abuse as prisoners were paraded through the streets. In Berlin, spectators egged on the brownshirts, shouting things like: “Finally you’ve got the dogs, beat them to death, or send them to Moscow.” But support for attacks on left-wing organizations did not always translate into support for violent attacks on left-wing activists.261 Looking back at the prewar years, Heinrich Himmler later admitted that the establishment of the camps had been greatly condemned by “circles outside the party.”262 Himmler may have embellished for effect, but still, some Nazi sympathizers were clearly uncomfortable about reports of abuses. There were various reasons for their unease. Having been drawn to the Nazi movement for its promise to restore public order following the Weimar street fighting, some supporters worried about the growing lawlessness of the early camps.263 Others were more concerned with Germany’s image abroad, as news about atrocities quickly spread across the border, where the early camps became a byword for the inhumanity of Hitler’s new Germany.264


  The View from Abroad


  “If they could, they would take us to a concentration camp,” the satirist Kurt Tucholsky wrote from the safety of Switzerland about Nazi supporters, in a despairing letter on April 20, 1933, the day Germany celebrated Hitler’s birthday. “The reports [about the camps] are horrible, by the way,” Tucholsky added.265 German émigrés like Tucholsky learned about the Nazi camps from contacts inside the country and from the exile press. In France, Czechoslovakia, and elsewhere, German-language publications sprang up. Following the arrest of its editor Carl von Ossietzky, for example, the influential Weltbühne was relaunched from Prague, featuring the first of many articles on the camps in September 1933. Exile papers and magazines focused on the most notorious camps, like Dachau, Börgermoor, Oranienburg, and Sonnenburg, which was also featured in a poem by Bertolt Brecht, another famous exile. Meanwhile, German left-wing parties in exile sponsored editions of eyewitness reports, like the Communist Brown Book (Braunbuch) on Nazi terror. Printed in August 1933 in Paris and widely translated afterward, this bestselling book of anti-Nazi propaganda called the camps’ creation the “worst act of despotism by the Hitler government” and included more than thirty pages on crimes inside.266


  Some of these exile publications were smuggled into the Third Reich. In exceptional cases, they even found their way into early camps, boosting prisoner morale. But on the whole, their circulation was too small to make much of an impact in Germany.267 More important was public opinion abroad, with some reports quickly picked up by foreign papers and politicians. On October 13, 1933, barely a week after a German-language paper in the Saarland (under League of Nations mandate until 1935) had printed an article by a former Börgermoor prisoner, the Manchester Guardian ran the same story, reporting that Friedrich Ebert had been “struck with rifle butts until his face was covered with blood” and Ernst Heilmann had been “so badly beaten that he was prostrate for several days.”268 The most vocal former prisoner was Gerhart Seger, who lectured, published, and lobbied in Europe and North America in a campaign to draw attention to the Nazi camps.269


  In 1933, hundreds of articles about the camps appeared in newspapers and magazines around the world. Many of these articles did not originate with German exiles, but came from foreign reporters in Germany; in 1933/34, The New York Times alone printed dozens of detailed stories by U.S. journalists. Other foreign papers did the same. As early as April 7, 1933, the Chicago Daily Tribune featured an article about a Württemberg camp, with its correspondent describing the “shocking” appearance of the prisoners. Foreign journalists sometimes drew on secret contacts with the German resistance. In this way, a reporter of a Dutch newspaper obtained a sensational letter by Oranienburg prisoners about their torture.270


  Foreign press reports highlighted the suffering of prominent prisoners, often as part of international campaigns backed by leading public figures. In November 1933, for instance, the British prime minister Ramsay MacDonald made an official inquiry about the fate of Hans Litten. Such pressure benefited some prisoners—despite the Nazi fury about outside meddling—though not Litten. In reply to MacDonald’s intervention, the Prussian Gestapa refused to answer any questions about him, while the German foreign office concluded that “provocative” foreign campaigns had to be refuted as part of a wider German PR offensive to improve the camps’ image abroad.271


  The Nazi regime, which closely monitored foreign opinion, was acutely sensitive about critical reports. As articles about abuses inside early camps mounted up, paranoid Nazi leaders suspected an international conspiracy by Jews and Bolsheviks, and drew comparisons to the Allied “atrocity propaganda” of World War I. As a popular Nazi tract explained at the time, the camps were used to defame Nazi Germany in the same way alleged crimes during the invasion of Belgium had been used to slander the German Empire in 1914. “Like in the war!” Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels fumed in his diary.272


  Why were Nazi officials so thin-skinned? They were obviously concerned about critical reports filtering back to the Third Reich (where foreign papers remained on sale), adding more grist to the fast-spinning rumor mill.273 Even more pressing was their concern about Germany’s standing abroad. In 1933, its position was still weak, and Hitler had to tread carefully on the international stage to make other leaders believe his guise as a man of peace—a difficult enough feat even without the stream of reports about atrocities in Nazi camps.274


  In order to silence criticism abroad, German state officials held press conferences for foreign correspondents and staged visits to selected camps, which were meticulously prepared in advance.275 This was a high-risk strategy, though, as Nazi officials realized themselves.276 Several visitors were not tricked and some crude propaganda backfired. When Dr. Ludwig Levy, a former Oranienburg prisoner, used a reader’s letter from Germany to refute a detailed eyewitness account in the London Times of September 19, 1933—which had named him as an SA torture victim—and praised the “thoroughly good and even respectful” treatment he had received, the author of the original article replied in a letter of his own, offering yet more detail about the abuses:


  Dr. Levy lived in the same room as myself at Oranienburg … I saw Dr. Levy with his left eye black and swollen and blood running from it. About a fortnight later his right eye was in the same condition. On both occasions he was fresh from an interview with the camp “leaders.” I also saw him kicked and knocked about by the guards, like the rest of us, many times.


  I do not blame Dr. Levy for making the statement which you have published, as I am well aware of the kind of pressure to which he, still living in Potsdam [outside Berlin], must be exposed.277


  The Nazi PR campaign also scored some successes, however, especially when it played upon fears of Communism. Some foreign news editors published positive stories, or became wary about running negative ones.278 Several diplomats were duped, too, among them the British vice-consul in Dresden. In an enthusiastic report on his October 1933 visit to Hohnstein in Saxony—one of the worst early camps, with at least eight prisoner deaths—the vice-consul praised it as “a model from all points of view,” with “exemplary” SA guards and prisoners who made a “distinctly satisfied impression.”279


  Nazi propaganda tried to persuade a skeptical foreign audience that the camps were orderly and benevolent institutions, which turned terrorists into worthy citizens.280 This message was summed up in an extraordinary radio report recorded on September 30, 1933, inside Oranienburg, for broadcast on Germany’s international station. During the lengthy report, which aimed to refute “lies and atrocity stories” abroad, a reporter strolled through the grounds, the dining hall, and the sleeping quarters, accompanied by Commandant Schäfer, who extolled his decent treatment of left-wing criminals and the exemplary discipline created by his SA men. The broadcast even featured interviews with prisoners, including the following exchange:


  [REPORTER]: The fellow German standing before me, this incited Communist, doesn’t know me and I don’t know him, he has not been coached for this but has just been called over to us … You don’t have to worry, you will not be punished even if you tell me that you are dissatisfied. You need say nothing more than the truth.


  [INMATE]: Yessir.


  [REPORTER]: Tell us how you feel about the food.


  [INMATE]: The food here is good and plentiful.


  [REPORTER]:… Has anything at all happened to you here?


  [INMATE]: Nothing has happened to me.281


  It is unclear if the report was actually broadcast and if anyone was fooled by its heavy-handed direction. Still, the regime persisted with its narrative of the good camps—not just abroad, but also at home in Germany.


  Nazi Propaganda


  
    
  


  The Oranienburg camp was less than a week old when local Nazi leaders felt compelled to jump to its defense. The resulting article, published in a local paper on March 28, 1933, included many ingredients that would define the domestic image of the Nazi camps, as authorized for public consumption by the regime. The central message of this article, and many others like it, was that prisoners enjoyed “decent, humane treatment.” Sanitary conditions were said to be more than adequate, labor was “neither degrading nor exhausting,” and food was ample, with prisoners eating from the same pots as SA guards. The prisoners’ military exercises were salutary, no harder than those performed by the guards themselves, and were followed by games in the yard. Then, at the end of the day, prisoners could relax, “lazing comfortably in the sunshine” with cigarettes in hand. Turning to the function of Oranienburg, not only did the camp protect the general public from political enemies, it safeguarded the very same enemies from the fury of the people.282 This, then, was the alternative reality of the early camps: orderly institutions staffed by selfless guards who treated the captured men (women were rarely mentioned, presumably because their detention was thought unpopular) strictly but fairly, in healthy surroundings and with plenty of leisure time. “They can’t complain,” ran a typical headline.283


  This fairy-tale image of the early camps was disseminated in various ways across the Third Reich. Nazi officials praised the camps in public speeches and authorized newsreels shot in camps.284 But the main medium was the press, including articles with staged photos of prisoners working, exercising, and relaxing.285 In addition to the template set by the March 1933 article on Oranienburg, such reports typically included one additional feature. They depicted the early camps as places of reform and reeducation, above all through productive labor.286 Only occasionally did articles acknowledge that certain prisoners were thought to be beyond redemption. “The owner of this or that semi-animal face cannot be anything other than an incorrigible Bolshevist,” a regional paper said about Oranienburg in August 1933, concluding that “no instruction can help in these cases”—a hint at the possible long-term future for the camps.287


  Several accounts were published by senior camp officials themselves, including a full-length book in February 1934 by the Oranienburg commandant Werner Schäfer. As the only such account by a camp commandant, it caused something of a stir. The book sold tens of thousands of copies, was serialized in several regional newspapers, and was read by Nazi leaders. Even Adolf Hitler received a volume, courtesy of Commandant Schäfer. Another two thousand copies were dispatched to German embassies abroad, on the initiative of Goebbels’s Ministry of Propaganda.288 In his book, the verbose Schäfer stuck closely to the official narrative of the camps. He claimed that his men had triumphed over many obstacles—such as poor infrastructure and hostile prisoners—to create a model institution, based on care, order, and labor. Carried away on his flight of fancy, Schäfer described his SA guards as dedicated “pedagogues” and “psychologists,” who gave their all to turn former enemies into “useful members of the German national community.” To prove his point, Schäfer included several letters purportedly sent to him by former prisoners, including one who praised the “very valuable” experience and another who personally thanked Schäfer “for the good treatment and everything else.”289


  The cynical use of prisoners was a key feature of the Nazi public relations strategy. Testimonies by supposedly satisfied prisoners became a staple of German press reporting.290 This campaign peaked on November 12, 1933, when the Nazi state held a rigged plebiscite and national election. Prisoners in the early camps were “allowed” to participate, with largely predictable results; according to the Munich press, almost all Dachau prisoners voted in support of the Third Reich.291 This farcical result was no proof of the regime’s popularity among prisoners, of course, but of the brutal effectiveness of SS terror in Dachau. A week before the election, a senior Bavarian state official had warned the inmates that naysayers would be treated as traitors. On the day of the vote, SS guards reminded them to support the regime if they ever wanted to be free again. This the prisoners did, for they were well aware that the SS had devised a system for identifying individual voters.292 Prisoner fears of retribution for disobedience were well founded; in the Brandenburg camp, a Communist who cast his vote against the state was tortured to death.293


  The official rationale for the media blitz across Germany—emblazoning the image of the “good camp”—was the rebuttal of foreign “atrocity stories.” The self-important Commandant Schäfer, for one, announced that Oranienburg was the most “defamed” camp in the world and pointedly called his rejoinder the “Anti-Brown Book.”294 But Nazi outrage at foreign criticism was often disingenuous, little more than an excuse for tackling a far more pressing problem—the whispers inside Germany. Early on, the authorities occasionally admitted that their real concern was domestic public opinion. As the glowing article about Oranienburg put it on March 28, 1933, all the “talk of merciless flogging” was just “old wives’ tales.” In the previous week, Heinrich Himmler had made a similar point as he announced the establishment of Dachau, denying all rumors about abuses of protective custody prisoners.295 Such reassurances were directed at Nazi supporters, aiming to “dissolve the anxieties of the middle-class followers who feel that illegal acts destroy the foundation of their existence,” as the former Dachau prisoner Bruno Bettelheim later put it.296


  It is hard to judge the popular response to the official narrative of the “good camp.” Nazi sympathizers—who were more insulated from knowledge of abuses—may well have been reassured and probably wanted to believe the regime’s version. At the same time, many other observers saw through the smoke screen. Victor Klemperer was not alone in greeting the November 1933 reports about prisoners voting overwhelmingly for the Nazis with incredulity.297 More generally, rumors about violence and torture persisted, chipping away at the official picture.


  At times, it was Nazi officials themselves who contradicted the carefully crafted official message. In his sensationalist book, Commandant Schäfer repeatedly let slip his benevolent mask, admitting that prisoners had been beaten.298 Other publications revealed that for prominent prisoners, the much-vaunted productive labor amounted to degrading work like cleaning latrines.299 And in Dachau, local papers kept readers informed about deaths inside, with articles about “suicides” and prisoners “shot trying to escape” exposing the fiction of the camp as a benevolent educational establishment. But such revealing reports were the exception in 1933—a time when Nazi propaganda was not yet fully streamlined—and disappeared altogether in later years.300 On balance, the regime had little to gain by deviations from the official line. Instead of playing up the violence inside the camps, the authorities tried to silence the chorus of whispers.


  Fighting “Atrocity Rumors”


  On June 2, 1933, a Dachau newspaper printed an ominous directive by the Supreme SA Command. Under the headline “Warning!” it informed the local population that two people were recently arrested as they peered into the camp: “They claimed to have looked over the wall out of curiosity about what the camp looked like from inside. To enable them to satisfy their thirst for knowledge and to provide them with an opportunity to do so, they were kept in the concentration camp for one night.” Any other “curious individuals,” the directive added, would be given an even “more prolonged opportunity to study the camp.” Not for the first time, the residents of Dachau were being warned to stay well away from the camp in their midst.301


  Despite such threats, officials in early camps like Dachau found it impossible to shut out spectators. Some local authorities responded by taking prisoners to more secluded locations. This is what happened in Bremen in September 1933, where the Missler camp—located inside a residential area—was closed down and most prisoners moved to a new camp on a tug boat beached on the embankment of an isolated stretch of river outside the city.302


  The Nazi state also continued to threaten whisperers. Since spring 1933, press and radio reports carried warnings that so-called atrocity rumors would be punished.303 New special courts passed exemplary sentences, using the March 21, 1933, Decree Against Malicious Attacks that criminalized “untrue or grossly exaggerated” statements which could cause “serious damage” to the regime.304 Among the defendants were locals living near camps, such as a joiner who fell into a nighttime conversation with two men on a Berlin street and told them about abuses in Oranienburg, only to be denounced and sentenced to a year in prison. “Such rumors,” the judges found, “have to be rigorously combated in order to deter others from similar deeds.”305 Even some Germans far away from camps were convicted. In August 1933, for example, the Munich special court sentenced several workers to three months’ imprisonment for discussing the death of the KPD deputy Fritz Dressel in Dachau—a case widely known in Bavaria, even before Hans Beimler mentioned it in his book—as they sat in a stonemasons’ hut in the hamlet of Wotzdorf, some 125 miles east of the camp.306


  The heavy-handed response by the authorities drew more sarcasm about the regime and its camps, including the following joke about Dachau:


  Two men meet [on the street]. “Nice to see you’re free again. How was it in the concentration camp?”


  “Great! Breakfast in bed, a choice of coffee or chocolate. Then some sport. For lunch we got soup, meat, and dessert. And we played games in the afternoon before getting coffee and cakes. Then a little snooze and we watched movies after dinner.”


  The man was astonished: “That’s great! I recently spoke to Meyer, who was also locked up there. He told me a different story.”


  The other man nods gravely and says: “Yes, well, that’s why they’ve picked him up again.”307


  In their eagerness to silence critics, the Nazi authorities targeted relatives of former prisoners, who often knew particularly damaging details. Among the victims was Fritz Dressel’s widow, who was apparently taken to Stadelheim.308 Centa Beimler, meanwhile, was imprisoned for several years, following her arrest in spring 1933, in a bid to stop her escaped husband from making further revelations about Dachau. But the detention of relatives for revenge or deterrence, later known as Sippenhaft, only gave further ammunition to foreign critics. The decision of the Dessau political police in early 1934 to force Elisabeth Seger and her baby daughter Renate into Rosslau camp, following the escape of her husband Gerhart from Oranienburg, became a public relations disaster. At a press conference in London on March 18, 1934, Gerhart Seger denounced the reprisals of the Nazi regime. Because of his book, which was circulating inside Germany, the Nazi authorities “have now taken my wife and child from me.” There was a public outcry in Britain, which even reached Hitler’s ears, and after sustained pressure from the British press and politicians, the German authorities released both mother and daughter, who were reunited abroad with Gerhart Seger.309


  Undeterred, some Nazi fanatics resorted to murder to suppress rumors. In the new Dachau camp regulations of October 1, 1933, Commandant Eicke had threatened prisoners who collected or passed on “atrocity propaganda about the concentration camp” with execution. Less than three weeks later his guards uncovered an alleged prisoner plot to smuggle evidence of SS crimes abroad, and Eicke made good on his threat. Backed by Heinrich Himmler—who claimed that the guilty prisoners had tried to send material for an “atrocity propaganda film” to Czechoslovakia—the Dachau commandant swore revenge. SS suspicions centered on five prisoners, three Jews and two non-Jews, who were thrown into the bunker. They were all doomed. The first to die were Wilhelm Franz (the Kapo overseeing prisoner correspondence) and Dr. Delvin Katz (an orderly in the infirmary), who were tortured and strangled by SS men the night of October 18–19, 1933. The next day, Eicke announced their deaths to all assembled prisoners and declared a temporary ban (sanctioned by Himmler) on letters and releases. According to an eyewitness, Eicke had a chilling message for the prisoners, which summed up the Nazi double-speak about the early camps: “We still have enough German oaks to string up everyone who defies us,” Eicke warned, adding: “There are no atrocities and no Cheka cellars in Dachau.”310


  Such threats were still on the minds of prisoners when they were released from early camps. The camps left many deep and lasting wounds on prisoner bodies. In addition to the visible scars, there was the enduring trauma of fear, humiliation, and shame. Many men found it hard to live with memories that undermined their masculine identity, as when they had pleaded, cried, or soiled themselves in the face of overwhelming terror.311 In light of these experiences, and the regime’s crackdown on “atrocity propaganda,” it took great courage for former prisoners like Martin Grünwiedl to write about the camps and continue their fight against the dictatorship. Not surprisingly, many more left-wing activists retreated from resistance. As early as summer 1933, the underground Communist leadership warned die-hard supporters that many released comrades were “renegades” who had broken with the party out of fear.312 This fear gripped other opponents of the regime, too. Once the reality of Nazi terror was known, they anxiously withdrew into the private sphere.313 In this way, the whispers about abuses and atrocities in the early camps paved the way for total Nazi rule, fatally weakening the resistance.314


  Of course, deterrence was just one of many functions of the early camps. From the start, Nazi camps were multipurpose weapons. This left an important legacy for the future, as did the innovations in camps like Dachau, with its specific architecture, administrative routine, and daily rituals. Clearly, some of the essentials of the SS concentration camps had emerged early on. All the same, the later SS system was still a long way off. After one year of Nazi rule, individual German states still pursued rival visions and there was no coordinated national network of camps. Instead, the early camps differed in terms of how they looked, who ran them, and how prisoners fared. In early 1934, their future remained undecided. In fact, it was not even clear if the camps would have any future at all in the Third Reich.315
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  The SS Camp System


  Murder was the making of Theodor Eicke. More precisely, it was a single shot he fired at around 6:00 p.m. on July 1, 1934, that ignited his career. As he hurried to his murderous assignment that early Sunday evening, striding across a new cell block of the Stadelheim prison complex in Munich, Eicke may already have dreamed about the rewards he would reap. Although he was no experienced killer—as Dachau commandant, he had left most of the dirty work to his men—he betrayed no sign of nerves as he climbed up to the second floor and walked along two corridors lined with armed policemen. He finally stopped outside cell number 474 and ordered the door to be unlocked. Eicke stepped inside, accompanied by his right-hand man Michael Lippert, and came face to face with his former benefactor, now the Nazis’ most prized political prisoner—SA leader Ernst Röhm.


  Eicke and Lippert had arrived in Stadelheim about an hour earlier from Dachau, heading straight for the governor of the prison. They demanded immediate access to Röhm, who had been arrested for treason the previous morning, together with other senior SA men. After the governor stalled, Eicke announced angrily that he was acting on orders from Hitler. The Führer, barked Eicke, had personally instructed him to give the SA leader an ultimatum to commit suicide; if Röhm failed to comply, Eicke would shoot him. After the governor had made some frantic phone calls to corroborate Eicke’s story, the two SS officers were allowed to proceed to cell 474. Here, Eicke handed Röhm a copy of the Völkischer Beobachter, with details of the execution of six SA leaders in Stadelheim the previous day, and tersely issued Hitler’s ultimatum. Röhm apparently tried to protest, but his cell was quickly locked again, a gun loaded with one bullet left on a small table. Outside, Eicke checked his watch and after a tense ten minutes, the time span specified by Hitler, he ordered a prison official to retrieve the unused weapon. Eicke and Lippert then raised their own guns and pointed through the open door at Röhm, who had taken his shirt off. After steadying themselves for several seconds, both men pulled the trigger. Röhm stumbled backward. He was bleeding heavily, but he was still alive. The sight of the moaning Röhm may have spooked Eicke, for he ordered Lippert to finish the job. The younger man duly stepped up and fired a third bullet from close range at Röhm’s heart. According to one eyewitness, the last words of the dying SA leader were: “Führer, my Führer.”1


  Hitler’s reckoning with Röhm had been a long time coming, though few would have predicted such a violent end. Over the previous months, many SA men had ignored Hitler’s call for calm. Inspired by their bullish leader Röhm, they had pushed for a “second revolution” and an “SA state.” Such violent talk, combined with open acts of disorder and brutality, caused a major political headache for Hitler. Not only did the rowdy SA add to the growing popular dissatisfaction with the regime during the second year of Hitler’s rule, it alienated the German army. The generals felt threatened by Röhm’s military ambitions and his vast paramilitary force, which had grown to well over four million men by mid-1934. What is more, Röhm had also made enemies among jealous Nazi leaders, who now conspired to eliminate their rival. Himmler and Heydrich, in particular, fed Hitler a diet of lies about a supposed SA coup.


  In June 1934, after months of vacillation, Hitler finally made his move. Indeed, Hitler worked himself into such a rage about Röhm’s “betrayal” that he acted ahead of the secret schedule. In the early hours of June 30, 1934, he headed straight for the SA leaders’ retreat in Bad Wiessee, with little backup, and had Röhm and others arrested. A few hours later, Hitler ordered the first executions, though he spared Röhm until the following day. Meanwhile, police and SS forces struck elsewhere in Germany, using lists of suspects drawn up in preparation. The victims were not only SA men. The purge also provided a cover for silencing national-conservative critics of the regime and other alleged enemies or renegades. In the end, the so-called Night of the Long Knives—which actually lasted for three days—may have claimed some 150 to 200 lives.2


  During this bloody purge, the Dachau SS proved itself as Hitler’s most energetic executioner. Several days before, Eicke had held discussions with leading Dachau SS men, planning raids and arrests across Bavaria. Then, on June 29, the Camp SS was put on alert. Later that night Eicke told his men about an SA plot against Hitler, which had to be put down without mercy; Eicke was raging and is said to have smashed a photograph of Röhm. It was still dark when several hundred guards, some armed with machine guns taken from the watchtowers, left the camp a few hours later on trucks and buses, led by Eicke. They eventually stopped a few miles outside Bad Wiessee to rendezvous with another SS unit, Hitler’s Leibstandarte. However, because Hitler had moved prematurely, the Dachau SS came too late and eventually had to follow Hitler’s convoy back to Munich. Here, Eicke met other Nazi leaders in the Party HQ, the so-called Brown House, where a hysterical Hitler railed against the “worst treachery in world history” and promised that all SA rebels would be shot. At this point, Eicke probably received instructions for a state-sponsored massacre in Dachau, and soon after he returned to the camp, later on June 30, the murders began.3


  One of the first victims, and by far the most prominent, was the seventy-one-year-old Gustav Ritter von Kahr, who was dragged to Dachau after his arrest by SS men in Munich in the evening of June 30. The former monarchist Bavarian minister president was a hated figure on the far right ever since he had helped to put down Hitler’s feeble putsch back in November 1923.4 When the Dachau SS men recognized von Kahr, as he emerged from a black police cabriolet, they almost lynched him. A baying mass of uniformed guards pulled the old man before Theodor Eicke, who had been sitting on a chair outside the commandant’s office, smoking one of his cigars. Like a Roman emperor, Eicke apparently raised his right thumb in the air and then pointed downward. The SS mob pushed von Kahr through a nearby iron gate into the new Dachau bunker. Soon afterward, a shot rang out.5


  The murders continued deep into the night, after cars brought more “traitors” from Munich to the camp. Like von Kahr, most of them died in or around the bunker, but at least two men were executed in the harsh glare of camp searchlights on the SS shooting range. The Dachau inmates, locked into the camp compound, heard the shots, followed by roars of SS men intoxicated by bloodshed and alcohol; on the orders of Eicke, who was in triumphant mood, beer flowed freely in the SS canteen, with loud music playing.6 The macabre SS party was periodically interrupted by more shootings and beatings; some victims were tortured to death, their faces smashed and their bodies butchered.7


  Not all the dead had arrived from outside the camp. In their frenzy, the Dachau SS executed five long-term prisoners from the bunker, among them at least two German Jews. In contrast to the other killings—where Dachau SS men had followed superior orders, presumably relayed to Eicke by police and SD (Security Service) leaders—the SS men now acted as judge and executioner; to cover up their rogue action, Eicke and his men apparently told Himmler that the murdered inmates had declared their solidarity with Röhm and incited prisoners to rise up. Word about the prisoner executions quickly reached other inmates of the camp, who were already agitated and now feared that the SS might come for them, too.8


  After a long night of violence, Theodor Eicke appeared early on July 1, 1934, at the barbed wire of the Dachau camp compound. To quash the panic among prisoners, he informed them about the purge and announced that Röhm would soon be hanged inside the camp.9 But when Eicke’s convoy returned from Stadelheim that evening—driving at top speed, with a loud siren—Röhm was already dead, shot by Eicke and Lippert. Eicke was still determined to put on a murderous performance in Dachau, however. He had brought with him four lower-ranking SA men, who were led to the canteen while the camp was prepared for their execution. SS guards assembled outside the bunker, on the edge of the shooting range. Opposite, the regular prisoners were watching from behind the wire fence, on Eicke’s orders. Then the victims were led out, one by one, into the evening sun shining across the range. Eicke pronounced their death sentence and a commando of SS sentries took aim. After each salvo, the crowd of SS guards, some still hungover from the night before, broke into wild screams and shouts of “Heil!”10


  After yet more murders the following morning—in the forest north of the SS parade ground—the massacre in Dachau finally came to an end. On the same day, July 2, 1934, Hitler officially declared that the purge was over and that calm had been restored across the Reich.11 By then, more than twenty people had been murdered on the Dachau camp grounds, and several more in the vicinity.12 The dead were victims of vengeance and vendettas, and included senior SA officers, personal associates of Röhm (such as his chauffeur), the girlfriend of an alleged spy (the only woman among the dead), and several dissident writers and politicians. The SS had also executed a music critic by the name of Dr. Schmid, mistaken by the Bavarian political police for a journalist of the same name; by the time the authorities had realized their mistake and placed an urgent call to Eicke in Dachau, the wrong Dr. Schmid was already dead.13


  The Röhm purge of summer 1934 was a watershed in the history of the Third Reich. With one stroke, the SA was cut down to size, destroying the greatest internal threat to Hitler’s rule. Its demise as a major political force led to the submission of grateful German generals. And it was not just the generals who applauded Hitler. All across Germany the Hitler myth grew, as many Germans praised him for restoring order and decency by dealing a decisive blow against SA thugs and deviants (Nazi propaganda made much of Röhm’s homosexuality, previously tolerated by Hitler). The unassailable position of Hitler was confirmed in August 1934, after the death of President Hindenburg, when he took the title “Führer and Reich chancellor.”14


  The purge was also a crucial point in the history of the camps. It helped to clear the way for a permanent system of lawless imprisonment in SS concentration camps. And it accelerated the creation of a professional corps of SS guards, held together by their shared crimes. In Dachau, the massacre claimed as many lives in three days as during the entire previous year, making it a formative experience for many local SS men. “These events greatly impressed me,” recalled Hans Aumeier, then a twenty-seven-year-old rookie with only a few months’ experience in Dachau, who would go on to serve as a camp leader in Auschwitz.15


  
    
  


  A PERMANENT EXCEPTION


  The Röhm purge was a golden opportunity for Theodor Eicke. He had hyped his men as more than mere guards. They were the “most loyal pillars” of the Nazi state, he had boasted a few weeks earlier, ready to “rally round our Führer” and defend him with their “merciless spirit of attack.”16 The purge, Eicke realized, was the chance to prove himself, and he did not slip up. He reminded Himmler afterward of the “important task” his men had executed, demonstrating their “loyalty, courage and fulfillment of duty.”17 Dachau had been the main killing ground, though other SS camps had been involved, too, detaining prisoners under brutal conditions.18 Most important, Eicke himself had helped to put away the mastermind of the “plot” against Hitler, Ernst Röhm. This would become his calling card in SS circles. During a celebration of the winter solstice in Dachau, some 18 months later, Eicke is said to have exclaimed: “I am proud that I shot this faggot swine with my own hands.”19


  Hitler did not forget the murderous services rendered by Eicke and his men. Just days after the purge, he promoted Eicke to SS Gruppenführer, just three ranks below Himmler. The growing status of the SS as Hitler’s favored instrument of terror was reflected in an order of July 20, 1934, making it a fully independent force, free from its previous subordination to the SA organization. SS leader Himmler knew that the purge had been a pivotal moment. Almost a decade later, he still commended his men for the resolve they had shown by “putting comrades, who had done wrong, against the wall and shooting them.” In fact, the greatest beneficiary of these murders had been Himmler himself. His star had already been on the rise, but the purge hastened his ascendancy, which would eventually bring him control over the German police and the camps, though not before some fierce internal struggles.20


  The Inspectorate of Concentration Camps


  “Like mushrooms growing after rain”—this is how Himmler later described the formation of political police forces during the Nazi capture of power.21 Initially, German states had directed their own troops. But it did not take long before the forces were coordinated, and the man who did so was Himmler. From late 1933, he moved beyond his Bavarian base, and within a few months, the dogged Reichsführer SS had secured, one by one, control over the political police in virtually all German states. The last major state to fall into Himmler’s clutches was the biggest—Prussia, where various rivals had been vying for preeminence over the byzantine terror apparatus. In the end, the Prussian strongman Hermann Göring agreed to appoint Himmler on April 20, 1934, as inspector of the Prussian secret state police. Himmler’s trusted chief of staff, Heydrich, became the new head of the Prussian Gestapa, with its six hundred officials in the Berlin headquarters and two thousand more officers across the state. On paper, Göring remained in control as head of the Prussian Gestapo, and initially still played a significant role. But ultimately, he was no match for his shrewd subordinates.22


  Himmler’s mastery over the German political police—the main authority imposing protective custody—provided him with the perfect launching pad for taking over the camps. This Himmler realized only too well. He had recognized the camps’ potential more clearly than any other Nazi leader and had planned for some time, certainly since late 1933, to take the remaining early camps into his own hands.23 Now that he had gained dominance over the political police, the time had come to act.24


  To realize his plans, Himmler turned to Theodor Eicke. Sometime in May 1934, just weeks before the Röhm purge, Himmler instructed him to carry out a “fundamental organizational restructure” of the camp system, beginning in Prussia. Himmler wanted to bury the flawed Prussian model and replace it with the SS system he had perfected in Dachau.25 The first test came in Lichtenburg. Eicke, who now styled himself as “inspector of concentration camps,” arrived on May 28, 1934, and took control of the camp from its civilian director, a police official called Faust, who had nominally supervised the Lichtenburg SS guards. One day later, Eicke had Faust arrested on trumped-up charges (the luckless former director soon found himself in protective custody on Himmler’s orders, first in Berlin and then in Esterwegen). Eicke also sacked the two police administrators who had worked for Faust. Instead, he put his trust in the murderous commander of the local SS guards. To ensure a stricter regimen, Eicke also introduced new punishment rules for prisoners on June 1, 1934, virtually identical to the Dachau ones.26 He completed the initial shake-up the following day, with a first written order to the Lichtenburg guards: “Until now your superiors were officials and a corrupt director, from now on soldiers will be in charge of your well-being and your troubles. Together we will place stone upon stone until completion, but cast aside bad stones as worthless.”27


  Encouraged by the retooling of Lichtenburg, which continued apace over the coming weeks, Himmler mapped out the next steps. In June 1934, he trained his sights on Sachsenburg (Saxony) and on Esterwegen, the largest Prussian state camp—a far more ambitious maneuver, since both camps were still guarded by the SA. Esterwegen would be first, and Eicke was already planning his move for the camp—scheduled for July 1, 1934—when he was overtaken by the bloody events of the Röhm purge, which hastened the SS capture of the early camps.28 In its wake, SS forces not only took over Esterwegen and Sachsenburg, as planned, but two other SA-run camps, Hohnstein and Oranienburg.29 The SS domain was growing, and over the coming weeks, Theodor Eicke—officially confirmed as inspector of concentration camps on July 4, 1934, three days after he shot Röhm—shuttled between the new sites.30


  The capture of Oranienburg—the oldest and most prominent SA camp—symbolized the new SS hegemony. On July 4, 1934, a few days after a police unit had disarmed most of the Oranienburg SA, Eicke made his grand entrance. SS troops under his command, some of them drawn from Dachau, surrounded the camp; according to one witness, Eicke had brought two tanks for backup. But there was no resistance from the scared SA men. Eicke curtly announced the SS takeover, telling the assembled SA guards to look for another job. SA rule over Oranienburg ended with a whimper. The new masters, meanwhile, celebrated in SS style by killing their most prominent prisoner, Erich Mühsam. At first, they tried to drive him to suicide. Mühsam resisted, but quietly distributed his belongings among fellow prisoners, knowing that his killers could strike at any time. On the night of July 9–10, 1934, the frail Mühsam was led away. He was strangled with a clothesline, apparently, his body dumped in the camp latrine in a feeble attempt to make his death look like a suicide. Erich Mühsam’s funeral was held in Berlin on July 16, attended only by a few brave friends and admirers. His wife, Kreszentia, who had tried so long to save him, was not among them; she was escaping abroad, where she would publish a searing account of her husband’s torment.31


  Himmler and Eicke quickly streamlined their new camps. They had no interest in maintaining Oranienburg and Hohnstein, and closed both.32 By contrast, Eicke led the conversion of Sachsenburg and Esterwegen into SS camps, along the lines of Dachau.33 The new Esterwegen regulations of August 1, 1934, for example, were based directly on Dachau.34 Eicke also looked for officials who would bring the SS spirit to his new camps. Back in Dachau, he had been impressed by Standartenführer Hans Loritz, a belligerent fanatic in Eicke’s own image, and he now helped to make him the new commandant of Esterwegen. Loritz did not disappoint. A former prisoner remembered his first address in July 1934: “Today I have taken over the camp. In regards to discipline, I am a swine.”35


  Theodor Eicke initially directed his fiefdom of camps from Dachau and during flying visits to the other SS sites.36 Then, on December 10, 1934, Himmler gave him a permanent office to go with his title. The choice of location revealed the importance Himmler attached to the camps, for Eicke moved right into the heart of the police headquarters in Berlin. As a part of the state bureaucracy, Eicke’s new Inspectorate of Concentration Camps (IKL) was housed in five rooms on the ground floor of the Gestapa, on 8 Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. Despite their proximity, however, Himmler made sure to keep Eicke’s IKL separate from Heydrich’s Gestapa.37 The two men, who had an uneasy relationship, were forced to work closely together. Heydrich enforced the virtual police monopoly over protective custody, sending suspects to the KL and ordering their release; the organization and administration of the KL, meanwhile, was left to Eicke.38


  Eicke’s standing was bolstered further after his guards were removed from their subordination under the general SS (in the same way the Gestapo was removed from the oversight of the regular police). In a significant move, Himmler elevated the camp guards on December 14, 1934, to the status of a separate force within the SS, and as their leader, Eicke garnered yet another title: inspector of SS Guard Troops. To be sure, Eicke was not fully autonomous from the expanding SS administration, especially in regard to financial and staffing matters, and he also still came under the formal authority of the chief of the new SS Main Office (until summer 1939). In practice, though, Eicke often bypassed the chain of command by appealing directly to Himmler.39


  By the end of 1934, in the space of just a few months, Himmler and Eicke had created the rudiments of a nationwide system of SS concentration camps. There was now a small network of five KL—run along similar lines and staffed by SS Guard Troops—under the umbrella of the new Inspectorate in Berlin.40 But the future of this SS system remained uncertain, as the KL had not yet been confirmed as permanent fixtures. In fact, it had seemed likely in 1934 that they would soon wither away.


  SS Camps Under Threat


  Once the Third Reich was established, an internal tug-of-war began over its direction: Exactly what kind of dictatorship would it become? Today, the answer seems obvious. But Nazi Germany did not follow a preordained path to extreme terror. Initially, some influential figures in state and party envisaged a rather different future. They wanted an authoritarian regime, bound by laws enforced by the traditional state apparatus. True, they had accepted, or applauded, the unrestrained repression in 1933 as a means for stabilizing the regime. But they saw the Röhm purge as the last act of the Nazi revolution, clearing the way for a dictatorship based on authoritarian law. Now there would be no more need for arbitrary violence and for extralegal camps, which only damaged the image of the regime at home and abroad.41


  State officials had made tentative moves to curb the camps as early as spring and summer 1933, while some newspapers assured their readers that these sites would not become a regular feature of the new Germany.42 Such efforts gathered momentum toward the end of the year, pushed ahead by an unlikely champion: Prussian minister president Hermann Göring. Once the initial wave of Nazi terror had subsided, Göring, always a proponent of a strong state, styled himself as a respectable statesman upholding law and order.43 Following the “completed stabilization of the National Socialist regime,” he announced in the Nazi press in early December 1933, there would be mass releases from the Prussian camps. In all, up to five thousand inmates were freed during this so-called Christmas amnesty, almost half of all the Prussian protective custody prisoners.44 Most of them were foot soldiers or sympathizers of the Left; others had been held for grumbling about the regime.45 But the authorities also freed some prominent figures, among them Friedrich Ebert, who kept his head down after his release, running a gas station in Berlin.46


  The early camps’ decline accelerated during 1934. Hermann Göring continued his campaign, both in public and in private, not least with Hitler. He was backed by the Reich minister of the interior, Wilhelm Frick, another Nazi faithful, who sharply criticized the excessive use of protective custody and indicated that the camps would fade away.47 As the regime consolidated, more prisoners were released (among them Wolfgang Langhoff in late March) and fewer were dragged inside; in Prussia, just 2,267 prisoners were held in protective custody on August 1, 1934, down from 14,906 one year earlier.48 The early camps were disappearing fast. More than a dozen shut down in Prussia and elsewhere in the first few months of 1934, including Brandenburg, Sonnenburg, and Bredow.49


  Further camps closed later that year, following a direct intervention by Hitler. In early August 1934, shortly before a plebiscite endorsed him as Führer and Reich chancellor, Hitler made a play for the public gallery, announcing a major amnesty for political and other offenders. Crucially, Hitler extended his grand gesture to the camps. He ordered a speedy examination of all protective custody cases, demanding the release of prisoners held for minor transgressions and those thought to pose no more threat.50 Despite some resistance from the SS and Gestapo—who refused to free high-profile figures like Carl von Ossietzky and Hans Litten—most of the remaining protective custody prisoners were let go. In Prussia, there were just 437 inmates left after Hitler’s amnesty; Esterwegen—the last outpost of the Emsland concentration camp complex, originally built for five thousand prisoners—was down to an estimated 150 men by October 1934.51 The camps’ rapid decline was public knowledge. In late August 1934, Göring authorized a press release about the closure of Oranienburg, adding that protective custody would be “greatly curtailed” in the future, with lawbreakers “immediately transferred to the courts” instead.52


  The judicial apparatus—with its hundreds of prisons—stood ready to take over the mantle of the camps. The German legal system had undergone a major transformation since early 1933. Although it was still largely run by national conservatives, such as the long-serving Reich minister of justice Franz Gürtner, it became a loyal servant of the Nazi regime. Critical officials were dismissed, fundamental legal principles abandoned, new courts set up and stricter laws applied. German jurists overwhelmingly backed this development. The upshot was a huge increase in the number of state prisoners, from a daily average of around 63,000 in 1932 to more than 107,000 in summer 1935, including at least 23,000 political prisoners. Gürtner and other jurists were sending a clear message to Nazi leaders: enemies of the regime would be punished hard by the law, making measures such as protective custody superfluous. With such a determined legal system, who needed concentration camps?53


  To support their case, legal officials could point to their harsh prisons. In 1933, senior legal figures promised more deterrence and retribution—turning the prison into a “house of horror,” as one put it—and introduced harder sanctions and diminished rations.54 The showcase for the new prison regime was a network of camps in the Emsland. In a move that summed up their ambition to constrain lawless detention, the German legal officials had taken over the early camps Neusustrum and Börgermoor in April 1934; inside, the places of protective custody prisoners were taken by regular penitentiary inmates. By 1935, the Reich Ministry of Justice ran six camps in the Emsland, holding well over five thousand prisoners. Rules, conditions, and treatment were brutal, with thirteen confirmed prisoner deaths in 1935 alone. The high levels of violence were due, in large measure, to the employment of former SA camp guards as prison warders. They were led by another veteran of the early camps, none other than SA Sturmbannführer Werner Schäfer, who had been poached by the legal authorities in April 1934 from his post as commandant of Oranienburg. Appointed as a civil servant, Schäfer served in the Emsland prison camps until 1942, by which time several hundred inmates had died inside.55


  While legal officials generally turned a blind eye to abuses in their own prisons, they began to take more concerted action against atrocities in SA and SS camps. True, there was some collusion; murders committed during the Röhm purge, for example, were out of bounds.56 Still, now that the early camps seemed to be fading, state prosecutors launched several criminal investigations, touching at least ten camps in the mid-1930s. The biggest case was brought against former SA guards from Hohnstein, following the camps’ closure. Flaunting their Nazi credentials, the legal authorities were willing to overlook crimes committed in revenge for Communist “wrongs” or for “political reasons.” But the judges drew a line when it came to arbitrary atrocities. In their view, there was no place in the Third Reich for the sadistic excesses that had blighted Hohnstein, and on May 15, 1935, the regional court of Dresden sent twenty-three SA men to prison, with sentences ranging from ten months to six years for the former commandant.57


  SS men found themselves in the dock, too. In spring 1934, the regional court of Stettin convicted seven SS men from the recently closed Bredow camp for grievous bodily harm and other offenses, with the former commandant sentenced to thirteen years in a penitentiary. The case was widely reported in the German press, as part of Göring’s effort to present himself as a guarantor of order. Not to be outdone, Hitler used a speech in the Reichstag on July 13, 1934, after his action against Röhm, to announce that three SS guards (of the Stettin camp) had been shot during the purge because of their “vile abuse of protective custody prisoners.”58 Even the KL now under Eicke came under scrutiny, resulting in the arrest and conviction of senior officers from Esterwegen and Lichtenburg.59


  The SS was put on the back foot.60 Its reputation was already poor—“I know there are some people in Germany who feel sick at the sight of this black uniform,” Himmler conceded—and the legal investigations only dragged it further down, at the very time when the future of the KL system was in doubt.61 Eicke railed against “poisonous” attacks that “serve the sole purpose of systematically undermining and shaking the state leadership’s confidence” in the camps.62 Meanwhile, the legal authorities continued to chip away at the KL. In summer 1935, Reich minister of justice Gürtner, whom Eicke regarded as a personal enemy, suggested that all camp inmates should be granted legal representation, a proposal supported by many German lawyers and the leaders of the Protestant Church.63


  By 1935, then, the SS concentration camp system—only just established—found itself under serious pressure. Greatly depleted, the KL faced a crisis of legitimacy; to many observers, their days seemed numbered. But Heinrich Himmler had different ideas. In December 1934, he warned Göring against “abolishing an institution that at present is the most effective means against all enemies of the state.”64 Himmler would fight tooth and nail for the survival of the KL, to secure and extend his own power, but also, as he saw it, to save the Third Reich.65


  Himmler’s Vision


  The mass releases from Nazi camps in 1934 were “one of the worst political mistakes the National Socialist state could have made,” Heinrich Himmler seethed in a confidential speech a few years later. It had been sheer “madness” to allow vicious opponents to resume their destructive work. After all, the fight to secure the Nazi regime was far from won. According to Himmler, the German nation was still in mortal danger from shadowy enemies who threatened everything from the foundations of state and society to the moral fiber and racial health of the people. The nation had to fight to the death against the “forces of organized subhumanity,” a catch-all term he would use over and over again, meaning Communists, Socialists, Freemasons, priests, asocials, criminals, and above all Jews, who “should not be viewed as humans of our species.”66


  Himmler’s beliefs rested on an apocalyptic worldview. In his mind, the all-out battle against Germany’s enemies might last for centuries and could never be won with traditional weapons. To annihilate opponents hell-bent on Germany’s ruin, Himmler and his supporters argued, the nation had to be put on a war footing. Like soldiers on the battlefields, the troops fighting against the “inner enemy” at home had to act beyond the law. Total victory could only come through total terror, led by Himmler’s elite warriors: the police would arrest all individuals harmful to the “body of the nation,” and the SS would isolate them in concentration camps.67


  Himmler’s call for unfettered police and SS terror, based on a permanent state of emergency, set him on collision course with those Nazi leaders who merely wanted an authoritarian state.68 This clash came to a head in spring 1934, and the main battleground was Himmler’s home state of Bavaria. Elsewhere, he was still too weak and had to stand by while almost all camp inmates were released. Not so in Bavaria. Backed by his superior, the powerful minister of the interior Adolf Wagner, Police Commander Himmler felt bold enough to challenge calls to empty his model camp at Dachau: “Only I in Bavaria didn’t give in then and didn’t release my protective custody detainees,” Himmler claimed a few years later.69 But this was only half the truth, as Himmler had been forced to fight a rearguard battle in Bavaria.


  
    
  


  In March 1934, the Bavarian Reich governor von Epp launched a full-blown attack on Himmler’s approach, alarmed by the news that Bavaria appeared to hold more protective custody prisoners than Prussia (the previous summer, Prussia still outstripped Bavaria by more than three to one). Epp called for a generous amnesty, to coincide with the one-year anniversary of the Nazi capture of power in Bavaria. In a letter of March 20, he argued that the current Bavarian practice was disproportionate, arbitrary, and excessive, undermining “the trust in the law, which is the foundation of any state system.” It is worth noting that the sixty-five-year-old Epp was no closet liberal. He was a far-right icon, a former army general and early Nazi supporter, known as the “liberator of Munich” after his Freikorps helped to crush the left-wing uprising of 1919. But Governor von Epp saw the Third Reich as a normative state. Now that the Nazi revolution was over, emergency measures such as protective custody were becoming “dispensable,” all the more so since new laws and courts gave the legal authorities ample power to deal with criminal offenses.70


  Himmler was stung. In a remarkably rude reply, which he drafted for his boss Wagner, he vigorously defended his record. The use of protective custody had driven down political crime and other offenses in Bavaria, he claimed, something that the legal system could not hope to emulate.71 But Himmler had to give some ground. Even though Governor von Epp was becoming little more than a figurehead of the Bavarian state, his word still carried weight in government circles, and Himmler’s Bavarian police grudgingly released almost two thousand inmates from Dachau and elsewhere in March and April 1934.72


  When the conflict over Bavaria flared up again in autumn 1934, Himmler offered stauncher opposition, reflecting his growing stature in the Third Reich following the Röhm purge. This time it was Reich minister of the interior Frick who challenged him. In a letter to the Bavarian state chancellery in early October, Frick pointed out that Bavaria currently held some 1,613 protective custody prisoners—almost twice as many as all other German states combined. Given the excessive zeal of the Bavarian authorities, Frick asked for a review of individual cases, as a first step for further releases.73


  Himmler’s response was disdainful. Following a “most thorough” review, he noted in mid-November 1934, Bavaria would release another 203 protective custody prisoners, a paltry figure. Any mass releases, Himmler added, were out of the question. He claimed that the recent releases of dangerous Communists from concentration camps had created a serious security threat in Germany—except in Bavaria, thanks to its more stringent approach. Elsewhere, “cheeky” Communists had been emboldened by the “general slackness” of the authorities. Such enemies of the regime saw mass releases as a sign of the “inner weakness of the National Socialist state,” and escalated their attacks against the regime. Himmler’s conclusion was clear: far from releasing additional inmates, he wanted to take more prisoners inside the camps, proposing to wage a preemptive war against Communism.74


  In reality, the Communist “threat” was imaginary by autumn 1934, as the Gestapo was well on top of the underground resistance.75 And although Himmler’s fear of Communists—which also gripped many lower-ranking police and state officials—was genuine, he clearly exploited it to advance his policy of preventive policing.76 But not everyone shared his grim outlook, and Reich minister Frick continued to press for further prisoner releases from Dachau.77


  Himmler stood his ground in late 1934, but his foothold was far from secure. His new SS concentration camp system, in particular, was still fragile. The camps remained controversial and their impact negligible, at least in terms of prisoner numbers; by autumn 1934, Himmler’s camps only held an estimated 2,400 inmates.78 The KL might well have vanished altogether, had it not been for several decisive interventions in 1935 by the most powerful man in the Third Reich.


  Hitler and the KL


  As a public figure, Adolf Hitler remained studiously detached from the concentration camps, keeping a careful distance throughout the Third Reich. He was never seen inside a KL and rarely referred to them in public.79 There was good reason for his reticence, as Nazi leaders knew that the camps’ reputation was not the best. “I know how mendaciously and foolishly this institution is being written about, spoken about and blasphemed,” Heinrich Himmler acknowledged in 1939.80 Hitler, acutely aware of his own image, did his best to avoid association with potentially unpopular matters.81 This, no doubt, is why he stayed clear of the concentration camps—at least in public. In private, it was a different matter. Hitler conferred about the camps with his closest associates from the start, and would become one of the greatest champions of the KL.82


  Hitler’s support had not always been unconditional. As the regime steadied itself, he initially seemed to side with those who envisaged the early camps fading away. Thousands of prisoners had already been released, he said in the Völkischer Beobachter in February 1934, and he hoped that even more would follow.83 Hitler backed up his words six months later. His amnesty of August 1934—widely publicized in Germany and abroad—resulted in the release of some 2,700 protective custody prisoners.84 But did Hitler really want the camps to disappear? Or was he just biding his time?85


  In 1935 Hitler revealed his true feelings about the camps, behind closed doors. On February 20, he received Himmler, who showed him a copy of the latest letter by Reich interior minister Frick, urging further releases. Himmler, who had only just returned from inspecting Lichtenburg and Sachsenburg, scribbled Hitler’s emphatic verdict on the margins of the letter: “The prisoners are staying.”86 Four months later, Hitler went even further. Meeting Himmler on June 20, he confirmed that the KL would be needed for years to come and, for good measure, approved Himmler’s request for more SS guards.87 In the Third Reich, destructive dreams could easily come true, if they were in line with Hitler’s wishes. And Hitler backed the extension of Himmler’s terror apparatus.


  To cement the camps’ standing, Hitler agreed to place them on a firm financial footing. Funding had been a contentious issue since the start, with different state and party agencies trying to pass the buck.88 In autumn 1935, Hitler approved a proposal by Theodor Eicke: from spring 1936, the Reich would pay the SS Guard Troops, while all other KL costs were borne by individual German states.89 Eicke regarded this as a temporary arrangement only. Now that the camps were fixtures of the Nazi state, he fully expected the Reich to pick up the whole bill.90 He soon got his way. From spring 1938, the camps and their SS troops were allocated funds within the Reich Ministry of the Interior budget, with almost sixty-three million Reichsmark that fiscal year alone.91 Thanks to Hitler, the financial future of the KL was secure.


  Hitler also confirmed that the SS concentration camps would largely operate outside the law. On November 1, 1935, he told Himmler that protective custody prisoners should not be granted legal representation. On the same day, he brushed away as irrelevant concerns by the legal authorities about suspicious prisoner deaths.92 Only a few weeks later, Hitler pardoned the convicted Hohnstein SA men, sending a chilling message to the judiciary: even the most sadistic camp guards could count on his backing.93 On paper, the courts could still investigate unnatural prisoner deaths at the hands of the SS. But in practice, such cases were now generally dropped.94 Prosecutors knew that there was little chance a sentence would stand, even if they could overcome the usual SS obstruction.95


  Before long, Hitler added the final piece still missing for Himmler’s autonomous terror apparatus: in October 1935, he agreed in principle to unify the entire German police under Himmler’s leadership, and after months of wrangling with Frick, Himmler was appointed on June 17, 1936, as chief of German police. The Gestapo—now a nationwide body—gained complete control over protective custody; all decisions about detention and release from the KL were made centrally inside the Berlin HQ.96 Heinrich Himmler had become the undisputed master over indefinite confinement in concentration camps.


  Himmler’s rise seems irresistible, but he would have been nothing without Hitler’s backing. So why did Hitler offer such unwavering support? For a start, he took a rather dim view of Himmler’s competitors. The fortunes of Wilhelm Frick were already fading, while the star of Franz Gürtner (and his Ministry of Justice) never rose at all. Hitler was deeply distrustful of the legal authorities, dismissing jurists as timid bureaucrats who placed abstract laws above the vital interest of the state.97 Hermann Göring, meanwhile, had gradually withdrawn from his role as police leader, turning his attention instead to the German economy and rearmament.98


  The stage was clear for Himmler, who had already demonstrated his worth during the Röhm purge in summer 1934. His uncompromising attitude elevated him into Hitler’s innermost circle, and once he had Hitler’s ear, he never stopped extolling the camps’ virtues.99 His subordinates tried to do the same. Theodor Eicke pinned particularly high hopes on the Nazi Party rally in September 1935, when his KL troops filed past Hitler for the first time. Eicke saw this as an important audition. His men rehearsed for weeks—arriving from different camps for special drills in Dachau—before setting off for Nuremberg in pristine uniforms and freshly painted steel helmets. “We passed our test there,” Eicke wrote proudly afterward.100 Hitler thought so, too. He was impressed by all he saw and heard about the KL and praised their exemplary management during a meeting with Himmler in November 1935.101


  Hitler came to regard the KL as indispensable, as they allowed him to swiftly settle scores with personal enemies.102 Most important, Hitler valued the camps as powerful weapons in the all-out assault on “community aliens.” The safe detention of dangerous prisoners was essential, Hitler told Himmler on June 20, 1935, and he approved special machine gun units at concentration camps. In case of domestic unrest or war, Hitler added, SS guards could even serve as shock troops outside camps.103


  Emboldened by Hitler’s support, Himmler launched the first of many “preemptive” nationwide strikes. On his orders, issued on July 12, 1935, the police arrested well over a thousand former KPD functionaries; the mere suspicion of a “subversive attitude” was enough to warrant arrest.104 But Himmler’s sights were set higher, as we have seen, targeting all alleged enemies. Once more, he could count on Hitler’s support. When the two men met on October 18, 1935, they discussed not only the attack on Communists, but abortionists and “asocial elements,” too.105 Before long, raids on social outsiders by the criminal police intensified, sending ever more prisoners to the KL.106


  [image: image]


  The triumph of Himmler’s model marked a major defeat for the legal authorities. “Only those who still mourn a past liberalistic era,” a Gestapo official crowed in the leading legal journal, “will regard the application of protective custody measures as too harsh or even illegal.”107 Jurists now faced a parallel and permanent apparatus of detention outside their jurisdiction, typical for the duplication of powers under the polycratic Nazi system of rule.108 True, legal officials could console themselves in the knowledge that their prisons remained the main site of state detention, dwarfing the camps; despite Himmler’s best efforts, his KL held no more than around 3,800 inmates by summer 1935, compared with well over 100,000 inmates in regular prisons.109 But jurists had to accept that the camps were here to stay, and just like most Germans, they gradually got used to their existence.110


  Although there were still flash points in the second half of the 1930s, the legal authorities developed a largely cordial relationship with Himmler’s terror apparatus.111 Their collaboration rested on a division of labor in the fight against suspected enemies of the new order: lawbreakers would be sent to prison by courts, while those who could not be convicted of new offenses ended up in concentration camps.112 In addition, thousands of state prisoners were transferred to the KL following the completion of a judicial sentence. When the former KPD Reichstag deputy Karl Elgas came to the end of his three-year sentence for high treason in 1936, the Luckau penitentiary governor advocated his transfer to a concentration camp as there was no certainty that “he will leave his seditious activities behind him in the future”; the Gestapo agreed. Occasionally, prisoner transfers also went in the opposite direction, as KL inmates convicted of criminal offenses could be taken to a prison to serve their sentence, before returning to the camp.113


  The growing complicity of legal officials was summed up in a letter by the Jena general state prosecutor in September 1937. After he informed the Reich Ministry of Justice of the recent opening of a large new camp named Buchenwald, he added: “During the first few weeks seven inmates have been shot dead by the guard posts while trying to escape. The judicial proceedings have been stopped. Cooperation between the camp management and the Public Prosecutor’s office has so far been good.”114


  The New KL


  On the afternoon of August 1, 1936, after athletes from more than fifty countries had filed into the world’s largest sports stadium, during a lavish ceremony watched by more than a hundred thousand spectators, Adolf Hitler stepped up to the microphone and officially opened the Olympic Summer Games. The Berlin Games were a master class in Nazi propaganda. The German capital had undergone a facelift, with gleaming streets and colorful flags greeting foreign visitors, while Nazi leaders were on their best behavior, downplaying the regime’s repressive reality and basking in the reflected glory of the games.115 But Nazi terror was never far from the surface. Even as the Olympic torch was lit inside Berlin’s Olympic Stadium, a group of exhausted prisoners, driven on by SS guards, were clearing a vast pine forest less than twenty-five miles to the north, on the edge of Oranienburg; they were preparing the ground for a new concentration camp called Sachsenhausen.116


  Heinrich Himmler saw the creation of a big KL near the German capital as an urgent necessity. At the time, there was only one SS camp in Berlin, the Columbia House, a notorious former Gestapo prison taken over by the IKL in December 1934.117 And this building was far too small for the mass of enemies Himmler targeted. The SS was looking for a suitable location for a large camp, and Oranienburg, the town that had housed one of the biggest early camps, seemed like the perfect spot. Since spring 1936, SS planners had their eyes on a large area of secluded woodland to the northeast of the town, which offered ample space for a new camp, and could be reached easily from Berlin. Following site visits by Himmler and his enforcer Eicke, the SS went ahead in July 1936 with the construction of Sachsenhausen. The new camp quickly took in prisoners from other KL now regarded as redundant. By early September, it had absorbed the remaining inmates from Esterwegen, who later commemorated their move in the “Sachsenhausen Song”:


  From Esterwegen we set out,


  away from moor and mud,


  and Sachsenhausen was soon reached,


  the gates were once more shut.118


  Among the first prisoners was Ernst Heilmann, who had somehow survived until now. “I have returned from the moor,” he wrote in a first letter to his wife from Sachsenhausen on September 8, 1936. Esterwegen, meanwhile, was hastily closed down and turned into yet another judicial prison camp (the timing was fortunate for the SS, since the Emsland land cultivation project proved largely fruitless). The next camp to shut was the cramped Columbia House, bringing even more inmates to Sachsenhausen in autumn 1936; by the end of the year, the new KL already held some 1,600 prisoners.119


  Sachsenhausen was the first of many purpose-built KL sites and came to rival Dachau as the new model camp. Its construction was part of the wider consolidation of the concentration camps in 1936–37 by Himmler and Eicke, who remained in close contact during this time. Now that the future of the KL system was secure, they reshaped it, replacing most of the existing camps with two brand-new ones: Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald (in Thuringia).120


  Himmler and Eicke had already hoped in 1936 to set up a large new KL in Thuringia, around the same time as Sachsenhausen, but the project only got off the ground the next spring. Following personal inspections in May 1937, they finally approved a suitable site, a large forested area on the northern slopes of the small but steep Ettersberg (a beauty spot favored by the nearby Weimar population). The new camp was provisionally named after the mountain, but when this met with local opposition because of the association with Weimar’s most famous citizen, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832), Himmler opted instead for Buchenwald (“beech forest”), a pastoral term that would come to stand for institutionalized inhumanity. The connection with Goethe, however, could not be severed. A large oak tree, under which he had supposedly met with his muse, stood right on the new camp grounds; because it was protected, the SS had to build around it. Prisoners came to see the presence of Goethe’s oak in the midst of Buchenwald as a desecration of the memory of Germany’s greatest writer, symbolic of the wider destruction of culture under National Socialism.121


  The first prisoners arrived in Buchenwald on July 15, 1937, and more transports followed over the next weeks. By early September, some 2,400 men had been placed in the new camp. Almost all had arrived from three older KL, which now closed down. There was Bad Sulza, a small camp only recently taken over by Eicke; Sachsenburg; and Lichtenburg, which would reopen a few months later, in December 1937, as the first SS concentration camp for women. Among the prisoners moved out of Lichtenburg was Hans Litten, who had spent three comparatively bearable years there. He found no such respite in Buchenwald. In his first letter to his mother, sent on August 15, 1937, he told her in code that he was once again brutally abused.122


  The landscape of SS terror was changing fast in the second half of the 1930s. Camps that had been hurriedly set up during the Nazi capture of power were replaced by tailor-made structures meant to last.123 Of the four camps under Eicke’s IKL in late 1937, only Lichtenburg and Dachau had their roots in 1933. And Dachau was already in the midst of a major rebuilding program; much of the old munitions factory was torn down to make way for a permanent new camp.124 SS leaders saw newly built KL as the future. Himmler and Eicke enthused about such modern camps, as they called them, and over the coming years added another three: Flossenbürg (May 1938), Mauthausen (August 1938), and Ravensbrück (May 1939), the first SS concentration camp specially constructed for women, replacing Lichtenburg.125


  What made the new camps so novel, in the eyes of Himmler and Eicke, was not their internal organization or the guards’ ethos, both of which followed the old Dachau model.126 Rather, it was their functional design. The new concentration camps were planned as small cities of terror, holding masses of prisoners. At a time when the entire SS system held less than five thousand prisoners, Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald were projected for six thousand men each.127 In fact, following Himmler’s vision of unrestrained police terror, there was no fixed limit on prisoner numbers. In contrast to older camps in narrow buildings, the new KL was designed to be “capable of expansion at any time,” Himmler wrote in 1937, shortly after he and Eicke inspected the Sachsenhausen prototype. Boundless terror required boundless camps.128


  This was one reason why the new grounds were so large: Sachsenhausen encompassed almost eighty hectares of land (1936) and Buchenwald more than a hundred (1937).129 In the growing camp cosmos, the prisoner compound itself made up only one part, and by no means the biggest. Outside, there were storage rooms, garages, workshops, administrative offices, petrol stations, and water and sewage pumps, as well as large SS quarters and residential settlements, all connected by a network of roads built by prisoners.


  Prisoner compounds looked rather similar across the new KL. They were clearly organized and easy to survey. The SS prided itself on strict security and surrounded the sites with wire, fences, towers, ditches, and a no-go zone. Inside stood a few administrative buildings—such as the laundry, kitchen, and infirmary—as well as a large roll call square. Then there were the prefabricated single-story wooden prisoner barracks (in Buchenwald, two-story stone barracks were added in 1938). The barracks resembled the ones Wolfgang Langhoff had seen in Börgermoor back in 1933. Such parallels with the Emsland camps were not accidental, since the SS architect of Sachsenhausen had previously worked there (there was one major change, though: most of the new barracks were longer and split into two wings, with prisoner quarters at each end and washrooms in the middle). Despite many similarities, the new KL compounds were not identical to each other, owing in part to the terrain on which they were built. Also, the SS still experimented with different designs. The Sachsenhausen compound was initially laid out as a triangle, with prisoner barracks forming a half-circle around the roll call square at the base; but this shape impeded the camps’ expansion and surveillance, and was later loosened. In Dachau, by contrast, the SS opted for a rectangular design, with rows of symmetrical barracks on either side of the main camp road. This would become standard in most SS concentration camps.130


  There was one more central feature of the new KL: secrecy. To be sure, even these camps were never completely isolated. Social contacts to locals living outside continued as the SS system grew; by 1939, for example, SS men made up nearly one-fifth of the local Dachau population.131 Still, the new camps were largely shielded from sight. In contrast to most early camps, they were set up in more remote and concealed locations, keeping curious spectators away.132 These KL were also more autonomous from the surrounding infrastructure. Many citizens had initially expected economic benefits from a camp in their midst. A few traders did indeed profit, as did some other locals; a Lichtenburg farmer, for example, used prisoner excrement as fertilizer on his fields. But on the whole, hopes for major material benefits were dashed, not least because the new camps became more self-sufficient, with workshops for blacksmiths, shoemakers, tailors, joiners, and others. Dachau even had its own bakery and butcher, leading the way for the other KL.133 As a result, camps became less visible for the men and women living in nearby villages and towns, just as they did to most other Germans in the second half of the 1930s.134


  THE CAMP SS


  During a speech on German radio on January 29, 1939, to mark the Day of the German Police, Heinrich Himmler made a rare public reference to the SS concentration camps. After reassuring his listeners about the decent conditions in the “strict but fair” KL, Himmler turned to their function: “The slogan that stands above these camps is: There is a path to freedom. Its milestones are: obedience, diligence, honesty, orderliness, cleanliness, sobriety, truthfulness, readiness to make sacrifices, and love of the fatherland.”135 The SS was so taken with Himmler’s motto that it was soon displayed in several KL—on signs, roofs, and walls—for all inmates to see; a photo of prisoners before one of the placards featured in the Nazi press.136 Similar SS slogans had appeared before. Since 1936, for example, the wrought-iron doors leading from the Dachau gatehouse to the prisoner compound bore the words “Work Makes Free,” a phrase later added to the gates of Sachsenhausen, Flossenbürg, and Auschwitz.137 SS men used such cynical phrases to torment prisoners. During the war, guards in Sachsenhausen would direct new inmates to the solemn slogan from Himmler’s 1939 speech, painted in huge letters on the barracks around the roll call square, and then point to the nearby crematorium: “There is a path to freedom, but only through this chimney!”138


  In his own warped way, however, Himmler had been quite serious about the “path to freedom.”139 He liked to think of himself as a strict teacher and regarded camps in general as instruments of mass education—a popular view in Nazi Germany, with its many different types of camps for molding “national comrades.” As for his KL, Himmler saw them as part reformatories, and prisoners who had been made to change their “inner attitude,” as the SS called it, might be allowed to rejoin the national community.140 In line with this approach, many prisoners detained during the second half of the 1930s were eventually released again.141 None of them had been educated, of course; they had been broken. When Himmler talked about SS “methods of education,” what he really meant was coercion, punishment, and terror—the only ways to deal with all the deviant, dirty, and degenerate “scum” and “rubbish” in the KL, as far as he was concerned.142 What is more, Himmler insisted that not all prisoners be freed, even after they were broken. Echoing contemporary criminological thinking, with its division of offenders into reformable and incorrigible, Himmler was certain that one “must never release” the most depraved common criminals and the most dangerous political enemies, those who would infect the German people once more with the “poison of Bolshevism.”143


  Only SS men with special qualities, Himmler claimed, could navigate the dangerous terrain of the KL: “no other service is more devastating and strenuous for the troops than just that of guarding villains and criminals.”144 Some historians have taken Himmler’s aspirations at face value, falling for his idealized image of SS guards as a select force of fighters.145 The prisoners, meanwhile, often reversed the official image and described guards as a freak show of misfits and sadists.146 In Sachsenhausen, they even made up their own ditty, mocking Himmler’s famous slogan: “There is a path to the SS. Its milestones are: stupidity, impudence, mendacity, boasting, shirking, cruelty, injustice, hypocrisy, and love of booze.”147 Although this witticism holds some truth, it offers only a partial picture of the background and actions of men serving in the KL and the IKL. Collectively, these men can be called the Camp SS, though at the time they were known under a far more sinister name. By 1935, they were wearing a badge with a skull and bones on their uniforms: “he who joins our ranks enters into comradeship with death,” as the histrionic Theodor Eicke put it. The macabre symbol gave rise to the official name that Himmler bestowed on the Camp SS men in spring 1936—Death’s Head units.148


  Constructing the Political Soldier


  An elite unit of political soldiers: this is how Himmler and Eicke liked to depict the Camp SS. In peacetime, Eicke kept telling his men, they were the only soldiers protecting the German fatherland, fighting day and night against the enemy behind the barbed wire of the concentration camps.149 The figure of the “political soldier” had first been popularized by the SA in the Weimar years.150 But it was quickly appropriated by Heinrich Himmler and his SS leaders, who loved to style themselves as hard soldiers.151 Theodor Eicke laid full claim to the term, which became so closely associated with him that after his plane was shot down on the Eastern Front on February 26, 1943, his obituary in the Völkischer Beobachter carried the subheading: “Eicke, the political soldier.”152


  The construction of Camp SS men as political soldiers was made up of several components. To start with, there was the “superb esprit-de-corps,” as Eicke called it, based on “cordial comradeship.” The ideal of military camaraderie—derived above all from the myth of German fraternity in the First World War trenches, with its glorified images of solidarity and sacrifice—had become a powerful political tool in postwar Germany, not least for the mobilization of Nazi activists.153 The flip side of comradeship was the closing of ranks against others, and Eicke exhorted his men to show no pity to prisoners. The empathy of Camp SS men toward one another, he insisted, had to be matched by their hostility toward inmates. “In service there is only merciless severity and hardness,” Eicke reminded his subordinates, “outside service hours there is heart-warming comradeship.”154 The SS men had to show their teeth to prisoners, he demanded, leaving no room for empathy. “Tolerance means weakness,” he said, and for Eicke there was nothing worse than compassion for enemies.155 Weaklings were not cut out for the Camp SS and would be better off in a monastery. “Keep our ranks pure,” he told his men: “Tolerate no softies or weak characters amongst yourselves.”156 Behind all this stood a reverence of masculine virtues like military bearing, toughness, physical strength, and cold-bloodedness. Only real men would make the grade in the Camp SS.157


  But how should SS recruits be molded into political soldiers? Heinrich Himmler tried to show the way. Once he had secured the future of the KL system in 1935, he remained hands-on during its consolidation and expansion. Himmler passed on orders, appointed senior staff, conferred with Eicke, visited new sites, and inspected existing ones. Some of his visits were closely stage-managed, so that the camps came closer to their official image, in order to impress Himmler as well as other dignitaries.158 Occasionally, however, Himmler appeared unannounced, to the alarm of the local SS. For all his talk of comradeship, Himmler was not popular among his men, who disliked his reserve and feared his fastidiousness; one long-serving Camp SS man later described the SS leader as “a mean-minded pedant” and “petty tyrant.”159


  By contrast, Theodor Eicke enjoyed a good working relationship with his boss, based on their shared vision for the camps, on Eicke’s undying gratitude to Himmler, and on Himmler’s respect for the man he regarded as the perfect manager of the SS camp system. The decision to give the disgraced Eicke another chance had paid off handsomely for Himmler. He trusted Eicke, and when it came to the creation of the Camp SS, he gave him plenty of leeway, admiring and perhaps even envying the rapport Eicke built with his men.160


  Eicke quickly put his stamp on the concentration camps. He transformed the Camp Inspectorate from a small backroom operation to an influential agency. His IKL staff increased from five (January 1935) to forty-nine (December 1937), spread across several departments; there was the main (or political) office, as well as separate offices for personnel, administrative, and medical matters.161 The IKL became the nerve center of the SS camp system. From here, key decisions by Eicke and his officers were transmitted to the individual camps. From 1937, the IKL also printed a monthly newsletter, a set of musings and instructions by Eicke on organizational matters (from staff IDs to weapon maintenance), SS deportment, and prisoner treatment.162 Demonstrating his independence from the Gestapo, Eicke soon moved the IKL office out of Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse into larger premises, first, in June 1936, to Friedrichstrasse in central Berlin, and then in August 1938 to a brand-new office block in Oranienburg, right next to Sachsenhausen (some prisoners were forced to work on the construction). Because of its shape, the long three-story structure later became known as the T-Building. Eicke himself occupied the most lavish office, overlooking the large landscaped square outside, and in the evenings retired to wine and dine in his luxurious new villa nearby. Commensurate with their growing status, the men from Camp SS headquarters now resided in some style.163


  But Eicke never saw himself as an aloof manager. Like other Nazi activists, he worried that too much paperwork might turn him into a pencil pusher; he and his followers had to stay true to themselves as men of vigor and action.164 Eicke led by example and kept up a hectic schedule of meetings and inspections. “For twenty days each month I am traveling and exhausting myself,” he wrote to Himmler in August 1936, eager as ever to impress. “I live only to fulfill my duty to my troops that I have come to be fond of.”165 In addition, Eicke held regular conferences with his commandants. On one memorable occasion in late 1936, they all met in a picturesque hotel at the foot of the Zugspitze, Germany’s tallest mountain; a snapshot shows Eicke and his officers milling around in the snow, wearing their long black SS coats and caps bearing the skull and bones.166


  Eicke’s authority over his men was absolute, and although it ultimately derived from Himmler, it was fed by the force of his personality. Eicke was a charismatic leader, and many of his men felt bound to him by their belief in his heroic character, his exceptional abilities, and his vision.167 His followers revered him as Röhm’s killer and projected all kinds of other epic deeds onto him, picturing Eicke as a titanic warrior.168 And although Eicke reveled in the trappings of his office, he made a show of breaking barriers of rank and status, asking his men to address superiors with the informal “Du” and telling them, “I am ready to listen at any time to the youngest comrade and will stand up for any comrade if he proves an open and honest character.” In an ostentatious celebration of SS comradeship, Eicke even met with regular guards, carousing, drinking, and smoking late into the night—quite unthinkable behavior for the uptight Himmler.169


  Many of his men, in turn, worshiped Eicke. They bought into his ideal of the Camp SS as a surrogate family—“My men are dearer to me than my wife and family,” he once wrote—with Eicke as the omnipotent father figure; his underlings even called him “Papa Eicke” (as Eicke proudly relayed to Himmler).170 One of these fawning SS men was Johannes Hassebroek, a twenty-five-year-old hand-picked by Eicke in 1936 as platoon leader, after passing an elite SS leadership academy (Junkerschule). Hassebroek’s devotion to Eicke remained undimmed even decades after the war. “Eicke was more than a commander,” the misty-eyed sixty-five-year-old reminisced in 1975. “He was a true friend and we were his friends in the way that only real men can be.”171


  The Janus Face of Punishment


  When Heinrich Himmler fantasized about his political soldiers, there was one virtue he prized above all others—decency. Among all the commandments he issued, and there were many, this was paramount. However brutal the fight against the enemy, his men had to remember that they were fighting for the greater German good, not for personal gain or pleasure. Speaking to SS leaders in 1938, Himmler insisted that sadism toward prisoners was just as wrong as compassion: “to be hard, without being cruel” was the guiding principle.172


  Himmler’s call for propriety was echoed in Camp SS orders. As early as October 1933, Theodor Eicke, only a few months into his reign as Dachau commandant, instructed guards that any “maltreatment or chicanery” of prisoners was strictly forbidden. Other SS commandants followed suit.173 Later on, SS guards were even required to sign a written declaration that they would not “lay a hand” on any opponent of the state.174 Disobedient Camp SS men were threatened with sanctions. In March 1937, Theodor Eicke warned in a newsletter that Himmler might expel guards for “the least maltreatment (box on the ear)” of inmates.175 Just a few months later, another newsletter carried this stunning announcement: “SS Oberscharführer Zeidler in the Sachsenhausen concentration camp has, because of sadistic tastes, beaten a prisoner in a most vile manner. He was reduced to the rank of SS man, permanently expelled from the SS and handed over to the criminal judge. This case is being made known as a warning example.”176 What was going on here? Were Himmler and Eicke serious about clamping down on SS assaults in the KL?


  What really concerned SS leaders was not prisoner abuse as such, but what one of Himmler’s aides, in a telling aside, called “unnecessary torture” that breached decorum or caused disorder.177 To stop such acts, SS leaders introduced two key measures. First, they issued an approved catalogue of punishments for all KL, largely modeled on practices tried and tested in Eicke’s old stomping ground at Dachau.178 Second, they regulated the execution of these official punishments; only the commandant could impose them. If guards spotted an infraction, they were supposed to follow the rule book. Rather than assaulting the guilty prisoner themselves, they would send a written report up the chain of command.179 Even the commandants were not fully autonomous. When it came to flogging, the most brutal sanction, they had to send a written application in triplicate to the IKL.180


  Flogging prisoners was a favorite punishment of the Camp SS, and indeed of Himmler himself. The use of sticks and whips had already been widespread in early camps, as SA and SS men preferred to use torture instruments instead of their bare hands; this way, they could inflict greater damage, at little risk of injuring themselves. Such assaults carried symbolic weight, too, with a long history of masters whipping their slaves.181 In addition to wild beatings, some early camps had practiced formal flogging. In Dachau, SS men under Commandant Wäckerle staged regular “welcome” beatings of new prisoners, who were pulled over a table and whipped, often until they fainted. Wäckerle also introduced corporal punishment for alleged infractions. “Guilty” prisoners received five to twenty-five blows with a bullwhip or a long willow rod.182 This torture continued under the new Commandant Eicke, who included the “twenty-five blows” in his official Dachau punishment regulations of October 1933. Later, as camp inspector, he rolled out the same rules to the other KL.183


  Most ritual floggings took place behind closed doors. But the Camp SS also staged regular performances of cruelty on the roll call squares, to shame its victims and intimidate others (in Buchenwald, well over 240 prisoners were publicly whipped during the second half of 1938 alone). On such occasions, all inmates were forced to stand to attention and watch as the victims, strapped to a special wooden buck, were whipped on the behind, with blood running down their legs; some overeager SS men hit so hard the canes broke.184 This, then, was Himmler’s ideal of “decent” punishment.


  An equally gruesome practice was the so-called tying to a post.185 It was another official form of SS torture—drawing on practices dating back to the Inquisition and beyond—that had been pioneered in Dachau before spreading to other KL.186 Prisoners, their hands tied behind their backs, were hung from a pole by their wrists. Sometimes they were left to touch the ground with the toes; or they were suspended without any support, often for several hours. To intensify the torment, SS men pulled on prisoners’ legs or punched them so that they swayed from side to side. The pain from torn ligaments and dislocated or broken bones was so excruciating that prisoners were soon bathed in sweat and struggled for breath, although some fought hard to keep their composure, to demonstrate to the SS and other prisoners that they would not be broken. Their bodies were marked for many days. An inmate who had been tortured for three hours in Sachsenhausen in summer 1939 testified not long afterward that “for around ten days, I did not know if I still had a pair of arms attached to the shoulders, my comrades had to do everything for me … because I could not touch anything, because I had no sense of feeling in the arms.” Some victims did not survive; others were so traumatized they tried to kill themselves.187


  Hanging and flogging were only two of the approved SS torture methods. In addition, Eicke’s catalogue of official punishment included penal labor, pack drill (or “sport”), cuts to rations, detention in the dreaded bunker, and transfer to a special penal company (or penal block).188 Most of these sanctions remained in force until the end of the Third Reich, one of the many pernicious legacies of the prewar camps.


  By the late 1930s, the SS had built up an elaborate bureaucracy of torture: before a prisoner was officially punished, reports were written and forms were signed. SS leaders saw several advantages in this formal system. To begin with, it imposed some oversight. The leadership principle applied to the camps just as it did to other parts of the Nazi state, and some central control was deemed necessary to prevent chaos.189 Also, the new system had the desired effect of terrorizing prisoners. Since every behavior could be construed as an infraction of the rules, every prisoner was at risk of punishment—and prisoners knew what this meant. As for the victims, the pain of torture was preceded by another torment. They had to wait for days or weeks, following their initial “infraction,” to find out how they would be punished.190 Finally, torture-by-the-book protected the Camp SS. Its leaders were still concerned about the reactions of other Nazi agencies and used the official catalogue of punishments to erect a façade of orderliness around the KL. As Eicke told his men, he had plenty of sympathy for those who hit “cheeky detainees,” but he could not openly condone it “or we would run the risk of being described, by the Ministry of the Interior of the German Reich, as incapable of dealing with prisoners.”191


  But the official KL regulations did not put an end to other excesses. Nor were they meant to. SS guards saw violence as their birthright. They continued to torment prisoners and found ways to aggravate regular punishment, for example by flogging prisoners more than officially allowed.192 This happened with the support of local Camp SS officers, who knew that wild assaults added yet another layer of fear for prisoners. Indeed, most commandants led from the front: at the same time as they signed official torture orders, they abused inmates without recourse to the written rules.193 It was this duality of regulated and spontaneous violence that created the unusual potency of SS terror in the camps.


  The Janus face of Nazi terror—with its normative and prerogative side—reflected the wider beliefs of Himmler and Eicke.194 In normal circumstances, they expected their men to respect the rules of engagement and the lines of command. But in an emergency, no political soldier could wait for written permission to strike. If the enemy behind the barbed wire went on the offensive—and prisoners were always suspected of being on the brink of insubordination—then guards had to throw out the rule book. In the moral universe of the Camp SS, almost all attacks on inmates could be justified as acts of necessity. This had pragmatic advantages, too, as it would thwart judicial investigations. In a secret order, the leader of the Dachau sentries reminded his men that all prisoner abuses should officially be recorded as self-defense.195


  Only in exceptional circumstances did SS leaders discipline abusive guards. This is what happened to Paul Zeidler, mentioned in Eicke’s newsletter above. However, Zeidler was not expelled for torturing a prisoner, as Eicke suggested; if prisoner abuse had been a ground for dismissal, most SS guards would have been fired. Zeidler’s real crime, as far as his superiors were concerned, was that he had let himself be caught by the judiciary. Zeidler had been part of a gang of SS guards who murdered the prisoner Friedrich Weissler in February 1937 in the Sachsenhausen bunker: after slowly beating Weissler to a pulp, they had strangled him with his own handkerchief. During the ensuing routine investigation, the local Camp SS covered up the crime. But it did not go away. Weissler had been a leading official in the Protestant Confessing Church—he was arrested after a petition to Hitler, critical of the regime and the camps, was leaked to foreign newspapers—and his death caused alarm in German church circles and abroad. Moreover, Weissler was a former colleague of the Berlin state prosecutors; until he was dismissed in 1933 because of his Jewish heritage, he had been the presiding judge at a regional court. This prompted a more persistent investigation than usual, quickly unraveling the SS lies. Only then, after the case threatened to engulf the Sachsenhausen SS more widely, was Paul Zeidler cut loose. By sacrificing the shifty Zeidler, who was later sentenced in a secret trial to one year of imprisonment, SS leaders managed to protect other implicated Sachsenhausen officials—men like Commandant Karl Otto Koch, who would go on to become a dominant figure of the prewar KL.196


  Death’s Head Careers


  The Death’s Head SS expanded fast during the second half of the 1930s, growing from 1,987 men (January 1935) to 5,371 (January 1938).197 In each KL, these men were divided into two main groups. A select few, easily identifiable by the letter “K” on their uniforms, joined the so-called Commandant Staff and controlled most key aspects of the camps, including the prisoner compound itself.198 The rest belonged to the so-called Guard Troop sentries, with one Death’s Head battalion (later regiment) stationed at every concentration camp for men. The Guard Troops were responsible for external security. They patrolled the camp perimeter and manned the watchtowers, and shot prisoners who crossed the sentry line. They also guarded prisoners working outside, offering them the opportunity for hands-on violence.199 Although there were many points of contact between Guard Troops and Commandant Staff, the SS tried to maintain a division of duties; normally, sentries were not even permitted inside the camp compound. This separation between running a camp and guarding it—a separation already in place in early camps like Dachau—became the basic organizational feature of the KL.200


  The great majority of Camp SS men served as sentries in the Guard Troop, outnumbering Commandant Staff personnel by a ratio of around 11:1 in late 1937.201 Like other SS members at the time, these sentries had gone through a selection process, essential for maintaining the elite image of the SS. All recruits had to be healthy and at least 5 feet, 6 inches tall, with physical prowess equated with manliness and character. And they had to conform to Himmler’s crank ideas of racial purity, tracing their “Aryan” heritage back to the eighteenth century.202 Beyond these general requirements, selection for the camps had initially been haphazard. But with the coordination of the KL system in the second half of the 1930s, Theodor Eicke pursued a more systematic recruitment strategy for the Guard Troop, focusing on two aspects—youth and voluntarism.203


  Eicke was after “bright-eyed” and “brawny” sentries. He welcomed even sixteen-year-olds into the fold, while he considered anyone much over twenty “only a burden.” The “boys,” as Himmler called them, were thought to be easily malleable into political soldiers. A more pragmatic motive, given the tight purse strings of the SS, was that single young men came cheap.204 Eicke’s obsession with youth changed the Camp SS, with the average age dropping to around twenty by 1938; many new recruits had enrolled straight out of the Hitler Youth.205 But Eicke did not welcome all applicants. They were supposed to show passion for their chosen path and be eager to devote their lives to the SS. Here, Eicke was drawing on the ideal of the volunteer soldier, a figure long associated in nationalist circles with dedication and self-sacrifice.206


  Although Eicke could not afford to be too selective, given the fast expansion of his troops, he achieved his primary aim. By the late 1930s, the Camp SS was made up almost entirely of volunteers, and mostly of teenagers.207 What had drawn many of them to the Death’s Head SS was its image as a crack military formation. SS recruitment material painted parallels to the army and alluded to special missions for the Führer, holding out the promise of playing at war while Germany was still at peace. By contrast, the camps and their prisoners were not mentioned at all. Most applicants must have known where they would be stationed, but recruiters did not consider the KL a selling point.208


  The training of Guard Troop recruits—with continuous parades, marches, obstacle courses, and weapons exercises—was hard. The newcomers were at the mercy of older SS officers, some of them First World War veterans, who harassed and humiliated their charges at every turn. “They drilled us,” one SS man later recalled, “till we howled with rage.” This brutal induction was designed to weed out “weak” men, and more than a few recruits collapsed or broke down in tears; they had signed up for four (later twelve) years of service, but did not even last the three months of probation. Others, by contrast, positively enjoyed the hazing—the harder, the better—as a showcase for their toughness.209


  Recruits who endured the initiation rituals were taken over into the Guard Troop. But their daily lives bore little resemblance to the adventures some had expected. By the late 1930s, Guard Troops worked on strict rotation. Most of the time was taken up with routine military exercises and training, interrupted by one week of sentry duty each month, which often proved tiring and tedious. Most men lived regimented communal lives and some grumbled that they were no more than “prisoners with rifles.” The sentries envied other SS formations bearing arms, like the Leibstandarte, which were better equipped and paid. These were the real elite units, while the Guard Troops were mocked as dull watchmen.210 “Morale among the comrades is not very good,” one guard admitted in 1935. There was a great gap between the heroic self-image of the Camp SS and their mundane lives, a gap that even Eicke’s bombastic oratory could not always bridge. “I am aware of your hardships and am striving every day to remove them,” he assured his men, “but this can only be done one step at a time.”211


  There were plenty of Guard Troop recruits who believed Eicke, despite the privations, and such men could reap rich rewards. The Camp SS offered rapid advancement toward better pay and other perks. Nowhere else in the SS could men with a modest education go further; it was not uncommon for recruits to ascend from private to officer in just a few years.212 Their rise often led them to the Commandant Staff. In the eyes of their superiors, they had proven themselves as political soldiers and were now allowed to rule the lives of prisoners inside the compounds.213


  
    
  


  One of these fast risers was Rudolf Höss. Born in 1900, he dreamed of becoming a soldier, and soon after the First World War broke out, he escaped from his stifling home into the army, just fifteen years of age. He threw himself into the war and was repeatedly wounded and decorated. Even the German defeat could not dim his devotion to a martial male lifestyle. He spent most of the hated Weimar years among far-right paramilitaries, fighting vicious battles in the Freikorps and then joining isolated rural communities of like-minded men. He never lost his taste for violence, either, and in 1924 Höss was convicted for his part in the slaughter of a supposed Communist traitor (he served four years in a penitentiary). The radical right-wing connections Höss forged during the Weimar years would later bring him to the SS concentration camps. He had joined the Nazi movement in the early 1920s, when he met Himmler for the first time. Their paths would cross again over the coming years, and in summer 1934, during an inspection of the regular SS in Stettin (Höss had joined up the previous year), Himmler advised him to enter the Camp SS. Höss accepted, tempted not least by the prospect of rapid promotion. He joined the Dachau SS as a sentry in December 1934. Just four months later, Eicke plucked him from the Guard Troop and transferred him to the Commandant Staff, the springboard for his later meteoric rise.214


  Höss would advance faster and further than almost any other new recruit, but his background was similar to many others in the KL Commandant Staffs. Like Höss, they were largely in their late twenties and thirties, far older than the youngsters from the Guard Troop. Most had gained their first military or paramilitary experiences prior to 1933, often showing early enthusiasm for the Nazi movement; in spring 1934, eight of the eleven officers in the Dachau Commandant Staff carried prestigiously low SS membership numbers of ten thousand or lower.215


  Among the most experienced Camp SS men were the commandants. Almost all prewar SS commandants had seen action during the First World War—around half of them as professional soldiers—and had later drifted to the Nazi movement, joining the SS before 1932 and reaching officer rank by early 1933.216 These commandants reported to Eicke’s IKL, but inside their camps they exercised the ultimate authority over prisoners and SS men; to do so, commandants relied on their staff office, above all on their adjutants, who often became powerful figures in their own right.217 Commandants had authority over the Guard Troops on sentry duty.218 And they controlled the Commandant Staff, passing on orders and directives during large assemblies, and supervising officers from the various KL departments.219


  From the mid-1930s, the Commandant Staff included five main departments, a basic division—based on the organizational structure of Dachau—which would remain largely unchanged until the end of the war.220 In addition to the commandant’s staff office (Department I), it included the so-called political office (Department II), which registered prisoner arrivals, transports, releases, and deaths, keeping files as well as photographs of inmates. In addition, it was in charge of the bunker and prisoner interrogations, using a range of torture methods. This was why a summons to the political office “was quite likely to induce a heart attack in a prisoner,” a former Buchenwald inmate wrote after the war. Crucially, the leaders of the political office reported not just to the commandant but to the police, as well. They were career policemen appointed by the police authorities, and as a sign of their special status frequently wore civilian dress.221


  The chief camp doctor, who headed the medical office (Department V), stood under dual subordination, too. In addition to the commandant, he answered to the chief medical officer in the IKL, Dr. Karl Genzken, a former navy doctor and old Nazi activist, who in turn reported to the SS Medical Authority (which posted the doctors to the camps) and the SS Reich physician. Camp doctors were in charge of all medical matters, supervising the provision for both SS troops and prisoners, for whom basic infirmaries existed.222 These doctors loomed large in the lives of inmates, in contrast to the bureaucrats from the administration office (Department IV), who operated largely hidden from view. In many ways, though, the administration office proved no less important. Not only were the officials overseeing the camp budget, they were in charge of food, clothing, and lodging (for prisoners and the SS), as well as maintenance in the camp, working closely with the SS Administration Office under Oswald Pohl.223


  The most powerful figure in the Commandant Staff, with the exception of the commandant, was the camp compound leader, who headed the protective custody camp (Department III). A more visible presence than the commandant, for whom he deputized, he was a key figure for inmates and SS men alike. Rudolf Höss called him the “real ruler over the entire life of prisoners.” This was reflected in the location of his office, in the gatehouse directly overlooking the prisoner compound. The camp compound leader directed the largest department in the Commandant Staff. His personnel included one or more deputies at the top, a report leader (responsible for prisoner discipline and roll calls), a work service leader (supervising SS commando leaders in charge of prisoner labor details), and the block leaders (in charge of prisoner barracks). Dedicated SS men quickly moved up the ranks, sometimes all the way to the top.224


  Rudolf Höss was among the brightest stars of the Camp SS. In the Dachau Commandant Staff, he was soon fast-tracked from block leader to report leader, and after a visit in 1936, Heinrich Himmler himself promoted him to Untersturmführer; just three years after joining the SS, Höss was now an officer. He moved to Sachsenhausen in summer 1938, first as adjutant, then as camp compound leader. These two posts were the main gateways for striving SS men to become commandants, and sure enough, when his superiors searched for a dynamic officer to head one of their new KL in 1940, Höss was their choice. He packed his bags and traveled east to a place “way back in Poland,” as he wrote, as commandant of a camp called Auschwitz.225


  
    
  


  Camp SS Professionals


  Theodor Eicke never tired of conjuring up the SS Death’s Head “spirit”—the mortar, as he called it, which bonded his men.226 But Eicke’s rhetoric could not smooth over the cracks in the Camp SS. For all his bluster about breaking down barriers, for example, there were many formal and informal hierarchies separating leaders, NCOs, and ordinary men, both in the camp and off-duty; officers often lived in spacious and well-appointed houses in newly built SS settlements, while their men slept in large and shabby huts which sometimes faced the prisoner barracks, separated only by the barbed wire.227


  Instead of a unified community of SS comrades there were rival groups, an inevitable consequence of drafting so many ruthless and hard-nosed men.228 Conflicts also erupted over the daily duties, with plenty of men failing to live up to Eicke’s ideals. Camp SS leaders frequently reprimanded their men for slovenly dress and poor posture, for chatting with inmates, for stealing from SS stores, and for reading, or worse still, for falling asleep on duty.229 A few errant guards even ended up as prisoners themselves, after Himmler introduced a new sanction for disgraced SS men in summer 1938: on his personal orders, they would be placed into protective custody in Sachsenhausen. By September 1939, seventy-three ex–SS men—including former guards—were held here in the so-called Education Platoon, under comparatively lenient conditions. Their former SS comrades regularly set them upon fellow prisoners, who greatly feared these “bone men,” a nickname derived from the crossbones on their prisoner uniforms, a daily memento of how they had fallen.230


  Despite Eicke’s exaggerations, the SS Death’s Head spirit was not entirely imaginary. Like a true corporate leader, Eicke did impress a distinct organizational identity onto the Camp SS—with its own traditions, values, and vocabulary—and the hard core among his men fully embraced it. “We in the KL were a completely isolated clique,” one of them recalled proudly after the war. They signed up for Eicke’s ideal of the political soldier and pursued long-term careers as concentration camp professionals. There may not have been more than a few hundred of them in the prewar years, mostly inside the Commandant Staff, but it was these men who ultimately dominated the KL.231


  Life as a political soldier was a full-time commitment. The core members of the Camp SS spent much of their free time together on the grounds. They met up in SS canteens and celebrated festive occasions together. In Dachau, SS men mingled at their own private swimming pool, bowling alley, and tennis courts; there was even a nature reserve with wild animals. Senior officials socialized outside the camp grounds, too. Most of them were married with two or more children—another signifier of masculine SS identity—and their families often lived together in the nearby SS settlements. In this way, the private and professional lives of dedicated Camp SS men merged into one.232


  At the center of their lives stood violence. This was the real mortar binding together the Camp SS professionals, as their shared practice of abuse created close bonds of community and complicity.233 So strong was the violent energy at the core of the SS, it spread beyond the camps, leading to scuffles and brawls between guards and locals; the worst incident occurred in April 1938 in Dachau, when an SS man used his ceremonial dagger to stab two workers to death, apparently after an argument about his uniform and golden Nazi Party badge.234


  Violence was the essence of the Camp SS spirit, and it was soaked up by the SS professionals. In addition to official prisoner punishments, they practiced many other forms of violence, starting with slaps. For prisoners the first slap in the face was a humiliating reminder of their servitude—slaps were commonly used by German men to discipline minors and inferiors—but it was preferable to many other abuses.235 Punches and kicks, for example, caused real bodily harm, as did another violent SS ritual, the nighttime raid, when screaming guards would descend on sleeping prisoners, followed by carnage and torture.236


  By contrast, murder was still unusual in the mid-1930s. On average, between four and five prisoners died monthly in 1937 in each of the big SS camps for men (Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald), which held a daily average of around 2,300 prisoners each.237 In all, perhaps three hundred prisoners perished in the KL between 1934 and 1937, most of them driven to suicide by SS men or killed outright.238


  Violence came easy to the hard core of the Camp SS, justified (as in early camps) as the only way to hold down dangerous inmates. True, the fiction of the savage prisoner was more difficult to maintain, now that the Third Reich was fully entrenched. But Camp SS leaders worked hard to fan the flames of hatred. New recruits received ideological instruction, which continued throughout their service. In lectures, leaflets, and directives, SS leaders painted prisoners as dangerous enemies, never to be trusted, never to be left alone, never to be spared. These slogans often stuck, partly because the KL were staffed by self-selected National Socialist believers, partly because prisoners began to resemble the stereotypical image of convicts, with shaved heads and striped uniforms (see below). SS revulsion against prisoners became so intense, Rudolf Höss wrote, it was “unimaginable for outsiders.”239 Not every slap or kick was prompted by burning hatred, however. SS men found many practical reasons for assaults, to punish infractions or to maintain discipline. And sometimes, they simply assaulted prisoners out of sheer boredom, to liven up their dull days.240 Whatever the motive, however, all attacks grew out of a deep disdain for the victims.


  To make his men even harder, as Theodor Eicke put it, they were ordered to attend official prisoner floggings. The first time, Rudolf Höss recalled, he was shocked by the screams, but he got used to it, just like his comrades, some of whom appeared to enjoy the suffering of their “enemies.”241 Professional Camp SS men were more than passive observers, of course. A few of them received specialist training in torture methods.242 But most men learned on the job, copying the behavior of more experienced colleagues and superiors.243 They could deaden any remaining scruples with alcohol, which fueled violent excesses; some men got so drunk they hurt themselves as they stumbled around the camp.244


  Violence not only united Camp SS hard-liners, it propelled their careers. In a community based on the veneration of the political soldier, brutality brought valuable social capital. Ambitious SS men knew that a reputation for ruthlessness would impress superiors and boost their prospects. This was one reason why block leaders attacked prisoners and volunteered to carry out floggings. Senior officials, meanwhile, did not want to be outdone by their men. “I could not ask block leaders to do more than I was willing to do myself,” the former Sachsenhausen report leader testified after the war. “That is why I personally punched and kicked.” To maintain their status, Camp SS men had to reaffirm their brutality, over and over again. Unlike prisoners, who were desperate to lie low—a common motto was “don’t be conspicuous”—committed SS men were eager to stand out, impressing their SS audience with theatrical displays of cruelty; the ensuing competition ratcheted up the spiral of terror.245 In sum, the SS perpetrators did not simply commit violence for its own sake.246 Rather, their actions were driven by an explosive mix of ideological and situational factors.


  Camp SS men who failed the test of violence were marginalized and mocked. Just as Eicke had demanded, they were shamed as weak and effeminate. This created significant group pressure on individual men to “toughen up.” Rudolf Höss, for one, was terrified of ridicule. “I wanted to become notorious for being hard,” he wrote, “so that I would not be considered soft.” Those written off as failures were sidelined into office jobs, punished, or dismissed—“for the Death’s Head strikes its wearer,” Eicke wrote in his inimitable style, “if ever he deviates from our prescribed course.” Eicke’s drive to remove “soft” men claimed several prominent casualties, none more so than the commandant of the largest SS concentration camp.247


  The Dachau School


  When Heinrich Himmler cast around for a permanent new Dachau commandant to replace Theodor Eicke, he turned to one of his oldest followers. Born in 1890, Heinrich Deubel had returned from Allied captivity in the First World War as a decorated lieutenant and settled into a steady job as a customs official. His real passion, however, was for far-right politics. He joined the fledgling SS in 1926 as member number 186, rising fast through its ranks. By 1934, Oberführer Deubel was commanding a regiment of Austrian SS men, stationed on the same grounds as the Dachau camp. As an army veteran and passionate SS officer, with a violent temper to boot, Deubel seemed as good a choice as any to succeed Eicke and took over as Dachau commandant in December 1934.248 His appointment was rather typical of the haphazard personnel policy in the early phase of the KL, when so-called old Nazi fighters, some of whom had fallen on hard times, were rewarded with posts for their early dedication to the movement, often on the spur of the moment.249


  But impeccable Nazi credentials were no guarantee of a successful Camp SS career. Like several other Nazi veterans, Heinrich Deubel failed the expectations of his superiors. It quickly became clear that in terms of terror, he was anything but Eicke’s double. Dachau remained a brutal SS camp, to be sure, with thirteen known prisoner deaths in 1935. But these were still better days for most inmates. They faced less severe punishment, worked less hard, and mingled more freely. Supported by his camp compound leader Karl D’Angelo (who had shown himself as a more moderate officer in the early camp Osthofen), Deubel championed new methods of prisoner reform, including lessons in math and foreign languages in a so-called camp school. He even suggested sending a Communist on a Nazi-sponsored cruise to win him over for the national community.


  Significant as the Deubel era was, as early evidence that the KL did not move inexorably from bad to worse, it was short-lived. Eicke soon attacked Deubel for compromising the flagship KL, and inside Dachau, too, hard-line guards complained about the “disgusting humane treatment” of inmates. In late March 1936, Eicke had enough and removed Deubel. As with other failed officers, the principle of SS comradeship dictated that he would get another chance. But after Deubel spent a few unhappy months as commandant of the Columbia House, Eicke kicked him out as “completely unsuitable.” Soon after, Deubel found himself back in his old job in the customs office.250


  His place in Dachau was taken by the forty-year-old Oberführer Hans Loritz, who would become a pivotal figure in the Camp SS. His background was remarkably similar to Deubel’s. Here was another First World War veteran and former POW, whose humdrum life as a civil servant in the Weimar years had become secondary to his SS career (he had joined in 1930). In one crucial respect, however, Loritz was different. He had volunteered for the KL, professing a deep admiration for Eicke, and had already proven himself as uncompromising during his tenure as commandant of Esterwegen.251


  Loritz, a coarse and barrel-chested man with small dark eyes and a black Hitler moustache, did not disappoint after he arrived in Dachau in spring 1936. In several letters to Eicke, he posed as the defender of the Camp SS spirit. He banned the camp school and denounced Deubel’s “lazy” regime, with its almost “comradely” treatment of prisoners, vowing to clean up the “muck.” Loritz started as he meant to go on, and supervised a mass flogging during his first prisoner roll call. Nicknamed Nero by the prisoners, he even laid hands on prisoners himself.252 Those officers who followed his lead prospered. They included the new Dachau camp compound leader Jakob Weiseborn—another notoriously brutal Camp SS man—who succeeded the “soft as butter” D’Angelo (as Eicke put it when he dismissed him). This was part of a major reshuffle, as Loritz purged men tainted by Deubel’s regime and brought in veterans from other KL. The result was a sharp rise in the Dachau death rate.253


  The appointment of Hans Loritz in Dachau signaled the beginning of a more coherent SS personnel policy. Following the consolidation of the KL system in the mid-1930s, several hastily appointed “old fighters” like Deubel were dismissed as commandants. They were replaced by a new breed of SS men, who had learned their trade inside the camps. The system became more stable as a result; Loritz, for example, served for more than three years in Dachau, followed by more than two years in Sachsenhausen.254


  Dachau remained the most promising springboard for ambitious Camp SS men. Seven of its ten prewar camp compound leaders were later promoted to commandant, among them Jakob Weiseborn, who headed Flossenbürg from 1938. Prior to his appointment, he had been dispatched from Dachau as camp compound leader to Sachsenhausen, highlighting another element of the emerging SS personnel policy: through the transfer of committed officers, Eicke exported the Camp SS spirit from established KL to new ones.255 Like Weiseborn, most of the new Sachsenhausen staff were KL veterans; the leader of the Guard Troop, for example, was none other than Eicke’s old confidant Michael Lippert. The same process repeated itself in summer 1937, when Buchenwald was established. This time, trusted SS men arrived from Sachsenhausen, including Lippert, Weiseborn, and the commandant Obersturmbannführer Koch, who would dominate the new camp for over four years.256


  Karl Otto Koch was the leading SS commandant of the prewar years, together with Hans Loritz. Another keen soldier, he had experienced the German defeat in the First World War in British captivity. Koch struggled through a succession of white-collar jobs during the Weimar years and became unemployed in 1932. He then devoted himself fully to the Nazi movement, having joined the SS one year earlier. His official KL career began in October 1934, when, aged thirty-six, he became commandant of Sachsenburg. Over the following months, he held the same position in Lichtenburg, Columbia House, and Esterwegen, before his appointment as Sachsenhausen commandant in September 1936. The flabby and balding Koch, who had once been a bank clerk, now modeled himself as the ideal political soldier. He even got married in the forest around Sachsenhausen, wedding his second wife Ilse in a ghostly nighttime ceremony surrounded by uniformed Camp SS men holding torches.257


  Koch was a cruel commandant and unforgiving superior. Not content with terrorizing the prisoners, he micromanaged the lives of his staff. Some of his SS men, in turn, were weary of Koch. The prisoners, meanwhile, despised him. It was hard to decide, a Buchenwald survivor wrote in 1945, which was Koch’s most evil trait, “his sadism, his brutality, his perversity, or his corruption.”258 For now, none of these features slowed his career. On the contrary, Koch’s brutality strengthened his standing. Eicke relied on him, as he did on Loritz, and sought their opinion when it came to the appointment of other senior Camp SS officials.259


  By the late 1930s, Theodor Eicke had molded the Camp SS into a rather cohesive corps, more uniform than ever before or after. Close networks had formed, bound together by patronage, comradeship, and nepotism, rather than formal hierarchical structures. However, the Camp SS was far from united. There was plenty of disaffection at the fringes and infighting at the core. What is more, the KL failed to attract the cream among SS recruits, leaving Eicke with limited choice when it came to senior positions. He was stuck with some men he regarded as utterly unsuitable, like Karl Künstler. A senior officer in the Dachau Guard Troop, Sturmbannführer Künstler fell out of favor after a drunken rampage. Künstler had behaved “like a brewer’s drayman,” Eicke fumed, adding that the miscreant was a bad influence on his men. As punishment, Künstler was sent into the wilderness, serving from January 15, 1939, in a Death’s Head reserve regiment in eastern Germany, on reduced pay. But Eicke immediately recalled him. Following the unexpected death of Jakob Weiseborn on January 20, 1939, Eicke urgently needed an experienced officer to fill in as Flossenbürg commandant. Installed just a few days later, Künstler would oversee the camp’s descent into mass death during the following years, which claimed the lives of thousands of inmates.260


  PRISONER WORLDS


  In the wake of SS coordination, a more standardized concentration camp system had emerged in the mid-1930s. The outlines of different camps began to resemble one another, as did the background and careers of the staff. The SS also imposed greater uniformity on prisoners. Inmates even began to look alike: by 1936, most male prisoners had their hair shorn on arrival and at regular (often weekly) intervals thereafter.261 Later on, from around 1938, they wore identical uniforms, too. Instead of the assorted clothes of earlier years—a colorful jumble of civilian outfits, old police garments, and more—prisoners were dressed in the same striped clothing, the so-called zebra uniform, blue and white in summer, blue and gray in winter, with numbers sewn on jackets and trousers. In the small early camps, guards had often addressed inmates by name; in the large KL of the late 1930s, prisoners were reduced to numbers.262


  Newcomers often felt lost among the sea of seemingly identical inmates. But when they looked more closely, they soon noticed different prisoner groups and hierarchies. Some prisoners were better dressed, housed, and groomed than others, for example, and it was they who often wore signs that identified them as so-called Kapos.263 There were also badges for different prisoner backgrounds. Pioneered in some early camps, such insignia were standardized around 1937–38, when the Camp SS placed colored triangles on trousers and jackets to differentiate inmates according to the grounds for their detention.264 The color of the triangle had a profound impact on prisoner lives in the camps, and so did their gender, with men and women facing very different treatment.


  Daily Lives


  No day was ever the same in the KL. Schedules varied, depending on the camp, the season, and the year. Also, the SS men, masters over time in the camp, did not want life to become too predictable, keeping inmates in a state of suspense. Every day, prisoners woke up dreading the terror of the known and of the unknown, aware that their repetitive daily grind might be interrupted at any moment by a spell of unscripted SS abuse.265 Still, the streamlining of the camps created similar routines. In all camps, days were split into distinct segments, marked by sirens or bells sounding across the grounds—yet another element borrowed from the regimented life in the army and the prison.266


  An average day in a concentration camp for men began very early, when it was still dark outside; during the summer, the inmates had to rise around 4:00 a.m. or even earlier. Prisoners splashed some water on their faces and bodies, wolfed down breakfast (bread or porridge, with tea or ersatz coffee), hastily washed tin cups and plates, stored them in lockers, and attended to the “bed building.” Then prisoners left their quarters and marched to morning roll call, in a “silent, speedy, and military manner,” as the Buchenwald camp compound leader demanded in 1937. Weak and sick inmates were supported by others, as the roll call was obligatory for all (except those in the infirmary). Once all prisoners were assembled, the SS report leader verified the total number; if there were mistakes, prisoners had to stand for a long time, sometimes hours. During roll call, SS officers also made announcements over loudspeakers and ordered brief military drills, while block leaders punished alleged infractions such as poor posture and dirty shoes. Finally prisoners split into their labor details and marched away at double time, often for work outside the compound.267


  Forced labor took up most of the prisoners’ daytime hours, only briefly interrupted by lunch.268 Lunch was generally bland, often some kind of vegetable stew with bread. Stomach complaints were frequent and so was hunger, with some prisoners suffering sharp weight loss. But overall, the food was just about bearable. From the vantage point of prisoners who went through the wartime KL, it was positively rich in retrospect, not least because inmates were allowed to augment their daily rations. Although relatives were now banned from sending food (or any other goods), they could transfer small sums of money to prisoners for additional supplies in SS-run canteens. In Dachau, an inmate who received four Reichsmark a week in 1938 could purchase half a pound of butter, half a pound of biscuits, a tin of herring or sardines, some artificial honey, a few personal goods like soap, shoelaces, or toothpaste, a few dozen cubes of sugar, and two packs of cigarettes (inmates were allowed to smoke after meals and also used cigarettes as an unofficial currency).269


  The early evening roll call, following the return of all external labor details, was particularly feared by prisoners. Exhausted, they had to stand to attention, irrespective of the weather, until the SS determined the final tally. SS men liked to prolong the prisoners’ agony, forcing them to sing songs or making them watch the execution of official punishments. Finally prisoners went off for dinner in their quarters, eating some more soup, or bread and cheese. Afterward, they sometimes endured more forced labor inside the compound or performed chores like cleaning their uniforms. However, prisoners also snatched some spare time. Private conversations were officially forbidden for much of the day, but now prisoners came together and talked; others read Nazi newspapers (which they paid for). Then taps sounded—between 8:00 p.m. and 9:00 p.m.—and prisoners had to move inside their quarters. Some spent a few more minutes reading, but soon the siren sounded for lights off. Prisoners were now forbidden to leave their quarters, at the threat of death, and fell into a fitful and uneasy sleep, never long enough before they had to face another day in the KL.270


  Most prisoners looked forward to Sundays, which followed a different rhythm. While prisoners occasionally worked, for once labor did not take center stage. SS men still dictated life in the compounds, of course. Sometimes they insisted on longer roll calls and forced prisoners to polish their quarters. Or they would blast speeches by Nazi leaders and approved music from loudspeakers (as they did on some weekday evenings), or oversee orchestra performances. Following the establishment of the first official prisoner orchestra in Esterwegen in 1935, several KL set up similar ensembles, whose main function was to perform for SS and prisoners.271 At first, there were also religious Sunday services, as in regular prisons. Even in Dachau, the SS initially allowed a local priest to celebrate mass on the roll call square. During the wider Nazi confrontation with the churches in the mid-1930s, however, such services petered out and were eventually banned altogether by Himmler.272


  Despite their dominance, the SS stranglehold over the KL was never absolute. Although some guards hated the idea of prisoners “idling,” reduced staffing levels on Sundays meant that SS control had to be relaxed, leaving more space for prisoner initiative. Occasionally, they were permitted to play sports outside their quarters. More often, they sat inside and played board games or read. Initially, some inmates had been allowed to keep their own books, though this changed later on. When Hans Litten was moved from Lichtenburg to Buchenwald in 1937, he had to send home his entire collection. “You can well imagine what that means to me,” he wrote to his mother in despair. Litten now had to rely on rudimentary camp libraries that had sprung up since 1933, sometimes funded with monies extorted from prisoners. Though the SS purchased plenty of propaganda tracts, there were enough books—almost six thousand titles in Buchenwald by autumn 1939—to include the occasional gem.273


  
    
  


  Inmates also used their spare time to write to loved ones. Prisoners could send a brief letter or postcard every week or two, though they had to stay clear of any topic that could be construed as criticism; the ideal letter, one prisoner recounted, would have read something like this: “Thanks for the money, thanks for the mail, I am fine, all is well, your Hans.” Bland as most messages inevitably were, they gained added significance, as visits were now only allowed in exceptional circumstances. Delayed or withheld letters could therefore cause alarm among relatives, who were already under great strain. Sometime in 1938, the wife of a Dachau prisoner contacted the commandant’s office, asking bluntly: “Have you shot my husband, because no mail is arriving anymore?”274


  In principle, all prisoner activities took place within a narrow space demarcated by the SS. In practice, prisoners often used this space to undermine SS control. They smuggled hidden references into letters, as we have already seen. Similarly, prisoners from early on subverted artistic performances sanctioned by the SS. Take the “Circus Concentracani” in Börgermoor. One Sunday afternoon in August 1933, a group of prisoners directed by the actor Wolfgang Langhoff put on a show of acrobatics, dance, and music, including the premiere of the defiant “Song of the Moorland Soldiers.” They made jokes at the expense of SS men, too, who watched in amusement and some disbelief. Such daring displays were very rare, however, especially after the SS tightened its grip on the camps. In the later 1930s, the SS allowed only a few cabaret performances, wary of blurring the boundaries between oppressors and oppressed. Of course, prisoners did not always seek SS permission to act, and also asserted their identities during illicit cultural, religious, and political meetings.275


  Kapos


  One of the secrets of the success of the KL, Heinrich Himmler told German generals in summer 1944, was the deployment of prisoners as surrogate guards. This ingenious scheme for “holding down subhumans,” he added, had been pioneered by Theodor Eicke. A few select inmates, Himmler explained, forced others to work hard, keep clean, and make their beds. These prisoner supervisors were known, Himmler added, as “so-called Kapos.”276 Himmler was right to regard the Kapo, a word widely thought to derive from the Italian capo (head or leader), as a central cog in the Camp SS machinery of terror. Indeed, it had proven so effective in the prewar KL—allowing a small gang of SS men to dominate large camps and driving a wedge between prisoners—that Nazi officials later introduced a similar mechanism of “divide and rule” in Jewish ghettos and slave labor camps.277


  The origins of the Kapo system, however, were very different from the airbrushed picture Himmler presented in 1944. To start with, there was nothing new about co-opting prisoners.278 In German prisons, inmates had long been appointed to menial positions as “trusties” (back in 1927, for example, Rudolf Höss became a clerk in the Brandenburg penitentiary, following his conviction for homicide). Since many KL inmates had previously spent time inside Nazi prisons, they were already familiar with the idea of assuming influential posts. “We arrived from the penitentiary,” one Communist activist later described his arrival in Buchenwald, “and were used to a comrade serving as a trusty.”279 What distinguished the KL was not the deployment of prisoners as such, but the powers some Kapos gained.


  Neither was Theodor Eicke the creator of the Kapo structure, as Himmler claimed in his bid to depict the KL as products of intelligent SS design. In truth, such purpose and planning had often been lacking during the birth of the camps. In some early camps, it had been the prisoners themselves—well versed in the practice of political organization—who selected representatives for overseeing order and taking grievances to the authorities. Shortly after Wolfgang Langhoff arrived in the protective custody wing in Düsseldorf prison in spring 1933, the inmates, mostly Communist workers, elected a young KPD functionary called Kurt as their leader. In other early camps, such appointments were initiated by the SS or SA, but it was still the prisoners who selected their own spokesmen. When Langhoff was transferred to Börgermoor in summer 1933, the deputy commandant told the new arrivals to pick a block elder; following lengthy discussions, the prisoners elected the same man who had led them back in Düsseldorf, Kurt, who then climbed on a table and gave a brief speech, recorded in Langhoff’s memoirs. The most important thing, Kurt told the others, was “to demonstrate to the SS, by our impeccable order and discipline, that we are not subhumans”—inadvertently summing up the appeal of the Kapo system for the captors.280


  The Kapo system was firmly entrenched by the mid-1930s and continued to grow as the KL expanded. At the end of 1938, for example, when Buchenwald held around eleven thousand prisoners in all, there were over five hundred Kapos.281 Senior Kapos were now appointed by the SS—though the officers often listened to proposals by prominent prisoners—and formed a parallel organizational structure to the SS.


  Broadly speaking, Kapos fell into three functional groups. The first were the work supervisors, with larger labor details—sometimes holding hundreds of inmates—having several prisoner foremen in addition to a chief Kapo. Such Kapos had various duties, like reporting delays and preventing escape. Above all, they had to be “good slave driver[s],” as one survivor put it. SS expectations were summed up in an internal manual: “The Kapo is responsible for the strictest implementation of all orders and for all incidents in the labor detail.”282


  Second, there were Kapos who supervised prisoner life inside the quarters. Each barrack (or block, as it was often called) was led by a block elder, supported by a few block service inmates, room elders, and table elders. In the absence of SS guards, who only entered the barracks intermittently, the block elder held full authority. Each morning, he supervised the rigorous routine after reveille. Then he led his prisoners to the roll call square, where he reported the tally to the SS. After the others had left for work, he would inspect the barrack, to ensure—as SS regulations demanded—that beds were made “impeccably” and no “work-shy prisoners” were hiding inside (only the block elder and his men were allowed into barracks during the day). Come evening, he controlled the distribution of food, reported missing prisoners, initiated new arrivals, and prepared for lights-out. Afterward, he was “responsible for quiet at night,” as the SS regulations stated.283


  Finally, more and more inmates served as Kapos in the camp administration. Prisoners had already been drafted as orderlies into infirmaries of some early camps, a practice that would become more widespread from the late 1930s.284 Kapos also worked in the prisoner kitchen, storeroom, and bunker, and as clerks in various SS offices. At the top of the hierarchy stood the camp elder (often with two deputies), who supervised the other Kapos and reported to the SS, acting as the main conduit between oppressors and oppressed. Few prisoners were mightier than the camp elder. However, it was a dangerous post, and by no means all inmates aspired to it. The political prisoner Harry Naujoks, for instance, initially resisted attempts by others to install him in Sachsenhausen, until some of his Communist comrades—who dominated Kapo positions in the prewar concentration camps—persuaded him to accept. His general strategy, Naujoks wrote in his memoirs, was to make Kapos indispensable by ensuring the smooth operation of roll calls and labor details, thereby keeping the SS at bay. But he knew that the SS wanted more, aiming to use Kapos as auxiliaries of terror. How individual Kapos reacted to these pressures and how they used their “small room for maneuver,” as Naujoks called it, determined their standing among the rest of the inmates. Some became the scourges of prisoner lives; others, like Naujoks, won a reputation for decency.285


  All Kapos gained a measure of influence over other prisoners, and some enjoyed great powers, issuing commands and hitting out.286 This led some inmates to speak of the Kapo system as a form of “self-administration,” a term widely adopted in the historical literature.287 But the term is misleading, implying a level of autonomous decision-making absent in the KL.288 After all, Kapos had to serve, first and foremost, the wider interests of the SS; block elders reported to SS block leaders, medical orderlies to SS doctors, labor supervisors to SS commando leaders, and so on. A Kapo who failed to fulfill SS expectations faced punishment and dismissal.289 Despite the privileges that came with being a Kapo, then, it was a precarious existence. Even Harry Naujoks, who was more adept at playing the SS than most, did not last. After he had spent three and a half years as Sachsenhausen camp elder, the SS one day threw him into the bunker, accusing him of a Communist conspiracy, and then dispatched him to another camp.290


  Inmate Groups


  “The camps were a veritable circus, as far as colors, markings, and special designations are concerned,” the Buchenwald survivor Eugen Kogon wrote shortly after the war, ridiculing the SS obsession with emblems, acronyms, and badges.291 Triangles—which came in eight colors, with various additional markings—became the main visual markers to differentiate the prisoner population. Of course, the classification by the camps’ political office was often erratic. Some Communists who had fought the Nazis were designated as asocials, while some Jews who had broken anti-Semitic laws were labeled as professional criminals.292 Nonetheless, Camp SS men relied on the triangles for initial guidance, and prisoners, too, used these SS symbols to distinguish one another. The color of the triangle shaped each inmate’s identity, whether they liked it or not.


  Until 1938, the majority of inmates were classified as political prisoners, mostly wearing red markings on their uniforms.293 In November 1936, for example, the authorities identified 3,694 of all 4,761 concentration camp inmates as political prisoners.294 Among them was a hard core of political activists, first and foremost Communists.295 Many were veterans of the early camps. Following their release in 1933–34, they had often rejoined the underground resistance and soon found themselves back in the KL.296 On Himmler’s orders, issued in March 1936, such prisoners, held for a second time, faced extra punishment and were only considered for release after a minimum of three years (not three months, as in the case of other inmates).297 In Dachau, there were an estimated two hundred so-called second-time-rounders by early 1937, wearing special markings. Their barrack was fenced off from the rest of the compound, effectively creating a camp inside the camp. For the first time, an entire group of inmates was isolated from the others, setting an inauspicious precedent. These second-time-rounders received no books, fewer letters, and less medical care, while facing the most exhausting work. One of the prisoners was the German-Jewish lawyer Ludwig Bendix, whose time in Dachau in 1937 was a far cry from his first spell in protective custody back in 1933. Bendix, who was now weak and ill, experienced forced labor in Dachau as a martyrdom “which I feared I would not survive and which I could only bear by mobilizing all my strength.”298


  Despite Himmler’s obsession with left-wing opponents, the overall proportion of underground activists among KL inmates decreased in the mid-1930s, reflecting both the gradual demise of the resistance and the general shift to policing other forms of deviance. When it came to opposition against the regime, the police now cast its net wider than before. Grumbling and dissent probably accounted for some twenty percent of all protective custody cases in 1935–36; in some months, as many individuals were detained for jokes or verbal attacks as for Communist activities.299 It did not take much to be branded a dangerous enemy of the state. Magdalene Kassebaum, for example, endured two spells in Moringen, first for singing “The International,” then for burning a picture of Hitler.300


  The police also detained some clergymen, part of the wider Nazi confrontation with Christian churches in the mid-1930s. Although the number of arrests remained very small—no more than a few dozen Catholic and Protestant priests were held in the KL in 1935—they carried symbolic weight and caused some disquiet within German society.301 The clergymen, who had to wear the red markings of political prisoners, were frequently singled out for violent abuse. The Camp SS was militant in its anticlericalism, even more so than the general SS, and most men renounced the Church, goaded by the fanatical Eicke, who summed up his views as follows: “Prayer books are things for women and for those who wear panties. We hate the stink of incense.”302 Eicke’s hatred erupted spectacularly in 1935, after the Berlin Cathedral chaplain Bernhard Lichtenberg had privately questioned the conditions in Esterwegen. Responding to the accusations in a note to the Gestapo, Eicke blasted the interference of “Rome’s black agents,” who “leave their excrement on the altars,” complained about the stain of “poisonous state-eroding saliva” on his SS uniform, and called for Lichtenberg to be sent to Esterwegen himself.303 Many guards emulated Eicke when they encountered imprisoned priests. So brutal were the verbal and physical assaults that even the wives of some Camp SS men expressed sympathy for the plight of clergymen.304


  By far the largest group of religious prisoners in the mid-1930s was Jehovah’s Witnesses, who, having pledged their allegiance to God, resisted the total claim of Nazism. Their persecution had started early in the Third Reich and soon intensified, after they refused to serve in the new German conscript army, continued to proselytize after their religious association was banned, and distributed critical leaflets. The regime tried to stamp out such defiance, with some paranoid Nazi officials picturing the Witnesses as a mass movement in cahoots with Communists (in reality, they only had some twenty-five thousand members). Several thousand believers were arrested in the mid-1930s. Most ended up in regular prisons, but others were taken to the KL. At the height of repression in 1937–38, more than ten percent of all men in Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald were Jehovah’s Witnesses. So large was this prisoner group that the Camp SS gave them a special insignia: the purple triangle.305


  Prisoners with the purple triangle endured great hardship. “The Jehovah’s Witnesses are the daily targets for every kind of persecution, terror, and brutality,” one of them wrote in 1938, not long after his release. Some abuse was ideologically motivated, with Camp SS men mocking their victims as “heaven clowns” and “paradise birds.” Asked after the war why he had buried one of the prisoners up to the neck, the former report leader in Sachsenhausen replied: “He was a conscientious objector. As such he had no right to life, in my view.”306 What really enraged the SS men, however, was not the prisoners’ religious beliefs but their “obstinate” behavior, as Jehovah’s Witnesses refused to carry out certain orders and even tried to convert other prisoners.307 The leaders of the passive resistance were hit with great venom. One of them, the miner Johann Ludwig Rachuba, was punished by the Sachsenhausen SS between 1936 and 1938 with more than 120 days strict detention, more than one hundred lashes, four hours hanging from a post, and three months in the punishment company (he later died in the camp). Such brute tactics rarely worked, however, as many prisoners saw the torture as a test of their faith. Only later in the war did SS officials become shrewder, realizing that many Jehovah’s Witnesses made reliable workers as long as they were not deployed in ways that conflicted directly with their beliefs.308


  Just as the German police continually expanded the circle of political suspects, so, too, did it widen its assault on social outsiders. The main victims were those pursued since 1933 as asocial or criminal, identified in the camps by black or green triangles. They were joined in the mid-1930s by another group: men arrested as homosexuals, who had to wear pink triangles. Following the murder of Ernst Röhm, the regime cracked down hard on homosexuality. Existing legislation became stricter in 1935 (though women were still exempt) and the police stepped up its raids, led by the obsessively homophobic Himmler; it was regrettable that gay men could not be killed, Himmler told SS leaders in 1937, but at least they could be detained. Again, the vast majority of arrested men were sent to prison, but some found themselves in the KL.309 In 1935, these men were briefly concentrated in Lichtenburg—in June, 325 of all the 706 inmates here were classified as homosexual—but mostly they were distributed across the SS camp system.310


  Men detained as homosexuals suffered unusually harsh treatment in the KL. The SS saw them as perverts deserving special punishment. To “protect” others, some officials put men with the pink triangle into isolated barracks. And to “cure” them, guards often forced them into particularly hard labor details, like the latrine and punishment company.311 In addition, several prisoners were castrated. Under Nazi law, homosexuals had to consent to such operations, but Camp SS officials forced some into submission. Among them was the Hamburg tailor Otto Giering, who, having been convicted repeatedly for homosexual acts, was taken to Sachsenhausen in early 1939, at the age of twenty-two. In mid-August 1939, Giering was called to the infirmary and sedated. When he woke up, with a heavy bag of sand on his stomach, he was told that he had just been castrated. A few days later, the commandant himself walked in and triumphantly held up a glass: “You can have one more look at your balls, but as a conserve.”312


  SS men watched homosexual prisoners with great suspicion, and those accused of sexual contacts inside the KL were tortured to extract “confessions”; occasionally, the men were then handed over for criminal trials to courts.313 Some of the suspects had been denounced by other inmates. Given the force of SS homophobia, accusations of homosexuality proved a potent weapon against competitors and antagonists. More generally, many fellow inmates shared the social prejudices against homosexuals and ostracized them; even sympathetic prisoners kept their distance. As soon as he received the pink triangle on his uniform, Otto Giering recalled, he was “subjected to mockery and harassment” by prisoners “of all categories”—just one example of the many rifts between inmate groups.314


  Solidarity and Friction


  Harry Naujoks felt at home inside the Communist movement. He had been born in 1901 into a poor working-class family, not far from the ships on the Hamburg docks, and the small and sturdy man even looked like a sailor, with his strangely swaying gait. He had actually trained as a boilermaker, leaving school early, and quickly became politicized in his local union. In March 1919, not yet eighteen years old, he joined the recently founded KPD and later led the party’s Hamburg youth wing. Naujoks was a loyal local functionary and in 1933 joined the resistance against the Nazis. He would pay a heavy price: detention in several early camps in 1933–34, more than two years in a penitentiary, and well over eight years in the KL. Throughout, Naujoks remained devoted to the cause and was repaid with support from other Communist inmates. From the moment he set foot inside Sachsenhausen on November 11, 1936, his comrades took him under their wing. As he entered the camp, he was shown to the storeroom by a fellow Hamburg Communist; his block elder, another Hamburg comrade, told him about the most important rules of camp life; then yet another former KPD functionary from Hamburg took Naujoks to get food from the camp kitchen. At the end of his first day in Sachsenhausen, Naujoks later wrote, he already felt a sense of belonging.315


  Newcomers from other large prisoner groups—such as Social Democrats and Jehovah’s Witnesses—could count on friends and comrades for moral and material support, too.316 Solidarity within these groups was often close and could pave the way to better positions inside the camp, as in the case of Naujoks, who was transferred in early 1937 (with the help of another old Hamburg associate) from the exhausting forest clearing detail to a coveted post as a joiner. “There are no [more] screams, no beatings, not even any pressure to work fast,” Naujoks wrote. Prisoners united by a shared past maneuvered trusted individuals into Kapo positions to gain greater influence. The Communists proved particularly adept at this, thanks to their large numbers and tight discipline. Harry Naujoks himself was installed in late summer 1937 in the storeroom, beginning his rise to camp elder.317


  Since members of the same prisoner group spent much of their free time together—because the SS tended to assign barracks based on triangle colors—these groups became focal points for collective self-assertion. In the evenings, prisoners would conduct illicit discussions and lectures about politics, religion, history, and literature. In Esterwegen, the much-weakened Carl von Ossietzky seemed to revive when he engaged fellow prisoners in debate. “It was always quite an experience to listen to him, to argue with him, to ask him questions,” a former Communist prisoner recalled reverently.318


  There were some bigger meetings, too. In Sachsenhausen, Harry Naujoks and his comrades held a first large gathering in December 1936, as SS guards were getting drunk at their staff Christmas party. The covert meeting was organized by a former KPD Reichstag deputy, who gave a brief speech, followed by the recitation of poems and songs of the labor movement. “Each one of us at that event was touched by the power of the collective, giving us the strength to withstand the terror,” Naujoks wrote in his memoirs.319 Communist prisoners were not alone in fostering a community spirit. Jewish prisoners held cultural events in their barracks—with music, poetry, and plays—and Christians came together to pray on festive days.320


  Any more direct challenges to SS dominance remained extremely rare. In the early camps, prisoners had occasionally stood up to protest, emboldened by their belief in the imminent demise of the Third Reich.321 But there was no sign of the Nazi regime crumbling, and by the mid-1930s SS guards took great pleasure in crushing even hints of defiance. Only a few individuals still dared to confront the SS. Among them was the Protestant pastor Paul Schneider, held in Buchenwald since late 1937. The following spring, Schneider was dragged into the bunker, where he was starved and abused for months, after he had refused to salute a new swastika flag hoisted above the main gate. But Schneider was not deterred. On Sundays and holy days, he sometimes shouted brief words of encouragement from the bunker to prisoners on the roll call square, before furious SS guards silenced him with whips and fists; his voice finally fell quiet in summer 1939, when he succumbed to the SS torture.322


  The bold defiance of prisoners like Pastor Schneider briefly united inmates of all backgrounds in admiration. Such unity was rare, however, as the KL bred much division and discord. The most pronounced chasm, at least until the late 1930s, existed within the large group of left-wing prisoners, between German Communists and Social Democrats. The long history of antagonism between the parties—with each accusing the other of betraying the working class and enabling the rise of the Nazis—often crippled closer contacts in the camps.323


  In the early camps, Communists and Social Democrats were still sore from their recent clashes during the Weimar Republic. True, there was some solidarity across party lines, especially among the rank and file. But many revolutionary Communists had not forgotten their suppression at the hands of the pro-democratic forces in Prussia and elsewhere, and openly snubbed SPD-affiliated prisoners. Some Social Democrats, in turn, were dismayed at being sidelined by the more numerous and better organized Communists; one complained that Communists in his barrack treated him “like a leper,” while another lamented the absence of even “a minimum of comradeship.” On occasion, Communist inmates even denounced SPD prisoners to the camp authorities, or attacked them physically.324 Former SPD leaders, ridiculed as “bigwigs” by Communists and Nazis alike, endured the greatest hostility. Ernst Heilmann, for example, had been known for his uncompromising opposition to the KPD and did not change his views in captivity, earning him the lasting contempt of Communists in all the camps he was dragged through; no one had a trace of sympathy or compassion for him, the Communist Wolfgang Langhoff recalled. Apparently, guards also ordered KPD inmates to assault Heilmann, typical of SS attempts to inflame existing tensions between left-wing prisoners.325


  The conflicts between left-wingers continued into the mid-1930s and beyond. The scars of the Weimar battles healed only slowly, if at all, and there were repeated clashes over the distribution of Kapo posts, with Social Democrats complaining about Communist domination. Some individual friendships evolved, as they had done in the early camps, and open-minded prisoners like Harry Naujoks reached out and supported others irrespective of political differences. But the dominant mode was still that of mutual distrust, and the Left never formed a united front in Nazi captivity.326


  Women in the Camps


  It seemed a day like any other when, one Friday morning in early 1936, a guard unlocked Centa Beimler’s cell in Stadelheim. She expected to be escorted to work, as usual, but there was exciting news: she was about to leave the prison. Beimler began to hope that she would finally be set free, almost three years after her arrest. But the Gestapo had other plans. As long as her husband Hans remained at large, following his spectacular escape from Dachau, his wife would stay put. Rather than being released, Centa Beimler was moved from Stadelheim to the Moringen workhouse, which had become the central German protective custody camp for women.327


  Fortunately for Centa Beimler, Moringen was a world away from the camps for men. Moringen was not even an official SS concentration camp, as it was still controlled by the Prussian state, not by the IKL; its civilian director—a rule-bound bureaucrat from the civil service—was the antithesis of Eicke’s “political soldier.” Compared to the KL, inmate numbers were much smaller, with a monthly average of no more than ninety women on the protective custody wing. These women wore their own clothes, not uniforms, and faced monotonous but bearable labor; most of them knitted or mended clothes, working for less than eight hours a day. Most important of all, there were no physical assaults by the staff.328


  On the whole, Moringen resembled a regular prison, with many of the related hardships, like rigid schedules, bland food, and poor hygiene. However, the Moringen women—divided into several communal rooms and dormitories, according to their backgrounds—could mingle relatively freely. After her long time in a tiny cell in Stadelheim, Centa Beimler was grateful for the company of other Communists, including her own sister. The women played games and sang together, and held political discussions. “You could talk about everything, and that made it easier for all of us,” Beimler later wrote.329


  Centa Beimler was a leading figure among the Communist women of Moringen. Her husband, Hans, was a hero of the resistance, while Centa impressed even prisoners of different beliefs with her strength of will, unbowed by her long imprisonment.330 But the women around Centa Beimler did not dominate Moringen in the same way Communist men did in the KL. For a start, female Kapos gained far less power and influence.331 Moreover, the prisoner population in Moringen was more diverse. Jehovah’s Witnesses made up a sizable proportion already in 1935, reflecting the high level of female activists, and during 1937 they became the largest prisoner group; by November, around half of the protective custody prisoners were Jehovah’s Witnesses.332


  These changes in Moringen went hand in hand with sharply rising prisoner numbers, up from 92 in early January 1937 to around 450 in November 1937.333 Centa Beimler herself was no longer among them, having been released in February under tragic circumstances. Several months earlier, the Communist women in Moringen had heard that Hans Beimler was fighting with the International Brigade during the Spanish Civil War, further boosting his reputation. Then rumors spread that he had been killed during the defense of Madrid. Centa Beimler was tormented by uncertainty—she “walked around more dead than alive,” one fellow inmate recalled—until the director confirmed the news. Soon after, she was set free. Now that her husband was dead, the Nazis no longer needed her as a hostage; her sister followed a few months later.334 Most other inmates, however, stayed behind until the entire protective custody wing in Moringen was closed down and all remaining prisoners were transferred to Lichtenburg.


  Opened in December 1937, Lichtenburg was the first KL for women. It had taken Theodor Eicke three years to establish such a camp, highlighting the peripheral place of female prisoners in his vision; for him, the “enemies behind barbed wire” were men. Still, he finally felt forced to act. Not only was the detention of protective custody prisoners outside the IKL an anomaly, but the numbers of female inmates just kept on rising. Moringen was becoming too small, as Himmler himself had seen during an inspection in late May 1937, while the bigger Lichtenburg stood empty after its closure as a camp for men. It was quickly redesignated and soon filled up again; by April 1939, 1,065 women were held inside.335


  Upon arrival in Lichtenburg, Erna Ludolph—a thirty-year-old Jehovah’s Witness from Lübeck—immediately realized that the premises were much bigger than Moringen. Soon, Ludolph and the others saw further differences, almost all for the worse. As an SS camp, Lichtenburg was run along far more military lines, with roll calls in the corridors and the yard. Leisure time was cut back and forced labor extended by about two hours. The SS also made far greater use of Kapos. Above all, the women endured harder punishment and occasional violence. Jehovah’s Witnesses made up the largest prisoner group, and conditions were particularly grim for those, like Erna Ludolph, who were isolated as “incorrigible.” One day in 1938, after these women refused to line up to a radio speech by Hitler, the guards attacked them and sprayed them with high-pressure water hoses.336


  Although the local SS staff ensured the stricter treatment of female prisoners, they stopped well short of running Lichtenburg like a KL for men. It developed a distinct identity all its own, removed from the other SS concentration camps. The differences started with the camp’s appearance. The old castle in Lichtenburg, with its large dormitories, was a long way from the SS ideal of a modern barrack camp. More generally, the Lichtenburg women faced less terror than male KL prisoners. Forced labor was not yet all-consuming, violent excesses were infrequent, and punishments were less severe (according to the official regulations, there was no flogging, for example). As a result, the death rate was very low, with two confirmed prisoner deaths—both of them Jehovah’s Witnesses—between late 1937 and spring 1939, when the SS closed down the KL Lichtenburg.337


  “In the middle of May 1939,” Erna Ludolph recalled after the war, “we Jehovah’s Witnesses, all 400 to 450 of us, were brought by truck with the first mass transports to Ravensbrück.” Expecting the number of female prisoners to grow further, SS officials had decided sometime in 1938 to establish an entirely new camp for women. After plans to build it near Dachau fell through, attention soon turned to a secluded site by the town of Fürstenberg, some fifty miles or so north of Berlin. Once a small detachment of men from Sachsenhausen had erected the first barracks and buildings in the early months of 1939, the new camp, called Ravensbrück, was ready.338


  The prisoners’ living conditions deteriorated after the move from Lichtenburg, just as they had done after the prior move from Moringen. “Everything escalated to an unbelievable degree,” Erna Ludolph recalled. Roll calls in Ravensbrück were more torturous, forced labor more exhausting, punishment more severe, and life more rigid, with women now wearing identical dresses with blue and gray stripes, as well as an apron and headscarf.339 Still, terror remained gender-specific, as the Camp SS continued to reserve its most violent abuse for men. Although flogging was introduced as an official punishment in Ravensbrück, some other excesses, including hanging from a post, were still absent. Instead of brutal assaults, the local SS relied more heavily on guard dogs, because Himmler believed that women would be particularly scared of them.340


  The special status of Ravensbrück shaped its staff, too. When the SS first decided to open a concentration camp for women, it faced a dilemma. Until now, the Camp SS had been conceived as an exclusive male club, resting on hypermasculine values. But the deployment of men in a women’s camp was problematic, as the sexual abuses in early camps had shown. In the end, Himmler opted for a compromise. In Lichtenburg and Ravensbrück, SS men acted as sentries and occupied the senior positions in the Commandant Staff, starting with the commandant himself. The guards inside, however, who had most day-to-day contacts with prisoners, were women, though Himmler balked at admitting them into the SS; although female guards were part of the Camp SS, they were never full SS members. Even during the war, when they came under the jurisdiction of the SS, these women merely belonged to its retinue (Gefolge), wearing special field-gray uniforms.341


  The female guards of Ravensbrück differed from their male counterparts in other SS camps. True, most of them were volunteers, too, often in their mid to late twenties, but they normally had no previous history of political violence; the brawls of the Weimar and early Nazi years had been a male domain. Also, only a fraction of the female guards were NSDAP members, while the bulk of SS men had signed up with the party. What attracted most female recruits to the KL was not any ideological mission, but the prospect of social advancement. Many were poor and unmarried, with few professional qualifications, and the camp promised regular employment with decent pay and other benefits, such as comfortable quarters and even (from 1941) an SS kindergarten.342 Once inside Ravensbrück, the lives of the female guards were strictly regimented, though they were never subject to the same drill as male “political soldiers”; indeed, the frustrated Ravensbrück commandant repeatedly reprimanded his female guards for breaches of military decorum.343


  For now, women remained marginal in the KL system, both as guards and as inmates. True, the overall proportion of female prisoners was rising fast—from around 3.3 percent in late summer 1938 to 11.7 percent one year later—but Ravensbrück still lagged far behind concentration camps for men, both in size and severity.344 Nonetheless, its creation was significant, concluding the shift from the more traditional detention of women to the new forms of SS domination.345


  *   *   *


  The camps for women were late additions to the KL system, which had been created and cemented in the mid-1930s. Toward the end of 1934, it seemed as if the camps might disappear. Just three years later, they were firm fixtures of the Third Reich, outside the law, funded by the state and controlled by a new agency, the IKL. The SS had also developed a basic blueprint for the KL, drawing on its first camp at Dachau. Its key features were a uniform administrative structure, a common architectural ideal, a professional corps of SS men, and a systematic brand of terror. The simultaneous extension of the SS system—the prisoner population rose from around 3,800 in summer 1935 to 7,746 at the end of 1937—points to another key aspect of the KL, first highlighted by Hannah Arendt shortly after the Second World War. In a radical totalitarian state like the Third Reich, terror did not decrease after the regime established itself. Nazi leaders pursued ever more extreme aims, and so the KL expanded, even as domestic political opposition diminished.346 This extension was not yet over by late 1937; it was only just beginning.
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  Expansion


  Friday the thirteenth of May 1938 was a date etched into the memory of Buchenwald prisoners. The day had begun balmy and bright; spring was in the air and the countryside around the camp glowed vibrantly. It was still early in the morning, with the sun rising fast across the clear sky above the Ettersberg, but a large prisoner detail was already hard at work in the forest outside the camp, digging trenches for sewage pipes. At around nine o’clock, two of the prisoners, Emil Bargatzky and Peter Forster, went to collect coffee for the others, as usual, walking along a secluded path when they suddenly attacked the guard who escorted them. Before he had time to fire his rifle, SS Rottenführer Albert Kallweit was hit over the head with a spade. The two prisoners, who had long planned their escape, dragged the guard’s body into the undergrowth, grabbed his weapon, and ran for their lives.1


  The killing of Rottenführer Kallweit sent shock waves through the SS. Successful breakouts were extremely rare since Inspector Eicke exhorted his men to shoot at fleeing prisoners without warning. And a deadly attack on the SS was unprecedented.2 Heinrich Himmler flew to Weimar the next day to inspect the camp and Kallweit’s corpse, accompanied by Theodor Eicke. He also ordered a manhunt for the escaped prisoners. Regional papers carried sensational reports about the killing of the SS man and announced a hefty reward of one thousand Reichsmark for information leading to the fugitives’ capture; for weeks, the incident was the talk of the town in Weimar and beyond, a rare moment when the camps penetrated public consciousness in the late 1930s.3


  On May 22, 1938, after Emil Bargatzky had spent nine days on the run, the police found him hiding in a brick factory some 140 miles north of Buchenwald. Within a week, he faced a hastily arranged show trial before the Weimar Special Court. Reporting on the trial, the regional press made much of his criminal record. Born into a poor family in 1901 as one of fifteen children, Bargatzky had struggled to hold down a job during the calamitous Weimar years—working as a carpenter, butcher, and coachman—and committed several offenses. The press pounced on these transgressions as further proof of his subhuman nature. The Weimar state prosecutor, meanwhile, commended the KL guards who protected the national community from dangerous asocial elements like Bargatzky. He also spoke out in favor of the “preventive” policing against social outsiders, which was intensifying during the late 1930s and swept many thousands into overcrowded concentration camps—among them Emil Bargatzky, who had been held since 1937 because of his criminal past.4


  The judges at Bargatzky’s murder trial on Saturday, May 28, took less than two hours to pronounce the death penalty. He was now on death row and faced execution by the legal authorities behind prison doors. But his fate was to take a final twist after Heinrich Himmler asked Hitler for permission to have Bargatzky hanged in Buchenwald instead, near the scene of the crime. Hitler approved.5 Early on the morning of June 4, 1938, the Buchenwald prisoners lined up on the roll call square. SS guards surrounded them, some pointing machine guns at the crowd. Shortly before 7:00 a.m. the main gate opened and the manacled Emil Bargatzky was led onto the square, past rows of SS men. He walked as if in a trance and some prisoners speculated that the SS had drugged him. After a judge dressed in a black robe read out the death sentence, Bargatzky stepped onto a wooden box on the newly erected scaffold and put his head through a noose. On the word of Commandant Karl Otto Koch, the box was pushed away and a prisoner, designated as the executioner, pulled the rope; Bargatzky twisted and turned for several minutes until he died. The SS left his disfigured corpse dangling for some time on the roll call square, as a grisly warning to all prisoners.6


  The SS staged this first official execution of a concentration camp inmate, which echoed ritual German executions in the early modern era, as a demonstration of might, attended by high-ranking dignitaries like Theodor Eicke, who eagerly reported the details to Himmler.7 SS leaders brazenly turned an ignominy—two escaped inmates and a dead guard—into political capital, presenting it as proof of the barbarity of the prisoners and the fundamental importance of the camps. Already before Bargatzky’s hanging, a popular SS periodical had tried to boost the status of the Camp SS in a graphic article, complete with mug shots of the two fugitives and a photo of the slain guard in heroic pose. The article, which drew heavily on Eicke’s worldview, claimed that the “cowardly attack” by the two “racially inferior criminals” showed just how dangerous the mission of the political SS soldiers really was (in reality, Camp SS men were far more likely to be injured by friendly fire from other guards than by prisoners). Under the headline “He died for us!” the influential SS weekly waxed lyrical about the pasty Rottenführer Kallweit, hoping to elevate him into the pantheon of Nazi martyrs, and also praised the other unsung heroes of the Death’s Head SS, who were “permanently facing the enemy” while the rest of Germany was “peacefully going about its daily business.”8 The image of SS guards as valiant guardians of the nation was meant to strike a chord at a time when Eicke was in the midst of a major recruitment drive, greatly expanding the size of the Camp SS in the run-up to war.


  Most important, the Camp SS saw the death of Rottenführer Kallweit as a signal for more violence. Even in distant Dachau, guards threatened prisoners with brutal retaliation.9 In Buchenwald itself, SS men went on a rampage. Collective punishment was common after escapes, but it reached new heights on Friday, May 13, 1938. Screaming guards beat the remaining prisoners from the sewage plant detail back to the compound, where a mob of SS men whipped and punched them until some maimed victims collapsed. The guards murdered at least two Buchenwald prisoners that day. All others, Commandant Koch demanded, would face much greater hardship in the future.10 He was true to his word, as one assault followed another. During one such attack, some three weeks after Bargatzky’s execution, SS men smashed several windows in prisoner barracks, tore up dozens of bed covers, ripped apart hundreds of straw mattresses, and left three inmates dead.11


  SS leaders supported this hard line. In a paean to the killed guard in the Völkischer Beobachter, Theodor Eicke threatened that “enemies of the state” would face “iron hard” discipline.12 Himmler said much the same during his visit to Buchenwald on May 14, 1938, and two days later, he repeated his demand for tough action in a letter to Reich minister of justice Gürtner. Earlier that spring, Himmler claimed, he had responded to a complaint by Gürtner about excessive SS shootings by ordering his men to use their weapons more sparingly, with “devastating” results. This attempt to blame Gürtner for the killing in Buchenwald was absurd—Rottenführer Kallweit had walked too closely to the two prisoners, in breach of SS protocol—but this did not stop Himmler from announcing that guards would now reach more readily for their rifles, preempting future judicial criticism.13


  Himmler’s swagger reflected his rising status in the late 1930s. To be sure, his SS was not yet all-powerful. The presence of a judge during the execution of Emil Bargatzky in Buchenwald was a reminder that a court had pronounced the death sentence, not the SS. Moreover, the execution remained an exception in the prewar KL. Still, it was a sign for the growing confidence of SS leaders and for their desire to usurp legal powers like the judicial monopoly over the death penalty. In practice, the SS already did so: Camp SS men murdered far more prisoners during the late 1930s than ever before. In Buchenwald, the SS conducted a major killing spree in the weeks after the death of Rottenführer Kallweit; in June and July 1938, 168 prisoners lost their lives, compared to seven prisoners during March and April.14 In other camps, too, the SS stepped up its violence in the final years before the Second World War, which also saw a great expansion of KL sites and of slave labor. The relentless rise of the concentration camp complex seemed unstoppable.


  SOCIAL OUTSIDERS


  Heinrich Himmler had big plans for his camps. In a secret speech in November 1937, he told SS leaders that he expected the three KL for men—Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald—to hold twenty thousand prisoners in all, and even more in the case of war.15 This was an ambitious aim, at a time when his camps held fewer than eight thousand prisoners. But Himmler’s target was quickly reached and exceeded in 1938–39, during a frantic period that saw the foundation of the three camps in Flossenbürg, Mauthausen, and Ravensbrück. Thanks to large-scale police raids, prisoner numbers climbed fast, and by the end of June 1938, there were already twenty-four thousand or more inmates in the camps, a threefold increase in just six months.16 Even that was not enough for police and SS leaders, who soon envisaged a further rise to thirty thousand inmates and more.17


  As the size of the prisoner population changed, so did its composition, moving ever further away from the preponderance of left-wing German prisoners that characterized the camps early on. Camp SS officials struggled to keep up with all the new prisoner groups. In Sachsenhausen, for example, five separate prisoner categories (early 1937) became twelve (late 1939).18 Among the new prisoners were thousands of foreigners, after Nazi leaders began to flex their muscles on the international stage. In March 1938, the Third Reich invaded and annexed Austria, and the new rulers quickly arrested tens of thousands of alleged opponents. On the evening of April 1, 1938, the new criminal police office in Vienna dispatched a first transport of Austrian prisoners—among them many members of the old political elite, including the mayor of Vienna—to Dachau; the men suffered extreme abuse on the train, which continued after their arrival the next day. “For a long time, we Austrians were the main attraction in the camp,” the nationalist politician Fritz Bock recalled. In all, 7,861 Austrian men were taken to Dachau during 1938 (almost eighty percent of them Jews).19


  Prisoners from Czechoslovakia were next, after Hitler bullied French and British leaders into accepting the German annexation of the Sudetenland at the Munich conference. In October and November 1938, well over 1,500 prisoners from the Sudetenland arrived in Dachau, including many ethnic Germans.20 The isolated Czechoslovakian government also succumbed to German pressure to extradite Peter Forster, who was in their hands after his escape from Buchenwald. Unlike his accomplice Emil Bargatzky, Forster had evaded the German police and managed to cross the border in late May 1938. Forster, a committed left-wing opponent of the Nazi regime, pleaded for asylum and defended the killing of the SS guard. “We acted in self-defense,” he was quoted as saying, “because every prisoner in that camp lived in danger of being killed.” Despite an international campaign to save him, Forster was handed over to Nazi Germany in late 1938. His fate was the same as Bargatzky’s. Sentenced to death on December 21, he was hanged later that day in Buchenwald, the only other prisoner officially executed in a KL before the war.21 After the German invasion of the remaining Czech territory in March 1939, which was designated as the Reich Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, the German police dragged further victims to the KL, among them numerous German émigrés and Czech Jews. However, in view of the international condemnation of Nazi aggression, the police moved rather cautiously and did not repeat the mass deportations that had followed the incorporation of Austria one year earlier.22


  The arrival of prisoners from abroad foreshadowed the dramatic later changes in the concentration camps. Before the war, however, the number of foreigners generally remained small. In the late 1930s, the regime still saw the KL primarily as weapons against its own people, including Austrian nationals subsumed into the Third Reich (and largely classified as German by the SS). Above all, the authorities were homing in on social outsiders, who were fast becoming the main target.


  Early Attacks on “Criminals” and “Asocials”


  The pursuit of social deviants was a major part of the Nazi policy of exclusion, aimed at removing all those who did not (or could not) fit into the mythical national community. The motives of the officials in the welfare services, the courts, and the police were as diverse as the men and women they targeted, and often reflected demands which predated the Nazi rise to power. Some officials had utopian visions of rooting out all social ills; some placed their trust in the teachings of racial hygiene; some hoped to stimulate the economy by terrorizing the jobless. The ensuing offensive against Germans on the margins of society led to benefit cuts and surveillance, as well as to detention, not just in traditional state institutions like prisons and workhouses, but in the concentration camps, too.23


  The fate of social outsiders in the KL was widely ignored after the Second World War, when these prisoners joined the ranks of other forgotten victims. If writers mentioned their persecution at all, it was in a derogatory manner, describing it as a tactical maneuver by the Nazi authorities to gain popular support or to besmirch the reputation of political prisoners.24 Only in recent decades have historians recognized the assault on social outsiders as a key Nazi policy in its own right.25 Many historians now argue that the police and SS turned to a policy of “racial general prevention” from 1936, attacking social outsiders in a bid to “cleanse” the “body of the nation” of alleged deviants and degenerates.26 Important as this new research has been in revealing the ideological drive behind the mass detention of social outsiders in the late 1930s, it neglects previous Nazi attacks on the same groups. While the early camps in 1933–34 were primarily about political opponents, the authorities had also used them to detain and punish social outsiders.27


  As soon as Heinrich Himmler became Munich police president in March 1933, he declared the “eradication of the criminal class” as a priority.28 Over the coming months, he developed his vision of policing as social cleansing, with the early camps as places of detention, retribution, and correction.29 Himmler’s approach altered his model camp Dachau already from summer 1933, when the police dragged the first alleged criminals and vagrants inside.30 Their numbers soon increased, after the police arrested tens of thousands of beggars and homeless in nationwide raids in September 1933. Although the authorities quickly released most detainees, some ended up for longer in camps and workhouses.31 Just a year after the SS had set up Dachau, the composition of its prisoner population had changed markedly. Political prisoners still accounted for the great majority of all Bavarian inmates in protective custody, but their proportion had fallen to around eighty percent by April 1934, with social outsiders making up the rest; among them were 142 “work-shy” men, 96 “national pests,” and 82 men accused of “asocial behavior.”32


  The detention of social outsiders in Dachau did not escape the attention of the Bavarian Reich governor von Epp. During his general drive to reduce prisoner numbers, Epp protested in March 1934 that the arrest of alleged criminals and asocials violated the “meaning and purpose of protective custody.”33 Himmler was undeterred. In the rude reply he drafted (see chapter 2), he dismissed any criticism and spelled out his wider convictions: “The observation that imposition of protective custody for alcoholism, firewood theft, embezzlement of moneys belonging to organizations, immoral lifestyle, work shirking, etc., do not quite correspond to the letter of the valid regulations, is entirely accurate. They do, however, correspond to National Socialist sentiment.” In Himmler’s mind, Nazi “sentiment” trumped everything, including the law. Because the courts did not deal swiftly and firmly with asocials and criminals, he argued, the police had to take the suspects to Dachau. The results, he added, were impressive: the arrests played “the most essential part in the decline of criminality in Bavaria.” Himmler saw no reason to change course.34


  Heinrich Himmler may have faced some internal critics, but he was not alone in his aggressive pursuit of social outsiders.35 All over Germany, state and party officials placed social outsiders into protective custody during 1933–34, with the initiative often coming from below. In Hamburg, the police temporarily arrested hundreds of beggars, pimps, and homeless in 1933, as well as several thousand female prostitutes. Elsewhere, too, Nazi officials moved against so-called asocials, especially after the “beggar raid” in September; on October 4, 1933, the Völkischer Beobachter reported on the “first concentration camp for beggars” in Meseritz (Posen).36


  As for the fight against crime, Prussia pursued an even more radical policy than Bavaria in 1933, inspired by a nationwide offensive against persistent criminals. German jurists had pushed for years for indefinite sentences against dangerous re-offenders and their wish finally came true in the Third Reich. Under the Habitual Criminals Law of November 24, 1933, judges could punish defendants with custodial sentences followed by open-ended security confinement (Sicherungsverwahrung) in a prison or penitentiary; by 1939, judges had passed almost ten thousand such sentences, chiefly against minor property offenders.37 However, senior Prussian police officers saw the new law as deficient, since it only targeted those found guilty of new crimes. To wipe out the criminal underclass, they argued, it was also necessary to detain “professional criminals” who could not be brought to court due to insufficient evidence. Hermann Göring shared this view and had introduced preventive police custody (polizeiliche Vorbeugungshaft) by decree on November 13, 1933. From now on, the Prussian criminal police could hold so-called professional criminals in state concentration camps without trial or sentence. The main targets were ex-convicts with long criminal records for property offenses; but even someone who had never been tried before could be detained if the police alleged “criminal intent.”38


  At the time, the Prussian criminal police did not envisage mass arrests. Senior police officials believed that a small hard core of offenders was responsible for the great majority of property crime, and that their selective detention would suffice to deter the others. The Prussian Ministry of the Interior initially set an upper limit of 165 prisoners, soon raised to 525; at first, the arrested men were gathered in Lichtenburg, where they soon made up the majority of inmates.39 Despite the relatively small number of arrests, the Prussian initiative amounted to a radical new approach to preventive policing and set the stage for the future.


  The extralegal detention of social outsiders grew during the mid-1930s. In Prussia, the police arrested more men as professional criminals, focusing on “usual suspects” like burglars and thieves with many previous convictions. In 1935, the police authorities concentrated them in Esterwegen, prompting Inspector Eicke to describe that KL as the most difficult to rule; by October 1935, it held 476 so-called professional criminals, forming the largest prisoner group.40 Meanwhile, several other German states adopted the radical Prussian policy and placed criminals into preventive police custody in concentration camps, too.41


  Parallel to the pursuit of criminals, the detention of so-called asocials also continued in the mid-1930s. As before, Nazi officials mainly targeted the destitute. In Bavaria, for example, the political police arrested more than three hundred “beggars and vagabonds” in summer 1936 and sent them to Dachau, in a cynical attempt to smarten up the streets before the Olympics.42 In addition, the authorities trained their sights on “indecent” individuals. Dozens of female prostitutes were dragged to Moringen, among them Minna K., arrested by the Bremen police in late 1935 as a streetwalker. The forty-five-year-old had been held many times before and was accused of drunken attempts to “capture men” in seedy bars, undermining police efforts “to keep the town’s streets and establishments clean in a moral respect,” thereby endangering public order and the Nazi state.43


  By the mid-1930s, then, the KL had become well-established weapons against social outsiders. To be sure, their primary focus was still on political opponents, broadly defined. But social outsiders now made up a significant part of the prisoner population, in Dachau and elsewhere. When a delegation of the British Legion visited Dachau on July 21, 1935, the SS hosts (who included Theodor Eicke himself) told them that of the 1,543 prisoners inside, 246 were “professional criminals,” 198 “work-shy,” 26 “hardened criminals,” and 38 “moral perverts”—in other words, some thirty-three percent of inmates were detained as social deviants.44 Such figures would rise even further across the KL in 1937–38, as the police centralized and escalated the earlier measures against social outsiders.45


  The Green Triangle


  With the appointment of Heinrich Himmler as chief of German police in summer 1936, the path was clear for the creation of a nationwide criminal police. Over the following years, Himmler oversaw the formation of a large and modern force, centrally coordinated in Berlin.46 Himmler quickly used his new powers to mastermind a strike against ex-convicts. On February 23, 1937, he ordered the Prussian State Criminal Police Office (the later Reich Office, or RKPA) to conduct the first nationwide raid against “professional and habitual criminals,” who would be arrested “abruptly” and taken to concentration camps. Using lists compiled earlier by regional police officials, the Criminal Police Office selected the suspects and instructed forces around the country to strike on March 9, 1937. The raids went ahead as planned and over the coming days, some two thousand prisoners—the target set by Himmler—arrived in the KL, which had been primed by Eicke. Almost all the prisoners were men, among them Emil Bargatzky, who was picked up by the police in Essen and sent to Lichtenburg with five hundred other so-called criminals.47


  The raids in spring 1937 resulted primarily from Himmler’s determination to wipe out the criminal subculture. Earlier preventive police measures had not been as successful as anticipated and Himmler worried that the persistence of serious crime would damage the reputation of the Nazi regime, which had promised to clean up Germany. The time had come, he believed, to extend preventive arrests beyond the few hundred most obvious suspects.48 Naturally, Himmler was quick to declare his initiative a great success, claiming in a speech to SS leaders a few months later that the crime rate had “dropped quite significantly” as a result. He predicted even greater benefits for the future, since some of the detained criminals could be released after several years, once the SS had broken their will and taught them order.49 Himmler still believed in the transformative power of the camps, no doubt influenced by the conclusion of German criminologists that certain offenders could be reformed through discipline and labor.50


  Himmler had some additional motives for the spring 1937 raids, beyond his obsession with crime.51 Economic factors, in particular, began to influence police and SS policy. By the late 1930s, mass unemployment, which had helped propel the Nazis to power, was becoming a distant memory. Following the rapid recovery from the depression, Germany was beginning to face serious labor shortages, accompanied by growing concerns about workers’ discipline.52 At a meeting of senior government officials on February 11, 1937, chaired by Göring, Himmler floated the idea of forcing some five hundred thousand “work-shy” individuals into “labor camps.”53 His proposal, which he had probably discussed with KL chief Eicke, was too radical even for the Nazi state, so when Himmler met senior civil servants from the Reich Ministry of Justice two days later, he only mentioned plans for the selective detention of the “work-shy.” Hard work in a camp for up to fourteen hours a day, he announced (according to the minutes), would “show them, and others, that it is better to seek work in freedom than running the risk of being taken to such a camp.”54 Just ten days later, Himmler authorized the March 1937 raids, ordering the police to detain criminals “not in work.”55 No doubt, Himmler intended these arrests as a warning shot to the so-called work-shy.56


  As an ambitious empire builder, Himmler also saw the mass raids as a way to enlarge his camps, and thereby his power. Indeed, his purpose for calling a meeting with legal officials in February 1937 had been to poach their prisoners: Himmler wanted to get his hands on thousands of inmates in state prisons. Reich minister Gürtner was still strong enough to brush aside Himmler’s advance, but it would not be the last time Himmler tried to add state prisoners to his fast-growing KL empire.57


  SS concentration camps were soon packed, following the March 1937 raids against alleged criminals; further suspects arrived over the coming months.58 Meanwhile, the RKPA clamped down on their release, so that the great majority of those arrested in spring and summer 1937 were still inside when war broke out over two years later.59 The total number of “criminal” prisoners remained high as a result, with several thousands held in the camps during 1937–38.60 In 1937, most of them ended up in Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald, completely changing the composition of the local prisoner population. Shortly after it opened, the new Buchenwald KL took in over five hundred “professional criminals” from Lichtenburg, among them Emil Bargatzky, who arrived on the afternoon of July 31, 1937, with the same transport as his later accomplice Peter Forster.61 By January 1938, the Buchenwald SS counted 1,008 so-called criminals, making up more than thirty-eight percent of the camp’s prisoner population.62 Later in 1938–39, most of them would leave for the new camp in Flossenbürg, which together with Mauthausen became the main KL for alleged criminals.63


  Men arrested as professional criminals often faced the wrath of the Camp SS. Rudolf Höss spoke for many SS colleagues when he described the prisoners as “brute and base” villains devoted to a life of crime and sin. He claimed that these “real enemies of the state” were impervious to normal punishment, however strict, thereby justifying the extreme violence of the Camp SS.64 A political inmate in Dachau later recalled the relish with which SS camp compound leader Hermann Baranowski greeted so-called criminals in spring 1937:


  Listen up, you filth! Do you know where you are?—Yes?—No, you don’t know? Well then, I’ll explain it to you. You are not in a prison and you are not in a penitentiary, either. No. You are in a concentration camp. That means you are in an educational camp! You are to be educated here—and we’ll educate you all right. You may rely on that, you stinking swine!—You will be given useful work here. Anyone not performing it to our satisfaction will be helped by us. We have our methods! You’ll get to know them. There’s no loafing about here and let no one believe he can run away. No one escapes from here. The sentries have instructions to shoot without warning at any attempt to escape. And we have here the elite of the SS!—our boys are very good shots.65


  Baranowski was not bluffing. Camp SS officers really did regard so-called professional criminals as masters of escape and warned guards to be vigilant and to use their weapons without hesitation.66 And SS men were quick to attack “criminals” inside the KL, too; they were easy to pick out because of special markings on their uniforms, with a green triangle becoming standard in the late 1930s.67 In Sachsenhausen, at least twenty-six “criminals” died in 1937, ten of them in March and April, exceeding the death rate among political prisoners in this period.68 The same was true in Buchenwald, where at least forty-six so-called professional criminals died during their first year inside the camp in 1937–38.69


  Prisoners with the green triangle could expect little support from other inmates, whose hostility toward the “BVer,” as they were often called (short for Berufsverbrecher, or professional criminal), sometimes matched that of the SS men. Just like Soviet political prisoners in the faraway Gulag, many political inmates in the KL despised so-called criminals as coarse, cruel, and corrupt—“the dregs of society,” as one of them put it.70 Such loathing grew from social prejudices against men thought to have been arrested as brutal thugs and from the daily encounters inside the KL, with political prisoners claiming that the new arrivals used their criminal energies against fellow inmates and collaborated with the SS.71


  The picture of the “criminal greens” has long been shaped by these testimonies of political prisoners.72 But it requires correction. Even in the late 1930s, the vast majority of so-called professional criminals were property offenders, not violent felons; just like Emil Bargatzky, most of those arrested during the spring 1937 raids were suspected burglars and thieves.73 Also, the “greens” forged no united front against other KL inmates.74 Of course, some formed friendships and cliques inside, since they often worked together and slept in the same barrack.75 These bonds appear to have been looser than those among political prisoners, however, since so-called criminals could rarely build upon a shared past or ideological beliefs.76 Finally, although the tensions between some “red” and “green” prisoners were real, they did not always arise from the latter group’s alleged brutality, but simply from competition for scarce resources, a struggle that would escalate during the war.77


  Following the 1937 police offensive against so-called criminals, Himmler and his police leaders soon plotted the next move in the war against social outsiders. To coordinate and extend the preventive fight against crime, the RKPA drafted the first nationwide regulations, introduced in a confidential decree of the Reich Ministry of the Interior on December 14, 1937.78 This decree enshrined preventive police custody of criminal suspects in the KL, drawing on the earlier Prussian regulations. Even more important, it greatly extended the number of suspects. In addition to hardened offenders, it threatened “anyone who, without being a professional or habitual criminal, endangers the general public through his asocial behavior.”79 The scene was set for a massive police crackdown on deviance.


  Action “Work-Shy Reich”


  Why was a pauper like Wilhelm Müller hounded as an enemy of the German state? Divorced and unemployed, the forty-six-year-old was living hand to mouth in Duisburg, deep in the German industrial heartland. The welfare authorities forced him to perform menial labor, four days a week, in return for a paltry 10.40 Reichsmark, barely enough to get by. He occasionally asked for money on the streets, and on the afternoon of June 13, 1938, a police officer caught him in the act. Wilhelm Müller had been fined twice before for begging. This time, the police took a far more drastic step and placed him into preventive custody as an “asocial human being.” Müller found himself labeled as a work-shy beggar and criminal who “cannot accustom himself to the discipline required by the state,” and on June 22, 1938, he was taken to Sachsenhausen.80


  Wilhelm Müller was among some 9,500 “asocial” men arrested during mass raids in June 1938 and dragged to concentration camps.81 These nationwide raids by the criminal police, its most radical attack yet on social outsiders, had begun in the early hours of June 13 and lasted several days, with officers searching railway stations, bars, and shelters.82 The raids followed an earlier concerted action: in the last ten days of April 1938, the Gestapo had arrested almost two thousand “work-shy” men and forced them to Buchenwald.83 Meanwhile, local police forces carried out their own measures against so-called asocials in 1938–39, bringing even more suspects to the camps, including several hundred women accused of moral offenses.84


  Many of the men rounded up during the 1938 mass raids were shocked and bewildered by their sudden detention.85 Regional police officials had an almost free hand when it came to arrests, as the definition of “asocial” was left deliberately vague, a catch-all term for all kinds of deviant behavior. According to Reinhard Heydrich, the chief of the security police (which combined the criminal and political police), the targets included “tramps,” “whores,” “alcoholics,” and others who “refuse to integrate into the community.”86 In practice, the mass raids centered on vagrants, beggars, welfare recipients, and casual workers. In addition, the police arrested a number of suspected pimps, some of whom were guilty of nothing more than frequenting bars of ill repute.87


  German police leaders also extended the attack on “asocials” to men regarded as racially suspect. In his orders for the June 1938 raids, Reinhard Heydrich specifically targeted “criminal” Jews. In addition, he picked out men described as Gypsies, who had a criminal record or “have shown no liking for regular work.”88 Because of their often nonnormative lifestyle, the small minority of so-called Gypsies (today frequently referred to as Sinti or Roma) had long faced official harassment in Germany. State-sponsored discrimination escalated dramatically in the Third Reich, especially from the late 1930s. After the June 1938 raids, hundreds of male Gypsies arrived in the KL; Sachsenhausen alone held 442 by August 1, 1938 (almost five percent of the prisoner population). Many had been arrested as self-employed musicians, artists, or itinerant merchants.89 One of them was the thirty-eight-year-old August Laubinger, a father of four who had been living in poverty with his family in Quedlinburg near Magdeburg. Although he had no criminal record, had worked for years as a textile trader, and had tried to find a steady job, the criminal police still arrested him on June 13, 1938, as “work-shy,” accusing him of having “wandered around the country” without fixed employment. A few days later, Laubinger arrived in Sachsenhausen, where he would remain for more than a year.90


  There was no single driving force behind the all-out assault on “asocials” in 1938. Nazi leaders were attracted to the chilling vision of the police as a doctor that could cleanse Germany of all deviants and degenerates, a vision increasingly inflected with racism.91 Meanwhile, regional police officials and others involved in the raids—in German welfare offices and labor exchanges—used the mass raids as a pragmatic opportunity to eliminate men long seen as nuisances and threats, including alleged benefit cheats, welfare clients resistant to state control, persistent beggars, and criminal suspects who could not be legally prosecuted. So enthusiastic were regional police officials about rounding up social outsiders that they far exceeded the minimum arrest targets set by Heydrich for the June 1938 raids.92


  Economic factors were important, too, even more so than before.93 The charge of “work shyness” had already featured prominently in early campaigns against social outsiders in the Third Reich. Not only were the “work-shy” seen as biologically inferior, as many scholars and scientists insisted at the time, they failed one of the major demands made on national comrades—the performance of productive labor.94 The Nazi leaders’ desire to force “work-shy” men to work gained added urgency as the German economy was gearing up for war. As Reinhard Heydrich put it, the regime “does not tolerate asocial persons avoiding work and thereby sabotaging the [1936] Four-Year Plan.”95 Adolf Hitler shared these views and strongly supported—and possibly even initiated—the mass detention of the “professional unemployed” and “scum,” as he called them.96 At the same time, SS leaders were beginning to pursue a far more ambitious economic policy inside the KL, and were eager to get their hands on forced laborers. Himmler’s hunger for more prisoners clearly influenced the raids in 1938, with the police orders for mass arrests of “asocials” stressing the importance of targeting men who could work.97


  The concentration camps expanded dramatically in 1938 and social outsiders were soon in the majority. According to one estimate, so-called asocials made up seventy percent of the entire prisoner population by October 1938.98 This figure would have dropped over the following months, but overall numbers still remained high, as many “work-shy” men waited in vain for their release.99 On the eve of the Second World War, more than half of all the inmates in Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen were still classified as “asocial,” instantly recognizable by the black triangle on their uniform (some Gypsies wore brown markings instead).100 Initially, Buchenwald had been designated as the KL for all men detained in the 1938 mass raids.101 But the police arrested so many in June that Dachau and Sachsenhausen threw open their gates, too; in fact, Sachsenhausen took in most detainees, with the total number of “work-shy” prisoners reaching 6,224 by June 25, 1938.102


  Camp SS men labeled these prisoners “asocial parasites,” and dismissed them as dirty, dishonest, and depraved.103 The SS immediately set out to break them with overwhelming force. On arrival in Sachsenhausen in June 1938, prisoners were greeted with invective, kicks, and slaps. Afterward, Commandant Baranowski, a recent appointment from Dachau, ordered his men to select some victims, who were strapped on a buck and whipped in front of the other horrified newcomers. And just as he had threatened “professional criminals” in Dachau, Baranowski had a word of warning for any “asocials” in Sachsenhausen who thought about escape, loudly announcing the motto of his trigger-happy sentries: “Bang—and the shit is gone!”104


  The prisoners with the black triangle endured particularly poor living conditions. The mass arrests in summer 1938 had caught the Camp SS off guard, leading to chaotic scenes inside overcrowded camps. In Sachsenhausen, the SS replaced bed frames with straw sacks to press some four hundred “asocials” into space meant to hold 146 men; as an emergency measure, the SS also threw up eighteen new barracks, northeast of the roll call square, which formed the so-called little camp. The new prisoners’ uniforms were ill fitting and dirty, and the shortage of shoes and caps caused bleeding feet and sunburned heads.105 If anything, things were even more harmful in Buchenwald. Not only was it still under construction, but the local SS men were also fired up after the murder of SS Rottenführer Albert Kallweit just a few weeks earlier.106


  To make matters even worse, the “asos” (as they were known) stood near the bottom of the prisoner hierarchy. Just like those with the green triangle, they faced plenty of contempt from fellow inmates. Unlike them, however, prisoners with the black triangle largely failed to gain influential Kapo positions, despite their much larger numbers. And while there was some camaraderie—with inmates helping others, or diverting them with jokes and with romantic tales of life on the road—their sense of shared identity was weak, as “asocials” had even less in common than so-called criminals.107 Worst off were those regarded as disabled or mentally unstable, who often found themselves isolated under the most dreadful conditions. In Buchenwald, the SS pressed them into the so-called idiots’ company, wearing white armbands with the word “stupid.”108


  Some “asocial” prisoners were butchered in the name of Nazi eugenics. The new German rulers had lost no time in 1933 in introducing a law for the compulsory sterilization of the “hereditary ill.” By 1939, at least three hundred thousand women and men (many of them inmates of mental asylums) had been mutilated, owing largely to the prejudices of physicians and judges at newly established Hereditary Health Courts.109 Professor Werner Heyde supervised the sterilization program inside the KL, having been put in charge of “hereditary monitoring” after a 1936 meeting with Inspector Eicke, whom he had last encountered as a patient in his Würzburg clinic. Apparently, all prisoners were to be screened for possible sterilization, with so-called asocials especially vulnerable, since Heyde believed there to be “quite a few feebleminded” among them. Having initially worked alone, Heyde soon taught Camp SS doctors to complete the formal court applications. In the late 1930s, some otherwise indifferent SS doctors developed a sudden zeal when it came to prisoner sterilizations, which were largely carried out in local hospitals.110


  Inhumane SS treatment, together with the general deterioration of conditions in the late 1930s, killed prisoners on a scale never seen before in the concentration camps. The first huge rise in the death rate came in summer 1938, after the victims of the June raids arrived. During the first five months of 1938 (January to May), ninety men are known to have died in all the KL. Over the next five months (June to October), at least 493 men perished—almost eighty percent of them “asocials.”111 In Sachsenhausen, at least thirty-three “asocials” lost their lives in July 1938 alone, when one year earlier (in July 1937) the Sachsenhausen SS had recorded just a single death among all its inmates.112


  Worse was yet to come; if summer and autumn 1938 were already toxic, the following months were truly lethal. From late 1938, the death toll among “asocials” rocketed to new heights. During the six-month period between November 1938 and April 1939, at least 744 “asocial” men perished in the KL.113 In Sachsenhausen, the most deadly month was February 1939, when 121 so-called asocials died, dwarfing the eleven deaths among all other prisoner groups that month. In total, at least 495 “asocials” lost their lives in Sachsenhausen during a single year, from June 1938 to May 1939, accounting for a staggering eighty percent of all prisoner fatalities. The main causes, one survivor of the camp recalled, were “starvation, freezing, shooting, or the effects of abuse.”114 Clearly, death became far more commonplace in the KL during the late 1930s, and men arrested as asocial bore the main brunt: between January 1938 and August 1939, well over 1,200 “asocial” men died across all the SS concentration camps.115 Even today, it is widely unknown that these men from the margins of society made up the largest group of KL victims in the final period before the war.


  Propaganda and Prejudice


  The shift from browbeating political opponents to terrorizing social outsiders shaped the public presentation of the KL. To be sure, the regime never drew a strict line between its opponents, and the longer it stayed in power, the more the criminal, racial, and political enemy categories merged in the minds of Nazi leaders; by the end of the war, Heinrich Himmler spoke of having faced a “Jewish-communist asocial organization” in 1933.116 Still, the early camps had concentrated on the destruction of the left-wing opposition, as we have seen, and this target had also dominated reports and rumors at the time.117 As the function of the KL changed, however, so did their official image in Nazi Germany. Already in the mid-1930s, media reports placed growing emphasis on the detention of social outsiders.118 Most prominent was a five-page story on Dachau, published in late 1936 in a glossy Nazi magazine, with twenty pictures of the camp and its inmates. Right from the beginning, the article stressed how much the prisoner population had recently changed:


  These are no longer the political inmates of 1933, of whom only a small percentage is still in the camp while the rest have long since been released, but for the most part a selection of asocial elements, recidivist political muddle-heads, vagabonds, work-shy persons, and drunkards … émigrés and Jewish parasites on the nation, offenders against morality of every kind, and a group of professional criminals on whom preventive police custody has been imposed.


  Said prisoners were now learning strict military discipline, rigorous cleanliness, and hard labor, “which many of them have shunned all their lives.” Lest anyone worried about SS abuse, the article reassured readers that prisoners were healthy and well fed. Indeed, some of the inmates “from totally wrecked social circumstances” had never had it any better. This was just as well, since it was clear that many of them would never be allowed to taste freedom again—locked up for good to protect the national community.119 Other Nazi propaganda underscored this last point, stressing that the permanent detention of social outsiders was driving down crime.120


  Such claims found a receptive audience inside Germany. Weimar society had been fixated on crime, especially during its final years, with an ever-louder chorus clamoring for harsher measures against deviants.121 The Third Reich could build on this noxious legacy, with even some political prisoners supporting the indefinite detention of selected social outsiders.122 Nazi media reports about the KL exploited existing prejudices, with staged photos of prisoners in menacing poses and covered in tattoos. “On our walk through the camp,” the 1936 magazine feature about Dachau declared, “we often encounter the typical face of the born criminal,” playing on popular beliefs in physiognomic theories.123 Such stories had some impact in the Third Reich, perpetuating the image of the camps as places full of dangerous deviants and strengthening the common conviction that Hitler had made the streets safe again, a myth that long outlived the Nazi regime inside Germany.124


  Nevertheless, the camps were not foremost in the minds of ordinary Germans in the second half of the 1930s; the strong emotions of 1933—curiosity, acclaim, anger, fear—had given way to greater indifference; even among former supporters of the Left, the novelty of the KL had long worn off. In addition, the detainees now largely came from the margins of society, and were often arrested away from the public eye. Even the mass raids against so-called asocials and criminals, despite their propaganda potential, went largely unreported in the German press.125


  This was part of a wider trend, as the KL gradually faded from view. Many factors were in the mix. To start with, hundreds of semipublic early camps had been replaced by a handful of secluded sites. At the same time, eyewitness accounts by victims—the main source of popular knowledge about the camps in 1933—largely vanished. There were fewer prisoners, and those who returned were often too scared to say much at all.126 The ones who did speak, meanwhile, could barely make themselves heard, now that the organized resistance was in tatters. Most important, perhaps, the audience for critical reports was smaller than ever, as the Nazi dictatorship grew in popularity. The German population did not forget the KL, of course, nor did it forget earlier stories of terror inside; in the public mind, the camps remained associated with violence and abuse—to the irritation of some local notables, like those in Dachau, who realized that the bad reputation of the camp was driving away tourists from their town.127 Still, for the great majority of Germans—content with the regime or at least resigned to it—fears about the KL were now at most dim and abstract.128


  As for the Nazi dictatorship itself, it was content to let the KL blend into the background, with only occasional reminders of their existence for deterrence. Beyond that, the regime showed no desire to push the KL back into the media limelight. There was no more need for rescuing their reputation, now that rumors about abuses were less virulent.129 What is more, the Nazi authorities were still unsure about the popularity of the KL, despite their alleged contribution to the Nazi fight against crime. Barely a week after the big Dachau photo spread had appeared in 1936, the authorities even issued a secret order to cut down on press reports about incidents inside camps; such reports, Reich press chief Otto Dietrich announced confidentially, “are apt to trigger damaging effects at home and abroad.”130


  Dietrich’s reference to foreign opinion was telling. While the regime had become more adept at managing public knowledge about the camps inside Germany, foreign opinion inevitably proved much harder to manipulate. Not that the Nazis didn’t try. To improve the image of the KL abroad, the Camp SS continued to use both pressure and deception.131 Among those who were fooled were members of the British Legion, who came away from their 1935 tour of Dachau convinced that every SS man “was out to help any prisoner to make the best of himself and of the situation,” as they put it in a memorandum to the more skeptical British Foreign Office.132 Similar apologetic accounts sometimes found their way into the press abroad.133 But they were far outweighed, at least in the mid-1930s, by reports about terror, abuse, and murder in the KL, which continued to appear in German émigré papers and the foreign media.134


  Foreign criticism of the KL still coalesced around the fate of individual political prisoners. In Britain, for example, the ongoing public appeals for Hans Litten led the German ambassador to conclude that his discharge would significantly improve the image of the Third Reich. However, the Nazi regime rebuffed all demands for Litten’s release; at a speech at the Nuremberg Rally in September 1935, Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels himself denounced Litten as one of the main Jewish enemies behind a global Communist conspiracy.135 In another, even more high-profile case, however, Nazi leaders partially gave in to foreign pressure.


  The pacifist writer Carl von Ossietzky was easily the most famous concentration camp prisoner in the mid-1930s, at least outside the German borders, where a campaign to award him the Nobel Peace Prize was gathering strength. Ossietzky’s health had deteriorated dramatically since his arrest in February 1933. He was still in Esterwegen, gravely ill with pulmonary tuberculosis and barely able to speak; a visiting Red Cross official regarded his condition as “desperate.” Theodor Eicke, who knew that Ossietzky could die at any moment, still advised Himmler to ignore the clamor for his release, concerned that Ossietzky’s iconic stature and insights into SS crimes would make him the “chief witness against Nazi Germany.” Heydrich took a similar view, but Hermann Göring overruled them both, evidently worried that the affair would overshadow the forthcoming Olympics. In late May 1936, Ossietzky was moved out of Esterwegen and spent the rest of his life under strict police guard in Berlin hospitals. It was here that he learned that he had won the Nobel Prize. Despite intense Nazi pressure, he accepted the award in a last show of defiance, but the German authorities prevented him from leaving the country to accept the honor. Ossietzky never recovered from the KL and died on May 4, 1938, aged forty-eight.136


  Although the campaign for Ossietzky momentarily lifted the Nazi camps into the international news, general media interest abroad was on the wane, partly because details were harder to obtain, and partly because of what one historian has called “compassion fatigue,” following several years of reports about Nazi atrocities.137 One cause célèbre that briefly punctured the growing silence in the late 1930s was the detention of the Protestant pastor Martin Niemöller.138 A right-wing nationalist and one-time sympathizer of the Nazis, Niemöller had become increasingly critical of the regime’s pressure on the Protestant Church and emerged as a leader of the breakaway Confessing Church. Niemöller was arrested in 1937; his trial before a Berlin special court in March 1938 ended in a shambles, after the judges found him not guilty of malicious attacks on the state and set him free. Hitler was furious, accusing the legal system of yet another blunder, and ordered Himmler to take the pastor to Sachsenhausen. The police arrested Niemöller inside the court building and took him away, causing worldwide condemnation. Nazi leaders had anticipated this furor, but regarded it as a price worth paying. In contrast to their earlier attempts to pacify foreign critics with their cynical show of compassion for Ossietzky, they ignored all calls for Niemöller’s freedom, even when it became widely known that his health was failing; he would spend the next seven years in Sachsenhausen and Dachau.139


  The obstinacy of the Third Reich reflected its growing strength in the late 1930s. As Nazi leaders became more aggressive and steered the country toward an open confrontation with the West, foreign opinion seemed to matter less and less. The drive to war was transforming Germany’s international standing, and also left a mark on the Camp SS.


  SS Military Ambitions


  Himmler liked to see the Camp SS as soldiers. By presenting his men as warriors fighting “the scum of Germany,” he hoped to boost their profile and elevate them above mere prison guards.140 But Himmler’s use of military imagery was more than rhetoric. From early on, he envisaged his guards as paramilitaries, who patrolled not only the make-believe battlefields inside camps, but who would also serve beyond the barbed wire during national emergencies, as the Dachau SS had done during the Röhm putsch in 1934. Hardened by the confrontation with “enemies” in concentration camps, he argued, his special forces could be trusted to fight terrorists outside.141


  The transformation of the SS Guard Troops into a paramilitary force began early, already in the mid-1930s.142 Sentry service around the KL was just one of their duties. As we have seen, the men spent considerably more time on military drills. Initially, Guard Troop commanders struggled with poor equipment; in Dachau, they did not even have enough reserve munitions. This changed after Hitler agreed to fund the Death’s Head SS from the Reich budget. More weapons for combat now poured into the Guard Troops, which set up additional machine gun formations. In Dachau, the dilapidated old barracks were replaced by a vast training camp, symbolizing the military intentions of the SS. In Sachsenhausen, too, a big new complex was built (by prisoners) near the camp, as a base for SS excursions. In Sachsenburg, meanwhile, prisoners constructed a new and modern shooting range, complete with movable targets. Most significantly, the SS continued to recruit far more Guard Troops than it needed for running the camps; SS personnel rose from an estimated 1,700 in January 1935 to 4,300 three years later, keeping the staff–inmate ratio well below 1:2. Although the force was still small, there was no mistaking the ambitions of its leaders.143


  The creeping militarization of the Camp SS was part of a bigger plan by Himmler: the creation of independent SS formations for deployment at the front. The German army, ever since its conflict with SA leader Ernst Röhm, was paranoid about the military aspirations of Nazi leaders, and in Himmler’s case, the generals were right to worry. Despite his hollow denials, Himmler was not content with establishing the SS and police as a force inside Germany. He was gunning for the army’s monopoly of military might. Speaking to senior SS commanders in 1938, he claimed that it was their solemn duty to stand tall on the battlefield: “Were we not to bring blood sacrifices and were we not to fight at the front, we would lose the moral right to shoot at shirkers and cowards at home.” Using all his guile, his direct line to Hitler, and his talent for bureaucratic sparring, Himmler won the upper hand in the turf war with the army. Initially, his hope of creating an SS division centered mainly on the new SS Troop for Special Duty (Verfügungstruppe), formed in autumn 1934 out of different smaller armed units. But he also began to consider the use of SS Guard Troops beyond the German borders, erasing the boundary between internal and external front.144


  The military role of the SS was cemented in the late 1930s, as a European war loomed ever closer. One landmark was Hitler’s secret decree of August 17, 1938, drafted by Himmler, which confirmed that SS formations would be deployed on the battlefield. As for the Death’s Head units specifically, they would greatly expand to serve as a “standing armed SS troop” for “tackling special duties of a police nature.” This cryptic phrase still pointed to a domestic deployment of Camp SS men. However, a few months earlier, members of the Dachau Guard Troop had already engaged in a first foray onto foreign soil, marching into Austria in March 1938 under the command of the German army. Soon, another opportunity presented itself. In autumn 1938, four Death’s Head battalions took part in the occupation of the Sudetenland; they were led by Theodor Eicke, who presented his men during a first review on Czech soil to Hitler. The following May, soon after Death’s Head troops had participated in the takeover of the rest of the Czech territory, Hitler issued yet another decree, officially recognizing the military role of SS Death’s Head units: in wartime, some Camp SS men would join the front line.145


  If there was anyone more delighted about the combat status of the Camp SS than Himmler, it was his lieutenant Theodor Eicke. Having fancied himself for some time as a general (commensurate with his SS rank), Eicke was able to realize his dream through the militarization of the Camp SS. In the late 1930s, he threw himself into the expansion of the Guard Troops—even at the expense of the KL, as a resentful Rudolf Höss noted. Eicke showed “incredible generosity” when it came to the Guard Troop, Höss complained, always demanding the best equipment and the biggest quarters.146 In addition, Eicke pushed hard for new recruits. The criteria for enlistment were relaxed and Eicke even ordered SS “head hunters,” as he called them, to poach enlisted soldiers from the armed forces: “Bring them from the bars, bring them from the sports clubs, bring them from the barber. As far as I’m concerned, you can bring them from the brothels. Bring them from every place you meet them.”147


  While this particular scheme probably met with little success, Eicke still managed to attract many new recruits. During the course of 1938, the size of the Death’s Head SS more than doubled, reaching 10,441 men in November. By the following summer, the figure had grown further, to around twelve or thirteen thousand full-time staff.148 At the same time, the Death’s Head SS stockpiled weapons. According to Eicke, his units possessed over 800 machine guns, almost 1,500 machine pistols, and nearly 20,000 carbines by mid-1939.149 Eicke and his political soldiers were ready for a war beyond the camps.


  FORCED LABOR


  
    
  


  When an esteemed German encyclopedia described the SS concentration camps, a new entry within its pages in 1937, it explained that prisoners were “formed into groups and made to perform useful work.”150 It was almost inevitable that the dictionary would highlight forced labor, since labor featured in almost all official Nazi accounts of the KL; no article or speech seemed complete without it. And although these references were all about propaganda, they pointed to a larger truth—that work dominated daily KL life and the thoughts of the prisoners, as this extract from the “Sachsenhausen Song” illustrates:


  Behind barbed wire is our work,


  our backs are sore from bending,


  we’re turning hard, we’re turning tough,


  our work is never-ending.151


  The Third Reich did not invent forced labor for captives, of course. It was central to traditional conceptions of prisons and workhouses, as we have seen, promising many practical benefits. On the most basic level, labor was a useful organizing principle for keeping inmates occupied. Moreover, productive labor was said to drive down the cost of detention. As for its wider purpose, some officials regarded it as rehabilitative, preparing deviants for a life on the straight and narrow, while others championed it as an instrument to inflict the right amount of pain, for retribution or deterrence.152


  This last aspect dominates postwar accounts of the KL, exemplified by the study of Wolfgang Sofsky, who describes the primary function of forced labor as “violence, terror, and death.”153 This conclusion certainly captures a key aim of the Camp SS: the use of work to humiliate and harm prisoners. But this is not the whole story. Reducing camp labor to a demonstration of absolute power oversimplifies SS policy, which was also guided by other ideological, economic, and pragmatic considerations.


  Work and Punishment


  Although all-out forced labor became an essential element of the KL system, it was not one of its founding principles. In the early camps, labor had played a far less dominant role. In their rush to set up temporary sites, some officials simply disregarded it. Those who did emphasize the importance of labor, meanwhile, were often frustrated by the difficulty of finding any, given the mass unemployment across the country. More generally, there was still uncertainty (especially in protective custody wings of state prisons) as to whether the inmates should be forced to work at all, given the long German tradition of treating some political prisoners as honorable offenders (one beneficiary had been Adolf Hitler, who used his time in Landsberg fortress in 1924, after his failed putsch, to write parts of his opus, Mein Kampf). In the end, it was not unusual for prisoners in 1933 to be entirely without work. Some guards in early camps forced these unemployed inmates to perform military drills. Elsewhere, however, the prisoners were left idle in their cells, barracks, and dormitories.154


  Camp inmates who were compelled to work in 1933 faced two main types of labor. First, there was work on the outside, which enhanced the visibility of Nazi terror. Prisoners were deployed in large-scale projects for the supposed benefit of the nation (like moor drainage in the Emsland) or to improve the local infrastructure, by building paths, roads, and canals, or helping to bring in the harvest; in Breslau, prisoners even had to drain a muddy pond so that locals could use it as a swimming pool. Second, many prisoners, especially at larger sites, were forced into camp construction and maintenance, putting up or repairing the different buildings, and installing the barbed wire that surrounded them. Others had to provide essential services such as cleaning rooms and corridors, preparing food or distributing it.155 In theory, this captive labor served a practical purpose, but in reality, abuse often took center stage, as guards used the occasion to torment those prisoners they despised the most. These inmates were also most likely to endure pointless labor; in Heuberg camp, for example, prominent political prisoners had to fill baskets with pebbles, only to tip them out and start all over again.156


  During the coordination of the KL in the mid-1930s, the general approach to labor changed. To start with, the Camp SS would not tolerate “idleness” and made work compulsory for all. As Theodor Eicke’s regulations for Esterwegen put it: “Anyone refusing to work, evading work, or, for the purpose of doing nothing, feigning physical weaknesses or sickness, is regarded as incorrigible and is made to answer for himself.”157 Meanwhile, the SS put an end to much of the labor outside the KL. Trying to shield its camps from prying eyes, it scaled back work for the wider community, epitomized by the abandonment of moor cultivation in Esterwegen.


  When the Camp SS looked at the economic use of prisoners in the mid-1930s, its gaze turned inward, to the construction and maintenance of the KL. All five concentration camps set up between 1936 and 1939, starting with Sachsenhausen, were built on the backs of prisoners, and the first weeks and months in a new camp always ranked among the worst; afterward, the Buchenwald survivor Eugen Kogon wrote, “misery at least consolidated itself.” In summer and autumn 1937, the first Buchenwald prisoners had to fell trees, erect barracks, dig trenches, and carry stones and tree trunks, struggling for twelve hours a day or more as the camp slowly grew. Illness and injuries were frequent, and prisoners who could not keep up, like the frail Hans Litten, faced slaps, kicks, and worse. What is more, the prisoners had to endure the primitive conditions typical of new camps. In the beginning, there were no beds, blankets, or running water in Buchenwald; mud was everywhere, clinging to the prisoners’ shoes, uniforms, and faces. These conditions, combined with SS terror and exhausting labor, had fatal consequences. Between August and December 1937, fifty-three prisoners died in the new camp at Buchenwald (over the same period, fourteen prisoners died in Sachsenhausen, which was already up and running). Of course, heavy construction work did not cease after the foundations had been laid. None of the large camps were ever finished, and the SS continued to exploit prisoners for repairs and extensions; during the prewar years, around ninety percent of all Buchenwald prisoners worked on the camp itself.158


  Beyond the building of the growing KL complex, the Camp SS pursued few serious economic activities in the mid-1930s. Himmler and other SS leaders had no real long-term strategy and showed little desire to enter large-scale production. Instead, the SS ran a patchwork of small and obscure businesses outside the KL, among them a porcelain factory producing tawdry statuettes of sausage dogs and Hitler Youths. As for the most valuable resource in the hands of the SS, its prisoners, their deployment was generally overseen locally, by the commandants.159


  The commandants, in turn, left much of the initiative to guards, who often continued to see labor as an excuse for abuse; however pressing a project was, there was always time for torture. Many years later, Harry Naujoks still remembered the day in 1936 when an SS man had suddenly forced him and other Sachsenhausen prisoners to stop flattening some cleared woodland and dig deep holes instead, at an ever-increasing pace. “We are only robots now,” Naujoks recalled. Driven on by kicks and punches, the prisoners shoveled manically until the area they had just leveled resembled a moonscape. “All our earlier work is being destroyed, completely pointlessly.”160


  Overall, then, SS economic ambitions for the KL remained modest in the mid-1930s—with one exception: the prisoner workshops at Dachau. These were not only the earliest SS economic ventures, but one of the most significant of the prewar years. It had all started in 1933, when the Camp SS set up workshops to cater for the immediate needs of the new camp. Despite some protests from local businesses about SS competition, the complex grew quickly over the coming years and soon started to supply SS troops elsewhere; by 1939, 370 prisoners in the big carpentry workshop produced bed frames, tables, and chairs for general SS use.161 Of course, SS terror still trumped economics. But the success of the Dachau venture—the most profitable SS business of the prewar years, thanks to forced labor—also demonstrated that prisoners could be exploited without compromising the general mission of the KL. SS leaders realized that effective production was compatible with terror. This paved the way for a much more aggressive economic policy in the late 1930s, spearheaded by one of the rising stars of the SS, Oswald Pohl.162


  Oswald Pohl and the SS Economy


  Looking for a manager to professionalize the expanding SS organization in 1933, Heinrich Himmler’s eyes fell on Oswald Pohl, at the time a navy paymaster. The two men met for the first time in May that year in the garden of the Kiel navy mess, and Himmler was immediately taken with the tall and imposing Pohl, eight years his senior at forty years of age. Pohl had exactly the kind of résumé Himmler was looking for, combining managerial expertise with ideological fervor. He came from a middle-class family and had joined the navy as a trainee paymaster in 1912, specializing in budgetary and organizational matters. At the same time, he was a far-right activist and Nazi veteran. After the German defeat in the First World War, Pohl served in the Freikorps and then the nascent Nazi movement. He claimed to have joined the party as early as 1923, “following the call of the blood,” as he later wrote, and became an SA member in 1926, rising to Obersturmführer by 1933. Himmler had found the right man to build up the SS administration, and apparently offered him a free hand to do so. Pohl jumped at the chance. An impulsive man burning with ambition, he felt trapped in the backwater of the navy. He was desperately seeking an “outlet” for his “lust for work,” he wrote to Himmler two days after they met, and promised to serve him “until I drop.” Pohl started his new job as chief of the SS Administration Office, with a pay raise and promotion, in late February 1934.163


  
    
  


  Over the coming years, Pohl accumulated more and more power. He centralized large parts of SS administration and finance, negotiated budgets with the Nazi Party and the Ministry of Finance, and audited SS branches. Pohl also began to reach beyond his original brief, gaining control over SS construction work and the fledgling economic ventures. Pohl’s ascent to the top echelons of the SS was swift, and in 1939, following a major restructure of SS operations, he was appointed as head of two separate main offices—administration and business, as well as budget and buildings.164 Pohl’s rise was accelerated by his ruthlessness, which hit both rivals and subordinates, and by his unwavering loyalty to Himmler, who backed him all the way.165


  The KL system was not immune to Pohl’s pull. The stronger he became, the more he drew the camps into his orbit. Pohl was closely involved with the Dachau workshops from 1934—he lived and worked nearby (the SS construction office was based in Dachau in 1933–34) and frequently inspected the sites, before taking sole charge in the late 1930s. He had his hand in other matters, too. By 1938, Pohl controlled the financial and administrative affairs of the camps and the SS Death’s Head troops, and supervised various building programs inside.166


  Pohl’s inroads into Camp SS territory set him on a collision course with Theodor Eicke. They held the same SS rank, following Pohl’s promotion to Gruppenführer in early 1937, and had a certain grudging respect for each other, using the informal “Du” even in official correspondence. Both men occupied special positions inside the SS, answerable directly to Himmler, and both were determined to make the most of their powers. They were “brutal characters,” Rudolf Höss later wrote, and probably recognized each other as kindred spirits.167 However, their relationship was far less amicable than some historians have suggested.168 They clashed over the camps’ administration, budgets, and buildings, and Eicke must have also begrudged Pohl’s occasionally taking credit for the KL; when Himmler conducted an official tour of Dachau in April 1939, for example, it was Pohl who gave the introduction, not Eicke.169


  Pohl’s position strengthened in the late 1930s, after Himmler ordered the massive expansion of the SS economy. Having long neglected economic matters, Himmler displayed a sudden zeal and oversaw the establishment of several major SS enterprises in 1938. It was a landmark year in the development of the SS economy, although historians still disagree about Himmler’s intentions; most likely, he sensed another opportunity to enlarge his SS empire, this time at the expense of private industry.170 Whatever Himmler’s motives, the thrust of his policy was clear enough: concentration camp labor would become the main capital of the burgeoning SS economy, and Oswald Pohl its overall manager. In autumn 1938, Pohl bragged that it was his task “to find employment for the very numerous layabouts in our concentration camps,” a claim endorsed by Himmler.171 In practice, however, Pohl was not yet fully in charge, as commandants and the IKL also had their say.172 But there was no denying Pohl’s growing influence, and his control over the SS economy would prove the key to his takeover of responsibility for the entire KL system later on in the war.


  By far the most significant SS economic initiative in 1938 was the creation of the German Earth and Stone Works (Deutsche Erd- und Steinwerke GmbH, or DESt), which became Pohl’s first significant enterprise. The catalyst was Hitler’s monumental construction program for German cities, masterminded by the young architect Albert Speer, who had recently been appointed as inspector general of building for the Reich capital, Berlin, the biggest prewar building site of the Third Reich. As Hitler’s megalomaniac vision required far more bricks and stones than German industry could ever deliver—Speer estimated an annual need of around two billion bricks—the SS stepped in. During a meeting in late 1937 or early 1938, Hitler, Himmler, and Speer agreed that KL prisoners would supply vast amounts of building materials. Himmler saw this as an attractive proposition, a first step toward large-scale SS production. Not only would it boost the status of the SS, but Speer provided much of the startup costs, offering an interest-free advance of almost ten million Reichsmark to DESt.


  The SS, which had already begun a search for suitable quarries and clay reserves back in 1937, greatly accelerated its efforts from spring 1938 onward, at the same time that the nationwide police raids started to drag more forced laborers into the camps. By summer 1938, Oswald Pohl was overseeing several DESt projects. Prisoners were feverishly building two new brick works, a small one in Berlstedt, some five miles from Buchenwald, and a much larger one near Sachsenhausen. Elsewhere, prisoners were setting up two entirely new KL, near quarries that were meant to provide blue-gray granite for building the Germany of Hitler’s dreams; these two new camps were Flossenbürg and Mauthausen.173


  The Quarry Camps


  Sometime during the second half of March 1938, Oswald Pohl and Theodor Eicke set off on a business trip across the south of the German Reich, accompanied by an entourage of SS experts. They were scouting locations for KL suitable for the planned economic ventures.174 Around March 24 the group traveled through the impoverished and inhospitable landscape of eastern Bavaria, near the Czechoslovakian border, with its dense forests and barren soil. What had brought them to this remote corner of Germany, sometimes jokingly referred to as the Bavarian Siberia, were the quarries around the village of Flossenbürg, which had operated there since the nineteenth century. Thanks to the building mania in the Third Reich, production had recently increased, and Pohl and Eicke agreed that there was an opportunity for the SS to join in. Later the SS search party crossed what had until recently been the Austrian border, heading toward Linz to inspect the nearby granite quarries around Mauthausen. Here, too, Pohl and Eicke found what they wanted and lost no time. Within days of their visits, the establishment of the two new camps was under way.175


  Flossenbürg opened first, receiving its first prisoners on May 3, 1938, and the camp continued to grow over the coming months. The SS leadership regarded it as an important project. Himmler himself visited on May 16, together with Oswald Pohl, and Theodor Eicke even spent his summer holidays there, sending pictures to Himmler; one snapshot showed an armed guard looking toward a large SS flag, with a white skull on dark ground, fluttering high above the heads of prisoners toiling below.176 In Mauthausen, meanwhile, the first prisoners arrived on August 8, 1938. The SS initially forced them into provisional quarters in the Wiener Graben quarry (recently leased by DESt from the city of Vienna), and later moved them to a permanent compound on the hill above the quarry.177


  The SS quickly put its stamp on the two new concentration camps. Their general layout followed the template of other KL, and the core of the SS staff, arriving from Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald, imported proven methods of terror and domination.178 Still, Flossenbürg and Mauthausen were different: for the first time, economic concerns had dictated the choice of KL locations.179 The focus of both camps on quarrying even shaped their appearance, with big granite watchtowers rising up; in Mauthausen, these towers joined up with vast granite walls that enclosed much of the compound, making it look less like a camp than a forbidding castle.180 Initially, Flossenbürg and Mauthausen were also much smaller than other KL for men, in terms of their prisoner numbers; by the end of 1938, Flossenbürg held 1,475 men and Mauthausen 994, at a time when Sachsenhausen, Buchenwald, and Dachau held over eight thousand inmates each.181 Ambitious SS plans to enlarge the two new camps showed little immediate effect.182 Only during the Second World War did they catch up with the other KL.


  There was another striking difference—the makeup of the Flossenbürg and Mauthausen prisoner population. In 1938, the Camp SS launched its most ambitious attempt yet to gather the same prisoner groups in the same location, reserving the two new camps almost exclusively for social outsiders, especially so-called professional criminals. Mass transports of selected prisoners, rounded up in the big three KL for men, began as soon as the new camps opened.183 As a result, almost all Flossenbürg prisoners before the war wore the green triangle. In Mauthausen, too, the “greens” made up the largest group, closely followed by “asocials,” who arrived from other KL in 1939, with many Gypsies among them.184 More than a hundred so-called criminals died in Flossenbürg and Mauthausen before the war broke out, more than in the other three KL for men taken together.185


  Why did the SS concentrate “professional criminals” in the two new quarry camps? Forced labor in quarries was regarded as particularly punishing, and many Nazi officials believed that the worst prisoners deserved the hardest labor. When a senior SS officer suggested in late 1938 that concentration camp prisoners should be sent to lethal radium mines, Himmler responded enthusiastically, proposing to make “the most serious criminals” available.186 Although this particular plan came to nothing, the SS later adopted the principle of sending “criminally recidivist and asocial” inmates to the KL with the worst working conditions.187 Heinrich Himmler made no secret of his hatred for prisoners with the green triangle. In a speech in 1937, he described them as dangerous and violent born criminals, who had spent much of their lives behind bars. Himmler painted a terrifying picture of murderers, robbers, and sex fiends, like a seventy-two-year-old man who had committed sixty-three indecent assaults. “It would be an insult to animals to call such a person an animal,” Himmler raged, “because animals don’t behave that way.”188 When it came to filling the quarry camps in spring and summer 1938, Himmler and other SS leaders felt that it was these prisoners who should suffer.189


  The prisoners who arrived in the two new camps bore little resemblance to the gargoyles of Himmler’s imagination. Typical for men wearing the green triangle, they mostly were persistent but petty property offenders, from especially deprived social backgrounds, who fell back on small-time theft, fraud, and begging for subsistence and survival.190 One such man was Josef Kolacek, who had been living in poverty with his parents, whom he supported on his own, in a large working-class district of Vienna. Kolacek, who was suffering from tuberculosis, was detained by the criminal police on June 14, 1938, shortly before his thirtieth birthday. When he arrived in Dachau, he was still wearing the cheap jacket and collarless shirt with a missing button that he had been arrested in the previous day; the SS also noted with great interest the tattoos on his arms. Although the police had apparently picked him up during the nationwide raid on the “work-shy,” he was classified as a “professional criminal” in the KL. But Kolacek was no dangerous convict. Although he had been sentenced eight times by the courts, the first time in his teens, almost all sentences were for trivial property offenses, punished with no more than a few days’ or weeks’ detention. Only his last conviction in 1937, for attempted burglary, had merited a longer term of eight months in a penitentiary. And yet, the SS labeled him a criminal menace, and on July 1, 1938, he was transported with many dozens of other “professional criminals” from Dachau to Flossenbürg, where he faced brutal forced labor and abuse. As one SS official noted ominously a few months later, Kolacek “is lazy and sluggish during work and has to be reproved all the time.”191


  The early months in the quarry camps of Flossenbürg and Mauthausen were especially hard. As in other new camps, prisoners had to build the infrastructure—exhausting and perilous work aggravated by the primitive living conditions in makeshift compounds. Meanwhile, hundreds of other inmates were already toiling in the quarries. Work began early in Flossenbürg, where three quarries were operational at the end of 1938. In Mauthausen, too, labor in three different quarries began in 1938, soon the largest such complex controlled by DESt. Prisoners had to carry out the most arduous jobs, preparing the ground with pickaxes and drills, and hauling huge granite blocks.192 Adolf Gussak, an Austrian Gypsy who came to Mauthausen on March 21, 1939, on a large prisoner transport from Dachau, later recalled the first days in the Wiener Graben: “In the quarry we had to carry heavy stones. With them on our backs we had to climb the 180 steps up [toward the compound]. The SS beat us. As a result there often was some pushing: everybody wanted to escape the blows. If anyone fell down he was finished off by a bullet in the back of his neck.”193


  Death was frequent in Mauthausen. In the first year between August 1938 and July 1939, at least 131 prisoners perished, divided almost evenly between so-called criminals and asocials.194 Relative to the small size of its prisoner population—there were only 1,431 inmates on July 1, 1939—Mauthausen may well have been more lethal than any other KL during this period. In other camps, inmates began to dread a transfer to Mauthausen, after returning prisoners described the huge quarries as hell on earth.195 Those in Flossenbürg had a better chance of survival: fifty-five prisoners perished before the outbreak of war (almost eighty percent of them so-called professional criminals).196 Among the survivors was Josef Kolacek from Vienna, who was eventually released after more than nine months in Flossenbürg.197


  A High-Tech Factory


  No project better sums up the economic hubris of the SS in the late 1930s than its giant new brick works at Oranienburg. In summer 1938, on the wooded banks of a canal little more than a mile from Sachsenhausen, the SS began to build what would have been the world’s largest brick factory, with a projected annual output of 150 million bricks, around ten times more than large factories normally produced. The project—probably initiated by Albert Speer, who advanced the necessary funds to DESt—was heavily promoted by the SS as a showcase for its economic prowess. Determined to prove its ability to harness modern technology for the Nazi regime, the SS opted for the most costly and cutting-edge equipment, so-called dry press machines, which promised both speed and efficiency. SS managers staked their reputation on a successful outcome. Heinrich Himmler apparently attended the ceremonial laying of the foundation stone on July 6, 1938, and remained keenly interested in progress at the building site.198


  The entire project rested on forced labor. Although the SS used some civilian contractors for the brick works, the bulk of the labor force came from Sachsenhausen. In the prewar years, a daily average of 1,500 to 2,000 prisoners was deployed, making it the largest labor detail in any SS concentration camp at the time. After the prisoners had cleared many of the trees on site, they began the building work, excavating a dock area, moving and leveling the ground, and constructing the main factory building. Another labor gang worked on a railway line for transporting clay, from its source a few miles away, to the plant.199


  The contrast between the plant’s high-tech design and the primitive conditions on the construction site could hardly have been greater. Prisoners performed the most strenuous labor with the most basic tools or no tools at all. Large groups of inmates carried piles of sand in their uniforms, worn back-to-front so that the back of jackets formed a kind of apron. Others moved large mounds of earth on rickety wooden stretchers or shifted sacks of cement on their shoulders. Elsewhere, prisoners climbed scaffolds and poured down cement, barely clinging on in their wooden clogs. There were many accidents—severed limbs, crushed bones, and the like—but no respite. SS terror was as abundant as facilities were scarce; the latrine, for example, was no more than a beam across a ditch, and SS guards liked to push exhausted inmates into the pool of excrement below.200


  The Sachsenhausen inmates feared the brick works as a particularly destructive labor detail.201 In the mornings, they faced a long march to the building site, moved along with clubs and whips by SS men, only to stagger back to the compound in the evenings, carrying the sick, the wounded, and the dead. On site in Oranienburg, the prisoners spent the entire day without shelter; after the glistening heat of summer 1938, they braved the bitter winter, always working at a ferocious pace. Because the deluded SS managers had agreed on an impossibly tight schedule for their flagship plant, guards and Kapos drove prisoners with a brutality unusual even for a KL.202


  Countless prisoners perished on the desolate Oranienburg building site, succumbing to exhaustion, accidents, and abuse; there were some suicides, too.203 The worst period came in winter 1938–39, when a renewed SS push to complete the project coincided with a cold snap across the Berlin region. Prisoners worked in thin uniforms and without gloves as the temperatures fell below freezing for almost three months; often, the soup they ate for lunch would turn to ice.204 Between December 1938 and March 1939, at least 429 Sachsenhausen prisoners died at the brick works and elsewhere in the camp, more than in any other KL during this period.205 The great majority of the dead were so-called asocials, who made up the largest prisoner group at the Oranienburg building site and often faced special harassment by SS and Kapos.206


  One victim was the fifty-five-year-old agricultural laborer Wilhelm Schwarz, who was part of a fifty-man-strong earth-leveling detail—all of them, like him, “asocial” prisoners—toiling at the brick works. Schwarz died on the morning of March 21, 1939, some nine months after he had arrived in Sachsenhausen as a “work-shy” prisoner. According to the responsible Kapo, who was interviewed during a routine investigation, Schwarz had been crushed to death as he tried to empty a dump truck filled with sand. This may not have been the whole story, but whatever the truth, the Kapo, a political prisoner, clearly had no sympathy for inmates like Wilhelm Schwarz, even in death: he complained bitterly that the “asocials” in his unit were extremely “lazy” and “unreasonable,” refusing to “make the slightest effort during work.”207 The SS guards cared even less about the gruesome death of Wilhelm Schwarz, or any of the other fatalities at Oranienburg. The dead could be replaced straightaway, as there was no shortage of prisoners, and so the Camp SS worked more prisoners to death, in an early display of lethal disregard for its forced laborers.208


  
    
  


  But even with a boundless supply of forced labor, the Oranienburg brick works would not have become the expected triumph, as SS ambitions far exceeded SS abilities. The brick works turned into a giant disaster, reminiscent of some vast and pointless state projects pursued by the Soviets in the Gulag. The decisive moment came in May 1939, during the first proper trial run, with the plant already months behind schedule. SS officials watched in disbelief as their dreams turned to dust, quite literally: the bricks that left the brand-new kilns just crumbled and fell apart. In their ignorance and haste, SS managers had committed a litany of elementary errors. Most grievously, they had never bothered to check whether the local clay was suitable for dry press production. It was not. The vast new factory, which had claimed so many lives, would never produce a single usable brick.209


  The debacle at Oranienburg was a devastating indictment of SS incompetence. Clearly, the SS was in no position to run a large high-tech factory.210 The reaction of Oswald Pohl was equally telling. Instead of scaling back SS ambitions, he pressed ahead with brick production in Oranienburg, whatever the price. Obstacles would not stop the SS; they had to be overcome. To save face, and his own career, Pohl moved fast in the summer of 1939, hoping to keep Himmler in the dark about the true scale of the disaster. Looking for scapegoats, he got rid of the private building contractor and the hapless chief executive of DESt. Pohl handed control of DESt to younger men with a greater understanding of modern management, who combined opportunism, drive, and professionalism with commitment to the Nazi cause. Soon, prisoners had to tear down structures they had only just erected in Oranienburg; they demolished kilns and ripped out machines and concrete foundations. Meanwhile, a huge rebuilding program added new parts, this time using the more reliable wet press process. All this cost yet more lives and money, and the SS still had little to show for it. In 1940, after production had restarted on a small scale, the plant barely produced three million bricks, almost all of which were needed on site. And although the output rose in the following years, it never even came close to the original targets.211 However, SS hubris remained unchecked, as SS managers stubbornly clung to the belief that any plans, however far-fetched or deadly, could be willed into reality.


  Illness and Death


  The KL of the late 1930s were no full-scale slaughterhouses. Living conditions were not lethal for most prisoners, and systematic mass extermination was not yet on the SS agenda. As a result, the bulk of the inmate population survived, at least for now. This was true, above all, for female prisoners, only a handful of whom perished during the late 1930s.212 Although the prospects for men were bleaker, the great majority of them pulled through, too. True, death was no longer the exception; but it was not yet the norm, either. Of the well over fifty thousand men taken to concentration camps sometime between January 1938 and August 1939, 2,268 are known to have lost their lives inside. Despite the immense hardship of the camps, then, survival remained by far the most likely outcome.213


  Still, many more men died in KL than in the mid-1930s, especially during the most lethal phase, between summer 1938 and spring 1939. To some degree, this reflected the general growth of the prisoner population at the time. But the death rate rose much faster than inmate numbers. In Dachau, for example, the average prisoner population doubled in the late 1930s, while the death rate shot up tenfold.214 There were several causes. Daily forced labor became more ruinous than before, as we have seen, with most prisoners forced into heavy construction. At the same time, basic living conditions declined due to shortages and overcrowding. Another important factor was the poor medical care for ill and injured prisoners, a crucial aspect of the KL that requires further scrutiny.


  The Camp SS generally neglected the prisoners’ health, focusing instead on security, punishment, and labor. In the absence of firm direction from above, the medical infrastructure varied from camp to camp. And although the different infirmaries expanded during the late 1930s, adding more space and technical equipment—in Sachsenhausen, there was now a regular operating room and an X-ray department—the overall standard of care remained woefully inadequate.215


  The biggest threat were the Camp SS men themselves. It was a basic SS tenet that ailing inmates were still dangerous enemies. SS men automatically suspected sick prisoners of being cheats and stopped many of them from receiving medical help altogether. When an ill Dachau prisoner dared to approach camp compound leader Hermann Baranowski for permission to see the doctor, one day in 1937, he provoked a wild tirade: “So what! During the [First World] War, people marched for hours with their guts in their hands! You have to learn to endure pain! I will make sure of it! Dismissed!”216 SS doctors, meanwhile, actively searched for supposed malingerers, following orders from Theodor Eicke. “Prisoners trying to avoid work by unfounded or prissy sick-reporting,” Eicke insisted, “are detailed to the ‘penal work’ section.”217 KL doctors were also complicit in countless other acts of terror. They routinely declared prisoners “fit” to be whipped, denied them care for wounds, and covered up murders by forging autopsy reports and death certificates.218


  SS doctors were in short supply, and although it is hard to generalize, it seems that those who ended up inside the KL were often inexperienced, incompetent, or both. As graduates, they stood out from other Death’s Head SS officers, almost none of whom had set foot inside a university, except perhaps to beat up left-wing students in the Weimar years. Many KL doctors had only recently qualified and saw the camps, and the harsh treatment of prisoners, as a springboard for their medical careers. One of this breed of young SS physicians was Dr. Ludwig Ehrsam, the head of the Sachsenhausen infirmary. Not yet thirty years of age, Dr. Ehrsam rarely bothered to examine his patients. Instead, he would force them to perform physical exercises, supposedly to determine whether they were ready to return to work. His callousness cost numerous prisoner lives, earning him a fitting nickname among the Sachsenhausen prisoners: Dr. Gruesome.219


  There were exceptions, of course. A few SS doctors tried to improve the treatment in the KL and occasionally even sent inmates to specialists in proper hospitals.220 Mostly, though, sick prisoners could expect poor provision, neglect, and abuse. It would have been easy to improve things, if only the SS had wanted. After all, there were experienced physicians among the prisoners who could have assisted in infirmaries, as they had done in some early camps.221 Camp SS men knew very well that these inmates were often much better qualified than SS doctors were.222 However, by the late 1930s, the SS often refused to draw on prisoner doctors, some of whom now helped their fellow inmates in secret.223 Instead, it left most daily duties in the infirmaries to prisoners with little or no medical training. These Kapos worked under SS orderlies, who were often even more ignorant, and SS doctors, who rarely deigned to deal with routine matters.224


  The indifference of SS doctors threatened the entire prisoner population. Poor hygiene created a breeding ground for infectious diseases, and several epidemics spread through KL in the late 1930s. Buchenwald was hardest hit, following an outbreak of typhoid fever in the overcrowded camp in late 1938. The epidemic soon spread beyond the compound, after wastewater contaminated a nearby stream. Alarmed municipal officials placed several villages under quarantine and blamed the Buchenwald SS for its negligence. By the time the SS medical staff finally took action—isolating sick prisoners in a special barrack and banning the use of the open latrine—it was too late. The epidemic in the camp raged for weeks, killing scores of inmates.225


  One of the last victims was Jura Soyfer, a young poet and writer arrested as a left-wing opponent in Austria after the Nazi takeover in spring 1938. The Buchenwald SS had forced him to work as a corpse carrier and it was here that he caught typhoid fever. Jura Soyfer died on February 16, 1939, only days after he had learned that the SS was about to release him. He was mourned by other inmates, who had been inspired by the witty parodies of the SS he had secretly performed in the barracks. As his wooden coffin left the camp on the back of a van, on its way to the Weimar crematorium, a fellow prisoner wondered “how many unwritten poems, how many unfinished works have we locked inside with him!”226


  Jura Soyfer was one of around one thousand men who perished in Buchenwald between January 1938 and August 1939, making it, in absolute terms, by far the most deadly KL at the time. In Dachau, by contrast, just over four hundred prisoners lost their lives over the same period, even though it admitted slightly more men than Buchenwald.227 How do we account for Buchenwald’s wretched record? It was the most recent among the big SS camps, and sanitary conditions were worse there than in Dachau and Sachsenhausen, epitomized by the typhoid epidemic. And the Buchenwald SS was particularly violent, whipped up by the traumatic killing in May 1938 of SS Rottenführer Albert Kallweit. But there was another crucial factor, perhaps the most important of all. Buchenwald held far more Jewish prisoners than any other KL at the time, and Jews remained the favorite victims of the Camp SS; of all the Buchenwald prisoners who died in the late 1930s, almost half were Jewish, Jura Soyfer among them.228


  JEWS


  “I would not like to be a Jew in Germany,” Hermann Göring quipped on November 12, 1938, at a top-level Nazi meeting on anti-Jewish policy, only days after a devastating state-sponsored pogrom had engulfed Germany, with Nazi mobs razing thousands of synagogues, shops, and houses, and humiliating, robbing, and assaulting tens of thousands of Jews; hundreds had died, murdered during the storm of violence or driven to suicide.229 The pogrom was the climax of years of Nazi persecution, which saw the gradual but relentless exclusion of Jews from German social, cultural, and economic life, pursued by radical forces from below and above. It was becoming impossible for Jews to live in Germany, and around half of the estimated five hundred thousand Jews left their fatherland during the prewar years, despite the uncertainties of life abroad, the Nazi levies on emigration, and the difficulties of securing visas. The remaining Jews—impoverished, isolated, and deprived—faced a desperate future trapped inside the Third Reich.230


  The history of Jews in prewar Nazi Germany has been told before, though rarely with more than a passing glance at the concentration camps.231 There is an obvious explanation for this oversight: except for a brief moment after the pogrom, only a fraction of the Jewish population was held in the camps. In the prewar years, the focal point of anti-Jewish policy was elsewhere—in schools, at work, in courts, on the streets. And yet, the persecution of Jews in the prewar camps was important, too, as the KL spearheaded anti-Semitic terror and pioneered several radical measures that later hit all Jews under Nazi rule.232


  Take racial legislation. It was an article of faith for Nazi leaders that sexual relations between Jews and non-Jews were a monstrous sin. But even though there had been talk of an official ban since 1933, the regime initially bided its time. From spring 1935, local Nazi thugs across Germany, frustrated with the general direction of the dictatorship, took matters into their own hands and attacked “mixed” couples. The police, in turn, dragged numerous “race defilers” to concentration camps in summer 1935. German courts could not yet punish them; the police and the SS could. “To put an end to his sensual greed,” the Magdeburg Gestapo noted in one such case, involving a Jewish man accused of sex with his “Christian” housekeeper, it was “absolutely necessary to confine him in a concentration camp.”233 Such cases declined only after the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws in September 1935, which formally made Jews into second-class citizens, and outlawed extramarital relations and future marriages, threatening culpable men with prison or penitentiary (women did not fall under this provision). From now on, the Gestapo reserved protective custody for “race defilement” largely for men suspected of “particularly serious” offenses, and later some Jewish women, too (or “Jewish whores,” as one police officer put it).234


  The KL also broke new ground when it came to driving Jews out of the country. Forced emigration only emerged as the primary aim of Nazi anti-Jewish policy in the late 1930s.235 But the police had already gained extensive experience inside concentration camps. From 1935, the Gestapo had routinely taken German émigrés who came back home into protective custody, suspecting them of “atrocity propaganda” abroad.236 Among them were many hundreds of Jews. Before they were released again, normally after around six months, the Gestapo insisted that they would have to leave the country, preferably for Palestine or beyond. Before long, the release of other Jewish prisoners had become conditional on emigration, too, pushing even more of them out of Germany; anyone returning once more to German soil was threatened with lifelong detention in a concentration camp.237


  The prewar camps foreshadowed the later all-out assault against the Jews in many ways. Not only were KL prisoners the first Jews under Nazi control to be marked with the yellow Star of David, but the prewar camps functioned as a “motor of radicalization” for anti-Semitic policy more generally, as the historian Jürgen Matthäus put it, driving forward the isolation, forced labor, and murder of Jews in the Third Reich.238 The transmission of these measures from the KL across German society was aided by senior SS personnel, starting at the top with Heinrich Himmler, who not only steered the camps, but also helped to propel anti-Jewish policy.


  Coordinating Anti-Jewish Abuse


  Before 1938, few Jews were taken to the KL. Despite the detention of Jewish “race defilers” prior to the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws, there were still no more than a few dozen Jewish prisoners in each camp during the mid-1930s; even a large KL like Sachsenhausen only held around fifty Jewish men by early 1937.239 Despite the small size of the Jewish prisoner population, it always loomed large in the minds of Camp SS men, who eagerly anticipated their arrival, just like some guards in the early camps had done.240


  Radical anti-Semitism was part of the Camp SS code, a wild mix of traditional prejudice, racial mania, perverse fantasies, and political paranoia. Many SS men had been steeped in anti-Semitism long before they entered the camps, and once inside, their hatred was fanned daily, in word and deed. So deeply ingrained was this mind-set that even an SS guard formally questioned about his part in the murder of a Jewish prisoner (the attorney Friedrich Weissler in Sachsenhausen) saw no cause to conceal his feelings. “[Scharführer Christian] Guthardt acknowledged that he is a fanatical Jew-hater,” a Berlin state prosecutor noted after an interrogation in 1937, “and declared that for him, a Jew was less than a head of cattle.”241


  Almost every day in the mid-1930s, SS guards made Jews run the gauntlet. They showered their victims in invective and made them debase themselves with humiliating tasks, like singing the Buchenwald “Jew Song,” which ended as follows:


  But now at last the Germans know our nature


  And barbed wire hides us safely out of sight.


  Traducers of the people, we are fearful


  To face the truth that felled us overnight.


  


  And now, with mournful crooked Jewish noses,


  We find that hate and discord were in vain.


  An end to thievery, to food aplenty.


  Too late, we say, again and yet again.242


  At the center of SS abuse stood, once more, forced labor. The guards, who derided Jews as lazy cheats, were determined to teach them a lesson about labor they would never forget.243 Just like in the early camps, Jews had to perform particularly heavy and revolting jobs. The infamous latrine squads—widely mocked by the SS as “4711 commandos” (after a German eau de cologne)—almost always included Jews. The same was true for the most exhausting labor details. As they were breaking boulders with heavy hammers, Sachsenburg prisoners had to shout things like “I am an old Jewish swine” or “I am a race defiler and should peg out.”244


  Such work was often accompanied by blows and kicks, as SS guards stayed especially close to the Jewish commandos. In Sachsenhausen, for example, Jews who cleaned the guardhouse regularly suffered “broken ribs, knocked-out teeth, and other physical injuries,” two survivors wrote after the war.245 The guards also tortured Jews with senseless work, even more so than others. In Esterwegen, SS men repeatedly forced Jewish prisoners to pile up a large mound of sand. Once they had finished, they had to pull an iron cart to the top, climb inside, shout “Comrades, a new age is dawning, we’re setting off for Palestine!” and ride down; the cart would inevitably crash, causing serious injuries.246 In view of such excesses, it is not surprising that Jews were far more likely to die than the average inmate during the mid-1930s.247


  Even so, most Jewish prisoners survived the concentration camps during this period. The SS did not reserve its worst violence exclusively for Jews, at times hitting other prisoner groups just as hard. And Jewish prisoners still received some of the privileges open to others, like permission to buy additional goods with small sums sent by relatives; a few Jews also gained access to Kapo positions, giving them added influence.248 In Moringen, Jewish women were even allowed to celebrate Chanukah in late 1936—lighting the menorah, exchanging small gifts, and singing hymns—after they were granted two days off work by the senior guard.249 This would have been unthinkable in camps for men, where conditions were far worse and would soon deteriorate further.


  In the second half of the 1930s, the SS increasingly coordinated its anti-Jewish abuse across the KL. Whereas earlier assaults had originated with local Camp SS men, SS leaders now tried to guide terror from above. From August 1936, all releases of Jews from protective custody required the personal approval of Heinrich Himmler, who had discussed the question of releases with Hitler himself.250 An even more important initiative came in February 1937, when Himmler designated Dachau as the central camp for all male Jewish prisoners.251 Nazi policy had been moving in this direction for some time. From 1936, the Camp SS had separated Jewish prisoners more systematically from others, forming additional Jewish blocks and labor details in the KL. Now segregation was taken to the next stage.252


  Dachau seemed the obvious choice as the central camp for Jews. It already held the largest number of Jewish prisoners and had pioneered their separation into a special “Jew company” as long ago as spring 1933. Following Himmler’s decision, some eighty-five men arrived from other camps in early spring 1937, bringing the total number of Jewish prisoners in Dachau to around 150, rising further to an estimated three hundred by the end of the year (around twelve percent of the Dachau prisoner population).253 The prisoners faced a familiar catalogue of SS abuses and occasional murder—like in summer 1937, when an SS block leader forced a prisoner accused of “race defilement” inside a running cement mixer.254


  The segregation in Dachau made it easier for SS leaders to impose collective punishment against all male Jewish prisoners. On November 22, 1937, for example, Heinrich Himmler announced a general ban on releasing Jews from Dachau, which apparently remained in place for well over six months.255 Another collective punishment was the isolation of Jewish prisoners in their barrack. This seclusion was enforced at least three times in Dachau in 1937, the first time in March, just as Jews from other camps arrived. It was imposed centrally by the Camp Inspectorate in Berlin, and although Eicke took credit as its inventor, the orders probably emanated from Himmler himself.256


  SS leaders pronounced such collective punishment as a penalty for “atrocity lies” about the camps, which they blamed, in their fanatical belief in a Jewish world conspiracy, on the collusion between prisoners and Jews abroad. Many regular Camp SS men agreed. “At the time,” Rudolf Höss recalled, “I thought it was right to punish Jews we held in our hands for the spread of horror stories by their racial brethren.” By using the Jews as hostages—an idea that had preoccupied Nazi leaders for some time and became more virulent in the late 1930s—the Camp SS hoped to put an end to foreign criticism.257 The Dachau SS also forced the prisoners to send protest letters about “lying reports” in foreign papers. Hans Litten, who had arrived in Dachau from Buchenwald on October 16, 1937, informed his mother on November 27, 1937, that he and the other Jewish prisoners were punished with isolation and that she should try to “influence the emigrant Jews … to abstain in the future from such idiotic lies about the concentration camps, since the Jews in Dachau as racial comrades will be held responsible for them.” Such crude SS blackmail did not fool anyone, of course, and was quickly exposed by the press abroad.258


  During those periods when the Dachau Jews were isolated, their seclusion was nearly total. For several weeks at a time, they were cut off from all other prisoners. Except for a brief spell of “sport,” they spent day and night in their barrack, with doors locked and windows painted over, allowing only dim light inside; the air was stale and humid, especially during the hot summer months. Prisoners spent most of their time lying on their sacks of straw, lethargic and tense, as well as hungry, since they could not supplement their rations with food from the canteen.259 Worst of all, perhaps, was the mail embargo, which hit the prisoners as hard as their relatives outside. In late August 1937, after she had waited in vain for more than a month for a letter from her husband in Dachau, Gertrud Glogowski, herself imprisoned in Moringen, sent a desperate plea to the camp authorities: “So far, his letters have held me up. Now, because there is no news at all, I am completely done for.”260


  Cruel as the Dachau isolation was, it had some unintended benefits for the victims. Since Jewish prisoners were excluded from roll calls and forced labor, they temporarily escaped some of the worst SS excesses. To pass the days in the barrack, they made music, discussed politics, and organized talks. In the midst of it all was Hans Litten, who was temporarily reenergized, almost cheerful, sharing his knowledge of art and history, and reciting literature and poems. But this would be Litten’s last stand. Once the SS lifted the last isolation in late December 1937, normal life resumed, and Litten was pressed into the grueling snow-clearing commando. After almost five years in Nazi hands, he was haggard, listless, and frail, and he walked with a cane like an old man, belying his youth. The end came in early 1938. Following the death of the Jewish Kapo in his Dachau block—tortured by SS men suspecting a conspiracy—Litten was interrogated by Standartenführer Hermann Baranowski and afterwards lost all hope. Shortly after midnight on February 5, his body was found hanging in the latrine. He was only thirty-four years old, one of forty men who lost their lives in Dachau between January and May 1938; at least half of them had been detained as Jews, like Hans Litten.261


  Dark Months


  The year 1938 was a fateful one for Jews in the Third Reich.262 In the months leading up to the November pogrom, the authorities launched a frontal assault on the remaining Jews, incited by Hitler and other Nazi leaders. Legal discrimination and state-sponsored robbery of Jewish businesses and property intensified, as did attacks on Jews and their belongings. Meanwhile, the Anschluss of Austria, accompanied by looting, violence, and humiliation on a grand scale, gave further momentum to anti-Semitic policy.263 And as Nazi terror against Jews escalated, the KL began to play a more prominent role in their persecution.


  Austrian Jews were hit first, during a wave of arrests in spring of 1938, following the German invasion. Initially, the police focused on political opponents and prominent men, many of Jewish descent; the first transport of 150 Austrian detainees, arriving in Dachau on April 2, 1938, included sixty-three Jews.264 The new Nazi rulers quickly extended their reach beyond prominent Jews, encouraged by the Gestapo raids across Germany against the “work-shy” in April 1938. While these raids had not specifically targeted Jews, the authorities in May 1938 launched a major action in annexed Austria specifically against Jews described as “asocial,” “criminal,” or otherwise “disagreeable.” Armed with these open-ended orders, SS and police carried out random raids, swooping on parks, public squares, and restaurants, and arrested Jews simply for being Jewish. In late May 1938, the up-and-coming SD officer Adolf Eichmann, recently posted to Vienna, expected that some five thousand Jews, mostly from Vienna, would be dispatched to Dachau over the coming weeks. Although this target proved too ambitious in the end, the authorities did direct three special trains to Dachau, arriving between May 31 and June 25 with 1,521 Jewish men on board.265


  The suffering of these Austrian Jews began well before they reached Dachau. Unusually, the trains from Vienna were guarded by SS men from Dachau, not by police officials, and the men with the Death’s Head on their uniforms battered their victims during the grueling journey. Several Jewish prisoners were dead by the time the transports arrived at a new track inside the Dachau complex, where the trains were greeted by a baying SS mob, who kicked and punched the survivors with rifle butts until they panicked and ran toward the camp, protecting their heads. The new arrivals were chased along the way by the frenzied guards, who were cheered by off-duty colleagues watching from their quarters; left behind on the road were the hats, scarves, clothes, and shoes of the Jewish men. So excessive was the violence—SS officers estimated that on one transport, around seventy percent of the prisoners had been assaulted, some suffering deep stab wounds—that representatives from the state attorney’s office came to the camp to investigate, though to no avail.266


  The Austrian Jews arrested in spring 1938 were still streaming into Dachau when police leaders moved to the next round of mass arrests, this time across the whole of the Third Reich. The initiative apparently came from Hitler himself, who demanded the detention of “asocial and criminal Jews” in late May 1938, perhaps inspired by the raids in Vienna.267 Heydrich quickly added a special provision to his orders for the forthcoming mass action against “asocials,” instructing regional criminal police officials to take male Jews “who have served a prison sentence of no less than one month” into preventive police custody as well. Although the arrest orders against Jews and asocials went out in the same directive in June 1938, the motives behind them were clearly different. In the case of Jews, the authorities were not interested in forced labor; rather, they wanted to pressure more Jews into giving up their property and leaving the country. This was why subsequent police orders stressed that it did not matter if the arrested Jews were fit for work. All that mattered was that they were labeled as criminals—one of the most enduring anti-Semitic stereotypes—and therefore unwanted in Germany.268


  The action began in mid-June 1938, as planned. Simultaneous with the arrest of so-called asocials, the police rounded up Jews in their homes and in public places like bars, cafés, and cinemas. Petty offenders, many of whom had fallen foul of Nazi anti-Semitic laws, were dragged away like dangerous criminals; in Berlin, these arrests were accompanied by open violence and destruction on the streets. Members of the wider Jewish community were left deeply shaken and more terrified than ever of the KL—with good reason.269


  There were far more Jews than ever in the concentration camps. The June 1938 raids forced almost 2,300 Jewish men inside, bringing the total number of Jewish inmates to around 4,600 (late June 1938), an estimated tenfold increase since March. Jews now made up almost twenty percent of the prisoner population across the concentration camp system. Faced with this sharp rise, the Nazi authorities abandoned the near-exclusive use of Dachau, already overcrowded, as the collection camp for Jews. Instead, the largest group of “criminal” Jews arrested during the June raids, some 1,265 Jewish men, was sent to Buchenwald, a camp that only a few weeks earlier had held only seventeen Jewish prisoners. In the blink of an eye, Buchenwald turned into the most lethal KL for Jews.270


  The general conditions in Buchenwald in summer 1938 were appalling, but they were worst for the Jewish victims of the June mass arrests. As there were not enough barracks, the SS forced hundreds of new arrivals, among them many Jews from Berlin, into a sheep pen; for months, prisoners slept on brushwood spread across the bare ground. And although all the recently arrested “asocials” were assaulted by the SS, the guards singled out Jews for the most vicious abuse. Many Camp SS men were fired up about their first encounters with large numbers of Jewish “enemies”; some screamed things like: “At last we have you here, you Jew pigs. You shall all die a miserable death here.” Often, SS men would abandon assaults on other prisoner groups to concentrate their energies on Jews. As always, labor was the greatest torture. “The Jews shall learn how to work,” the Buchenwald SS leaders announced, and pressed them into the worst jobs, such as hauling limestone in the quarry, at running pace, for ten or more hours a day; even the sick and old had to carry boulders until they collapsed under the weight.271


  
    
  


  Jewish prisoners in Buchenwald were soon decimated. Between June and August 1938, at least ninety-two men lost their lives, making Jews far more vulnerable than other inmate groups. There were so many deaths that Camp Inspector Eicke, as early as June 21, 1938, proposed the construction of a crematorium in Buchenwald, to spare his SS men the frequent transfer of corpses to the municipal facilities in Weimar.272 The Buchenwald death toll would have been higher still had the police not released hundreds of Jewish prisoners within weeks of their arrest, often conditional on their emigration. Those who returned from Buchenwald were broken and fearful, an underground report explained: “In general, the men start to cry as soon as you ask them anything.”273


  Not every KL was like Buchenwald, however. Despite all the Nazi efforts to coordinate anti-Jewish terror, major differences remained. While Buchenwald was unusually lethal in summer 1938, Dachau proved much less so, with Jewish men around seven to ten times less likely to die.274 Even Buchenwald did not sustain its ferocity. In September 1938 the inmate population grew further, after the transfer of around 2,400 Jews from Dachau made it the undisputed SS center for Jewish prisoners.275 On October 4, 1938, Buchenwald held 3,124 Jewish men (some thirty percent of its total inmate population), putting even more pressure on resources in the packed camp.276 Yet the number of deaths among Jewish prisoners fell sharply, from forty-eight in July to eight in October, after some of the most abysmal lodgings, like the sheep pen, were finally abandoned.277 This would prove no more than a brief lull in anti-Jewish terror, however, soon to be shattered.


  Pogrom


  On the morning of November 7, 1938, a Jewish teenager from Hanover, Herschel Grynszpan, walked into the German embassy in Paris, drew a revolver, and fatally wounded a German diplomat. This lone and desperate act of protest—Grynszpan’s parents and siblings had just been deported from the Third Reich to the Polish border, together with some eighteen thousand other Jews of Polish nationality—was the spark that set off the pogrom. Two days later, Nazi leaders, who had gathered in Munich for the ritual celebration of the anniversary of Hitler’s failed 1923 putsch, seized on the German diplomat’s death to launch a nationwide orgy of destruction, later called the “night of broken glass” (Kristallnacht) by sarcastic Germans. It was instigated on the evening of November 9, 1938, by Joseph Goebbels, backed by Adolf Hitler, who agreed that the time had come for Jews “to feel the fury of the people,” as the eager Goebbels noted in his diary. Senior Nazi officials frantically sent instructions to their underlings across the country, and within hours, local Nazi thugs were on the rampage everywhere.278


  The pogrom was accompanied by mass arrests, after Hitler ordered the urgent detention of tens of thousands of Jews.279 Just before midnight on November 9, Gestapo headquarters instructed its forces to prepare the arrest of twenty to thirty thousand Jews, especially prosperous ones. More detailed orders followed less than two hours later, this time directly from Reinhard Heydrich: police officers should arrest as many Jews—above all wealthy, healthy, and younger men—as they could detain locally and then ensure their rapid transfer to concentration camps.280


  In the days after November 9, 1938, more than thirty thousand Jews of all ages and backgrounds were rounded up in German villages, towns, and cities. SA and SS fanatics, drafted in as auxiliaries, abused their victims during the arrests. Regular policemen, by contrast, often acted in a more detached manner. As a middle-aged Frankfurt doctor, whom I shall call Dr. Julius Adler, recalled a few weeks later, the police officer who had detained him at his home on the morning of November 10, 1938, behaved “not particularly friendly but perfectly proper.” Like many other prisoners, Dr. Adler was moved to a temporary holding center, in his case a large hall in the Festhalle, the Frankfurt convention center, where Jews had to hand over valuables and endure occasional harassment and assaults by SS men who mingled among the police.281 Several thousand Jewish prisoners were spared the KL as the authorities released women and also some men (among them seniors and army veterans) from protective custody within a matter of hours or days.282 Many other elderly and weak men, however, had to join the other male Jewish prisoners on mass transports to one of three KL—Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald.


  Much of the pogrom unfolded before the eyes of ordinary Germans, and the mass arrests and deportations of Jewish men to the KL took place in plain view, too. In many cities, triumphant Nazis publicly humiliated the prisoners; in Regensburg, the victims were paraded through town with a large placard reading “Exodus of the Jews,” before they boarded a train to Dachau. Popular reactions are hard to gauge, but there was at least some sympathy for the plight of the prisoners. As one regional SD office complained, “hardened democrats” showed great pity for the imprisoned Jews and spread rumors about suicides and deaths in the camps. There were also some anonymous protests to Nazi leaders. But only a few Germans dared to voice open criticism, while hard-liners loudly applauded the deportations.283


  The transports were terrifying. When Dr. Adler and other Jews were locked into a special train in Frankfurt, late on November 10, they were warned that they would be shot if they tried to open the windows. Although they were not abused during the journey—unlike prisoners on some other transports—the men were greatly worried about what would happen next. Screaming SS guards met them at Weimar train station and pushed them onto waiting trucks. At Buchenwald, the prisoners had to run into the camp, past more guards who kicked and punched them. “Then we moved at the double across the assembly ground of the camp,” Dr. Adler later wrote, “with those who were too slow being again spurred on by blows with sticks.” During those dark November days, an endless stream of prisoners spilled onto the Buchenwald roll call square, where they faced hours of torment during registration. Some prisoners arrived drenched in blood, with swollen heads and broken bones, following the SS “welcome” at the gate. “I was hit in the eye,” one man later reported, “and as a result lost the sight in that eye.”284 Similar scenes unfolded in Dachau and Sachsenhausen in mid-November 1938, as the SS pressed a total of around twenty-six thousand Jewish men into its three big KL.285


  Almost overnight, the SS concentration camps had dramatically changed. Never before had they held more inmates: within days, the prisoner population doubled from twenty-four thousand to around fifty thousand.286 Never since the inclusion of female prisoners in the KL system had there been so few women among them: as there were no mass transports of Jewish women to Lichtenburg, the overall proportion of female prisoners in the camps fell to under two percent.287 Never before had there been as many Jews in the KL: at the start of 1938, they had made up only around five percent of the prisoner population; now they were suddenly in the majority. And never before did as many prisoners die in the KL as in the weeks following the pogrom.


  
    
  


  
    
  


  The KL After Kristallnacht


  “One of the bloodiest and most horrible chapters in the history of Buchenwald”—this is how two veteran prisoners later described the period after the pogrom.288 The SS was largely unprepared for the huge influx of Jewish prisoners in November 1938, plunging the camp system into even greater chaos than after the June raids against “asocials.” In Dachau, barracks that had been cleared for Jews were soon so overcrowded that some new arrivals were forced into a vast tent instead. In Sachsenhausen, the SS used the makeshift barracks of the little camp, first set up after the summer raids against “asocials,” and they, too, were bursting.289 But Buchenwald proved the greatest ordeal.


  The first so-called November Jews arriving in Buchenwald were crammed into a primitive barrack erected a few weeks earlier for Austrian prisoners. Meanwhile, other inmates had to build, at frantic pace, four more provisional barracks out of thin wooden boards, with no floors, right on the muddy soil. The entire new area, at the far corner of the roll call square, was cut off from the rest of the compound with barbed wire. At night, each barrack was filled with almost two thousand prisoners, who slept on tiny wooden bunks, more like shelves, without mattresses or blankets; the men were pushed so tightly against one another that it was impossible to move. “Our accommodation was such,” the Frankfurt doctor Julius Adler wrote a few weeks later, “that we always felt like cattle locked into a dirty cowshed.” One night, two of the barracks caved in under the weight of the bodies inside.290


  Every day in Buchenwald, the Jews suffered from dirt and disease, thirst and hunger. Food was only handed out at irregular intervals, as the SS struggled to maintain any semblance of order, while the persistent water shortages caused terrible dehydration. The men could not wash either, or change their damp and soiled civilian clothes; “one was covered up to one’s knees with a thick crust of clay,” reported Dr. Adler. Inside the barracks, the stench soon became unbearable, especially after a mass outbreak of diarrhea. There were no sanitary facilities to speak of, just two overflowing ditches, where murderous SS men tried to drown several Jewish men. Inevitably, many Buchenwald prisoners suffered from infections and injuries, including frozen limbs, as well as mental illness, but the SS initially refused them any medical care. Instead, the sick were dumped in a rickety shed—“a hovel stinking of excrement, urine, and pus,” as a prisoner orderly remembered; it was nicknamed the “barrack of death.”291


  The Camp SS did not quite know what to do with the “November Jews” and never fully integrated them into the regular routines. In Buchenwald, as well as in Dachau, these inmates were not pressed into forced labor, watching as other prisoners marched off to work outside the compound. Instead, they spent most of the day sitting, standing, or running on the roll call square, enduring endless drills, parades, and punitive exercises. Only in Sachsenhausen did the SS decide, after a week or so, to draft Jews into work, often at the brick works, where accidents were frequent, and medical treatment scarce. “For Jews, I only sign death certificates,” the Sachsenhausen SS camp doctor is said to have exclaimed.292


  The special status of the so-called November Jews was reinforced by their separation from the other KL inmates, including all other Jews. Despite SS threats, some prisoners—both Jews and non-Jews—passed food and water to the desperate new arrivals, and offered vital advice on how to behave.293 Such support for the “November Jews” remained rather rare, however, not just because of the obvious dangers, but also because of long-standing prejudices against Jews. “Among the prisoners,” an underground SPD report about Dachau concluded, “there are many who despise the Jews.”294


  The “November Jews” had to look to one another for help. Inevitably, there were many obstacles to solidarity, starting with the general deprivation. Many of the new prisoners had yet to adjust to the camps, and were bewildered by the daily torment. Moreover, while the SS may have seen all Jews as alike, things looked very different from the perspective of the prisoners themselves, who were acutely conscious of all the barriers of class, religion, nationality, and politics. The so-called November Jews were German and Austrian, secular and orthodox, young and old, Communist and conservative, intellectual and uneducated, Zionist and assimilated, bourgeois and proletarian. Often, they had nothing in common except for being victims of Nazi racial mania. Such divisions were hard to overcome, especially in the face of extreme suffering.295 And yet, there were acts of mutual aid, especially among men who had known each other already before their imprisonment.296


  Solidarity could only achieve so much, however, and prisoners were helpless against SS assaults. While Nazi leaders called off the pogrom outside within a day, the looting and violence inside the KL continued for weeks, effectively extending the pogrom. Whenever an SS man approached, Jewish prisoners feared verbal abuse and worse. “Words like Jewish pig are the order of the day,” Dr. Julius Adler recalled, adding: “Woe unto him who was driven to protest.”297 Camp SS men used all their well-honed methods of humiliation, though some were still unsure about how far they should go. When Dr. Adler first arrived in Buchenwald, a guard knocked the glasses off his face; when Adler could not find them, however, the same SS man picked them up for him and handed them back. Other guards had no second thoughts, though, and assaulted the new inmates at every turn, on the roll call squares during the day, and inside the barracks at night. All this violence, as Jewish prisoners recognized only too well, laid bare the true intentions of the Nazi regime. “They have declared war against us,” a Buchenwald prisoner later wrote, “having rendered us defenseless for years.”298


  The Camp SS men did not stop at abuse. They also robbed the “November Jews,” on a grand scale. Corruption was as old as the camps; it was not exceptional, it was endemic. In the early camps, for example, officials often blackmailed prisoners, forcing them to pay a ransom to regain their freedom.299 Corruption continued after the SS coordination. Guards forced inmates to carry out household chores in their own homes, ordered prisoners to make goods for them, stole their money, and diverted SS supplies into their own pockets. Few SS men could resist the temptations of near-total power. Almost the entire Camp SS was on the make, from rank-and-file men to leading officers; even Theodor Eicke, who periodically reproached his men for dishonesty, ran a secret account, spending the funds at his discretion.300


  SS corruption reached new heights in November 1938. The pogrom outside had involved mass looting, followed by more state-sponsored theft; in the most cynical move, the regime ordered German Jews on November 12 to pay one billion Reichsmark as “atonement” for the damage done by the Nazi mob.301 The Camp SS enriched itself, too, above all in Buchenwald. Here, SS men ordered incoming “November Jews” to throw their valuables into open crates, never to be returned. Prisoners who had kept back money were robbed later on, in various other ways. SS guards sold them basic goods—like water, food, shoes, sweaters, and blankets—at exorbitant prices, and also forced them to make “donations” to escape more violence. The Buchenwald SS was not shy about flaunting its ill-gotten gains; even NCOs were seen around town wearing fancy clothes and driving luxury cars.302


  While the Camp SS reveled in its newfound wealth, the balance sheet for Jewish prisoners was grim. After just a few days in the camps, almost all of them carried serious wounds, both physical and psychological. There was a spate of suicides. Several Jewish men, unable to bear their torment, ran into the electrified fence or crossed the sentry line. In the past, the Camp SS had sometimes prevented suicide attempts. Not this time. “Just let them get on with it,” Theodor Eicke told his men.303


  In all, at least 469 Jewish men died in the KL in November and December 1938. Buchenwald was by far the most lethal site, accounting for almost two-thirds of these deaths; 297 Jewish prisoners are known to have lost their lives here. Sachsenhausen claimed at least another 58 lives, and Dachau 114. To put these figures into context: in the five years between 1933 and 1937, 108 men (of all backgrounds) are known to have died in Dachau, an average of fewer than two fatalities per month.304


  The Pogrom in Perspective


  When Dr. Julius Adler was released from Buchenwald on November 18, 1938, after eight days inside, he walked toward the next village with some other freed Jewish men. Famished, they entered a tavern, where the friendly landlord and his wife served them plenty of coffee, water, and sandwiches. Then the former prisoners drove to Weimar and boarded an express train back to Frankfurt, still dressed in the filthy clothes they had worn inside the camp. On his return home, Dr. Adler was grateful for the warm welcome from many non-Jewish acquaintances. But looking back at Buchenwald, he had learned two critical lessons: “Make every effort to get out those who are still in Germany, or in the camp, and second, to tell oneself in every situation: Anything is better than the concentration camp!” By the time he wrote these lines in January 1939, Dr. Adler had already left Germany.305


  Many other German Jews did the same. Almost every family had been hit by the mass arrests, in one way or another. And although not all released men would, or could, share their experiences—“My husband does not talk about it,” the wife of Erich Nathorff noted on December 20, 1938, after his return from Sachsenhausen—their suffering was written on their faces and bodies. And so the horror of the KL, together with the devastation of the pogrom itself, led to a desperate scramble to escape the Third Reich—exactly what Nazi leaders had wanted.306


  The pogrom was a watershed for Jews in Nazi Germany. But was it a watershed for the KL, too? The answer seems obvious. The camps changed dramatically in November 1938, after all, becoming bigger and deadlier than ever before, while the acts of theft and violence fused the Camp SS even closer together. Also, the camps proved themselves once more as versatile tools of Nazi terror. By quickly locking away tens of thousands of Jews, and terrorizing more into leaving the country, the men of the Camp SS passed another test in the eyes of Nazi leaders, just as they had done during the Röhm purge more than four years earlier.307 And yet, one should not overstate the lasting impact of the pogrom on the KL system. In many ways, it marked an exceptional moment in the prewar years, and the camps soon returned to their prior state.


  To start with, Jewish prisoners did not remain in the majority for long. Nazi leaders had wanted to shock them, not to lock them away for good, and most so-called November Jews were quickly freed, far more quickly than previous victims of police raids. Mass releases set in around ten days after the pogrom and continued for weeks, as Heydrich’s office issued various orders for the discharge of elderly, sick, and disabled Jews, as well as First World War veterans. Of course, the ensuing releases were tied to certain conditions. Some men had to sign over their businesses to non-Jews. Many more had to promise to leave Germany. As early as November 16, 1938, Heydrich had ordered the release of Jews “whose date of departure” from Germany was “imminent”—men like Julius Adler, who had long prepared his exit. Emigration thus became closely tied to the release of “November Jews,” with prisoners signing written pledges to get out of the country. “Are any of you not emigrating?” the Dachau commandant Loritz would ask Jewish men, just before they left the camp. But at least the prisoners were released, and at a rapid rate. In Buchenwald, the total number of “November Jews” dropped from almost ten thousand in mid-November 1938 to 1,534 on January 3, 1939, to just twenty-eight on April 19, 1939.308 With the departure of these so-called November Jews, the total number of Jewish KL prisoners declined to pre-pogrom levels. From the regime’s perspective, the camps had served their function—forcing many Jews out of Germany—and there was no need for further mass arrests. Only a few hundred new Jewish prisoners arrived between January and August 1939, and like those Jews still inside, they had largely been detained as asocials, criminals, or political opponents. When war broke out in September 1939, the Nazi regime held no more than 1,500 Jews in its concentration camps, out of a population of 270,000 to 300,000 Jews still living on the territory of the Third Reich.309 The pogrom, in short, did not turn the KL into places for the permanent mass confinement of German Jews.


  Neither did it lead to a permanent extension of the KL system. Following the dramatic growth after the pogrom, prisoner numbers quickly dropped again after most of the “November Jews” departed, falling to around 31,600 by the end of 1938.310 Numbers continued to fall over the coming months. True, there were some major police actions—including mass arrests of Austrian Gypsies in summer 1939—but not on the scale of the raids in the previous year; overall, far fewer new prisoners entered the camps.311 Meanwhile, the police continued its prisoner releases. Most surprisingly, given his previous hostility to mass releases, Heinrich Himmler agreed to mark Hitler’s fiftieth birthday on April 20, 1939, with a major amnesty, extended to various long-term political prisoners and social outsiders. On the instructions of Himmler and Eicke, the inmates were told that they had reached “the road to freedom” (though their fate would be dependent on their future behavior). Thousands of prisoners were freed in late April 1939, among them the petty criminal Josef Kolacek from Vienna and the beggar Wilhelm Müller from Duisburg, whom we encountered earlier on. Because of the amnesty, which was not publicized in the press, KL prisoner numbers fell to around twenty-two thousand in late April 1939, slightly below the mark for summer 1938.312 This figure was virtually unchanged when Germany went to war four months later; on September 1, 1939, the KL system held around 21,400 prisoners.313


  The camps’ seemingly irresistible rise had stalled in the run-up to war. This was not what SS and police leaders had envisaged. In late 1938, Himmler and his men had hoped to use the momentum of the pogrom to enlarge the camps even further. More construction was urgently needed, they argued, so that thirty-five thousand prisoners could be accommodated at any one time. However, the call for an injection of 4.6 million Reichsmark for new buildings met with staunch opposition from Reich minister of finance Count Schwerin von Krosigk, backed by Hermann Göring. Von Krosigk wanted to prevent the unchecked growth of the concentration camps. Every time they were extended, he warned, the police would fill them with more prisoners, and then demand further extensions, setting off an endless cycle of arrests. Instead of enlarging the KL system, he proposed the release of thousands of work-shy prisoners and others who posed no real threat to the state.314 Even in the late 1930s, leading Nazi figures still questioned the radical direction of Himmler’s terror apparatus and saw no need for bigger camps.


  [image: image]


  What, then, about the long-term impact of the SS assault on the “November Jews” on life inside the KL? In the history of the prewar camps, the weeks after the pogrom stand out as the most deadly by far, in terms of the total number of dead. This is not to say, however, that the Camp SS had suddenly moved to new extremes of violence, as historians have often suggested.315 Rather, the weeks after the pogrom marked a deadly peak in a much longer lethal spell, which began in summer 1938 and lasted until spring 1939, and which claimed many victims in addition to the Jewish men arrested after the pogrom.


  As we have seen, the expansion of terror and the deterioration of conditions began several months prior to the pogrom, in summer 1938. Following the raids against the “work-shy,” prisoner mortality across the concentration camp system shot up, from a monthly average of around eighteen deaths between January and May 1938 to around 118 deaths between June and August 1938.316 The main victims were “asocial” men, with the Jews among them being the most vulnerable of all—sometimes even more vulnerable than the so-called November Jews who arrived months later.317 As far as Jewish prisoners were concerned, at least, SS terror in the camps did not suddenly intensify after the pogrom. It had started to escalate before.


  And the terror carried on for several months after the pogrom. From late 1938, inmates were at greater risk of death than before; on average, 323 prisoners perished each month between November 1938 and January 1939.318 Nearly half of them were Jews arrested after the pogrom. The remaining victims came from other prisoner groups, who were also hit by the rise in SS terror.319 This was especially true, once more, for so-called asocials.320 Crucially, mass mortality in the KL persisted well into spring 1939, long after the release of almost all so-called November Jews.321 Despite a drop, the death rate initially remained extremely high; on average, 189 inmates lost their lives each month between February and April 1939. Almost two-thirds of the dead were “asocial” prisoners, for whom lethal SS repression continued almost unchanged into 1939.322


  Only later that year did the KL death rate decline more markedly, at a fast pace. Soon, prisoner mortality had fallen well below the highs of the preceding months. During the summer of 1939, the last period of calm before the outbreak of the Second World War, an average of thirty-two prisoners died each month in the camps—far fewer even than in summer 1938, although overall prisoner numbers were almost identical.323 This serves as another reminder that the Nazi camps did not head straight into the abyss. Instead, just like the Soviet Gulag, periods of rising terror were followed by greater moderation. There were structural reasons for the turnaround in summer 1939: the weather was much better, prisoner quarters were less crammed, and other elements of the infrastructure improved, too, such as the water supply at Buchenwald. At the same time, the SS also pulled back from some of its most violent excesses.324


  Inmates were grateful for the respite in summer 1939, after the horrors of the previous twelve months. “If we were not prisoners,” the Sachsenhausen camp elder Harry Naujoks wrote, “one could almost describe our life at the moment as peaceful.”325 Long-term prisoners like him were not deceived, however. They had seen enough of the KL to know that their course could change again at any moment, in a far more deadly direction.


  One of these veteran prisoners was Ernst Heilmann, who had suffered all the pains of the camps, many times over. Back in summer 1933, as we have seen, he had been beaten and degraded as the “director of the crapper” in the early camp Oranienburg. Later, he was tortured in the Prussian “model” camp Börgermoor, where guards shot and wounded him during a suicide attempt. His abuse had continued after the coordination of the KL system in Sachsenhausen and Dachau, and from September 1938 in Buchenwald, the new central camp for Jews, where he was pressed into a transport detail, carrying heavy stones and earth. It was in Buchenwald that another prisoner, who had known Heilmann in his glory days as a leading Weimar politician, met him in one of the barracks reserved for Jewish inmates, sometime after the November pogrom. Heilmann was unrecognizable; his clothes were soiled and ripped, his face furrowed, his mustache cut off, his hands chapped, his back bent, his spirit broken. “He was no longer the human being Heilmann,” his acquaintance later wrote, “he was just the wreck Heilmann.” After they exchanged some news about mutual friends and politics, Heilmann told him about his torment at the hands of the guards. Asked about the future, Heilmann gave a stark reply: “There will be war. You Aryans will still have a chance, because they will need you. But we Jews will probably all be beaten to death.” This chilling prediction soon came true for Heilmann himself, who died in the early months of the Second World War, as the KL descended into terror on an unprecedented scale.326
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  War


  On the morning of September 1, 1939, Adolf Hitler, wearing a simple gray military uniform, addressed the hastily convened Reichstag in Berlin. Unusually tense and nervous, Hitler announced to millions of Germans listening on the radio—among them KL prisoners lined up on roll call squares—that war with Poland had broken out. In his speech, Hitler played the victim. Germany was forced to act because of Polish provocations and border violations, he claimed, including no fewer than three serious incidents during the previous night. “Tonight,” Hitler announced, “Poland has for the first time fired on our territory with regular troops. Since 5:45 a.m., fire is being returned!”1 There had indeed been trouble on the German-Polish border in Upper Silesia. But it had all been staged by the Nazis themselves: dramatic political theater—devised by Hitler and Himmler, directed by Heydrich, performed by special Nazi forces—to give an excuse, however flimsy, for German aggression. “The victor,” Hitler had bluntly told his military commanders a few days earlier, “will not be asked whether he told the truth or not.”2


  The sinister plot had been prepared for some time, and on August 31, in anticipation of the imminent German attack, Heydrich gave the final go-ahead to his men in Upper Silesia. That evening, a covert commando stormed a radio station in the German border town of Gleiwitz. The men brandished pistols and announced over the airwaves that the station was in the hands of Polish freedom fighters; for effect, shots were fired in the background. Later that night, other Nazi special commandos staged the “Polish assaults” on German territory that Hitler later referred to in the Reichstag. The SS and policemen involved had trained for weeks at secret locations, even learning to sing Polish songs and growing beards and sideburns to look the part. The most elaborate mock attack came at Hochlinden, where one group, wearing Polish army uniforms and screaming in Polish, attacked and demolished the German border post, before another group, dressed as German guards, overpowered them.


  To make this farce look more convincing, the conspirators decided that bodies of killed “insurgents” were needed. Looking for men who could be executed on cue, their eyes fell on KL prisoners. Sometime in mid-summer 1939, Heinrich Müller, who headed the central Gestapo department for domestic matters, arranged for top-secret transports of prisoners—or “supplies,” as he apparently called them—from Sachsenhausen, Flossenbürg, and other concentration camps to a police prison in Breslau, where they were placed in solitary confinement. On August 31, 1939, some of these prisoners were taken out of their cells. An SS doctor apparently drugged them, before their lifeless bodies, dressed in Polish uniforms, were driven to Hochlinden in black Mercedes limousines with drawn blinds. After the staged attack began, the bodies were dragged out, dumped at the border post, and shot. To obscure the identity of the dead, the killers smashed their faces with hammers and axes. Then they took photos of the slain at the scene, which were sent to Berlin as “proof” of the Polish attack. The following morning, as the actual German troops were advancing into Poland, the special commando hastily buried the prisoners’ corpses in the forest near Hochlinden.3


  It could be said that the first victims of the Second World War were concentration camp inmates. Many more casualties would follow, and when the war finally ended, six years later, more than sixty million men, women, and children were dead, including more than 1.7 million KL victims.4 Nazi leaders had long despised the prisoners, their savage mind-set summed up in spring 1938 by Joseph Goebbels, following a private conversation with Hitler and Himmler about the concentration camps. “There is only scum inside,” he noted in his diary. “It has to be annihilated—for the benefit and welfare of the people.”5 This was no empty talk. During World War II, mass death engulfed inmates in almost all the camps. And although the great majority of victims died during the second half of the war, the lethal turn of the KL system began early, in the years between 1939 and 1941.


  THE CAMP SS AT WAR


  “War came,” Rudolf Höss wrote in early 1947, looking back on the Nazi invasion of Poland, “and with it the great turn in the life of the concentration camps.”6 Höss was right, at least up to a point. The prisoner population doubled in little more than a year, reaching around fifty-three thousand at the end of 1940, and it continued to rise. A year later, by early 1942, around eighty thousand men and women were locked up, many of them crammed into new concentration camps. Because just as inmate numbers grew, so did the KL system. In autumn 1939, the SS had controlled six main camps; by early 1942, it was thirteen.7 Considered in isolation, the expansion of the concentration camps might seem exceptional. But the KL system remained part of the wider Nazi web of terror, which also grew much denser during the early war years; existing sites flourished and new ones sprang up everywhere, with camps, jails, ghettos, prisons, and dungeons holding millions of men, women, and children. And yet, the war did not change everything; it did not revolutionize the Third Reich.8 As far as KL terror was concerned, there was no immediate break with the past. The SS remained in overall charge and saw no need to redraw the basic outlines. The ability of the concentration camp system to absorb change and to adapt, without losing its core mission, would prove to be one of its most terrifying strengths over the coming years.


  Eicke’s Legacy


  Hitler envisaged the war with Poland as more than an ordinary military campaign. His view of the Polish people as racial enemies—“subhuman” Slavs who had to be enslaved or destroyed—helped to make the Polish campaign the first of the Nazis’ racial wars.9 This was Himmler’s moment. Since summer 1939, his deputy Reinhard Heydrich had overseen the formation of special SS and police task forces, primed to follow the army and fight against “anti-German elements.”10 After the invasion, these task forces wreaked havoc in Nazi-occupied Poland, targeting politicians, state officials, priests, and noblemen, as well as local Jews. Other troops went on a rampage, too, and by the end of 1939, after the German victory, tens of thousands of Polish civilians had been murdered, including at least seven thousand Jews.11


  Among the fiercest killers in newly occupied Poland were Death’s Head SS troops, led by none other than Theodor Eicke. Eicke had long styled himself as a “political soldier” and now moved from the imaginary inner front of the camps to the real front line. During the invasion, he commanded three SS Death’s Head regiments, giving some of his orders from the safety of Hitler’s armored train. For weeks, his men laid waste to villages and cities, robbing, arresting, torturing, and murdering many of the locals. As a reward, the insatiable Eicke was entrusted with the formation of the SS Death’s Head division, which gradually developed its own organizational structure, separate from the KL, as Eicke’s move from the camps to the front became permanent. He was joined by thousands of SS sentries as well as several senior KL officials, who came to occupy almost all leading positions in the new division (some later returned to the Camp SS). Once more, Eicke drummed his core values—brutality, racism, ruthlessness—into his men, and they did him proud. The SS Death’s Head division was responsible for countless war crimes and became one of the most feared units during the Second World War.12


  The SS men chosen for Eicke’s division initially assembled for training on a site many of them knew well—Dachau. Eicke had started his career there as commandant in 1933 and now returned, six years later, as a general. On November 4, 1939, Himmler himself came to check on Eicke’s progress, finding the whole complex much changed; to make room for the SS troops, Dachau had been cleared of almost all prisoners in late September 1939, with some 4,700 men transported to Mauthausen, Buchenwald, and Flossenbürg. The survivors returned after January 1940, once Eicke and his SS troops had left for another training ground.13


  With Eicke gone, the Camp SS had lost the headmaster of its school of violence. But Eicke’s spirit remained; the essence of his teachings had entered the core of the Camp SS. Also, Eicke never fully severed his ties to the camp system, acting as its elder statesman. His family still lived in the SS settlement in Oranienburg, and whenever he was on leave, he was welcome at the nearby IKL office, where he was more than happy to share his thoughts with his successor as inspector of the concentration camps, Richard Glücks.14


  A sturdy man in his early fifties—born on April 22, 1889, just two days after Hitler—Richard Glücks had spent most of his adult life in uniform. During the First World War, he mainly fought in France, participating in the battles of Verdun and the Somme. Following a brief interlude in a Freikorps after the German defeat, the decorated soldier served in the much-reduced German army, aiding its illegal rearmament. Glücks eventually lost his post in 1931, during the depression, and was briefly unemployed. He was already a member of the Nazi Party by then, having joined in March 1930, and in November 1932, he entered the SS: the professional soldier became a professional SS officer. Glücks quickly moved ahead and caught the eye of Theodor Eicke, who appointed him on April 1, 1936, as his chief of staff, the second most powerful position in the IKL. The querulous Eicke was difficult to please, but Glücks was a man after his taste. Efficient and energetic, he was devoted to his boss, a key quality for advancing in an organization built on personal connections and favoritism. Eicke duly secured Glücks an early promotion to Oberführer, and as his boss got increasingly bogged down in military schemes in the run-up to war, it was Glücks who took over much of the day-to-day management in the IKL, well before his appointment as inspector in October 1939. He would head the KL administration for more than five years, longer even than Eicke, right up to the collapse of Nazi Germany.


  Ideological commitment Glücks had in abundance; but of charisma he had none, and he was always destined to remain in the shadow of his mentor, Eicke. Compared to the overbearing Eicke, who led from the front, Glücks appeared indecisive, a serious character flaw in SS circles. And while Eicke had sought the company of his men, Glücks was a more remote figure. The intense male world of SS camaraderie was not really for him. “I live very frugally, don’t drink, and have no passions,” he wrote in 1935. Some senior Camp SS members viewed him with suspicion because he had never served an apprenticeship inside a KL, complaining that he was just a desk-bound bureaucrat. His superiors were more positive, but even here Glücks could not emulate Eicke. Although he was directly subordinate to Himmler, the two men were never close and rarely met.15 Himmler had promoted Glücks not for his initiative or leadership skills, but because he stood for continuity, promising to consolidate his predecessor’s legacy.


  The same message was sent by the appointment of Arthur Liebehenschel as Glücks’s second-in-command. More than ten years Glücks’s junior, he had also been a career soldier, leaving the German army after twelve years in late 1931 as an NCO. Just a few months later, he enlisted in the SS, and in summer 1934 he joined the Camp SS, which he served for almost all of the Third Reich. As adjutant in Lichtenburg, Liebehenschel gained hands-on experience and then moved to the IKL in summer 1937. Here, he headed the political department and worked closely with Glücks, who valued his managerial skills. Some of his other colleagues, by contrast, saw Liebehenschel as a weak figure, describing him as “sensitive,” “quiet,” and “kind”—damning words in the martial world of the Camp SS. Rudolf Höss, his former neighbor in the genteel SS settlement in Sachsenhausen, where their children had sometimes played together, pictured him as a man “who could not even hurt a fly.” In reality, Liebehenschel was deeply implicated in the increasingly murderous IKL policies, and he later got a chance to prove himself as commandant of Auschwitz.16


  In the early war years, then, the camp administration was headed by two old hands, Glücks and Liebehenschel, who had learned their trade under Eicke. Continuity was the watchword in the individual camps, too, at least inside the Commandant Staffs, where key positions, from senior officers down to block leaders, were largely held by Camp SS veterans. Most of the eleven men promoted by Glücks to camp commandant between 1939 and 1942, for example, had previously held senior KL positions, and they, too, had internalized Eicke’s values.17 Take Martin Weiss, appointed in April 1940 as commandant of the new SS camp Neuengamme. Weiss was a first-generation member of the Camp SS, having started his career in April 1933, aged twenty-seven, as a sentry in Dachau. He later moved to the Commandant Staff, and by 1938 had risen to adjutant. An electrical engineer, Weiss was better educated than most of his comrades, but like them, he had frequented radical nationalist circles in the Weimar years and had been active early on in the nascent Nazi movement. Weiss was part of the new breed of technocrats of terror, graduates of Eicke’s school who came to the fore during the Second World War. Above all else, Weiss saw himself as a professional: just as other people became army or police officers, he had become a camp commandant, and he was so proud that he used his job title even on his private notepaper.18 In the daily running of their KL, commandants like Weiss needed little prompting from above. Inspector Glücks was not looking for administrators but for men of action who knew the rules of the game, and he was generally happy to let them get on with it. According to Rudolf Höss, Glücks often dismissed questions from commandants: “You all know much better than me what’s going on.”19


  And yet, the early war-time commandants were never autonomous, despite their considerable might. Glücks and his IKL managers were in constant contact with individual camps, ruling on requests and issuing instructions about labor, punishment, transfers, promotions, discipline, and much else besides; the IKL also updated Eicke’s old camp regulations.20 Some commandants grumbled about “unrealistic” directives sent by Oranienburg pencil pushers.21 But although they could sidestep some central rules, local camp officials implemented most orders. They also sent a stream of statistics to the IKL, including daily updates on inmate numbers and categories, and monthly figures of fatalities and causes of prisoner deaths.22 Of course, the managers at the IKL gained no complete picture from this data, thanks not least to cover-ups by individual commandants. “What the camps really looked like,” Rudolf Höss cautioned, “could not be seen from the correspondence and the files.”23 But the IKL officials had more than reports to go on. They inspected camps and called local officials for regular meetings to Oranienburg, keeping up the informal contacts so important in the Camp SS.24 Overall, then, the IKL kept a watchful eye on its camps.


  Other agencies and individuals interfered with the concentration camps, too. The police continued to hold great sway; in charge of arrests and releases, it regulated the prisoner flow to and from the KL system, and involved itself in many internal matters.25 Other branches of the SS were shaping the camps as well, none more so than Oswald Pohl’s buoyant business and administration empire. Finally, some of the most critical choices were still made at the top of the Nazi state. The personal power of Heinrich Himmler grew enormously during the war; among all the pretenders to Hitler’s throne, it was Himmler who gained the most, outflanking more senior rivals. And despite his increasingly hectic schedule, he retained an intense interest in the KL, his own creation. Himmler continued to involve himself on all levels, from trivial minutiae to pivotal decisions, sometimes bypassing the police and the Inspectorate altogether.26 In fact, SS officials could barely keep him away; in 1940 alone, his itinerary included at least nine trips to KL and associated sites.27 The camps were still very much Himmler’s camps.


  Changing the Guards


  While there was much continuity at the top of the Camp SS, the situation was different further below. After the invasion of Poland, a large number of sentries, who had long trained for military duties, departed. In all, an estimated 6,500 to 7,000 Camp SS men joined the SS Death’s Head division in autumn 1939.28 The gaps were filled with new recruits, who were quickly trained and deployed, generally as sentries in the Guard Troop.29 Camp SS veterans passed on the basics. Shortly before he left to take up his military command, Theodor Eicke assembled SS men in charge of training in Sachsenhausen. They had to teach the novices to treat prisoners with absolute severity, Eicke ordered, as all foes and saboteurs had to be exterminated.30 SS publications reminded new recruits of their duties, too, rehashing the old story of guards performing a soldier’s job.31 The fictional parity with the combat troops was upheld in other ways, as Camp SS men were soon subsumed under the large umbrella of the Waffen SS (Armed SS), which included all the militarized sections of the SS.32


  The longer the war lasted, the more diverse the Camp SS became. This trend was set already in autumn 1939. The replacements arriving in the KL were far older than Eicke’s “bright-eyed” youngsters had been. Many were in their forties or fifties, judged unfit for frontline duties and drafted from the regular SS.33 The Buchenwald prisoner Walter Poller remembered most of these recruits as “elderly SS men with minor physical ailments.”34 It was not just their appearance that counteracted SS ideals. Many of the new men were markedly less enthusiastic than the prewar volunteers had been. And although some had previously received basic training as sentries, or had gained military experience during the First World War, they were frequently lambasted for their incompetence by Camp SS veterans.35 A few newcomers even committed the sin of showing a human face to prisoners. Having lived through the German Empire and the Weimar Republic, they had retained some sense of right and wrong, and were not cut out for the KL.36 In Dachau, for example, an older SS man on sentry duty confessed to prisoners that he was disgusted by his job and did not want to shoot at “helpless and desperate people.”37


  The new recruits were pushed hard to fall into line. Camp Inspector Glücks signed a thundering directive in early 1940, threatening anyone guilty of “sentimental humanitarianism” with severe consequences; newcomers had to handle all prisoners as “enemies of the state of the worst kind.”38 More reminders kept on coming.39 Such interventions probably had some effect, as did the passage of time; what had first seemed unbearable to some novices quickly became acceptable. Many new guards soaked up the spirit of the Camp SS and became inured to the violence, just as members of Nazi killing squads in occupied Europe found that their bloody task became easier over time.40 In a private letter soon after his arrival in Flossenbürg, one new recruit expressed his “pride” in protecting the German public from all the “bums and public enemies” inside the KL.41


  Camp commandants piled added pressure on their men, old and new. The most domineering figure in the early war years was the Buchenwald commandant Karl Otto Koch, as the following directives from autumn and winter 1939 demonstrate. Again and again, Koch blasted his men for being lazy, stupid, and useless. Prisoners were not worked hard enough, he ranted: building sites were dirty, output “pretty much zero,” and discipline “rotten.”42 It was no better inside the prisoner barracks, thanks to “indifferent” SS block leaders, who were practically “asleep.”43 His men showed no initiative, Koch railed, leaving everything to him. “It won’t be long,” he sneered in October 1939, “before I will have to make sure that everyone wipes their own asses.”44 Worst of all, some SS men colluded with inmates. Rather than punish or shoot prisoners who foraged for food in the camp’s no-go zone, guards had asked the prisoners to fetch some vegetables for them, too. “Truly a charming way,” Koch remarked acidly, “to fraternize and cooperate with criminals.”45


  Punishment was never far from Commandant Koch’s mind. His main targets were prisoners, of course.46 But the failings of SS men called for strict sanctions, too, like special drill exercises.47 Koch habitually spied on his men through SS confidants, and in late November 1939, he took the drastic step of grounding all block leaders for two weeks; even married SS men who lived outside the camp complex were forbidden to leave.48 The final punishment for miscreant SS men, Koch said more than once, would be their own detention in the KL: “He who gets involved with prisoners will be treated like a prisoner.”49 Other Camp SS officers made similar threats and occasionally followed through; in Sachsenhausen, an SS man was publicly whipped because he had been bribed (by prisoner relatives) to treat some inmates better.50


  Koch’s tirades infuriated many Buchenwald SS men. To them, Koch’s posing as a paragon of propriety must have smacked of grand hypocrisy, for the commandant was corrupt to the core. Not for him the small-scale scams of most SS men; as greedy as he was brutal, Koch had bigger ambitions. He had already demonstrated his ruthlessness after the 1938 pogrom, when he systematically robbed imprisoned Jews, and he became ever more brazen during the war, squirreling away tens of thousands of Reichsmark in secret bank accounts and hoarding gold ripped from the mouths of prisoners. He spent his loot on food and drink and on his mistresses in Weimar; he also bought himself a motorboat and extended his lavish villa. Koch lived like an SS king. His greatest extravagance was the massive indoor riding hall, complete with mirrors, which he had commissioned in February 1940 for himself and his wife, who often took her turns in the morning, accompanied by music from the camp orchestra. The prisoners paid for her pleasure with their lives; dozens had died during the breakneck construction of the riding hall, which stood near the prisoner canteen.


  Eventually, Koch’s crimes caught up with him. He had alienated too many SS men inside the camp and outside, including the regional higher SS and police leader, who ordered Koch’s arrest in late 1941 (he was succeeded as Buchenwald commandant by Hermann Pister, who had previously run the small SS special camp Hinzert). But Koch was not finished yet. As a key member of the Camp SS, and a protégé of Eicke’s, he still had powerful friends, and following an intervention from Himmler, Koch was swiftly released.51 On probation, he was sent in January 1942 to one of the new camps in Nazi-occupied Poland. Luckily for Koch, the camp system was expanding quickly during the war, affording him another opportunity for violence, theft, and abuse.52


  New Prisoners


  Adolf Hitler always saw the Second World War as a conflict fought on two fronts. On the battlefield, he believed, Germany waged a life-and-death struggle for survival. But there was another war going on, at the home front, where Germany had to face down its remaining internal enemies. Hitler had been obsessed with the home front ever since the defeat of 1918, which he (like many Germans) blamed on the collapse of civilian morale and the “stab in the back” by Jews, Communists, Social Democrats, criminals, and others.53 Lessons had been learned, Hitler swore in the Reichstag as he announced the attack on Poland: “A November 1918 will never be repeated in German history!” This was a rallying cry he would return to again and again during the Second World War.54


  Policing the home front was Himmler’s domain. His terror apparatus was consolidated on September 27, 1939, when the security police and the SD merged into the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA), led by Heydrich. The RSHA became the center of Nazi repression. Over the coming years, all the most radical measures were coordinated in the RSHA, a new type of Nazi institution without limits and restraint, run by young, ambitious, and educated fanatics.55


  The police swung into action at the start of the war, pulling many more Germans into the KL. Using up-to-date databases of potential “enemies of the state,” Gestapo raids caught several thousand political suspects, mainly former activists from the KPD and SPD.56 Some were veterans of the prewar KL and now returned to the place they feared the most.57 The criminal police, meanwhile, wanted to use the cover of war to cleanse Germany of deviants. In autumn 1939, its targets included the “work-shy,” “Gypsies without fixed residence,” and “criminal psychopaths,” as well as homosexual men and female prostitutes.58 As a result, the number of social outsiders in concentration camps gradually increased once more; by the end of 1940, there were over thirteen thousand prisoners in preventive police custody, slightly more than two years earlier.59 German Jews were on the police radar, too. As early as September 7, 1939, the criminal police ordered that former Jewish camp inmates should be rearrested if they had made no real effort to leave the country—never mind the fact that escaping Germany was fast becoming impossible. Jews working “productively” were supposed to be exempt from imprisonment, as were elderly and ill Jews, at least for now.60


  This detention of German Jews, political opponents, and social outsiders could build on prewar practices. What was new, during the war, were mass arrests of foreign nationals. As Nazi Germany staked its claim on Europe—following the conquest of Poland in 1939, Denmark was occupied in April 1940, Holland and Belgium capitulated in May, and France and Norway followed in June—more and more people from abroad were dragged to the KL. At the beginning of the Third Reich, the camps had been conceived as weapons against Germans; a decade later, they threatened the people of Europe.


  Foreigners began to arrive in larger numbers in concentration camps from autumn 1939. Among the first were further Czech nationals. At the start of the war, the Nazi occupation authorities arrested hundreds of politicians and officials as “hostages” to deter resistance. But the Czech population was not cowed, resulting in large demonstrations at universities in Prague and elsewhere. The Nazi authorities quickly crushed these protests, apparently on Hitler’s orders, and forced more prisoners into the KL.61 The largest transport, with some 1,200 Czechs, arrived in November 1939 in Sachsenhausen. Among them was Jiri Volf, arrested with fellow students in his hall of residence, who later recalled the SS reception: “We were immediately beaten with truncheons, so that I lost four teeth.”62


  Other foreign political prisoners, such as those who had been on the side of the doomed Republic during the Spanish Civil War, fared even worse. Many left-wing veterans had fled Spain after Franco’s victory and sought refuge in France, together with their families. It was here, often fighting for the French army, that they fell into Nazi hands. Reinhard Heydrich ordered that they should normally be taken to the KL, with Mauthausen, the most punitive camp at the time, set as the main destination. The first prisoners arrived on August 6, 1940, and within a year, more than six thousand men had been taken to the camp. Some were Germans and Austrians who had fought in the international brigades, but the great majority of the “Red Spaniards,” as the Nazis called them, were Spanish.63


  Despite the arrests across Nazi-controlled Europe, the KL did not become truly international overnight; in all, foreign prisoners still made up a rather small group until summer 1941. There was just one exception—Polish prisoners. The Nazi invasion of Poland was accompanied by extreme violence, as we have seen. The German forces started as they meant to go on, and over the coming months a brutal occupation regime was set up, aimed at the destruction of the Polish nation, the plunder of its economic resources, and the enslavement of its people. One radical project was the ethnic cleansing of the western Polish territory, which was incorporated into the Reich; by the end of 1940, more than three hundred thousand Poles had been deported from here to the so-called General Government, the eastern part of Nazi-controlled Poland, under German civilian administration (headed by Hans Frank).64 At the same time, the occupation of Poland also radicalized Nazi anti-Jewish policy.65


  Terror was ever-present in German-controlled Poland. Mass arrests had been in the cards well before the invasion; in late August 1939, Reinhard Heydrich envisaged that his task forces would take some thirty thousand people to the KL, far more than the entire camp population at the time.66 The first Polish prisoners duly arrived in autumn 1939, among them resistance fighters and members of the intelligentsia, including 168 academics from Krakow University.67 But the number of prisoners from the newly occupied Polish territory initially remained much smaller than the SS had anticipated.


  Far more Poles were detained inside the old German borders in autumn 1939; above all, police leaders wanted to remove Polish Jews, sanctioning the arrest of men who had often lived in Germany or Austria for decades.68 Police terror against Poles inside the German heartland expanded further during the following year, after the mass influx of civilian workers. The Nazi regime was determined to place most of the war’s burden on other shoulders and increasingly exploited foreign workers. In the early war years, most of them were Poles. Some came voluntarily, deceived by Nazi promises of a rosy life, while many more were dragged westward by force. Conditions were poor and discipline harsh, and the police were never far away. Prejudice and paranoia were ingrained in the minds of the policemen, who saw Polish foreign workers as potential thieves, saboteurs, and rapists. Infractions of the strict rules—written and unwritten—were severely punished, not least with transfer to the concentration camps.69


  Mass arrests in occupied Poland were stepped up, too, and in line with Himmler’s wishes, countless prisoner transports set off for the KL from spring 1940. Often, the Gestapo offered no more than a stereotypical phrase to justify their detention, such as: “Belongs to the Polish intelligentsia and harbors the spirit of resistance.” In Dachau alone, 13,337 Polish men arrived between March and December 1940, mostly from the incorporated Polish territories; among them were hundreds of Polish priests, after Dachau was designated as the central concentration camp for arrested clergymen.70


  In some of the older KL for men, the number of Polish prisoners soon began to rival that of German inmates.71 The Ravensbrück women’s camp was affected, too; in April 1940, more than seventy percent of all new arrivals were Polish. As they watched Ravensbrück fill up with even more Polish women over the coming months, other prisoners began to wonder whether Hitler had decided “to wipe out the Polish people altogether.”72


  Extending the KL System


  Heinrich Himmler had never expected his camp system to stay still. Speaking candidly in November 1938, he told the top brass of the SS that during a war “we won’t be able to make do” with the existing concentration camps. He was worried about another so-called stab in the back, no doubt, and his prescription was clear: more people would be arrested, more space would be required.73 Himmler’s vision soon came true, though even he did not foresee what would become of his terror apparatus—a sprawling, squalid maze of hundreds of camps.


  This apocalyptic final stage was still some years off. Nonetheless, the wide-ranging arrests after the outbreak of war quickly led to overcrowding; by late 1939, the KL population had already risen to around thirty thousand prisoners, and SS leaders cast around for more camps.74 It was around this time that Heinrich Himmler ordered a survey of provisional prisoner camps set up since the start of the war. Primarily, he wanted to stop regional Nazi officials from running their own private camps, as they had done in 1933. “Concentration camps can only be established with my authorization,” he insisted in December 1939. But Himmler was also thinking about adding one of these provisional sites to his official KL portfolio.75


  Several of his lieutenants, including Camp Inspector Glücks, championed a new KL “for the East,” to hold down the Polish population.76 After much deliberation, the SS settled on a site in the provincial Polish border town Oświęcim, southeast of Katowice (Kattowitz). Oświęcim, part of the Habsburg Empire until 1918, had been occupied in the first days of the Second World War, and incorporated into the German Reich in late October 1939, together with the rest of east Upper Silesia. Even before then, the occupiers had taken the symbolic step of renaming the town, reverting to its old German name—Auschwitz.77


  The origins of the Auschwitz camp go back to the First World War, when a temporary settlement for seasonal workers en route to Germany had been set up just outside the town. Most of the grounds, containing brick houses and wooden barracks, were later used by the Polish army, before being taken over by the Wehrmacht in September 1939 as a POW camp. But it was quickly closed down again and by the end of the year the site was almost empty, if only for a short time.78 In the early months of 1940, SS experts repeatedly inspected the location, weighing up the pros and cons of its use as a KL. In their eyes, it was not perfect; the buildings were run down and the groundwater of poor quality. Worst of all, two rivers, the Soła and Vistula, met nearby, creating a flood-risk area infested with insects. At the same time, the SS noted several advantages. The site was already established, lay close to a railway hub, and could easily be shielded from prying eyes. In the end, these arguments won the day, and in April 1940, work on the grounds began.79 Faced with new demands in wartime, the Camp SS was willing to improvise; contrary to its recent policy of purpose-building new camps, it returned to the old practice of converting existing structures.


  Auschwitz officially operated from June 14, 1940, when the first mass transport of Polish inmates arrived: 728 men from Tarnów prison near Krakow, across the border in the General Government. Most of them were young men, including students and soldiers, accused of a wide range of anti-German activities.80 On arrival, they were assaulted by SS men and by some of the thirty German Kapos who had come from Sachsenhausen more than three weeks earlier. Soon, the shirts and jackets of the Polish prisoners were covered in sweat and blood. One of them was twenty-one-year-old Wiesław Kielar, who received inmate number 290. Once he and his fellow prisoners had lined up on the roll call square, they were addressed by the new camp compound leader, Hauptsturmführer Karl Fritzsch, previously stationed at Dachau and one of around 120 SS men in Auschwitz, who told them that this was not a sanatorium but a German concentration camp. “We were soon to experience,” Kielar wrote later, “what that meant, a concentration camp!”81


  The Auschwitz commandant was another old hand of the Camp SS. Rudolf Höss was officially appointed (by Himmler) on May 4, 1940, having just returned from an inspection of the site. As commandant, the tireless Höss was eager to apply what he had learned in Dachau and Sachsenhausen. For over a million prisoners, Auschwitz was death. For Höss, it was his life. When he arrived, he envisaged a new model camp, with himself at the helm. But the dilapidated place he took over was far removed from his dreams. There was not enough wood or bricks during the initial construction, and Höss could not even put up a fence around his camp: “So I had to steal the urgently needed pieces of barbed wire.”82


  Auschwitz remained a wasteland, as even the SS acknowledged, though this did not stop its rapid expansion into one of the largest KL.83 At the end of 1940, just half a year after it opened, nearly 7,900 prisoners had been transported to Auschwitz, where they were held in one-story and two-story brick buildings on the former army barrack grounds.84 Many more arrived over the following year, as the grounds were extended. By early 1942, Auschwitz had become the largest concentration camp of all (except for Mauthausen), with nearly twelve thousand men locked up inside. More than three-quarters of these men were Poles, as the camp’s main purpose remained the battle against the conquered population.85 Today Auschwitz is synonymous with the Holocaust, but it was built to impose German rule over Poland.86


  In addition to Auschwitz, the SS established four other KL for men between spring 1940 and late summer 1941.87 The first was Neuengamme, close to Hamburg. Previously a satellite camp of Sachsenhausen, it was now turned into a main camp, a few months after an inspection by Himmler in January 1940. The SS transferred more prisoners from Sachsenhausen, who had to build the new main camp, working for up to sixteen hours a day in frost and rain. One inmate recalled that, early on, the ground had been completely frozen: “We had to dig the foundation for the barracks. The pickaxes were heavier than we were.” On June 4, 1940, survivors and recent arrivals were finally relocated to the new compound, which was far from ready; around eight hundred prisoners were crammed into three half-finished barracks. Nonetheless, the camp grew quickly; at the end of 1941, Neuengamme held 4,500 to 4,800 prisoners.88


  Gross-Rosen, another of the new main camps, had started out as a satellite camp, too. Situated in Lower Silesia, on a hill near the town of Striegau, it had operated as an outpost of Sachsenhausen since early August 1940, when the first prisoners were taken to two provisional barracks surrounded by a fence. Himmler himself visited in late October 1940, and in the following spring, on May 1, 1941, Gross-Rosen was designated as a main camp. At first, it remained rather small, however, as there were no funds for its enlargement, and by October 1, 1941, no more than 1,185 prisoners were held inside.89 Its moment as a place of mass detention and death was still to come.


  At the same time as Gross-Rosen, another main camp was founded—Natzweiler, in idyllic surroundings on a steep hill in the Vosges Mountains in Alsace. It also started out as a small camp, with the first three hundred prisoners arriving toward the end of May 1941. As in the other new camps, the SS was forced to improvise during the construction phase. At the outset, inmates were held on a temporary site, while the SS administration was housed in a hotel in the nearby village of Struthof.90 And just as in Gross-Rosen, the camp grew more slowly than the SS had anticipated; the initial target figure of 2,500 prisoners was only approached at the end of 1943.91


  The final new SS concentration camp, located near Paderborn in Westphalia, was Himmler’s private folly. Devoted to mysticism, he wanted to create a spiritual home for the SS. He selected the renaissance castle Wewelsburg in Niederhagen, and from 1934 turned it into an enormous SS shrine. In May 1939, during a time of severe labor shortages in Germany, Himmler drafted KL prisoners to help with his pet project. Initially, they were held in a small labor camp on a hill opposite the castle, run as a satellite camp of Sachsenhausen, but on September 1, 1941, Himmler turned it into a main camp, called Niederhagen. On paper, it was a regular SS concentration camp. Given its specific focus, however, it remained the smallest of all the main camps, holding no more than around six hundred prisoners in early 1942. And yet, it was no less lethal than other KL. Some prisoners died in quarries, others during the construction of the “crypt” (presumably designed for worshipping SS leaders) under the northern tower of the castle. In the end, Himmler’s eerie plan was never fully realized. In early 1943, as Germany diverted more and more resources to total war, even he could not justify the project anymore. The surviving prisoners were transferred elsewhere and the main camp closed down on April 30, 1943; in all, Niederhagen had existed for less than two years.92


  Despite its hurried expansion during the early war years, the KL system did not fragment. Before long, life inside the new camps largely resembled life in the old ones. There were structural reasons for this: all camps received orders and directives from the IKL and RSHA. And there were personal links, too. In all the five new camps, the first Kapos had arrived from Sachsenhausen, the springboard for the expansion of the KL system, and they quickly fitted into the routines they knew so well.93 Many of their SS masters, too, had breathed the air of the camps for years. Among the new commandants were ambitious young officers like Höss. SS leaders also gave another chance to veterans judged to have failed elsewhere, as in the case of Karl Koch. Another beneficiary was the first Gross-Rosen commandant, Arthur Rödl, who had previously held senior positions in Lichtenburg, Sachsenburg, and Buchenwald. Wherever he went, Rödl had offended his superiors; he was incompetent and barely literate, they complained, and had been promoted way above his station. Even Theodor Eicke regarded him as an embarrassment, but had been unable to get rid of him; as a highly decorated stalwart of the Nazi movement who had participated in the 1923 putsch, Rödl could count on Himmler’s protection. His promotion to Gross-Rosen commandant in 1941 would be his final opportunity to prove his worth in the Camp SS.94


  The new camps contributed to the spread of wartime terror. As we have seen, Auschwitz was designed to combat dissent and opposition among the Polish population. And three of the other new KL—Neuengamme, Gross-Rosen, and Natzweiler—had a political function, too. All three were located close to the German border and helped to subjugate occupied peoples. Neuengamme was situated near Denmark and Holland and grew into the most important camp in northwestern Germany; Natzweiler lay in territory recently annexed from France; Gross-Rosen lay in eastern Germany, between incorporated Poland and the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, and already at the beginning some forty percent of its prisoners were Polish and Czech.95 And yet, the early wartime expansion of the KL system was not about terror alone. It was also about forced labor, with SS economic ambitions growing fast as the German army went from strength to strength.


  Bricks and Stones


  Following the crushing victory over France, Adolf Hitler fulfilled an old dream: he embarked on a brief tour of the country he had fought against more than two decades earlier, returning as the avenger of the traumatic German defeat of 1918. The highlight of his trip came on the morning of June 28, 1940, when his Mercedes motorcade entered Paris. The French capital glowed in the early summer sun as Hitler surveyed his new possessions, ticking off the tourist itinerary. He played the guide during his tour, impressing his entourage with details about history, art, and architecture he had gleaned from books. One of the sycophantic hangers-on was Albert Speer, who had been invited to share in his mentor’s triumph.


  Returning to his temporary headquarters that night, a euphoric Hitler ordered Speer to intensify the monumental plans for rebuilding Berlin and the other so-called Führer Cities (Hamburg, Linz, Munich, and Nuremberg), which had been put on hold after the war broke out. Hitler called it the “most important building project of the Reich,” lasting a full ten years. But why restrict himself to just a few cities? Germany would dominate Europe for centuries, Hitler believed, and needed to show a proud face to the world. By early 1941, he had designated more than twenty German cities to be remodeled, fantasizing about new streets and squares, theaters and towers.96


  The SS was just as eager as Speer to make Hitler’s wishes come true, and its cooperation with Speer’s office, inaugurated before the war, became closer than ever. Speer needed building materials, and the SS pledged to deliver through its company DESt. Speer was more than happy to bankroll it, and by mid-1941 he had made at least twelve million Reichsmark available to DESt, which grew into a midsize company.97 The main burden of the work would be borne by KL inmates. In September 1940, in a speech to SS officers, Himmler stressed that it was essential for prisoners to “break stones and burn stones” for the Führer’s great buildings.98


  The entire SS economy was expanding, not just DESt, and the early years of the war saw its greatest period of growth.99 It was still overseen by Oswald Pohl, who promoted several skilled managers to the top, more determined than ever to turn his ramshackle outfit into a professional operation.100 Not all the businesses relied on forced labor, at least not early on. Still, the exploitation of prisoners was the backbone of the SS economy, and because private industry was not yet showing any real interest, the SS had a more or less free hand over its inmates.101


  Forced prisoner labor bolstered the growth of the German Equipment Works (DAW), an SS enterprise that incorporated many of the camp workshops and produced a range of goods, from bread to furniture. Set up in May 1939, DAW came into its own during the war. By summer 1940, the workshops in Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald had been swallowed up, and by early 1941, some 1,220 prisoners worked for DAW in these three camps; numbers were set to rise sharply over the next years, as DAW expanded into the largest of all SS-run companies.102 Another major SS operation was the grandly titled German Experimental Institution for Nutrition and Provision (DVA). Founded in January 1939, it grew quickly during the war, too, spearheaded by the gardening and herb cultivation on the Dachau plantation, which became one of the largest work details inside the camp; in May 1940, some one thousand Dachau prisoners toiled here every day.103 The SS authorities had even bigger plans for agricultural production in Auschwitz (largely independent from DVA), keenly watched by Heinrich Himmler, who expected major breakthroughs for the German settlement of the east.104


  Himmler’s attention was soon diverted by an even more ambitious project in Auschwitz, a pioneering collaboration between the SS and private industry. In early 1941, the chemical giant IG Farben decided to build a vast factory by the Polish village of Dwory, a couple of miles from Auschwitz town. The company was primarily attracted by nearby natural resources and good transport links, though it also welcomed the availability of forced laborers from the local KL (at a rate of three or four Reichsmark per prisoner per day). Himmler jumped at the chance of cooperating with industry, hoping to advance the economic standing and expertise of the SS. After his first visit to Auschwitz on March 1, 1941, accompanied by Richard Glücks, he ordered the extension of the main camp, partly to provide more workers for IG Farben. Soon after, in mid-April of 1941, the first prisoner commando commenced work on the new IG Farben construction site, helping to erect the foundations for a vast factory complex aimed at the production of synthetic fuel and rubber. By early August 1941, more than eight hundred Auschwitz prisoners worked on the site, under terrible conditions, with numbers rising further in the autumn.105


  Enthusiastic as Himmler was about the budding chemical plant in Auschwitz, his main focus in the early war years was still on bricks and stones. In 1940, some six to seven thousand KL prisoners worked in six different DESt businesses daily; demonstrating his priorities, Himmler personally inspected all six sites in 1940–41.106 Building materials had been very much on the mind of Himmler and his SS managers as they established their new concentration camps. Neuengamme was all about bricks from the start. It had been set up as a satellite camp in December 1938 on the grounds of a disused brick factory, recently purchased by DESt, though the work did not really get off the ground before the war. Production was pushed ahead when Neuengamme became a main camp, and gained further momentum after the German victory over France; bricks were needed urgently, especially for buildings in nearby Hamburg.107


  In Gross-Rosen and Natzweiler, the eyes of SS officers were drawn to granite, not brick. In Gross-Rosen, it was black-and-white granite that attracted their attention; DESt bought the quarrying works in May 1940, and the later decision to make Gross-Rosen a main camp was partially influenced by the expectation that this would increase output. In Natzweiler, too, the exploitation of KL prisoners in quarrying was part of SS plans from early on. The DESt work there was established after Himmler inspected the local quarry on September 6, 1940; apparently, Albert Speer had spotted some rare red granite that was perfect for the new German Stadium in Nuremberg.108


  Existing concentration camps were also affected by the SS building boom, with extra workshops, machines, and prisoners boosting DESt production. On Speer’s initiative, stone-processing works were set up from late summer 1940 in Oranienburg. Nearby, other prisoners from Sachsenhausen were still rebuilding the failed Oranienburg brick works. Himmler kept a close watch on progress, just as he did elsewhere; having promised massive deliveries of bricks to Speer, he inspected the troubled Oranienburg factory twice in 1940–41. In Flossenbürg, meanwhile, the SS developed an additional quarry from April 1941, following the example of Mauthausen. Here, quarrying had expanded for some time, especially after the creation of a new subcamp in Gusen, a couple of miles west of Mauthausen (officially operational from May 25, 1940). As a result, Mauthausen remained the largest of all the SS granite works, deploying an average of almost 3,600 prisoners across its three main quarries in July 1940.109


  The SS looked to prisoners to boost its output and DESt managers even championed the training of KL inmates as stonemasons. Following a meeting with commandants in Oranienburg on September 6, 1940, it was announced that the participating prisoners would be offered privileges such as money, fruit, and separate quarters. In addition, prisoners were to be lured by the prospect of freedom; if they did well, they had the “best prospects” of being freed before long.110 But these were empty promises. In practice, most bonuses were limited to cigarettes and extra rations. Moreover, hardly any prisoners benefited; by early 1941, fewer than six hundred inmates were training as stonemasons in the different KL.111 Nonetheless, the SS initiative was a sign of things to come. True, this was not the first time the Camp SS had offered rewards. But in the past such benefits were largely restricted to Kapos responsible for order and discipline. During the war, in recognition of the growing importance of forced labor, the SS was prepared to extend preferential treatment to some productive prisoners.


  The overall balance sheet of the SS economy in the early war years was mixed. State subsidies and cash infusions by Speer were always welcome, and the SS also gained from corporate scams.112 Turning more closely to the flagship company DESt, its quarries, heavily reliant on manual work, proved profitable. Above all, DESt benefited from the extremely cheap labor, since SS businesses paid the state no more than a nominal 0.30 Reichsmark per prisoner per day. It was cut-rate forced labor that made the SS quarries lucrative.113 Despite this competitive edge, other DESt enterprises filed losses. In particular, the SS continued to struggle with more complex technologies, with the calamitous brick works in Oranienburg posting bigger losses than ever.114


  Looking at Germany as a whole, the early wartime SS ventures remained insignificant. To be sure, they provided some materials for Hitler’s megalomaniac building plans. But DESt, like the whole SS economy, never delivered what it promised: production lagged behind targets, prisoners achieved only a fraction of the output of free laborers, and the quality of the stones remained inferior.115 By the summer of 1941, the SS was no closer to being a significant economic player than it was at the start of the war. While the economic turn of the SS had a negligible effect on the German economy, its impact on life behind barbed wire was dramatic, bringing more death and destruction than ever to KL construction sites and quarries.


  ROAD TO PERDITION


  “[If] I could enclose all the evil of our time in one image,” Primo Levi wrote in his memoir of Auschwitz, “I would choose this image which is familiar to me: an emaciated man, with head dropped and shoulders curved, on whose face and in whose eyes not a trace of thought is to be seen.” Such prisoners were still moving, but they were no longer alive, Levi added, “the divine spark dead within them.” Before long “nothing will remain of them but a handful of ashes in some nearby field.” Levi called these doomed prisoners, who died without anyone remembering them, the “drowned.”116 In the wartime KL, such men and women had been known by other names, such as “cripple,” “derelict,” or, with heavy sarcasm, “jewel.” Most common of all was a term used in Auschwitz and several other concentration camps—Muselmänner (sometimes Muselweiber for women).117


  The Muselmänner (Muslims) were the living dead. Exhausted, apathetic, and starved, they had lost everything. Their bodies were no more than bones and dry skin covered in sores and scabs. They could barely walk, think, or talk, and stared ahead with a hollow, blank gaze. Other prisoners dreaded them as a harbinger of their own fate, for it did not take much—a cold, a beating, a sore foot—to set a prisoner on the road to perdition. The yearning for food, which still animated the Muselmann early on, was the last sign of life to be extinguished. Some died while eating, their fingers gripping a last piece of bread.118 Life had lost its meaning for the Muselmann, and so did the camp’s survival strategies. Exercise, washing, mending, barter, and keeping a low profile—none of this was possible anymore. How could he follow orders he no longer heard? How could he obey rules he no longer understood? How could he march when his feet no longer supported him?


  In the years after liberation, the Muselmann has come to embody the horror of Nazi concentration camps, a harrowing and heartbreaking figure closely associated with the Holocaust and the final stages of the KL system.119 However, the doomed prisoners had actually appeared much earlier. From autumn 1939, conditions in the camps deteriorated to such an extent that thousands of prisoners joined the ranks of the dying. It was the early wartime period that gave birth to the Muselmann.


  Hunger and Disease


  The last thing new prisoners expected to see in concentration camps, after the brutal SS “welcome,” was flower beds. But during spring and summer, blooming flowers and well-tended lawns were everywhere, outside the barracks, around SS buildings, and alongside the main paths. In the early war years, the Camp SS still insisted on decorum and order, cladding the camps in a thin veneer of normality, both for themselves and for visitors. “Sometimes when I was thinking about the loving care the Gestapo henchmen lavished on these flower beds,” a prisoner who had come to Sachsenhausen in autumn 1939 recalled, “I thought I was going to go mad over it.”120


  The contrast between the blossoms outside the barracks and the misery inside could hardly have been greater. Once prisoners entered, they were often overwhelmed by a stench of dirty and diseased bodies crammed together.121 Although the SS continued to insist on barracks being cleaned, as part of the abusive drill that passed for education, this did little to overcome the often dreadful conditions.


  Overcrowding was a massive problem early in the war. Buchenwald grew the quickest. In just four weeks, it virtually doubled in size, from 5,397 (September 1, 1939) to 10,046 prisoners (October 2, 1939).122 The inmate population in Sachsenhausen, too, nearly doubled before the year was out.123 All aspects of life were affected. Uniforms, soap, bedding, and more were in short supply. Barracks were packed, exceeding their already unviable maximum capacity by two or three times. Only later in 1940 did conditions in Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen ease, after their prisoner populations declined; in Buchenwald, the peak of 12,775 prisoners (October 31, 1939) was not passed again until spring 1943.124 Now it was other KL that absorbed the general rise in inmate numbers: the reopened camp at Dachau, the extended camp at Mauthausen, and new camps such as Auschwitz. These camps, too, were soon crowded, forcing more and more prisoners to fight over space to sleep, wash, and dress.


  The prisoners also faced starvation, as soups became thinner and bread portions smaller. While some shortages were caused by growing pressures on resources during war, the SS deliberately aggravated the situation. On September 1, 1939, the Sachsenhausen SS marked the outbreak of war with cuts to inmate rations, perhaps on orders from above; war meant sacrifice, and prisoners should be the first to suffer. The same reasoning informed the official rations set centrally by the Nazi regime in January 1940. KL prisoners (and inmates in state prisons) were now entitled to much less meat, fat, and sugar than the general public, even though they often worked much harder.125 To make matters worse, the prisoners received less than their due, as SS men and Kapos continued to siphon off supplies. Often, only the worst food found its way onto the tin plates of ordinary prisoners. As it arrived, a former Sachsenhausen inmate later testified, “the smell of foul vegetables filled the room”; some prisoners gagged and threw up.126


  Hunger haunted the barracks. Many inmates could only think about food, and some even fantasized about cooking the dogs of SS men. Often, prisoners talked about lavish meals, seasoning and frying imaginary steaks; inmates kept notes on these elusive dishes, collecting books of delicious recipes. Even their nights were marred by hunger. As he was lying in his Flossenbürg barrack one night in late 1939, Alfred Hübsch (a prisoner temporarily transferred from Dachau) dreamed about the butcher shop in his hometown; it was filled with sausages and the butcher told him: “Have a good look around; I’ll give you all the ones you want.”127


  Prisoners supported themselves as best they could. There was a burgeoning black market, while those with nothing to trade scavenged scraps of rotten vegetables and kitchen waste, risking food poisoning and SS punishment. Inmates who took from camp supplies were in even greater peril; in Sachsenhausen, a young French prisoner was battered to death in 1941 by an SS block leader for taking two carrots from a sheep pen.128 More and more prisoners, including inmates known as good comrades, stole from one another. Bread thefts became so common that block elders obstructed or patrolled prisoner lockers, and threatened brutal punishment. But hunger was sometimes greater than the fear of getting caught.129


  Starvation was often the beginning of the end. Exhausted prisoners quickly fell behind at work, and SS men, in turn, punished them as work-shy, pushing them even closer to their graves. In Flossenbürg, all “lazy” prisoners had to stay away from the big pots of soup as other inmates ate their fill. Only when the others had finished were the starved allowed to approach. A horrified Alfred Hübsch watched as the desperate men fought over the scraps, seemingly numb to blows and kicks by Kapos: “They used their spoons to scour the pots and their fingers to scrape the last bits of food from the sides.”130


  Emaciated prisoners were also more susceptible to illnesses, which spread fast in the early war years. Many prisoners already arrived in a poor state from workhouses, jails, and forced labor camps, as the police had few qualms about dropping ailing prisoners at the camp gates; in Sachsenhausen, the transports included an eighty-year-old blind Serbian man who, though he could barely stand upright, was classified as a dangerous habitual criminal.131 Whether they arrived healthy or not, almost all nonprivileged prisoners fell ill. Extreme malnutrition, in particular, had dire consequences for prisoners’ skin, tissue, and inner organs; hunger edema grew rapidly, as did large ulcers.132 Frostbite and colds were common, too, often followed by pneumonia. Conditions were already critical in the bitter winter of 1939–40, which covered Germany for months in frost and ice. Some of the barracks had no heating at all. Where there were stoves, prisoners tried to steal—or “organize,” as it was called in the KL—more wood. Others stuffed blankets or paper bags under their uniforms. But no matter what they did, they could not escape the cold and dreaded each new day. The Camp SS, meanwhile, did little to help and much to harm, holding back or withdrawing warmer clothes.133


  Epidemics were rife, too, far more than before the war. Harmful contagious diseases such as scabies were widespread; in January 1941, at least one in eight prisoners in Sachsenhausen were afflicted.134 Filth and poor sanitation led to mass outbreaks of dysentery, which caused violent diarrhea and extreme dehydration. Many prisoners already suffered from hunger diarrhea and soiled themselves on a daily basis. Michał Ziółkowski, one of the first prisoners in Auschwitz, recalled that at night, sick prisoners who walked to the latrines defecated on others sleeping on the floor.135 Another constant threat was typhus, a typical disease of mass confinement; it spread through lice, and lice were ever-present in the concentration camps.136


  The main SS response to the growing misery in the KL was telling. Instead of pushing for improvements and allowing more than a fraction of ill inmates into infirmaries, the Camp SS created additional spaces to isolate the sick and dying in 1939–40.137 Individual barracks were reserved for prisoners with tuberculosis, open wounds, scabies, and other diseases. The inmates had their own names for these places: the dysentery barrack in Dachau was known as “shit block” and the block for invalids was called “cretin club.”138 Many healthier inmates—afraid of infection and deprived of sleep by the sick—welcomed this isolation. In fact, some of them had already taken similar measures on their own initiative, forcing sick comrades from shared dormitories into the freezing washrooms.139


  Conditions in the special areas for the sick were shocking even to veterans of the KL, who generally avoided going anywhere near them. The blocks, often empty except for beds or sacks of straw, were crowded with skeletal figures, whose long days and nights were occasionally interrupted by violent outbursts from Kapos. Worst of all was the gnawing hunger. It was no coincidence that the Sachsenhausen barracks for invalid prisoners, established around late 1939, were known as “hunger blocks.” Here, and in other spaces for the ill, the Camp SS cut back further on the small rations, hoping to speed up the process of “natural selection” among the sick.140


  Work and Death


  After setting eyes on the devil, Dante in his Divine Comedy finally leaves hell on the epic journey that will take him to the heights of paradise. First, though, he climbs through purgatory, where his guide, Virgil, soon draws his attention to an eerie procession of men, barely recognizable as human beings, bowed to the ground by heavy rocks. Even the one “who bore himself most patiently seemed, weeping, to say: ‘I can stand no more.’”141 The horrors conjured up in Dante’s medieval poem were a frequent reference point for KL prisoners (and even some SS men), and it was the infernal image of men carrying rocks that came to the minds of Buchenwald survivors, when they tried to explain the prisoners’ suffering in the quarries to their U.S. liberators. “Even the name of the stone quarry detail,” one of the survivors recalled, “was enough to fill the strongest men with the greatest fear.”142


  Prisoners everywhere dreaded the quarries.143 After the war, the Polish prisoner Antoni Gładysz still vividly remembered the day in 1941 when he was forced for the first time to climb down the precarious ladders into the Gross-Rosen excavation site. With three other prisoners, all wearing flimsy wooden shoes, he hauled heavy rocks through the grounds. “It was a dreadful day,” Gładysz recalled. “We injured our hands. We tried to support ourselves with our knees. We worked in a trance, almost unconscious, without thinking about the day’s end.”144 When the prisoners finally did march back to camp, they bore the signs of the quarry all over their bruised bodies.


  The Camp SS had long seen the quarries as particularly torturous, and the RSHA agreed. In 1940, with Himmler’s blessing, it divided the KL for men into three groups (mirroring the stages system for individual prisoners in early camps, which had been abandoned by Eicke). Each group of camps would hold different prisoner types, based on their “personality” and “threat to the state.” Men judged “definitely reformable” would be taken to camps in stage 1 such as Dachau and Sachsenhausen (which had no quarries). Camps in stage 2, like Buchenwald, Flossenbürg, and Neuengamme, were reserved for “more heavily damaged” men who were, however, still “reformable.” The lowest rung, stage 3, was to accommodate “heavily damaged” men, especially those who were “asocial and criminally recidivist” and therefore “barely reformable.” Initially, there was only one such camp—Mauthausen, which had the largest and most lethal quarry. A former Mauthausen guard later admitted that in practice, stage 3 meant that inmates were “not intended to leave the camp alive”; among the prisoners, the camp became known as Mordhausen.145


  On paper, the SS took the new classification scheme seriously.146 Its actual impact was limited, however. From the beginning, a camp’s grade was no true guide to conditions inside. In 1940, for example, more than twice as many prisoners lost their lives in Sachsenhausen (stage 1) than in Buchenwald (stage 2).147 Later on, the scheme lost all relevance: although Auschwitz was officially categorized as a stage 1 and 2 camp, it had by far the highest death rate of all KL.148 In the end, other factors—such as the colors of the inmates’ triangles—were far more decisive in determining their fate than the camp’s official classification.


  Still, the attempt to create a hierarchy among the camps gives an intriguing insight into the thinking of SS and police leaders in the early war years. In the first place, they evidently responded to the growth of the KL system by trying to differentiate more clearly between individual sites. More surprising, perhaps, was their continued emphasis on prisoner reform. This was not about propaganda, as the classification of camps was kept secret. Rather, the officials were deceiving themselves: they still wanted to believe that the camps had another function, beyond terror. In reality, this pedagogical mission was even more fanciful than before the war. Any new skills prisoners learned were about naked survival—how to endure lashes without losing count; how to make a small piece of bread last for days; how to conserve energy by pretending to work hard.


  Backbreaking physical labor characterized all KL in the early war years, whether they had quarries or not. Building work was most prominent, and threatened exhaustion, torture, and death. In new camps like Auschwitz, nearly all prisoners were forced into construction, erecting their own camp; they built the paths they walked on, the roll call squares they stood on, the barracks they slept in, and the fences separating them from the outside world.149 Construction work was not limited to the new camps, of course. There was hectic activity at the older ones, too, as prisoner numbers expanded. The Camp SS was forever building and rebuilding, with prisoners paying the price. Many of the around 1,800 inmates who died in Mauthausen between December 1939 and April 1940, for example, lost their lives during the construction of the new Gusen subcamp. As a Gusen prisoner noted in a secret diary on March 9, 1940: “Nothing special. Here, the dead are no news, they appear daily.”150


  In Sachsenhausen, a daily average of two thousand men worked on the construction of the brick works in 1940, still the most feared detail in the camp. Many prisoners were forced to demolish the failed old factory, a massive task that claimed hundreds of lives. Other inmates were erecting a new subcamp in Oranienburg to cut out the daily march from the main compound (it opened in late April 1941). Yet more inmates worked at the few furnaces which now produced bricks. Finally, there were the nearby clay pits, dubbed “hell inside hell”; prisoners had to stand up to their knees in water and mud, and shovel clay onto carts. “In ancient times,” concluded the German political prisoner Arnold Weiss-Rüthel, “the slaves of the pharaohs erected the pyramids under much better conditions than Adolf Hitler’s slaves did the Oranienburg brick factory.”151


  While the economic ambitions of the SS shaped the general direction of forced labor, they did not make it any more efficient. Most local SS men still showed little interest in output. In their eyes, the camp remained, first and foremost, a battleground against enemies of the Nazi state. This was evident in all the petty rules designed to torment prisoners during work. In Gusen, for instance, inmates had to toil without gloves and coats in 1939–40, despite the bitter cold, and were barred from coming near the fires lit by SS and Kapos.152


  The priorities of the Camp SS become even clearer when looking at prisoners who did not work because they were too weak, because they had not yet been assigned a labor detail, or because of bad weather and job shortages. Since no ordinary prisoner (apart from the dying) was allowed to be idle, the Camp SS looked for other ways to occupy them. As before the war, some guards used pointless labor and abusive drills. But the SS also invented new forms of torment. In Sachsenhausen, it introduced so-called standing commandos for the unemployed and ill in autumn 1939, having already used “standing still” as a punishment before the war. Hundreds were crammed into barracks where they had to stand all day, with just a brief break at lunch. “We stood pressed together like sardines,” one former prisoner later wrote. For eight or nine hours, they were not allowed to move, talk, or sit; they could not even lean against the walls. Soon, every part of their bodies was aching. But any motion was out of the question: real or imagined infractions were swiftly punished by Kapos and SS.153


  This was part of the wider escalation of Camp SS terror in the early war years, when deadly violence lurked all around. Among the spaces most closely associated with murder were the infirmaries and, above all, the bunker, which had long stood at the center of violence. But guards now killed almost everywhere, and crucially, they killed far more frequently. Previously, they had often stopped short of murder. Why was there no more holding back after the outbreak of the Second World War?


  Executions


  Shortly before midnight on September 7, 1939, a police car pulled onto the Sachsenhausen grounds. Inside, flanked by police officers and held in shackles, sat a muscular man with thick, curly hair. His name was Johann Heinen and he only had an hour left to live. Heinen, who looked younger than his thirty years, was a man who had known little good fortune in his short life. In the turbulent Weimar years, the trained metalworker had lost his job, and in the early Nazi years, he was locked away for his Communist sympathies. After his release, he had worked for the Junkers factory in Dessau, but shortly before the Second World War broke out, he was arrested once again, this time for refusing to dig a trench for German air defenses. His resistance proved fatal, as Nazi leaders decided to make an example of him. Having received the go-ahead from Hitler himself, Heinrich Himmler sent a telex to Heydrich in the early evening of September 7, 1939, ordering the immediate execution of the “Communist Heinen” in Sachsenhausen. The commandant alerted Camp Inspector Theodor Eicke, who was still in Oranienburg and rushed over. Heinen himself was informed of his fate after he arrived in the camp. He spent his last moments smoking feverishly and writing a farewell message to his wife: “Please be brave and think about our boy; you have to live for him. I think the hour is up soon. Please forgive that this letter is so rambling and incoherent. I think I am already dead.” Rudolf Höss, then the Sachsenhausen adjutant, led the prisoner to the industry yard, stepped back, and ordered three NCOs to open fire. Heinen collapsed immediately, but Höss stepped up anyway and shot him once more at close range. Afterward, the SS men walked to the officers’ mess. “Strangely, there was little conversation,” Höss recalled, “as everyone was caught up in his own thoughts.”154


  The killing of Johann Heinen inaugurated a momentous new Nazi procedure. A few days earlier, on September 3, 1939, the day France and Britain declared war against Nazi Germany, Hitler had publicly announced that anyone undermining the home front would be “destroyed as an enemy of the nation.”155 He apparently reiterated this point privately to Himmler the same day, asking him to take any measures necessary to maintain security inside the Reich.156 Himmler quickly translated Hitler’s general wish into policy. In a typical case of working toward the Führer, to use a concept advanced by Ian Kershaw, he launched the regime’s execution program, with the KL as semiofficial execution sites for men (later also women) condemned without trial.157


  The administrative basis for the new policy was laid in a directive by Reinhard Heydrich, on the same fateful September 3, 1939. Following their arrest of dangerous suspects, regional Gestapo staff were told, Heydrich’s office would decide on “the brutal liquidation of such elements”; it was understood that the victims would normally be killed in the nearest KL.158 But the new measure was not implemented as SS leaders had hoped. After four days, Heydrich sent an urgent telex to regional Gestapo officers, demanding that many more offenders be reported for execution. Just twelve hours later, Johann Heiden was shot in Sachsenhausen. However, Heydrich was still not satisfied. After two weeks, he cabled again, insisting that anyone guilty of dangerous acts—such as sabotage or Communist activities—had to be “mercilessly eradicated (that is, through execution).” Once more, Heydrich spoke openly to his subordinates. Only later, as Nazi murders mounted, did officials use camouflage language to cover their bloody tracks in internal documents.159


  The SS executions of Johann Heinen and two other men in September 1939 alarmed officials in the Reich Ministry of Justice, who learned about the killings through headlines in the press like: “Saboteur shot dead: There is no place in the community for people like that.”160 Such lawless executions challenged the judiciary’s hold over capital punishment and Reich minister Gürtner pleaded with Hitler to change course, arguing that the regular court system was perfectly capable of dispensing punishment without SS interference (indeed, the number of judicial death sentences shot up during the war, already reaching 1,292 in 1941).161 But his intervention backfired. When the head of the Reich Chancellery, Hans Heinrich Lammers, raised the issue on October 13, 1939, Hitler not only took responsibility for the earlier killings in the KL, he ordered the execution of two bank robbers who had been legally sentenced to ten years in a penitentiary, in a much-publicized trial.162 SS executions were here to stay, and as the war got bloodier, Hitler condemned dozens more Germans convicted of sex offenses, theft, fraud, and arson.163


  Registered KL prisoners fell under the new execution policy, too. Once again, Sachsenhausen was the testing ground. The first victim was August Dickmann, a twenty-nine-year-old Jehovah’s Witness and veteran inmate, who had resisted Camp SS pressure to declare his willingness to serve in the army. After his case reached Nazi leaders, Himmler ordered his execution, with Hitler’s agreement. In the early evening of September 15, 1939, all prisoners assembled on the roll call square where the commandant announced the death sentence and then screamed at Dickmann: “Turn around, you swine.” An SS commando shot him in the back and Rudolf Höss delivered the coup de grâce. As the SS had intended, the other prisoners—among them Dickmann’s brother, who had to put the corpse into a coffin—were terrified. But Himmler also had an eye on wider deterrence and once more sanctioned reports in German papers and on radio.164


  Himmler also condemned prisoners when he visited camps, as he did in Sachsenhausen on November 22, 1939. After inspecting the bunker that morning, he ordered the guards to murder one of the inmates, the Austrian teenager Heinrich Petz, to whom he had briefly spoken. Petz had been involved in several highly publicized killings during car robberies—the fourteen-year-old was not charged because he was underage—and had recently been dragged to Sachsenhausen. The local Camp SS acted straightaway. In the yard of the bunker, Petz was told to walk toward the fence and was shot as he did so. Since this was no legal killing, the SS draped the youth’s body over the barbed wire to “pretend that it had been a failed escape,” as one of the perpetrators later admitted.165


  Early on, some Camp SS men grumbled that such prisoner executions were not worthy of them. But before long, killings on the orders of Himmler and the RSHA were routine, although Rudolf Höss exaggerated when he claimed that he had “lined up almost every day” with his Sachsenhausen firing squad.166 Still, KL executions became so frequent that detailed guidelines were issued, fixing the procedures in writing.167 Normally, prisoners were executed out of sight, often at the shooting range, the bunker, or the infirmary. In exceptional cases, when the SS wanted to teach the others a lesson, all inmates had to watch.168 The job of hangman—traditionally regarded as a dishonorable profession—was often left to specially selected prisoners, who were rewarded with cigarettes, and sometimes coffee, alcohol, or food.169


  Once the Nazi leadership had designated the KL as execution sites for individual men, it did not take long before the policy was extended. From 1940, the Camp SS executed groups of Germans and foreigners, sometimes killing dozens of victims together.170 At times, these executions were coordinated across several camps. The first such bloodbath was committed in November 1940, when more than two hundred Poles were murdered in Sachsenhausen, Mauthausen, and Auschwitz, on the orders of Himmler and Heydrich. Some of the dead had been regular prisoners, others had arrived only for their execution. The exact reason for this killing spree remains unclear, though it was clearly connected to Nazi occupation policy in Poland, which was shifting from open to more covert executions of opponents.171 Among the victims was the distinguished doctor Józef Marczyński, who had been deputy director of the Warsaw municipal hospitals. After the German invasion, he had joined the resistance and was arrested during a Gestapo action against the Polish intelligentsia. In May 1940, he was transported from Pawiak prison in Warsaw to Sachsenhausen. Six months later, on the morning of November 9, he was led out of his barrack, together with thirty-two other Poles who had arrived via Pawiak. Apparently, the men expected to be released. Instead, the SS wrote the inmate numbers on their foreheads, for easy identification of the corpses, and drove them to the nearby industry yard; after they had undressed, they were all shot. In the evening, the other Polish prisoners in Sachsenhausen held an impromptu memorial with prayers and hymns, singing quietly to avoid detection.172


  Mass executions of Poles in the KL continued over the following months and years.173 Some inmates were executed as “hostages” for supposed crimes by Polish civilians.174 Others were already doomed when they arrived, sentenced to death by police summary courts. Operating in occupied Poland since 1939, these were courts in name only; they were really police tribunals beyond the law, handing out death sentences at every turn.175 The summary courts worked closely with the Camp SS, particularly in Auschwitz, where proceedings eventually moved inside the camp itself, so that the SS could execute the defendants straight after the farcical trials.176


  Camp SS Killers


  The execution policy had a profound impact on the local Camp SS. As state-ordered executions mounted, SS men on the ground felt emboldened to dispense their own brand of justice. Their moral compass was already defective, and once Nazi leaders had set the precedent of lawless executions, an upsurge in murderous initiatives by local Camp SS men was almost inevitable. Such unauthorized killings remained officially prohibited, to be sure, as SS leaders sought to keep a grip on the camps.177 But it was impossible to draw a line between “right” and “wrong” murders.


  Some commandants led from the front, none more so than the indomitable Karl Otto Koch in Buchenwald, who oversaw a first unauthorized mass execution in autumn 1939. The background was the unsuccessful attempt on Hitler’s life on November 8, when a bomb planted by a lone resister detonated in the Bürgerbräukeller in Munich. It killed seven spectators on the spot, but Hitler escaped unharmed, boosting the belief in his divine mission (the would-be assassin, Georg Elser, was murdered in Dachau in 1945).178 Hitler was riding a wave of popularity at the time and many Germans were appalled by the attempt on his life.179 Few were more determined to exact revenge than the men in the Camp SS, who launched brutal attacks on imprisoned Jews. The claim that Jews were behind the attack—too far-fetched even for Nazi propaganda—was enough for obsessive anti-Semites to justify vicious assaults, exactly one year after the 1938 pogrom. In Sachsenhausen, SS men tormented Jewish men during the night of November 9 while Jewish women in Ravensbrück were locked into their barrack for a month, at the mercy of a particularly abusive female guard. “Our hearts raced as soon as she appeared,” one prisoner testified later.180


  
    
  


  All this was overshadowed by events in Buchenwald, where so many Jews had already suffered before the war. On the morning of November 9, 1939, all prisoners assembled as normal for roll call. But it soon became clear that this was no normal day, for the SS forced the men back into their barracks. Then the Jews were ordered to return. Among them, the SS picked out a group of German and Austrian men, mostly in their twenties and thirties. The others went back inside, where they were isolated for days in complete darkness, without food and drink. Meanwhile, the selected men walked to the camp gate, where they waited anxiously while the SS guards—some still drunk from the previous night—commemorated the anniversary of the 1923 Nazi uprising. After a small parade, the SS returned and lost no more time. On orders of Commandant Koch, the twenty-one Jews were marched from the gate toward the quarry. When they reached flat terrain, SS men drew their weapons and shot the prisoners from behind; anyone who tried to run was quickly hunted down.181


  This massacre was unparalleled. Never before had the local Camp SS murdered as many prisoners in broad daylight, and without any instructions from above. Perhaps the fanatical Koch felt entitled to act because his camp compound leader Rödl had been slightly wounded in the Bürgerbräukeller blast. Whatever Koch’s motives, he had no problems finding willing executioners among his Buchenwald men.182 And although his SS superiors were suspicious about the cover story he had concocted—that the Jewish prisoners were shot during a mass escape—an internal investigation came to nothing. Koch got away with murder.183


  Commandant Koch, already drunk with power, soon became fully intoxicated, selecting more and more prisoners for execution. Among his victims were dozens of new arrivals who somehow caught his roving eye. One was killed simply because Koch had met him before in other KL. “Now this bird won’t follow me around anymore,” Koch joked. Others were murdered for disciplinary offenses or because they knew too much about SS corruption. The condemned men were taken to the Buchenwald bunker, run by Oberscharführer Martin Sommer. It is easy to see why Sommer became the unofficial camp executioner. A longtime Nazi activist (he had joined the NSDAP in 1931, when he was just sixteen years old), Sommer was a man of exceptional cruelty. He dispensed the official punishments like whipping, and took part in other outrages, starving and choking prisoners, sexually abusing them, and crushing their skulls; on some days, he later admitted, he had dished out more than two thousand beatings in the bunker. Although Sommer was not the only Camp SS man to graduate with ease from torture to murder, his cold-bloodedness was remarkable even among the SS; after his deadly deeds, he sometimes slept in his office, with the prisoner’s corpse stowed under his bed.184


  Among Sommer’s victims were some well-known prisoners. Perhaps the most prominent was Ernst Heilmann, the former Prussian SPD leader. Just as he had foreseen, his suffering came to a terrible end soon after the outbreak of the war. On March 31, 1940, after almost seven years inside the camps, Heilmann was called to the Buchenwald bunker, where he was murdered a few days later. Some of Heilmann’s comrades suspected that he had been denounced by a fellow prisoner for some infraction and avenged his death by murdering the alleged traitor. The climate of the camp was becoming more severe among the prisoners, too.185


  The lethal atmosphere, with all the official and unofficial executions, was highly contagious for the local Camp SS. From 1940, more and more SS men turned murderers. Take an officer like Rudolf Höss. Having participated in sanctioned executions in Sachsenhausen from September 1939, he soon initiated his own killings. On January 18, 1940, a freezing winter day, Höss ordered the prisoners from the “standing commandos”—more than eight hundred of them—to assemble outside. An icy wind was blowing over the roll call square, and after several hours, the camp elder Harry Naujoks asked Höss for mercy. In his autobiography, Naujoks describes how he had used the expected military address: “Camp Leader, request permission to dismiss [prisoners].” When Höss did not respond, Naujoks tried again, more urgently: “Camp Leader, the people are finished.” Höss replied: “They are not people but prisoners.” When he finally called off the action, later in the day, the shivering prisoners huddled around stoves in the barracks. Others were carried to the infirmary. Left behind on the snow-covered square were the corpses of the dead, with many more weakened prisoners dying over the next few days.186 The Camp SS had long regarded invalids as a nuisance, but Höss went much further than he would have dared before the war. And he was not an outlier. Elsewhere, too, SS men began to systematically kill selected ill inmates, using lethal injections and other methods, at a time when casual murders in the concentration camps escalated.187


  The Sachsenhausen Death Squad


  It was during the early months of the Second World War that Gustav Sorge, the twenty-eight-year-old deputy report leader in Sachsenhausen, became a mass murderer. Sorge had killed before, shooting his first inmate soon after joining the Camp SS in Esterwegen in late 1934. His education in the school of violence had continued over the coming years, but only during the war did he turn to mass killing. Unlike some of his fellow SS guards, Sorge had been no underachiever; he had done well in school and trained as a metalworker. Like a disproportionate number of Nazi killers, he had grown up as an ethnic German abroad after his Silesian hometown fell to Poland after the First World War. He was infused with radical German nationalism in his early teens and finally left for Germany in 1930, where he was further embittered by his unemployment. Sorge threw himself into the Nazi cause, joining the NSDAP and SA in 1931, aged nineteen, and the SS in the following year. Although he did not appear brawny, with a puny physique and high voice, he became a feared bruiser in the street brawls of the dying days of the Weimar Republic. It was during one such fight against Communists that he gained the nickname “Iron Gustav” (after a German celebrity of the time), which he later carried as a badge of honor in the KL.188


  In the early war years, Gustav Sorge led a small band of Camp SS killers in Sachsenhausen, which acted as an informal death squad; an escaped prisoner, speaking to British agents, described Sorge as the “high priest” over life and death, “whose helpers and aides were constantly competing with each other in shameful and murderous deeds.” The group was largely made up of block leaders, the men who supervised prisoner barracks and labor details. As we have seen, only SS men committed to cruelty could make the grade as block leaders. The rest—judged by their superiors, like Sorge, as “too weak” and “too slack”—moved to less prominent posts or sentry duty; in early 1941, one Sachsenhausen block leader was even committed to a ward for mentally ill SS men because he was plagued by nightmares.189


  No single path led to the Sachsenhausen death squad. In all, there were perhaps a dozen men, mostly NCOs in their twenties. The youngest was Wilhelm Schubert, who had joined the Hitler Youth in 1931, aged fourteen. He volunteered for the Camp SS in 1936 in Lichtenburg, joined the Sachsenhausen Commandant Staff in spring 1938, and became a block leader the following summer, aged twenty-two. Mocked by his SS colleagues as immature and erratic, Schubert sought their acceptance by public displays of brutality. He was always quick to reach for his weapon, earning him the nickname “Pistol Schubert” among prisoners. True to form, when he was promoted to Oberscharführer in 1941, he celebrated by beating up prisoners at random and shooting at their barracks.190


  Perhaps the most feared member of the death squad was Richard Bugdalle, nicknamed “Brutalla” by prisoners. At twenty-nine years of age, he was slightly older than his colleagues when he became block leader in 1937. But, like them, he was a seasoned Nazi activist, having joined the SS in October 1931, and he was also a veteran of the KL. In Sachsenhausen, Bugdalle directed the notorious penal company. In contrast to Schubert, who became agitated when torturing inmates, the burly Bugdalle was calmness personified. His specialty was punching prisoners; a keen amateur boxer, he could kill with a few well-aimed punches in the ribs and stomach. “If a man had to be liquidated,” Gustav Sorge later testified, “Schubert and I always took Bugdalle with us.”191


  The men of the death squad sometimes acted on superior orders. But they also set themselves up as judge and executioner, condemning prisoners for any number of “crimes.” Several men were killed on arrival, after Sorge’s gang stepped up the long-established “welcome” procedures; others were hounded for weeks “with a view to slowly liquidate [them],” as Sorge confessed after the war.192 Some newcomers were murdered as suspected sex offenders or homosexuals.193 Prominent political prisoners and other opponents were targeted, too. After the Austrian state prosecutor Karl Tuppy—who had tried the Nazi murderers of the Austrian chancellor Dollfuss in 1934—arrived in Sachsenhausen on November 15, 1939, the SS went into overdrive. For about twenty minutes, Tuppy was battered in the political office. When the prisoner Rudolf Wunderlich was called in to drag the body away, he recoiled: “I had never seen anything like it. His face was gone. Just a piece of completely undefined meat, full of blood, cuts, the eyes completely swollen up.” He left Tuppy at the gate, where Sorge and Schubert took turns in beating him. He died later the same day.194


  The death squad pursued prisoners not just for who they were, but also for what they did in Sachsenhausen. Over a brief period in 1940, Sorge killed an inmate who did not greet him fast enough, one who had stumbled, and one who had left ink stains on a letter (the SS suspected a secret code). Anyone who challenged the SS—mostly new prisoners who did not know better—was in grave danger, too. When Lothar Erdmann, a distinguished former union official, arrived in autumn 1939, he was shocked by the violence. After he was beaten himself by Wilhelm Schubert, he dared to answer back: “What, you’re hitting me? I was a Prussian officer in the First World War and now have two sons at the front!” Erdmann was a marked man; mocked as “the officer,” he was battered for days, especially by Schubert and Sorge, until he could barely move. He died on September 18, 1939, around two weeks after his arrival in the camp.195


  Although the violence of Sachsenhausen guards built on prewar practices, their sustained campaigns of murder were greatly heightened by the war. The guards must have been encouraged by the introduction of a perfunctory SS court system in October 1939, which finally removed Camp SS men altogether from the grasp of the regular judiciary.196 Also, the dehumanization of prisoners by the spread of illness and starvation made it easier for the SS to treat its victims as “the scum of all scum,” as one Sachsenhausen block leader put it.197 Even more important was the escalating SS execution policy. The guards knew that their superiors pushed for the murder of individual prisoners, so why should they hold back?


  Finally, there was the general eruption of violence during wartime. Hitler’s genocidal rhetoric and the brutal reality of German warfare from autumn 1939 made clear that a new era had begun, and the guards were bound to participate. Prisoners speculated that success on the faraway battlefields brutalized the Camp SS; as the German army vanquished its enemies abroad, guards felt empowered to do the same on the “inner front.”198 This echoes the view of some historians that extermination policy in the Third Reich was radicalized by the Nazi leaders’ elation over apparent victories.199 But just as some SS men murdered because they felt that the Third Reich was untouchable, others got carried away after setbacks and defeats; it is striking how often KL murders were committed in “revenge” for supposed attacks on Germany.


  Before long, local Camp SS men like Gustav Sorge claimed the right to murder on their own initiative. Although they knew that killings officially required authorization from above, the perpetrators were convinced that they did the right thing, as Sorge later testified in court: “We believed that we were helping state and leadership when we abused prisoners and drove them to their deaths.”200 To some extent, this was a self-serving lie; after all, Camp SS men sometimes tortured just for fun.201 Nonetheless, the killers did feel that they were realizing the general wishes of their superiors, as Sorge later explained: “Personally, I now believe that orders to act, in so far as they were given, were only meant to point lower-ranking officials in a certain direction, so that they would then try to act, of their own accord, as the top leadership wished.”202 In this way, SS killers saw themselves as working toward their leaders.203 The result was a lethal dynamic, with murderous orders from the top and local initiatives from below radicalizing each other and plunging the KL into a maelstrom of destruction.


  SCALES OF SUFFERING


  The odds for survival fell dramatically in the early war period. On some days, inmates in KL workshops produced nothing but coffins, just to keep up with all the dead.204 In 1938, the deadliest year before the war, around 1,300 prisoners had perished inside.205 In 1940, at least 14,000 prisoners lost their lives; 3,846 are known to have died in Mauthausen (around thirty percent of its inmate population), making it the most lethal KL at the time.206 Hunger and disease were the greatest killers—most of the dead were emaciated, haggard, and hollow-eyed—followed by SS violence and executions.207 Prisoner suicides shot up, too. In Sachsenhausen, twenty-six prisoners are said to have killed themselves in April 1940 alone; some died in a fit of despair, running into the electrified fence, and some had meticulously planned their demise. The other inmates soon got used to the presence of death; on occasion, they even ignored the corpses sprawled beneath their feet as they used the latrines. Pity was becoming an increasingly rare commodity in the early wartime camps.208


  Camp SS officers regarded the growing mountain of corpses with some concern. What troubled them was not their conscience, though, but the disposal of the bodies. In the prewar years, prisoner corpses had normally been taken to local morgues. This was no longer viable. Not only was it too time-consuming to store and transfer all the dead, the SS had no desire to advertise the lethal turn of the KL. The solution was simple—the SS would operate its own crematoria inside the camps. Although such plans had been mooted before, they were only realized from late 1939 onward, in cooperation with two private contractors (Heinrich Kori GmbH and Topf & Sons). By summer 1940, all prewar KL for men were equipped with incinerators, and similar machinery was set up in new camps, too; the Auschwitz crematorium went into operation in August 1940.209 Other practical measures followed. From 1941, for example, registry offices were established inside the camps, so that fatalities could be recorded by SS men, not by regular civil servants outside; inevitably, the SS officials classed almost all prisoner deaths as natural or accidental.210


  There was no sure way to survive the KL during the war, but there were countless ways to die. Some groups were in much greater danger than others, however. Suffering inside the camps was never indiscriminate, and the gulf between prisoners became even wider during the early part of the war. The political and racial hierarchies imposed by Nazi rulers were crucial; in general, Poles were more likely to die than Germans, and Jews more likely to die than Poles.211 Gender was decisive, too, as the KL system remained a mostly male construct; at the end of 1940, female prisoners only accounted for around one in twelve inmates, and the fate of these 4,300 women was still very different from that of their male counterparts.212


  The Ravensbrück Women’s Camp


  When Margarete Buber-Neumann arrived in Ravensbrück on August 2, 1940, she came to the end of an arduous journey that had begun six months earlier, and more than three thousand miles away, in the Karaganda Gulag. Born in Germany in 1901 into a bourgeois family, she had joined the KPD as a young woman. By the late 1920s, she had dedicated herself full time to the cause, working in the Berlin office of the Comintern magazine. Here she met her husband, Heinz Neumann, the high-flying editor of the incendiary newspaper Rote Fahne (Red Flag). When he fell from grace in the early 1930s, after internal party intrigues, Margarete followed him abroad. After moving like fugitives from one European city to another, they finally arrived in Moscow in early summer 1935. By then, the witch hunts were already under way. The Great Terror—fueled by Stalin’s obsession with spies and saboteurs—claimed a million or more victims in 1937–38, including thousands of German Communists. Having escaped the Nazis, they fell to their Soviet heroes instead. Among them was Heinz Neumann, jailed, tortured, and executed in late 1937. A few months later, his wife was arrested, too. Sentenced to five years’ imprisonment, Margarete Buber-Neumann was taken to Karaganda in the Kazakh steppe, one of the largest Soviet labor camps, where around 35,000 prisoners faced harsh labor under appalling conditions. In early 1940, she was suddenly taken back to Moscow, and soon farther to the west. The Soviet authorities, whom she had once revered, delivered her to the Nazis, as one of around 350 prisoners handed over between November 1939 and May 1941, during the time of the Hitler-Stalin pact. Many were released, once they had been pumped for intelligence. Not so Buber-Neumann. The Gestapo accused her of high treason and placed her in protective custody.213


  One of the prisoners to suffer both Stalin’s and Hitler’s camps, Margarete Buber-Neumann immediately saw glaring differences with the Gulag. Karaganda had been a vast complex of camps spread across an area as large as a midsize European country. Ravensbrück, by contrast, held around 3,200 prisoners in less than two dozen barracks, surrounded by a high wall with electrified barbed wire. Also, Ravensbrück was a camp exclusively for women, as there was still strict gender separation in the SS system. And Buber-Neumann was struck by the SS drills and exercises; everything was done with Prussian thoroughness, she thought. Painful as it was, such strict order also had its benefits. The new purpose-built barracks, with beds, tables, lockers, blankets, toilets, and washrooms, “seemed a palace” compared to the filth of Karaganda.214


  Unbeknownst to Margarete Buber-Neumann, Ravensbrück was also unlike other SS concentration camps at this time. The prewar delay in terror against female prisoners continued into the early war years, as SS leaders persisted with differential treatment. Heinrich Himmler still saw female prisoners as less dangerous than male ones, and more susceptible to reform.215 Obsessed with corporal punishment, Himmler demanded more than once that female prisoners should only be whipped as a last resort; he eventually ordered all such cases to be referred to him personally.216 Such interventions were less important for their specifics than for their message: women, as the “weaker sex,” should be treated with more moderation than men.


  Basic living conditions in Ravensbrück were considerably better than in other early wartime KL. Clothes and bedding were changed regularly in 1940, and there was just about enough food. Margarete Buber-Neumann, for one, was surprised by the size of her first meal, which included fruit porridge, bread, sausage, margarine, and lard. As for the treatment of the sick, seriously ill prisoners could still be taken to hospitals on the outside and some were released altogether.217


  Ravensbrück was also set apart by forced labor, which was hard, but not yet destructive. While many women worked in construction, there were no quarries or brick works, which claimed so many lives in KL for men. Instead, the Ravensbrück SS increasingly focused on the mass production of uniforms in large tailors’ workshops, since women were “best suited for this kind of work,” as one SS manager noted. Provisional production started in late 1939, spurred on by Himmler, and in summer 1940 the workshops became part of a newly created SS enterprise, the Company for Textile and Leather Utilization (Texled). Prisoner productivity almost reached civilian levels, and because female forced labor was even cheaper than men’s, Texled was probably the only SS business profitable from the start. The Ravensbrück tailors’ workshop produced some seventy-three thousand prisoner shirts between July 1940 and March 1941, as well as other garments, and for a long time, Texled remained the main employer in Ravensbrück. By October 1, 1940, almost seventeen percent of inmates worked for the SS company, rising to an all-time high of around sixty percent by September 1942. The women feared the SS supervisors and the hard work. But it was nowhere near as exhausting as building work; the workshops were partially mechanized, with sewing and knitting machines, and prisoners were sheltered from the elements.218


  Most important of all, physical violence was less endemic and lethal than in the KL for men, as the Ravensbrück guards exercised a far less brutal regimen. True, the top posts were occupied by uncompromising Camp SS men, such as Commandant Max Koegel. A grizzled war veteran and right-wing extremist, Koegel had come to Dachau as a guard in April 1933 and never looked back. Before Ravensbrück had even opened, he had already demanded the construction of a large cell block in the new camp to break the defiance of “hysterical women,” as he put it.219 But the leading female officer in Ravensbrück was cut from a different cloth. Johanna Langefeld, the senior camp supervisor, had not signed up with the Nazi Party until her late thirties, in 1937. From a deeply religious family, she worked in social care and the prison service before joining Lichtenburg in 1938. In contrast to Koegel, Langefeld really did see reeducation as an important goal and opposed some of his more violent initiatives. This mattered, because Langefeld set the tone inside the camp and did not push her female guards to excesses.220 While most new female guards quickly got used to slapping prisoners, or even kicking them, they rarely went further in the early war years.221 Their behavior was influenced, no doubt, by the fact that the state execution policy, which had boosted violence levels in the KL for men, was not initially extended to Ravensbrück; the first execution of a woman did not take place until February 1941, apparently, and only in 1942 did such killings become the norm.222


  As a result, almost all women survived Ravensbrück during the early war years. Over two years (1940–41), around one hundred female prisoners lost their lives—less than two percent of the prisoner population and a fraction of the deaths in KL for men; only in 1943 did the Ravensbrück SS feel the need to establish its own crematorium. The contrast between the sexes was plain to see even inside Ravensbrück itself. From April 1941, a separate compound for men was set up here, to supply forced labor for the extension of the camp. This was an important development in itself; in the future, more and more camps would become mixed, though male and female prisoners were still held in separate compounds. By the end of 1941, around one thousand men had arrived in the new Ravensbrück subcamp, where conditions soon resembled the other KL for men; in the last three months of 1941 alone, more than fifty male prisoners died here. Proportionally, about as many men died in Ravensbrück in a single month as women did in two years.223


  In many ways, the women’s camp in Ravensbrück was still stuck in the prewar period; for the inmates, the real break came not in 1939, but 1942. This is not to say that the camp was unaffected by wider developments. Living conditions deteriorated after the outbreak of war. Food cuts, combined with the freezing temperatures, caused widespread illness during the first winter, and with some 6,400 women arriving in 1940–41, many barracks were overcrowded.224 Then there were the daily hardships and humiliations. The local SS established a particularly degrading ritual on arrival, when women had to undress, shower, and endure a bodily examination; many were also shaved. Any “feeble attempts at modesty had to be abandoned,” Buber-Neumann wrote. These assaults on women’s bodies and their gender identities—“with our bald heads, we looked like men,” another prisoner noted in her diary—had not been common before the war. The trauma was greatly intensified by the presence of SS men, who ogled the naked women, made lewd remarks, or slapped them.225


  Like in the other KL, there were scales of suffering within Ravensbrück, too. German political prisoners enjoyed some benefits; their barracks, for example, were often less packed. Meanwhile, Polish women, who replaced German “asocials” as the largest prisoner group in 1941, initially faced added discrimination; in the infirmary, some SS doctors apparently refused to see prisoners who could not speak German.226 And Jewish women—around ten percent of the prisoner population (1939–42)—remained at the bottom of the hierarchy, singled out for the worst labor and abuse.227 In these respects, at least, Ravensbrück moved in line with general SS terror, as the abuse of Poles and Jews escalated across the whole of the KL system in the early war years.


  War and Retribution


  During the first weeks of the Second World War, the Third Reich was awash with rumors about Polish atrocities. Having blamed Poland for the outbreak of war, Nazi propaganda now accused Poles of gruesome war crimes, in another reversal of reality. From the first days of the invasion, German soldiers sent paranoid reports about ambushes by “snipers.” Such rumors spread fast, amplified by Nazi leaders.228 In particular, Nazi propaganda seized upon events in the Polish city of Bydgoszcz (Bromberg), where several hundred ethnic German civilians were killed in clashes with Polish forces in early September 1939 (German units, among them two Death’s Head battalions, later massacred large numbers of local Poles). For days, Nazi papers carried lurid articles and even fantasized about ritual killings. According to the Völkischer Beobachter of September 10, Poles had “cut off the left breast of an old woman, ripped out her heart, and threw it into a bowl, which had been used to catch her blood”; all this was illustrated with graphic photos of severed body parts.229 A few days later, Hitler himself stoked the flames further. In a frenzied speech in occupied Danzig on September 19, he claimed that Polish troops had butchered thousands of ethnic Germans “like animals,” among them women and children, and mutilated countless captured German soldiers “in a bestial way, gouging out their eyes.”230


  Many Germans bought into this atrocity propaganda and demanded swift retaliation.231 Poles taken to the KL felt the full force of public outrage. On September 13, 1939, when 534 Polish Jews were assembled at a Berlin railway station en route to Sachsenhausen, they faced a mob baying for the blood of the “Bromberg murderers” (in fact, the prisoners were residents of Berlin); more spectators waited at the station in Oranienburg, throwing stones and excrement.232 Much worse was to follow, as Camp SS men were itching for brutal retribution and hounded the Poles as soon as they arrived.


  The epicenter of KL violence was in Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald, which held the vast majority of Polish prisoners in the early months of war. The Buchenwald SS improvised, just as it had done after the 1938 pogrom, and forced the newly arriving Poles and Polish Jews into a compound next to the roll call square, cordoned off with barbed wire. This so-called special (or little) camp, set up in late September 1939, became an island of extreme suffering. Among the first prisoners were 110 Poles arrested in the border regions during the German advance. The fact that a few of them really came from Bromberg proved their death sentence. Labeled as “snipers,” the SS pressed them into a small cage of planks and barbed wire, where they slowly starved to death; by Christmas Day, all but two of the 110 men inside the cage were dead.233


  The other prisoners in the Buchenwald special camp were also fighting for survival. Exposed to freezing temperatures, hundreds of Poles and Polish-born Jews suffered inside a wooden barrack and four large tents. At first, the prisoners still had to work in the quarry. Jakob Ihr, who had been arrested in Vienna, remembered that the “despair was so great, after only a few hours, that a number of our comrades beseeched the SS to shoot them dead.”234 Labor was eventually halted in late October 1939, when a dysentery epidemic spread through the special camp. “The prisoners now dropped like flies,” another witness said after the war. Those who tried to escape to the relative safety of the main compound were whipped by the SS.235 The men in charge formed a terrifying double act. Hauptscharführer Blank, a Camp SS veteran, gained a reputation as a cold-blooded executioner, while his colleague, Hauptscharführer Hinkelmann, a violent drunk, channeled his energy into new forms of prisoner abuse. Apparently, he particularly enjoyed beating hungry prisoners during the distribution of the watery soup. On other days, Hinkelmann and Blank handed out no food at all.236


  The Buchenwald special camp was eventually closed down in early 1940. By then, around two out of three prisoners were dead.237 As the last survivors entered the main camp compound in January and February 1940, even longtime inmates, like the camp elder Ernst Frommhold, were shocked: “17-year-old boys barely weighing 50–60 pounds, not a gram of fat on their bodies, only skin and bones. Even today, I cannot understand how such emaciated men could still be alive, and yet they were.”238 In all, well over five hundred Polish-born Jews and three hundred Poles had died in the special camp.239


  In Sachsenhausen, too, Polish-born Jews fared the worst in the early months of World War II. About a thousand men arrived between September and December 1939, some from Poland, but most from inside Germany itself. Around half of them came on the very first transport from Berlin on September 13, which had met with such public outrage. Among them was Leon Szalet, a middle-aged estate agent brought up in Warsaw, who had lived in Berlin since 1921. Just before war broke out he had made a daring bid to leave: he managed to board a flight to London without a visa on August 27, but was turned back on arrival by zealous British immigration officials. Two weeks later, he was greeted in Sachsenhausen by a mob of screaming SS men, who “jumped on us like wild beasts.” Szalet himself was beaten unconscious by one of the block leaders. In the evening of their first day, after hours of abuse, he and the other new prisoners fell on sacks of straw in their barracks. But few found any sleep: the horror of the past few hours and the dread of what would follow kept most of them awake all night.


  Leon Szalet and the other Polish Jews were held in the Sachsenhausen little camp, first established for “asocials” in summer 1938. As a special punishment, the SS had the barrack windows nailed shut with planks, an extreme form of isolation already familiar from prewar Dachau. There was no light and no ventilation. “Some men were close to suffocating,” Szalet recalled, “others literally died of thirst.” The SS forced prisoners who begged for water to drink their own urine. By September 29, when the action was called off after the capitulation of Warsaw, some thirty-five men had died.240 The torment of the others continued over the following months. Initially, Polish Jews only left their barracks for roll calls and “sport.” The rest of the time was spent inside, at the mercy of Kapos and SS block leaders like Wilhelm “Pistol” Schubert, who regularly raided the barracks at night. Among their many vicious games, SS men forced prisoners to fight each other for bread; those who refused were beaten or killed.241 Later, many of the inmates were pressed into forced labor. Their first destination was the Oranienburg brick works. “Our daily routine,” Leon Szalet wrote, “involved freezing, being chased, carrying snow or sand wrapped in our coats, stumbling, falling and being chased again.”242


  Before the Holocaust


  Soon all Jewish men in the KL were in mortal danger. In the first months of the Second World War, the SS still differentiated, directing its greatest fury against Polish Jews. But such distinctions soon disappeared, as the police extended its persecution of German Jews—suspected as supporters of the enemy—and the Camp SS extended its terror. “The struggle against the Jews,” the Sachsenhausen death squad leader Gustav Sorge testified after the war, “was a racial struggle.”243 Even the hearts of some guards considered humane hardened when it came to Jews. The Ravensbrück camp supervisor Johanna Langefeld, for example, was a fanatical anti-Semite and let Jewish prisoners feel her hatred.244


  A crucial moment came on March 9, 1940, when Heinrich Himmler banned all further releases of Jews; only Jews who held valid visas and could emigrate before the end of April would still be freed.245 The flow of releases of Jews, already small, became a trickle and then dried up altogether.246 One of the lucky few to escape at the last moment was Leon Szalet, thanks to the dogged persistence of his daughter, whom he had brought up alone, as a widower. In early 1940, the mood among Polish Jews in the camp had fluctuated between hope and despair. When Szalet heard that he might be released, some comrades could not hide their envy. When it looked as if his plans would fall through, one gleeful prisoner broke into a popular tune, changing the lyrics: “A ship leaves for Shanghai, and Szalet won’t be nigh.”247 But on May 7, 1940, he really was set free, to the surprise even of SS block leaders. After eight months in Sachsenhausen, he was sick, starved, and depressed, and he never really recovered.248 But at least he escaped more SS torment. This was the fate of the Jews who were left behind, and now faced near-certain death.


  Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald, which initially led the way in early wartime terror against Jews, claimed the lives of many Jewish prisoners; in Buchenwald alone, almost seven hundred died during 1940.249 Men accused of intimate relations with “Aryan” women, and marked on their files and uniforms as “race defilers,” were particularly vulnerable, as the combination of sex and race remained irresistible to the SS. On May 3, 1940, for example, Gustav Sorge beat and kicked to death an elderly Jewish prisoner who had just arrived in Sachsenhausen; as Sorge broke his victim’s bones, he screamed: “Oh, you swine, you’re a Jew and fucked our Christian women!”250 Like this inmate, many Jewish men died within days or weeks of their arrival. Those who survived a little longer carried the deep marks of SS excesses. Crushing forced labor was accompanied by extreme violence, wiping out several members of the same families. The Camp SS also continued to cut rations, holding regular “fasting days,” when Jews received no food at all, and occasionally banned all Jews from entering the infirmaries. Young and strong men soon looked old and infirm, and even the most resilient among them fell into despair. “In Sachsenhausen, I did not know whether I was still human,” the Polish-born boxer and mechanic Salem (Bully) Schott remembered. “I did not feel anything anymore, except hunger.”251


  In other camps, too, Jewish men lost all hope. In Dachau, the most feared site was a new extension of the plantation, called Freiland II, which was cultivated from spring 1941.252 Karel Kašák, a privileged Czech prisoner who worked as an illustrator on the plantation (the SS planned a book about the different plants), secretly documented the abuses: “21 March [1941]. [Commando leader] Seuss ordered the Jews to immediately take off their bandages from the infirmary, under which they have horrific wounds, and to work without them in the soggy and muddy ground. All 200 Jews are terribly miserable, shattered, abused, and utterly emaciated figures; 90 percent can barely keep on their feet.”253 Almost every day, there were murders or forced suicides on the plantation, as the following extract from Kašák’s notes illustrates:


  May 9 [1941]. Again a Jew shot in Freiland II. He started to run. The sentry told us that although he has instructions to shoot without warning, he shouted twice. The [prisoner] stopped and just exclaimed: “I want to go there” and fell after two shots … Again they have put a group of lifeless and unconscious Jews on the cart. Human flesh, the bodies of these sons of God, stacked like logs, arms and legs swaying limply—a horrendous picture that we witness daily …


  May 14. In the afternoon they again shot a Jew in Freiland II …


  May 15. Again a Jew shot. They threw his cap behind the sentry and the Kapo forced him with a truncheon to fetch it. Complete exhaustion has made [the Jewish prisoners] unrecognizable, like in a trance, with a far-away gaze …


  May 16. At nine in the morning two more Jews shot in Freiland II. They threw the exhausted men into the water and held them under water until they had almost lost consciousness, and definitely lost their minds, and Kapo Sammetinger hit them with the spade until he had forced them to cross the sentry line, whereupon they were immediately shot.254


  Dreadful as Dachau was, conditions were even worse in Mauthausen. This KL, which had not held any Jews in the prewar period, gradually filled up in the early war years, with almost one thousand Jewish men arriving in 1940–41. The vast majority of them were doomed.255 Most of the victims were Jewish men arrested in the occupied Netherlands. A first large group had been rounded up there in February 1941: after the German authorities and their local allies had met growing resistance to their persecution of Dutch Jews, Himmler ordered mass arrests in retaliation. Their initial destination was Buchenwald, where some 389 young Jewish men arrived as so-called hostages on February 28, 1941.256 “Unbearable conditions soon arose,” one of them testified later, and by May 22, 1941, over forty men had died. That day, almost all the survivors, some 341 men total, were forced on a train to Mauthausen on orders of the IKL; most likely, SS leaders had decided that they should die.257 The prisoners arrived in Mauthausen around midnight and the SS guards set upon them straightaway; within three months, more than half had perished. Most of them died in the quarries, crushed by rocks, beaten to death, or forced over the sentry line. Some committed suicide and threw themselves to their deaths, holding hands; on October 14, 1941, for example, the SS recorded that sixteen Jews had perished by “jumping [in the] quarry.” Whether they had been pushed or not, the SS men were guilty, a responsibility they bore lightly. When further transports of Jews arrived in Mauthausen, SS officials jokingly welcomed their new “battalion of paratroopers.”258


  By 1941, concentration camps had become death traps for Jewish prisoners. The sharp rise in the death rate, compared to the prewar years, owed much to the unrestrained rank-and-file guards. But their superiors were involved, too, and several prisoners reported that KL commandants had given explicit orders to kill Jewish prisoners.259 Clearly, the Camp SS was influenced by the general course of Nazi anti-Jewish policy, which turned far more lethal between 1939 and 1941, with the SS in the driving seat. Still, the transition to systematic murder came particularly early in the KL, well before Nazi policy as a whole moved in this direction. While the immediate extermination of European Jews had not yet been decided by early summer 1941, the death of Jews in concentration camps was an almost foregone conclusion by then.


  This is not to say that the Nazi Final Solution started earlier than we thought. Despite isolated calls by radical Nazi activists for deporting all Jews to the KL, the camps remained on the periphery of anti-Jewish policy in the early war years.260 Instead, the authorities relied on other sites of mass detention, setting up hundreds of forced labor camps and ghettos in Poland, Germany, and elsewhere; the largest ghetto in Warsaw held some 445,000 Jews by March 1941, suffering mass starvation, disease, and death.261 By contrast, the KL were reserved for selected Jews only, above all men seen as particularly dangerous criminals or terrorists. They were arrested for punishment and deterrence, as in the case of the Jews rounded up in the Netherlands, whose fate was common knowledge among the Dutch Jewish community.262 If the only “crime” of Jewish men, women, and children was being Jewish, however, they were far more likely to suffer elsewhere.


  Attacking Polish Prisoners


  On August 13, 1940, the daily routine in Mauthausen was briefly disrupted when two middle-aged Polish prisoners, Victor Lukawski and Franc Kapacki, slipped away from the Gusen subcamp. Escapes were still extremely rare, and after the guards realized that two men were missing, they ran amok. As collective punishment, all eight hundred prisoners (almost all Poles) in the escaped men’s work detail were forced to move heavy rocks in the quarry at running pace; those who broke down were battered by Kapos and SS. After they returned to the camp, they had to stand to attention all night without any food. The balance sheet of the day of violence was stark: in all, fourteen Polish prisoners died in Gusen on August 13, 1940. The two escapees met a gruesome end, too; they were dragged back a couple of days later and beaten to death.263


  From the beginning, the new Gusen subcamp had been earmarked as a “reeducation camp” for Polish prisoners. The first transport with 1,084 Polish men came on May 25, 1940, the day the camp officially opened, and others soon followed. In all, some eight thousand Poles, many of them members of the Polish intelligentsia, arrived in late spring and summer 1940, mostly from other KL like Dachau and Sachsenhausen. By the end of the year, more than 1,500 had lost their lives in Gusen, where the average monthly mortality stood at five percent.264 The inferno was overseen by SS camp leader Karl Chmielewski. A trained woodcarver from Hesse, he had come to the SS in 1932, after he lost his workshop during the Great Depression. He prospered after joining Himmler’s personal office, and in summer 1935, at the age of thirty-one, he was initiated into the Camp SS; he trained in the Columbia House camp under Karl Otto Koch, one of the best teachers in cruelty, and in the following year he moved to Sachsenhausen, where he was groomed for higher office. Chmielewski’s moment came in 1940, when he was transferred to Gusen to command some sixty SS men. Under his reign, which lasted until late 1942, one in every two prisoners perished. A tall and strong man, Chmielewski led from the front, showing his men how the prisoners should be beaten, kicked, whipped, and killed. His superiors were duly impressed, with the Mauthausen commandant Franz Ziereis praising his “especially pronounced personal toughness.”265


  Murderous violence also surrounded Poles in the other KL, after prisoner numbers shot up in 1940–41. In Sachsenhausen, thousands of Poles were isolated in the little camp, now cleared of Jews and known as the “Polish quarantine camp,” where they were tormented like the Jewish prisoners before them.266 Extreme terror characterized the smaller camps, too. After a Polish inmate escaped from Flossenbürg in summer 1941, the local Camp SS made the other Poles stand to attention for three days and nights without food—perhaps the longest roll call in the history of the KL; some prisoners who fell unconscious were murdered by a Kapo, who forced a hose with running water down their throats.267


  Nowhere was the SS assault on Polish prisoners more deadly than in Auschwitz, where Poles made up the great majority of inmates in 1940–41. Prisoner numbers had grown rapidly after the camp was set up and so did the dead. The ingredients making up camp life were the same as elsewhere: violent and often senseless labor, never-ending roll calls, hunger, disease, and dirt. “In the camp, one lived from one day to the next, just to be still alive tomorrow,” Wiesław Kielar recalled.268 In its first twelve months, several thousand men died in Auschwitz, and things only got worse. During a twelve-week period from October 7 to December 31, 1941, SS bureaucrats recorded the dispatch of 2,915 prisoner corpses from the main camp’s morgue to the crematorium.269


  The rage of the SS extended to other prisoner groups, too, in addition to Poles and Jews. German-speaking Gypsies were often targeted during the early war years, partly owing to deep-seated prejudices among SS men (Rudolf Höss, for one, was convinced that Gypsies had tried to abduct him as a child). In Buchenwald, some six hundred Austrian Roma arrived via Dachau in autumn 1939. They faced extreme hardship and hunger, and around two hundred died during the first winter. Many had suffered frozen limbs and were brought for amputations to the infirmary; SS doctors had no hesitation about killing some with deadly injections. “None of my comrades want to go to the infirmary anymore, because no one comes back,” one young inmate told a fellow prisoner. “I think all of us Gypsies will die in Buchenwald.”270


  The SS also selected some political opponents for “special treatment.” In the first half of 1941, the great majority of new arrivals in the Gusen subcamp were veterans from the Spanish Civil War. Among the other inmates, these men quickly gained a reputation for bravery and solidarity. This only confirmed the fears of the SS, who saw them as battle-hardened enemies and singled them out for the hardest punishment. In 1941, almost sixty percent of prisoners classified as “Red Spaniards” or “Spaniards” perished in Mauthausen; many of the 3,046 victims were murdered in the quarries. The steep steps the prisoners had to climb every day, with huge blocks of granite on their backs, resembled “a long cemetery,” one of the survivors wrote.271


  Prisoner Relations


  The dealings between different inmate groups became more strained than ever as conditions deteriorated. The basic principles of the camp pitted them against one another, and their backgrounds, beliefs, and experiences were too diverse to unite them against the SS. Many Polish prisoners, for example, felt hostile toward prisoners from Germany, the enemy nation. Their dislike extended even to dedicated opponents of the Nazi regime like German Communists. Many Poles despised them as atheists and, even more so, as friends of the Soviet Union, which had invaded the eastern half of Poland in mid-September 1939, under the ignominious Hitler-Stalin pact, and arrested, deported, or executed many tens of thousands of Polish civilians and soldiers.272


  German prisoners, meanwhile, were not immune to Nazi racism, which tapped into a long history of chauvinism toward Slavs. In Neuengamme, a German Kapo warned newcomers about Poles: “We know that riffraff: lazy, dirty, and most of them also bread thieves.”273 Jews continued to suffer at the hands of some German inmates, too. In Sachsenhausen, Leon Szalet had briefly worked with political prisoners from the penal company. It was heavy building work and the forty-eight-year-old Szalet, new to the job, could not keep up: “My work colleagues used this to furiously insult me. I was lazy like all Jews, they screamed.” Then they beat Szalet until he collapsed.274


  By no means were all German prisoners blinded by racism, of course. Szalet himself praised the Sachsenhausen camp elder Harry Naujoks for helping as much as he could, and he greatly admired his courageous block elder, another left-wing German prisoner.275 Other Polish and Jewish inmates received help from German prisoners, too. In the savage world of the camps, even small gestures meant a lot, and were still remembered decades later.276 Nonetheless, the friction between prisoner groups increased under the pressure of war.


  Tensions were exacerbated by the preferential SS treatment for selected German prisoners.277 Across the KL system, most of the coveted Kapo posts went to Germans, and the contrast between these inmates and the rest was stark. In the unforgiving winter of 1939–40, hundreds of Sachsenhausen prisoners died in outside labor details and freezing barracks. At the same time, privileged inmates like Emil Büge, who worked as a prisoner clerk, had a desk in a heated office. Together with the other German clerks, Büge enjoyed extra sandwiches, milk, and cigarettes, and celebrated the birthday of one comrade with cake and coffee, a delicacy most other prisoners only dreamed about.278


  Not only did German Kapos enjoy better conditions, they often held the fate of foreign inmates and Jews in their hands. Take Johann Brüggen, a German political prisoner who terrorized two hundred men on a large Dachau building site in 1940, pursuing Jews with particular vengeance. One of his victims was Gerhard Brandt, a twenty-seven-year-old graphic designer who arrived in Dachau on May 24, 1940, and joined Brüggen’s commando a few days later. When Brandt fell behind, Kapo Brüggen was all over him, screaming “Dirty Jew,” “Jewish pig,” and “You’re not even human.” On June 5, 1940, the seriously injured prisoner was admitted to the Dachau infirmary; here, he confidentially described the torture he had suffered: “When I fell, Brüggen would always trample over my body. I was also beaten every day on the head and the face with a wooden cudgel. With his hands, too, Brüggen pushed into my face, so that I always bled very heavily from the nose. The handkerchief was so blood-soaked I could not use it anymore for drying off.” A few hours after he gave this account, Gerhard Brandt died.279


  Kapo Brüggen was no exception; hundreds of German Kapos were guilty of violent excesses in the early war years. But the other prisoners did not see all such violence as taboo. Quite the contrary. There was widespread agreement that slaps and kicks were in order if a prisoner had stepped out of line. Emil Büge recorded such a case in winter 1939–40. One night, a Polish prisoner moaned and pleaded for water, and grabbed the covers of other inmates in his barrack. Tired of the commotion, a block service prisoner eventually hit the man with a truncheon. “We all approve that he is beaten,” Büge wrote, “and he duly becomes ‘sensible’ and no longer disturbs us.” In fact, the prisoner was dead. In the darkness of the night, no one had realized that he was no troublemaker; he was dying.280


  This unknown Polish prisoner was one of many thousands of victims in the early war years, a period of change inside the KL. Many key features of the wartime camps emerged early on: bigger compounds, new camps outside the German heartland, masses of foreign prisoners, lethal living conditions, murderous everyday violence, and planned executions. The terror would intensify in later years, but it had started early in the war. And yet, even during the worst days, victims were still counted in their dozens, not hundreds or thousands. The transition from mass death to systematic mass extermination did not take place until spring and summer 1941, when Nazi leaders took the next steps on the road to genocide in the KL.


  
    
  


  
    
  


   


  5


  Mass Extermination


  On the morning of Friday, April 4, 1941, two German doctors, Friedrich Mennecke, a dapper thirty-six-year-old, and the dumpy Theodor Steinmeyer, seven years older and sporting a crude Hitler mustache, arrived at Oranienburg train station and made their way to the nearby Sachsenhausen concentration camp. Except for their looks, the two psychiatrists had much in common. Ambitious and ruthless, they were both committed to radical racial hygiene and had risen at a young age to become asylum directors in the Third Reich, assisted by their early dedication to the Nazi cause (Steinmeyer had joined the party in 1929, Mennecke in 1932). During their half-hour walk, the two men, who would become firm friends, probably talked about their first trip to the camp on the previous day, when their superior, Professor Werner Heyde, had initiated them into a secret mission: they would examine around four hundred prisoners, selected by the Camp SS from among all the twelve thousand Sachsenhausen inmates.1


  On arrival, Dr. Mennecke and Dr. Steinmeyer set themselves up in the camp’s infirmary to see the selected prisoners. The two physicians worked all day, interrupted only by lunch in the SS officers’ mess. They finished at 6:00 p.m., having each examined several dozen prisoners. Steinmeyer then returned to his hotel in Berlin, while Mennecke retired to a luxurious double room in the posh Hotel Eilers in Oranienburg. Buzzing with excitement, he fired off a letter to his wife. “Our work is very, very interesting,” he told her. At 9:00 a.m. the next day, after a good night’s rest and a rich breakfast, Dr. Mennecke met up again with Dr. Steinmeyer at Oranienburg station and returned to Sachsenhausen for more prisoner examinations, breaking off at lunchtime for the weekend. They resumed their duties on Monday morning, when they were joined by a third psychiatrist, Dr. Otto Hebold. They worked even quicker now and on the following day, Tuesday, April 8, 1941, after seeing the last remaining eighty-four prisoners, they had completed their mission.2


  The doctors departed from Sachsenhausen as suddenly as they had appeared, leaving behind the prisoners they had examined. Most of them were little more than skin and bones. “They were so weak,” Dr. Hebold recalled later, “they could barely stand upright”; many were unable to work and had been in the infirmary for some time, suffering from a range of debilitating illnesses. Others had been selected by the SS inside their barracks. One was Siegbert Fraenkel, a refined fifty-seven-year-old art and book dealer from Berlin. Fraenkel had made many friends among the other Jewish prisoners in the torturous standing commando, diverting them during their interminable days with talks about paintings, literature, and philosophy. “Through his lectures,” one inmate later remembered, “he gave us back a bit of dignified, human life.” The corpulent Fraenkel was still in reasonable health after more than five months in the camp. Still the SS presented him to the visiting physicians in spring 1941, presumably because of his deformed spine.3


  The doctors’ examinations in Sachsenhausen were a short, sharp ordeal. For several minutes, they interrogated each inmate about his background, health, and family; repeatedly, local Camp SS officials intervened, adding further details about alleged misconduct and poor work performance. Worst of all was the uncertainty about what the doctors wanted. Under the extreme conditions of the camps, inmates were always second-guessing their captors, trying to read the SS runes, and the doctors’ visit to Sachsenhausen in early April 1941 was no different. The most persistent rumor, encouraged by the SS, was that the physicians selected infirm inmates for easier work in Dachau. Other prisoners suspected more sinister motives, though no one was sure. But after several weeks had passed without further incident, many prisoners must have forgotten all about their examination by the mysterious doctors. None of them knew that their fate had already been sealed.4


  Dr. Steinmeyer, Dr. Mennecke, and Dr. Hebold were no ordinary doctors. They were veterans of the “euthanasia” action, the Nazi program for the mass murder of the disabled. These physicians had long broken their Hippocratic Oath and came to Sachsenhausen not to heal but to kill: they judged most of the prisoners they examined as “life unworthy of life,” as the doctors called them, and reported them to the headquarters of the “euthanasia” program.5 After the files had been processed there, a final list of names was sent back to Sachsenhausen. Early on June 3, 1941, exactly two months after Steinmeyer and Mennecke had first visited the camp, the SS assembled the first ninety-five victims in the infirmary. Here they were injected with a sedative and forced onto a large truck, covered with a tarpaulin. Another 174 prisoners followed on two further transports a few days later. Among them was Siegbert Fraenkel, the Jewish art dealer, who feared the worst. Shortly before he left Sachsenhausen on June 5, he told the camp elder Harry Naujoks: “It is obvious; we’re being treated like doomed men.” Fraenkel was right. The truck brought him and the others to Sonnenstein asylum in Saxony, where they were all murdered on arrival.6


  These murders were no one-off. When he came to Sachsenhausen in April 1941, Dr. Mennecke knew that this trip was only the beginning of his lethal service in the KL. By the time Siegbert Fraenkel and the other Sachsenhausen prisoners were murdered two months later, Mennecke had already completed his next round of selections, this time in Auschwitz, and over the coming months he would travel to Buchenwald, Dachau, Ravensbrück, Gross-Rosen, Flossenbürg, and Neuengamme.7 Thousands of prisoners were killed as a result.


  The year 1941 was when the KL moved from mass death to mass extermination. From early autumn, with the killing of infirm inmates still in full swing, the Camp SS embarked on an even more radical program, murdering tens of thousands of Soviet POWs. The concentration camps turned into killing fields and annihilation became a way of life for the perpetrators, inaugurating a new period in the camps’ history: for the first time, Camp SS men participated in the coordinated slaughter of prisoners on a grand scale.


  KILLING THE WEAK


  The Nazi “euthanasia” action had taken shape just before the outbreak of the Second World War, when Hitler authorized a secret program for the murder of the disabled. The men in charge were Hitler’s personal doctor Karl Brandt and Philipp Bouhler, the head of the Chancellery of the Führer. A marginal figure in the Nazi hierarchy, Bouhler saw mass murder as a chance to boost his standing, and entrusted the day-to-day management to his right-hand man Viktor Brack. Soon, the perpetrators had established an effective organization, working from headquarters in a Berlin villa on Tiergartenstrasse 4 (hence the code word of the “euthanasia” program, Operation T-4). German asylums were asked to submit special forms about their patients, with details about their condition. These forms were then dispatched to specially recruited doctors like Dr. Mennecke and Dr. Steinmeyer, who made the initial decision about the patients’ fate, cursorily reviewed by a senior physician like Professor Heyde. Their main focus was on the patients’ ability to work: anyone regarded as unproductive would be killed. But how?


  The murderers considered several methods. Initially, they thought about lethal injections. But this was soon abandoned in favor of a different approach. Apparently backed by Hitler, the fateful decision was taken to kill the disabled with poison gas. In late 1939–early 1940, the SS set up a trial gassing in a former jail outside Berlin. Several disabled men were locked into a sealed room pumped full of carbon monoxide; they died under the watchful gaze of the top brass of the “euthanasia” action. Before long, the newly recruited T-4 staff ran several killing centers (mostly converted mental asylums), each with a gas chamber. Mass gassings of patients from across Germany only ceased in summer 1941, on Hitler’s orders, following growing public anxiety about the killings, which had become an open secret (the murders continued less conspicuously inside local asylums). By this time, some seventy to eighty thousand people had been murdered inside gas chambers, the “unique invention of Nazi Germany,” in the words of the historian Henry Friedlander, that would become central to the genocide of European Jews. Its first victims, though, were patients from asylums, and they were soon followed by KL inmates.8


  “Euthanasia” and the Camps


  Heinrich Himmler must have been appalled when he stepped inside Dachau on January 20, 1941, some nine months after his last visit, to lead a delegation of senior SS officials and Dutch Nazis.9 Anxious Camp SS officers always tried to gloss over difficulties during his inspections, but there was no way of hiding that his favorite camp was in crisis. The problem, as far as the local Camp SS was concerned, had started several months earlier, when Camp Inspector Richard Glücks, faced with an ever-growing number of ill and weak prisoners across the KL system, had designated Dachau as a collection point for Muselmänner. Previously, individual camps had isolated the sick inside special zones. Now Glücks planned to relieve other camps by concentrating the greatest misery in Dachau.10 Following Glücks’s order, thousands of sick men had arrived in Dachau from late summer 1940 onward. Between August 28 and September 16 alone, four large transports left Sachsenhausen, bringing four thousand invalid prisoners (mostly from the standing commandos) to Dachau; in exchange, the Dachau SS dispatched up to three thousand healthier inmates in the opposite direction.11 Smaller transports also came from other camps. On October 24, 1940, for example, the Buchenwald SS sent a special train to Dachau; the SS described all 371 men on board as “ill prisoners and cripples” who were “unfit for work.”12


  Dachau turned into a nightmare. Bodies of Muselmänner who had died en route were dumped at the train station. Those who made it into the compound lay sprawled across the roll call square or inside specially cleared barracks. They were emaciated, often with frostbitten hands or feet, and covered in lice, edema, and pus-filled wounds; passing SS guards were surprised when these half-dead men still showed signs of life, crying, whimpering, and begging for mercy, or when they screamed in pain as others ripped off clothing that stuck to their scabs. Many suffered from acute dysentery and an infernal stench soon filled Dachau. The prisoner Alfred Hübsch vividly recalled the arrival of one of the “horror transports” from Sachsenhausen in early September 1940: “We saw dozens [of new prisoners] with excrement running out of their trousers. Their hands, too, were full of excrement and they screamed and rubbed their dirty hands across their faces. These soiled and sunken faces, with their protruding cheekbones, had something terrifying about them.” Too weak to walk and eat, many had come to Dachau only to die.13


  In all, more than one thousand prisoners perished between September and December 1940; in four infernal months, around twice as many men had died in Dachau as in the seven prewar years. Then conditions got even worse. In January 1941, the month when Himmler visited, Dachau reached a new deadly record, as at least 463 prisoners lost their lives.14 At the same time, the camp was ravaged by scabies. An estimated four to five thousand men were infected in early 1941, almost half of the entire prisoner population. Many were isolated with no medical help, little food, and only bags of straw to sleep on. The prisoner Adam Kozlowiecki, a Polish cardinal who saw the sick on their way to their weekly bath, recorded their appearance in a secret diary: “Yellow skeletons with big, sad eyes. They looked at us. Some glances expressed a plea for help, others complete apathy.”15


  The dirt and disease in Dachau dented Himmler’s ideal image of the KL, even if his subordinates shielded him from the worst during his visit on January 20, 1941. Himmler’s vision was about all-out order and cleanliness, and filthy invalids had no place in it; they were a drain on resources, a health risk, and an economic liability. Many Camp SS men agreed. As one of them explained in early 1941, all prisoners “who cannot work” and all “cripples” posed a “colossal burden” for the KL.16 By then, Camp SS leaders must have realized that the decision to turn Dachau into a dumping ground for the sick had backfired. Not only had it turned the old model camp into a pit, the situation in the other KL was little improved. True, prisoner mortality had fallen temporarily after sick prisoners left for Dachau.17 But their numbers soon grew again, and by early 1941 all SS concentration camps for men were full of dying inmates.18 Something had to be done.


  Around the time of his trip to Dachau, Heinrich Himmler settled on a radical solution: invalid prisoners would be systematically exterminated.19 Mass murder was already in the air. Across the Third Reich and its newly conquered territories, Nazi leaders and their followers were getting used to murder as a solution to all kinds of “problems,” from political resistance to mental illness. As for weak and sick prisoners in the KL, many SS men were more than happy to see them die. According to a former inmate, the views of Dachau SS leaders about invalids in 1940 could be summed up as follows: “Let them croak—then we’ll be rid of them.”20 In fact, as we have seen, some local Camp SS men had already started to go further, murdering some weak and sick prisoners on their own initiative. In another case of “cumulative radicalization,” such unauthorized and ad hoc killings by overzealous local Camp SS men must have given an added spur to the new centralized program of murdering the infirm, with Himmler reasserting his authority as the final arbiter over life and death.21


  To implement his plan, Himmler turned to the T-4 killing experts. Rumors that the “euthanasia” program would be extended to the KL had circulated in Germany since 1940.22 But Himmler did not settle things until early 1941, during discussions with Bouhler and Brack from the Chancellery of the Führer.23 It was convenient for Himmler to latch on to the “euthanasia” action. Here was a well-oiled machine that had already delivered tens of thousands to their deaths. Moreover, Himmler knew that he could trust the T-4 officials, many of whom were SS veterans (including several former Camp SS men who had been transferred from Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald to T-4 in late 1939). Some he knew personally: Viktor Brack had once worked as Himmler’s driver and Werner Heyde had overseen prisoner sterilizations in the prewar KL.24 Once Himmler had made his decision, he moved fast. After a further meeting with Brack on March 28, 1941—and possibly the final go-ahead from Hitler himself—the operation began, and just one week later, Dr. Mennecke and Dr. Steinmeyer set to work in Sachsenhausen.25


  It is significant that Himmler decided to outsource the first extermination program of his prisoners to the T-4 killers, rather than leaving it to the Camp SS. We can only guess at his motives. Perhaps Himmler wanted his SS men to learn from the T-4 professionals before they turned their own hands to large-scale executions. Or perhaps he worried that mass slaughter inside the camps themselves might trigger prisoner uprisings, whereas killing invalids in faraway “euthanasia” centers meant that the remaining inmates might be deceived about the murderous turn of SS policy.26


  Selections


  Local Camp SS officers were initiated into the program by their superiors, who told them about Himmler’s orders to kill the invalids and the infirm. Although the local Camp SS did not act as executioner, it still had a crucial role to play: picking out inmates for the T-4 selections. The most important task, the IKL stressed, was to single out those “who are no longer able to work” (echoing provisions of the “euthanasia” program); among those who were specially targeted, a senior Auschwitz official recalled, were “cripples,” “incurables,” and “infectious prisoners.”27


  Although the IKL issued some quotas for the total number of prisoners to be presented to the T-4 doctors, local Camp SS men had plenty of leeway when it came to their initial selections. In Dachau, for example, the SS forced prisoners from the various labor details to assemble on the roll call square; Camp SS leaders then noted the names of particularly weak and emaciated men, as well as those with disabilities, such as missing limbs or club feet. The Dachau SS chose yet more prisoners from so-called invalid blocks and the infirmary, forcing some Kapos to cooperate. Walter Neff, a prisoner orderly on the Dachau tuberculosis block, later acknowledged that he had picked out bedridden prisoners.28


  Following the SS preparations, the T-4 doctors traveled to the camps, alone or in small groups. After the inaugural trip to Sachsenhausen in April 1941, the physicians visited most other camps, including Auschwitz (May 1941), Buchenwald (June and November–December 1941), Mauthausen (June–July 1941), Dachau (September 1941), Ravensbrück (November 1941 and January 1942), Gross-Rosen (January 1942), Flossenbürg (March 1942), and Neuengamme (April 1942).29 In all, a dozen or more T-4 doctors were involved.30 They were led by the senior medical “euthanasia” experts, Professor Werner Heyde and Professor Hermann Nitsche, who occasionally participated in the selections themselves. The others were mostly veterans from the T-4 program. Previously, men like Dr. Steinmeyer and Dr. Mennecke had visited mental asylums to select patients to die. Now they came to the camps.31


  On arrival, the T-4 doctors were met by senior members of the local Camp SS—the commandant, his adjutant, or the camp physician—who briefed them about SS preparations.32 The T-4 physicians, who could move freely around the compound, sometimes demanded to see more prisoners than the SS had picked. The doctors’ power was a potential cause of friction with local Camp SS chieftains.33 But in practice, their relationship was largely cordial. They worked together and sometimes socialized, too, going for walks around the grounds to aid their digestion after lunch in the SS officers’ mess.34


  During their selections, the T-4 doctors briefly studied the prisoner files. Then they completed a registration form for each inmate, which had been prepared by the SS, using the standard criteria developed for the “euthanasia” program. Most questions concerned the prisoner’s condition, asking about “Diagnosis,” “Main Symptoms,” and “Incurable Physical Ailments.”35 Normally, the doctors also took a cursory glance at the inmates, just as Dr. Mennecke and Dr. Steinmeyer had done in Sachsenhausen. One at a time, the prisoners, often undressed, were paraded before them; those unable to walk were carried. The doctors scribbled some notes on the forms; occasionally, they would also ask inmates about their background.36 Then the doctors turned to their next victims.


  The selections were swift—like a “conveyor belt,” Dr. Mennecke noted in Dachau—and sped up as T-4 doctors gained experience. By November 1941, Mennecke needed less than three minutes to pass judgment on a prisoner, down from an average of eight minutes back in April. “The work is going with a real swing,” he informed his wife.37 Apparently, the T-4 doctors only spared a few of the prisoners they saw. It is not clear what swayed them, though it is likely that some First World War veterans were among those given a temporary reprieve.38 In the end, the decision by Mennecke and his colleagues came down to a snap judgment they entered into a box on the bottom left-hand corner of the form.39 The fate of each prisoner was determined by a quick stroke of the pen: “+” meant death, “-” meant life.40


  The forms were reviewed by officials at T-4 headquarters in Berlin, who approved the final list of victims.41 This list was then dispatched to one of three “euthanasia” killing centers (Hartheim, Bernburg, or Sonnenstein) that liaised with the respective KL to organize the prisoner transports.42 When the day came—often several months elapsed between selections and transports—Camp SS men accompanied the prisoners to the killing centers; the Mauthausen SS used a Mercedes omnibus and two yellow postal buses to ferry the victims to their deaths.43 The prisoners’ departure was reported by telex to the IKL in Oranienburg, which kept abreast of the whole operation.44


  By the time the death transports arrived at the killing centers, many prisoners on board were suspicious and scared; the smell of burning flesh that sometimes hung over the institutions added to their alarm. As local T-4 staff took over from the SS men and checked the paperwork, some prisoners lied about their health or background, hoping that this might help them. A few others tried to run, only to be wrestled to the ground by SS men. There was no way out. Soon, the prisoners were led away, supposedly to the showers. After they had undressed and entered the gas chamber, the T-4 staff locked the door and pumped poison gas inside, from carbon monoxide steel cylinders supplied by IG Farben. Some victims began to vomit, shake, or scream, and struggled for air. After several minutes, the last ones fell unconscious, and some minutes later all were dead. After a while, the gas chamber was ventilated and the bodies dragged out by T-4 staff. They burned the corpses in an adjacent crematorium, but not before ripping out all gold fillings (prisoners had been marked before they went to their death). The gold was sent in batches to T-4 headquarters, which arranged for it to be melted down and sold on. According to one former official, this more or less covered the costs of the killings. The murder machine was self-financing, as victims paid for their own extermination.45


  Doctors as Murderers


  Like other T-4 doctors, Friedrich Mennecke reveled in his role. It has sometimes been suggested that enthusiastic henchmen like Mennecke led double lives to cope with their grisly deeds. Mass murderers in the camps and loving husbands at home, they are said to have erected an impenetrable barrier between professional and private lives.46 Nothing could be further from the truth in Mennecke’s case, as his copious correspondence reveals. Whenever he was away from home, he bombarded his wife with postcards and letters; like an obsessive bookkeeper of his own life, no detail was too small to ignore, from his bowel movements in the morning to his choice of dessert wine after dinner.47 The letters dating from his time in the camps show that SS Hauptsturmführer Mennecke saw no reason to deceive his wife, who, like him, was a committed National Socialist. He even joked about his murderous mission: “Let the next happy hunt begin!!” he scribbled one morning in November 1941 as he set off for Buchenwald.48 Far from drawing a line between his work and private life, Mennecke pleaded with his wife to join him—and she did, more than once, accompanying him on his trips to Buchenwald, Ravensbrück, and Gross-Rosen.49


  Friedrich Mennecke took great pride in his work, which allowed him to rub shoulders with eminent doctors and senior Nazi officials; he proudly informed his wife whenever his superiors praised him.50 And he was fiercely competitive, rejoicing whenever he managed to finish more forms than his colleagues (“He who works fast saves time!”). Throughout his time in the KL, Mennecke did not suffer any obvious pangs of conscience, sleeping soundly and eating well. If anything, the selections of starving prisoners seemed to whet his appetite. “This morning, we worked really hard again,” he reported about his stint in Buchenwald on November 29, 1941. By eleven o’clock, he had completed seventy forms and felt hungry. He walked over to the SS canteen and devoured “a huge meat dumpling (not a burger), salted potatoes and cabbage, plus sauce.”51


  His verbosity aside, Dr. Mennecke cut no exceptional figure among the T-4 physicians. Mass murder seems to have come easy to them. Like Mennecke, the others saw the killings as an opportunity—an important step for the Third Reich and an important step for their own careers. What is more, they did not have to execute the death sentences they signed, quickly moving on to the next KL. The general atmosphere during these trips was friendly and collegial, as the T-4 men often shared the same hotels and socialized, drawing on their expense accounts. From the outside, they must have appeared like salesmen on a business trip. And this impression was not entirely wrong; it was just that their business was death.


  The mood of T-4 doctors was particularly buoyant in early September 1941, when they met in Munich for their biggest mission yet, in nearby Dachau. The situation inside was largely unchanged since Himmler’s visit in January: no other KL held more sick and dying men. This was why, presumably, the camp was only targeted now, after the murderous operation was fully up and running.52 In late summer 1941, the Dachau Camp SS selected two thousand prisoners to be presented to the T-4 commission; many of them had arrived on “invalid transports” from other camps. To guarantee the speedy examination of these prisoners, T-4 managers mobilized at least seven physicians, headed by Professors Heyde and Nitsche themselves; the latter was determined to make the most of his trip to southern Germany and brought along his wife and daughter, who went on an excursion to the Alps. The T-4 officials, meanwhile, paid a preparatory visit to Dachau on September 3, 1941. Because the SS had not yet completed all its paperwork, the doctors stayed only briefly and took the rest of the day off. Dr. Mennecke, Professor Nitsche, and a few others took advantage of the sunshine and strolled along the scenic Lake Starnberg. They did some more sightseeing back in Munich, before moving on to dinner. Afterward, the group split; most doctors went to the movies, while Mennecke and his friend Steinmeyer carried on drinking in a popular wine bar. The next morning, the group went back to Dachau to begin the selections.53


  Inside Dachau, the T-4 doctors acted professionally, corresponding to their self-image as men of Nazi science. To deceive the prisoners about their ultimate fate, they put on a farce, just as they had previously done in other camps. They approached the inmates calmly and politely, in deliberate contrast to the Camp SS. One T-4 official even made a show of chastising a young Dachau block leader for his brutality, to the amazement of onlooking prisoners. The doctors behaved in “a very odd and completely unprecedented” manner, Karel Kašák wrote in his secret notes in September 1941—perhaps the beginning of a better life for the prisoners, he speculated.54 Such hopes were raised further after the T-4 doctors promised the selected prisoners that they would be taken to a camp with light work and better conditions.55 This chimed with claims by Camp SS men, who also painted a rosy picture of transfers to sanatoria, hospitals, and recuperation camps.56 All these lies were designed to make the doomed prisoners compliant. Just as during the general “euthanasia” action, the plan was to leave the victims in the dark until the moment they were killed; even the gas chambers were disguised as washrooms, complete with tiles, benches, and showerheads.57


  It was not just the prisoners who were deceived. The whole operation was shrouded in secrecy to prevent the spread of public rumors of the kind that had disrupted the general “euthanasia” program.58 In line with this covert nature, T-4 doctors like Mennecke received most of their instructions during face-to-face meetings and telephone calls.59 Meanwhile, SS officials inside the camps had to sign a written pledge to keep silent about the operation.60 There was no more open talk of murder in the internal correspondence either, as there had been during the first KL executions in September 1939. When it came to the mass murder of invalid prisoners, the officials used a code name, Action 14f13 (insiders immediately recognized its significance: on Camp SS paperwork, the prefix “14f” always referred to the death of prisoners).61 Naturally, the rule of secrecy applied to the victims’ relatives, too. Camp SS doctors sometimes wrote letters with fake medical details, adding condolences about the sudden deaths and assurances that everything had been done to save the deceased (there was no such subterfuge in the case of Jewish prisoners; here, a curt notification of death was considered enough).62


  Despite these provisions, Action 14f13 did not proceed as smoothly as the perpetrators planned. There was plenty of improvisation and confusion, as the following example of selections in Ravensbrück shows. On the afternoon of November 19, 1941, Dr. Friedrich Mennecke—seen by his T-4 superiors as the concentration camp specialist—arrived in the town of Fürstenberg near the camp. He came straight from Berlin, where he had met with Professors Heyde and Nitsche to confirm his itinerary for the coming weeks. After dropping off his suitcase in a local hotel, Mennecke walked to the camp and briefly talked with the adjutant, who told him that the SS had identified a total of 259 prisoners for the examination. Afterward, Mennecke discussed the next steps with Commandant Max Koegel over coffee and beer in the SS mess hall, and then strolled back into town.


  Early the next day, Mennecke called Heyde in Berlin to tell him that he would carry out his assignment without the help of other T-4 doctors. He then returned to Ravensbrück and examined the first ninety-five women, who had to appear naked before him. He also held another meeting with Koegel and the camp doctor, convincing them that a further sixty to seventy prisoners should be included. All seemed to be going according to plan, and Mennecke was even more pleased with himself than usual as he returned to his hotel. But later in the evening, he was surprised by the arrival of two colleagues who brought news from Berlin: T-4 leader Viktor Brack had given instructions for a vast two thousand prisoners to be examined in Ravensbrück—around one in every four inmates. Mennecke immediately dispatched a letter to his wife to complain about the administrative chaos. “Nobody cares if that many [prisoners] actually fall under the general guidelines!” he grumbled.


  Next morning, the three physicians went to Ravensbrück for a meeting with the commandant about the new directives. Before the expanded selections really got started, however, Heyde called and ordered the two doctors, who had only just arrived, back to T-4 headquarters. The two men were furious and Mennecke, who worked alone again, also fumed about the “height of Berlin incompetence.” One day later, on November 22, 1941, Mennecke received yet another call from the headquarters, informing him that Heyde now expected the Ravensbrück Camp SS to prepare the paperwork on some 1,200 to 1,500 prisoners by mid-December—the fourth target figure in three days. He dutifully passed the message to Commandant Koegel during a final meeting on Monday, November 24, 1941, before leaving for Buchenwald. By then, Mennecke had examined almost three hundred women. Once the Ravensbrück SS had picked out the additional prisoners (including men from the local subcamp), Mennecke returned on January 5, 1942, to finish the job. He selected hundreds more to die, completing 850 forms in little more than a week. The first transport left the camp in the following month, probably for the killing center in Bernburg.63


  Dr. Mennecke’s murderous mission to Ravensbrück highlights the ad hoc aspects of Action 14f13. At the same time, it marked a significant moment in the treatment of female prisoners. Previously, the women in Ravensbrück had been spared some of the most deadly SS excesses. Now they were included in the KL extermination policy, although some differences between the sexes remained. Proportionally, the Ravensbrück SS presented far more male prisoners to Mennecke than female ones, probably a reflection of the devastating conditions inside the small compound for men. This highlights another important element of the murderous program: its divergent impact on different prisoner groups. Once again, suffering in the KL was not equal.64


  Extending Action 14f13


  Did Ferdinand (Faybusch) Itzkewitsch have any idea—as he boarded a truck with ninety-two other Buchenwald prisoners in mid-July 1941—that he only had a few hours to live? A forty-nine-year-old Russian Jew who settled as a shoemaker in Germany after the First World War, Itzkewitsch had been held in Buchenwald since 1938, following a prison sentence for “race defilement” (he was convicted for his long-term relationship with his German partner). He had hoped in vain to be released and to emigrate, suffering untold horrors in the camp. But in a letter of June 29, 1941, he still tried to sound upbeat, telling his teenage son that “I am doing well, health-wise” and asking for a quick reply. He probably expected that he would soon leave the camp. Two weeks earlier, he had been among around two hundred prisoners selected by T-4 doctors (Itzkewitsch was presumably picked because of a physical disability). Many Buchenwald inmates had been alarmed by these examinations, after one of the T-4 doctors, Bodo Gorgass, had deviated from the usual script. As Dr. Mennecke noted when he came to Buchenwald a few months later, his coarse colleague “is said to have behaved like a butcher, not like a doctor, damaging the reputation of our action.” To calm the prisoners, Buchenwald SS men promised that there was nothing to fear, as the selected men would be taken to a recuperation camp. Not all inmates were fooled. But there were plenty who wanted to believe the lies; the weaker the prisoners were, the harder they clung to the SS fairy tales. In the end, many men who left Buchenwald in mid-July 1941, on two separate transports, must have still had some hope of being saved. But all of them, including Ferdinand Itzkewitsch, were gassed in Sonnenstein.65


  As Action 14f13 continued, the wall of deception inside the concentration camps began to crumble. Some prisoners heard about the murders from SS men who could not bite their tongue.66 Several Kapos, meanwhile, learned the truth after the SS brought back the victims’ clothes and other possessions. Not long after the lethal transport of Ferdinand Itzkewitsch to Sonnenstein, Rudolf Gottschalk, a prisoner clerk in the Buchenwald infirmary, saw the SS return with dentures, spectacles, and crutches. Later Gottschalk was ordered to prepare death certificates for all the departed men. When he asked about their cause of death, the Camp SS doctor handed him a medical dictionary and said “just pick out what you need”; in Itzkewitsch’s case, he chose “pneumonia.”67 The news about the prisoners’ true fate quickly made the rounds in Buchenwald, just as it spread through other KL after the first transports. Many inmates were shocked. The Camp SS, they felt, had crossed a threshold. Prisoners knew their captors to be capable of heinous crimes, but few, it seems, had expected them to turn to systematic mass murder.68 From now on, no one volunteered for transports to the so-called sanatoria, as had sometimes happened in the past, and those who were selected desperately tried to get struck off the lists, though with little hope of success.69


  Just as prisoners’ awareness of Action 14f13 grew over time, so did T-4 selections. In line with Himmler’s original orders, selections initially focused on sick, weak, and disabled prisoners—all those written off as unproductive. The victims’ national backgrounds varied from camp to camp, depending on the local makeup of the prisoner population. In Gusen, for example, Poles and Spaniards were in the great majority when the T-4 commission arrived in summer 1941, and consequently accounted for almost all the victims.70 Dachau, by contrast, still held a large number of German men, and they made up almost half of those selected to die by the T-4 doctors in September 1941.71


  Although every infirm prisoner was threatened by Action 14f13, some were more likely to be killed than others. Sick and weak “asocials” and “criminals” were specially targeted, it seems, perhaps because the SS saw their inability to work as confirmation of their “work-shy” nature.72 Criminality figured prominently on the official forms, and the T-4 doctors, who had already considered deviance an aggravating factor during earlier “euthanasia” selections in asylums, now appeared to apply similar rules to the KL.73 Summing up his impression of the inmates he had selected in Sachsenhausen in April 1941, Dr. Mennecke informed his wife that they were all, without exception, “‘antisocials’—to the highest degree.”74


  The hunt for the infirm hit many prisoners at the bottom of the SS hierarchy, since they were generally in the worst state of health. This was true for social outsiders, and it was even truer for Jewish inmates, outcasts in all the concentration camps. Since the war began, Jews had swelled the ranks of the dying, and by 1941, only a few men with the yellow star were not injured, ill, or starving. Once Himmler launched Action 14f13, the weakest Jewish prisoners, and those with disabilities, like Ferdinand Itzkewitsch and Siegbert Fraenkel, were doomed.75 They were conspicuous not only because of their physical condition. T-4 doctors had already become used to racial mass murder, overseeing the killing of all Jewish patients during the general “euthanasia” program. When it came to the selection of invalids in the KL, a prisoner’s Jewish background must have often tipped the scale.76 Consequently, Jews made up a disproportionately large number of victims; forty-five percent of the 187 Buchenwald prisoners gassed in Sonnenstein in mid-July 1941 were Jews like Ferdinand Itzkewitsch, even though Jews only made up seventeen percent of the camp’s prisoner population.77


  Still, during the initial T-4 selections in the concentration camps in spring and summer 1941, medical matters generally outweighed ideological ones. The fact that a prisoner wore a yellow, green, or black triangle—marking him as Jewish, criminal, or asocial—was an aggravating factor, but what counted above all else was his state of health, as we can see when looking more closely at the summer 1941 selections in Buchenwald: although Jews were far more likely to be picked out than most other prisoners, the T-4 doctors sentenced only a fraction—around six percent of all Jewish inmates, many of them elderly—to death.78 The other Jews in Buchenwald were left untouched by the killing program, though not for very long.


  Sometime in autumn 1941, the leaders of Action 14f13 stepped up the murder of Jewish prisoners: from now on, almost all Jews in the KL would be assessed by the T-4 doctors.79 This new approach was no doubt linked to the recent escalation of general Nazi anti-Jewish policy; in summer 1941 Himmler’s SS and police units had begun to murder hundreds of thousands of Jewish men, women, and children in the occupied east, and the regime was closing in on Jews elsewhere.80 In turn, the terror against Jewish KL prisoners intensified, too. Several months before the Nazi regime embarked on the systematic extermination of European Jews, almost all Jews held inside concentration camps were regarded as candidates for the T-4 gas chambers.


  The new priorities of T-4 doctors were revealed when they returned to Buchenwald for a second round of selections in November 1941.81 During their first visit, five months earlier, the doctors had only examined a small proportion of the prisoner population. This time, Dr. Mennecke told his wife on November 26, things were different. In addition to the regular selections, the doctors would determine the fate of 1,200 Jewish men—more than eighty-five percent of all Jewish prisoners in Buchenwald.82 To save time, the doctors abandoned the individual assessments of Jews. Mennecke explained that “none of them will be ‘examined’”; he would base his judgments solely on prisoner files.83 In the end, 384 Buchenwald prisoners were taken to the Bernburg gas chamber between March 2 and 14, 1942. Every single one of them was Jewish; in less than two weeks, more than a quarter of all Buchenwald Jews were murdered, setting the standard for future T-4 selections.84


  How did Mennecke and other T-4 doctors choose their Jewish victims in late 1941–42? Physical condition continued to play a part: many prisoners were elderly and infirm.85 But T-4 doctors also included a number of Jews who could still work.86 In these cases, the physicians were guided by other criteria. As Mennecke admitted after the war, he condemned some Jewish prisoners who had still been in reasonable health; their selection had nothing to do with medical matters and everything to do with racial policy.87


  Dr. Mennecke’s thinking can be reconstructed from notes he made on the back of prisoner photographs (he was planning a publication on Nazi racial science). Recovered after the war, all the photos appear to show Jewish KL inmates, several of whom are known to have died in T-4 gas chambers.88 None of Mennecke’s comments referred to their health. Instead, he made copious notes on their anti-Nazi views, especially in the case of foreigners; “extraordinarily impertinent and spiteful comments about Germans,” he remarked in one case. Mennecke was even more exercised by “asocial” behavior, particularly by what he saw as moral deviance. Most Jewish women selected by Mennecke for his photo collection were accused of sex with German men (“race defilement with German soldiers, like on a conveyor belt”) and around half of them were labeled as prostitutes (“pure-bred Jewish whore with venereal disease”). He regarded these women with leering revulsion, cataloging their supposed promiscuity and degeneracy (“sexually impulsive and insatiable Jewess”). Mennecke applied his moral judgments to men, too; in Buchenwald, almost all Jewish men presumed to be homosexual were sent to the gas chambers.89 Finally, Mennecke took note of the Camp SS verdict on the prisoner’s conduct. Eduard Radinger, for example, a thirty-four-year-old tailor’s assistant from Vienna, was accused of “gambling, laziness, impertinence.” This may well have helped to condemn him to death, as Mennecke apparently placed a “+” next to his name. On March 12, 1942, after having spent almost three years in the KL, first as a “work-shy Jew” and later as a Jewish “protective custody” prisoner, Radinger was deported from Buchenwald to Bernburg, together with 104 other Jewish men, and gassed.90


  The Camp SS Takes Charge


  Not long after the extension of Action 14f13 in late 1941, the Nazi authorities cut it back. Dr. Mennecke, accompanied by other T-4 doctors, made his final trip to the KL in spring 1942, calling at Flossenbürg and Neuengamme; the last transport of victims left Neuengamme for the Bernburg killing center in June 1942. This marked the end of the operation in its original setup, twelve months after the first prisoners—Siegbert Fraenkel and the other men from Sachsenhausen—had been murdered.91 Inside a year, some 6,500 or more concentration camp prisoners had died in the T-4 gas chambers.92


  The commandants were informed about the curtailment of Action 14f13 on March 26, 1942, in a secret communication. Arthur Liebehenschel from the IKL announced that the slaughter, which he referred to as “special treatment,” had to be scaled down. The general rules of the program had been disregarded, he claimed, with the SS presenting too many prisoners to the T-4 commissions. From now on, Liebehenschel stressed, only prisoners who were permanently unable to work should be sent to their deaths. All others—including the sick who could regain some strength—would be held back to “carry out the labor tasks given to the concentration camps.”93 At first glance, this apparent reversal of policy was caused by a recent shift in SS priorities; in spring 1942, Heinrich Himmler demanded that the KL make a greater economic contribution to the German war effort (chapter 8), prompting Camp SS managers like Liebehenschel to scramble to stay on message.


  
    
  


  In reality, however, the demise of Action 14f13 was not about economics at all.94 Rather, the marriage of convenience between Camp SS and T-4 had come to an end. The focus of the T-4 organization had shifted to a far bigger program of mass extermination—the Holocaust. By spring 1942, many officials had already relocated to occupied eastern Europe, where they were in great demand for the new death camps at Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka; in comparison, the murder of KL prisoners in the “euthanasia” killing centers inside Germany lost its significance.


  The Camp SS, meanwhile, did not need the T-4 killers anymore. In recent months, SS men had proven themselves as professional mass murderers in their own right, with Muselmänner among their prime targets. While thousands of weak and sick prisoners were being selected for the T-4 gas chambers, local Camp SS men had started to murder many more on the spot during the second half of 1941.95 Previously, such SS murders of invalid inmates inside the KL had been sporadic. Now they became systematic and soon superseded Action 14f13. Although some more prisoner transports still went to the external T-4 gas chambers later in 1942, before they closed down, most murders now took place inside the concentration camps.96


  Why did local Camp SS men embark on mass executions of infirm prisoners, in parallel to the coordinated T-4 program? Partly because they could. Their initial experiences during Action 14f13 had taught them that it would be safe to move to executions inside the KL. Fears about prisoner unrest had proved unfounded; the T-4 selections continued without a hitch, despite the growing prisoner awareness of the murders. Also, the local Camp SS must have seen practical benefits; murdering Muselmänner inside the KL meant no more doctors’ commissions, deportations, and delays. Furthermore, SS men believed that they had the right to kill. Once Himmler had sanctioned the mass murder of the infirm by launching Action 14f13, the local Camp SS saw little reason to hold back. The dynamic had been the same in autumn 1939, when Himmler’s central execution policy set off a spate of local killings. Once again, radical actions taken at the top of the SS state triggered a radical response from below, ratcheting up terror inside the camps.


  The scene of the first Camp SS massacre of Muselmänner was Buchenwald. Following the arrival of two prisoner transports from Dachau in July 1941, Buchenwald SS men felt overwhelmed by infirm inmates and feared that some of the newcomers carried infections. The local SS decided to kill the invalids, and rather than wait for the return of the T-4 commission, went ahead on its own. Several hundred exhausted prisoners were isolated in the infirmary, as suspected carriers of TB, and murdered by an SS doctor with lethal injections.97


  Other concentration camps followed suit during the second half of 1941. SS men in different camps explored different killing methods, as the spirit of lethal experimentation became all-pervasive. In Gusen, for example, hundreds of weak and emaciated prisoners were killed during so-called “bathing actions.” Directed by the terrifying camp leader Karl Chmielewski, the Gusen SS forced the prisoners under freezing showers for thirty minutes or more; some drowned in the standing water, others succumbed to hypothermia, with the screams of the dying men echoing across the compound.98 Camp SS men elsewhere used other ways to murder the infirm, with lethal injections—either intravenously or straight into the heart—emerging as the SS favorite. The main drug of choice was phenol; when it was unavailable, SS doctors often injected air instead. The Ravensbrück camp doctor Rolf Rosenthal recalled that, when he witnessed the lethal injection of a female prisoner after his arrival in January 1942, he was told that “this was always administered when people were very ill and incurable.”99


  By 1942, the systematic murder of exhausted, weak, and ill prisoners had become a permanent feature of the KL. Sometimes local Camp SS officials would pick their victims within days of arrival.100 More commonly, the prisoners were pulled out during regular selections in infirmaries. Doctors played a major role here, just as they had done during Action 14f13; but this time it was Camp SS physicians who sent the prisoners to their deaths, not outsiders like Dr. Mennecke.101


  
    
  


  Although the mass murder of Muselmänner was decentralized, it was sanctioned and probably encouraged by senior IKL managers. Previously, the Oranienburg officials had insisted on steering such killings—as during Action 14f13. But in view of the growing number of sick prisoners, they must have concluded that managing all murders was impossible and relaxed the rules. According to an internal SS document, camp doctors were now authorized to kill “on their own initiative” those prisoners who were “incurably ill,” “ridden with epidemics,” or “suspected of suffering from an epidemic disease.”102


  To retain some central control, Camp SS managers in October 1942 revived the plan of turning Dachau into a collection camp for “physically weak prisoners who are not fit for use”; this time, all these prisoners were slated for extermination.103 Over the coming weeks and months, many Muselmänner from other KL arrived in Dachau to die.104 Some perished in transit.105 The most appalling transport arrived on November 19, 1942, with several hundred men on board. It had set off days earlier from Stutthof and the prisoners, crammed into cattle cars, had received almost no food since. When the doors opened at the Dachau SS compound, dozens of corpses lay inside. The dead were dumped inside the camp, together with the soiled survivors, some so starved that their shoulder blades protruded like wings. Even the cruelest SS block leaders “turned away in disgust,” Karel Kašák wrote in his notes. Dozens of the new arrivals are said to have died within hours; at least one of them was killed by an SS guard, who stepped on his throat until he suffocated.106


  Few prisoners who arrived in Dachau on so-called invalid transports in 1942 lived for very long. Those who defied illness, hunger, and neglect were killed after SS selections, apparently by lethal injection.107 Another method of mass murder considered by the Dachau SS was poison gas. The construction of a gas chamber was under way since spring 1942, and its primary purpose, it seems, was the extermination of weak and sick prisoners, though it remains unclear whether this facility was ever put to use.108 Dachau would not have been the first KL to kill invalid inmates with gas; by autumn 1942, SS men in several other camps had already done so.109 The main target of these experiments with poison gas had not been Muselmänner, however, but Soviet prisoners of war, who began to arrive in the thousands from late summer 1941 onward.


  EXECUTING SOVIET POWS


  Early on June 22, 1941, German troops invaded the Soviet Union—Operation Barbarossa, the biggest and most devastating military campaign ever, had begun. German forces, more than three million men strong, initially advanced rapidly and left death and destruction in their wake.110 Hitler had long dreamed about this moment, picturing a decisive showdown with “Jewish Bolsheviks” that would determine Germany’s destiny. More than two months before the invasion, he told his generals to prepare for an all-out war of extermination.111 From June 1941, the German army realized Hitler’s order, flanked by specially trained SS and police killing units, such as the task forces. At the same time, the German authorities were drawing up plans for the long-term occupation of the Soviet Union, which were gigantic in scale and genocidal in intent, condemning many millions of civilians to death by starvation.112


  There was no mercy for captured Soviet soldiers either. Hitler regarded them as no better than animals—dumb, dangerous, and depraved—and the German Army High Command decided even before the invasion that the conventional rules of warfare would not apply to them (in contrast to POWs on the Western Front).113 Entire armies of Soviet prisoners perished in German hands. “The more of these prisoners die, the better for us,” crowed some senior Nazi officials. In all, an estimated three to five hundred thousand Soviet POWs died each month between October and December 1941. Most of them wasted away in POW camps, starving and freezing to death in makeshift tents and muddy holes. Other Soviet soldiers were murdered elsewhere, including concentration camps, after the Nazi war of extermination entered the KL.114


  Searching for Commissars


  Hitler and his generals were obsessed with Soviet commissars; among all the enemies they saw lurking in the east, the commissar was one of the fiercest, an almost mythical figure. Nazi leaders were convinced that savage and fanatical commissars, as the personification of “Jewish Bolshevism,” would force their troops to fight to the end and commit untold acts of cruelty against German soldiers. To preempt such atrocities and to break the Soviet resistance, the German Army High Command on June 6, 1941, ordered the execution of all “political commissars” who acted against German troops. This order, which found widespread support among the fiercely anti-Bolshevik German officer corps, was applied very widely—on the battlefields and in the rear, against combatants and captives—and thereby contributed to the erosion of the boundaries between front line and occupied territory.115


  Himmler’s police and SS apparatus was closely involved in the executions. To make sure that no commissars slipped through the net, the RSHA dispatched special police units to search for “politically unacceptable” Soviet prisoners in POW and labor camps. The list of suspects was as long as it was vague, including not just alleged commissars and party officials, but also “fanatical Communists,” “the Soviet-Russian intelligentsia,” and “all Jews.” After these enemies had been identified among the mass of POWs, Reinhard Heydrich ordered in mid-July 1941, they would be exterminated.116


  Armed with Heydrich’s order, police commandos swarmed all over POW camps. The policemen briefly interrogated suspects about their identity and activities; if they did not get the right answers, the officials would turn to violence and torture. In addition, they used intelligence provided by prisoner informers who hoped to save their own lives. Grigorij Efimovitsch Ladik, for example, was betrayed by one of his comrades. Interrogated by his captors in a POW camp, Ladik admitted that he had previously lied about his background: “I gave a wrong account of my personal details because I was frightened that I would be recognized as a political leader and shot” (he was executed soon after). Such confessions were rare, however. Far more often, Heydrich’s policemen relied on guesswork and prejudice. Most of them did not even understand the term “intelligentsia.” But they did know how to abuse and humiliate their victims. Soldiers suspected of being Jewish, for instance, were forced to strip to determine if they were circumcised, sealing the fate of many Jews, as well as Muslims.117 After the policemen completed their selections inside a POW camp, they reported all suspects—sometimes more than twenty percent of all examined prisoners—for execution, with Jewish POWs, widely suspected of being synonymous with commissars, more likely to be murdered than non-Jews.118


  The doomed men were isolated while the perpetrators awaited further instructions.119 Most of the victims were young, largely in their twenties, and came from a wide range of backgrounds. The vast majority were regular soldiers, including many peasants and industrial workers—a far cry from the satanic commissar of the Nazi imagination.120 To pick just one example: among a group of 410 Soviet POWs selected for execution, the Gestapo described only three as “functionaries and officers.” The rest were rank-and-file men; 25 were classed as “Jews,” 69 as members of the “intelligentsia,” 146 as “fanatical communists,” 85 as “agitators, troublemakers, thieves,” 35 as “escapees,” and 47 as “incurably ill.”121


  When it came to the execution of “commissars” in the occupied east, the RSHA was rather relaxed; there were so many massacres, a few more hardly mattered. The only rule was that killings were carried out in some seclusion, away from the POW camps themselves.122 The situation was rather different inside the Third Reich, where the authorities had established additional POW and labor camps. So as not to alarm the German public, Gestapo chief Heinrich Müller ordered on July 21, 1941, that selected commissars should be killed “inconspicuously in the nearest concentration camp.”123 Continuing the SS practice of camouflaging programs of mass murder, the new program was code-named Action 14f14.


  The first Soviet POWs arrived in concentration camps in early autumn 1941. Most transports were rather small, consisting of around twenty prisoners or so; others were much larger, however, taking hundreds to their deaths. Many victims never even reached the KL. After weeks or months in German army camps, they did not survive the long hours shackled together inside freight trains; others collapsed during the march from railway stations to the camps.124 In Sachsenhausen, the deadliest such train arrived on October 11, 1941, from a POW camp in Pomerania, nearly two hundred miles away; out of some six hundred “commissars” on board, sixty-three had perished.125


  
    
  


  The deaths during transports caused concern among the Camp SS, and in autumn 1941 a complaint by commandants that between five and ten percent of Soviet POWs were dead or dying on arrival reached Gestapo boss Müller. The commandants feared that the semipublic deaths of POWs would sully the SS reputation among the local population.126 These concerns were not entirely unfounded, for popular reactions were quite different from the whipped-up frenzy during the arrival of Polish “snipers” back in autumn 1939. Some ordinary Germans were shocked by the lethal treatment of Soviet prisoners. In November 1941, a German teacher wrote in his diary what he had heard about the arrival of Russians in Neuengamme: “They were completely starved, so much so that some fell off the truck and staggered limply toward the barracks.”127 Heinrich Müller was worried enough about public opinion to order an end to the transports of Soviet POWs who were, as he put it, “about to die anyway.”128 This did not save the “commissars,” of course. They had already been condemned. The only question was where they would die—in a POW camp, in transit, or in a KL.


  Most Soviet “commissars” who made it to the concentration camps were executed within days. Unlike other new prisoners, they were not even properly registered. In the eyes of the Camp SS, there was no need; they were already dead. Most KL turned to mass killing in autumn 1941 and continued until the following spring or summer, when the German authorities officially rescinded the commissar order, for tactical reasons, and scaled down selections in POW camps; by then, forty thousand or more Soviet “commissars” had been dispatched to the concentration camps for execution.129 Almost all of them were men, with the women’s camp in Ravensbrück among the few untouched KL.130 The systematic mass extermination of Soviet “commissars” was a cataclysmic moment in the camps’ history, dwarfing all previous killing campaigns. For the first time, the Camp SS carried out executions on a vast scale. Sachsenhausen stood at the center of the slaughter: during a frenzied two-month period in September and October 1941, SS men executed around nine thousand Soviet POWs, far more than in any other KL.131


  Death in Sachsenhausen


  Sometime in August 1941, a group of leading Camp SS men came together for a secret meeting in the Sachsenhausen office of Hans Loritz, the longest-serving SS commandant. Loritz and some of his men were joined by Inspector Richard Glücks from the nearby IKL and his chief of staff Arthur Liebehenschel, who took the minutes. But all eyes were on the special guest of honor—Theodor Eicke.132 As commander of the SS Death’s Head division, Eicke had been involved in heavy fighting during the German attack on the Soviet Union and was wounded in Latvia on the night of July 6–7, 1941, when his car hit a mine.133 Recovering at his villa on the edge of the SS grounds in Oranienburg, Eicke had made the short trip to Sachsenhausen, where his former subordinates—who idolized him even more now that he was a decorated military commander—welcomed him with open arms. They also knew that he still had a direct line to Himmler. The Reichsführer SS regarded Eicke as one of his “most faithful friends” and met him twice in late summer 1941, just as the killing of Soviet commissars in the KL was getting under way. In fact, it was probably Himmler who had authorized Eicke to initiate the Sachsenhausen SS.134


  At the meeting in Sachsenhausen in August 1941, Eicke took the floor to announce the program to murder Soviet POWs. Typically, Eicke presented the Third Reich as the victim of a subhuman enemy who had left it no choice but to strike back. Gustav Sorge, the leader of the Sachsenhausen death squad, later summarized Eicke’s speech: “In retaliation for the shooting of German soldiers in Soviet captivity, the Führer had approved a request by the Wehrmacht High Command and agreed to a retaliation action … by shooting prisoners, namely commissars and supporters of the Soviet Communist Party.” The words were given added weight by the reference to Hitler and by the wounds Eicke had sustained on the Eastern Front, still visible to all.135


  After Eicke’s general introduction, the talk turned to practical matters. The Camp SS leaders apparently discussed various ways of mass killing, trying to surpass one another with ever more ingenious proposals.136 In the end, they chose a new method, which required the construction of a special execution chamber, and designated Sachsenhausen block leaders to carry out the killings; it seems that the men were inducted into their tasks that day, followed by a round of drinks to mark the occasion.137 The preparation for mass murder in Sachsenhausen quickly began. Supervised by SS men, prisoners from the joinery workshop turned a barn on the so-called industry yard into an execution barrack, using plans supplied by Commandant Loritz.138 Once it was completed, the SS made two trial runs, murdering a small number of Soviet prisoners.139 Then the apparatus went into full operation.


  The first mass transport of Soviet “commissars” arrived in Sachsenhausen on August 31, 1941, from the Hammerstein POW camp (Eicke met up with Himmler on the same day). The transport was made up of almost five hundred soldiers, mostly from around Minsk, and included a large number of Jews. Thousands more men followed over the coming weeks.140 The new prisoners were confused and scared; far from home on enemy soil, they did not know where they were and what would happen to them. Despite their youth—some soldiers were no more than fifteen years old—many looked utterly worn out. They were clad in dirty and torn clothes, with trousers held up by string, and soiled bandages covering their wounds. Instead of shoes, many had rags on their feet or went barefoot.141


  Some Sachsenhausen guards saw the endless procession of misery as proof of the prisoners’ savage nature. SS officials even took pictures for propaganda purposes (a practice established in the prewar camps); a few of the images were later reprinted in the SS publication The Subhuman, which pointed its readers to the “caricatures of human faces, nightmares that have become reality.”142 In reality, the SS men were the savages. Block leaders dished out brutal beatings and locked the prisoners into two bare barracks cut off from the rest of the camp by barbed wire. To increase the isolation, the windows were painted over.143


  After the recent arrivals spent a grim spell in these isolation barracks, lasting no more than a few days, SS block leaders collected them, usually in small groups of a few dozen men, and drove them on canvas-covered trucks to the execution barrack, which was shut off from the rest of the camp by a wooden fence. Taking their cue from Action 14f13, the Camp SS left its victims in the dark until the end. Following a medical exam, the SS told the prisoners, they would be taken to a better place. But the victims went straight to their deaths. Inside the barrack was a large room, where the SS ordered all prisoners to undress, before leading the first man to an adjacent, smaller room, furnished like a doctor’s office; it looked like a small stage set, complete with medical instruments and anatomical charts. Here an SS man dressed in a white coat was waiting, posing as a physician. While he pretended to carry out a brief physical examination, he checked whether the prisoner had any gold fillings; those who did were marked with a cross (another practice borrowed from the “euthanasia” killings). Then the prisoner was led next door to an even smaller room, which resembled a bathroom with shower heads on the ceiling. An SS man ordered the prisoner to stand with his back against a measuring pole fixed to the wall. A small gap in the pole allowed another SS man—hidden in an adjoining booth—to aim his gun at the prisoner’s neck. Once the prisoner was in place, the killer received a signal and pulled the trigger. Judging by the gaping holes in the victims’ skulls, the SS used special dumdum bullets.


  After the body slumped to the floor, another door opened. Kapos from the crematorium commando appeared and dragged the corpse to the makeshift morgue in the barrack’s last room. Wearing rubber gloves, they ripped out gold teeth; any prisoner who still showed signs of life was finished off by an SS block leader. Later the Kapos threw the corpses into the oven of mobile crematoria, stationed just outside the barrack. Back inside the execution chamber, the perpetrators sprayed the floors and walls with a hose to wash away all the blood, tissue, and bone splinters. Then the next prisoner was led in. Some of them sensed that they would die. Many others were oblivious to their fate. Illness and exhaustion clouded their minds, and they were fooled by the SS theater. The SS also muffled the gunshot sounds. Not only was the killers’ booth soundproof, a gramophone played in the room where the other naked men were waiting. Cheerful tunes flowed through the barrack, the last sound a Soviet soldier would hear before he was shot from behind.144


  The Sachsenhausen SS quickly became used to these assembly-line murders. Until mid-November 1941, when the operation was suspended because of a typhus epidemic, mass shootings took place several times a week. According to a former SS block leader, such actions lasted from early morning until late at night, with a prisoner being shot every two or three minutes, claiming around 300 to 350 lives a day.145 The Kapos worked nonstop, too, burning more than twenty-five bodies per hour at the crematoria.146 The smoke and stench soon spread outside the camp, alerting the local Oranienburg population. There was much talk behind closed doors about the murders and some bold children even approached passing SS men to ask when the next Russians would be burned.147


  One evening in mid-September 1941, after the neck-shooting apparatus had operated for around two weeks, the Sachsenhausen SS proudly demonstrated it to two dozen SS grandees.148 The visitors were led through the execution barrack and watched as several Soviet POWs were shot and then “thrown with great brutality onto heaps,” as one of the SS officers later testified. Among the visitors were Inspector Glücks and his staff, who toasted their murderous invention with alcohol. Also present was Ernst Grawitz, the SS Reich physician, who had long been involved in Nazi mass murder. Most important, Theodor Eicke once more graced the Camp SS with his presence, just before he went back to the Eastern Front. Eicke addressed the Sachsenhausen SS men, encouraging them to keep up their grisly work. The grateful men sent off their hero with cheers and presents, including three cakes and a card addressed to “Papa Eicke.”149


  Before Eicke returned to the front, he also took leave from Heinrich Himmler, meeting him on the evening of September 15, 1941, just a few hours after Reich physician Grawitz had seen Himmler. There can be little doubt that the Reichsführer SS was updated that day about the Sachsenhausen murders.150 After all, SS leaders knew that Himmler was actively looking for new methods of mass extermination. The daily massacres in the occupied Soviet Union, where Jews were lined up and shot into mass graves, had revealed that not all Nazi killers could stomach the pools of blood, the piercing screams of the wounded, and the cries of those next in line.151 This had prompted Himmler to look for more humane ways of mass murder—more humane for the killers, that is. Grawitz or Eicke, or both, must have reported back to Himmler about the new Sachsenhausen method, which promised some “advantages” over conventional mass shootings. After all, the killers did not have to look at their victims when they pulled the trigger, and most victims went to their deaths unaware, without protest or panic.


  Experiments in Mass Murder


  One of the SS officers invited to watch the demonstration of the Sachsenhausen neck-shooting mechanism in mid-September 1941 was the Mauthausen commandant Franz Ziereis. The IKL had invited him, together with other commandants, to learn “how to liquidate the Politruks and Russian Commissars,” he later testified. Ziereis was duly impressed. Upon his return to Mauthausen, he oversaw the construction of a similar apparatus in his own camp, ready for the first execution of Soviet officers on October 21, 1941.152 He was not the only commandant inspired by his Sachsenhausen colleagues. In Buchenwald, Karl Otto Koch also set up an execution chamber that closely resembled the Sachsenhausen prototype.153 Others went in a different direction, however. Inspector Glücks still valued local initiative and allowed his commandants to choose their own methods. As a result the KL turned into testing sites for mass execution in autumn and winter 1941.


  In Dachau, the murder of Soviet “commissars” started in early September 1941, just like in Sachsenhausen. But instead of elaborate new techniques, the Dachau SS used the very method that Nazi killers elsewhere sought to abandon—open mass shootings. At first, the Dachau SS killed outside the bunker, as it had done on previous occasions, but as the number of victims increased, it moved the executions to its shooting range in Hebertshausen, about a mile and a half away. Here, Camp SS men forced the Soviet soldiers to strip naked and line up. Everything happened at great speed. A commando of SS men pounced on those in the first row, with five SS men grabbing one prisoner each, dragged them around a corner, and shackled them to posts. Then an SS squad opened fire, often shooting wildly at the helpless victims. The remaining POWs knew exactly what awaited them; they heard the salvos and saw the growing mountain of corpses. Some of the doomed men were paralyzed, some cried, some struggled, some screamed, some held up crosses, some pleaded for their lives. But the shootings only stopped when every prisoner had been executed. Afterwards, the killers would clean the mud and blood from their uniforms, using fresh towels and hot water brought over from the camp.154


  Twenty-eight-year-old Ignat Prochorowitsch Babitsch was one of around 4,400 Soviet POWs murdered in Dachau between September 1941 and June 1942. A married man from a small village in northern Ukraine, Lieutenant Babitsch had served in an infantry division when he was captured in July 1941 near Berdychiv. He initially stayed in the occupied east, in Stalag 325 in Zamosc, before being moved to the Hammelburg camp in Germany. The army mug shot taken on arrival in mid-March 1942 shows a man with delicate features, a shaven head, and a quizzical expression. Just two weeks later a Gestapo commission selected him for extermination, presumably because Babitsch, a teacher, was regarded as a member of the intelligentsia. The RSHA approved his execution on April 10, 1942. A few days after that he was deported to Dachau and executed on the shooting range.155


  
    
  


  The corpses of Soviet POWs murdered in Hebertshausen, like Ignat Babitsch, were brought to the Dachau camp crematorium. When one of the Kapos there asked SS camp compound leader Egon Zill where to store the ashes, he was told to just dump “the dirt of these Bolshevik swine.”156 It is not clear why Dachau Camp SS leaders continued with these massacres, when they could have employed the more clinical method practiced in Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald. Perhaps they felt too proud to follow the lead of another camp—Dachau, after all, had been the first model KL. Or maybe they wanted to show that they were tough enough to kill without deception, in a gruesome display of what passed for manliness within the Camp SS.


  The Dachau SS was not alone in favoring mass shootings. In Flossenbürg, the SS also mowed down Soviet “commissars” on its shooting range from early September 1941. These executions were hastily abandoned a few months later, however, apparently after blood and body parts had been swept by a nearby river into Flossenbürg village, leading to complaints from locals. In Gross-Rosen, too, rumors among the local population put an end to mass shootings of Soviet POWs, which had initially been carried out on a field near the crematorium; the Camp SS had forced other prisoners to sing at the top of their voices, but this had not masked the sounds of the shootings.157


  In both Flossenbürg and Gross-Rosen, the Camp SS replaced mass shootings with lethal injections. SS men subjected Soviet “commissars” to fake medical exams, measuring and weighing them, and then gave the deadly injection; the murderers tried various poisonous substances, including prussic acid, carbolic acid, and petrol.158 This method of killing proved more effective, though it was hardly new; as we have seen, the Camp SS had already begun to use deadly injections during its earlier murders of Muselmänner. As a result, the wider significance of the killings in Flossenbürg and Gross-Rosen was limited. The same cannot be said for the executions of Soviet POWs in another KL, farther to the east. Here, the experiments in autumn 1941 produced devastating results that would affect the very nature of Nazi mass extermination. The site of these trials was Auschwitz.


  Inventing the Auschwitz Gas Chamber


  One day in early September 1941—probably on September 5—a train from the Neuhammer POW camp in Lower Silesia arrived at Auschwitz. Hundreds of prisoners spilled out of the railcars. All of them were Soviet POWs identified by the Gestapo as “commissars.”159 By the time they marched through the Auschwitz compound, it was dark. The silence was punctured by barking guard dogs and the screams of the prisoners, beaten and whipped by cursing SS men. The noise stirred some inmates who had been asleep inside their barracks. Breaking strict SS instructions, they peered through the windows and saw the columns of POWs, illuminated by searchlights, disappear into block 11. Of all the places in Auschwitz, this was the most feared: it was the bunker, the SS center for torture and murder. Prisoners called it the “death block,” and Camp SS men associated it with death, too, which is why they had turned it into a makeshift gas chamber for Soviet POWs.160 The Auschwitz SS was about to carry out the first mass gassing inside a concentration camp.161


  Inspired by the earlier murder of prisoners in the T-4 gas chambers (during Action 14f13), Auschwitz SS officials had decided to experiment with poison gas as well.162 They chose prussic acid—more commonly known by its trade name, Zyklon B—which had been used in the KL for some time to fumigate vermin-infested buildings. SS orderlies were trained in handling this delousing agent and knew how dangerous it was. It was also easier to deploy than the carbon monoxide used in T-4 killing centers, as there was no need to install pipes or gas cylinders—the murderers just had to drop Zyklon B pellets into a sealed chamber.163 A first lethal test had taken place around late August 1941, when the Auschwitz SS executed a small group of Soviet prisoners. The action was supervised by camp compound leader Karl Fritzsch, a Camp SS veteran who later bragged to colleagues that he was the inventor of the Auschwitz gas chambers.164 Commandant Rudolf Höss quickly agreed to a larger trial. In preparation, the SS cleared the bunker; doors were sealed and the cellar windows filled with cement.


  It was into this cellar—a series of small cells and corridors—that the Auschwitz SS led the Soviet “commissars” that fateful night in early September 1941. As they were forced down the stairs, the POWs saw some 250 other prisoners sprawled across the floor, invalids from the infirmary who had been selected to die with them. Once the last Soviet prisoner had been crammed into the cellar, the SS threw Zyklon B crystals inside and locked the doors. On contact with the warm air and the captives’ bodies, highly toxic prussic acid was released and desperate screaming started, carrying all the way to the adjacent barracks. The gas quickly destroyed the victims’ mucous membranes and entered their bloodstream, asphyxiating them from within. Some dying men stuffed bits of clothing in their mouths to block the gas. But none survived.165


  Commandant Rudolf Höss, who had watched outside with other SS men, took off his gas mask and congratulated himself; hundreds of prisoners had been killed without an SS man firing a single shot.166 Still, the practical-minded Höss saw room for improvements. For a start, block 11 was too far away from the Auschwitz crematorium: the corpses had to be dragged through the whole camp for disposal. Moreover, there was no built-in ventilation in block 11. The building had to be aired for a long time before the SS could force other inmates inside to recover the bodies. By then, the corpses—swollen, entangled, and stiff—had started to decay and proved hard to dislodge. One witness, the Polish prisoner Adam Zacharski, saw everything: “The scene was truly eerie, because one could see that these people had scratched and bitten each other in a fit of madness before they died, many had torn uniforms … Although I had already got used to some macabre scenes in the camp, I became sick when I saw these murdered people and I had to vomit violently.”167


  To make mass murder more efficient, the Auschwitz SS soon relocated gassings to the morgue of the crematorium. It lay outside the camp compound, which meant that there would be fewer unwelcome witnesses among the regular prisoners. The morgue could hold hundreds of victims and already had an effective ventilation mechanism, making its conversion into a gas chamber easy; the doors were insulated and holes were hammered into the ceiling, so that Zyklon B could be dropped in from the flat roof above. Afterward, the corpses would be burned in the adjacent crematorium ovens. The Auschwitz SS had stumbled across the prototype of the death factory.168


  Its first lethal test came in mid-September 1941, when the SS gassed some nine hundred Soviet POWs in the Auschwitz crematorium.169 As the prisoners arrived, SS men told them to undress and then forced them into the morgue, supposedly for delousing. SS men now slammed the doors shut and threw in the gas pellets. Commandant Rudolf Höss watched once more: “After the insertion, some screamed ‘gas,’ followed by mighty howling and pushing toward the two doors. But they withstood the pressure.” It took several days, he added, to burn all the bodies.170


  Höss was convinced that the Auschwitz SS had made an important discovery. True, his men continued to use other methods to kill.171 But when it came to large-scale murder, Höss much preferred gassing over shooting, because it was less stressful for the SS. “Now I was relieved indeed,” he noted later, “that all of us would be spared these bloodbaths.” Höss also claimed that gassings were kinder on the victims, blanking out the terrible death struggle of all those crammed into the gas chamber.172


  After the Auschwitz SS pioneered the use of poison gas in concentration camps, other KL followed, just as they had imitated the Sachsenhausen neck-shooting apparatus. Camp SS officers, already familiar with the principle of gassings (from the T-4 centers), were keen to test the latest innovations in mass murder. Once again, Franz Ziereis in Mauthausen was especially eager. From late autumn 1941, he oversaw the construction of a gas chamber, converting a cellar near the crematorium. The first large-scale gassing here took place in May 1942, killing 231 Soviet POWs with Zyklon B.173 Meanwhile, the Mauthausen Camp SS doctor requested a mobile gas van, built by the Criminal Technical Institute (KTI) of the Reich Criminal Police Office. The local SS used such a van, probably from spring 1942, to murder hundreds of Mauthausen prisoners, among them sick inmates and Soviet POWs.174


  Mobile gas vans had originally been developed during the Nazi search for more effective ways of murdering Jews in the Soviet Union. Before the vans were deployed in the occupied east, however, the KTI had tested them inside Germany in autumn 1941. The location of these lethal tests was Sachsenhausen, and the victims were Soviet POWs, who were gassed instead of being shot. Camp SS men would force the naked prisoners into the van, customized to pump carbon monoxide from the engine into the hold. Then the van drove off. When it came to a stop outside the Sachsenhausen crematorium, all prisoners inside were dead, their bodies turned pink by the fumes.175 These experiments must have piqued the interest of the Sachsenhausen SS officers, though it was not until later, probably summer 1943, that they constructed their own stationary gas chamber; the first victims were once again Soviet POWs.176 Several other concentration camps added gas chambers in 1942–43, too, following in the footsteps of Auschwitz. The Neuengamme SS, for example, murdered some 450 Soviet POWs in autumn 1942 by dropping Zyklon B pellets into its converted bunker.177


  Although many concentration camps used poison gas, it never became the main weapon of choice of the Camp SS: it was just one among many in its deadly arsenal. The main exception was Auschwitz, where the victims of the gas chambers were soon counted in the hundreds of thousands.178 The separate path of Auschwitz was due to its transformation, in 1942, into a camp of the Holocaust. Commandant Höss himself had briefed Adolf Eichmann from the RSHA about his experiments with Zyklon B, and both men agreed to use it for the genocide of Jews. Less than a year after the first gassings in Auschwitz, many thousands of Jews from across Europe were exterminated there each month.179 However, although the Auschwitz gas chambers have long since become synonymous with the Holocaust, their origins lie elsewhere.180


  SS Executioners


  The mass extermination of Soviet POWs in 1941–42 turned hundreds of Camp SS men into professional executioners.181 Most were low-ranking members of the Commandant Staffs who had served in the KL since the prewar years and had long become used to terror and destruction.182 Several Sachsenhausen killers, for example, had earned their spurs as block leaders in the notorious death squad; a man like Wilhelm Schubert had become a murderer long before he started shooting Soviet soldiers in the neck.183 And yet, the mass extermination of the POWs broke new ground, even for the most experienced SS men. Instead of occasional murders, they now participated in serial killings. Organized mass murder became part of the daily routine.


  Many Camp SS men quickly adjusted to the new demands. Their self-image as political soldiers—the cornerstone of their collective identity—must have helped them to construe the killing of defenseless men as a valiant act of warfare against the “Jewish Bolshevik” enemy; it was their contribution to the war in the east, continuing the Nazi campaign of extermination behind the barbed wire of the camps. Such thinking was encouraged by widespread talk about Soviet atrocities. After the start of Operation Barbarossa, Nazi propaganda swamped the Third Reich with graphic reports about beastly Bolshevik crimes. Camp SS officers, too, told their men that Soviet “commissars” were savage insurgents and partisans, guilty of heinous crimes against German soldiers, and praised the SS executioners for performing an important duty for the fatherland.184 The feeling that the Nazi leadership had entrusted them with such a vital mission must have filled many Camp SS killers with pride and a sense of purpose.185


  In addition to these ideological factors, the executions provided SS perpetrators with their biggest stage yet to impress comrades in the camps’ theater of cruelty. Participation in the mass killings, which some SS men belittled as a “shooting match,” was seen as a test of character, and those who passed it without flinching received respect from their peers and praise from their superiors. Just as German air force pilots bragged to other soldiers about the number of enemy planes they had downed, Camp SS killers would boast about the number of commissars they had finished off.186 Some SS men also demonstrated their cold-bloodedness by mocking the dead and violating their bodies. What passed for SS humor knew no bounds of decency. On the Dachau shooting range, an SS man once grabbed a long wooden stick and aimed a swing at the genitals of a murdered Soviet prisoner, shouting to his colleagues: “Look here, he is still standing!”187


  Other Camp SS men, however, felt far less comfortable about all the bloodshed. Some were scared of infection, since Soviet “commissars” were widely suspected as carriers of dangerous diseases. SS killers in the neck-shooting barracks wore protective clothing and cellophane masks, but despite these precautions, several of them contracted typhus, brought inside from the abominable POW camps; one block leader died as a result.188 A number of SS men harbored doubts about the righteousness of the whole operation. A Sachsenhausen official, who was not directly involved in the killings, warned that the Red Army would retaliate by executing German soldiers (a fear shared by some Wehrmacht officers). The mass murder in the Nazi camps was wrong, he told the camp elder Harry Naujoks in autumn 1941, and it meant that the Third Reich had already lost the war, at least morally. Meanwhile, over at the shooting ranges and the execution barracks, several killers could not stand the carnage and fainted or broke down (just like some task force men in the occupied east). Others were very reluctant participants and tried to get out of the massacres; after their superiors announced the roster of designated killers for the next execution, they reported late for duty, or quietly stole away when the execution commando assembled.189


  But it was hard to do the right thing. The concentration camp was an inverted world, where those who showed courage—by challenging the murderous status quo—were branded as cowards. Several unwilling executioners cracked under pressure from gung-ho comrades, with group conformity continuing to fuse Camp SS men into a large criminal gang. Any hesitation was seized upon with alacrity by the others. In Sachsenhausen, Wilhelm Schubert openly derided another SS block leader as a “wet blanket” for killing fewer POWs. SS men who tried to duck out altogether faced even more mockery about their manliness, and often caved. In the end, their fear of shame was stronger than their fear of killing. Nobody wanted to be seen as a “limp dick,” one Sachsenhausen killer later said (using a revealing phrase).190 If social pressure was not enough, SS superiors brought reluctant killers into line.191 Only a handful of SS men continued to refuse. A few of them were probably excused, though punishment was another realistic prospect.192 Oberscharführer Karl Minderlein, a member of the Dachau SS since 1933, stubbornly rejected calls to participate in the executions. Following a heated confrontation between Minderlein and the commandant, an SS court sentenced the disobedient SS man to imprisonment; he spent several months in solitary confinement in Dachau, before being transferred in summer 1942 to a penal company on the Eastern Front.193


  Senior Camp SS officials were well aware that numerous killers struggled with the murderous tasks, reflecting general concerns by SS leader Heinrich Himmler that his men might “suffer damage” when executing prisoners in concentration camps.194 In the case of the Soviet “commissars,” SS leaders could have limited the circle of perpetrators by assigning a few expert executioners (as they would later do at the Auschwitz gas chambers). Instead, they often roped in as many men from the Commandant Staff as possible. “Almost all block leaders of the camp participated,” a Sachsenhausen SS man admitted after the war, and their duties in the neck-shooting barrack rotated, as another killer testified: “Each block leader did, at different times, shoot through the gap, play the doctor, clean away the blood, and so on.”195 In this way, the burden of the killings was widely shared, leaving many Camp SS men with blood on their hands. Their shared complicity bound the killers ever closer together and made it harder to step outside the group.


  To help the killers forget their grisly experiences, Camp SS leaders held regular comradeship evenings. After a long day of mass shootings in Sachsenhausen, block leaders would say “Come on, let’s grab some food,” and head for the SS canteen, where delicacies like pork schnitzel with fried potatoes were waiting.196 Free schnapps and beer was even more popular.197 Alcohol had fueled outrages in the camps since the early days. There was always plenty to drink, especially for younger and unmarried rank-and-file men, who spent much of their spare time in the canteen. On weekdays, alcohol was served at lunchtime and again in the evenings until late, and on Sundays the tap often ran all day.198 Not only was alcohol an enabler of violence, it helped to deaden scruples after the deed. Just as Nazi murderers on the Eastern Front dulled their conscience with drink, so, too, did Camp SS men who murdered Soviet POWs.199 But some killers continued to struggle with their conscience, however hard they tried to silence it. The Sachsenhausen block leader Max Hohmann, who was known as a reluctant killer, once drunkenly asked a political prisoner whether he looked like a murderer. When the prisoner answered in the negative, Hohmann replied: “But I am one!” and unburdened himself about the shootings.200


  To lift the morale of their executioners, Camp SS leaders promised riches and glory. To show the appreciation of the fatherland, IKL bosses distributed a one-off payment in November 1941; the SS killers in Gross-Rosen, for instance, shared the tidy sum of six hundred Reichsmark between them. In the same month, the IKL asked commandants for the names of all “SS members involved in the executions,” so that they could be awarded military decorations. In the eyes of Heinrich Himmler, shooting Soviet POWs in the neck, gassing them, or giving them lethal injections merited an award for bravery, the Kriegsverdienstkreuz 2nd Class with Swords—an honor previously reserved in the Camp SS for commandants.201


  The biggest reward for the executioners was a holiday abroad, an unheard-of luxury for most SS men. Their destination was Italy. In spring 1942, more than two dozen Sachsenhausen killers set off for a trip to the south; a few months later, a party from Dachau went the same way, heading for the Isle of Capri. The killers celebrated in SS style; some Sachsenhausen guards trashed their hotel rooms in a drunken stupor, causing considerable damage. In the small town of Sorrento, the men found time to pose for a German magazine, which later printed one of the photos on its title page: an Italian girl dances the tarantella, while several Sachsenhausen block leaders—in full regalia, with hats, black leather gloves, and ceremonial sabers—relax in the background, slumped into wicker chairs. Even a holiday in the sun could not clear the minds of all killers, however. On his return, at least one of the Sachsenhausen shooters confessed to a colleague that he was still plagued by nightmares about the murdered POWs.202 In the end, mass murder proved harder than some SS men had imagined. Coming face-to-face with their helpless, naked victims, they had struggled to live up to the ideal of the merciless political soldier.203


  Even so, the murderous operation largely proceeded as planned. Occasional SS scruples did not create any real obstacles, and neither did the growing awareness of the killings by regular prisoners. Within weeks, well-informed inmates knew what was going on. Kapos in camp laundries received truckloads of Soviet army shirts, coats, and uniforms, and Kapos in the crematoria, who helped to burn the bodies, found Soviet medals and coins among the ashes.204 Soon the murders were an open secret inside the KL. “We are all shattered by these mass murders, which have already claimed more than a thousand [Red Army soldiers],” political prisoners in Sachsenhausen wrote in a secret note on September 19, 1941. “We are currently unable to help them.”205 Once more, prisoners were confronted with their helplessness. And they also feared for their own lives. Now that the SS had moved to mass murder inside the camps, who would be next? Rudolf Wunderlich, a Communist Kapo in Sachsenhausen, recalled not long after that all prisoners were “gripped by impotent fury, also fear and depression.”206 The Camp SS leaders, meanwhile, saw their first foray into mass extermination as a success and soon turned to even more expansive programs of abuse and mass murder.


  MURDEROUS UTOPIAS


  There was a time, in the early years after the Second World War, when historians showed little real interest in Hitler’s worldview. Writing him off as a madman or an opportunist, they overlooked his core convictions. Of course, Hitler’s rambling writings and speeches, and his interminable monologues over lunch and dinner, never added up to a systematic body of thought, and there continues to be some debate about the extent to which his views dictated the course of the Third Reich. Nonetheless, Hitler clearly held strong political beliefs that guided him and shaped the new Germany he wanted to build.207


  At the very center of Hitler’s worldview—together with his fanatical hatred of Jews and Bolsheviks—stood the belief that Germany could not survive without the conquest of living space. Hitler had already made up his mind about this in the mid-1920s, when he still seemed destined for political obscurity. Germany needed to expand, he believed, and its future lay in the east, above all in the Soviet Union, with its vast stretches of land and rich agricultural resources. Hitler remained fixated on this goal for the rest of his life. Even as he was cowering in a maze of bunkers under the garden of the bombed Reich Chancellery, not long before his suicide in April 1945, he talked feverishly about the German mission to secure living space in the east.208


  Back in summer 1941, right after the start of Operation Barbarossa, Hitler’s dream appeared to be within his grasp. Germany was on course for a crushing victory over the Soviet Union, or so it seemed; within a month of the invasion, the Wehrmacht had crossed the Dnieper, taken Smolensk, and closed in on Kiev. On July 16, 1941, in a top-level conference, Hitler laid out his vision. All the European areas of the Soviet Union would remain in German hands, Hitler announced: “We have to turn the newly gained eastern territories into a Garden of Eden.”209 Over the coming weeks and months, Hitler fantasized again and again about the glorious future awaiting Germany in the east. His mind kept wandering over his new dominions, daydreaming about all the towns and cities he would build. In three hundred years, Hitler mused, the bare and empty expanses would be flowering landscapes. Lording over the remaining Slavic population, the German rulers would live in opulent settlements, connected by a huge network of roads. “If only I could give the German people an idea,” Hitler sighed in private in early September 1941, “of what this space means for the future.”210


  Settlements in the East


  One man who needed no convincing was Heinrich Himmler, who was infatuated with the idea of living space. Soon after the German victory over Poland in autumn 1939, he had traveled across the occupied territory with his friend Hanns Johst, who afterward wrote how the Reichsführer SS, who had studied agriculture as a young man, got out of his car, gazed across the fields, and picked up some earth: “Thus we stood like ancient farmers and we smiled at each other with twinkling eyes. All of this was now German soil!”211 Himmler made it his mission to colonize this soil, after Hitler charged him in autumn 1939 with “shaping the new German settlement areas” through major population transfers, replacing dangerous “racial aliens” with ethnic Germans.212 Himmler took his cue from Hitler. Backed by a large new organization, he oversaw the brutal deportation of hundreds of thousands of Poles and Polish Jews eastward, as well as the influx of ethnic Germans into the western parts of Nazi-occupied Poland.213


  After the German invasion of the Soviet Union, Himmler lost no time in staking his claim on these possessions, too. As the head of the Nazi terror apparatus, Himmler was in charge of policing the newly conquered areas.214 And as the Reich Commissioner for the Strengthening of the German People, he tried to transform this territory along the lines of Nazi racial thinking. On June 24, 1941, just two days after the German invasion, Himmler charged his chief planner, Professor Konrad Meyer, with drawing up a blueprint for “new settlement planning in the East.”215 Himmler’s men set to work on the so-called General Plan East, which gained, over the coming weeks and months, truly monstrous proportions. It aimed to reconstruct the entire face of eastern Europe. The SS planners did not advocate cosmetic changes but butchery, with whole cities razed, vast regions Germanized, and tens of millions of civilians deported, enslaved, and killed.216


  These plans for Germany’s colonial future required a gigantic construction effort, an assignment tailor-made for the expanding SS economy under Oswald Pohl. By early 1942, Himmler had put Pohl in charge of all SS peacetime building projects in the east, a huge task that included the construction of dozens of new bases across the former Soviet Union.217 Back in mid-December 1941, Pohl had already presented Himmler with a comprehensive postwar building program for Germany and much of Nazi-controlled Europe. The estimated cost was a staggering thirteen billion Reichsmark, with almost half of it earmarked for SS and police structures on former Soviet territory. But in January 1942 Himmler rejected these plans, not because they were too outlandish, but because they were too cautious. One had to think even bigger, Himmler lectured Pohl, to create the “mammoth settlements” with which “we will make the east German.” At Himmler’s insistence, the SS building program went through ever more gargantuan drafts over the coming months.218


  Much of the projected building work was supposed to be carried out by concentration camp prisoners. This made economic sense, as far as the SS leaders were concerned. The war had severely strained Germany’s financial resources, Himmler reminded Pohl, and the German state would have to spend prudently after the victorious war. At the same time, the SS plans could not wait. Himmler’s solution was simple: costs would be kept down by upping production in SS quarries and brick factories.219 This vision was grounded in the colonial euphoria and genocidal utopianism that gripped the SS, from the highest echelons down to foot soldiers like the Mauthausen Hauptscharführer who ordered prisoners to draw detailed plans for a castle in Crimea.220 Like all true zealots, the SS believers wanted to turn their dreams into reality as fast as possible. Even though their most ambitious plans were scheduled for after the war, they felt that construction should start straightaway; after all, they expected a swift victory. And because prisoners were critical to their plans, they set out to transform the KL system.


  There was no mistaking the stronger emphasis of Camp SS leaders on forced labor. To begin with, they launched one of their periodic restructures of KL labor. In late September 1941, the ineffectual bureau for prisoner labor, set up the previous year in Pohl’s SS Main Office for Budgets and Building, was incorporated directly into the IKL, together with its local representatives in camps, the so-called labor action leaders (Arbeitseinsatzführer). Although the immediate impact was negligible, the move demonstrated the growing preoccupation of the Camp SS with “major visionary, economic and war-essential tasks,” as Inspector Richard Glücks put it.221


  The main focus of SS leaders was not on organizational matters, but on the prisoners themselves. Himmler zeroed in on their training. Earlier SS initiatives to teach practical skills had not amounted to much. Now Himmler demanded the creation of an army of skilled inmates. In early December 1941, he ordered Pohl to have at least fifteen thousand concentration camp prisoners trained as stonemasons and bricklayers. Himmler added that this program should be completed by the end of the war, so that the prisoners were ready for deployment in “large-scale construction which would then be undertaken,” such as Hitler’s monumental city building projects, which had been the main stimulus of the SS economy since the late 1930s.222 But Himmler’s gaze had already shifted from rebuilding Germany to settling the conquered east, which would require even more inmate labor. And so prisoner training became an idée fixe for Himmler and his managers. One senior IKL official stressed in late 1941 that “every healthy inmate” had to become “a skilled worker.”223 Like many of Himmler’s favorite projects, this remained a pipe dream. Proper training would have required decent treatment, adequate food, and reasonable conditions—the exact opposite of what the KL stood for. If Himmler’s plans had been realized, the camps would no longer have been the camps, and no SS manager was willing to contemplate this. In any case, prisoner training alone would never be enough to create the workforce required for the SS construction program. What the SS leaders really needed were masses of new slave laborers.


  Soviets as Slaves


  With his planners busily redrawing the map of Europe, turning entire countries upside down, Heinrich Himmler did not hold back when it came to forced labor, either. He envisaged huge concentration camps filled with slaves to realize his monumental vision; the new settlements in the east would be erected on soil soaked with the sweat and blood of KL inmates. Himmler’s main push came in September 1941, when his eyes fell on Soviet POWs.224 At the time, there seemed to be an infinite supply of Soviet prisoners. Vast numbers had fallen into German hands, with many more on their way (by mid-October 1941, the Wehrmacht had captured more than three million men), and Himmler identified them as an untapped resource. Nazi leaders had previously banned their deployment for the German war economy, so they had often remained idle in the hands of the Wehrmacht. When this resolve to shut out Soviet POWs was weakening in late summer 1941, Himmler saw his chance: Why not exploit some as forced laborers in concentration camps?225


  Himmler moved fast for Soviet POWs, supported by Hitler.226 On September 15, 1941, he evidently discussed his plans with his closest confidant, Reinhard Heydrich, and with Oswald Pohl; he probably also raised them with the godfather of the KL, Theodor Eicke, that same day. The following morning, he telephoned Pohl once more; we do not know the details of their conversation, but Himmler’s notes reveal the magnitude of his plans: “100,000 Russians take over into concentration camps.”227 Enormous as these figures were, Himmler soon doubled them. On the drawing boards of the SS, radical plans were quickly torn up and replaced by even more radical ones. By September 22, 1941, when Himmler met with Camp Inspector Glücks (who had been briefed some days earlier), he wanted two hundred thousand POWs for the KL.228 Discussions were already under way with the Army High Command, and it did not take long to reach a deal: in late September the army agreed to leave up to one hundred thousand Soviet POWs to Himmler.229 It seemed as if the Reichsführer SS had reached his initial goal with speed and ease.


  Even before the negotiations with the army were concluded, the Camp SS prepared for the influx of Soviet soldiers. Some of these prisoners, Himmler decided, would be diverted to existing camps. On September 15, 1941, the same day he talked to Heydrich, Pohl, and Eicke, the IKL sent an urgent telex to commandants, asking them how many POWs they could accommodate. The plan was to put them in new barracks—as basic as possible—but to speed things up the local Camp SS also cleared some old barracks of other inmates. By October 1941, special areas, separated from the rest of the compounds and identified by signs such as “Prisoner of War Labor Camp,” had been hastily completed in Neuengamme, Buchenwald, Flossenbürg, Gross-Rosen, Sachsenhausen, and Dachau, as well as in Mauthausen, which was earmarked as the largest such site within the prewar German borders.230


  The bulk of Soviet POWs, however, were assigned elsewhere, after SS planners decided to build two massive new concentration camps on occupied Polish soil. The first was established in Lublin, some one hundred miles southeast of Warsaw, and became known as Majdanek (from the Majdan Tatarski district to the north). Majdanek was the first KL in the General Government. In the early phase of the occupation of Poland, Nazi leaders had decided against such a camp. As governor Hans Frank told senior German police officials in May 1940, it would be redundant: “Any suspects on our patch should be liquidated straightaway.” But during a visit on July 20, 1941, Himmler selected Lublin as the site of a big new concentration camp, to help turn the region into a major outpost for German settlements. His order was not immediately implemented, perhaps because it was not yet clear where all the prisoners would come from. Only two months later, during Himmler’s quest for Soviet POWs, did the SS push ahead with the plan. On September 22, 1941, Dr. Hans Kammler, recently appointed as the head of the construction office in Pohl’s SS Main Office for Budgets and Building, ordered the erection of the camp on the edge of Lublin, with a projected capacity of fifty thousand prisoners; construction began on October 7, 1941. But the blueprint for Majdanek was outdated as soon as it had been drawn up. As Himmler’s appetite for Soviet POWs grew, so did the projected prisoner figures for Majdanek. By early November 1941, Dr. Kammler already expected some 125,000 POWs, rising to 150,000 by early December.231


  The second major new camp in occupied Poland was set up on land already controlled by the Camp SS. On September 26, 1941, just days after the construction order for Majdanek had gone out, Dr. Kammler ordered the building of a huge new camp near the town of Auschwitz. During a local inspection on October 2, 1941, Kammler chose the location of the new POW camp, less than two miles west of the main Auschwitz camp, to which it was subordinated. The spot was slightly moved a few days later, on the insistence of Commandant Höss: the new camp would grow on the site of a village called Birkenau (Brzezinka), inside the large SS interest zone that had been cleared of all inhabitants several months earlier. Construction began on October 15, 1941, and just like in Majdanek, the SS planners set their sights high. In late September 1941, the SS already expected fifty thousand prisoners, a figure revised within weeks to a hundred thousand.232 There were no signs yet that Birkenau would one day stand at the center of the Holocaust.233 The new subcamp was not built to murder the Jews of Europe, but to exploit vast numbers of Soviet POWs in the quest for German living space. In part, the SS hoped to turn the city of Auschwitz into a model settlement. More important, no doubt, were the plans for settlements elsewhere. As the most easterly established KL, Auschwitz would be a good base for the expansion of the SS, following in the footsteps of the revered Teutonic Knights.234


  Similar motives stood behind the creation, later in 1941, of a third new camp in occupied eastern Europe, near a small village called Stutthof (Sztutowo), near Danzig. In contrast to Majdanek and Auschwitz-Birkenau, a camp already existed here. The Stutthof camp, surrounded by thick forests, swamps, and canals, had initially been set up by a local SS unit on September 2, 1939, just after the German attack on Poland, to terrorize the local population. In early 1940, SS leaders briefly considered turning the site into a concentration camp. But after some discussion, Himmler decided against it. In autumn 1941, he changed his mind. During a visit on Sunday, November 23, 1941, he concluded that it should become a KL proper. His order was implemented in early 1942.235 The new camp was designated as a regional provider of forced labor for German settlements in Danzig and West Prussia. Because the plans were more modest than for Majdanek and Birkenau, Himmler was thinking of allocating fewer Soviet POWs than to the other two new camps; in late 1941, he proposed sending some twenty thousand men. Plans for a new compound on the site were duly drawn up in Berlin and sent to Stutthof in early March 1942, at a time when the building work in Birkenau and Majdanek was already under way.236


  It is worth pausing to reflect on the magnitude of Himmler’s plans for Soviet POWs. What he was proposing in autumn 1941 was the greatest shake-up of the KL system since the mid-1930s. He envisaged a colossal increase in prisoner numbers. At a time when the entire camp system held fewer than eighty thousand prisoners, Himmler wanted to add some two hundred thousand or more. The great majority would work in gigantic new camp complexes, towering over the existing KL. The main camp in Auschwitz (with some ten thousand prisoners, currently one of the largest camps) would be dwarfed by the attached new camp in nearby Birkenau.237 And with so many Soviet POWs earmarked for new camps in occupied Poland, the balance of the entire concentration camp system would tip sharply eastward. This focus on the east pointed to the new function of concentration camps: the colonization of German living space. Making prisoners perform productive labor was nothing new. Neither was their use in construction projects. But the plans in autumn 1941 were of a different order. Himmler envisaged an enormous program of forced labor, harnessing vast numbers of prisoners for a vital Nazi building program overseen by the SS. The KL would grow, the SS economy would grow, and Germany would grow. Once again, Himmler saw himself as acting in the best interests of both the SS and the nation.


  KL Graveyards


  On October 7, 1941, a freight train pulled up at a ramp near the Auschwitz main camp and slowly came to a halt. Inside were 2,014 men, the first Soviet POWs dispatched to the camp for forced labor. The doors were flung open and the prisoners, dazed and dirty, staggered out of the stifling carriages into the bright light, gasping for air. Among them was the twenty-eight-year-old infantry lieutenant Nikolaj Wassiljew from Moscow. “We did not know where we had arrived,” he said later, “and what kind of camp this was.” The SS guards soon showed them: screams and blows rained down on Wassiljew and the others. Some feared that they would be shot straightaway. Instead, the SS forced them to strip and jump into a vat filled with disinfectant. Wassiljew recalled that those “who did not want to jump were kicked and pushed in with sticks.” Then the bone-thin POWs had to crouch naked on the floor.238


  The newcomers had barely caught their breath when the Auschwitz SS ordered them to march to the camp. It was an icy autumn day, with frost on the roofs and patches of snow on the ground, and the Soviet soldiers were shivering with cold as they arrived inside the compound, where more SS men lay in wait. Some pointed their cameras at the POWs and took trophy photographs. Others battered the prisoners and then forced them to line up. There were further disinfections, which spread more terror, and also more disease since they were performed ineptly. “Then we were chased into the barrack[s],” remembered Nikolaj Wassiljew. The new POW section in the Auschwitz main camp consisted of nine completely bare blocks. “We remained without clothes for several days,” Wassiljew added, “we were always naked.” For warmth, the prisoners would huddle together in groups. The weakest leaned against the walls or lay on the concrete floors.239


  More and more transports arrived over the coming days, and the small POW enclosure was soon desperately overcrowded; between October 7 and 25, 1941, almost ten thousand Soviet soldiers were pressed inside, doubling the Auschwitz prisoner population in just eighteen days.240 All this was the result of Himmler’s deal with the army. Following the general agreement in late September, the High Command of the Wehrmacht had started to make good on its promise to hand over Soviet POWs. On October 2, 1941, it ordered the transfer of twenty-five thousand prisoners for labor inside the Third Reich; the ensuing transports to the KL started within days—mostly heading for Auschwitz—and were completed by the end of the month. An additional two thousand Soviet POWs were dispatched to Majdanek in the General Government.241


  The incoming Soviet POWs faced infernal conditions, not just in Auschwitz. In Sachsenhausen, they were also crammed inside empty barracks. There were “no beds, no cots, no chairs or tables, no blankets,” recalled Benjamin Lebedev, who arrived with 1,800 other Soviet soldiers on October 18, 1941. “We slept on the ground, our wooden shoes as a cushion.”242 In Gross-Rosen, the first arrivals were not even allowed inside their barracks and had to spend several nights outside; between two hundred and three hundred men are said to have lost their lives during the first night alone.243 In Majdanek, too, some Soviet POWs had to sleep out in the open, as there were not yet enough barracks; desperate for shelter, the prisoners dug holes in the hard ground.244


  In line with Himmler’s plans, the Camp SS soon pressed some of the POWs into forced labor. In Auschwitz, Soviet prisoners had to prepare the new Birkenau compound from autumn 1941 onward. They cleared woods, dug trenches, and dismantled old farmhouses to gather bricks for the new camp buildings. Toiling with their bare hands in icy temperatures, many prisoners collapsed and died. “They froze en masse,” a Polish resistance fighter wrote in a secret note; other POWs were shot or beaten to death during work. As the survivors dragged themselves back each evening from the Birkenau building site to their quarters in the main camp, they were accompanied by a cart that carried the corpses of their comrades.245


  The majority of Soviet POWs were too weak to work at all. In Flossenbürg, it took several months before the Camp SS deployed any of the 1,700 POWs who had arrived in mid-October 1941.246 In Gross-Rosen, the SS sent only 150 of the 2,500 Soviet men into the camp’s quarry, and even they produced almost nothing, as the local DESt office complained in mid-December 1941: “These Russians are in such bad physical shape that one can barely demand any labor from them. They are worse than the worst prisoners so far.”247 Having already suffered at the noxious hands of the German army, the Soviet soldiers were in a desperate state even before they entered the concentration camps. “I was already ill when I arrived,” recalled Nikolaj Wassiljew. “I had a kidney infection, pneumonia, and dysentery.” After a week in Auschwitz, he was moved to an infirmary for Soviet POWs, which resembled a morgue more than a hospital. There was almost no hope of treatment, with prisoner orderlies reduced to using toilet paper as bandages.248


  Most Soviet POWs joined the ranks of the dying—such were the conditions in most concentration camps. Many starved to death, since the Camp SS had reduced their rations well below those of other prisoners, until there was almost no food left at all; probably for the first time in the history of the KL, some inmates became so desperate they resorted to cannibalism. In Auschwitz, Commandant Rudolf Höss viewed the death struggle of Soviet soldiers like an anthropologist, as if it had nothing to do with him. “They were no longer human beings,” he wrote in 1946. “They had become animals, only on the hunt for food.” Some Camp SS men amused themselves by throwing bread into the POW enclosures, watching the frantic prisoners fight for every scrap.249 Starvation soon bred more illness.250 And epidemics were rampant, too; by late November 1941, half of all Soviet soldiers in Majdanek were suffering from typhus and its aftereffects.251


  The Camp SS did not hesitate to kill ill, infectious, and weak Soviet soldiers, perhaps aware that Himmler approved such murders as a radical solution to epidemics and supply shortages.252 In Auschwitz, Nikolaj Wassiljew, who worked in the infirmary after his health had improved, witnessed a large SS selection among POWs in early 1942. Stripped naked, they had to run past SS men, sitting behind a table, who singled out the weakest ones. The victims were led, one by one, into the operating room and murdered by lethal injection.253 In other camps, too, SS men routinely murdered sick POWs (just as they started to murder other so-called invalids, too). In Majdanek and Mauthausen, for example, SS men responded to typhus outbreaks by killing large numbers of Soviet soldiers in autumn and winter 1941; murder was seen as the surest method of disease control.254


  Camp SS men also executed Soviet POWs on political grounds, even though they had been sent for work. Within weeks of their arrival in October 1941, the RSHA, still obsessed with the danger of commissars, had dispatched Gestapo commissions to concentration camps to root out supposed enemies hiding among the new arrivals. In Auschwitz, Gestapo officials screened all Soviet slave laborers, and selected one thousand “fanatical communists” and “politically unacceptable [elements]” for execution; the Camp SS shot and gassed the victims from late 1941 onward.255


  The line between Soviet POWs who came to concentration camps for forced labor and those who came for execution became ever more blurred. In November 1941, Heinrich Himmler even agreed to temporarily exempt “commissars” from execution if they were fit for work. From now on, the local Camp SS could pick out physically strong men from execution transports for labor in quarries; soon these prisoners would be dead, too, but not before the SS had harnessed their last strength.256 This was an early appearance of the concept of “annihilation through labor,” which SS leaders were also considering as a weapon against Jews, and which would claim countless lives in the KL over the coming years.257


  But this was still in the future. Back in autumn and winter 1941, the Camp SS gained almost nothing from the suffering of Soviet soldiers who arrived as slave laborers. The scale of death was stunning. In Majdanek, hardly any of the two thousand Soviet POWs were still alive in mid-January 1942.258 In Auschwitz, too, the young soldiers “dropped like flies,” as Commandant Rudolf Höss noted. Around eighty percent—some 7,900 men or more—were dead by early January 1942, less than three months after the first transport had reached the camp; the worst day came on November 4, 1941, when 352 Soviet POWs died in Auschwitz.259 The mass death of Soviet soldiers in late 1941 was not confined to the KL in the occupied east. In Sachsenhausen, almost thirty percent of Soviet POWs are said to have perished within their first month inside (not counting “commissars” executed in the neck-shooting barrack).260 And in Gross-Rosen, just 89 out of 2,500 Soviet POWs were still alive on January 25, 1942.261


  At the time, the local Camp SS saw these deaths, which far exceeded all previous Camp SS records, largely as a logistical problem. This was true above all in Auschwitz, which claimed the lives of more Soviet slave laborers than any other KL. The Auschwitz SS initially struggled to identify all the dead, as army tags were lost in the chaos of the POW enclosure and numbers written on bodies quickly rubbed off. To prevent cases of mistaken identity, the SS took a drastic step. From November 1941 onward, Soviet slave workers had their prisoner number tattooed onto their skin. A special metal stamp was punched into the prisoner’s chest, with ink wiped into the wound; the men were so weak they were propped against a wall, lest they collapse under the blow of the stamp. The notorious Auschwitz tattoo was born and later extended to most inmates in the camp (no other KL used tattoos, though some had used ink stamps in the past).262


  The Auschwitz SS also searched for new ways to dispose of the dead. The existing crematorium in the main camp could not burn all the dead POWs, and as corpses were piling up all over the enclosure, a sickening smell of decomposing bodies began to spread through the camp and beyond. On November 11, 1941, the recently appointed head of the Auschwitz SS building office, Karl Bischoff, sent a cable to the camp’s furnace supplier in Germany: “Third incinerator urgently needed.” Because it would take months before the new oven was installed, the Camp SS in the meantime decided to dump the bodies in ditches in Birkenau, hastily dug by other POWs. Birkenau became a vast graveyard for Soviet soldiers.263


  Himmler Thwarted


  In autumn and winter 1941, a gulf opened up between Himmler’s megalomaniac plans for the mass deployment of Soviet POWs, which envisaged their exploitation for gigantic German settlements, and the reality inside his concentration camps, which was all about death. Even a few Camp SS men were alert to the apparent contradictions of SS policy. Their doubts were summed up by a Sachsenhausen official, who asked himself out loud: “So have these people come here to die or to work?”264 As an advocate of “annihilation through labor,” Himmler’s answer would have been “both.” But in the case of the Soviet POWs who arrived for slave labor in October 1941, the SS succeeded only in part; the soldiers were annihilated all right, but long before most of them could be exploited. The RSHA warned the Camp SS not to confuse POWs arriving “for labor deployment” with those destined “for execution.”265 Not all local SS men could see the difference; after all, Nazi propaganda had long painted all Soviet soldiers as dangerous subhumans.266


  And so the death of Soviet POWs continued. When the Sachsenhausen block leader Martin Knittler, a seasoned killer from the camp’s neck-shooting barrack, was informed one day in November 1941 that nine Soviet slave laborers had perished, he replied: “What? Only nine deaths today? We’ll see to that.” Knittler then ordered the remaining Soviet soldiers, who had just showered, to stand for hours outside their barrack in the freezing cold. The next day, thirty-seven of them were dead.267 SS men like Knittler could rationalize their murders as economically beneficial. Following Nazi social-Darwinist thinking, the lethal conditions they helped to create led to a natural selection; those Soviet soldiers who survived would be the fittest and hardest workers.268


  Camp SS leaders in Oranienburg were well aware of the slaughter of Soviet slave laborers. But Richard Glücks and his men were neither surprised nor alarmed.269 In fact, they fostered the lethal atmosphere inside the KL. When it came to the construction of new barracks, Arthur Liebehenschel had been implacable from the start. The Soviet POWs, he announced in mid-September 1941, had to be housed “in the most primitive manner.”270 What this meant becomes clear when studying the SS plans for the new camp at Birkenau, drawn up in mid-October 1941. Disease and death were built into the plans, which envisaged 125,000 POWs packed into 174 barracks; the surface space allocated to each prisoner was, appropriately enough, the same size as a coffin. Seven thousand prisoners were supposed to share a latrine hut and 7,800 prisoners a wash hut. These provisions were worse, far worse, than the standard design for concentration camps. But in the eyes of SS planners—who subscribed to Himmler’s views of Soviets as resilient “human animals”—they were just right.271


  At first glance, the treatment of Soviet POWs in late 1941 seems baffling: Why were so many men, who had been earmarked for KL slave labor, pushed to their graves? From the perspective of the SS, however, these murders were less contentious. The deaths would have raised concerns only if the lives of Soviet slave laborers had held any real value. They did not. Underlying the murder and neglect by the Camp SS was the conviction that the twenty-seven thousand soldiers who had arrived in October 1941 were just the vanguard; far more Soviet POWs would follow and take the place of the dead. Caught up in the hubris of Nazi domination, the Camp SS counted on an infinite surge of Soviet prisoners.272


  But the reinforcements did not come. Not long after the SS had staked a claim on captured Soviet soldiers, Hitler made a decisive intervention. On October 31, 1941, faced with growing labor shortages, he ordered the mass deployment of Soviet POWs for the general German war effort; soon, SS claims were sidelined by the more urgent demands from state and private industry. What is more, there were far fewer captives than expected. Never again did the Wehrmacht take as many prisoners as it did in the early months of Operation Barbarossa. Afterward, the blitzkrieg predicted by Hitler’s cocksure generals turned into an unceasing war of attrition. The German advance stalled outside Moscow, followed by the first major counteroffensive in December 1941. By then, most of the captured Soviet soldiers were already dead or dying, victims of the fatal conditions in Wehrmacht compounds and the merciless hunt for “commissars.”273 Himmler’s huge wave of Soviet POWs never hit the concentration camps.


  As a result, his grandiose plans for the expansion of the KL system—with the giant new camps in Birkenau and Majdanek as the main base for Soviet soldiers—failed to materialize, at least in the way he had intended. On December 19, 1941, SS buildings supremo Hans Kammler sent Himmler a sobering update about progress in Birkenau and Majdanek. Hard as he tried to apply a positive gloss, Kammler conceded that the construction of both camps—now projected at one hundred and fifty thousand prisoners each—was well behind schedule; so far, only twenty-six barracks had been built in Majdanek, and fourteen in Birkenau. The main problem, apart from subzero temperatures and shortages of building material, was the sheer lack of manpower. As conceived in autumn 1941, the building project relied on the influx of huge numbers of Soviet soldiers. But the POWs who had arrived so far were of no use to the SS. The plans to make the POWs build their own barracks, Kammler admitted, had to be dropped, because the prisoners “are in such a catastrophic physical state that it is currently not possible to contemplate a successful labor deployment.”274


  In the end, Majdanek never grew into a major hub for forced labor. The provisional compound was still far from finished in summer 1942. There were only two barracks for SS guards, the watchtowers were incomplete, and building material was scattered all over the grounds.275 Majdanek did not come close to its projected size. Most of the time, it held no more than around ten to fifteen thousand inmates, and none of them laid any foundations for German settlements in the east.276 SS progress in Birkenau remained slow, too. Only in March 1942, half a year after the initial construction order, had work progressed far enough for the surviving POWs to be transferred from their enclosure in the main camp to Birkenau. These Soviet soldiers now numbered fewer than one thousand, and most of them soon perished, too. In mid-April 1942, a young Jewish prisoner who had just been deported from Slovakia (a German puppet state) to Birkenau found the last remnant of the Soviet soldiers “in a terribly neglected state,” living on the “unfinished building site, without any protection against cold and rain, and dying in droves.”277


  Heinrich Himmler’s first bid for Soviet slave laborers ended in failure and misery. Rather than turning the KL into gigantic reservoirs of forced labor, the arrival of Soviet soldiers opened a new round of carnage in the camps. In spring 1942, when most of the remaining POW compounds were closed down—with the prisoners now officially classified as concentration camp inmates—no more than five thousand of the twenty-seven thousand Soviet soldiers who had arrived for forced labor in autumn 1941 were still alive.278 One of the survivors was Nikolaj Wassiljew, who was among the Auschwitz prisoners transferred to Birkenau in March 1942. Asked after the war about the fate of his comrades, Wassiljew gave a blunt answer: “Shot. Killed during work. Died of hunger. Died of illness.”279


  Taking Stock


  Looking at the KL in late 1941 and early 1942, a great deal had changed since the outbreak of the Second World War. While they were still recognizable as concentration camps, the system had undergone a major makeover in barely two years. In early 1942, there were thirteen main camps, not six, with four new ones in occupied Nazi Europe: Auschwitz, Majdanek, and Stutthof in Poland, and Natzweiler in France.280 Prisoner numbers had shot up, too, from just over twenty thousand to around eighty thousand, with most new prisoners coming from occupied Europe, above all from Poland and the Soviet Union. And while prisoners in 1939 might have imagined that their treatment could not get any worse, it quickly had. Nazi terror escalated during the war, inside and outside the KL. The camps’ towering death rate tells its own story, as do the weapons deployed by the SS. By 1942, the Camp SS practiced almost every conceivable form of murder: beating, hanging, shooting, starving, drowning, gassing, and poisoning.


  The pivotal year was 1941, as the concentration camps moved from the lethal conditions of the early war period to mass extermination, developing a dual function. As before, the Camp SS exploited, abused, and killed individual prisoners. But the camps now also became sites of systematic mass murder, with central programs to kill infirm prisoners and so-called Soviet commissars. Take Sachsenhausen, one of the model camps of the SS. During 1941, an average of around ten thousand regular prisoners were held here. Every day was torture for them, dominated by forced labor, drills, crammed barracks, hunger, illness, and extreme violence. Death from malnourishment and disease was common, especially among Poles and Jews. Still, the Camp SS had no plans to kill all these prisoners and the majority survived.281 The opposite was true for the ten thousand Soviet “commissars” who came to the camp between September and November 1941 and rarely lived longer than a couple of days; Sachsenhausen was an extermination camp for these men.


  Systematic mass killing turned to genocide in 1942, as the Holocaust entered the KL. But this change did not come out of nowhere. It is striking how many structural elements of the Holocaust had emerged inside concentration camps before the SS crossed the threshold to genocide. This included the deportation of victims straight to their deaths; tight transport schedules; the elaborate camouflage of mass murder, with fake showers and doctors’ offices; the use of poison gas, including Zyklon B; the construction of new crematoria, which were adapted, repaired, and extended to keep up with all the dead; the regular purges among prisoners to kill those “unfit for work”; the violation of prisoners’ bodies after death, with gold teeth broken out. All this predated the Holocaust. Even the selection of prisoners on arrival—sending the weaker ones straight to their deaths and working the others until they, too, perished—had been pioneered in autumn 1941, targeting Soviet “commissars.” Simply put: the essential mechanics of the Holocaust were in place by the end of 1941—a KL like Auschwitz was ready for the genocide of European Jewry.


  And yet, the mass murder of invalids and Soviet POWs was no dress rehearsal for the Holocaust. This would be reading history backward. These killings were driven by their own terrible logic, without the murder of the Jews in mind. Indeed, when the decision for these earlier killing programs was taken in spring and summer 1941, the Nazi regime had not yet settled on the immediate extermination of European Jews as state policy. No KL was designated as a place for killing large numbers of Jews until 1942. This shift came only after momentous decisions by Nazi leaders ushered in a new chapter in the history of the SS concentration camps, and the Third Reich as a whole.
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  Holocaust


  Shortly after three o’clock on the afternoon of July 17, 1942, a plane carrying SS leader Heinrich Himmler and his small entourage touched down at Kattowitz airport. Waiting on the ground were high-ranking party and SS officials, among them the Auschwitz commandant Rudolf Höss, who had busily prepared his camp for Himmler’s impending visit. Höss accompanied the SS leader and the other dignitaries on the drive south, heading for Auschwitz, where Himmler was formally welcomed over coffee in the officers’ mess.1 The whole camp complex had grown enormously since Himmler’s inaugural visit in spring 1941. The SS had greatly extended its local zone of interest. The main camp was also much changed and now included a makeshift section for thousands of female prisoners, who were poised for transfer to the huge new compound in Birkenau. Another major development was under way at the nearby IG Farben site, where a satellite camp (Monowitz) was being built. Most significant of all, Birkenau had recently become a camp for the systematic mass extermination of European Jewry.


  During his two-day visit, Himmler was given a comprehensive tour of the Auschwitz complex. He was keen to check on various economic ventures, both agricultural and industrial. To discuss his ideas about farming, the trained agronomist Himmler set time aside for the dynamic local SS director of farms, Joachim Cäsar, and he also visited agricultural projects, apparently stopping at a cowshed for a glass of milk poured by a prisoner.2 Himmler also toured the IG Farben building site. Though impressed by the modern construction methods, he was impatient for the production of synthetic fuel and rubber to begin. Not for the last time, he pushed the company to speed things up.3 Inside the main camp, Himmler inspected the overcrowded women’s compound and watched as one female prisoner was whipped during corporal punishment.4 He was standing not far from the camp’s crematorium, where the gassing of Soviet POWs had taken place back in autumn 1941. By the time of his visit, however, the center of mass murder in Auschwitz had already shifted, away from the main camp to the new extension in Birkenau.


  Well beyond the first nearly complete Birkenau prisoner sectors stood a couple of innocuous-looking farmhouses—a few hundred yards apart and hidden among the trees—that had lately been converted into gas chambers. Here, according to Rudolf Höss, Himmler closely observed the mass murder of a newly arrived transport of Jews: “He did not say anything at all about the extermination process, he just watched in silence.”5 The SS leader was a dispassionate observer, just as he had been during a massacre of Jewish men and women near Minsk, one year earlier.6


  But Himmler was not silent for long. On the evening of July 17, 1942, he attended a festive dinner with the leading Auschwitz SS officers—all in full uniform—and made small talk about their jobs and families. Later he relaxed, during an informal get-together with Höss and his wife, and a few select others, in the modern mansion of the Nazi Gauleiter in a forest near Kattowitz, complete with golf course and swimming pool. Himmler was uncharacteristically lighthearted that night, even exuberant, though he avoided any direct references to the events of a few hours earlier. Still, the murder of European Jewry must have been on his mind and he even allowed himself a few glasses of red wine and a smoke. “I had never known him like that!” recalled Rudolf Höss.7 The following morning, back in Auschwitz, Himmler made a point of calling on Höss before his final departure. Visiting the commandant’s villa, Himmler was at his most affable and posed for the cameras with Höss’s children, who called him “Uncle Heini” (Höss later proudly displayed the pictures in his home).8 Perhaps he felt that such displays of civility were especially important in a place like Auschwitz, where his men were engaged in daily assault, plunder, and mass murder.


  The visit of the Reichsführer SS to Auschwitz coincided with major developments in the Third Reich. Since spring 1942, Himmler had been pushing for forced labor in the KL to redouble, reflecting the new Nazi priorities. Following the failure of the rapid offensive against the Soviet Union and the United States’ entry into the war, the regime faced a lengthy battle and had to urgently boost war production. For his part, Himmler had decided in early March 1942 that the entire KL system—previously only loosely integrated into the wider SS organizational chart—would become part of the SS Business and Administration Main Office (WVHA), with the Camp Inspectorate forming Office Group D. The WVHA was the newly created organizational and economic hub of the SS, led by the single-minded Oswald Pohl, who had now reached the top echelon of the SS.9


  But when Heinrich Himmler traveled to Auschwitz in July 1942, it was the Nazi Final Solution, not the SS economy, that was foremost in his mind. Himmler, the master of the KL, also oversaw the annihilation of European Jewry, which escalated in summer 1942. Just days before his trip to Auschwitz, he had met with Hitler and afterward pushed to speed up the genocide. And immediately following his inspection of Auschwitz, Himmler flew to Lublin to plot the extermination of Polish Jews in three new death camps in the General Government—Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka. He visited Sobibor on July 19 and later that evening issued an order from Lublin for the rapid “resettlement of the entire Jewish population in the General Government”; except for selected forced laborers in the few remaining ghettos and camps, all local Jews had to be exterminated by the end of the year.10


  So Himmler’s trip to Auschwitz in July 1942 came at a crucial moment. Productive labor was becoming more important than ever, at the same time as the program of deportations and mass killings of Jews from across Europe got under way. Himmler’s visit touched on both aspects, as Auschwitz was a focal point for SS economic ambitions and a center of the Nazi Final Solution. Before he left the camp on July 18, 1942, Himmler told Höss to push ahead with the economic exploitation of prisoners and the mass gassings, with deportations set to increase month by month. At the end of their meeting, Himmler spontaneously promoted Höss to Obersturmbannführer, in recognition of Auschwitz’s significance for Nazi plans.11 But how had the camp become part of these plans in the first place? And what function did it and the rest of the KL system have in the Holocaust?


  AUSCHWITZ AND THE NAZI FINAL SOLUTION


  Auschwitz has long been the symbol of the Holocaust. The Nazis murdered almost one million Jews here, more than in any other single place. And only in Auschwitz did they systematically kill Jews from all across the continent, deported to their deaths from Hungary, Poland, France, the Netherlands, Greece, Czechoslovakia, Belgium, Germany, Austria, Croatia, Italy, and Norway. In part, Auschwitz was so lethal because it operated so much longer than other killing sites. In late spring 1944, when the three death camps in the General Government had long closed down again, Auschwitz was only just beginning to reach its murderous peak. And after Soviet troops finally liberated the camp in January 1945, much of the infrastructure of murder remained on-site, in contrast to Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka, where the traces of genocide had been carefully concealed. This is one reason why we know so much more about Auschwitz than about the other death camps. Another is the abundance of testimony. Several tens of thousands of Auschwitz prisoners survived the war and many of them told their story. By contrast, hardly anyone left the other death camps alive, since they functioned purely as extermination sites; only three survivors ever gave testimony about Belzec.12


  In view of Auschwitz’s preeminence in Holocaust memory, it is worth recalling once more that the camp was not created for the annihilation of the Jews. Nor was this ever its sole rationale. Unlike the single-purpose death camps in the General Government, Auschwitz was always a site with multiple missions.13 What is more, it was incorporated late into genocide. Contrary to some suggestions, it did not become a death camp for European Jews as early as 1941.14 This function gradually emerged during 1942, and only from summer of that year did the camp play a more prominent role.


  Death Camps in the General Government


  The genesis of the Holocaust was lengthy and complex. The days are long gone when historians believed that it could be reduced to a single decision taken on a single day by Hitler. Instead, the Holocaust was the culmination of a dynamic murderous process, propelled by increasingly radical initiatives from above and below. During World War II, the Nazi pursuit of a Final Solution moved from increasingly lethal plans for Jewish “reservations” to immediate extermination. There were several key periods of radicalization. The German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 marked one such moment, as mass shootings of Jewish men of military age soon grew into widespread ethnic cleansing, with daily bloodbaths of women, children, and the elderly. At the end of 1941, some six hundred thousand Jews had been murdered across the newly conquered eastern territory.


  By then, the Nazi regime was already moving toward the extermination of European Jewry as a whole. Autumn 1941 saw the first systematic mass deportations from Germany to the east, following Hitler’s decision to remove all Jews from the Reich. Even though most of these victims were not yet murdered on arrival, it was clear that they would not live for long. At the same time, the slaughter of Jews expanded beyond the Soviet Union to Serbia and parts of Poland. Meanwhile, plans were made for several regional gassing facilities on occupied Polish and Soviet soil, targeting eastern European Jews, especially those judged “unfit for work.” Chelmno, in the Warthegau (the western Polish territory incorporated into the Reich), was the first such death camp to start up, on December 8, 1941. Within four months, more than fifty thousand people, mostly Polish Jews from the Lodz ghetto (some forty miles away), were murdered here in gas vans. Farther east, in the General Government, construction of the first stationary extermination camp in Belzec (Lublin district) began in early November 1941, followed by the establishment of a second death camp in Sobibor (also Lublin district) from February 1942.


  It was around this time that the genocidal program was being finalized. From late March 1942, deportations from western and central Europe slowly expanded, with the first transports of selected Slovakian and French Jews to occupied Poland. SS managers started to prepare a comprehensive plan for Europe-wide deportations, which was launched from July 1942. Meanwhile, the killing in eastern Europe intensified, too. In the occupied Soviet Union, ghetto clearances and massacres were stepped up, and in occupied Poland, too, more and more regions were pulled into the inferno. The perpetrators moved with great speed, emptying one ghetto after another. According to Nazi figures, of the two million Jews who had once lived in the General Government, just three hundred thousand were still alive at the end of 1942.15


  Most Jews murdered in the General Government in 1942 died in the three new death camps. Mass extermination in Belzec started in March, followed by Sobibor in early May; around the same time, construction began on a third camp, Treblinka (Warsaw district), in the north of the General Government, which was set up primarily for the murder of Jews from the Warsaw ghetto and operated from late July.16 In the historical literature, the mass extermination of Jews in the General Government is commonly referred to as “Operation Reinhard,” and these three death camps as “Reinhard camps,” after a Nazi code word chosen in memory of Reinhard Heydrich (assassinated in summer 1942).17 However, this terminology is misleading. The Nazi authorities did not restrict the code name “Operation Reinhard” to Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka, but also applied it to the extermination of Jews and the plunder of their property at the SS concentration camps Auschwitz and Majdanek (the two KL operating simultaneously as death camps).18 Despite their shared history, however, the three new death camps in the General Government did exist independently from Auschwitz and Majdanek (and the rest of the KL system), and to signify this distinctiveness, Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka will be referred to here as the “Globocnik death camps,” after the SS and police leader in Lublin district, Odilo Globocnik.


  Perhaps Himmler’s most obsequious follower and ferocious executioner, Odilo Globocnik had cut his teeth as a violent young fanatic in the illegal Austrian Nazi movement. His brief reign as Vienna Gauleiter after the Anschluss ended ignominiously, mired in suspicions of corruption. But as he did with many “old fighters,” Himmler gave him another chance, and Globocnik grasped it eagerly. In late 1939, after he was posted to Lublin, he quickly made his name as a champion of radical anti-Jewish policy. Since autumn 1941, he coordinated the mass extermination of Jews in his district, a task later extended to the entire General Government. “Globus” (globe)—as Himmler jokingly called him—was delighted when his master ordered him in July 1942, after his trip to Auschwitz, to oversee the immediate annihilation of Jews in the General Government. “The Reichsführer SS was just here and has given us so much new work,” he gushed. “I am so very grateful to him, that he can be certain that these things that he wishes will come true in no time.” As Rudolf Höss recalled, Globocnik’s hunger for deportations to his death camps became insatiable: “He could never get enough.”19


  In the second half of 1942, the Holocaust unfolded with unremitting force inside the General Government. Train after train carried hundreds of thousands of Jews to Globocnik’s death camps. Few survived for more than a few hours; once they were crammed into the gas chambers, powerful engines started up, pumping carbon monoxide inside. The deportations were coordinated from Globocnik’s Lublin office. The death camps, meanwhile, were staffed with the experienced killers from the “euthanasia” program. Starting in autumn 1941, more than 120 T-4 veterans—mostly men in their late twenties and thirties—were transferred to the General Government to set up and run the new death camps. At the top stood Christian Wirth, a former police officer who had become the main troubleshooter during the “euthanasia” action. Wirth now used his murderous know-how as the local T-4 representative and inspector of the Globocnik death camps, earning himself the nickname “Wild Christian.” From summer 1942, as the Holocaust accelerated, he oversaw major changes in Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka, including the extension of the killing facilities, to ensure the smooth running of the genocide.20 The same aim was pursued farther west, in Auschwitz. Here, too, SS men were hard at work, refining and enlarging the machinery of death for the Holocaust.


  “Jews into the KL”


  In the early years of the Second World War, the concentration camps had stood on the sidelines of Nazi anti-Jewish policy; the present was largely about ghettos and forced labor camps, and the future about deadly reservations. Concentration camps, by contrast, were marginal. Even when the Third Reich began to move toward the systematic extermination of European Jews, there were no signs yet that the KL would become more prominent anytime soon. Their peripheral role was reflected in prisoner numbers: by early 1942, Jews made up fewer than five thousand of the eighty thousand KL inmates.21


  On January 20, 1942, a crucial conference took place in the leafy Berlin suburb of Wannsee. At lunchtime, a group of senior party and state officials gathered to coordinate the Nazi Final Solution, under the overall control of the RSHA. The meeting was chaired by Reinhard Heydrich, who laid out the general direction. Some aspects were still in flux, but the overall aim was now clear: European Jews would be concentrated in the occupied east and murdered there, either straightaway or by working them to death. The vision of “annihilation through labor” was an important element of these plans. As Heydrich put it at Wannsee—according to minutes compiled by Adolf Eichmann, the RSHA desk officer who managed the deportations from western and central Europe—large labor gangs would be formed in the east for heavy road construction: “undoubtedly a large number of them will drop out through natural wastage.”22 Although the specifics remained vague, there was apparently no place for the concentration camps in these genocidal plans, neither as extermination centers nor as hubs for lethal labor. The KL were not on the agenda at Wannsee, and no representative of the concentration camp system had been invited to the gathering.


  Within days of the Wannsee conference, however, SS leaders changed their tune. The trigger, it seems, was their final acceptance that the grandiose settlement plans in the east would never be realized with Soviet POWs; too few had arrived in the KL, and too many of those who had were already dead.23 The SS now looked for replacements and soon found them: instead of Soviet soldiers, Jews would build the gigantic settlements. On January 26, 1942, just six days after Wannsee, Himmler telexed Glücks to outline the change in direction. Since no more Soviet POWs could be expected in the near future, Himmler explained, he had decided to send large numbers of Jews to the KL: “Get ready to accommodate 100,000 male Jews and up to 50,000 Jewesses in the KL within the next four weeks.”24


  The decision to substitute Jews for Soviet POWs was taken impulsively at the top of the Nazi state. On January 25, one day before he informed Glücks, Himmler had evidently discussed the use of Jewish workers with Oswald Pohl. Immediately afterward, Himmler had apparently raised his plan in the Führer’s headquarters. During lunch, Hitler ranted about the need to make Europe free of Jews: “If [the Jew] gets wrecked along the way, I cannot help it. I see only one thing: total annihilation, if they don’t go voluntarily. Why should I look at a Jew with different eyes than a Russian prisoner?” Soon after the meal, Himmler put Heydrich in the picture, calling him in Prague. The note for this call in Himmler’s office diary reads: “Jews into the KL.”25


  SS Camp Inspector Glücks and his men were caught unawares by Himmler’s new scheme. In recent weeks, the IKL had devised its own, far more modest plan to exploit some Jewish prisoners. After it became evident that the colossal designs for Majdanek could not be achieved with Soviet POWs, the IKL ordered other concentration camps on January 19, 1942, to send Jewish prisoners “fit for work” to Majdanek. Just one week later, however, Himmler’s sudden message that huge numbers of Jews were on their way from elsewhere forced a volte-face. The IKL managers in Oranienburg immediately abandoned the small-scale transports from other camps to Majdanek and focused instead on preparing the KL system for the mass arrival of Jews from outside.26


  But Himmler had jumped the gun when he announced the imminent influx of up to one hundred and fifty thousand Jewish prisoners. Not for the first time, his ambitions outstripped the SS abilities, and two months passed before the first transports got under way. During this time, several key decisions were made. One concerned the victims. Initially, Himmler had targeted German Jews for immediate deportation to the KL, but this plan was dropped.27 Instead, SS attention turned to Jews regarded as “fit for work” from two other countries, Slovakia and France.28 Meanwhile, the IKL confirmed the destination for the forthcoming mass deportations—Majdanek and Auschwitz.29 This was an obvious choice. Both camps had previously been designated for huge numbers of Soviet POWs; as Jews would replace them as forced workers, SS logic dictated that they would be taken to the same camps. In practice, Auschwitz became the primary destination for deportations of Jews from western and central Europe, because of its greater proximity, better transport links, and superior infrastructure.


  The new role of Auschwitz prompted the SS authorities to take two major initiatives toward the end of February 1942. First, it resolved to build a large crematorium in Birkenau, capable of disposing of eight hundred bodies in twenty-four hours. The plans for a big crematorium were not new. Back in autumn 1941, with an enormous new camp for Soviet POWs scheduled at the Auschwitz complex, SS planners had decided to erect a high-capacity crematorium in the main camp, in order to deal with the anticipated surge in prisoner deaths. This location was now changed to Birkenau, during a local inspection on February 27, 1942, by the SS construction chief Hans Kammler.30 Large numbers of Jewish prisoners were expected to arrive in Birkenau soon, and all would eventually die through “annihilation through labor.” Why haul their corpses all the way back to the main camp, Kammler must have thought, when they could be burned in Birkenau?


  Second, Auschwitz prepared for the mass influx of women, who were part of Himmler’s deportation plans. Himmler turned to his in-house experts in female detention in Ravensbrück. He visited the camp on March 3, 1942, and then briefed Pohl the following day, setting off a flurry of activity.31 On March 10, 1942, the IKL ordered two Auschwitz officers to head for Ravensbrück to “get acquainted with the running of a women’s concentration camp.”32 Soon after, Johanna Langefeld, the senior Ravensbrück camp supervisor, traveled in the opposite direction to oversee the new women’s compound in Auschwitz; she was later joined by more than a dozen female guards from Ravensbrück. When Langefeld arrived, the Auschwitz SS was already preparing the new compound for women, initially in blocks 1 to 10 of the main camp. On Höss’s orders, a wall was hurriedly erected to separate it from the men’s section.33 The scene was being set for the huge increase in female prisoners during the second half of the war.


  Destination Auschwitz


  Systematic mass deportations of Jews to Auschwitz began in late March 1942. The first RSHA train, carrying 999 women from Slovakia, arrived on March 26; the next transport from Slovakia, with another 798 women, came two days later. Then, on March 30, the first mass transport from France, holding more than 1,100 men, pulled up near the camp.34 The men on board had set off several days earlier, packed into dozens of freight cars with little food or drink; several died before the train reached its destination. Among those who arrived on the morning of March 30 was Stanisław Jankowski. Like many other Jews deported from France, the thirty-one-year-old carpenter was a Polish émigré. Jankowski had grown up in poverty in the city of Otwock, where he dedicated himself to the Communist movement. In 1937, he had traveled to Spain to fight in the civil war. Following the defeat of the Republican forces, his unit retreated over the French border in early 1939, where he was arrested. This was the beginning of more than two years of squalid internment on French soil, interrupted after Jankowski managed to escape from a camp in Argelès-sur-Mer and reached Paris. But he was quickly rearrested by the French police. First he was held in Drancy—a new internment camp for Jews in a Parisian suburb, from where the great majority of French transports to Auschwitz would depart—and later as a “hostage” of the German military authorities in Compiègne. It was here that Jankowski was isolated one day in March 1942, together with other Jewish prisoners, and told that he would be sent for heavy labor to the east.


  In Auschwitz, Jankowski and the other men marched in rows of five toward the main camp, driven forward by the sticks of SS men. They faced more violence inside the compound—including their first taste of SS “sport”—and received a pitiful portion of food. Then they went on the move again. Surrounded by SS men on horses, they marched in double time to Birkenau, dragging their wooden shoes through the marshy soil. At the gate of the new enclosure, SS men and Kapos armed with clubs were waiting for them. Several prisoners were beaten to death, Stanisław Jankowski recalled, so that “the next ones had to jump over them to run inside the camp.” Here, they assembled for their first roll call in Birkenau, exhausted, bleeding, and terrified, with mud all over their new uniforms. These uniforms held special significance. Just like the Slovakian women who had arrived a few days earlier, the Jewish men from France wore the clothes of the murdered Soviet prisoners of war. The Camp SS probably saw this as a convenient solution to the endemic shortages of clothing. But it also symbolized the fate of the new arrivals: they had come to Auschwitz to replace the POWs and, like them, they, too, would soon be dead. This symbolism was not lost on the Jewish prisoners themselves, who learned about the fate of Soviet POWs; there were even rumors that thousands of soldiers lay buried right underneath the Birkenau barracks that now housed the Jewish men.35


  In spring 1942, Auschwitz was still a long way from becoming the “capital of the Holocaust,” as the historian Peter Hayes has called it. To be sure, the camp was now involved in the emerging pan-European extermination program.36 But the number of Jewish inmates still lagged far behind the figures announced by Himmler back in late January. By the end of June 1942, after RSHA deportations had been going on for three months, sixteen transports from France and Slovakia had brought no more than around sixteen thousand Jews to Auschwitz.37 Also, none of these prisoners were supposed to be killed on arrival. They had been earmarked as forced laborers and the Auschwitz SS was meant to provide some minimal provision. Presumably, IKL managers were hoping to prevent a repeat of the rapid deaths of Soviet POWs; already a few months earlier, Arthur Liebehenschel had reminded commandants that “everything has to be done to preserve the Jews’ ability to work.”38


  The reality turned out very differently. Even if Auschwitz was not yet a full-fledged death camp, it was already deadly for Jews; it is likely that two-thirds or more of all Jewish prisoners newly registered in spring and summer 1942 were dead within eight weeks.39 Some RSHA transports were almost completely wiped out; three months after their arrival on April 19, just seventeen of 464 male Jews from Žilina (Slovakia) were still alive. Among the dead were some boys, after the Slovakian authorities had begun to include families in the deportations; the youngest victim was seven-year-old Ernest Schwarcz, who had survived for barely one month.40


  The Jewish men suffered dismal conditions, lethal violence, and draining labor in Birkenau. The local SS saw Birkenau as a camp for those condemned to die and oversaw a huge procession of death during spring 1942. The compound was still under construction and few of the primitive barracks were finished. Everything was caked in dirt and excrement, and even rudimentary facilities were lacking, as were medical supplies and food. Many Jewish men were forced into camp construction, though there was plenty of pointless labor, too. Prisoners who survived these rigors were shot, beaten to death, or killed in some other way, with selections of weak and unproductive inmates commencing in Birkenau around early May 1942.41


  Less than two miles away, Jewish women in the Auschwitz main camp also faced a dreadful fate in spring 1942. They made up the great majority of prisoners in the new women’s compound, which rapidly grew in size. Provisionally run by the Ravensbrück administration (only in July 1942 was it organizationally integrated into the Auschwitz complex), it soon outstripped its parent camp. By the end of April 1942, over 6,700 women were held in Auschwitz, compared to around 5,800 in Ravensbrück; within a month, Ravensbrück had been surpassed by the hastily improvised site in Auschwitz—an early sign of the Holocaust’s impact on the wider SS camp system. More female prisoners arrived over the coming months, leaving the Auschwitz compound hopelessly overcrowded; by late June 1942, the SS had erected additional wooden barracks, squeezed between the old stone ones.


  
    
  


  The women’s compound was a sanitary disaster. Dysentery, pneumonia, and open wounds were widespread, and typhus was on the rise, too, as were injuries sustained during heavy labor in agriculture and construction. Many sick and weak women were selected for extermination; some were gassed, others injected with phenol. The ensuing mass death of women in Auschwitz was unprecedented in the history of the KL. By the time the surviving women were transferred to the new sector BIa in Birkenau in August 1942, perhaps one-third of the fifteen to seventeen thousand women who had been forced into the main camp since late March were dead.42


  A Regional Killing Center


  The Holocaust started to change Auschwitz. The camp complex grew and prisoner numbers soared, from around 12,000 in early January 1942 to around 21,400 in early May, and included thousands of women.43 But Auschwitz was not transformed overnight; mass death, after all, had already marked the camp before, especially from autumn 1941, when Soviet POWs arrived and the extension in Birkenau was planned. And Auschwitz was still rather peripheral for the Holocaust in spring 1942. Its route to genocide took several months, with three key steps along the way. The first was the start of RSHA mass deportations from late March 1942, as we have just seen. The next one followed just a few weeks later.


  In May 1942, Auschwitz became a regional death camp for the systematic slaughter of Silesian Jews.44 Just as nonworking Jews from the Warthegau were being killed in Chelmno, Silesian Jews selected as unfit for work were killed in Auschwitz.45 The Auschwitz SS now applied both elements of the Nazi Final Solution—immediate extermination and murderous forced labor—depending on where prisoner transports came from: “unfit” Silesian Jews would be murdered on arrival, while other Jews would be registered as regular inmates and worked to death. Again, such a parallel policy had precedents, mirroring the lethal approach of Auschwitz SS men to Soviet POWs in autumn 1941.46


  The details of the development of Auschwitz into a regional Holocaust killing center remain shrouded in uncertainty. Original documents are missing, and postwar testimonies by key players like Rudolf Höss and Adolf Eichmann are inconsistent and inaccurate.47 What is known is that Eichmann repeatedly visited Auschwitz to coordinate the so-called Final Solution. He built a close relationship with his “dear comrade and friend” Höss, whom he admired for his “exactness,” his “modesty,” and his “exemplary family life.” The taciturn Höss recognized Eichmann as a kindred spirit, too, addressing him with the informal “Du,” and after a long day’s work, inspecting the camp or driving to one of the new buildings, these two zealous managers of mass murder would relax in each other’s company, smoking and drinking heavily, followed by a joint breakfast the next morning.48 It is likely that Eichmann first visited Auschwitz in spring 1942, probably in March or April. The RSHA deportations from France and Slovakia—which he masterminded—were getting under way, and he appears to have traveled to the camp to confer with Commandant Höss about these transports and about the next moves. Eichmann probably told him that transports of Jews, selected for immediate extermination, would soon arrive from Upper Silesia.49 This was just one of many meetings, of course. Over the coming months, Eichmann held frequent conferences with Höss and senior Camp SS managers, prior to mass deportations, to determine the “capacity” of Auschwitz; “after all,” Eichmann explained years later, the Auschwitz SS had to know “how much human material I was planning to send.”50


  The growing significance of Auschwitz for the Nazi Final Solution must have been on the agenda during a visit of WVHA boss Oswald Pohl around early April 1942, his first official visit to the camp since he had taken charge of the KL system.51 Pohl was in close touch with Himmler during this period—meeting him repeatedly in mid-April—and he was no doubt in the picture about the general plans of Nazi leaders, who were finalizing the outline of their pan-European extermination policy.52


  The death transports of Silesian Jews began soon after Pohl’s visit to Auschwitz. During May 1942, around 6,500 Jews—selected as unfit for work—arrived from several towns in Upper Silesia. Many of them came from Będzin, just twenty-five miles away, where the first victims were rounded up by the German police and Jewish ghetto militia in a large “action” on May 12, inside the desolate and overcrowded Jewish sector of the small town, which had previously been an important hub for Jewish cultural and economic life in the region. During the following month, another estimated sixteen thousand Jews were deported from Silesia to Auschwitz, leading Nazi officials in several localities to proudly declare themselves “free of Jews.”53


  The Little Red House


  The mass murder of Silesian Jews was witnessed by Filip Müller, a twenty-year-old Slovak Jew who had come to Auschwitz on April 13, 1942, and soon joined a special prisoner detail at the main camp crematorium, which had doubled as a gas chamber since autumn 1941. After the war, Müller testified to the arrival of several transports of Polish Jews in May and June 1942, including many elderly men and women, as well as mothers with children and babies. SS men led the prisoners into the yard outside the crematorium and told them to undress for a shower. Then they locked the victims into the dimly lit, windowless gas chamber inside the crematorium. Panic soon spread among the trapped prisoners. SS men shouted back: “Don’t burn yourselves in the bath.” Loud engine noises were supposed to drown out the sound of the death struggle, but those standing close to the crematorium, like Filip Müller, caught everything: “We suddenly heard coughing. And the people screamed. You could hear the children, and all of them screamed.” After some time, the screams died down and then they stopped altogether.54


  The mass murder which began in the gas chamber of the main camp crematorium (later called crematorium I) soon continued in new killing facilities in Birkenau.55 On a secluded spot near the birch forest, the SS turned an empty farmhouse into a gas chamber. Known as bunker 1, or the “little red house,” the small building was easily transformed; windows were bricked up, doors insulated and reinforced, and small holes (concealed by flaps) drilled in the walls for the insertion of Zyklon B pellets. Hundreds of prisoners could be forced into two rooms, with wood shavings on the floor to soak up blood and feces.56 Bunker 1 probably went into operation sometime in mid or late May 1942, and gassings in the main camp crematorium ceased a few months later.57


  The SS killers saw the relocation of mass gassings to Birkenau as a solution to the practical problems of genocide. Mass murder and the disposal of corpses was proving increasingly cumbersome in the creaking and overused old crematorium, and it attracted too much attention in the main camp; moving the gassings to the isolated Birkenau farmhouse would be more efficient and covert.58 Moreover, as Birkenau became a large camp for doomed inmates—with many more on their way—mass selections among the registered inmates there grew more widespread. From the perspective of the SS men, it would be far easier to kill these selected prisoners in Birkenau itself, rather than transport them back to the gas chamber in the main camp. And so Birkenau was designated as the new center for mass extermination in the Auschwitz complex.


  FACTORIES OF DEATH


  On June 11, 1942, several SS managers of genocide, led by Adolf Eichmann, met in the offices of the RSHA Jewish Department in Berlin to discuss details of their Europe-wide deportation program. Their mood was grim. Just two days earlier, Reinhard Heydrich, Himmler’s closest accomplice, had been buried during a bombastic state funeral, following his assassination by two British-trained agents from Czechoslovakia. Nazi leaders were already wreaking brutal vengeance against the Czech population and agreed that Jews would have to pay, too. During his eulogy for Heydrich on June 9, Himmler told SS generals that the time had come for “a clean sweep” against Jews: “We will wrap up the mass migration of the Jews within a year, no doubt; afterward, none of them will be migrating anymore.” Auschwitz figured large in Himmler’s thinking. As Eichmann explained two days later, during the meeting in the RSHA, Himmler had ordered the deportation of large numbers of Jewish men and women for forced labor to Auschwitz. The SS managers then hammered out the details: starting in mid-July 1942, some one hundred and twenty-five thousand Jewish men and women would be taken by train from France, Belgium, and the Netherlands to the camp. Himmler still envisaged most of these prisoners as slaves; the bulk of Jews deported to Auschwitz, he ordered, should be young (between sixteen and forty years) and ready for work. But he made a crucial exception: the transports could also include a smaller proportion of Jews—some ten percent—who were unfit for work. Their fate was clear to Eichmann and the other SS managers. They would be murdered on arrival.59


  Preparing for Genocide


  In Himmler’s eyes, Auschwitz was ready to play a major part in the Holocaust. It had been designated as a large forced labor camp for Jews in early 1942, and he now decided that it could also become a sizable death camp. It was isolated enough for secretive mass murder, but close enough to receive deportations from western and central Europe, thanks to its good railway links.60 What is more, the basic infrastructure for genocide was already in place, following the mass gassing of alleged commissars from the Soviet Union and of Jews from Silesia. After Auschwitz had proved itself as a regional extermination camp, it was promoted to the first rank of Nazi death camps. As Commandant Höss proudly put it the following year, the Auschwitz SS had been given an important new task: “the solution of the Jewish question.”61


  The new plans for Auschwitz triggered hectic activity among the Camp SS in June 1942. It was no coincidence, surely, that the head of the company distributing Zyklon B was called to Berlin around this time; the orders of gas deliveries for Auschwitz soon increased dramatically.62 Inside the WVHA, key discussions involved Oswald Pohl, who was at Himmler’s side on June 18 and 20, 1942.63 Just a few days earlier, his KL manager Richard Glücks (now chief of WVHA office group D) had traveled to Auschwitz for face-to-face talks with the local executioners. Rudolf Höss complained after the war that Glücks did not like to hear about the so-called Final Solution.64 This may have been true later on, when Glücks was increasingly sidelined, but initially he was hands-on, keeping in close touch with Adolf Eichmann and holding regular talks with his own opposite number in the RSHA, Gestapo head Heinrich Müller.65 What is more, he was keen to impress his new boss, Pohl, with whom he met regularly to confer about the Holocaust.66


  
    
  


  Glücks arrived in Auschwitz in the late afternoon of June 16, 1942, and probably stayed until the following day. He must have talked about Nazi extermination policy, since the death rate of registered Jewish prisoners shot up dramatically right after his visit.67 Glücks also toured the camp. His itinerary apparently included the old crematorium in the main camp (now undergoing repairs) and the storeroom for the clothes of murdered prisoners.68 Glücks must have been especially keen to see the new extermination facilities in Birkenau. Bunker 1 was already in use. Meanwhile, a few hundred yards away, SS men were turning a second, slightly larger farmhouse—the “little white house”—into another gas chamber, almost certainly as a result of the recent decision to make Auschwitz a European death camp. Bunker 2 probably went into operation in late June or early July 1942.69


  Just one week after Glücks’s trip to Auschwitz, Rudolf Höss traveled to the WVHA headquarters in Berlin-Lichterfelde, where Pohl had called a meeting of all camp commandants for the evening of Thursday, June 25, 1942. The impending mass deportations to Auschwitz were no doubt on Höss’s mind as he set off for the German capital. Not long before he left the camp on June 24 to catch the overnight train to Berlin, his staff sent a secret cable to Glücks, asking for a private appointment the following morning or afternoon, so that Höss could “discuss urgent, important matters with you, Brigadeführer.” Glücks’s staff quickly scheduled a meeting in the office of SS engineer Hans Kammler, who was intimately involved in all the major building projects in Auschwitz.70 We do not know what the three Camp SS officers plotted during this meeting. But they must have touched on the preparation of Auschwitz for the arrival of vast numbers of Jewish deportees destined to die in the camp.


  Mass Deportations


  Deportation trains from across Europe started to arrive in Auschwitz, as planned, from July 1942. In previous months, mass transports of Jews had still been more sporadic. Now, especially from mid-July 1942, they became routine. The transports, usually carrying around one thousand people, arrived on a daily basis; occasionally, two trains came on the same day. In all, more than sixty thousand Jews were taken to Auschwitz during July and August 1942, from France, Poland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Slovakia, and Croatia.71 Determined to kill as many Jews as quickly as possible, the RSHA pushed for even more deportations. During a meeting in Berlin on August 28, 1942, Adolf Eichmann told his men to step up transports from Europe over the coming months. This was news to Commandant Rudolf Höss, who had been summoned from Auschwitz to attend the meeting (the following day, Höss briefed Glücks about it). From autumn 1942, regular transports rolled from the Greater German Reich, initially from Theresienstadt (Terezín) and Berlin. Then, in spring 1943, trains from Salonika arrived; the first four transports in March brought ten thousand Greek Jews to the camp. And in October 1943, after German forces had poured into Italy following its defection to the Allies, the first RSHA train left from Rome for Auschwitz, with some 1,031 Jewish prisoners on board. Despite the geographical extension across Europe, however, Polish Jews still made up the largest group among the 468,000 Jews deported to Auschwitz during 1942–43.72


  While the reach of the RSHA steadily grew, the number of death trains fluctuated wildly, rising and falling in line with the general pace of the Holocaust. In July 1943, for example, the RSHA deported fewer than 7,200 Jews to Auschwitz. One month later, more than fifty thousand arrived, after a renewed push to destroy ghettos in east Upper Silesia.73 Most trains arrived from such ghettos and from transit or internment camps. As in the case of Stanisław Jankowski, the prisoners had often been shunted from one camp to another, with the KL the last link in a long chain. There were many Jewish camps across Europe, some like Westerbork (Netherlands) still well known, others like Žilina (Slovakia) long since forgotten.74 Not all these sites were staffed by German authorities. Drancy, for example, was guarded by French policemen until the SS took over in summer 1943.75 Conditions in the camps varied greatly; though they were often poor, they were generally not lethal. Crucially, none of these transit camps were run by the WVHA as SS concentration camps, except for Herzogenbusch (Vught) in the Netherlands.


  Herzogenbusch, in the district of Noord-Brabant, was not initially conceived as a KL. In summer 1942, Hanns Albin Rauter, the higher SS and police leader in the Netherlands, decided to set up an additional large camp for Jews: before they “depart for the East,” they would be held there during the “general cleanup in the Netherlands.” But in December 1942, the site was placed under the WVHA as an official concentration camp (Rauter still stayed in the picture, though, resulting in repeated conflicts with the WVHA). The so-called transit camp for Jews was opened on January 16, 1943, with “many buildings only half-finished,” recalled Arthur Lehmann, a German Jewish lawyer in his early fifties. The new camp quickly filled and by early May 1943, more than 8,600 Jewish men, women, and children were detained here. Many had been officially exempted from immediate deportation, giving them false hope that Herzogenbusch would become a regular ghetto in all but name.76


  At this time, Herzogenbusch bore only superficial similarities to a KL like Auschwitz. True, there were purpose-built barracks, roll calls, SS guards, and work. But here the resemblance ended. To deceive the Jewish inmates about their ultimate fate, the Herzogenbusch SS acted with far more restraint. For a start, prisoners were allowed to keep their own clothes and belongings; Arthur Lehmann, with his glasses and tussled hair, looked more like a professor than a prisoner. Conditions during labor—which later included work for the Philips electronics company—were mostly bearable. And although prisoners were divided by gender, with children joining their mothers, the men and women were allowed to visit each other regularly. Most important, much of the internal organization lay in the hands of imprisoned Jews themselves, just like in Nazi ghettos. Jewish leaders like Lehmann, who became chief of the internal administration, controlled funds for purchases from the canteen, organized food distribution, and maintained links with lawyers and relatives outside the camp. There was also a Jewish camp police (Ordnungsdienst), which patrolled the camp and its storeroom, and met new arrivals at the railway station. Inmates accused of theft and other infractions came before a prisoner court, headed by a former judge, rather than facing SS punishment. Overall, there was little abuse inside the camp, and the Camp SS maintained a low profile. All this was reflected in the comparatively small mortality rate, with around one hundred deaths—almost all of them infants or elderly—among all the twelve thousand Jews who passed through the camp.


  Jews arriving in the Herzogenbusch transit camp were relieved that conditions were better than they had feared. When Helga Deen, an eighteen-year-old from Tilburg, came to the camp on June 1, 1943, she noted in her secret diary that “until now, it is not as bad as all that,” adding: “there is nothing dreadful here.” But the lethal SS intentions were merely masked; terror lurked and it soon raised its head. In July 1943, after barely one month in the camp, Helga Deen and her family were deported to the east and murdered. This was part of a larger SS action in summer 1943, during which the great majority of Jewish prisoners in Herzogenbusch—more than ten thousand—were sent to their deaths in Sobibor; for them, life in the KL had been no more than a brief lull on the road to a death camp. Among the small number of prisoners left behind, who now had their privileges cut, were some skilled workers at the Philips factory and a few Jewish leaders, such as Arthur Lehmann. The truth about Nazi intentions was slowly dawning on them, but their special status in the camp could not save them from deportation, and in early June 1944, the SS removed the last group of Jews from Herzogenbusch. “I am very melancholic,” one of them scribbled in a note on the train to Auschwitz. Lehmann himself had already been taken away in March 1944, and eventually ended up in the Auschwitz satellite camp at Laurahütte. Compared to a KL like Auschwitz, he later wrote, conditions in Vught had been “extraordinarily good.”77


  Although Auschwitz played an increasingly important part in the Holocaust from summer 1942, it was a junior partner early on, far surpassed by other sites of terror. The main hubs for lethal Jewish forced labor were still located elsewhere. At the end of 1942, just 12,650 Jewish prisoners were registered in Auschwitz. By comparison, nearly three hundred thousand Jews were still alive in the General Government, according to the SS, most of them toiling in large ghettos like Warsaw (fifty thousand inmates). Ghettos in other parts of Nazi Europe, such as Lodz (eighty-seven thousand) and Theresienstadt (fifty thousand), also held far more Jews than Auschwitz. Even in Silesia itself, Auschwitz was still outstripped by regional forced labor camps for Jews under SS Oberführer Albrecht Schmelt.78 As for Auschwitz as a death camp, it was eclipsed by Globocnik’s death camps. In 1942, around 190,000 Jews died in Auschwitz, the great majority of them in the Birkenau gas chambers.79 By contrast, the three Globocnik death camps claimed around 1,500,000 victims that year; more than 800,000 were murdered in Treblinka alone, a small number of Gypsies among them.80 It was only during 1943—when Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka were wound down, having fulfilled their mission of murdering most Jews in the General Government, and when most of the remaining ghettos and labor camps were eradicated, too—that Auschwitz moved into the center of the Holocaust.81


  Arrival in Auschwitz


  One freezing morning in late 1942, a large column of Polish Jews set off from a square outside the gates of Mława ghetto (Zichenau district) and marched through sludge and snow on the open roads toward the town’s railway station. The men, women, and children were cold and exhausted, having spent the previous night among the dark ruins of a large mill on the ghetto grounds. But belligerent German guards set a brisk pace and the Jews stumbled forward, carrying rucksacks, suitcases, and bundles with their last possessions. Among them was Lejb Langfus, a religious scholar in his early thirties, his wife, Deborah, and their eight-year-old son, Samuel. Like many others on the march, they had recently been deported to Mława from the small ghetto Maków Mazowiecki, which was liquidated by the Nazi authorities during the second half of November 1942. Bathed in sweat, Langfus and the others eventually arrived at the railway station, where police and SS men forced them to line up alongside a train and then pushed them inside. Some families were separated in the confusion, but Langfus held on to his wife and son, and they squeezed into one of the boxcars. After all the doors were sealed, sometime around midday, the train slowly pulled away. It was heading for Auschwitz.82


  Conditions inside were unbearable, as on most trains to death camps from eastern Europe. Since mass deportations of Jews had started in summer 1942, the German authorities in the east relied on closed, windowless freight trains, which quickly filled with the stench of the sick, urine, and excrement on the floor. Lejb Langfus and the others were standing upright, pressed together so tightly that they could not sit, kneel, or lie down, or reach the provisions in their bags. Soon, everyone in the stifling car was desperate for something to drink. “Thirst ruled everything,” Langfus later wrote in secret notes in Auschwitz. An eerie silence settled over his car. Most people were only half-conscious, too drained to talk. The children were listless, too, with their “cracked lips and completely dried-out throats.” There was only one moment of respite: when the train briefly stopped, two Polish policemen appeared at the door and gave prisoners some water, in exchange for their wedding rings.83


  In addition to hunger and thirst, there was crippling fear. Most men, women, and children on this and other deportation trains did not know that they were heading to Auschwitz, and to their deaths. But many Polish Jews had heard of the camp. Langfus, for example, knew it as a notorious punishment camp and a destination for Jewish transports. There were also rumors about mass extermination inside. Jews who lived closer to Auschwitz even heard about prisoners being thrown into “furnaces” or “gassed to death,” as a local girl from Będzin noted in her diary in early 1943. Despite such rumors, some deported Polish prisoners remained defiantly upbeat. “We are off to work. Think positive,” declared a letter thrown from another train en route from a Polish ghetto to Auschwitz in late 1942. But there was no way of masking the underlying anxieties. While Jews deported from central and western Europe had lived far from the epicenter of the Holocaust and often remained more hopeful that all that awaited them was hard labor (as German officials had promised them before departure and as postcards by friends and relatives, written under duress from the SS, seemed to confirm), Polish Jews had already suffered many months of misery and violence in the ghettos. Langfus and his family had lived through shortages and epidemics, and had witnessed beatings, slave labor, public executions, and murders. Like elsewhere in occupied Poland, talk about Nazi massacres in ghettos and camps had spread during 1942, and when the inhabitants of Maków Mazowiecki were told that they, too, would soon be deported, they were gripped by anxiety. Little Samuel Langfus sobbed inconsolably, screaming again and again: “I want to live!” His distraught father feared the worst, too. Shortly before he boarded the train to Auschwitz, Lejb Langfus spent a restless night in Mława, agonizing with others about their fate: “We were thinking about what would await us at the end of this journey: death or life?”84


  The Auschwitz SS knew the answer. The camp authorities were routinely alerted about impending transports—by the responsible local police authorities or the RSHA (or both)—so that preparations could be made.85 Once a train approached, which could happen at all hours, the well-oiled SS machine got into gear. The officer on duty blew a whistle to alert the Commandant Staff, shouting: “Transport is here!” SS officers, doctors, drivers, block leaders, and the rest quickly took their positions. Medical orderlies sometimes drove straight to the gas chambers in Birkenau. Meanwhile, dozens of SS men climbed on trucks and motorcycles, and headed for the “Jews’ ramp” (Judenrampe), part of a new freight station between the camps of Auschwitz and Birkenau (from May 1944, transports arrived at another ramp inside Birkenau itself). As the train pulled up along the lengthy wooden platform, SS guards formed “a chain around the transport,” SS officer Franz Hössler testified in 1945; then the order was given to open the doors.86


  The shock of arrival in Auschwitz was overwhelming. Lejb, Deborah, and Samuel Langfus, and the other Jews from Mława, had been in a daze for over a day when their train came to a sudden halt, late on December 6, 1942. Then everything seemed to happen at once. The doors flung open, and SS men and some inmates in striped uniforms hurried the Jews off the trains. To speed things up, they screamed and pushed those who hesitated. There were kicks and blows, though the guards rarely went further. Restraint was more likely to guarantee order and compliance, since it helped to deceive the victims about their fate. In great haste, the 2,500 or so Jews from Mława spilled onto the platform, clutching each other and their belongings; left behind were the bodies of old people and children who had been crushed to death during the journey.


  Emerging from the dark train, the dazed prisoners blinked into harsh lights that “clouded their minds,” Lejb Langfus wrote some months later, in secret. Lampposts illuminated the large area around them, teeming with SS men with weapons and guard dogs. Amid the turmoil and terror, the bewildered Jews were forced to move away from the train and leave behind their bags, bundles, and suitcases, which were then piled up by inmates from the so-called Canada Commando. The loss of their possessions paralyzed the new arrivals, but they had no time to think before the SS told them to line up in two groups, men on one side, and women and most children on the other. The order left many prisoners numb. They had arrived in large families, but the guards quickly drove them apart, as siblings and spouses, sons and daughters, frantically tried to embrace one more time. “Dreadful crying could be heard,” noted Lejb Langfus, who had to let go of his wife and son. As the two columns formed, several yards apart, many prisoners lost sight of their loved ones and never saw them again. The columns, with five prisoners in each row, soon moved forward toward a small group of SS men who, as Langfus learned, decided their destiny: “The selection began.”87


  In Auschwitz, regular SS selections of Jews on arrival had started in summer 1942, following Himmler’s decision that Jews unable to work should join the RSHA deportation trains.88 Since all Jews on board were doomed, Himmler had apparently approved selections as a means to determine when and how they would perish. Some would be registered for murderous forced labor; the rest would be gassed straightaway. By the time Lejb Langfus and the others from Mława arrived in Auschwitz—on one of the more than a dozen deportation transports in December 1942—such selections had long become routine.89 SS men were in a hurry and acted “pretty haphazardly,” according to the postwar confession of Rottenführer Pery Broad from the Auschwitz political office; often, the selections were over in one hour. As individual Jews stumbled forward to the head of the ramp, the SS officer in charge—mostly the camp doctor on duty, supported by other senior officials like the camp compound leaders and labor action leaders—had a quick glance, asked some of them about their age and occupation, and then gave a nod or wave, casually pointing to the left or the right. At the time, few prisoners knew that this brief gesture meant immediate death or temporary reprieve.90


  
    
  


  The Auschwitz SS officials agreed on broad benchmarks for the selection of Jews, going beyond the criteria they had established during the earlier selections of suspected Soviet commissars.91 Dr. Fritz Klein, one of the Auschwitz SS physicians, put it succinctly: “It was the doctor’s job to pick out those who were unfit or unable to work. These included children, old people, and the sick.”92 Like everywhere else during the Nazi war on Jews, children were most vulnerable. Between 1942 and 1945, around 210,000 were deported to Auschwitz. Those under the age of fourteen were almost all gassed on arrival; so, too, were most of the older ones. In all, fewer than 2,500 Jewish children survived the initial selections.93 Many Jewish women were in great danger, too, even if they were in good health, as the SS murdered most mothers with younger children, rather than separating them at the ramp.94 Some mothers, meanwhile, abandoned their children with the best of intentions. After Olga Lengyel arrived in Auschwitz, she was determined to protect her son, Arvad, from what she feared would be hard labor. When she was asked by Dr. Klein how old her boy was, she insisted that he was under thirteen, although he looked older. Dr. Klein duly sent Arvad to the gas chambers. “How should I have known,” Lengyel wrote in despair after the war.95


  Some new arrivals learned the truth just in time. As they climbed off the trains or waited at the ramp, inmates from the Canada Commando defied SS orders and told them three basic rules for the selections: act strong and healthy, claim to be between sixteen and forty years old, hand young children to elderly relatives.96 Such advice saved a number of Jews, at least temporarily.97 But it also caused dreadful dilemmas. Mothers, in particular, faced a split-second decision. To abandon their children on the barely comprehensible advice of a stranger? Or to join them and stand with a group ominously made up of the elderly and frail? There was no right decision based on ordinary moral norms. Instead, it was one of the “choiceless choices” in Auschwitz, as the scholar Lawrence Langer called them.98


  Most Jews were murdered within hours of the selections at the ramp. In general, Commandant Höss always wanted more slaves; when SS Oberführer Schmelt interrupted deportation trains bound for Auschwitz and pulled out Jewish men for his own labor camps, Höss and Eichmann agreed to foil such preselections, which deprived Auschwitz of the best workers.99 When it came to selections at the Auschwitz ramp, however, Höss was adamant that “only the very healthiest and very strongest Jews” should be spared. Otherwise, the camp would be overburdened by needy prisoners, creating worse conditions for everyone.100 Although there was some internal criticism of Höss’s hard-line approach, many Auschwitz SS men shared it. Despite all the talk of forced labor, Rottenführer Pery Broad testified, these men saw “the annihilation of the largest number of ‘enemies of the state’ as their primary task.”101 Some senior SS officers agreed, among them Reich physician Ernst Grawitz, who observed the mass murder in Auschwitz and supported extensive gassings as a radical weapon against illness in the KL.102 By contrast, Oswald Pohl and senior WVHA managers repeatedly reprimanded Höss, arguing that the Auschwitz SS should select as many Jews as possible for forced labor, including weak ones who could be deployed for a short period of time only.103 SS leader Heinrich Himmler, the ultimate authority, wavered between both sides of the argument.104


  In the end, the default option for SS officers at the Auschwitz ramp was to point toward the gas chambers; on average, only around twenty percent of Jews were selected for forced labor and registered as Auschwitz prisoners (though there were significant variations between transports and over time).105 The SS applied a similar measure on the night of December 6, 1942, to the transport from Mława. Only 406 young and strong men were temporarily spared (unusually, the SS condemned all women on board). Among the chosen few was Lejb Langfus. His wife, Deborah, and his son, Samuel, disappeared into the other group, more than two thousand people strong. Langfus watched intently as women and children calmly climbed on board large SS trucks, illuminated in the bright lights. Many prisoners were deceived by the sight of polite SS men aiding ailing Jews onto the trucks, mistaking it as a sign of charity. Other SS men reassured the remaining Jewish men that they would soon meet their loved ones again; Langfus was told that he would see his family once a week in a special barrack. Then the trucks drove off and made their way to the gas chambers.106


  Fire and Gas


  The other Jews selected for the gas normally followed the same road as the trucks, marching for one and a half miles from the ramp, past the Birkenau camp and across a meadow, toward the converted farmhouses. “This is a one-way street,” Charlotte Delbo (who arrived from France in early 1943) later wrote, “but no one knows it.” During the march, SS men normally kept the prisoners in line with guard dogs. But they also kept up the deception, casually asking Jews about their jobs and background, and telling them that they were heading to the baths, for disinfection. Some prisoners were relieved to notice that they were followed by an ambulance, which was driving slowly at the rear of the column; occasionally, it even carried Jews unable to walk. But the ambulance was not meant to provide medical care. Its real purpose was to carry the SS doctor to oversee the gassing. The tins of Zyklon B were also on board. “Nobody was bothered in the slightest,” Commandant Höss recalled, “about profaning the sign of the Red Cross by driving to the extermination facilities.”107


  When the final destination came into view, the first impression was reassuring: a little farmhouse and two wooden barracks (for undressing), surrounded by fruit trees. On site were more SS men and a group of inmates from the so-called Special Squad (Sonderkommando), who had to assist in mass murder. By the time the prisoner column had come to a halt, those who had earlier arrived by truck were often already inside the farmhouse. Before long, the others had joined them. Those who moved too slowly were hit by SS men and attacked by the dogs. As they stumbled inside, the last thing they saw was a sign on the open doors: “To the Baths.” Once the rooms had been crammed full of men, women, and children, the heavy doors were locked and the SS physician ordered the medical orderly to throw in the gas. SS doctor Johann Paul Kremer, who supervised numerous gassings in autumn 1942, later testified that he drove off after the “screams and noise of the victims” had died down.108 The gas chambers remained off-limits for some time, often overnight, as there was no mechanical ventilation in bunkers 1 and 2 to draw out the fumes.109


  Once the doors were opened, prisoners from the special squad set to work. One of them was Lejb Langfus. After the SS had separated him from his wife and son at the ramp on December 6, 1942, he had marched into the Birkenau compound, together with the other Jewish men selected that day for slave labor. The next morning, they had been led from their barrack to the so-called Birkenau sauna for the usual admissions procedure. After a shower, they had their heads shaved and received striped uniforms; then they were tattooed. Two days later, on the evening of December 9, 1942, SS officers led by Hauptscharführer Otto Moll suddenly appeared in the prisoners’ barrack and announced that they would choose some strong inmates for a special assignment in a rubber factory. Each prisoner stepped forward and Moll took his pick. None of the three hundred or so Jewish men knew that they had really been selected for the Special Squad. Neither did they know that at the same time the corpses of their predecessors—the first Birkenau Special Squad—were burning inside the old crematorium.


  The following day, December 10, most men from the new Special Squad were escorted out of the Birkenau compound, not to any rubber factory, but to the gas chambers, which were operating at full capacity that day (with almost 4,500 Jews arriving on transports from Holland, Germany, and Poland). Surrounded by SS men with guard dogs, Moll addressed the new Special Squad prisoners. They did not yet know that this small, blond man, who looked rather amiable, with his round and freckled face, was feared across the camp. Not only was he exceptionally brutal, Moll was also one of a small group of Camp SS experts in mass murder and cremation. After he had instructed the prisoners about their real task, he threatened anyone who refused to participate with beatings and wild dogs.110


  The prisoners of the two Special Squads—one for each of the converted farmhouses—now split into different groups. Among the dozen or so prisoners who had to pull bodies out of the gas chambers on December 10, 1942, was a burly twenty-year-old with broad shoulders called Shlomo (Szlama) Dragon. Born in a small Polish town, he had lived for more than a year in the Warsaw ghetto, where his father and sister were to die, before escaping together with his older brother, Abraham. Exhausted, after hiding for months without papers, the two brothers eventually joined a transport to what they assumed was a forced labor camp. On December 6, 1942, they arrived in Auschwitz, on the same train that brought the muscular Lejb Langfus to the camp; like Langfus, the Dragon brothers were selected for the Special Squad.111


  Wearing masks, Shlomo Dragon and the other men from his commando had to enter the gas chambers after they were opened on December 10, 1942; “it was very hot” inside, he testified a few years later, “and one could feel the gas.” Next, they had to drag out the entangled corpses. Complaining that the prisoners from the Special Squad were moving too carefully, Moll showed them how it was done. “He rolled up his sleeves,” Dragon recalled, “and threw the corpses through the door into the yard.” Here, other Special Squad members stripped the dead of anything the SS regarded as valuable. Some prisoners had to cut the hair of the dead, while so-called dentists pried open the corpses’ foaming mouths to rip out gold teeth (some “dentists” took regular breaks to vomit). Once the building was empty, Special Squad prisoners had to wash the floors, scatter more wood shavings, and touch up the white walls, until the bunker was ready for the next transport.112 From now on, this would be the life of Shlomo and Abraham Dragon, Lejb Langfus, and the others from the Special Squad.


  Like many mass murderers before them, the Auschwitz SS men soon realized that it was easier to kill than to dispose of the victims. In their haste to create a large death camp, SS planners had given little thought to the corpses. When the mass extermination transports began in summer 1942, there was no working crematorium: the old one was out of commission, while the new one in Birkenau was not yet built. As the bodies of Jews gassed in Birkenau mounted up, the SS resorted to the same makeshift solution it had used months earlier, during the mass deaths of Soviet POWs, and buried the bodies in ditches in the Birkenau forest (together with thousands of deceased registered prisoners). But this soon proved impractical. By the time Himmler visited in mid-July 1942, the camp was engulfed in a sickening smell. In the heat of the summer, rotting body parts spilled out of mass graves, and there were concerns that the groundwater would be contaminated, threatening the whole region. With more extermination transports on the way, the Camp SS hurried to accelerate the completion of the new crematorium in Birkenau.113


  Looking ahead, the WVHA construction experts around Hans Kammler agreed that a single new crematorium would no longer suffice, given the role of Auschwitz in the Holocaust. By August 1942, they had settled on three additional crematoria for Birkenau; together, the four new buildings would be able to burn one hundred and twenty thousand corpses each month. Soon, SS planners added an additional feature to the emerging Birkenau crematorium complex—gas chambers. Moving the gassings from the converted farmhouses into the new crematoria would allow the SS to murder and burn the victims in the same location (just like in the main camps’ old crematorium). Genocide would become more efficient. The almost identical crematoria II and III were now redesigned for mass murder, by turning the morgues in the basement into undressing rooms and gas chambers; mechanical ventilation was fitted to draw out the gas, and a lift was added for moving corpses to the incinerators on the ground floor. By contrast, the smaller crematoria IV and V had simpler structures, as they were designed from the start to accommodate mass gassings; both were long above-ground brick buildings, with undressing rooms, gas chambers (naturally ventilated), and incinerators, all on one level.114


  Until this new cremation complex in Birkenau was operational, the SS decided, the dead would be put into flaming pits. Shortly after his mid-July 1942 visit to Auschwitz, Himmler decreed that all the rotting corpses in Birkenau had to be dug up and burned. Standartenführer Paul Blobel, an SS expert in open-air cremation, was sent to teach the Auschwitz guards. A former commander with the murderous task forces in the occupied Soviet Union, Blobel had recently been appointed by Himmler to run a secret SS unit devising the most efficient way of destroying corpses of Holocaust victims. Experimenting in the Chelmno death camp, where huge numbers of corpses had accumulated, Blobel quickly arrived at an effective procedure: burning the dead in holes, grinding their bones, and scattering the remains. On September 16, 1942, shortly after Blobel’s visit to Auschwitz, Commandant Höss himself traveled to Chelmno to watch the mass cremations in action. He was so impressed that he immediately placed an order for the necessary equipment, including a heavy bone-crushing machine. Within days, the new procedures were in place, largely modeled on Chelmno.


  For several weeks in autumn 1942, the SS forced Special Squad prisoners to unearth all the corpses buried in Birkenau, working day and night with their bare hands. By the end, the prisoners had pulled out more than one hundred thousand bodies (by the estimate of Rudolf Höss). One of the Special Squad prisoners, Erko Hejblum, later described the task: “We waded in a mix of mud and decaying bodies. We would have needed gas masks. The corpses seemed to rise to the top—it was as if the earth itself was turning them back.” Many Special Squad prisoners could not bear the nightmare. After one week, Hejblum “felt like I was going mad” and decided to kill himself; he was saved by a friend who engineered his transfer to a different work detail. Several prisoners who refused to carry on were shot point-blank. The others had to continue to stack the decomposing bodies for burning, first in huge pyres, later in long rectangular ditches. Meanwhile, the bodies of new victims deported to Auschwitz for mass extermination were cremated in other pits, near bunkers 1 and 2. Ash and bone fragments were dumped into rivers and marshes. They were also used to grit the roads in winter and to fertilize the surrounding fields, where Himmler’s cherished agricultural experiments were under way. The roots of Germany’s future settlements were supposed to grow from the remains of its slaughtered victims.115


  The Birkenau Killing Complex


  The new facilities in Birkenau—four huge crematoria with integral gas chambers—promised state-of-the-art genocide. But the construction of the new killing complex took much longer than anticipated. The Camp SS continued to push for its completion, blaming the persistent problems on Topf & Sons, the private contractors building the incinerators. After months of delays and recriminations, the four crematoria became operational between March and June 1943.116 At the end of June 1943, the head of the Auschwitz SS construction authority, Sturmbannführer Karl Bischoff, reported to his superiors in Berlin that the four crematoria could turn 4,416 corpses into ash within twenty-four hours.117 So pleased was Bischoff, he even displayed pictures of the crematoria in the Auschwitz main building, for all visitors to see.118 Senior SS officials were proudly shown around the new site. In March 1943, WVHA officers attended the first incineration in crematorium II, and once the entire complex was ready for use, SS tours often included the new facilities. When Oswald Pohl came to Auschwitz in August 1943, for one of his regular visits, he carried out a thorough inspection of the new crematoria area. Himmler also sent leading party and SS men to watch and learn. “They were all deeply impressed,” Rudolf Höss recalled.119 Following the hurried initial conversion of Auschwitz into a death camp, the SS had now created more lasting and methodical procedures. In the words of Primo Levi, the camp became an inverted factory: “trains heavily laden with human beings went in each day, and all that came out was the ashes of their bodies, their hair, the gold of their teeth.”120


  This image of Auschwitz as a factory of death evokes its modern nature, with the reliance on bureaucracy, railways, and technology.121 The use of machinery even extended to the bookkeeping of the dead. After each selection on arrival, an SS man from the Auschwitz political office—which oversaw the process of mass extermination at the crematoria—established how many Jews had been sent to the gas chambers. He then raced back by motorcycle to his office to prepare a statistical report noting the transport’s date of arrival and place of departure, the total number of Jews on board, and the number of men and women selected for forced labor and for “special accommodation” or “special treatment” (the Camp SS continued to use camouflage language in documents, with only rare slips). The Auschwitz political office then transmitted these details by telex to the RSHA and the WVHA, mostly within a day of the killings; sometimes the officials added a brief explanatory note, such as the following from a February 1943 telex: “The men were specially accommodated because of excessive frailty, the women because most of them were [with] children.”122 In this way, SS managers in Berlin, such as Adolf Eichmann and Richard Glücks, gained an immediate picture—almost in real time—of the progress of the Holocaust in Auschwitz.


  But assembly-line mass murder was not smooth, automatic, and clean, as some historians have suggested.123 The Birkenau killing complex was less efficient than the SS men had hoped.124 And however much routine they developed, killing did not become a purely mechanical process, devoid of agency and emotion. Every victim had perpetrators.125 The doomed prisoners’ last hours—between arrival and death—were marked by exhaustion, fear, and torment. Following the traumatic separations by the SS at the ramp and the transfer to Birkenau, the doomed faced humiliation and violence outside the gas chambers. Women who refused to undress were assaulted, the clothes ripped from their bodies. Anyone who refused to enter the gas chamber was shot on the spot or beaten inside.126 What happened next, when dim suspicion became horrible certainty—with prisoners squeezed against one another in the darkness of the gas chambers, barely able to breathe even before the gas pellets were inserted—cannot be described. Standing outside, inmates from the Special Squad could hear that the death struggle lasted for several minutes; some of the dying threw themselves against the doors, sometimes smashing the glass peepholes and grilles protecting them, and crushing others who already lay on the ground.127 On occasion, the gas chambers were so packed that the SS forced some prisoners to wait nearby until it was their turn. They listened to the agony of those inside and waited for hours for their own deaths, suffering “the most terrifying pain in the whole world,” as Lejb Langfus wrote in his secret notes. “If you have not experienced it, you cannot picture it, even remotely.”128


  Another myth—also attached to the image of Auschwitz as a factory of death—is that of wholly passive victims.129 Here, the doomed appear like inert objects, drifting to their deaths without disrupting the steady flow of industrialized mass murder. This view was taken to the extreme by the psychologist Bruno Bettelheim, himself a survivor of the prewar KL (having been held in Dachau and Buchenwald between June 1938 and May 1939). In a brief paper written in 1960, still unsettling decades later, he launched an all-out attack on the victims: the Jews of Europe had given up the will to live and then, “like lemmings,” voluntarily walked “themselves to the gas chambers.”130


  Bettelheim was grievously wrong. To start with, only a small number of Jews arriving at the Auschwitz gas chambers were certain that they were about to die. The burning ditches and smoking chimneys of the crematoria were ominous signs, but even those who feared the worst often clung to hope. Such hopes were continually fanned by SS men. Despite flashes of violence, the Camp SS tried to deceive its victims to the end, in order to prevent any defiance by the doomed. Before the killings began, SS officers normally made a brief announcement outside the gas chambers, along the following lines: “Stay calm, you are about to take a bath—so get undressed, fold your clothes neatly and then walk into the shower-room. Afterwards, you will receive coffee and something to eat.”


  To further reassure the doomed, prisoners from the Special Squad generally repeated the same story, well aware that anything else might lead to their own death (in summer 1943, a Special Squad prisoner, who had informed a young woman that she would be gassed, was burned alive in front of his comrades). Racked by their helplessness, the Special Squad prisoners concluded that telling the truth would only add to the agony of the victims.131 “It was all lies, what we said,” one of them told an interviewer after the war. “I always tried not to look into [people’s] eyes, so that they wouldn’t catch on.”132 Some inmates elsewhere in the Auschwitz complex understood only too well the impossible dilemma of the Special Squad.133


  Even when prisoners were told about their impending death, an organized uprising was impossible. They were disorientated—tired, famished, hurried along by guards—and had no time to think or confer. After a transport of Jews from Tarnów ghetto heard from Special Squad prisoners at the gas chambers that they were about to be killed, they “became serious and silent,” according to one of the Special Squad. Then, with broken voices, “they started saying the Vidui” (the ritual confessional prayer before death). Not everyone could believe that they had been condemned, though; a young man stepped on a bench to calm the others, telling them that they would not die, as the wholesale slaughter of innocents, in such barbaric fashion, could not happen anywhere on earth.134 All this anguish—which would sometimes turn into spontaneous defiance—was a long way from “a voluntary walk into the Reich’s crematoria,” as Bettelheim had claimed.135


  GENOCIDE AND THE KL SYSTEM


  The Holocaust transformed the concentration camp system as a whole in 1942–43. Geographically, it was split in two. In the western KL, there were soon hardly any Jewish prisoners left at all, after the SS made its camps inside Germany’s prewar borders almost entirely “free of Jews.” In the eastern KL, by contrast, Jews selected for murder through labor (instead of immediate extermination) now often made up the largest group among registered inmates. By autumn 1943, many tens of thousands of Jews were held in the east (hundreds of thousands more had already been murdered), not just in Auschwitz, but also in Majdanek and in several new concentration camps, which had been established solely for Jewish prisoners.


  The Majdanek Death Camp


  Majdanek in the General Government was the only other KL, apart from Auschwitz, which also operated as a Holocaust death camp. Its conversion followed a rather similar trajectory. Just as in Auschwitz, mass deportations of Jews began in spring 1942, initially to replace Soviet slave laborers for the projected SS settlements. In all, around 4,500 young Slovak Jews came to Majdanek between late March and early April 1942. One of their first tasks was to flatten the mass graves of Soviet POWs who had died during the previous months—a grim harbinger of the Jews’ own impending fate.136 Over the coming months, thousands more Jewish men arrived from Slovakia, as well as from the General Government, occupied Czech territory, and the German Reich.137 Majdanek now grew at a rapid rate. On March 25, 1942, the camp had stood almost empty, with little more than one hundred prisoners, none of them Jewish. Just three months later, on June 24, 1942, some 10,660 men were held inside, almost all of them Jews. Soon, they were joined by women. Following the example of Auschwitz, Himmler ordered in July 1942 that a camp for female prisoners should be set up in Lublin; the WVHA attached it to Majdanek. The first prisoners arrived in October 1942, and by the end of the year, some 2,803 women were held in the camp, again overwhelmingly Jews.138 As Majdanek was pulled into the current of the Holocaust, it turned into a concentration camp for Jews.


  Majdanek was still a big building site, spread across dirty fields. There was no electricity, sewer system, or proper water supply, and most prisoners were packed into bare, crowded, windowless wooden barracks, freezing in winter, baking hot in summer (only in 1943 did the situation improve somewhat). One of these prisoners was Dionys Lenard, a Slovakian Jew who had been deported to Majdanek in April 1942. After a few months, he fled and recorded his experiences later that same year. Lenard writes graphically how the prisoners were forced to build the camp, erecting more barracks, leveling the ground, and performing other grueling tasks, always hounded by the SS. The frantic pace was set by Commandant Karl Otto Koch, who had arrived in early 1942; he was joined by trusted SS veterans from the Buchenwald Commandant Staff, fresh from participating in the mass execution of Soviet “commissars.” It says much about slave labor in Majdanek that prisoners volunteered for the “shit commando” to escape from the construction details; in Majdanek, Lenard notes, heaving buckets full of feces was still better than being chased across the yard while carrying heavy loads of brick or wood.


  Prisoners like Dionys Lenard were forever tormented by hunger and thirst. The food in Majdanek was as disgusting as it was meager, consisting mostly of thin soup with weeds. There was barely anything to drink, either, since inmates were initially forbidden to use the only well, which stood right next to the overflowing latrines and was said to be contaminated. The desperate water shortage also meant that prisoners could only clean themselves once a week. Lenard did so more often by using the warm liquid (so-called coffee) prisoners received in the mornings: “one could not use it for anything else, anyway.” Fleas and lice spread everywhere, and half the inmates, Lenard observed, were suffering from diarrhea. And then there was the dirt. As soon as it rained, even a little, the whole camp was submerged in sludge. “Anyone who has not seen the mud in the Lublin camp, has no idea what mud really looks like,” wrote Lenard. He could barely walk across the soggy fields without getting stuck with his wooden clogs. A slip could be fatal. Once, an old Slovakian Jew tripped and brushed the trouser legs of a passing SS man, who instantly “drew his gun and shot him.”139


  Lenard was one of a small number of registered Jews who survived Majdanek in 1942. Most succumbed to neglect and abuse; that year, more than fourteen thousand registered Jewish prisoners died in the camp, as well as around two thousand other inmates. As a WVHA official noted after an inspection in January 1943, the two incinerators in Majdanek could “barely keep up” with all the dead.140 Many prisoners were murdered after SS selections in the infirmary and the main compound. As typhus spread in summer 1942, for example, thousands (mostly Slovakian Jews) were isolated and shot by the SS. In a secret message dated July 14, 1942, following the mass selection of some 1,500 prisoners, a Polish inmate noted that the victims had been driven to a nearby forest, shot, and buried. “This is how the typhus epidemic is fought in Majdanek,” he added.141


  Even though death was ever-present by mid-1942, the SS did not yet use Majdanek as a death camp (hence there were no selections on arrival). When it came to the so-called Final Solution in the General Government, the SS looked to Globocnik’s death camps instead, even if this meant longer transports. As the SS decimated the Lublin ghetto in spring 1942, leading away some thirty thousand of the thirty-six thousand inhabitants, it routed the transports not to Majdanek, just a short march away, but by train to Belzec. Over the following months, the functional separation between Majdanek (detention and lethal forced labor) and Globocnik’s death camps (immediate extermination) continued. In fact, deportation trains en route to Belzec and Sobibor occasionally interrupted their journey in Lublin. Here, Jewish men considered fit for labor were pulled out and sent to Majdanek for construction work; the others remained on the trains to death camps.142


  The position of Majdanek only changed during the second half of 1942. Since summer, the local Camp SS had planned to build gas chambers, and the new building was completed around October. Despite the secrecy of the SS, which designated the small stone building by the camp entrance as “baths,” everyone soon knew what really was inside. Unusually, the gas chambers were equipped for both Zyklon B (like Auschwitz) and carbon monoxide (like the Globocnik death camps). In the first months, most of those murdered inside were typhus-ridden registered Majdanek prisoners. But the Camp SS also carried out its first selections on arrival, picking out weak and sick Jews from Lublin labor camps and the local Majdan Tatarski ghetto (which had replaced the old Lublin ghetto).143


  The transformation of Majdanek into a death camp was completed from late 1942. This was linked, apparently, to the sudden end of mass deportations to Belzec, in mid-December 1942.144 Over the next two weeks, until December 31, many thousands of Polish Jews were taken to Majdanek instead and murdered in its gas chambers.145 Further extermination transports arrived from spring 1943, bringing the first children to the camp, as the SS stepped up the liquidation of the remaining ghettos. Entire families from Warsaw and elsewhere were deported to Majdanek, where SS men now carried out regular selections upon arrival. First and foremost, the SS sent children, women, and the elderly to the gas chambers, as in Auschwitz. Rywka Awronska came in spring 1943 from Warsaw with a transport of several hundred women and children. In the baths, they had to undress. The SS then picked out those “who looked healthy enough for labor,” registered them, and escorted them to the camp; the others, Awronska recalled, “were immediately taken away; I think they were gassed.” In all, at least sixteen thousand Jews died in Majdanek between January and October 1943, many of them in the new gas chambers. Their corpses were burned in large pyres in a forest, some distance away. To learn how this was done, the Majdanek crematorium chief, SS Oberscharführer Erich Muhsfeldt, had traveled to Auschwitz in February 1943 to seek inspiration from his SS colleagues.146


  But Majdanek never rivaled Auschwitz. As a camp for slave labor, it remained insignificant. The SS focused its resources and prisoners on Auschwitz, the KL showcase in the conquered east. Majdanek, by contrast, was regarded by Inspector Glücks as a “difficult camp”—dilapidated, distant, and dirty. Inmates, too, were struck by the difference between the two camps. When Rudolf Vrba looked back in April 1944 to his transport from Majdanek to Auschwitz, nearly two years earlier, he recalled that “after the filthy and primitive barracks in Lublin, the brick buildings [in the Auschwitz main camp] made a very good impression. We thought we had made a good deal.” While Auschwitz pushed ahead with economic prestige projects, most prisoners at the far smaller site at Majdanek continued to work on the construction and maintenance of the camp itself; despite the high death rates, there were normally more prisoners than jobs.147 As a Holocaust death camp, too, Majdanek stood in the second rank. The WVHA and RSHA managers regarded Auschwitz as a far more convenient target for transports from western and central Europe, while most Jews rounded up in the General Government were deported to Globocnik’s death camps.148


  The Operation Reinhard Camps: An Anatomy


  Historians tend to draw a clear line between the Globocnik death camps (Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka) and the two SS concentration camps most closely involved in the Holocaust (Auschwitz and Majdanek). There were indeed fundamental differences between these two types of camps, both structural and organizational. To begin with, they came under different authorities, Globocnik’s office (in Lublin) and the WVHA (in Berlin) respectively. The Globocnik death camps were staffed by the Chancellery of the Führer with key personnel from the “euthanasia” program, and these men mostly stuck together, even after their murderous mission in the east was completed in autumn 1943. Camp SS officers, meanwhile, as the self-styled shock troops of Nazi terror in the KL, looked down on Globocnik’s motley gang of killers as a “true selection of total failures,” in the words of Rudolf Höss.149


  Just as the perpetrators of the two types of camp differed, so did their victims. The great majority of Jews murdered in Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka came from the General Government, while the great majority of those murdered in Auschwitz came from more western and southern parts of Europe.150 And their operation differed sharply, too. Globocnik’s death camps were built for one purpose only: the rapid mass extermination of deported Jews. By contrast, Auschwitz and Majdanek continued as slave labor reservoirs, even after they had become Holocaust death camps; their hybrid nature was epitomized by the mass selections of deported Jews on arrival. There was no real equivalent in Globocnik’s death camps; selections had taken place before the transports departed—in ghettos and elsewhere—and all those on board were destined for extermination. The SS authorities in Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka only needed a very small number of prisoners to keep the camps running; it has been estimated that one out of every hundred prisoners survived for more than a few hours. Even at the height of mass murder in autumn 1942, the three death camps together held no more than 2,500 so-called “work Jews,” who maintained the sites, assisted in mass extermination, and sorted the belongings of the dead. Consequently, these camps were small in size. The grounds of Sobibor, for example, initially measured about 600 × 400 yards; its core staff included twenty or thirty German officials, some two hundred foreign helpers (so-called Trawniki men), and perhaps two or three hundred Jewish prisoners temporarily spared for labor. By contrast, the so-called interest zone of the Auschwitz SS measured around twenty-five square miles (excluding several more far-flung satellite camps); at the end of January 1943, some 40,031 prisoners (including 14,070 Jews) were held across the Auschwitz complex, surrounded by several thousand SS guards.151 Compared to Auschwitz, terror was greatly compressed in Globocnik’s death camps, down to its very essence.


  And yet, the links between the two types of death camp were closer than is commonly assumed. To begin with, there were parallels in the mechanics of mass murder. As with the WVHA death camps (and Chelmno), Globocnik’s camps relied on a combination of deception, speed, threats, and violence. When Eliasz Rosenberg, one of the few survivors of Treblinka, arrived in the camp in August 1942, on a deportation train from Warsaw, he saw a large sign telling Jews that their “way leads to the bath. Receipt of fresh clothes there and then transfer to another camp.” There were neat flower beds and reassuring speeches, with SS men telling the victims that they would move to a work camp as soon as they had washed and their clothes were disinfected (some of this trickery was later abandoned, after knowledge of the mass extermination had spread among Polish Jews). Separated by gender, the victims had to undress in a special barrack and were forced, at breakneck speed and with frequent blows, into the gas chambers. After each mass killing, a group of Jewish prisoners, held in isolation from the rest of the camp, was forced into action. Just like the wretched Special Squad in Auschwitz, they had to dispose of the corpses, rip out gold fillings, and prepare the next gassing. In Treblinka, one of these prisoners was Eliasz Rosenberg. At running pace, he and another inmate had to carry the dead to huge mass graves (later, railway trolleys were used instead). In late February 1943, the SS supervised the exhumation of these rotting corpses, which were thrown on iron rails above shallow ditches and burned.152 The similarities with Auschwitz and Majdanek are evident, and owed much to the influence of SS cremation experts like Paul Blobel and of the mass killing techniques pioneered during the “euthanasia” program.153


  As for life inside the small labor compounds of Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka, many of the basic structures were borrowed directly from the KL system, probably by some of the former Camp SS men who had arrived via the T-4 operation and now occupied leading positions in Globocnik’s death camps. There were daily roll calls, for example, as well as strict prisoner hierarchies, with camp elders, work supervisors, and block elders. Prisoner punishments were familiar from the KL, too. One Sobibor NCO testified after the war that “work Jews” were frequently whipped, enduring ten to twenty-five lashes in front of the assembled prisoners, in order “to maintain discipline in the camp.”154


  The connections between the WVHA and Globocnik’s apparatus extended well beyond such structural similarities. There were operational links, too, resulting from the participation of both of these agencies in the Holocaust. In summer 1942, Himmler put the WVHA in charge of processing all the valuables amassed during Operation Reinhard, including the goods plundered in Globocnik’s death camps; senior WVHA officials inspected the death camps to ensure that central orders about the plunder were implemented.155 In addition to stealing from the dead, both agencies cooperated in the exploitation of Jewish forced workers.156 The closest contacts existed in Majdanek. Regional Nazi chieftains often meddled in the affairs of the nearest concentration camp.157 But Globocnik’s endless interference in Majdanek was quite exceptional. He got closely involved in construction projects, and even diverted some cash, plundered from Jews, to fund Majdanek’s extension.158 And although the concentration camp came under the authority of the WVHA, he was allowed to enter the grounds without formal identification, and frequently dropped by, sometimes at night; his main area of interest, it seems, was the new gas chambers, which he had apparently initiated.159 At times, Globocnik treated Majdanek like one of his own camps, giving orders directly to the Camp SS and even proposing its commandant, Hermann Florstedt, for promotion.160


  This is not to say that the various parts of Operation Reinhard added up to a seamless whole. As we have seen, the Holocaust camps run by the WVHA and by Globocnik, respectively, had separate identities and structures. There were also rivalries between officials on both sides, competing to kill and plunder more effectively. Globocnik’s main adversary was Rudolf Höss in Auschwitz, who recalled after the war that his rival “was absolutely determined to be at the top with ‘his’ exterminations.” But Höss saw himself as the real master of genocide and dismissed Globocnik as a loudmouth and dilettante who hid the “utter chaos of the Lublin Action Reinhardt [sic]” behind a façade of distortions, exaggerations, and lies.161


  These personal tensions were exacerbated by visits to the rival death camps. Höss toured Treblinka, Globocnik’s most lethal camp, and left unimpressed. He regarded the use of carbon monoxide as not “very efficient,” as the motors did not always pump enough gas into the chambers to kill straightaway. “Another improvement we made over Treblinka,” Höss noted, “was that we built our gas chambers to accommodate 2,000 people at one time”; even in Allied captivity, Höss was bursting with professional pride about his murderous inventions.162 For his part, Odilo Globocnik and his men apparently resisted pressure to switch their gas chambers from carbon monoxide to Zyklon B, as pioneered in Auschwitz.163 Globocnik also used the occasion of a visit to the new crematoria and gas chamber complex in Birkenau to disparage the local operation, much to Höss’s irritation. Far from being impressed with the up-to-date machinery of mass murder, as other visitors had been, Globocnik claimed that his men worked much faster, and lectured Höss about the greater killing capacities of his own camps. He “exaggerated outrageously, at any opportunity,” Höss wrote after the war, still seething about Globocnik’s attempts to outdo him as the greatest mass murderer of the Third Reich.164 This genocidal competition between Höss and Globocnik illustrates once more the entanglement of their camps. Looking at these and all the other points of contact, it is no longer possible to suggest that there were no institutional and organizational connections between Globocnik’s camps and the KL system.165 The Holocaust in the different Nazi death camps of eastern Europe was a collective SS endeavor.


  New Camps for Jews


  The longer the Holocaust lasted, the more closely involved became the concentration camps. The role of the KL system in Nazi genocide grew during 1943, as the focus of mass extermination began to shift from the killing fields of eastern Europe and Globocnik’s death camps to the new killing complex in Birkenau and, to a lesser extent, Majdanek. At the same time, the KL system became a bigger hub for Jewish slave labor. Back in October 1942, Himmler had informed Oswald Pohl and other SS leaders that remaining Jewish forced workers in the General Government should be pressed into concentration camps, until these Jews, too, would “disappear some day in accordance with the Führer’s wish.” During the following year, Himmler relentlessly pushed for the liquidation of labor camps and ghettos on occupied Polish and Soviet soil. To ensure that work on essential projects could continue, the SS set up several new KL in former ghettos and labor camps, extending its control over the remaining Jewish forced workers.166 Oswald Pohl had contemplated the construction of new concentration camps almost as soon as his WVHA had taken control of the KL system.167 From spring 1943, expansion became reality, at a brisk pace. Within a few months, the WVHA had opened four main camps in eastern Europe (Warsaw, Riga, Vaivara, Kovno), as well as dozens of satellite camps. Unlike other SS concentration camps, these new camps were set up explicitly for the exploitation of Jewish slave labor.
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  One of these new concentration camps in the occupied east was opened in July 1943 in Warsaw, among the ruins of what had once been the largest ghetto. After a German attempt to round up Jews for deportation in January 1943 met with an armed response, an incensed Himmler had ordered the destruction of the entire ghetto. The German assault began on April 19, 1943, against desperate resistance. After four weeks of carnage, the uprising was crushed, leaving many thousands of Jewish men, women, and children dead. Himmler then ordered the WVHA to flatten what was left of the ghetto. This scheme included plans for a new KL (such plans had been on the table since autumn 1942), whose prisoners would help to demolish the remaining buildings. Despite some large prisoner transports, however, the Warsaw camp remained smaller than anticipated; instead of 10,000 men, just 2,040 were working in demolition by February 1944. The camp itself was set up in a former military prison, extended with materials from the destroyed ghetto. The work in the ruins—breaking down walls, collecting scrap metal, stacking bricks—was hard and dangerous, and having to toil in a ghost town haunted by Nazi mass murder weighed heavily on the prisoners. “The streets of the ghetto were a dreadful sight for us,” recalled the Polish Jew Oskar Paserman, who had arrived from Auschwitz in late November 1943. Months after the uprising, Paserman still stumbled over decaying bodies. “It stank of corpses, which were lying in the bunkers and under ruins. The streets were covered with pieces of furniture and burned clothes.”168


  
    
  


  In the wake of the Jewish resistance in Warsaw, SS leaders redoubled their attempts to wipe out the remaining labor camps and ghettos in the occupied east. Much of their focus turned to the Reich Commissariat of the Eastern Land, that is, the territory under German civilian administration that included parts of Belorussia as well as Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia, the three Baltic States annexed by the Soviet Union after the Hitler-Stalin pact. On June 21, 1943, Heinrich Himmler ordered the closure of all ghettos in the Eastern Land. The surviving Jews would be forced to work in concentration camps instead, while those who were superfluous to slave labor would be killed. Despite some objections from German officials in the army and the civilian administration, who worried about losing “their” Jewish workers and possible repercussions for war production, the order was implemented over the coming months.169


  The first new KL complex in the Baltic region emerged in Latvia. Local SS officials had lobbied for a concentration camp for Jews around Riga since the German invasion of summer 1941. According to an internal SS memorandum that autumn, such a local camp promised several advantages over a ghetto: prisoners could be exploited more fully for forced labor, and the separation of men and women would “put an end to the further procreation of the Jews.”170 But it was not until the SS extended its hold over Jews in the Baltic territories that it finally established a KL. In March 1943, around the time of a visit by Himmler to Riga, five hundred prisoners from Sachsenhausen arrived to erect the camp in the small suburb of Kaiserwald (Mežaparks), known in the interwar years as an exclusive seaside resort. The early dimensions of the new camp were modest by SS standards, with four prisoner barracks for men and four for women, separated from each other and the outside world by electrified fences. The camp filled up with Jewish inmates from July 1943 onward, including large numbers of German and Czech Jews who had been deported to the Baltic region back in 1941–42. The prisoners initially came in large columns, laden with their remaining belongings, from the nearby Riga ghetto, which had been emptied by November 1943; later transports arrived from other Baltic ghettos farther afield and from Hungary (via Auschwitz). But most inmates did not stay put for long. The SS quickly realized that it would be impractical to move all local ghetto workshops into the small Riga main camp, and set up satellite camps near these sites of work instead. In all, at least sixteen such camps were established, most of them in Riga itself. The main camp in Kaiserwald now functioned primarily as a transit hub; after registration, new inmates were quickly shunted to one of the satellite camps. By March 1944, the various satellite camps of Riga held around nine thousand prisoners, compared to an estimated two thousand in the main camp.171


  This imbalance was even more pronounced in another new Baltic concentration camp, Vaivara, a settlement in northeast Estonia. A small contingent of SS men had to improvise here, Richard Glücks conceded, setting things up “completely from scratch.” Officially opened on September 19, 1943, after hasty preparation, the KL complex grew within weeks to include at least eleven satellite camps; several of them—such as Klooga, some one hundred and fifty miles to the west—rivaled or surpassed the Vaivara main camp in size. Among the prisoners were many families, and it was the young and the elderly who succumbed most quickly to the SS regime of violence and exhausting labor, which included construction work, the production of explosives, and the extraction of oil shale from marshy terrain. In November 1943 alone, at a time when 9,207 prisoners were held across the Vaivara KL complex, some 296 prisoners died. Hundreds more followed during the bitter winter.172


  A third main concentration camp in the Reich Commissariat of the Eastern Land was set up in the Lithuanian city of Kovno (Kaunas). Just as in Riga, regional SS forces had already proposed a KL for Jews here in summer 1941, but it was established only in autumn 1943. During the final SS push for the liquidation of ghettos, it turned the Kovno ghetto into a main concentration camp, which held some eight thousand Jewish prisoners at the end of the year. Other former ghettos and labor camps in the region became satellites of Kovno. Among them was the largest Lithuanian ghetto, Wilna. Suspected by the SS as a hotbed of Jewish unrest, it was decimated in summer and autumn 1943. Some fourteen thousand Jews were deported, mostly as KL slave laborers for shale extraction in Estonia, a priority project for Himmler. One of the deported prisoners sent a letter from Vaivara to friends back in Wilna: “We are still alive and working … It rains hard here and it’s very cold. Conditions are hard enough … Good that you stayed.” In fact, those left behind faced lethal violence as the Camp SS established itself in the former ghetto. By late 1943, just 2,600 Jews were still alive in Wilna, spread across four satellite camps.173


  There was something novel about the new eastern European concentration camps. Already at first sight, the compounds looked very different from the KL model devised in the 1930s. Many prisoners were still wearing civilian clothing, and sometimes whole families lived together. In a former ghetto like Kovno, they even continued to occupy the same houses as before (the Jewish Council initially remained in place, too). Another contrast to older KL complexes was the rapid proliferation of satellite camps across the Baltic lands, where prisoner numbers began to outstrip the main camps. Turning to the new camps’ administration, they did not adhere to the strict division of the SS Commandant Staff into five departments, which had been the standard in the KL since the mid-1930s. Instead, the internal SS organization was significantly pared down.174 The local Camp SS staff was also supervised in a novel way; while the ultimate power still rested with WVHA headquarters, the commandants in the Baltic region reported not only to Berlin but to a regional WVHA office in Riga, led by a so-called SS economic officer (SS-Wirtschafter), which was responsible for the KL and other economic and administrative matters in the area.175


  But the new camps in the occupied east were not alien bodies in the KL cosmos. For a start, the camps still belonged to WVHA, and most rules and staff were drawn from the regular Camp SS. Moreover, the whole KL system was changing from autumn 1943, becoming far more disparate and decentralized, epitomized by the shift away from main camps to a vast network of satellite camps. From this perspective, the new sites in the east embodied the improvised type of concentration camp that would characterize the KL system toward the end of Nazi rule, when the grip of the central authorities weakened and some established practices were thrown overboard in a desperate attempt to shore up the sinking Third Reich.


  Action “Harvest Festival”


  At the same time as the Camp SS was putting down roots across the Baltic, it continued its expansion in occupied Poland. Numerous new camps were added to the KL portfolio in the incorporated Polish territory. From September 1943, the WVHA began to take over the remaining large forced labor camps in Upper Silesia from SS Oberführer Albrecht Schmelt; around twenty camps were turned into Gross-Rosen satellite camps, and several more into satellite camps of Auschwitz. Among the largest was Blechhammer (Blachownia): when it was attached to Auschwitz in April 1944, more than three thousand prisoners were toiling there on the grounds of a synthetic fuel factory.176 Farther to the east, in the General Government, former labor camps for Jews came under the WVHA, too. Details of their takeover were settled in a high-powered meeting on September 7, 1943, between Pohl, Glücks, and Globocnik, who agreed that his labor camps in the Lublin district, around ten in all, would turn into satellite camps of Majdanek. In addition, larger labor camps elsewhere in the General Government would also become KL, all “in the interest of a general clearing-up,” as Pohl put it; a few weeks later, following local inspections by his men, Pohl signed off on a list of prospective new KL sites, including Radom and Krakow-Plaszow.177


  The WVHA expansion plans were abruptly disrupted in early November 1943 by a vast bloodbath in the General Government. In the Lublin district alone, SS and police forces slaughtered some forty-two thousand Jews in forced labor camps. Apparently, Himmler had ordered this action in response to a recent prisoner uprising in Sobibor, the only one of Globocnik’s death camps still operational. Mass murder in Sobibor had continued at a lower pace in 1943 than during the previous year, and once Himmler had abandoned his plan to turn it into a KL (following an intervention by Pohl and Globocnik), it was only a question of time until the camp and its last remaining prisoners were liquidated. Before the SS could implement its plans, however, the prisoners rose up. On October 14, 1943, they attacked and killed twelve SS men and two Ukrainian auxiliaries, and more than 350 prisoners attempted to escape, many successfully. SS leaders were already on a knife edge, following a similar revolt in Treblinka two months earlier and the Warsaw uprising in spring, and amidst mounting SS hysteria about the dangers of the last ghettos and labor camps, Himmler ordered the large-scale mass murder of Jewish forced workers in the eastern parts of the General Government.178


  Majdanek stood at the center of the slaughter. Under the idyllic code name Action “Harvest Festival,” some eighteen thousand Jews were murdered here on November 3, 1943. That morning, the eight thousand Jewish prisoners in the camp had been isolated; those who tried to hide were pulled out by SS men and guard dogs. Driven on by the Camp SS, the prisoners were marched along the main camp street, joined by some ten thousand prisoners from nearby Lublin labor camps. They stopped behind the building site of the new crematorium (under construction since September 1943), at the far corner of the camp. Here, the men, women, and children were forced to undress and lie in large ditches; then they were shot in the back of the head or mown down by machine guns; any wounded survivors were buried alive under the bodies of those shot after them. Most of the killers were SD and policemen, who had been specially dispatched to Majdanek. After the war, one of the killers, Johann B., casually talked about the victims to a film crew, in his jovial Bavarian accent: “Well, they did do some griping. They griped, some came up to us with raised fists. And ‘Nazi pigs,’ they screamed. You couldn’t really blame them, we might have done the same, if we’d got it in the neck.”


  In an effort to camouflage the salvos, the Majdanek Camp SS piped light music—Vienna waltzes, tangos, and marches—across the ground, using specially erected loudspeakers. Finally, late in the evening, the shots and the music fell silent, after the last prisoner had been executed. Several volunteers from the Camp SS who had participated in the shootings returned to their quarters and held a wild party, drinking much of the vodka they had received as a special reward; some did not even bother to wash off the blood from their boots before they reached for the bottle.179 What they celebrated was the largest single massacre ever in an SS concentration camp. More people were murdered in Majdanek on November 3, 1943, than any other day in any other KL, including Auschwitz. The massacre also marked the end of Majdanek as a Holocaust camp. Mass gassings had already stopped in September 1943, and now all the remaining Jewish slave laborers were dead; at the end of November, there was not a single Jewish prisoner left inside the main camp.180


  The wave of mass murder in early November 1943 affected the KL system more widely. Several Jewish labor camps destined for WVHA takeover were effectively wiped out, among them Globocnik’s large camp at the old airport in Lublin, which had functioned as a central collection point for the clothes of murdered Jews.181 Several other labor camps were still incorporated into the KL system from early 1944 onward, though this process now took longer than the SS had anticipated: some camps were established as late as spring 1944, just months before they were abandoned again in the face of the Soviet advance. Among the new camps were three larger former labor camps in Bliżyn, Budzyń, and Radom, which became satellite camps of Majdanek, as did a smaller camp on Lipowa Street in Lublin itself. By mid-March 1944, these four new satellite camps held some 8,900 prisoners (mostly Jews), almost as many as the Majdanek main camp.182


  Only one of the Jewish labor camps absorbed by the WVHA in early 1944 was turned into a main concentration camp—Plaszow (Płaszów), the third main KL in the General Government and the last to be established in occupied eastern Europe. In autumn 1942, the German authorities had started to set up a forced labor camp in the Plaszow district on the outskirts of Krakow, mainly for Jews from the local ghetto that was about to be liquidated. Only in January 1944 was this camp transferred from the authority of the regional SS and police leader to the WVHA. By March 1944, Plaszow had overtaken Majdanek in size, holding some 11,600 Jewish men, women, and children (as well as 1,393 Poles in a separate compound). Several thousand more prisoners were detained in six attached satellite camps; unlike at Riga and Vaivara, however, the focal point of forced labor remained the main camp itself, with prisoners pressed into workshops, construction, and a quarry.


  Plaszow’s conversion into a concentration camp resulted in various administrative changes, including the introduction of the WVHA camp rules. The inmates themselves, some now wearing the typical striped uniforms, had initially placed great hopes in the new rulers, the former prisoner Aleksandar Biberstein wrote after the war. But these hopes were soon dashed. Instead of better conditions, terror became more efficient under the auspices of the Camp SS. “The random murders and shootings of Jews ceased,” Biberstein recalled, only to be replaced by the systematic “extermination of the rest of the Jewish camp inhabitants,” with frequent selections and some transports to Auschwitz.183 Here, the victims may well have encountered some of the last Jewish survivors of the older KL within the Third Reich’s prewar borders, who had been deported together to Auschwitz back in autumn 1942.


  SS Exceptions: Jewish Prisoners Inside Germany


  On September 29, 1942, Heinrich Himmler inspected Sachsenhausen, guided by Inspector Richard Glücks and Commandant Anton Kaindl, who tried to impress him with various economic ventures. Although Auschwitz had already grown into the largest KL, Himmler retained an interest in his older camps, and he probably knew that just a few months earlier the Sachsenhausen SS had committed the bloodiest anti-Semitic massacre inside the German heartland since the 1938 pogrom. In “revenge” for the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich, SS men had executed around 250 Jews on May 28–29, 1942, apparently inside the neck-shooting barrack built for Soviet POWs. Most victims had been rounded up in Berlin for execution. The others were prisoners randomly selected in Sachsenhausen itself, who begged for mercy as they were dragged away. The massacre had been observed by senior SS and RSHA officials. Other Nazi leaders applauded from afar. “The more of this dirty scum is eliminated,” the Berlin Gauleiter Joseph Goebbels noted in his diary, “the better for the security of the Reich.”184


  When Himmler came to Sachsenhausen on September 29, 1942, there were only a few hundred Jewish prisoners left inside. Murder and lethal conditions had decimated the already small group of Jews in concentration camps within Germany’s prewar borders; overall, there were no more than around two thousand Jewish prisoners left across these KL, mostly German and Polish Jews.185 But even such a small number was too large for Himmler. At the time, Hitler was pushing for the complete removal of all Jews from the German Reich, and Himmler was keen to comply; during his visit to Sachsenhausen, he ordered the deportation of Jews from all the KL on German soil.186 Written directives followed a few days later; apart from inmates in important positions (who could be temporarily exempted), all Jewish prisoners would be taken to Auschwitz or Majdanek. In this way, concentration camps in the Reich would finally become “free of Jews,” the WVHA informed its commandants.187 Meanwhile, it ordered the Auschwitz SS to dispatch some Polish prisoners as replacements.188


  Deportations trains to the east soon started to roll. Gross-Rosen was among the first camps to realize Himmler’s wishes, dispatching its last group of Jewish prisoners on October 16, 1942.189 In Sachsenhausen itself, the deportations triggered an unprecedented mutiny. When the Camp SS rounded up Jewish prisoners on the evening of October 22, 1942, and ordered them to hand over their belongings, panic spread as inmates feared a repetition of the May massacre. A small group of young Jewish men ran onto the roll call square, pushed over some of the SS guards, and shouted: “Just shoot, you dogs!” The Camp SS quickly restored control, though there were no immediate repercussions. The SS men were determined to keep the deportations on schedule, and for once refrained from punishing rebellious prisoners. That same night, a train with 454 Jewish men departed for Auschwitz, including the former boxer Bully Schott, whom we encountered earlier. Arriving on October 25, the prisoners were led to the Auschwitz main camp and registered. But they were not spared for long. Just five days later, the SS carried out a large-scale selection among prisoners recently deported from the westerly KL. Some eight hundred of them, among them Bully Schott, were sent to the IG Farben building site near Dwory for murder through labor. Hundreds more were led straight to the Birkenau gas chambers.190


  
    
  


  Before long, almost all Jewish prisoners had been deported from concentration camps inside the German heartland; by the end of 1942, the KL in the Reich (excluding Auschwitz) imprisoned fewer than four hundred Jews.191 The majority of them were held in Buchenwald, which continued to receive some more arrested Jews from the Gestapo, much to the irritation of the local commandant.192 In late 1942, there were 227 Jewish men left in Buchenwald. Most of them had been trained as bricklayers and were needed for urgent construction work. Their status as skilled laborers protected them from deportation and from some of the worst SS excesses. For the time being, they were safer than almost any other Jewish prisoners in the KL system. The twenty-eight-year-old Austrian Jew Ernst Federn, for example, worked on an SS prestige project outside the camp. Prisoners here received double the rations of ordinary Buchenwald inmates, while SS guards acted “in every way humanely and correctly,” as Federn recalled, because they were restrained by the presence of civilians around them.193


  In Sachsenhausen, too, a few skilled workers were saved from deportation. Back in summer 1942, the WVHA had begun to assemble a small group of Jewish draftsmen and graphic designers in barrack 19, for a project of national importance, though none of them knew what it could be. Then, in December 1942, a senior SS officer from the RSHA foreign desk, Bernhard Krüger, came to initiate them into a top-secret mission ordered by Himmler and backed by Hitler. Code-named Operation Bernhard (after the shameless Krüger), the prisoners would forge foreign banknotes and stamps.


  The Sachsenhausen counterfeiting commando eventually grew from 29 to more than 140 Jewish men. Most of them had arrived from Auschwitz. One of them, Adolf Burger, felt “as if I had come from hell into heaven.” The prisoners were no longer beaten and enjoyed sufficient food, worked in heated rooms, had time for reading, cards, and radio, and slept in proper beds. Their main task was forging British currency (attempts to copy U.S. dollars never went past the experimental stage). Overall, the prisoners later estimated, they produced banknotes to the value of 134 million pounds. The RSHA only deemed a fraction of this to be good enough to buy gold and foreign goods, and to pay off spies; some of the remaining banknotes were dropped over England to destabilize its currency. For this outlandish plan to succeed, the whole of Operation Bernhard had to remain secret. This was why the forgers remained almost completely isolated from the rest of the Sachsenhausen camp (though their secret still leaked out). And this was why the RSHA had selected only Jews, since they could be killed at any time. In the end, through a series of flukes, the prisoners survived the KL. The products of their labor, which had ultimately saved their lives, also endured, as many of the forged banknotes remained in circulation for years to come.194


  The story of the Sachsenhausen counterfeiting commando was exceptional. But such exceptions matter, not only because they saved Jews like Adolf Burger, but because they demonstrate that the Nazi authorities could be pragmatic if they had to—in this case by partially suspending Himmler’s autumn 1942 directive to remove Jewish prisoners from the Reich. This points to a wider truth about the Holocaust: in their pursuit of the wholesale extermination of European Jewry, SS leaders were always willing to consider “tactical retreats.”195 This willingness was nowhere more obvious, perhaps, than in the 1943 order to set up a new KL for Jews, right inside the German Reich.


  As the genocide of European Jews reached a frenzied climax during the second half of 1942, the leaders of the Third Reich decided to spare a few victims and exploit them as “valuable hostages,” as Heinrich Himmler called them. Obsessed by global conspiracy theories, Nazi leaders had long contemplated the use of Jewish “hostages” as leverage against enemy nations supposedly ruled by Jewish politicians and financiers. Now both the SS and the German Foreign Office agreed that some selected Jews and their families—those with connections to Palestine or the United States, for example—might be exchanged for Germans interned abroad or else for foreign currency and goods. With Hitler’s agreement, Himmler in spring 1943 ordered the establishment of a collection camp for Jews who might be used in these prisoner exchanges. He made clear that conditions should be such that the Jewish prisoners “are healthy and remain alive.”196


  The new camp was set up in Bergen-Belsen, between Hanover and Hamburg in northern Germany, on the half-empty grounds of an existing POW camp.197 Despite its unusual mission, reflected in the official title “residence camp” (Aufenthaltslager), Himmler designated it as an SS concentration camp run by the WVHA. It was initially staffed by SS men from Niederhagen, the camp at Wewelsburg castle that had just closed down. The first large prisoner contingent came from Buchenwald, on April 30, 1943, to prepare the site for the so-called “exchange prisoners,” who arrived from July 1943 onward; by December 1944, a total of around fifteen thousand Jewish prisoners had been taken to Bergen-Belsen, where they were held in different sectors, depending on their backgrounds. The proliferation of compounds added to the camp’s confusing layout, which turned into a shantytown of barracks and tents. To further complicate matters, the SS later added a KL compound for regular protective custody prisoners, though numbers here remained small, at least initially; during 1943 and 1944, Bergen-Belsen was predominantly a camp for Jews.198


  The Jewish prisoners in Bergen-Belsen dreamed about leaving on exchange transports. Fanny Heilbut, who had arrived with her husband and two sons (a third son had died in Mauthausen) from Westerbork in February 1944, recalled that the hope of freedom “went a long way to keep us going.” But this dream only came true for a small proportion of Jewish inmates. By the end of 1944, only some 2,300 prisoners had been allowed to exit the Third Reich. Fanny Heilbut and her family were not among them. One of the lucky few was Simon Heinrich Herrmann, who departed from Bergen-Belsen on June 30, 1944, with 221 other prisoners bound for Palestine (in exchange, a group of ethnic German settlers from the Protestant Templar sect, who had been interned by the British in Palestine, were sent to Germany). As the former prisoners left Bergen-Belsen behind, Simon Herrmann later wrote, “an invisible hand removed the shackles from our bodies and souls, opening the doors and windows in our hearts.” Herrmann and the others safely landed in Haifa on July 10, 1944. Not many other transports left the camp in 1943–44, and by no means all of those headed for freedom. In fact, more than two thousand Polish Jews were deported from Bergen-Belsen to Auschwitz. The German authorities had deemed them unsuitable candidates for exchanges, unwilling to recognize their prospective Latin American citizenship certificates (so-called Promesas). By far the largest such transport, with some 1,800 inmates, left on October 21, 1943; all of them were murdered two days later in Auschwitz.199


  Most Jews remained trapped in Bergen-Belsen, tormented by their receding hopes of freedom. Conditions varied across the different sectors. In 1943 they were worst in the so-called star camp, the largest compound of the exchange camp, named after the yellow stars the Jews had to wear. There was never enough food (official rations were identical to other concentration camps) and all adults, except for the elderly, had to work hard, often in camp maintenance. But even in this compound the authorities initially allowed privileges unheard of elsewhere in the KL system, except for Herzogenbusch, the other camp for “privileged” Jews. In the star camp, inmates wore civilian clothing and kept some of their belongings. Families met up during mealtimes and evenings (there were hundreds of children). As in ghettos, some of the internal administration was left to a Jewish Council and a camp police. And just like in Herzogenbusch, there was a Jewish prisoner court. As for SS guards, they were instructed to address prisoners by name, not number. There were some SS abuses, but nothing like the daily orgies of other KL. Overall, conditions were poor but sufferable, until they began to deteriorate from spring and summer 1944; over the following months, Fanny Heilbut’s husband and one of her sons perished, as did many thousands of others.200


  Bergen-Belsen was an anomaly in the KL system during the middle of World War II. At the time, it was the only concentration camp inside Germany’s prewar borders that held large numbers of Jewish prisoners, and the only KL for Jews not geared toward their eventual death. Virtually all other Jewish concentration camp prisoners found themselves in eastern Europe, which meant likely death. This was true, above all, for Auschwitz, the largest of all the Holocaust camps. From summer 1942, most Jews deported to this camp were murdered within hours of their arrival, as we have seen. It is the fate of the others, those selected as SS slaves in Auschwitz and other KL in eastern Europe, to which we must turn next.
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  Anus Mundi


  On September 5, 1942, a few SS men marched into block 27 of the Birkenau women’s infirmary to assist the camp doctor during a selection. For the SS, such selections were part of their working life. For the prisoners, they were the worst torment. The sick women knew their probable fate and some desperately tried to hide. But to no avail. That day, hundreds of Jewish women were condemned to death and herded onto trucks. Near the gas chambers, they had to undress in broad daylight. Unlike Jews who had just been deported to Auschwitz, these prisoners understood what would happen inside the converted farmhouses. Some silently stood or sat in the grass, others sobbed. Among the supervising SS officers was a physician, Dr. Johann Paul Kremer, who later testified that the women had “begged the SS men to spare their lives, cried, and yet all were driven inside the gas chamber and gassed.” Sitting in his car outside, Dr. Kremer listened as the screams died down. A few hours afterward, he recorded a conversation with another Auschwitz doctor in his diary: “[Dr. Heinz] Thilo was right, when he told me today that we are at the anus mundi (the anus of the world).”1


  It is easy to picture the balding, fifty-eight-year-old Dr. Kremer smirking at this expression (the diaries reveal his crude sense of humor). But he recognized some deeper truth in Dr. Thilo’s words. After all, Kremer had never planned to be in Auschwitz. Nor was he keen to stay. A professor of anatomy at the University of Münster, he had joined the SS medical service during the summer break, and to his surprise was posted to Auschwitz in late August 1942 for a number of weeks to replace a sick colleague. “There is nothing to excite one here,” he wrote on the day of his conversation with Dr. Thilo. The selections and gassings—he participated in more than one per week—certainly gave him little satisfaction.2 What is more, Dr. Kremer struggled with the climate. He complained about the humidity and the “masses of vermin,” including fleas in his room at the SS hotel in town. Then there was the “Auschwitz illness.” Within days, Kremer was struck down by this gastric virus, not for the last time. But what he really feared were other diseases, and for good reason. Earlier that year, an Auschwitz SS doctor had died of typhus, and during a ten-day period in October 1942, when Kremer was stationed in the camp, the SS counted some thirteen more suspected cases of typhus among its men, while the officer in charge of agriculture, Joachim Cäsar, caught typhoid, which had just killed his wife (Cäsar recovered and remarried a year later, wedding his laboratory assistant in the SS registry office inside the camp).3 Conditions for the Camp SS elsewhere in the occupied east were no better. Female guards in Majdanek, too, were in and out of the hospital with infections. The frustrations felt by the SS staff—disgusted by the primitive sanitary conditions and afraid of catching diseases from inmates—only increased their proclivity for violence.4


  At the same time, the Camp SS found much to like in the east. Dr. Kremer, for one, made the most of his inadvertent posting to Auschwitz. His grim tasks in the camp did not spoil his love of the outdoors. In his spare time, he joined other SS men on sun loungers at his hotel and took a bicycle tour across the vast SS-controlled territory, marveling at the “absolutely beautiful autumn weather.” A man with a big appetite, Kremer devoured the generous helpings in the SS officer mess, dutifully recording all the delicacies in his diary, from goose liver and roast rabbit to the “glorious vanilla ice cream.” And he liked the entertainment in the camp. One Sunday afternoon in September he listened to a concert by the prisoner orchestra, and he also enjoyed the regular variety shows for the Camp SS in the evenings, sometimes with free beer; Kremer was particularly smitten by a performance of dancing dogs and small hens who could crow on command. Other times, Kremer made social calls on colleagues. After he spent the afternoon of November 8, 1942, at the Birkenau gas chambers—supervising the murder of some one thousand Jewish men, women, and children who had just arrived from ghettos around Bialystok—he relaxed in the evening with Dr. Eduard Wirths, the chief SS garrison physician, sampling Bulgarian red wine and Croatian plum schnapps. In addition to fun and food, Kremer found time to boost his career. He was delighted to get his hands on “virtually alive material of human liver and spleen” for his studies of the effect of starvation on human organs. Kremer apparently later published a paper on the topic in a medical journal.5


  But the biggest bonus of Dr. Kremer’s brief stay in Auschwitz was financial. The belongings of murdered Jews filled the camp, and corrupt SS men like Kremer freely helped themselves. After he was initiated into the tricks of the trade, he took as much as he could from a storeroom near the ramp. The five bulging parcels he sent back home for safekeeping included soap and toothpaste, glasses and pens, perfume and handbags, and much else besides, to a total value of 1,400 Reichsmark. In just five weeks, Untersturmführer Kremer stole goods worth more than half the annual salary of a full-time SS officer of his rank.6 Many other Camp SS officials were on the make, too, in Auschwitz and elsewhere. In the end, corruption became so endemic that a special police commission was sent to the KL. In Auschwitz, the investigation was triggered in 1943 by an unusually heavy package that an SS man had sent to his wife; when suspicious customs officials opened it, they found a huge lump of gold, as big as two fists, melted down from the dental fillings of murdered prisoners.7


  By this time, Auschwitz had become the center of the KL system, just as Dachau had dominated the first period of Nazi rule, and Sachsenhausen the early war years. Not that Auschwitz was entirely different; in other KL, too, there was hunger and abuse, selection and mass murder. But everything was more extreme in Auschwitz. No other camp held more staff and prisoners. The mass deportations of Jews had quickly put Auschwitz into a league all its own. During September 1942, the average daily prisoner population across all the KL stood at one hundred and ten thousand. An estimated thirty-four thousand of these prisoners were held in Auschwitz alone, of whom around sixty percent were Jews. They were ruled by up to two thousand Auschwitz SS staff, and many of these officials, as we shall see, felt similar ambivalence about their lives in the east as Dr. Kremer.8


  The shadow of Auschwitz looms even larger when we turn to prisoner fatalities. According to secret SS figures, a total of 12,832 registered prisoners died across the KL system in August 1942; almost two-thirds of them—6,829 men and 1,525 women—perished in Auschwitz (excluding an estimated 35,000 unregistered Jews who were gassed that month after SS selections on arrival).9 In total, around 150,000 registered prisoners died in Auschwitz during 1942–43 (again excluding Jews murdered on arrival).10 Their deaths were recorded on various official papers, mostly giving fictitious causes, though rarely as blatant as in the case of the three-year-old Gerhard Pohl, who was recorded as having died in Auschwitz on May 10, 1943, of “old age.”11 Some of the forms ran to around twenty pages, with prisoner clerks typing day and night to keep up. Auschwitz SS doctors, meanwhile, complained about cramps in their hands from signing all the death certificates; to make their lives easier, they eventually commissioned special stamps with their signature.12


  [image: image]


  Heinrich Himmler and Oswald Pohl showed great interest in Auschwitz, as their largest death camp and greatest hub for forced labor. Back in 1940, when it was first set up, Commandant Höss had had to hunt for scraps of barbed wire. Now his superiors poured funds into the camp, diverting precious resources to their flagship in the east. “I was probably the only SS leader in the entire SS,” Höss later bragged, “who had such a comprehensive carte blanche for the procurement of all that was needed for Auschwitz.”13 Earlier KL had resembled small cities; Auschwitz turned into a metropolis. By August 1943, it held some seventy-four thousand prisoners, at a time when there were two hundred and twenty-four thousand registered KL prisoners across all the camps.14 In view of the size of the Auschwitz complex, Pohl divided it in November 1943 into three main camps, each with its own commandant. Auschwitz I was the old main camp, led by the most senior local SS officer (who retained overall responsibility for the camp complex); Auschwitz II was the camp in Birkenau (with the gas chambers); and Auschwitz III contained the satellite camps dotted around eastern Silesia (fourteen by spring 1944), above all Monowitz.15


  Conditions varied greatly across the vast Auschwitz complex, as we will see, just as they differed in the other KL in occupied eastern Europe during 1942–43. One Auschwitz prisoner likened his summer 1943 transfer from the main camp to Birkenau to a move from a major city to the countryside where everyone wore shabbier clothes. Another prisoner put it more starkly: the Auschwitz main camp—with its brick buildings, washrooms, and drinking water—was like paradise compared to the hell of Birkenau.16 Despite all their differences, though, the ultimate aim of SS concentration camps in occupied eastern Europe was the same. None of their registered Jewish prisoners—those who had been selected for slave labor rather than immediate extermination—were supposed to survive in the long run.


  JEWISH PRISONERS IN THE EAST


  More than a year after her liberation from the Nazi camps, Nechamah Epstein-Kozlowski lived with her new husband in a Jewish cooperative in a castle near Lake Como in Italy, where they waited impatiently to move to Palestine. It was here, on August 31, 1946, that the twenty-three-year-old Polish woman, pregnant with her first child, talked to the American psychologist David Boder, who had recently arrived in Europe to interview displaced persons. Before their conversation, which was taped on a wire recorder, Boder noted that Epstein-Kozlowski seemed cheerful; but her story, which unfolded over the next ninety minutes, was one of unremitting horror.


  Even before she was dragged to the concentration camps, Epstein-Kozlowski had cheated death several times, escaping from a train bound for a death camp and surviving the ghettos of Warsaw and Meseritz (Międzyrzec). In spring 1943, by which time her whole family had been killed, she was taken to Majdanek and began a two-year odyssey through the KL system, which led her to Auschwitz, back to Majdanek, to Plaszow, back to Auschwitz, to Bergen-Belsen, to the Buchenwald satellite camp of Aschersleben, and finally, following a two-week death march, to the Theresienstadt ghetto, where she was liberated on May 8, 1945.


  When Epstein-Kozlowski had first arrived in Birkenau, on June 26, 1943, on a transport with 625 other women from Majdanek, they were forced into a road construction commando known as the Death Detail; within a month, she recalled, 150 of the women were dead. Many of those who survived were later murdered. Epstein-Kozlowski herself lived through several selections, including three in the Birkenau infirmary, where, delirious with malaria, she hid in the bunks of non-Jewish prisoners. Jewish children were most vulnerable to such selections, but for several months during 1944, Epstein-Kozlowski helped to protect an eight-year-old orphan called Chaykele Wasserman: “That child was very dear to me. I loved it very much. That child could not go anyplace without me.” Chaykele survived a selection in Plaszow by hiding in the latrine, and she also survived the later move to Auschwitz. But after Epstein-Kozlowski was chosen for a transport to Bergen-Belsen, they were finally separated: “And that child cried very much. When she saw that I was being taken, she cried very much and screamed, ‘You are leaving me. Who will be my mother now?’ But, alas, I could not help any … I cried very much. And the child was crying. And I parted from the child and left.”17 Chaykele probably died before the war ended, just like most other children in Auschwitz. Similarly, Nechamah Epstein-Kozlowski’s experience was shared by most other Jewish adults registered as KL prisoners in eastern Europe during the Holocaust, who faced destructive labor, violence, and constant selections. In one respect, though, her fate was unusual—she survived.


  Slaves for IG Farben


  Historians have long argued that the Holocaust highlights a sharp contradiction at the heart of Nazism: despite the desperate need for forced labor to feed the German war machine, the regime still went ahead with the mass extermination of European Jewry.18 But for Nazi hard-liners there was no contradiction. Economics and extermination were two sides of the same coin; both were needed for victory. Winning the war required the ruthless destruction of all perceived threats and the mobilization of all remaining resources for the war effort. In the case of Jews judged capable of work, the authorities fused both of these aims into the policy of “annihilation through labor.” Forced labor meant temporary survival for the selected Jews; but almost all of them were dead men and women walking, as far as the SS was concerned.19


  KL labor in occupied eastern Europe varied enormously. At times, most notably in Majdanek, it was designed only for suffering.20 More often, the authorities pursued aims that included, but also went beyond, the desire to inflict pain. Typically, Jewish prisoners were exploited during the deadly construction phase of new camps, as well as during their extension and maintenance; in Auschwitz, around half of all employed female prisoners worked in the service of the camp itself.21 Beyond that, prisoners worked for SS enterprises, private companies, and the Nazi state. The experience of slave labor depended on many variables, such as the type, size, and supervision of the work details (few prisoners stayed for long in the same detail, moving frequently and often randomly elsewhere). Still, most Jewish KL laborers faced the same overall threat—labor and death.


  This policy was pursued most consistently, perhaps, at the IG Farben site near Dwory. The only living things here, Primo Levi wrote, “are machines and slaves—and the former are more alive than the latter.” Auschwitz prisoners had worked on the construction of the factory since spring 1941. Initially, they still slept in the main camp, so they had to march every day for several hours along muddy roads to and from the building site, around four miles away (later, trains were used, too). IG Farben managers blamed these exhausting transports for the prisoners’ poor output and lobbied for a satellite camp right next to the factory grounds. SS officials agreed after some hesitation, swayed by the WVHA’s growing emphasis on productivity. Construction of the Monowitz concentration camp (or Buna camp) began in summer 1942, using the standard SS barrack model, and it opened in late October 1942. Built on the ruins of Monowitz village, the new camp cost some five million Reichsmark to construct; the sum was paid by IG Farben, which agreed to provide supplies and medical care as well. The SS, meanwhile, was in charge of prisoners inside the camp and outside.


  The new KL Monowitz belonged to a bigger complex on the grounds. It was one of eight compounds on the huge IG Farben construction site, which together provided around twenty thousand workers by November 1942. Some of them, like German civilians, enjoyed comparatively good conditions, while others, like forced workers from the Soviet Union (both POWs and others), suffered deprivation. But the KL, the only compound around Dwory run by the Camp SS, was the worst. “We are the slaves of the slaves,” Primo Levi wrote, “whom all can give orders to.” The new concentration camp quickly grew in size, following mass arrivals from the Auschwitz main camp. At the beginning of 1943, there were already 3,750 prisoners, increasing to around 7,000 a year later. The great majority of them—around nine out of ten—were Jews.22


  Initiated by IG Farben, the KL Monowitz aimed to feed the industrial giant’s appetite for labor. Work inside the compound itself was reduced to the bare minimum, so around four out of five prisoners toiled on the factory’s building site outside, a “huge entanglement of iron, concrete, mud and smoke,” as Levi described it. The great majority of prisoners ended up in large construction gangs. These commandos were all about unrelenting labor, largely performed without gloves, coats, or any other protection, even in winter. Prisoners erected huge concrete slabs and carried bricks, trees, and iron pipes across the site. Among the worst details was the cement commando—“a veritable murder commando,” one survivor called it—where prisoners had to run from trains to warehouses with bulging cement sacks on their backs; weighing 110 pounds, the load was heavier than many of the prisoners. In the eyes of the authorities, the men in these labor details were easily replaceable and counted for almost nothing. Only a few trained prisoners in sought-after positions fared better: Bully Schott, for example, survived until his escape in August 1944, because of his abilities as a mechanic. But even skilled inmates like him often faced ruinous labor in Monowitz. After Primo Levi joined a small commando of trained chemists, he had to carry heavy phenylbeta sacks: “our strength,” he feared at the time, “will not last out.” Only in the final weeks of Auschwitz did he actually work inside the sheltered laboratory.23


  General disdain for the prisoners shaped conditions inside Monowitz. Overcrowding was endemic—around 250 men were crammed into barracks originally designed for fifty-five civilian workers—as was dirt and disease. The SS aggravated the suffering at almost any opportunity. For example, Jewish prisoners—and only Jewish prisoners—had to exchange their leather shoes for ill-fitting wooden clogs, which soon cut gaping wounds into their feet. Worst of all was the slow starvation, “that chronic hunger unknown to free men,” Levi wrote, “which makes one dream at night, and settles in all the limbs of one’s body.” The daily rations from the SS were pitiful and the additional Buna soup, which prisoners received courtesy of IG Farben, contained dirt and “plants which I have never seen growing before,” according to another inmate. Starvation and strenuous work led to extreme weight loss, on average between four and nine pounds per week. After three or four months at the IG Farben site, the former prisoner doctor Berthold Epstein testified in April 1945, “most people died as a result of exhaustion and overexertion.” Overall, around twenty-five thousand of all the thirty-five thousand prisoners sent to Monowitz lost their lives.24


  Violent excesses hastened their deaths. One of the leading guards in Monowitz was report leader Bernhard Rakers, a brutal Camp SS veteran (he had signed up back in 1934). His violent record was long and he added to it every day, even though inmates tried hard to stay clear of the man they called the “Buna lion.”25 Then there were the Monowitz Kapos. Among the most notorious was the camp elder Josef (“Jupp”) Windeck, a German petty criminal in his early forties. On the day Monowitz was first opened, he gave a speech to the assembled prisoners. According to one survivor, he said: “You’re not here for fun, you’ll all get wrecked anyway, and you’ll all go through the chimney.” True to his word, Windeck—who used to parade around in riding boots, brandishing a dog whip—frequently beat other prisoners to a pulp.26


  SS guards and Kapos were the usual suspects when it came to tormenting prisoners at work. But in Monowitz, the IG Farben paymasters had their say, too. Keen to wring as much labor power from prisoners as they could, company officials demanded strenuous efforts and strict discipline from the frail prisoners. While chief engineer Max Faust opposed some SS excesses—such as “shooting prisoners on the building site or pounding them half-dead,” as he put it in 1943—he still insisted on “punishment of a moderate kind,” which in practice often meant more violence, either beatings by Kapos and company officials or official whippings by the SS.27


  IG Farben was an active partner in the policy of “annihilation through labor.” Instead of improving prisoner provisions and the treatment of the sick, the company received an assurance from the WVHA that “all weak prisoners can be deported” to be replaced by others fit for work. This was the basis for constant selections in Monowitz. They were most frequent in the camp’s infirmary, where an SS doctor came about once a week to “empty the beds,” as the SS called it. Walking briskly through the rooms—individual decisions often took no more than a few seconds—the physician picked out those who had already spent two or three weeks inside and others who were not expected to return to work anytime soon. In this way, thousands of prisoners—almost all of them Jews—were selected in the Monowitz infirmary and transported to Birkenau.28 Here, most were driven straight to the crematoria complex; as a former Birkenau block leader put it after the war, the doomed prisoners were “practically no longer alive” even before they were gassed.29


  The Selection


  “To relieve the camp, it is necessary to remove simpletons, idiots, cripples, and sick people as quickly as possible through liquidation.”30 This is how an SS officer summed up, in late 1942, the purpose of selections in a concentration camp like Auschwitz. By then, such prisoner selections had become routine. But things were about to change. As economic imperatives became more pressing, the SS made half-hearted efforts to curb the enormous death rates in the KL system (chapter 8). This included restrictions on selections, at least in some camps.31 As early as December 1942, the Auschwitz camp compound leader Hans Aumeier complained to a colleague about a ban on gassing Polish invalids, who were supposed to die a “natural death” (as he put it) instead.32 This did not apply to registered Jewish prisoners, however. Murderous selections remained a hallmark of the KL for Jews in occupied eastern Europe. In mixed camps like Auschwitz and Majdanek, which held both Jewish and non-Jewish inmates, the SS now introduced a two-tier system. Whereas most registered prisoners were spared the lethal injections and the gas chambers, countless ill, injured, and emaciated Jews were still murdered after selections.33


  There was no set pattern, as the Camp SS conducted routine selections and impromptu ones, mass selections and individual ones. In general, the period immediately after arrival was particularly perilous. In Auschwitz, some Jewish prisoners had only just survived the initial selection at the ramp when they, too, were condemned: as they stripped naked inside the camp baths, their clothes no longer concealed injuries and illnesses.34 Many more Jews followed over the coming days, picked out from the quarantine sectors that awaited most new inmates. Murders of selected new arrivals had slowly spread across the whole KL system during the early war years, as part of the wider SS assault on invalids. In summer 1942, the WVHA coordinated matters, ordering that new prisoners should be isolated in special blocks for four weeks after arrival; anyone who was sick would be removed and “treated separately.”35 Camp SS officials in eastern Europe understood this as an open invitation to mass murder in the quarantine sectors.36


  Mass selections of Jews continued inside the main camp compounds. In the second half of 1943, for example, selections took place at least once a week during roll call in the Riga main camp. One survivor later described the SS man in charge: “He pulled women out of the ranks whose faces he somehow did not like, who wore glasses, had a spot on the face, even an injured finger, and gave orders for their extermination.” There were further actions during baths and before or after labor.37 Such SS selections often turned into grotesque spectacles. The Polish political prisoner Danuta Medryk, who witnessed several selections in Majdanek, described how the Jewish women had to hold up their skirts to expose their legs, as SS doctors picked out those with swollen and bleeding limbs; emaciated buttocks were also regarded as a sure sign of starvation. Those prisoners selected to die ripped off bandages and held their heads up as high as possible, even appearing to smile at their executioners, in the vain hope of a final reprieve.38


  The conditions in eastern European KL often made it impossible to escape selection and death. Jewish prisoners everywhere were slowly starving to death; in Klooga, for example, the daily ration was thin soup with a piece of bread, partly baked with sand. Add maddening thirst, crippling labor, extreme violence, and the sanitary catastrophe, and it is clear why tens of thousands became Muselmänner within weeks of their arrival, and thus prime targets for the selections.39


  Normally, the SS reflex was to blame prisoners for squalor and disease. But the state of the camps in the east was so appalling that even local officers called for improvements. In a meeting with SS construction boss Kammler, Auschwitz commandant Höss and his chief physician Wirths complained in May 1943 that the situation in Birkenau (still without central water supply) was woeful, lacking the most basic hygienic and medical standards. Höss had not suddenly turned into a humanitarian; he had more pragmatic concerns. From his point of view, too many prisoners died in the wrong way—that is, from illness, not economic exploitation—resulting in a “huge wastage of manpower.”40 Until conditions improved, local Camp SS leaders promoted murderous selections as the most effective defense against the danger of epidemics to themselves and their families. The gassing of sick and weak Jews, Höss assured his men, was necessary to prevent the spread of illness. In this way, local SS officials rationalized the slaughter of prisoners as an act of disease control and self-preservation, and contributed to the escalation of Nazi terror from below.41


  In reality, SS selections actually helped to spread epidemics, by making the sick even warier of reporting to doctors. Most Jewish prisoners knew about the selections among patients. In Auschwitz, the initial selection came right after a prisoner was admitted to the infirmary; those judged too weak or sick to recover soon were isolated and killed.42 As for the others, the infernal conditions in most infirmaries offered little hope for recovery. The French prisoner doctor Sima Vaisman later described her first impression of the infirmary at the Birkenau women’s camp in early 1944: “A smell of corpses, of excrement … And the sick, skeletal beings, covered almost entirely in scabies, in boils, bitten to pieces by lice, all completely naked, shivering with cold under their disgusting blankets.”43 The infirmaries meant death for most Jewish prisoners; reporting for admission was a last resort, an enormous risk, like a game of Russian roulette with an almost fully loaded gun.


  Among the infirmary personnel, lower-ranking officials, so-called SS orderlies (Sanitätsdienstgrade), played a key role in selections and were often decorated for their murderous deeds.44 One of these men was Oberscharführer Heinz Wisner. An eager SS activist, born in Danzig in 1916, Wisner worked for several years as a shipping clerk before joining the SS full-time during the war as a medic. In summer 1943, he was transferred from Flossenbürg to the Riga main camp, where he dominated the small infirmaries for women and men.45 Unlike the elderly SS camp doctor Eduard Krebsbach, who only appeared occasionally, the pompous Wisner made his rounds more than once a week. Wearing a white coat over his uniform, the would-be doctor pushed military discipline to perverse extremes; even the dying had to lie straight on their backs as Wisner moved from bed to bed, inspecting each inmate. After he had made his decision, he frequently marked the bed frames of the doomed with a large “X.” These inmates were then either shot in nearby woods or murdered in their beds by lethal injection (there were no gas chambers in Riga). Although he often left these injections to prisoner doctors, it was Wisner who became known in the camp as “the man with the syringe.”46


  Of course, death could come anywhere and anytime, not just after selections; it was the ever-present shadow of Jewish prisoners. One of the first things he was told as he entered Birkenau in late 1942, a Polish Jew wrote not long after, was that no one survived the camp for more than three weeks.47 The sight of dead bodies—in beds and latrines, on trucks and building sites—was familiar to all, as was the smoke from the crematoria; Renate Lasker-Allais, a young German Jew deported to Birkenau in late 1943, threw up constantly because of the nauseating stench of burning bodies.48 Even though most Jewish prisoners clung to faint hopes of survival, they knew that few, if any, would get out alive. They even speculated about the relative merits of the different deaths the SS had in store for them: How long before one suffocated in a gas chamber? How painful was death by injection? Better a swift blow to the head, or to waste away in the infirmary? 49


  The Auschwitz Special Squad


  In the eyes of Primo Levi, the creation of the Auschwitz Special Squad—the prisoner detail that led the doomed to the gas chambers, burned their bodies, and scattered their remains—was “National Socialism’s most demonic crime.”50 Forcing prisoners to assist SS terror was nothing new, and the more strenuous and disgusting the work, the keener the Camp SS usually was to leave it to prisoners. This rule applied, above all, to work in the crematoria. In Dachau, for example, the small cremation commando was made up of German, Russian, and Jewish prisoners. Some of them were expected to do more than burn bodies. Soon after the German prisoner Emil Mahl joined the Dachau commando in early 1944, he was forced to participate in executions. “As a walking corpse,” Mahl later testified, “I had to do horrible things here.”51


  But nothing compared to the Special Squad in Auschwitz. Initially, just a handful of prisoners had worked in the old Auschwitz crematorium. But after Auschwitz turned into a death camp in 1942, the SS established a large, permanent prisoner commando at the Birkenau killing complex. Their work temporarily saved these inmates from extermination, though often not for long. While the SS did not murder all Special Squad members at regular intervals (as some survivors and historians suggest), there were selections just as elsewhere in the camp; weak and sick prisoners—sometimes as many as twenty or more a week—were killed with phenol injections in the infirmary. Moreover, the SS occasionally killed a proportion of the prisoners, to reduce the relative size of the Special Squad, during periods when fewer deportation trains arrived. In the end, only a few survived from 1942 through to 1945, among them the brothers Shlomo and Abraham Dragon, whom we encountered earlier.


  Overall, more than 2,200 men were forced into the Auschwitz Special Squad during its existence. There were some Polish and German supervisors, like the chief Kapo August Brück. A German prisoner with a green triangle, Brück had worked in the Buchenwald crematorium from 1940, before the SS transferred him to Auschwitz in March 1943 to oversee the Special Squad at the newly built Birkenau crematoria; in contrast to some other supervisors, Kapo August, as the others called him, was regarded as decent (his privileges as a prominent prisoner could not protect him and he died of typhus in late December 1943). Almost all the rest of the Special Squad was made up of Jewish prisoners. They lived apart from the rest of the inmates, first in isolated blocks in Birkenau and later, from early summer 1944, on the grounds of the crematorium complex itself. Like other KL inmates thrown together as Jews, their backgrounds varied widely in terms of education, religion, and age; the oldest was in his fifties, the youngest not yet twenty. The men came from more than a dozen countries and often formed loose groups along national lines. Communication proved difficult across cultural and linguistic barriers, especially for those, like Greek Jews, who spoke neither Yiddish nor German, the two main languages used by the Special Squad prisoners.52


  In a morbid twist of fate, it was the Jewish prisoners closest to the inferno of the Holocaust who enjoyed the best living conditions. Looking back in early November 1944 on his life in the Special Squad, in a secret letter to his wife and daughter that never reached them, the forty-three-year-old Chaim Herman, a Polish Jew, wrote that prisoners like him had everything but freedom: “I am very well dressed, housed and fed, I am in the best of health” (he was murdered by the SS three weeks later).53 The prisoners could help themselves to possessions left behind by those who had gone to the gas. They were dressed in warm clothes and proper underwear, and rarely suffered hunger. Among the effects of the dead, they found not only coffee and cigarettes, but delicacies from all across Europe: olives from Greece, cheese from Holland, goose meat from Hungary.54 And unlike other Jewish inmates in Auschwitz, Special Squad prisoners could move rather freely around their quarters. After the transfer to their new sleeping quarters under the roof of crematoria II and III, they had heated rooms, running water, and proper toilets—unimaginable luxuries for any other Jewish prisoners in the camp. Their quarters were furnished with the goods of the dead: tables covered with porcelain plates and tablecloths, and comfortable bedding and blankets on the bunks.55


  The Special Squad prisoners also shared an unusual relationship with the SS, as working side by side inside the “death factory” created a certain bond. Prisoners still greatly feared the SS, and with good reason. But they built up personal relationships, which tended to lessen arbitrary violence. These prisoners were not part of a faceless mass but familiar to SS men by name. On some Sundays, when they were off-duty, the guards even played soccer against the prisoners, right by the crematorium. Other SS men and inmates watched, clapped, and shouted their support, Primo Levi wrote, “as if, rather than at the gates of hell, the game were taking place on the village green.”56


  This close relationship with the SS only added to the loathing some other Jews in Auschwitz felt for the Special Squad. Its duties were widely known—details spread via the few non-Jewish Kapos, for example, who slept in regular barracks—and there was plenty of talk about its alleged brutality toward the doomed.57 There were also rumors that the SS selected only the most violent criminals for the Special Squad. Such hostile feelings were summed up by two Slovakian Jews in 1944: the men of the Special Squad were shunned by others, they wrote, because they “stink terribly” and were “completely degenerate and incredibly brutal and ruthless.”58 Even some of the doomed, on their way to the gas chamber, called the Special Squad “Jewish murderer[s].”59 The indicted prisoners knew that they were infamous. When Filip Müller met his father in the Birkenau compound, he was too ashamed to admit that he was part of the Special Squad.60 The stigma remained after liberation and has not vanished even today.61


  But we must remember that the Special Squad members were caught in a hell made by the SS. None of them had volunteered and many felt, at first, that they would be unable to adapt. “I thought I was going insane,” one survivor recalled. Initially, they often worked in a trance, like robots. In secret papers buried in a jar near crematorium III in autumn 1944, Salmen Lewental, a Polish student who had arrived in Auschwitz in December 1942 with his family, wrote that during his first day in the Special Squad “none of us were fully conscious.”62


  The men selected for the Special Squad soon realized that their only options were obedience or death. A few committed suicide. Others were murdered for insubordination; when five Jewish inmates reported sick after their first day in the crematorium, sometime in 1943, the SS killed them straightaway. Even small mistakes could prove lethal; at least one prisoner “dentist” was burned alive by the SS for sabotage because he had overlooked a gold tooth inside a corpse’s mouth.63 Most prisoners chose to comply and to live, at least for the moment. In his secret notes, Salmen Lewental captured the anguish of the Special Squad in an existential cry: “And the truth is that one wants to live at any cost, one wishes to live, because one is alive, because the whole world is alive.”64


  Choosing life in the Birkenau Special Squad was one of the most impossible “choiceless choices” facing prisoners in Auschwitz.65 What kind of life was this, amidst all the dead? Some men became inured to the suffering, acting indifferent and cruel, and focused only on the material benefits. Others suffered from the daily corrosion of their souls, and escaped into drink. It was not just the horror of mass murder—the pleas, the screams, the bodies, the blood—that haunted them, but their deep sense of guilt, having been deprived by the SS “of even the solace of innocence,” in Primo Levi’s words.66 But there were also acts of kindness and courage. As they did not expect to survive, several Special Squad prisoners documented the crimes they witnessed, knowing that no other inmates would come closer to the Nazi heart of darkness. Writing such secret notes required bravery, teamwork, and ingenuity. The great personal risk was worth it, the prisoners felt, to preserve their voices for future generations. Nine different documents, buried on the grounds of the Birkenau killing complex, were recovered after liberation. Among them was a brief message by one of the last surviving members of the Special Squad—he has never been identified—written on November 26, 1944. Certain that he was about to be murdered, he added a final note to several others he had buried earlier in boxes and receptacles near crematoria II and III. At the end of his message, he made this last plea: “I am asking for everything to be arranged together and published with the title ‘Amidst a Nightmare of Crime.’”67


  Women and Men


  During the Holocaust, women moved from the fringes toward the center of the concentration camp system. For years, female prisoners had been marginal. But the 1942 decision to use camps in occupied eastern Europe for the “annihilation through labor” of Jewish prisoners irrespective of their gender changed everything. In Majdanek, Jewish women accounted for over one-third of all prisoners by spring 1943.68 In Auschwitz, the ratio of female to male inmates fell to less than 1:2 by the end of 1943; and the vast majority of these imprisoned women were Jewish.69 Back in Ravensbrück, female prisoners had initially remained insulated from some of the worst SS excesses. Not so in eastern Europe. From the moment they first set foot in Auschwitz in spring 1942, women faced dreadful conditions, ruinous labor, and extreme violence. Official SS statistics confirm the deadly reality of their lives. During July 1943, registered female prisoners were more than twenty times more likely to die in Auschwitz than in Ravensbrück.70 In all, an estimated fifty-four thousand registered women lost their lives in Auschwitz in 1942–43.71


  
    
  


  Of all the female prisoners in the hands of the SS, Jewish women faced the gravest danger. Inside eastern European KL, their mortality rate was broadly similar to that of Jewish men.72 In fact, it was even higher, if one includes those killed without formal registration (since more Jewish women than men were singled out for immediate extermination on arrival). Overall, the gender-determined delay in Camp SS terror came to an end in 1942–43, at least for Jewish women in eastern Europe. However, this did not mean that their experiences were now identical to those of Jewish men. Many gendered differences remained, while others, such as pregnancy, gained new significance.


  Previously, prisoner pregnancies had been regarded as a peripheral problem by the Camp SS. Overall numbers of female prisoners had been relatively small anyway, and there was also a ban (at least on paper) on sending pregnant women to state prisons and concentration camps.73 But as the war continued, this ban became increasingly meaningless, especially during the mass deportations of the Holocaust: the Nazi Final Solution targeted all Jews. In Auschwitz, visibly pregnant Jewish women were selected on arrival and gassed; a few were subjected to atrocities at the ramp, like a Greek woman who was kicked so hard in the stomach by an SS man in summer 1943 that she immediately aborted.74 Jewish prisoners whose pregnancy was discovered later on, after they had joined the ranks of registered slave laborers, were also regularly gassed, either before or after giving birth, and their newborns were killed, too. “Jewish children were immediately exterminated,” the former Birkenau camp compound leader Johann Schwarzhuber admitted after the war. In other KL in the east, too, babies born inside were murdered; in Riga, SS men even preserved the corpses of a few infants in a special solution. Meanwhile, some women returned to work after they had suffered a stillbirth or after prisoner doctors had carried out a secret abortion.75 In Auschwitz, prisoner doctors and orderlies even conspired to kill newborn children to save the mothers. “And so, the Germans succeeded in making murderers of even us,” Olga Lengyel, who worked in the Birkenau infirmary, wrote after the war. “To this day the picture of those murdered babies haunts me.”76


  Male prisoners in Auschwitz had been incredulous when they heard about the new women’s compound.77 But contacts remained sporadic, at least in Auschwitz-Birkenau, where the prisoners were strictly separated by sex.78 For the most part, encounters with the opposite sex did not go beyond brief glimpses from afar, which often caused pity and horror. The destruction of masculine and feminine traits—reducing prisoners to bald and gaunt figures—demonstrated the powers of the SS. In the absence of mirrors, it was also a brutal reminder of each prisoner’s own desexualization and dehumanization.79 Occasionally, men and women in Auschwitz-Birkenau managed to exchange a quick word at the fence or to throw some food across. A few husbands and wives even corresponded by letter, carried by civilian workers and non-Jewish inmates. But such contacts were rare, and their impotence to fulfill gendered expectations—protecting female friends or relatives—deepened the anguish of some Jewish men.80


  The situation was rather different in the new main concentration camps and satellites established in eastern Europe in 1943–44. Here, too, Jewish prisoners were normally separated by gender—in different compounds, barracks, or rooms—but the layout of these camps made strict isolation more difficult. The closer contact between men and women also reflected the previous use of some of these sites as ghettos or forced labor camps. In KL Plaszow, for example, men and women were still allowed to meet up in the evenings, walking through the unlocked gate that separated their compounds. Elsewhere, men and women worked in the same labor commandos.81 Once again, SS rules regarded as immutable in established concentration camps were eroded in the new camps for Jews.


  The detention of male and female prisoners in the same camps soon gave rise to salacious stories among both prisoners and SS.82 After the war, the obsession with sex in the camps grew further, spawning a perverse pornography of pain. Following a spate of sadomasochistic films in the 1970s, Primo Levi pleaded: “Please, all you cinema producers, leave the women’s camps alone.”83 In reality, sexual activity had largely been the preserve of a few privileged prisoners. In the short lives of most Jewish KL prisoners during the Holocaust, it had played little or no role: starvation killed their sex drive before it killed them.84 An Austrian Jew, who had come to Auschwitz in 1942, recalled that his sexual urges had simply vanished.85 Most women experienced the same. A Jewish teacher deported from Hungary to Auschwitz in 1944 noted in her diary that she “ceased to be a sexual being” (for many younger women, such feelings were intensified because they stopped menstruating in the camps).86 Any encounters that did occur often involved an element of exploitation or force, at least in the case of Jewish prisoners. Most common was probably sex for survival, with prisoners making pragmatic decisions to become intimate with privileged inmates, mostly non-Jews, in exchange for essential goods like food or clothing.87 Instead of flowers, one survivor recalled, a man might bring a woman a piece of margarine. In this way, sex became another commodity to be exchanged in the camps’ flourishing underground economy.88


  Children


  The Holocaust was unprecedented, it has often been said, because of the Nazis’ intention to annihilate an entire people, “down to its last member” in the words of Elie Wiesel.89 The program of all-out mass extermination meant that countless families were dragged to SS concentration camps together. On arrival, they were almost always ripped apart, and most were dead within hours, at least in a death camp like Auschwitz. The survivors suffered a dual trauma. In addition to the shock of Auschwitz, which hit all new prisoners, they soon learned that their wives, husbands, mothers, fathers, or children had already been killed in the nearby gas chambers.


  After Salmen Gradowski was allocated a prisoner barrack in Birkenau, having just survived the initial selection following his deportation from Grodno ghetto (Bialystok district) in late 1942, he and other men on his transport immediately asked the more experienced inmates about the fate of their families: What had happened since their separation at the ramp? The veterans answered with brutal honesty, as Gradowski recorded in secret notes buried on the grounds of the camp: “They are already in heaven,” the veterans said, and: “Your families have already been let go with the smoke.” Auschwitz was an extermination camp, the newcomers were told, and the first rule was to “leave behind all sorrow about your families.”90


  Many other recent arrivals were initiated similarly, but once the awful truth sank in, they reacted in very different ways. Some tried to repress their grief; when Dr. Elie Cohen, a thirty-four-year-old Dutch Jew who arrived in Auschwitz from Westerbork in September 1943, learned that his wife and son had been murdered in the gas chambers, he just wanted “to keep it up”—to go on living (as he later wrote).91 Other men and women broke down. Magda Zelikovitz remembers that she went “completely mad” after she realized that her seven-year-old son, her mother, and the rest of her family (with whom she had just been deported from Budapest) had been gassed: “I did not want to live anymore.” Other prisoners stopped her several times from throwing herself into the electric fence.92


  The shock of Auschwitz was greatest for children who suddenly found themselves abandoned. Although the vast majority of Jewish children were murdered on arrival, thousands were registered as prisoners, here and in the other KL for Jews in the east. Albert Abraham Buton was just thirteen years old when he was separated from his mother and father at the Auschwitz ramp in April 1943, after their deportation from Salonika. His parents were taken straight to the gas chambers, leaving Albert and his brother behind. “We couldn’t think, we were so stunned,” he recalled, “we were unable to grasp what was happening.”93 As more child prisoners like Buton were registered (both Jews and non-Jews), the average age of the prisoner population fell. In Majdanek, the authorities responded by creating a new position in the prisoner hierarchy: in addition to the camp elder, there was now a camp youngest, who received special SS privileges.94


  The SS was partially blind to the age of its prisoners and forced the younger victims to undergo many of the same hardships as adults. Many children, too, suffered abuse, hunger, and roll calls, as well as hard labor. Mascha Rolnikaite was sixteen years old when she had to carry heavy rocks and push carts full of stones and sand on construction sites near the Riga satellite camp Strasdenhof. Other youths worked as gardeners and bricklayers. As for those judged too young to work, small children in Majdanek had to march in circles all day.95 Nor were child prisoners exempt from SS beatings and official punishments like the penal companies.96 Some suffered an even worse fate. In the Vaivara satellite camp Narva, for example, ten-year-old Mordchaj was strung up, after a failed escape, by the SS commando leader as a warning to all others (the SS man later cut him down and he survived).97


  Selections posed a constant threat, as the children learned only too well. After one of the periodic selections among Jews in the Birkenau quarantine camp, a prisoner doctor briefly spoke to a small boy from Będzin called Jurek, who was among those chosen to die. When the doctor asked him how he was, the boy answered: “I am not afraid, everything is so dreadful here, it can only be better up there.”98 Some SS sweeps targeted children only. In Majdanek, Jewish children and babies were taken to a special barrack, cut off from the women’s compound by barbed wire. At regular intervals, SS men emptied this barrack, driving the victims into the gas chambers. Some children escaped, only to be pulled out of hiding by guard dogs. Others struggled with the guards. “The children screamed and did not want to go,” the Majdanek survivor Henrika Mitron testified after the war. “The children were dragged around and thrown on the truck.”99


  There was no room for innocence in the KL. Children had to live by the rules of the camp and were often forced to act like adults.100 Terror even seeped into the games they occasionally played, such as “Caps off” and “Roll call,” where older children pretended to be Kapos or SS guards and chased the younger ones. In Birkenau, there was a game called “Gas chamber,” though none of the children wanted to enact their own deaths. Instead, they used stones to represent the doomed, throwing them into a trench—the gas chamber—and mimicking the screams of those pressed inside.101


  No child could survive alone. Occasionally, adult prisoners tried to protect those who had been separated from their parents, acting as their so-called camp mothers or fathers. “We were … really well taken care of,” recalled Janka Avram, one of the small number of Jewish children to survive Plaszow, “because the thousands of Jewish women who had lost their children to the death camps treated us like their own.”102 More commonly, children stayed with one of their own parents, though their relationships invariably changed. While younger children were terrified of being separated, older ones often grew up fast; as their parents’ authority was eroded by helplessness and illness, they sometimes assumed the role of protector and provider.103


  Several camps in the east, in addition to Majdanek, had special barracks for isolating Jewish children.104 In Vaivara, they were placed in the lower part of the Ereda satellite camp, together with sick prisoners. Conditions were dreadful. Built on marshy ground, the primitive huts offered no protection from the elements; in winter, it was so cold that the prisoners’ hair sometimes froze to the ground as they were sleeping. Among the children languishing here was a five-year-old girl who had been deported to Estonia in summer 1943 with her mother from the Wilna ghetto. Her mother was held in the upper part of Ereda, less than a mile away, and although it was forbidden, she tried to sneak past the SS guards every day to visit her daughter. When her girl became gravely ill, she smuggled her out of the children’s compound and hid her in a barrack for adults. But the girl was discovered by the SS camp leader just before a death transport left the camp. “I cried for a whole night,” the mother later wrote, “fell to his feet and kissed the boots of the murderer, he should not take my child from me, but it was no use.” The next morning, the girl was taken away with several hundred other children, and she was murdered a few days later in Auschwitz-Birkenau.105


  Close to the Birkenau extermination complex, where these children from Ereda were gassed and burned, lay one of the most unusual compounds in any of the concentration camps: the so-called family camp, a special sector for Jewish families deported from Theresienstadt, the dismal Nazi ghetto for elderly and so-called privileged Jews in the Czech Protectorate, which shared some similarities with the KL.106 The Birkenau family camp had been set up after the arrival of two transports from Theresienstadt in September 1943, carrying some five thousand Jewish men, women, and children, almost all of them Czech Jews; in December 1943, further mass transports from the ghetto arrived in the family camp (this was not the only such compound in Birkenau, as the SS also forced families into the so-called Gypsy camp). Inside, Jewish men and women were divided into barracks on opposite sides of the path dissecting the compound, but they could meet before evening roll call or secretly in the latrines during the day.


  Conditions in the family camp were appalling—around one in four Jews perished within six months of their arrival in September 1943—but they were still better than in some other parts of the Auschwitz complex. Compared to other Jews in Birkenau, the prisoners enjoyed numerous privileges. They kept some of their possessions and clothes, even their own hair, and received occasional food packages from outside. Most strikingly, Jews were not subjected to SS selections, neither on arrival nor over the following months. The reason for these exceptions is not clear. Most likely, Himmler wanted to use the Birkenau family camp as a propaganda showcase in case of a visit by the International Committee of the Red Cross (just as the SS planned to deceive the Red Cross with the “model” ghetto Theresienstadt). Whatever the reason, other Jewish prisoners in Auschwitz looked with disbelief and envy upon the family camp.107


  Among the prisoners in the Birkenau family camp were several thousand children. During the day, many of those under the age of fourteen were allowed into the children’s block, run by Fredy Hirsch, a charismatic twenty-eight-year-old German Jew who had already played a leading role in youth welfare in Theresienstadt. While there were barracks for children in other parts of Birkenau, too, the one in the family camp was unique, reflecting the compound’s special status. Despite shortages of everything, from paper to pens, Hirsch and the other teachers drew up a full curriculum. There were songs, stories, and German lessons, as well as sports and games. Older children wrote their own newspaper and painted the walls of the barrack. And the children put on plays, including a musical based on the cartoon Snow White. But such eerie moments of normality in the midst of terror—epitomized by Jewish children dancing and singing Disney tunes, just a few hundred yards from the Birkenau gas chambers—did not last long. In the night from March 8 to 9, 1944, barely a week after Adolf Eichmann had inspected the family camp, the SS murdered some 3,800 inmates, who had arrived the previous September, in the gas chambers of crematoria II and III. Among the dead were many of the children; their mentor Fredy Hirsch had committed suicide hours earlier, after another prisoner had told him about the SS plans.108


  The survivors included some twins spared for human experiments. Among them were Zdenĕk and Jiři Steiner. When the two boys surveyed the compound after the murders in March 1944, which had claimed their parents, it seemed eerily empty; all they saw were “flames flickering from the chimney of the crematorium.” The remaining inmates of the family camp were soon joined by thousands of new arrivals from Theresienstadt, following another wave of deportations in May 1944. But few of them would live for long, either. In July, following the selection of some 3,200 prisoners for slave labor, the remaining 6,700 inmates—mostly women, children, the elderly, and the infirm—were murdered in the gas chambers. In the eyes of the SS, the Birkenau family camp had outlived its purpose and was abandoned.109


  Some Auschwitz SS men felt uneasy about the eradication of the family camp. It was not unusual for guards to hesitate when it came to the abuse and murder of prisoners whom they had come to know personally.110 This was especially true for the Jewish children in Birkenau, many of whom had spent several months inside. During that time, individual SS men had developed a soft spot for them, bringing toys, playing football with them, and enjoying their theater performances. When the orders came through to liquidate the camp, a few SS staff apparently tried to intervene with their superiors to save the children.111 But they still carried out their murderous orders, leaving them full of self-pity about the difficult tasks they had to perform for the German fatherland in the Nazi-occupied east. It was a complaint that had been heard many times before.


  SS ROUTINES


  Early on Wednesday, September 23, 1942, WVHA leader Oswald Pohl and other senior SS officers, including his trusted construction chief Hans Kammler, arrived in Auschwitz for a day packed full of meetings and inspections.112 Just one week earlier, on September 15, Pohl and Kammler had met with Armaments Minister Albert Speer, who signed off on ambitious plans for the extension of Auschwitz (projected cost: 13.7 million Reichsmark), reflecting its increasing prominence in the Holocaust. The budget included more funds for the Birkenau killing complex, additional barracks, and other facilities. When all was done, Pohl expected Auschwitz prisoner numbers to reach one hundred thirty-two thousand, effectively quadrupling the current capacity.113 Pohl immediately informed Himmler about his deal with Speer, and then met him in person on September 19, once more accompanied by Kammler, to review some of the details.114


  During their visit to Auschwitz four days later, Pohl and Kammler talked over the plans with SS experts from the local construction office. This was just one of many items on their agenda. Pohl also chaired a large meeting with party and state officials to resolve thorny issues about the place of the camp within the wider local community. In addition to the never-ending problem of the camp’s water supply and waste disposal, the officials discussed the ongoing efforts to turn the city of Auschwitz into a model settlement. The architect Hans Stosberg offered some particulars about the SS neighborhood and received Pohl’s permission to build a leisure park for local residents not far from the camp.115 On the afternoon of September 23, 1942, Pohl then embarked on a lengthy tour across the SS interest zone itself, visiting the main camp, Birkenau, Monowitz, and other sites. Pohl’s trip took longer than expected and he returned just in time for a lavish dinner in the officers’ mess, serving the best beer and as much fish as the men could eat.116


  After the meal, Pohl spoke to the assembled senior members of the Auschwitz Camp SS. He thanked them for turning Auschwitz into the most important SS concentration camp, and reassured them that their work was no less important than frontline service in the Death’s Head divisions (to whom the Camp SS felt chronically inferior). Himmler’s orders for the KL were extremely important for victory, Pohl stressed, whatever the strain on individual officers. He was thinking, not least, about the mass murder of European Jewry, which he alluded to as “special assignments, about which no words have to be lost.” An inspection of bunker 2 in Birkenau had been on Pohl’s agenda during the previous afternoon, and he cannot have missed the dark plumes of smoke rising from the nearby open ditches, where the SS was burning corpses. Considering the so-called Final Solution, Pohl lauded his men for their dedication and their commitment to the cause.117 Straight after his speech, Pohl demonstrated his appreciation by offering a special reward. He approved the construction of a brothel for the Auschwitz Camp SS, the first of its kind, so that his men could seek some diversion after a long day of mass murder.118


  Foreigners in the Camp SS


  During his speech on September 23, 1942, Oswald Pohl praised the exemplary comradeship of the Auschwitz SS, firmly united under Commandant Rudolf Höss. But this was just an empty phrase: it was well known in the WVHA that there was plenty of friction within the Auschwitz ranks.119 The acrimonious tone was set by the unforgiving Höss himself, who clashed frequently with his men. His disdain remained undimmed after the war. Sitting in his prison cell in Krakow, he wrote withering pen-portraits of Auschwitz officials who had crossed his path, dismissing them as devious, duplicitous, or plain dumb.120 The loathing between Höss and some of his men was mutual. There was much bickering behind his back, with subordinates complaining about his cold, prim, and ruthless manner.121 Of course, the Camp SS had never been a band of brothers; the picture of close comradeship was always a projection of SS leaders, covering up conflicts between Guard Troop and Commandant Staff, between officers and rank-and-file. Still, the spirit of the Camp SS became ever more fractured as the war wore on, especially in occupied eastern Europe.


  The conflicts had much to do with personnel changes and shortages. Although the number of Camp SS men grew during the war, it never caught up with the huge expansion of the prisoner population. In March 1942, there had been around 11,000 prisoners and 1,800 SS men in Auschwitz (6:1). Two years later, there were some 67,000 prisoners and 2,950 SS personnel (23:1).122 The WVHA was well aware of the resulting strain on its staff. One solution was to reduce demands on them, by handing more powers to Kapos, by rationalizing procedures, and by using more guard dogs.123 The WVHA also tried hard to recruit new officials, especially for its expanding camps in eastern Europe. Expectations were low. Since he was no longer allowed to recruit men fit for frontline service as sentries, Camp Inspector Glücks was resigned to receiving “more and more physically disabled and cripples,” as he put it in 1942.124


  Some vacant posts in eastern Europe were filled with experienced KL staff from inside Germany; in Auschwitz, around a hundred SS men arrived in 1941 from other concentration camps farther west. Such transfers to the east promised rapid advancement, since the SS had to fill many senior positions. The NCO Hans K., for example, moved in spring 1943 from a lowly position in Sachsenhausen to become labor action leader in Riga.125 Nonetheless, many German KL staff resented such transfers. They complained about being stuck in primitive backwaters and saw their new posting as a punishment (there was some truth in this, as Camp SS managers often reassigned officials to the east as a disciplinary measure).126 Additional men arrived from Waffen SS divisions, including injured fighters and invalids, though not all local commandants welcomed these veterans with open arms. Rudolf Höss, for one, complained about Eicke dumping men on the camps for whom he had no use anymore.127


  The WVHA knew that it could never fill its needs with German nationals alone. Among the foreign associates of the Nazi regime during World War II were many tens of thousands of men who joined the ranks of the Waffen SS. As German losses at the front mounted from 1942, SS efforts to recruit from abroad redoubled, and before long, foreigners made up a large proportion of the Waffen SS.128 Many thousands of them became KL staff; often, they were dispatched to the camps after no more than two or three weeks’ perfunctory training.129 The vast majority of them hailed from eastern and southeastern Europe.130 Most were “ethnic Germans,” an amorphous term applied to those foreigners who were embraced by the Nazi authorities as part of the German people, though they were not normally German citizens. By autumn 1943, around seven thousand such “ethnic Germans”—around three thousand from Romania, the others largely from Hungary, Slovakia, and Croatia—served as sentries in the SS Guard Troops, accounting for almost half of their total strength.131 In addition, the KL recruited so-called alien auxiliaries, who joined not the Waffen SS but the SS retinue. Among them were several thousand men—mostly Soviet POWs—who had gone through the notorious SS training camp in Trawniki near Lublin. Many of these Trawniki men had first served in Globocnik’s death camps and were later redeployed, after the closure of these sites, as KL sentries in the occupied east and inside the old German borders.132


  The transformation of the Camp SS into a multinational force—most pronounced in the eastern European camps—hastened its fragmentation, with deep rifts between German staff and foreign recruits.133 All across the occupied east, German officials held their foreign helpers in barely concealed contempt, and it was no different inside the KL. German superiors widely regarded the new Camp SS recruits as simpletons, brutes, or potential traitors.134 The newcomers’ poor command of German was held against them as well, and resulted in numerous dismissals. Despite half-hearted appeals by SS leaders to treat the foreigners as comrades, regular German staff were not afraid to vent their frustrations. When SS Private Marschall, who worked in the Birkenau administration, was stopped one day by block leader Johann Kasaniczky, an ethnic German, at the entrance of the women’s camp and asked why he wanted to enter, he gave him a sharp dressing-down: “That’s none of your damn business, and you better learn to speak proper German first if you want to talk to me.”135


  Not surprisingly, foreign Camp SS men often felt alienated. For a start, many of them were not volunteers but had been drafted or pressed into SS service.136 Once inside the KL, they stood at the bottom of the staff hierarchy. In addition to the derision by their German colleagues, who occupied almost all positions of authority, they had few prospects of promotion. SS managers even canceled the leave of ethnic Germans, afraid that they would not return to the camps.137 Frustration must have been widespread among foreign guards, and in early July 1943, it boiled over among a company of Ukrainian sentries in Auschwitz. Not long after their arrival, fifteen of them escaped from the camp, armed with weapons and ammunition; the ensuing firefight left eight Ukrainians and three SS pursuers dead.138


  It is hard to gauge what all this meant for the prisoners. Foreign SS men generally joined the Guard Troops around camps and work sites, and therefore had less direct contact with inmates. Some of the sentries still committed acts of extreme violence; prisoners suspected that ambitious ethnic Germans wanted to prove themselves as “real Germans” through displays of violence.139 On the whole, however, foreign SS men may have acted somewhat less maliciously than most of their German colleagues.140 Some openly pitied the inmates and admitted their own dissatisfaction with the Nazi regime and their miserable duties in the camps.141 Prisoners were always delighted to see such cracks in the SS armor, not least because it raised their hopes of striking deals for extra food and privileges. Such illicit contacts were eased by the fact that foreign guards and prisoners often spoke the same language.142 A shared language could also be dangerous, however. In Gross-Rosen, an eighteen-year-old prisoner from Kursk, who had taunted a Ukrainian guard as a traitor, was hanged in front of all assembled prisoners; the aggrieved guard watched the execution from the front row.143


  Female Guards


  Foreign men were not the only new faces among the Camp SS. As more and more Jewish women were detained during 1942–43, SS managers dispatched German women as guards to all main camps in eastern Europe and to many satellite camps as well; some were veterans from Ravensbrück, while others had been hurriedly trained for their new roles. Although the SS still drew the line at admitting these women to the ranks (they were consigned to the SS retinue), and although the total number of female German guards sent to the occupied east was small (in Majdanek, around twenty women worked opposite 1,200 men), their influx changed the Camp SS. Many male veterans saw the arrival of armed and uniformed women as an affront to their all-male paramilitary ideals. The fact that some female guards did not back down in conflicts with male superiors only heightened the anger of SS men.144 Insubordination and ill discipline of female staff were punished frequently by male commandants, so strictly that the WVHA called for more restraint.145 Rudolf Höss spoke for many chauvinistic Camp SS men when he dismissed the new female colleagues as lazy, dishonest, and incompetent, running around the compounds like “headless chickens.”146


  Höss himself engaged in a particularly bitter dispute with the first senior supervisor of the Auschwitz women’s camp, Johanna Langefeld. In Ravensbrück, Langefeld had overseen the daily life of female prisoners. She expected similar powers in Auschwitz but met with strong opposition. In July 1942, Himmler waded into the row during his visit to Auschwitz, siding with Langefeld. But Höss had the last laugh, as Himmler’s order that a women’s camp should be led by a woman, assisted by a male SS officer, was torpedoed by Camp SS men. After all, Höss asked acidly in his memoirs, which male officer would subordinate himself to a woman? As for Langefeld, she was eventually ordered back to Ravensbrück and reprimanded by Pohl; in spring 1943, she was kicked out of SS service altogether and arrested.147


  There was another side to the relationship between men and women in the service of the Camp SS, beyond spats and quarrels. The SS staff also enjoyed plenty of fun and banter, and just as in Ravensbrück and other mixed camps, romance blossomed in the eastern European KL. In Majdanek, the wooden barrack for female guards stood conveniently opposite the compound for male Guard Troops, and the official ban on illicit meetings could not put a stop to intimate liaisons. The young female guards enjoyed unusual liberties, compared to their more restricted lives back home (as did the few young women who had volunteered as SS telegraph and radio operators). In the end, four female guards ended up marrying SS men in Majdanek. There were also broken hearts, of course; one jilted Oberscharführer is even said to have attempted suicide in the Majdanek gas chamber.148


  Prisoners often talked about the private lives of the SS guards. This was more than idle gossip, since these entanglements could have serious repercussions for the inmates. After all, SS violence often carried a theatrical element, as we have seen, and such performances were particularly pronounced in mixed camps, with male and female guards trying to impress each other through terror. Female guards often showed added venom in the presence of male colleagues, keen to prove that they were as tough as the men. This gendered dynamic went the other way, too. In a working environment where a cold heart and an iron fist were seen as essential parts of the male anatomy, SS men were all the more determined to appear hard in front of the supposedly weaker sex. The chief of the Majdanek crematorium, Erich Muhsfeldt, one of the Camp SS experts in the disposal of corpses, often indulged in macabre jokes, waving body parts of corpses at passing female guards. Such acts could be described as monstrous deeds of a sadistic madman. Or they could be read differently: as an attempt to get a rise out of “weak” women and a demonstration of what passed for masculine strength within the Camp SS.149


  Camp SS men tried to demarcate some strictly male spheres. Traditionally, the use of firearms had been a male preserve, and this custom was jealously guarded in the KL. While uniformed female guards carried guns, too, social practice dictated that their use was left to SS men. In addition, female guards were excluded from the business of gassing and burning prisoners in Birkenau and Majdanek; apparently only men were thought to have the stomach for mass murder. Nonetheless, female guards in eastern European KL participated in selections and committed violent excesses—more so than in Ravensbrück—by slapping, hitting, whipping, and kicking the prisoners on a daily basis.150 Some of these assaults were so extreme that superior officers took the unusual step of issuing reprimands.151


  Violence


  Kurt Pannicke looked like a poster boy of Nazi propaganda. He was an attractive young man, tall and slender, with blond hair and blue eyes; the small scar on his cheek only enhanced his dashing looks.152 Pannicke was also a drunken thug and a thief, a torturer, and a mass murderer. As SS camp leader in Vaivara and several of its satellite camps in 1943–44, he committed countless crimes. This NCO in his mid-twenties saw himself as omnipotent—one of his nicknames was “King of the Jews”—and he knew no limits. Here was a man who would chat casually with inmates and dish out privileges to his favorites, before murdering them. “I shoot my Jews myself!” he told the prisoners over and over again.153 Pannicke’s public persona as a god of virtue and vengeance may have been unusual, but his overall conduct was hardly exceptional. He was one of many young and lower-ranking Camp SS men who basked in their powers, erecting a regime of terror across the KL of occupied eastern Europe.


  Violence and murder were part of the daily Camp SS routine in the east. There were many forms of violence, with some, like slaps and kicks, far more common than others, such as sexual abuse. Still, there was sexual violence. In recent years, historians have become more alert to systematic sex crimes during ethnic cleansing and genocide, not least by German soldiers in the Nazi-occupied east.154 Inside the KL, too, some prisoners were raped by SS men, though other forms of sexual abuse were more widespread. Women were frequently molested upon arrival in the camps and during selections, as SS men—who were strictly forbidden to have intimate contacts with inmates—could always claim that they were just doing their job, such as searching for hidden valuables. In addition, there were cases where inmates engaged in intimate relationships with guards, in exchange for food and other privileges, although this carried considerable risks, not just for the prisoners but for the SS officials, too.155


  “Every German in the camp was master over life and death, but not everyone exercised this power”—this was how a Majdanek survivor summarized the unpredictable behavior of the Camp SS.156 Numerous SS officials in the occupied east relished their jobs; even some of their colleagues suspected that these officials had found their true calling inside the KL.157 Among them was Auschwitz administration leader Karl Ernst Möckel, who announced in 1943 that he was so happy he never wanted to leave.158 It was not just bureaucrats like Möckel who enjoyed themselves. There was no shortage of enthusiastic torturers and killers—men who laughed after they gouged out prisoners’ eyes and urinated on the corpses.159 A few were pathological killers. Hauptscharführer Otto Moll, for example, the chief of the Auschwitz crematorium complex, clearly took great pleasure in unimaginable acts of cruelty.160


  By the same token, there were reluctant perpetrators. Just as some Camp SS men had struggled during the killing of Soviet POWs in 1941, others hesitated during the Holocaust; the daily slaughter of women and children, in particular, hit them harder than they cared to admit.161 A handful of SS officials evaded such murderous tasks or refused outright to participate; in Monowitz, one SS sentry openly told a Jewish inmate that he would never kill a prisoner: “It would go against my conscience.”162 But few others followed their lead, even though there was little risk of serious SS punishment. In fact, some men had been told by their officers that they could excuse themselves from certain unpleasant tasks.163


  Even SS officials who put in for transfer away from camps like Auschwitz continued to do their duty until they departed. Among them was Dr. Eduard Wirths, who was appointed as chief garrison physician in September 1942, aged thirty-three, and served until January 1945. An ambitious doctor and committed National Socialist, with a particular interest in racial hygiene, Wirths cut a contradictory figure. He confided in Commandant Höss that he was troubled by the mass extermination of Jews and by prisoner executions, and repeatedly asked to be moved to a different post. At the same time, however, Wirths played a central part in the Holocaust in Auschwitz. He initiated new SS doctors and drew up their rosters, and supervised selections at the ramp and the subsequent gassings.164


  As we have seen before, the participation in extreme violence can be partly explained by group pressure. This was true for the Holocaust, too: men who stepped outside their comrades’ circle of complicity were shunned and excluded from rewards and promotions.165 In his memoirs, Rudolf Höss claimed that even he had found the carnage hard to bear. However, he made a point of attending gassings and cremations, and of remaining “cold and heartless” throughout, to set an example to his men and to cement his authority as a tough leader. A perverse sense of pride came into play, too. During official inspections, Auschwitz SS men liked to flaunt their toughness by upsetting visitors with the grisly reality of mass extermination. Rudolf Höss took “great pleasure in showing the ropes to a deskbound bureaucrat” like himself, recalled Adolf Eichmann, who claimed that he had shied away from watching the murders close-up.166


  Camp SS perpetrators also gained tangible benefits from the Holocaust in the occupied east. As lethal as the KL were for Jews, they were safe havens for the SS men, at least compared to fighting at the front. This was one reason why even reluctant perpetrators did not volunteer for deployment elsewhere.167 Then there were the material advantages. In addition to gaining access to the property of murdered Jews, perpetrators received official recognition, like promotions and rewards (just as they had done during the murder of Soviet “commissars”).168 The troops also got a small bonus for each selection, gassing, and cremation. It did not take much to make men volunteer. The Auschwitz camp physician Dr. Kremer noted in his diary on September 5, 1942, that SS men were queuing up for “special actions” to get their hands on “special provisions”: five cigarettes, one hundred grams of bread and sausage, and, most important, seven ounces of schnapps, with the Camp SS once more using alcohol to ease mass murder (drink fueled the perpetrators in Globocnik’s death camps, as well).169 SS Rottenführer Adam Hradil, one of the so-called gas chamber drivers, who steered trucks with old and sick Jews from the Auschwitz ramp to the gas chambers, testified after the war that he found the trips “not a lot of fun.” Nonetheless, he liked his job: “I was happy when I received a special ration of schnapps.”170


  Previous experience with torture and abuse made it easier to participate in the Holocaust. The leading concentration camp officers in eastern Europe could look back on many acts of extreme violence. Some had made their mark outside the KL. Before Amon Göth joined the Camp SS as commandant of Plaszow in 1944, he had committed countless atrocities during ghetto clearances and as the commander of Plaszow forced labor camp.171 But most senior officers were veterans from the Camp SS, for whom the Holocaust was the climax of their cumulative brutalization.172 Many of them had gone through the school of violence in the prewar SS camps. In the Auschwitz main camp, two of the three senior commandants (Rudolf Höss and Richard Baer) and four of the five camp compound leaders had begun their careers back in Dachau in 1933–34.173 There are similar biographies among the lower ranks. Gustav Sorge, who had joined the Camp SS in 1934 and became leader of the Sachsenhausen death squad, was transferred to eastern Europe in the second half of 1943. Sorge had frequently demonstrated his propensity for extreme violence against Jews in the past, and as camp leader of several Riga satellite camps, “Iron Gustav” (as he was known here, too) continued his crimes. One former prisoner testified that Sorge had devised a novel way of identifying male prisoners he wanted dead. During roll call, he would kick them with full force in the groin; then they were dragged away by the camp elder, never to be seen again.174


  For Camp SS men like Sorge, the Holocaust was the crowning moment in a career of violence. But even these men did not commit atrocities mechanically. Experienced perpetrators still acted within the wider moral landscape delineated by their superiors. And although almost all acts were sanctioned during the Holocaust, there were some limits, for the sake of what Himmler called decency and for more tactical reasons. How such restraints affected even hardened Camp SS killers can be illustrated by briefly turning westward, to the Herzogenbusch concentration camp in the occupied Netherlands.


  Herzogenbusch was staffed in January 1943 by several Camp SS veterans. The new work service leader was none other than Gustav Sorge (prior to his posting to Riga). He had been transferred from Sachsenhausen with several notorious block leaders, as well as a feared guard from the bunker, who became the new camp compound leader. The first commandant was another hardened SS man: Karl Chmielewski, who had proven himself as the murderous compound leader of the Mauthausen subcamp Gusen, not least during the mass murder of Dutch Jews in 1941.175 Gathering such violent veterans would seem like a recipe for atrocities. The reality turned out differently, however. As we have seen, the higher SS and police leader in the Netherlands, Hanns Albin Rauter, held considerable sway over the camp and believed that a more moderate regimen in the transit compound for Jews would mislead the inmates about the Nazi Final Solution. He urged similar moderation in the protective custody compound (opened in mid-January 1943), which mostly held Dutch men detained for alleged political, economic, and criminal offenses; conceived by Rauter to showcase the supposedly strict but fair German occupation policy, treatment here was comparatively mild, too.176


  The unexpected demand for restraint in Herzogenbusch baffled SS veterans like Gustav Sorge, who complained that it went against all the established practices of the Camp SS.177 Over time, however, most guards adjusted to the unfamiliar requirements. Those who did not faced sanctions for prisoner abuses and other violations. Rauter was serious about preserving the façade of his “model SS enterprise,” as he called it, and initiated a number of cases in SS and police courts.178 The most prominent target was Commandant Chmielewski; after his taste for violence and corruption became open knowledge outside the camp, he was arrested in autumn 1943. The following summer, he was sentenced to fifteen years in a penitentiary and sent to Dachau as a prisoner.179


  Location really mattered, then, in Herzogenbusch and elsewhere. It was of great importance where concentration camps lay in occupied Europe, with the occupation authorities treading more carefully in the west than in the supposedly “backward” east. In Herzogenbusch, such tactical considerations resulted in more lenient conditions, compared to other KL. In eastern Europe, where the German occupiers ran a far more draconian regime, Camp SS leaders had no such reasons for restraint. Here, deadly violence became so frequent, a former Majdanek sentry testified after the war, that “it did not attract any attention when a block leader murdered a prisoner, by shooting or beating to death.”180


  Colonial Masters


  The outlook of the Camp SS in the east rested on the supremacist ideology that shaped the Nazi occupation of Poland and the Soviet Union as a whole. Accordingly, SS staff stood at the top of the racial hierarchy, towering over Poles, Soviets, and Jews, who made up the great bulk of the prisoner population. The Camp SS had unleashed extreme violence against these groups for some time, and this violence was bound to escalate in the colonial setting of Nazi rule over eastern Europe.181 Encounters with prisoners reinforced SS prejudices, as the conditions in the camps in the east made some inmates resemble the miserable caricatures of Nazi propaganda.182 This was still not enough for some SS officials, who snatched any remaining shreds of dignity from prisoners; in Majdanek, inmates were occasionally forced to walk around the mud in ball gowns, high heels, or children’s clothes.183 The prisoners’ dehumanization often had the desired effect, making it easier for the Camp SS to commit genocide. As the SS man Pery Broad wrote in 1945, his colleagues in Auschwitz “simply did not see a Jew as a human being.”184


  It has been argued that hands-on Nazi killers were untroubled by their actions because they believed them to be necessary.185 There is some truth in this. Rudolf Höss, for one, saw himself as something of an expert on Jewish matters—he had even been to Jerusalem during the First World War—and regarded Jews as existential threats who had to be exterminated.186 But the mass slaughter in camps like Auschwitz and Majdanek also sowed doubts in the minds of some officials, prompting their SS superiors to reaffirm the moral right of the Final Solution. In Auschwitz, Höss and other SS leaders gave regular pep talks, telling the block leaders that Jewish prisoners deserved to die because they had sabotaged the German war effort by blowing up bridges and poisoning wells (reviving old anti-Semitic tales).187 The murder of Jewish children was equally essential, Höss reassured his men. Echoing Himmler’s views, he explained that the children who looked so innocent would otherwise turn into the most dogged avengers. Höss illustrated his point with a revealing image: if little piglets were not slaughtered, they would grow into proper pigs.188


  Such vicious propaganda must have fallen on fertile ground. It also added to the residual fears of Camp SS officials, for whom the initial shock about the basic living conditions in the east often gave way to general anxieties about their safety. They might have felt like colonial masters, but their sense of supremacy was undercut by the alien surroundings, fretting about partisan attacks from outside, and prisoner assaults and illness inside.189 The fear of epidemics, in particular, continued to haunt the Camp SS, despite partial vaccinations. The paranoid Unterscharführer Bernhard Kristan, for example, always pressed the door handle to the office of Jewish clerks in the Auschwitz political office with his elbow, rather than his hand, to avoid any contact.190 From this perspective, Jewish prisoners posed not just a general threat to Germany’s future, but a more immediate risk to the well-being of local SS officials.191


  Especially important for the making of Holocaust perpetrators was their habituation to mass extermination. The Camp SS staff in the occupied east regarded bloodshed and murder as part of the job, with shifts and breaks, training and specialization.192 Genocide became routine, and even Camp SS officials not at the forefront of mass murder became immersed in it.193 It is particularly striking how quickly novices fit in. Take the SS physician Dr. Kremer. During ten weeks in Auschwitz in autumn 1942, he participated in the murder of Jews on thirteen RSHA transports, as well as other prisoner selections and experiments; he also attended corporal punishments and executions. For a man like Kremer, extreme violence turned into an everyday event.194


  Even SS officials who were initially shaken by mass murder generally fell into line. A German soldier who spent a few days in Auschwitz in summer 1944 told an SS man that he could never participate in mass extermination. The man replied: “You will get used to it, too, everyone here becomes obedient and eats humble pie.”195 How this worked in practice becomes clear in the case of Dr. Hans Delmotte. A young SS physician, Delmotte suffered a breakdown after witnessing his first selection at the Auschwitz ramp. He appeared paralyzed and had to be escorted to his quarters, where he got drunk and vomited. The next day, still dazed, he demanded to be transferred to the front, as he could not participate in mass slaughter. But Delmotte soon calmed down. He was placed under the wing of his experienced colleague Dr. Josef Mengele, who gradually persuaded him of the necessity of mass extermination in Auschwitz. Delmotte was also reunited with his wife and before long, he had settled into his job, carrying out selections and even drawing praise from his superiors.196 The presence of his wife in Auschwitz may well have helped him to perform his murderous duties, turning the spotlight on another important aspect—the private lives of the Camp SS in the east.


  Happy Days in Auschwitz


  In early 1947, as he was writing his memoirs in the Krakow prison, filling 114 double-sided pages with his small and neat script, Rudolf Höss looked back nostalgically at his family life in Auschwitz. Although he himself had been preoccupied with the camp, his family had enjoyed a great time, he remembered. “Every wish of my wife, of my children, was met.” They lived together in a spacious villa adjacent to the main camp, mostly furnished in natural wood, the favored SS style. Here, Höss and his wife hosted many dinner parties for local SS men and other dignitaries. His children “could live free and easy,” Höss reminisced, while his wife “had her paradise of flowers.” Her gardener was a Polish prisoner, Stanisław Dubiel, who grew exotic plants for her, and Frau Höss used numerous female prisoners (including Jews) as personal tailors, hairdressers, and servants. Meanwhile, the four children (a fifth was born in September 1943) became attached to two female prisoners, elderly Jehovah’s Witnesses from Germany, who looked after them. Höss’s children liked to play with horses and ponies, and with animals caught for them by inmates, like turtles, cats, and lizards. But their greatest pleasure, Höss remembered, was a swim “with daddy” in the Sola River or the paddling pool in the garden, no more than a stone’s throw from the main camp.197


  The social life of the Auschwitz SS largely turned around the camp. Sports were particularly popular, reflecting the SS emphasis on physical exercise and competition. On July 14, 1944, Höss even used his staff circular to congratulate an Unterscharführer Winter who had just been crowned the Upper Silesian champion in the shot put, discus, and javelin. Camp SS men also competed against teams from outside. On the afternoon of September 6, 1942, for example, they played a soccer match on the local athletic field against visitors from the Oranienburg SS (just a few hours after the game, hundreds of Jews arriving from Drancy were gassed in nearby Birkenau). To relax after physical exercise or after a day inside the camp, SS men of all ranks could frequent the Commandant Staff sauna. And there was plenty of entertainment. An old theater on the camp grounds was used for shows featuring dancers, actors, acrobats, and jugglers (some of whom toured through different concentration camps). As late as December 1944, just weeks before the camp was abandoned, Jupp Hussels, famous across the Third Reich as a film comedian and the sunny voice of German breakfast radio, arrived to entertain the Auschwitz SS troops.198


  Music played an important part, too. There were several orchestras in the Auschwitz complex, including an eighty-strong symphonic orchestra and the only women’s ensemble in a concentration camp (led by the prisoner Alma Rosé, the daughter of a famous Viennese violinist). While their main role was to play as the prisoner commandos departed for work (and returned), setting the tempo for all the marching columns, they put on regular concerts, as well. Many SS officials valued these occasions, not just for the music itself but also as signs of the supposed ordinariness of Auschwitz. In addition, prisoners had to give private performances, just as in other KL, ranging from classical music for more high-minded officials to renditions of popular songs and dance music. The Dutch prisoner Richard van Dam, for instance, was frequently ordered to the Auschwitz political office, the scene of so much gruesome torture, where he had to sing jazzy American tunes like “I’m Nobody’s Sweetheart Now,” accompanied on the accordion by Rottenführer Pery Broad, an SS official known as much for his sly interrogations as his musical skill.199


  Diversions beyond the camp complex included a cinema in Auschwitz town, though the favorite stomping ground of the Camp SS and their guests was the Haus der Waffen SS, near the railway station, which offered rooms to visitors and a large Germans-only bar and restaurant; female KL prisoners were forced to work as chambermaids and cooks. SS officers, meanwhile, had their own exclusive building, a little closer to the main camp, where they met in the evenings to eat, drink, and play cards. As a special treat, they could visit the Camp SS weekend retreat, the so-called Sola-Hütte. The rustic log cabin, built by prisoners on an idyllic spot some twenty-five miles away from the Auschwitz main camp, accommodated around twenty people, who could swim in an adjacent lake in summer or go skiing in winter.200


  Then there were the brothels for Camp SS men. Inside the German heartland, SS men normally frequented existing municipal brothels. As there were none in Auschwitz, the authorities set up a new brothel with German prostitutes, in line with the order Oswald Pohl had given during his September 1942 inspection of the camp. SS leader Heinrich Himmler generally approved of such establishments, as he feared that his troops were becoming sex starved. But the new Auschwitz brothel was not open to all Camp SS men. Nazi racial thinking dictated that Ukrainian SS men had to visit another site, set up for IG Farben foreign workers.201


  Although the Auschwitz SS largely kept to itself, it did build up local contacts outside the camp. Told to avoid the Polish population, SS officials developed social contacts with other Germans in town, who arrived as part of the general “Germanization” program. The plans for Auschwitz town were vast, with big apartment complexes, major roads, parade grounds, and several stadiums. As the Holocaust unfolded inside the camp, the nearby town was turned into a major building site (only a few projects were completed by the time the Germans fled in early 1945). The makeup of the local population was transformed, too. Nazi ethnic cleansing had led to the deportation of thousands of Poles and Jews and the influx of some seven thousand Germans by autumn 1943; most of them had been attracted by the financial rewards of employment in the east and worked for IG Farben. The new civic elite built ties to the Camp SS, mingling during theater and variety evenings, Christmas celebrations, and dinner parties.202


  The SS presence in Auschwitz town was hard to overlook. The SS settlement grew into a district of its own, as SS managers grabbed more and more buildings to accommodate the swelling ranks. The nicest houses were reserved for officers, with most of the rank-and-file staff living in large barracks. Married officials received visits from their families, often for several weeks at a time. Sometimes whole families relocated to Auschwitz. Among them were children who had spent all their life in the Camp SS entourage. The son and daughter of the first Auschwitz camp compound leader, Karl Fritzsch, for example, had been born in the Dachau SS settlement; after seven years, during which the children had attended the local SS nursery, the Fritzsch family packed up and went to Auschwitz, moving into the first floor of a large house. They soon met some familiar faces, including former neighbors from Dachau. In fact, so many families moved into town that the local SS leadership put a stop to it in summer 1944.203


  What made Auschwitz so attractive to the families of SS staff? Apart from the desire to be reunited with their loved ones, married SS men were keen to move from barracks into private accommodation. Their wives and children, meanwhile, often enjoyed greater peace of mind after relocating, as they felt safer from Allied bombing than deeper inside Germany. Besides, life in the shadow of the camp often meant social advances: nobodies became somebodies. The families of Auschwitz SS officers occupied an elevated social status, and enjoyed a lifestyle well beyond their normal means. Men and women from humble backgrounds lived like members of the upper middle class back home, in lavish villas set in large gardens full of flowers and fruit trees, waited on by servants.204


  The presence of their families also made the job easier for some Camp SS officers, as we saw in the case of Dr. Delmotte. The company of children and wives provided stability and emotional support—some officers hurried home from the Auschwitz camp to eat lunch with their family—and helped to normalize their actions inside the camp. After his family moved out of the SS settlement, leaving him behind, chief garrison physician Dr. Eduard Wirths wrote to his wife in December 1944: “When you and the little ones were with me in Au[schwitz], one could feel nothing of the war!”205


  The camp was not taboo in the homes of the Auschwitz SS, despite an official ban on discussing their duties.206 True, there were some limits. When Rudolf Höss found his children playing “Kapo and Prisoner” in the garden, he angrily ripped the colored triangles off their clothes; seeing his children enact the camp in his own private sanctuary was too much for him.207 Still, Auschwitz SS men frequently spoke about the camp to relatives and friends, just like SS officials in the other KL.208 Even Commandant Höss himself ignored his own orders and discussed the Nazi Final Solution with his wife, who apparently referred to her husband as the “special commissioner for the extermination of Jews in Europe.”209


  The lives of local SS families were inseparable from the camp. Food, furniture, clothes, and even toys came from the Auschwitz compounds, as did prisoners used as servants and handymen. The wives and children of SS men also attended official Camp SS functions, such as Christmas parties, films, and puppet shows.210 As for the crimes in the camp, the smoke and stench from the Birkenau crematorium “permeated the entire area,” Höss later noted, including the SS settlement; when SS men returned home in the evenings, their uniforms and shoes gave off the camp’s distinctive smell of decay and death.211


  Even the Auschwitz compounds themselves were open to relatives of the Camp SS staff. Although it was forbidden, SS men regularly showed their wives or girlfriends around, perhaps to satisfy their curiosity.212 SS families made use of the SS medical facilities inside the camp—one located opposite the old crematorium, the other near the so-called Gypsy camp—and treated the prisoners as a source of entertainment. In summer 1944, Birkenau camp compound leader Johann Schwarzhuber forced Soviet prisoners to dance at the electric fence, for the amusement of his family, who watched from the other side. Some children of SS men also entered the compounds, despite attempts by their mothers to protect them from witnessing abuses. In fact, such visits became so widespread that in July 1943 Commandant Höss banned unaccompanied children of SS staff from the camp and its labor commandos. Any direct contact with prisoners, Höss noted sternly, was morally indefensible.213


  In short, the truth about the camp was well known among Auschwitz SS families. This did not stop the wives from supporting their husbands and from enjoying their time in the SS settlement. In some cases, at least, such support was ideologically rooted. Several wives were fervent followers of the Nazi cause. Frau Höss, for one, had met her husband on the far-right fringes during the 1920s. Several of these women may have treated individual prisoners rather humanely, but they stood behind the camps and condoned their husbands’ crimes, tacitly or openly. By performing their role as SS wives and creating a semblance of normality at the anus mundi, these women became complicit in the atrocities.214


  Part of the attraction of Auschwitz for the wives of SS officers was material gain; few, if any, of them ever lived in greater style and luxury. The same was true for SS wives in other KL in occupied eastern Europe. Talking frankly in the late 1970s, the widow of the former Plaszow commandant Göth looked back at her time in the camp with great sorrow—not sorrow for the crimes, but for the “beautiful time” that had long since passed: “My Göth was the king, and I was the queen. Who wouldn’t have traded places with us?”215 Frau Höss, too, felt so happy that she stayed behind in Auschwitz with her children after her husband was transferred to WVHA-D headquarters (formerly the Camp Inspectorate) in Oranienburg in autumn 1943. Her lavish lifestyle was fed with riches taken as a matter of course from local SS supplies and from Jews killed in Birkenau. Her wardrobe was filled with murdered women’s dresses and shoes, and her pantry was bulging with sugar, flour, chocolate, meat, sausages, milk, and cream. Even the gardening supplies for her exotic flowers had arrived from the camp. When the time finally came to leave the commandant’s villa in late 1944, as the Soviet troops approached, the Höss family needed a couple of railway trucks to transport all their possessions to safety.216 Of course, they were not the only pilferers in the Camp SS; corruption was rife across the KL, and nowhere more so than in occupied eastern Europe.


  PLUNDER AND CORRUPTION


  Heinrich Himmler was a mass murderer greatly concerned with decorum. He had long cultivated an image as a deeply principled man, and during the Second World War he became a prominent preacher of a new kind of Nazi morality that saw mass killing as a sacred duty to protect the German people from its mortal enemies.217 Contrary to the views of some historians, Nazi perpetrators like Himmler did not see themselves as nihilists.218 Himmler regarded the Nazi Final Solution as a righteous act, committed out of necessity, idealism, and “love for our people,” as he put it in a notorious speech to SS group leaders in Posen in the early evening of October 4, 1943. That the killers had remained unblemished and “decent” during the mass slaughter of Jews was a truly “glorious page in our history,” he told himself and the other SS grandees.219


  In his Posen speech, Himmler also outlined the rules governing the use of the murdered Jews’ property. On his orders, Himmler said, all the “riches” were going to the Reich, via Oswald Pohl’s WVHA: “We did not take any of it for ourselves.” In Himmler’s moral universe, state-sponsored mass murder and robbery was just, but individual theft was a sin: “We had the moral right, we had the duty towards our people, to kill this people [the Jews] which wanted to kill us. But we do not have the right to enrich ourselves with so much as a fur, with a watch, with a Mark or with a cigarette or with anything else.” The handful of SS men who had broken this hallowed rule, Himmler shouted, briefly betraying some emotion, would be punished “without mercy” and executed on his own personal orders. After all, they had not stolen from Jews but from the Nazi state, which owned all the loot.220


  Himmler knew only too well that this vision of the SS as a virtuous order was deeply disingenuous. He and his judges were in fact rather sympathetic to thieves within the SS ranks and regarded the tempting availability of valuables belonging to murdered Jews as an extenuating circumstance; even big-time thieves were sentenced to no more than detention (often on probation). Moreover, theft and corruption in the SS was not rare, as Himmler suggested, but rampant: in 1942, property offenses accounted for almost half of all sentences passed by SS courts (a far higher proportion than among soldiers in the German armed forces, who had fewer chances to enrich themselves). Theft was particularly widespread in the KL, above all in those at the forefront of the Holocaust. In a camp like Auschwitz, where the WVHA was engaged in a gigantic operation of robbery on Himmler’s orders, his insistence on the “sanctity of property” was bound to fall on deaf ears: if it was right for the state to rob the Jews, local SS officials asked themselves, why should it be wrong for them to do the same?221


  Looting for Germany


  Official SS plunder was meticulously arranged during the Holocaust. In Auschwitz, a well-rehearsed routine was followed as soon as a deportation train reached the camp. The Nazi authorities allowed Jews to bring some luggage for the promised “new life” in the east, including clothes, food, tools, and other personal items. These possessions were seized at the ramp by a special prisoner unit, piled up, and put on trucks to be sorted. Meanwhile, edible goods were taken to a food warehouse. Once the ramp was empty, another prisoner unit scoured the area for money and valuables discarded before or after the selections.222


  A second phase of plunder followed near the gas chambers. Here, prisoners from the Special Squad gathered up clothes, shoes, and other personal effects, such as glasses and watches, after the victims had undressed. Following the gassings, the Special Squad also searched the dead for valuables hidden on their bodies. The hair of women, shorn after they were dead, was collected and dried in rooms above the crematoria, and later used for the production of felt and threads (contrary to rumors, no soap was made from human fat). Gold teeth were cleaned and melted down in a special workshop, together with other precious objects, such as jewelry. According to a secret report compiled by Auschwitz prisoners, some ninety pounds of gold and white metal were extracted from the teeth of murdered Jews in the second half of May 1944 alone (at the height of the extermination of Hungarian Jewry).223


  Most loot in Auschwitz ended up in a special section of the camp known among inmates (and later the SS) as Canada, named after the faraway country associated with great riches. As the Holocaust had gathered momentum, Commandant Höss asked in early June 1942 for the urgent assembly of wooden barracks to store the property of murdered Jews. In the end, six barracks near the main camp were used, but these warehouses (Canada I)—inspected by Oswald Pohl during his visit on September 23, 1942—soon proved too small. The Camp SS killed faster than it could process its plunder, and despite the use of additional huts, the bags and suitcases kept mounting up. Eventually, a much larger compound of thirty barracks was opened in Birkenau (Canada II) in December 1943. But it, too, could not keep up with the pace of genocide, and luggage piled up between the new barracks or had to be moved to other sites.224


  Inside the Auschwitz storage areas, hundreds of male and female prisoners from the so-called Canada Commando worked around the clock to sort the spoils. The largest labor details were combing through the mountains of clothes, which were fumigated, searched for valuables, separated, and stacked. As they emptied jackets and coats, prisoners from the Canada Commando sometimes found letters or photos. “I never dared to look at them,” the Polish Jew Kitty Hart wrote after the war. “Only a few meters away from us—and perhaps at the very same moment—the people, to whom all this had belonged, were burned.” Meanwhile, a specialist SS unit sifted through the banknotes and other valuables; German money was deposited in a designated WVHA account, and the rest was itemized and packed up.225


  Some of the loot stayed inside the camps. In Majdanek and Auschwitz, the SS supplemented its stock of prisoner clothing with suits, shoes, and hats of murdered Jews.226 But the bulk was shipped elsewhere in Poland and Germany. The transports of human hair, for instance, went to the Reich Economic Ministry and to private companies, some of them hundreds of miles away; in a wool combing plant in faraway Bremen, workers one day discovered small coins inside thickly woven plaits cut from the heads of Greek girls back in Auschwitz. Human hair arrived from other concentration camps as well. From summer 1942, the WVHA had issued instructions to several KL to collect the hair of registered prisoners (including men), though the plan to use it for the production of socks for submarine crews and other goods in an SS workshop was soon dropped.227


  Most garments amassed during the Holocaust in Auschwitz and Majdanek were sent to agencies designated by the Reich Economic Ministry. Other shipments of clothes went to the Ethnic German Liaison Office (VoMi), an SS office that facilitated the settlement of ethnic Germans in the Nazi-occupied east. Under the new Nazi Order, German settlers would not only take over some houses and farms of murdered Jews, but also their clothes. By early February 1943, Auschwitz and Majdanek had sent 211 railway carts of clothing to VoMi, including 132,000 men’s shirts, 119,000 women’s dresses, and 15,000 children’s overcoats. The new owners were not supposed to know about the murderous provenance, so the SS leadership gave strict instructions to remove all yellow stars from the clothing.228


  
    
  


  At the center of SS plunder in the concentration camps stood the WVHA. As we have seen, it masterminded the looting of property amassed in all Operation Reinhard camps (the two WVHA camps Auschwitz and Majdanek, and the three Globocnik death camps). In the words of the U.S. judges who sentenced WVHA chief Oswald Pohl to death in 1947, his office had become the “clearinghouse for all the booty.”229 In addition to issuing detailed directives for the processing and dispatch of the spoils, and supervising the accounts, the WVHA handled many of the goods.


  By autumn 1942, SS couriers regularly dropped crates full of watches, alarm clocks, and fountain pens at the WVHA-D office in Oranienburg. They were repaired in a special workshop in Sachsenhausen by around 150 skilled prisoners, some two-thirds of them Jews; like prisoners in the camp’s counterfeiting commando, these men lived under privileged conditions (SS plans to set up a similar workshop in Auschwitz never came to pass). The finished goods were then distributed via WVHA-D—on Himmler’s orders—to officers and men from the Waffen SS; the navy and air force benefited, too. Indeed, different agencies competed for the spoils, with gold watches and pens in particular demand; one SS Obergruppenführer asked Himmler in 1943 for “large quantities” to give “real pleasure” to wounded SS men at Christmas time. The ongoing genocide meant that the supply did not dry up, and as late as November 1944, the WVHA-D officials still sat on more than twenty-seven thousand watches and clocks, as well as five thousand fountain pens. (When he later heard about this scheme, Adolf Eichmann could not believe that the “weirdos” in the WVHA had wasted their precious time on such “bullshit.”)230


  Meanwhile, jewelry, foreign currency, dental gold, and other precious metals amassed in the Operation Reinhard camps were delivered to the central WVHA headquarters in Berlin; Odilo Globocnik frequently appeared in person to hand over valuables from his camps. The goods were then taken by SS Hauptsturmführer Bruno Melmer in locked crates to the German National Bank (Reichsbank).231 Melmer was a busy man: between summer 1942 and late 1944, he made no fewer than seventy-six trips. Normally, the National Bank deposited the equivalent value of the goods in a special account. Purified gold was melted into bars by the Prussian Mint, while other metals were supposed to be sent on for further refining.232 At the same time, the National Bank handled gold extracted in other KL. In the early war years, dental gold of dead prisoners had been used for the fillings of SS men and their families. But by autumn 1942 the SS had stockpiled enough supplies to last for several years, and so the WVHA decided to deposit the surplus with the National Bank.233


  
    
  


  The total value of the SS booty in Auschwitz and Majdanek is impossible to determine, but it is likely to have amounted to several hundred million Reichsmark; some was retained by the SS, but most went into the coffers of the German Reich.234 Still, this was only a fraction of the property seized by the Nazi regime from its victims across the occupied continent—European Jews had been systematically stripped of their belongings long before they reached the KL—and it was rather insignificant for the wider German war effort.235


  Above all else, the plunder in the KL reveals the murderous utilitarianism of SS managers. Everything had to be harnessed for Germany, they believed, including the dead—even in the face of cold economic logic. There was no profit to be made from human hair, after all, which had to be laboriously collected, dried, packaged, and shipped, only to be sold off at bargain prices: 730 kilograms of hair shaved off the heads of Majdanek prisoners between September 1942 and June 1944 netted just 365 Reichsmark, less than the value of a single gold cigarette case looted during Operation Reinhard.236 It was not enough for the SS to murder the Jews and steal their property; all traces of Jewish life had to be erased. Once the Nazi Final Solution was complete, nothing would be left behind: the dead turned to dust, their belongings into booty.


  Robbing the Doomed


  Corruption was a structural feature of Nazi rule, based as it was on patronage and nepotism.237 And it burgeoned at all levels during World War II. Inside Germany, a rampant black market developed as a result of shortages and rationing.238 Elsewhere, the Nazi plunder of Europe fueled personal corruption, with the Holocaust offering the greatest profits for the German occupiers, their foreign supporters, and local opportunists.239 The Treblinka commandant Franz Stangl later recalled that when he had first arrived in the camp in September 1942, local SS men had told him that “there was more money and stuff around than one could dream of, all there for the taking: all one had to do was help oneself.”240


  The Camp SS in the east made the most of these opportunities, lining its pockets with the riches of murdered Jews. Compared to the “gigantic corruption in Auschwitz,” wrote the Jewish survivor Benedikt Kautsky, who experienced several KL following his arrest in 1938 as a prominent Austrian Socialist, the regular thefts by SS men in older camps like Buchenwald were negligible.241 Some rank-and-file SS men became jealous of the riches amassed by their commanding officers, but corruption was all-inclusive; most Camp SS staff in the east were on the make.242


  The centers of corruption were Auschwitz and Majdanek, the two KL most closely involved in the Holocaust. SS men working near the crematoria, the storage rooms, and the ramps had the easiest access to money and valuables. Georg W., a sentry stationed near the Majdanek gas chamber complex, later confessed that he used to walk “over to the places where jewelry was lying” to take it. Ordinary SS members became wealthy overnight; an Auschwitz official by the name of Franz Hofbauer once pocketed ten thousand Reichsmark in a day. Even train drivers who had steered the deportation transports used to linger nearby—pretending to fix the train engine—after Jews had marched off to their deaths, in the hope of finding some discarded valuables.243 Living in an upside-down world, some perpetrators saw the Nazi Final Solution as their lucky break.


  The Camp SS in the east stole from registered prisoners, not just from new arrivals. Goods earmarked for distribution inside the KL were regularly sold for profit. In Plaszow, most prisoner rations were exchanged by the SS on the local black market, with the blessing of Commandant Göth, who liked to feed the meat intended for prisoners to his dogs instead. SS men also seized prisoner clothing. In Warsaw, for instance, the Camp SS sold underwear to local Poles, leaving the prisoners without a change of clothes.244 Although such deals with civilians were a profitable way for the SS to market stolen goods, most of its exchanges took place inside the KL, with prisoners.


  Each concentration camp had its own underground economy, where inmates offered pretty much anything up for sale. Black markets, vital in all the camps, gained added importance in occupied eastern Europe. Since conditions were more ruinous than elsewhere, survival turned even more on the prisoners’ ability to improve their lot through barter. They had to “organize” to stay alive, and the spoils of the Holocaust provided them with the opportunity to do so. In Auschwitz, the prisoners in the Canada Commando were the envy of the camp, because they had ready access to food and clothes—not just for their own use, but for barter on the black market. The members of the Birkenau Special Squad also used their unique position. The “dentist” Leon Cohen, for instance, traded golden teeth with an SS man for schnapps, chicken, and other food.245 Barter was always on the minds of prisoners, even if they had nothing to trade. As they walked around Auschwitz, they often kept their eyes fixed on the ground, hoping to see something—perhaps a button or a piece of string—that could be exchanged later.246


  Deals were made at all times and places. In many KL, the black market actually existed as a physical space. In Klooga, it was located in the lower hall, which started to resemble “a market fair in a shtetl,” as one Jewish inmate noted in his diary, where one could get milk, fruit, honey, cans of food, and much more.247 In Monowitz, it could be found in the corner farthest away from the SS barracks. Primo Levi recalled that it was “permanently occupied by a tumultuous throng, in the open during the summer, in a wash-room during the winter, as soon as the squads return from work.” Among the crowds were starving prisoners, who hoped to trade a small piece of bread for something better, or to exchange their shirt for food (prisoners who “lost” their shirts were invariably beaten by Kapos). At the other end of the scale were professional traders and thieves with access to the SS kitchens or storage rooms. The main currency among prisoners was bread and cigarettes, with prices for items in regular stock (such as the daily soup) fairly stable, while others fluctuated in line with supply and demand.248


  Most exchanges on the black market were made between prisoners. But their most prominent customers were SS officials, and the greatest riches inevitably ended up in their hands. After all, what good was a gold coin to a prisoner who was starving to death? Greedy SS men exploited desperate prisoners, who had little choice but to make deals. In Majdanek, where Jewish inmates were going mad with thirst, Lithuanian sentries gave them small cups of water in return for their clothes and shoes.249 SS men offered many other services, too, if the price was right, including transfers to privileged prisoner squads and delivery of secret letters. Some SS men also blackmailed prisoners, promising to spare them violence or death as long as they could pay.250


  The illicit encounters between SS and prisoners blurred the lines between them; for a brief moment, they were united by shared interests. But they were far from being equal partners. For a start, the SS staff often cheated prisoners. In one spectacular case, an SS man helped an Auschwitz prisoner to escape, only to shoot him point-blank after he had been paid for his services.251 Inmates who knew too much about SS deals were sometimes murdered as well, as were inmates who had resisted advances by corrupt SS officials. And if a deal went wrong, prisoners knew better than to name the guilty SS party; otherwise, the inmate was liable to be beaten to death or shot before he could make any more damaging revelations.252


  SS officials found plenty of uses for all their ill-gotten gains. On occasion, they shared the riches. The Auschwitz SS, for example, ran a secret account—replenished with tens of thousands of Reichsmark stolen from its victims—to pay for alcohol-fueled parties.253 Many more individual perpetrators smuggled their spoils out of the camps and posted them back home, just as Dr. Kremer had done. Local SS officers also relied on continual thefts to maintain their family’s lavish lifestyle in the occupied east. Dinner parties in Auschwitz would not have been the same without all the wine and delicatessen, the linen tablecloths and stylish evening dresses. But greed could be dangerous. When the wife of SS report leader Gerhard Palitzsch, who had lived in a house about five hundred yards outside the main camp, died of typhus in autumn 1942, prisoner rumors had it that she had been infected by lice from clothes stolen from the Canada depot. Following his wife’s death, Palitzsch himself lost his last inhibitions; he stole even more brazenly and forced himself on female guards and prisoners. His crimes eventually caught up with him and he was locked into the same bunker in which he had tortured so many inmates. Like other Camp SS veterans, he later got a second chance as the leader of an Auschwitz satellite camp, but Palitzsch was eventually kicked out of the SS and sent to the front (he died in Hungary in December 1944).254 His fall from grace was far from unique. He was one of a number of corrupt Camp SS men arrested in the second half of the war, during an SS campaign to restore the “decency” of Himmler’s black order.


  The SS Investigates Itself


  In summer 1942, the world of the Camp SS was briefly shaken from within, after two senior commandants were sacked for corruption. Sturmbannführer Alex Piorkowski, who had succeeded Hans Loritz as Dachau commandant, was suspended for orchestrating a major racket in the camp; Himmler promptly demanded that the SS courts take action against the sickly Piorkowski, who had already fallen out of favor before.255 An even more prominent casualty was Oberführer Hans Loritz himself, the highest-ranking KL commandant. Back in March 1942, it had come to light that several Sachsenhausen SS men had systematically embezzled food from the camp kitchen, storerooms, and gardens. Such thefts were run of the mill, and so was the response of Loritz, who quickly put a lid on the affair, blaming one of the prisoners. But this strategy failed, for once. A disgruntled SS man informed the Gestapo, pointing directly at Loritz: everyone in the camp knew the commandant to be the “greatest racketeer of all,” a claim backed by a long list of indiscretions. Meanwhile, an anonymous letter with further allegations—by the wife of a Sachsenhausen guard, as it turned out—was sent to Heinrich Himmler.256


  The Reichsführer SS promptly initiated an official investigation. Amid the endemic corruption it exposed—with prisoners forced to make carpets, paintings, vases, furniture, and even a sailing boat for Loritz—perhaps the most damaging revelation concerned a villa under construction near Salzburg. Back in 1938, Loritz had bought a large piece of land in the sleepy village of St. Gilgen on the Wolfgangsee, and ordered prisoners to build his dream house there, complete with terraced gardens and water features. By the time Loritz came under scrutiny in 1942, most of the work was done, and his wife and sons had already moved in, watching from the windows of their new villa as prisoners put on the finishing touches.257 Asked to explain himself, Loritz protested in June 1942 with great pathos that his honor as an SS officer was being sullied, laying bare the inordinate sense of entitlement of Camp SS officers; Loritz simply could not understand why he, of all people, was pulled up for conduct that was tolerated elsewhere. He was not even the only Camp SS leader who liked to live large on the Wolfgangsee. Not far from his home on the lake, KL prisoners were building another private residence, for Arthur Liebehenschel from the WVHA.258


  So why did the SS leadership move against Loritz in summer 1942? During the second half of the war, when hardships for many ordinary Germans grew, the Nazi leadership became less tolerant of corruption in the ranks, concerned that criticism of crooked officials could erode the already brittle popular mood. In spring 1942, Hitler announced that leading figures of the regime had to demonstrate an exemplary lifestyle, and in summer 1942, Himmler acknowledged that corruption cases caused outrage among the wider public (though his own family continued to live in considerable luxury).259 In this spirit, Himmler decided to make an example of Loritz, whose transgressions had become known beyond Sachsenhausen.


  WVHA chief Oswald Pohl had his own reasons for cracking down on Hans Loritz. Following the recent incorporation of the KL system into his domain, Pohl was keen to establish his authority. And what better way to demonstrate it than to sack a man like Loritz, a stalwart of the Camp SS since its early days and a protégé of Pohl’s old rival Theodor Eicke?260 At the same time, Pohl used the opportunity to present himself as incorruptible, which may account for his theatrical sacking of Alex Piorkowski; apparently, Pohl ordered the Dachau commandant to Berlin and demoted him on the spot, even though he had no authority to do so, completing Piorkowski’s humiliation by stripping him of his ceremonial dagger, the very symbol of virility among the SS.261


  But SS leaders like Pohl were reluctant to tackle the real roots of corruption. Although the WVHA knew that a large number of concentration camp guards were guilty of misconduct, few allegations were taken seriously.262 And even cast-iron cases like the ones against Loritz and Piorkowski were only pursued cursorily, perhaps because they did not become all-too-widely known beyond SS circles. Though Himmler eventually threw Piorkowski out of the SS, the threat of criminal proceedings was not followed up.263 As for Loritz, he kept his SS rank and was redeployed to a new post, setting up a network of forced labor camps in Norway; his family, meanwhile, continued to live in the villa on the Wolfgangsee.264


  Heinrich Himmler was still conscious of appearances, however, and in 1943 he sanctioned another, more concerted push against corruption, triggered by the investigation of another Camp SS veteran, Karl Otto Koch. Koch was one of the most prominent prewar commandants, but his career went off the rails during the war, and his fall would be the most spectacular of any Camp SS official. Spared by Himmler in late 1941, following his first arrest for corruption, Koch was given another chance as commandant of Majdanek, as we have seen. But he soon failed again. On the night of July 14, 1942, more than eighty Soviet POWs fled the camp, climbing over the barbed wire and disappearing into the night. To cover up the ease with which these prisoners had vanished, Koch ordered the immediate execution of dozens of Soviet POWs who had stayed behind, informing his superiors that the slaughtered men had participated in the mass breakout. He also tried to shift the blame for the escape, denouncing the provisional state of the camp, the poor quality of the guards, and the two hapless sentries at the scene, one of whom was the appropriately named Gustav Schlaf (his surname translates as “Sleep”). Unimpressed, Himmler, who visited Lublin days after the escape, ordered on July 25, 1942, that Koch be recalled and investigated for negligence by the SS courts. Koch moved back to his old Buchenwald home to await the outcome. In the end, the case against him was dismissed, though he was not reinstated.265


  Koch soon found himself in more trouble. In March 1943, Himmler visited Buchenwald and was surprised to find Koch and his wife still living in the opulent commandant’s villa. Himmler asked for the “tired and lazy” Koch, as he called the man who was just three years his senior, to be kicked out and sent to the front.266 His order had not yet been implemented when further evidence for Koch’s corruption came to light, prompting Himmler to sign off on a new investigation. Koch’s villa was searched the next day, and on August 24, 1943, he was arrested together with his wife, Ilse, and taken to the Gestapo prison in Weimar.267


  The case against Koch was led by an arrogant young SS jurist named Konrad Morgen, who spent several months in Buchenwald from summer 1943, gathering incriminating material. Born into a poor family in 1909, Morgen had worked his way up to university to study law. He briefly served in a regular Nazi court, and then pursued a career in the SS, joining the newly established SS Main Office for legal matters as a judge in 1940. Sent to the General Government, Morgen gained a reputation for tackling SS corruption and deviance, and following his transfer to the RSHA in late June 1943, on Himmler’s personal orders, he took charge of the Koch case.268 After the war, the canny Morgen testified against some former Camp SS men, portraying himself as a tireless campaigner for law and order. Several historians have fallen for this pose, as did some judges.269 But his postwar testimony was self-serving, riddled with omissions and brazen lies.270 Konrad Morgen had been a committed SS officer. During his investigation of Koch, he condoned RSHA executions, the killing of prisoners in medical experiments, and the murder of supposedly sick and infectious inmates. His main aim was not to stop prisoner abuse but to root out personal corruption (and other cases of insubordination).271 In short, Morgen was no champion of common decency, but a crusader for Himmler’s peculiar brand of SS morality, which tried to exorcise any blemishes from the uniforms of “virtuous” SS killers.


  While Koch stood at the center of Morgen’s investigation, which spanned the former commandant’s reign over both Buchenwald and Majdanek, many other SS men were soon implicated, too. For example, Morgen found that almost all NCOs under Koch in Majdanek had become “completely corrupt,” openly stuffing valuables into their pockets. In the end, though, only close associates of Koch were prosecuted.272 Among them was Hauptscharführer Gotthold Michael, who was accused of running some of his master’s fraudulent operations, as well as stealing prisoner property for his own use, including valuable leather suitcases.273 A more senior defendant was Hermann Hackmann, who had risen in the slipstream of his patron Koch to adjutant in Buchenwald and camp compound leader in Majdanek, in a typical example of Camp SS nepotism. Hackmann was sentenced to death by an SS court on June 29, 1944, for persistent theft, but the judgment was not carried out and he was released after half a year in Dachau to fight against the advancing U.S. troops.274


  Meanwhile, the case against Karl Otto Koch dragged on. Himmler had authorized the use of torture to break those who might know about SS corruption, and in March 1944 Koch was forced into a partial admission of guilt—the blind support from his superiors had turned him into a megalomaniac, he said—only to recant his confession.275 Koch’s trial finally began in September 1944 before an SS and police court in Weimar, but it was quickly adjourned and only resumed on December 18, 1944. Ilse Koch, who had been accused of involvement in the corrupt dealings, was found not guilty. But her husband was sentenced to death. SS leaders hesitated to carry out the sentence. Then, in early April 1945, just before the war ended, Koch was taken from the Weimar police jail to Buchenwald and executed by an SS firing squad. In a final gesture of bravado, he refused a blindfold, clinging to the macho spirit of the Camp SS to the very end.276


  A Judge in Auschwitz


  As evidence for large-scale corruption in Buchenwald mounted up in 1943, Heinrich Himmler authorized the extension of the internal SS investigation into several other KL.277 By early 1944, a few dozen officials were working under Konrad Morgen, who led the investigative teams, and a special SS and police court had been established to deal with the more complex cases.278 The reach of the corruption probe was limited, however, and Morgen’s team investigated no more than half a dozen concentration camps.279 Much of the focus was on the occupied east, where the ready availability of “Jewish property” had resulted in “familiar manifestations of corruption,” as Morgen wrote in 1944.280 A number of Camp SS men were arrested, including two commandants. Hermann Florstedt, who had led Majdanek since November 1942, had initially been praised by his superiors for turning the camp around after Koch’s chaotic reign. By and by, Florstedt turned out to be no less crooked than his predecessor, and in autumn 1943 he was arrested on suspicion of embezzlement, among other charges. His case never came to court, though, and in late March 1945 he was still held on remand in a Weimar police jail; his subsequent fate remains unclear.281 In Plaszow, meanwhile, Commandant Amon Göth—notorious for his lust for gold—was arrested in September 1944, but like Florstedt, he was never sentenced by the SS.282


  From around autumn 1943, Konrad Morgen and several members of his team worked in Auschwitz to investigate SS larceny and fraud, following the aforementioned discovery of dental gold posted by a medical orderly.283 To stop Morgen’s investigation in its tracks, the Auschwitz SS leadership reminded its officials “one last time” that prisoner property—including gold and valuables—was out of bounds; all those who “sullied themselves with such a dirty deed” as theft would be kicked out and prosecuted.284 But corruption was too deeply ingrained to cease on command. After several months in Auschwitz—searching lockers and barracks, examining paperwork, and interrogating suspects—Morgen’s men arrested several people (twenty-three NCOs and two officers, according to a former investigator). Once more, however, the threat of draconian sanctions evaporated. Even major offenders got away with a few years of detention or less. Others were punished even more lightly. Franz Wunsch, for example, an NCO in the Canada storage area who was caught carrying stolen gloves, knives, cigarettes, and more, only received five weeks in solitary confinement.285


  The SS investigation in Auschwitz continued well into 1944. There was even talk of broadening its remit: in June, Morgen heard that Himmler would ask him to head a major inquiry leading “from Hungary to Auschwitz.” Apparently, the mass murder of Hungarian Jews in Birkenau, which had recently begun, yielded less bounty than the SS authorities expected, raising renewed suspicions of embezzlement; it is unclear, however, if this new inquiry ever got off the ground.286 Ultimately, the most high-profile victim of Morgen’s corruption investigation was the head of the Auschwitz political office, Maximilian Grabner. The role of political offices, which were closely involved in mass death and executions, grew sharply across the KL system during the Second World War, and nowhere more so than in Auschwitz, where its many tasks included the supervision of the crematoria and gas chamber complex. Grabner, who had joined the Camp SS from the Vienna Gestapo, carved out a powerful place for his office, almost independent of Commandant Höss, and became perhaps the most feared SS man in the camp.287 Using his privileged position, Grabner helped himself freely to the property of murdered Jews, sending home whole suitcases stuffed with loot.288 His schemes eventually caught the eye of Morgen’s investigators, and on December 1, 1943, he was removed from his post.289


  Grabner’s trial before the special SS and police court in autumn 1944 soon took an unusual turn, revealing the full absurdity of SS justice. Grabner was not only charged with corruption, he was the only Auschwitz SS man also to be indicted for arbitrary prisoner killings, outside the chain of command.290 To Grabner, this must have seemed like a preposterous accusation: Had he not acted according to the general principles of Nazi terror? Some of his old Auschwitz colleagues, called as witnesses, duly came to his defense. Rudolf Höss argued that Grabner’s deeds were hardly worth mentioning, in view of the daily mass murder all around the camp. One of Grabner’s former subordinates, Wilhelm Boger, went even further and is said to have exclaimed: “We have killed far too few for Führer and Reich!”291 Such radical sentiments were probably shared by Heinrich Himmler, who normally backed autonomous acts of Camp SS violence. Even on the rare occasion when he reproached individual SS officials for having gone too far, he was willing to accept that they had acted in the right spirit.292 Predictably, given Himmler’s views and the all-out terror in the KL, it was impossible to prove that Grabner had overstepped his authority. The trial against him was adjourned, amid general confusion, and never resumed.293


  Keeping Up Appearances


  The fanatical Wilhelm Boger spoke for many of his Camp SS comrades, in Auschwitz and elsewhere, when he described Konrad Morgen’s investigation as “a ridiculous theater.”294 And yet, most Camp SS officials did not feel like laughing, as Morgen’s commission was a potential threat; they relied on thefts and fraud as a second income and were in no mood to compromise their lifestyles. These men feared and hated Morgen and did their best to obstruct, sabotage, and undermine his team.295 It was surely no accident that, one day in December 1943, the Auschwitz barrack that held much of the evidence gathered by Morgen’s team mysteriously went up in flames.296


  Compared to most Camp SS men, Heinrich Himmler’s stance on corruption was more ambiguous. He always presented himself as a paragon of propriety. And he was instrumental in launching the investigation into the KL, following the Holocaust-related rise in larceny. Himmler personally approved Konrad Morgen as the head of the anticorruption force and continued to back him, despite opposition from senior Camp SS officials. As late as summer 1944, Himmler expressed his appreciation for the special SS and police court and asked for Morgen’s promotion to Sturmbannführer.297 At the same time, Himmler’s threat of unforgiving punishment for corrupt Camp SS men was empty; behind the scenes, he was reluctant to push for harsh sentences. Himmler also had no desire to broaden Morgen’s small-time operation, since he must have realized that a more systematic probe into SS sleaze would destabilize the entire KL system; after all, corruption was the glue that helped to hold it together. So why did Himmler support Morgen at all? Primarily, it seems, the investigation served a symbolic function. With other Nazi leaders only too aware of the allegations of corruption in the concentration camps, the Reichsführer’s willingness to castigate a few Camp SS offenders was offered as proof of the purity, rigor, and decency of the SS.298


  If Heinrich Himmler was two-faced about corruption, his chief of the KL system was even more duplicitous. Officially, Oswald Pohl and his WVHA managers had no choice but to back the campaign against theft and fraud.299 Pohl was even willing to sacrifice individual SS officers—especially if this strengthened his own hand, as in the case of Loritz. But Pohl balked at a more far-reaching investigation of the KL and repeatedly torpedoed the anticorruption drive, complaining that it undermined prisoner discipline and war production.300


  There was an obvious reason for Pohl’s obstructionism: like other SS leaders, he was hugely profiting from Nazi terror. Divorced in 1938, Pohl had remarried on December 12, 1942, in Himmler’s East Prussian headquarters (Himmler had handpicked the much younger bride, Eleonore von Brüning, a rich heiress).301 The couple enjoyed a feudal lifestyle. In Berlin, they occupied a large villa, “aryanized” from a Jewish woman who later died in Ravensbrück. The Pohls lived rent-free and made themselves comfortable in their new home; it was rebuilt by prisoners from Sachsenhausen, and five inmates remained permanently on hand as servants.302 Pohl joined the new Nazi nobility, which included other pompous leaders like Hermann Göring.303 To announce his arrival, he even made up his own coat of arms, depicting a knight’s helmet with closed visor and a proud horse on its hind legs.304


  Above all, Pohl fancied himself as a landed nobleman—he lied to Himmler, claiming that he came from a long line of farmers—and duly acquired not just one but two manors in the country. His wife had brought into the marriage a beautiful property in the Bavarian countryside, which was renovated by prisoners from Dachau, though the couple did not make much use of it until the closing stages of the Third Reich.305 Instead, they spent time on the Comthurey estate in northern Germany, with its vast grounds and roaring fireplaces. The estate was set up as a satellite camp of Ravensbrück, six miles or so away, with dozens of prisoners serving as slave laborers; some worked in agriculture, others waited on the Pohls, and still others landscaped the gardens and rebuilt the manor house, adding a sauna and other comforts. The bill for Pohl’s extravagance came to several hundreds of thousands of Reichsmark, paid for by the SS.306


  His growing property portfolio also included a splendidly appointed apartment on the Dachau SS plantation, which he used during his wartime trips to southern Germany (Pohl was no stranger to Dachau, having lived in the SS settlement with his first wife in the prewar years). He was a workaholic, but in Dachau, of all places, he sometimes relaxed. Lounging on a deck chair, he was served by prisoners, including a waiter wearing a white jacket; he also sampled meals prepared by his private cook and went on hunting trips, accompanied by his personal master of the hunt.307


  Oswald Pohl’s entire existence was enmeshed with the KL. To him, the camps were not remote abstractions. He lived and breathed them. During meetings and inspections, and during his charmed private life, he was surrounded by prisoners, violence, and death. The Dachau inmate Karel Kašák, who observed Pohl close-up, described him as a typical Nazi upstart who acted like “a god and emperor.” Setting an example for local Camp SS men, Pohl treated prisoners as his personal property and thought nothing of walking around in his dressing gown while ordering them to shine his boots.308 For him, prisoners were slaves to be exploited at will.
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  Economics and Extermination


  Shortly after Heinrich Himmler put him in charge of the KL system, Oswald Pohl summoned the top Camp SS officials to a major two-day conference at his WVHA headquarters in Berlin-Lichterfelde. Brimming with confidence, Pohl used the meeting on April 24 and 25, 1942, to set out his agenda. His reign would be all about economics, he announced, with the immediate goal of kick-starting armaments production. The only way to reach this goal, he added, was to drive prisoners until they dropped: working hours would be unlimited and lunch breaks reduced to the bare minimum. “To attain the utmost performance,” Pohl concluded, “this action must literally be exhausting.” Underscoring the order’s importance, Pohl put the responsibility for its implementation onto the shoulders of individual commandants.1 But his message went beyond economics. He also wanted to impress and intimidate his new subordinates. Facing a gathering of Camp SS veterans—led by Richard Glücks, and including commandants of all fourteen main KL in existence at the time—he was keen to put down an early marker. And although some officials grumbled about his ascent, Pohl swiftly established himself as the overall head of the concentration camp system.2


  Pohl’s close ties to Heinrich Himmler—they corresponded frequently, and also regularly met up or talked on a secure phone line installed in the WVHA—strengthened his position; all Camp SS men knew that the Reichsführer held him in great respect. Pohl, in turn, was slavishly devoted to his younger mentor. He treated Himmler’s wishes as hallowed commands and lambasted anyone who dared to question them.3 Himmler was still the true master of the KL: no major initiative went ahead without his approval during the second half of the war. He received updates about prisoner numbers and deaths from the WVHA, and repeatedly demanded additional details.4 Himmler even found time for further inspections, making at least five trips to concentration camps in 1942.5 Such visits were not empty ceremonies; Himmler remained an exacting, stern ruler. When he arrived unannounced in Dachau on May 1, 1942, for example, and passed a prisoner detail on a vegetable patch that worked too slowly (to his mind), he jumped out of his car, bawled out the Kapo, the sentries, and the SS commando leader, and ordered the prisoners to continue until nighttime. Told that most of the inmates were priests, Himmler exclaimed: “These bastards shall work until they collapse!”6


  As the war dragged on, Himmler’s inspections and interventions grew less frequent. As a leading proponent of total war, he accumulated more and more power. Himmler became Reich minister of the interior (August 1943) and commander of the reserve army (July 1944), and his new posts absorbed much of his time.7 Yet he never forgot the KL, and continued to set their general direction. And as we will see, certain pet projects—such as human experiments and the exploitation of prisoners for the German war economy—still brought out the micromanager in him, stirring subordinates like Pohl to ever more radical initiatives.


  OSWALD POHL AND THE WVHA


  The absorption of the concentration camps into Oswald Pohl’s WVHA coincided with major shifts in the German economy. At the beginning of 1942, Nazi leaders stared into an uncertain future. The army had suffered a dramatic setback in the USSR, war production stagnated, and Germany faced an open-ended global war. To increase its armaments output, the regime took several significant steps, symbolized by two key appointments. In February 1942, Hitler installed his protégé Albert Speer as minister for armaments and war production, and in March 1942, he named the Thuringian Gauleiter Fritz Sauckel as the new general plenipotentiary for labor mobilization. Their fierce activism and ebullient rhetoric quickly made both men into major players in the German war economy.8


  This development spelled danger to Heinrich Himmler, who worried that Speer and Sauckel would push him aside.9 To keep his two rivals at bay, and away from KL labor, Himmler in early March 1942 hastily ordered the incorporation of the Camp Inspectorate into the recently established WVHA.10 Mindful of appearances, Himmler justified the restructure on economic grounds. Absorbing the camps into Pohl’s WVHA would guarantee the utmost exploitation of prisoners, harnessing “every last working hour of every person for our victory.”11 Hitler was persuaded, at least for now, and personally agreed to the expansion of armaments production in concentration camps.12


  Putting the camps into Pohl’s hands made perfect sense to Himmler. Pohl was no stranger to the KL and had gained major influence over the previous years. And unlike the obscure camp inspector Richard Glücks, who hardly ever got an audience with Himmler, Pohl was a close confidant and SS notable, reflected in his promotion to Obergruppenführer, agreed on in a meeting between Himmler and Hitler on March 17, 1942. He had great ambitions and the WVHA seemed destined to become a major force under his leadership. Deeply committed to the cause—he claimed to be a “National Socialist before there even was National Socialism”—Pohl was single-minded, well connected, and politically astute, and had long cultivated a forbidding image; his subordinates marveled at his resilience and feared his temper. His second wife summed up her husband’s image, in a letter to Himmler, as “indestructible, robust, and utterly strong.”13 Clearly, Himmler hoped that other Nazi bigwigs would think twice before pushing Pohl around.


  Inside the WVHA


  The WVHA was a large outfit, with up to 1,700 officials in five main departments overseeing tens of thousands of workers across Europe. Its remit went far beyond the KL; as its name suggests, it was involved in all aspects of SS business and administration, from the acquisition of real estate to the provision of accommodation for SS troops. Nonetheless, all five WVHA departments had close links to the concentration camps. Office Group A dealt with personnel matters, budgets, and payrolls, and with the transfer of funds to individual camps. Among the duties of Office Group B was the supply of food and clothing. Office Group C, meanwhile, was involved in construction projects, including the gas chambers and crematoria in Auschwitz; it was led by SS Oberführer Hans Kammler, who was poised to become a dominant figure in the camp system. As for Office Group W, headed by Pohl himself, it oversaw SS enterprises such as the German Earth and Stone Works (DESt), which continued to rely heavily on KL slave labor; at its height in 1943–44, the SS economy included around thirty different companies, which exploited up to forty thousand camp inmates.14 The administrative heart of the KL system, however, was Office Group D, the former Camp Inspectorate, still based in the so-called T-Building in Oranienburg.


  Compared to the other WVHA offices, Office Group D was rather small.15 In early September 1944, it had no more than 105 employees. Among them were nineteen officers; the rest were auxiliary staff, like secretaries, telex and telephone operators, caretakers, and canteen staff, as well as drivers (Camp SS cars had their own registration numbers, running from SS-16 000 to SS-16 500).16 The atmosphere inside the T-Building reflected the martial values of the Camp SS. Officials normally wore boots and uniforms to work, and put in long hours, until six or seven o’clock in the evening, with some working well into the night; a few officers even slept in private rooms in the T-Building, probably after a meal and some drinks in the local Waffen SS mess hall (other officials lived in Oranienburg or nearby Berlin).17 Like most concentration camps, the KL headquarters were an almost exclusively male workspace. In September 1944, just one woman, a Frau Bade, was listed among the staff members; working as a personal assistant, she was also the only civilian employee and non-SS member.18


  Office Group D had four departments.19 Every two weeks or so, the four department heads would meet in the large office of Richard Glücks on the first floor of the T-Building. Glücks’s deputy Arthur Liebehenschel ran department D I, the so-called central office. Most of the correspondence went through this office. It collated statistics about prisoner numbers, transfers, releases, and deaths, and ruled on applications by commandants for official punishments of individual prisoners. Department D I also transmitted many other orders—from Office Group D, the RSHA, Pohl, and Himmler—to the KL, and kept some oversight of executions and systematic killings inside.20 For example, the officials in D I received the figures of Jews sent to Auschwitz, divided into those gassed on arrival and those selected for labor; Glücks regularly presented a summary of these figures to Pohl.21 The Nazi Final Solution was common knowledge among WVHA officials, and so were many other crimes: “down to the last little clerk,” Pohl testified after the war, “they all must have known what went on in the concentration camps.”22


  Department D II managed KL slave labor, and as the camps’ economic significance increased, so did its status. Its remit was enormous: to oversee the deployment of prisoners across all concentration camps. The D II officials supplied prisoners for SS-owned enterprises, operating as the “labor exchange” of the SS economy, as one former manager put it. Later on, the Oranienburg officials allocated hundreds of thousands of prisoners to state and private industry. To keep track of its slave labor force, D II regularly collected data from the KL about prisoners no longer available for work—because of death, illness, exhaustion, or other reasons—and about the current deployment of their prisoners; executive summaries went to Glücks and Pohl.23


  Health matters in the KL were coordinated through department D III. Its officials liaised with Camp SS doctors—several hundred SS physicians worked in concentration camps at one time or another—by sending orders and checking reports; a monthly summary of prisoner illnesses and casualties by D III was presented to Pohl.24 Dr. Enno Lolling, the chief of D III, frequently traveled to the camps and initiated doctors into various killing programs that required their participation.25 Despite his tough demeanor, however, Lolling’s position was weak. He had the fewest staff in Office Group D, and his Oranienburg colleagues repeatedly encroached on his turf.26 What is more, his department held an outsider status inside the WVHA, because it also reported to the medical office of the Waffen SS (based in the SS Leadership Main Office), which provided the camps with equipment and medical supplies.27 The standing of D III was further damaged by Lolling himself. His superiors showed some goodwill toward him, but other Camp SS officials were less charitable about his abilities. To boot, a scandalous reputation preceded him. Stories about his morphine and alcohol addiction were legend, and he was said to suffer from syphilis. “He was so easy to deceive during inspections,” Rudolf Höss later wrote, “especially, as happened most times, when he had been plied with alcohol.”28


  The fourth and final department, D IV, dealt with administrative issues, including budgets and accommodation. Collaborating with Office Group B, it was also involved in the supply of food and clothes to Camp SS troops and prisoners.29 Initially led by Anton Kaindl, D IV was later headed by Wilhelm Burger.30 Born in 1904, Burger had trained in business and joined the SS in September 1932. Before long, he worked full time as an SS bureaucrat, eventually in the administration of the Death’s Head troops (his rise was not impeded by an ideological blot on his SS résumé: until his divorce in 1935, Burger had been married to a woman of Jewish descent). Following a spell with the Death’s Head division in the early war years, Burger moved to the KL. In June 1942, he became director of administration in Auschwitz, just as the camp turned into a major site of extermination. Burger proved himself there—he was one of the few senior officials to gain unreserved praise from Commandant Rudolf Höss, who commended his “organizational abilities,” “ruthless zeal,” and “hard will”—and after less than one year, on May 1, 1943, Burger was promoted to his new post in the WVHA.31


  This was no exceptional move: several SS officers gained senior positions in Office Group D after first serving in concentration camps. The most prominent was Höss himself, who left Auschwitz in November 1943 to head department D I. Known as “Rudi” to his colleagues, he was one of the zealous officials who often slept in the T-Building. As a hugely experienced practitioner of terror from the largest KL, Höss had much to offer the WVHA and became Pohl’s main troubleshooter.32 Conversely, many men from Office Group D moved in the opposite direction, with two senior managers leaving Oranienburg to take up the top position inside camps. Arthur Liebehenschel became commandant of Auschwitz (in November 1943), effectively swapping jobs with Höss, while Anton Kaindl became commandant of Sachsenhausen (in September 1942), next door to the T-Building. Senior posts within the WVHA may have been better remunerated, but Kaindl’s move still advanced his career. Little more than a year after his transfer, he was promoted to Standartenführer, climbing one rank above Höss in the SS hierarchy.33


  There were pragmatic reasons for moving SS managers like Kaindl from headquarters to the camps. KL staff were in short supply and it made sense to plug sudden gaps with experienced officers.34 However, the rotation of staff—which affected more than half of all the officers working in the Oranienburg T-Building—was about more than expedience.35 Oswald Pohl dreamed of “soldierly officials” who combined bureaucratic skills with experience on the battlefields of the Third Reich, and was keen to employ KL veterans as managers; many of his Oranienburg officials had served apprenticeships inside the camps.36 As for the men transferred from WVHA-D to the concentration camps, there was an expectation that they would prove themselves anew as “political soldiers” at the “front,” lest they become “comfortable, fat, and old” in their office jobs, as Theodor Eicke had once put it.37 Just like the terror experts in the RSHA, the Camp SS managers saw themselves as part of a “fighting administration,” wielding both pen and sword in the name of the SS.38


  Managing the KL


  Immediately after the collapse of the Third Reich, the mighty Oswald Pohl fled from his wife’s Bavarian manor before U.S. soldiers could catch him. He set off on foot to northern Germany, at the other end of the country, where two daughters from his first marriage (both married to SS men) hid him.39 After British soldiers finally arrested him in May 1946, Pohl had another stab at escaping his past. Facing the gallows at his forthcoming trial at Nuremberg, he disowned any responsibility for the crimes in the camps. He had had little involvement, he protested, even after the KL system had come under his WVHA. Apart from labor deployment, which Himmler had asked him to supervise, it was Richard Glücks who had continued to direct “the whole internal operation”; this was why, Pohl added, the Camp Inspectorate had been left unchanged, except for its new name as Office Group D.40 Although some historians have since echoed this claim, presenting Pohl as a rather peripheral character, his self-serving account had little basis in fact.41


  Oswald Pohl was far more than the remote figurehead of the concentration camps. True, there were continuities in the operation of the KL system. Most of its managers came from the old Camp Inspectorate, among them Richard Glücks and three of his four department heads, who effectively continued their previous jobs in the WVHA.42 If we probe more deeply, however, a different picture emerges. Changing the doorplate of the T-Building from “Camp Inspectorate” to “WVHA Office Group D” was more than an exercise in rebranding. The camps really did become part of the WVHA, and Pohl their energetic leader. He may have left day-to-day matters to Glücks and his staff in Oranienburg, but Pohl’s fingerprints were all over the major decisions regarding the camps. His focus on camp labor certainly did not limit his engagement with other matters. After all, by the second half of the war, slave labor touched on most, if not all, aspects of the KL—in line with Himmler’s wishes, who urged Pohl to ensure the “total priority of labor.”43


  And so Pohl’s involvement stretched from medical matters to construction, from prisoner privileges to mass extermination. In addition to a constant stream of reports and statistics from Office Group D, Pohl held weekly meetings with Richard Glücks, and regularly saw other senior Camp SS managers.44 Pohl also summoned the KL commandants for face-to-face conferences; following the inaugural meeting in April 1942, they came together every few months in the German capital.45 Meanwhile, the physical distance between Pohl’s headquarters (in Berlin-Lichterfelde) and the T-Building (in Oranienburg) was bridged by telephone and a designated SS courier.46 All these contacts contributed to the gradual integration of the camp administration into the WVHA.


  Much as Pohl learned about the KL from his vantage point in Berlin, he was no born bureaucrat. Contrary to the image of the efficient desk-bound perpetrator, so popular among some historians of Nazi terror, SS managers like Pohl were often hands-on.47 Modeling himself as the ideal “soldierly official,” he went on the road to impose his vision, ruling on many local issues. His master Heinrich Himmler drove him to ever more vigorous action, demanding in March 1943 that Pohl or Glücks should travel each week to a different camp to push everyone to work harder. “I believe that at the present moment we have to spend an enormous amount of time in person in the enterprises out there,” Himmler told Pohl, “to crack with the whip of our words and to help on the spot with our energy.”48


  These words were Pohl’s mantra. Like Eicke before him, he was always on the move and became a familiar face in many KL, from small satellites to huge complexes like Auschwitz, which he visited at least four times between April 1942 and June 1944.49 Local officials must have dreaded his arrival—like Himmler, he sometimes appeared unannounced—for Pohl was hard to please and quick to punish. He inspired fear in his men, just as Eicke had done, though far less affection. His memory was unforgiving and his zeal unsurpassed. Even the single-minded Rudolf Höss had finally found his match. During joint inspections, Pohl, who was in his early fifties, would hasten from one stop to the next, wearing out the younger man. “Having to join him on a business trip,” the weary Höss concluded, “was no pure pleasure.”50


  Pohl’s ascent over the KL system eclipsed Richard Glücks. To be sure, as the head of Office Group D, Glücks was still an influential figure, supervising the everyday operations and participating in personnel and policy decisions; in November 1943 he was rewarded for his long service in the Camp SS with promotion to Gruppenführer. But there was no doubt that Pohl was in overall charge, as even Glücks himself accepted.51 Crucially, Glücks’s position was also eroded from below by one of Pohl’s protégés, Gerhard Maurer, who joined Office Group D in spring 1942 to head department D II (labor action of prisoners). In the past, the Oranienburg managers had only paid limited attention to forced labor.52 But there was no overlooking Maurer’s new department, which grew into a dominant force, as did Maurer himself; in charge of camp labor until the end of the war, he became the most powerful man inside the T-Building.53


  In many ways, Gerhard Maurer was typical of the SS managers who thrived under Pohl: ambitious young men who combined experience of modern business administration with firm commitment to the Nazi cause, allowing them to harness SS economic activities for the Nazi national community.54 Born in 1907, Maurer apprenticed in business after leaving school and worked as an accountant. Like so many others, he drifted to the radical right as the Weimar Republic crumbled. Maurer signed up with the Nazi Party in December 1930, days shy of his twenty-third birthday, and joined the SS the following year. Soon after the capture of power, Maurer married his political beliefs and professional skills, first as chief accountant of a Nazi publishing house and then, in 1934, as a full-time SS official. Maurer never looked back. He rose through the burgeoning SS bureaucracy, gaining glowing reports along the way, and was poached in summer 1939 by Oswald Pohl for the new SS Main Office Administration and Business. He had reached one of the top managerial positions, with the rank of Sturmbannführer, by the time he moved to Oranienburg to take up his new post.55


  Although Gerhard Maurer came from outside the Camp SS, he was no freshman. His previous work had brought him into close contact with the concentration camps, and he hit the ground running in spring 1942; as Pohl’s point man, he was in a strong position to impose his will. Maurer accompanied Richard Glücks to the weekly meetings with Pohl, which were mostly about labor allocation, and he had direct access to Pohl at other times. Uncompromising, unflappable, and untiring, Maurer quickly gained the respect of other SS men in the Oranienburg HQ and inside the camps. He often spent half the week on the road, traveling from camp to camp, sometimes accompanied by other senior colleagues like Wilhelm Burger and Enno Lolling.56 In the KL, Maurer built up especially close relations with the labor action leaders, who now became powerful figures. These men were his local enforcers, and he regularly summoned them to Oranienburg for conferences to discuss new initiatives.57 Maurer also liaised with many outside agencies, including Speer’s ministry and private industry, cementing his status as the principal SS manager of forced labor. When Speer scheduled a central planning meeting for late October 1942, Pohl immediately recalled the indispensable Maurer from an inspection to Auschwitz, rather than send another SS official to the meeting.58


  The more intense the SS fixation on slave labor, the higher Maurer’s star rose over the KL system. Maurer was officially appointed as Glücks’s deputy in autumn 1943 (following Liebehenschel’s departure for Auschwitz), and the other Oranienburg officials knew that he was the real power behind Glücks’s throne. Compared to the dynamic Maurer—just thirty-four years old when he joined the Camp SS staff—the portly Glücks, almost twenty years his senior, seemed like a spent force. Even Glücks’s sidekick Liebehenschel saw that “the old man,” as he called him, was out of touch. For his part, Glücks was ready to take a backseat, though he still enjoyed the trappings of his job. Many of the key decisions, however, were now taken two doors down from his lavish room in the T-Building, in Maurer’s small office.59


  Pohl’s Commandants


  As the commandants fanned out from Berlin back to the concentration camps across Nazi-controlled Europe, following their inaugural conference with Oswald Pohl in late April 1942, they wondered what the new era would bring. All of them must have been struck by Pohl, who came across as a “brute force of nature,” in the words of Rudolf Höss; there was no doubt that Pohl was serious about changing the KL system.60 But none of the commandants could have foreseen just how soon they would be affected personally. Pohl was not content with remaking the Oranienburg HQ. He was determined to put his stamp on the individual camps, too, and in summer 1942, he made sweeping changes among the commandants, with Himmler’s approval. A minor restructure was already on the agenda, after several officers had become embroiled in scandal. Pohl’s ambitions went further, however, and when the dust had settled in October 1942, all but four concentration camps had a new commandant.


  Pohl’s shake-up started further down the Camp SS hierarchy, when the WVHA ordered individual camps in early May 1942 to report long-serving SS block leaders for relocation.61 The resulting rotation of low-level staff disrupted set routines and old cliques, as the WVHA had evidently intended. In Sachsenhausen, for example, the death squad was broken up and several members moved to another KL (only a few indispensable experts in torture and death stayed behind).62 Others left the camps altogether, after SS leaders stepped up transfers to the Death’s Head division, which had suffered huge losses during ferocious fighting on the Eastern Front since early 1942.63 Among the Sachsenhausen block leaders who departed for military training were Wilhelm Schubert and Richard Bugdalle. Schubert later fought in Poland, Hungary, and Austria. Bugdalle, by contrast, did not last long as a soldier. He was unable to control the violent urges that had served him so well in the camps, and was thrown in an SS prison camp for beating up a commander who had found fault with his military salute.64


  The Camp SS entered a major period of flux under Pohl, as new staff joined and experienced men moved on. Although all ranks were affected, it was his summer 1942 reshuffle at the top of the KL that caused the greatest upheaval. Of fourteen commandants, five were kicked out of the Camp SS altogether. In addition to Piorkowski (Dachau), Loritz (Sachsenhausen), and Koch (Majdanek), Pohl also sacked Karl Künstler (Flossenbürg) and Arthur Rödl (Gross-Rosen); a sixth commandant, Wilhelm Schitli, left after the closure of the Arbeitsdorf KL. Of the remaining eight commandants, four kept their old jobs—Hermann Pister (Buchenwald), Franz Ziereis (Mauthausen), Rudolf Höss (Auschwitz), and Adolf Haas (Niederhagen)—while the remaining four were transferred to a different KL: Martin Weiss moved from Neuengamme to Dachau, Max Pauly from Stutthof to Neuengamme, Egon Zill from Natzweiler to Flossenbürg, and Max Koegel from Ravensbrück to Majdanek. Finally, five SS officers were newly appointed as camp commandants: Fritz Suhren (Ravensbrück), Wilhelm Gideon (Gross-Rosen), Anton Kaindl (Sachsenhausen), Paul Werner Hoppe (Stutthof), and Josef Kramer (Natzweiler).65 When the KL commandants assembled for their next conference with Pohl in Berlin, it became clear just by looking around the table how much had changed since April 1942.


  The scale of Pohl’s reorganization is not in doubt; but what about its significance? After the war, Pohl claimed it was all down to his kindness: he had wanted to establish a more humane spirit, he said, by removing “roughnecks” educated in “Eicke’s school.”66 No credible historian would buy this tale of compassion. But the depiction of the reshuffle as a break with the Eicke era has gained some traction, as has the argument that Pohl was aiming to mobilize forced labor by appointing better managers.67


  Pohl clearly had high hopes for his five new commandants. They were comparatively young men, thirty-seven years old on average, and had all previously served in the Camp SS. Josef Kramer, for example, had gained almost all his professional experience inside, serving on the Commandant Staff of six different concentration camps between 1934 and 1942.68 Three of the new commandants had belonged to the Death’s Head division, with both Hoppe and Gideon wounded at Demjansk in 1942.69 They could boast some administrative skills, too, none more so than the new Sachsenhausen commandant, Anton Kaindl, the chief administrator in the Camp SS (as the former head of WVHA-D IV). Kaindl was a manager through and through, and with his round, horn-rimmed glasses, the slight man looked a breed apart from beefy thugs of the prewar years like Hans Loritz. Born in 1902, Kaindl had served for twelve years in the Weimar army as an accountant and paymaster. In the Third Reich, he put his skills into the service of the SA and then Pohl’s SS Administration Office. In 1936, he joined Eicke’s staff and soon became chief administrative officer of the Death’s Head troops. He took the same post in the Death’s Head division in autumn 1939, before returning to the Camp Inspectorate some two years later. Pohl had long admired Kaindl’s organizational talent and hoped that he would bring it to Sachsenhausen in 1942.70 Likewise, Pohl’s vision of productive KL influenced his dismissal of commandants.71 With Germany’s victory no longer a foregone conclusion, incompetence became a threat to the war effort. Koch’s time was up after he messed up one time too many, leaving Majdanek in a shambles. Künstler, too, finally had to go. A chronic drunk, he had failed to mend his ways, and when news of yet another bacchanalia at Flossenbürg made the rounds, SS leaders lost patience; a failure like Künstler was out of step with the Pohl era.72


  
    
  


  Despite its far-reaching changes, however, we must not exaggerate the impact of Pohl’s 1942 reshuffle. For a start, he was no more adept than his predecessors at imposing a fully coherent personnel policy. Some new commandants like Kaindl may have approached Pohl’s ideal of the soldierly official, but most did not. Indeed, many appointments were makeshift, the result of chance and connections.73 Just as in the early years of the Camp SS, there was a high turnover of staff. Some of Pohl’s commandants fell fast, proving themselves just as inept and corrupt as the men they had replaced. Wilhelm Gideon, for example, lasted barely one year at Gross-Rosen. Perhaps Pohl’s most unusual appointment, Gideon had been chief administrative officer in Neuengamme, and was the first such official to rise to commandant. He was also the last; more devoted to alcohol than to his job, Gideon was sacked in autumn 1943.74 Pohl proved no more sure-footed in his other appointments, with three commandants anointed by him at later dates—Karl Chmielewski, Hermann Florstedt, and Adam Grünewald—arrested by the Nazi authorities for violence and corruption.75 And far from provoking a rupture with the Eicke era, Pohl drew heavily from the “talent pool” filled by his old adversary. Most commandants who stayed on—experienced men like Höss, Koegel, Weiss, Ziereis, and Zill—had thrived during Eicke’s time; they were experts in terror, first and foremost, not in business. The same was true for new commandants. Even Anton Kaindl had been taken under Eicke’s wing back in 1936 and remained one of his closest associates until 1941.76


  In the final analysis, then, Pohl’s reshuffle was meant to refresh the camps, not to reinvent them. Clearly, Pohl wanted to pave the way for more effective slave labor. At the same time, though, he wanted to retain the spirit of the Camp SS and continued to put his trust in veterans of violence. In a pattern repeated elsewhere, Pohl expected radical change without making radical changes. More generally, his reshuffle was not just about economics; it was also about power.77 Pohl was a master of gesture politics and wanted to prove to Himmler that he would fight corruption and incompetence. Simultaneously, he gave notice to the Camp SS staff that he would be no pushover like Glücks. The message was understood, and by autumn 1942, Pohl’s authority over the KL had been cemented. As a piece of political theater, then, his reshuffle succeeded. As an economic initiative, it failed, for the concentration camps would never turn into significant hubs for the German economy.78


  SS Armaments Works


  Oswald Pohl was hoping to press more prisoners into the war effort. Previously, SS thinking had been dominated by visions of vast settlements, but these dreams were already fading fast when Pohl took control of the KL in spring 1942, punctured by the harsh reality of a war that would not end. True, SS leaders found it hard to let go of their dreams, which continued to offer relief from the growing gloom enveloping the Third Reich, just as Hitler later lost himself in architectural models of his imaginary cities when much of Germany lay in ruins.79 As a practical policy, however, the construction of huge new SS buildings in the east was losing its urgency. In the end, most plans remained in drawers, grim reminders of what might have been.


  The attention of SS leaders shifted from the future to the present, from German cities and settlements to weaponry. At a time when the entire German economy was gearing up for the war effort, the SS could not stay on the sidelines. There was widespread agreement among the Nazi elite, starting with Adolf Hitler, that the KL had to focus more intensively on arms production.80 Oswald Pohl was one of the greatest proponents of the new course. The priority, he confirmed to Himmler in late April 1942, was no longer the SS peacetime building projects; it was the increase of armaments.81 But how would this be done?


  
    
  


  To Himmler, the answer was obvious: it was time to establish the SS as an arms manufacturer. This quickly turned into another of his flights of fancy. By summer 1942, he was fantasizing about arsenals of high-tech weapons rolling out of factories “erected and run by us.” Himmler’s enthusiasm was contagious. His enforcer Pohl was equally optimistic that SS enterprises in concentration camps could undertake “armaments tasks on the largest scale.”82 Shortsighted though they were, even Himmler and Pohl saw that they could not go it alone, at least not at first; the SS needed help from private industry. Still, Himmler hoped to maintain ultimate control over such joint ventures, and insisted in spring and summer 1942 that all production take place in the KL. While he was prepared to accept (at least in theory) that private companies would retain economic supervision over shared enterprises, his general ruling was clear: arms manufacturers had to erect their factories inside his concentration camps.83


  Perhaps Himmler’s basic rule was a reaction to the first major collaboration between the SS and the armaments industry, which had quickly gone awry. On January 11, 1942, Hitler had signed off on a deal for the SS to participate in the construction of a light alloy foundry on the grounds of the Volkswagen (VW) works in Wolfsburg. On paper, this order put the SS into pole position, as Himmler was in charge of the “completion, extension, and operation” of the foundry, using “manpower from the concentration camps.” However, VW was unwilling to cede control on its home turf and the SS soon gave in. VW would run the factory, while the SS would merely supply and guard the prisoners. A new KL—tellingly named Arbeitsdorf (village of labor)—was set up for this purpose on the foundry’s building site, and in April 1942 hundreds of inmates arrived for construction work. But their hard labor proved pointless. Albert Speer had undermined the project since his appointment as armaments minister, not least because of its limited relevance for the war effort, and quickly used his influence over production planning and raw materials allocation to bring it down; the Arbeitsdorf camp closed within a few months. When the prisoners were withdrawn in October 1942, they left behind a half-completed and empty shell.84


  Himmler was unfazed by the failure of Arbeitsdorf. Frustrated that SS armaments production amounted to no more than “peanuts,” as he put it in September 1942, he pressed ahead with more joint ventures, though this time inside existing KL.85 Himmler was pursuing four key projects: the production of rifles in Buchenwald (working with the Wilhelm Gustloff company), handguns in Neuengamme (Carl Walther company), antiaircraft guns in Auschwitz (Krupp), and transmitters in Ravensbrück (Siemens & Halske). The SS was building all these factories, and Himmler expected them to provide supplies for the Waffen SS.86 He also tried to impress Hitler, dazzling him with tales of vast armies of slaves churning out weapons in the KL. “The Führer,” Himmler informed Pohl in March 1943, “counts so very firmly on our production and our support.”87


  By that time, the momentum behind the SS plans had already stalled. Still, Himmler and Pohl plowed on, determined to establish yet more KL armaments factories. To this end, they were even prepared to transform established SS businesses. In some concentration camps, DESt now moved into war production, gradually shifting from bricks and stones to weaponry. In Flossenbürg, its construction of fighter planes began in 1943, with Messerschmitt providing raw materials and technical training; forced labor in the quarry, meanwhile, the symbol of the camp since its inception, came to an almost complete standstill. In SS circles, the Flossenbürg project was hailed as a triumph—Pohl personally inspected the new factory—and it seemed to stick closely to Himmler’s blueprint: production took place inside the camp and was supervised (at least nominally) by the SS, which sold the finished goods to Messerschmitt at a profit.88 Such apparent successes made Himmler bullish about the significance of the SS economy, and he acted as its greatest cheerleader. In October 1943, he bragged to SS leaders about “giant armaments works” run by the SS in concentration camps.89 But this was just wishful thinking. In truth, the SS had failed to become a serious arms manufacturer.


  Among all the SS businesses in concentration camps, DESt was alone in turning to arms manufacturing, and even this move was partial and reliant on unsophisticated production methods. Many SS businesses remained largely untouched by the war. Peacetime production simply continued, despite an explicit order by the WVHA in autumn 1942 to abandon all permanent KL labor details that were not engaged in work important or essential for the war effort. In several camps, even DESt still focused on building materials and other goods. The DESt factory in Berlstedt, for example, staffed by prisoners from nearby Buchenwald, actually stepped up its production of flowerpots, turning out nearly 1.7 million in 1943 alone. SS managers made absurd attempts to designate such work as indispensable, even passing off the production of porcelain as “war essential.” In reality, much of the SS output had little to do with the war effort, never mind high-tech weaponry.90 These shortcomings were plain to see, and in April 1943, Himmler suffered the indignity of being patronized by Albert Speer, who complained that the SS was wasting its resources.91


  As for the wider SS collaboration with the arms industry, none of the four pet projects pursued by Himmler came to much, hampered by changing military priorities and shortages of adequate machinery. In Ravensbrück, production expanded only slowly; in summer 1943, after one year, no more than six hundred female prisoners were toiling for Siemens & Halske. Elsewhere, the picture was even less flattering to Himmler’s ambitions. Rifle production in Buchenwald only got under way in spring 1943, on a much smaller scale than planned. In Neuengamme, the partial production of firearms began even later, with negligible results, while the production of antiaircraft guns in Auschwitz never even started.92 SS efforts to dominate their business partners ended in defeat, too, as it largely failed to wrest control over production in KL factories. The reason was simple, as Speer pointed out bluntly to Himmler: industrialists were “not keen to build up the SS as competition.”93 For his part, Speer, who had long backed economic ventures in the KL, threw his weight behind industry. While Himmler and Pohl were still dreaming about the SS production of weaponry, he dealt them a fatal blow.


  War and Satellites


  The future of concentration camp labor was determined not in spring 1942, when Oswald Pohl took over the KL system, but in autumn, at a time when only around five percent of prisoners were working for the war industry.94 And its future was determined not by Pohl but by Albert Speer, who was fast becoming one of the most powerful men in the Third Reich. During a crucial meeting on September 15, 1942, Speer outwitted Pohl. Blinded by Speer’s enticing (but empty) talk of a big SS armaments complex, the giddy Pohl stumbled into a major concession: he abandoned Himmler’s rule of moving all production into the camps and allowed that prisoners could be sent to armaments works elsewhere. Speer pounced on this concession and used it a few days later, during a conference with Hitler. After he persuaded Hitler that it would be impossible to set up substantial weapons production inside the KL—Speer highlighted the poor infrastructure—he received backing for the deployment of prisoners in established arms factories, without major SS influence.95 Instead of moving arms factories inside the KL, prisoners increasingly moved outside to factories owned by private and state industry. Appointed to strengthen the SS economy, Oswald Pohl had hastened its decline, loosening the grip over its slave labor force.


  Hitler’s basic decision in September 1942 was a catalyst for the growing cooperation between industry and the SS. From now on, the SS guarded more and more of its prisoners at new satellite camps near arms factories and construction sites. Previously, as we have seen, neither the SS nor industry had shown a burning desire to work together. The SS preferred to use its prisoners for its own schemes while industry preferred more flexible sources of labor. Ambitious projects such as Monowitz (IG Farben) and Arbeitsdorf (VW) had been the exception, not the rule, and further joint ventures had remained sporadic even during the early months of Pohl’s stewardship of the KL system.96 This began to change from late 1942, and so did the function, spread, and size of satellite camps. Though a few small sites had existed before, some going back to the prewar years, it was only now that the systematic spread of KL satellites (administratively attached to main concentration camps) started. The SS established a whole raft of new camps, largely near factories; by summer 1943, there were already around 150 satellite camps (up from around eighty at the start of the year). Some of their inmates worked for the SS, though many more worked for the war industry, often in manufacturing.97


  Many of the new satellite camps supplied forced labor for the aircraft industry, which faced particularly severe shortages. The two largest camps were connected to state-of-the-art factories run by Heinkel and BMW. The exploitation of Dachau prisoners by BMW had begun as early as March 1942, at its new factory for airplane motors in the Munich district of Allach. Prisoner numbers initially remained small, however, and inmates were transported back every evening to the main camp, some seven miles away. But in March 1943 the SS set up a satellite camp outside the factory gates, and within six months almost two thousand male KL prisoners worked in Allach, together with other forced laborers.98 Even bigger was the satellite camp at the Heinkel works in Oranienburg, just around the corner from Sachsenhausen, which became a model for the collaboration between the SS and industry. Here, too, the local Camp SS initially supplied only a small prisoner commando, which expanded rapidly after the establishment of a permanent satellite camp on site in September 1942; barely a year later, 150 prisoners had become over six thousand, producing all the parts for the biggest German bomber, the Heinkel 177.99


  The mass deployment of KL prisoners for arms production required a rethink from both SS leaders and industrialists, as demonstrated in the case of AFA, Germany’s largest manufacturer of batteries (rebranded as Varta after the war). In 1941, the SS had floated the idea of using Neuengamme prisoners at the AFA factory in Hanover, which produced batteries for submarines and torpedoes. However, the stringent SS conditions—including the total separation of the prisoners from other workers—put off the firm, which still had sufficient workers anyway. By spring 1943, however, the situation had changed. After the supply of workers from labor exchanges had dwindled, AFA grew interested in KL prisoners. The SS, meanwhile, was more cooperative than before. Accepting the priority of production, it relaxed its rigid rules and allowed its prisoners to work with other foreign laborers. Chivied along by Speer’s ministry, both sides reached an agreement, leading to the creation of the Neuengamme satellite camp Hanover-Stöcken in summer 1943; it stood some four hundred feet away from the factory and held up to one thousand prisoners by autumn 1943.100


  In addition to satellite camps for war production, the SS established satellites for repairing war damage. Since 1940, selected prisoners (from KL and prisons) had had to defuse unexploded Allied bombs, on Hitler’s orders; numerous men were blown to pieces in front of their terrified comrades. As the air raids intensified, the German authorities drafted many more prisoners. Following a tour of devastated German cities in late summer 1942, Heinrich Himmler ordered the urgent dispatch of mobile prisoner squads to clear up the debris. By mid-October, the WVHA had designated three thousand inmates from Neuengamme, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald. In close cooperation with Speer’s office and other Nazi agencies, these prisoners were stationed in barrack camps and converted buildings in several major German cities. They were forced to clear rubble, gather bricks, wood, food, and roof tiles, build air raid shelters, bury the dead, and rescue survivors. This work was exhausting and dangerous, but the SS and municipal authorities regarded it as a great success, paving the way for the expansion of these so-called SS Building Brigades, which formed some of the largest satellite camps in early 1943.101


  Although KL labor changed during 1942–43, this was still an experimental phase. It would be wrong to think that almost all prisoners now worked flat-out for the war industry or cleared bomb damage. These pioneering projects were just that, pioneering, and they were not yet representative of the KL system as a whole. By summer 1943, no more than an estimated thirty thousand of two hundred thousand prisoners worked in satellite camps; the vast majority of prisoners remained inside main camps and at the disposal of the SS.102


  There was a simple reason for the slow pace of change: the German arms industry was still in no hurry to draw on KL labor. Industry managers saw numerous pitfalls of working with the SS. High levels of security and myriad rules could disrupt production; prisoners, widely regarded as dangerous enemies, might engage in sabotage and incite the rest of the workforce; or they might be too exhausted to work properly. As one leading industrialist put it in October 1942, after Speer suggested the redeployment of prisoners from the Mauthausen quarry: “I already looked at them myself; they are no use to me in coal mining.” In general, therefore, German industry still preferred other sources of labor power, such as foreign workers. Only after these sources began to dry up did it become more proactive, resulting in a scramble for KL prisoners from autumn 1943.103


  Even though the full impact of the new direction of concentration camp labor was not felt until later, the earlier developments were significant nonetheless. The groundbreaking cooperation with leading firms like IG Farben, Heinkel, BMW, AFA, and VW provided the blueprint for future agreements between SS and industry. So what did this emerging blueprint look like? The allocation of KL prisoners would be handled centrally by the WVHA, one of the main innovations made by Pohl in spring 1942, following a discussion with Himmler.104 Typically, companies submitted their requests for forced workers via the local commandants or via the offices of Speer, Sauckel, or Göring (some companies also contacted the WVHA directly). Gerhard Maurer and his men in Office Group D II, who would often meet managers of the interested firms, assessed all applications, and then presented their recommendations to Pohl, who made the final decision. If Pohl gave permission to proceed, local camp officials would work out the contractual details with company representatives. Once the WVHA had approved the contract and all preparations were complete, the prisoner deployment would begin.105


  When it came to the establishment of new satellite camps, there was a clear division of labor between SS and firms. In addition to the prisoners, and their basic clothing and food, the SS provided the personnel (Guard Troops and Commandant Staff) to oversee sentry duties, prisoner transports, punishment, and medical care. The companies, in turn, were in charge of technical supervision during work, and paid for the construction and maintenance of the compound, which had to conform to strict SS standards.106 Firms also paid daily rates for prisoner labor, revised in October 1942. In Germany, the daily price for each qualified male prisoner now stood at six Reichsmark, and four Reichsmark for an unskilled one. In occupied eastern Europe, including Auschwitz, the daily rate was reduced to four and three Reichsmark respectively, presumably because less output was expected from the even more ravaged prisoners. There was no such distinction between skilled and unskilled labor in the case of female prisoners, who were regarded as less able workers; instead, there was a flat rate similar to the one for unskilled men.107 Contrary to the claims of some historians, the SS benefited from most payments only in a roundabout way. Since the prisoners were regarded as the property of the state, most of the income from their labor—perhaps around two hundred million Reichsmark in 1943, rising to around four to five hundred million the following year—officially went into the coffers of the Reich (though this helped to finance the state-sponsored KL system).108


  If there was little immediate financial gain for the Camp SS, why did it lease inmates to the war industry? For a start, the SS remained subject to outside influence, and as the demand for labor grew, so did the pressure (above all from Speer) to surrender prisoners for war production. But the SS also expected advantages from its collaboration with industry. In addition to tangible benefits, such as the preferential allocation of weapons for SS troops, Himmler, who never quite abandoned his dream of an SS arms complex, hoped that working with industry would enhance the expertise of his own managers. And then there was power and prestige. With labor becoming an increasingly precious resource, the SS could present the KL as vital cogs in the Nazi war economy; the larger the SS army of forced workers, the greater its potential influence.109 This was one reason, no doubt, behind the strenuous efforts by Pohl and his WVHA managers in 1942–43 to extend the overall number of prisoners in the concentration camps, as well as their output.


  SLAVE LABOR


  Is it right to call SS prisoners “slaves”? The term is commonplace in many accounts of the concentration camps, but some scholars have questioned its use. Slaveholders, these critics suggest, had an innate interest in their bondsmen’s survival, since they represented economic value; prisoners, by contrast, were worthless to the SS, who deliberately drove them to their graves. However, this argument is not fully convincing. After all, the SS always assigned some value to its prisoners. Even at the height of their destructiveness, when some prisoner groups were singled out for annihilation, the camps never aimed at the systematic destruction of all their inmates. More generally, there are different definitions of slavery. If used broadly—to describe a system of domination based on force and terror, which aimed at economic gain through the unrestrained subjugation of social outcasts—then the term captures the fate of many KL prisoners in the Second World War, especially during its latter stages.110


  This is what many prisoners themselves thought when trying to make sense of their suffering. In February 1943, the Dachau inmate Edgar Kupfer described the SS use of inmates for the war effort as “modern slave rental.”111 This verdict chimed with the views of the perpetrators. In March 1942, Himmler himself told Pohl that the SS should feed its KL prisoners cheaply and simply, like “slaves in Egypt.”112 The term seemed so apt to Himmler that he repeated it on further occasions. Just a few months later, he spoke to SS generals about “work slaves” in the camps, who were building the new Germany “without consideration for any losses.”113


  Himmler expected extraordinary results from his slaves, insisting that their output should equal or exceed that of ordinary German workers. “Herein lies the largest reservoir of manpower,” he lectured Pohl.114 One early SS initiative to increase productivity aimed at the reduction of inmates working in maintenance (in KL kitchens, laundries, barracks, and elsewhere). To free more prisoners for other jobs, Richard Glücks announced in early 1942, no more than ten percent of those judged fit for work should be deployed in this way (in early 1944, the target figure was reduced to six percent). However, even if commandants had been willing to implement these orders fully—which they were not—it would have done little to satisfy the economic ambitions of their superiors, who pursued many more measures in 1942–43 to create a more industrious KL slave labor force.115


  Privileges and Productivity


  Most prisoners had known only one main reason for working—fear. Since forced labor was primarily about punishment, not productivity, the Camp SS had not seen any real reason to rewarding diligent prisoners: Why offer carrots if one could use sticks, whips, and boots? As economic imperatives became more pressing, however, SS leaders decided to break with convention and allow incentives. They could build on some precedents; since 1940–41, for example, a few prisoners in SS quarries had received bonuses.116 Heinrich Himmler was sympathetic to such initiatives. As he told Pohl in March 1942, rewards for hard-working men would guarantee “an enormous increase in the labor performance.” Above all, he regarded monetary and carnal bribes as surefire bets: prisoners would step up if promised money and sex.117 In fact, Himmler had advocated sexual incentives for prisoners before, in October 1941, when he ordered the establishment of a brothel in Mauthausen; the “special building” (Sonderbau) opened in June 1942, the first inside any KL.118


  The Camp SS initially remained reluctant to reward prisoners. Attitudes only started to change in spring 1943, and the impetus came once more from Himmler. Following an inspection of the troubled Wilhelm Gustloff rifle factory in Buchenwald on February 26, 1943, he ordered Pohl to introduce a “performance system” for the KL as an “incentive” for harder work. Himmler pointed to the Nazis’ greatest rival, the Soviet Union, and its use of food and financial rewards in driving its people to “the most incredible feats.” In his own camps, Himmler envisaged a graded system, with benefits rising from cigarettes and small payments to the greatest reward of all: a visit for male prisoners, once or twice a week, to a camp brothel. In Himmler’s mind, it was still sex—not food, drink, or clothes—that the prisoners craved most of all.119


  Pohl acted straightaway. Within weeks, he agreed to a set of prisoner privileges, valid from May 15, 1943, which would guide the Camp SS in the future (with some later amendments). The aim, Pohl explained, was the urgent increase in prisoner output. Taking his cue from Himmler, he outlined the conditions for earning tobacco and money. He also fleshed out the procedure for entrance to camp brothels, a special prize for “star performers” who had made “truly outstanding efforts.” Other bonuses included additional letters to relatives, extra rations, and the privilege of wearing longer hair. Typically, the SS drafted these regulations with men in mind; female prisoners, by contrast, were still banned from smoking, at least in Ravensbrück, and their only way into camp brothels was as forced sex workers.120


  Camp SS managers no doubt regarded the new privileges as a major concession. In reality, they were far from revolutionary. Token payments for forced labor had long been common in Nazi Germany, even in state prisons.121 What is more, vast numbers of KL prisoners never received any rewards. Too weak and exhausted to qualify, they were often even worse off than before, as the SS diverted some of the meager rations to “diligent” prisoners.122 And some of these inmates were left empty-handed, too, after local Camp SS officers delayed the introduction of the rewards system; elsewhere greedy guards and Kapos simply pocketed the bonuses themselves.123


  Even prisoners who received rewards—an estimated fifteen percent in a camp like Monowitz—were often disappointed.124 The WVHA had swiftly ruled out the possibility of paying money, since it could easily be used for bribes (from 1942–43, inmates were forbidden to carry cash and to draw on money sent by relatives). Instead, the WVHA introduced vouchers, whose monetary value was only redeemable inside the camps. Kapos stood to gain the most; typically, labor supervisors could earn the equivalent of four Reichsmark per week (in vouchers), three or four times more than ordinary workers in the KL. Not only were the authorities often miserly in handing out vouchers, there was little to purchase in KL canteens. True, some prisoners bought cigarettes for barter, and others enjoyed the alcohol-free malt beer. But food was of poor quality and in short supply, as were other essentials.125 Nicholas Rosenberg, a Hungarian Jew in the Auschwitz satellite camp Bobrek, who worked as a mechanic in a Siemens-Schuckert factory, spoke for many when he described the vouchers as fairly pointless. The camp canteen was rarely open, and when it was, it “generally sold nothing but toothbrushes and toothpaste.” Hardly surprising, then, that the vouchers never became the main currency on the concentration camps’ black markets.126


  The vouchers also served as admission tickets to the KL brothels, at the equivalent cost of two (later one) Reichsmark per visit. The creation of these brothels caused both excitement and outrage among prisoners, and some red faces among the SS. Even Heinrich Himmler, their chief advocate, was rather sheepish, admitting that the whole affair was “not particularly edifying.” Oswald Pohl felt the same and ordered the brothels to be built on the far edge of the compounds; in Sachsenhausen, the new brothel was located right above the morgue.127 Although the SS strictly regimented brothel visits—male prisoners had to ask in writing for permission and undergo prior health checks—some witnesses later claimed that the establishments had enjoyed great popularity. According to Tadeusz Borowski, large crowds gathered in the Auschwitz main camp: “For every Juliet there are at least a thousand Romeos.”128 In reality, only a tiny fraction of the prisoner population ever set foot inside the brothels. The Buchenwald brothel, for example, recorded no more than fifty-three daily visitors on average during October 1943. Some prisoner groups were barred altogether, on racial or political grounds; although each KL had different rules, Jews and Russian POWs were not admitted anywhere. In fact, the very idea of visiting the brothels never crossed the minds of most prisoners, who only thought about survival. As for the small elite of better-fed prisoners, who still had sexual desires and the means (vouchers) to satisfy them, some refused on principle to frequent the brothels. Old friends and comrades argued bitterly over such boycotts, and in Dachau, the first men to enter were mocked and jostled by hostile prisoners waiting outside. In the end, most regular users came from among the senior Kapos, who used their visits as demonstrations of their privileged status and virility.129


  The forced sex workers—fewer than two hundred women in all—were themselves prisoners, selected in different concentration camps. Most wore the black triangle of “asocials,” and many, though by no means all, had worked as prostitutes earlier in their lives. Although SS officers prided themselves on picking volunteers, they actually relied heavily on compulsion, cajoling the women with promises of better conditions (true) and eventual release (false). Selecting a brothel over a lethal labor detail was just another choiceless choice for these women. As one of them put it in autumn 1942: “Half a year in a brothel is still better than half a year in a concentration camp.” What they had not expected was the scorn of some fellow inmates. After the war, a Polish political prisoner recounted how she and ten other inmates had assaulted another Polish woman in Ravensbrück, whom they suspected of volunteering as a prostitute: “We cut her hair a bit and cut her, too, a bit as we were doing it.” Such assaults remained rare, however. And despite the dread, distress, and degradation of the brothels, the survival chances of the forced sex workers did improve, since they now received better provisions. For the victims, then, sexual exploitation proved a strategy for survival.130


  Looking at the reward system as a whole, the high hopes of Himmler and Pohl proved misplaced. Bribes prompted few prisoners to work harder. After all, working harder was not a matter of choice for most, given their poor physical condition. As for the group of prisoners that did benefit the most, it largely consisted of Kapos, who were rewarded not for their output but for their already exalted position in the prisoner hierarchy. Instead of a significant increase in KL productivity, Pohl’s initiative led to a further deepening of the gulf between the small upper class of prisoners and the rest. Growing longer hair, for example, became another visual signifier dividing the privileged few, with their immaculate clothes, from the great mass of shaven-headed, dirty, and starving inmates.131


  Growing the Camps


  Sergey Ovrashko was still a boy when he was deported in 1942 from his native Ukraine to Nazi Germany for forced labor. Born in 1926 in a small village near Kiev, he was supporting his family as a cowherd when German troops invaded the Soviet Union. One year later, he found himself toiling in a high-tech arms factory in Plauen (Saxony), some nine hundred miles away. Worse was to come. After a mistake on the assembly line, he was accused of sabotage, arrested by the Gestapo, and sent in late January 1943 as a political prisoner to Buchenwald.132 Ovrashko was one of more than forty-two thousand prisoners arriving in Buchenwald in 1943, part of an unparalleled surge in inmate numbers that affected the entire concentration camp system.133


  The KL prisoner population never grew faster during the war than in 1943, shooting up from an estimated one hundred and fifteen thousand at the start of the year to an estimated three hundred and fifteen thousand at the end.134 In terms of their overall size, the main camps (and their attached satellites) fell into three groups by the end of 1943. Auschwitz, with 85,298 prisoners, was by far the largest and in a league all its own. It was followed by a group of camps established before the war: Dachau, Ravensbrück, Mauthausen, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald, which now held between twenty-four thousand and thirty-seven thousand prisoners (the new KL Kovno, with some nineteen thousand prisoners, also belongs to this group). Finally, there were the remaining eleven main camps, many less than a year old, which formed the smallest group, with an average of perhaps six thousand prisoners each.135 To put these figures into perspective: back in September 1939, when war broke out, the largest KL, Sachsenhausen, had held no more than 6,500 prisoners.136


  Most new prisoners were caught during an unprecedented wave of arrests sweeping across Germany and much of Nazi-occupied Europe from late 1942 onward. Economic motives played a major part here (as we shall see below), but they overlapped with other Nazi measures. Above all, there was the Holocaust. Deportations of Jews to Auschwitz increased sharply in 1943, compared to the previous year, bringing more prisoners than ever to the camp.137


  Another important factor was the determination of the RSHA to stamp out any whiff of opposition at home and resistance abroad, a resolve that grew more radical as German confidence in victory began to crumble. From 1942, Nazi leaders became ever more obsessed with the stability of the home front, as the distorted memory of the German defeat and revolution of 1918, so crucial for early Nazi terror, once more dominated their minds. Adolf Hitler, in particular, imagined the catastrophe of an internal collapse in the most garish colors. He was personally responsible, he told his entourage on May 22, 1942, for thwarting “the creation of a home front of scoundrels like in 1918.”138 Ruthless action was required against criminals, political enemies, and other deviants who might attack the regime. During a time of crisis, Hitler repeated again and again, one had to “exterminate,” “eliminate,” “execute,” “beat to death,” “shoot,” or “liquidate” large numbers of “scum,” “rats,” and “asocial vermin.”139 Hitler saw the concentration camps as the most powerful weapon in this war on the home front. On May 23, 1942, toward the end of a blazing speech to the Nazi top brass, he singled out the KL as the main bulwark against an uprising. If Nazi Germany should ever face an internal crisis, Hitler exclaimed, Heinrich Himmler would have to “shoot the criminals in all concentration camps, rather than let them loose on the German people.”140


  Himmler did not expect to use these emergency powers. Rather than wait until the Third Reich was in danger, his police forces would root out any threats in advance. Facing a sharp rise in common crime, linked to growing deprivation, dislocation, and damage caused by the war, the criminal police stepped up its policy of crime prevention and sent more Germans straight to the KL, sometimes with explicit instructions that their return was undesirable. Looking at prisoners from the territory of the German Reich, Himmler declared in a speech in autumn 1943, those detained as “asocial” and “criminal” far exceeded political prisoners. Among them were ex-convicts and minor property offenders, whose deviant behavior was characterized as a dangerous attack on the home front. On the same grounds, the police arrested several thousand German women, charged with illicit contacts with foreigners; before being dragged to camps, some women accused of sexual relationships were publicly shamed and humiliated.141


  The German police also targeted Gypsies inside the Third Reich with unprecedented zeal. In autumn 1942, after years of escalating Nazi persecution, including segregation, sterilization, detention, and expulsion, the leaders of the criminal police in the RSHA advocated a systematic solution to the “Gypsy Question.” Depicting Gypsies as a criminal and biological threat to the home front, they lobbied Himmler for mass deportations. Himmler agreed. With Hitler’s blessing, he ordered on December 16, 1942, that the great majority of Gypsies should be sent to a concentration camp. Police guidelines, passed in the following month, left some leeway for local officials; determined to make their districts “Gypsy free,” they generally opted for the hardest approach. Starting in late February 1943, some fourteen thousand men, women, and children—among them many families—were deported from Germany and annexed Austria to Auschwitz-Birkenau; as the biggest Nazi camp, it seemed best placed to absorb a large number of prisoners at short notice (another 8,500 Gypsies arrived from elsewhere, mostly from the occupied Czech territory). Their arrival marked the birth of the so-called Gypsy camp in sector BIIe of Birkenau.142 One of the first prisoners was the forty-three-year-old trader August Laubinger from Quedlinburg, who arrived on March 4, 1943, together with his wife, Hulda, and four children. This was not his first time in a KL; in summer 1938, as we have seen, the police had sent him as “work-shy” to Sachsenhausen. Back then, he had been lucky to be released, and returned home to his family just before the outbreak of the war. This time, there was no way out. August Laubinger, prisoner number Z-229, died in Birkenau sometime before the end of the year.143


  The primary focus of police terror on the home front was not on Gypsies or German social outsiders, however, but on foreign workers; in summer 1943, more than two-thirds of all new Gestapo prisoners were foreigners, who were routinely suspected as troublemakers, subversives, and criminals. The growing number of foreigners living in Germany, which swelled because of the merciless pursuit of foreign labor by Fritz Sauckel, only intensified these fears. By the end of 1943, the total number of foreign civilian workers and POWs inside the Third Reich had reached a staggering 7.3 million, turning the Nazi vision of an ethnically unified “people’s community” on its head. The great majority of foreign workers came from Poland and the Soviet Union (especially from Ukraine), with hundreds of thousands more from western Europe, above all from France. Worst off were the hungry and exhausted men and women from eastern Europe, who had to wear special markers, resembling the KL triangles, to identify them in case they broke the draconian rules.


  The police habitually handed out brutal penalties. This was true, above all, for Poles and Soviets, whose punishment the compliant legal authorities now largely left to the police. There was no reason to worry about the millions of foreign workers, Heinrich Himmler assured SS group leaders in Posen on October 4, 1943, “as long as we come down hard on the smallest trifles.” Most alleged offenses were indeed trivial. Turning up late for work or disagreeing with a German superior was enough to be accused of “loafing” or “obstinacy.” The most common police sanction for supposedly grave offenses was a brief spell in a Gestapo camp (so-called Work Education Camps, or AELs, and Extended Police Prisons); these were harsh wartime additions to the Nazi landscape of terror, designed to discipline and deter “recalcitrant” workers through short but sharp detention. The most serious cases, however, were dealt with elsewhere: prisoners accused of sabotage, such as Sergey Ovrashko, and others regarded as especially dangerous, were dragged to the KL, which filled up with many tens of thousands of foreign workers in 1943. In this way, the SS gained more slave laborers and simultaneously increased the pressure on foreign workers outside to conform to Nazi demands. Punishment and deterrence went hand in hand.144


  Like Ovrashko, many Soviet foreign workers were still in their teens when they came to the KL. In Dachau alone, some 2,200 Soviet youths, aged eighteen or under, arrived in 1942. Their average age soon fell even further, after the German occupation authorities in the east dispatched ever-younger boys and girls for labor to the Reich. The police had no qualms about dragging these children to concentration camps, and in January 1943 Heinrich Himmler officially lowered to sixteen years the minimum age for committing Soviet forced workers.145 In practice, some were younger still. The Russian prisoner V. Chramcov, himself a teenager when he was forced to Dachau, recalled that one barrack had been packed with more than two hundred children, aged between six and seven.146 Some veteran prisoners looked on in horror. In his Dachau diary, Edgar Kupfer noted on April 11, 1943, that the “many little Russians in the camp” were “utterly miserable with hunger.”147


  The tentacles of Himmler’s terror apparatus also reached far beyond the borders of the Third Reich, pulling even more foreigners into concentration camps from abroad. As the war turned further against Germany in 1943, resistance across Nazi-occupied Europe intensified. So did the Nazi response. Himmler led from the front, insisting on overwhelming force. In northern and western Europe, he authorized selective assassinations of public figures as a form of “counterterrorism,” while his men ran wild in eastern and southeastern Europe, using antipartisan warfare as an excuse for blanket executions. When it came to locking up foreign suspects, Himmler often opted for his trusted concentration camps. The call for mass deportations of foreign resisters, deviants, and hostages to the KL became a reflex for him, and contributed to the sharp rise in prisoners from Nazi-occupied Europe. Among them were the so-called NN prisoners, held in almost total isolation. To discourage resistance in northern and western Europe, Hitler had ordered that some suspects should secretly be deported to Germany, never to be seen again by their families; they would disappear in “night and fog” (Nacht und Nebel, or NN).148


  The mass arrest of foreigners in 1943 left its mark on the KL system. In most camps inside the Third Reich’s prewar borders, German prisoners had still constituted the largest or second-largest inmate group in early 1943. Now these camps began to change. In Buchenwald, for example, the proportion of Germans among the inmate population fell from thirty-five percent to thirteen percent during 1943 (even though the number of German prisoners still rose by more than one thousand), while the share of east European prisoners increased correspondingly; on December 25, 1943, there were 14,451 Soviet and 7,569 Polish prisoners in Buchenwald, making up almost sixty percent of the prisoner population (37,221). By contrast, there were only 4,850 Germans, who were almost outnumbered by the 4,689 French, a prisoner group that had been virtually nonexistent one year earlier.149


  Hunting for Slave Laborers


  In late May 1942, Heinrich Himmler sent a word of warning to Oswald Pohl: it was important to avoid the impression “that we arrest people, or keep them inside [the KL] after their arrest, to have workers.”150 He may have been anxious about appearances, but Himmler had long resolved to grow the slave labor force inside his concentration camps. Economic considerations had already influenced the arrest of “work-shy” men back in the late 1930s, and by 1942, Himmler’s appetite for forced laborers had become ravenous.151


  Seizing prisoners from other Nazi authorities was one way of boosting the KL slave labor force. Before the war, Himmler’s bids for regular state prisoners had been rebuffed. But the stance of the legal authorities relaxed after the appointment of the hard-liner Otto-Georg Thierack as Reich minister of justice on August 20, 1942. Desperate to shore up the standing of the judiciary—which had reached a low point in spring 1942, following a public broadside from Hitler—Thierack was willing to throw one of the last legal principles overboard: the rule that defendants sentenced by the courts served their time in state prisons. In a meeting with Himmler on September 18, 1942, Thierack agreed to hand over whole groups of judicial prisoners: those sentenced to security confinement, “asocial” German and Czech penitentiary inmates sentenced to more than eight years, convicts at the bottom of the Nazi racial hierarchy (that is, Jews, Gypsies, and Soviets), as well as Poles serving sentences of over three years. Brushing aside the rule of law, or what was left of it, Germany’s leading jurist condemned many of his own prisoners to death in Himmler’s concentration camps.


  The ensuing prisoner transfers accelerated the shift in power between legal and SS terror, and helped the camps finally to outstrip prisons. Although inmate numbers in the latter swelled during the war, too, they could no longer keep up with lawless terror; by June 1943, the KL prisoner population had grown to some two hundred thousand inmates, around fifteen thousand more than German state prisons. Himmler must have been gratified to overtake the much-maligned legal authorities. But this was now a secondary concern, overshadowed by his quest for more slave labor. Like Hitler, Himmler believed that the incoming state prisoners would be in great shape, having been pampered in plush prisons; working them to death in concentration camps could only benefit the SS.


  Deportations from German state prisons to Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Mauthausen, Neuengamme, and Sachsenhausen began in November 1942, and were largely completed late the following spring. In all, the legal authorities had handed over more than twenty thousand state prisoners. Most of them were German nationals, above all petty property offenders, while Poles made up the largest group of foreigners.152 Thousands more Polish state prisoners arrived in Auschwitz and Majdanek from prisons in the General Government (run by the police), following a Himmler order on December 5, 1942, that targeted long-term prisoners judged fit for work.153


  Himmler’s efforts to bolster his slave labor force became more frantic from late 1942, as Germany’s strategic position deteriorated. Following the encirclement of the Sixth Army in Stalingrad and losses in North Africa, not even Himmler could ignore the whispers of impending defeat. War production became more pressing than ever, increasing demands on the RSHA (still in charge of arrests and releases) to deliver more slaves to concentration camps.154 Some of this pressure came from the WVHA, with Oswald Pohl insisting in a letter to Himmler on December 8, 1942, that many more prisoners were required for armaments production.155 Himmler reacted straightaway. On December 12, he attended Pohl’s wedding as the guest of honor and used the joyous occasion for a confidential chat about the KL.156 Only a few days later, Himmler issued an urgent order to Gestapo leader Heinrich Müller: by the end of January 1943, the police had to deliver some fifty thousand new prisoners to the concentration camps for slave labor.157 Müller grasped the significance of Himmler’s demand and exhorted his police forces that “every single worker counts!”158


  The result was a major police operation against Jews and foreign workers from eastern Europe. On December 16, 1942, Heinrich Müller informed Himmler about plans for the deportation of forty-five thousand Jews—thirty thousand from Bialystok district, most of the others from Theresienstadt—to Auschwitz. The great majority of them, he added, would be “unfit for work” (in other words, they would be gassed on arrival), but at least ten to fifteen thousand could be “set aside” for forced labor.159 Just one day later, Müller ordered mass transfers from German police jails and AELs, targeting Soviet workers and others of “alien blood,” who had been arrested for offenses against labor discipline. Müller hoped that this initiative would net at least another thirty-five thousand prisoners “fit for work” for the concentration camps.160 Meanwhile, Himmler pushed for even more prisoners. On January 6, 1943, he demanded that boys and girls arrested as “suspected partisans” in the General Government and the occupied Soviet Union should become apprentices in KL enterprises in Auschwitz and Majdanek. And just twelve days later, he responded to bomb attacks in Marseilles by calling for the deportation of one hundred thousand members of the local “criminal masses” to concentration camps, an outlandish target that speaks volumes about Himmler’s state of mind (in the end, some six thousand persons were arrested).161


  The manhunts in early 1943 led to a rapid rise in the KL prisoner population. In Auschwitz, the number of registered Polish inmates doubled, from 9,514 (December 1, 1942) to 18,931 (January 29, 1943). Even more significantly, the SS deported more than fifty-seven thousand Jews to Auschwitz in January 1943, a grim record not surpassed until the mass transports of Jews from Hungary in late spring 1944.162 Not only did the number of KL prisoners increase, but fewer were allowed to leave, as RSHA regulations for releases, already highly restrictive, were tightened further to retain more slave laborers.163


  Prisoner numbers across the KL system would have risen much higher still had it not been for the dreadful conditions, the murderous violence, and the systematic killings that decimated Himmler’s much-heralded workforce. According to incomplete SS figures, almost ten thousand registered inmates lost their lives in January 1943 alone.164 Mortality figures had apparently been even higher during the preceding months, and Camp SS leaders would no doubt have continued to ignore these deaths had the growing focus on war production not started to drive up the value of slave labor. For the first time in its history, the Camp SS came under sustained pressure to improve conditions. As the RSHA suggested in a biting letter to Pohl on December 31, 1942, what was the point of all the mass arrests if so many new prisoners died so quickly inside the concentration camps?165


  Reducing Death Rates


  Richard Glücks was not a man of many surprises. But on December 28, 1942, he delivered a stunning message to the Camp SS: Heinrich Himmler had ordered that prisoner mortality in the concentration camps “must absolutely become lower” (this phrase was lifted almost verbatim from Himmler’s order, sent two weeks earlier to Pohl). Glücks pointed to grim figures. Although some 110,000 new prisoners had arrived during the last six months (June to November 1942), almost 80,000 inmates had died during the same period, 9,258 after executions and another 70,610 from illness, exhaustion, and injury (Glücks did not include Jews gassed in Auschwitz on arrival, without registration). This huge death rate meant that “the number of prisoners can never be brought up to the [right] level, as the Reichsführer SS has ordered.” Consequently, Glücks decreed, senior camp doctors had to take all available measures to drive down “significantly” the number of deaths. This was not the first time Camp SS leaders had reminded their men that greater output required at least a minimum of care; but never before had such an order been made with such urgency.166


  Signaling its seriousness about raising living standards, the WVHA issued several further directives in 1943. In January, taking his cue from Himmler once more, Glücks made local KL commandants and administration leaders responsible for using all available means to “preserve the labor power of prisoners.”167 Oswald Pohl also weighed in, summing up his views in a long letter to commandants in October 1943. Arms production in the camps was already a “decisive factor in the war,” he fantasized, but to further increase output, the SS would have to look after its prisoners. In order for Germany to win “a great victory,” Camp SS officers had to ensure the “healthiness” and “well-being” of slave laborers in concentration camps. Pohl then outlined a range of practical improvements. To underline their importance, he announced that he would personally supervise their implementation.168


  After years of endorsing and escalating violence in concentration camps, senior SS officials in Berlin and Oranienburg now seemed to play a different tune, jarring to some guards raised in the school of violence. Of course, SS leaders had not undergone a sudden conversion from cruelty to compassion. His demands owed nothing to “sentimental humanitarianism,” Pohl reassured the commandants. It was a purely practical strategy, since the “arms and legs” of prisoners were needed to support the German war effort.169 The WVHA was not alone in rethinking its approach. As it dawned on Nazi leaders that the supply of labor power would not be limitless, other groups of forced laborers, too, could hope for some improvements of their conditions.170


  Since starvation was probably the greatest cause of death among registered KL prisoners, a better food supply was the most pressing task—as even Heinrich Himmler recognized.171 However, SS leaders were reluctant to distribute additional resources and instead promoted measures that came at no extra cost. Some were just an outlet for the eccentric ideas of Himmler, who fancied himself as a visionary nutritionist. Foremost was his preposterous plan to distribute onions and other raw vegetables, an initiative that would have caused more misery for inmates already suffering from intestinal infections.172 Drawing on expert SS advice, meanwhile, Oswald Pohl circulated his own proposals to the camps, full of banal cookery tips (“Don’t boil warm meals to death!”) and stern reminders to be thrifty (“There must be no kitchen scraps in the KL”).173


  Another initiative by Himmler proved more significant. In late October 1942, the Reichsführer SS had permitted prisoners to receive food packages from outside, reviving the old practice from the prewar camps. Soon, parcels arrived from relatives, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), and some national Red Cross societies.174 Rare luxuries now found their way into the KL; packages by the Danish Red Cross included sausage, cheese, butter, pork, fish, and more. Such parcels were a blessing for inmates and they talked about little else; some even dreamed about the packages. In her secret Ravensbrück diary, the French prisoner Simone Saint-Clair recorded how desperately she longed for mail: “Never before have I waited like this for packages and letters!” Those who received regular supplies were less likely to suffer from edema, diarrhea, tuberculosis, and other illnesses. Helena Dziedziecka from Warsaw, another Ravensbrück prisoner, later testified that the parcels “kept us alive.”175


  But not every inmate benefited, far from it; there were always many more hopeful prisoners than parcels.176 For a start, the national Red Cross societies restricted the circle of recipients; in Majdanek, for example, packages by the Polish Red Cross went to Polish prisoners only. Moreover, the SS only passed on parcels addressed to individual inmates; prisoners whose names and whereabouts were unknown to welfare organizations and relatives—or who had no more relatives outside—went hungry. Meanwhile, SS staff and Kapos found a new opportunity for corruption and helped themselves freely to the packages; when Anna Mettbach, a German Gypsy in Auschwitz, received a parcel from her mother, she found the original contents replaced by rotten apples and bread.177 The local Camp SS barred whole groups of inmates from receiving food parcels altogether, above all Soviets and Jews. “All of us are very needy,” Edgar Kupfer wrote in his Dachau diary, “especially the Russians, because they get no parcels.”178


  In addition to parcels, some prisoners received extra food from the German state, again at no extra cost for the SS. Although the Reich Ministry for Food and Agriculture had cut official prisoner rations substantially since early 1942, as Germany suffered a general food crisis, most prisoners did qualify for additional food allowances for heavy labor. However, these allowances were not handed out automatically, and local Camp SS officials were slow to complete the necessary paperwork (some of those who did kept back the extra rations). Eventually, more inmates received their due, though it is likely that most prisoners were left empty-handed.179


  SS leaders knew that efforts to improve conditions could not stop at the food supply. They would have to do something about all the gravely weak and ill inmates. In late 1942, Himmler complained to Pohl that far too many prisoners—some ten percent, by his count—were currently unable to work.180 In the past, the Camp SS had been quick to kill such invalids. These murderous reflexes were now more restrained, however, as SS leaders aimed to press prisoners who recovered back into work.181 In some camps, these considerations led to restrictions on local SS selections.182 Himmler also effectively abandoned the central program for murdering frail prisoners (Action 14f13), scaled down earlier. In the future, the commandants were told in spring 1943, all prisoners “unfit for work” would be exempt from selections by the doctors’ commissions (with the sole exception of mentally ill inmates). Instead of killing “bedridden cripples,” the Camp SS should force them to work, as Himmler had demanded for some time.183


  As for the medical treatment of the sick, Camp SS leaders called for a new approach, too. “The best doctor in a concentration camp,” Glücks insisted in late 1942, “is not the one who thinks he has to distinguish himself by inappropriate toughness, but the one who keeps the ability to work … as high as possible.”184 This demand resulted in at least one notable change: the SS staffed the KL infirmaries with more inmates who were trained doctors, bringing back another custom from the prewar camps. Soon, these prisoner physicians carried out most of the day-to-day duties. In contrast to their often inept SS superiors, they were highly qualified and secured some improvements for patients; the construction of new buildings and the enhanced provision of equipment and medicines also helped, at least in some camps.185


  Important as these changes were for individual inmates, they did not transform prisoner care as a whole. Any hygienic improvements were often negated by growing overcrowding, a direct result of the SS push for more slave laborers.186 The infirmaries continued to be characterized by desperate shortages, neglect, and abuse. Describing the hospital barracks in Sachsenhausen, a recently escaped prisoner wrote in summer 1944 that the “stench of rotting flesh, blood, and pus is unbearable.”187 The best care was reserved for a small number of skilled, well-connected, and privileged prisoners.188 By contrast, the SS still left most seriously ill inmates to die or murdered them outright. In particular, the practice of deporting dying prisoners to other camps continued, with Auschwitz replacing Dachau as the favored destination. Late on December 5, 1943, for instance, a so-called invalid transport from Flossenbürg arrived in the camp. The packed train included the corpses of more than 250 men who had died en route to Auschwitz. Many of the surviving 948 men, some weighing less than ninety pounds, were close to death. The SS threw the weakest onto the snow-covered ground, pouring water over them to hasten their death. The remaining men soon died, too; by February 18, 1944, just 393 were still alive.189


  But the WVHA did not abandon its overall ambition to bring down the death rate. And because the climate of cruelty inside the KL was another major cause of injury and death, the officials tried to curb some of the most blatant excesses. They cut back on the number and duration of roll calls (a frequent occasion for SS torture) and instructed local guards to leave prisoners in peace at nighttime, to allow them some more rest. The authorities also pressed for a reduction in corporal punishment and abandoned the infamous “hanging from a pole” (at least on paper).190 More generally, the WVHA reiterated its ban on rogue attacks on prisoners. Further reminders came from local Camp SS officers, some of whom openly rebuked and even punished violent guards.191


  Again, these measures showed some effect, although much of the day-to-day terror continued. Many local Camp SS officials lived in a world where the most heinous abuse of prisoner bodies was considered normal, even after death (in Buchenwald, SS men produced shrunken heads and objects made from tattooed prisoner skin). It is not surprising that SS veterans steeped in a culture of cruelty would resist even modest efforts from above to reduce the violence.192 Their immediate superiors often condoned their stance. Some local SS officers told block leaders to keep battering inmates, even as they asked them, with a wink, to sign the official undertaking not to touch any prisoners.193


  The persistence of local terror owed much to SS leaders. It would be wrong to imagine a simple clash between reformist WVHA managers and local SS torturers.194 The central orders for the KL in 1942–43 were by no means clear-cut. At the same time that the WVHA demanded better conditions and treatment, it pushed for the brutal exploitation of prisoners, despite the obvious contradictions. Oswald Pohl himself had set the tone in spring 1942 with his call for “exhausting” forced labor. Gerhard Maurer, Pohl’s slave driver, tried to realize this demand. In early June 1942, he repeated his master’s words, urging KL commandants to “utilize” the labor power of inmates to the “absolute maximum.” To this end, Maurer continued, prisoners had to work not only during the week, but all day on Saturdays and on Sunday mornings, too.195 It was doubtful whether this order brought any economic benefits; some private companies were unable to operate on Sundays, while utterly exhausted prisoners produced less, not more.196 The WVHA was undeterred, and in November 1943, Pohl reiterated the orders: “The extensive operations which are being carried on today and which are important for our warfare and decisive for victory do not permit under any circumstances that the net daily working time amounts to less than 11 hours.” In practice, prisoners often worked even longer, driven on by the local Camp SS.197 The result was more illness, injury, and death.


  A New Direction?


  Still, Oswald Pohl was triumphant. Prisoner fatalities inside the KL were falling fast, he boasted in a letter to Himmler on September 30, 1943; thanks to all the recent innovations, the WVHA had accomplished the mission set by the Reichsführer SS. The monthly death rate among registered prisoners had fallen steadily, Pohl announced, from eight percent in January 1943 to less than three percent in June. This was not simply a seasonal adjustment, he added, but a sharp decline in real terms (the figure for July 1942 had stood at 8.5 percent). To drive home his point, Pohl dazzled Himmler with statistics, graphs, and tables, all of which led to the same conclusion. Himmler was delighted by the good news—which reached him amid more military setbacks for the Nazi regime—and thanked Pohl and his men profusely.198


  Some historians have accepted Pohl’s claims wholesale, including his figures.199 But caution is in order: after all, Pohl was desperate to be seen to reduce prisoner deaths. Looking more closely, it is clear that his numbers do not quite add up. Not only did the Camp SS simply omit many deaths of registered prisoners from the official record, but Pohl’s figures did not even tally with other (higher) SS figures. There can be no doubt, in short, that more KL prisoners died than Pohl suggested.200 This is not to say, however, that the general trend he outlined was a fabrication.201 Prisoner mortality across the KL system really did decline; overall, inmates had a better chance of survival in autumn 1943 than eighteen months earlier.202


  This conclusion must be qualified, however, in three ways. First, the KL system was still lethal. Even though the relative death rate declined, total mortality increased in several camps in 1943, as the inmate population expanded. In the Auschwitz complex, for example, the estimated number of deaths among registered prisoners rose from sixty-nine thousand (1942) to more than eighty thousand (1943).203 Even though the basic conditions in Auschwitz improved somewhat during this period—one Polish prisoner even suggested that “there was a huge difference between now and then”—they remained deadly. Hermann Langbein, a privileged prisoner with direct access to confidential SS statistics, later reported that the monthly inmate mortality in Auschwitz had fallen from 19.1 percent (January 1943) to 13.2 percent (January 1944). In other words, the SS had prolonged the suffering of prisoners, but most died all the same.204


  Second, there were enormous differences between camps. Far more prisoners lost their lives in occupied eastern Europe than farther west. According to the figures Pohl presented to Himmler, the most deadly concentration camp in August 1943 was Majdanek, where prisoners were ten times more likely to die than in Buchenwald.205 Even in established main camps within Germany’s prewar borders, however, conditions developed unevenly. In Mauthausen, the situation improved markedly and the annual inmate mortality halved, from an estimated forty-five percent (1942) to twenty-five percent (1943). By comparison, there were few, if any, improvements for the women in Ravensbrück or the men in Flossenbürg over the same period.206


  Third, the geographical imbalance of the KL system owed much to the different mortality rates of individual prisoner groups. In Majdanek and Auschwitz, the two biggest camps in the occupied east, Jews made up the largest prisoner group in 1943; and these registered Jewish inmates rarely lived for much longer than a few months, as the basic SS approach toward them remained unchanged—“annihilation through labor.” The Camp SS even extended this policy to some other inmate groups, notably state prisoners arriving under the agreement between Thierack and Himmler. By the end of March 1943, almost half of the 12,658 state prisoners deported since November 1942 were already dead. Most had survived for no more than a few weeks, pursued mercilessly by the Camp SS. In Buchenwald, for example, the monthly death rate of former state prisoners stood at a staggering twenty-nine percent in early 1943—compared to less than one percent among German “greens” (so-called professional criminals).207


  Even if the overall trend was less dramatic than the triumphant Pohl suggested, the KL system did become less deadly in 1943, as the WVHA initiatives showed some effect. While the impact of each particular measure was limited, their cumulative effect proved significant. The dramatic descent into squalor and death, which had begun with the outbreak of war in autumn 1939, was temporarily arrested and reversed. As we have seen before, the KL did not develop along a straight line. And they were not impervious to directions from above. Just as SS leaders in Berlin had escalated terror in the past, they could also rein it in. Some central orders took time to sink in and others were subverted and ignored, but the WVHA was able to set the general direction for its camps.208 Although they succeeded in lowering the death rate, however, the SS managers had no desire to transform the whole ethos of the camps. As a result, the main coordinates of the KL system—which rested on neglect, contempt, and hatred—remained largely unchanged.


  “GUINEA PIGS”


  Siegmund Wassing, a thirty-six-year-old Austrian Jew, arrived in Dachau in November 1941. Five months later, the former film technician from Vienna was condemned to the most dreadful death. On April 3, 1942, he was locked into a pressure cabin, inside a special truck stationed between two infirmary barracks, and wired up to machines measuring his heart and brain activity. Then the air was pumped out of the cabin, simulating a rapid ascent to a height of over seven miles. Within minutes, Wassing, still wearing his striped prisoner uniform, was sweating and shaking and gasping for air; after half an hour he stopped breathing, and SS Untersturmführer Sigmund Rascher, an air force doctor, prepared for the postmortem. The ambitious thirty-three-year-old Rascher had ordered the medical execution as part of a series of air pressure experiments, which had started in late February 1942, and also included simulated pressure loss and ejections from a height of up to thirteen miles. In all, several hundred prisoners were abused during the trials in Dachau; dozens died. But Dr. Rascher was upbeat. In a letter on April 5, 1942, just two days after the murder of Siegmund Wassing, he envisaged “entirely new perspectives for aviation.”209


  The recipient of this letter, Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler, who had authorized the experiments, was equally excited. So fascinated was he that he decided to see for himself, just as some air force and SS officers had done before him. With Oswald Pohl in tow, Himmler came to Dachau on the afternoon of May 1, 1942, and observed around a half dozen simulated ejections at high altitude; none of the prisoners died, apparently, but they cried and fainted, while the Reichsführer SS watched intently. Himmler left contented, but not before he confronted a few local SS men for making free with the coffee and cognac he had sent to the victims as a last meal.210


  It was around the time of Himmler’s visit to Dachau that human experiments proliferated in the KL. Although some trials had taken place earlier, they expanded greatly as Germany’s military fortunes declined. By 1942, SS leaders were grasping at projects that promised renewed hope, whatever their human cost, and treated the bodies of KL prisoners as commodities to be exploited for final victory—not just during slave labor, but also during experiments. Many of these trials, like the ones in Dachau, were explicitly conducted for the war effort. As losses at the front and at home grew, anxious officials looked to medical science to turn the tide. The abuse of KL prisoners was supposed to generate new treatments to save German soldiers from cold and hunger, injuries and epidemics, and to protect German civilians from infections and burns. “I thought it my duty to do everything to ensure this protection,” one doctor later said, trying to justify his part in the murderous experiments, “and to save the lives of thousands of Germans.”211


  KL Experiments


  Human experiments accompanied the rise of modern medicine, in Germany and beyond. Firm regulation was a long time coming, but after several scandals shook the Weimar Republic, the German medical authorities in 1931 drafted pathbreaking guidelines for research on humans, banning any coercion of test subjects as well as experiments on dying persons and those endangering children.212 Just a few years later, however, physicians in the KL threw out these fundamental rules. The first trials using prisoners, which took place before the outbreak of the Second World War, were still small-scale and comparatively harmless.213 Once Germany was at war, however, the SS supported potentially lethal tests, with events at the front influencing many of these experiments.


  Probably the first such experiments took place in the Sachsenhausen infirmary, where two Camp SS doctors poisoned dozens of prisoners with mustard gas between October and December 1939. The order had come from Himmler, gripped by widespread hysteria about possible chemical attacks on German troops, which awakened traumatic memories from the Great War. To determine the effectiveness of two potential remedies, the Sachsenhausen doctors applied mustard gas onto the arms of prisoners, causing burns that spread all the way up to the neck; in some cases, the doctors infected the wounds with bacteria. In the end, the drugs they tested turned out to be useless. The doctors conceded as much in their final reports, forwarded to Himmler by SS Reich physician Ernst Robert Grawitz, who had personally observed the trials.214


  Many more experiments followed over the coming years, above all during the second half of World War II. In all, doctors abused more than twenty thousand prisoners from over a dozen KL during the war; several thousand of them died.215 As the number of victims swelled, WVHA managers became concerned about the possible impact on forced labor and asked individual camps in late 1942 how many workers were being lost to the experiments.216 The doctors, meanwhile, covered their tracks, describing the deliberate infection of prisoners with viruses and poison as “vaccinations.”217 Occasionally they slipped up, however, and spoke their minds, calling their victims “guinea pigs” and “rabbits”—terms appropriated, with gallows humor, by some of the victims themselves.218


  Heinrich Himmler presided over these experiments, probably with Hitler’s backing.219 Although this was no centrally coordinated program, with many of the most radical initiatives coming from below, Himmler held the keys to the “guinea pigs” and insisted that no KL experiments go ahead without his say-so.220 Scientists with personal connections like Sigmund Rascher, whose wife was a close acquaintance of Himmler, could appeal to him directly.221 Another route led via the Ahnenerbe, Himmler’s pseudoscientific research institute. Originally set up to uncover the mythical roots of the Germanic race, it drifted into military research during the war, and facilitated the supply of KL prisoners for various experiments.222 A third path went through SS Reich physician Grawitz, who became a more influential figure during the war and took control of all SS medical services in 1943. Despite Himmler’s repeated attacks on the professionalism of his chief physician, Grawitz proved himself no less enthusiastic about experiments in the camps than his boss, for whom he evaluated applications from scientists.223


  Himmler was an obsessive micromanager of medical torture, devouring reports and suggesting bizarre new treatments. He was dazzled by science and easily captivated by radical schemes of supposed experts, especially when they chimed with his own worldview. The sacrifice of worthless subhumans in the KL would save the lives of German soldiers, he argued, and anyone who objected to this was a traitor. In Himmler’s mind, war justified any means, and he opened the door to many lethal experiments, with Dachau emerging as one of the main centers.224


  Himmler’s Favorite Doctor


  The history of human experiments in Dachau is closely linked to Dr. Sigmund Rascher, whose murders in the air pressure cabin were the first in a series of often deadly trials. Born into an affluent family in Munich (his father was a doctor, too), he had qualified in 1936 and served as a physician in the air force from 1939. His rapid rise thereafter owed little to his political activism (he only joined the SS in 1939), and even less to his abilities as a physician. Rather, Rascher was propelled by his ambition and his equally determined wife, who made the most of her contacts with Himmler. With the patronage of the Reichsführer SS, who always had time for young firebrands promising scientific breakthroughs by unorthodox means, he became the doyen of human experimentation in Dachau.


  Not everyone was taken in by the brash upstart. Professor Karl Gebhardt, the leading clinician in the Waffen SS and a former assistant to Germany’s most famous surgeon, Professor Sauerbruch, dismissed Rascher as a quack. Tellingly, his charge was not that Rascher’s work was inhumane—Gebhardt himself carried out experiments in Ravensbrück—but that it was useless. Reviewing one of Rascher’s reports, Gebhardt told him to his face that if a first-year undergraduate had handed it in, he would have thrown him out of his office. Rascher’s superiors in the air force also grew wary. Grateful that he had initiated aviation experiments in Dachau, they became frustrated with the way Rascher used his direct line to Himmler to go over their heads. On Himmler’s wishes, Rascher was eventually discharged from the air force in 1943 and now butchered and killed solely for the SS (with the rank of Hauptsturmführer), running an experimental station in Dachau bearing his own name.225


  As long as he had Himmler’s backing, Rascher kept busy. After the air pressure trials ended in May 1942, Rascher and some colleagues quickly moved on to the next experiment, suspending prisoners in icy water. Again, the trials were driven by military considerations. In view of the growing number of German pilots who crashed in the British channel, the air force wanted to learn more about lengthy exposure to water. During the tests, prisoners had to climb into a freezing tank, with pieces of ice floating inside. Some victims wore full pilots’ outfits; others were naked. One young Polish prisoner begged his tormentors to stop, over and over in broken German: “Nothing more water, nothing more water.” Another Polish prisoner, the priest Leo Michalowski, later testified at the Nuremberg Doctors’ Trial about his ordeal, the only survivor to do so: “I was freezing badly in this water, my feet became stiff as iron, my hands too, I was breathing very shallowly. I started again to tremble badly, and cold sweat ran down my head. I felt like I was about to die. And then I pleaded once more to be pulled out, because I could not bear the water any longer.”


  After several hours, most prisoners were finally dragged out, unconscious, and the doctors then tried drugs, massages, and electric blankets to revive them. Michalowski was saved, but many more succumbed. Others were deliberately left to die in the tank, so that Rascher could study more closely their cause of death. In all, some two to three hundred Dachau prisoners were tortured in the water tank. Many dozens of them died, mostly under Rascher’s sole supervision: after the trials were officially called off in October 1942, because the air force had gathered sufficient data, Rascher himself continued, eager to further his career; and just as he had done during the air pressure experiments, he pushed for ever more extreme setups.226 Following the German catastrophe at Stalingrad in early 1943, he even extended his freezing experiments to dry land. To study extreme frostbite, Dachau prisoners were left to the elements during the winter nights; they were given a sedative to silence their screams. Rascher’s ambition, one former Dachau Kapo recalled, literally made him “walk over corpses.”227


  So fascinated was Heinrich Himmler by Rascher’s freezing experiments that he became personally involved once more. The most promising way of reanimating prisoners suspended in icy water, he suggested, was human warmth; to test his hypothesis, he asked Rascher to make naked women fondle the unconscious men.228 Himmler’s suggestion was patently pointless. Even if “animal warmth” (as he called it) had made any difference, which it did not, no one, not even Himmler, would have suggested stationing prostitutes on German navy vessels just in case they fished out a downed pilot.229 But Himmler’s word was sacrosanct in the SS. Ravensbrück duly dispatched four women in October 1942—the first female prisoners to arrive at Dachau—and the experiments could begin. Before long, Rascher’s sordid sideshow had become a magnet for the local Camp SS and other interested parties.230


  The voyeur-in-chief was none other than the sexually repressed Reichsführer SS himself. Himmler felt “great curiosity” about the trials and made sure to see for himself, arriving in Rascher’s Dachau station on the morning of November 13, 1942. Himmler watched everything close-up. A naked male prisoner thrown into the water; Rascher pressing him under as he struggled to get out; the man being pulled out unconscious; his frozen body placed in a large bed; two naked women trying to have sex with him. Himmler was satisfied, except for a minor complaint he passed on to Pohl: he felt that one of the women, a young German prisoner, could still be saved for the Nazi national community and should not be used anymore as a sex slave.231


  
    
  


  Everything seemed to be going right for Dr. Sigmund Rascher. With Himmler’s help, he had made a name for himself and by early 1944, he was closing in on his ultimate dream, a professorship. Meanwhile, he continued his human experiments. He was particularly interested in a hemostatic drug called Polygal and ordered the execution of several Dachau prisoners to test its effectiveness. The drug had been developed by a Jewish chemist imprisoned in Dachau, and Rascher planned to make a fortune with it, preparing to manufacture it in a factory of his own. Rascher’s professional and financial future appeared rosy, and there was good news in his private life, too. His wife—who generated additional income by blackmailing released prisoners, threatening to have them taken back to Dachau—announced that she was pregnant with their fourth child.232


  But all was not as it seemed. Following a child-snatching incident in Munich, the criminal police discovered that the Raschers’ picture-book family life—which had brought them gifts and goodwill from Himmler—was built on crime and deception. They had no children of their own; Frau Rascher had taken all her boys from other women, with her husband’s complicity. The ensuing police investigation also uncovered evidence of her husband’s corrupt deals in the camp. The arrogant Rascher had made plenty of enemies among the local Camp SS, and his bright prospects unraveled spectacularly. He was placed into custody in May 1944, and the SS shot him in the Dachau bunker just before liberation, not far from the sites where he had conducted his murderous trials. Around the same time, his wife, who had repeatedly tried to escape, was hanged in Ravensbrück.233


  The SS experiments in Dachau did not stop with Rascher’s fall, however. He may have been the most prominent medical torturer in the camp, but he was not the only one. Since 1942, several other physicians worked on their own trials, infecting prisoners with bacteria to test drugs against blood poisoning and festering wounds, and forcing them to drink seawater to test a substance said to improve its taste.234 In fact, Dachau was the site of one of the largest KL trials, at the malaria research station run by Professor Claus Schilling, a pupil of the legendary bacteriologist Robert Koch (1843–1910). Schilling was already in his seventies and had spent his long career searching in vain for a vaccine. Given his paltry record, his proposal for human trials in the camps promised little success. Undeterred, Himmler—keen to find a drug to protect troops from malaria in the occupied east—gave him permission to proceed. The experiments began in February 1942 and Schilling, who moved to Dachau, continued until the camp fell apart in spring 1945. In all, around 1,100 prisoners, some already too weak to walk, were infected through injections or mosquito bites, to allow Schilling and his men to test a range of drugs. The prisoners suffered swollen extremities, the loss of nails and hair, high fevers, paralysis, and more. Numerous victims died through drug overdoses, while survivors often endured further experiments.235


  The Dachau Camp SS participated in these trials, just as it did in others. When Professor Schilling needed new victims, a list of inmates was drawn up in the office of the Dachau camp doctor. This list was sent to the SS labor office; all registered prisoners had to be accounted for, after all, and prisoners held in the experimental stations were officially classified as employed (their job being tortured as a “guinea pig”). Then, the list of names went to the camp compound leader, who often made a few alterations. Finally, it landed on the desk of the commandant for his signature. Only then were the unfortunate prisoners dragged away to Schilling’s malaria station.236 Similar scenes took place in other KL, where the Camp SS assisted doctors as they abused and killed prisoners to aid their careers and help Germany win the war.


  Killing for Victory


  On August 14, 1942, Władislawa Karołewska, a young and slight teacher who had been part of the resistance in Nazi-occupied Poland, was ordered to report to the Ravensbrück infirmary, together with several other Polish prisoners. Here she was given an injection in her leg, which made her vomit. Then she was carted into the operating room, where she received another injection; pretty much the last thing she saw before she lost consciousness was an SS doctor wearing surgical gloves. When she awoke, her leg was throbbing: “I realized that my leg was in a cast, from the ankle to the knee.” After three days, running a high fever and with fluid oozing from her swollen leg, Karołewska was set upon once more by the same doctor. “I felt great pain,” she testified after the war, “and I had the impression that something was being cut out of my leg.” After Karołewska lay for two weeks in a room filled with the stench of excretions, together with the other Polish women who had suffered a similar fate, her bandages were finally taken off and she saw her leg for the first time: “The cut was so deep that I could see the bone itself.” After another week, the SS released her to her barrack, even though pus was still running from her leg and she could not walk. Soon she was back in the infirmary, where the SS doctor operated once more; her leg immediately swelled up again. “After this operation I felt even worse and I was unable to move.”237


  Władislawa Karołewska’s mutilation was as painful and traumatic as it was incomprehensible. She did not know that it was part of a coordinated series of experiments across several KL, testing drugs against so-called gas gangrene. Army and SS physicians had debated the usefulness of sulfonamide drugs for the treatment of wound infections since late 1941, as fatalities of German troops on the Eastern Front shot up. Following the death of Reinhard Heydrich in early June 1942 from gas gangrene—the explosion from a hand grenade thrown by one of his assassins had embedded parts of the car’s upholstery in his body—the issue gained even greater urgency for Himmler, who believed in sulfonamide as a miracle cure.


  In Ravensbrück, the experiments began on July 20, 1942, within weeks of Heydrich’s death. SS clinician Professor Karl Gebhardt, who ran a sanatorium and SS hospital in nearby Hohenlychen, supervised the trials. To simulate the symptoms of gas gangrene, doctors made deep incisions into the thighs of dozens of prisoners, mostly young Polish women like Karołewska, and inserted bacteria, earth, wood shavings, and glass fragments. Eventually, Professor Gebhardt determined that sulfonamide drugs had little effect on treating these infections. In fact, Gebhardt had wanted the drugs to fail all along. As the leading SS surgeon, he had a stake in defending the primacy of frontline surgery. More pressingly, he was fighting accusations that he had bungled Heydrich’s treatment (dispatched by Himmler to attend to his wounded lieutenant in Prague, he had opted against the use of sulfonamides). To prove that he had been right all along, Gebhardt needed the drugs trial in Ravensbrück to come to nothing. Several women died after the ensuing operations, and the others bore the physical and mental scars for the rest of their often short lives.238


  Like Dr. Rascher’s murderous high altitude and freezing trials in Dachau, the mutilation of Ravensbrück prisoners was part of the war experiments, ostensibly designed to help save German troops from fatal injuries. In several other KL, too, prisoners were deliberately wounded and killed for this purpose. In Natzweiler, for instance, a Professor Otto Bickenbach supervised lethal trials with phosgene, a toxic gas used during chemical warfare in the First World War. To study its effects, and to test a drug meant to protect German troops, well over one hundred prisoners were forced into the small Natzweiler gas chamber in 1943–44. Within minutes, one survivor recalled, he felt such pain he could barely breathe: “It felt like someone was piercing my lungs with needles.” Many prisoners suffocated. Others died a long, lingering death over the coming days, coughing up blood and the remains of their lungs.239


  Another series of war experiments aimed to safeguard German troops from infectious diseases, such as hepatitis, tuberculosis, and, above all, typhus.240 The German authorities regarded typhus, frequently contracted by German soldiers in occupied eastern Europe, as a grave threat, not only to the troops but also to the population back home. The most extensive efforts to find a vaccine came in Buchenwald. Here, some twenty-four different trials were carried out in a permanent research station under SS Hauptsturmführer Dr. Erwin Ding (also known as Ding-Schuler), an inept young physician from the Hygiene Institute of the Waffen SS. His deputy was the Buchenwald SS doctor Waldemar Hoven, a dropout from a respectable family who had drifted around the world—including a spell as an extra on the film sets of Hollywood—before opting for medicine and joining the Camp SS, after less than five years of studies (Hoven was so incompetent he asked prisoners to write his thesis for him). The flawed setup of the Buchenwald experiments rendered them largely futile, scientifically speaking. The most tangible result was suffering. During one trial in summer 1943, which tested two drugs developed by the firm Hoechst, twenty-one out of thirty-nine prisoners died; most survivors developed high fevers, swollen faces and eyes, delusions, and tremors. In all, the doctors are said to have experimented on well over 1,500 subjects between 1942 and 1944; more than 200 prisoners did not survive the Buchenwald typhus research station.241


  A final series of war experiments was designed to boost the performance of German troops, rather than their protection. Physicians carried out several trials along these lines with Sachsenhausen prisoners. In November 1944, a navy doctor administered high doses of stimulants, including cocaine, in the search for drugs that would allow the deployment of submarine crews for days on end. The Camp SS let him loose on one of the most exhausting labor details, where inmates walked in a circle for up to twenty-five miles a day, shouldering heavy sand bags, to test the design of new footwear. The twenty-year-old Günther Lehmann was among the prisoners selected for the experiments. During the four-day trial with cocaine he slept no more than a few hours, forever stumbling along the test track, with a rucksack weighing twenty-five pounds on his back. Lehmann survived his ordeal, unlike so many other victims of the Nazis’ human experiments.242


  Auschwitz and Nazi Racial Science


  SS Hauptsturmführer Josef Mengele arrived in Auschwitz at the end of May 1943, aged thirty-two, after spending most of the previous two years on the Eastern Front, as an SS battalion medical officer. During his first year in the camp, he was the main SS doctor in the so-called Gypsy enclosure; later he took over the infirmary sector and became the senior SS physician in Birkenau. Just like the other Auschwitz doctors, Mengele performed a range of murderous duties. He supervised prisoner executions and gassings, and became known among the SS staff for his lethal approach to epidemics. Mengele was also a frequent presence during selections of Jews at the ramp, conspicuous by his elegant looks, high spirits, and theatrical manner, dividing prisoners like a conductor into separate groups. In summer 1944, the chief SS physician in Auschwitz, Eduard Wirths, praised the “prudence, perseverance, and energy” Mengele brought to the job. In addition, Wirths was struck by Mengele’s zealous use of his spare time, “utilizing the scientific material at his disposal” to make a “valuable contribution in his work on anthropological science.”243 What Wirths pictured here as a sideline was Mengele’s chief obsession: the torture of prisoners in the name of Nazi racial science, which formed part of a second area of KL research, different from the war experiments and clustered around Auschwitz in particular.


  Dr. Mengele was a disciple of racial biology, putting his faith in science to purify the body of the nation by identifying and removing supposedly inferior races. Although his beliefs were very much in line with Nazi thinking, Mengele (like Dr. Rascher) was no early Nazi fanatic. He came from an affluent national-conservative family and only applied to join the NSDAP and SS in his midtwenties (in 1937 and 1938 respectively). His main calling was racial science. As an eager student, gaining not one but two doctorates, Mengele had specialized early in racial genetics and anthropology. The diligent young scientist was quickly taken under the wing of Professor Otmar Freiherr von Verschuer, one of the doyens of German racial hygiene, who later headed the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Anthropology, Human Heredity and Eugenics in Berlin. Mengele became one of his assistants and continued to work with him after joining the SS full-time.


  Auschwitz during the Holocaust was a dream for a striving and amoral racial biologist like Mengele. He was free to test any hypothesis he wanted, however repugnant, and there was always a ready supply of “scientific material.” Prisoners he claimed for his experiments received special status. Isolated from the others, they were at his personal disposal; their bodies, dead and alive, belonged to Mengele.244 Among his victims were those with stunted growth and other unusual features, with Mengele and his assistants eagerly taking photographs, measurements, and X-rays. He was particularly excited in May 1944, when a family of acrobats with diminutive stature arrived from Hungary. Mengele hoped to experiment on them for years and lost no time in getting started, submitting his victims to injections, bloodletting, eye drops, and bone marrow extraction. One of the acrobats, Elisabeth Ovici, later recalled that “we often felt sick and miserable and had to throw up.” She escaped the worst, though, for Mengele had many prisoners with physical abnormalities murdered; after meticulous autopsies, their bones were dispatched to the skeleton collection of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute. Specially prepared eyeballs were couriered to the same address, as Mengele supplied one of Verschuer’s other assistants, Dr. Karin Magnussen, who was researching Gypsies with different-colored eyes.245


  The specialty of Dr. Mengele was the torture of twins. Racial genetics in Germany and abroad had long focused on twins, piquing Mengele’s interest early in his academic studies. After his posting to Auschwitz, he systematically scoured the camp for victims on whom he hoped to build his career. In all, he probably selected more than one thousand twins for experiments. Most of them were boys and girls between the ages of two and sixteen, among them some siblings who had passed themselves off as twins to escape the gas chambers. Mengele subjected them to a battery of tests. First came the obsessive collection of anthropological data, as Mengele, always a pedant, believed that enough facts would inevitably yield important insights; for each twin, a form with ninety-six different sections had to be completed. “Examined, measured, and weighed a hundred times,” is how Eva Herskovits later described her ordeal at Mengele’s hands. The SS took so many blood samples that some children died of anemia.


  Then came the experiments. To change the twins’ eye color, apparently, Mengele and his staff injected liquid into their eyes, causing swelling and burns. The SS also infected them with illnesses to test their reactions. In addition, Mengele carried out grotesque surgical experiments, often without anesthetic, to compare the children’s susceptibility to pain. Once, two boys, no more than three or four years old, were stitched together like Siamese twins; they screamed night and day before they died. Death offered Mengele yet another opportunity for his research, and he often set lethal injections himself.246


  Given the magnitude of Mengele’s crimes, it is easy to see why he has become the most infamous of all Auschwitz perpetrators. But his notoriety has obscured the deeds of other doctors. Mengele was not a loner. He operated in an environment where medical murders of prisoners were normal. Dozens of physicians carried out racial experiments in Auschwitz, not just other Camp SS doctors like Dr. Wirths, but SS, army, and civilian researchers from outside, as well. As the concentration camp with the largest prisoner population, among them many Jews, Auschwitz proved even more attractive than Dachau for physicians searching for human “guinea pigs,” and no other camp would claim more victims.


  Among the physicians lured to the east were two rival doctors, Professor Carl Clauberg and Dr. Horst Schumann, who experimented with fast and cheap mass sterilizations. Keen to eliminate unwanted population groups in occupied eastern Europe, Himmler gave the go-ahead for trials in summer 1942. This triggered a macabre race between the two physicians to find the most effective method. In all, they butchered many hundreds of Auschwitz prisoners (overwhelmingly Jews), in the largest series of experiments in the camp.


  The first doctor, Professor Clauberg, who discussed his plans for sterilizing Jewish women with Himmler and Glücks over lunch one day in July 1942, injected a chemical substance into the cervix to cause sterility by closing off the fallopian tubes. The procedure caused excruciating pain and numerous women died from complications; others were murdered so that Clauberg could examine their organs. One survivor, Chana Chopfenberg, later recalled that Clauberg had treated them all “like animals.” During the injections, she had been blindfolded; she was also threatened with execution if she dared to scream. Unrepentant, Dr. Clauberg claimed after the war that his experiments had been scientifically valuable and saved many women from extermination (he died of a stroke in a German remand prison in 1957).


  His rival Dr. Schumann was feverishly working nearby, using extremely high doses of radiation in a careless, hit-and-miss manner (he had no specialist training as a radiologist). The immediate results were deep burns of the sexual organs, serious infections, and many deaths. Unlike his competitor, Dr. Schumann mainly chose male prisoners for his experiments. One of the men, Chaim Balitzki, broke down in tears after the war when he testified about his ordeal. “Worst of all,” he said, “I no longer have a future.” Undeterred by the human cost, Schumann pressed ahead, but eventually had to admit that surgical procedures were more effective than his X-rays. Professor Clauberg claimed victory. In June 1943, he informed Himmler that his trials were close to completion. With the right equipment and support, he claimed, he would soon be able to sterilize up to one thousand women a day. He was not yet done with his experiments, though, carrying out further trials with chemical injections in Ravensbrück in 1944.247


  Nazi doctors even selected Auschwitz prisoners for lethal procedures in other KL. The most notorious case involved the skeleton collection at the Reich University of Strasbourg, a hotbed of Nazi race science established in 1941. In February 1942, Himmler received a report from Professor August Hirt, the leading physician of the Ahnenerbe and recently appointed as professor of anatomy in Strasbourg. Hirt’s report included a proposal for killing “Jewish-Bolshevik commissars” to fill gaps in existing “skull collections.” Himmler agreed, and the plan soon expanded: by murdering selected prisoners in Auschwitz, an entire racial-anthropological skeleton collection would be created. Eventually, three Ahnenerbe officials visited Auschwitz in June 1943. They picked out prisoners from different countries, who were measured, photographed, and filmed. One of them was Menachem Taffel, aged forty-two, who had been born in Galicia and later worked as a milkman in Berlin, from where he had been deported to Auschwitz in March 1943 (his wife and fourteen-year-old daughter were gassed on arrival). In late July 1943, the SS deported Taffel, together with eighty-six other Jewish prisoners, to Natzweiler, where the SS drove them into the new gas chamber (except for one woman who was shot for resisting); Commandant Josef Kramer then personally inserted prussic acid and watched the prisoners die. The corpses were sent to the Anatomical Institute in Strasbourg, about forty miles away. As the Allies approached Alsace in autumn 1944, Hirt and his colleagues tried to cover their tracks. But they failed to destroy all the evidence and when the soldiers entered the basement of the Strasbourg institute, they found vats full of corpses, sawn-off legs, and torsos, which had been preserved for Hirt’s skeleton collection.248


  Scientific Executioners


  After the war, the physicians behind the KL experiments were often depicted as solitary and mad scientists like Dr. Frankenstein, laboring secretly on macabre schemes.249 The truth is less lurid and more disturbing. Most research was inspired by what passed for mainstream scientific thinking, and many perpetrators were respected members of the medical community. Men like Professor Grawitz and Professor Gebhardt belonged to the German medical elite (as well as to the new SS aristocracy).250 So did Professor Clauberg, who was so well respected as a gynecologist that a senior WVHA officer brought his wife, who had suffered several miscarriages, all the way from Berlin to Auschwitz for an exclusive consultation.251


  Even the men behind the most gruesome experiments were no rank outsiders. Granted, perhaps Dr. Sigmund Rascher was a psychopath, as several historians have contended. But his experiments were driven, at least initially, by Germany’s perceived military needs; hence the eager cooperation of the air force, whose scientists had called for the air pressure, freezing, and seawater experiments in Dachau.252 As for Dr. Josef Mengele, although his crimes seem to speak for themselves—an Auschwitz prisoner doctor later called him a sadistic “subhuman” who was “veritably insane”—his peers saw him in a different light. Unlike Rascher, Mengele was an academic highflier and he remained associated with his venerable teacher Professor Verschuer. Human organs harvested by Mengele were analyzed at Verschuer’s institute, which was part of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society, the elite organization for scientific research in Germany (renamed the Max Planck Society in 1948) that did much to support Nazi racial policy. Mengele also supplied blood samples from “persons of the most diverse racial backgrounds,” as Verschuer put it, for a project on protein funded by the highly respected German Research Association (DFG), which supported several other human experiments in the KL, such as Professor Schilling’s malaria experiments in Dachau.253


  Complicity extended far into the wider German scientific community. The experiments were an open secret, at least in some circles, even if it was considered poor form to talk about them. Senior medical officers in the German armed forces were especially well informed, thanks to papers at medical congresses. One such meeting in October 1942 brought together more than ninety leading air force doctors and hypothermia specialists in a plush Nuremberg hotel, where they were initiated into the Dachau freezing experiments. The presentation, led by Professor Ernst Holzlöhner from the University of Kiel, included remarks by Dr. Rascher that left no doubt that some prisoners had died during the experiments; not one physician in the audience raised concerns. Some perpetrators even published details about their work in scientific journals and books. While they remained quiet about the abuse of prisoners, one could read between the lines that the experiments must have taken place in the KL; it did not require forensic skills to figure out that trials on “test persons” in “Dachau” had involved prisoners.254


  The German pharmaceutical industry was involved as well. As early as 1941, Dr. Hellmuth Vetter, a Bayer employee (IG Farben) who also served as a Camp SS doctor, was testing a range of sulfonamide drugs on Dachau prisoners. He was delighted to be able to “put our new products to the practical test,” he wrote to his colleagues in the company headquarters, and he assured them that he enjoyed the food, accommodation, and company of the SS: “I feel like I am in paradise here.” Vetter later moved on to other camps, administering potentially lethal drugs (developed by IG Farben) in Auschwitz and Mauthausen. Meanwhile, Buchenwald became a veritable “laboratory of the pharmaceutical industry,” in the words of the historian Ernst Klee, as drug companies vied to test their products on prisoners infected by the SS with typhus.255


  Looking at the enthusiastic participation of physicians in medical torture and murder, it is worth recalling that German doctors were among the most fervent supporters of National Socialism, which promised them a national renewal and a brighter professional future. During the Third Reich, half of all male physicians joined the Nazi Party and seven percent the SS. Nazi biopolitics not only increased the standing of doctors; it also encouraged a shift in medical norms. Measures like mass sterilization made clear from early on that the health of the “national community” was everything and that “community aliens” had no rights.256


  Once the KL experiments were under way, they created their own dynamic, further extending ethical boundaries. Take the case of Professor Gerhard Rose, the head of the department for tropical medicine at the famous Robert Koch Institute. In May 1943, Rose attended a conference during which Dr. Ding from Buchenwald gave a paper on typhus experiments. To everyone’s surprise, Professor Rose openly challenged Ding, attacking his trials as a fundamental break with medical convention. Put on the back foot, Dr. Ding claimed (falsely) that he was only using criminals already sentenced to death. The flustered chairman quickly ended the discussion. But Professor Rose’s principled stance did not last; as human experimentation became more commonplace, he wanted his own research to benefit, too. Just a few months after his attack on Ding, he contacted the Hygiene Institute of the Waffen SS and proposed a new typhus vaccine for tests in Buchenwald. Himmler agreed to a trial on so-called professional criminals and Dr. Ding was happy to help his erstwhile critic; the experiment took place in Buchenwald in March 1944, killing six prisoners.257


  Forced to defend his experiments at the conference in 1943, Dr. Ding had rightly assumed that many of his colleagues would have few objections to killing selected enemies of the state, especially those who were already doomed. There can be no doubt that the use of KL inmates, whose lives counted for little anyway, helped to ease any misgivings about the experiments. The physicians also stressed the utilitarian nature of their trials. Since invalids were being gassed “in certain chambers” anyway, Sigmund Rascher rhetorically asked in summer 1942 (in a veiled reference to Action 14f13), would it not be better to test “our different chemical warfare agents” on them?258 Similar arguments were heard elsewhere in the Third Reich. State prisoners were abused as “guinea pigs,” too, and one doctor collected the blood of guillotined inmates for transfusions in his local hospital; otherwise, he reasoned at the time, the blood just “flows off without use.”259


  The allure of amoral science even captivated some prisoners. Dr. Miklós Nyiszli, an accomplished forensic pathologist, was deported with other Jews from Hungary to Auschwitz in May 1944. The SS spared his life because he was healthy and spoke fluent German, and thanks to his medical skills he soon became a prisoner doctor at the Birkenau crematoria complex. His superior was none other than Josef Mengele, with Nyiszli serving as his pathology expert; he assisted in murders, dissected twins, wrote up reports, and prepared corpses for skeleton collections. Although he knew all about the depravity of Nazi race science, and was appalled by it, Nyiszli’s passion for science occasionally carried him away. Writing soon after the war, he referred to the “vast possibilities for research” in the camp, and recalled with excitement the “curious” and “extremely interesting” medical phenomena he had uncovered during autopsies, and which he had discussed at length, like any medical colleague would, with Dr. Mengele.260


  As for the victims, a few were saved by the experiments, paradoxically. They were butchered, but escaped certain death at the hands of the SS. The two young Czech brothers Zdenĕk and Jiři Steiner, for example, survived Auschwitz only because Dr. Mengele had claimed them for his experiments. Once, he apparently struck their names from a list of prisoners selected for the gas chamber. “Luckily, Mengele heard about it and saved us,” the brothers testified in 1945, “because he still needed us.”261


  Many more victims, however, were butchered and killed. Overall, the SS targeted more men than women, not only because they were more numerous in the KL, but because the war experiments were meant to benefit German soldiers. Most victims stood near the bottom of the Nazi racial scale, with Poles making up the largest national group of victims. At times, the SS could not agree whom to target. When it came to forcing prisoners to drink seawater, different officials proposed different “guinea pigs.” Richard Glücks from the WVHA wanted to use Jews; Arthur Nebe from the RSHA suggested “asocial half-Gypsies”; both were opposed by SS Reich physician Ernst Robert Grawitz, who argued that the victims had to “racially resemble the European population.” In the end, no inmate groups were safe. After all, Himmler himself had announced in 1942 that one reason for selecting KL prisoners for potentially lethal trials was that they were “deserving of death”—a label that could be applied to pretty much any inmate, as far as the SS was concerned.262


  Not even children were exempt, and from 1943 more and more were targeted. They stood at the center of Mengele’s twin experiments in Auschwitz, as we have seen, and they were also dispatched from there to other concentration camps. In November 1944, for example, the SS sent a group of twenty Jewish children for tuberculosis trials to Neuengamme, where they would meet a terrible fate. Among them was the twelve-year-old Georges Kohn. He had been deported from Drancy in August 1944 together with his father, the director of the Paris Hôpital Baron de Rothschild (the largest Jewish hospital in France), and five other members of his family. By the time the train pulled into Auschwitz, Georges was all alone, except for his eighty-year-old grandmother: an older brother and sister had escaped from the train, his mother and another sister were in Bergen-Belsen, and his father, Armand, was in Buchenwald. His father would be the only one to survive the KL; he returned to Paris after the war, a sick man, and never learned what had happened to his youngest son.263


  Armand Kohn had been among a vast number of Jewish prisoners deported to Buchenwald and other KL inside the old German borders during the later stages of the war. Their arrival marked a major shift in policy. By 1944, the regime’s desire for forced labor had become so all-consuming that it trumped some hallowed principles of Nazi racial thinking. After years of feverish ethnic cleansing had made much of the Reich and its concentration camps “free of Jews,” as Himmler had demanded, the regime reversed this course in a bid to build up its slave labor force.264 The mass influx of Jewish prisoners far into Nazi Germany was part of a wider transformation of the KL system, which saw the emergence of hundreds of new camps and the arrival of hundreds of thousands of new prisoners. The concentration camps were entering a new phase, which probably began sometime around autumn 1943, when an eerie new camp was set up in the Harz Mountains. Its name was Dora.
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  Camps Unbound


  Dust was swirling in the long and narrow tunnel, deep inside the Kohnstein mountain. Through the haze, illuminated by five dim lights, one could make out rows and rows of wooden bunks, four tiers high, crammed together on the slimy ground that was filled with pools of water seeping from the walls. Slumped on the low bunks lay gaunt figures in torn uniforms, some covered with thin blankets, others with empty cement bags; the mattresses were full of lice and filth, as were the masses of prisoners. It was the same scene in three adjacent underground chambers, all of them some 250 to 300 feet long and 40 feet wide. Together, these four tunnels were the sleeping quarters for around ten thousand KL prisoners who toiled in the Dora satellite camp in late 1943.


  Dora assaulted all the senses. The air in the sleeping tunnels was unbearable, a mix of sweat, urine, excrement, vomit, and rotting corpses. During five months inside the Dora tunnels, the Polish inmate Wincenty Hein recalled, he only had three brief showers; some prisoners urinated on their hands to wash the dirt from their faces. There were no toilets anyway, just open petrol drums that added to the stench. Prisoners gasped for breath, and they were also tormented by hunger and thirst, forbidden to touch the underground water pipes. Sleep was almost impossible inside the chambers, not least because of the deafening noise of machines, pickaxes, and explosions coming from other tunnels nearby, which reverberated through the prisoner quarters. Dora never fell silent, as inmates worked in two shifts around the clock, digging, moving machinery, and laying tracks through the maze of tunnels. Roll calls on the outside had long been abandoned and prisoners lost all sense of night and day. “I felt like I was buried alive,” the Dutch prisoner Albert van Dijk later wrote.


  The Dora prisoners ate, slept, and worked underground. Before long, they were barely recognizable. When he arrived in early 1944, the Dutch prisoner Hendrikus Iwes was shocked by the sight of men who “were no[t] real persons anymore.” Conditions improved somewhat during the following months, as inmates were gradually transferred to a new barrack camp above ground and a growing number of them were used in skilled production jobs. But this came too late for many: by the end of March 1944, more than one in three Dora prisoners were already dead. Most died from illness and exhaustion, though there was also an unusually large number of suicides.1


  Dora had been established hastily in August 1943, following a British bombing raid on the village of Peenemünde on a small island on the Baltic coast. The central German military testing facility for missiles, Peenemünde was the site of the production plant and development works of the A-4 rocket, later known as the V2, masterminded by the young engineer Dr. Wernher von Braun (recruited by the United States after the war, the former SS officer became the father of NASA’s space program). The attack on Peenemünde caused great concern among Nazi leaders, who had invested much hope in their “miracle weapons”; Heinrich Himmler had visited the facilities, where some six hundred KL prisoners toiled, only a few weeks earlier. Just days after the air raid, Hitler, Himmler, and Speer agreed to relocate V2 production to an underground location, with the help of concentration camp labor; this, Himmler promised, would guarantee the program’s secrecy. In the end, the new plant became a joint venture between the SS, the army, and Speer’s Ministry for Armaments. Himmler carved out a major part for his SS, including the construction of the new underground facility.


  The location of the plant was quickly settled: an existing tunnel system in the Harz Mountains near the city of Nordhausen (Thuringia) in central Germany. Under construction since 1936 as an army fuel depot, it offered over one million square feet of manufacturing space in two parallel tunnels, almost a mile long, which were connected by forty-six side tunnels resembling a giant, curving ladder. Using KL labor, this huge tunnel system would now be extended and made operational for rocket production. Dora, a new satellite camp of Buchenwald, was set up on site, and the first prisoners arrived on August 28, 1943, just ten days after the Peenemünde attack. Seven weeks later, Heinrich Himmler appeared for an inspection.2


  More subterranean concentration camps followed. Nazi leaders saw the underground relocation of arms production as a surefire way to protect key resources from Allied bombing, and the KL system was meant to play an important part: in mid-December 1943, Heinrich Himmler pictured his troops as “new cavemen” who would establish the “only truly protected production sites.”3 By then, several new sites had emerged already. In addition to Dora, more than five hundred prisoners were held in the Mauthausen satellite camp Ebensee (code-named Kalk, later Zement). The prisoners slept inside a former factory building, before moving to a barrack camp, and had to dig two huge underground tunnels for the Peenemünde rocket development works. Another new Mauthausen satellite was set up in Redl-Zipf, some fifteen miles from Ebensee. By the end of 1943, some 1,900 prisoners worked near the camp (code-named Schlier), extending the cellars of a local brewery for an oxygen factory and digging tunnels to connect it to test ranges for V2 engines (produced in Dora) on a mountain behind; in December alone, ninety-three of the prisoners lost their lives here.4 The German navy also used KL labor for building shelters. In Farge, a new satellite of Neuengamme outside Bremen, prisoners were helping to erect a massive bombproof bunker (code-named Valentin) that would hold a high-tech factory for submarine assembly. By the end of 1943, some five hundred KL prisoners worked on site, sleeping in an empty fuel tank.5 Pioneering projects like these paved the way for prisoner mass deployment in gigantic and often pointless underground relocation schemes.


  Inmate numbers reached staggering heights in 1944, as did inmate deaths. The KL population more than doubled, shooting up from an estimated 315,000 prisoners (December 31, 1943) to 524,286 (August 1, 1944) and then 706,650 (January 1, 1945).6 Hundreds of thousands were now working for the German war effort. Most inmates were sent to new satellite camps that sprang up at an incredible rate near factories and building sites. Prisoners were constantly on the move, or so it seemed, taken from one site to the next. Everything was in flux, reflecting the camps’ breakneck economic mobilization. Recent calls to improve conditions often went unheeded as SS officials focused their energies on the exploitation of slave laborers at any price. It was imperative, Oswald Pohl lectured the Monowitz SS in September 1944, “to report lazy prisoners for punishment.”7


  The wider changes in the KL system in 1944 were exemplified by Dora, the first relocation camp for war production.8 Not content with the rocket program inside the Kohnstein tunnels, the planners in the Ministry for Armaments, supported by industry, handed many more projects in the region to the SS, which was soon building new tunnels for airplane and motor manufacturing. Losing touch with reality, these plans became ever more outlandish, turning Dora into a big KL complex in its own right. Prisoner numbers reached over thirty-two thousand in late October 1944, and they were still rising. Most inmates worked in the surrounding satellite camps, which eventually numbered around forty, with names like Hans, Anna, and Erich betraying the SS penchant for camouflage; in addition, almost all SS Building Brigades were stationed nearby, supporting the gigantic relocation effort. WVHA leaders officially recognized the importance of Dora in autumn 1944. Previously a satellite camp, it was now awarded the status of main camp. Called Mittelbau, it would be the last main concentration camp founded in the Third Reich.9


  IN EXTREMIS


  Sometime in late May 1944, Ágnes Rózsa was deported to Auschwitz, together with her parents, from her hometown of Nagyvárad. The city had been part of Romania between the wars, as it is again today (Oradea), but in 1940 it was annexed by Hungary with the rest of north Transylvania. This is why Ágnes Rózsa, a thirty-three-year-old high school teacher, was sucked into the maelstrom of the Nazi deportations of Hungarian Jews, which began soon after the German invasion in March 1944. Rózsa arrived in Auschwitz on June 1, 1944, during a period when the Birkenau killing apparatus reached its murderous peak. At the same time, the SS pressed more prisoners than ever into the war economy and Ágnes Rózsa was among those spared for forced labor. After several months in Birkenau, she was deported to a small satellite camp of the Siemens-Schuckert works in Nuremberg.10


  Rózsa belonged to the vast number of Jewish slave laborers who poured into camps deep inside the old German borders during 1944, following the regime’s U-turn on the deployment of Jews. For the first time since late 1938, Jewish inmates became a major presence across the KL system as a whole, as several older camp complexes, which had held virtually no Jews since 1942, quickly filled up. The prisoners from occupied Poland brought with them news of the Nazi Final Solution. In camps like Dachau, some veteran inmates already had a general idea of what was happening in the east, after the earlier arrival of clothes, shoes, suitcases, and other belongings of murdered Jews from Auschwitz and Majdanek.11 But only now did they learn more details about the deportations, the selections, and the crematoria. The truth came out quickly, sometimes at the moment Jewish newcomers stepped into the showers and screamed, “Not gas! Not gas!”12


  Going Underground


  What started in autumn 1943 as a project to move the secret German missile program underground quickly extended to the air industry as a whole, which would eventually occupy more than one-third of all working KL prisoners.13 When German airplane factories were hit in late February 1944, during a major Allied bombing campaign (the “Big Week”), the Air Ministry was planning dozens of underground projects. Some were already under way, in fact, and many more would soon follow. On March 1, 1944, the so-called Fighter Staff (Jägerstab) was formed, one of several powerful new Nazi agencies aimed at overcoming critical setbacks to war production, which added even more layers to the polycratic Nazi dictatorship in its twilight years. The remit of the Fighter Staff was to protect and increase the production of planes for defending German airspace, which was beginning to be penetrated almost at will by Allied bombers, and there was widespread agreement from the start that the best solution was to move the facilities underground. In a conference on March 5, 1944, Hitler himself announced that this was just the beginning of relocating “all German industrial plants under the earth.” The scramble for underground construction had well and truly begun.14


  The KL played an important role in these plans. The Fighter Staff brought together senior officials from the Armaments Ministry, Air Ministry, and private companies. But the SS also sat at the table, greatly raising its profile, as the aviation sector had become the biggest part of the German arms industry by 1944. The main reason for the SS involvement was its mass of slave laborers and its promise of providing even more. Labor shortages were biting harder than ever. Brutal efforts by Fritz Sauckel to capture millions more foreign laborers had failed, as the German stranglehold over much of continental Europe was broken, leaving the SS as one of the last sources of available labor.15


  The SS was put in charge of special construction orders within the Fighter Staff, having impressed Albert Speer and others with its apparent success in Dora. Soon, the SS oversaw a range of high-profile relocation projects for the air industry, working together with private contractors. Satellite camps were set up near these new sites, and by June 1944 around seventeen thousand prisoners were toiling there, with many more on the way. Some schemes aimed at the speedy conversion of existing tunnels and caves. But the aircraft industry soon realized that this was a dead end, since corrosion and cramped spaces undermined efficient production. Instead, hopes turned to more complex projects: vast purpose-built tunnels, also dug by the SS. The closer the Third Reich came to defeat, the more monstrous these plans became, in terms of their size and speed of construction, and their human cost.16


  Among the largest schemes was a network of tunnels near the town of Melk in Lower Austria; this was to house a factory (code-named Quarz) of the Steyr-Daimler-Puch AG, which had lobbied hard for the project and was heavily involved in its implementation. To provide the necessary labor, a satellite camp of Mauthausen was set up in Melk in April 1944, holding some seven thousand prisoners by mid-September. Conditions were infernal; there were constant accidents and most of the tunneling and cementing had to be done by hand. In all, almost one in three prisoners deported to the camp lost their lives there—more than the entire civilian population of the adjacent town of Melk.17


  The manager of the gigantic SS-run underground program was Dr. Hans Kammler, the leading technocrat of terror in the WVHA. The trained architect had joined Pohl’s sprawling organization full-time in 1941 to oversee SS construction (from 1942 as chief of Office Group C), having proven himself, during his time as a civil servant in the Nazi Air Ministry, as a capable manager of large building projects. He impressed his new SS superiors with his technical expertise, drive, and ideological commitment (he had joined the Nazi Party in 1931, and the SS two years later), and quickly became a key figure in several major projects, from the vast settlement plans to the killing machinery in Auschwitz. In 1943, his career really took off, propelling him toward the top of the German war industry. The first major step was his commission by Himmler and Speer, in late August 1943, to turn Dora into an underground missile factory. This was followed in March 1944 by an even more prestigious post: managing all SS relocation projects for the Fighter Staff, as the head of a new “Special Staff Kammler.” He pressed ahead regardless of prisoner lives; what counted was the rapid completion of building tasks, not how many died in the process. After all, there still seemed to be enough new prisoners ready to be “pumped” into his projects, as Kammler put it.


  
    
  


  Kammler quickly gained a formidable reputation. A restless workaholic in his early forties, this gaunt man, with his thin and haggard face, cut an intimidating figure. He spoke resolutely and rapidly, making clear to everyone that he knew what he wanted and how to get it. Heinrich Himmler was an early admirer and frequently met with him, and Hitler placed equally great faith in Kammler. Albert Speer paid his respects, too. Soon after he had inspected the Dora tunnels on December 10, 1943, Speer commended Kammler for the “near-impossible” speed with which he had built the underground factory, “which has no equal anywhere in Europe.”


  Dr. Kammler became the man for the most difficult SS missions. Heinrich Himmler expected results, whatever the obstacles, and the loyal Kammler promised to deliver. However, ruthlessness did not equal effectiveness, and several of his high-profile projects failed to live up to his hubris. And yet, there was no stopping his rise. After the Fighter Staff folded in summer 1944 into the Armaments Staff (Rüstungsstab), Kammler’s remit for underground relocation expanded from airplanes to other arms programs. His attention also turned back to rocket production, which gained added urgency after the Allied landings in Normandy in June 1944. More and more missiles were rolling out of Dora, and it was Kammler who traveled to supervise their deployment, with the rank of army general; the first V2s fell on England in September 1944 and the rockets later hit France, Belgium, and Holland. Over the coming months, Kammler accumulated yet more projects—including the construction of an enormous underground headquarters for Hitler in Ohrdruf, a top-priority project where more than ten thousand KL prisoners worked by late 1944—and by spring 1945 he controlled almost the entire arms production for the air force. Kammler was even talked about as a successor to Speer as armaments minister. At this late stage, of course, with the Third Reich already in ruins, there was no more armaments output to speak of, as Speer pointedly noted in his memoirs.18


  Powerful as Hans Kammler was, he had no monopoly over underground construction for the German air industry. While his SS office oversaw most of the major Fighter Staff relocation projects, the rival Organization Todt (OT) established itself as another key player. This Nazi construction agency, set up along military lines in 1938, had grown rapidly during the war. Relying largely on foreign labor, the OT ran a huge number of building projects all across Nazi-occupied Europe—including bridges, roads, and defensive installations—and it expanded into German domestic construction, as well. This led to tensions with the SS, after Hitler commissioned the OT in April 1944 to build gigantic concrete bunkers for fighter aircraft factories. Even though this urgent project was supervised by the OT, the SS had to supply much of the labor force. Starting in June 1944, a total of fifteen Dachau satellite camps were established around Kaufering and Mühldorf am Inn, where several tens of thousands of prisoners built four huge bunker complexes. The OT, which subcontracted the work to private firms, was now the largest slave driver of the Dachau prisoners.19


  This was not the only major OT project using concentration camp labor. In April 1944, the OT took over the construction of a big network of bunkers for Hitler and the top echelons of the regime (code-named Riese, or “giant”). Turning a large wooded area of Lower Silesia into a building site, KL prisoners and other forced laborers had to erect huge underground structures and infrastructure. In all, thirteen thousand Jewish men were held in some twelve new satellite camps of Gross-Rosen, known collectively as “Work Camp Riese”; around five thousand of them lost their lives.20


  Elsewhere, KL prisoners were exploited during desperate Nazi efforts to protect the fuel supply. Following major Allied bombing raids on German hydrogenation plants in May 1944, Hitler invested Edmund Geilenberg, a top official in Speer’s Armaments Ministry, with special powers to keep tanks rolling and planes flying. The main aims of the new Geilenberg Staff were the repair of damaged hydrogenation plants, the construction of new plants, and the underground relocation of production. Many of the construction projects were once again run by the OT, but the SS was involved, too, managing some sites and supplying slave labor to others. By late November 1944, an estimated three hundred and fifty thousand workers toiled on the Geilenberg sites, including tens of thousands of KL prisoners, dispersed across several satellite camps. Some of these camps had originally been erected for other purposes; in Ebensee a huge fuel refinery was set up in the tunnels originally intended for the V2 development works. Other sites were hastily set up from scratch. In Württemberg, for example, the SS created three new Natzweiler satellites to push ahead with project “Desert” (Wüste), extracting local shale oil for fuel production. Together with inmates from associated satellite camps, over ten thousand KL prisoners were forced into project “Desert,” mostly working in construction; thousands died.21


  The relocation of the German war industry transformed concentration camp slave labor. It is impossible to say exactly how many prisoners were deployed in this way, but numbers were very substantial. At the end of 1944, according to an estimate by Pohl, around forty percent of all the working KL prisoners came under Kammler’s authority, the vast majority of them in relocation camps; many more worked on similar projects managed by the OT.22 In all, hundreds of thousands of KL inmates were forced into the new relocation camps, and while there were many differences between individual sites, all of them placed inmates in mortal danger. To keep alive their hopes of a miraculous German victory, Nazi leaders sacrificed entire armies of prisoners.


  
    
  


  War and Slave Labor


  Heinrich Himmler liked to sing the praises of KL labor. His boasts about its contribution to the war economy became set pieces in speeches to senior Nazi officials in 1944. Typically, Himmler pictured the concentration camps as brutally efficient modern arms factories, with long hours and strict discipline; after listening to one of his speeches, Joseph Goebbels summed up Himmler’s approach as “pretty rigorous.” But the Reichsführer SS stressed that there was no reason to pity prisoners: though it was hard to believe, he told an audience of army generals in June 1944, inmates in his camps were better off than “many workers in England or America.” As for their output, the prisoners put in millions of hours each month, supposedly turning out a vast arsenal of high-tech armaments. Himmler was particularly proud of the underground missile and fighter plane factories, where “this race of subhumans produces the weapons for the war.” The startling successes were due, Himmler concluded, to the technical brilliance of the SS and the productivity of the prisoners, who worked twice as hard as foreign workers.23 None of these claims bore any resemblance to reality, though given Himmler’s capacity for self-delusion it is possible that he believed his own hype.


  Slave labor in the concentration camps was far less effective than Himmler claimed. Many prisoners were not employed at all, either because they were too sick or because there was no work; according to SS figures from spring 1944, more than one in four Auschwitz prisoners were either invalids or ill in infirmaries.24 As for the majority of working prisoners, they were much weaker than regular laborers. Food rations for KL inmates (and other Nazi prisoners) were cut once more in 1944, by central order of the Reich Ministry for Food and Agriculture, condemning more inmates to exhaustion and death; some prisoners now received no more than around seven hundred calories per day.25 WVHA efforts to improve matters remained largely cosmetic; empty words could not feed any prisoners.26


  The overall productivity of KL prisoners fell far behind the expectations of the SS and industry.27 True, some skilled and better-fed prisoners delivered outputs approaching those of other workers.28 But this was impossible for the great mass of inmates. Compared with that of regular German workers, their productivity reached an estimated half in industrial production, and even less in construction, perhaps one-third.29 And despite some exceptions, such as the Heinkel works in Oranienburg, concentration camp labor was not particularly cost-effective, either. Once all the overheads were deducted, it often came no cheaper than free German labor. But it was still useful: Why else would so many firms have pursued KL prisoners so energetically in 1944? The decisive factor here was not that prisoners came cheap, but that they were available, allowing state and private companies to take on additional arms and building projects.30


  Although it had secured a more prominent place for the KL system in the German arms industry by 1944, the mass exploitation of its prisoners came at a cost to the SS. Internal rivalries broke out within the WVHA, as Hans Kammler pushed aside Gerhard Maurer (from Office Group D) as the main manager of slave labor; in a new camp like Dora, it was Kammler who had the final say.31 Meanwhile, armaments minister Albert Speer extended his own reach over forced labor, culminating in a decree on October 9, 1944, that put him in charge of prisoner deployment. New requests for KL labor no longer went to the WVHA but to Speer’s ministry, a significant loss of power and prestige for the SS.32 Private industry chipped away at SS control, too, with managers traveling directly to concentration camps to select slaves. Above all, the managers wanted strong and skilled prisoners, ideally with some knowledge of German. “We were chosen like cattle on a market,” the Ukrainian prisoner Galina Buschujewa-Sabrodskaja recalled after Heinkel employees descended on Ravensbrück in late 1943: “They even forced us to open our mouths, and inspected our teeth.”33 An ambitious attempt by the WVHA to steer prisoner deployment by creating a modern machine-readable database in 1944, using punch-hole cards and number codes (the so-called Hollerith technology), was soon abandoned and did nothing to help the WVHA regain the initiative.34 The more the Camp SS became involved in the German war industry, the less control it had over its prisoners.


  What is more, the contribution of the camps for the war economy remained marginal, despite Himmler’s bombastic claims. In summer 1944, when German armaments production reached its highest output during the war, KL prisoners working in the arms industry made up no more than around one percent of the Third Reich labor force. To be sure, the SS presence was more marked in relocation projects.35 But most of these projects were strategically pointless even before they got under way; the move of war production underground was the last throw of the dice in a game that was already lost.36 The SS was the perfect partner for such a doomed plan. Undeterred by previous failures, SS leaders like Oswald Pohl still harbored delusions about their economic prowess.37


  Even the most high-profile projects launched with SS involvement made little difference to the progress of the war. Despite the investment of hundreds of millions of Reichsmark and the abuse of tens of thousands of slave laborers, the huge IG Farben complex under construction in Auschwitz was never completed and failed to produce any synthetic rubber or fuel.38 Similarly, few projects of the Geilenberg Staff went past the initial stage. The first factories of project “Desert,” provisionally operational from early spring 1945, turned out an oily sludge that was useless for the remaining German tanks.39 And Dora never became the high-tech underground factory of Himmler’s dreams, either. The number of the much vaunted V2s manufactured, around six thousand by spring 1945, remained well behind schedule. And although the rockets killed thousands of civilians abroad and proved a potent propaganda tool inside Germany, their strategic impact was negligible. The uniqueness of the weapon lay elsewhere, as the historian Michael J. Neufeld has pointed out: “More people died producing it than died from being hit by it.”40 This verdict sums up the SS involvement in the war economy as a whole. Its main output was not fuel or planes or guns, but the misery and death of its prisoners.41


  Far more registered prisoners died in 1944 than during the previous year. The general conditions claimed countless victims, and the SS also extended its murderous selections (which had been cut back during the previous year), because the sick were seen as obstacles to effective war production and as threats to the health of other slave laborers. Many died inside satellite camps. Other victims returned to the main camps, after they had been worked to complete exhaustion, and perished in one of the fast-expanding sectors for the weak and ill.42 Or they were deported to their deaths elsewhere. In Mauthausen, where those isolated in the infirmary sector sometimes outnumbered all other inmates, the SS took a particularly radical step. It renewed its links to the Hartheim killing center, dating back to Action 14f13, and sent at least 3,228 Muselmänner to the gas chambers between April and December 1944.43 More commonly, transports of doomed prisoners went to other parts of the KL system. Deportations to Auschwitz, for example, now included weakened Jewish prisoners selected in satellite camps inside the old German borders.44


  In addition, two other main camps—Majdanek and Bergen-Belsen, both largely untouched by the economic mobilization for war—were designated for dying inmates from other KL. Majdanek had lost much of its purpose in November 1943, following the murder of its Jewish prisoners, and was used from December onward as a dumping ground for men and women from concentration camps inside the Third Reich. Some died en route, thousands more inside; in March 1944 alone, when around nine thousand prisoners were held in Majdanek, the SS registered more than 1,600 deaths.45 Bergen-Belsen took over from spring 1944 onward, as Majdanek prepared for evacuation in advance of the Red Army. By January 1945, some 5,500 sick prisoners from other KL—judged “an unnecessary burden on the industrial firms” that employed them, in the words of Camp SS leaders—had been taken to Bergen-Belsen.46 The first transport had arrived in late March or early April 1944 from Dora. The frail men, many of them with bandaged arms and legs, had been thrown into the trucks “like sacks of coal,” according to one Dora prisoner; the screams started before the train had even pulled away. After their arrival in Bergen-Belsen, the survivors were left for days inside empty barracks without food or blankets. “We wasted away very quickly,” the French prisoner Josef Henri Mulin recalled later.47


  The Prisoner Population


  KL inmate numbers reached record heights in 1944, relentlessly pushed upward by Heinrich Himmler. He promised Kammler as many prisoners as he wanted and became obsessed with statistics charting the growth in inmate figures: Himmler’s mantra, Rudolf Höss recalled, became “Armaments! Prisoners! Armaments!”48 The camps just kept on growing, and even some of the smaller sites now expanded exponentially; the number of prisoners registered in Flossenbürg, for instance, grew more than eightfold, from 4,869 (December 31, 1943) to 40,437 (January 1, 1945).49 The momentum behind the camps’ expansion was only stopped by the Allied armies.


  Secret SS statistics reveal two major trends. First, after the balance of the KL system had tilted eastward from 1942, it now swung back again. As the Red Army gained ground, more and more camps in occupied eastern Europe closed down in 1944. Auschwitz was gradually emptied, too, and consequently lost its status as the biggest site. By January 1, 1945, the largest KL complex of all was Buchenwald, in the heart of Germany; 97,633 prisoners were registered there, compared to 69,752 in Auschwitz. Second, the sharp rise in female prisoners, which had begun with the mass deportations of Jewish women during the Holocaust, continued. By the end of 1944, there were almost 200,000 female KL prisoners (up from 12,500 in late April 1942), making up twenty-eight percent of the total prisoner population. They were distributed across the whole KL system. Back in 1939, female prisoners had been confined to a single purpose-built camp, Ravensbrück; now they were registered in every camp complex, except for Dora.50


  The vast rise in prisoner numbers cannot be reduced to Himmler’s hunger for slave laborers alone. Just as in previous years, economic motives coincided with other matters of national interest, as defined by the Nazi regime. Police arrests broadly followed the pattern established in 1942–43. As defeat came closer, Nazi paranoia about the home front grew even more intense. There were further crackdowns on Germans suspected of criminal activity, defeatism, and subversion. In August 1944, shortly after the failed bomb plot on Hitler’s life, more than five thousand left-wing activists from the Weimar period, as well as some one-time officials of Catholic parties, were dragged into the KL as part of Operation Thunderstorm; some, like the sixty-six-year-old former SPD Reichstag deputy Fritz Soldmann, had already been tormented in the KL several times before.51 The police also focused on resistance activities by foreigners inside Germany and expanded its general assault on foreign workers: many tens of thousands were arrested in 1944 for “breach of contract” and often taken straight to concentration camps, in line with Himmler’s orders.52


  Outside the Third Reich, meanwhile, more people were rising up, and the German occupiers answered with extreme force; many resisters were murdered on the spot, and many more deported to concentration camps.53 Among them were several tens of thousands of men and women arrested inside France.54 Even more new KL prisoners arrived from occupied Poland, in the wake of the doomed Warsaw Uprising. The insurgency had been triggered on August 1, 1944, by the Polish Home Army, which hoped to drive the German occupiers out just before the seemingly imminent arrival of the Red Army. But the Soviet advance stalled, and the uprising was put down with extraordinary brutality by Nazi troops, who had long seen the city as the hotbed of Polish resistance. After nine terrible weeks, some one hundred and fifty thousand local civilians had been killed and much of Warsaw lay in ruins (among the dead were several hundred prisoners from the local KL, who had briefly tasted freedom during the uprising). As for the survivors, SS officials were determined to add them to their slave labor force; in mid-August, the SS dreamed of four hundred thousand extra prisoners for the concentration camps. In the end, an estimated sixty thousand men, women, and children were deported from the remains of Warsaw to the KL. Among them was a twenty-one-year-old seamstress (her name is unknown), who was forced out of her destroyed building in September 1944 with her husband and neighbors. After several days in packed cattle trucks, the men were dragged out near Sachsenhausen. “Families that were separated screamed and cried,” she recalled. Then the train took the remaining women and children to Ravensbrück, where some twelve thousand prisoners from Warsaw arrived in all.55


  Diverse as the KL population was, there was one prisoner group that grew faster than any other—Jews. In the course of 1944, the German authorities forced more Jewish men, women, and children to the KL than ever before. According to one estimate, almost two-thirds of all new arrivals between spring and autumn 1944 had to wear the yellow star. By the end of the year, more than two hundred thousand were registered as KL inmates; any Jews in German-controlled territory were now most likely held inside concentration camps.56 Among them were many Polish Jews who had survived outside the KL system until now. Tens of thousands came from abandoned forced labor camps, including the so-called Schmelt camps in Upper Silesia.57 Others arrived from the last ghettos. During the final liquidation of Lodz in August 1944, almost sixty-seven thousand Jews were deported to Auschwitz; around two-thirds were murdered on arrival.58


  Auschwitz also continued to receive deportation trains from the rest of Nazi-occupied Europe, as the RSHA pursued Jews who had so far escaped its clutches. Among the largest transports in 1944 were those from France, Holland, Slovakia, Greece, and Italy. One of these trains, which arrived late on February 26 from a camp in Modena, brought Primo Levi to Auschwitz, together with 649 other Jews; 526 of them were gassed on arrival.59 Further prisoners arrived from Theresienstadt. In May 1944, some 7,500 Jews, many of them old, orphaned, or ill, were deported to Auschwitz during a Nazi effort to put the ghetto into better light for the impending visit by the International Committee of the Red Cross; many thousands more, especially younger prisoners, followed in the autumn.60


  By far the largest number of Jews deported to Auschwitz in 1944 came from Hungary. After Hungary had distanced itself from its German partner, seeking a separate peace with the Allies, Nazi forces invaded the country in March 1944. The German occupation was a catastrophe for Hungarian Jewry, which had so far been spared from the Holocaust. German troops were accompanied by Adolf Eichmann and his team. Drawing on their experience with round-ups, deportations, and extermination, Eichmann’s men proceeded with great speed and efficiency. Mass transports began in mid-May 1944, and by July, when they were stopped after an intervention by the Hungarian regent Horthy, at least four hundred and thirty thousand Jews had been taken to Auschwitz.61


  After SS units removed Horthy in mid-October 1944, the Nazis renewed their effort to deport the remaining Hungarian Jews. Trains were scarce now, as transport shortages started to bite, so tens of thousands of Jewish men, women, and children were forced on marches to the distant Austrian border. By the end of 1944, an estimated seventy-six thousand Jews had been driven toward Austria. Here, some survivors were forced to build fortifications, while others were taken to the KL. Among them was the teenager Eva Fejer, who eventually reached Ravensbrück. “At first,” she later said, “we thought we were coming into a decent camp, not least because we had been made to believe that it would be good as long as one behaved properly.” She soon learned the truth.62


  Nazi leaders and industrialists saw the Hungarian Jews as an important addition to the workforce. Even before the mass deportations began, there were plans—pushed forward by Hitler and Himmler—to send one hundred thousand or more as slave laborers to the KL inside Germany. In particular, the prisoners were earmarked for Fighter Staff relocation projects. When Albert Speer asked in a meeting on May 26, 1944, when these prisoners would arrive, he was assured by Kammler that the transports were already “on their way.” But before they reached the building sites inside the old German borders, these Hungarian Jews had to pass through Auschwitz. After all, the SS was only interested in slaves who could work; all those who were too young, old, or weak would be murdered.63


  The Murder of Hungarian Jews


  Auschwitz was never more lethal for Jews than in spring and summer 1944. Among the dead were many regular prisoners, including most inmates from the Theresienstadt family camp.64 The overwhelming majority of victims, however, had only just arrived. Huge numbers poured into Auschwitz—between May and July 1944, more Jews were deported to the camp than during the entire preceding two years—and nearly all came from Hungary. Their murder marked the climax of the Holocaust in Auschwitz, at a time when most European Jews under German control had long since been killed.65


  The man who oversaw the extermination of Hungarian Jews was a familiar figure in Auschwitz: Rudolf Höss, the old commandant. Around late April or early May 1944, shortly before the deportations started, Höss traveled to Hungary to meet his friend Eichmann at his temporary residence in Budapest (Eichmann, in turn, visited Auschwitz several times in spring 1944). The two men brooded over the deportation schedules to determine how many trains “could be dealt with” in Auschwitz, as Höss put it. In addition, Höss wanted to inform his WVHA superiors how many slave laborers they could expect, once those deemed unfit had been gassed. Höss conducted trial selections in Hungary, and concluded that most Jews had to die; at best, he estimated, twenty-five percent would be selected for labor.66


  Next, Höss traveled to Auschwitz, returning to the scene of his earlier crimes, and on May 8, 1944, took over temporarily as senior commandant of the Auschwitz camp complex.67 In view of the scale of the impending genocide, WVHA leaders had dispatched their most experienced manager of mass murder.68 In their eyes, the reappointment of Höss was all the more pressing because the position of the current senior commandant, Arthur Liebehenschel, had become untenable. Apparently, the reserved Liebehenschel had gained a reputation as a soft touch, though the immediate reason for his removal was a private drama.69 Back when Liebehenschel had worked in the WVHA, he had fallen for Richard Glücks’s secretary, who eventually joined him in Auschwitz after his divorce. But after Liebehenschel sought permission to remarry, his superiors learned a dark secret: early in the Third Reich, his fiancée had been arrested for a relationship with a Jew. Oswald Pohl was horrified. He dispatched his bullish adjutant Richard Baer to tell Liebehenschel to terminate the relationship. After Baer broke the news in the Auschwitz officer mess late on April 19, 1944, Liebehenschel sobbed and got drunk. Then he confronted his pregnant fiancée, who protested her innocence. Two days later, the love-stricken Liebehenschel, his eyes swollen from crying, told Baer that he stood by his lover, adding that the Gestapo must have forced her into a false confession all those years ago. There was no way back now for Liebehenschel, who had broken the SS racial code (by consorting with a suspected “race defiler”), its unspoken rules (by accusing the Gestapo of torture), and its social norms (by acting “anything but manly,” as Baer called it). Pohl swiftly removed Liebehenschel and after a brief stint as caretaker of the depleted Majdanek camp, he left the Camp SS embittered and sick.70


  His fall eased the return of Höss to Auschwitz in late spring 1944. Here was a man SS leaders could trust with the largest extermination program the KL system had ever seen. Höss surrounded himself with a handful of close associates and killing experts, whom he had known for years. Among them was the Camp SS veteran Josef Kramer, who had served as Höss’s first adjutant in Auschwitz in 1940, and now returned from Natzweiler to become commandant of Birkenau. Another familiar face was Otto Moll, who had gained plenty of experience at the Birkenau gas chambers in 1942–43, and was called back from a satellite camp to oversee the crematoria complex once more.71 After Höss and his men had completed some last-minute preparations, the mass deportations from Hungary began. Between mid-May 1944 and mid-July 1944, trains came on an almost daily basis and Auschwitz was soon overwhelmed; on some days, as many as five transports arrived, carrying around sixteen thousand Jews (between January and April 1944, during the Liebehenschel era, a daily average of around two hundred Jews had arrived in Auschwitz). While Adolf Eichmann marveled at the “record performance” of his men, Höss implored his friend to slow things down. But even a dressing down from Oswald Pohl made no difference, with Eichmann pushing for even more transports, citing “force majeure during wartime” (as he told his sympathizers after the war).72


  As they emerged from the trains, the Hungarian Jews had little idea what awaited them; few had heard of Auschwitz and fewer still of the gas chambers. The Camp SS, meanwhile, swung into action. SS doctors subjected all these new arrivals to selections, in contrast to some other Jewish deportation transports in 1944. In general, the SS applied the same criteria used previously; those classified as unfit for labor included pregnant women, older prisoners, young children, and their accompanying parents. At the end of each day, the Auschwitz SS sent statistics about the selections to the WVHA, to update the managers about newly available slave laborers. Overall, the local SS officers stuck to Höss’s forecast and picked out around one in four Jews from Hungary for slave labor. The fate of these approximately one hundred and ten thousand prisoners differed: some were formally registered in Auschwitz, some were sent to other KL, some perished in Birkenau transit compounds. The remaining three hundred and twenty thousand or so Hungarian Jews, declared unfit, were killed straightaway, during a murderous frenzy that lasted until the mass deportations stopped in July 1944.73


  Rudolf Höss threw himself into mass murder with customary zeal, knowing that he would return to the WVHA once he had completed his mission (he was succeeded as senior commandant of the Auschwitz camp complex on July 29, 1944, by the ruthless Richard Baer, who liked to show off his experience as a frontline SS warrior by wearing his old Death’s Head division uniform).74 During his time in charge, Höss did his best to accelerate the extermination process. Trains from Hungary no longer stopped outside the camp but followed a single track to a hastily completed ramp right inside Birkenau; as they lined up here on arrival, the deported Jews could hear the incongruous tunes of one of the camp orchestras, brought in to lull them into a false sense of security. After the SS selection, the great majority of the newcomers walked directly toward their deaths, carrying small children and supporting the weak as they filed past several Birkenau compounds on the way to the gas chambers. Left at the ramp, after the trains pulled away to collect yet more victims, were all the suitcases, bags, and bundles, gathered up by the greatly expanded Canada Commando.75


  The Birkenau crematoria burned longer than ever, stoked by the Special Squad, now some nine hundred prisoners strong and working around the clock. The SS also put bunker 2 back into use for gassings and reactivated crematorium V (out of commission since autumn 1943). But because the SS still murdered more Jews than it could burn in the crematoria, it decided to use open-air pits for cremation, as well, just as in 1942. To hide these crimes from new arrivals, Oswald Pohl gave the go-ahead—after an inspection of the camp on June 16, 1944, at the height of the murder—to erect a fence around the crematoria areas.76 SS men stationed inside the killing complex lost their last inhibitions. They murdered in such a rush that some victims were still breathing when the doors of the gas chambers were unlocked. Sometimes the killers bypassed the gas chambers altogether, shooting Hungarian Jews at the burning pits, beating them to death, or throwing them into the flames alive. This inferno was overseen by Otto Moll, who made Dr. Mengele look human, according to one survivor.77


  Because of the sheer number of incoming deportation trains in summer 1944, the SS was sometimes unable to carry out its selections at the Birkenau ramp. In such cases, new arrivals were taken to transit compounds, where their ultimate fate would be decided later. The largest of these compounds was a huge, unfinished extension of Birkenau known as “Mexico” (BIII), which held an estimated seventeen thousand Jewish women from Hungary and elsewhere by early autumn 1944. Living conditions were worse than almost anywhere else in the camp. There was no running water and barely any food. Huge vats served as toilets, and instead of clothes, many prisoners wore blankets draped around their shoulders (this apparently reminded some of ponchos, hence the name “Mexico”). Barracks, each holding around one thousand women, were unfurnished, with prisoners lying on the muddy ground; Ágnes Rózsa, the teacher from Nagyvárad we encountered earlier, shared a small urine-soaked sheet with four other women. Some prisoners, like Rózsa, were eventually deported elsewhere for forced labor. But many others wasted away or were led to the gas chambers. This was the perpetrators’ preferred solution to the human catastrophe they had created. A former Camp SS man later testified that his colleagues had often talked about murdering the prisoners left in “Mexico.” The catchphrase was: “Let them go through the chimney.”78


  The Gypsy Camp


  During the Holocaust, Auschwitz turned first and foremost into a KL for Jews, who replaced Poles as the largest inmate group. Numbers shot up further in the wake of the Hungarian deportations; according to one estimate, around seventy-five percent of all the men, women, and children held in Auschwitz in late August 1944 were Jews.79 In popular memory, the move of the camp to the epicenter of the Holocaust has sometimes overshadowed the fate of other prisoner groups. This is particularly true for Gypsies, the third-largest group in Auschwitz, whose treatment in some ways mirrored that of Jews.80


  The so-called Gypsy camp in Auschwitz-Birkenau had grown rapidly from late February 1943, as the mass deportations from the German Reich arrived.81 Within weeks, over ten thousand prisoners were held here, and numbers were still rising. There were thousands of children, making up half of all children registered in Auschwitz. The oldest prisoner, meanwhile, was said to be 110 years old. The Gypsies were held in sector BIIe, at the far end of Birkenau, just below the infirmary sector and close to the crematoria. Like most other sectors in Birkenau, the Gypsy camp was almost two thousand feet long and four hundred feet wide, and contained two rows with barracks on either side of a muddy path. Inside the converted horse stables, it was dark (there were no windows except for small skylights), dirty (most floors consisted of clay), and overcrowded (with whole families crammed onto a single bunk). There was no separation by sex, one of several differences from other Birkenau sectors. Also, the prisoners’ hair was not fully shaved and they often kept their clothes, too, marked with a red cross on the back.


  When the deportations to Auschwitz started in spring 1943, the Gypsies’ fate had not been decided. Even so, the conditions in Birkenau condemned the vast majority to death. In addition to the usual SS tortures such as “sport,” many prisoners—labeled “work-shy”—had to perform extremely heavy labor. Boys and girls as young as seven carried heavy bricks. As for sanitation, things were even worse in the Gypsy camp than elsewhere in Birkenau. In the early months, with the compound still under construction, there were no toilets or washrooms. “We washed when it rained,” the German Sinto Walter Winter recalled, “making do in the puddles … Adults and children had to relieve themselves outside, to the rear of the blocks.” Conditions barely improved after the SS added rudimentary facilities; the overflowing latrines were rarely emptied, and water was scarce and contaminated.


  Soon, disease ravaged the Gypsy camp. More and more space was set aside for sick and dying prisoners, and by autumn 1943 the infirmary inside the compound had grown from two to six barracks. Perhaps the most terrifying sight was that of boys and girls suffering from Noma, an oral infection, caused by extreme deprivation, which cut deep holes into their cheeks. Hardly any medical treatment was available. Instead, the Camp SS relied on death. When a typhus epidemic spread through the Gypsy camp, with up to thirty prisoners perishing each day, the SS placed it under quarantine and led many of the sick to the gas chambers. Some survivors tried to alert the outside world to their suffering; in a coded message, one of them referred to Baro Nasslepin, Elenta, and Marepin—the Romany words for “great illness,” “misery,” and “murder.”


  Entire families died together in the Gypsy camp. Elisabeth Guttenberger, who had been deported from Germany in spring 1943, later testified that she lost around thirty relatives. “The children were the first to die,” she said. “Day and night they cried for bread; soon they had all starved.” The morgue in the infirmary was piled high with corpses of children, covered with rats. Many of the dead babies had been born inside the Gypsy camp. In all, some 370 children were delivered here, with prisoner numbers tattooed on their tiny thighs; more than half were dead within three months. Most parents soon followed their children. Elisabeth Guttenberger’s father starved to death early on, together with her four siblings, and her mother soon lost her life, too. Survival seemed almost impossible; by the end of 1943, around seventy percent of prisoners who had been locked into the Gypsy camp were dead.82


  The final liquidation of the Gypsy camp came in 1944, as mass murder in Auschwitz reached a fever pitch.83 The fate of the surviving prisoners became increasingly intertwined with that of the Hungarian Jews. Several Gypsies worked on the extension of the railway spur into Birkenau; and when the new ramp was completed and the trains from Hungary started to arrive, thousands of Jews were taken to the half-empty Gypsy camp, which now doubled as a transit camp. One of the new arrivals from Hungary was Josef Glück, who recalled that the compound was divided “so that Jews were on one side and the Gypsies on the other.” Many of these Jews were later murdered in the nearby gas chambers, and the carnage was witnessed by the remaining Gypsies. “What I saw was so dreadful that I fainted,” testified Hermine Horvath, who had come from Austria with her family in early April 1943. Many prisoners in the Gypsy camp had premonitions that they would be next, and their fears soon came true.84


  Late on August 2, 1944, as darkness descended over Birkenau, the SS surrounded the Gypsy camp with a large number of uniformed men. Over the next few hours, all the remaining 2,897 Gypsies were driven by truck to crematoria II and V; first up were the orphaned children, rounded up by drunken SS men. Some prisoners knew they would die; there were scuffles and shouts of “murderers!” To deceive their victims, the SS drove the trucks by a circuitous route. But after the prisoners were finally forced out, they all knew what would happen and their screams echoed across Birkenau all night. Some fought until the end. “It was not easy,” Rudolf Höss later wrote, “to get them inside the [gas] chambers.” Obersturmführer Schwarzhuber, the Birkenau camp compound leader and an old confidant of Höss, reported that it had been the most difficult mass extermination action so far.85


  Few Gypsies survived Birkenau. Only a small number of transports had left by the time the compound was liquidated. Between April and late July 1944, the SS had moved no more than around 3,200 inmates to central Germany, mostly men selected for slave labor. Among them were a number of former Wehrmacht soldiers (and their immediate families), several of whom had been decorated for bravery on the Eastern Front prior to their deportation to Birkenau. Some of these war veterans had been incredulous at their treatment. “You coward!” one of them shouted on arrival at an SS man. “You fight here against women and children, when you should be fighting at the front! I was wounded in Stalingrad … How dare you insult me!!” Some of the survivors of the Gypsy camp were taken to Ravensbrück. Many more ended up in Dora, the largest of the SS relocation camps. From here, many were sent farther on to a satellite camp in Ellrich. This was no coincidence. The Camp SS often took Jews and Gypsies to lethal satellite camps, and Ellrich was one of the worst.86


  SATELLITE CAMPS


  In early April 1944, Oswald Pohl sent a large map of Europe to Heinrich Himmler, pinpointing all main concentration camps and their attached satellites. There were marks all over the map: the whole Nazi territory was covered in KL, from Klooga at the Gulf of Finland to the Loiblpass camp in occupied Yugoslavia, from Lublin in eastern Poland to the occupied British Channel Island of Alderney. In the accompanying letter to Himmler, Pohl could not resist a dig at his late rival, Theodor Eicke. In a handwritten comment in the margin, he compared his own empire to that of his predecessor: “In Eicke’s time, there were a total of 6 camps!” Himmler was duly impressed. Thanking Pohl, he noted with satisfaction “how our things have grown.”87 With the SS desire for ever more prisoners acting as a centrifugal force, many hundreds of satellites spread around the main camps and beyond. The climax came in the second half of 1944, when the gigantic relocation projects really took off; over a six-month period, as many satellite camps were erected as in all the preceding thirty months.88 By the end of 1944, no fewer than seventy-seven satellites were attached to the Dachau main camp alone, several of them located more than 125 miles away.89 The KL system was changing so fast, with satellite camps set up almost as quickly as they were abandoned, that even the WVHA could not keep count; in January 1945, the officials assumed that there were 500 satellite camps, when the real figure was nearer 560.90


  A Shifting Landscape


  There was no typical satellite camp, just as there was no typical main camp.91 Satellite camps came in all sizes, from small labor details with no more than a handful of prisoners to vast compounds holding thousands.92 Set up for specific projects and linked closely to other authorities—such as the OT, military, state, and private companies—most SS satellites focused either on construction (with prisoners digging tunnels and trenches, clearing rubble, building bunkers and factories) or production (with prisoners making batteries and munitions, assembling tanks and rockets). But not every satellite camp was geared for slave labor; a few functioned primarily as sites for dying prisoners or as holding pens for recent arrivals from evacuated KL.93


  There was no common design. Many satellites took after main camps, with wooden barracks surrounded by barbed wire. Others looked very different, though. In their haste to establish new KL, the authorities used whatever sites they could find, forcing prisoners inside sheds, tents, factories, cellars, ballrooms, and former churches.94 The same spirit of improvisation governed the search for SS accommodation; in Ellrich, some guards slept in a popular local restaurant, which remained open for business.95 Some new satellites were even mobile. Between summer 1944 and early 1945, the SS set up eight traveling KL (so-called railway building brigades) for the repair of destroyed tracks; each camp consisted of a long train, with around five hundred prisoners crammed into modified boxcars.96 By 1944, then, the architectural model of the KL, as it had been developed in the late 1930s, gave way to a random assortment of sites. There were strong echoes here of the emergence of the camps back in 1933. At both ends of the Third Reich, its terror camps were characterized by improvisation. In 1933, the KL system had not yet formed; in 1944, it was starting to fray.97


  The final decision to set up a new satellite camp was normally made inside the WVHA. Once it was up and running, however, such a new KL rarely reported to Berlin. Instead, relocation camps often coordinated prisoner deployment through regional SS Special Inspectorates (Sonderinspektionen), which reported further up the chain to Kammler’s office in Berlin. Even closer links existed between satellites and their respective main camp. Many prisoners arrived via the main camp. In addition, SS officials in each main camp took on administrative tasks for its satellites, including the distribution of prisoner clothing and medicine. The result was the emergence of a layer of regional supervision that removed direct control from the WVHA.98


  Main camps came to resemble huge transit hubs. New prisoners rarely stayed for very long, but were quickly shunted on to one of the satellites. In the Ravensbrück main camp, 12,216 new inmates were registered in September 1944; in the same month, 11,884 moved on to satellite camps.99 Satellites drew the great bulk of new prisoners in 1944, swelling like a malignant growth. The result was a decisive shift in balance between main camps and their satellites. Take the Buchenwald complex. When war broke out in 1939, only a small number of prisoners—less than ten percent—had been held permanently outside the main camp. During the early war years, this figure had increased, but only slowly, and by summer 1943, it was still no higher than fifteen percent. Within a year, however, the picture changed completely, as the proportion of Buchenwald prisoners in satellite camps shot up to thirty-four percent (October 1, 1943), forty-six percent (December 1, 1943), and fifty-eight percent (August 15, 1944).100 A similar shift occurred in other camp complexes, with striking results: by late 1944, most KL prisoners were held in satellite camps.101


  [image: image]


  Traffic between main camps and their satellites in 1944 was not all one-way. A large number of prisoner transports also went in the opposite direction, as we have seen, bringing seriously ill, injured, and exhausted inmates back to main camps; most of them had worked in construction and were seen as easily replaceable.102 In addition to the dying, many satellite camps also returned the dead, for incineration in the main camp. Until Dora completed its own crematorium in April 1944, for example, thousands of corpses were driven to Buchenwald, some fifty miles away; later on, the dead were burned in Dora itself, which also began to receive transports of bodies from other satellites nearby.103 In sum, the general movement of KL inmates often looked something like this: new prisoners departed from main camps to satellites for slave labor, and returned when they were dead or dying.


  The gradual disintegration of established KL structures was reflected in the satellites’ administrative makeup, which was no perfect copy of the traditional main camp model. There were fewer SS staff and posts, and the internal organization was much simplified, too. Normally, there was no political or administrative department, and in smaller satellites there was not even an SS doctor, an infirmary, or a prisoner kitchen. The most powerful local figure was the so-called camp leader. In charge of the day-to-day running of a satellite camp, he was the de facto commandant, assisted by a report leader. These local SS men enjoyed plenty of autonomy. True, they were appointed and supervised by officers from the respective main camp, or by experienced Camp SS officers in charge of a regional cluster of satellites. But despite frequent inspections and correspondence, these senior officers could not keep a tight rein on all the new sites. As each camp complex expanded, adding more and more satellites, it became ever more difficult to exercise central control, giving greater independence to the local officials.104


  Soldiers into Guards


  The face of the Camp SS changed almost beyond recognition in 1944, with tens of thousands of new guards joining the KL. SS demand was huge. All the new satellite camps had to be staffed, and what was more, they required proportionally more guards than main camps, because of inferior security installations.105 The need for new staff put great pressure on WVHA managers, who had wrestled with personnel shortages since the war began. The competition for manpower was more intense than ever in 1944, and the KL system was still losing some of its younger sentries to frontline service.106 Nonetheless, the WVHA managed to bolster its force. By April 1944, the KL staff already numbered more than twenty-two thousand, probably growing to over fifty thousand by the end of the year.107


  The bulk of the new personnel came from the military. Since KL slave labor was meant to benefit the armed forces, the WVHA insisted that the military should provide soldiers as guards. Supported by Hitler and Speer, it was in constant negotiations with the military authorities, resulting in a massive influx of soldiers from spring 1944 onward. By summer, more than twenty thousand soldiers had joined the concentration camps, and more arrived over the following months. Most of these new recruits were dispatched to satellites, after some brief training in a main camp. By early 1945, more than half the male KL staff was made up of former soldiers; in satellite camps, they far outnumbered seasoned SS officials.108 Most of them served as sentries, who now came into closer contact with prisoners than before. Not only did they march prisoners to building sites and guard them there, they were more visible inside the compounds, too, as the difference between these Guard Troops and the Commandant Staff became more blurred.109


  Most of the soldiers had been reservists, only recently called up for active duty. On average, they were in their forties or fifties—some prisoners called them “grandpas”—and they often struggled with the physical demands of KL service. The initial training was “very rigorous and hard to bear for a man my age,” the fifty-six-year-old Hugo Behncke wrote after joining the Neuengamme Camp SS. Men like him had not arrived from the battlefields but from regular jobs on the home front. Behncke had worked as a clerk for a large Hamburg undertaker when he was called up in June 1944. Another new recruit, the fifty-five-year-old Wilhelm Vierke, had been employed as a gardener when he was ordered to report to Sachsenhausen in November 1944. These recruits were less ideologically invested than SS volunteers—Vierke was not even an NSDAP member—and often made more reluctant guards; the end of the war was near and they feared that they would be punished by the Allies for crimes in the camps.110


  The changes among the KL staff were compounded, in the eyes of Camp SS veterans, by the further influx of female staff. By January 1, 1945, there were almost 3,500 female KL guards, reflecting the recent rise in female prisoners. Like most of the new male guards, these women differed from previous recruits. In the early war years, many female guards had volunteered for service in the camps. But from 1943, the authorities increasingly relied on pressure and coercion, drafting women from labor exchanges or directly from the factories where female prisoners would be deployed.111 Though the SS rejected some of these women as unsuitable (just as it sent back a number of soldiers), it could not afford to be too demanding. Evidence of ideological commitment, for example, was no essential requirement, and only a fraction of female KL guards were members of the Nazi Party.112


  The mass influx of new staff in 1944 damaged the Camp SS self-image beyond repair. The propaganda picture of an elite troop of political soldiers was finally destroyed by the realities of total war. Theodor Eicke’s principles for recruitment and ideological training had been gradually abandoned ever since 1939, and they were entirely obsolete by late 1944. Instead of bright-eyed SS volunteers, many guards were elderly soldiers who had been drafted into the camps; instead of proven fanatics, the KL employed thousands of women not even eligible for SS membership; and instead of the pride of Germany, there were masses of foreign guards. Eicke’s veterans were now in a tiny minority, especially inside satellite camps.113


  There was plenty of grumbling among the new KL recruits, although tellingly, their discontent largely centered on the rigors of their job, not the fate of the prisoners. They complained about their tedious and regimented lives, their cramped and primitive quarters, and their long hours. The SS was a “club of sadists,” the former airman Stefan Pauler wrote in a letter from Ellrich in January 1945, furious about being denied leave. In a glaring breach of protocol, a few female guards even lodged official complaints about their working conditions with SS superiors. More commonly, dissatisfied recruits kept their heads down and sought diversions. “Sunday we received a bottle of wine for 3.80 Mark,” Stefan Pauler noted in November 1944. “I drank it up immediately.”114


  
    
  


  
    
  


  On paper, most new recruits became SS members, with some important exceptions (notably female guards and navy personnel). But in practice, sharp divisions remained between the newcomers and the more experienced staff. By no means were all former soldiers eager to swap their military uniforms for the black clothing of the SS. When old SS uniforms were eventually handed out in Ellrich, Stefan Pauler complained that they made ex-soldiers like himself look “like clowns.” And Pauler and other military men still stood apart, since they had to wear special insignia on their uniforms to distinguish them from the Camp SS proper. Even an eager supporter of the Nazi regime like Hugo Behncke saw himself primarily as a soldier and kept his distance, admitting privately that the SS colleagues were “at times very unpleasant.”115


  The distrust between former soldiers and hardened Camp SS men was mutual. SS veterans mocked the newcomers as clueless and frail, and worried that their disciplinary failings might cause prisoner escapes or uprisings. Not only did the soldiers engage in conversations with prisoners, blasted Richard Glücks, they even showed them “pity,” failing to realize that “every prisoner is an enemy of the state and has to be treated as such.”116 To counter such dangerous tendencies, Glücks looked to the local SS men from department VI. An add-on to KL Commandant Staff since 1941–42, these offices for staff instruction came into their own in 1944. Instead of indoctrination, however, the emphasis was put on basic KL duties, and even such practical lessons were often dropped in favor of entertainment, designed to distract the staff from their daily drudgery and gloomy future.117


  There was a kernel of truth in the vociferous SS complaints about the new recruits. Compared to experienced Camp SS men, some former soldiers really did treat prisoners a little better.118 The abbé Jacques Boca, imprisoned in the Wolfsburg-Laagberg satellite camp of Neuengamme, noted in a secret diary how his life had improved after the new camp leader, a former army captain, set up a special barrack for recuperating prisoners: “I spend wonderful days there,” he wrote. “I don’t freeze, I don’t work.”119 Even the treatment of Jewish prisoners, the pariahs of the KL, could be affected. Years after the war, Efim K. still remembered his astonishment when a former German colonel in the Vaivara satellite camp Aseri led him and other prisoners to a table laden with food, and said: “Now dig in, my children, I think you need it.”120


  While individual inmates benefited, the overall impact of the deployment of former soldiers on prisoner lives in satellite camps was surprisingly small. Like main camps, these sites were largely characterized by destitution and abuse, raising the crucial question of how the spirit of the Camp SS was exported to the satellite camps. Apparently, the key role was played by a small group of experienced officials, mostly Camp SS veterans. Even though these men were vastly outnumbered by new recruits, they filled most of the top positions inside the new satellites (just as they did in the Commandant Staff of main camps). Supported by trusted Kapos from main camps, these veterans ruled life inside. They had internalized the values of the Camp SS and knew that satellite camps offered unique career prospects, with more power and pay. Even NCOs could become camp leaders ruling over thousands of prisoners—as long as they ruled with terror.


  Camp SS veterans initiated some new recruits by ordering them to perform violent acts. More often, the process of hardening was gradual, and like other guards before them, many newcomers became accustomed to the inverted morality of the KL. After several months as a guard, Hugo Behncke, who rarely mentioned the inmates in his letters home to his wife, made a telling throwaway remark about a recent invalid transport from his satellite to the Neuengamme main camp, describing the prisoners as dirty, sick, and stupid skeletons: “all they were good for was incineration in the Neuengamme crematorium.” It required moral fiber to resist the corrosive effects of daily immersion in extreme KL terror. “Worst of all,” the unusually self-aware Private Stefan Pauler wrote to his mother in mid-January 1945, “one becomes completely apathetic here with all these figures of human misery.”


  All that was required for the system to function was for the new KL staff to perform their basic tasks. They may have sometimes done their jobs less brutally than seasoned SS men, but they still did them. In his last long letter to his wife, in early April 1945, Hugo Behncke explained that the best thing was to hope for a German victory, “put one’s head in the sand,” and “continue to fulfill my duty here as a guard.”121 The overall conclusion is chilling: the KL system did not require a vast army of political soldiers, as Theodor Eicke had assumed. In the satellite camps, a small band of Camp SS veterans, deeply committed to violence, was enough to sweep along a much larger group of more ordinary men and women. This highlights one of the most striking aspects about the KL toward the end: the terror continued even as the SS presence diminished.


  Production and Construction


  Since the beginnings of the KL system, the fate of individual prisoners had been shaped by the work details they found themselves in. Conditions could vary enormously and prisoners were forever scheming to escape the worst jobs or to hold on to more desirable ones. The contrast between labor details became even greater during the war. Moving to another detail was often the difference between life and death, and crucially, so was moving to another camp.


  Measured against satellite camps geared toward production, those concentrating on construction generally proved more lethal. The great mass of unskilled slaves in relocation camps was regarded as expendable; during building work, the authorities pushed for maximum output at minimal expenditure, expecting many prisoners to die. The smaller number of prisoners in production, by contrast, were often skilled, and replacing them cost more time and effort. As a result, they could hope for less abuse, more food, and better medical care. A former prisoner of Lütjenburg—a small Neuengamme satellite camp, set up in autumn 1944, where two hundred highly trained prisoners worked on compasses for V2 rockets—later said that conditions had been “like in a sanatorium” compared to other KL.122


  Production camps were far from benign, of course. Lodgings were poor and slave labor was strenuous, especially in low-skilled posts such as transportation. Neither was there sufficient food. “The soup in Buchenwald was wonderful, compared to the one here,” the French resistance fighter Robert Antelme wrote about his transfer to the Gandersheim satellite camp in autumn 1944, where some five hundred prisoners made fuselages for Heinkel fighter planes. “Hunger spread slowly and stealthily,” he noted, “and now we are possessed by it.” In some production camps, death rates rivaled those of construction camps, especially from late 1944 onward.123


  Nonetheless, there were often stark differences, leading to a functional division of satellite camps. This division was particularly obvious inside the Dora complex. Here, the SS normally separated new arrivals in the main camp; a small proportion of skilled and strong prisoners were picked for production jobs, while most others were sent to construction details. Prisoners were continually reexamined, and as they weakened they were shunted to camps with worse conditions. In this way, a prisoner might start out in a more desirable production detail in the main camp; as he became exhausted, and less productive, he was sent as a construction worker to a satellite camp; here, the SS tried to press the last remaining labor power out of him, before sending him to yet another camp (or compound) for the dying. As a result, most prisoners at the Dora complex went through more than one camp, and with each move, they came closer to death.124


  For thousands of Dora prisoners, the final station was the construction camp in Ellrich. The camp—also known as Ellrich-Juliushütte or “Erich,” its SS camouflage name—had been hastily established in early May 1944, less than ten miles north of Dora.125 Always overcrowded, Ellrich quickly held eight thousand men and more, almost twice as many as the surrounding town. Set up on the grounds of two derelict gypsum factories, the site was practically uninhabitable. Everything was covered in mud as soon as it rained, and prisoners had to sleep in wrecked buildings and huts, initially without a roof. There were no sanitary facilities to speak of and the latrines became “a veritable cesspool,” a French survivor later wrote. The infirmary was added late and little effort was made to keep prisoners alive; the occasional operations were carried out with dirty instruments and medicine apparently ran out altogether in early 1945.126


  In summer 1944, a regular day in Ellrich started at 3:20 a.m., when prisoners were woken for the first roll call. Two hours later, they were taken in boxcars to building sites, mostly nearby tunnels for SS relocation projects. Here they toiled for thirteen hours, from 6:00 a.m. until 7:00 p.m. (with a one-hour break), longer than in any other Dora camp. Many men worked deep inside the tunnels, sometimes barefoot. Afterward, they often waited for hours for trains back to Ellrich. This delay, following a grueling day of labor, “was for me personally perhaps the most terribly sad thing I have ever lived through, the most extreme point, not of suffering, but of human distress,” the French survivor Jean-Henry Tauzin wrote in 1945. When the prisoners finally returned to Ellrich, often late at night, they had to endure another roll call; at best, they could hope for five hours’ sleep on crammed bunks and filthy sacks of straw. Few lasted longer than eight weeks working underground.127


  Having already written off the Ellrich prisoners, the SS withheld vital supplies. There were chronic shortages of prisoner clothing. Vilmos Jakubovics, a seventeen-year-old Hungarian Jew who arrived in August 1944, never once received fresh clothing during almost eight months in the camp: “We were stiff with dirt and terribly lice-ridden.” By autumn 1944, many prisoners were naked and covered themselves with thin blankets. The SS bureaucrats in Ellrich duly added a new category to their internal prisoner statistics—“Without Clothing.” In the unheated barracks, inmates often awoke with icy limbs; some froze to death. Others starved to death. Prisoners sometimes went for days without their small ration of bread, with food consisting of no more than coffee substitute and watery soup; on average, they received just eight hundred calories a day and went almost insane with hunger.128


  The hell of Ellrich was completed by violent excesses. Almost all guards were former airmen, but the camp was dominated by a handful of hard-line SS men who surpassed one another in brutality, forever hitting, kicking, and beating prisoners. One of the camp leaders was Karl Fritzsch, the self-declared inventor of the Auschwitz gas chambers; by the time he arrived in Ellrich in summer 1944, he was one of the most experienced Camp SS men. Following Fritzsch’s departure in autumn 1944, the dominant figure was camp compound leader Otto Brinkmann, another veteran who proved no less cruel. On one occasion, he forced a prisoner to cut off the testicles from a corpse and eat them, garnished with pepper and salt. “I just wanted to find out,” Brinkmann said after the war, “if something like that was possible.”129


  Ellrich was all about labor and death. During several months, it had the highest mortality rate within the Dora camp complex and the mass death of its inmates was clearly part of SS calculations. After all, the SS selected prisoners for Ellrich who were already exhausted; the only thing they were still good for, in the eyes of the SS, was a short spell of ruinous labor. “Irreversibly, one [prisoner] after the other has the mark of death branded on the forehead,” an inmate noted in his secret diary on December 26, 1944. By then, some three thousand Ellrich prisoners—almost half of the inmate population—were so ill that they could no longer work at all. In January 1945, more than five hundred Ellrich prisoners died, at a monthly mortality rate of around seven percent. When he had first arrived in Ellrich, Vilmos Jakubovics worked with a group of other Jews from Hungary; “out of these 30 from my hometown,” he testified in summer 1945, “only I stayed alive.”130


  Not all construction camps were as infernal as Ellrich.131 Prisoners who moved through several such camps saw major differences. In May 1944, when the sixteen-year-old Hungarian Jew Jenö Jakobovics came to the small satellite camp Erlenbusch, part of the Riese complex, he was probably relieved. Labor was very hard—for twelve hours a day, he worked on a new railway station building—but at least there was food, clothing, and warm water. Conditions were far worse at the nearby Wolfsberg camp, where Jakobovics was transferred in autumn 1944. This was the largest and most important Riese camp, holding 3,012 prisoners on November 22, 1944 (510 of whom were aged between fourteen and eighteen, like Jakobovics). Most had to sleep in flimsy wooden huts and toiled in tunneling and other building work. More than anything, it was the guards’ brutality that shocked Jakobovics: “Here, one aimed directly at the extermination of prisoners.”132 This raises a critical issue, for Wolfsberg was a camp reserved for Jews. As we have seen, most registered Jewish KL prisoners had faced murder through labor in 1942–43. Did this SS approach remain in place during 1944, as the case of Wolfsberg suggests, at a moment when vast numbers of Jews were pressed into the war economy inside Germany?


  Nazi Racial Hierarchies


  The Third Reich was a racial state and many historians believe that for Nazi leaders, the primacy of racism remained unalloyed to the end.133 Applying this conclusion to the concentration camps, it has been argued that the rigid prisoner hierarchies, based on Nazi ideology, continued to determine the survival of inmates, even as the regime made a last final frantic bid to win the war.134 Recent research paints a more complex picture, however, suggesting that economic pressures started to dilute the full impact of Nazi racial policy, at least temporarily, as the mobilization of the KL system for total war gathered pace.135


  The partial “erosion of the ideological,” as the historian Jens-Christian Wagner calls it, was evident in many satellites. In Ellrich, and the Dora complex as a whole, survival rates among French and Belgian prisoners were far lower than those of Gypsies, Poles, and Soviets, despite the fact that the latter occupied an inferior place in the Nazi racial hierarchy.136 Dora was no isolated case. In the Neuengamme satellite camps, too, prisoners from western European countries were often more likely to die than those from eastern Europe.137


  What caused this apparent breach of Nazi racial orthodoxy? Two aspects were decisive, it seems. First, there was the time of arrival in satellite camps. In Farge, for example, French prisoners arrived after others had already occupied the key Kapo positions, shutting out the newcomers from life-saving posts.138 Second, a prisoner’s professional background could now count for more than his nationality. French prisoners, in particular, often came from the intelligentsia. Having learned no trade, they were frequently forced into manual labor. A number of Soviet prisoners, by contrast, were skilled and thus more likely to work in production. They were also better equipped to withstand hard work because of their youth, their familiarity with physical labor, and their experience with hunger and shortages back home. The French prisoner Jean-Pierre Renouard recalled a revealing incident at the Neuengamme satellite camp Hanover-Misburg. Ordered to operate a heavy pneumatic drill, he stumbled twice and was beaten unconscious by a furious supervisor; when he came to, a strong and skilled Russian prisoner was doing the job with apparent ease, attracting no blows.139


  But there were limits to the ideological flexibility of the SS: economic pressures did not turn prisoner hierarchies upside down. German inmates stayed near the top of the pecking order, while Jewish prisoners largely remained at the bottom, and for them, forced labor still often meant death. The lethal exploitation of Jews in satellite camps was already well established in occupied eastern Europe, and from spring 1944, in the wake of the mass deportations to the German heartland, such SS abuse spread westward. In many mixed KL, the authorities singled out Jews for the worst treatment. “When the Jew swallows too much food,” the SS camp leader of a Neuengamme satellite camp for men is said to have announced, “he becomes fat, lazy, and, in the end, brazen.”140


  The SS reserved many new satellites almost entirely for Jews. Mostly, these were deadly construction camps like Kaufering in Upper Bavaria, set up from June 1944. Attached to the Dachau main camp, Kaufering was probably the largest satellite complex for Jewish prisoners within Germany’s prewar borders, with eleven separate camps. Over less than one year, some thirty thousand KL prisoners were taken here, overwhelmingly Jewish men, to work for the Fighter Staff. Prisoners labored in shifts around the clock, largely on the construction of three huge bunkers (two were later abandoned) for aircraft factories; long lines of inmates carrying bags of cement crossed the sprawling building sites, while others worked the cement mixers. Their suffering continued inside the hurriedly thrown-together compounds. Instead of standard-issue barracks, they slept in wooden huts, set up above holes in the ground, with leaking roofs covered by earth; one prisoner likened the conditions to the darkest Middle Ages. A WVHA directive from late 1944, which permitted urgent operations on Jewish prisoners in nearby civilian hospitals (to bolster the slave labor force), went unheeded. Instead, the local authorities cut the rations of the sick. Salamon Fülöp, a young Hungarian Jew, later noted sarcastically that the SS had relied on “starvation cures” to treat the ill; the inmates ate anything they could find, including grass and dry wood. There were also repeated selections; in autumn 1944, for example, more than 1,300 prisoners were deported to the Auschwitz gas chambers. No one knows exactly how many Kaufering inmates died in all, but estimates of almost fifteen thousand dead—around half of those taken to the site—are probably not far off.141


  Camp complexes like Kaufering were built on prisoner lives, and for the SS no lives held less value than those of Jews. In many satellite camps, guards continued to indulge in anti-Semitic excesses, seemingly oblivious to the wider economic pressures. As a result, construction camps with Jewish prisoners often had higher death rates than those holding other prisoner groups. This is not the whole story, however. As in the past, some skilled and trained Jewish prisoners were temporarily protected from the worst abuses. Also, senior SS officials did not always send Jews to satellites with the worst conditions. The allocation of slave laborers was often more haphazard, driven not by racial thinking but by the need to fill short-term vacancies. In Neuengamme, for instance, most Jews ended up in production camps, escaping the worst construction sites.142 Evidently, anti-Semitism was not the only factor determining the fate of Jews in satellite camps. And of all the other factors, none proved more decisive than gender.


  Gender and Survival


  “Women in the camp,” Edgar Kupfer noted in his diary in September 1944, after he heard rumors that French women were being detained inside the main Dachau compound: “Unthinkable!”143 German main camps like Dachau, which had previously held no women at all (with the exception of a few forced sex workers in brothels), were suddenly teeming with female prisoners, even if most of them did not stay for long; once they were registered, the SS normally dispatched them to satellite camps for slave labor.144 The mass influx of women into the KL system was accompanied by several concessions. The SS discarded its ban on male and female prisoners working together in arms production, and it relaxed its rules for the supply of slave labor, deferring to industry demands for smaller prisoner details; instead of providing only groups of one thousand or more, the SS reduced the minimum “order” to five hundred in the case of women, paving the way for more requests.145


  Female prisoners were held in satellite camps all across Germany. Until summer 1944, the great majority of such camps were attached to Ravensbrück. But as the satellite camps mushroomed, the WVHA simplified their administration. In autumn and winter 1944, the supervision of around half the Ravensbrück satellites, holding some fourteen thousand women, was handed to other main camps (though some links remained, as camps like Buchenwald and Flossenbürg regularly deported “invalid” women back to Ravensbrück). Because these main camps established yet more satellites, the network of female camps continued to expand. By the end of 1944, there must have been well over one hundred satellite camps holding female prisoners; some were reserved for women only, others held male prisoners, too.146 Even in these joint camps, however, male and female prisoners largely lived and worked apart.


  The most striking difference between the sexes lay in the survival rates. Male prisoners in satellite camps were far more likely to die than women, bringing to mind the gendered delay in SS terror in the years before 1942.147 It is hard to believe that, as some historians have argued, it was the experience of women as homemakers that put them at a significant advantage over men.148 It is equally unlikely that closer bonds among female prisoners made a decisive difference.149 Far more important was the type of labor inmates had to perform: unlike most men, most women worked in production; in the Ravensbrück satellites, the split between production and construction was around 4:1 among women, and the reverse among men. Companies often preferred women for precision work in arms manufacturing, drafting female prisoners to make munitions, gas masks, warships, and fighter planes.150


  These female prisoners also experienced less extreme abuse from fellow inmates and officials. For the most part, the SS authorities felt that they had less to fear from women. Although some officers warned about their cunning nature, the Camp SS was not overly concerned about violent attacks and escapes. This was reflected in staffing levels; proportionally, the SS often deployed more than twice as many guards at satellite camps for men as it did at camps for women.151 Moreover, camp compounds for female prisoners were mostly guarded by women.152 Unlike some male guards, none of them had been brutalized by frontline warfare. And although they often acted harshly and unpredictably, they committed relatively few excesses against female inmates; murderous violence remained the exception.153 The same was true, apparently, for many of the older male reservists drafted as sentries. Female survivors of satellite camps often described these men as rather humane, allowing them extra breaks and additional food. Even some Jewish women recalled former soldiers as acting “very decently,” raising the key issue of anti-Semitic terror in satellite camps for women.154


  When it came to survival in satellite camps, gender largely trumped race: Jewish women were often more likely to survive than non-Jewish men.155 True, Jewish women in construction—clearing rubble, swinging pickaxes, digging trenches—often faced terrible odds; more than four thousand women (largely Hungarian Jews) were deported to Kaufering alone, where many joined the men on the deadly building sites.156 The majority of female Jewish KL prisoners in Germany, however, worked in production, just like most other women in 1944, and their chances of survival were much higher.157 Jewish women in the Gross-Rosen satellite camps, for example, who mostly worked in textile and arms production, suffered a death rate of around one percent; by contrast, more than twenty-seven percent of Jewish men perished in the Riese construction camp complex.158 In this way, the manufacture of munitions, weapons, and other goods for the Nazi war effort saved thousands of Jewish women from almost certain death, at least for the time being.


  Many Jewish women were held in satellite camps together with groups of other female prisoners, and although they often faced additional abuse, they were not singled out for mass murder. In Leipzig-Schönefeld, a satellite camp of Buchenwald, where more than 4,200 women of different nationalities and backgrounds worked in arms production in autumn 1944, the skilled Jewish prisoners were treated more or less the same as other inmates. One Jewish survivor of Leipzig-Schönefeld recalled that the camp leader, a veteran Camp SS man no less, had assured them on arrival that they would be judged on their performance, not the yellow star on their uniforms.159


  Other Jewish women found themselves in production camps reserved solely for Jews. One such camp, for the Siemens-Schuckert works, was set up in mid-October 1944 in Nuremberg, opposite the city’s large southern cemetery. Among the 550 women was Ágnes Rózsa, whom we encountered at the beginning of this chapter. Like Rózsa, the other female prisoners had been deported from Hungary to Auschwitz, and onwards for slave labor to Nuremberg. Held in two barracks surrounded by barbed wire, Ágnes Rózsa and many of the others used precision tools to make electrical goods. In the world of the Nazi camps, this was a privileged detail and the women knew it. “We are no longer threatened by the daily selection or the fear of the gassings,” Ágnes Rózsa wrote on December 6, 1944. “I was dead in Auschwitz,” she added a few weeks later. “Only here in Nuremberg, as I started to work, was I reborn.” Forced labor was strenuous—Rózsa worked up to fifteen hours a day—but not geared toward destruction. Living conditions were pitiful—prisoners sometimes shook with hunger and cold—but not lethal. Violence was common—with slaps during work and occasional beatings—but not deadly. This made all the difference for the prisoners. Before the camp was closed down, following an Allied air raid on February 21, 1945, the SS recorded no more than three deaths.160


  For most female Jewish prisoners, then, transfer to a satellite camp far inside Germany was an improvement.161 But these women only made up a small proportion of all imprisoned Jews. Far more were murdered in Auschwitz as “unfit for labor.” Talking to Hitler on April 26, 1944, about the deportations of Hungarian Jews, Joseph Goebbels concluded: “If anything, the Führer’s hatred of Jews has grown, not diminished … Wherever we can get our hands on them, they won’t escape retaliation.”162 As for those Jewish women and men selected for slave labor, one should not forget that Nazi leaders had been swayed by short-term economic or strategic considerations before.163 Such exceptions did not alter the fundamentals of Nazi anti-Jewish policy, and the survival of some Jews as forced laborers in satellite camps in 1944 was meant to be a temporary stay of execution only.164 The prisoners themselves were well aware of their perilous existence. “When all is said and done,” Ágnes Rózsa wrote in her diary on December 22, 1944, “I am only alive because at the moment no one wants to kill me.”165


  THE OUTSIDE WORLD


  Fritz Güntsche was ashamed and angry. Looking back in 1951 at the last years of the Third Reich, the Nordhausen teacher attacked the willful amnesia of his fellow citizens, who often feigned ignorance about the violent history of the nearby Dora concentration camp. “Whoever says that kind of thing is lying!” Güntsche bristled. What about the prisoners who had marched right through the town? What about the corpses driven toward Buchenwald? What about the prisoners who had worked with locals in factories and on building sites? All this was proof enough, Güntsche wrote, “that we knew something about the Dora camp and its browbeaten inhabitants! We did not interfere with things there, we did not dare to kick against the pricks. We are responsible for what happened there.” A lone voice drowned out in the stubborn silence about Nazi crimes that enveloped much of Germany in the early 1950s—his unpublished manuscript was kept under lock and key in an East German archive—Güntsche pointed to the many ways in which the camps had become public toward the end of the Third Reich.166 As more and more satellite camps spread across the country, a vast number of Germans had witnessed the crimes committed in their name. And it was not only the German population that learned more about the camps; the Allies, too, saw SS terror more clearly than ever before.


  Out of Sight, Out of Mind?


  The KL were never cut off from the outside world, least of all from the communities surrounding them. Having tried to isolate the camps in the late 1930s, the SS could not stop them from becoming more transparent again after the war started. It could not hide completely the murder of Soviet POWs and other Nazi victims, as columns of starved prisoners marched toward the camps, followed by telltale smoke from inside. “The chimney of the crematorium,” a Dachau woman recalled after the war, “stank and stank, day and night.”167 Another local point of contact was slave labor. In theory, the SS still tried to stop onlookers; any spectators who failed to disperse, Dachau sentries were instructed around 1942, should be dragged before the camp authorities.168 But such rules were already impossible to fully enforce in the early 1940s, as the outside deployment of prisoners increased (well before the proliferation of satellite camps).169 Often, the initiative for such employment had come from local officials and traders. Farmers, in particular, petitioned concentration camps for help with the harvest, a well-established custom in state prisons. One of these farmers was Gretel Meier from Flossenbürg, who asked the commandant in June 1942 for “approval of a prisoner mowing detail of four prisoners” because “my husband is at the front” (the request was granted by the WVHA). Shortages among agricultural workers led the SS to rent out sizable numbers of prisoners; in autumn 1942, around thirteen percent of female prisoners from Ravensbrück worked locally in farming.170


  Occasionally, KL prisoners also worked for small companies, local towns, and cities.171 Their presence grew from autumn 1942 onward, following Himmler’s decision to deploy the new SS Building Brigades to clear rubble and ruins. In their striped uniforms—long associated in the public mind with criminality—the prisoners were highly visible, as were SS abuses. The former inmate Fritz Bringmann recalled an unusual incident on the streets of Osnabrück in late 1942. As an SS man battered an unconscious prisoner, a woman stepped from the crowd that had gathered, placed herself before the prisoner, and berated the SS man; later that evening, the prisoners talked excitedly about this intervention as proof that there were still Germans “who had not forgotten the difference between humanity and inhumanity.”172


  In the minds of the vast majority of Germans, however, the camps and their prisoners remained abstractions during the early years of the war. Direct contacts with prisoners were rare, as were references in the press; even the foundation of a large new camp like Auschwitz was suppressed in local and regional papers.173 Of course, the KL system was not altogether forgotten. It made occasional appearances in public speeches and popular culture. In the 1941 Great German Art Exhibition in Munich, for example, a large oil painting depicted dozens of KL prisoners—recognizable by their caps, uniforms, and colored triangles—who slaved in the Flossenbürg quarry (the painting was acquired for four thousand Reichsmark in Hitler’s name).174 Local Nazi bigwigs also still threatened “troublemakers” with the camps, so much so that Himmler issued a formal warning in summer 1942. The German people were too decent, he insisted, to put up with constant threats of such harsh punishment.175 And yet, most Germans still pushed the concentration camps to the backs of their minds, just as they had done in the late 1930s. When they thought about the inmates at all, they probably imagined dangerous criminals and other enemies of the state—an image so firmly entrenched by now that it often endured long into the postwar years.176


  The role of the camps in the Nazi Final Solution did not fully penetrate public consciousness, either. To be sure, the secrecy surrounding the genocide in Auschwitz was never as complete as the perpetrators wanted.177 Knowledge must have been particularly widespread within SS circles. After Dr. Johann Paul Kremer participated in his first selection in September 1942, he noted in his diary: “It is not for nothing that Auschwitz is called the camp of annihilation!”178 Beyond the SS, some regular German soldiers witnessed the crimes in Auschwitz, and by 1944, several senior army officers were well aware that mass gassings were carried out here.179 Railway workers and other state employees gained insights, too. In January 1943, Germany’s top legal officials—who had kept some distance from the KL in the prewar years—toured the Auschwitz camp, led by Reich minister of justice Thierack.180 Many local civilians, too, had some knowledge of the mass murder in the nearby camp. Indeed, rumors spread across the whole region, though the main victims were sometimes thought to be Poles, not Jews.181 Through friends and relatives, and Allied radio broadcasts, word about Auschwitz carried inside the Reich. As for German Jews who had not yet been deported, the reports about the death of friends and acquaintances left little doubt in the minds of some that Auschwitz was “a fast-working slaughterhouse,” as Victor Klemperer wrote in his diary on October 17, 1942.182 Despite all this, Auschwitz was no household name across Nazi Germany. While many ordinary Germans had some general knowledge of the mass murder of European Jews in the east, they mainly heard about massacres and shootings, not about camps. Most Germans only learned about Auschwitz after the war.183


  Such ignorance owed much to the Nazi authorities’ strenuous efforts to hush up KL crimes. Camp SS officials were banned from sending blood-soaked prisoner clothes by regular mail, lest a packet spill open, and from sending death notices to relatives of deceased Soviet forced laborers, after rumors about the high mortality in the camps had spread in the occupied east.184 In addition, the SS began to use a secret code for disguising the number of deaths recorded by camp registry offices, so as not to arouse suspicion.185 As for public gossip, the Nazi authorities probably regretted a Gestapo order of October 1939 that had encouraged the spread of “rumor propaganda” about hardships inside the KL to increase their “deterrent effect.”186 In fact, public talk about violence and murder was still punished. Loose-tongued Camp SS officials were let off most lightly, though even they sometimes faced imprisonment. Others were less fortunate. After a Hanover dentist, a Nazi Party member since 1931, told a patient in summer 1943 that he deplored the “medieval torture methods” in concentration camps and the murder of a million Jews, he was sentenced to death by a German court.187


  To control popular knowledge about the KL, the Nazi authorities continued to enforce stringent rules about prisoner access to the outside world. Letters, which could be posted at best every two weeks (many prisoner groups wrote less often or were barred altogether), were still rigorously controlled. They had to be written in legible German—shutting out most foreign prisoners—and any references to illness, slave labor, and camp life were strictly prohibited. Often, the inmates were even forbidden to mention the fact that they were in a concentration camp.188


  Despite their enforced blandness, the letters still mattered to prisoners, as did the eagerly awaited replies they sometimes received; knowledge that their loved ones were alive proved a source of great strength. “I read [your letter] again and again,” Chaim Herman of the Birkenau Special Squad wrote in November 1944 in a final note meant for his wife and daughter in France, “and won’t part from it until my last breath.”189 Meanwhile, prisoners continued to subvert the SS rules. Some allusions—such as questions about how “Uncle Winston” was getting on—were so obvious that only dim-witted censors could overlook them. Other references were more subtle, requiring knowledge of foreign cultures. “Mrs. Halál [“death” in Hungarian] is very busy here,” Alice Bala wrote from Birkenau in July 1943.190 Some prisoners even managed to smuggle secret messages outside, in which they expressed themselves more openly. In his last letter from Auschwitz, written in April 1943, just three months before his death, twenty-year-old Janusz Pogonowski told his family that his best friend had recently been shot dead, and pleaded for more packages from home because “my current food situation is in a very bad way.”191 Messages such as this fed rumors on the outside about the concentration camps. Other details came from former prisoners, following their return from the camps.


  Release and “Probation”


  Hopes of KL inmates of being freed had faded as soon as war broke out. In autumn 1939, Reinhard Heydrich ordered that prisoners should normally not be released from protective custody during wartime. Exceptions may be allowed, he added, but police officials had to make sure that no committed political activists, dangerous criminals, or “particularly asocial elements” were freed.192 And just a few months later, as we saw, Heinrich Himmler put a stop to releases of Jews, an order implemented almost to the letter. According to top-secret SS statistics drawn up for Himmler, only a single Jewish inmate was released from Auschwitz between June 1940 and December 1942.193


  And yet, there was no complete ban on prisoner releases. In 1940, for example, 387 women were discharged from Ravensbrück and 2,141 men from Sachsenhausen. This was only a small proportion of the prisoner population in these camps, but it was enough to keep alive the dreams of others trapped inside.194 Among the lucky few were individual German prisoners wearing green, black, and red triangles, as well as some foreign prisoners, including Czechs and Poles; one of the largest releases came on February 8, 1940, when one hundred professors from Krakow University were freed with Himmler’s agreement, following significant foreign pressure.195 Some released German men were drafted straight into the army. Since summer 1939, prisoners eligible for army service had been examined by military commissions inside the KL, and could be called up upon their release, to the disbelief of the new recruits themselves.196


  Releases became even rarer from 1942 onward, as police fears about crime and insurrection redoubled. According to SS figures, an average of around eight hundred prisoners a month were released from the KL system during the second half of 1942.197 At times, releases came to an almost complete standstill. In the first week of November 1943, for instance, just three of over thirty-three thousand Buchenwald prisoners were set free.198 Mass releases, meanwhile, rather common in the prewar KL, stopped almost altogether. One of the few exceptions was the quick release of former democratic functionaries rounded up in summer 1944 during Operation Thunderstorm. The police authorities let most of the prisoners go after a few weeks, following some popular disquiet and criticism, coming even from senior Nazi officials, about the seemingly arbitrary arrests of elderly Germans who had not been involved in any oppositional activities.199


  Not all released KL prisoners actually won their freedom: several thousand men were sent to the Special Formation Dirlewanger, a notorious SS unit that turned some former prisoners into killers. The Dirlewanger Formation had been set up in 1940, after Hitler ordered the creation of a special unit of poachers held in state prisons for illegally hunting wild animals. In May and June 1940, dozens were transported for training to Sachsenhausen (more followed in 1942). The small force was led by its eponymous commander Oskar Dirlewanger, one of the most odious characters in the pantheon of SS villains, who had already attracted attention for his avid criminal appetite, which ranged from extreme political violence to embezzlement and sex crimes. As commander of his own SS unit, he now branched out into pillage, rape, and massacres, specializing in the killing of defenseless civilians in the occupied east.200


  During 1943–44, around two thousand German KL prisoners joined the ranks of the Dirlewanger Formation, which grew into a larger SS force. They included so-called asocial and criminal prisoners (among them several homosexuals who had recently been castrated because of their “degenerate sex drive”). Not all of them were keen to exchange the familiar surroundings of the KL for the unknown dangers of the front. “By then, we had it reasonably well in the camp,” one veteran “criminal” prisoner later wrote, “and we could have just waited for the war to end.” Some were soon sent back to the KL; others went into hiding or joined the partisans. But the majority entered one of the Third Reich’s darkest areas, which erased the difference between victim and perpetrator. Having suffered for years as social outcasts in the camps, these men now fought for the Nazi cause and committed dreadful crimes, and yet remained subject to SS violence themselves. Dirlewanger deployed extreme terror against his men (Himmler spoke approvingly of “medieval” methods against “our camp ne’er-do-wells”), and deployed the former prisoners as cannon fodder. The “blood sacrifices” of “incriminated people,” Himmler believed, would spare the lives of a good few “German boy[s].”201


  One of the casualties was thirty-five-year-old Wilhelm K. from Munich. A destitute father of five who had started poaching to support his family, he had been imprisoned in Dachau since 1942, following a prison sentence. Despite his Communist sympathies and his hatred of the SS, he saw no choice but to join the Dirlewanger Formation in summer 1944. “You and the children,” he wrote to his wife in a secret letter in late August, “need decent support and for the time being I have no other option but to join up, so don’t be angry, sweetheart.” Just a few weeks later Wilhelm K. was killed during the suppression of the Warsaw Uprising, in which the Dirlewanger Formation played a savage part.202


  In autumn 1944, the first political prisoners entered the ranks of the Dirlewanger Formation. Desperate to shore up German defenses, Himmler was now willing to deploy open enemies of the regime like German Communists, straight from the KL. The prisoners were rounded up through a mixture of false promises and coercion. Many were dismayed about their fate, as were fellow inmates who stayed behind. “I could have cried when I saw them like this,” Edgar Kupfer wrote in his Dachau diary after meeting former comrades dressed in SS uniforms, complete with the Death’s Head insignia. In mid-November 1944, almost eight hundred former KL prisoners arrived in Slovakia to join the Dirlewanger Formation. Most aimed to escape as soon as possible, and they succeeded faster than they could have hoped. Within a month, almost two-thirds had crossed over to the Red Army—probably the largest desertion by German troops up to this point in the war. But the euphoria about their flight from the SS was short-lived: most of the escaped German anti-Fascists ended up in Soviet forced labor camps, where many of them would die.203


  Close Encounters


  When Himmler told German generals on May 24, 1944, about the deportations of Hungarian Jews to the Third Reich, he insisted that ordinary Germans would remain oblivious. The SS would lock these prisoners away as invisible slaves in underground factories. “Not one of them,” Himmler pledged, “will somehow end up in the field of vision of the German people.”204 But the old SS policy of concealing KL sites—never entirely successful—was unworkable by 1944, thanks to the huge rise in inmate numbers and satellites. Whether Himmler wanted it or not, his camp system became enmeshed in the fabric of German society. In the Linz region, for example, the sprawl of the Mauthausen complex meant that there would eventually be one prisoner for every five inhabitants.205


  The closest contacts came during forced labor, as most KL prisoners worked near, and under, German civilians. In Dora, the production of V2 rockets in summer 1944 involved five thousand concentration camp prisoners and three thousand German workers, many of them locals.206 One of the Dora prisoners, the French student Guy Raoul-Duval, later tried to summarize the attitude of these German workers:


  Some of them were swine, some were good men, but most often they were stupid bastards, not really malicious but fierce, worn out by an interminable war,… terrorized by the police and the engineers, profoundly weary, and convinced of the inevitability of the Reich’s defeat, yet not resigned to believing the disaster was imminent, and thus continuing, out of habit, the pace they had acquired.207


  Among the minority of German civilian workers described as “swine” by Raoul-Duval would have been those supervisors who basked in their powers. They did not even have to lay hands on prisoners; more often than not, they used Kapos as their enforcers. Still, some supervisors joined in themselves, especially in construction camps, where prisoner lives came particularly cheap. Occasionally, the violence became so pervasive that managers issued written prohibitions to their staff: if prisoners stepped out of line, employees should report them instead of beating them.208 Denunciations to the SS were indeed frequent and could result in swift punishment—as in the Hanover-Misburg satellite camp, where a Belgian and a French prisoner were summarily executed in early 1945 after a German worker complained to the Camp SS supervisor that his sandwich had been stolen.209


  There were also German civilian workers who came to the aid of prisoners, providing food and other supplies (though this did not stop them from acting more obediently on other occasions).210 Some of these Germans acted out of self-interest, making profitable deals with desperate prisoners on the black market.211 Others were moved by kindness. The stench of the camps did not rub off on everyone who touched them; just as some workers hardened over time, others softened as they came to know individual prisoners.212 A few even defended prisoners against SS suspicions. When the Auschwitz SS accused a Jewish inmate of sabotage because he had ruined precious metal parts by drilling to the wrong depth, his German foreman explained the incident away as an innocent mistake by an otherwise “reliable worker.”213 Most famously, and most exceptionally, the German businessman Oskar Schindler helped to save hundreds of lives, by securing better working conditions for Jewish prisoners in his metal wares and munitions plant, and by protecting them from extermination, first at the Plaszow satellite camp Zablocie (established on the grounds of his factory), and then, following the relocation of the business and many of its prisoners in autumn 1944, at a new satellite camp in Brünnlitz in Moravia (attached to Gross-Rosen).214


  Beyond terror and support, there was distance and detachment. These were no doubt the most common reactions among the civilian workers. “In fact, we are the untouchables to the civilians,” Primo Levi wrote about his encounters with German workers around Monowitz.215 Uncomfortable about the prisoners’ proximity, many civilians tried to ignore the wretched figures in striped uniforms; they literally learned to overlook the inmates. At Gandersheim, Robert Antelme once cleaned the floor in an office full of local men and women. “I did not exist for them,” he later wrote. One of the men shifted automatically as Antelme picked up a piece of paper next to him. “The German pulled back his foot, in the way you shoo away a fly from your forehead when asleep, without waking up.” Only one woman could not look away; she stared at Antelme and became increasingly agitated. “I weighed on her, I made her lose her composure. Had I brushed against the sleeve of her blouse, she would have been sick.”216


  Such anxieties were fed by prejudice toward members of enemy nations in general and KL prisoners in particular; in the eyes of many German workers, the sight of the shaven-headed and disease-ridden prisoners simply confirmed the stereotypes of Nazi propaganda. The Camp SS added fuel to the flames, warning civilians that the male prisoners really were dangerous criminals and the women prostitutes ravaged by sexual disease.217 Cultural differences, with the bulk of foreign prisoners unable to speak German, only heightened suspicions. Linguistic barriers were not insurmountable, however. At the Continental rubber works in Hanover, where German civilians worked next to political prisoners in the production of gas masks, the hatred of dictators provided common ground. “Hitler Scheiβe,” some German workers said. “Stalin Scheiβe,” came the prisoners’ reply.218


  Any such collusion was strictly outlawed, of course. Managers warned employees that private conversations with prisoners were forbidden, on Himmler’s personal orders; all those who broke the rule would themselves end up in protective custody.219 These threats were mostly about deterrence, no doubt, but the authorities did back them up with occasional sanctions: a number of German workers really were arrested for talking to prisoners.220 Even harsher punishment—including detention in Gestapo camps—hit German civilians caught smuggling letters for prisoners or giving them food and drink. As early as February 1942, the Sachsenhausen commandant Hans Loritz informed his officials that he had recently handed over to the Gestapo several civilian workers guilty of such offenses. The remaining workers, Loritz insisted, had to “regard each prisoner as an enemy of the state.”221 In turn, many civilians learned to keep their heads down.


  But indifference was a major factor, as well. Many civilian workers lost no sleep over the prisoners’ plight. They were used to foreigners being exploited for the German economy, with KL prisoners merely the latest contingent in a much larger army of forced workers. More generally, death and destruction were all around as the war raged on, a war in which many Germans saw themselves as victims, suffering rationing, bombing raids, and fatalities at the front. Preoccupied with their own struggles, many civilian workers had no time for the fate of prisoners.222 This was true for other ordinary Germans, too. “If I remember correctly, I did not think much at all, however pathetic that may sound,” a German man later described his feelings as a young soldier, when he had seen some SS men and prisoners at Auschwitz in late 1944. “You wondered about what will happen to you, and had no feeling for others.”223


  Camps in the Community


  Redl-Zipf was a sleepy town in a valley of the Upper Austrian countryside, made up of farms and cottages with pretty gardens and orchards, surrounded by open fields and wooded hills. The rural idyll was abruptly shattered in autumn 1943, when the test range for V2 rockets was set up in the mountains nearby. Heavy machinery and high-tech matériel arrived, new concrete buildings were erected, cables and rails were laid, and engine tests caused deafening blasts and tremors. Then there were all the prisoners from the new satellite camp, established just a few hundred yards outside town. Their torment was not hidden from residents, who often watched them marching to and from the camp, and there was plenty of talk about torture and death among engineers, construction workers, secretaries, and SS men, many of whom were quartered with local families. Even the camp itself was not out of bounds: some local children climbed on trees and peered inside. In short, one resident later said, “all the Zipfer knew what was going on.”224


  Similar scenes unfolded in many German towns and villages where satellite camps sprang up late in the war. These camps became part of the local landscape, sharing in the social, administrative, and economic life. Businessmen offered their services, waiters attended to SS men, and local registry officials recorded prisoner deaths. Whether dead or alive, the prisoners could not be overlooked. Some locals could see into the camps, as could some relatives of SS guards; during her visits to the Neuengamme satellite camp Salzgitter-Watenstedt in September and November 1944, the wife of Hugo Behncke caught repeated glimpses of the inmates. Even more encounters took place on the streets outside, as prisoner columns moved past houses and shops. Some details worked in the middle of local communities, clearing snow or rubble from homes and businesses, railway stations, and churches. Open abuse was common, as SS men saw few reasons anymore to hide their brutality. The mass death of prisoners was an open secret, too, as the dead were often taken away in plain sight. In fact, some residents had to assist the SS. In Bisingen, local coachmen were ordered to cart corpses from the satellite camp (part of the Natzweiler complex) to mass graves. “One day, I had to drive 52 dead from the camp to be buried,” an elderly man testified after the war; he even knew which of the prisoners had been executed, as blood would leak from their wooden coffins.225


  In larger German cities, too, KL prisoners became a visible presence. Once again, neighbors living next to the hastily erected compounds gained direct insights. The Buchenwald satellite camp Magda, for example, was established on the edge of a residential area in Magdeburg-Rothensee; from their windows and balconies, residents looked straight into the camp, while their children played next to the electric fence.226 Satellite camps were scattered all across most major German cities. In Munich, there were at least nineteen such camps by autumn 1944, ranging from tiny sites to huge ones like Allach with more than 4,700 inmates; in addition, at least ten prisoner bomb-clearing squads roamed the city.227 It was the same in other large cities. “If one traveled past slowly in the S-Bahn,” recalled a Düsseldorf citizen, who had frequently spotted, from his suburban train, a column of prisoners marching to their camp, “one saw, whether one wanted to or not, the faces of the wretches, their skulls shaved clean, yellowish and emaciated to the bone.”228


  Public reactions to such encounters with the KL were mixed, resembling responses by German civilian workers. Some onlookers, including children, were openly hostile, taunting and swearing at prisoners who marched through the streets. Occasionally, a mob would form and throw sticks and stones. When a group of boys strolled past a building site in Hanover-Misburg in summer 1944 and spotted Jean-Pierre Renouard taking a quick rest from the backbreaking labor, one boy stepped forward and lashed out, egged on by the rest of his gang.229 Other civilians, by contrast, helped the prisoners. In exceptional cases, they supported underground activities in the KL.230 More often, locals left some food for prisoners, sometimes using their children as go-betweens. Ella Kozlowski, a Hungarian Jew forced to clear debris in Bremen, told an interviewer decades later how a German passerby and her young daughter had hidden a bottle with hot porridge for her, every day for several weeks: “I cannot even begin to tell you what this meant to us.”231 The motives behind such charitable acts were manifold and could spring from political, religious, and humanitarian beliefs, or from gratitude to prisoners who had rescued locals trapped under rubble.232


  By far the most common reaction of ordinary Germans, however, was indifference. “I am happy when I hear nothing and see nothing of it,” a resident of Melk said, describing her attitude.233 Prisoners were only too aware of this reticence. During encounters with ordinary Germans, they would closely scrutinize their faces and gestures for small signs of sympathy, and were distraught when cautious glances met with evasion. Alfred Groeneveld, a Dutch resistance fighter who was taken to a Buchenwald satellite camp in Kassel in autumn 1943, was struck by the detachment of locals who passed his prisoner detail on the streets: “It seemed as if the people simply did not want to know anything! They looked as little as possible, as if trying to repress the memory in advance!”234


  But what was the meaning of this silence? It has been argued that the willed blindness of ordinary Germans marks their complicity in Nazi mass murder, turning them from bystanders into perpetrators.235 But this mistakes the result of public passivity for its cause. Popular acquiescence made SS terror easier, to be sure, but it tells us nothing about the motives behind it, and it certainly does not follow that KL crimes built on popular consent. While popular opinion during the war is difficult to read, it is evident that many Germans felt more than apathy. Plenty of them still supported the camps as institutions. To them, looking away from prisoner abuses was a way of ignoring the unpleasant reality of a policy they agreed with in principle. It also betrayed their fears of the prisoners. Nazi propaganda had been successful in branding prisoners as dangerous criminals, and popular anxieties only increased with the influx of foreigners and the spread of rumors about thefts and murders by escaped inmates, played up by local Nazi newspapers; occasionally, recaptured prisoners were even hanged in public, before the eyes of the population.236


  The KL were never universally popular inside Germany, however, and this did not change near the end of Nazi rule. Many Germans were genuinely shocked when they came face-to-face with prisoners for the first time.237 As German defeat became more likely, such moral concerns were fueled by fears of Allied retribution. “God help us, that we won’t suffer vengeance in the same way,” a group of women cried in autumn 1943 when they saw a ghostly procession of Ukrainians from the Dachau railway station to the main camp.238 SS leaders were well aware of the continued unease about the KL. Speaking confidentially to army generals on June 21, 1944, Heinrich Himmler conceded that ordinary Germans thought “very often” about the camps, “greatly pitied” the prisoners inside, and said things like “Oh, the poor people in the concentration camps!”239


  Himmler and other Nazi leaders regarded such critical views as seditious. After the failed bomb plot on Hitler’s life on July 20, 1944, Nazi propaganda made much of the supposed plans of the conspirators to free prisoners from the KL (for good measure, the authorities dragged many family members of the plotters inside, including relatives of Count Stauffenberg, the would-be assassin).240 Many German resisters did indeed oppose and abhor the camps, as is evident from their leaflets and private papers.241 But disquiet about the KL went beyond Germans who fundamentally opposed the Third Reich, and occasionally even reached veteran Nazi supporters.242


  So why did such reservations about the camps not translate into greater support for prisoners? Fear was clearly a factor, as SS guards openly threatened Germans who tried to help. And just as in the case of civilian workers, the authorities occasionally followed through; in Mühldorf, for instance, a local woman was arrested in August 1944 after she handed fruit to a group of Jewish prisoners.243 But such cases were rare. After years of Nazi rule, many Germans were fatalistic. Their sense of impotence was summed up by a woman who witnessed exhausted prisoners from Stutthof march to work in summer 1944, driven on by SS guards with whips: “Feeling pity, that was the most one could do.”244 Looking away, then, could be a sign of resignation, too.


  The mind-set of many people in Nazi-occupied Europe was different. Although there was plenty of indifference, fear, and collusion, there was far more defiance. The determination to oppose the occupiers was widespread and often led to a clear-cut view of KL prisoners: as victims of the common enemy, they deserved help. Foreign civilian workers, deployed at German factories and building sites, were more likely to come to the prisoners’ aid than their German counterparts.245 POWs, who knew themselves what it meant to fall into Nazi hands, gave some support, as well. Around Monowitz, British soldiers in the local POW camp (set up in autumn 1943) often left some of their Red Cross supplies to KL inmates. Working as a mechanic with a group of British soldiers, the German Jew Fritz Pagel, who spoke a little English, regularly received food from a British gunner; the soldier even wrote to Pagel’s brother in London, at grave danger to himself.246


  Local residents near concentration camps in Nazi-occupied Europe also acted with more courage than their counterparts inside the Third Reich. This was obvious to prisoners from the SS Building Brigades who were transported to satellite camps in occupied France and Belgium in spring and summer 1944 (for setting up launchpads for German rockets). Despite SS threats, many locals gave food, sometimes walking up directly to prisoners in defiance of SS threats. Some residents even supported escaped inmates, offering clothes and shelter; Gerhard Maurer from the WVHA complained that the French population gave “every help possible” to those on the run. Veteran inmates, like the twenty-four-year-old German Jehovah’s Witness Helmut Knöller, were astonished by the generosity of local people in western Europe: “We prisoners had a great life there in Flanders, the most beautiful time in the KL! The Belgian population brought us prisoners everything, tobacco in abundance … bread and fruit, sweets, sugar, milk and so on.” Returning to Germany a few weeks later, in autumn 1944, Knöller was struck by the very different attitude of the local population, which cheered the accompanying troops, not the prisoners.247


  Hostility to the KL was most vociferous among the anti-Nazi resistance in occupied Europe—hardly surprising, given the camps’ prominent role in the war on the political underground. As symbols of Nazi terror, the camps were frequently denounced in leaflets and graffiti.248 In Vught, locals are even said to have thrown stones at SS guards.249 Most significant were the systematic efforts to help prisoners, reminiscent of the activities by left-wing activists in Germany during 1933–34, before their networks were destroyed. The Polish Home Army and other resistance organizations managed to smuggle money, food, medication, and clothes to prisoners in Auschwitz. “Thank you for everything. The medicine is priceless,” a Polish inmate wrote to the local underground on November 19, 1942. The SS was well aware of the groundswell of local opposition around Auschwitz. Following the first prisoner escape in summer 1940, Rudolf Höss complained to his superiors about the “fanatically Polish” attitude of the population, which was “ready for any action against the hated SS men.”250 Another mission of the organized resistance was the collection and dissemination of information about the KL. Around Auschwitz, the Polish resistance received a large number of secret messages from prisoners, as well as some documents stolen in the camp. The inmates took enormous risks to gather this material, in the hope that it would reach the wider world.251 Against the odds, some of it did.252


  The Allies and the Camps


  Sometime in late 1940, British secret service agents at Bletchley Park, some fifty miles north of London, made a breakthrough: they cracked one (or more) of the advanced Enigma keys used by the SS to code radio transmissions. Now the British could eavesdrop on Nazi terror as it unfolded, including the highly sensitive traffic between concentration camps and their Berlin headquarters.253 Over the coming years, British intelligence collected a vast number of decoded messages and, as a look at the material from 1942 reveals, gained astonishing insights into the KL system. The agents could track movements within and between camps, using the daily statistics of prisoner populations; it was clear, for example, that many “unfit” prisoners were sent to Dachau. The messages revealed much about the Camp SS, as well, including staffing levels and transfers, and the influx of ethnic German guards. Regarding the function of the KL, British intelligence was aware of the shift toward slave labor for industry, on Himmler’s personal orders, with major factories under construction around Auschwitz, Buchenwald, and elsewhere. In addition, there were many glimpses of terror inside, with reports on epidemics, corporal punishment, human experiments, executions, and prisoners “shot trying to escape.” As for the place of Auschwitz in the KL system, it was obvious that huge numbers of Jewish prisoners were arriving in what had become a very deadly camp.254 Revealing as all this material was, however, it was fragmentary. Not only did the British miss many SS messages, but the most secret exchanges were not sent by radio at all.255 This meant that the meaning of orders deciphered in Bletchley often remained hazy. It was not immediately obvious, for example, that sick prisoners were sent to Dachau as part of a program of murdering invalids. Neither was it clear that Auschwitz became a destination for the systematic mass extermination of Jews, who were mostly murdered on arrival and hence absent from the figures seen by the British.


  To gain a clearer picture, the Allies needed information from other sources, in addition to the decryptions. There was no shortage, even in the early war years, and especially in London, where the British authorities collected more extensive and reliable intelligence than their counterparts in the United States.256 Some accounts of abuses and atrocities in the KL came from British staff abroad.257 But the most telling material arrived via outside agencies, such as Jewish groups and the Polish government-in-exile, which collected and circulated numerous reports from the Polish underground. Though sometimes confused and contradictory, and weighted toward the suffering of the Polish population, these reports added crucial details about the camps—including news about the mass extermination of Jews, with isolated references (especially from 1943) to selections, gas chambers, and crematoria in Auschwitz. The Polish authorities in London not only passed confidential material to the British and other governments, they released some reports directly to the media, resulting in newspaper articles in the United States, Switzerland, Britain, and elsewhere. As early as June 1941, the Times of London carried a brief piece on starvation, slave labor, and murders of Polish prisoners in the “dreaded Oswiecim [Auschwitz] concentration camp.”258


  As the war drew to a close, the Allies received ever more detailed reports, especially relating to the Nazi Final Solution. Although Allied governments had been aware since the end of 1942 (at the latest) of the systematic mass extermination of European Jewry, the exact role of Auschwitz and Majdanek in Nazi genocide was not yet fully understood. The famous Allied declaration of December 17, 1942, which publicly denounced the wholesale slaughter of the Jews in eastern Europe, made no direct mention of the KL, referring merely to Jews being worked to death in “labor camps.” And even this declaration was quickly forgotten by senior government officials in Britain and the United States, who questioned the reliability of eyewitness testimony and worried that excessive exposure of Nazi atrocities might detract from the business of fighting the war.259 The magnitude of Nazi criminality took a long time to sink in.


  But by 1944, the truth became hard to ignore. To be sure, Allied intelligence was still scattered, which accounts for the continuing confusion about aspects of the KL system.260 And yet, the contours of the KL, above all of Auschwitz itself, came into ever sharper relief. During interrogations, German POWs mentioned mass killings in the camp, and occasionally referred to gassings. German generals secretly recorded in Allied captivity made similar remarks.261 By far the most important information, and also the most recent, came from escaped prisoners. A first detailed report about the slaughter of Hungarian Jews reached Switzerland in mid-June 1944, just four weeks after it had begun. “Never since the foundation of Birkenau,” it concluded with great accuracy, “have so many Jews been gassed.”262


  The most influential survivor account came from two Slovakian Jews, Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler, who had been deported to Auschwitz in 1942 and escaped on April 10, 1944. After they had crossed the Slovakian border, they found shelter in the Jewish community in Žilina and completed a sixty-page typed report on the camp. Translated into different languages, it offered a thorough analysis of the Auschwitz complex, outlining its development, layout, and administration, as well as conditions inside. Most critically, Vrba and Wetzler gave a thorough account of Auschwitz as a death camp, detailing the arrival of Jews from across Europe and the selections, gassings, and cremations. The sober tone and the mass of details made the report all the more devastating. Over the coming months, copies were distributed to influential figures in Slovakia and Hungary, and also reached the World Jewish Congress in Geneva, the Vatican, the U.S. War Refugee Board, and several Allied governments. Some conclusions featured prominently in the media in summer 1944, and in the United States, whole extracts of the report by Vrba and Wetzler were published a few months later.263


  Given the growing awareness of genocide in Auschwitz, some survivors and historians have since asked why the Allies did not bomb the killing facilities or the tracks leading up to the camp. “Why were those trains allowed to roll unhindered into Poland?” asked Elie Wiesel, who was fifteen years old when he was deported in May 1944 from Hungary to Auschwitz with his parents, his sisters, and his grandmother.264 In fact, bombing raids on Auschwitz had been considered for the first time back in 1941 by the British air force, following a request by the Polish government-in-exile. But such proposals only gathered momentum during the mass murder of Hungarian Jews, following urgent appeals from Jewish leaders in May and June 1944 to bomb Birkenau and the connected railway lines.265 Looking at the Allied response, the lack of urgency is palpable. The USSR showed hardly any interest in the so-called Final Solution, and although the western Allies were more engaged, its military leaders were focused on war strategy—charting the fastest route to victory—not on humanitarian missions. In the end, the pleas were turned down.266


  This does not mean that the Allies missed a major chance to halt the Holocaust in summer 1944. Railway tracks and yards were hard to hit and easy to repair, and trains could have been rerouted. And while a direct attack on Birkenau would have carried great symbolic weight, it might not have saved many lives. It would have been technically possible for heavy U.S. bombers to attack the site from around July 1944 (the IG Farben factory near Monowitz, which was seen as a military target, was hit for the first time on August 20), but by this time the vast majority of the deported Jews were dead. Moreover, the bombers’ inaccuracy makes it unlikely that the killing complex could have been hit without causing carnage in the adjacent prisoner compounds; this was a time before real “precision strikes.” But even if such an attack had succeeded, it is hard to see how it would have stopped the mass murder. The determination of Nazi leaders to exterminate the Jews would not have been deflected by bombs on Birkenau (in fact, SS men habitually blamed Jews for Allied air raids and sometimes attacked Jewish prisoners “in retaliation” after KL had been hit). No doubt the SS killers would have found other ways to continue their murderous mission.267 Indeed, they were already doing so. During the genocide of Hungarian Jews, as we have seen, the Auschwitz SS used not only gas chambers and crematoria, but also shootings and open pits; as the Nazi task forces had demonstrated in the Soviet Union in 1941–42, technically sophisticated facilities were not essential for genocide.


  Still, the prisoners who escaped from the KL to warn the world did not risk their lives in vain. Growing awareness of Nazi crimes could save lives. The shock waves caused by the account of Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler, for example, probably helped to persuade the Hungarian regent Horthy to put an end to the deportations in July 1944.268 More generally, eyewitness reports by prisoners—those who had fled and those still inside—shaped the picture of the KL in the Allied nations. Articles and radio programs based on inmate testimonies helped to dispel some of the indifference and skepticism that existed. By November 1944, at the time the Vrba-Wetzler report was published, most Americans understood that the KL were sites of mass extermination.269 Crucially, reports in the Allied media fed back to the Third Reich, as well. By reading foreign newspapers and listening to enemy broadcasts—with millions secretly tuning in to the BBC—more and more Germans learned about the atrocities in Auschwitz and Majdanek.270 Foreign news even filtered back to the KL. The realization that they had not been forgotten by the outside world gave prisoners new hope, as well as greater determination to resist the SS.271
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  Impossible Choices


  One day toward the end of World War II, a few Dachau prisoners made a pact. Determined to show that there was an alternative to the usual strife between inmates, they would act like gentlemen; for a whole day, rough and selfish behavior would give way to civility and compassion, as if they still lived regular lives outside. When the agreed day came, the men tried their hardest to stay true to the ideal of common decency, starting with the scramble to dress, wash, and eat in the morning. By evening, all of them had failed, defeated by the harsh realities of the camp. “The beast inside humans gains the upper hand,” the Belgian resistance fighter and Dachau prisoner Arthur Haulot noted in his diary on January 19, 1945, after he heard about the experiment. “One does not with impunity live so long outside the norm.”1


  Although survivors drew many conflicting conclusions about the concentration camps after the war, they agreed that the inmates’ behavior could not be judged by ordinary standards. This had already been the accepted view inside the camps.2 The KL, many prisoners believed, had inverted conventional morality. There were times when charity could become suicidal, and deviance—including murder—could be just. Failure to understand this essential truth and adapt to the law of the camp would prove deadly.3 But what, exactly, was the law of the camp?


  Some inmates gave a stark answer: it was the law of the jungle. The conditions caused a relentless battle for goods and positions, they believed, and created an enormous chasm between a small elite, most of them Kapos, and the destitute mass that fought to the death for an extra piece of bread, bedding, or clothing. In this brutish vision, the other prisoners were rivals in the struggle for survival, locked into a war of all against all. Slowly dying in an infernal Neuengamme satellite camp in the last year of the war, an elderly Belgian prisoner wrote a despairing message to his son, himself gravely ill in the infirmary: “The camp is changing, there are only wolves among wolves!”4 This vision may be too bleak, when applied to the KL as a whole. But we cannot completely wish it away, either. However comforting it would be to cling to idealized images of a prisoner community united in suffering, the conflicts between inmates were all too real, and they turned all the more vicious the more lethal the KL system became.


  And yet, prisoner relations were not ruled by aggression and anarchy alone. There were some unwritten rules, for a start. Under the prisoners’ informal code, the theft of bread belonging to another was a sin. Saving bread required great self-discipline, as starving prisoners had to fight the temptation to devour their full ration. Every piece of stale bread was a symbol of a prisoner’s will to survive; and every theft was seen as an unforgivable betrayal, tantamount to treason. As a Neuengamme room elder told a group of new arrivals: “Stealing bread from a comrade is the worst kind of wickedness; he is stealing his life.”5 This ruling did not put an end to thefts, nor did it result in perfect justice, as some innocent inmates became victims of uncontrolled fury. Nonetheless, such thefts were generally seen as wrong and deserving of punishment.


  So there was a moral structure in the KL.6 Prisoners may have been unable to live by the same ethical code they followed outside, as in the case of the Dachau “gentlemen,” but they retained a sense of right and wrong within the warped world of the camps. Not everyone agreed on the same rules, of course, but there were lines most prisoners did not want to cross. Living by these basic rules was not just about survival, it was about self-respect as well. “I am straight with everyone,” Janusz Pogonowski secretly wrote to his family from Auschwitz in September 1942, “I have done nothing I need to be ashamed of.”7 Preserving dignity was almost impossible on one’s own, and Pogonowski credited two friends for helping him through a severe illness, supporting him materially and morally. It was thanks to them, he wrote, that his soul was “healthy, proud and strong.”8 Such mutual support among KL prisoners was not exceptional, as some observers suggest, but common.9 It took many different forms, from sharing food to political discussions, and undermined SS attempts at total domination.


  Some prisoners saw all such acts as resistance: survival itself was a “form of resistance,” Ágnes Rózsa wrote in her diary in early February 1945.10 Several scholars have taken a similar line, stretching the definition of resistance to cover all nonconformist acts in the KL. As the Italian psychologist Andrea Devoto memorably put it: “anything could be resistance, since everything was forbidden.”11 However, such an all-embracing definition blurs the lines between very different acts. Should we use the same term to describe a prisoner who sabotaged German munitions and a prisoner who fought for his own life, if necessary at the cost of others? Even a narrower definition of resistance can be problematic, when applied to the camps, since prisoners had no hope of working to overthrow the Nazi regime.


  In the end, other terms may help us to see the prisoners’ choices more clearly, though there are inevitable overlaps between the different categories. There was perseverance, which involved individual acts of self-preservation and self-assertion; there was solidarity, which was directed at the spiritual survival and protection of groups of inmates; and there was defiance, which included protests, and other planned and principled opposition to the Camp SS. Given the immense power of the SS, such direct challenges were rare, and they were not always unambiguous, either. Escaping from the camp, for example, might allow a prisoner to join the partisans or tell the world about Nazi crimes, but it might also condemn other inmates to death, under the SS policy of collective punishment.12


  COERCED COMMUNITIES


  
    
  


  Inmates had to be resourceful to stand any chance of survival during the war, developing what one prisoner called “camp technique.”13 They had to make the most of their existing skills, and acquire new ones, to gain life-saving advantages; a multilingual prisoner might get a privileged position as a translator, while a talented painter might sell his drawings for food.14 The perseverance of individual prisoners included rituals to preserve their pre-camp identities. For Primo Levi, his daily wash was less about getting clean—impossible in the filthy surroundings—than about staying human.15 Other prisoners found solace in religion. God had saved her from losing her mind, a Polish woman testified soon after the war, when she recalled her arrival in Ravensbrück in autumn 1944.16 Some prisoners also sought strength in art and the life of the mind, recalling old books, poems, and stories. In Ravensbrück, Charlotte Delbo swapped her bread ration for a copy of Molière’s Le Misanthrope, and then memorized the lines, a few each day. Silently reciting the play to herself “lasted almost throughout roll call,” she later wrote.17


  Important as individual perseverance was, however, no prisoner could get through the KL alone. The camps were social spaces and inmates always interacted with others. Their fate was shaped, to a large degree, by their place within what the Auschwitz survivor H. G. Adler has called the “coerced community.”18 Without solidarity, an Auschwitz Kapo told a group of new arrivals in late March 1942, they would all be dead within two months.19


  Some prisoner groups were created by the SS, others by common inmate interests and backgrounds. Some dated back to the prisoners’ pre-KL lives; others emerged inside. Some were loose and transitory; others were permanent and closed to outsiders. To complicate matters, prisoners always belonged to more than one group. Primo Levi, for example, was an educated, atheist Jew from Italy, and each of these aspects of his selfhood shaped his social relations in Auschwitz.20


  Companionship—whether based on sympathy or pragmatism, chance or shared beliefs—was vital for all prisoners. But it was a double-edged sword, since it created discord, as well. Relations between inmates thrown together by fate, like those who found themselves in the same barrack or work detail, often proved volatile. More generally, solidarity among some prisoners could cause conflicts with others. In the end, every prisoner faced the same paradox: how to lead a social life in the unsocial environment of the KL?21


  Families and Friends


  “We depended on each other,” Elie Wiesel wrote about the relationship with his father in Auschwitz; “he needed me as I needed him.” Sometimes they shared a few spoonfuls of soup or bread, and they gave each other moral sustenance, too. “He was my support and my oxygen, as I was his.”22 Wiesel was not alone. In the inferno of the camps, many prisoners formed close bonds with relatives, since trust was an essential element in their social relations. This was true, in particular, for Jews and Gypsies, who were frequently deported in large families.23 They had arrived together, and together they hoped to stay alive.24


  Other small survival networks, sometimes consisting of no more than a pair of prisoners, were made up of close friends.25 Many had already known one another before the camp. Hailing from the same towns or cities, their common past and culture provided common ground in the camps. Many more were joined together by shared experiences of Nazi terror, on deportation trains and building sites, in barracks and infirmaries.26 Her friendships with other prisoners had helped her to survive, Margarete Buber-Neumann later wrote, and she never had a closer friend in the camps than Milena Jesenská. She met the Czech journalist, who had been arrested after helping others escape from Nazi-occupied Czech territory, in Ravensbrück in 1940, and the two women quickly bonded. They were kindred spirits and often talked about the past (both had broken with the Communist movement), the present, and the future; Jesenská suggested that they should write a book about camps under Stalin and Hitler, to be called “The Age of the Concentration Camps.” In Ravensbrück, the two women cared for each other as best they could. When Buber-Neumann was thrown into the bunker, her friend smuggled sugar and bread inside. When Jesenská became gravely ill, her friend secretly visited her every day for several months.27


  Such friendships were widespread in the microcosm of the camps. Many women became so close they even referred to each other as sisters. They formed surrogate families, with up to a dozen or so members, sharing food, clothing, and emotional support, and trying to protect each other from selections. Being a “camp sister” was a “very happy and invigorating feeling,” Ágnes Rózsa wrote in January 1945. “Whatever happens, we know we can count on each other.”28 It has often been suggested that female KL prisoners were more likely than men to form such intense friendships.29 But close companionship was not gendered. Primo Levi, for one, forged a deep connection with another Italian prisoner called Alberto, also in his early twenties. For months, they slept on the same bunk and they were soon “bound by a tight bond of alliance,” Levi wrote, dividing all additional food they could scrape together (they were only separated when Alberto left on the Auschwitz death march in January 1945, from which he did not return).30 Many male prisoners enjoyed similar friendships, and while some later felt embarrassed to talk about them, other men had no such hesitation, referring to “sleeping brothers” and “comradeship marriages.”31


  In the unforgiving climate of the KL, however, even the closest bonds could be broken, especially among ordinary prisoners, who were always exposed to the full force of the camps.32 There is no shortage of chilling images from the concentration camps, but few are as disquieting as those of friends and family robbing one another, and of sons denying their fathers when they pleaded for bread.33 More generally, mutual aid within small collectives, bound by a strong sense of solidarity, often brought harm to others, intentionally or unintentionally. Each set of prisoners primarily fought for itself, in what Primo Levi termed “we-ism” (as a collective extension of egotism) and what we might call “groupness.” The success of each individual group in gaining food, cigarettes, or clothing almost inevitably meant that there was less for others to “organize”; sometimes prisoner collectives even stole from one another.34


  Then there were all those prisoners who could not form any alliances. This was true, above all, for the Muselmänner, the lepers of the camps. These doomed men and women haunted the compounds like ghosts, though there was nothing unworldly about their presence, with their festering wounds and stinking rags. “Everyone was disgusted by them, nobody showed any compassion,” the Auschwitz prisoner Maria Oyrzyńska recalled. The others stayed away as far as possible, not just out of disgust but for their own self-preservation; because the Muselmann was always in the line of fire—stealing food, evading work, ignoring orders—others were afraid of being punished by association. And so the Muselmann died the loneliest death.35


  Most other prisoners knew that uniting with a small group of relatives or friends offered the best hope. Vital as these alliances were, they were always liable to be ripped apart by deportation, illness, selection, and death. After the slow death of his father, Shlomo, in early 1945 in Buchenwald, Elie Wiesel became indifferent to the hell around him: “nothing touched me anymore.”36 Margarete Buber-Neumann was equally devastated after Milena Jesenská’s death in May 1944: “I felt very near despair. Life seemed to have no further point.” In the end, she clung on to life, honoring the memory of her dead friend by writing the book about the camps they had talked about back in Ravensbrück.37


  Comrades


  The social ties between friends and relatives were rivaled by those emerging from shared beliefs that predated the camps and endured inside.38 Individual left-wing inmates were particularly close, perhaps even more so than before the war, and frequently arranged secret meetings; they discussed ideological questions, shared the latest news of the war (gleaned from newspapers and hidden radios), and observed working-class traditions by commemorating significant events and singing protest songs.39 Some other political prisoners proved equally committed to their cause. In Kaufering, the dreaded Dachau satellite, a few Zionists even put together an undercover Hebrew newspaper that called for unity among Jewish inmates and for the creation of a Jewish state.40 All such communal activities are best understood as self-assertion; together, political prisoners fought against the eradication of their pre-camp identities and drew strength from their collective convictions.41


  Some groups went beyond boosting morale and became survival networks. Political prisoners would share essential supplies and use their contacts to save others from punishing labor details or transfers to deadly camps. And just as before the war, well-placed captives watched out for comrades among new arrivals, to explain the basic rules and to protect them.42 This was another case of partial solidarity, with any benefits restricted to selected prisoners. Inmates from other backgrounds were often excluded as untrustworthy and undeserving; the basic principle, a former prisoner later explained, had been to “put the politicals first!”43 Sometimes this meant saving one inmate at the expense of others. Helmut Thiemann, a German Communist and Buchenwald Kapo, testified after the war that he and his colleagues had established a special ward in the infirmary just “for our comrades of all nations.” The Communist Kapos did all they could to help these prisoners, providing them with the best available medication. At the same time, Thiemann added, “we had to be ruthless” against others.44


  The most extreme cases of “groupness” among political prisoners involved so-called victim swaps. This practice took place in several KL and has been documented most fully for Buchenwald. Here, Communist Kapos in the infirmary protected some comrades from human experiments by altering SS lists, substituting their names for those of other prisoners. This was how “we saved each other,” Thiemann’s colleague Ernst Busse testified after the war, so that “members of our underground organization in the camp could live relatively peacefully.” In the same spirit, Communist Kapos in the Buchenwald labor action office altered the composition of prisoner transports to satellite camps. They would spare comrades from transfer to a lethal camp like Dora, and dispatch prisoners considered as undesirable and inferior in their place, including criminals, homosexuals, and other social outsiders. “All these negative elements were selected by the national [Communist] groups,” the former prisoner clerk Jiří Žák testified in 1945, “which also identified the positive elements who under no condition were to go on transports.” Žák was not the only Communist who vigorously defended this practice after the war. “When I have the opportunity to save ten anti-fascist fighters,” Walter Bartel, one of the most senior Buchenwald Communists, insisted in an internal party investigation in East Germany in 1953, “then I will do it.”45


  Not all political prisoners enjoyed the same protection, of course, since the inmates with the red triangle never formed a homogeneous group. Even among the most committed opponents of the Nazi regime there was plenty of tension. The long-standing antagonism between German Social Democrats and Communists was never fully overcome, while other ideological divisions were still more pronounced; French nationalists, for example, shared virtually no common ground with Soviet Communists. There was even strife within the same political factions. German Communists clashed among one another about divisive ideological issues, like the Hitler-Stalin pact, and about the correct tactics in the KL. Dissenters were swiftly accused of deviation and excluded from the collective. When German Communists in Ravensbrück learned that Margarete Buber-Neumann had been a prisoner under Stalin, they branded her a “Trotskyite” and cut her off. Buber-Neumann, for her part, thought that her adversaries were stuck in the past, in the “Communist cloud cuckoo land of 1933.”46


  Believers


  Early each morning, before the Auschwitz prisoners had to rise, Elie Wiesel and his father left their bunk and walked to a nearby barrack. Here, a small group of orthodox Jews met to say ritual blessings, sharing a pair of tefillin they had acquired on the black market. Jews faced the greatest obstacles to worship, as they were exposed to the most lethal SS terror. And yet, they found ways to affirm their faith. “Yes, we practiced religion even in a death camp,” Wiesel wrote later. “I had seen too much suffering to break with the past and reject the heritage of those who had suffered.”47


  Observant KL inmates knew that it was all but impossible to fulfill their religious duties. They had to work during sacred times and break some dietary rules, and also missed prayer books and spiritual guidance from their leaders.48 Still they practiced their beliefs, as best they could, forming close-knit groups based on shared beliefs. The observance of Christian rituals was particularly widespread among Polish political prisoners, whose faith was often bound up with their national identity. They held secret Sunday services and even smuggled consecrated Hosts into the camps; at least one prisoner received the Holy Communion in the Auschwitz bunker, after others had lowered a Host, tied to a piece of string, to his cell window.49


  Many inmates drew strength from religious devotion. Some groups formed close communities of faith, dividing almost everything; in some camps, for example, Jehovah’s Witnesses evenly split all the money and provisions sent by relatives. What is more, religious practices provided a lasting link to their pre-camp lives. And it helped them to find meaning in their suffering, seeing the camp as the culmination of centuries of persecution, or as a divine test of faith, or as penance for the sins of mankind.50 Some atheist inmates felt that the religious believers had an advantage over them, because their faith gave them a fixed point in the universe to unhinge the world of the SS, at least in their minds.51


  But religious devotion also spelled danger. Prisoners were always at risk during prayer, even on the rare occasion when it was sanctioned. SS and Kapos repeatedly turned religious ceremonies into occasions for torture. In Dachau, they forced Catholic clerics to drink large amounts of sacramental wine (donated by the Vatican) and dished out special abuse during holy days; in all, close to half of the 1,870 Polish priests dragged to Dachau perished.52 Even if believers escaped such torment, the act of worship itself could put them at risk. Rising early for prayers deprived them of vital sleep, and fasting weakened them further, as did the adherence to other dietary rules; several orthodox Jews who tried only to eat kosher are said to have quickly died of exhaustion.53


  The daily rituals of orthodox Jews in particular created frequent flash points. Some prisoners saw the prayers as a disturbance, especially at nighttime, and accused religious Jews of passivity in the face of SS terror. “You can pray as much as you like,” Dionys Lenard told an imprisoned cantor, shortly before his escape from Majdanek. “I am going to act instead.”54 Other secular prisoners regarded all worship as perverse: how could one suffer in hell and still pray to God? Primo Levi was incensed when, after a selection in Auschwitz, he heard and saw the prayers of an elderly man in another bunk, who thanked God for sparing his life: “Can Kuhn fail to realize that next time it will be his turn? Does Kuhn not understand that what has happened today is an abomination, which no propitiatory prayer, no pardon, no expiation by the guilty, which nothing at all in the power of man can ever clean again? If I was God, I would spit at Kuhn’s prayer.”55 The feeling of incomprehension was mutual. A number of orthodox Jews were indignant about the others’ lack of religious fervor, and castigated them for questioning, complaining, or abandoning God.56


  These clashes highlight, once more, the diversity of Jewish prisoners. Although they all wore the yellow star, they formed no unified community, even less so than before the war. The divisions—along religious, political, and cultural lines—became more pronounced, now that all Jewish prisoners had to fight for survival. In addition, there were new national and linguistic barriers; eastern European Jews often spoke Yiddish, which many assimilated Jews from the west did not understand. After many years inside the KL system, Benedikt Kautsky concluded: “One did not see much all-Jewish comradeship.”57 How could it have been different? After all, meaningful support was harder for Jews than for any other group. “We could not help anyone in material terms,” Dionys Lenard wrote in 1942, “because none of us had anything.”58 And yet, despite this existential pressure, many Jewish prisoners—including Elie Wiesel, Primo Levi, and Ágnes Rózsa—joined forces with others and formed small support networks.


  Notwithstanding the divisions among Jewish prisoners, some other inmates saw them as a cohesive group and an easy target. Jews lived in fear of dangerous encounters, especially with greedy and brutal Kapos. The widespread anti-Semitism among prisoners was palpable, with Kapos screaming abuse like “Dirty Jews have to be exterminated!” as they dealt out blows.59 Even decades after the war, the former German camp elder of a Neuengamme satellite camp, notorious for his excesses, was open about his motives: “On the whole, I did not like the Jews. In the camp, at least, they were bootlickers and smarmy.”60 But other factors were at play, too, not least the propensity of prisoners to look down on others who were even weaker.61


  At the same time, Jewish inmates were not universally shunned. Many prisoners treated them in a measured way, ignoring occasional SS threats of punishment for anyone who was too friendly to Jews. In fact, some showed great consideration and courage, extending their compassion beyond their own immediate circle of confidants.62 In summer 1942, when the Ravensbrück SS punished Jews with a month-long cut in rations, another group of prisoners, led by Czech women, regularly smuggled some of their own bread into the Jewish women’s barrack.63 This was no isolated incident. In Auschwitz-Monowitz, Polish prisoners also occasionally gave some of their provisions to Jews. “They did not have much for themselves,” the Hungarian Jew George Kaldore recalled, “but they still shared.”64


  
    
  


  Divided Nations


  If one could listen in on conversations in the barracks, late at night near the end of the war, one would hear the prisoners whisper in any number of languages. Take the Buchenwald main camp: by the end of 1944, it held inmates from more than two dozen countries, including small groups from Spain (295 prisoners), England (25), Switzerland (24), and Albania (23). “One is surrounded by a perpetual Babel,” wrote Primo Levi.65 As the prisoner population became more international, nationality became ever more important in shaping this coerced community, bringing some prisoners together and driving others apart.66


  National solidarity, based on a shared language and culture, could be life-saving for vulnerable prisoners. In addition, inmates occasionally celebrated their shared national traditions, singing folk songs and telling old tales. Most gatherings inside the barracks were spontaneous expressions of national belonging, after a long day in the camp, though there were organized concerts, too, as well as dances and plays.67 In addition to stirring the prisoners’ patriotic feelings, such performances offered a diversion from their bleak lives. In her Nuremberg satellite camp, Ágnes Rózsa set up a theater group with other Hungarian prisoners, who performed famous songs, as well as parodies of fellow inmates and guards.68 Reflections on the KL also found their way into prisoner music. Among the songs of Polish inmates in Auschwitz was “Gas Chamber,” set to the melody of a popular tango:


  There is one gas chamber,


  Where we will all get to know each other,


  Where we will all meet each other,


  Maybe tomorrow—who knows?69


  Many acts of national self-assertion took place in an ambiguous area, tacitly tolerated by the SS. This was true, above all, for official cultural events, which carried multiple meanings for the different audiences. When Dachau prisoners put on a “Polish Day” in 1943, complete with choir, orchestra, and dancers, they smuggled patriotic messages into the performance. While the Polish prisoners took great pride in their subversive act, oblivious SS officers sat in the first row and clapped loudly, demanding an encore.70


  Despite such moral victories, most national prisoner groups did not form close unions. They might have shared the same letter on their uniforms (indicating their country of origin), but issues which had divided fellow countrymen on the outside did not suddenly disappear inside.71 National discord was most intense, perhaps, among those who wore the letter “R”—prisoners classified as Russian. This term typically covered all prisoners from within the huge territory of the Soviet Union, and hid a great many ethnic and political differences. Above all, there was the antagonism between Russians and Ukrainians, reflecting their often hostile relations back home. Many captive Russian soldiers remained committed to the Moscow regime and branded Ukrainian inmates as traitors and collaborators. For their part, many imprisoned Ukrainian forced laborers saw the Russian POWs as henchmen of Stalin’s regime, which had repressed their indigenous nationalism and killed several million Ukrainians through its lethal policy of forced collectivization.72


  To make matters worse, many Soviet prisoners faced blanket hostility by prisoners from other countries, who denounced them as loafers, thieves, and murderers. Such sweeping judgments were rooted in age-old prejudices, pointing once more to the importance of habits and convictions formed prior to the KL.73 Other prisoners often felt a sense of superiority over supposedly primitive inmates from the east, and were anxious about Soviets bringing disease into the camps. The pressures of daily survival only exacerbated such fears; on the whole, it is hard to imagine a place less conducive to conquering national stereotypes than the KL.74


  With Soviet prisoners condemned toward the bottom of the prisoner hierarchy, confrontations with better-off inmates were inevitable. One explosive issue was the uneven distribution of food packages, a constant source of envy and conflict within the prisoner community. In Sachsenhausen, starving Soviets surrounded the blocks of Norwegian prisoners, who enjoyed an abundance of Red Cross parcels. The emaciated men begged for scraps and scoured the floor for crumbs. The Norwegians tried to beat them away. “They’re like flies, you can’t wave them off, they come back, encamp, and lie in wait for anything that may fall from our luxurious repast,” one of the Norwegian prisoners wrote in his diary in autumn 1943. The average Norwegian, he added, treated these prisoners “worse than he would a dog at home.”75


  If Soviets were depicted as brutal and base, the reputation of Germans, who stood near the top of the ladder, was no better. The “dead and the living,” three Polish survivors of Auschwitz wrote in 1946, had “boundless contempt and hatred for the Germans.”76 This hostility was rooted in the long-standing antagonism between Germany and its European neighbors, which had greatly escalated after the rise of Hitler; many Polish prisoners saw conflicts with German inmates as a continuation of their struggle against German occupiers outside.77 The privileges of some German inmates sparked resentment among foreigners, too, as did their casual arrogance. Most noxious was the power wielded by German Kapos. Many foreigners saw abuses by these Kapos as proof of the evil of the entire German nation, erasing the difference between German prisoners and perpetrators. “It does actually seem as if they were all alike, prisoners, SS, or Wehrmacht,” one foreign inmate noted in Sachsenhausen in October 1944.78


  Germans and Soviets were not the only ones who faced hostility. Pretty much every national group was mocked, feared, or despised by another, and accused of greed, brutality, and craven submission to the SS. Many French prisoners felt contempt for Poles, for instance, who often returned the sentiment in kind.79 Relations between Polish and Soviet prisoners were even worse, reflecting the poisonous relations between both countries. When Wiesław Kielar was appointed as a clerk in a block of Soviet POWs in Auschwitz-Birkenau, he did not hide his hostility; his Soviet charges, in turn, answered each of his orders with a curt “Fuck off!”80


  The SS was no passive observer in all of this. Not only did it create the general conditions that pitted inmate groups against one another, it deliberately exacerbated national hostilities. It bolstered the position of German prisoners, offering them benefits like powerful Kapo posts; such favoritism went so far that some Germans were spared the transfer to a lethal KL like Auschwitz altogether.81 The SS also fanned the flames between other national groups. Having put prisoners in charge of administering corporal punishment (in place of SS men), Heinrich Himmler ordered in summer 1943 that Poles should hit Russians, and Russians should hit Poles and Ukrainians. Rudolf Höss summed up the thinking of SS leaders with customary cynicism: “The more numerous the rivalries and the fiercer the struggles for power, the easier the camp can be led. Divide et impera!”82


  Elites


  The gulf between prisoners grew wider and wider as the war continued. Social differences were at their greatest, Margarete Buber-Neumann recalled, in the final year before liberation:


  Crowds of children hung around the blocks of the better-off prisoners begging for food, whilst ragged, half-starving figures rummaged in the waste-bins for scraps of food. Other prisoners were well dressed and well fed, according to their influence in the camp. There was one woman who might have been strolling along the streets of the West End as she took the greyhound of the SS Camp Leader out for exercise.83


  Each concentration camp had an elite of privileged prisoners, no more than around ten percent of the population, and admission to this exclusive club depended on an inmate’s position in the internal hierarchy, which was determined by myriad factors such as ethnicity, nationality, profession, political beliefs, language, age, and time of arrival in the camp.84 The specific hierarchies differed from camp to camp, and they shifted over time, as new prisoners arrived or SS priorities changed. And yet, there were some certainties. Skilled workers generally stood above unskilled ones; Jews largely found themselves at the base and Germans at the top; and experienced inmates held an advantage, since seniority translated into know-how and connections, both of which were crucial for cheating death.


  Veteran prisoners had some respect for one another, because they knew what it meant to survive, and the “old hands,” as they were known, also shared a certain distrust of newcomers. In Auschwitz, Rudolf Vrba recalled, there was a kind of “mafia of the establishment,” and in other KL, too, veterans had the edge.85 The difference from newcomers was visible to all, with experienced prisoners wearing lower numbers and cleaner uniforms.86 One could even tell them apart in the dark of the barracks at night, as they used peculiar words and phrases—the language of the camps.87


  Mastering this idiom was essential for survival. Nothing was more important for new arrivals than to learn some basic German, the language of the SS and hence the language of power. Orders were generally given in German, from “Antreten!” (“Line up!”) and “Mützen ab!” (“Caps off!”) at roll call to all the exhortations to pick up the pace: “Schneller!” “Los!” “Tempo!” “Aber Dalli!” Prisoners also had to answer in German whenever they reported: “Häftling 12969 meldet sich zur Stelle.” Even when prisoners talked in their native tongue, they used German terms for certain objects, tasks, and spaces.88 Primo Levi knew that the rudimentary German he had picked up as a student was invaluable: “Knowing German meant life.” To improve his chances of survival, he took German lessons from a fellow prisoner, paying him with bread: “I believe that never was bread better spent.”89 Those who understood the language of the camp could hope to become old hands themselves, while incomprehension cast prisoners adrift and exposed them to punishment; it was not for nothing that inmates in Mauthausen referred to the truncheons wielded by Kapos as Dolmetscher (translators).90


  In addition to their peculiar vocabulary, the veterans used a different tone—sharp, coarse, and cruel.91 Occasionally, they adopted euphemistic SS terms when it came to death and murder, such as “departure,” “finish off,” and “going through the chimney.” But most words left nothing to the imagination. “Shit faster, slut,” a Kapo shouted at a woman in the Auschwitz latrine, “or I’ll kill you and throw you in the shit.” There was no place for decorum. Among the many common terms of abuse among the prisoners, the Czech inmate Drahomír Bárta noted in his Ebensee diary in summer 1944, were “swine” and “shithead.”92


  This vulgar tone reflected the prisoners’ debasement, but it also offered an outlet for fears and frustrations. Dark jokes had a similar function, with sarcasm and gallows humor becoming typical traits of KL veterans. “The discovery of this humor,” David Rousset wrote later, “enabled many of us to survive.”93 Humor was a defense mechanism that distanced prisoners—however briefly—from the horror of the KL. Nothing was off-limits, neither the food (in Sachsenhausen, a disgusting herring paste was known as “cat shit”), the SS humiliations (in Dachau, a strip shaved across the prisoners’ closely cropped hair was known as a “lice motorway”), nor death itself (in Buchenwald, prisoners joked about the shape of the clouds coming from the crematorium). There were plenty of jokes about fellow prisoners, as well, not least the new arrivals. Those who expected that they would soon be released were goaded by more experienced prisoners: “The first fifteen years are the hardest. Then a man gets used to it.” In this way, the old hands bolstered their status as hard-bitten veterans, standing above the newcomers, who still had everything to learn about the camps.94


  After surviving for several years in Auschwitz, following his arrival on the first mass transport in June 1940, Wiesław Kielar (prisoner number 290) was one of these longtimers. Through his contacts to other Polish veterans, he had access to vital goods and extra food, including occasional treats like sausage and ham. When he contracted typhus, he received medicine from friends, and when the SS selected him because he was sick, his experience and connections saved him from the gas chambers. Like other veterans, Kielar escaped the worst labor details; stationed in the infirmary, he was barely working at all by 1943, having perfected the life-saving skill of dodging labor. His fear of daily violence diminished, too, as other Kapos were careful not to tangle with long-time prisoners like him who might have powerful friends; even a few SS men showed respect. Nonetheless, Kielar could never feel secure. He knew that everything he had gained—through chance, cunning, and sacrifice—could be lost from one day to the next. And this day came in November 1944, when Kielar was deported to the Neuengamme satellite camp Porta Westfalica. Privileged prisoners like him dreaded such transfers, because they often fell back down the pecking order; now they were the newcomers who found themselves at the mercy of privileged prisoners.95


  The prisoner elite sometimes seemed to live in a world apart. Ordinary prisoners had no respite from the daily struggle for survival. Privileged prisoners, by contrast, enjoyed the luxury of leisure. Though limited and regulated, their activities still promised to carry them to a different place, transcending the camp.96 Among the diversions permitted by the SS was sports, with male prisoners, in particular, participating in a range of activities.97 Soccer was especially popular, as it was in Nazi ghettos like Theresienstadt, with regular matches between national teams being played in several KL, often on Sundays. Or the privileged few might watch a boxing contest between prisoners, who were rewarded for their efforts with food. Though these spectacles were intended as entertainment for the prisoner elite and SS men, who liked to place bets, some inmates saw something subversive in them, not least when a foreigner sent a German to the canvas.98


  The SS also sanctioned some cultural activities of privileged prisoners. On Sundays, they could attend concerts by camp orchestras, listening to a varied repertoire from opera to popular music.99 More solitary pleasures included the reading of books from KL libraries, which grew during the war. “The camp library is superb! Especially in the field of classical literature,” the Dutch writer and left-wing journalist Nico Rost noted in his Dachau diary in summer 1944.100 In several camps, the SS even put on feature films. Some prisoners briefly lost themselves in the drama and romance up on the screen, but terror and death were never far away. In Buchenwald, the hall used as a cinema doubled as a torture chamber, while films in Birkenau were shown near the crematoria complex; returning to his barrack one night, after watching an operetta, Wiesław Kielar passed a large group of Jewish men, women, and children on their way to the gas chamber.101


  Most incongruous of all were the handful of marriages of well-connected inmates, like that celebrated in Auschwitz on March 18, 1944, when the Austrian Communist Rudolf Friemel wed his bride, who visited from Vienna with their small son. Following the civil ceremony in town and the reception in an SS barrack, the couple walked through the main camp toward the brothel, where they spent their wedding night. The other prisoners talked about little else, well aware that Auschwitz registry officials were normally concerned not with marriage certificates but with death notices—including that of Rudolf Friemel, who was hanged in late December 1944 after a failed escape attempt.102


  At first glance, the sight of KL prisoners at leisure seems extraordinary. But it was in keeping with the SS vision of the concentration camps. After all, the Camp SS had always maintained traces of normality, and just like fragrant flower beds, a prisoner library projected an orderly image to visitors and staff alike. More pressingly, the SS wanted to win the compliance of selected prisoners through incentives, offering benefits in return for obedience. In turn, the leisure activities added to the already stupendous inequalities between victims of Nazi terror. Few sights capture this gulf more starkly than that of athletic soccer players in bright outfits and studded boots fighting for the ball, while emaciated prisoners in tattered rags nearby fought for their lives.103 The worlds of the privileged and the doomed often collided, as they did on Sunday, July 9, 1944, in Ebensee. That afternoon, Drahomír Bárta performed his usual Kapo duties as an interpreter, and translated between an escaped Polish prisoner, who begged for mercy, and his captors. After Bárta witnessed the prisoner being beaten by the SS and maimed by a dog, he passed the rest of this day, as he sometimes did on Sundays, by playing volleyball with friends.104


  KAPOS


  Just as the figure of the Muselmann is taken to symbolize the destruction of prisoners’ bodies, the figure of the Kapo often stands for the corrosion of their souls. Their image as henchmen emerged from many testimonies of fellow inmates who survived the KL. Describing the role of Kapos in Auschwitz, the Hungarian Jew Irena Rosenwasser simply said: “they knew they were on top, because they could beat and kill and send to the gas.”105 The influence of prisoner functionaries did indeed increase dramatically during World War II. As staff shortages became more acute—with the ratio between SS and prisoners falling from below 1:2 in the late 1930s to around 1:15 by mid-1943—the authorities appointed more prisoners as supervisors and clerks.106 This was true above all in the new satellite camps, where veteran inmates were indispensable to the largely inexperienced SS staff; the first Auschwitz camp elder, Bruno Brodniewicz, widely regarded by other inmates as a vengeful tyrant, later served as camp elder in the satellites Neu-Dachs, Eintrachthütte, and Bismarckhütte.107 Prisoners knew that the status and privileges attached to Kapo positions could prolong their lives—in Ebensee, prisoner functionaries were almost ten times more likely to survive than ordinary inmates—and few turned down such posts when they came their way.108 The greatest beneficiaries were Germans like Brodniewicz, who occupied many of the coveted posts. To the mass of regular prisoners, they seemed like a breed apart: they were “the demigods of the camp.”109 This description captures the sense of awe felt by other inmates, but it also makes clear that Kapos were not untouchable. The SS men were still the supreme beings and could push anyone from the pantheon without notice.


  Power and Privilege


  The rise of Kapos during the war seemed unstoppable. Block elders held ever more sway, as SS inspections became less frequent (owing to lack of staff and fear of disease), and the influence of labor supervisors grew, too; as early as 1941, the inmate appointed as chief overseer on the Auschwitz IG Farben building site had more than a dozen Kapos under him, who in turn directed between fifty and one hundred prisoners each.110 Kapos also performed a range of new functions, gaining access to almost all areas of the KL. As the internal SS organization grew more complex, and paperwork mounted up, additional inmates were drafted into administrative positions. In the orderly room, the statistical nerve center of the main camps, Kapos collated data about inmate numbers and composition, and supervised the assignment of prisoners to barracks. In the political office, too, prisoners were entrusted with clerical duties, from registering new inmates to typing SS correspondence. And in the labor action office, Kapos compiled reports about output and, most crucially, helped to allocate prisoners to labor details and satellite camps.111


  Many of the new Kapo duties were about coercion and terror, particularly in the second half of the war. When it came to corporal punishment, the SS now relied on block elders and other functionaries to whip fellow prisoners, for a small reward of money or cigarettes.112 In addition, the SS established Kapo squads, particularly in the larger KL, to extend the surveillance of prisoners by prisoners. Widely known as the camp police, their main function was the maintenance of “order and discipline,” in the words of a former Buchenwald squad member. In practice, this meant patrolling the compounds, initiating new inmates, and guarding food depots against prisoner thefts, often with force.113


  Some Kapos, both male and female, were directly involved in mass murder, selecting weak and sick inmates, escorting condemned prisoners to execution sites, or killing them. Emil Mahl, the senior Kapo in the Dachau crematorium, helped to hang up to one thousand prisoners in 1944–45. “My participation consisted of putting the noose around the necks of the prisoners,” he later admitted.114 It was also not uncommon for Kapos to receive open or thinly veiled instructions to murder certain prisoners on the sly. And Kapos murdered on their own initiative, too, acting far more brutally than before the war. Even pleas from desperate inmates—for food, clothing, or admission to the infirmary—could trigger lethal responses, as in the case of a Polish Jew who asked for bread during a deportation to a Flossenbürg satellite camp in early 1945, only to be beaten to death by a German Kapo.115


  Such were the powers accumulated by some Kapos that even their SS masters became a little uneasy. In general, any concerns were far outweighed by the expected benefits: here was an easy and effective mechanism for ruling more camps with fewer SS staff. But there was a risk that dominant prisoners would scheme against SS officials and gain too many insights into their criminal and corrupt practices. The KL authorities responded by replacing suspect Kapos with other inmates (or even SS officials), and punishing them with the bunker or worse.116


  With greater powers came greater privileges. It was easy to spot the Kapos, and not just because of the insignia or colored armbands that signaled their position. The more senior they were, the more they stood out—especially in camps for men, where social differences were particularly pronounced. These Kapos often sported longer hair, instead of shaven heads, and wore clean clothes, complete with leather shoes or boots. Not for them the rags worn by others. Some senior Kapos had their prisoner uniforms altered, wore civilian outfits stolen from SS depots, or ordered made-to-measure suits in the tailors’ workshops. “They are better dressed,” wrote David Rousset, “and consequently a little more like human beings.”117


  Kapos looked more vigorous, too, the “only healthy people in the camp,” as another survivor put it in 1945.118 They were largely exempt from exhausting manual labor and less exposed to disease. Senior Kapos often slept separately, sharing an enclosure near the barrack entrance or their own special barrack. For the time being, they had escaped the disease-infected quarters where prisoners were crammed on bunks and straw sacks. They slept in clean beds surrounded by precious reminders of civilization—vases, flowers, curtains—and ate from neatly laid tables laden with food.119


  Kapos often enriched themselves through corruption and theft. They took from the rations and parcels of others, and from the SS storehouses. “Well, so much stuff came with the Jews, and we filched from it, of course we did,” the Auschwitz Kapo Jupp Windeck said after the war, adding that “as Kapos, we always got ourselves the best.”120 Blackmail and profiteering were rampant, as Kapos turned the misery of others to their own advantage. When the starving Haim Kalvo approached his work supervisor in an Auschwitz satellite camp for extra food in November 1943, more than six months after his arrival on a deportation train with almost 4,500 Greek Jews, the Kapo promised him a few loaves of bread in return for a gold tooth. The innkeeper from Salonika was so desperate that he offered a golden crown still in his jaw, whereupon the Kapo “took some pliers and, after we had walked aside, pulled out the golden tooth,” as Kalvo explained a few days later to the SS, who had got wind of the deal (Kalvo apparently survived the KL).121


  Sex was also largely the preserve of Kapos, and not only in the camp brothels. In the compounds, too, some of them used their power to get what they wanted. Men forced themselves on female prisoners, though the spatial separation between sexes made same-sex relations far more frequent. Most common were relationships between Kapos and young inmates, known as Pipel, who often submitted for pragmatic reasons, hoping for food, influence, and protection in return.122 At the same time, sexual violence left deep scars and worse, as a few predatory Kapos tried to murder their victims to avoid detection. After the teenager Roman Frister was raped in his bunk by a Kapo one night in an Auschwitz satellite camp, he realized that his attacker had stolen his cap, without which Frister would face punishment during the next roll call; to save himself, Frister stole the cap of another prisoner, who was executed by the SS the following morning.123


  Kapos were not shy about parading their power and privilege. Such demonstrative displays—one Mauthausen Kapo insisted on wearing white gloves as he strolled through the camp—reinforced their standing and put other prisoners into place. The disdain some of them felt for fellow inmates is summed up by the gesture of a German Kapo who, without thinking, cleaned his dirty hand on Primo Levi’s shoulder.124 At times, the Kapos’ pride in their positions was palpable. For a man like Jupp Windeck, the appointment as Monowitz camp elder in autumn 1942 marked the climax of a staggering social rise. After a miserable life on the margins of German society, with long spells of unemployment and imprisonment for minor property offenses, this unskilled laborer now stood above thousands of inmates. He had been the lord of the manor, Windeck recalled fondly more than twenty years later, when he was tried for his crimes.125


  The responses by the mass of ordinary prisoners varied. Some inmates ridiculed the powerful and their grand airs, though they normally tried to get out of the way of the most notorious Kapos like Windeck, literally clearing the path for them. There were also hangers-on, who hoped that toadying might elevate them, or at least help them to a few crumbs of food; this is why regular prisoners fought for the privilege of carrying the soup kettle for block orderlies.126 The most common reaction, though, was envy and loathing, which provoked some Kapos to reaffirm their powers. “I have the authority,” one Sachsenhausen Kapo warned his fellow prisoners every morning, “to smash each and every one of you.”127


  Judging a Kapo


  It is easy to think of Karl Kapp as a typical Kapo. He had first become a supervisor in 1933, aged thirty-five, during a brief spell in Dachau after his arrest as a union activist and SPD city councilor, but his Kapo career really took off when he returned in 1936 as a recidivist political prisoner. Over the coming years, the trained butcher from Nuremberg, who spoke in the strong local dialect, rose steadily from block elder to labor supervisor (overseeing 1,500 prisoners) and finally to camp elder.128 During his long spell as a Dachau Kapo, Kapp gained a reputation for severity. Slight but forceful, he was forever screaming at prisoners. He slapped and hit suspected shirkers or reported them to the SS, with potentially lethal consequences. What is more, he killed on command, participating in SS executions inside and outside the camp. The authorities rewarded him with privileges, and like a few other Kapos who had exceeded SS expectations, he finally walked away with the ultimate prize—freedom. Released and reunited with his family in 1944, Kapp spent the final year of World War II as a building contractor for the Ravensbrück SS.129


  But Karl Kapp was not a typical Kapo, for there was no such thing. Some prisoners, it is true, conformed to the fearsome image of Kapos. They seemed to copy the SS, Margarete Buber-Neumann wrote about the most brutal and greedy supervisors in Ravensbrück, until they resembled them in all but uniform. But there were also their opposites, she added, kind women who made things better for their fellow inmates.130 And although male Kapos resorted more frequently to violence than their female counterparts, there were decent ones among them, too, including some who refused on principle to lay hands on other prisoners; many more only turned strict when SS guards came near.131


  Often Kapos struggled with their conscience as they were drawn deeper into SS schemes, suffering what the young Herzogenbusch prisoner David Koker described in his diary in November 1943 as a “moral hangover.”132 SS attempts to turn them into torturers and killers proved a watershed for many. In Dachau, not all Kapos submitted to the order, enforced by Kapp, to dish out corporal punishment. During a heated meeting among block elders, there were cheers for one Kapo who lambasted Kapp’s stance and exclaimed that he would rather be beaten himself than hit a fellow prisoner. Like-minded Kapos, in Dachau and elsewhere, subverted SS orders by pretending to whip their victims much harder than they really did.133 Others openly challenged the authorities. In July 1943, the camp elder in the Dachau satellite camp Allach, the Communist Karl Wagner, refused outright to hit another inmate; he was whipped twenty-five times and thrown into the bunker for several weeks.134


  Karl Kapp’s role in SS executions was particularly controversial among Dachau prisoners and earned him the lasting contempt of several senior Kapos, though when they confronted him, he just shrugged and walked off.135 Unlike Kapp, some Kapos stood up to the SS: they would not kill. When the Dora SS told the two camp elders, Georg Thomas and Ludwig Szymczak, to hang a Russian inmate on the roll call square, they defied the orders. Furious SS men ripped the Kapo armbands off their uniforms and dragged them away; neither man survived the war.136 As for Kapos who did succumb to extreme SS pressure—threatened that they would be executed, too, if they did not act as henchmen—not all shrugged off their deeds in the manner of Kapp. In Buchenwald, a Communist Kapo hanged himself after he had been forced to kill another prisoner, unable to bear the guilt.137


  Even a man like Kapp was a more complex figure than he appears at first sight. There were rational reasons for Kapos like him to do as they were told. In the first place, it was a simple case of self-preservation, as the Camp SS did not think twice about demoting and punishing those who appeared too lenient.138 The loss of their Kapo positions meant not only the loss of vital privileges, it could also expose them to the wrath of their fellow inmates. Their victims often fantasized about turning the tables and, if they got the chance, exacted revenge. The SS saw such vigilante justice as a bonus, as it forced Kapos into greater compliance. As Heinrich Himmler explained to Nazi generals in 1944: “As soon as we are not satisfied with [a Kapo], he is no longer a Kapo, he sleeps again with his men. He knows that they will beat him to death in the first night.”139 In this way, some Kapos became trapped in a vicious circle. Once other inmates saw them as willing tools of the SS, they felt that they had little choice but to redouble their abuses, lest they lose the life-saving protection of the SS.140


  But Karl Kapp had his eyes on more than his own survival, and used his powers to aid some fellow prisoners. As camp elder, he allowed prisoners to smuggle food into the penal company and helped some inmates gain better positions.141 There were limits to what he could do, of course, and his efforts probably involved an element of self-interest, as they created a circle of grateful allies.142 Nonetheless, Kapp’s favoritism was wide-ranging, extending as it did to prisoners from other backgrounds. At great risk, he saved several prisoners he did not personally know and whose political views he did not share.143


  And like many senior Kapos, Kapp firmly believed that any of his abuses prevented worse. Interrogated after the war, he insisted that he had only ever reported prisoners to the SS as a last resort, if their actions threatened the collective; in all other cases, he had made sure to hand out penalties himself. And what some inmates saw as mindless brutality, Kapp added, had actually been calculated efforts to keep the SS at bay. If he had not enforced strict order during regular barrack inspections, murderous SS block leaders would have descended on the prisoners instead. If he had not hit individuals who were late for roll call, the SS would have made all inmates suffer. If he had not kicked lazy prisoners, the SS would have tortured them and punished the rest of the labor detail, too.144


  Karl Kapp arrived at a jarring conclusion: to prevent SS abuses he had to play the part of the SS himself.145 This view was shared by many ordinary prisoners. They agreed that Kapo attacks were the lesser evil, drawing away the attentions of the SS, and they applauded Kapos who punished suspected thieves and traitors.146 “With his screaming, Kapp kept away the thugs,” a pastor who survived Dachau later said. Even some of Kapp’s victims defended him. Paul Hussarek, whom Kapp had hit on the neck for talking during the march to roll call, was certain that he had been saved from a far worse fate at the hands of the SS. “I am still grateful to Kapp for this punch,” he said years later.147 Many other survivors spoke up for Kapp, too, and even some of his detractors, who saw him as a bully, conceded that he had averted SS excesses.148


  The actions of Karl Kapp were dissected in a Munich courtroom in 1960, where he stood accused of prisoner abuse and murder. In the end, the court found Kapp innocent of all charges. Far from being a willing tool of the SS, the judges declared, he had been loyal to fellow prisoners, protecting them heroically.149 This was an unduly clear-cut verdict, given the complexities of his case. The judges imposed moral certitude on actions fraught with ambiguity and gave an emphatic reply to a question—“Was Kapp a good man or not?”—that defies an easy answer. After all, had Kapp not reported fellow inmates to the SS? Had he not helped to whip and hang innocent prisoners?


  Even those who would have condemned Karl Kapp, however, should remember that he had not made a free choice. He was a victim of Nazi terror, too, trapped for almost nine years inside the KL.150 The same was true of other prisoners in positions of power. Some of the cruelest Kapos had gone through hell at the hands of the SS. When a prisoner confronted a female Kapo in Auschwitz for beating an inmate who was old enough to be her mother, the woman replied: “My mother was gassed, too. It is all the same to me.”151 The daily exposure to the camps left indelible marks, and so did the corruption by power, as Kapos rose through the ranks; any veteran who retained moral integrity seemed like a saint to other prisoners.152 This is not to excuse every act, however violent; after all, Kapos had some degree of agency. Nonetheless, even the worst Kapo was still a prisoner, hoping to survive a day at a time. In this respect, at least, all inmates were alike: none of them knew whether they would still be alive the next day.153


  Hierarchies


  The Kapo class was no less stratified than the prisoner population as a whole. There was a vast difference between a mighty figure like Karl Kapp and a lowly inmate in the block service who had to wait on his seniors, shining their boots, cooking their food, and making their beds. Even among Kapos, then, there were masters and servants, leading to a brutal struggle, as David Rousset wrote, to “rise step by step in the hierarchy.”154 Those who made it to the top were known as the notables. It was they who held the senior positions in the orderly room, the labor action office, and the political office, as well as the infirmaries, kitchens, and clothes depots; some prominent block elders and labor supervisors were also among them.155 These notables were powerful and small in number; few prisoners held Kapo positions, and even fewer gained prominence. In February 1945, for example, at a time when the Mauthausen main camp held some twelve thousand men (excluding the compound for the sick), there were just 184 Kapos senior enough to wear a wristwatch, one of the perks enjoyed by notables; tellingly, 134 of them were German.156


  As we have seen, the Camp SS pursued a strategy of elevating Germans over foreigners, mirroring social relations across Nazi-occupied Europe. Although the proportion of Germans fell to well below twenty percent of the KL prisoner population in 1944, the top Kapo positions were largely put into the hands of Germans.157 SS practice was influenced by Nazi racial thinking.158 Himmler often talked of a sense of loyalty toward “members of our own blood,” and even though German prisoners were seen as scum, Camp SS leaders believed that their own countrymen should rise above the flotsam of other nations.159


  Such preferential treatment was guided not just by dogma, however, but by pragmatism, as well. The fact that German prisoners shared the captors’ native tongue was crucial; theirs was the official language of the KL—of documents, signs, and orders—and the SS demanded to be understood. Experience was equally important. The SS was looking for prisoners who knew the KL, and almost all the most seasoned inmates were German.160 As the demand for Kapos rose during the war, the Camp SS sometimes put such practical considerations above ideological principles and promoted Germans from the most despised prisoner groups to positions of influence. Men detained as homosexuals, for example, had often faced lethal SS violence during the first half of the war, peaking around the summer of 1942.161 But while there were further murders later on, a growing number of prisoners with the pink triangle now served as clerks, block elders, and labor supervisors; in Bergen-Belsen, a German homosexual was even appointed as camp elder in late 1944, overseeing the compound for regular protective custody prisoners.162


  Middle and lower-ranking positions often went to prisoners from other nations, and foreign Kapos grew in number and standing as the war continued. In the occupied east, there were never enough German inmates to fill all available positions, so many of these posts went to Poles instead.163 Elsewhere, too, the SS relied on foreigners, especially during the second half of the war. Prisoners from almost all European countries were promoted, though their prospects varied from camp to camp, depending on the size of national prisoner groups and the time of their arrival. In Ravensbrück, large transports from Poland had come as early as 1940, and Polish women gradually became entrenched in lower and middling Kapo positions, even pushing aside some German “asocials.” French women, by contrast, did not arrive in large numbers until 1943–44, and consequently found themselves excluded from posts as block elders or camp police.164


  As the Kapo class expanded, so did the number of Jews among them, though they were normally restricted to overseeing other Jewish prisoners only.165 Initially, this development centered on Auschwitz and Majdanek, following the mass deportations to both camps; according to survivors, around half of the Auschwitz-Birkenau block elders in early 1944 were Jews.166 The number of Kapos with the yellow star increased elsewhere, too, as Jews were forced into new KL in eastern Europe, like in the Baltic region, and into satellite camps inside Germany. In satellites largely reserved for Jewish prisoners, individual Jews were deployed as labor supervisors, doctors, clerks, and block elders, and exceptionally even as camp elders. Some of them were already well versed in negotiating the gray zone between fellow inmates and German rulers, having previously held influential positions in ghettos, where Jewish Councils had been given significant responsibilities for the administration of everyday life.167


  There was no job security for Kapos, of course, not at the top and even less so lower down, where there were frequent promotions, transfers, and dismissals. Among the greatest powers senior Kapos had was that of anointing others. Officially, appointments were made by the Camp SS. In practice, SS staff were often swayed by experienced Kapos, especially when it came to middling and lower positions. In this way, the notables shaped the composition of the wider Kapo class, creating networks of prisoners bound by patronage and loyalty.168 This was yet another case of “groupness.” Political prisoners, for example, often did their best to reserve Kapo positions for fellow sympathizers. Likewise, foreign Kapos pushed their own countrymen forward; in Ravensbrück, many Polish Kapos owed their posts to Helena Korewina, the influential translator of the SS camp supervisor.169 The competition over Kapo positions once more pitted different prisoner groups against one another. The battles were fought at all levels, but they were most visible at the top of the prisoner order, and often appeared to pit two groups of German inmates against each other: political prisoners, with the red triangle, and so-called criminals, wearing the green triangle.


  Red and Green


  When Benedikt Kautsky looked back in 1945 at his seven years as a Jewish Socialist in Dachau, Buchenwald, and Auschwitz, he found harsh words for many of his fellow inmates. But he reserved his greatest condemnation for the “green” Kapos, with their “hideous brutality and insatiable greed.” Kautsky pictured them as more animal than human. As serious and incorrigible offenders, he claimed, they had made perfect partners in crime for the SS, who turned them into their most devoted executioners. Wherever the “greens” gained the leading Kapo positions, he reported, the results had been catastrophic, engulfing camps in treason, torture, blackmail, sexual abuse, and murder. The “greens” were the “pestilence of the camps.” Only political prisoners, who pursued the good of all decent inmates, could stand up to them. The ensuing struggle for supremacy between the upright “reds” and the wicked “greens,” Kautsky concluded, had been a matter of life and death for the other inmates.170


  Kautsky spoke for many survivors, especially former political prisoners like himself.171 In their testimonies, they often described the “greens” as deadly threats, who had been unhinged criminals long before entering the KL. According to one German Communist, also writing in 1945, the Nazis had rounded up “thousands of crooks, killers, and so on” after their capture of power, and then filled almost all senior Kapo positions with these degenerates for whom murder was just a hobby.172 The same devastating picture of “green” Kapos has been painted over and over again, and has become a fixture in popular works on the KL. But it is no more than a caricature. To be sure, like most caricatures, it draws on some truths. German ex-convicts did gain some leading Kapo positions, especially in camps for men, and a number of them committed hideous crimes inside; Kapo nicknames like “Bloody Alois” and “Ivan the Terrible” speak for themselves.173 But the sins of some have led to the slander of all.


  Contrary to the convictions of so many political prisoners, only a few “greens” had been sent to the KL as violent criminals. Even an observer as astute as Primo Levi was wrong to believe that the Nazis had specially selected hardened criminals in prisons to deploy them as Kapos.174 In fact, most of those detained in the prewar KL had committed minor property crimes, as we have seen, not brutal excesses. And this did not change during the war. Convicted rapists and murderers did not normally end up in concentration camps, but in state prisons, either locked in dark cells, or led to the gallows or guillotine.175 The mass of “green” KL inmates were still small-time offenders, if they were guilty of any crimes at all. The reputation of these men and women as savage convicts owed less to their criminal record than the dark fantasies of their fellow inmates, in whose imagination petty criminals mutated into serial murderers.176 Wild rumors became fact, as the violence of some Kapos was explained by their imagined homicidal past.


  The truth was often different, even in the case of some of the most infamous “greens.” Take the case of Bruno Frohnecke, a vicious Kapo. Detained since 1941 as a professional criminal, Frohnecke became the scourge of a large Auschwitz construction detail. He abused fellow prisoners at every turn, hitting them with his fist, clubs, and sticks, and kicking them in the abdomen and genitals. “All I can say is that I have never met anyone like him,” a survivor told the German police in 1946. “He was not a thug; he was a murderer, in the true sense of the word.” But before he had fallen into SS hands, Frohnecke had shown no particular propensity for brutality. He had been an inept conman, not a killer, and had been caught again and again for small scams. Frohnecke, in short, was no natural-born killer: he only became a violent criminal inside the KL.177 What is more, while Frohnecke’s background was typical for “green” Kapos, the same cannot be said for his actions in the camps, as some other “greens” acted in a comradely fashion and took great risks to save fellow inmates, including Jews, from certain death.178


  The case of the first thirty Kapos in Auschwitz is instructive here. In the literature, these men have sometimes been held up as typical “green” criminals.179 A closer look reveals a more complex story. Though they were all “green” veterans from Sachsenhausen, and enjoyed many privileges in Auschwitz, not all of them abused their powers. Some did become brutal murderers, like the former safecracker Bernhard Bonitz (prisoner number 6). During his first year or so as a block elder, he is said to have strangled some fifty Auschwitz prisoners, by throwing his victims to the ground, pressing a stick across their neck, and standing on both ends. He later continued his crimes as the first chief Kapo of the construction commando on the IG Farben site, lording it over some 1,200 prisoners.180 Several of his “green” Auschwitz colleagues, however, conducted themselves very differently. They shunned Bonitz and other notorious Kapos “because of their behavior toward the prisoners,” in the words of Jonny Lechenich (prisoner number 19). Once they even confronted Bonitz directly; he was a prisoner, too, they told him, and should treat his men more humanely. Lechenich himself became active in the camps’ underground organization and later fled with two Polish prisoners, joining the Home Army.181 He was not the only one to make common cause with his charges. Otto Küsel (prisoner number 2), the Kapo in the Auschwitz labor action office, was widely known as decent, and eventually escaped in late 1942 with three Poles, rather than betray their plans to the SS. After nine months on the run, Küsel was rearrested; brought back to Auschwitz, he was tortured for several months in the bunker.182


  More generally, brutal “greens” like Bernhard Bonitz had no monopoly on violence. Jewish prisoners, for example, were often outraged when they suffered at the hands of others wearing the yellow triangle: “Aren’t you a Jew, like us?” Avram Kajzer challenged a Gross-Rosen supervisor, who punched him in reply.183 The focus on the “greens” has rather obscured the uncomfortable truth that Kapos from all backgrounds colluded with the SS and committed cruel excesses.


  Neither did the Camp SS habitually favor “greens” over “reds.” Political prisoners had filled positions of authority since the birth of the KL, and this continued during the war. Important clerical posts largely went to politicals, for example, who were more likely to possess the requisite administrative skills, and “reds” also gained other influential positions, above all in Buchenwald, where German Communists held all key posts by 1943.184


  The pragmatic approach of the Camp SS inflamed tensions between Germans wearing the red and the green triangles.185 In Dachau, the “reds,” who held the upper hand, helped to condemn “greens” to hard labor and human experiments, and restricted their medical treatment. One former prisoner recalled that when he sought treatment for edema in the infirmary, “red” Kapos beat him away, screaming: “Piss off, green swine!” Dachau political prisoners defended their actions as payback for the abuses some of them had suffered at the hands of “greens” in Flossenbürg, early in the war. These Flossenbürg “greens,” in turn, had justified their attacks as revenge for even earlier abuses by politicals back in Dachau.186 The spiral of violence seemed unstoppable, escalating the enmity between the two prisoner groups.


  However, the significance of these battles for dominance has been exaggerated. Generally, the outcome only mattered to the small number of prisoners who stood to benefit. “Red” Kapos primarily fought for their own groups.187 Likewise, most benefits gained by “green” Kapos went to their confidants, excluding many others with a green triangle, even though they often shared the same barrack.188 All considered, it is likely that a larger number of prisoners benefited when the “reds” were on top.189 But this was, at best, a matter of degree, as the “groupness” practiced by senior Kapos with “red” and “green” triangles often made it difficult for the mass of ordinary inmates to tell them apart. German political prisoners, a Polish survivor of Auschwitz wrote in 1946, differed “in nothing” from the “greens” and were just as hated by the rest of the inmates.190


  Wherever possible, the Camp SS encouraged conflicts over Kapo posts, which were fought with equal ferocity by prisoner groups lower down the order.191 The aim, according to Heinrich Himmler, was to “play off one nation against the other,” by putting a French Kapo in charge of Polish prisoners, or a Polish Kapo in charge of Russians. In the same way, the SS sometimes pitted German “reds” and “greens” against each other, to prevent any single group from gaining supremacy and to increase their dependence on the SS.192


  Some prisoners had different ideas. In autumn 1942, the WVHA sent eighteen Sachsenhausen Communists—almost all of them senior “red” Kapos, including the camp elder Harry Naujoks—to Flossenbürg, because of “seditious activities.” Officially, these notables were supposed to be deployed for hard labor there, but the SS must have expected the dominant “green” Kapos in Flossenbürg to drive them to their deaths. Instead, the so-called criminals aided their survival, much to the surprise of the Communist prisoners themselves.193 Elsewhere, too, prisoners occasionally joined forces. In Buchenwald, for example, a key made by a “green” picklock gave “red” Kapos access to secret documents in an SS safe.194 More often, though, prisoners did turn against each other. As Karl Adolf Gross concluded in despair in his Dachau diary on June 9, 1944: “How easy it is for our mutual enemies to play the different colors off against each other!”195


  Inside Infirmaries


  The moral ambiguities of being a Kapo were felt most acutely, perhaps, by inmates serving in infirmaries. As the war continued, the Camp SS drafted in more and more prisoners as clerks, nurses, and doctors. Few posts offered greater scope for helping or harming other captives. Exhausted inmates besieged the KL infirmaries on most mornings, but Kapos normally only admitted those whom they expected to quickly recover. “For those I had to reject,” one Dora prisoner doctor wrote after the war, “this was usually a death sentence.”196 These doctors also participated in lethal selections, and since they were better qualified than most SS physicians and knew the patients better, their word carried weight.197 After assisting in his first selection in Auschwitz, Dr. Elie Cohen, a Dutch Jew, broke down; he later took part in further selections, though his sense of shame never left him.198 Some medical Kapos even gave deadly injections and participated in human experiments, as we saw in the case of Dr. Mengele’s assistant Miklós Nyiszli.199 In fact, almost all experiments required the help of prisoners. In Dachau, well over a dozen Kapos worked on Dr. Rascher’s gruesome trials, checking the equipment, making records, conducting autopsies, and selecting some of the victims.200


  The primary reason for becoming “part of the system,” as one prisoner doctor put it, was the same as for other Kapos—survival. Despite the risk of infection, infirmaries were among the safest places of work for KL prisoners, above all for Jews. It was no coincidence that the death rates among trained doctors remained unusually low. “We were so terribly protected,” wrote Dr. Cohen, “we really lived a life apart.”201 As so often in the KL, survival came at a heavy price: propping up SS terror. A few months after his arrival with other Slovak Jews in April 1942, Ján Weis became a male nurse in the Auschwitz main camp infirmary. One day in autumn 1942, he had to assist an SS orderly in the routine murder of sick prisoners. As one of the doomed inmates entered, Weis was horror-stricken to see his own father. Afraid for his own life, he said nothing; he watched as the SS orderly gave “father the injection and [then] I carried him, my father, away.”202


  Each day, Kapos had to make dreadful decisions in the infirmaries. Because resources were scarce, saving some inmates meant sacrificing others. “Should I rather help a mother with many children,” the Auschwitz prisoner doctor Ella Lingens-Reiner asked herself, “or a young girl, who still had her life in front of her?”203 Some Kapos made their choice on purely medical grounds. During SS selections, they tried to protect stronger prisoners by condemning weaker ones who might not survive much longer anyway.204 Other factors came to the fore, too, including the Kapos’ national background and political affinity. Take Helmut Thiemann, whom we encountered earlier, a committed Communist imprisoned in Buchenwald between 1938 and 1945. Justifying himself in an internal KPD document written immediately after the war, he argued that he had participated in the SS murder of other prisoners, in order to keep his position in the infirmary and protect Communists. “Because our comrades were worth more than all the others, we had to go along with the SS to a degree, in regard to the extermination of the incurably sick and invalids.”205


  Many other medical Kapos made equally fateful judgments about the worth of individual prisoners. As the senior Kapo in Dr. Rascher’s Dachau station, Walter Neff effected “victim swaps” to save some men he regarded as deserving. In place of priests, for example, he put forward alleged pedophiles and other “lowlifes” (as he called them) for the trials. Such practices were contentious among the wider prisoner population, however, not least because some death sentences pronounced by Kapos were based on nothing more than rumor or personal antipathy.206 In view of their immense powers, it is hardly surprising that some medical Kapos lost their moral bearings.207


  By contrast, other Kapos in KL infirmaries still saw themselves as healers. Dramatic improvements were beyond them, of course. But fighting against the odds and their own exhaustion—in the Birkenau women’s camp, one prisoner doctor cared for seven hundred patients in the winter of 1943–44—they did save lives, drawing on their medical skills, bravery, and ingenuity.208 They helped to bring down epidemic infections through strict regimens of disinfection, and protected some prisoners from selections by hiding them inside the infirmaries.209


  One extraordinary rescue was that of young Luigi Ferri, who arrived in Auschwitz with his grandmother on June 3, 1944, on a small transport of Jews from Italy. The SS initially overlooked Luigi and the eleven-year-old boy found himself alone in the Birkenau quarantine camp. SS men would have killed him within hours, no doubt, had he not come to the attention of the prisoner doctor Otto Wolken, a resourceful Jewish physician from Vienna. In tears, Luigi told his story, pleading for help. Dr. Wolken risked his life to protect the boy, whom he soon called his “camp son.” Despite repeated SS orders to hand the boy over, Wolken hid him in different barracks for over two months, helped by some confidants. Then, in mid-August 1944, Wolken bribed a Kapo in the political office to have Luigi officially registered. Although the boy could now move more freely around the camp, Wolken still had to protect him, hiding him during selections and letting him sleep in the safety of the infirmary. When Soviet troops reached Auschwitz in late January 1945, both Wolken and Luigi were among the small number of survivors.210


  DEFIANCE


  Defiance is rare in totalitarian regimes, and the KL probably provided the most barren grounds for its growth. During the war, the obstacles were almost insurmountable. Most prisoners were too exhausted to contemplate fundamental opposition to the SS. Meanwhile, those more privileged prisoners who could afford to think beyond their immediate survival had the least incentive for insubordination, because they stood to lose the most. Conflicts between inmate groups further undermined the scope for concerted action, and there was little hope for sustained moral or material support from the outside, either. Given the might of the SS, which tried to crush any seeds of protest, violent confrontations seemed senseless and suicidal. “Resistance is out of the question,” Janusz Pogonowski wrote in Auschwitz in summer 1942. “Even the smallest infraction of the camp rules has dreadful consequences.”211 Their inability to take the fight to the SS only increased the inmates’ sense of paralysis. They were soldiers “condemned to an unarmed martyrdom,” a Polish prisoner exclaimed during a secret memorial service for a dead comrade in Mauthausen.212 And yet, individual prisoners in every KL challenged the SS, at extraordinary risk. Although most of their acts have been lost to history, some have endured in the perpetrator files and the memories of survivors.


  The Prisoner Underground


  According to some survivor accounts, political prisoners formed powerful clandestine organizations based on international solidarity, which fought the Camp SS at every turn, saving inmates and sabotaging the war effort. Such depictions feed our craving for heroics by strong and unbowed prisoners, but they appear rather rose-tinted, in light of the huge barriers to opposition in the KL.213 To be sure, a few prisoners from different nations tried to work together, especially later in the war. However, their efforts inevitably remained limited; in Dachau, for example, a truly international inmate committee only emerged right at the end of the war. Organized opposition was restricted in size and scope, and even at its most daring, it only benefited a small number of prisoners. Many others did not even know that there was an underground movement in their camp.214


  Among the most audacious acts of organized opposition was the rescue of individual inmates from certain death, by hiding them or giving them false identities. Such operations were dangerous and complicated, as we saw in the case of young Luigi Ferri.215 And under the laws of the camp, the rescue of one prisoner sometimes condemned another. In Buchenwald, German Communists helped to protect hundreds of children until the end of the war. Among them was the toddler Stefan Jerzy Zweig, barely three feet tall, whom they adopted as a symbol of innocent life (at the age of four, he would become the youngest survivor of the camp). When the boy’s name appeared on a transport list to Auschwitz, Communist Kapos managed to get it struck off. But the transport could not leave one prisoner short, so a Gypsy called Willy Blum was chosen to take Stefan’s place. The sixteen-year-old boy left Buchenwald on September 25, 1944, and later died in Auschwitz.216


  The achievements and limits of collective defiance come into sharper focus still when looking at arguably the most spectacular KL rescue mission, also in Buchenwald. In summer 1944, the Paris Gestapo had dispatched a special transport to the camp. On board were thirty-seven Allied agents, among them hardened resistance fighters from France, as well as spies from Belgium, Britain, the United States, and Canada. When it became clear that these men faced execution, a few veteran Buchenwald inmates hatched an ingenious plan. Claiming that typhus had broken out in the agents’ barrack, the rescuers spirited away three prominent men—Stéphane Hessel (a French officer working for General de Gaulle), Edward Yeo-Thomas (one of the most intrepid British secret agents, code-named “White Rabbit”), and Henri Peulevé (another longtime British spy)—to the first floor of block 46, the isolation ward for prisoners with typhus, which was closed off from the rest of the camp by barbed wire. Here, they waited for some sick patients to succumb to the disease, so that the identities of the dead and the hidden spies could be switched. After several tense weeks, the three agents finally received their new names. “Thanks to your care, everything has come out all right,” Hessel wrote on October 21, 1944, in a secret note to Eugen Kogon, the German medical clerk who had masterminded their rescue. “My feelings are those of a man who has been saved in the nick of time. What relief!” To prevent the three foreigners from being recognized in Buchenwald, other Kapos quickly dispatched them to satellite camps.


  This high-wire act could have failed at any moment. It required enormous courage and quick thinking by several powerful Buchenwald Kapos, working together despite personal antipathies and political differences. They tricked SS officers, forged records, stole documents, hid the agents, and even injected one of them with milk to simulate high fever. The risks paid off: all three agents survived. However, an operation such as this pushed organized resistance to the edge and had to remain the exception. The other thirty-four Allied agents who had arrived in Buchenwald together with Hessel, Yeo-Thomas, and Peulevé were all shot or hanged in September and October 1944. As Eugen Kogon wrote, “there simply was no possibility of rescue under the prevailing circumstances.”217


  While the obstacles in the way of rescue often proved insurmountable, it was easier for underground movements to collect evidence about Camp SS crimes. The clandestine groups in Auschwitz, led by Polish soldiers and nationalists, were particularly successful in this respect, after they established links to the Polish resistance outside; extraordinarily, one of the inmates involved, Lieutenant Witold Pilecki, had let himself be arrested by the German authorities, under a false name, to join the prisoner underground in the camps. Using their outside contacts, the Polish prisoners smuggled important material out of Auschwitz, including maps and statistics, as well as reports on SS perpetrators, executions, medical experiments, living conditions, and mass killings. The conspirators even got their hands on SS documents, such as transport lists. “You should make full use of the two original lists of people who were gassed,” Stanisław Kłodziński wrote on November 21, 1943, from the camp to a contact in the Polish resistance: “You might send them to London as originals.”218


  
    
  


  To gather material about the Nazi Final Solution, the prisoner underground in Auschwitz needed the help of Special Squad members, who witnessed the daily mass murder close-up. Getting evidence out of the strictly guarded zone of death around the crematoria meant “risking the life of the entire group,” one of them, Salmen Lewental, wrote in 1944; but he felt compelled to tell the world about the Nazi crimes “because without us nobody will know what happened, and when.”219 The most daring operation came in late August 1944, when one Special Squad prisoner, helped by others, documented the murder of Lodz Jews with a hidden camera. Concealed inside the gas chamber of Birkenau crematorium V, he photographed the burning of corpses in pits outside; later, he stepped in the open air to capture other victims as they undressed among the trees; four of the images have survived, smuggled out of Auschwitz within days, and they remain some of the most poignant testaments of the Holocaust.220


  Like other acts of prisoner defiance, the efforts to document KL crimes were extremely courageous. After all, prisoners knew that the SS was hunting everyone engaged in subversive activites. In fact, SS officers even conjured up plots where none existed. “He saw a seditious act of sabotage in every triviality,” an SS man from the Auschwitz political office later said about his former boss, Maximilian Grabner.221 Often, the SS alarm was raised by denunciations from fellow prisoners, as local commandants built up a network of informants (acting on WVHA instructions); the Sachsenhausen SS alone is said to have used almost three hundred “stoolies.”222 Suspects were dragged to the bunkers and tormented by SS men from the political office. And although the evidence they gathered was often negligible, they demanded extreme punishment; when the Dora SS got wind in autumn 1944 of an alleged plot to blow up the tunnel, it tortured hundreds of innocent prisoners and eventually executed over 150 Soviets, as well as some German Kapos, among them four former Communist camp elders.223


  The authorities were equally uncompromising when it came to suspected sabotage, another SS obsession. Sanctions were swift and severe, even for harmless acts. A joke could cost a prisoner’s life, as could purely symbolic acts; in Dora, the SS once strung up a Russian prisoner for allegedly urinating into the body of a V2 rocket.224 The SS even twisted acts of desperation into sabotage, executing prisoners for using parts of their bedsheet as gloves or socks.225 In this way, most prisoners were forced into submission. Although they generally hated working for the enemy, there was no widespread obstruction in the KL. “I would have never committed sabotage,” a former inmate summed up the feelings of many, “because I wanted to survive.”226


  Insubordination and Escapes


  Direct challenges to the SS were madness, most veteran prisoners agreed. It was dangerous enough to charm, bribe, or trick SS officials, but to defy them directly could only lead to disaster. After a Flossenbürg prisoner was beaten senseless for insulting the SS during an evening roll call, Alfred Hübsch wondered what had possessed this “lunatic” to swim against the tide. “Everyone here must have learned a long time ago that any resistance will be broken!”227 Inevitably, acts of open defiance remained very rare during World War II. When they did occur, they burned themselves deep into the memories of survivors.


  Some newcomers stood up to the SS because they did not yet understand the KL.228 When thirty-nine-year-old Josef Gaschler from Munich was taken to Sachsenhausen, in the early months of the war, and saw SS men punch other new arrivals in the face, he shouted: “What on earth is going on here? Have we fallen among thieves or do you still claim to be cultivated people?” The SS men answered him with feet and fists, dragged him to the penal company, and killed him (the official death certificate stated that he died of “insanity and raving madness”).229 Such assaults were enough to persuade most new prisoners to fall into line. Still, even veterans defied the SS on occasion. Some simply snapped; overwhelmed by despair, grief, or anger, they temporarily lost all self-control.230 Others were guided by moral or religious convictions. A hard core among the Jehovah’s Witnesses, for example, remained firm in their refusal to carry out any work related to the German war effort. The SS fury about their obstinacy, which reached all the way to Himmler, hit these prisoners hard and several lost their lives.231 These brutal SS responses ensured that prisoner strikes remained exceedingly rare.232


  One of the most deadly demonstrations of SS resolve came in spring 1944 in the Flossenbürg satellite camp Mülsen St. Micheln, set up a few months earlier in a disused textile plant near Zwickau. Its inmates worked on fighter plane engines on the main floor of the building, and slept in a crowded cellar below. The men never left the factory. Conditions were particularly poor for the hundreds of starving Soviets, who made up the majority of the prisoner population. On the night of May 1, 1944, some of them, delirious with hunger, set alight straw mattresses in the basement, perhaps hoping that this would allow them to flee. SS men made sure that there would be no way out of the inferno. They locked the prisoners inside, shot at those trying to escape, and prevented the local fire brigade from entering. “The smoke was rife with the stench of burning bodies. I could see nothing at all and I struggled for air,” one prisoner recalled, who survived by clinging for hours to the bars of a cellar window, with flames scorching his body. When the fire finally died down, around two hundred men lay dead and many more were badly burned. But the SS was not finished yet. Over the following months, it executed dozens of Soviets who had survived the blaze. The message was clear: open defiance would be met with absolute terror.233


  Given the futility of physical resistance, a couple of bold inmates submitted written protests to the SS instead. In March 1943, several Polish women, who had been mutilated during human experiments, petitioned the Ravensbrück commandant. In their letter, they challenged him to justify the carnage caused by the operations: “We are asking you to grant us a meeting in person or to send us an answer.” Predictably, Commandant Suhren never replied. But the women did not give in. When the SS tried to continue the experiments, a few months later, the intended victims hid in their barrack, sheltered by fellow prisoners. “We decided among ourselves that it would be better if they would shoot us,” one of them later testified, “rather than have them cut us up all the time.” Once again, though, the SS imposed its will. The so-called rabbits were dragged to the bunker, and several were operated on; the other rebels were locked into their barrack for days without food or fresh air.234


  With open challenges all but impossible, some prisoners came to see escape as their only chance to cheat death. During his imprisonment in Auschwitz, Stanisław Frączysty had a recurring dream, during which he turned into a small animal and slid with ease through the fence around the camp, leaving it and all its horror behind.235 Escape was on the minds of many inmates, and not just when they were asleep. In the end, though, only a few—mostly men—took the risk of fleeing, though figures were growing during the final years of the Second World War.236 The number of runaways from the Mauthausen camp complex, for example, rose from 11 (1942) to more than 226 (1944). In the Buchenwald complex, meanwhile, the SS reported the flight of 110 prisoners during a particularly turbulent two-week period in September 1944—though with over eighty-two thousand prisoners held there at the time, this was still an infinitesimal proportion of the inmate population.237


  The rise in escapes reflects the changes in the KL system during the war. While it remained very hard to abscond from the established main camps—not a single prisoner seems to have managed to flee from Neuengamme until April 1945—the chances of success stood higher in hastily erected and poorly secured satellite camps.238 The proliferation of prisoner transports also offered greater opportunities for escape, as did the lack of veteran SS guards. As a Polish prisoner explained, after successfully absconding in July 1944, the staff shortages had “caused me constantly to think of escape.”239


  The circumstances of escapes varied greatly. Some prisoners used force, drugging, beating, or killing guards to clear their way.240 More commonly, they relied on deception, climbing into trucks that left the camp or hiding in safe places until the SS called off its search. Disguises worked, too, with several prisoners dressing up as SS officials. One such escape unfolded in June 1942 in Auschwitz. Sneaking past the guards, four Polish prisoners broke into the SS storerooms, grabbed uniforms and weapons, and then drove off in a limousine. When they were flagged down at a checkpoint, the ringleader, dressed as an Oberscharführer, leaned out of the window and gesticulated impatiently at sentries at the barrier, which was quickly lifted. “A few minutes later, we were driving through the city of Oświęcim,” one of the conspirators recalled. After camp compound leader Hans Aumeier found out how his men had been duped, he “went almost crazy, tearing out his hair,” according to the Auschwitz underground leader Witold Pilecki.241


  The ultimate success of escapes depended on many variables, with luck the most important ingredient, followed by outside connections. Once prisoners had left the immediate vicinity of the KL, they needed support, and quickly. In occupied Europe, some fugitives received shelter from members of the resistance, and often joined the underground themselves; following his own escape from Auschwitz, Witold Pilecki fought during the doomed Warsaw Uprising of 1944. Other escapees remained in hiding until the end of the war. After he fled from Monowitz in summer 1944, helped by his girlfriend and a German civilian contractor, Bully Schott changed into regular clothes and traveled on a packed night train to his hometown, Berlin. Here he survived, as one of a few thousand Jews hiding in the German capital, with the help of old friends, who moved him to different safe houses and provided him with false papers.242


  A few runaways even crossed enemy lines. Among them was Pavel Stenkin. One of the few survivors of an attempted mass escape of Soviet POWs from Auschwitz-Birkenau in November 1942, he rejoined the Red Army and triumphantly entered Berlin as a liberator in 1945.243 Another was a Polish lieutenant by the name of Marcinek. Carrying forged papers, a pistol, and an SS uniform, he traveled by train and car from Berlin to the front line in Normandy, where he crossed over to the Allies on July 19, 1944, under heavy artillery fire. A German called Schreck, who accompanied Marcinek, had meticulously prepared their escape. To the surprise of the British troops, Schreck was no prisoner but a Sachsenhausen SS man; entangled in a corruption affair, he preferred Allied captivity to punishment by the SS.244


  Escapes always prompted manhunts by the Nazi authorities, and although it is impossible to establish how many prisoners managed to evade the clutches of SS and police, the odds were stacked against them, at least until the final months of the war. Take the following example of 471 men and women who fled from the Auschwitz complex between 1940 and 1945. In all, 144 stayed on the run and mostly survived the war. But 327 were arrested and delivered back to the camp, where they faced draconian punishment.245


  SS Responses


  Despite the low number of successful KL escapes, Heinrich Himmler was concerned. Anxious about the safety of the German public, he ordered his men in 1943 to use any means necessary to stem the flow, from planting land mines to training dogs that tore prisoners to pieces. To turn up the pressure, he also insisted that every KL had to inform him personally about escapes.246 Fearing Himmler’s wrath, Richard Glücks—who anxiously asked his managers in the T-Building each morning if any prisoners had run away—made the fight against escapes a priority.247 His WVHA office exhorted the local Camp SS “never to trust a prisoner” and tightened up procedures.248 Although official regulations for sentries required them to shout “stop” before discharging their weapons, an internal Camp SS manual instructed guards to shoot without warning.249 Superiors praised vigilant men who had foiled escapes, awarding furloughs and other bonuses, while they issued threats against negligent ones.250 The SS had a message for the prisoners, too: anyone who tried to escape would face a terrible fate.


  Deterrence was the most important element in the Camp SS fight against escapes. Some recaptured prisoners were maimed by dogs, as Himmler had hoped; afterward, the SS displayed the mangled corpses on the roll call square.251 More often, the unfortunates were dragged back alive. First the SS tortured them, to find out who had helped them and how they had beaten the defenses.252 Then they were publicly humiliated, followed by the punishment proper. Some prisoners got away with fifty lashes or transfer to the penal company (apparently, the SS showed such “leniency” to inmates who had run away on impulse).253 Many more paid with their lives.


  Some local SS men took matters into their own hands.254 At other times, the recaptured inmates were executed in line with official protocol, after commandants applied for, and received, permission to kill from their superiors.255 Starting in 1942, Camp SS officials carried out numerous such ritualized hangings of condemned prisoners, which resembled the first KL execution, of Emil Bargatzky in summer 1938. The killing of the Austrian prisoner Hans Bonarewitz is a case in point. Bonarewitz had escaped from Mauthausen around noon on June 22, 1942, hidden inside a crate on a lorry. Recaptured some days later, he faced a torturous death. For a week, he was paraded in front of the other prisoners, together with his wooden crate; on it, the SS had written mocking words like Goethe’s saying “Why stray far away, when everything good is right here.” Then, on July 30, 1942, the SS forced Bonarewitz on the cart used for taking corpses to the crematorium. Some prisoners slowly pulled it toward the gallows on the roll call square, while the others stood to attention. The procession, which lasted more than one hour, was led by a prisoner acting as master of ceremonies, and by ten inmates from the camp orchestra, who played songs such as the children’s classic “All the little birds are back.” Along the way, an SS man took photographs, documenting Bonarewitz’s final moments. At the gallows, the SS whipped and tortured him, and finally had him hanged; the rope broke twice before he died, accompanied by music from the orchestra.256


  Prisoner reactions to public hangings—sometimes sarcastically called “German cultural evenings”—varied.257 Some quietly swore revenge or yelled in protest.258 Others were unmoved, blaming the executed inmates for the collective SS abuse that often followed escapes. The most common reaction, perhaps, was dread. One former Mauthausen inmate recalled that after the execution of two recaptured German prisoners, one of them so badly wounded he had to be carried to the gallows, he quickly lost any urge to flee himself: “The spectacle has worked: better to kick the bucket in the quarry than to go to the gallows!”259


  Public executions were not the only SS means of deterrence. Occasionally, the authorities took family members of escaped inmates as hostages to the KL.260 The Camp SS also punished fellow prisoners in place of escaped ones. From early on, there were torturous roll calls, beatings, and other abuses. Later on, the SS resorted to murder, as well. Following the escape of a Polish inmate in spring 1941, the Auschwitz SS starved ten others to death in the bunker. A few months later, following a further escape, the SS punished another group of prisoners in the same way. To save one of these doomed men, the Franciscan priest Maksymilian Kolbe stepped forward to die in his stead. The SS accepted his sacrifice, but after he had survived for more than two weeks, its patience ran out; Kolbe was administered a lethal injection.261 Collective executions soon became a regular form of deterrence, in Auschwitz and some other KL. Among the many victims was Janusz Pogonowski, the young Polish prisoner who had remained in touch with his family by secret letters. He was one of twelve prisoners hanged in Auschwitz on the evening of July 19, 1943, in front of rows of other inmates, following the escape of three colleagues from his labor commando.262


  The SS policy of collective punishment showed some effect, as prisoners thought twice about running away. And they had mixed feelings about the escapes of others. On the one hand, such escapes could boost prisoner morale, as every SS setback did, and offered hope that the world would learn about their fate.263 On the other hand, inmates dreaded the terror that often followed.264 The SS was well aware that many prisoners saw escapees as traitors against the community, and sometimes exploited their anger, as in the case of the waiter Alfred Wittig, a “green” prisoner in Sachsenhausen. One afternoon in summer 1940, Wittig went missing. While the SS searched the camp, all prisoners had to stand to attention, deep into the night. When the SS finally dismissed them from the roll call square, several had collapsed. The search for Wittig resumed the following morning and after he was discovered—hidden under a pile of sand—an SS officer delivered him to the other prisoners: “Do with him what you want.” Seething about their suffering the previous night, dozens of them trampled Wittig to death. For once, the cause of death was recorded accurately on the official paperwork, because the SS had not been directly involved: “Injury to lung and other internal organs (beaten to death by fellow prisoners).”265


  Resistance by the Doomed


  Mala Zimetbaum and Edek Galiński became lovers in Auschwitz, sometime in the second half of World War II. Theirs was one of the few relationships to blossom in the KL, and it has since become a symbol of hope and tragedy in the camps, commemorated in books, films, and a graphic novel.266 Both were veterans of Auschwitz. Zimetbaum, a Polish Jew, was deported from Belgium in September 1942, while Galiński had arrived more than two years earlier, on the first transport of Polish political prisoners. Over time, both gained privileged posts that allowed them to rendezvous in the X-ray room of the infirmary in the Birkenau women’s compound. They often talked about running away together, and after careful planning, they risked everything on the afternoon of Saturday, June 24, 1944. Dressed in stolen SS uniforms, they left the camp, each on their own, and strolled into town, as if they were SS staff on weekend leave. After they were reunited on the banks of the Vistula, they tried to make it to Slovakia. But after they had spent two weeks on the run, exhausted and lost in the Carpathian Mountains, border guards caught them. When they returned to Auschwitz, the SS threw them into the bunker—Galiński’s inscriptions on the walls are still legible today—and condemned them to die.


  But the day of their execution, September 15, 1944, did not proceed as the SS had planned. Edek Galiński was marched along rows of prisoners in one of the Birkenau compounds for men and led up to the scaffold. Before the SS could read out his sentence, however, Galiński tried to hang himself. Held back by officials, he shouted a rallying cry as the executioner pulled the floor from under his feet. Over in the Birkenau women’s compound, Mala Zimetbaum also defied the SS. As she was escorted to the gallows on the roll call square, she produced a razor blade and cut her wrist. When an SS man tried to stop her, she hit him. Stunned officials dragged her away, and she was last seen, more dead than alive, on a cart near the crematorium. Zimetbaum lived on in the memory of the other prisoners. Not only had she escaped from Auschwitz, she had confronted her tormentors, shattering the carefully staged SS spectacle. “For the first time we saw a Jewish prisoner raise h[er] hand against a German,” a young survivor later said with admiration.267


  Defiance by the doomed was unusual, but it was not unprecedented. To stop condemned prisoners like Edek and Mala from addressing the others, SS officials sometimes gagged them before public executions.268 But the perpetrators knew that executions could still unite the other inmates in their loathing of the SS. This was one reason, no doubt, why most Camp SS murders took place in secret. But even behind closed doors, some prisoners resisted, attacking their killers, or shouting political slogans before they died. SS men tried to laugh off such incidents, but they must have been unsettled, because they had failed to break their victims.269


  There was defiance at the Birkenau gas chambers, too. Some prisoners—Jews, Gypsies, and others—fought back as the SS pushed them inside, though such desperate resistance was in vain. Others sang political songs or religious hymns on their way to the gas.270 One of the most celebrated acts occurred on October 23, 1943, when, outside the Birkenau gas chambers, a Jewish prisoner wrestled a gun from the SS and shot at the guards, amid a general commotion. Unterscharführer Josef Schillinger was fatally wounded and another official seriously injured before SS men regained control and slaughtered the inmates; one guard was later commended for helping to “stifle the rebellion” through “determined action.” The sensational news of Schillinger’s death quickly reached other parts of the camp, and there were many rumors about what, exactly, had happened. In the most popular telling, the killer was a striking young woman, a dancer. As for Schillinger, the word among prisoners was that, as he lay dying, he had whimpered: “O God, my God, what have I done to deserve such suffering.” These final words may have sprung from revenge fantasies, but the subsequent SS rage was all too real; at night, guards fired machine guns into the Birkenau camp compound, mowing down more than a dozen prisoners. Of course, these deaths barely registered among the Auschwitz SS, which had long become used to mass murder on a far bigger scale.271


  An Uprising in Auschwitz


  It was just after lunchtime on Saturday, October 7, 1944, a bright autumn day under a cloudless sky, when a small group of SS men entered the yard outside crematorium IV in Auschwitz-Birkenau and ordered nearly three hundred Special Squad prisoners to line up. The SS announced a selection, supposedly for transfer to another camp, and began to pick out some men. Not all of them came forward, however, and the situation grew tense. Suddenly, one of the oldest prisoners, the Polish Jew Chaim Neuhoff, lunged forward and attacked an SS man with a hammer. Others joined in. Wielding stones, axes, and iron bars, they forced the SS behind the compound’s barbed wire. The air in Birkenau filled with screams, shots, and the sound of sirens, and also with smoke—not from burning bodies, as usual, but from the crematorium building itself, which the prisoners had set ablaze. The uprising of the Birkenau Special Squad had begun.272


  This moment had been coming for months. “For a long time, we, the ‘Special Squad,’ wanted to put a stop to our terrible work,” Salmen Gradowski wrote in Birkenau in autumn 1944. “We wanted to do something big.”273 There had been talk of an uprising back in spring 1944, probably in connection with the imminent liquidation of the Birkenau family camp (which occurred in March), but in the end nothing came of it. Still, the conspirators started to collect arms, including hand grenades, filled with explosives stolen by female prisoners at the nearby Union armaments works and smuggled into the Special Squad. The clamor for armed action became more persistent from midsummer 1944. Special Squad prisoners thought that most of them would be surplus to SS requirements, once the mass gassings of Hungarian Jews had ended. Given the advance of the Red Army, it also seemed likely that Auschwitz would be evacuated, and the prisoners feared that the SS would execute them before leaving; after all, they bore the darkest secrets of the Nazi Final Solution (similar fears had triggered the uprisings in Treblinka and Sobibor the previous year). The men of the Birkenau Special Squad lived in heightened anticipation, but so volatile was their position that the plan for action had to be repeatedly postponed. Soon, the situation gained even greater urgency. On September 23, 1944, the SS selected two hundred Special Squad members, allegedly for transport to a different KL. The others learned the truth the following day, when they found the charred remains of their comrades in the crematorium. When the SS announced in early October that another selection would follow within days, the prisoners at crematorium IV suspected that this would be their death sentence. They would have to move now or never.274


  But the Birkenau rebels were poorly prepared. They could not count on the prisoner underground elsewhere in the camp to join them, after these groups had concluded that a violent confrontation with the SS could only end in a massacre. There was an insoluble conflict of interest between Special Squad prisoners, who had nothing to lose, and most other inmates, who hoped to see out the final months. “Unlike us, they did not have to hurry,” Salmen Lewental noted bitterly in autumn 1944.275 In fact, the Special Squad itself was divided over the issue of armed action; some prisoners were too exhausted, others wanted to wait for a more opportune moment, when the whole camp would rise up with them. Among those who counseled caution were the main leaders of the Special Squad, who did not face immediate selection on October 7, 1944, and decided against participating in the uprising. Not only were the remaining rebels isolated, they were badly organized. There had been no time to make proper plans, and confusion mired the revolt from the start. Once crematorium IV was on fire, the prisoners could not reach their grenades hidden inside; the strongest weapons were left unused, buried under the collapsing roof of the building.276


  The uprising was doomed from the outset. Within minutes, SS reinforcements arrived at crematorium IV to shoot at the exposed prisoners, easy to pick out in the bright daylight. One survivor peered into the yard of the compound and saw scores of his comrades “lying very still in their bloodstained prison uniforms,” with SS men firing at anyone who still stirred. By then, most of the remaining prisoners had run across the path to the adjacent crematorium V, hiding inside. SS guards soon dragged them out, threw them on the floor, together with other recaptured inmates, and shot them in the back of the neck. When the SS had finished, more than 250 corpses covered the grounds of the two crematoria.277


  Meanwhile, around thirty minutes after Chaim Neuhoff had struck the first blow at crematorium IV, a second uprising broke out at crematorium II. The Special Squad prisoners there had heard the shots fired nearby and seen smoke rising. Following the instructions of their leaders, they initially remained calm. When some SS men came marching toward their compound, however, a group of Soviet POWs panicked and pushed a German Kapo into the burning furnace. The other Special Squad prisoners at crematorium II now had to join them, whether they wanted to or not, and armed themselves with knives and hand grenades. After they cut a hole in the fence surrounding their compound, up to one hundred prisoners escaped. But the SS hunted them all down; some got as far as the small town of Rajsko, a couple of miles away, hiding in a shed until the SS surrounded it and burned it to the ground.


  The reprisals were not over yet. Over the coming weeks, the SS executed most survivors of the uprising, among them Lejb Langfus, who was murdered after the last Special Squad selection on November 26, 1944. Just before, he had written a final note: “We are sure that they will lead us to our deaths.” Among the other victims were four female prisoners who had smuggled explosives into Birkenau. One of them, Estusia Wajcblum, sent a last letter to her sister from the bunker, after weeks of SS torture: “Those outside of my window still have hope, but I have nothing … everything is lost and I so want to live.”278


  In contrast to the revolts at Sobibor and Treblinka, where several hundred prisoners had evaded their pursuers, not a single Special Squad prisoner got away. This was due to the greater SS presence around Auschwitz and the elaborate security arrangements, which had been strengthened earlier that year to thwart an uprising. Within a few hours of the revolt, the SS had slaughtered more than two-thirds of the estimated 660 Birkenau Special Squad members (the SS itself lost three men, who were mourned as heroes). Only those Special Squad prisoners stationed at crematorium III, who did not rise up, were left unscathed and carried on with their duties as if nothing had happened.279


  Neither did the uprising interrupt the mass extermination of Jews in Birkenau. The burned-down crematorium IV had been out of commission since May 1943, and the Camp SS continued to use its other facilities, gassing an estimated forty thousand men, women, and children after the uprising, in a lethal spurt lasting little more than two weeks. Among the dead were thousands of Jews from Theresienstadt. Although the SS preserved the ghetto to the very end, it deported most inhabitants to Auschwitz in autumn 1944, where the majority were murdered on arrival. The last Theresienstadt transport came on October 30; of the 2,038 men, women, and children on board, the SS sent 1,689 straight to their deaths, in what may have been the last mass gassing in the history of the camp.280


  The Birkenau uprising throws a light on the terrible dilemma of violent opposition in the KL. Prisoners knew that a revolt would most likely result in their own deaths. Few were willing to take this risk. In general, only those who knew that they were about to be murdered were ready to fight; this was the courage of the doomed in the face of certain death. “We have given up hope that we’ll live until the moment of liberation,” Salmen Gradowski wrote, not long before his death during the uprising of October 7, 1944.281 By contrast, inmates who still had hopes of survival, however small, shied away from suicidal rebellions. This was why the main underground groups in Auschwitz decided against joining the armed revolt in autumn 1944, leaving the Special Squad feeling abandoned and alone.282


  The uprising remains a powerful symbol of prisoner defiance, and much of our knowledge of the events comes directly from survivors of the Special Squad. When the SS abandoned the Auschwitz camp complex in mid-January 1945, some one hundred Special Squad prisoners were among the tens of thousands forced westward. Somehow, almost all of them—including Shlomo Dragon and his brother Abraham, and Filip Müller—survived until liberation.283 Such good fortune was the exception, however. The final months of the KL system were among the most lethal, bringing death to several hundred thousand registered prisoners. The closer these men, women, and children came to freedom, the more likely they were to die in the concentration camps.
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  Death or Freedom


  On Sunday, February 25, 1945, Odd Nansen followed his usual routine. Since his deportation to Sachsenhausen as a political prisoner almost one and a half years earlier, the forty-three-year-old Norwegian had visited the camp’s infirmary on most weekends. Usually he came to help fellow countrymen, but this time he headed straight for one of the youngest patients, a ten-year-old Jewish boy called Tommy, who had been born in Czechoslovakia in 1934, after his parents’ emigration from Nazi Germany. Tommy was all alone. Separated from his mother and father in Auschwitz in 1944, he had only recently arrived in Sachsenhausen. Nansen had first met him in the infirmary on February 18 and was greatly touched, wondering how a child who had witnessed unimaginable suffering could still be so sweet-natured. Looking at Tommy that day, with his large eyes and his infectious smile, Nansen felt as if an angel had descended into the depths of Sachsenhausen. He desperately missed his own children in Norway and resolved to watch over Tommy, bribing the infirmary Kapo to save the boy from selections. When Nansen came back to visit the following week, on February 25, he brought rare treats like sardines. And as he sat beside the boy, Tommy told him about the evacuation of Auschwitz.


  The Camp SS had forced Tommy out of the Auschwitz complex on January 18, 1945, with most of the remaining inmates. Staying close to two other boys from the Birkenau children’s barrack, he had joined an endless procession of prisoners dragging themselves westward. Everything was covered in snow and ice, and the roads—littered with dead horses, burned vehicles, and mangled corpses—were submerged by waves of German soldiers and civilians fleeing from the Red Army. Tommy saw many prisoners perish along the way, and soon felt that he, too, would die.


  After six months in Birkenau, Tommy was bone-thin, and the boots his mother had left him offered little protection against the winter. More than once, he thought about giving up. Still he pushed himself forward. After three interminable days, Tommy and the other survivors finally reached Gleiwitz, the German border town where Nazi forces had staged the phony attack by “Polish” troops that marked the beginning of World War II. Here they were forced onto an open railcar. At first, Tommy was pressed so tightly against the adults that he could hardly breathe, but later death thinned their ranks. The creeping cold tormented Tommy’s frozen feet. He had little to eat but snow, trying to imagine that it was ice cream. “And I cried terribly,” he told Nansen. After more than ten days, the train arrived near Sachsenhausen. Tommy was soon taken to the main camp infirmary, where two of his toes, black with frostbite, were amputated. “Poor little Tommy, what will become of him?” Odd Nansen thought as he wrote down Tommy’s story.1


  The young boy was one of thousands of Auschwitz prisoners who entered Sachsenhausen in early 1945.2 Other concentration camps inside the prewar German borders also filled with prisoners from abandoned KL nearer the front line. Faced with the relentless Allied advance, the SS closed camp after camp, forcing hundreds of thousands to leave on foot, trains, trucks, and horse-drawn carriages. The deadly treks led through what was left of Nazi-controlled Europe, sometimes winding over hundreds of miles.3


  The KL system broke apart rapidly, just as it reached its zenith: climax and collapse went hand in hand. Despite some disruption by the war in 1944, which led the SS to close several main camps and dozens of satellites, its terror apparatus had still been going strong at the end of the year. On January 15, 1945, the eve of the evacuation of Auschwitz, the SS registered a record number of 714,211 KL prisoners in all.4 Over the coming months, the remaining camps grew into behemoths, bursting with prisoners from evacuated sites, as well as newly arrested inmates. The prisoner population of the Mauthausen complex, for example, exceeded eighty thousand by late February 1945, over fifty thousand more than one year earlier.5 Not only were the remaining camps inside Nazi Germany now at their largest, they were at their most lethal, too. Starvation and disease were rampant, and the SS went on a last killing spree as the Third Reich went down in flames.6


  The morale of the prisoners inside was closely tied to the progress of the war, as it had been for years. News of major Allied victories, such as the landings in Italy (1943) and France (1944), had been greeted ecstatically, with prisoners smiling, whistling, even dancing.7 But their hopes of swift liberation had been dashed again and again, leading many inmates to seek solace in fantastical rumors and in the stories of spiritualists and fortune-tellers, which flourished in the KL.8 Only in early 1945 could the prisoners really be sure that the war would soon be over. The Allies were now unstoppable. In the east, Soviet troops penetrated deep into the Third Reich. In the west, the all-or-nothing offensive by the Wehrmacht in December, on which Nazi leaders had pinned their last hopes, quickly stalled, followed by a decisive push from the western Allies, who advanced steadily until they crossed the Rhine in early March 1945. On April 25, 1945, American and Soviet soldiers met on the Elbe, splitting the remnants of the Third Reich in half. The German surrender came less than two weeks later, in the early hours of May 7, 1945.9


  Life during the final months and weeks in concentration camps was unbearably tense. As prisoners heard the detonations from the front come closer, they felt as if “on tenterhooks,” one of them wrote in a secret note.10 The KL resembled beehives, with swarms of inmates gathering to exchange the latest news. Their mood fluctuated wildly between hope and anguish. Some were sure that liberation would come at any moment. Others feared that the SS would execute them before the Allies arrived, or force them out. The prospect of leaving the camp terrified many prisoners, especially after they had witnessed the arrival of earlier death marches. But they were also scared of being left behind, especially if they were ill and weak, like little Tommy in Sachsenhausen. “[If] this camp is evacuated—what then?” the boy asked Odd Nansen in late February 1945. “If I’m still lying here and can’t run, what will they do with me?” When Nansen visited Tommy for the last time two weeks later, shortly before Norwegian prisoners like him departed from the camp, he feared that he would never see the boy again.11


  It is impossible to say how many prisoners perished between January and early May 1945 during the evacuations and inside the KL. However, an estimate of forty percent dead—some three hundred thousand men, women, and children—is probably not wide of the mark. Never before had so many registered prisoners died so quickly.12 Perhaps some four hundred and fifty thousand prisoners came through the final catastrophe, with Jews, Soviets, and Poles making up the largest groups.13 Most of these survivors were rescued inside the KL, though some sites stood eerily empty by the time the Allies arrived. In the Sachsenhausen main camp, Soviet troops found no more than 3,400 prisoners on April 22–23, 1945, mostly in the abominable sick bays.14 One of them was Tommy. After the boy limped out of his barrack, he saw Red Army soldiers moving through the big gate and shouting “Hitler kaputt, Hitler kaputt!” Ever since this moment, Thomas (Tommy) Buergenthal has reflected on the reasons for his survival against all odds. “If there is one word that captures the conclusion to which I always returned,” he wrote decades later, “it is luck.”15


  THE BEGINNING OF THE END


  When Soviet troops reached the Auschwitz main camp and Birkenau, at around three o’clock on the afternoon of January 27, 1945, the site looked nothing like it had just a few months earlier. The SS had dismantled or destroyed many buildings and set fire to the thirty barracks of Canada II, the huge compound storing the property of murdered Jews; the ruins were still smoldering as Soviet soldiers walked among them. Before SS officials had torched these warehouses, they sent some of the most valuable goods back toward central Germany. Building materials had been moved out, too, as had technical equipment like the X-ray machine used for sterilization experiments. The SS had demolished the Birkenau crematoria and gas chambers, as well, beginning in November 1944; crematorium V, the last operational one, was blown up shortly before liberation. Now the Birkenau “death factory” lay in ruins. As for the once overcrowded prisoner compounds, they were largely deserted. Less than five months earlier, in late August 1944, over 135,000 prisoners had been held across the camp complex. By the time the Soviets liberated Auschwitz, there were just 7,500 left, mostly sick and weak prisoners abandoned during the final evacuation.16 But the loss of Auschwitz was still a big blow for the SS, as the camp had been the jewel in its crown: a model for the collaboration with industry, an outpost for German settlements, and its principal death camp.


  In recent times, the day of the liberation of Auschwitz has become the focal point for remembrance of the Holocaust.17 Symbolic as the date is, however, January 27, 1945, marked neither the beginning nor the end of the camps’ liberation. The end of suffering was still a long way off for most prisoners; if freedom came at all, it came weeks or months later, often after another round of death marches in April and May 1945. As for the beginning, the first phase of KL evacuations had occurred earlier, between spring and autumn 1944; and although it is widely forgotten today, it foreshadowed much of the horror that was to follow.


  Early Evacuations


  By early September 1944, the German army appeared to be on the brink of defeat on the Western Front, following the Allied advance after the D-day landings in June. The military situation seemed increasingly hopeless and the popular mood in Germany hit a new low.18 Anticipating the loss of further territory, the WVHA now ordered the immediate evacuation of its two most westerly concentration camps. On September 5 and 6, 1944, the SS moved all 3,500 prisoners out of the Herzogenbusch main camp in the Netherlands; its small satellite camps were closed down, too.19 Natzweiler in Alsace was evacuated around the same time. Almost all 6,000 prisoners were deported from the main camp to Dachau between September 2 and 19, 1944; the SS also abandoned around a dozen attached satellites on the left bank of the Rhine, moving out a further 4,500 prisoners. But the Natzweiler complex was not finished yet, as its satellite camps on the right bank of the Rhine continued to operate. In fact, after the German army temporarily stabilized its position, several new satellites were added, and by early January 1945, the camp complex held some 22,500 prisoners. With satellites now turning around an extinct main camp, Natzweiler encapsulated the fragmentation of the KL system toward the end.20


  Despite their speed, the western European KL evacuations in autumn 1944 proceeded in a fairly orderly fashion. The WVHA closed the camps well before the Allies arrived, which left sufficient time to move the vast majority of prisoners by train, the preferred SS mode of transport. Not only was it easier to guard prisoners on trains, compared to marches, but journey times were much shorter, too. Exhausting as these transports were, they did not cause mass death. “Apart from terrible fatigue, we arrived [in Ravensbrück] in a pretty decent state,” a former Herzogenbusch prisoner recalled. As a result, almost all inmates survived the early evacuations in the west.21


  In the occupied east, events took a very different turn in 1944. Here, too, SS officials had anticipated the loss of camps and prepared for evacuations, hoping to deploy many of the prisoners elsewhere for the war effort. But these plans were often foiled by the size of the task—with five main camps and many dozens of satellites within reach of the Red Army—and the speed of the Soviet advance. Because German military resources were concentrated along the Western Front, the Red Army made dramatic breakthroughs, with the Wehrmacht suffering hundreds of thousands of casualties and losing huge swathes of land.22


  In the General Government, the SS kept some control and took away most of its KL prisoners in time. WVHA officials prepared for the closure of Majdanek from late 1943 onward, moving thousands of prisoners out over the coming months. Most others followed in April 1944, when some ten thousand inmates were transported in boxcars to other camps such as Auschwitz. When the SS finally abandoned the main camp on July 22, 1944, with the Red Army closing in fast, it already stood half-empty. The SS left a few hundred sick inmates behind and forced the others, some one thousand or more, westward by foot and train; they were joined by another nine thousand prisoners from the last Majdanek satellites, including the large camp at Warsaw (which had lost its main camp status).23


  Some of the Majdanek prisoners were taken to Plaszow, the other main camp in the General Government. But it, too, was soon abandoned. Once again, the Camp SS began its preparations early. Prisoners returned from the satellites to the main camp, which was the departure point for deportations. In late July and early August 1944, the SS then dispatched trains packed with prisoners from Plaszow to Flossenbürg, Auschwitz, Mauthausen, and Gross-Rosen, reducing the inmate population from over twenty thousand to less than five thousand. Thousands more left Plaszow in October 1944, which also saw the closure of its last satellite camps. When the regional higher SS and police leader finally ordered the complete evacuation of the main camp on January 14, 1945, there were only some six hundred prisoners left inside.24


  By this time, the SS had also abandoned all three KL complexes farther north in the Baltic territories—Riga, Kovno, and Vaivara—though these closures unfolded in a far more hectic manner. Riga was closed down between summer and autumn 1944, with the evacuation of the main camp lasting until October 11, shortly before Soviet troops entered the city. During this period, some ten thousand prisoners were driven onto ships heading out to open sea, a prospect they had dreaded for months. Crammed belowdecks for days, the inmates were soon covered in sweat, vomit, and excrement. On arrival in Danzig, the starving survivors were put on barges and taken along the Vistula toward Stutthof, which rapidly filled up with inmates from abandoned concentration camps.25


  Among the inmates in Stutthof were thousands of Jewish KL prisoners from Kovno, which had been emptied even faster than Riga. All its dozen or so satellites were abandoned in July 1944, and so was the main camp. “Our fate is unknown. Our state of mind is terrible,” wrote Shmuel Minzberg, one of the prisoners, just before the evacuation. In all, more than ten thousand Jews were forced out of the complex in little more than two weeks, mostly onto trains and boats; perhaps a quarter of them survived until the end of the war. Before the SS men left Kovno for good, they razed the main camp. Supported by Lithuanian helpers, they burned or blew up the houses, killing hundreds of Jews hiding in bunkers; others were shot as they fled the inferno. Only a few survivors emerged from the ruins after Soviet troops arrived on August 1, 1944.26


  The evacuation of the far-flung KL Vaivara, the most northerly Baltic camp complex, was the most protracted, spanning seven months. During an initial wave of evacuations in February and March 1944, the SS hastily abandoned some ten sites, including the main camp; on February 3, for example, hundreds of prisoners were rushed out of the Soski satellite camp with the Red Army no more than a few miles away. Prisoners often had to march for days until they reached satellites farther west, where conditions were appalling; in Ereda, sick prisoners were dumped into barracks in the marshes. “About twenty persons died every day,” one survivor testified a few months later, shortly before his own death. In mid-1944, the remaining inmates of the Vaivara complex faced a second wave of evacuations. As the Soviet summer offensive made swift headway, the front line was approaching once more. “All around us is noise, pilots are being shot at and do not relent, day or night. A lot of shrapnel over our heads,” the Polish Jew Hershl Kruk wrote in the satellite camp Lagedi on August 29, 1944, adding: “What is our destiny, it is hard to tell.” In the end, with Estonia virtually cut off from the rest of the German territory, the SS deported most Vaivara prisoners by boat toward Stutthof. After seven days at sea without food, one prisoner recalled, “we arrived in Danzig in terrible condition!”27


  Murder in the Baltic


  Sometime in late September 1944, Soviet troops reached Klooga, which had been the last operational Vaivara satellite camp. Inside were more than one hundred survivors, many of them in shock. “Are we free now? Are the Germans gone?” they asked incredulously. Some touched the red star on the soldiers’ uniforms to make sure that they were not dreaming. Only a few days before, these prisoners had been destined to die. Early on September 19, 1944, with Soviet troops just a few days away, the SS had forced the inmates of Klooga—around two thousand men and women—onto the roll call square and split them into groups. Heavily armed SS men then took the first group toward the forest; soon after, the others heard bursts of machine gun fire. Panic spread among the remnant, who now tried to flee. Most were slaughtered. Later that night, the SS departed from Klooga, illuminated by the fire of burning pyres and barracks, which had been torched to conceal the evidence of the crimes and to prevent Soviet troops from using the site; left behind were the few survivors who had managed to hide, sometimes among corpses scattered across the grounds and the nearby forest.28


  This was not the only bloodbath in the Baltic region: one day earlier, several hundred prisoners of Lagedi, Hershl Kruk among them, were driven by truck to a forest clearing and executed.29 Although such massacres remained unusual, they mark a fundamental difference from the simultaneous KL evacuations in western Europe: in the east, and especially in the Baltic territories, mass death was part of SS calculations from the beginning. The chaotic circumstances were an important factor here; in Klooga and Lagedi, SS men had felt cornered by the rapid Soviet advance and, rather than leave the prisoners behind, resorted to mass killing before escaping.30 But these last-minute massacres had deeper roots in Nazi ideology. After all, the overwhelming majority of prisoners in the local KL were Jews, and their lives counted for little in the eyes of the SS, especially if they could no longer be exploited for forced labor.


  Such murderous convictions had guided the Camp SS already during its preparation for evacuations in the Baltic area. In the months before the Red Army reached the different KL, local SS officials stepped up their selections of weak and sick prisoners: Why save inmates who had little value as slaves and would only be a burden during transports? Children were targeted on the same grounds, and over a frenzied few weeks in spring 1944, Camp SS men murdered several thousand boys and girls; in the Kovno main camp, the action was preceded by a children’s party, organized as camouflage by the local commandant. The ensuing deportations were accompanied by dreadful scenes. Parents screamed and pleaded, as the SS dragged the children away. Some joined their children on the trucks, holding hands as they drove to their deaths; other families committed suicide before the SS could part them. Parents left behind were inconsolable. After Wilna prisoners returned from work to their satellite camp one evening in late March 1944, and found that the SS had deported the children, they “did not eat, did not drink and did not sleep,” wrote Grigori Schur, who lost his son, Aron. “In pitch-darkness, the Jews cried for their children.”31


  SS murders in the Baltic region continued to the end. In the Riga complex, the last selections in summer 1944 were coordinated by the senior camp physician Dr. Eduard Krebsbach, an SS veteran who had first participated in the mass killing of invalids in 1941 in Mauthausen. Krebsbach and his helpers conducted trials of the prisoners’ strength—forcing them to sprint and jump over obstacles—and then condemned the weakest two thousand to die.32 The SS carried out similar crimes in other Baltic camps. During the “ten percent selections” in the Vaivara complex—as survivors dubbed them, referring to the proportion of prisoners selected to die—the perpetrators loaded the victims onto trucks in July 1944 and later returned with their SS uniforms splattered in blood.33


  Prisoners who survived the selections and massacres in the Baltic KL headed away from the front line. Unlike the evacuations in the west, these poorly equipped and frenzied transports claimed many more lives in 1944. Hundreds of prisoners must have starved or suffocated on trains and ships.34 Even worse were the marches across roads, fields, and frozen swamps, which killed several thousand more. The first deaths came as early as February and March 1944, when inmates of abandoned Vaivara satellites like Soski stumbled through the ice and snow; some froze to death, some were shot by panicking SS officials, some were thrown alive into lakes or the sea.35 More death marches in eastern Europe followed in summer 1944, including one that left Warsaw on July 28, just days before the doomed uprising. Early that morning, the great majority of inmates—some four thousand or more men (almost all of them Jews)—hurriedly set off, surrounded by guard dogs, SS, and soldiers. The sun was beating down on the bedraggled men, some of whom were barefoot. Their mouths became so dry that they could barely swallow the little food they had left; prisoners licked the sweat off their faces, but this only made their thirst more intense. “We prayed to God for rain,” Oskar Paserman recalled in 1945, “but none came.” Soon the first prisoners broke down; those who lagged behind were shot. After marching some seventy-five miles, for more than twelve hours each day, the survivors reached Kutno, where they were crammed on a train. Just 3,863 prisoners were still alive when it pulled into Dachau five days later; at least eighty-nine men had perished inside the cattle trucks.36


  The early KL evacuations have long been ignored, overshadowed by the larger death marches in the final months of the Third Reich. But they form an important part of the history of the KL, and contrary to the views of some historians, they anticipated the horrors still to come.37 They often began with a preparatory phase. During this period, the Camp SS packed its property and loot, and oversaw the partial dismantling of barracks and other equipment. Just like retreating SS units elsewhere, it also tried to destroy the evidence of its crimes: bodies were dug up and burned (sometimes by a special SS unit), together with any incriminating documents. In addition, the authorities reduced the size of the prisoner population through transports or through systematic murders.38 Then, when it came to the final abandonment of the camp, the SS forced most of the remaining prisoners out, using different means of transport. Much depended on the military situation. In the west, the SS had planned ahead and moved its prisoners by train. In the east, the SS was often caught out by Soviet advances and hastily marched its prisoners away, or tried to murder them all, as in Klooga. This was one reason why the early evacuations proved so much more deadly in the east; the closer the front line came to a KL, the greater the danger for those prisoners still left inside.39


  The Last Autumn in the East


  When twelve-year-old Inge Rotschild arrived with her parents in Stutthof, in the summer of 1944, she had already spent what seemed like an eternity in Nazi ghettos and camps. Deported as German Jews from Cologne to Riga in late 1941, Inge and her family had later been sent to the satellite camp Mühlgraben. It was here that she lost her nine-year-old brother, Heinz, killed in April 1944 during the SS selections of children in the Riga KL complex. A few months later, Inge had been forced onto one of the crowded ships that took the surviving prisoners toward Stutthof, where she would remain until February 1945.40


  As we have seen, Stutthof emerged as the main destination for prisoners from the abandoned Baltic KL. Inge Rotschild was among more than twenty-five thousand Jewish inmates arriving from these camps in the second half of 1944. Thousands of them, mostly men (among them Inge’s father), were soon transported westward for slave labor in satellites like Mühldorf and Kaufering. Many of the women and girls stayed behind. They were joined between June and October 1944 by well over twenty thousand Jewish women from Auschwitz, which was going through the preparatory stages of evacuation. Stutthof changed dramatically as a result, highlighting another effect of KL evacuations: not only did they lead to the closure of camps, they transformed the remaining ones, as well.41


  One only has to look at the size of the prisoner populations. Stutthof had always been a second-rank KL, holding no more than around 7,500 prisoners in spring 1944. Just a few months later, however, in late summer 1944, it had grown to more than sixty thousand (the SS staff also expanded, following the arrival of guards from the abandoned Baltic KL). The new inmates were mostly Jews, and mostly women. Many of them were sent to Stutthof satellites; between June and October 1944, the Camp SS set up nineteen camps for Jewish prisoners, where they lived under the most primitive conditions, often in tents. Back in the main camp, some 1,200 prisoners or more were crammed into barracks that had previously held just two hundred; prisoners even slept in the latrines. Everything was scarce, not just space. “There were no facilities for washing,” Inge Rotschild testified later, “and within a few days we were completely covered with lice.”42


  There were frequent selections in Stutthof, Inge added. Indeed, from summer 1944 local Camp SS officials stepped up the systematic murder of weak, elderly, sick, frail, and pregnant prisoners, just as they did in the Baltic KL. The Stutthof SS initially saw this as a radical solution to the overcrowding of the main camp, where the number of disease-ridden inmates was growing daily, with even more “unfit” prisoners returning from satellite camps. But increasingly, the local SS also used murder to ready the camp for a possible evacuation, preemptively killing those considered a burden for transports (following the example of the Baltic camps).43


  Several thousand victims of Stutthof selections, largely children and their mothers, were sent by train to Birkenau. Others were murdered in Stutthof itself, especially after the closure of the Birkenau killing complex in autumn 1944. It was around this time that the Stutthof SS began to use a small gas chamber to murder Jews (as well as some Polish political prisoners and Soviet POWs) with Zyklon B. However, the main weapons of the Stutthof SS were deadly injections and shootings. Report leader Arno Chemnitz operated a neck-shooting apparatus in the crematorium, which was modeled on the one he had observed as a block leader in Buchenwald during the 1941 murder of Soviet “commissars.” Another Stutthof SS man later described the aftermath of a routine execution of fifty or sixty women: “I did not look closely at the corpses, but I saw drying pools of blood on the floor, also bloodstained faces of corpses and I remember a blood spattered door frame.”


  Many more Stutthof inmates succumbed to the catastrophic living conditions. Corpses multiplied quickly inside the barracks; some inmates woke up pressed against the cold bodies of those who had perished during the night. In autumn and winter 1944, a typhus epidemic ravaged the camp, the third and worst such outbreak to hit Stutthof. It eventually forced the SS to suspend mass executions, and on January 8, 1945, Richard Glücks placed the entire camp under quarantine for almost two weeks. By this time, around 250 prisoners perished each day, and the dying continued until the camp was evacuated.44


  Life in the other remaining eastern KL was also overshadowed by the prospect of evacuation in autumn and winter 1944. SS preparations were most intense in the biggest site of all, Auschwitz. Material and machines were moved out, as we have seen, and the families of SS officers finally tore themselves away from their opulent homes (Frau Höss and her children left in early November 1944). SS officials left behind in Auschwitz became increasingly nervous as the front edged closer. Would they manage to escape in time? Would local resistance fighters attack the camp from outside? 45 Would the Soviets get there first? Such fears intensified when SS men heard Allied broadcasts on the BBC in autumn 1944, which named several notorious Auschwitz officials and warned that anyone involved in further bloodshed would be brought to justice. As the mood among the Auschwitz SS darkened, some staff lost their appetite for plunder and excesses.46


  The demise of Auschwitz was epitomized by the closure of its gas chambers. Sometime in late October or early November 1944, the gassings inside the camp—the last of the Nazi death camps—stopped forever. Soon afterward, the demolition of the Birkenau killing complex began, and prisoners were forced to conceal any remaining ash and bone fragments.47 Some SS murderers were relieved that this part of their duties had come to an end. “You can well imagine, my beloved,” the chief SS garrison physician, Dr. Wirths, wrote to his wife on November 29, 1944, “how nice it is for me that I don’t have to do this horrible work anymore, and that it exists no more.”48 The inmates, too, recognized this as a momentous event. As he watched the crematorium walls tumble, Miklós Nyiszli recalled, he had a premonition of the fall of the Third Reich as a whole.49


  Why did the SS dismantle the Birkenau gas chambers? Many historians have pointed to a supposed Himmler order to stop the mass extermination of Jews.50 If such an order really existed, it was no more than window-dressing for Himmler’s plan to negotiate a secret peace with the west. In practice, the SS never abandoned the Final Solution, and in Auschwitz itself, murders of Jews and other prisoners continued, even after the gassings stopped.51 The true motives for abandoning the gas chambers were more pragmatic. Mass deportations of Jews were coming to an end because of Germany’s deteriorating military position, and the Auschwitz SS was keen to cover its tracks before the Red Army reached the camp.52 SS leaders wanted to avoid a repetition of events in Majdanek, where the gas chambers had fallen largely intact into Soviet hands.53 They also hoped to salvage the murderous hardware; many parts of the crematoria were dismantled, packed up, and shipped westward. The final destination was a top-secret location near Mauthausen, where the SS planned to rebuild at least two of the Birkenau crematoria; it also dispatched some of the Birkenau killing experts to Mauthausen. More than likely, this new complex, which was never built in the end, would have included gas chambers for further systematic mass murder.54


  As the Camp SS gradually prepared to abandon Auschwitz, it preemptively moved many inmates away, following the example of earlier evacuations. This was the main reason why the daily Auschwitz prisoner population almost halved in four months, dropping to seventy thousand by late December. Several compounds were closed down and dismantled altogether, including the huge “Mexico” extension (BIII) in Birkenau.55 In all, around one hundred thousand prisoners departed during the second half of 1944 from Auschwitz. Previously, the camp had been the final destination for countless prisoners; now the flow was being reversed. Some transports went north to Stutthof, as we have seen, but most went to camps farther west, away from the approaching Red Army. One of them was Gross-Rosen, the only other main KL in Silesia.56


  Gross-Rosen grew with breathtaking speed in the second half of 1944, following the almost daily arrival of prisoner transports from elsewhere. By January 1, 1945, it held 76,728 prisoners, briefly turning a backwater of the camp system into the second-largest KL; among them were more than twenty-five thousand Jewish women in satellite camps, most of whom had come from Auschwitz. Like Stutthof, Gross-Rosen now operated as a vast reception camp for prisoners from concentration camps farther east. Order started to break down as the overcrowded main camp descended into chaos. Conditions were worst in a new compound, built from autumn 1944 onward with barracks dismantled in Auschwitz. When winter came, the prisoners here were exposed to the bitter cold, as many huts were missing windows and doors; there were no toilets or washrooms, either, and the inmates waded through snow, mud, and feces. Conditions were no better across many of the remaining Gross-Rosen satellites. “Nothing can surprise me anymore,” Avram Kajzer noted in his diary in early 1945, after he witnessed two fellow inmates of Dörnhau satellite camp pounce on a bone, after it had been dropped by a guard dog, and then grill it over a fire to eat.57


  Flight from the Red Army


  On January 12, 1945, the Soviet forces launched a devastating offensive that forced the Third Reich to its knees. Tanks broke through along the vast Eastern Front, sweeping past Wehrmacht defenses, and advanced rapidly toward the German heartland. When the Red Army regrouped at the end of the month, the front line had been completely redrawn. The Third Reich had lost its last foothold in occupied Poland, as well as other vital territory—East Prussia, East Brandenburg, and Silesia—as millions of German civilians joined the retreating Wehrmacht in a desperate mass flight.58


  In the path of Soviet troops had stood three big camp complexes—Auschwitz, Gross-Rosen, and Stutthof—which held over one hundred and ninety thousand prisoners in mid-January 1945, more than a quarter of all KL inmates.59 Earlier SS discussions about the full evacuation of these camps had involved the respective Gauleiter and higher SS and police leaders, who held significant sway over the evacuations.60 The WVHA had played a key role, as well. It was Oswald Pohl who had first ordered the Auschwitz SS to plan for retreat, and when he visited the camp one last time, around November 1944, he examined the blueprint drafted by his protégé, Commandant Richard Baer, with the regional party, police, and SS authorities.61 Back in Oranienburg, Pohl’s managers would decide on the final destination of prisoner transports from the abandoned camps.62 Still, they could not micromanage events from afar, given the rapid developments on the ground, and left most of the logistical details to local SS commandants and their officers.63
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  Despite its preparations the SS was caught off guard when the massive Soviet attack came in mid-January 1945. Local Nazi leaders only added to the confusion, often refusing to give evacuation orders until it was too late.64 In Auschwitz, everything was thrown into disarray as the Camp SS abandoned ship. “Chaos; the SS in panic,” inmates scribbled on a note as guards rushed across the main camp to round up prisoners, hand out provisions, pack up goods, and destroy documents. Prisoner columns started to leave the Auschwitz complex on January 17, 1945, and within two days, more than three-quarters of all the remaining inmates were on the road. Some were in good spirits as they left Auschwitz behind; the last survivors of the Special Squad, for instance, hoped to evade the SS killers by blending into the treks. The great majority of inmates, however, were filled with dread as they departed, anxious about the snow, the SS, and the unknown. “Such an evacuation,” Polish prisoners wrote just as the first treks set off, “means the extermination of at least half of the inmates.”65 In the end, around one in four Auschwitz prisoners would perish during the transports.66


  Auschwitz was initially evacuated on foot, with prisoners marching westward. The two main routes, around forty miles long, led them to Loslau and Gleiwitz. On arrival, most survivors—among them Tommy Buergenthal, the young boy we met earlier—were crammed onto trains and taken farther inside the Reich. The largest group, an estimated fifteen thousand prisoners, was sent to the Gross-Rosen main camp, already utterly overcrowded and about to be evacuated, too.67


  Unlike Auschwitz, which was abandoned in a matter of days, the final evacuation of Gross-Rosen, 170 miles farther northwest, stretched over months. While the main camp and several dozen satellites were hastily given up in early 1945, the KL complex as a whole continued; because of the way the front line moved, several dozen Gross-Rosen satellites were still operational in early May 1945.68 Over in Stutthof, the final evacuation was equally protracted. The SS abandoned some thirty satellites during the second half of January 1945, marching many of the prisoners toward the main camp.69 The main camp itself was then partially evacuated on January 25 and 26, 1945. With the Red Army only thirty miles away, the SS led around half of the twenty-five thousand prisoners on a march to the Lauenburg region, some eighty-five miles farther west. On arrival, it put the survivors into makeshift camps, with virtually no food, water, or heating. When the SS abandoned the Lauenburg camps again, a few weeks later, and forced the remaining prisoners on yet another death march, it left behind hundreds of dead. Meanwhile, the Stutthof main camp was still open. Because of its isolated position, the Soviets had bypassed the area and did not take the camp until May 9, 1945; by then, there were just 150 KL inmates left. Over the preceding weeks, many thousands had died, waiting in vain for the liberation that had seemed so very near. Among the victims was Inge Rotschild’s mother, who perished, just skin and bones, on her daughter’s thirteenth birthday.70


  In early 1945, the KL system was in perpetual motion. Fleeing from the Red Army in January and February, the SS had forced more than one hundred and fifty thousand prisoners out of Auschwitz, Gross-Rosen, and Stutthof (several Sachsenhausen satellites were affected, too).71 When Camp SS officials assembled these transports, the first prisoners were those “fit for work”; as a general rule, probably originating with Himmler and Pohl, these inmates were destined as slave laborers for other KL.72 Less clear was the fate of invalids. Just as during the earlier evacuations in the east in 1944, there were no definite orders from the top, it seems, leaving the initiative to the local Camp SS. If transport was available, officials sometimes cleared the entire camp, forcing all sick prisoners onto trucks, carts, or trains. Elsewhere, especially in more remote satellites, SS men conducted selections shortly before the treks departed, and murdered the weakest inmates.73


  One of the largest massacres took place during the evacuation of Lieberose, a Sachsenhausen satellite camp that mainly held Jews from Poland and Hungary. On February 2, 1945, around 1,600 prisoners departed on foot toward the main camp, more than sixty miles away. Another 1,300 or so stayed behind. Their fate had been sealed in a telex a few days earlier, probably by the Sachsenhausen commandant, which had ordered the execution of the infirm. There was no shortage of SS volunteers. “Come on, let’s go,” one sentry said. “We’re going Jew shooting, and will get some schnapps for it.” The slaughter lasted for three days. There was some desperate defiance, with one prisoner stabbing the camp leader in the neck. But there was no way out. A few survivors, hidden under discarded uniforms and shoes, were later pulled out by another group of SS men and lynched.74


  However, murder was not the SS default mode during the KL evacuations of January and February 1945. The officials were just as likely to leave exhausted prisoners behind as to kill them. During the partial evacuation of the Stutthof main camp in January 1945, for example, Commandant Hoppe issued written instructions that prisoners who were “sick and unable to march” should stay put; thousands of them watched as the others walked away.75 In Gross-Rosen, too, the SS left hundreds of sick prisoners behind in satellites.76 Some officers shied away from last-minute murders for fear of Allied retribution.77 Elsewhere, they simply ran out of time, surprised by the speed of the Red Army. Inside the deserted SS barracks, survivors later found signs of the hasty retreat: glasses filled with beer, half-eaten bowls of soup, board games abandoned midway.78


  The Red Army liberated well over ten thousand prisoners in early 1945. Most of them, around seven thousand, were in the Auschwitz main camp, Birkenau, and Monowitz.79 Here, more than a week had passed between the departure of the death marches and the arrival of the Soviets, who lost well over two hundred soldiers during battles in the vicinity of the camp complex. It was an extraordinary period of peril and promise for the remaining prisoners, the final chapter of their suffering, with the ending still unwritten. Dr. Otto Wolken later described these final days as probably his most difficult in more than five years inside concentration camps. After most of the Auschwitz sentries had left, around January 20–21, the remaining prisoners became more audacious, cutting holes into the barbed wire, moving across different compounds, breaking into SS storerooms. The inmates tried to rule themselves; they looked after the sick, made fires, and handed out food. But it was too early to celebrate. An exuberant Soviet prisoner, who drunkenly fired into the Birkenau night sky after he found some beer and weapons, was tracked down by a German patrol and shot. A group of French prisoners who had moved into the SS dining hall was also murdered. There were other threats, too, in addition to Nazi killers, including cold, hunger, and disease. And yet, the great majority of prisoners survived until January 27, 1945. When the first Soviet soldiers appeared at the gates of Birkenau, some prisoners ran toward them. “We hugged and kissed them,” Otto Wolken said a few months later, “we cried with joy, we were saved.”80


  Elsewhere in the Auschwitz complex, however, fate took a last terrible twist. On the same day Birkenau was liberated, SS terror struck in the satellite camp Fürstengrube, just twelve miles farther north. The Camp SS had abandoned the compound eight days earlier, leaving some 250 sick prisoners to fend for themselves. On the afternoon of January 27, 1945, with survival already in sight, a group of SS men suddenly entered the camp and slaughtered almost all the inmates. Only some twenty prisoners lived to see the Red Army arrive; they had come through the last massacre in Auschwitz.81


  Death on the Road


  No one knows how many KL prisoners died during the evacuations of early 1945, on icy roads and crammed trains, in ditches and forests. It must have been several tens of thousands, among them an estimated fifteen thousand men, women, and children from the abandoned Auschwitz complex.82 Although popular memory of these evacuations is dominated by death marches, most of the way to the KL farther inside the Reich was covered by rail. Conditions on these trains were immeasurably worse than during earlier evacuations from western camps such as Natzweiler. All the horrors of the KL were packed into the train carriages. With rolling stock in short supply, the German authorities used lots of open freight cars, which offered no protection against the elements. The suffering was greatly prolonged by all the delays. Although most trains eventually reached their destination, they often crawled for days along the congested and crumbling German railway network.83 One of the deadliest transports left the Auschwitz satellite camp of Laurahütte on January 23, 1945. The train moved excruciatingly slowly, often forced to a complete standstill, and when it finally reached Mauthausen almost a week later, around one in seven prisoners on board were dead.84


  For most of the prisoners, the ordeal of the evacuations did not begin on the trains, however, but on preceding death marches, which claimed the majority of victims in early 1945. The prisoners had received little food before they left. One Auschwitz survivor recalled that she got a tin of beef and two inedible loaves of bread. This was supposed to last for several days, but the starved had often devoured everything before they set off.85 Soon prisoners were so exhausted that they walked in a trance; sometimes even friends no longer recognized each other.86 But the marches did not erase all distinctions between captives. Some small support networks endured, with close friends and family helping each other as best they could, while those who walked alone were often the first to fall. Privileged prisoners also fared better, just as they had done inside the KL. Healthier and better fed, they wore proper shoes and warm clothes, while others staggered along in rags and wooden clogs, and soon collapsed.87 Dispatched by Oswald Pohl to monitor the KL evacuations in the east, Rudolf Höss found it easy to chase the trail of individual treks: he just had to follow the dead.88


  The death rates of the marches varied greatly, depending on factors such as available supplies and distances covered.89 While illness and exhaustion were probably the main killers, shootings were endemic, too. Anyone suspected of escape was fair game, according to SS rules, even prisoners who had merely stepped out to defecate by the side of the road.90 And although SS directives gave no clear guidance on the treatment of the sick, their murder was common practice, too. Most victims died a lonely death, felled by SS bullets after they had lost touch with the main column, though there were some large-scale massacres, as well; during a march from the Auschwitz satellite Blechhammer, for example, the SS loaded the sick onto sledges and blew them up with hand grenades.91


  Few of the killers were senior Camp SS officers, as most of the local top brass had already made their getaway. Despite their talk of standing tall against the Soviets, high-ranking Nazis made a habit of fleeing first. Rudolf Höss recounted bitterly that the Auschwitz commandant Richard Baer had saved himself in a comfortable SS limousine, with plenty of time to spare.92 Other commandants, too, hurried away, leaving the supervision of the marches to their underlings. Many of them were NCOs who had risen to senior positions inside satellite camps. But these transport leaders could not be everywhere along the stretched columns, which meant that the decision to pull the trigger was often made by regular guards. “In practice each guard decided for himself who to shoot,” one testified after the war. Some of these executioners were women, breaking one of the last gendered taboos of the Camp SS. But the great majority were men, including some elderly soldiers who had only recently joined.93


  Fear of the Red Army drove many of these perpetrators in early 1945. Soviet troops were wreaking terrible revenge against the German population during their advance, and the Third Reich was awash with stories of massacres, skillfully exploited by the Nazi propaganda machine. Many ordinary Germans saw these crimes as payback for atrocities in the KL, which had “shown the enemy what they can do to us if they win.” The guards themselves, meanwhile, were determined to keep ahead of the Red Army. If frail prisoners slowed the treks down, and if screams, slaps, and kicks could not drive them forward anymore, they used their guns.94 The guards’ desire to save their own necks prompted the largest massacre during this period of KL evacuations. In late January 1945, a death march of around three thousand Stutthof prisoners (mostly Jewish women) arrived in the town of Palmnicken in East Prussia. Trapped by the Baltic Sea on one side and the advancing Soviet troops on the other, the SS, eager to escape, escorted the prisoners to the nearby coast and mowed them down with machine guns; wounded survivors drowned or froze to death, their corpses washing up for days on local beaches.95


  APOCALYPSE


  In mid-March 1945, Oswald Pohl embarked on a frantic tour to check on conditions in the KL, on Himmler’s orders. As he passed through a landscape littered with ruins, accompanied by Rudolf Höss and other WVHA officials, he must have realized that the end was near. But he did not slow the pace of his “breakneck tour,” as Höss called it; “as far as I could I visited every camp,” Pohl said later. In the end, he inspected half a dozen or more main camps within the prewar German borders.96


  The situation inside these concentration camps, now bursting with ravaged prisoners from recently evacuated sites, had lately deteriorated dramatically; during the first three months of 1945, the Buchenwald SS recorded more dead inmates than during all of 1943 and 1944 combined. Although some crematoria were running day and night, the bodies of the dead were mounting up fast. In Dachau, the Camp SS started in February 1945 to bury thousands of prisoners in mass graves, on a hill near the main camp, because the incinerators could not keep up anymore. So many prisoners were dying, Nico Rost noted in his Dachau diary on February 25, 1945, that the survivors did not have time anymore to mourn their friends.97


  Oswald Pohl witnessed all this carnage during his visits in March 1945. The worst camp, Pohl and his managers agreed, was Bergen-Belsen, where they saw masses of starving prisoners and corpses as Commandant Kramer led them through the grounds. The WVHA officials reacted by issuing various orders to the local SS, as they had done elsewhere on their tour. The hard-bitten Rudolf Höss offered practical advice about mass cremation, drawing on his own expertise. Pohl himself, meanwhile, gave worthless instructions about adding herbs, berries, and plants from nearby forests to the prisoner diet, and also used his last meetings with local KL officials, in Bergen-Belsen and the other camps, to discuss their evacuation plans, with mass murder still very much on SS minds.98


  The Race Between Illness and War


  Flossenbürg, January 5, ’45


  Dear Marianne! In this letter I will set out the whole truth to you for once. My health is fine. The life in the camp is dreadful. 1000 men in 200 beds. Manslaughter and whip—hunger are daily visitors. More than 100 kick the bucket every day—perish on the concrete in the latrine or lying outside. Beyond description the filth—lice a[nd] more … Talk to all [our] acquaintances about a donation of food—bread—cigarettes—margarine—spread. Your Hermann.


  This plea by the German Communist Hermann Haubner was smuggled out of the camp and eventually reached his wife. But it did not save him. Haubner died on March 4, 1945, one of 3,207 fatalities in the Flossenbürg complex in the final month before the camp was abandoned.99


  In the early months of 1945, the remaining concentration camps became disaster zones, including those that had so far been spared the worst. One immediate cause for the catastrophe was the huge rise in prisoner numbers. Overcrowding was nothing new, of course; Buchenwald had been packed to excess since 1942.100 But nothing prepared the camps for the rush near the end, which began with the mass transports from sites closer to the front line in the second half of 1944. Many KL complexes were completely overcrowded by the end of the year, only to be hit by the second wave of evacuations in early 1945. All camps in the heartland of the Third Reich now registered record figures. Buchenwald remained the largest complex of all, with 106,421 prisoners on March 20, 1945; around thirty percent of them were crammed into the main camp, with the rest spread across eighty-seven satellites, many of them no less packed.101


  The final few months came down to a “race between illness and war,” as Arthur Haulot put it in his Dachau diary on January 31, 1945.102 Would prisoners be saved in time by the Allies? Or would they perish from hunger and disease, like so many before them? Rations now dwindled to almost nothing. In camps like Ellrich, even bread, the staple of the prisoner diet, went missing. “It is dreadful, this hunger,” the Belgian inmate Émile Delaunois wrote in his diary on March 8, 1945, adding two weeks later: “There are only Muselmänner left!” Almost one thousand prisoners—nearly one in six—died in Ellrich in March alone.103


  This was not a natural disaster but a man-made one, the culmination of years of Camp SS terror. Overcrowding was a direct product of Nazi policy. Likewise, the dramatic shortages of supplies were linked to the SS conviction that inmates, as proven enemies of the German people, did not deserve better. While prisoners were dying of hunger in spring 1945, the Camp SS itself still received regular deliveries of high-quality provisions, including liver pâté and sausages. After liberation, former inmates found SS warehouses piled high with food, as well as shoes, coats, mattresses, and medicine.104 Camp SS leaders showed little interest in systematically improving the prisoners’ plight, preferring once more to blame the victims. When Oswald Pohl was told in November 1944 that some SS officials had requested better clothing for inmates, he was furious. Instead of pitying prisoners, Pohl thundered, his men had better teach them how to look after their things, “if need be by a sound hiding.”105


  All the misery and despair ripped the fractious prisoner community further apart. Some camps descended into violent disorder. Starving prisoners ambushed inmates who carried food supplies to kitchens and barracks, only to be beaten back by others armed with clubs and sticks. Some did not stop short of murder, just for a bite to eat. On April 17, 1945, a group of Ebensee prisoners killed a thirteen-year-old boy, who had just arrived from another Mauthausen satellite camp, and made off with the loaf of bread he had been holding.106


  This boy was one of tens of thousands of KL prisoners who died soon after their transfer from another camp. After the horror of the trains and marches, the arrival at their destination had come as a relief to some.107 But not for long. Gravely weakened, these newcomers largely found themselves without protection and connections, exposed to the full force of SS terror. This is what happened to many of those Jewish men who made the march from Lieberose to Sachsenhausen in February 1945. They had survived the “Jew-shooting” in their abandoned satellite camp and the ensuing death march, often barefoot and frostbitten, only to perish in Sachsenhausen. Upon arrival, the SS conducted a mass selection and murdered some four hundred victims. Many more were left to freeze and starve in an isolated area of the camp. On February 12, 1945, Odd Nansen watched a group of them delving into garbage bins and fighting over the scraps. They were beaten back by German Kapos, but soon tried again, their skeletal bodies smeared with blood.


  When Nansen returned to his own Sachsenhausen barrack—tormented by his inability to help—he was greeted by a different picture. His fellow Norwegian prisoners still lived in relative comfort. They had enough food, thanks to the Red Cross parcels, as well as plenty of cigarettes, the unofficial camp currency. After their meals they settled down with a novel, talked, or played games, “unaffected by the death and destruction” outside, as Nansen noted. Some Norwegians saw the death struggle of the Jews from Lieberose as evidence of their depravity. “Those aren’t human beings, they’re swine!” one of them said to Nansen. “I’ve starved myself, but I could never sink to eating sheer filth!”108


  The prisoner community remained deeply unequal, as did the inmates’ survival chances. What was garbage to the prominent few was nourishment to the destitute, and not just in Sachsenhausen; when a German Kapo in Ebensee threw up in January 1945, because he had eaten too much goulash, a starved Russian prisoner devoured his vomit.109 The vast inequities were summed up on March 21, 1945, by Nico Rost, then a Kapo in the Dachau infirmary, who collected lists of prisoners who had died in the main camp. There had been no deaths among the kitchen staff, he noted, as they could help themselves to whatever they needed. Most German prisoners also survived, he added, because they held better posts and received more food. Likewise, there were few deaths in the barracks holding Czech prisoners and priests, who received food packages from outside. “But everywhere else,” Rost wrote, “bodies—bodies—bodies.”110


  Zones of Death


  The deadliest spaces were special compounds for invalids in main camps and some satellites, where the SS left the doomed to die.111 The Camp SS could build on previous experience here: ever since conditions had worsened early in World War II, it had isolated invalids in special sites to hasten their death. From late 1944, SS officials stepped up this policy of death through deprivation, as a local solution to illness and epidemics in their overcrowded camps, not least after the option of deporting prisoners to die in Auschwitz had fallen away.112


  There were “shit blocks” for those depleted by diarrhea, lying in pools of urine and excrement. There were “death blocks” for typhus-ridden prisoners, sometimes surrounded by barbed wire to stop them from fleeing to other parts of the camp. There were “convalescent blocks,” where gaunt prisoners were sprawled among indescribable filth. And there were the infirmaries, which were often little more than waiting rooms for the dying; still, desperate inmates begged for admission, some of them collapsing just outside the entrances.113


  The largest zones of death were former quarantine compounds in main camps, which had grown rapidly during 1944, with many thousands of new arrivals temporarily housed in tents. Initially, the SS had used these compounds as transit camps, sending most inmates elsewhere for slave labor. But over time, it left more invalids behind, and as the prisoner population grew and disease spread, these spaces acquired a new function, as huge sites for isolating the sick and dying.


  Among the worst such compounds was the “little camp” in Buchenwald, set up two years earlier in windowless horse stables separated from the main camp by barbed wire. By early April 1945, it held eighteen thousand prisoners. Many had only recently arrived from evacuated camps, in a state of shock and exhaustion. The misery of the adjoining main compound—vermin, disease, and starvation—was magnified in the “little camp,” and between January and April 1945, around six thousand prisoners died inside. Among them was Shlomo Wiesel. His son, Elie, later said that Buchenwald, which had promised to be an improvement on Birkenau, turned out to be much the same: “At first, the little camp was almost worse for me than Auschwitz.”114


  There were so many Muselmänner by the beginning of 1945 that the Camp SS designated entire satellite camps as collection sites; SS men sometimes called them “bite-the-dust camps.”115 In January 1945, for example, the Dora SS set up a satellite camp in the deserted garages of the Boelcke air force barracks on the edge of Nordhausen, not far from the main camp. There was no shortage of dying men and the new camp filled up fast; in less than three months, around twelve thousand Dora prisoners were forced inside, many of them survivors of the Auschwitz and Gross-Rosen evacuations. The weakest ones—unable to walk, stand, or speak—were left to die in one of the two-story garages; the concrete floors inside were hosed down, once in a while, to wash away some of the blood and feces. Prisoners soon called the Boelcke camp a “living crematorium,” and for good reason. In the weeks before U.S. troops reached the camp on April 11, up to one hundred men died every day; in all, more than three thousand perished. Another 2,250 dying prisoners were herded into boxcars, one day in early March 1945, and sent away, never to be seen again. Their destination was Bergen-Belsen, which had become the largest zone of death in the KL system.116


  Belsen


  In the early months of 1945, veteran inmates of Bergen-Belsen watched in dismay as endless rows of cadaverous men, women, and children marched toward their compounds. Transport after transport brought more prisoners, whole armies of “wretched figures,” as Hanna Lévy-Hass, who had been held there since the previous summer (following her arrest as a resistance fighter in Montenegro), wrote in her diary in February 1945. In just eight weeks, the camp more than doubled in size, from 18,465 prisoners on January 1, 1945, to 41,520 on March 1, and peaking at around 53,000 on April 15, the day British troops liberated Bergen-Belsen.117 And as the camp grew, so did chaos, disease, and death, with devastating speed.


  Set up as a camp for “exchange Jews” selected for possible prisoner swaps by the Nazi authorities, Bergen-Belsen had since taken on several new functions, putting it on the road to disaster. From spring 1944, as we have seen, the Camp SS used it as a holding camp for sick and dying men from other KL. Then, in summer 1944, it established a transit compound for thousands of women en route from occupied eastern Europe to German satellite camps. Around 2,500 of them stayed behind in Bergen-Belsen. Among them were two young German Jews, fifteen-year-old Anne Frank and her older sister, Margot, who had been deported from Auschwitz in late October 1944, where they had arrived several weeks earlier on the last RSHA train to leave the Netherlands (after evading the Nazi authorities for two years in a hideout in Amsterdam, together with their parents and four others). In Bergen-Belsen, the sisters were initially crammed into the tents of the transit compound, which offered no shelter against the cold and rain. After a storm blew several tents away on November 7, 1944, the Camp SS moved the women into barracks inside the “star camp.”118 By then, the situation of the so-called exchange Jews was sharply deteriorating, too. Although they were still held separately, the SS started to treat them like the other KL inmates. “The regimen in the camp gets worse every day,” Hanna Lévy-Hass wrote in December 1944. “Have we not already reached the nadir of our suffering?”119


  Much worse was to come, as mass transports in early 1945 completely overwhelmed the camp. While WVHA officials continued to use Bergen-Belsen as a destination for half-dead men from other KL, they also turned it into a reception camp for evacuation transports, initially from eastern camps like Auschwitz and Gross-Rosen, and later from camps deep inside the Reich, too.120 On April 11, for example, a train came from the recently abandoned Dora satellite camp Woffleben. Around 150 prisoners had died during the weeklong journey (another 130 men escaped). Some 1,350 survivors were herded into Bergen-Belsen. One of them was Émile Delaunois, whom we met earlier. Just before the evacuation of Woffleben he had vowed “to do anything to regain my freedom as soon as possible.” He did survive the last days in Bergen-Belsen, only to die shortly after liberation.121


  The Bergen-Belsen SS hastily reassigned compounds and added new ones, including a subcamp on the grounds of nearby army barracks. Even so, the site was hopelessly overcrowded. The composition of the prisoner population changed, too. Most of the new prisoners were female, turning Bergen-Belsen into the only wartime camp (apart from Ravensbrück and Stutthof) that held considerably more women than men. And it was no longer a camp almost exclusively for Jews. Although Jews were still by far the largest group—accounting for around half the inmates in mid-April 1945—they were joined by prisoners from other backgrounds, among them many political prisoners from Poland and the Soviet Union.122


  “What takes place here is the most horrendous in world history,” the noted Dutch lawyer and Zionist leader Abel Herzberg wrote in his diary on March 17, 1945, more than a year after his arrival as an “exchange Jew.”123 Even before new prisoners glimpsed the horror that awaited them in Bergen-Belsen, they could smell it. A stench of decay and death—sickeningly familiar to prisoners from camps like Auschwitz—enveloped the compounds during the final weeks. “We are all full of lice, everything is dirty, filthy, and full of crap,” sixteen-year-old Arieh Koretz, another “exchange Jew,” noted in his diary on February 8, 1945. Thousands of inmates soiled themselves, and the whole camp, a prisoner doctor later said, came to resemble one huge latrine. At night, inmates faced more agony, with cold winds sweeping through broken roofs, windows, and doors. The barracks were often bare—no lights, straw sacks, covers, stoves, chairs—except for the mass of prisoners, dead and alive.124 Disease was raging, too, with a devastating typhus epidemic gripping the camp. The greatest killer of all was hunger. “I have been working for five days now without bread,” the twenty-four-year-old Dutch Jew Louis Tas wrote on March 25, 1945. “Last night insane hunger and dreams of food,” he added the next day. There were Muselmänner everywhere, so emaciated that their bones made up more than half of their body weight.125


  The prisoners’ hope of survival vanished fast. “I am ill again and have given up all hope of getting out of here,” Abel Herzberg wrote on March 7, 1945. “I am afraid of the pain, of the death-struggle.”126 Each morning, prisoners threw the bodies of those who had died the previous night out of the barracks, though not before they had ripped clothes and valuables from the stiff bodies. The corpses were then flung on trucks or carts, which dumped the dead in different corners of the camp; toward the end, prisoners were just left lying wherever they had died.127


  Never in the history of the KL did so many prisoners die as fast of disease and deprivation as in Bergen-Belsen in March 1945. During this one month, when the camp held an average of around 45,500 prisoners, some 18,168 lost their lives.128 Among the dead were Anne and Margot Frank. During their last days, the two sisters, ravaged by typhus and dysentery, had been huddled under a blanket in one of the infirmaries. When a friend found them there, she pleaded with Anne to get up. But Anne, who had been looking after her dying sister, just replied: “Here the two of us can lie on a bunk, we are together and have peace.”129


  Camp SS leaders had not planned the Bergen-Belsen disaster. They expected weak prisoners to die, to be sure, but not at this rate.130 As the situation spiraled out of control, Commandant Josef Kramer sent a frank letter to the WVHA on March 1, 1945, warning that conditions were “untenable.” Shortages of supplies and massive overcrowding were causing a “catastrophe.” Kramer demanded beds and blankets, as well as trucks to pick up food and equipment for delousing.131 But his appeal rang hollow. Kramer was at pains to present himself as a responsible official, not just to his SS superiors but to future Allied judges, as well.132 Previously, he had betrayed little of the urgency expressed in his letter to the WVHA. In fact, as a veteran Camp SS officer and radical anti-Semite, he had brought more suffering to the camp after his arrival in early December 1944. And when the full tragedy unfolded, Kramer and his men mostly watched from the sidelines, not least to protect themselves from disease. During March 1945, the sight of SS officials became rare inside the Bergen-Belsen compounds. “There are no more roll calls. Also no work,” Abel Herzberg wrote on April 1, 1945. “There is only death.”133


  Mass Murder


  Along with death by deprivation, the Camp SS relied on mass executions to decimate the weak. Lethal selections expanded across the remaining KL in the early months of 1945, probably in line with WVHA orders. The SS killed several tens of thousands of frail prisoners by shooting, lethal injection, and gas, determined to rid the camps of prisoners seen as health risks, drains on resources, and obstacles during evacuations.134 Sometimes the SS chose its victims as they arrived in the camp.135 Further selections followed in the compounds, especially inside the death zones. In Uckermark—a police camp for “deviant” girls and young women, which was largely taken over by the Ravensbrück SS in January 1945 to isolate the weakest and oldest women from the main camp and its satellites—the SS conducted daily selections. “We may be sick, but we are still human beings!” one wrote in despair on February 9, 1945. Those who were spared listened as the victims were driven off on SS trucks, their cries and screams growing fainter. The trucks stopped by the nearby Ravensbrück crematorium, where the doomed were forced into a hut that had been converted in January 1945 into a gas chamber. In all, some 3,600 out of the 8,000 (or more) Uckermark women were murdered there, perhaps half of them Jews.136


  In addition to the sick, the Camp SS executed political prisoners and others it wanted to silence forever. These murders were part of a final killing frenzy that swept across the Third Reich as the regime collapsed. Driven by the same self-destructive desires as Hitler, a small band of fanatics targeted German defeatists, foreign workers, prisoners, and many more; if Nazi Germany was going to perish, so were these “community aliens.”137 Inevitably, the concentration camps, which were meant to hold the most dangerous enemies, stood at the center of the carnage. Hitler and other Nazi leaders had long envisaged a bloody reckoning with KL prisoners in case of defeat, and that moment had arrived in early 1945.138 The casualties included selected “high-value” prisoners like Allied agents and prominent resistance fighters. Among those hanged in the final days by the Flossenbürg SS, for example, were thirteen British secret agents, three French women accused of sabotage, and seven leading German opponents of the regime, including the theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer.139


  Initially, many such murders followed the top-down route established in 1939, with formal execution orders issued by the RSHA. Apparently, concentration camp commandants had been asked in early 1945 to report those prisoners they regarded as a threat, in case the camp had to be abandoned. The RSHA probably added further names to these lists from its database of dangerous inmates, and then gave the go-ahead for the executions.140 As central government structures broke down, however, regional and local officials across Germany gained greater powers to kill on their own initiative, leading to a final escalation of violence.141 In the KL, commandants received the official license to order prisoner executions, awarded powers they had long claimed for themselves anyway.142


  Some of the doomed fought back, just as the Special Squad prisoners had done in Birkenau. The largest rebellion involved so-called “Bullet” prisoners in Mauthausen. Faced with a growing number of POW escapes, the Wehrmacht High Command had ordered back in March 1944 that fugitive enemy officers and NCOs (except for U.S. and British nationals) should be sent to Mauthausen upon recapture. The code name for the secret operation—Action “Bullet” (Kugel)—made clear that no one was supposed to survive. Over the coming months, some five thousand condemned men came to Mauthausen. Almost all were Soviet POWs who had fled from sites of Nazi slave labor. The Mauthausen SS executed several hundred upon arrival, isolating the others in barrack 20, a quarantine block surrounded by a stone wall and electric fence. “It was the intention to have the inmates under me slowly starved to death,” the responsible SS block leader later confessed, “or to have them perish through diseases.” This is exactly what happened, and by late January 1945, only some six or seven hundred prisoners were still alive.143


  On the night of February 1–2, 1945, most of the surviving “Bullet” prisoners, facing certain death, tried to escape from Mauthausen. Several conspirators strangled the senior Kapo, a German (or Austrian) political prisoner loyal to the SS. Then, armed with nothing more than rocks, wooden shoes, pieces of soap, and a fire extinguisher, the men attacked the SS at nearby searchlights and guard towers, capturing a machine gun. Using clothes and wet blankets, which short-circuited the electric fence, over four hundred men climbed over the wall: the greatest mass escape in the history of the KL. The merciless pursuit of them across the region lasted for around two weeks. Most of the fugitives were captured within a day or two and executed on the spot; only a handful are known to have survived the “hare hunting,” as the SS and some locals called it. “We really shot down those guys,” one SS man boasted at the time.144


  Elsewhere, the SS killed to rewrite history, by silencing witnesses to some of its most heinous crimes. This included numerous privileged KL prisoners, who paid with their lives for all the secrets they had learned.145 And it also included some survivors of human experiments. One of the victims was young Georges Kohn, whom we last saw as he was deported from Auschwitz to Neuengamme in November 1944, together with nineteen other Jewish boys and girls. Here, they had soon fallen seriously ill, after an SS doctor infected them with tuberculosis and supervised operations on their glands. Georges was the weakest, stretched out lifelessly on his bunk. Still, the children had survived until the last days of the war. Then, on April 20, 1945, three days before his thirteenth birthday, the SS came for Georges and the others. The drowsy children were taken late at night to an empty school at Bullenhuser Damm in Hamburg, previously an SS satellite camp. In the cellar, they were drugged by the senior SS camp physician and hanged; afterward, the SS doctor had a coffee to steady himself and drove back to Neuengamme.146


  The dedication of diehard SS men was undimmed. Although the Camp SS had undergone massive changes in recent years, its core was still made up of zealots. With the end of the war in sight, they redoubled their assault on prisoners.147 Many of them had previously served in the occupied east and brought all they had learned about prisoner abuse and killing to the remaining KL. This was true, above all, for some of the one thousand former Auschwitz staff redeployed in early 1945, together with their most violent Kapos. “I must admit that I had been hardened by conditions in Auschwitz,” an SS officer later said to justify his actions in Mauthausen, which absorbed around one hundred former Auschwitz SS men. Even more ended up in Dora, among them the new commandant, Richard Baer, who oversaw an immediate increase of violence. Another new commandant, Josef Kramer in Bergen-Belsen, had arrived via Auschwitz, as well, followed by more veterans of the camp. “They are all bastards, thugs, and sadists,” Arieh Koretz noted in his diary.148


  Rudolf Höss, meanwhile, was a frequent presence in Ravensbrück, where he appeared in late 1944 (his wife and family had moved next door) to supervise mass shootings and the construction of the new gas chamber. Höss must have felt at home there, surrounded as he was by familiar faces from Auschwitz, such as the new camp compound leader Johann Schwarzhuber (whom he had known since his Dachau days). These killing experts had not come to Ravensbrück by chance, but had evidently been dispatched by the WVHA to decimate supposedly dangerous and sick prisoners. Even after its demise, then, Auschwitz cast a shadow over the KL camp system.149


  Few Auschwitz alumni were more versed in mass murder than twenty-nine-year-old Otto Moll, the former chief of the Birkenau crematorium complex. The WVHA valued Moll’s expertise and put him in charge, in early 1945, of a mobile killing unit made up of other Birkenau veterans. The unit participated in mass gassings in Ravensbrück, and was also behind the Lieberose massacre and executions in Sachsenhausen. In late February 1945, the WVHA then moved Moll to the south of Germany, to the Kaufering complex, where he continued his murderous spree; the inmates here simply knew him as the “henchman from Auschwitz.”150 Moll was an extreme case, however, and while he continued to rage, some of his colleagues turned away from murder.


  The Camp SS had never spoken with one voice, and it sounded more disjointed than ever in early 1945. By then, domestic support for Hitler and the Nazi regime had largely collapsed.151 The Camp SS was infected by the grim popular mood, not least because more and more ordinary Germans—customs officials, railway workers, members of the People’s Storm (the ramshackle last-ditch Nazi militia), and other civilians—were drafted into guard units right at the end of the war, a sign of how frantic KL recruitment had become.152 Resignation had already crept into Camp SS ranks in summer 1944, following the Allied landings in France and the gains of the Red Army in the east. “Soon you will be liberated,” SS guards had told prisoners in Klooga. “And our lot is bad. They will slaughter us with no mercy.”153 Defeatism spread further over the coming months, until even the model camp at Sachsenhausen conspicuously stopped flying the Nazi flag above its entrance.154 The growing sense of desperation was summed up by a guard in a Flossenbürg satellite camp, who asked the Jewish prisoners to pray for a German victory.155


  Some SS staff scrambled to distance themselves from KL crimes. In the past, they had felt invincible.156 But as the Thousand-Year Reich crumbled, they feared that the tables would turn. “I wish you all the best for the coming year,” Elie Cohen recalls an Auschwitz guard saying at the end of 1944. “In that year I shall most likely find myself in your shoes and you in mine.”157 More and more Camp SS men simply stayed away, in the same way that Wehrmacht soldiers absconded from the army, feigning illness or deserting.158 Some of the remaining SS staff put on a friendlier face. They made a calculated bid for prisoner sympathies, hoping that this would help them later on. One such attempt to buy “life insurance,” as the prisoners called it, was made by the Mauthausen commandant Franz Ziereis, who suddenly posed as a friend of Jews. More than once in April 1945, he paraded a young Jewish boy through the camp, whom he had dressed in specially tailored clothes.159 A few SS officers even engaged in acts of disobedience. The SS physician Franz Lucas, who had previously participated willingly in Auschwitz selections, apparently refused to do the same in Ravensbrück in early 1945. After the war, an SS colleague dismissed this change of heart as a cynical ploy to purchase a “return ticket” to postwar society.160


  Camp SS leaders reacted furiously to the progressive breakdown of morale and discipline. In late February 1945, Oswald Pohl branded all those who entered into “personal relationships” with prisoners as “traitors,” and threatened them with execution.161 Commandants, wedded to the world of the KL, echoed this hard line. During a screening of the Nazi propaganda film Kolberg—a crude historical epic celebrating individual sacrifice for the nation—on April 20, 1945, Hitler’s last birthday, the Neuengamme commandant Max Pauly vowed that anyone who sullied the SS uniform faced brutal punishment. His men did not doubt his words, for he had just handed over one of them—an officer whom Pauly disliked, possibly because of his reputation for greater civility to prisoners—to an SS court for dereliction of duty; he was executed four days later.162


  Himmler’s Endgame


  In early 1945, Nazi leaders had to face up to defeat. The Allied coalition held firm and there were no miraculous reverses on the battlefield, as the Wehrmacht was routed and German arms production, in rapid decline since autumn 1944, collapsed. In his Berlin bunker, Hitler sank further into gloom and paranoia, ranting against all those he blamed for his downfall, from his own generals to the Jews. Hopeless as the situation was, however, Hitler did not deviate from his uncompromising course—total victory or total destruction. There would be no retreat, no capitulation, no negotiation.


  Some of Hitler’s lieutenants, by contrast, were hoping to save themselves and some of their powers. Planning their own endgame, Himmler and other Nazi leaders considered approaches to the West, hoping that the western Allies’ fears of Soviet domination in Europe would prompt them to agree to a separate peace. But any such plans were delusional from the start. Even if the Allied policy of total German surrender had not been set in stone, Himmler would have been the most improbable of all associates: this was the man who had been featured on the front cover of Time magazine as the infamous butcher of Nazi Europe, pictured before a huge mound of corpses. Himmler’s folly was exposed at the end of the war. Assuming that Hitler had effectively abdicated, he made a secret capitulation offer to the western powers through an emissary. The Allies rebuffed Himmler, brusquely and publicly. When Hitler heard the news on April 28, 1945, he dissolved into a last fit of rage, screaming about “the most shameful betrayal in human history.” A few hours later, not long before his suicide, he expelled Himmler from the party.163


  For Himmler, the pursuit of a deal with the western Allies ended in humiliation. For thousands of KL prisoners, however, it meant salvation, as they benefited from Himmler’s efforts to transform himself into a respectable negotiation partner. He had first tried to pose as a pragmatic statesman back in 1944, when he approved the release of some Jewish prisoners. On June 30, 1944, following secret negotiations with Jewish organizations abroad, the SS transported a select group of 1,684 Jews from Budapest to Bergen-Belsen, where they were held under privileged conditions until their transport (in August and December) to Switzerland. The SS was looking for goods and money in return, though the deal was also driven by Himmler’s desire for a peace agreement.164


  Secret negotiations about prisoner releases intensified in early 1945. Although Himmler remained cautious, his search for an exit strategy made him seek closer contacts abroad. This coincided with growing efforts by foreign governments (such as Sweden and France) and organizations (such as the World Jewish Congress) to save prisoners, animated by reports about mass deaths in the KL. The rescue efforts were led by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), headed by the Swiss diplomat Carl J. Burckhardt, and by the Swedish Red Cross, represented by its vice president, Count Folke Bernadotte. There was a flurry of letters and meetings between January and April 1945, occasionally involving Himmler’s shady masseur Felix Kersten as go-between.165 The foreign envoys met with a rogues’ gallery of the Third Reich, including the new RSHA boss Ernst Kaltenbrunner and his Gestapo chief Heinrich Müller, Camp SS managers like Rudolf Höss and Enno Lolling, and senior SS officers like Standartenführer Kurt Becher (a key figure during the occupation of Hungary in 1944, he had been appointed by Himmler in April 1945 as Reich commissioner for the KL, primarily to negotiate with the Allies and the Red Cross).166


  As for Himmler himself, he appealed for sympathy from the foreign officials, whining that he was a much misunderstood man. Despite his terrible image, he insisted, he had always been a good shepherd, concerned only with prisoner well-being. To lend some credence to his story, he made a few tactical adjustments behind the scenes, ordering a temporary stop to corporal punishment and deadly human experiments.167 Himmler and his men constructed an alternative reality of the KL to impress their foreign guests. On the occasion of a visit to Ravensbrück in April 1945, Commandant Suhren regaled an ICRC official with tales about the camps’ educational mission. Such claims were echoed by Himmler. Reports about mass death and murder were just “atrocity propaganda,” he assured his interlocutors. He also brushed aside concerns about conditions in Bergen-Belsen, claiming that a team of medical experts had everything under control.168


  
    
  


  For all their contacts with the SS, the foreign rescuers initially had little to show. True, the ICRC continued its delivery of food parcels (especially for western European and Scandinavian prisoners), dropping off supplies directly at the camps.169 But the negotiators were frustrated by German refusals to allow proper inspections and complained about broken promises by WVHA managers.170 Above all, there was almost no movement on the critical issue of prisoner releases. Only in exceptional cases, Himmler decided in February 1945, could sick and elderly inmates from Denmark and Norway be handed over; between January and March, the Danish authorities received just some 140 freed prisoners.171


  Himmler’s most significant concession during this period concerned the move of Scandinavian prisoners to a special compound in Neuengamme. From mid-March 1945, buses and trucks of the Swedish Red Cross carried inmates from other KL to this camp. One of them was Odd Nansen. As he walked out of Sachsenhausen with fellow Norwegian prisoners, “it was as though we sprouted wings and flew out, to where the row of white buses stood.” By the end of March, Nansen and more than 4,800 other Scandinavians enjoyed decent food, adequate conditions, and medical care in Neuengamme. Their joy meant more misery for others. To make room for the incoming prisoners, the SS had thrown inmates out of a so-called recuperation block. Some died within hours. More than two thousand others were taken away on buses—the very same white buses that had brought the Scandinavian prisoners—after the Swedish Red Cross reluctantly agreed to help transport these exhausted inmates to satellite camps (where many of them would perish). Some of the Scandinavian prisoners were deeply troubled by these developments. He was feeling a “gnawing sense of undeserving and unfairness,” Odd Nansen wrote on March 31, 1945, “in our being preferred to other people who are worse off, and who are going under and dying while we live in plenty.”172


  Only in April 1945, with much of Germany already occupied, did the SS finally surrender a more substantial number of its prisoners. Desperate for an agreement with the Allies, Himmler put his hopes in the well-connected Count Bernadotte, a nephew of the Swedish king. They met three times that month, the last time on the night of April 23–24, when Himmler made his offer to capitulate on the Western Front (Bernadotte was the emissary who relayed it to the Allies). To help his cause, Himmler let more KL prisoners go. At first, the main beneficiaries were Scandinavians: the Danish and Swedish Red Cross spirited away almost eight thousand prisoners, including those held in Neuengamme. Odd Nansen completed his last diary entry in Germany on April 20, 1945, on “the bus to freedom”; as the prisoners crossed the border to Denmark, they were greeted by thousands lining the streets, waving flags and handing out flowers, bread, and beer. Himmler soon agreed to free further prisoners. The man responsible for the extermination of countless women and children now extended his “charity” to a few female prisoners, among them pregnant and seriously ill women, as well as mothers with children. In the final two weeks of war, the Danish and Swedish Red Cross picked up around 9,500 women, largely from Ravensbrück. Another two thousand or more were put onto ICRC trucks and taken to Switzerland. Most of the saved women came from Poland, others from France, Belgium, and elsewhere. “The camp behind us is getting smaller and smaller,” the French prisoner Marijo Chombart de Lauwe wrote about her rescue from Mauthausen on April 22, 1945, “and I sit here with empty eyes, silent and dazed.” It took time before they understood that they really were free.173


  But releases remained the exception. The rescue of some twenty thousand men, women, and children in April and early May 1945 coincided with the suffering of hundreds of thousands more still trapped inside the KL system. When he made his tactical concessions, Himmler was determined to hold on to the great bulk of prisoners as bargaining chips for the elusive deal with the Allies—even if this meant the continuation of deadly KL evacuations.174 This strategy was most transparent in his approach to Jewish prisoners, whose fate was raised repeatedly during discussions with the Red Cross. Himmler had thought for some time that improving the conditions for Jews might boost his stock in the West.175 Now he took some symbolic steps. Around March 13, 1945, just before Pohl set off on his hectic tour of the last KL, Himmler apparently instructed him to tell commandants that the killing of Jews should cease. Himmler made similar promises to his foreign negotiation partners and talked to camp commandants directly about improving the treatment of Jews.176 But his disingenuous intervention came far too late to make any difference. In Mauthausen, for example, Jewish prisoners were still more likely to die than any other group, despite sudden orders to give preferential treatment to sick Jews.177


  Eager to buy credit in the West, Himmler was willing to let at least some more Jewish prisoners go. Rewriting his own genocidal past, he claimed to have always supported their orderly emigration from Germany. To prove his point, he agreed to release one thousand Jewish women from Ravensbrück to the Swedish Red Cross with immediate effect, following an extraordinary meeting on the night of April 20–21, 1945, with Norbert Masur, a representative of the World Jewish Congress who had come to Germany from Sweden, his safe conduct guaranteed by the SS.178 Himmler never went beyond such tactical adjustments, however.179 In general, he continued to regard Jewish prisoners as hostages for a deal with the West. “Look after these Jews and treat them well,” Himmler is said to have told the Mauthausen commandant Ziereis in late March 1945, “that is my best capital.”180


  Himmler’s hostage strategy also determined the fate of the remaining “exchange Jews” in Bergen-Belsen. Between April 7 and 10, 1945, just days before British troops reached the camp, the RSHA dispatched three trains with 6,700 Jews toward Theresienstadt, the last remaining ghetto, now redesignated as another exchange camp. Only one train reached its destination, after an odyssey of almost two weeks. The other two drifted for days through war-torn Germany like ghost trains, until they were liberated by the Allies; by then, several hundred prisoners on board were dead.181


  THE FINAL WEEKS


  By early April 1945 the KL system was in turmoil, caught up in the general maelstrom of doom and defeat. Himmler’s kingdom of terror had shrunk fast since the start of the year, as the Allies penetrated deep into German territory; in all, the Camp SS lost some 230 satellite camps in the first three months of 1945.182 Meanwhile, chaos and death had spread through the remaining camps. Even their much-vaunted war production had ground to a virtual standstill because of shortages and air raids, which constantly sent SS and prisoners running for cover. “The siren has diarrhea,” a friend of Ágnes Rózsa joked in Nuremberg on February 19, 1945, only days before their camp was hit—one of several satellites destroyed by Allied bombs in the final months of war, causing yet more deaths.183 In all, perhaps one hundred and fifty thousand KL prisoners perished between January and March 1945, during the evacuations and inside the remaining camps, resulting in the first sharp fall in inmate numbers for many years.184


  But it would be a mistake to think that the Camp SS was finished. Although its grip was slipping fast, it had not yet lost complete control. And the size of its terror apparatus was still formidable. At the beginning of April 1945, the SS operated ten main concentration camps and almost four hundred satellites.185 Around thirty to thirty-five thousand SS officials served in these remaining camps.186 And although the prisoner population had plummeted, the KL still held an estimated five hundred and fifty thousand inmates, far more than one year earlier.187 These men, women, and children came from all across Europe, and most of them were held in satellite camps. Germans were in a smaller minority than ever, making up less than ten percent of the prisoner population.188 By contrast, Jewish prisoners had grown into one of the largest groups. Their numbers in concentration camps within the Third Reich’s prewar borders had increased rapidly in recent months, first with the transports of slave laborers to satellites, and then with the evacuations from the east. By early spring 1945, Jews made up perhaps thirty percent of the KL population.189


  Only in April and early May 1945 did the KL system finally collapse. During a dramatic five weeks, the WVHA disbanded, and Allied forces reached the remaining satellites and the last main camps: Buchenwald and Dora (April 11), Bergen-Belsen (April 15), Sachsenhausen (April 22–23), Flossenbürg (April 23), Dachau (April 29), Ravensbrück (April 30), Neuengamme (May 2), Mauthausen-Gusen (May 5), and Stutthof (May 9).190 In well over one hundred camps, the Allies found prisoners left by the SS, ranging from a handful of survivors in some satellites to fifty-five thousand in Bergen-Belsen. In total, an estimated two hundred and fifty thousand prisoners were liberated inside concentration camps during this period.191


  Most camps, however, were empty when Allied troops arrived. The SS had evacuated the great majority of satellites and also reduced the prisoner population in most main camps. In Neuengamme, virtually no inmates were left inside when British soldiers entered the vast compound.192 The deserted camps stood in sharp contrast to roads and trains outside, which were full of prisoners. Countless death transports crisscrossed the ever-shrinking Third Reich, often cut off from the remaining camps; tens of thousands of prisoners died before Allied troops reached them.


  Historians have offered conflicting assessments of these last death transports. Some depict the KL system as remarkably resilient, even at the end, with prisoner treks operating as small concentration camps on the move.193 Others argue that the transports should be viewed separately from the history of the KL, as a new stage of Nazi genocide.194 Ultimately, neither position is fully persuasive. There was nothing stable about the KL system in spring 1945; seeing the treks as mobile camps ignores the manifest differences from life inside.195 At the same time, the death transports are still very much part of the camps’ history. The transports were dominated by Camp SS men, after all, who were already accustomed to murdering prisoners for escaping or for losing their strength. As for the prisoners themselves, their desperate physical state was a product of the camps, while the behavior they had learned inside, and the connections they had made there, proved invaluable on the road. In the final analysis, the death transports accelerated long-standing trends in the KL system. Its structure became even more dynamic, with prisoners perpetually on the move; perpetrators gained even more autonomy, killing with complete impunity; staff became even more diverse, as more men from outside were drafted in as guards; Kapos held even more sway, with some officially armed and co-opted as escorts; and terror became even more visible, with treks and trains moving all over Germany.196


  “No Prisoners [Must] Fall Alive into Enemy Hands”


  The mass evacuation of the KL in spring 1945 was no foregone conclusion. Amid growing panic, SS leaders considered several alternatives and sent contradictory signals to the bewildered local officials.197 The most radical idea was a last bloodbath, condemning all prisoners to go down with the Third Reich. At a time when Hitler preached that it was better to reduce Germany to ruins than to leave anything to the enemy, there was some loose talk among SS leaders and local officials of razing the camps, too, together with all those inside. But just as Hitler’s scorched-earth order was not implemented, the SS never came close to the total annihilation of all prisoners.198


  At the other end of the scale stood mass releases. When it came to the evacuation of Nazi prisons, the Reich Ministry of Justice decided to free large numbers of inmates regarded as harmless.199 But such a measure was unacceptable to Himmler and his officers. Mass releases would have destroyed the founding myth of the KL as the bulwark against Germany’s most evil enemies. Ultimately, the RSHA only agreed to rather low-level releases, freeing several thousand political prisoners.200 A few thousand more German inmates were pressed into ragtag military formations, but despite the hopes of Nazi grandees like Joseph Goebbels, these reluctant, ill-equipped soldiers made no discernible contribution to the defense of the fatherland.201


  Yet another option was to abandon camps after selected prisoners had been moved out, leaving the great majority behind. There was some support for such an approach within the WVHA. After all, orderly mass evacuations were out of the question by spring 1945; the transport system was in meltdown and the last camps were bursting.202 Himmler briefly toyed with this idea, too, and when it came to the final evacuation of the Buchenwald main camp, he ordered that the remaining inmates should be left to the Allies.203 But he quickly changed his mind. On April 6, 1945, Commandant Pister received Himmler’s new order to abandon the camp with immediate effect. Buchenwald had to be cleared to a very large extent, Himmler demanded, by taking the prisoners to Flossenbürg.204 In the end, evacuation remained the SS default mode.205


  During April 1945, the Camp SS forced hundreds of thousands of prisoners onto transports, as it moved to abandon eight main camps and well over 250 satellite camps. Some SS officials yielded to pressure from local industry and municipal authorities, who wanted the SS to take away slave laborers before the Allies arrived, to wash their own hands of any association with KL crimes.206 Moreover, the SS principals saw good reasons for holding on to their inmates.207 Himmler himself still regarded prisoners—especially Jews—as pawns in his gambit for a separate peace.208 And the WVHA leaders still saw the KL as sites for vital armaments production. Refusing to accept the inevitable, Pohl and his managers worked frantically to keep the last factories running, while the relentless Hans Kammler hoped to make new miracle weapons; after the Dora underground complex was abandoned, Kammler wanted to produce antiaircraft missiles in another tunnel system, by taking blueprints, machines, and prisoners to Ebensee.209 From the perspective of fanatics like Kammler, the idea of leaving able-bodied slaves behind in abandoned camps must have seemed like sabotage.


  Most important, perhaps, SS leaders believed that they had to protect the German public. They remembered the scare stories of the 1918 revolution, when freed prison inmates were (wrongly) accused of terrible crimes.210 Fears of a recurrence appeared to come true after the evacuation of Buchenwald. Although the Camp SS had managed to force some twenty-eight thousand prisoners out of the main camp at the last moment, following Himmler’s revised orders, another twenty-one thousand were still left inside when U.S. troops arrived. Their liberation came as a great surprise to the German civilian authorities—the Weimar police president called the camp in the late afternoon of April 11 to speak to Commandant Pister, only to be informed by a gleeful inmate that Pister was no longer available—and the region was soon awash with reports of prisoners pillaging and raping the helpless population. These stories were largely baseless; years of pent-up fears among locals distorted minor incidents into atrocities. But there was no stopping the rumors, which even reached the Führerbunker in Berlin. Hitler was livid, and is said to have instructed Himmler that all KL prisoners who could march had to be forced out during evacuations.211


  Himmler was spurred into action. Around April 15, 1945, he held a meeting with Camp SS officers, receiving Richard Glücks and other senior figures on his special train. Pointing to the alleged atrocities in Weimar, he evidently ordered the complete evacuation of the remaining KL.212 Just a few days later, around April 18, 1945, Himmler reiterated his hard line in a telex to Flossenbürg, brushing aside any suggestion of leaving inmates to the Allies: “There is no question of handing over the camp. No prisoners [must] fall alive into enemy hands. The prisoners in Weimar-Buchenwald abused the population in the cruelest way.”213 Similar instructions appear to have reached other main camps at the time.214


  Himmler’s uncompromising stance was hardened, no doubt, by recent accounts of Camp SS crimes in the foreign media. There had been earlier exposés, after the Allies reached sites like Majdanek, Natzweiler, and Auschwitz, including the first films shot in abandoned camps, but the echo abroad had still been muted.215 Not so in April 1945, as graphic images from recently liberated camps flashed around the globe. The media attention initially centered on Buchenwald, the first SS camp liberated in spring 1945 with large numbers of prisoners still inside.216 Himmler was furious about these reports, which made a mockery of his ongoing efforts to paint himself as a humanitarian. During his meeting with the representatives of the World Jewish Congress on April 20–21, 1945, he complained bitterly about the Buchenwald “horror stories” in the foreign media. In the future, Himmler threatened, he might not leave any more prisoners behind.217


  This was not the final word, however, as the local Camp SS did not, or could not, implement Himmler’s order to the letter. Of all the main camps abandoned during the last three weeks of the war, only Neuengamme was almost completely cleared. In Flossenbürg, Sachsenhausen, and Ravensbrück, by contrast, the Camp SS left some invalids behind.218 The same happened in numerous satellite camps.219 So not all Camp SS men had understood Himmler’s instruction—insofar as it reached them—as an automatic order to march all mobile prisoners out and kill the rest.220


  In the last remaining camps, meanwhile, which persisted into the final days of the regime, the SS really had nowhere left to send all its prisoners. As a result, the Dachau main camp was only partially emptied, with U.S. troops liberating some thirty-two thousand inmates on April 29. And when SS officials fled Mauthausen, a few days later, they left some thirty-eight thousand prisoners behind in the main camp and in Gusen.221 In the last satellite camps (over eighty), too, the SS staff left most prisoners inside as they slipped away in early May. Still, until the Camp SS ran out of options, it generally tried to implement a policy of total (or near-total) evacuations.


  The most striking exception to the rule was Bergen-Belsen, the only main camp formally turned over to the Allies. On April 11, 1945, Himmler authorized his representative, SS Standartenführer Kurt Becher, to leave the area around Bergen-Belsen to the British army. Perhaps Himmler wanted to make a grand gesture to the West, though he also had pragmatic reasons for abandoning the camp and its prisoners, since an evacuation would have run the risk of spreading typhus among the German population and troops. Following the conclusion of a local armistice, British forces rolled up to the main camp entrance on the afternoon of April 15, 1945. They were greeted by Josef Kramer—the only SS commandant not to flee—who officially handed over the camp. British soldiers were shocked when they entered. Despite desperate SS efforts to clear up the site, more than thirteen thousand bodies were strewn across the main compounds. Major Alexander Smith Allan recalled “a carpet of human bodies, mostly very emaciated, many of them unclothed, jumbled together.” During an uneasy period of transition, some SS men initially helped to administer the camp; they even shot at prisoners. But as the full scale of the crimes emerged, British officers disarmed and detained the remaining SS staff. “The first person I arrested was Josef Kramer,” Sergeant Norman Turgel said after the war. “I was very proud of being a Jew who arrested one of the most notorious gangsters in Nazi Germany.”222


  Abandoning the Camps


  By spring 1945, the SS officials were experts in preparing for evacuations.223 Often, they began by closing the satellites nearest to the front line, moving prisoners back to the main camp or to satellites designated as reception camps. Although the advance of the Allies frequently foiled these plans, and diverted prisoner transports elsewhere, some of the reception camps became vast sites. In the Neuengamme complex, the two camps Wöbbelin and Sandbostel took in almost fifteen thousand prisoners in April 1945; conditions inside were infernal and around four thousand inmates died before liberation. “We could smell the Wöbbelin camp before we saw it,” the regional U.S. army commander later wrote.224


  Another well-established SS routine was the eradication of incriminating evidence. Across the remaining camps, the officials destroyed documents, torture instruments, and other proof of SS crimes, including the gallows. The gas chambers in Sachsenhausen, Mauthausen, and Ravensbrück were dismantled, too, while prisoner corpses were hastily buried or burned. The aim was to make everything “look decent” before the arrival of the Allies, as the Ravensbrück commandant Fritz Suhren told inmates. In the Neuengamme main camp, the SS even forced prisoners to clean the barrack floors and windows, and paint some of the walls, expecting a coat of whitewash to cover years of barbarity.225


  
    
  


  On the eve of the final evacuation, local Camp SS officials then decided the destiny of the remaining invalids. Many weakened inmates had perished over the preceding weeks and months. But the catastrophic conditions always created more Muselmänner, and their fate hung in the balance to the end. Individual Camp SS officials chose very different paths, just as their colleagues had done during earlier evacuations. Some forced the invalids to leave, providing that transport was available.226 Elsewhere, SS men left the sick behind as the camp was cleared. And there were also some final massacres, following Himmler’s maxim that no prisoners should fall into Allied hands.


  The treatment of invalids was only one of the dilemmas facing the local Camp SS. As they realized that camps like Buchenwald and Dachau could only be partially emptied, SS officials had to decide which prisoners to take with them. In Dachau, they began by assembling Jews, and later added Germans and Soviets. In total, 8,646 inmates left on April 26, 1945; almost half came from the Soviet Union, Jews made up more than a third, and Germans the rest.227 In Buchenwald, the SS started with Jews, as well, and then added others, among them Polish, Soviet, Czech, French, Belgian, and German inmates; more than half of the twenty-eight thousand prisoners who departed came from the “little camp.”228 Clearly, SS officials did not proceed at random during their selections for death transports. They targeted specific prisoners, especially those seen as high value or particularly dangerous, with Jewish “hostages” falling into both categories.229


  Prisoners did anything to avoid the final death transports. Having dreamed for so long about leaving the camps, they were now desperate to stay until the Allies arrived. During the partial evacuation of Buchenwald and Dachau, some prisoners tried to obstruct and delay the SS. But most defiance was easily broken. “With a handful of SS men one can force prisoners to do anything deemed necessary,” one Buchenwald inmate wrote despondently on April 9, 1945.230


  The mastery of the SS often ended at the camp gates, however. While it was still powerful enough to force prisoners out, it was unable to keep its transports on track. With the German transport system torn apart, trains constantly stopped or changed direction. Journeys that should have lasted a day took weeks, and the longer they lasted, the more prisoners died. When the remnant of a train that had left Buchenwald on April 7, 1945, with around five thousand prisoners on board reached Dachau some three weeks later, it was packed with more than two thousand dead (these were the corpses U.S. soldiers found as they first entered the camp on April 29). Elsewhere, SS guards pushed survivors out of trains that had got stuck in the middle of nowhere, and continued on foot. But with many roads no longer passable or cut off, treks often split or got lost. Prisoners felt as though they walked in circles, always escaping from the nearest Allied troops.231


  On the road, the SS transport leaders could expect no more guidance from their superiors. The communications network was collapsing, making contact with WVHA headquarters largely impossible. Soon, the WVHA disappeared altogether. Oswald Pohl left his office in Berlin in mid-April, shortly before the German capital was surrounded, and so did most of his men, including those in Office Group D; the last Camp SS managers, including Richard Glücks, fled from Oranienburg on April 20–21, 1945. After SS security guards locked the doors for a last time, the T-Building, the nerve center of the KL system since summer 1938, stood empty.232 And just as Germany was divided in late April, so, too, was the Camp SS. WVHA managers fleeing from Berlin split into two groups, one heading north, the other south, and quickly lost touch with each other.233


  With few exceptions, the final death transports were also supposed to move north or south, as the SS tried to hold on to its last prisoners.234 Initially, most transports headed for the remaining main camps. Likewise, Camp SS managers assembled in KL that were still operational. In the north, the rump of WVHA Office Group D set up a temporary base at Ravensbrück. Oswald Pohl, meanwhile, moved south (apparently on Himmler’s orders) and settled in his quarters on the Dachau plantation. Here he was joined by several other WVHA officers, including a few members of Office Group D and their families, as well as two former commandants, Richard Baer (Dora) and Hermann Pister (Buchenwald), and their staff. Just days before Dachau was liberated, Pohl presided over a last lavish supper for his men. Accustomed to an opulent life, he wanted to go out in style.235


  In late April 1945, as the last main camps came into reach of Allied troops, some transports began to head for wholly imaginary sites. In the south, Nazi leaders like RSHA chief Kaltenbrunner dreamed of an impregnable Alp fortress on Austrian soil, with its own arms factories. Several Camp SS officials duly moved toward this make-believe site in Tyrol. Among them were Commandant Pister and his colleague Eduard Weiter, who had replaced Martin Weiss as commandant of Dachau. They fled from Dachau at the last moment on April 28 or 29, driving off in convoys loaded with food and alcohol. With Himmler’s blessing, prisoner treks were heading south for the Ötz Valley, too, where a testing facility for fighter jets was being built. If necessary, Himmler ordered, the prisoners would have to live in holes in the ground; in the end, few even made it onto Austrian soil.236


  The SS in northern Germany also had visions of a remote new camp.237 Camp SS leaders considered various sites, including German cities near the Baltic coast (Lübeck and Flensburg) and an island in the Baltic Sea (Fehmarn). There was even talk of taking prisoners to Norway, where the former Auschwitz camp compound leader Aumeier was setting up a camp staffed by guards from Sachsenhausen. Although there were no proper plans to speak of, a number of prisoner convoys duly headed toward the northern corner of Germany. Many were cut off by Allied troops, but the SS still assembled well over ten thousand prisoners from Neuengamme and Stutthof in Neustadt (outside Lübeck) at the beginning of May 1945. Most were held on board three ships (the freighters Athen and Thielbek, and the passenger ship Cap Arcona) in Neustadt bay. Inmates were crammed belowdecks without food, water, or air; each morning, the Soviet prisoner Aleksander Machnew recalled, they had to lift out the dead on ropes.238


  Meanwhile, many Camp SS leaders gathered farther north, in Flensburg, the fanciful “Fortress North” that became a magnet for the die-hard elite of the Third Reich. It was the seat of the German caretaker government around Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, the fanatical military commander who became Reich president after Hitler’s suicide on April 30, 1945, and it drew the experts of Nazi terror, as well, including leading SS and RSHA officers. Senior WVHA staff arrived via Ravensbrück, after fleeing the camp around April 28, and were joined by other Camp SS veterans. It was an illustrious group. All department leaders of Office Group D were present—Rudolf Höss, Gerhard Maurer, Enno Lolling, and Wilhelm Burger—as was their nominal boss, Richard Glücks. Also gathered were several former commandants—Max Pauly (Neuengamme), Anton Kaindl (Sachsenhausen), Fritz Suhren (Ravensbrück), and Paul Werner Hoppe (Stutthof)—accompanied by some of their staff. Finally, there was Bertha Eicke and her family; as the widow of the legendary Theodor Eicke, she was as close to royalty as anyone in the Camp SS, and was looked after personally by Höss. What brought all of them to Flensburg was, above all, the presence of Heinrich Himmler, who had also made his way north and met his men around May 3–4, 1945. It was to be the final conference between Himmler and his Camp SS leaders.239


  
    
  


  Lethal Transports


  The final death transports of spring 1945 reproduced the suffering of earlier evacuations. Prisoners had no hope of respite on marches, even after treks pulled up for the night. Barns and sheds were so packed that sleep was often impossible, while those lying out in the open—in quarries, fields, or forest clearings—shivered in the cold and rain; there were frequent scuffles, as well, with stronger inmates stealing food and blankets.240 Occasionally, the Camp SS regrouped along the way in provisional compounds. The largest such site was set up on April 23, 1945, when the first columns of the Sachsenhausen death march stopped near a village called Below. Even the most primitive satellite camp was well equipped compared to the Below forest. At least sixteen thousand men and women slept in muddy holes or tents made from branches. During the day, they huddled around fires or walked a few steps to forage for bark, roots, and beetles. It was days before prisoners received real nourishment, after trucks from the ICRC, which monitored the course of the death march, arrived with food parcels. The distribution of milk, canned meat, and fruit undoubtedly saved prisoner lives. But hundreds were dead by the time the SS resumed the march on April 29–30, 1945.241


  SS murders mounted up during these last transports. Because of the growing reluctance of ordinary guards to cover themselves in blood just before the German defeat was sealed, Camp SS leaders entrusted the task of killing stragglers to selected SS men stationed at the rear of death march columns. The so-called burial detail on one of the Flossenbürg death marches, for example, was led by none other than Erich Muhsfeldt, the former chief of the Majdanek and Birkenau crematorium, whom we last encountered waving body parts at female guards. Veteran SS men like Muhsfeldt, who had long become inured to murder, occasionally taunted and tormented the exhausted prisoners before shooting them.242


  The fact that many of the hardened SS killers were anti-Semites, and many of their victims Jews, has led some historians to describe the spring 1945 death transports as the last stage of the Holocaust: with the gas chambers closed, Jewish prisoners were now exterminated by other methods.243 There is no doubt that Jews made up a large proportion of KL prisoners on these death marches—somewhere between one-third and half—and a large proportion of the dead.244 And yet, the SS made no attempt to systematically kill all Jews during evacuations. This time, there were no genocidal orders from above; on the contrary, Himmler talked about Jews as hostages, which was one reason why they were more likely than most prisoners to be moved out of camps as the Allies approached. During the ensuing death transports, Jews were not treated fundamentally differently from the other prisoners.245 They often marched together and shared a similar fate. In fact, with prisoner numbers and uniforms mixed up or missing, and many Jews using the confusion of the final weeks—when files were lost or destroyed—to conceal their identities, it was often impossible to tell them apart from other prisoner groups anyway. In the end, survival depended primarily on luck and strength.246


  Even when the SS specifically selected Jews for separate transports, it was not necessarily as a prelude to mass extermination. Many escorts of the train of “exchange Jews” that departed from Bergen-Belsen on April 10, 1945 were demoralized elderly ex-soldiers, and they largely left the prisoners in peace. Some shared food and cigarettes with them, while the transport leader tried to find additional supplies along the way. At times, the guards even allowed prisoners to leave the train and wander alone through the countryside to search for something edible—utterly unthinkable during earlier KL evacuations.247


  All this leads to a crucial conclusion: the main purpose of the KL evacuations was not the murder of Jews or other prisoners.248 Although mass death through exhaustion, hunger, disease, and bullets was an inevitable result, it was not the end itself. When it came to mass extermination, the SS still had more effective means at its disposal, as it demonstrated to devastating effect during occasional last-minute massacres.249 Nonetheless, the transports proved lethal and many tens of thousands of prisoners died on German roads, trains, and ships during April and early May 1945—including some killed inadvertently by Allied forces, perhaps the most tragic chapter in the course of the evacuations.250


  Prisoner deaths by friendly fire had increased with the escalation of bombing raids in 1944, as the Allies attacked various German factories using slave labor. One of the most lethal attacks came on August 24, 1944, when a U.S. raid on the Buchenwald armaments works killed almost four hundred prisoners, including the former SPD chairman in the Reichstag, Rudolf Breitscheid. The SS also suffered more than one hundred casualties during the attack, including many relatives of SS men; Gerhard Maurer, the de facto leader of Office Group D, lost his wife and three children when a shelter was hit.251 Other main KL were bombed, too, as were some satellites.252 Prisoners had mixed feelings about these raids. They reveled in the vulnerability of their SS tormentors, and in the fact that Allied air supremacy would shorten the war. At the same time, they knew that their would-be liberators might kill them, as the bombs were blind to the difference between perpetrator and victim. When prisoners from the Dachau screw factory were hit in October 1944 by a hail of bombs, they thought “that this would be the end of us all,” Edgar Kupfer wrote soon after in his secret diary, recovering from a broken foot in the infirmary.253


  The threat to prisoner lives from the air increased in the first months of 1945, as Allied planes dropped more bombs than ever and low-flying aircraft began strafing soldiers and civilians. Among the targets was the notorious Oranienburg brick works, which were flattened on April 10, 1945, burying hundreds of inmates among the rubble. A raid on Nordhausen a few days earlier had claimed even more lives, killing 1,300 prisoners in the Boelcke death zone.254 Many more casualties came outside the KL. Evacuation trains were particularly vulnerable. On the evening of April 8, 1945, for example, a U.S. attack on the freight depot at Celle partially destroyed a long train, which had arrived with almost 3,500 prisoners from Neuengamme and Buchenwald; several hundred were killed, many more badly wounded.255


  The worst disaster came right at the end of the war, on May 3, 1945. During a major British aerial attack on German ships around Kiel and Lübeck, several missiles hit the Thielbek and Cap Arcona in Neustadt bay. An urgent warning from the Swiss Red Cross that both ships held inmates had not been passed on in time. Prisoners who survived the explosions and fires on board froze to death or drowned; some were shot by British fighter planes. “I had already swum a little,” Anatolij Kulikow later testified, “but to keep swimming any farther was beyond my power.” He was saved by other prisoners in a lifeboat, some of the five hundred survivors of what may be the largest naval catastrophe in history, having claimed over seven thousand lives.256


  Ordinary Germans


  At around four-thirty on the afternoon of April 26, 1945, the concentration camps came to Oberlindhart, a sleepy hamlet amid the rolling hills of Lower Bavaria. Centa Schmalzl, a fifty-two-year-old housekeeper on her brother’s farm, was alone when a trek of around 280 prisoners slowly came into view, surrounded by a few dozen SS escorts. The agitated transport leader, an elderly SS man with a bright red face, told Schmalzl brusquely that they would stay for the night. He then demanded a bed for a woman he introduced as his wife and some food for his guards, who made themselves comfortable in the kitchen. Centa Schmalzl watched as the guards beat prisoners who begged for food. They also hit a local French laborer who tried to give water to the captives. After the SS had finally distributed a few potatoes among the starving prisoners, they locked them in a barn, though not for long. Following a nearby explosion, the panicking SS men forced them out again after midnight. Just before the column left, Centa Schmalzl heard shots from the barn. An SS man emerged and asked her to get rid of three corpses inside; the other prisoners marched away, disappearing into the night.257


  This trek was part of a death march that had left Buchenwald on April 7 with more than three thousand prisoners, mostly Jews from the “little camp,” and which had since split into different groups. Oberlindhart was one of countless crime scenes along the way, as the trek wound toward faraway Dachau.258 Similar scenes took place all over Germany in spring 1945. In streets, squares, and stations, local Germans were confronted with death transports from the KL: they saw the beatings, heard the shots, and smelled the dead. SS terror had become ever more visible since the spread of satellite camps in late 1943. Now it fully spilled into the open, as prisoners appeared even in remote corners like Oberlindhart.259


  The responses of ordinary Germans varied, as they had done during earlier encounters. One reaction was shock; even months later, some witnesses were unable to testify without breaking down.260 Occasionally, dismayed locals left food and drink on the roads, or handed it directly to prisoners.261 Others aided those who had fled. There were plenty of escapes during the transports as desperate prisoners used the growing chaos to steal away, often at the spur of the moment.262 The prisoners were helped by the fact that many were wearing civilian clothing, after the WVHA had run out of prisoner uniforms months earlier.263 To succeed, the fugitives often needed local Germans to turn a blind eye or to offer shelter.264 On April 28, 1945, in a singular event in the history of the KL, some fifteen escaped prisoners even joined a local uprising by civilians in Dachau, the birthplace of the KL. Determined to hand over the town to U.S. troops without bloodshed, the small group of rebels stormed the town hall. SS men soon surrounded them, and although most rebels got away, six were shot dead.265


  Far more common than popular support, however, was silence. The few German helpers were far outnumbered by the silent majority, which stood by or looked away as transports passed through. Such passivity could conceal different emotions, as we have seen, including curiosity, indifference, and resignation.266 Above all, there was fear. Fear of the SS, which threatened locals willing to help prisoners and occasionally lashed out at them.267 Fear of guilt by association, because civilians wanted nothing to do with SS crimes as the Allies were about to arrive; when a guard dragged away an exhausted prisoner in a village near Oberlindhart, a local woman beseeched him not to shoot his victim right outside her house.268 And finally, there was the fear of the prisoners. The picture of KL inmates as dangerous criminals was firmly entrenched, and some locals openly vented their disgust, shouting “traitors!” “bandits!” and “bastards!” as treks passed.269 SS guards encouraged such hostility, reminding the locals: “These are criminals.”270


  Fear sometimes turned into paranoia and panic, with apocalyptic visions of escaped criminals attacking defenseless civilians. In reality, most prisoners on the run were careful to stay out of sight. But this did not stop the rumors about hordes of dangerous prisoners on the loose, which fed on similar anxieties about marauding bands of foreign workers. Local officials and newspapers sounded hysterical warnings, and there was plenty of talk about looting, rape, and murder, just as there had been after the evacuation of Buchenwald.271 Galvanized into action, elderly men from the People’s Storm, youngsters from the Hitler Youth, small-time party officials, and upstanding members of the local community reported escaped prisoners to the authorities or joined in manhunts, typical for the decentralization of Nazi terror toward the end of the Third Reich.272


  Among the victims were prisoners who escaped from the train in Celle in the wake of the U.S. air raid on April 8, 1945. The following morning, German soldiers, policemen, and SS forces combed nearby gardens and woods, where most prisoners were hiding, and shot them at point-blank range. Local civilians took part, too. The massacre was masterminded by the local military commander, who claimed that prisoners were “plundering and murdering” all over town; in all, at least 170 prisoners were killed around Celle.273 In numerous other German towns and villages, too, fugitive prisoners were murdered with the help of the local population. It was “a real bloodbath,” one witness wrote after a similar pursuit, still stunned by the sudden killing frenzy that had come over some of his neighbors, who shot prisoners cowering in cellars, sheds, and barns.274


  Some locals also participated in massacres of prisoners still under SS control. This is what happened on April 13, 1945, in Gardelegen, a small town north of Magdeburg. Several prisoner treks had recently reached the area, which was almost completely encircled by U.S. troops. Arguing that the prisoners would pose a grave threat to the population if liberated, the fanatical young Nazi Party district leader in Gardelegen pushed for mass murder. He was supported by other locals, whipped up by stories of outrages committed by fugitive prisoners. On the afternoon of April 13, the prisoners were marched from army barracks in the center of town to an isolated brick barn outside. The killers—a motley crew of SS men, paratroopers, and others—used torches and flamethrowers to ignite the petrol-soaked straw inside the barn, and threw grenades. The barn was soon ablaze. “The screams by the men who were burning alive grew louder, as did the groans,” the Polish prisoner Stanisław Majewicz, one of around twenty-five survivors, later recalled. Those who tried to flee were cut down with machine guns. When U.S. troops reached the site on April 15, they found around a thousand charred corpses.275


  News of this atrocity rapidly spread through the U.S. press, and Gardelegen has become a symbol of Nazi war crimes. But it was the exception, not the norm. Few local leaders were as bent on mass murder as those in Gardelegen. Just some twenty miles away, for instance, another Nazi Party official protected a trek of five hundred prisoners in his village. And even in Gardelegen, only a small number of citizens actively participated in the murder of prisoners. Many more Germans, here and elsewhere, had little desire to tie themselves to a lost cause.276


  The KL and their prisoners always drew a range of responses from ordinary Germans. Popular opinion was never united, not at the beginning of the Third Reich, and not at the end, either. The wide spectrum of reactions was evident even in small villages like Oberlindhart. Most locals had watched in silence as the Buchenwald trek halted on April 26, 1945. A few called for mass executions; several others, among them the mayor, sheltered fugitives. The local drama continued even after the trek had left the village. Some fervent inhabitants denounced prisoners who had hidden in the barn of the Schmalzl family. But there was another twist: a local policeman took pity on the recaptured prisoners after they pleaded for their lives, and led them to a different farm, where they stayed until U.S. soldiers arrived the following day. They were finally free.277


  The End


  By early May 1945, even the most blinkered Nazi fanatic knew that the game was up. The Third Reich was in ruins, and many career SS men like Rudolf Höss felt that “with the Führer, our world has gone under, too.” Their last hope was Heinrich Himmler. As Höss and the other Camp SS managers prepared to meet their leader in Flensburg on May 3–4, 1945, they probably expected a final battle cry. Would Himmler offer them another fantastic vision to cling to? Or would he order them to go down in a blaze of glory? But there was no last stand. All smiles, Himmler, who had been frozen out of the new Dönitz government, breezily announced that he had no more directives for the KL. Before he dismissed his men with a handshake, he issued one last order: the officials should disguise themselves and go into hiding, just as he planned to do himself.278


  Even in defeat, the Camp SS leaders followed Himmler. Several men from Office Group D dressed in navy uniforms and took false identities. Gerhard Maurer became Paul Kehr, and Höss turned into Franz Lang. In disguise, Höss and Maurer, together with several other WVHA men, took jobs on small farms in rural northern Germany and initially evaded capture. Their former boss Richard Glücks, however, who had taken the jolly moniker Sonnemann (Sunnyman), had no hope of passing himself off as a farmhand. Glücks was a shadow of the sturdy figure he had been six years earlier, when he took over the KL system. His gradual loss of institutional power, evident not least in his increasingly rare meetings with Oswald Pohl, had been accompanied by a marked physical decline. Popping pills and drinking heavily, he was rumored to have lost his mind, and ended up in a German military hospital in Flensburg, more dead than alive. On May 10, 1945, just after the capitulation of the Third Reich, Glücks killed himself, biting on a capsule of potassium cyanide.279


  Glücks’s death was part of a wave of suicides that swept Germany in spring 1945. Nazi propaganda extolled suicide as the ultimate sacrifice. In truth, it was mostly fear and despair that led former Nazi officials to take their lives.280 The roll call of SS suicides was led by Heinrich Himmler, who killed himself on May 23, 1945, in British captivity, two days after his arrest. Among the other Camp SS officers who died by their own hand were Enno Lolling and the last Dachau commandant, Eduard Weiter.281 Most of the dead were hard-bitten veterans, though some had felt more ambivalent about the KL system, among them Hans Delmotte, the young Auschwitz doctor who had broken down during his first selection of prisoners.282 Like Himmler and Glücks, several Camp SS suicides used cyanide, which had been tested a few months earlier for this very purpose during a lethal prisoner trial in Sachsenhausen. A few others, like the Gross-Rosen commandant Arthur Rödl, departed in more dramatic style: a man with a long history of hands-on violence, Rödl chose a suitably gory death and blew himself up with a hand grenade.283


  Most Camp SS officers, however, wanted to survive the Third Reich. They may have talked about heroic sacrifice and kamikaze missions, but in the end, they scrambled to save their skins.284 The mass of SS guards did the same. In the remaining camps, the officials often stayed away from the compounds in the final days, plotting their getaway. When the moment came, they changed into civilian clothes and disappeared.285 Likewise, SS escorts on death transports tried to evade capture at the last moment; if there were no regular clothes at hand, they put on prisoner uniforms.286


  Before they made their escape, SS escorts had to decide the fate of the remaining prisoners on their transports. Some chose to kill. Early on May 3, 1945, for example, SS men ordered prisoners on a Buchenwald death march, which had reached a small forest near Traunstein in Bavaria, to line up and opened fire, killing fifty-eight men. Then the guards “threw away their weapons and made a quick getaway,” testified the only survivor, who had lain injured under two dead comrades.287 Elsewhere, SS escorts disappeared during brief stops or overnight, concerned only with saving themselves.288 When the survivors of a Sachsenhausen death march awoke on May 2, 1945, in a forest clearing outside a small village near Schwerin, with all guards gone, they were dumbfounded. “We could not comprehend it, not believe it,” the Austrian Jew Walter Simoni recalled after the war.289 But the abandoned prisoners were not yet safe; they were “free people but not liberated,” as one survivor later put it, still in danger of falling victim to Nazi fanatics. Bewildered and exhausted, some dazed prisoners actually continued their aimless march, even without SS escorts.290 Only the arrival of the Allies finally put an end to the transports. We will never know how many prisoners gained their freedom in April and early May 1945 in German cities and villages, on trains, in forests, and on the open road, but their total number most probably exceeded one hundred thousand.291


  Many more men, women, and children survived inside the last KL. During the final five weeks of the Third Reich, the Allies liberated an estimated one hundred and sixty thousand prisoners in main camps, most of them in Buchenwald, Bergen-Belsen, Dachau, and Mauthausen-Gusen. In addition, Allied troops found an estimated ninety thousand prisoners in over one hundred satellite camps, in some cases even after the official German capitulation. The great majority of liberated satellites were small, holding fewer than one thousand prisoners. But there were also huge ones like Ebensee, where U.S. troops encountered an estimated sixteen thousand survivors on May 6, 1945. Among them were Dr. Miklós Nyiszli, who had arrived on the death transport from Auschwitz in January 1945, and the Czech interpreter Drahomír Bárta, a longtime inmate of the camp. When the first U.S. soldiers appeared in Ebensee, Bárta noted in his diary, they were greeted by “indescribable scenes of joy and ecstasy.”292


  The final moments of captivity were full of confusion. The prisoners had long been suspended in a state of nervous exhaustion, between hope of liberation and fear of SS massacres, stray bullets, and bombs. “All that has kept us going for three weeks is the rumor that the war will only last for two or three more days,” Ágnes Rózsa wrote on April 28, 1945, in the Flossenbürg satellite camp Holleischen, where she had arrived after the bombing of her old camp in Nuremberg. She endured another week of slave labor in a nearby munitions workshop, until it was hit by Allied bombs on May 3, 1945. Rózsa survived once more, but she was still in SS hands. “Our liberation is so close and so real,” she wrote the following day. “That makes the thought that we have to die at the last minute … even more unbearable.” When freedom finally came on the morning of May 5—with U.S. soldiers emerging from the surrounding forest—it came suddenly. Silence fell across the former farm that made up the Holleischen camp. Then there were shouts of “They are coming! They are here!” followed by wild screams from more than one thousand women inside.293


  On occasion, the transition from terror to freedom came in a more orderly fashion. In Buchenwald, SS Commandant Pister told the camp elder, the German Communist Hans Eiden, early on April 11, 1945, that he would hand the camp over to him. Soon after, a final command went out over the loudspeakers, ordering SS members to move out immediately. By now, U.S. troops were in the immediate vicinity; shots were ringing out as the SS fled, with the guards on the watchtowers the last to leave. In midafternoon, with the SS finally gone, prisoners emerged from hiding and went toward the main gate. Soon after, Eiden spoke over the public address system, confirming that “the SS has left the camp” and that an international committee of prisoners was in control. When the U.S. troops reached the main compound, a white flag greeted them on one of the towers.294


  In Dachau, too, U.S. soldiers saw a white flag when they arrived on the afternoon of April 29, 1945, though here the flag had been raised by anxious SS men, not the prisoners. Although Dachau was not the last concentration camp to fall, its liberation symbolized the destruction of the Nazi terror machine. It was more than twelve years since the SS had set up its first makeshift camp on the site. Since then, Dachau had changed its appearance many times over and gained multiple functions: bulwark of the Nazi revolution, model camp, SS training ground, slave labor reservoir, human experimentation site, mass extermination ground, and center of a satellite camp network. Dachau was not the most deadly KL, but it was the most notorious at the time, inside Germany and abroad. “Dachau, Germany’s most dreaded extermination camp, has been captured,” The New York Times reported on its front page on May 1, 1945. Of the more than two hundred thousand prisoners who had passed through the Dachau complex since 1933, at least fourteen thousand had perished in the final months from January 1945, not counting all the unknown victims, like those of the death marches that continued for several days after the liberation of the main camp.295


  The final hours in Dachau had been just as tense as in the other camps. By the morning of April 29, 1945, most SS men had fled, but the guards on the watchtowers still trained their machine guns on the prisoners. Detonations could be heard close by, planes roared across the overcast sky, and the howl of tank engines came and went. Then prisoners listened as small arms fire edged closer, with some guards shooting back. Finally, a U.S. officer, accompanied by two reporters, peered into the compound from the gatehouse and entered the empty roll call square. Within minutes, the square was bursting with ecstatic inmates, who embraced and kissed the liberators. “They grabbed us,” the officer wrote the following day, “and tossed us into the air screaming at the top of their lungs.”296


  Before long, all of Dachau was in an uproar, with the news spreading fast across the compound. Even prisoners in the infirmary heard the revelry and began to celebrate. Among them was Edgar Kupfer, the intrepid chronicler of Dachau, who had become weaker and weaker in recent months. Now he watched from his bed as other sick prisoners struggled to their feet and went outside, or looked through the windows at the tumultuous scenes.297


  Soon Kupfer was joined by Moritz Choinowski, who had been treated in the Dachau infirmary a few weeks earlier for an ear infection. It was almost a miracle that the fifty-year-old Polish-born Jew was still alive. His ordeal in the KL had begun years earlier, on September 28, 1939, when the Gestapo took him from his adopted hometown of Magdeburg to Buchenwald. That afternoon, Choinowski had handed over everything—his money, documents, suit, hat, shirt, socks, jumper, and trousers—and become a concentration camp inmate. “I stood there naked and received a convict uniform,” he later wrote. His red-yellow triangle marked him out as a political prisoner (he had been an SPD supporter) and as a Jew. He survived the early war years in Buchenwald, despite several months in the lethal quarry and repeated corporal punishment (including three times “twenty-five blows”), and escaped the clutches of the murderous T-4 doctors. He survived his first mass selection in Auschwitz, soon after his arrival there on October 19, 1942, on a freight car with some four hundred other men from Buchenwald. He survived more selections over the coming two years in Auschwitz-Monowitz, at the height of the Holocaust, and also withstood more illness, starvation, and beatings, despite serious injuries. He survived the death transport from Auschwitz via the hell of Gross-Rosen, during which an SS bullet only just missed his head, hitting his ear instead, and arrived in Dachau on January 28, 1945. And he survived the final months of forced labor, even though he was now badly emaciated and sick, and contracted typhus, which claimed thousands of lives in Dachau in early 1945. Somehow Moritz Choinowski had survived all this, and on April 29, 1945, after more than two thousand days in the KL, he was free. “Is this possible?” he sobbed, as he hugged and kissed Edgar Kupfer in the Dachau infirmary. “And he cries,” Kupfer continued in his diary, “and I think about how he has suffered, and I cannot hold back my tears.”298


  
    
  


  
    
  


   


  Epilogue


  Liberation was a cathartic moment. Many inmates felt grief and rage for all they had lost, but also relief and euphoria. They were alive and the camps were gone. One could end the story here, with the embrace of Moritz Choinowski and Edgar Kupfer in Dachau encapsulating the suffering of prisoners and the hopes of survivors. But these hopes were often dashed, and this legacy of the camps is part of their history, too. In fact, some survivors never had any hope at all. Thousands of them were so sick they did not realize what had happened; as Choinowski and Kupfer hugged, prisoners nearby were dying and stared straight past the U.S. soldiers.1 Others observed the jubilation with incomprehension. One teenage survivor of Dachau, who had lost his father only weeks earlier, recalled that he “watched the people sing and dance with joy, and they seemed to me as if they’d lost their minds. I looked at myself and couldn’t recognize who I was.”2 Among the more ecstatic survivors, meanwhile, the initial excitement quickly waned as they emerged from the depths of the KL.


  Take Moritz Choinowski himself. Released from an American-run hospital in Dachau in June 1945, he moved to a camp for displaced persons (DPs) and then, in early 1946, to a sparsely furnished room on the outskirts of Munich. For the next three years, he led a pitiful life. His body had been ruined by the camps; he could barely use his left arm and was in constant pain, not least from chronically infected scars left by SS whippings. Unable to work, he depended on welfare for his rent, food, heating, bedding, and clothes. “I have not received any shoes since 1946,” he pleaded with an aid organization in April 1948. He was all alone, assuming wrongly that his daughter and his ex-wife (their marriage had been annulled by a Nazi court because she was an “Aryan”) had died in a devastating bombing raid on Magdeburg that destroyed their home. His last hope was to join his brother in the United States, which appeared to many DPs like the promised land. Tens of thousands of Holocaust survivors headed for North America in the late 1940s, after the United States temporarily relaxed its immigration restrictions, and in June 1949 Choinowski boarded the navy ship General Muir to cross the Atlantic. After spending some time with his brother in Detroit, he moved to Toledo, Ohio, where he married another survivor in 1952. But he could not remake his old life.


  Before the Third Reich, Moritz Choinowski had been a vigorous self-made businessman, running a thriving tailor’s store and workshop. Now he was weak and ailing, with the SS tattoo on his pale arm a constant reminder of who had destroyed his existence. He could only work occasionally, and then only with painkillers. Employed mainly by a local dry cleaner and tailor, he earned an average of $125 a month by the mid-1950s, barely enough to live. Meanwhile, his claims for reparations, submitted years earlier, had come to nothing, despite the efforts of his daughter in Germany, with whom he had finally reestablished contact in 1953 (she had last heard from him nine years earlier, in a postcard from Auschwitz). In April 1957, Choinowski appealed directly to the president of the Bavarian Reparations Office, which had dragged out his case, to “save me from my hardship.” A few months later, he received a first payment, but he continued to live in humble circumstances. Despite his poor health he was grateful for having survived the camps, he told his daughter in one of his last letters, but he questioned what all the suffering had been for: “Humanity has learned nothing from the wars, on the contrary, almost all nations are arming once more for warfare and that will probably be the end for humanity.” Choinowski died in Toledo Hospital on the evening of March 9, 1967, aged seventy-two.3


  By that time, his former Dachau comrade Edgar Kupfer was living as a recluse on the Italian island of Sardinia. He had also struggled in the early years after liberation. The bombing raid on Dachau had left him with a badly damaged foot and he suffered from a depression that pushed him to the edge of suicide. He felt like a stranger in his native Germany, and in 1953, after a spell in Switzerland and Italy, he gained entry to the United States, like Choinowski before him. But he never settled. He was plagued by pain and by nightmares about the KL, and following a breakdown in 1960, the destitute fifty-six-year-old told an acquaintance: “My life here in America has not been blessed by fortune: bellboy in a hotel, security guard in a warehouse, dishwasher, professional Santa Claus, and finally here [in Hollywood] doorman in a large cinema.”


  Edgar Kupfer returned to Europe soon after and spent more than two decades in Italy, increasingly withdrawn and isolated. Bitter about the lack of interest in his chronicle of Dachau, he lived in abject poverty; again and again, he had to “tighten the belt, not to say starve,” as he put it. He had received some reparation payments in the 1950s, after a lengthy struggle in the courts. From the 1960s, he also drew a pension from the German authorities, though it was only small because unsympathetic assessors had minimized his mental anguish. The indignity was compounded by the authorities’ failure to ensure timely payments. After yet another late transfer, the normally reserved and formal Kupfer lost his composure. All these years after liberation and he still had to beg for every scrap. “Trust me, this life makes me sick,” he wrote to the Stuttgart Office for Reparations in November 1979, adding: “It would probably be best if I took my life, then you would have one troublemaker less and the German state would only have to pay for my funeral, nothing more. But I am not sure if I want to give this satisfaction to those responsible.” Kupfer eventually returned to Germany and died in a nursing home on July 7, 1991, in complete obscurity.4


  All survivors had their own stories, some happier, some even more miserable than Kupfer and Choinowski. Whatever happened to them, they often faced similar hardships: the lasting pain of injury and illness, the search for a new home and job, the indifference of wider society, and the undignified struggle for compensation. And they were left with all the agonizing memories, the final cruelty of the camps. The memory of the crimes was far more torturous for survivors than for perpetrators, who often settled into quiet lives and forgot about the KL, as long as they could escape justice.5 Survivors could not hope for such oblivion.


  First Steps


  A few hours after the liberation of Bergen-Belsen on the afternoon of April 15, 1945, Arthur Lehmann clambered across the demolished fence that had enclosed his prisoner sector and rushed to the nearby compounds for women in search of his wife, Gertrude. The SS had ripped them apart in Vught more than a year ago, having already deported their two children to their deaths in Auschwitz. Since then, Lehmann, a middle-aged German Jewish lawyer who emigrated to the Netherlands before the war, had survived an odyssey through the KL complex that finally brought him, via Auschwitz, Mauthausen, and Neuengamme, to Bergen-Belsen. In the days after liberation, he continued to search in vain for his wife. Later he learned that she had died just after the arrival of the British troops: “And so the day that brought me freedom brought her death.”6


  Gertrude Lehmann was one of an estimated twenty-five to thirty thousand prisoners who were freed in concentration camps in spring 1945, only to perish soon after; in all, at least ten percent of survivors had died by the end of May 1945.7 Mortality was highest in the largest camps, where misery had multiplied at the end of the war. And none of the liberated camps was bigger or deadlier than Bergen-Belsen. British troops found fifty-three thousand prisoners across two sites, with most inmates, including Lehmann and his wife, held on the grounds of the main camp. Here typhus and other illnesses still raged, and the sick and starved had received no food or drink for days. “The dying just continued,” Arthur Lehmann noted later.8


  Emergency relief in the liberated KL fell to the individual Allied forces. The soldiers on the ground were poorly prepared for the humanitarian disaster. Whatever information had trickled down during the haphazard planning for the occupation—about the location of camps and conditions inside—was often outdated and inaccurate. Mostly, the troops did not even aim to liberate specific camps, they simply stumbled across them.9 Their initial reaction was shock. They were overwhelmed by the sight of skeletal survivors and decomposing bodies, and by the stench of waste and death.10 Meanwhile, a few predatory soldiers, particularly from the Red Army, used the initial chaos to assault female inmates. “That was the worst, half-dead as I was,” testified Ilse Heinrich, who had survived as an “asocial” in Ravensbrück.11


  With Allied commanders unable to provide immediate order and aid, as they scrambled for more staff and supplies, survivors took matters into their own hands. As soon as the Camp SS had departed, they stormed storerooms and depots; in Bergen-Belsen, Arthur Lehmann saw the night sky light up with fires of inmates cooking their first meals in freedom. But as some survivors celebrated, a few drunk on SS champagne, others felt the dark side of inmate self-help. As in the past, inmates fought over the spoils. The weakest often went empty-handed, while some of the stronger ones ate until they were sick. “Most [inmates] immediately gobbled down everything, and a new round of dying began,” Lehmann recalled.12 Survivors also looked beyond the camps in search of supplies, walking to nearby SS settlements, villages, and towns.


  The need was greatest for all those prisoners liberated outside the KL, during death transports. Desperate for food, medication, and lodging, they could not count on help from passing Allied troops, and initially had to fend for themselves. For the most part, this meant asking locals, or taking from them. After Renata Laqueur was freed from one of the Bergen-Belsen trains destined for Theresienstadt, she walked to the nearby town of Tröbitz, some ninety miles south of Berlin, which was teeming with Soviet tanks and soldiers. Laqueur entered a German home and demanded food; she ate in silence, watched by the nervous occupants. Then she went to the local shops, which were being ransacked by other survivors of the death train (the Soviet military later gave them official permission to plunder). Packing as much as she could on a stolen bicycle, she slowly made her way back to the train and her gravely ill husband: “Paul’s face—as he saw the meat, bread and bacon, jam and sugar—was more than enough reward for all the effort and agony,” she wrote a few months later.13


  Many Germans dreaded encounters with freed prisoners. Some offered help and assistance, including the women of Tröbitz, who later carried Paul Laqueur and other invalids from the train to a makeshift hospital—though it is unclear whether they acted out of charity or calculation.14 Many more stood back, looking at the survivors as a threat. A farmer from the village of Bergen, a couple of miles from the camp, spoke for many when he claimed that robberies by freed prisoners and slave laborers had spread “the greatest horror since the Thirty Years’ War.”15 When it became clear that ordinary Germans had little to fear from feeble survivors, who were often just as scared, the early panic gave way to disgust, with complaints about dirty foreigners defecating everywhere, and bitter resentment about their supposed privileges and profiteering. This hostility grew out of long-standing social and racial prejudices, as well as the more immediate impact of defeat and occupation. Wrapped up in their own sense of victimhood, most locals had little room for compassion.16


  Adverse reactions were not restricted to former members of the Nazi national community. Allied officials, too, showed little sympathy at times. Amid all the dirt and disease, they found it hard to see the humanity in survivors, who appeared to them (to use the words of a U.S. congressman visiting Buchenwald) like “absent-minded apes.” They were particularly troubled by the survivors’ behavior. Some liberators had expected docile charges and now decried the inmates’ lack of hygiene, modesty, and morality. One British official in Bergen-Belsen complained that they made “an infernal mess of the camp,” and another recoiled at inmates fighting “for every morsel” like a “swarm of angry monkeys.”17 In part, the lack of empathy stemmed from the discrepancy between the norms of civil society, internalized by the liberators, and the norms of the camp, deeply ingrained in survivors. “Organizing,” for example, had been a basic rule of survival, and inmates naturally continued to “organize” (as they still called it) in the early days of liberation. When a baffled British soldier confronted a Polish boy, who was carrying a large sack of food during the early looting around Bergen-Belsen, and asked him if he knew that stealing was wrong, the boy answered: “Steal? We aren’t stealing, we’re just taking what we want!”18


  Such tensions eased after the relief effort gathered strength and conditions gradually improved. In the largest camps, however, the situation remained critical for several weeks after liberation, as Allied officials struggled with the SS legacy of overcrowding, starvation, and epidemics. In Dachau, as French inmates reported on May 8, 1945, some of the barracks, built for seventy-five men, were still packed with up to six hundred sick inmates, who wasted away with little medical help, their bodies entangled with the dead; by the end of the month, 2,221 Dachau survivors had perished.19


  The greatest challenge was Bergen-Belsen, where British forces faced an “almost superhuman task,” as Arthur Lehmann noted.20 Early on, they focused on the provision of food and water. Although the war was still raging, the British authorities quickly secured extra supplies. And as more relief workers arrived in late April, among them a group of British medical students, a more orderly refeeding routine could commence, using different diets. “Signs of humanity returning,” one student wrote in his diary on May 5. By then, a special unit had already completed the dusting of barracks and inmates with DDT, an antityphus measure that began here and elsewhere within days of liberation. Despite all these efforts, some thirteen thousand survivors of Bergen-Belsen had perished by the end of May 1945.21


  The expansion of medical relief was accompanied by growing Allied control over the freed camps, though not all survivors welcomed this development. The greatest point of contention was the restriction on inmate movements. Several camps went into temporary lockdown, with the U.S. commander of Dachau threatening to shoot anyone who left without permission. The military authorities wanted to contain looting and infectious illnesses and prepare for orderly releases. The survivors, meanwhile, felt like free men caught behind KL wire.22


  To maintain discipline, the military relied heavily on selected inmates, building on the existing structures (even terms like “block elders” remained in use in some camps). During the first days, organized inmate groups—often emerging from the prisoner underground—played the central role in many freed camps. With the blessing of the beleaguered liberators, they tried to distribute supplies, enforce discipline, and stop plunder. In Dachau, the camp elder proudly proclaimed the “self-administration of comrades” on May 1, 1945, which even envisaged the continuation of daily roll calls. Over in Buchenwald, armed inmates from the camp police guarded SS officials. They also patrolled the infernal “little camp,” seen by survivors outside as a source of illness and criminality, thereby prolonging the suffering of those still trapped inside; the compound resembled a “concentration camp that has not been liberated,” a U.S. army report found on April 24, 1945.23 Even as more power passed to the Allied commanders, organized inmates—often led by an international committee, as in Dachau, Buchenwald, and Mauthausen—remained a major force, working with the new administration and enforcing its calls for order. “No chaos, no anarchy!” read an appeal of the Dachau committee on May 8, 1945.24


  The international committees were dominated by former political prisoners, who would shape the memory of the camps for years to come; most stood on the left of the political spectrum, leading to enthusiastic celebrations of the Day of Labor (May 1) inside the liberated camps. By contrast, social outsiders had no voice at all, and Jews were marginalized, too. Neither Allied commanders nor inmate leaders acknowledged them as a distinct group, at least not initially. In Dachau and Buchenwald, Jewish survivors had to fight for a place on the international committees. “We demand that Jewish affairs are dealt with by Jewish representatives,” a young Pole wrote in his Buchenwald diary on April 16, 1945.25


  This was not the only clash between inmates under the frayed banner of international solidarity. Unresolved political conflicts poisoned the atmosphere, and would continue to do so in Cold War Europe, with entrenched battles between survivor groups over commemoration. Even more pronounced were the tensions between the national groups, yet another legacy of the KL. Nationality became the main marker of the postliberation inmate community, with separate barracks, organizations, and newspapers; during the May 1 celebration, most former prisoners marched under their own country’s flag. Conflicts soon flared up over old resentments and new problems, though they rarely turned as violent as in Ebensee, where Soviet and Polish survivors apparently shot at each other. Most precarious was the position of some German survivors, who faced intense hostility because of their comparatively privileged position in the wartime KL. “To be honest, we should be glad that they did not bash our heads in,” a German inmate wrote in Dachau on April 30, 1945.26


  Even the timing of releases was determined by the inmates’ national background, at least in Dachau. Within days of the German surrender on May 7, 1945, U.S. forces started to transfer former prisoners to better-appointed SS barracks and buildings outside the camp compound, with one national group following another. The final communiqué of the international committee appeared on June 2, 1945: “We depart happy and full of joy from this hell: it is over.”27


  Other liberated camps were quickly cleared, too. In Bergen-Belsen, British forces moved all survivors out of the main camp within four weeks, one barrack at a time, before burning the empty huts to the ground. The last one was torched in a ceremony on May 21, 1945; soldiers and former prisoners watched as the wooden hut, a large picture of Hitler pinned to one of its walls, was consumed by flames. Sick survivors, meanwhile, had been washed and disinfected, and taken to a huge and reasonably well-equipped British hospital area nearby, with enough space for ten thousand patients. One of them was Arthur Lehmann. He was operated on twice, delirious with fever. But he slowly got better and took great pleasure in the hot baths and clean beds. Most important was the care of the medical staff, especially by the matron on his ward, who sometimes sat down by his side and listened to his story. “I told her about my wife and my children,” he wrote the following year. “She stroked my head and told me that everything would be all right. And that made me believe it, too.”28


  Survivors


  Trapped in the nightmare of the KL, prisoners had often daydreamed about a happy future. Some inmates longed for a peaceful life in the countryside, an Auschwitz prisoner wrote in 1942, whereas others imagined only parties and pleasure.29 After liberation, such visions of quiet contentment or hedonism quickly faded in the cold light of postwar Europe. The great majority of survivors were hoping to return home, though few were certain what would await them there. Once they left the compounds, they had to confront the reality of rebuilding their existence, often from Allied field hospitals and assembly centers crowded with others displaced by Nazi terror. “I have to begin to live again, without wife and family,” the Dutch Jew Jules Schelvis, who had lost his loved ones in Sobibor, wrote in a French military hospital on May 26, 1945, a few weeks after his liberation from a Natzweiler satellite camp.30


  At the end of the war, the former territory of the Third Reich was awash with millions of uprooted men, women, and children. While some were making their own way home, the occupation forces discouraged such independent initiatives, concerned about obstructions of military movements, and about the spread of disease and social disorder. Instead, the Allies set a vast repatriation program in motion, moving fast to reduce the number of DPs in their care. Among the first to return were former KL prisoners.31


  Although the way home was hard for all survivors of the concentration camps, it proved harder for some than for others. On the whole, western Europeans had better prospects. True, their journey through the war-torn landscape was arduous, traveling on packed trains and trucks, but it rarely lasted for longer than a few weeks. Renata Laqueur and her convalescing husband, for example, left a reception camp near Dresden on July 4, 1945; three weeks later, she was sitting on her sofa in Amsterdam, still wearing a Hitler Youth shirt she had “organized” in Tröbitz. By that time, Arthur Lehmann had been back in the Netherlands for a month, having been flown out from Germany because of his poor health (he weighed just eighty-two pounds). The quickest to be repatriated were probably French inmates, almost all of whom were back home by mid-June, where many received a hero’s welcome. A large group arrived in Paris on May 1, 1945, and marched in formation down the Champs-Élysées—past a tearful crowd, as one of them recalled—to be greeted at the Arc de Triomphe by General de Gaulle, who used the occasion to cement the image of a united “other France” of Nazi resisters, which became the focus of early postwar French national memory; later that year, de Gaulle appointed one of the survivors, Edmond Michelet, as his minister of armed forces.32


  The situation was very different for most eastern European survivors. Inside the former camp compounds, Soviet inmates heard alarming rumors about what would happen to them, prompting a Dachau bulletin (run by loyal Stalinists) to issue an emphatic denial: everyone will be welcomed home “with care and love,” a Red Army captain promised. Even skeptics had little choice, however, as the western Allies, on whose territory most displaced Soviets lived, had agreed to repatriate them, even if it meant using force. Between spring and autumn 1945, tens of thousands of KL survivors arrived in Soviet filtration and assembly camps, where they were received with suspicion and hostility. Alleged cowards, deserters, and traitors were quickly drafted into forced labor or sentenced to the Gulag. “It is difficult for me to talk about it,” recalled a Ukrainian survivor of Dachau, who had been sent to the coal mines in the Donets Basin upon his return. “We survived the concentration camps and then some of our comrades died here in these mines.” Those who escaped punishment often faced prejudice in Soviet society and stayed silent about their experiences in the KL.33


  Eastern European Jews also endured great adversity after they returned from the camps. Within weeks of being freed, many tens of thousands had come home (most of them to Hungary).34 Their first goal was to find missing relatives, but all too often, hope turned to despair. Lina Stumachin, a survivor of several KL, walked back from Saxony to Poland as fast as her swollen legs would take her. “In my imagination,” she said later, “I saw my house, and those that I had lost would come back to me.” When she finally arrived in the spa town of Zakopane, where she had run a shop before the war, goats were grazing where her house had once stood. There was no sign of her husband or child, either: “I waited for long days and weeks for nothing.”35 There was little local support for survivors like Stumachin. The Nazis had eradicated traditional Jewish culture, together with most Polish Jews. Local Poles, meanwhile, often refused to return homes and other possessions they had taken over after the deportation of the Jewish owners (the same happened in Hungary and the Baltic States). A wave of anti-Jewish discrimination and violence soon drove many concentration camp survivors back to the west, mainly to the U.S. zone of occupied Germany, together with Jews who had sheltered on Soviet territory during the war.36


  Almost all foreign KL survivors who still lived on German soil in 1946 came from eastern Europe, and some stayed in permanent DP camps until well into the 1950s. Many were organized in survivor committees—mostly along national lines—that documented their suffering and promoted their interests. Among those resisting repatriation were thousands of Ukrainian and Baltic nationals who had no desire to live under Soviet rule. The same was true for some Poles from areas swallowed up by the USSR. Other Poles worried about the growing Communist domination over their country, which would eventually claim the lives of survivors like Witold Pilecki, who had played a significant part in the Auschwitz prisoner underground; arrested by the Polish secret police, he was executed in 1948 for his anticommunist activities.37


  Then there were those Jewish KL survivors without anywhere to return to. Most vulnerable were the children. Thomas (Tommy) Buergenthal was lucky, being reunited with his mother (herself a survivor of Auschwitz and Ravensbrück) in late 1946 in Göttingen, Germany. Many others never saw their parents again and stayed in orphanages. It was in one such home in Paris that Lina Stumachin worked, after she had left Zakopane and Poland for good. Looking after the orphans, she told an interviewer in September 1946, helped her to fill the emptiness in her life and to forget “that you once had your own home, your own family, that you once had your own child.” As for the future, she wanted to accompany the orphans to Palestine. Other Jewish DPs also headed there, especially after the foundation of the state of Israel in 1948; even here, though, they faced a difficult start to their new lives, overshadowed by the past, poverty, and the mistrust of earlier Jewish settlers. Of course, by no means all survivors were Zionists, and many thousands were admitted to countries like Britain and the United States; among them was Buergenthal, who arrived in New York in 1951, now aged seventeen, and embarked on a distinguished legal career culminating in his appointment to the International Court of Justice in The Hague.38


  Wherever they lived, and however successful they became, the survivors bore scars that never healed. “No one came out as he went in,” wrote Eugen Kogon.39 Most noticeable were the physical wounds. Former prisoners left the camps marked by illness and infirmity, and most never regained their full strength. When Hermine Horvath, who had been dragged to Auschwitz and Ravensbrück as a Gypsy, was interviewed in January 1958, she explained how infections, frostbite, and medical experiments had left her unable to work. “I would like to start [my life] again from the beginning,” she said, “if only I could be healthy”; she died two months later, just thirty-three years old. Many other survivors died by their own hand, sometimes decades after liberation, like Jean Améry, shining a glaring light on the mental scars left by the KL.40


  The “memory of the offense” stayed with survivors for decades, Primo Levi wrote shortly before his own apparent suicide in 1987, “denying peace to the tormented.”41 Many were traumatized by what they had seen, what they had suffered, and what they had done. At the end of his anguished 1946 memoir, Miklós Nyiszli, the prisoner who had assisted Dr. Mengele in Auschwitz, swore that he would never again lift a scalpel.42 More generally, former prisoners often felt that their survival was somehow undeserved, given the deaths of so many others. They suffered from apathy and anxiety, and their condition was further aggravated by the limited mental health provision of the 1950s and 1960s. The doctors only diagnosed his physical problems, one survivor complained at the time, “but what I need is a person who understands my trouble.”43


  Former inmates bore the burden of the camps in different ways. Some dedicated their lives to the legacy of the KL, by commemorating them in survivor associations and publications, by becoming politicians to right society’s wrongs, or by pursuing the perpetrators. Barely recovered from his ordeal, which had left him close to death in Mauthausen, Simon Wiesenthal offered his services to the local U.S. commander on May 25, 1945, because “the crimes of these men [the Nazis] are of such magnitude that no effort can be spared to apprehend them”; this became Wiesenthal’s mission until his death sixty years later.44 Other survivors, too, helped to convict Camp SS men.45 Others again, like David Rousset and Margarete Buber-Neumann, spoke out against political violence and terror more widely, even though their vigorous campaign against the Soviet Gulag in the late 1940s and 1950s lost them many friends on the left, including fellow survivors.46


  Far more former prisoners withdrew into their private lives, returning to their careers, resuming their education, rebuilding families. Still, they often shared their experiences in private with other survivors (often spouses or close friends). This was true for several hundred Jewish children, almost all of them orphans, who were brought to Britain in 1945–46, settled there, and never lost touch. “We were better than blood brothers,” recalled Kopel Kendall (born Kandelcukier) more than five decades later. “That saved me.”47


  Finally, there were those who wanted to erase the camps from their mind. This impulse was forcefully expressed by Shlomo Dragon in May 1945, at the end of a long testimony about his time in the Special Squad. “I desperately want to return to a normal life,” he told Polish investigators, “and forget everything I experienced in Auschwitz.” Like Dragon, some survivors tried to repress their memories and focused only on the present, often burying themselves in work.48 But even when the past did not haunt them during the day, it came back at night. According to a 1970s survey of Auschwitz survivors, most of them frequently dreamed about the camps.49 Shlomo Dragon himself, who emigrated to Israel with his brother in late 1949, suffered from nightmares, too. Only after many years of silence, enforced by the stigma surrounding the Special Squad, did the two brothers begin to speak about the inferno of Birkenau.50


  Other survivors had to confront the past in the courtroom, as they testified against their former tormentors. Not everyone had the will to do so. “If my nightmares could be used as evidence in court, I would no doubt be an important witness,” wrote one Auschwitz survivor in 1960, as he declined the invitation of a German court to testify.51 But many more did appear, driven by a desire for justice, as well as by a sense of duty, both to history and to the dead.52 The experience was harrowing. As soon as they stepped onto the stand, they had to relive the worst moments of their lives. Asked by a judge in 1964 whether he was married, Lajos Schlinger replied: “Well, I have no wife. She stayed in Auschwitz.”53 The pressure of the courtroom, heightened by skeptical judges, hostile lawyers, and brazen defendants, proved too much for some. During the Nuremberg Doctors’ Trial, one survivor leaped out of the witness box and hit one of the accused, who had tortured him during the Dachau seawater experiments. “This bastard has ruined my life,” he screamed as guards led him away.54 Former prisoners were also frustrated by their inability to recall crimes in sufficient detail. Most unnerving of all, though, was the outcome of many judicial investigations, especially in later years, when fewer cases came to court and sentences grew more lenient.55 This was not the kind of justice that inmates had imagined as they clung to their lives inside the camps.


  Justice


  Prisoners often fantasized about revenge. Dreams of vengeance sustained them during their darkest days in the KL, and still gripped them in the face of death. Expecting to perish in the 1944 Special Squad uprising, one Birkenau prisoner expressed his regret that he could not “take revenge as I would like to.”56 After liberation, some survivors released their pent-up thirst for vengeance. In the first hours of freedom, they humiliated, tortured, and killed SS personnel, and defiled their corpses; in Dachau, a U.S. official watched an emaciated inmate urinate on the face of a dead guard.57 Since most SS staff had slipped away, however, it was hated Kapos who bore the brunt of mob violence. Many hundreds were battered, strangled, and trampled to death, including notorious figures like the former Auschwitz camp elder Bruno Brodniewicz. Fellow survivors felt that justice was being done; after all, the right to kill cruel Kapos had long been a basic law of the camp. “It was dreadful and inhumane, and still just,” Drahomír Bárta wrote about a massacre at Ebensee, which may have claimed over fifty former prisoner functionaries.58


  Despite the inmates’ suffering and habituation to violence, such revenge killings remained relatively rare.59 Many survivors were too weak, or found no targets for their fury; others, including some senior inmates, urged moderation. “We should not act as they [the Germans] acted toward us,” one Buchenwald survivor counseled, otherwise “we would have been just like them in the end.”60 Equally important was the restraint exercised by the Allied forces. True, some soldiers stayed on the sidelines early on, happy for prisoners to exact revenge. In the heat of the moment, a few went even further and shot SS men and Kapos; overwhelmed by the sight of the corpses on the Dachau death train on April 29, 1945, some U.S. soldiers executed the first SS men they met and then mowed down dozens more, lined up against a wall, before an agitated officer intervened.61 But this was an isolated incident. The Allies guarded the great majority of captured perpetrators and put a stop to further outbreaks of violence.62 The accused would be judged not by their victims, but by the courts.


  The punishment of Nazi criminals had been a major war aim, and the Camp SS was among the main targets in spring 1945. Soon after Allied troops had liberated the last large camps, American, British, and Soviet war crimes investigators arrived on the scene, and collected evidence for military trials. The most prominent court was established on a site that the SS had once revered—Dachau. In a highly symbolic move, the U.S. army turned the birthplace of the camp system into a center for war crimes trials (there were practical reasons, as well: the site was used since summer 1945 as a U.S. internment camp). Up to the end of 1947, the Dachau court prosecuted some one thousand defendants for KL crimes.63


  The first of these Dachau trials began on November 15, 1945, inside a former slave labor workshop. In the dock were forty men from KL Dachau, led by Commandant Martin Weiss. Designed to dispense swift justice, the court found all the defendants guilty in less than a month and sentenced the vast majority to death. They were convicted for participating in a “common design” to commit war crimes against enemy civilians and POWs since January 1942 (the date of the Declaration of the United Nations), a legal construct that made them liable even if there was no evidence for their involvement in individual killings. This served as the legal model for later prosecutions in Dachau, which included principal trials of staff from other main camps liberated by U.S. troops (Mauthausen, Buchenwald, Flossenbürg, and Dora), as well as some 250 successor trials, mostly involving staff from attached satellite camps. Death sentences were carried out in Landsberg prison and the impenitent Commandant Weiss was one of the first to die, hanged in May 1946. “It is worth dying for your fatherland,” he wrote in a farewell letter to his infant sons.64


  While the U.S. court in Dachau was the most prolific, it was not the first Allied military court to convict concentration camp perpetrators. The earliest British case—against men and women accused of concerted war crimes in Bergen-Belsen—had been heard between September and November 1945 in Lüneburg. In the end, thirty defendants were convicted (fourteen were found innocent), of whom eleven were sentenced to death by hanging; one of those executed in Hameln prison on December 13, 1945, was Josef Kramer, the former commandant. Others followed over the coming months, as British military courts sentenced more perpetrators from main and satellite camps.65 French military courts also prosecuted KL crimes; one of these trials led to the execution in June 1950 of the former Ravensbrück commandant Fritz Suhren, who had lived under a false name in Bavaria until he was recognized by his former secretary.66 Soviet military tribunals, too, punished KL perpetrators. The most high-profile case was the Berlin trial of Sachsenhausen staff, which ended in November 1947 with life terms for fourteen defendants (the USSR had temporarily abandoned capital punishment), among them “Iron” Gustav Sorge and Wilhelm “Pistol” Schubert; within less than a year, six of the defendants, including the former commandant Anton Kaindl, had perished in Soviet labor camps.67


  In addition to Allied courts in occupied Germany, former Camp SS staff faced justice in Poland, which had been the major site of KL crimes. In fact, it was a Polish special court, set up by the provisional Communist government, that presided over the first trial and execution: in late 1944, five men from Majdanek were publicly hanged next to the former crematorium. After the war was over, more proceedings followed. Numerous cases came before special courts, including a trial in Gdańsk that ended in summer 1946 in the public hanging of Stutthof officials, with eleven former prisoners, dressed in their old uniforms, acting as executioners. The most high-profile cases came before the new Polish Supreme National Tribunal in Krakow. On September 5, 1946, it condemned Amon Göth, the commandant of Plaszow, to death. On December 22, 1947, it convicted thirty-nine Auschwitz perpetrators; the twenty-three defendants who received the death penalty included Arthur Liebehenschel, Hans Aumeier, Maximilian Grabner, and Erich Muhsfeldt (Dr. Johann Paul Kremer’s death sentence was later commuted because of his advanced age). And on April 2, 1947, it sentenced the Auschwitz commandant Rudolf Höss, who had been tracked down the previous year on a remote farm by a British war crimes unit. Two weeks later, Höss stood on a scaffold erected at the former Auschwitz main camp and gazed beyond a group of spectators across the grounds of the concentration camp he had established almost seven years earlier. In a typically bold gesture, he moved his head to adjust the noose. Then the trapdoor opened.68


  Before Höss had left occupied Germany, as one of many hundreds of KL perpetrators extradited to Poland by the Allies, he testified before the Nuremberg International Military Tribunal for leading Nazi perpetrators. The concentration camps had already featured during the first of these trials against major war criminals: Hermann Göring was charged with setting up the KL system, the former RSHA chief Ernst Kaltenbrunner with helping to run it, and Albert Speer with directing forced labor inside (the SS, meanwhile, was declared a criminal organization). One of the most poignant moments came on November 29, 1945, when U.S. prosecutors showed a one-hour film about KL atrocities. Some of the defendants seemed shocked, for the first time, while public sentiment against them hardened. “Why can’t we shoot the swine now?” one spectator exclaimed.69


  The camps occupied an even more prominent place in subsequent Nuremberg tribunals. In the IG Farben trial (August 1947–July 1948), senior managers stood accused of exploiting prisoners from Auschwitz-Monowitz. Although the proceedings demonstrated that the complicity for KL crimes extended deep into “respectable” German society, the punishments were mild, as the judges were inclined to see the defendants as errant businessmen, not murderous slave drivers.70 In the Doctors’ Trial (November 1946–August 1947), the human experiments took center stage. Several defendants were sentenced to death, among them Dr. Hoven, the bungling Buchenwald physician, and Professor Gebhardt, the man behind the Ravensbrück sulfonamide trials.71 Finally, there was the WVHA case (April–November 1947) against senior SS managers of the camp system. Most of them received lengthy jail terms, and one was executed—Oswald Pohl. Prior to his death in June 1951, Pohl converted to Catholicism (like Rudolf Höss and Martin Weiss) and published a remarkable tract about his religious awakening, remarkable not for its contrition, but its utter lack of insight.72


  Denial was the default mode of Camp SS captives.73 In its most extreme form, it culminated in the claim that all had been well in the KL. “Dachau was a good camp,” proclaimed Martin Weiss before his trial, and Josef Kramer protested that he had “never received any complaints from the prisoners”; former inmates who talked about abuse and torture were pernicious liars.74 The core teachings of the Camp SS had not been forgotten, with the defendants still picturing prisoners as deviants and themselves as decent. “I have served as a professional soldier,” declared Oswald Pohl from the scaffold.75


  The self-image as regular soldiers, ubiquitous among KL defendants, was just another form of denial. After all, local initiatives by devoted Camp SS men—who aspired to the ideal of the fanatical “political soldier”—had done much to escalate terror inside. Now many defendants portrayed themselves as underlings without ideological convictions, just as Adolf Eichmann would do in Jerusalem several years later: they had only done their duty. While this tale of the obedient soldier was gender-specific, female SS defendants made a similar point. The former chief of the Ravensbrück bunker, for example, claimed in court that she had been “a small inanimate cog in a machine.” Inevitably, defendants also turned on one another, shifting responsibility up and down the chain of command. True, some old accomplices stuck together, still committed to the ideal of SS comradeship. But these bonds, always brittle, frayed in court. After his former WVHA managers had blamed everything on him, Oswald Pohl was left to lament the demise of the SS motto “My honor is loyalty.”76


  Although denials of personal responsibility made little impression on Allied courts pursuing charges of common conspiracy, Camp SS defendants resorted to ever more outrageous lies. Mass murderers denied everything, like Otto Moll, the head of the Birkenau crematoria (he claimed to have worked only as a gardener) and leader of a mobile killing squad (“I didn’t shoot anybody. I was a German soldier, not a murderer”).77 Senior officers feigned ignorance, too. Arthur Liebehenschel said that he had signed IKL directives without reading them and was unaware of any gassings in Auschwitz. His lies were so transparent that even his interrogator lost his cool. “You are like a little child,” he chided one day. But Liebehenschel was undeterred. In a final plea for mercy to the Polish president, he denied all guilt, blamed his superiors, and suggested that he had always helped prisoners.78


  Such falsehoods were more than desperate defense strategies. Of course, many defendants lied to save themselves. But the most devoted Camp SS members had become so used to the normality of evil that they continued to believe in the righteousness of their actions, justifying the murders of the sick as a humanitarian act and SS violence as a disciplinary measure. Even outsiders were still infused with this SS spirit. The veteran professor of tropical medicine Claus Schilling, at seventy-four probably the oldest accused at any of the Dachau trials, not only defended his murderous malaria experiments, he asked the court to let him complete his research, for the greater good of science and humanity. All he needed, he said, was a chair, a table, and a typewriter; he got the gallows instead.79


  Hidden among the defendants’ delusions and lies were occasional half truths. Only a few came close to making full confessions. Rudolf Höss was the most voluble witness, speaking and writing with surprising candor. At the same time, Höss remained committed to Nazi ideology, and his greatest regret was not his crimes, but his failure to have become a farmer.80 If confessions were rare, remorse was even rarer. One reluctant penitent was the former Auschwitz camp compound leader Hans Aumeier. Arrested in June 1945 in Norway, he soon dropped his most obvious lies and gave a detailed account of the Holocaust; he also lectured unbelieving German army officers about SS deeds. Before the Polish court in 1947, Aumeier conceded his crimes and his hardening toward prisoners, which he put down to his long years in Dachau—where he first caught the eye of Theodor Eicke back in 1934—and to the daily mass extermination of Jews in Auschwitz. In his last plea for clemency, he spoke of his “feeling of greatest remorse.” He was executed in early 1948, just like the unrepentant Liebehenschel.81


  How, then, should we judge the early postwar trials of KL perpetrators? Given the immense difficulties facing Allied courts—the chaos in occupied Germany, the absence of legal precedent, the shortages of time, staff, and resources—it is easy to see why most commentators have reached a positive verdict.82 After all, many leading Camp SS men were punished. They included most of the top WVHA officials, with Gerhard Maurer, the powerful manager of slave labor, the last to be tried; he was executed in Poland in 1953. In addition, they included most of the surviving wartime KL commandants. Between 1945 and 1950, fourteen former commandants were sentenced to death by military courts and executed (Hans Loritz hanged himself in British captivity in 1946); at the end of the decade, only seven wartime commandants were still alive.83


  But these sentences cannot obscure the serious shortcomings of the Allied trials, as basic legal standards were sacrificed in the search for swift sentences. The hasty preparation caused procedural nightmares, including wrongful prosecutions and convictions, while numerous confessions were extracted through improper means.84 Few of the accused could mount a meaningful defense, either, with some trials lasting no more than a day. Then there was the haphazard selection of defendants, especially among lower-ranking SS captives. Some were quickly sentenced, others waited for trials that never came—not to mention the Nazi doctors and engineers who were whisked away as technical experts by the Allies, despite their implication in KL abuses.85


  There were also major inequities in sentencing. Several senior WVHA and IG Farben managers received far milder sentences than ordinary guards and sentries, even though they bore a greater share of the overall responsibility.86 The timing of trials was crucial here. Initially, Allied judges aimed at strict deterrence and retribution, reflecting the clamor back home for the harsh punishment of KL perpetrators. But by 1947–48, when the former managers were tried, the early outrage had dissipated. As the Cold War turned divided Germany into a strategic ally of both East and West, sentencing for Nazi crimes became more lenient and more defendants were cleared altogether.87


  The most troubling aspect of Allied trials was their failure to distinguish between SS officials and prisoner functionaries. From the beginning, the two were often tried together. Unfamiliar with the basic organizational structures of the camps, or unwilling to grasp the many “gray zones” inside, Allied jurists saw Kapos as part of the wider criminal conspiracy (and occasionally as SS members), helping to cement the caricature of Kapos that has endured to this day.88 This approach led to some extraordinary scenes. In the first Belsen trial, for instance, a Jewish survivor, who had acted for two days as a lowly block elder, was forced to sit in the dock with career SS men like Commandant Kramer.89 The number of Kapos on trial was high—in the U.S. proceedings at Dachau, almost ten percent of defendants were former KL inmates—and the sentences severe.90 Indeed, former Kapos were often punished harder than the SS, probably because they had stuck more vividly in the minds of fellow prisoners than the more anonymous guards. They were less likely to be pardoned, as well; the last defendant from the Belsen trial to be released from prison was not an SS official but a Polish Kapo.91


  Most Kapos had a mixed reputation among survivors, reflecting earlier divisions between prisoners. Since it was possible for the same person to be lauded as a hero by one group, and reviled as a henchman by another, any notion of perfect justice was illusory.92 But even in the case of universally reviled Kapos, one has to ask whether their punishment fitted their crime. Take Christof Knoll, a particularly vicious Dachau overseer, who made an impassioned plea in December 1945. “A Kapo is a prisoner,” he exclaimed in court, and enumerated the SS threats, abuses, and beatings he had suffered during almost twelve years in Dachau. After his death sentence, Knoll received unexpected support from Arthur Haulot, the Belgian political prisoner who now acted as president of the Dachau International Committee. Whatever the crimes of a Kapo like Knoll, Haulot explained in the name of fellow survivors, he was primarily a victim of the camp, and it was wrong to punish him as severely as an SS volunteer. The U.S. authorities were unmoved, and hanged Knoll in Landsberg in May 1946, together with another Kapo and twenty-six SS men.93


  Even if one comes to a more positive conclusion about the Allied trials, there is the sobering fact that the great majority of KL perpetrators went unpunished.94 Many cases dealt solely with crimes committed against Allied (or non-German) nationals between 1942 and 1945, letting off a large number of Camp SS officials.95 Other suspects committed suicide in Allied captivity, like Dr. Ding, the man behind the Buchenwald typhus trials, and the Auschwitz chief physician Dr. Wirths, who hanged himself in September 1945, shortly after he described the gassing of Jews as an “unpleasant” but “acceptable solution” for illness and overcrowding.96 Many more simply slipped through the net. Some fled overseas, among them Dr. Mengele, who used the same escape route to Latin America as Adolf Eichmann and lived largely undisturbed until his death in February 1979, when he drowned at a Brazilian holiday resort.97 Most fugitives stayed on the territory of the former Third Reich, and once the Allied war crimes trials ended in the early 1950s, their punishment depended, above all, on German and Austrian courts.


  German courts had started in summer 1945 to prosecute violent Nazi crimes against German nationals, with Allied authorization, and the judges had heard hundreds of cases involving KL crimes by 1949, when the two rival German states were founded; in addition to SS men and Kapos accused of wartime crimes in satellite camps and on death marches, the courts pursued perpetrators from the early camps and the prewar KL. Some defendants were severely punished, including the verbose “euthanasia” physician Dr. Mennecke, who was sentenced to death in December 1946 (his old friend Dr. Steinmeyer had killed himself in May 1945). But one could see warning signals in the early postwar years, as well, such as superficial investigations and soft sentences.98 The same applied to proceedings across the border, before Austrian Peoples’ Courts. In 1952, for example, Innsbruck judges dismissed the murder charges against a Plaszow SS man after they discounted the “hate-filled” testimonies of former Jewish prisoners; it was “inconceivable,” the court found, that the picture of daily violence the survivors had painted was actually true.99 Such judgments reflected popular views of the KL at the time, though these views were never uncontested in postwar Austria and Germany.


  Memory


  Around midday on Monday, April 16, 1945, a large procession of one thousand or more men, women, and children set off from Weimar city center and slowly wound its way through the countryside, up the Ettersberg and past the gates of Buchenwald. They were assembled here on orders of the U.S. liberators, who led the locals through the camp. The Weimar citizens were spared none of the horrors, from the starved survivors in the barracks to the charred remains in the crematorium, while American officers lectured them about their guilt.100 Similar scenes took place in other liberated camps in spring 1945, as the Allies forced ordinary Germans to confront the KL. This included the exhumation of mass graves inside camps and on the trails of death marches; locals had to dig up the dead, wash the corpses, and attend ceremonial burials. During the mass funeral of two hundred Wöbbelin victims, who were lined up in long rows on a nearby town square, a U.S. chaplain accused local citizens on May 7, 1945, of being “individually and collectively responsible for these atrocities” because of their support for Nazism.101


  Concentration camps like Buchenwald and Wöbbelin were highly visible in the first weeks and months after the war. During a hard-hitting Allied reeducation campaign, graphic details flashed across occupied Germany, on posters, leaflets, and pamphlets, in newspapers, newsreels, and radio broadcasts. According to one observer, the whole country was “deluged with photographs of corpses.” The campaign in occupied Germany climaxed in 1946, when well over one million viewers saw the harrowing twenty-two-minute U.S. documentary Death Mills, which also placed the blame on the shoulders of the wider population.102 Further details emerged from survivor memoirs and perpetrator trials, which received significant media coverage.103


  The public picture of the concentration camps was incomplete, however. The history and function of the KL remained hazy, while the perpetrators were largely depicted as beasts—especially women, whose violent acts were explained as a perversion of female nature. The media obsession with female perpetrators culminated in the 1947 Buchenwald trial in Dachau, where reports centered on the widow of the first commandant, Ilse Koch, even though she had held no SS rank and played only a peripheral part in the crimes (the U.S. authorities later reduced her life sentence to four years’ imprisonment).104


  The reactions of ordinary Germans to the KL crimes varied, as they had done throughout the Third Reich. Some continued to look away, preoccupied with their own lot. But it was hard to avoid the topic in 1945–46 and there was plenty of talk, arising from both Allied pressure and personal interest. Some Germans expressed shame and outrage, coupled with the demand for the harsh punishment of perpetrators.105 On the other side of the debate stood those who dismissed stories about the atrocities as Allied propaganda, and defended the KL as well-run institutions for the detention and reeducation of dangerous outcasts, giving a new lease on life to Nazi propaganda.106


  Most Germans probably found themselves somewhere in-between. They acknowledged that terrible things had happened, and sometimes expressed genuine revulsion, but they denied any responsibility. First, they claimed that the crimes had been carried out behind their backs by Nazi fanatics. This was the myth of the invisible camp, which expunged all memories of the pervasive (if partial) popular knowledge of the KL, from the open terror of the early camps to the death marches at the end. Second, many Germans relativized the crimes by equating the fate of prisoners with their own. This was the myth of German victimhood: both prisoners and ordinary Germans, it was said, had suffered under the Nazis and the war. Many Germans therefore bristled at charges of collective guilt, leading to an exculpatory campaign spearheaded by senior politicians and clergymen. As early as Sunday, April 22, 1945, just six days after the U.S.-led tour of Buchenwald, a proclamation read in Weimar churches declared that locals held “no blame whatsoever” for crimes that had been “entirely unknown.”107 These myths became entrenched in the late 1940s, aided by the Allies’ abandonment of denazification, and formed a major part of early German postwar narratives about the Third Reich.108


  In the young Federal Republic of Germany, the memory of the KL was initially marginalized, reflecting a wider social and political consensus to leave the Nazi past behind. It was time to move on, most Germans felt, and focus on rebuilding their lives and their country.109 The widespread amnesia in the early 1950s benefited the remaining KL perpetrators. It emboldened calls for amnesties, amid mounting cries of Allied “victors’ justice.” Under pressure from the new West German government, a strategic ally in the escalating Cold War, the U.S. authorities released most SS prisoners; the last Camp SS defendant from the U.S. Dachau trials walked free in 1958. British and French courts also enacted amnesties (as did the Polish and Soviet authorities).110 Some convicts returned to their old vocations. Professor Otto Bickenbach, for one, was allowed to practice as a physician after a tribunal accepted his claim that Natzweiler prisoners had volunteered for his deadly phosgene experiments. Many former Camp SS professionals, meanwhile, found new jobs: having been released in 1954, the Gross-Rosen commandant Johannes Hassebroek earned his living as a salesman.111


  With little political pressure on the prosecution authorities, there were few systematic investigations, and convictions for Nazi crimes dropped dramatically; in 1955, just twenty-seven defendants were charged by West German courts, down from 3,972 in 1949. The trials were coming to an end, it seemed, and anyone who had not yet been sentenced would probably never face justice.112 Crucially, most SS fugitives stayed under the radar by adjusting to the postwar norms of liberal society, pointing once more to the importance of socio-psychological causes of KL crimes; in a different environment, these former Camp SS perpetrators kept their heads down and led law-abiding lives.113 While their behavior altered, their convictions often remained unchanged. Remnants of the core Camp SS networks survived, with former staff and their families held together by nostalgia for the past. Interviewed by the Israeli historian Tom Segev in 1975, the ex-commandant Hassebroek scoffed: “The only thing I regret is the collapse of the Third Reich.”114


  While the memory of the camps faded in the early Federal Republic, it did not disappear altogether. This was partly due to the contentious issue of reparations, which vexed leading West German politicians and industrialists during the 1950s and 1960s. Keen to draw a line under the past, the German authorities reluctantly offered direct compensation to some victims and made lump-sum payments to Israel, Western European states, and Jewish organizations (represented by the Claims Conference). Designed to help West Germany gain admission to the international community, rather than to help all victims, these measures resulted in a system riddled with inequities, injustices, and indignities (as we saw in the case of Edgar Kupfer and Moritz Choinowski). Those left completely empty-handed included many former slave laborers, as German industrialists argued that the Nazi regime had compelled them to deploy KL prisoners.115 One survivor who challenged this falsehood was Norbert Wollheim, a German Jew who had survived working for IG Farben at Auschwitz-Monowitz. In 1951, he brought a civil case against the chemicals giant, which turned into a long-running political and legal drama, and ended in 1957 with an out-of-court settlement of thirty million DM paid to the Claims Conference (other big German corporations criticized the agreement, and successfully fought civil actions by survivors).116


  Criminal trials also kept the KL in the public eye in the 1950s. The press still reported on proceedings, which now mostly concerned Kapos and low-level SS officials, such as Private Steinbrenner, the would-be murderer of Hans Beimler in Dachau, who was sentenced to life by a Munich court in 1952.117 Toward the end of the decade, in particular, individual cases gained extensive media exposure, stimulating more critical engagement with the camps. This included the trial of Gustav Sorge and Wilhelm Schubert. Both had survived the Siberian coal mines and returned to West Germany in 1956. But they were not among those Nazi perpetrators embraced on their return from Soviet captivity. Quickly rearrested, they were tried once more, under the spotlight of the national and international press, and sentenced to life (for a second time) in early 1959.118 Sorge died in prison in 1978, one of a few Camp SS convicts who faced up to the past (“We had lost our sense of right!” he once shouted at a psychologist). Schubert, by contrast, stayed true to his cause. Released in 1986, he built a shrine in his flat with an SS picture of himself surrounded by images of Hitler and other Nazi leaders; his funeral in 2006 drew a crowd of neo-Nazis.119


  Popular attitudes in West Germany continued to change in the 1960s. This was due, in part, to the renewed interest in survivor memoirs. In 1960, the longtime chancellor Konrad Adenauer himself used the foreword to a memoir to criticize those compatriots who wanted to burnish the nation’s image by burying memories of KL horrors committed by Germans.120 Even more important were high-profile court proceedings that signaled a more systematic judicial approach, propelled by the creation of the Central Office for the Investigation of National Socialist Crimes in 1958. Most significant was the first Auschwitz trial in Frankfurt between December 1963 and August 1965. In the dock stood twenty defendants, headed by two of the former adjutants (Commandant Richard Baer, arrested in 1960, died of a heart attack before the trial). The accompanying media storm, with almost one thousand articles in national newspapers alone, as well as programs on radio and television, caught the attention of most Germans. “Damn it!” one reader wrote to a Frankfurt paper in December 1964, “give it a rest with your reporting about Auschwitz already.”121


  The West German proceedings resulted in imperfect justice, as perpetrators often benefited from the kind of legal protection they had denied their victims.122 The trials also produced imperfect history lessons. Media reports were irregular, in particular in mammoth cases like the trial of Majdanek staff, which opened in Düsseldorf in November 1975 and concluded five years and seven months later, setting a record for the longest and most expensive West German trial.123 What is more, the reporting only scratched the surface. This was most obvious, perhaps, in the continued treatment of defendants as an abnormal species. Here, the tone had been set by the Allied proceedings and the early West German cases, including the second trial of Ilse Koch—dubbed by the press as the “red-headed green-eyed witch of Buchenwald”—who was rearrested after her release from U.S. detention and sentenced to life in 1951 by an Augsburg court (she later suffered from mental illness, convinced that former KL prisoners would abuse her in her cell, and committed suicide in 1967).124


  Popular reactions to the West German trials of the 1960s and 1970s were mixed; the Auschwitz trial, in particular, briefly galvanized the opposition to further proceedings against Nazi perpetrators. At the same time, however, the cases confronted the population with more detailed images from the KL than ever before and gave a vital impetus to pedagogical and cultural initiatives, often led by a younger generation, which did much to generate a more differentiated memory culture.125


  By the 1980s, the distorted picture of the KL, as painted in the early Federal Republic, had developed many cracks. In particular, the myth of the invisible KL lost its power after local activists uncovered the myriad links between SS camps and the wider population. Historians and campaigners also began to turn a spotlight onto victim groups who had been obscured in public memory. Just as there had been prisoner hierarchies in the Nazi period, there were survivor hierarchies after the war. From the start, social outsiders—including homosexuals and Gypsies—were pushed to the bottom, by prevailing prejudices and also by former political prisoners determined to dissociate themselves from more unpopular victim groups. As early as 1946, some “asocial” and “criminal” survivors joined together to protest against their marginalization in a short-lived journal of their own. Suffering in the camps, they announced, should not be measured by the color of a survivor’s triangle. But they were not heard. Social outsiders were widely excluded from compensation and commemoration, and it took decades before they were recognized as KL victims.126


  It would be wrong to paint the 1980s as a golden period. The Nazi past was still contentious in the Federal Republic and popular memory of the camps remained patchy. Few Germans fully understood the operation of the KL system or its dimensions; many main camps and almost all satellite camps remained obscure. There was also confusion over who had suffered inside and over who had run the camps, as one-dimensional perpetrator images persisted. Nonetheless, public memory had shifted significantly since the foundation of the Federal Republic. Above all, most Germans now accepted a moral obligation to commemorate the camps and their victims.127


  It was a somewhat different story in the Austrian Republic across the border. Building on the myth of Austria as the first foreign victim of Nazi tyranny, the political and social elites evaded a full confrontation with Austria’s Nazi past until well into the 1980s. While the West German legal apparatus coordinated its pursuit of KL perpetrators, Austria went the other way and effectively abandoned prosecutions in the early 1970s. One of the last trials, against two SS architects involved in the construction of the Birkenau gas and crematorium complex, ended in a travesty of justice in 1972. Not only did the jury find the defendants innocent, it awarded them damages. Most Austrians ignored this case and others like it, leaving the national Communist newspaper to fume about scandalous judgments that turned Austria into a “sanctuary for Nazi mass murderers.”128


  This chimed with the views of Communist leaders in the German Democratic Republic in Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe, who rarely passed up the chance to castigate others for letting Nazi criminals off the hook, all the better to burnish their own antifascist badge of honor. In reality, the number of trials in East Germany, extensive early on, had also declined sharply by the mid-1950s. GDR leaders wanted to move on, too, and released convicted criminals, while many former Nazi supporters were silently integrated into the new state. Prosecutions for KL crimes edged up again in the 1960s and became more coordinated, partly to keep step with West Germany. Among the defendants was Kurt Heissmeyer, the physician behind the tuberculosis trials on Georges Kohn and other children in Neuengamme, who had lived as a respected lung specialist in Magdeburg, tacitly protected by the local elites; he was sentenced to life in 1966 and died soon after. However, such proceedings were highly politicized and did little to stimulate a more direct confrontation with the Nazi past, as they gradually did in West Germany.129


  Since the GDR proclaimed itself as the successor to the resistance against Nazism, concentration camps gained a central place in the national narrative. The Socialist Unity Party (SED) took ownership of their commemoration, drawing on self-glorifying accounts by Communist survivors like Rudi Jahn, who boasted in an early mass publication that Buchenwald had been a “headquarter in the fight to free Europe of Fascists.” The conversion of such hyperbole into official history was facilitated by the influx of former KPD prisoners into state positions (though none reached the highest offices of state, unlike in Poland, where the Socialist Józef Cyrankiewicz, a major player in the Auschwitz underground, became prime minister in 1947). As living embodiments of the antifascist spirit, former Communist prisoners held a special status and were expected to bolster the official version of the camps, popularized in a spate of memoirs in the 1960s and 1970s (alleged renegades, meanwhile, were written out). The approved GDR account of the camps was also enacted during ceremonies at memorials, above all at Buchenwald, which was transformed into a shrine to the Communist resistance.130


  Sites of Remembrance


  
    
  


  On September 14, 1958, the GDR political elite celebrated one of its most solemn acts of state: the dedication of the Buchenwald national memorial complex. By the following year, the new memorial, which reminded some critics of monumental Nazi architecture, already drew more than six hundred thousand visitors, including children on mandatory school trips. It encompassed burial grounds, pylons, a huge bell tower, and a sculpture depicting inmates standing tall against the SS—an allusion to the mythical self-liberation of Buchenwald, the fictional focus of the official Communist narrative, which discounted the decisive role of U.S. liberators. Further national memorials followed in Ravensbrück (1959) and Sachsenhausen (1961). All three sites sought to legitimize the East German state by celebrating international solidarity and the heroics of the Communist prisoners; just as resistance fighters had supposedly overcome Nazism in the camps, the GDR would defeat contemporary incarnations of Fascism. During his speech in Buchenwald on September 14, 1958, Prime Minister Grotewohl promised to “fulfill the legacy of the dead heroes,” a reference to the estimated fifty-six thousand victims of the KL. What he did not say was that another seven thousand or more prisoners had died in Buchenwald after the demise of the Third Reich, not as victims of the SS, but at the hands of the Soviet occupation forces.131


  Between August 1945 and February 1950, Buchenwald had served as one of ten Soviet special camps on German soil. Red Army guards took over the Camp SS buildings, as they did in Sachsenhausen and Lieberose, which also became special camps. The old prisoner barracks filled up with new inmates, rounded up in ad hoc arrests and condemned by military tribunals or interned without trial. Most prisoners were middle-aged German men who had once belonged to the Nazi movement. But they were not detained as war criminals—few had been senior officials or violent perpetrators—but as alleged threats to the current Soviet occupation. They even included some former resisters against Nazism, like Robert Zeiler, a survivor of KL Buchenwald who found himself back inside the camp in 1947 on trumped-up charges as an alleged U.S. spy.


  In general, there was nothing unusual about the temporary transformation of former KL sites into Allied internment camps. In the early postwar years, Dachau and Flossenbürg were used by the U.S. military, Neuengamme and Esterwegen by the British, Natzweiler by the French. But the western Allies quickly released most prisoners and held the remaining war crimes suspects under mostly adequate conditions. Not so the Soviet authorities, who neglected the special camps and their often harmless inmates. Indifference and ineptitude bred terrible conditions, with hunger, overcrowding, and illness resulting in mass death. Out of one hundred thousand prisoners taken to the three former concentration camps turned into Soviet special camps, well over twenty-two thousand perished inside.132


  The use of former KL for Allied internment hampered early survivor efforts of on-site remembrance. In many camps, inmates had come together immediately after liberation to honor the dead. In Buchenwald, survivors held an impromptu service on the roll call square on April 19, 1945, gathering around a wooden obelisk (elsewhere, survivors built more permanent memorials). But the Buchenwald grounds were soon out of bounds, following the establishment of the special camp, and former inmates had to direct their commemorative efforts elsewhere. When the site was designated as a national memorial, in 1953, the initiative came not from survivors but from the SED, which elbowed the inmate association aside. By then, the appearance of the former concentration camp had already altered dramatically. Some parts had collapsed; some had been torn down; and some had been taken away by the Soviet troops and German locals, who departed with machines, pipes, and even with the windows of the crematorium. More alterations and demolition work followed to prepare the ground for the memorial and museum. By the time of the opening, much of the old camp was gone, replaced by the new GDR version of Buchenwald.133


  KL memorials in other countries also reflected the commemorative concerns of the respective political authorities, who tried to stamp the dominant national narrative of the Nazi past onto these sites. True, survivor organizations played an important role, but the appearance of museums and monuments, and the speed of their construction, was largely determined by wider social forces.134 In Auschwitz, for example, a state museum opened in 1947 in the former main camp under the auspices of the new Polish government, and it has been expanded and revamped ever since (the grounds of the former IG Farben plant at Dwory, by contrast, belong to the Polish chemicals giant Synthos and remain off-limits to commemoration and conservation). For decades, public memory in Auschwitz was dominated by national Polish narratives. As the main memorial of the Polish People’s Republic, Auschwitz marked the patriotic resistance against Germany, national suffering, socialist solidarity, and Catholic martyrdom—themes that resonated with large sections of the Polish population. By contrast, the memory of Jewish prisoners, who made up the vast majority of the dead, was sidelined, as symbolized by the progressive decay of the Birkenau compound. Memory has become far more diverse in recent decades, linked in part to the fall of Communism at the end of the 1980s, though this did not put an end to political controversies over the memorial.135 Such commemorative conflicts were grounded in the history of the camps themselves. The KL system had always fulfilled multiple functions, allowing individual interest groups to emphasize separate elements in their narratives.


  This is evident in Mauthausen, too, where a vast memorial park has grown along the road to the former camp. Starting with a granite monument dedicated to French freedom fighters in 1949, more than a dozen national memorials followed, each mirroring aspects of public memory prevailing in the sponsoring state. As for the Austrian authorities, they opened a memorial in 1949, encompassing some restored KL buildings (though most prisoner barracks were sold off and dismantled). In keeping with the official Austrian account of the Nazi period, the memorial was primarily designed as a site of national martyrdom, with a Catholic chapel in the former laundry and a stone sarcophagus on the roll call square. A museum was not added until 1970, with an exhibition focusing on Austrian victimhood. Since then, commemoration in Mauthausen has changed, reflecting the growing engagement with the past since the 1980s. Memorials for forgotten victims have been added, remembering homosexuals (1984), Roma (1994), and Jehovah’s Witnesses (1998), and a more nuanced history of the camp is told in a new visitor center (2003). Popular interest has sharply risen, with the number of visiting Austrian students expanding from just six thousand (1970) to over fifty-one thousand (2012).136


  The memorial landscape in the neighboring German Federal Republic has also shifted since the early postwar years. The long and rocky path can be best illustrated by the development of Dachau, the birthplace of the KL system. Following the end of the U.S. military trials, the Bavarian authorities turned the former prisoner compound into a housing project for ethnic German refugees from Eastern Europe (other KL sites became DP camps, too, among them Bergen-Belsen and Flossenbürg). The Dachau prisoner barracks were used as apartments, the infirmary as a kindergarten, and the delousing block as a restaurant, later called “At the Crematorium.” For years, the history of the KL was obscured by the settlement, and between 1953 and 1960 there was not even a rudimentary museum on the site. Most locals ignored the camp in their midst, or distorted its history. The Dachau mayor, who had already served as deputy mayor during the Nazi years, told a journalist in 1959 that many inmates had been rightly detained as criminals. Local politicians around other KL sites were equally reluctant to face the truth. In 1951, the Hamburg mayor opposed plans for a French memorial in Neuengamme, because “everything should be done to avoid opening old wounds and reawakening painful memories”; instead, the former KL grounds were used for decades as a prison, built with bricks from the Neuengamme SS works.


  Only in the 1960s did Dachau become a major site of remembrance. Under pressure from survivors’ organizations, the Bavarian state finally relocated the residents from the camp grounds, with the last ones leaving just before the opening of the state memorial in spring 1965. As elsewhere, this process was accompanied by major changes to the site. Against the wishes of survivors, the authorities razed many of the remaining KL buildings, leaving behind a vast, clean, and barren area. Fresh foundations indicated where the barracks had once stood. Around the former roll call square, two newly built huts were meant to illustrate everyday prisoner life and a museum charted the rise of Nazism and the history of the camp. This was still a partial history, though, foregrounding political prisoners. The same applied to a new monument on the square, erected by the main survivor association, which included a chain with colored triangles worn by different inmate groups: red (political prisoners), yellow (Jews), purple (Jehovah’s Witnesses), and blue (returned emigrants). The colors denoting social outsiders, however, were all missing: there was no black (asocials), green (criminals), pink (homosexuals), or brown (Gypsies). At the far end of the site, meanwhile, several new buildings sprang up, with a large Catholic chapel and convent, a Jewish monument, and a Protestant church aiming to give religious meaning to the prisoners’ suffering. The expanding Dachau memorial attracted more and more visitors, and by the early 1980s, annual figures had risen from around four hundred thousand (1965) to nine hundred thousand. The growing visibility of the site generated some hostility among local politicians, who still preferred to gloss over the past. Their opposition only abated from the 1990s, when Dachau and other German KL memorials entered a new phase of commemoration.137


  Unification in 1990 had a major impact on German memory culture, above all in former East Germany. Over the coming years, the national concentration camp memorials were stripped of GDR propaganda and remodeled, not least by commemorating the Soviet special camps. This process proved particularly painful in Buchenwald, where clashes between the new curators and the Socialist-led KL survivor association degenerated into a public row over the actions of Communist Kapos.138 But unification affected memory in western parts of Germany, as well. The suffering of German Communists and their fellow travelers, previously marginalized by the prevailing Cold War mind-set, gradually received greater recognition.139 Similarly, the fate of Soviet KL prisoners came into sharper focus, and they also finally received some compensation as forced laborers, following a second wave of German reparations (though this came too late for most).140


  The end of the Cold War intensified public engagement with the Third Reich more generally, not least to assuage anxieties outside Germany about a possible resurgence of radical nationalism. Since the 1990s, the German government has taken an active lead in the commemoration of Nazi crimes, from the designation of the Auschwitz liberation date as the Day of Remembrance for the Victims of National Socialism, to the construction of the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in the heart of Berlin. Similarly, the national government has started to support KL memorials directly, providing an important catalyst for changes in official commemoration.141 Previously neglected sites, like Dora (in the shadow of Buchenwald) and Flossenbürg (in the shadow of Dachau), have been remade in recent years; in Flossenbürg, the former prisoner kitchen and laundry—used commercially by a private company until the 1990s—now houses an exhibition about the camp.142 And new monuments and museums on the sites of long-ignored satellite camps and death marches make the immense spread of the KL system more visible.143 Even established memorials like Dachau have been redesigned once more in light of new research and changing public perceptions.


  *   *   *


  Dachau, March 22, 2013. It is a bright, cold spring day, much as it was exactly eighty years ago, when the concentration camp first opened. The site is easy to find, with plenty of signs pointing the way (until the 1980s, the city authorities kept its profile low). Anyone arriving by train can walk along a Path of Remembrance, adorned with multilingual panels, to the memorial. At the entrance stands a new visitor center, opened in a state ceremony in 2009, broadcast live, and attended by the Bavarian political establishment, which had long shunned the memorial. “We don’t forget, we don’t suppress, we don’t relativize what happened here,” the prime minister pledged. As prisoners did in the past, visitors pass through the doorway of the old SS gatehouse, following a path reopened in 2005 despite local opposition. The wrought-iron gates with the inscription ARBEIT MACHT FREI lead directly onto the roll call square, where several large visitor groups are gathered. It is a quiet day, like most Fridays, but there are still some 1,500 visitors. To the left of the square they see the two reconstructed barracks and the outlines of the others, bisected by the camp street that leads toward the crematorium. On the right stands the museum, overhauled in 2003. And straight ahead lie the offices of some thirty academic, archival, and pedagogic staff. Their task, the director says in a newspaper interview to mark Dachau’s anniversary, “is to tell the history of this camp free from all political slant.”144 The memorial has clearly come a long way. This is far from suggesting a sense of closure, though. Commemoration will keep on changing, here and at other former KL sites. Neither will the history of the camps ever come to an end. Blind spots remain. New sources, approaches, and questions will make us reconsider what we thought we knew; on March 22, 2013, for example, none of the historians in Dachau could pinpoint with certainty the building where it had all begun eighty years earlier.


  In the same way, our search for deeper meaning in the KL will go on, even though efforts to extract a single essence are destined to come up short. As we have seen, the concentration camps meant different things at different times of Nazi rule. Even Auschwitz cannot be reduced to its genocidal function alone, as the SS also used it to destroy the Polish resistance and to forge a closer collaboration with industry. Neither was its place as the most deadly site of the Nazi Final Solution preordained. It emerged only gradually over several fateful months in 1942, at a time when hundreds of thousands of Jews had already been killed elsewhere; the path of Auschwitz to the Holocaust was long and twisted.145 And yet, the inadequacy of simple answers should not stop us from asking bigger questions about the nature of the concentration camps. The KL were patently products of modernity, for example, with their reliance on bureaucracy, transport, mass communication, and technology, as well as industrially manufactured barracks, barbed wire, machine guns, and gas canisters. But does that make them paradigms of the modern age, as some scholars have suggested, any more than, say, mass vaccination or universal suffrage? As the historian Mark Mazower pointedly asks: “What makes one choice of historical symbol … better than another?”146 Then there is the question of the camps’ origins. Of course, the KL were products of German history; they emerged and developed under specific national political and cultural conditions, and drew inspiration from the violent practices of Weimar paramilitaries, as well as the disciplinary traditions of the German army and prison service. But does that make them “typically German,” as some prisoners argued?147 It seems doubtful. After all, the men behind the KL system were far more invested in radical Nazi ideology than most ordinary Germans, who felt more ambivalent about the camps. More generally, the KL shared some generic features with repressive camps established elsewhere during the twentieth century. That said, their development still diverged from other totalitarian camps, raising perhaps the most important issue: How best to understand the course of the Nazi concentration camps?


  As this integrated history has shown, there was nothing inevitable about the trajectory of the KL. Looking at the horrors of the wartime years, it is hard not to see them as the inevitable conclusion of the early camps. But there was no direct trail from Dachau in 1933 to Dachau in 1945. The concentration camps could well have taken a different direction, and in the mid-1930s, it even looked as if they might disappear. They endured because Nazi leaders, above all Adolf Hitler himself, came to value them as flexible instruments of lawless repression, which could easily adapt to the changing requirements of the regime. The specific character of individual camps owed much to the initiative of the local SS. But these officials operated within wider parameters set by their superiors, and in the end, the KL acted much like seismographs, closely attuned to the general aims and ambitions of the regime’s rulers. The reason they oscillated so much was that the priorities of Nazi leaders changed over time, and as the regime radicalized, so did its camps.


  Despite some sharp turns, however, the path of the concentration camps unfolded without sharp breaks. The successive stages of the camps might appear like different worlds, as we saw at the beginning of this book, but these worlds were connected nonetheless. The basic rules, organization, and ethos of the Camp SS were already in place by the mid-1930s, and remained largely unchanged thereafter. Similarly, pioneering SS programs of mass extermination, which claimed tens of thousands of infirm prisoners and Soviet POWs in 1941, left an important legacy for the Holocaust, including the use of Zyklon B in Auschwitz. The continuities between the different stages of the camps are personified by core SS professionals like Rudolf Höss, a man who learned about prisoner abuse in Dachau at the start of the Third Reich, graduated to systematic murder in Sachsenhausen early in the war, moved on to genocide in Auschwitz, and then oversaw the final slaughter in Ravensbrück. Throughout his career, new outrages broke new ground, and each transgression made the next one easier, inuring him, like other SS perpetrators, to acts that would have been unthinkable a little earlier. The KL system was a great transformer of values. Its history is a history of these mutations, which normalized extreme violence, torture, and murder. And this history will continue to be written and it will keep on living, and so will the memory of those who were its witnesses, its perpetrators, and its victims.
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  Steyr-Daimler-Puch AG


  Stosberg, Hans


  Strasdenhof


  Straus, Roger


  Stumachin Lina
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  swastika


  Sweden


  Swedish Red Cross


  Swiss Red Cross


  Switzerland


  Synthos
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  An SA guard threatens recently arrested political prisoners in the early camp on Friedrichstrasse in Berlin on March 6, 1933, a day after the national elections. (akg-images, courtesy of ullstein bild)
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  Among the many improvised camps set up for political opponents in 1933 was this old tugboat on the Ochtum River near Bremen. (Staatsarchiv Bremen)
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  A caricature about concentration camps in the German satirical magazine Kladderadatsch from April 30, 1933: left-wingers perform hard labor using symbols of the Communists (hammer and sickle) and of pro-democratic paramilitaries (three arrows), while another prisoner contemplates the Soviet red star. (bpk/Kladderadatsch)
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  Photograph from the front page of the Nazi daily Völkischer Beobachter from August 10, 1933, recording the arrival in the Oranienburg camp of prominent political prisoners, including (suited, from left) the Social Democrats Ernst Heilmann and Friedrich Ebert (akg-images)
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  Propaganda image of “productive” labor in the Dachau camp, May 1933. The heavy road roller was pulled mainly by Jews and well-known left-wingers. (Bundesarchiv, picture 152-01-24)
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  Autopsy photograph from the Munich state prosecutor’s files on the suspicious death of the Jewish prisoner Louis Schloss in Dachau on May 16, 1933, which triggered legal proceedings against the camp’s commandant (Staatsarchiv Munich)
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  The overbearing inspector of concentration camps, Theodor Eicke (center, with cigar), during a trip to the Lichtenburg camp in March 1936 (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum [USHMM], courtesy of Instytut Pamięci Narodowej)
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  Eicke’s more reserved successor, Richard Glücks (center, with briefcase), during a visit to the Gross-Rosen camp in 1941 (USHMM, courtesy of Martin Mansson)
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  SS leader Heinrich Himmler confronts a political prisoner in the Dachau workshops during an official inspection of this “model” camp by Nazi grandees on May 8, 1936. (Bundesarchiv, picture 152-11-11/Friedrich Franz Bauer)
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  Propaganda photograph of prisoners walking along the main path of the rebuilt and extended Dachau camp, June 28, 1938 (akg-images, courtesy of ullstein bild)
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  Hanging from the arms was among the worst of the official SS punishments. This scene in the Dachau baths was drawn by a survivor in 1945. (KZ-Gedenkstätte Dachau)
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  This photograph, taken outside the walls of the Ravensbrück camp circa 1939–40, comes from an album the guard (center) made for her son. The inscription reads: “Mother with Britta [her guard dog] during training.” (Mahn- und Gedenkstätte Ravensbrück/Stiftung Brandenburgische Gedenkstätten)
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  Commandant Karl Otto Koch with his wife, Ilse, and their children outside his Buchenwald office, December 1940 (Gedenkstätte Buchenwald)
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  SS snapshot of Commandant Koch and some of his men at work, towering over a prisoner in Sachsenhausen, 1937 (Archive of the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation, Moscow, with the kind assistance of the Gedenkstätte und Museum Sachsenhausen)
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  Theodor Eicke (center, with cigarillo) presides over an SS comradeship evening in Dachau in 1934. (Hugh Taylor Collection)
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  SS men at leisure, at the newly built swimming pool just outside the Esterwegen camp, in 1936 (Archive of the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation, Moscow, with the kind assistance of the Gedenkstätte und Museum Sachsenhausen)
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  Prisoner “workout” in Esterwegen, 1935. The photograph appeared in an SS album presented to Karl Otto Koch and was captioned, tellingly, “At the double, or there’ll be trouble.” (Archive of the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation, Moscow, with the kind assistance of the Gedenkstätte und Museum Sachsenhausen)
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  Private SS photograph of young Buchenwald sentries showing off their physical prowess and camaraderie, 1940 (Gedenkstätte Buchenwald/personal album of Gerhard Brendle)


  
    
  


  
    
  


  [image: image]


  “Political recidivists” featured in a cover story about Dachau in the Nazi weekly Illustrierter Beobachter, December 1936. The prisoner on the right is Karl Kapp, the future camp elder. (KZ-Gedenkstätte Dachau)
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  Dachau mug shot of the petty criminal Josef Kolacek, one of almost ten thousand “asocial” men rounded up across the Third Reich in June 1938 (International Tracing Service, Bad Arolsen)
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  In this staged SS photograph, female camp inmates—small in numbers until the later war years—make straw shoes in Ravensbrück, 1941. (Mahn- und Gedenkstätte Ravensbrück/Stiftung Brandenburgische Gedenkstätten)
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  Roll call in Buchenwald, November 1938, with some of the 26,000 Jewish men forced into concentration camps after the Kristallnacht pogrom (USHMM/American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, courtesy of Robert A. Schmuhl)
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  Polish prisoners outside a tent of the Buchenwald special camp in autumn 1939, after the outbreak of the Second World War; within a few months, most inmates in the camp were dead. (USHMM/American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, courtesy of Robert A. Schmuhl)
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  Czech prisoners use basic tools to break up the concrete foundations of the failed SS brickworks near Sachsenhausen, 1940. (Gedenkstätte und Museum Sachsenhausen, Mediathek)


  
    
  


  
    
  


  [image: image]


  Dachau SS men gather near the body of Abraham Borenstein, one of the Jewish prisoners “shot trying to escape” on the camp’s plantation in May 1941. (Gedenkstätte und Museum Sachsenhausen, Mediathek)
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  Slave labor in the SS quarry at Flossenbürg, circa 1942 (Beeldbank WO2—NIOD)
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  Heinrich Himmler (second from right in the group of uniformed Nazi dignitaries) in Mauthausen in 1941, passing a prisoner carrying a rock from the quarry (Museu d’Història de Catalunya/Fons Amical de Mauthausen)
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  Dachau mug shot of the Austrian Jew Eduard Radinger, who was murdered in 1942 during the “euthanasia” program. On the reverse, one of the doctors responsible, Friedrich Mennecke, recorded the prisoner’s alleged crimes (e.g., “theft”) and misconduct in the camp (e.g., “laziness”). (Staatsarchiv Nuremberg, ND: NO-3060)
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  Taking a break from their murderous task: Dr. Mennecke (third from right) and other “euthanasia” physicians unwind at Lake Starnberg on September 3, 1941, upon their return from Dachau. (Bundesarchiv, B 162 picture-00680)
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  As epidemics such as typhus spread through the camps, naked prisoners wait in the Mauthausen courtyard during a mass disinfection in June 1941. (BMI/Fotoarchiv der KZ-Gedenkstätte Mauthausen)
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  Hans Bonarewitz (on the cart), an alleged “professional criminal” recaptured after an escape, is led to the Mauthausen gallows in a macabre SS spectacle on July 30, 1942. (BMI/Fotoarchiv der KZ-Gedenkstätte Mauthausen)
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  Propaganda picture showing Soviet POWs arriving in Sachsenhausen in September 1941. Over the following months, the SS executed some forty thousand “commissars” in the concentration camps. (Národní archiv, Prague)
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  Some of the nine thousand Soviet POWs murdered in Sachsenhausen in September and October 1941. The image was smuggled out of the camp by an inmate. (Národní archiv, Prague)
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  Rudolf Höss and Auschwitz SS men relax at the Solahütte retreat in the summer of 1944. Front row, from left: adjutant Karl Höcker; crematorium chief Otto Moll (partially obscured); Höss; commandants Richard Baer (partially obscured) and Josef Kramer; camp compound leader Franz Hössler (partially obscured); Dr. Josef Mengele (partially obscured); and two other officers. (USHMM)
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  A uniformed SS doctor (center) oversees the selection of 3,500 Jews deported from Subcarpathian Rus to Auschwitz-Birkenau in May 1944. Those selected for immediate extermination (in the background) are led toward the crematorium complex. (USHMM, courtesy of Yad Vashem)
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  Following the SS selection on arrival, Jewish women and children stand outside Birkenau crematorium III before they are gassed, May 1944. (USHMM, courtesy of Yad Vashem)
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  Male and female prisoners from the privileged Canada Commando sort the belongings of murdered Jews outside the SS warehouses in Birkenau, May 1944. (USHMM, courtesy of Yad Vashem)
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  Covert prisoner photograph from inside the Birkenau gas chambers documenting the open-air cremation of murdered Jews, August 1944 (State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, Oświęcim)
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  SS photograph of so-called Special Squad prisoners inside Birkenau crematorium II or III in 1943 (State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, Oświęcim)
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  On the morning of July 18, 1942, SS leader Heinrich Himmler (front row, left) inspects the IG Farben construction site in Auschwitz-Monowitz, led by the civilian chief engineer, Max Faust (center), and Commandant Rudolf Höss (right). (State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, Oświęcim)
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  The head of the SS concentration camp system, Oswald Pohl (center), visits Auschwitz in 1944, accompanied by Commandant Richard Baer. Between them (in the background) is Karl Bischoff, the main SS architect of the crematorium complex. (USHMM)
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  Majdanek guards celebrate a birthday in a Lublin dance hall and restaurant in March 1944. (Landesarchiv North Rhine–Westphalia, Rhineland division, RWB 28432/3)
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  SS accommodation barracks in Neuengamme during the war: most regular guards lived regimented lives outside the barbed wire. (KZ-Gedenkstätte Neuengamme)
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  Slave labor for the war effort: directed by a civilian foreman, prisoners of the Farge satellite camp build a bombproof bunker for submarine production, circa 1944. (Staatsarchiv Bremen, collection Schmidt)
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  Armaments Minister Albert Speer (center, right) and the Gauleiter of Upper Austria, August Eigruber (center, left), with prisoners of a satellite camp in Linz, 1944 (bpk/Hanns Hubmann)
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  Covert photograph taken by a German civilian from his kitchen window in Cologne in October 1943. The prisoners came from Buchenwald and belonged to an SS Building Brigade clearing bomb damage. (NS-Dokumentationszentrum, Cologne)
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  A prisoner from the Dora satellite camp pushes a cart toward the entrance of the deep tunnel system that housed V2 rocket production, summer 1944. (bpk/Hanns Hubmann)
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  The dismal “little camp” in Buchenwald, captured in a covert photograph by a French prisoner in June 1944. Inmates slept in tents (center) or windowless stables (left); designed for around fifty horses, the stables held up to two thousand men. (Gedenkstätte Buchenwald)
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  Inside a hut at a Kaufering satellite camp (photographed after liberation). The SS crammed prisoners into such vermin-infested huts, which were covered with grass and earth. (U.S. National Archives)
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  A 1944 self-portrait of the young German Jew Peter Edel by the Auschwitz gate, illustrating how the camp had changed him. The caption reads “Who is this?” — “You!” — “Me?” — “Yes!” (State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, Oświęcim)
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  A 1943 drawing by an unidentified Auschwitz prisoner depicting the powers and privileges of so-called Kapos (State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, Oświęcim)
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  This covert photograph by a resident of a village on Lake Starnberg documents prisoners on a death march from Dachau on April 28, 1945. (akg-images/Benno Gantner)


  
    
  


  
    
  


  [image: image]


  Prisoners in the Below forest in late April 1945, on a death march from the abandoned Sachsenhausen camp. In the foreground someone carries a Red Cross food parcel. (ICRC, courtesy of Willy Pfister)
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  On April 30, 1945, a train with thousands of prisoners from the abandoned Leitmeritz satellite camp makes a stop in a Czech town, where locals defy the SS to distribute food and take pictures. (Museum of Central Bohemia, Roztoky u Prahy)
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  Georges Kohn, aged twelve, pictured here during medical experiments in Neuengamme, was hanged on April 20, 1945. He was one of countless victims of last-minute Camp SS murders. (KZ-Gedenkstätte Neuengamme)
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  A U.S. soldier outside a train full of dead prisoners, soon after the liberation of Dachau. The prisoners had departed from Buchenwald some three weeks earlier. (USHMM, courtesy of J. Hardman)


  
    
  


  
    
  


  [image: image]


  Soviet soldiers survey burned bodies at the Klooga satellite camp in Estonia. On September 19, 1944, shortly before the Red Army arrived, the SS had slaughtered the inmates and torched the camp. (USHMM, courtesy of Esther Ancoli-Barbasch)
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  Dachau prisoners welcome U.S. troops on April 29, 1945 (photographed from a watchtower). (USHMM, courtesy of The New York Times)
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  The liberation of a Bergen-Belsen death train near Magdeburg, April 13, 1945 (USHMM, courtesy of Dr. Gross)
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  Bergen-Belsen on April 18, 1945, three days after the arrival of British forces. Thousands of survivors died here in the following weeks. (Imperial War Museums, London)
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  Young survivors cook a meal in the Ebensee satellite camp two days after the May 6, 1945, liberation. (USHMM/U.S. National Archives)
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  Survivors of Buchenwald leave the Weimar train station for a children’s home in France, June 1, 1945. One youth writes on the carriage: “Where are our parents? You murderers.” (Gedenkstätte Buchenwald)
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  The execution of Rudolf Höss on the grounds of the former Auschwitz main camp on April 16, 1947 (Instytut Pamięci Narodowej, Warsaw, GK-14-4-6-11)
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  U.S. soldiers confront Weimar civilians with corpses near the Buchenwald crematorium, April 16, 1945—one of many explicit images to appear in the Allied press. (Gedenkstätte Buchenwald)
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  Postcard of Dachau as a residential settlement for refugees, circa 1955–60. Next to the main road (bottom, right) are the former prisoner barracks used as apartments. (KZ-Gedenkstätte Dachau)


  
    
  


  
    
  


   


  A Note About the Author


  [image: image]


  Nikolaus Wachsmann is a professor of modern European history at Birkbeck College, University of London. He is the author of the prizewinning Hitler’s Prisons and joint editor of Concentration Camps in Nazi Germany: The New Histories. You can sign up for email updates here.


  
    
  


  
    
  


   


  ALSO BY NIKOLAUS WACHSMANN


  Hitler’s Prisons: Legal Terror in Nazi Germany


  The Nazi Concentration Camps, 1933–1939: A Documentary History (joint editor)


  Concentration Camps in Nazi Germany: The New Histories (joint editor)


  
    
  

cover.jpeg
T S IR

Abteilung I S 107,
——— .

NIKOLAUS WACHSMANN

758

ProuL 194 7B

N
Ry
AN

g
EN

A HISTORY OF THE NAZI





OEBPS/Images/photo-47.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-48.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-49.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-43.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-44.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-45.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-46.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-40.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-41.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-42.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-60.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/042-59728fig1_fmt.jpeg
w0

w000

000

10000

240 200 4781 720

maan

550000

|

The figures for 1935, 1938, 1960,

)41, Decomber 1942, Decembor 1963, and April 1945 are estimates.





OEBPS/Images/photo-58.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-59.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-54.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-55.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-56.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-57.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-50.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-51.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-52.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-53.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/KLMap07.final.final_fmt.jpeg
‘THE EVACUATION OF AUSCHWITZ (main routes), EARLY 1945

< 5
%, " ggvensaco
=

T SACHSENHAUSEN

1

Berin

o anover »,
GREATER
GERMAN REICH

) e
oo ] y
AN pre iy
— Dresden” | i
e 010 T
L R, R
O Kiometers 150 N
Sscawrrz_ Krboy
sz K%

S

/“-’ SLOVAKIA
v [o wnanns

+ Seectedstlite camps [

s Muich

o s 00 . « Citis

ey e

Hr— 3 ==
GRoss RosEN

GREATER

GERMAN REICH \ X il

( e l"“/.km

y { Lrasil e
j B! 5 %
- 1 [ g
B ———r ) Sk, | e,

B
o \ LR
P
- L






OEBPS/Images/KLMap04.final.final_fmt.jpeg
THE AUSCHWITZ KL COMPLEX, c. 1944

AUSCHWITZIL
iRkexaw)

&

,Auscﬂwrr/_l

Auschvitz
(Obwiccim)

-

— L

16 Farben complex

AUSCHWITZ I
Moxowriz)

AUSCHWITZ I (BIRKENAU)






OEBPS/Images/photo-29.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/KLMap03.final.final_fmt.jpeg
SS CONCENTRATION CAMPS, SEPTEMBER 1, 1939
-

DENMARK SWEDEN

North Sea

"\ Hamburg
RAVENSBROCK 0
SACHSENHAUSEN®

Baltic Sea

P
W
/

" omm
Hanover + erlin \
e Oterk] o Kiomeen
GERMANY
BUCHENWALDG Bredai
BELGIUM rankfr .
{ Erankfurt prague
QAN o Bonusas o
Y FLOSSENBORG " (Gramax Prorecronste)
4 et 7 st
FRANCE oo pagmau waumiguses [ stovaria
Y S L s L
{ s Vienni
{ Munich "

A SWITZERLA

ND

=
THuANIA

Memels |

LI~
~Konigiberg

EAST

7 prussia

m

POLAND

o pACHAU

SACHSENHAUSEN.

BUCHENWALD
5300 immater

MAUTHAUSEN

FLOSSENBORG.

RAVENSBROCK






OEBPS/Images/KLMap06.final.final_fmt.jpeg
BUCHENWALD AND ITS SATELLITE CAMPS, AUTUMN 1944

DENTERK S @ Maincamp
+ Sl camps
North Baltic ea
e Danzig®
b
T oy &

NemerLaNDs ([

Berln

GREAT
SERAAR HRYCH

Oy, O Klomtrs 100
“a






OEBPS/Images/KLMap05.final.final_fmt.jpeg
$S CONCENTRATION CAMPS (main camps), SUMMER 1944

PE— i T,
oo il

[TR—

[o—

Sl Gty

- Gites Mediterrancan Sea






OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/photo-25.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-26.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/KLMap02.final.final_fmt.jpg
SS CONCENTRATION CAMPS, SUMMER 1935

DRENMARK SWEDEN
North Sea
_ Hamburg 5
s ey §
Osstinwray 3
Berin
Hanovers

Erankfurt

y >
o paciau -
FRANCE hacA —
Munich "y Vieaed
Z N AusTRIA

GERMANY

SWITZERLAND 7,

]
COLUMBIA HOUSE

LICHTENBURG®

Dresden
SACHSENBURG,~

Prague

ITALY

> YUGOSLAVIA

Baltic Sea

0 hier

0 Kiamets

~~—
~Kénigsberg

EAST
PRUSSIA

10

POLAND

A HUNGARY

© COLUMBIA HOUSE
00 maes et

& pachAU
DS mmates,uly 1935

o ESTERWEGEN

2 immate ane 10 1935
& LICHTENBURG
o e, e 10,1955

SACHSENBURG
mates,June 10,1935






OEBPS/Images/photo-27.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/KLMap01.final.final_fmt.jpeg
EARLY CAMPS IN BERLIN (by district), 1933

= N o Kiomes 5
' \o —
< emmorre G

/ >
§ y
2.( o g (e






OEBPS/Images/photo-21.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-22.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-23.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-24.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-20.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/app2.jpg
ss

Army

Reichsfhrer S5 Ficld marshal general
Oberstgruppenfihrer Colonel general
Obergruppenfihrer General
Gruppenfihrer Licutenant general
Brigadefihrer Major general
Oberfihrer Brigadier general
Standartenfihrer Colonel
Obersturmbannfahrer Licutenant colonel
Sturmbannfhrer Major
Hauptsturmfihrer Captain
Obersturmfithrer Firstlieutenant
Untersturmfiahrer Second lieatenant
Hauptscharfihrer Sergeant major
Oberscharfahrer Technical sergeant
Scharfihrer Staff sergeant
Unterscharfihrer Sergeant
Rottenfiihrer Corporal
Sturmmann Private first class

55-Mann (Schitze)

Private






OEBPS/Images/photo-36.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/app1.jpg
Main KL complex and period of aperation

Total mumber of deaths

Arbeitsdorf (1942

6

Auschwitz (1940-45)

Atleastc. 1,100,000
(including atleast c. 570,000 ews
murdered on arrival without registration
as KL inmates)

Bergen-Belsen (1943-45) 37000
Bad Sulza (1936-37) 0
Berlin-Columbia (1934-36) Atleast3
Buchenwald (1937-45) < 56,000

Dachau (1933-45) <3900

Dora (1944-45) < 15000020000
Esterwegen (1934-36) 2%

Flossenbiirg (1938-45) < 30000
Gross-Rosen (1941-45) Atleastc. 40000
Herzogenbusch (1943-44) <750

Kovno (1943-44) <6000
Lichtenburg (1934-39) <35

‘Mauthausen (1938-45) More than 90.000
‘Majdanck (1941-44) < 78,000
Nataweiler (1941-45) 19,000 10 20,000
Neuengamme (1940-45) Atleastc. 43,000
Niederhagen (1941-43) Atleast 1235

Plaszow (1944-45)

Atleast c.2.200

Ravensbriick (1939-45)

30,0001 40,000

Riga (1943-44) < 7000107500
Sachsenburg (1934-37) Atleastc. 30
Sachsenhausen (1936-45) 35,0000 40,000
Stutthof 1942-45) 61500

Vaivara (1943-49) ‘Atleastc. 4,500

Warsaw (1943-44)

More than 3,400

Total number of KL deaths

Over 17 million






OEBPS/Images/photo-37.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-38.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-39.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-32.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-33.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-34.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-35.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-30.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-31.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-28b.jpeg
f;zz.;,%:a
Pl 230 .
2% S/ P
M”-Vf";“/‘/"r,%“%
g ity il L

No-s






OEBPS/Images/photo-28a.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-18.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-19.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-14.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-15.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-16.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-17.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-10.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-11.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-12.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-13.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-65.jpeg
WOHNSIEDLUNG
DACHAU-
oST |





OEBPS/Images/photo-61.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-62.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-63.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-64.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-9.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-5.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-6.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-7.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-8.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-1.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-2.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-3.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/photo-4.jpeg





